PROLOGUE

M

y name is Bailey Viejo. I’m a detective on the Las Vegas police force, homicide squad. In twenty years on the force, I never worked a case with a higher profile than Porkpie. As you probably know, Porkpie was Sam Porter’s nickname – and it became media shorthand for the whole panoply of low crime and high society that made his story a tabloid sensation. 

The case lingers long in the mind, partly because the per-sonalities were so outrageous. From ex-con to grande dame, they stood out for the warped passions that drove them and for the ruthlessness in their hearts. Before it was over, six po-lice departments had jurisdiction over the various charges of murder, felonious assault, embezzlement and mayhem that added up to Porkpie the scandal … Porkpie the media frenzy … Porkpie the criminal epic. 

Christ, by the time we put it to bed, I thought I was some kind of whizbang profiler adept at decoding the human con-dition. But that’s all bullshit, like some crappy cable TV show with “your host” pontificating about the motives of every murderous dickhead who snags a headline. You see, homicide detectives are like everybody else. Sometimes you think too damn much about your own little corner of the world. Which is when you begin to develop theories. 

So why do I find myself chewing this one over in the silent recesses of the night? It’s not the big money players involved and not the glittery backstory of San Francisco and Newport society. It’s not even the appalling sight of those violated corpses. What tortures me is the memory of the few moments I spent questioning Porkpie, when I looked into those degen-erate eyes telling me life had no value, that what I knew or didn’t know was of no concern to him. I need to understand how you figure people like him; I need to understand how they get that way.
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CHAPTER 1 – MOST MEN ARE GERBILS

Helena Swann

I

 didn’t have to go out there in the desert where Mrs. Buck-ley lived. We could have transacted our business over the phone. But I was curious. She was a local legend, a bawdy old woman Brad talked about when I was planning this little trip. Besides, I wanted off the Las Vegas Strip for a few hours, and a drive through the desert suburbs would be a welcome diversion. 

It was Monday, and traffic had abated after the morning rush. Turning into her street, I saw the little sign out front: Buckley Real Estate. The house was pleasant enough, al-though it had that cut-rate “villa” look so prevalent in the valley. As I stood by the front entrance and pushed the bell, the late morning sun assaulted my arms and legs. 

A young woman in halter-top and shorts opened the door, a little mutt yapping behind her. I may have looked surprised – this couldn’t be the old lady I was expecting.

She must have guessed what I was thinking. 

“Mrs. Buckley is just inside,” she said, taking the dog’s collar and ushering me into the house.

In a moment, a large matronly woman with a florid face strode into the living room and introduced herself as Leda Buckley. She wore one of those telephone headpieces with attached microphone, and she gestured toward the young woman with the hand holding the cord. 

“This here is a friend of mine, Lana Firewood,” she said. “And little Don Juan you’ve already met.”

I turned toward Lana and glanced at the dog. “How do you do … both of you,” I said. “Why did you name him Don Juan?” 

“Don’t ask,” Mrs. Buckley cut in. “The little humper will probably show you.”

She cackled over her own joke, and Lana snorted in spite of herself. I laughed too, although I hadn’t expected a remark of that sort.

“Lana’s just visiting while I take calls for my agency, Mrs. Swann. Reason I have friends over during the workday is be-cause I’m an old woman who hasn’t got a life worth tellin’ about anymore. I like to hear what goes on in town, especially from a firecracker like Lana.”

“C’mon Leda, what is this lady think going to think?”

“I suspect we all know what to think, darlin’,” she said, looking my way and raising a conspiratorial eyebrow. “So what can I do for you, Mrs. Swann?”

 “I just dropped in to pay for the accommodations, Mrs. Buckley. The suite’s lovely, by the way.”  

 “Thanks,” she said. “It’s definitely better than your typical Las Vegas hotel room. Isn’t it, Lana?”

“Leda, you can stop that right now,” protested Lana. 

Mrs. Buckley was living up to Brad’s description. She was like some ribald battleaxe out of an Elmore Leonard novel. I dug into my handbag for my checkbook as she guided me to a writing desk in the corner of the living room.  

Lana was primping in front of a gilt-framed mirror over the fireplace mantel. Without looking at Mrs. Buckley, she began to speak in a familiar tone that suggested she was resuming a conversation started earlier.

“Just wait’ll you see my new guy, Leda. Tall, well-built like you wouldn’t believe, and eyes that drill right through you. Wish I could say I was comfortable about him, but I guess that’s part of the thrill.” 

“The thrill is he’s a bad boy?” she asked.

“Maybe. You think I get fixated on that type?”

“I know you, girl. There’s nothing like an out and out thug to make your heart go pitty-pat.”

“M-m-m. I suppose. All I know is I intend to get him in tow. Even if I need Randy to help do it.”

“What does Randy have to do with it? He’s just a nice kid.”

“That’s the point, you know? Randy’s nice and the new one … the new one gets jealous.”

She laughed. “You are evil, Lana. Sometimes you make me wish I was still in the game.”

“I suppose you know a little something about bad boys, Leda.”

“You know what I think. Most men are gerbils.” 

“And the ones who aren’t gerbils? What are they?”

“Marlboro men or thugs, I guess.”

Lana and Mrs. Buckley looked at each other and cracked up.

“Some choice,” said Lana. “This one may be a little of both.”

“I’m getting rid of a gerbil,” I said, rising from the desk and handing my check to Mrs. Buckley. “I’m just now waiting for my final decree.” 

Naturally, she couldn’t let that pass. “Maybe you’ll find yourself a Marlboro man to console you before your vaca-tion’s over.”

“A girl can always hope,” I said. “Oh … there’s one more thing. I have the place through Thursday, but I might leave early. Should I come back here to drop the key off?”

 “Well, you could,” she said, “but why inconvenience your-self? Just leave it on the foyer table when you leave. I’ll come around for it on Friday.”

At that, Leda Buckley walked me to the front door. Weeks later, I would recall my visit and the things Lana talked about.

What was I doing in Las Vegas? It was a kind of anxiety vacation, a respite from San Francisco. I couldn’t really afford it, but I had to have some time alone. Still, I didn’t want to be far from home if those divorce papers came through. Brad would want me back for sure to celebrate that particular good news. 

Brad Styles was a constant in my life for as long as I could remember. Confidant, personal friend, executive director of my stepsister Angela’s vast holdings – I can’t remember when he wasn’t part of my life, part of our family almost. Incred-ibly, we became lovers shortly after I left Jeremy. Incredibly, because we were practically brother and sister after so many years of close acquaintance. 

This was no grand passion on my part, and yet Brad was the reason I was anxious for those divorce papers. He wanted to marry me. In all sincerity, I could look him in the eye and tell him I loved him, because I did in my way. And knowing that his family fortune was the equal of Angela’s didn’t hurt in the least. 

Did you catch why I’m not rich like Angela? It’s that dread-ful word stepsister. Angela’s father was one of the richest men in San Francisco. When he died, she was his sole heir. Despite the consideration I knew as his adopted daughter, Sam Shar-ples left his entire fortune to blood. Angela was very gen-erous, but now I lived on handouts at her pleasure. The feel-ing I was a poor relation fed my insecurities, stoked my little rebellions and led to my unfortunate marriage. But all that represented the past, and this vacation was a step toward putting it behind me.

When you’re in Las Vegas on a budget, you’re a people-watcher by default. On Tuesday night, a man at one of the craps tables caught my attention. People were swatting him on the back to urge him on. While he looked perfectly calm and self-assured, at the same time there was something un-yielding, perhaps dangerous, about him. Tall and powerfully built, he would have stood out in any crowd. He wore a gray double-breasted suit, black wingtips, and a blazing white shirt, freshly starched. His tie looked hand-painted, the colors maroon and light blue. His only jewelry was a modest gold watch.

At a venture, I strolled the short distance from the bank of slot machines to his table. Immediately, he flashed a curious look my way. I glanced down to avoid eye contact, suddenly eager to place one last bet for the night. He was on a streak, so following his lead seemed the obvious choice. But I sensed he was due for a loss. And that was how I played it. Ten dollars against the man. 

When I looked up, he was preparing to throw, but had seen my play and stared at me, his disbelieving eyes accompanied by an insolent grin. All this in the half-second it took him to toss the dice and make his point. The crowd cheered and I walked away, ten dollars poorer and feeling those wicked blue eyes burrow into my back. 

Outside the night air was cool, and the Strip was ablaze in a gaudy tumult of streaming neon. The boulevard stretched north and south, the whole of it lit up large, blotting out all starlight with its corona of manmade tinsel. This was Las Vegas in all its cheap glory. As for me, I loved the look and the feel of the place; I wouldn’t have been there otherwise.

I crossed the Strip on foot at the Monte Carlo and walked through the commercial plaza in front of my apartment buil-ding. The security guard looked up from his console and waved as I entered. In the elevator, I listened to the ding, ding that registered each successive floor. Rising alone in that quiet space, I thought about the attractive man with the insolent leer playing craps and looking good in his gray double-breasted suit.

Inside the apartment, I tossed my bag on the foyer table and went directly to the big windows in the living room. While gazing out at the traffic on the Strip, I flipped open my cell phone and checked for messages.

The voice was Angela’s. 

“Hi, Helena. Call me if you get a chance. Brad’s back from Denver. And guess what? A package came today from your divorce lawyer.”

Well there it was, the big news and my signal to begin the celebration. So where was the thrill? After all, this meant marriage to Brad and a newer, cleaner lifestyle all my own. No matter – even though I couldn’t charge into it with en-thusiasm, I was still determined to have it.

CHAPTER 2 – RAPID ATTITUDE CHANGE

Mickey Cullion

I

 didn’t like Las Vegas much, and I didn’t like the way my life was going. But I was the type to do anything a friend wanted. As if Porkpie was anybody’s friend. Oh yeah, I liked him, can’t say I didn’t. So did a lot of folks, mostly the gals in town. He had a quick tongue and a bad boy charm, and he could be a lot of fun when things were going his way.

We shared a room in a rundown courtyard motel at the north end of the Strip where it turns kinda sleazy. Off and on, I had been living with Porkpie Porter for about three years, and I had known him before that in stir.


The bed was near the window overlooking the cars in the courtyard, and I was lying there in my skivvies reading a magazine when I saw him out of the corner of my eye. He was snaking through the rows of parked cars, taking a di-agonal route toward the stairs to the second floor balcony that the rooms gave out on. He had the easy long stride of an ath-lete, really a pleasure to watch. In a minute he pushed open the door to the room.

Right away, I could tell he was agitated. He walked in real quiet, tossed his hat on the desk, took off his jacket and draped it over the chair. Then he turned, walked to the right side of the bed and sat on it. After loosening his tie, he shook out a cigarette from a pack on the bedside table and fired it with a kitchen match.

I figured what the hell, get it out into the open. “Well now, big guy, what’s up?”

 “Nothing.”

 “Can’t be nothing, Porkpie. You’re pissed off. Anybody can tell.”

 “Can it, Mickey. It’s that little bitch, Lana. She didn’t show up tonight.”

 “She, uh, told you she would?”

 “No, but she always does on Tuesday. She’s stepping out with that kid Randy she talks about.”

“Hell, that’s just to make you jealous is all. She’s crazy about you.”

 “I don’t like anybody cutting in on me. I can’t take it and I won’t.”

He got up, still smoking, and started pacing the floor. I watched him for a minute, then I said: “Just let it go, Porkpie. Show her you don’t fall for that routine.”

 “You know I won’t put up with it, Mick.”

 “That’s right, big guy, you don’t have to. Just ignore her. She’ll come calling.”

 “Shit!”

I said he was agitated before, but he’s at the boiling point now. His upper lip pulls up from his teeth, his nostrils flare. He stubs his cigarette out, stops pacing and undresses completely to the waist. Then he sits on the bed, his back to me.

From long experience, I knew I’d best shut up and wait. So I tossed the magazine on the floor and shifted down in bed, lying there with my head propped up, keeping an eye on him. When I was sure the storm had passed, I turned to switch off the bedside lamp. I was quiet; he was quiet.

 The room wasn’t totally dark because of light from the courtyard filtering through the window curtains. I could feel him make a quick turn onto the bed facing my back, not touching, but close enough so I could hear his breathing. Sud-denly I felt his left hand warm on my thigh, and I knew he was ready to pack all that tension into what passed for sex between us. I won’t say I didn’t like it, because I never tried to stop him. But I can tell you he didn’t give a damn. Maybe it was release for him and maybe it was just to show he could take what he wanted whenever he wanted.

Next morning, I was out in the motel courtyard leaning against our old junk box, reading the paper and waiting for Porkpie to come down. He always took longer than me to get ready. I would shave and shower, just like him, but he always put a lot extra into it. He was especially fussy about the way he dressed. Neither one of us had a lot of clothes, but he sure knew how to vary his look and keep his duds looking fresh.

 Soon I saw him step out to the landing from the room and look up to the clear, bright sky. Then he headed down the outside stairs to the parking area. He was dressed in a dark sport jacket, tan slacks, and an open collar shirt. That quick stride of his brought him over to me at the car in no time. I pushed myself off the side of the car and folded my news-paper.

“I’ve gotta be at the bar by nine for my shift, Porkpie.”

“Okay,” he said. “Me, I’m gonna take the day off. Want to go to breakfast?”

 “Yeah, well I do, but I’m nearly broke. I was figuring on maybe a coffee and donut.”

 “Hell no, dude, I’m flush! Tell you what, I’ll spring for the whole megillah.”

 I pointed to the car. “Lead the way, my man!” I said. “What are you going to tell your boss?”

 “Haven’t decided. But I picked up three grand shooting dice last night and I’m not going to be dealing cards for a couple of days.”

 “Christ, Porkpie, you almost never gamble.”

 “Never for long, anyway. The percentages are lousy. Hey, do me a favor and cut the “Porkpie” moniker. You’re the only one who calls me that anymore. It’s just Sam from now on.”

 “Whatever you say … Sam.”

He got behind the wheel, backed out of the parking space, and drove to a diner type restaurant he liked just beyond Fremont Street. We were eating breakfast in a booth by the front window when guess who walks in but Lana Firewood with a slim, young, dark-haired guy grinning from ear to ear.

Lana came through the door first. I saw her glance around first before turning to speak to Smiley. I figured she must have spotted us and kinda held my breath for what would happen next. Sam hadn’t seen a thing yet.

She walked straight toward us, high heels clattering across the tiles, her boyfriend trailing behind like a happy puppy. Man, how a broad like Lana can make her presence known in twenty different ways. Well, I looked up as her and Smiley came close, and she gave me a little wave while she still had Sam’s back to her. Finally, she made a point of stopping and turning around when she passed us by.

“Oh hi, Sam!” she said, acting all surprised. “I didn’t re-cognize you from behind.”

Sam looked from one to the other, still chewing on a piece of toast. He nodded real quick and grunted. This may have been rude, but I was glad he didn’t speak, because it sure as hell would have been ruder. Lana looked annoyed, sort of squaring her shoulders and biting her lower lip.

 “Good to see you, Mickey,” she said, turning and walking past with Smiley to an empty booth further along the aisle. 

Sam put down his knife and fork, took the napkin out of his lap and tossed it on the table. His face was flushed.

 “Come on,” I said, “don’t let her get to you. You know what she’s doing.”

“When I was a bouncer,” he said, “I occasionally took a cer-tain amount of pleasure in leaning on somebody who insisted on getting out of line. Pain is a terrific agent for rapid attitude change.”

 “She’s trying to make you jealous. So forget it. Screw her!”

 “Screwing her is apparently one of the easiest and cheap-est things to do in Las Vegas. Like being camped for a buffet lunch. I think both of them need a rapid attitude change.”

“C’mon, man, take it easy,” I said. I was getting nervous and he knew it. 

He took a deep breath and seemed to calm down. “Listen, no rush Mick,” he said, “but as soon as you’re done here, I’ll drop you off at work. I’m gonna take a long ride.”

When I asked him where to, he didn’t answer. His face was set tight, and he stared straight ahead with a kind of dark expression I can’t even begin to describe.

CHAPTER 3 – LINGERING KISSES

Lieutenant Viejo

N

ot even the reporters who crawled all over this case for months know that Sam Porter kept a kind of journal. It’s nothing formal – certainly not your leather covered diary with lock and key. What we have are two notebooks and some loose papers in Porkpie’s hand-writing that, taken together, fill in some pieces of the puzzle. Especially about that day in Las Vegas at Leda Buckley’s house.

It seems that Randy and Lana pulled up to Mrs. Buck-ley’s home in the suburbs sometime around ten o’clock and parked in front. They had no idea Porkpie followed them. Lana was in the passenger seat. She pulled herself up close to Randy at the wheel and gave him a long, wet kiss. Porkpie was ready to do them right there and then, whoever might see it be damned. There were red spots in his vision, and his breath was coming fast, but he shook it off. So he could do it right, he says in the journal. 

He knew what was going on and that Lana had arranged it. It was Wednesday, and she always filled in for Mrs. Buckley by answering the agency phone line while Leda took care of business in town. Porkpie knew because Lana had brought him there just a week before. She had given him the same kind of wet, lingering kiss that she favored Randy with today. He even remembered their conversation in front of the house.

“You know, Leda’s not home right now and I could sure use some company,” she had said.

“Then use me, baby. I’m your boy!”

“O-o-o-o, it’s a boy!” she squealed, moving her hand into his crotch.

Both of them were laughing. They rushed out of the car, met at the curb, and ran to the front door holding hands.

But today Porkpie drove on to the new service road be-hind Leda’s house at the edge of the subdivision. A sort of wooded ravine separated the road from her neighborhood, and you couldn’t see his car from her place. He doubled back and climbed through the ravine and brush in back of the house. 

As he approached, he heard a dog barking inside. That meant Lana had walked over from her own place earlier, leaving Don Juan at Mrs. Buckley’s before getting a ride from her into the city. Later, meaning now, Lana came back with a “friend” for company, in time to answer the agency phone line. Same set up as last time. 

It didn’t take long for our guy to get into the garage and quietly jimmy the door to the kitchen. It was cool inside and a little dark. After hesitating a moment, he walked to the kitchen island with the soapstone top, where he sat on a stool and waited.

Lana and Randy had come into the living room through the front door. Porkpie heard her making baby noises to the dog and laughing with Randy. The television came on loud, nearly drowning out their conversation.

“The kitchen’s right through there, Randy,” he managed to hear her say. “Why don’t you get us a couple beers?”

As he pushed through the swinging door, Randy looked around for the refrigerator. But his eyes locked on Porkpie, still sitting quietly on the stool by the kitchen island. 

“Get out, son,” he said in a low, even voice. “Just leave.”

“Who the hell let you in?” asked Randy.

“It’s real simple. I belong here, Junior. You don’t.” 

“Really? Well, it’s not like we’re in competition, pal. Lana’s been around the block. But I’m here now, and I intend to get what I came for.”

When Porkpie stood and moved toward him, Randy pulled a knife. The boy was nothing if not game. Porkpie grabbed his blade arm and stripped the knife away with his other hand. In close quarters, Randy tried to bring his knee up, but the big guy pivoted slightly and launched a right uppercut.

As he went down, Randy’s arm cleared the kitchen coun-ter. While sprawled out on the floor, he reached for the wooden knife block that had tumbled down with him. Deftly, he withdrew a meat cleaver and rose to attack. 

The first blow struck home, and Porkpie sustained a deep defensive cut across the back of his left hand. But he side-stepped the second strike, pulled the cleaver out of Randy’s grip, and knocked him down again with a right hand blow that crunched into his face and broke his nose. Blood and snot gushed out, and Randy was moaning, beaten. Porkpie felt his own blood rise inside him as never before.

“A cleaver, you fucking idiot!” he exploded. “I don’t be-lieve you went after me with a cleaver.”

Poor Randy had to see it coming from the way Porkpie looked at him. The big man hefted the cleaver and hacked at him from the throat down, pausing only to kick his head in when Randy feebly raised his hands to make him stop.

Lana must have heard the racket, even though it was muf-fled by the blare from the television. 

“Randy!” she yelled. “What’s going on in there?” 

Don Juan was yelping now in that hysterical tone small dogs have. Porkpie scrambled out of sight to the side of the refrigerator. He was covered in sweat and his hair hung down on his forehead. Lana came through the door with the pooch trailing. She looked at Randy on the floor and all that blood, made a choking sound, and wobbled backwards. When she turned and spotted Porkpie, her eyes registered confusion, then relief – as if she were glad to see someone who could help her. He moved to her quickly, spun her around and snapped her neck before she could utter more than a quiet whimper. 

If only he had stopped there, I might not have known the kind of monster we were dealing with. But no, he had to use that cleaver on Lana too. He slashed through her breasts and her stomach, chopped away at the rest of her like the maniac he was, then wiped off his fingerprints and put the cleaver in Randy's right hand.

Next he took up Randy's knife from the floor, pulled his trousers down, and sliced off his balls with the long, sharp blade. Again he stopped to wipe his prints and placed the knife in Lana’s left hand. His staging wouldn’t fool inves-tigators, but he got the weapons in the correct hand for each of his victims. Most important, he hadn’t left any prints to incriminate himself.

He needed a minute to calm down. Jesus, that’s what he wrote … a minute. Surprisingly, he didn’t have a whole lot of blood on his clothes. He washed his hands, found a dishtowel to stanch the cut he had sustained, then wiped down every surface he had touched. 

To get out of the house, he had to toe Randy’s lifeless body away from the kitchen door. A minute later, he was back in his car on the service road. Apparently, Don Juan followed him out. He didn’t put that in the journal, but he noted that the dog grew quiet once he started cutting up Lana with the cleaver – like a chicken for a poultry shop meat case.

Even at this late date, I feel the need of a shower and a sedative when I read Porkpie’s version of the horror at Leda Buckley’s house.

CHAPTER 4 – FATEFUL EXIT

Helena Swann

I

 thought I would sleep well after the news from Angela. I was free, free to start a new life, free to paint the town, free to … marry Brad. But I was more restless than ever and sleep didn’t come easy. The whole thing with Brad was looming too large and too soon. Before even tasting freedom, I’d be in a cage again, fortune or no. Yet, when I asked myself what really mattered, it was the very security and stability Brad offered that I craved. Still, thoughts of handsome stran-gers in faraway towns plagued my feverish dreams.

When I awoke that Wednesday morning, I knew I’d be heading home first thing. Despite all my misgivings, I just had to have a life that offered position and wealth: the power and prestige Dominic Dunne speaks of. That was the way I was, so why not face it with enthusiasm? Who in the world wouldn’t?

I packed the two pieces of luggage I had borrowed from Angela and stuffed my overnight bag with my toiletries, makeup and lingerie. Before leaving the condo, I made a final pass around the living room and checked the drawers in the bedroom. Everything seemed in order, and I left for home.

Halfway to McCarran airport, I saw the sign for the exit I had taken to Mrs. Buckley’s house on Monday. And I suddenly remembered I had the key for the condo suite in my purse. I could have called her and mailed the key from San Francisco, but I really wanted this off my mind. So I took the fateful exit in one of those split-second decisions you think about for the rest of your life. Shoot, I thought, I’d better not miss the early flight.

Soon I was pulling up to Mrs. Buckley’s house for the second time in three days. I parked out front and walked down the driveway to the key drop. Lana’s dog was outside and barking randomly. That seemed odd, so I stopped and thought for a moment. I turned away from the drop and placed the key back in my purse instead. When no one an-swered the doorbell, I picked up Don Juan to keep him quiet and went around to the back of the house. There I noticed the door leading into the rear of the garage was ajar, and I felt something might be wrong.

Thinking to put the dog in a safe place and just leave, I peeked in. No car, nothing out of order. I nudged the door open further and slipped through.

Once inside the garage, I noticed another door to what had to be the kitchen. It was open, just a little. Now that gave me pause, but I was never the type to panic. Standing still a moment, I listened, heard the television playing and decided I would just poke my head in. If someone happened to be there, I’d say hello and tell him I had rung the bell without getting an answer. If no one was there, I would put the dog inside, get out and phone Mrs. Buckley. Or the police. Whatever.

I walked toward the kitchen, my footsteps echoing sharply through the empty garage. In just a moment, my head was through the balky door – I had to push at it – and I was looking into hell. There was so much gore, so much blood, so many wounds on those poor dead bodies. But somehow I fixated on Lana’s hair and clothes all matted and soaked red – and so unlike the carefully groomed girl I met two days ago. Still, I held myself together. Even when I figured out what was stuffed into the young man’s mouth were his severed tes-ticles.

I didn’t scream or run. I just put poor Don Juan in that kitchen, reaching over the man’s corpse at my feet and drop-ping the little fellow to the floor. I heard his nails tapping across the tiles until he stopped and sat quivering in a corner by the sink. Long afterward, what stayed with me most were the eyes. Their eyes, both Lana’s and the young man’s, were wide open in shock and surprise.

For now, all thought of the airport was gone. I had to determine how to react, what to do. Before returning to San Francisco, I simply had to have my act together. I wiped both doorknobs before leaving that awful place. Out in the back yard, I fished out a pair of sunglasses from my purse and put them on. Having pulled myself together as much as anyone could, I went back to my car and drove away.

What had I gotten myself into? The best thing for me now was to sit and think somewhere. Well, I still had the condo for the day, so why not go back? No one had observed me leav-ing earlier, no one had been at the security console, so I could just keep my luggage in the car and return. As if I had been out for breakfast or something. Yes, that would work. I could sit calmly and figure out exactly what to do before heading home. The life I wanted would not be ruined before it even started by some ridiculous, sordid murder case that had nothing to do with me.

CHAPTER 5 – A FAMILY PROBLEM

Mickey Cullion

I

 was there at the motel when Sam came back that day. The boss had cut my hours down until I was averaging maybe four, five a day. I’d say Sam came in at two in the afternoon, and I had been there, oh – half an hour or so. It was easy to tell something was up. He looked pretty calm, but glassy-eyed, and he was chain-smoking. There was gauze wrapped around his left hand with some white tape over that. 

I didn’t see the stains at first, but his clothes were all wrinkled and there was this bulge in his jacket pocket. It turned out to be a little towel with blood on it. When he whipped that sucker out, it triggered something. He laughed, sat on the bed and talked about what happened at Leda Buck-ley’s place.

Oh Jesus, the things he said. Over and over, like a broke fuckin’ record. When it all came clear, I figured the best I could do was not act upset, but be calm, help him out.

“It was like I was in a time warp, Mickey. I had this noise in my ears and my vision was fuzzy and I got into the cutting and … and the blood. She never said a word, you know? But that punk, he talked. No more, though. I stopped that all right.”

“You totally lost it, Sam,” I said. “Like before. Only you’ve gotta get yourself together fast. Take it easy now, real easy. We have to stay cool. Okay, pal?”

“All right, Mickey. I get it.” 

We both knew the clothes had to go. I told him to strip absolutely everything off so I could take care of getting it incinerated. Shoes and socks, and the towel too. All of a sud-den, I was into it, figuring out what to do, helping him escape. What the hell did I think? That he’d be grateful, or like me better? Probably that was it. 

Oh, and I did a damn fine job. I unwound the makeshift bandage and saw he needed stitches. Not bad, but it had to be taken care of. Now this was a little tricky, but biting the bullet and going to an emergency room with the right story should take care of it.

“You got all that dough from gambling last night, Sam, so what the hell. Give them a phony name, tell them you was chopping up a chicken with a butcher knife, and get a few stitches.”

“All right. Sounds good to me.”

“Other than that, get cleaned up and get outta town.” 

He decided on San Francisco. I said fine, just make it tonight. I would stay in Vegas, go to work like usual. I’d tell his boss he left for home with a family problem. After that, I’d keep my eyes open, read the newspaper like crazy, watch out for any sign the cops were looking for him. If they came to me, I’d know they were on his trail. 

But nobody had a thing on me. That part I didn’t have to worry about. How should I know where an ex-con like Sam Porter would go? He told me he was going home, officer, wherever that is.

Probably the most important thing we decided there in the motel room while he stripped off his bloody clothes was that he wouldn’t tell me exactly where he planned to stay. Every few days he’d find a new pay phone to call me at the bar, but until things were quiet, we wouldn’t make any plans to re-unite. The less I knew the better.

So he made a bundle of his clothes and shoes, wrapping it all up with his jacket and tying the arms together. I knew just where to go when it got dark. There was an alley not far away where a few alkies would be tending a fire barrel. 

Piece by piece in the darkness, the clothes flared up and disappeared. An old greybeard wino laughed like hell every time I popped another article of clothing into the barrel. The shoes went in last, and somehow that made the old man mad. The poor bastard probably saw they were better than the half-rotted sneakers he had on.

CHAPTER 6 – A TRUE SCOUNDREL

Helena Swann

I

 sat there in the condo and thought about my predic-ament. When it was time to leave, I had the beginning of a plan, and I knew I wouldn’t be calling Mrs. Buckley about what I saw. Calling the police was out of the question as well. 

This much I knew: it hadn’t happened. I had seen nothing. Rather, I had packed my bags early, took a drive and went to breakfast. That was my entire morning. No one had seen me, I was sure of it. The whole thing was a non-event. For now, I would leave the key on the foyer table just as Mrs. Buckley had suggested. I would then go downstairs, say goodbye to the security guard, tell him I had put my luggage in the car earlier, and leave. How simple!

I made one change to this little plan by the time I got downstairs and spoke to Irv, the good-looking young black man at the security console. After telling him I was checking out, I said I would come back for the car later. It occurred to me that I wanted to spend time in bright, luxurious sur-roundings, somewhere near the bustle of commerce and people having fun. It would help me shake off the gloom of that slaughterhouse scene.

“I’ll be back for the car, Irv. My luggage is already in it,” I said. “Right now I’m headed for Bellagio. Thanks so much for everything. I’ve had a wonderful vacation.” 

That may strike you as over the top under the circum-stances, but I wanted him to remember me as a nice lady who was in good spirits when she left, not in the least upset or worried. That could be an important detail down the road.

“Bye, Mrs. Swann. Come back and see us some time.” 

Irv was a peach.

Bellagio was within walking distance. Everything seemed to fall into place when I got there. First, I mounted the moving sidewalk leading from the Strip to the hotel. Once inside, I got the boost I needed from the colors, the lighting, and all the fine shops. Not that I wasn’t on edge walking through there – but I had calmed down enough to see my next move.

Some deep breathing as I strolled the thickly-carpeted mall concourse helped to keep my hands steady. After a few minutes, I stopped in a quiet corner where a small table and two upholstered chairs were backlit by gigantic windows overlooking the lush hotel grounds and pool area. I sat in one of the chairs, facing out towards the parade of folks flowing through the mall. Day or night, there were always thousands of them. 

I searched through my purse, pulling out my cell phone and a small notebook with a pen attached. My first call was for airline reservations. Most of the flights to San Francisco were booked, and I didn’t care for my chances of getting stand-by seating. Finally, I settled for a reservation on a flight at ten twenty-five. That would be late, but I could relax for the rest of the day and treat myself to dinner at Le Cirque.

The next call was to Angela. She’d be wondering why I hadn’t raced home to see Brad and celebrate my divorce at the first opportunity. Telling her I just wanted a relaxing day in Las Vegas wouldn’t make any sense at all.

“Angela, honey, it’s me,” I said when she answered.

“Helena, finally! I’ve been leaving messages all morning. I expected you home by now.”

“I have a reservation for a late flight. I shut my cell phone off last night and just forgot to turn it on this morning, so I called as soon as I thought of it. I haven’t checked for messages yet.”

“Well, no matter, but what’s going on, dear? You sound upset.”

I wasn’t nearly as upset as I sounded, but that’s the way I had decided to play it. I was going to tell her the truth. Well, almost. They say patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel. But politicos and lawyers have taught us that an artful half-truth is the best refuge for a true scoundrel.

“I saw something this morning that frightened me, and I’ve been trying to sort it out ever since. You just can’t imagine.”

“Oh, baby, try to calm down and tell me about it.” Angela sounded concerned and loving as always. She really did have all the virtues.

“I don’t know if I can, but you have to know I’m all right. Nothing bad has happened to me. You know that woman Brad told me about, the one who rented me the suite here?”

“Certainly … Mrs. Buckley, Leda Buckley. What about her?”

“I assume she may be all right, I don’t know. But I went out to her place this morning to return the key?”

“Yes …  And?”

“What I saw there was pretty awful. But if I go to the police, I’ll get caught up in some dreadful investigation.”

“Helena, what in the world are you talking about?”

Here was the payoff. It had to be close to the truth, it had to be very good and I would have to stick to it through hell and high water.

“There may have been a murder at that woman’s house,” I began.

“A murder! Oh, Helena.”

She was with me now, that was for sure. I told her I went out to Leda Buckley’s just before going to McCarran airport, that I had forgotten to leave the key on the foyer table and decided to make the short side trip to her house and hand her the key in person. When she didn’t answer the front doorbell, I looked for a back entrance because I could hear a television playing. Peeking into a kitchen window in back – there was one to the right of the garage, at a level I could have reached – I saw a body on the floor and fled the scene.

“Are you sure this person was dead?” Angela asked.

“No, honey, not sure, but I just couldn’t stay there a second longer. When I thought of what to do, I almost called Brad, but you know how he is about publicity. Think of what his mother would say. I finally realized the best thing for me to do is nothing at all. Not a thing.”

“But that’s so cold, Helena. Criminal, even. Someone may be in real danger.”

“I know I’m right, Angela. That person is either dead or alive. If she’s dead, there is nothing in the world I can do for her. If she’s alive, well, maybe Mrs. Buckley has found her by now.”

“A woman? It was a woman?”

“Yes, I’m sure it was.”

“Was there blood?”

“Quite a bit it seems to me. But I didn’t linger at the window. I got away quickly. You know, Angela, I could find a pay phone here and call Mrs. Buckley anonymously. To warn her, tell her not to go home without protection of some kind.”

“It just might save her life.”

“Really, Angela, I’m so upset about this. Is that something you could do? Find a pay phone in the city, not a phone they could trace, and tell Mrs. Buckley there may be trouble at home. Would you do that for me, honey?”

“Oh, Helena, I don’t know.”

“I understand. I shouldn’t involve you. I’m nearly having a meltdown here.”

“I know, dear, I know. Maybe I could do it. Do you have her cell phone number there?”

So I had her. It was a story so nearly true that no one could ever disprove it; and Angela would never reveal it to anyone. To top it all off, she was going to make a Good Samaritan phone call for me. I was elated.

Imagine, if you will, that someone brings you off a highway to an airport, and there are no signs around to tell you where you are. Could you figure it out? Well you might – if it were McCarran airport. That’s because the place is absolutely full of slot machines. Where else but Vegas? And don’t think folks who lose a bundle at the casinos stay away from them. After all, the vacation’s not over until you board the plane for home. Here is your last chance to right the wrong and make up your losses.

For only the second time in my life, I saw Sam Porter that evening, inside McCarran airport. After checking in, I noticed him on the concourse, playing quarter slots in a nonchalant, time-passing fashion. He was dressed as he had been the pre-vious night in the neatly pressed gray double-breasted suit and the shiny black wingtips. His shirt and tie were different, though – the shirt light blue, the tie black with gold and green swirls. 

It didn’t take much effort to strike up a conversation. He recognized me and smiled as I passed slowly by. If you think I slowed down to make him take notice, you’d be correct. Then I said hello.

“Remember me?” he said.

“Oh yes,” I said. “I could hardly forget you. I lost ten dol-lars on that toss.”

“Well, I guess you should have bet with me, not against me.”

“Oh, it was nothing personal, I assure you. I just made a mental calculation that you were due for a miss.”

“Really now?” he said. “Just how long had you been fol-lowing my action?”

He had me with that. I admitted that the excitement sur-rounding his streak had attracted me, and that I watched for a minute or so.

“Well, why don’t you give me a chance to make up that loss I caused you?” he asked. “I don’t want it ever said that a lucky streak of mine caused anything but good vibes for someone like you.”

Now that was pretty quick of him, and it wasn’t the worst line I had ever been fed. We both knew it was a line, but the way he delivered it in that deep, husky voice gave him a lot of points in my book.

We stayed together for the hour and a half before flight time. First, we stopped at a nearby bar adjacent to one of the seating areas and had a drink. We learned that we were on the same flight, he in first class and I in coach, unfortunately. There was a kind of tension between us, a level of excitement. We both felt it, I’m certain.

We walked the concourse for a time, slowly. He was very attentive to me, asking if I were comfortable, did I want a snack, that sort of thing. Finally, we sat in the pre-boarding lounge at our gate, and I learned a little about his life as a prizefighter, bouncer, and manager of a cattle ranch in Mon-tana. Not my usual sort of beau, I thought, but oh, so glam-orous in a most masculine way.

“Sam, were you on vacation in Las Vegas?” I asked.

“You could say that, Helena. But it was really part of my plan to make a new start. Not long ago an uncle of mine died and left me some money. It wouldn’t be a great sum to most folks, but it’s enough for me to spend time thinking about who I am and where I’m headed. I’d like to think I could find a management job in San Francisco.”

“Good for you, Sam!” With his background, I wondered if that were really feasible, but he seemed aggressive and self-assured enough for ten managers. Who could say?

“One thing for sure. You’re no gerbil,” I said.

“Pardon?” 

“Just an expression a woman in Las Vegas used. She’s kind of a local legend, Leda Buckley.”

I didn’t notice at the time that he had no reply.

When we boarded, Sam took my overnight case right to my seat and tossed it in the overhead bin before heading back to first class. I noticed how shabby his carry-on bag looked. Men, I thought, so careless about some things. The guy is going first class with a piece of luggage that looks both old and cheap.

“See you in San Francisco, I hope.”

“I hope so too, Sam.” 

Well, that’s where I left it. No use complicating my life, I thought.

I was in an aisle seat. I felt the man sitting next to me stare as I sat down and buckled in. It wasn’t long before he was chatting me up, and I wasn’t in the mood. He was tall and thin and blond and boring. The energy just drains out of you when you have to parry and thrust with someone you find dull and unattractive. After ten minutes of this, I was ready to scream. When the announcement came that we could move around the cabin, I was about to flee to the rest room.

But all of a sudden, there was Sam Porter, one hand on the seatback in front of me, standing in the aisle with his legs crossed. He was grinning seductively. His first words were directed at my seatmate.

“You know, we’re quite good friends, Helena and I, and we’d really like to sit together. What do you say we change places? I’m in first class, it’s very nice up there and I’ve al-ready told the stewardess, uh – flight attendant – your drinks are on me.”

Wow, I had to admire Sam’s panache. He had a big smile, smooth delivery and a persuasive manner. The blond fellow’s jaw dropped. He looked from me to Sam, then bowed to the inevitable. At least he’d get a drink and some decent legroom out of the deal. He pulled his carry-on from under the seat in front of him and toddled off to first class.

“Sam,” I said, “that man probably thinks we’re lifelong friends. You are incorrigible.”

“Well then, you’ll have to corrige me, Helena. We’ve got the whole flight for it,” he said while opening the overhead and pushing his bag in next to mine.

 “M-m-m-m. I wonder, are you always so self-assured?”

“I suppose I can’t help it. My take on things is that you have to know what you want out of life and how to get it. There’s no other way to succeed.” 

By now he had squeezed into the vacant seat, buckled in, and turned to me with that grin of his. I didn’t know what to say to him. He was too forward, too cocky. Yet so very attrac-tive. 

Our flight through the black velvet night sky was smooth and uneventful. The drone of the engines might have lulled me to sleep if I hadn’t had to contend with Sam. It became obvious after a while that we couldn’t continue with the cute banter. I was stalling, deflecting personal questions. I wanted to retain his interest without compromising myself. But with Sam’s aggressive manner, keeping him under wraps for my private consumption wasn’t going to be easy.

“What happened to your hand, Sam?” I asked. The ban-dage wasn’t terribly obtrusive, but I thought there must be a fairly substantial wound there.

“Just an accident with a knife. Couple of stitches took care of it. Listen, Helena, I’m beginning to feel that you’re avoiding my questions. I realize we’ve just met, but you know a lot about me now, and I don’t even know your full name.”

“I don’t mean to be coy, Sam. I’m just naturally … careful, I guess.”

“I can understand that,” he said. “Let me know if I should back off. Otherwise, tell me a little about yourself, will you?”

“The thing is, I’m just recently divorced. You might say I’m feeling a little vulnerable.”

“Perhaps you wouldn’t mind telling me about your work in that case, or your family?”

Well, I could sense he wasn’t about to let this go, so I filled him in on Angela and the big influence in our lives, our dad Sam Sharples. Our social status seemed to fascinate him, but I left out that I was really a poor adopted gal with a rich fiancé. Was I trying to reel him in? Maybe. If I had wanted to push him away, I certainly had my chance. Truth be known, I wanted to hold on to Sam Porter for fun and games in San Francisco without jeopardizing my impending marriage to Brad Styles. I didn’t want to admit it to myself, but there it is.

Disembarking at the airport, we headed to the baggage claim. I had asked Angela not to meet me, that I would engage a taxi for the ride home. I didn’t want to see Brad right away, and Angela agreed to tell him that I spent the extra time in Las Vegas because the arrival of the divorce papers had upset me. What I needed was a few hours breathing space. Brad would understand; nice men always understand when women claim to react emotionally to something momentous like divorce.

Sam pulled my bags off the luggage carousel and waited while I got a skycap to load them onto a cart and take them to the ground transportation area. 

“Well, Helena, do you think I might see you tomorrow?” he asked. “May I have your phone number?”

“Oh, Sam, I have things that have to be taken care of to-morrow and the next day. Why don’t you tell me where you’ll be staying and I’ll call you.”

“I only decided to come to San Francisco this afternoon. I don’t know yet where I’ll be.”

“Perhaps you’d like the Prado. It’s near Market Street, quite reasonable I’m told, but clean and safe.”

“If you’ll call, I promise to stay there,” he said.

“I will call, Sam.”

“Great. Do you need a lift, Helena? I’m going to look for a rental now.”

“No, Sam. That won’t do. I’ll find a taxi. I’ve inconven-ienced you enough for one day.”

He treated me to a full display of even white teeth. And the blue eyes sparkled, full of irony.

 “You’re wrong, you know,” he said. “I haven’t had e-nough. Not nearly.”

CHAPTER 7 – NO MORE TRAILER PARK TRASH

Lieutenant Viejo

I

n his journal, Porkpie claims he was restless after checking into his room at the Prado. He thought the place was nice, although he might have looked for cheaper left to his own devices. Helena’s recommendation was his only reason for staying there.

He lit a cigarette and gazed out the window, feeling a kind of perturbation he hadn’t known for a while. Helena Swann’s face and form filled his mind. He had no doubt the attraction was mutual, but she had been wary, aloof at times. Was she playing her own game, he wondered, or would she help him? That was his bottom line. He needed somebody on his side, and she had the social and business connections that could ease the way.

So far, most of his life had been a series of missed chances, screw-ups because of his temper, frustration and anger that led to violence and crime. But he felt he’d paid his dues and was certain he could be as good or better than anybody with the right break. He stripped down to just a wife-beater and briefs and lay on the bed, reflecting on events from his past with a kind of passion to understand himself.

In his mind’s eye, he saw an image of himself as a boy on a Chicago city bus with his mother. They were dirt poor, his father a long gone drunk, his mother preoccupied and distant. Men came and went in her miserable life. He remembered how one, whom he had liked so much for the park visits and baseball games, took him on his lap one day and began to caress him in a way that made him sick. Later, that same man and his mother argued long and loud while he shed angry tears in his bed.

As a teenager, he left school and home behind and hitch-hiked west. It wasn’t always easy, but he felt free and strong. He fell in with a boxing promoter in Tucson and had a quick success as a young heavyweight. Porkpie bloodied any num-ber of opponents but didn’t much like getting hit himself. A broken nose was all it took to get him to stop. It wasn’t the pain, and he wasn’t afraid of anybody; he was simply tremen-dously vain about his appearance. He had the notion his looks could carry him a long way. With his savings from boxing, he took his time to find a better way to make a living. Over the next year, he studied and earned a high school equivalency diploma.

Porkpie’s jobs usually followed the same pattern. He’d be off to a great start, respected for his energy and cleverness … until something or someone blocked his way, driving him to a fit of temper. That was how he landed in jail. The charge was felonious assault with intent to kill, although his public defen-der got it plea-bargained down to simple assault.

He met Mickey in stir. The little guy was known for a mean shiv, but the big fellow gave him even more protection than his knife could. Porkpie proved himself early on. One prison yard scuffle was all it took for word to get around.

A program with the local junior college enabled Porkpie to earn an associate’s degree in business administration while doing his time. He really got into it, following up by reading every self-help article and book on management theory he could get his hands on. 

Mickey got out first, went to California and kept in touch. Six months later, it was Porkpie’s turn. Upon release, he qualified for a state-funded program that resulted in a job at Blue Cross of Arizona. Everything was falling into place, he thought, but funding ran out after just four months and the program was terminated. 

Well, Mickey was quick to suggest coming out to the coast – and California sounded good to Porkpie. He spent a lot of time on the beach that summer in Venice. Jobs were scarce though, and he saw no future in the menial positions that satisfied his friend. 

In Montana next, he went from ranch hand to foreman. He liked the life, could picture himself even now riding the fence line, bagging coyotes. Mickey shagged along with him, even after that bad scene with the hicks in the country bar. Porkpie had to get out of town then, which is how they wound up in Vegas.

The old, sad pattern of his had to change now, he saw that. He needed a better life – it was his time – and maybe Helena Swann was the linchpin for his transformation. He was sure as hell gonna pursue it. He had big ideas, Porkpie did. And that business with Lana and Randy? Forget it – that would never happen again. No more trailer park trash for Porkpie.

The next day, he steeled himself for his assault on San Francisco. He got up early and thought everything over care-fully at breakfast. Then he marked time until late afternoon, taking a long stroll through the city. Back at the hotel, he put on fresh clothes, grabbed his hat, and checked himself out in the dresser mirror before leaving. 

Helena thought he had no idea where she lived. But he knew she lived with her sister, and it was her sister’s name and address he had seen on the luggage tags in the baggage claim at San Francisco airport. 

Porkpie hadn’t forgotten that address.

