The Seventh Victim

by Mary Devlin

A Patrick O'Shaughnessy Mystery

Thursday, 2:00 PM

Home of Ellen O'Shaughnessy, Brentwood, California

Brian O'Shaughnessy was bored. The crippling stomach cramps and dizzying nausea he had felt that morning had subsided, and except for a momentary weakness whenever he stood, Brian felt fine. Two o'clock in the afternoon was too late to return to school, however. All of his friends would be at baseball practice this afternoon; Brian's mother Ellen was at work and unable to keep him company. Therefore, he was stuck with the TV.

Brian took the remote control and flipped the channels, hoping to find an episode of Voyages: Crime Science, or a documentary on anthropology, or even an old Quincy rerun. He sighed. So far no luck. A soap opera. Another soap opera. Game shows. Oprah. Cartoons. Darn! I'm missing baseball practice for this? 

Then suddenly he stopped. A news bulletin screamed out at him from the screen. He sat up on the couch and leaned forward. In the background, behind the pretty Asian reporter with the microphone, stood a man Brian recognized.

"This is Jenny Wong, of Channel 4 news. Here, on Kingsley Street, near Western Avenue in South Los Angeles," the reporter was saying, "police are investigating what clearly appears to be another gang murder. Seven young men, all Hispanic, are dead, apparently shot by a rival gang going by in a car, spraying them with an AK-47." She turned. "I am speaking with Lt. Dennis Simon of the LAPD. Tell us, Lt. Simon, what can you tell us about this tragedy?"

Brian knew Lt. Simon quite well. Brian's father, Patrick O'Shaughnessy, an entertainment lawyer, occasionally had to bail his less cautious clients out of jail, and had as a result made friends with the dynamic lieutenant. "Well, six of the victims have been identified," Simon was saying. "They are members of a gang we've dealt with before -- the Falcons. They're known to be involved with drugs and protection rackets. The seventh victim no one in the neighborhood has ever seen before." In the background, Brian could see ambulance attendants wheeling gurneys covered with shrouded forms pushing their way past the usual crowd of gawkers. 

A moment later a rough sketch, apparently hastily scribbled by a police artist, appeared on the screen. "This is a drawing of how the seventh victim may have looked in life," Simon's voice continued. "If anyone out there knows this young man, would he or she please contact me at Parker Center immediately."

Brian's brow furrowed. The face did look familiar to him. Where had he seen it before?

"Lt. Simon, is there anything else that viewers might need to know in order to help identify this young man?" Jenny Wong asked, still holding the mike in front of Simon's face.

"Well, he's wearing a T shirt that appears to be rather expensive, and contains a picture in gilt and glitter of a Mexican feathered serpent," said Simon. "We don't know if that's the symbol for another gang or not."

Feathered serpent. Now Brian knew who the young man was. 

He flipped off the TV and stood up, ignoring the wave of dizziness that came over him. He hurried up to his room and over to his bureau drawer. The top drawer contained a metal box where he kept his money. Brian fumbled through the pile of coins until he pulled out a sheaf of bills and counted them. Thirty dollars. Damn! That was all he had. But he'd need it.

Because there was no time to wait for a bus, or fidget while it stopped at every corner to load and unload passengers. For this, he had to take a cab. 

Brian pocketed the money, stepped into his shoes and grabbed his cellular phone. 

He would call a taxi outside in front. No point in wasting any time.

Office of Patrick O'Shaughnessy, Century City

3:00 PM

Patrick O'Shaughnessy thought that he had outgrown envy, but, gazing at the young man sitting across the desk from him, he realized that it was still alive and well and living in his forty-five-year-old heart. His client, Andre Montoya, was twenty-four years old, and was the most beautiful young man O'Shaughnessy had ever seen. His features were perfect, cut in the refined, aristocratic mold of the Spanish grandee. He was slender, yet muscular and well-formed. His eyes were a limpid brown, his complexion a light café au lait, and his thick, luxuriant black hair, flowing down past his shoulders, bore the unmistakeable mark of the Native American. Beautiful -- and yet so stubborn.

"I don't want to do this movie," Andre was saying.

O'Shaughnessy had to exercise a superhuman amount of control to keep from pounding on his desk. "Why not?" he demanded. 

"Because I'm the only member of the band that has a major role," Andre replied, absently running his hands over the green crushed velvet of his chair. He spoke with the romantic Latin accent of a Ricardo Montalban. "Feathered Serpent is not just me -- it's also José, Enrique, Greg, and Silvano. This script presents them as no more than window dressing."

"But Andre, you're the lead singer," said O'Shaughnessy, biting his tongue. The light through his window, gracefully illuminating Andre's gorgeous countenance, didn't help. "As front man, you're the one that people are going to see." He took a deep breath. He glanced up at his framed degrees, then down at the ornately carved edge of his antique desk. All his hard work, all his success, had never prepared him for the likes of Andre. "Let me give you a reality check. Capitol Records thinks that Feathered Serpent is the greatest Hispanic rock act since Ritchie Valens. Right now they want to promote your band with every fibre of their being. You've got to take the opportunities when they come. Otherwise they might not be there again, ever. There are hundreds of rock bands out there just waiting to step into your shoes!" He sighed. "I think you're great, Andre. I'd love to see Feathered Serpent at the top of the charts. I'd hate to see you blow it because of some misplaced idea of equality in the band."

The phone rang; Irritated, O'Shaughnessy snatched it up. "Judy, I told you no calls!"

His secretary's cultured voice fluted politely through the receiver. "It's Lt. Simon, Pat. He says it's an emergency."

"Damn! Put him through! . . . Dennis, what's going on?"

"Sorry to disturb you, Pat, but I think you'd better get down here."

"Get down there? Dennis, I'm with a client. I have a job, you know -- I'm an attorney, and my business is looking after my clients."

"Well, I think I've got one of your clients down here in the morgue," said Simon.

O'Shaughnessy turned white. "Just a moment, Dennis." He looked away from the receiver. "I'm sorry, Andre, but I'm going to have to leave."

"Patrick!" came Simon's voice, practically screeching through the receiver.

O'Shaughnessy put the phone back to his ear. "What?"

"Did I hear you say 'Andre'? Is that Andre Montoya?"

"Yes."

"Then he'd better come, too," said Simon. "It isn't good news, Patrick. I'm sorry."

"We're on our way." 

3:45 PM

O'Shaughnessy parked his white Mercedes 500 SL in a loading zone in front of Parker Center in downtown Los Angeles. His own office was located in prestigious Century City, fifteen miles from LA proper, and in spite of his haste it had taken forty-five grueling minutes on the crowded Hollywood Freeway to reach the downtown area. 

He knew he was courting a ticket, but O'Shaughnessy didn't care. Simon could fix it for him. 

Andre, confused and somewhat unnerved, climbed out of the passenger seat, observed the yellow markings on the curb, but said nothing. He merely followed as O'Shaughnessy hurried up the steps and into police headquarters.

The corridor in front of the morgue was lined with people -- mostly police officers, but some were obviously family members waiting to officially identify their dead. An overweight woman with graying black hair pulled into a bun was weeping softly into the shoulder of a sixtyish Hispanic construction worker. 

A familiar figure stepped out of the crowd and faced O'Shaughnessy. "Dad!"

"Brian!" O'Shaughnessy strode up to stand by his son. "What the hell are you doing here?"

"I was the one that recognized the seventh victim," Brian replied. "I was home sick, watching TV, when the news flash came on. They showed the police artist's sketch, and I knew who it was. So I took a cab down here right away."

"Didn't you ever hear of a telephone?" demanded O'Shaughnessy.

"Dad, you know better than I do that the phone lines were probably jammed," Brian chided.

Fourteen and already smarter than his old dad, O'Shaughnessy reflected. Maybe I'm getting senile.

Dennis Simon then stepped out of the morgue. "Patrick," he nodded. "Took you long enough to get here."

"This is LA, Dennis. Ever hear of freeway traffic?"

"Dad . . . " Brian was saying. "I saw the wounds on the body. There's something not right about them."

O'Shaughnessy returned his attention to his son with a jerk. "You saw the body? Good God, Dennis, couldn't you keep him -- "

"No," said Simon bluntly. "The kid's smart, Patrick, and he's determined to do whatever he wants. Just like his dad. What's wrong with the wounds, Brian?"

"The chest wounds made by the AK-47 on the six gang members are all spattered with blood. The chest wounds made by the AK-47 on the seventh victim haven't bled. Only one wound bled -- and it's in the abdomen, several inches away from the others. I think that means -- "

"Are you Andre Montoya?" Simon suddenly noticed that Patrick was not alone.

"Yes." Andre stepped forward, pushing his way past some grieving family members. 

"Come this way, please."

Simon pushed open the door leading to the morgue, stood aside and allowed Andre and O'Shaughnessy to enter. Brian followed, much to O'Shaughnessy's vexation. "Larry!" Simon cried. "Which one is the seventh victim?"

"This one," replied Larry Lamont, one of the younger pathologists. 

"Could you lift the sheet, please?" Simon stepped back and allowed Andre and O'Shaughnessy to approach the gurney where the covered body lay.

Larry nodded and obeyed.

Andre's handsome face blanched. "Greg!" he cried. "Oh, no! Greg!"

He leaned over the gurney and threw his arms around the limp, nude body, his rib cage shaking with loud, racking sobs. Gently Larry tried to part him from it, but Andre hung on, crying like a baby.

Simon turned to O'Shaughnessy. "Who is it?" he asked.

"Gregorio Melendez, the drummer for Feathered Serpent," said O'Shaughnessy, suddenly depressed. The morgue abruptly felt oppressive, with its windowless walls and overwhelming smell of death and disinfectant. "Feathered Serpent is -- "

"Yeah, I know. A new rock band. Brian told me," said Simon. "What I would like to know is, what was the drummer for an up-and-coming rock group doing hanging out with a gang in South Los Angeles? Was he buying drugs?"

O'Shaughnessy shook his head vigorously. "They weren't into drugs. That was one of the things Capitol Records was going to promote about them -- their wholesome, drug-free image."

"Then what the hell was he doing with a bunch of hoods?"

"He may not have been with them," Brian said, raising his voice slightly so that they'd look at him.

"What do you mean?" asked his father.

"That's what I've been trying to tell you. The AK-47 wounds on him didn't bleed. The only wound that bled was the one on his stomach. That means it has to be the one that killed him. But the others were killed with the AK-47. So what that means is -- "

"That when he was shot with the AK-47, he was already dead from the bullet in the abdomen," finished Larry Lamont. "I thought of that myself. How'd you figure that one out, kid?"

Brian grinned. "I watch old Quincy reruns."

"Don't you let him kid you," said O'Shaughnessy. "He reads every book and watches every TV special on forensics he can find. Some day, Larry, he may replace you."

"But that only makes things more difficult," Dennis Simon protested. "If he wasn't involved with the gang, how did he end up in South Los Angeles? And who killed him, if the rival gang didn't?"

"Do your job, Dennis," said O'Shaughnessy. He turned to Andre, still weeping over the body of his friend. "Let him go, Andre," Patrick said softly. He noted with a pang that Greg had been slim and well built. If one averted one's eyes from the bullet holes, the body seemed sleek and beautiful. "If Lt. Simon is going to find who killed him," O'Shaughnessy went on, "they have to get that bullet out of his stomach. And the sooner they get it, the sooner they'll find the guy. Let Larry take care of him."

Gently Andre lowered Greg's body back onto the gurney, then pulled the sheet over his head. He turned to Dennis Simon. "If you don't get this guy, I will!" He pushed past Simon and headed towards the door, stopping to accept a hug from Brian.

"What's going on here?" Simon demanded, shaking his head as though to clear it.

"Did you ever read Ellis Peters' One Corpse Too Many?"

"No way. I never read mystery novels. Too close to home."

"King Stephen of England once hanged ninety-four of the defenders of a rival's castle," O'Shaughnessy mused, more to himself than to Simon. "In Peters' book, someone slipped the body of a murdered man in with the bodies of those executed, hoping it would be lumped in with them. And it would have been, if not for the sharp eyes of Brother Cadfael."

"Are you saying that this is a deliberate murder disguised as an ordinary LA gang slaying?"

"Think about it, Dennis." O'Shaughnessy followed Brian and Andre to the door leading to the corridor.

When Brian pushed it open, their eyes were blinded immediately by the brilliant flash of news cameras. Microphones were ruthlessly thrust under Andre's nose. Voices chorused, "Andre -- Andre -- what do you have to say about all this -- who do you think could have done it -- "

"My God, who let them in here?" Simon thundered.

"Madre de Dios!" hissed Andre.

He shielded his face with his hands and allowed Simon and O'Shaughnessy to escort him out of the police station, with Brian following close behind.

"Mr. Montoya has no comment at this time," said O'Shaughnessy loudly. "A close friend of his has just been murdered! Don't you have any sense of decency?"

But the reporters gave them no peace, until Andre, O'Shaughnessy and Brian were safely ensconced in O'Shaughnessy's car.

Home of Patrick O'Shaughnessy, Beverly Hills

8:00 PM

By the time the evening editions of the newspapers hit the streets, the photograph of Andre's anguished, tear-streaked face was spread all over the front page. O'Shaughnessy, safe on the black leather couch in his Beverly Hills condominium, set down his bourbon and water, then flipped off the oversized TV when Channel 4 showed a videotape of him, Simon and Brian escorting Andre away from the morgue.

"Damned vultures!" he swore.

"That's the business," said a voice by O'Shaughnessy's window. "You knew what it was about when you got into it, Patrick."

O'Shaughnessy looked up at Harold Dean, manager of Feathered Serpent, who had steered clients his way for about four years. In spite of himself, Patrick's eyes went to the spectacular view, which, although he'd lived in the place since his divorce three years before, still filled him with awe. The window, which was floor-to-ceiling and took up practically the entire eastern wall of the condo, revealed the lights of Los Angeles in all their glory.

"Gotta take the bitter with the sweet, I guess," said O'Shaughnessy, eying with distaste the greasy cardboard cartons which had once held Chinese takeout and now littered his elegant glass coffee table. He took a sip of his drink and glanced over to the loveseat beside him, where Brian sat still staring at the blank TV. "Hadn't you better call your mother and let her know where you are?"

"I left a message on her machine," said Brian absently. "I guess she's working late, or she'd have called."

"Where's Andre?" Harold Dean suddenly asked, rattling the ice in his Scotch on the rocks.

"Upstairs, asleep," said O'Shaughnessy. "I gave him a Valium. I didn't dare take him back to his hotel room. The Beverly Hilton is crammed with reporters. I hope the other band members are coping."

"I'm sure they'll survive," said Dean. He collapsed into one of O'Shaughnessy's overstuffed armchairs. "I tell you, Patrick, I wish you'd left well enough alone on this. Murder -- investigation -- interrogation. It would have been far better if everyone still thought Greg had died by accident as a result of gang warfare."

"Christ, Harold, do you really think it wouldn't have come out?" O'Shaughnessy demanded. "Good God, Brian spotted the telltale evidence in a minute. Do you think that experienced medical examiners wouldn't do the same?"

"True, but cops have been known to cover up anomalies for the sake of sparing themselves another weight on their case load."

"Not Dennis Simon."

Brian then spoke up. "Mr. Dean, could you tell us what you know about the band?"

"I think that's a good idea," said Patrick. "Tell us." 

"Well, Andre Montoya is everything he seems to be. He comes from a wealthy family in Mexico City. He's well educated, with a degree in music education. Last year, before settling into giving flute lessons, he decided to try to make a go of it here. He had had a band throughout his college years, who had made a fair success of playing in local clubs, and he had begun to write his own songs. His father wasn't too happy with the idea of his becoming an American rock star, but felt that Andre was doomed to failure in that field and thus it was better for him to give it a try and thereby learn his lesson. So Señor Montoya pulled strings with contacts at the American Embassy so that Andre and his mates could come to America and live here legally.

"Two of the present band members came with him from Mexico: José Concha and Silvano Lopez. They're from similar backgrounds as Andre, though their fathers weren't quite as influential. The other two -- Gregorio Melendez and Enrique Catalano -- were recruited right here in town, from Tex-Mex bands playing in East LA. They are strictly from a working-class background. From what I've observed, the Mexican hidalgos often run into problems with the East LA boys because of cultural differences. But for the most part the band got along great. That was one of the things about them -- besides their music and Andre's phenomenal good looks -- that impressed Capitol Records."

The phone rang. O'Shaughnessy started at the sound of it, then reached over and picked it up. "Hello . . . Oh, hi, Ellen. Yes, he's here." He held the phone over to Brian. "It's your mom."

Brian, who seemed lost in thought, dazedly took the receiver. "Hi, mom . . . No, mom, it was just something I ate. I'm fine now . . . I'm going to spend the night with Dad. He'll give me a ride to school in the morning . . . You saw the news broadcast? Didn't Andre look great? . . . Mom, Dad hasn't gotten me mixed up in anything. I was at the station because I wanted to be . . . All right, I'll call you from school. Good night, Mom. Love you." Impatiently he put the phone down. 

"Are you sure you want to stay the night here, son?" asked Patrick. "Don't forget Andre's sleeping in your room."

"That's okay, Dad. I can sleep down here on the couch. I just don't want to miss out on anything." He smiled engagingly. "Besides, wait'll I tell the guys on the team that I slept under the same roof as Andre Montoya!"

"Yeah," said O'Shaughnessy ruefully, leaning his head on the back of the couch. "Well, Harold, you needn't worry about your 'unknowns' any more. Feathered Serpent will be a household word by tomorrow."

Dean leaned back in his chair. "Hah! We'll soon see how this publicity affects them -- and how Capitol Records reacts." He gave a bitter laugh. "Most rock stars wait until they're already famous to die young. Why couldn't Greg have waited a few years at least before getting himself killed? Then he'd have been a legend!"

"Relax. Think of Stu Sutcliffe," said O'Shaughnessy. "I'll bet there isn't any rock and roll fan out there who doesn't know who he was."

"What are you two talking about?" Brian burst out. "Greg Melendez is dead. Andre is devastated. Not to mention Greg's family. And you're upset because he wasn't yet a legend?"

O'Shaughnessy reached over and ruffled Brian's hair. "Relax, son. We don't mean to be insensitive. We've just been in the business too long, I guess."

Harold Dean drained his glass and stood up. "The lad's tired. I guess I'd better get going."

"All right," said O'Shaughnessy. "I'll call you as soon as I know anything."

"Likewise." Dean's attention was distracted by a beautiful blonde oak Steinway on the other side of the room. He ambled over and struck a few notes. "Nice piano," he said. "You play?"

"Yeah. I've been playing since I was eight. Thought I'd become a concert pianist until I heard the competition. So I went to law school. I still play quite often. It helps me think."

"Never could play or sing a note," Dean reflected. "Maybe that's why I'm so much into helping young rock bands. Well, I'll probably talk to you tomorrow. Take care."

A moment later he was gone. Intently Brian looked at his father. "Dad, what do you think happened to Greg?" he asked.

"Who knows, son?" Patrick replied. "But we'll find out. I promise you that." 

Friday, 6:30 AM

Brian dreamed of a supernova, exploding so close to his face that his very brain was vaporized. He then stirred, wakened and opened his eyes. They had forgotten to close the curtains on the big window, and the early morning sunlight was streaming in. 

The events of the day before suddenly flooded his mind, and trying to go back to sleep was hopeless. Brian pushed aside the blanket his dad had given him the night before and pulled on his jeans. He didn't have any proper school clothes with him . . . 

As he was pouring himself a glass of cola from a bottle in the kitchen, his father, dressed in a bathrobe, his hair rumpled and his eyes bleary, came shuffling down the stairs. 

"What are you doing drinking that so early in the morning?" O'Shaughnessy barked.

Brian grinned. "It's the only way either you or Mom will let me have a shot of caffeine!"

"In that case, from now on I'm going to buy only caffeine-free drinks." He reached the bottom of the stairs just as the phone rang. He strode over to the glass coffee table and picked it up. "O'Shaughnessy."

"Good morning, Pat. Simon here."

"Dennis! Don't you know how early it is?"

"Don't expect any sympathy from me. I've been up all night, searching Feathered Serpent's hotel rooms."

"Searching! Those are my clients, Dennis. I trust you had the proper warrants."

"With you in the picture? You're damned right I did. Now where's Andre Montoya?"

O'Shaughnessy was rather taken aback. "Right at this moment, Dennis, I don't know." He could be still in bed, or in the shower, or even stepping out for a newspaper. "Why?"

"We found a gun in his luggage, Patrick. It's been fired recently and it's not registered. It's also the same caliber as the bullet that killed Gregorio Melendez."

O'Shaughnessy's jaw dropped open. He was speechless.

"Furthermore, we spoke to one of the maids here in the hotel. Last night Andre and Greg were overheard having a violent quarrel. Something about a movie -- Greg wanted a bigger part in it than he had. Andre kept insisting he had no control over that. That's all we know about the quarrel. But it shows they weren't getting along as well as it seems."

"Oh, for Christ's sake, Dennis, I know all about that," said O'Shaughnessy. "Andre came damn close to refusing the contract because of Greg. That won't even get you into the courtroom, and you know it."

"Maybe not. I've sent the gun down for ballistics tests. If the tests match it with the bullet that killed Greg, Patrick, your client's in trouble. If you know anything at all about his whereabouts, I'd advise you to tell me. Don't forget, you have duties as an officer of the court."

"Did you get the autopsy report on Greg?" Patrick asked, deliberately evading Simon's last statement. 

"Well, we all know how he died, so the cause of death wasn't any surprise. But according to the autopsy report he had been dead for about twelve hours before his body was peppered with an AK-47 -- about 1:00 AM, give or take half an hour. According to what the maid said, that puts it right about the time she overheard the quarrel. The body had definitely been moved soon after death. Your client needs to give us a few explanations, Patrick."

"Good-bye, Dennis." O'Shaughnessy hung up the phone. He sat on the couch and thought for a few moments. Brian brought his glass of cola over and sat beside him. "What's happening, Dad?"

"In a minute, son," said O'Shaughnessy. He picked up the phone and dialed a number. He waited several seconds, as though the phone were ringing again and again. A moment later Brian could hear a sleepy voice through the receiver. "Hello?"

"Tim! O'Shaughnessy here. . . . Yes, I know what time it is. This is an emergency. I need you to come to my place right away . . . I wouldn't ask you if I didn't feel it vital, Tim. Look at it this way: it's not rush hour yet and you'll miss all the traffic . . . Okay. Thanks, Tim." He pressed the disconnect button, then dialed another number. "Judy, this is Pat," he said when the office voice mail system switched on. "Cancel all my appointments. I won't be in at all today. But I want you to fax the entire Feathered Serpent file to me at home. This is urgent, so do it as soon as you get in. Thanks." He hung up.

"What is happening here?" came a voice from the stairway.

Patrick and Brian both looked up. Andre Montoya was coming down the stairs. 

Patrick stood up. "Lt. Simon has been at your hotel, Andre, searching your room. Legally, of course, with a warrant. Why didn't you tell me you had a gun?"

"You didn't ask."

"Damn!" O'Shaughnessy sat down again. "Whatever possessed you to carry around an unregistered gun?"

"I am Mexican, Señor O'Shaughnessy. Although it grieves me to say this of my country, there are many desperate people starving there, and no one is totally safe on the streets of Mexico City. My father bought me the gun, so that I could protect myself. It is not unregistered. It is legally registered in Mexico City. And I haven't been carrying it around. I left it in my suitcase."

O'Shaughnessy sighed. "All of which is totally and completely acceptable -- even though technically the gun should have been registered as soon as you arrived in the United States. Still, not too many foreigners would know that." He took a deep breath as Andre sat in the overstuffed armchair beside the couch. "You quarreled with Greg last night."

"Yes. Over his part in the movie. He was the reason I hesitated to sign the contract, Mr. O'Shaughnessy. What's wrong? Am I supposed to have killed Greg over that?" He burst into ironic laughter.

"Did you?" asked O'Shaughnessy.

Andre looked O'Shaughnessy squarely in the eye. "No."

"I believe you," said O'Shaughnessy. "All right. Here's the situation. The police suspect you, but they don't have any hard evidence yet. They've sent your gun to ballistics to see if it's the same one that killed Greg. If it's a match, then that's hard evidence, and under the law I am obligated to turn you in. As an attorney, I am an officer of the court. Therefore, before I hear from them, I have to get you into a place that I don't know about. My investigator, Tim Corelli, is on his way over here now. He'll take care of you. But I can't know where you are. Otherwise, if they catch me, I could be disbarred."

"So your friend is going to hide me?"

"No. He can't hide you. You have go to a hotel and register under your own name. I'll have Tim register you himself, so as to throw off any clerks who might have seen your picture in the newspapers. What's your middle name?"

"Alejandro."

"Then he'll register you as A. A. Montoya. The police will still find you, but it'll take them some time. The story will be that you went to that hotel to hide from reporters, not the police. This will hopefully buy us enough time to uncover enough evidence to either clear you or throw suspicion on somebody else."

Andre nodded seriously. "I understand."

"Once you get to that hotel, go into your room and stay there. Don't go anywhere or do anything until you hear from me. Understand?"

"And if the worst happens?" Andre queried. "Suppose you can't throw suspicion on anyone else, and I get arrested. Will you be my lawyer?"

"I don't do trial work, but my partner, Danielle Moran, is one of the best criminal lawyers in the city. She turned down the O. J. Simpson case, and I can assure you, Marcia Clark was relieved when she did! Still, for the sake of your career, Andre, we have to keep you from getting arrested. Otherwise you'll be in the same career limbo as O. J. before you even get started."

At that point there was a knock at the door. "That'll be Tim," said O'Shaughnessy. "Brian, get the door, would you?"

Tim Corelli was twenty-nine, of medium height, thin, with a shock of unruly brown hair and mischievous blue eyes. He had come to Hollywood an aspiring actor, but had fallen in with an investigative agency and enjoyed the work so much he was almost considering abandoning acting. As Brian allowed him to enter, O'Shaughnessy stood up. 

"Tim!" he said, with some relief. "Tim, this is Andre Montoya." Quickly O'Shaughnessy explained the situation and repeated the procedure he had explained to Andre. "Take him to Pacoima, or Commerce, or Alhambra -- anywhere on the outskirts of the area. 

"After you settle Andre, go to that house on Kingsley Street and find out what exactly went on in that house from midnight until the actual gang murders. The key to this case is learning exactly when Greg's body was placed in that house. I'm gambling that it can't have been too long; surely people would notice if there was some strange dead body lying around! If the murder took place between twelve and three o'clock and the body was placed there shortly before the gang murders, then Andre has an iron-clad alibi. He was with me."

"All right," said Tim. "If I learn anything interesting I'll call Judy. That way you won't be hearing directly from me and will technically have had no way of knowing Andre's whereabouts. In the meantime, what are you going to be doing?"

"I'm going to talk to the other band members," said O'Shaughnessy. "They must know something. Then I'm going to go hassle Dennis and see what he's found out. Hopefully by then this'll all be cleared up."

Tim nodded grimly. Andre started to follow him out the door. He stopped for a moment to shake O'Shaughnessy's hand. "I thank you for all this, my friend. And you, Brian. I hope to see you again soon." The next minute they were gone.

O'Shaughnessy turned to Brian. "Aren't I supposed to drive you to school?"

Brian stared at him, a deadpan expression on his face. "I can't go to school," he said. "I've got the stomach flu."

O'Shaughnessy sighed, resigned. "All right," he said. "We'll skip it. Your mother will kill me, but this is a desperate situation, and I'm probably going to need your brain. Get your shoes on."

Beverly Hilton Hotel

8:15 AM

"Hell, man, of course we'll do the movie as is," said Enrique Catalano, yawning. He was stretched upon a king-sized bed covered with a goosedown quilt, enjoying the comfort. "It wasn't us didn't like the script. It was Greg. Had some weird idea he was going to be the next Antonio Banderas, and it wasn't fair that Andre should be the hero. But us? We just want to play. Heck with this acting caca."

"How did Andre feel about it?"

O'Shaughnessy was standing in José Concha's suite on the third floor of the Beverly Hilton. To safeguard the band, the hotel management had relocated all its other third floor occupants and sealed the floor off, effectively keeping the press and other potential intruders out. Only by producing his State Bar ID did O'Shaughnessy persuade the hotel security guards to allow him to enter.

José was sitting on the floor, legs folded Indian style, polishing his guitar. "Andre really didn't care that much about being an actor either," he said. "He was perfectly willing to step down and let Greg be the star. But Harold refused even to put it to the producers. Greg wasn't our front man, and besides, he wasn't as handsome as Andre. Harold told Greg to forget it."

"So what did Greg do?" asked O'Shaughnessy. 

"Threatened to quit the band," said Silvano. He was sitting on the couch, showing Brian a scrapbook of the band's adventures. Silvano Lopez, the keyboard player, was by far the handsomest of the group after Andre. "Harold didn't seem to care a bit about that. Said drummers in LA were a dime a dozen. Of course, Andre didn't want Greg to leave. Andre's a real loyal guy, see? After Harold left, Andre said he'd talk to you about the movie. I guess you wouldn't have thought much of Greg's being the star, either."

"Not if the producers were dead set against it," O'Shaughnessy replied. "But it's a moot point now. Harold's right about one thing: there'll be no problem finding another drummer."

O'Shaughnessy's cellular phone rang. He took it from his pocket, flipped it open and held it to his ear. "Hello!" 

"All right, O'Shaughnessy, where's Andre Montoya?" an angry voice demanded.

"I have no idea, Dennis. I'm his lawyer, not his nursemaid."

"That's a load of crap. Where is he?"

"I tell you, Dennis, I don't know. He was with me until the early hours of the morning, then he left. And that's the God's truth. But why do you want to know?"

"The bullet in Greg Melendez matched his gun, that's why."

"That doesn't mean he did it, and you know it."

"It means I'd better talk to him soon, Patrick, or he's in even more trouble."

"If I hear from him, I'll tell him you want to speak to him. Ta-ta for now." O'Shaughnessy flipped off the phone. It immediately began to ring again, but he ignored it.

He looked squarely at the band members. "Andre's gun matches the bullet that killed Greg," he said. 

"Hey, man, no way!" Silvano cried. He and Enrique both rose almost simultaneously from where they had been resting. "No way did Andre kill Greg! He couldn't have, anyway. Greg stormed out of here after the argument and left the hotel. That was the last we saw of him. Andre stayed. We talked for a while, to try to calm him down. Then we all went to bed."

"Why was Andre so close to Greg?" O'Shaughnessy suddenly asked. "I understand that you, José, and you, Silvano, came to the USA with Andre. But Greg was from right here in LA. He can't have known Andre for more than a year. Why was he closer to him than to you?"

"He wasn't, man," said Silvano. "We're a band. Have you ever been in a band?"

"Yes," said O'Shaughnessy, suddenly overwhelmed with nostalgia thinking of his college days when he'd earned his way playing piano with jazz bands.

"Well, then, you know what it's like. It's like you're married, man -- married to four other guys. It's us against the world. We ain't gay, Mr. O'Shaughnessy, but we love each other. It ain't been easy losin' Greg, and if Andre gets arrested -- "

"He won't," said O'Shaughnessy grimly. "By the end of the day, Andre will be in the clear. Brian and I both promise you that."

With that, Brian joined his father as they left the room and hurried towards the elevator. 

"Dad, will they find him?" Brian asked worriedly.

"They sure will."

The elevator doors opened invitingly. Father and son walked between them and pressed the L button. 

"But how?" Brian persisted.

"Son, even as we speak they've got a dozen desk men calling every hotel in the area. Eventually they're going to find A. A. Montoya. Tim should have taken him far afield, to some place like Simi Valley. Hopefully the police will call the most distant ones last, and then even after they find him it'll take them time to get to him. But they might not do it that way. We have to move."

The elevator stopped; the doors flew open. A dozen flashbulbs immediately popped in front of their faces. "Mr. O'Shaughnessy -- Mr. O'Shaughnessy! Did Andre Montoya kill his own drummer? Are the police charging him?"

"No comment!" O'Shaughnessy shouted, shielding Brian from the out-thrust microphones. Two burly security guards pushed through the crowd and joined them, escorting them safely to the door.

Good lord help us all, Patrick told himself, shaking his head in disbelief. Wasn't destroying O.J. enough for them?

9:45 AM

O'Shaughnessy's condo

The doughnuts they had picked up on their way back to the condo suddenly seemed stale and overly sweet to Brian. His attention was transfixed by his cola glass: the ice kept shifting and making little crackling noises. Across the breakfast bar from him O'Shaughnessy, inserting occasional grunts between bites of doughnut and sips of coffee, had his ear pressed to the telephone. "Thanks, Judy," he said finally. He hung up, stuffed the rest of his doughnut into his mouth and looked expectantly at Brian.

"She's heard from Tim."

Brian's attention was jerked back to his father. "Did he learn anything?"

"Quite a bit, actually. The neighbors near that house didn't know who Greg was, but they recognized his face. Apparently he went in and out of that house rather often. The postman usually brings the mail early, at about ten in the morning. Yesterday morning, he noticed a man asleep on the wicker couch out on the porch, covered with a blanket. He's almost sure it was Greg."

Brian's hazel eyes widened. "Dead?"

"That the postman didn't know. He assumed he was asleep, but didn't really look that close. According to what Dennis said, though, the medical examiners think Greg died much earlier, at about 1:00 AM."

"Around the time of the quarrel with Andre," Brian's brow furrowed. "But Dad, that can't be right. At least, I don't think so." A little thought was tickling the fringes of Brian's mind. He tried to bring it out into the open, but couldn't. Frustrated, he turned back to his dad. "This case is all wrong. Why would Greg, a rock star from East LA, suddenly turn up dead on Kingsley Street? Granted that he probably knew the people in that house and visited them often, why would his dead body be conveniently there on the porch just in time for a gang murder? It doesn't make sense. Whoever killed Greg must have known the gang murder was going to take place.

"He may have even engineered it," said O'Shaughnessy. "Damn it, your mother's really going to kill me now. This is looking more dangerous than I thought. Well, Tim's going to talk some more to the neighbors. Maybe -- hopefully -- one of them saw something."

Brian began pacing the kitchen floor. "But if the murderer engineered the gang killing, why shoot Greg beforehand? Why not just let the gang members blast him?"

"Insurance, maybe? Gang killings don't always go down as planned."

Brian shook his head vigorously. "No. It's stupid. Too many possibilities for something to go wrong. It did! We knew right away Greg hadn't been killed by the AK-47. If that's insurance, it's not very good."

"You're right as usual, son," said O'Shaughnessy. "Forget that for now. Tim also told Judy that some of the neighbors witnessed the occupants of that house -- a three-generation family headed by a retired schoolteacher and her disabled husband -- arguing with a real estate broker as he stuck a For Sale sign on their yard, the day before the killings. Tim thought that we should check out whoever owns that house. Can you do that for me?"

"As long as I have a computer and a modem," said Brian. 

O'Shaughnessy gestured towards his desk. "Help yourself."

The phone rang again. O'Shaughnessy snatched it up. "Yeah?"

"Patrick, it's Harold Dean. Have you learned anything?"

"Not much," said O'Shaughnessy. "Andre quarreled with Greg the night before. Dennis took that brass ring and is running with it."

"You mean he suspects Andre? Good God, that could ruin Feathered Serpent forever!"

"Not if I can help it. Harold, can you tell us anything? Anything at all?"

"Only that I still think this might have been a gang killing, in spite of the extra bullet hole. It may have been Andre's gun, but that doesn't prove Andre fired it. Greg probably took it with him. He must have known there were gang problems in that neighborhood."

"You'd think so. I gotta go, Harold. I'll let you know as soon as I learn anything new." He hung up.

Brian was busily typing commands into the computer. O'Shaughnessy sat down at the piano and began to play the first movement of the Moonlight Sonata. He had always thought of Beethoven as good thinking music. Brian was right. The whole premise of this case was stupid. The murderer -- and/or whoever thought of covering it up with a gangland slaying -- was either very inexperienced or not too bright. Or both.

It reminded him of a line from Sherlock Holmes: "Can't you see, Lestrade, that you are alternately giving him credit for too much imagination and too little?"

Too much -- because on the surface it appeared that hiding a murder within a gang killing was a stroke of genius.

Too little -- because anyone smart enough to think of so clever a plan was also smart enough to see the flaws in it and work around them.

There had to be another explanation. Again, his mind returned to Sherlock Holmes: "When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth."

But what was impossible in this case and what merely improbable?

What about the other victims? a voice spoke in his mind. You've been so concerned with Greg you haven't bothered even to find out who they are. Sloppy, Patrick, sloppy!

Greg obviously knew the people in that house. What connection did he have with them?

"There! I've got it!" Brian cried. Abruptly O'Shaughnessy stopped playing and went to look over his shoulder.

"Hmmm! This is interesting!" he said. "It's owned by a company called La Estrella Properties, Inc., which is a subsidiary of Maya International. Wait -- Maya International. That sounds familiar. Where have I seen that name before?" A moment later it struck him. "Damn!" He rushed for the credenza across the room where his fax machine stood. Around it were all the pages of the Feathered Serpent file which Judy had faxed earlier that morning. Fumbling through them impatiently, he finally found what he was searching for.

"Look!" he cried exultantly, thrusting the papers under Brian's nose. "Capitol Records' film, starring Feathered Serpent, is being financed by Creative Investments, Inc., which is also -- "

"A subsidiary of Maya International," Brian supplied.

"Find out who's behind this Maya International," O'Shaughnessy commanded. 

"Yes, sir!" Brian turned his attention once more to the computer. A moment later he whistled. "Dad! You're not going to believe this!"

O'Shaughnessy leaned on the back of his son's chair. "Good God! Will you look at that?" He suddenly turned sober. "Greg knew."

"Do you really think so?" asked Brian.

"He has to have known. It's the only thing so far that makes any sense of this case."

At that very moment the phone rang. Frustrated, O'Shaughnessy reached over and snatched it up. "Yeah?"

A few minutes later he put it down, his face a mask of concern. "Print those pages out, Brian," he said. "Then we've got to get out of here. They've found Andre."

Airport Ramada Inn, LAX

11:00 AM

"Whatever was Tim thinking of when he stashed Andre at the airport, for Christ's sake?" Breathlessly O'Shaughnessy tried to keep up with Brian as they ran to the front doorstep of the Airport Ramada Inn, where Dennis Simon, his partner, and two patrol cars were in the process of parking and disembarking. "Now it's going to look like he not only was hiding, but getting ready to split!"

On the way from the condo, Patrick had phoned Judy and asked that she pass the word on to Tim to find out whatever he could about the dead Falcons. After arriving at the hotel, O'Shaughnessy and Brian had left the Mercedes with the valet parking staff. Brian hurried up to Lt. Simon and stared reproachfully at him.

"What are you doing here, kid?" Simon demanded. "Aren't you supposed to be in school?"

"I got the stomach flu," said Brian shortly. "Where's Andre?"

"Yes, Dennis. Where's Andre?" said Patrick, stopping just behind his son.

"Still inside, as far as I know," said Simon. "Well, Patrick, I'm sure you're here to look after the interests of your client. Come on. According to the desk clerk, he's in room 406." 

There was a small crowd standing in the lobby, waiting to register. They all gaped as seven men, four in police uniforms with guns drawn, and a young boy rushed past them and stuffed themselves into two elevators.

The elevator doors opened quietly into a serene-looking hallway. It was totally empty; not so much as a maid was in sight. Simon put a finger to his lips, and they all walked stealthily to Room 406. The six policemen drew their guns and positioned themselves in a semicircle around the door. Dennis Simon stepped forward and pounded on the door. "Open up!" he shouted. "Police!"

He had to pound twice more before he evinced any response. Then the door opened slowly, and a tall, handsome middle-aged man with a thick mustache, his abundant white hair wet from the shower, stood in trousers and T-shirt, still toweling his face. He narrowed his eyes curiously at the spectacle surrounding him. "Yes?" he asked in a cultured Latin accent.

Dennis Simon was clearly a bit taken aback. "We're looking for a man named Andre Montoya!"

"I am Andre Montoya," said the man in the doorway. "Is there something I can do to help you gentlemen?"

Parker Center

Noon

"You can't hold him, you know, Dennis."

O'Shaughnessy and Simon were standing outside one of the interrogations rooms at police headquarters. Inside they could see the man from the Ramada Inn, drinking coffee and chatting amiably in Spanish with Simon's partner, Sgt. Martinez.

"What do you mean, I can't hold him?" Simon demanded.

"Under the law, you can't arrest someone just because you're pissed off at him. What have you got on him?"

"Obstructing justice! False impersonation! Conspiracy! Interfering with a lawful police investigation!"

"Bullcrap, Dennis. All you really have on him is that he flew here from Mexico, checked into a hotel, and has the same name as his son. Now in a few minutes someone from the Mexican consulate is going to be here with a writ of habeas corpus, and relations between the US and Mexico could become very strained when it gets out that one of Mexico's most prominent and influential citizens was thrown into the LA County Jail with all the drug dealers, rapists, murderers, etc., just because a frustrated police lieutenant didn't stop to think there could be more than one Andre Montoya. Now if you want to get any information at all from Señor Montoya, I suggest you ask him, now, before that consulate official gets here."

"Bah!" said Simon. "He won't tell me anything!"

The elevator doors at the far end of the hall opened, and Brian, followed by Larry Lamont, emerged and came hurrying down towards the interrogation room.

"Dad!" cried Brian. "Larry has something to say!"

The two of them pulled up short in front of O'Shaughnessy and Simon. "What's up, son?" Patrick asked.

"Well, Dad, you know I've always felt something was very wrong about this case. When you told me about the time of death, I knew something was wrong. I saw Greg's body. There was no post-mortem lividity."

O'Shaughnessy was thunderstruck. "By God, you're right!" He clearly remembered thinking, what a dreadful waste of a gorgeous young man. For Greg in death had still been gorgeous. His skin has been as smooth and brown as it had been in life.

"So the 1:00 AM time of death couldn't have been right. I remembered once, on an old Law and Order, that an entire investigation had been thrown off because of a clerical error. So I decided to ask Larry about it."

Larry turned apologetically to Dennis Simon. "I went over the autopsy report with a fine-toothed comb. I didn't perform it; one of the other pathologists did. Dr. Gross. He had been working for 36 hours straight and was tired. Oh, his performance in the autopsy was impeccable, but his paperwork wasn't. When Brian confronted me with his observation, I personally checked the results of all the lab tests, including a liver chromatograph. Plus I took one more look at the body. There's no doubt about it, Lt. Simon. The 1:00 AM time of death is an error. Dr. Gross was so exhausted he circled AM instead of PM."

O'Shaughnessy stepped forward. "So you're saying that the true time of death is actually 1:00 PM?"

Larry nodded. "That's right!"

"Then Andre's in the clear!" cried O'Shaughnessy exultantly. "He has an ironclad alibi. He was with me!"

"You and who else?" said Dennis Simon sourly. 

"Andre and I had lunch together at the Old World in Westwood between twelve and two PM. The hostess, the waitress, and the bartender are all friends of mine and can vouch for us. I'm sure the taxi driver who dropped Andre off at the Old World would recognize him. And the parking valet at the Westwood lot probably has records of my car being parked there. 

"From there we drove to my office in Century City. We got there around 2:15. The parking valet probably can confirm that. We entered the building, said hello to the security guard, then took the elevator up to the 23rd floor. I waved to the receptionist, then introduced Andre to my partners, Solly Wilson and Danielle Moran, plus a few other attorneys, plus my paralegal Clark, my secretary Judy -- "

"All right, all right!" cried Simon. "So your client can come out of hiding! But damn it, I've still got a murderer on the loose!"

"Cheer up, Dennis; your investigation isn't dead in the water. Come in to the interrogation room with me and let's talk to Señor Montoya."

"But what would he know? His son's just been proven innocent!"

"His son's drummer is still dead. Trust me."

Simon threw up his hands in resignation, then followed O'Shaughnessy and Brian into the interrogation room. Sgt. Martinez let them in, then went out and closed the door behind himself.

Patrick went over the the table and sat in a chair across from Señor Montoya. "Señor Montoya, we've got good news for you," he said. "Your son has just been cleared of all possible involvement in the murder of Greg Melendez."

"Gracias a Dios," said Señor Montoya. "Then may I go now?"

"Yes, of course," said O'Shaughnessy smoothly. "But before you go, we were hoping you could help us a little. Andre's friend has still been murdered, and I'm sure Andre wants the man who did it brought to justice."

"If I can help in any way, I will," said Señor Montoya.

"Señor Montoya, why did you choose to come to the United States now, of all times? Did you know about Greg, and that Andre was under suspicion?"

"Yes. Andre himself called me, early this morning. But I had to come here anyway. I have certain business interests which I have to see to personally."

Patrick lowered his voice. "Does Andre know that you are financing his movie, and thus giving a big impetus to his career as a rock musician?"

Señor Montoya lowered his head. "No. I hoped that he not know."

"May I ask why you're doing this? Harold Dean, Andre's manager, implied that you thoroughly disapproved of his choice of career."

"In my family, señor, a man who sings for his living is considered somewhat less than macho, and so I was quite dismayed when I learned what he wanted to do with his life. But my son is what he is. I cannot change that. And the idea of a Montoya failing at anything is intolerable. I know the whims and vagaries of the entertainment business, Señor O'Shaughnessy. I could take no chances that a son of mine would be passed over and forced to come home in disgrace. So, when I heard that Capitol Records was considering signing Feathered Serpent, I immediately phoned my Los Angeles affiliate and told them to have a representative contact Capitol immediately."

"I see," said O'Shaughnessy, frowning. What a shattering discovery, he thought. Greg must found this out somehow -- and how devastated he must have been to know that his break, his long-dreamed-for success, had come not because of the band's skills and talents, but because of Andre's father's wealth.

And Andre, not he, was to play the lead in the film.

Welcome to show business, Greg, O'Shaughnessy told himself grimly. 

"Unfortunately, Señor Montoya, in a murder investigation things come out that nobody wants to know," said O'Shaughnessy. "But tell me this: Your company also owns La Estrella Properties. Did you know that one of their units is the house on Kingsley Street where Greg was killed?"

Señor Montoya's eyes widened. "No!"

"One of the neighbors reporting seeing a For Sale sign in front of that house. Do you know anything about that?"

Señor Montoya sighed. He glanced at the window, as though wishing he were out in the California sun. "I know nothing about that particular unit, Señor O'Shaughnessy, but the basic situation is this: That neighborhood is in decline. It has never been anything but a rough, working-class area, and now the drug dealers have moved in. Since the LA riots of 1992, crime has been on the rise in that area. The value of all properties around there is dropping fast. La Estrella owns several houses on Kingsley and other nearby streets. There is a developer with great plans for renovating that area, which would involve refurbishing of some old houses and shops and the razing and rebuilding of others. They have made us an offer, like you Americans say, that we can't refuse. So we are selling now, while we can still make a profit."

"Hmmm," said O'Shaughnessy, lost in thought. He took out his cellular phone and dialed a number. "Tim! O'Shaughnessy here . . . Yes, it's OK for us to talk. Andre's been cleared." He filled Tim in on everything that he had learned. "We'll talk more about that later. Right now I want you to come to Parker Center and pick up Andre's father and take him anywhere he wants to go . . . Yes, he flew in this morning. It's a long story. Then I want you to meet me back at the house on Kingsley. What's the name of the people there? . . . Ramirez? Thanks. Anyway, we've got some bits and pieces here, as I'm sure you do, and maybe we can put them all together and get the whole picture."

He flipped off the phone and looked up at Dennis Simon. "I don't have anything more to ask Señor Montoya," he said. 

"Neither do I," said Dennis Simon. "Señor, you're free to go. Thanks for all your help."

Andre's father pushed away from the table and rose. "Who have you asked to come get me?" he asked.

"Tim Corelli, my investigator," O'Shaughnessy replied. "He's a very fine young man. Friendly and polite. Brown hair, slim, drives a red Ford Taurus. He may even be able to take you to Andre, if you want."

"Thank you, Senor O'Shaughnessy." Señor Montoya said. "I shall wait for him out front. This place is too stark -- too prisonlike. I wish you good day, gentlemen." He opened the door of the interrogation room and left.

Dennis Simon turned accusingly to O'Shaughnessy. "You didn't tell me you had all that information!"

"Dennis, I only got it myself this morning, right before you called telling me you'd found Andre at the airport. And when did the opportunity to tell you present itself before now? Brian, give Lt. Simon the printouts."

Brian reached into his back pocket and pulled out the computer printouts with the information on it, then handed them to Simon, who then hailed a young police officer and told him to make several photocopies of them. 

"I think," said O'Shaughnessy, "that sometime between his quarrel with Andre and the time of the gang killings, Greg found out the truth. He learned that not only had Andre been given the lead in the film because of his father, but that the Montoya companies were also selling the roof from over the heads of his friends. It probably made him angrier than ever. He must have threatened some more dire course of action than quitting the band. And someone nearby didn't like that idea. Somebody close enough to Andre to be able to take his gun."

"One of the other band members?" Brian mused. 

"Possibly," said O'Shaughnessy. "What do you know about them, Dennis?"

"Damn!" said Dennis Simon. He flung up his hands in dismay. "We checked their alibis for that night. None of them had a good one -- they were all in their rooms asleep -- but that's a moot point now. Because of that stupid clerical error, we're back to square one as far as they're concerned. Martinez!" he shouted.

Martinez sauntered in from the hallway, where he had been talking with another detective. "Yes?"

"Get back to the Beverly Hilton and talk to the band members again. Find out where they were during the late morning and early afternoon of the day of the murder."

"Righto," said Martinez. He disappeared around the corner. 

"And now, Brian, we have to be getting over to Kingsley Street," said O'Shaughnessy. 

"Not without me, you're not," said Dennis Simon. "This is an official police investigation, don't forget. I can't have amateurs interfering."

O'Shaughnessy didn't comment. He merely nodded and led them out into the parking lot.

1657 South Kingsley, Los Angeles

12:00 Noon

"Greg was my student," said the plump, gray-haired woman. "I had him in third grade, and later in sixth grade. We were friends immediately. He was a lovely boy. My husband is disabled, a paraplegic with emphysema, and we never had any children of our own. So after I retired from teaching Greg would come by often to see if we needed anything. Right up until the day he died." Here she stifled a sob. "He was going to help us out with some of the advance money from the movie."

Her name was Rosa Ramirez, and she was sixty-nine years old. Her parents had emigrated from Mexico before she was born, in the early 1920's. They had slaved to give her the advantage of a college education, and she had entered a respectable profession: teaching. But now she was retired and living on a fixed income, with a disabled husband. How welcome Greg's offer of help must have been. And now it would never come.

Dennis Simon then spoke up. "Mrs. Ramirez, what were the gang members doing in front of your house yesterday? Were they your former students too?"

Rosa Ramirez shook her head vigorously. "No! They were a bunch of young hoodlums. I knew who and what they were, but I never had anything to do with them. Look!" She led them to the front door and pointed to the curb by their house. "See that ridiculously dilapidated old car? It belongs to one of them. It broke down somewhere and he had it towed here. They've been working on it. When the car with the killers in it came, they were standing on the sidewalk, talking about it."

"And where was Greg?"

"I don't know; I hadn't seen him for about an hour. I assumed he'd gone somewhere with that man who came with him."

Brian's ears pricked up. "A man was with him?"

"Yes. Greg came out to visit, as he often did. He was angry with the other boys in the band and wanted to get away. He came in, asked if he could use the phone, and I said yes. My husband had had a bad night, so I was still tending to him, and didn't pay any attention to Greg's phone calls. About half an hour later this man showed up."

Brian then spoke up. "Did you hear the shot? I mean, the first shot, before the rival gang showed up."

Mrs. Ramirez shook her head wildly. "No! No! I may have. But cars backfire around here all the time. No one pays any attention. My husband was ill; I don't remember."

O'Shaughnessy spoke again. "This man that came to see Greg. Did you catch his name?"

"No. Again, my only concern was for my husband. The only thing I can say for certain is that he was not Latino."

"Well," said Simon, "that lets out the band members and Andre's father. It also lets in about half the male population of Los Angeles."

"Not quite," said O'Shaughnessy. He appeared preoccupied. "Don't forget the reason Greg was angry. This person was obviously someone who had something to do with either the band, the movie, or Señor Montoya's property investments. Someone who had a lot riding on the success of the band. And it also had to be someone who had access to Andre's gun."

O'Shaughnessy's eyes narrowed. The memory of a conversation -- no, two conversations -- suddenly popped into his mind.

"Dad, what are you thinking?" asked Brian.

"I'm thinking I know who killed Greg," said O'Shaughnessy. "But I'm not sure yet. There's still a few loose ends." He glanced toward the window facing the street. "Where the heck is Tim?"

Rosa Ramirez was quietly weeping, stifling her sobs. I wonder if Andre could be persuaded to provide her with a small stipend? he wondered. I could always tell her Greg left it to her in his will.

There was a loud knock at the door. "Tim!" cried O'Shaughnessy. He hurried over to meet the investigator. "What have you found out about the gang members?"

"Only that everybody on this block knew who they were, and hated them with a passion," said Greg. "They forced drugs on kids under threat of violence, and extorted money from everyone who had any at all -- even if it was only a few dollars. There are very few people on Kingsley Street who are wasting any tears on the Falcons. You won't believe this, but I just finished talking to some guys down the street. They told me that everyone -- yes, everyone -- except the Falcons themselves knew that the hit would take place around noon that day. Rumors fly fast around here -- particularly when the news is welcome."

"Well, that explains how Greg's killer got the idea," said Dennis Simon.

"And there's something else," said Tim. "You weren't Greg's only attorney, Patrick. His brother is a lawyer, working for Legal Aid in East LA. Greg had contacted his brother on behalf of the Ramirez family and asked him to file a lawsuit against La Estrella Properties. So Attorney Melendez had investigated La Estrella and found out who was behind it. Greg phoned him that morning from here and learned the whole sordid story."

O'Shaughnessy frowned, then turned to Rosa Ramirez. "Mrs. Ramirez, I know you said you were involved with your husband at the time, but do you have any idea how many phone calls Greg made?"

"I know he made at least two," replied Mrs. Ramirez. "He made one, in which his voice began in a calm, quiet tone. I couldn't hear a word he was saying. Then his voice rose, as if he were shocked. Then there was silence for awhile, and then he must have made another call. He was shouting -- shouting angrily. Something about -- something about it's all being a scam. I could make out nothing else. A moment later I heard him slam the phone down."

Her face was white, streaked with tears and ravaged by grief. O'Shaughnessy's heart went out to her. "We'll go now," he said quietly. "Mrs. Ramirez, you've been a big help. Thank you for all you've done."

As they stepped down from the Ramirez porch, Brian then spoke up. "So now we know how Greg knew. He must have been furious."

"He phoned his brother, found out what was going on, and then phoned someone else," O'Shaughnessy mused. "If he wanted to demand an explanation of the financing, there were only two people that he would have called. I'm one of them, and he didn't call me. Dennis! Have you had Andre's gun checked for fingerprints?"

"Yes," said Dennis Simon. "There were Andre's, of course, and those of the deceased, and a set we couldn't identify."

Brian glanced at his dad in horror. "Dad! Did you start the dishwasher?"

"No, I didn't!" cried O'Shaughnessy. "Dennis, we've got to get to my condo right away!" He and Brian dashed for the Mercedes. Tim hesitated only a moment, then hurried over to his Taurus. Dennis Simon was left alone, thoroughly rattled.

"Would somebody please tell me what is going on?" he cried to the empty street.

Parker Center

2:00 PM

O'Shaughnessy was pacing one of the police interrogation rooms. Dennis Simon and Brian were sitting in two of the chairs around the table, absently glancing at sections of the newspaper. 

"How much longer is it going to take?" O'Shaughnessy demanded impatiently. 

"Shouldn't be too much longer," Simon replied. "Look. Here comes Martinez now."

Sgt. Martinez opened the door and handed a manila file folder to Simon. "You were right, boss," Martinez told him. "The fingerprints on the whiskey glass matched the one on the gun."

O'Shaughnessy breathed a sigh of relief, then collapsed into one of the chairs. "There's your murderer, Dennis. I'm sure a few interviews with Mrs. Ramirez and the other people on Kingsley Street, and a few lineups, will give you an airtight case against him. You already have motive."

Simon scanned the report briefly, then turned and looked up at Martinez. "Go find a judge and get a warrant for the arrest of Harold Dean for the murder of Gregorio Melendez," he directed. "Make it murder in the first degree."

Martinez nodded, then left the room. Simon then turned to O'Shaughnessy. "Where did you ever get the idea that it was Dean?"

"Well, it was pretty obvious after we talked to Rosa Ramirez," said O'Shaughnessy. "She said that she had seen Greg talking with a man who wasn't Latino. Everyone else involved with this case, excepting Brian and myself, was. Also, we knew it had to be someone who had a great deal to lose if Greg blew the whistle on the whole operation. We don't know how Andre will react when he finds out his father bankrolled his entire operation, but he has his pride. I think it's going to take every ounce of persuasion I have to keep him from telling Capitol Records to stuff the entire deal.

"Dean knew that. I've known the man for years, and he's a good manager. He handles a lot of good cover bands and a few original bands who have managed to attain moderate success. But he's never really had anyone that could be a phenomenon. Feathered Serpent was his first chance. Tex-Mex is becoming quite the thing now, and Feathered Serpent is a high-class, good-looking group. When Capitol Records showed an interest, Harold fairly railroaded them through. But if the whole thing collapsed, particuarly if one or more band members rebelled, he'd get a reputation as a manager who couldn't control his clients, and he'd probably never get such a chance again. He knew it would be easier to find the band a new drummer than to find himself a new phenomenon."

"So what do you think happened?" asked Simon.

Brian took it from here. "We think that Greg must have borrowed Andre's gun when he left in the early hours of the morning. He wanted to go not to his family, but to Rosa Ramirez, who always welcomed him no matter what. Rosa lived in a dangerous neighborhood; it was the early hours of the morning, and hence the need for the gun. 

"He must have spent the rest of the night on the wicker couch on the porch, where the postman saw him. Then, after he woke, he phoned his brother and asked about the status of the Ramirez' case against La Estrella. When he heard the whole story, he was furious. He called Harold Dean and demanded an explanation. Dean, trying to soothe his feelings, must have promised to drive down to South LA and explain everything. 

"Because the Ramirez house had the gang members' old junker parked in front of it, Dean probably had to park farther down the street. As he walked towards the house, he must have heard the neighbors talking about the upcoming gang murder. When he arrived at the Ramirez' place, he and Greg got into an argument. They may have struggled for the gun, or else Greg had left it on a table or something, and Dean shot him. He must have left shortly afterwards, leaving Greg's body on the porch. It can't have been too much longer when the gang murder happened. I don't think Dean counted on the gang murder happening right in front of the Ramirez home, but he may have thought that everyone believed that a murder at the same time, in the same neighborhood, must have been connected.

"Once we heard Mrs. Ramirez' story, and the result of Tim's investigation, I remembered that Dean had said things would have been best for everyone if Greg had been believed to be another victim of the gangs. Then I remembered when I talked to him this morning, before we left for the airport. He mentioned Andre's gun, and I hadn't told him about it. Nor had the press had time to get ahold of that piece of information. How could he know? So it suddenly was very clear to both Brian and me."

Brian then took up the narrative again. "We think that Mr. Dean must have gone back to the hotel to replace Andre's gun right away. As the band's manager, he must have had keys to their rooms, and no one would have thought twice about his being there. So he simply walked in, replaced the gun, and left."

"Well, we'll have him soon," said Simon. "Patrick, what are you going to tell your client?"

O'Shaughnessy's office, Century City

4:30 PM

Andre Montoya was back in the chair with the crushed velvet upholstery. He seemed haggard, defeated. O'Shaughnessy gazed at him sympathetically.

"When you told me my father had put up the money for the movie," Andre was saying, "I must admit, I was angry. I thought about throwing it all back in his face and disappearing somewhere. But I can't do that to the band. They have worked hard to be where they are, and I can't let my anger towards my father ruin things for them."

"You've made the right decision, Andre," said O'Shaughnessy. "Besides, don't feel so bad. Don't forget Capitol Records had already decided to sign you before your father even offered to finance the movie. There are a lot of aspiring rock stars out there who would give their eyeteeth for a father willing to invest several million dollars in their careers.

"Judy has telephoned several managers that I also work with, some of whom I believe are better than Harold Dean. You should have a new one by tomorrow, and shortly after that a new drummer. And if you talk to Judy on your way out, I believe you'll find quite a number of faxes and E-mail messages from your fans, offering their support and good wishes. You're on your way up, Andre -- you and the band. I'm going to enjoy working with you."

Andre stood, flashing a dazzling smile. Then he tossed something on the desk. "Here is the movie contract, signed by all of us. And we would all appreciate it if you would arrange for a trust to be set up for Mrs. Ramirez. If it weren't for her, we'd never have learned who killed Greg. Call it the Gregorio Melendez Memorial Trust or something like that. My father says he'll contribute half of the capital, and the rest the band will put up. We'll take care of the one lady Greg loved."

"I'll get right on it," O'Shaughnessy promised. He stood, shook Andre's hand, and watched as the beautiful young man exited his office, stopping to talk to Judy.

Inopportunely, his phone rang. He sighed and picked it up. "O'Shaughnessy . . . Ellen! . . . No, I didn't know the principal had called you . . . No, I didn't take Brian to school. I was pressed for time, and I needed him . . . Ellen, I doubt very seriously if he's going to flunk all his classes because he took a day off from school to be with me. . . No, I doubt very seriously if it'll happen again . . . Ellen, calm down . . . "

THE END

NEXT MONTH: MARIO'S SECRET. Did the TV hero murder his mother? O'Shaughnessy doesn't think so -- but the evidence is damning, and Dennis Simon is determined to close the case. Can Patrick and Brian find the real killer before Mario's career is ruined forever?
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