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On Robertson Boulevard a block and a half north of Pico, just south of Whitworth Drive, on the eastern side of the street, there once stood a three-story turquoise building that had been a posh home in the thirties. But the owner died leaving his real-estate-rich, cash-poor relatives to turn the domicile into a commercial property.


By 1968 the first floor had become an antique-furniture shop where fifty-something Mrs. Ina Holloway sold old sofas, chairs, and dining tables of dubious pedigree to middle-aged women from Cheviot Hills—women who wanted to make their interior decorations equal in style, if not in value, to their wealthier counterparts’ in nearby Beverly Hills.


The second floor was occupied by an insurance brokerage firm owned and run by Harry (born Hiro) Harada. To hear him tell it, Harry sold insurance on everything from life expectancy to pet health and marriage vows. Harry’s wife and daughter, son, and daughter-in-law all worked in his second-floor office. Only Harada’s gaijin son-in-law no longer worked for the old man; this because he had been in prison for a crime he confessed to, embezzlement. He, Arnold “Sandy” Patterson, was convicted on evidence that was not vetted by the defense or the prosecution—evidence that would not have stood up under scrutiny.


The police detective who interrogated Sandy accepted his confession of having stolen money that Harry’s strawberry-farmer client, Gentaro Takeda, had entrusted to the company: $131,247.29. The money Gentaro gave had been in cash, and the day that everyone agreed that Sandy had taken it he was under the knife at Cedars of Lebanon for an emergency appendectomy.


Indeed, it was Harry himself who had taken the money, believing that his client was senile and probably wouldn’t remember anything about the transaction. So three days later, when the elderly Mr. Takeda returned with his son Ishi to ask for the money back, Harry felt that he was safe in saying he had never received the cash in question. Mr. Gentaro had once told him, Harry claimed, that he wanted to have Harry invest some money but he had never given him the cash.


After the Takedas left, Mitsue, Harry’s daughter, told him that the day after Gentaro had been there he returned saying that he had not gotten a receipt from her father. Harry was at a convention in San Diego so she looked up the transaction in his day journal, saw that no receipt had been issued, and had filled out one of the pre-signed receipts that Harry kept in the safe just in case the family had to do business in his absence.


That right there was the moment of truth for Harry Harada. Gentaro didn’t seem to remember any receipt and Ishi hadn’t mentioned one. Harry’s greed outweighed his morality; it convinced him that the dotty old man probably lost the voucher and that the money, all cash, could not be traced. He told his daughter to forget the receipt and the visit.


When Ishi pressed charges in Gentaro’s name, Harry stuck to his story. But, three months later, when the receipt Mitsue provided resurfaced, a warrant was issued for Harry’s arrest. He had testified under oath that he never received monies from Gentaro and had therefore broken the law.


Mitsue begged her husband to take the blame for the good of the family. Mitsue explained that even if the father was able to stay out of prison he’d lose his license and his customers, impoverishing the entire clan.


And so stout-hearted Sandy confessed. There was no trial to speak of, so the elderly Gentaro, who was indeed senile and unreliable as a witness, was not required to appear in court. Sandy admitted telling Gentaro that he was Harry, and the confused old man believed him. Sandy explained about the pre-signed receipts in the safe, saying that he was trying to get enough money to start a business of his own.


Four months after Sandy was locked away I came to the building looking for office space. Harry managed the property but his wife, Kikuyo, did all the work. The handsome middle-aged mother-in-law did not seem very interested in me as a tenant, probably because of my skin color (which is a very dark brown); that is until I told her that I was a private detective. Upon hearing this she asked me if I could help an innocent man get out of prison.


It was a delicate operation. Gentaro Takeda’s mental condition had declined further. By the time I became involved his testimony could no longer be trusted. When asked who he had given the money to he replied, “My son.”


The money had been returned and Kikuyo convinced Harry to give Ishi Takeda ten thousand dollars to forgo any further complaint. I went to the state’s attorney with evidence that they had convicted and imprisoned an innocent man, and so Sandy was set free and the state decided not to pursue further charges.


Kikuyo, without telling her husband, gave my company, WRENS-L Detective Agency, an unheard-of fifteen-year lease at a very reasonable rent.


Harry thought I was overcompensated but he only said so once because, in spite of his dishonesty, he was a family man and freeing Mitsue’s husband brought bliss to his home and his business.


So at 7:42 a.m. on the first Monday in May 1968, I stood out in front of the gaily colored plaster-encased building: a professional detective with a bright future and a dark past.


Ten months earlier I had received a questionable windfall of one hundred thousand dollars in ransom money that no one wanted to claim. I used part of the money to start my own little detective agency with the two best detectives I knew—Saul Lynx and Tinsford “Whisper” Natly. Saul was a Jewish detective married to a black woman who had given him two sons. He was born and raised in L.A. and was accepted, more or less, in white circles. Whisper was a Negro from St. Louis who could find anyone, anywhere, given the time and resources.


Saul, Whisper, and I were equal partners in the business and they were repaying the initial investment at three hundred dollars a month, each.


I took in a deep breath through my nostrils and smiled, thinking that a poor black man from the deep South like myself was lucky not to be dead and buried, much less a living, breathing independent businessman.


Our little agency had a separate entrance that opened onto a stairwell made only for us. I took the steps two at a time until I reached the third-floor doorway. There I stopped again, happy that I wasn’t dead and that soon, if the sky didn’t fall that day, I’d be engaged to the lovely Bonnie Shay.


“Good morning, Mr. Rawlins,” Niska Redman greeted.


She was our receptionist. Butter-skinned, biracial, and quite beautiful—Niska had worked for Whisper after he saved her father from false charges alleged by a business partner. She was twenty-four and filled with dreams of a world in which all humans were happy and well fed.


“How you doin’, Miss Redman?”


“Great!” she exclaimed, showing wide eyes and lots of teeth. “I started practicing Transcendental Meditation. You know, only twenty minutes every morning and night and you have peace of mind all day long.”


“That’s like prayer?” I asked.


“More like yoga or hypnosis,” she said. “How are you?”


“Down to one cigarette a day and I walked to work this morning.”


“Good for you.”


“Whisper in?”


Her nod was vigorous and certain. “Nobody with him,” she added.


His door was open but I knocked anyway.


“Come in, Easy,” he said in a low tone.


Whisper’s face was medium brown with no marked features. You might overlook him even if he was standing right there in front of you. He wore short-brimmed hats of gray or brown without feathers or even a hatband. His clothes were not new or old, natty or disheveled. He only spoke in a low voice, not a whisper, and no one I knew had ever seen his apartment or house. There were some that believed he was married, and one woman I knew swore that she’d seen him sitting in the last pew at Lion’s Den New Baptist Church.


“How’s it goin’, Tinsford?” I asked, taking the straight-back pine visitor’s chair set in front of his small, battered oak desk.


Instead of answering he looked at me with dark brown eyes that contained a question.


“What?” I replied to his unspoken inquiry.


“Somethin’ up?”


“No. Why?”


“Somethin’ happy about you this morning.”


“How’s that thing with, um, what’s her name?” I asked, avoiding his question out of nothing but pure stubbornness.


“Lolo Bowles,” Whisper said, “Keisha Bowles’s daughter.”


“You locate her yet?”


“Not in the flesh but I got some leads. You know anybody run one of those clinics gets you off of drugs?”


“Saul’s got a guy.”


Whisper nodded and I stood up.


It was often the case that we asked each other questions, most of which went unanswered. We were all private sort of men who gathered information rather than distributed it.


Our corporation had been up and running for three months but it felt like years. I had never imagined that I’d enjoy working with partners, but just that one cryptic interchange between me and Whisper felt something like belonging.


My office was at the end of the hallway behind Niska’s desk. It had been the master bedroom, making it the largest office with a nice view of a few green backyards. I would have preferred a smaller room but Saul and Whisper took those options before I finished signing the papers Kikuyo Harada had placed before me.


My five-hundred-square-foot office had dark oak floors and a huge cherrywood desk given me by Jean-Paul Villard, president and CEO of P9, one of the largest insurance companies in the world. JP liked me and was my good friend Jackson Blue’s boss. When Villard heard that I was going into business for myself, rather than taking the managerial security job he’d offered, he sent the desk over just to show me there were no hard feelings.


I sat down in my padded mechanical chair, leaned back, and took out the little black velvet ring box that held a brilliant-cut half-carat diamond, set in platinum and gold.


In the last year and a half I had been as close to death as a living being can get and climbed my way back up into a world that seemed new and hopeful. I had two great kids, a perfect island woman that I would soon propose to, a profession I was good at, friends that I liked, and access to powers that most people in Los Angeles (white or black) didn’t even know existed.


I had built the kind of life that I wanted, and once Bonnie said yes, everything would be perfect.


The buzzer on my desk sounded.


“Yes?” I said, pressing the button on the console.


“Raymond Alexander for you, Mr. Rawlins,” Niska said.


“On the phone?” I asked, maybe a little hopefully.


“No, dude,” Mouse called from the background. I could hear him on the phone and through my open door. “I’m right here.”


“Send him on in,” I said, thinking there was a reason that optimism didn’t come naturally to people like me.
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“How you doin’, Brother Easy,” Mouse greeted.


I stood and we shook hands. We were old-school American men and so did not hug.


“Cain’t complain,” I said with an irrepressible smile. Even the presence of one of the most dangerous men alive could not extinguish my delight with life. “Have a seat.”


My visitors’ chairs were made from a yellowish wood that was carved to accommodate the human form.


“Damn, niggah, you done burnt a cross in the white man’s lawn an’ made him like it,” Mouse said as he sat back. Light-skinned and light-eyed, he was wearing a straw-colored suit with a Stetson of a wheat hue, a shirt that might have been dyed in blueberries, white silk socks, and patent leather black shoes.


He crossed one leg over the other and grinned at me.


“It’s just an office,” I said.


“Ain’t another Negro in thirty blocks got a office around here, man. You know you just walk right in the lion’s den and say, ‘Pussy, lay down or get the hell out.’”


“Whisper with me.”


“Tinsford’s a good man,” Mouse half agreed, “but you the one.”


“LaMarque dropped by a few days ago. He said that you, him, and Etta went down to Ensenada to do some fishin’.”


“Caught me a honest-to-God swordfish. Eleven foot long. Mothahfuckah fought harder than any man I ever killed. Shit. It was easier when I had to bite out that man’s windpipe when I was handcuffed behind my back.”


Mouse was a colorful man, his beauty defined by the distance one had from him.


“I never knew you to go fishing,” I said, in an attempt to lighten our conversation. “Not since we were kids down in Houston.”


“Etta want me to retire.”


“Retire?”


Retirement was a huge word for Raymond “Mouse” Alexander. To my knowledge he had not held a legitimate job in all his forty-seven years. He might have pretended to be working for a company he planned to rob. He applied for a few jobs after the one stint in prison he ever served. But Mouse never punched a clock or looked at any man as his boss.


His money-making activities over the previous several years had been working with an international heist ring as a gunman, strong-arm, and wild card when the circumstances went south. He did two to three jobs a year and once told me that he made more than the president of Bank of America.


“Yeah,” Mouse said, giving me a half shrug. “Etta said that a full-grown man shouldn’t be making his family worry so hard when he go off to work. I told her that cops and soldiers do that every day. But she come back sayin’ that cops retire after twenty years and I been a outlaw since I was five.”


Mouse snickered. The truth is often funny.


It struck me that my lifelong friend might have been there to ask for a job. This notion further diminished my good mood. Both Whisper and Saul had told me that they would not be able to enter a partnership that included Raymond.


“So,” I ventured tenuously, “what would you do if you retired? I mean would you take on some other kind of work?”


“I got me quite a pile saved up,” he said. “And I been thinkin’ about what you did.”


“Meaning what exactly?” I can honestly say that at that moment there was no cheer in my heart.


Mouse looked me in the eye and smiled. He was a psychopath who had read maybe three books in his entire life but Raymond knew human nature as well as any psychoanalyst with a lifetime of experience.


I believe that he knew what was bothering me and reveled in my discomfort.


“Milo Sweet gonna purchase twelve rental properties for me and hire Fearless Jones to maintain the buildin’s and collect the rent. Every unit’ll be in Etta’s name and I’ll sit on the front porch livin’ the life of Riley.”


It was the best solution that my friend could have come up with. He needed a taxable source of income while Etta, his wife and my onetime lover, had to have a nest egg.


Mouse grinned. A ruby festooned one of his front teeth. There was a thick ring of gold and onyx on the baby finger of his left hand.


Our eyes met again and he waited.


“You the one come to me,” I said at last.


“You evah hear of a brother named Charcoal Joe?” Mouse asked.


“Heard of him,” I admitted. “I don’t really know anything about him though. Plays poker and the horses. Got more luck than a rich man askin’ for a bank loan.” There were a few darker stories about Joe but I had no facts to credit them.


Mouse smiled again. “You always got the right words, Easy. Even if you don’t know a thing, you never say nuthin’ wrong.”


I nodded, accepting the compliment, and waited.


“Joe’s what you call a mastermind. He makes things happen where no one else could see the possibilities. He the one told me that doin’ what I did here in L.A. was bound to lead to heartbreak. He connected me with the man in Cincinnati make my work possible all ovah the continent. Joe is connected like a spider on his web. One time there was this dude gunnin’ for you—”


“Me?”


“Yeah,” Mouse said, “man named Grindman, Cully Grindman. He’d been hired by another man, a man named Bashir. Anyway, Grindman aksed a waitress in a restaurant near your old office if she ever saw you in there, said you was a old friend and he wanted to say hi. That was Stella Rogers. She aksed one of Joe’s people if she should get involved. Joe turned around and told me—now Grind-man and Bashir in a graveyard out in East L.A. sharin’ space with Sadie and Tesser Klieger.”


Mouse was pretty good with words, too. Bonnie had a friend who worked with her as a stewardess on Air France, Ojayit Nadkarni. Ojayit’s fiancé, Bashir, had beaten her twice and so she needed to get away. I got Jackson Blue to get her work on one of P9’s company jets. She took the job and moved to Chicago.


I thought that was the end of it.


“So you see,” Mouse continued, “in a way Charcoal Joe done saved your life.”


“Grindman was a hit man?”


“Yes he was.”


I didn’t need to ask why Mouse hadn’t come to me with this information. For him killing was simply a tool of the trade, hardly worth discussing. And we were friends. Where we came from this was the kind of thing that one friend did for the other.


“And what can I do for Mr. Joe?” I asked.


“Last night a white man named Peter Boughman and some other guy called Ducky were shot dead in a house down on the beach at Malibu. Ducky was killed outright and Boughman was tortured before they shot him in the eye and the heart.”


“And Joe is involved?”


“Not directly. But he has a friend who has a son who went to that house, by accident, and fount the body. His bad luck was that somebody heard the shot and called the police, who got there before Seymour, Joe’s friend’s son, could call them himself.”


“Seymour what?”


“Brathwaite. Dr. Seymour Brathwaite.”


“I thought you said he was a kid?”


“Twenty-two-year-old doctor of physics. Doin’ what they call postgraduate work at UCLA.”


“White guy?”


“Not unless Sidney Poitier’s a white guy.”


“And what’s in it for your friend Joe?”


“What was in it for him when he saved your ass?”


“The police arrested this kid?”


Mouse nodded.


“They book him for murder?”


“Yes, sir.”


“So what can I do?”


“There wasn’t no gun.”


“They arrested him for what then?”


“Murder, conspiracy, breaking and entering, and resisting arrest.”


“Again, what does Joe want from me?”


“He wants to talk to you about the circumstances of the case and to hire you to do what he needs done.”


“Like put a couple of bodies in the Jewish graveyard in East L.A.?”


“Naw, Easy, he know that ain’t your speed.”


“If he doesn’t want me to break the law, what does he want?”


“Whatever you ain’t got words for you got a question, Ease. I’m tellin’ you that my friend wants to meet with you and talk with you about a friend’s son been arrested for murder. Ain’t no question to that.”


“When can I see him?”


“Tomorrow out in Venice.”


“Why not today if he’s so worried?”


“He’s in the Avett Detainment Facility out there. The next visitors’ day is tomorrow. Hours start at eleven.”


“What’s he in jail for?”


“’Bout two months ago a man saw Joe’s automobile and made what the lawyer called a disparaging remark about its color, which was brown. Joe’s reply was two shots over the man’s head. They arrested him for discharging a firearm within city limits. He got around ninety days.”


I was silent for the moment, biding my time. I couldn’t say no to Mouse. He’d saved my life and had put his on the line for me many times. He was mostly evil and definitely a killer but black men in America had learned centuries ago that the devil not only offered the best deals—he was the only game in our part of town.


“All right,” I said after the proper pretense of waiting. “I’ll go down there in the morning. Who should I ask for?”


“Rufus Tyler. Prisoner number six-two-seven-three-one-one-L.”


While I wrote down the name and number Mouse pulled a thick wad of cash from his breast pocket; this he placed on my cherrywood desk.


I looked down at the wad and asked, “What’s this?”


“Fi’e thousand dollars.”


“Give it back to Joe,” I said. “I haven’t agreed to take the case yet.”


“This money is from me, Easy. I’m the one hirin’ you.”


“Cheddar or blue?” I asked, taking the cash.


“Say what?”


“I just wanna know what kind of cheese is in this trap.”
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After our business was concluded Mouse and I sat around for a while talking about property and the philosophies that surrounded its ownership.


“So you always gotta be fixin’ shit?” he asked me at the butt end of his sixth cigarette.


“Things have to be repaired,” I said reasonably. “If the roof is leaking or the furnace breaks down, the landlord is expected to put that a’right.”


“Expected by who?”


“The tenant, the city.”


“If my pipes bust I fix ’em myself,” he said indignantly.


“You own your house, Raymond. The tenant pays rent. He’s just passing through. Anyway, Milo will look after the details. You just sit back and let Etta collect her due.”


Raymond scowled, crushing out the butt. Before he could take out number seven I stood and said, “I got to go out to Pasadena and see Saul.” For the past six months I had only smoked one cigarette a day, but every time Raymond lit up I was tempted to break that regimen.


I went to the walnut filing cabinet next to the door and took out a pine-tar barbecue starter-nugget that I’d purchased to assist my partner in crime-solution.


Raymond was on his feet by then.


“You’ll go see Joe tomorrow?”


“Did you pay me?”


“Call me if you need some help.”


“If I had to call you, you wouldn’t need my help.”


Mouse grunted a laugh and slapped my shoulder.


I had to walk home to get my car.


Raymond offered to give me a ride in his dark gray Lincoln but I wanted away from the smoker; anyway, walking the nearly deserted sidewalks of West L.A. had become a favored pastime.


Pico Boulevard was always a pleasant stroll. Even in 1968 the police still slowed a moment when they cruised by; but rarely, in daylight, did they actually stop black and Mexican pedestrians; not on the main arteries at any rate.


I went all the way to Point View and turned right, hoofing it three more blocks to my fancy two-story home.


I didn’t even go inside, just took my deep maroon 1961 Super D/500 Dodge from the driveway, wended my way north to Sunset, and then took Coldwater Canyon Road across the mountain and into the Valley.


By the time I got to Pasadena it was almost ten. Saul Lynx was sitting in his dun-colored Studebaker half a block down from 213 Crest-Martin Way. I was going to rap on the passenger’s-side window but the door came open before I got there.


Looking in, I saw my partner throwing newspapers, paper bags, empty soda bottles, and some official-looking papers from the front seat into the back.


“Hey, Easy,” he said as he levered back and forth, making room.


“Is your house this much of a mess?” I asked him.


“Melba keeps a clean house,” he said. “I’m pretty neat too. It’s just these stakeouts collect junk and trash.”


I climbed in and closed the door. Crest-Martin was a lovely street, wide and lined on both sides with oak trees. The homes were for the most part single-family dwellings built for kinfolk to grow old and die and to grow up and apart. The children were at school, mothers out shopping or watching the morning shows on TV. The men were at work; all except Bruno Medina, a package delivery man who permanently damaged his back on the job at Washburn Distributors. Bruno was collecting $935 a month in lieu of his salary and receiving another $1,600 to pay his medical costs; bills footed by Reliant Insurance Company.


Harry Harada had sold Bruno the policy, signed off on the payments seven months later, and then hired WRENS-L Detective Agency to prove fraud. If we could catch Bruno and then turn him against Karl Reuben, the doctor who ran a string of at least nineteen insurance cheats, we stood to get a bonus from the insurance consortium Harada represented, and with that the likelihood of future jobs.


“Want a buttermilk doughnut?” I asked Saul.


“From Toluca Mart?”


“Center’s still warm.”


The private supermarket made the pastries three times a day and Saul loved them.


Saul was a smallish man in a light green cotton suit, tan shirt, and a loosely knotted dark brown tie; the tie he wore more times than not. His nose was his one outstanding feature—protruding and somehow shapeless. Otherwise he was almost as nondescript as Whisper. Most people, when referring to Saul, would say, “You know, the guy with the nose.” His cap, languishing on the dashboard, was camel brown. His pale skin now and then ignited the brilliance of his green eyes.


Between bites of a chunky doughnut and sips of lukewarm coffee he asked, “What you doing out here, Ease?”


“I told you I wanted to help.”


“But you said after two weeks.”


“Mouse came to see me.”


“Oh.”


“He hired me for a job.”


“A detective job?”


“You ever hear of a guy named Charcoal Joe?”


Saul stared a moment, took a bite of fried dough, and said, “One time I had a missing-persons job; a girl named Doris Frye. She’d gone up to the Sunset Strip with some girlfriends and disappeared. Then one night, when I was parked in a car, in front of the house my information had guided me to—two big guys grabbed me and dragged me somewhere nearby. They threw me on a wet concrete floor in the subbasement of a house that was boarded up.


“When I looked up I saw this little, older black man standing in front of a wooden easel jabbing at a brown piece of paper with a charcoal stick. My hands and feet were tied and so I was quiet while the little guy drew. Maybe six minutes later he turned the easel around. It was a pretty good portrait of me. I might have been impressed if I wasn’t scared shitless.


“‘You have a nice face,’ the old man said. ‘Big nose though. What’s that nose doin’ in front of my friend’s house?’


“I couldn’t think of a plausible lie and so I explained that Don and Lena Frye had a daughter named Doris and that Doris was last seen being dragged out of a club on Sunset. She’d gone up there with friends, two of whom had been drugged and grabbed but they managed to get away. I had information that Sam ‘Meatmarket’ Boll had taken other young women and pressed them into prostitution.


“The man stared at me for one long minute then looked up at his henchmen, who were, by the bye, white men, and then he turned away. I was taken back to my car and told to go home and wait there.


“Early the next morning there was a knock on my door. Doris Frye was there all strung out on heroin. I told Lena and Don that there was a clinic I knew and within two months Doris was back home, more or less in one piece.”


“That sounds like a big-city fairy tale,” I said, wondering what kind of floor I was destined for.


“Yeah. Two months later they found Boll between two big rocks in Laurel Canyon. His skin had mummified and so they could still tell where his throat had been cut.”


Saul took the last bite of his doughnut and I handed the bag over to him.


With nothing to add or ask about Mouse’s friend I said, “I’m gonna ask Bonnie to marry me today.”


What Saul had and Whisper lacked was the ability to smile. A beautiful Jimmy Durante grin crossed his face.


“That’s great, Easy. You think Jesus and Benita will come down for the wedding?”


My adopted son along with his common-law wife and daughter had moved to Alaska so he could get professional experience as a fisherman. Juice got a job on a salmon boat and hoped to get his own one day.


“Maybe,” I said, looking down the street at Medina’s red and dark brown ranch house. “Any movement on your guy?”


“No.”


“How many days now?”


“Nine.”


“Cops stop you?”


“I been pretending to sell insurance up and down the street. Harry gave me all the papers and told me what I should say. I got three housewives to consider life policies on their husbands. One gave me tea and kissed me good-bye.”


“What’s the backyard like?”


“Two of the houses that border his on the next block are empty all day—two twenty-one and two twenty-three. But an old lady named Dawson lives in two twenty-five. You want to keep out of sight from her.”


“You got your camera?” I asked.


Reaching between his legs on the floor, Saul came up with a Nikon that had a six-inch telephoto lens.


“Keep it ready.”


Staying away from the Dawson domicile, I walked up the driveway of the rightmost house behind Bruno’s. Peeking through the high redwood fence, I saw that my mark had a lush backyard and that all the windows of his home had the shades pulled. A major drawback for insurance cheats is that they can’t afford to be seen.


I forced two red planks apart and squeezed my way through to Medina’s yard.


There were three big green plastic cans filled with leaves and branches next to the back of the house. I took out a sturdy branch and went from one closed window to the next, pressing against the inner frames to see if any of them was unlocked—the fourth attempt was the charm. Ever so slowly I pushed the window up maybe three inches. Then I dumped out one of the plastic green cans, took the pine-tar nugget and started it smoldering. I dropped the starter in the bottom of the empty receptacle, moved that under the cracked window, and dumped the contents of another can over it.


After that I moved quickly, jumping the fence to Bruno’s neighbor’s yard and then out through the driveway to Saul’s car.


He was in the passenger’s seat now so I slid in behind the wheel. We were both grinning. Five minutes later the front door to Bruno’s house flew open and he came running out with nary a limp. He was followed by a plume of fairly dark smoke.


Dense smoke from a leaf-and-wood fire is a wonderful tool for getting a man on his feet. He was standing straight up without the help of crutches or a cane, there in the front yard of his Pasadena home. It was then that he felt naked, exposed. He looked around and saw Saul snapping pictures out the passenger’s window of his car.


Bruno was well named. He was the size of a brown bear, and now that he was cured he could move with nearly the same speed.


“Hit the gas, Easy!” Saul yelled.


Luckily Saul had already turned the engine over so all I had to do was press the pedal and steer. For six or seven seconds it seemed as though the hairy behemoth might have caught us. But we picked up speed and there was no traffic to hinder us.


Saul took a dozen shots of the big man chasing us.


“Damn, Easy,” Saul said as we drove off, “I never knew how good it could be to have partners.”


“Yeah,” I agreed wryly. “Now we can get into three times as much trouble in half the time.”
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I drove us to my car six blocks from the angry man-bear. I had parked that far off because I knew how the trick would play out.


Getting behind the wheel, the sad-sack detective headed for the basement darkroom at our office to develop Harry’s evidence. I drove my car to Studio City in the San Fernando Valley, where I had an appointment on Ivy Drive.


There was a diner a few blocks away from my destination and so I stopped there because I was hungry and the place looked nice: a big blue bunker with the red neon words MARVIN’S EATS standing up top like soldiers on parade.


The waitress gave me a startled look and then a fearful questioning gaze. She didn’t say anything so I asked, “Am I too late for lunch?”


She, her name tag read INEZ, was about my age, mid-forties, with golden hair from a bottle, dark metal-framed spectacles, and midriff spread.


“No,” she said. I couldn’t tell what she meant and my expression transmitted that intelligence. “I mean yes, we are still serving … sandwiches and soup.”


There were seven square tables and a long counter for solitary customers. At the far end of the red bar there was a pay phone on the wall. I took the seat next to it and ordered a tuna melt with chicken noodle soup, a glass of apple juice, and a cup of black coffee.


After she served the drinks I dropped a dime in the phone slot and dialed a number. Some of the newer phone booths had digital buttons but most stayed rotary through the seventies.


“Hello,” he said after the seventh ring; his voice deep and grumbling.


“Hey, Melvin.”


“Mr. Sugarman, what can I do for you today?”


We had agreed that whenever I contacted Mel at his office, three doors down from Chief of Police Tom Reddin, I would use the pseudonym Sugarman. It didn’t look good for a police officer in Captain Suggs’s position to be sharing information with a Negro like me.


“Last night a man named Peter Boughman and some other guy they call Ducky were murdered in a house down Malibu,” I said. “A young black man named Seymour Brathwaite was arrested at the scene and charged with the killing even though no murder weapon was found. A friend has asked me to look into the crime because he doesn’t believe that Brathwaite would have committed it.”


“Sounds like regular police business to me,” Melvin said. Melvin was deeply in my debt but he was a cop before almost anything.


“Be that as it may, can I impose on you to look into the particulars?”


Melvin’s silence was his resistance so I added, “How’s Mary doin’?”


Mary was the tough cop’s Achilles’ heel. She was a dyed-in-the-wool grifter but in spite of that he had fallen in love. When she ran away, trying to protect him from the men she worked for, I found her and fixed it so that Mel could keep her with him.


“Give me a day,” he said.


I hung up the phone and a man said, “Excuse me.”


It wasn’t the good-mannered excuse me of a man who jostled your drink by mistake or cut through a line you were standing in. It was the gun-toting, badge-bearing command given by licensed sentries and officers of the law.


The motorcycle cop, replete with black leather jacket and hard white helmet, was standing next to my stool. I could smell his peppermint breath. He hadn’t taken off the headgear because he might have needed both hands to subdue me.


“Yes, Officer,” I said politely.


“What are you doing here?”


“Waiting for my tuna sandwich and chicken soup.”


“I mean,” the cop explained, “what are you doing around here—in this neighborhood.”


“I had business in Pasadena and I live near La Cienega and Pico. My daughter goes to Ivy Prep and so I thought I’d grab a bite before school lets out.”


“You work at the school?”


“No.”


I was pleasant enough but I didn’t see any reason to help him understand how a black man’s child could go to a fancy private school in the Republican stronghold of the San Fernando Valley.


“Let me see some identification,” he demanded.


“Why?”


“What?”


“Man, I’m just sitting in here, usin’ the phone and ordering lunch. I haven’t even bent a law. So why would you come in here, in a place don’t even have windows, and ask me about my business?”


“Someone called, said that you looked suspicious.”


Inez was standing at the swinging pink door that led to the kitchen—staring expectantly.


I held up my arms to show the policeman what was there. I had on a blue blazer, jade turtleneck shirt, and buff-colored trousers. I had been careful setting the fire and so nothing was singed, stained, torn, or out of place. In the eyes of the law I should have been no threat whatsoever.


“Suspicious of what?”


“ID.”


My daughter was expecting me so I took out my driver’s license, PI’s ID card, and a special card that instructed LAPD officers to call a certain number before detaining me. That number was the private line of Anatole McCourt, special aide to special aide Melvin Suggs. Anatole was the most beloved police officer in L.A. He was big and strong and honest in a way that made you want to be good.


“How do you know McCourt?” the policeman asked. I never got his name.


“Call and ask him,” I said. “Phone’s right here. I’ll even give you the dime.”


“Don’t get smart with me.”


“One of us got to, man. I gave you everything you asked for—more. So now either call Anatole or take me in and call him from there.”


The nameless cop hated me for a moment or so. He was used to being the boss on the street; especially with people like me—as if there actually were people like me. He made a movement with his shoulders that was in lieu of the violence he felt. Then he turned on his heel, stopped to confer for a moment with the waitress, and exited Marvin’s Eats.


The woman brought my food and left it with no smile or kind word. And that was a victory for a man like me.


But it wasn’t enough.


After my meal, on the way out, I stopped at the register to pay.


“That’s three ninety-eight,” Inez said, looking down.


“Tell me something,” I said as I handed her a ten.


When she made no sound I added, “That cop told me that someone here called and said that I looked suspicious.”


Inez met my eyes then.


“What about me looks suspicious to you?” I asked.


She maintained our connection for a quarter minute or more, looking hard and deep. Finally she lowered her head again and said, “Nothing, I guess.”


“Keep the change.”


Ivy Prep was a gated school, surrounded by a large swath of desert soil. The guard, Lee Andrews, let me through with no problem and Feather was sitting on a bench with three white girls in front of the teal-colored main building.


The girls were all talking at once, laughing and swaying with the joys and dramas of their lives.


I pulled up to the parking lot that abutted the main building and waited for Feather to notice me. She didn’t like me honking for her, and adolescent girls don’t need their parents walking up on them and their friends.


I sat there for a few moments trying to forget the reality of the waitress and that cop; hoping that the world my daughter was headed for would be kinder, clearer, and more understanding. Bonnie and I were going to get married. We’d make a life for Feather and maybe our own children—and society would change; it would have to.


As I came to the end of this series of thoughts, Feather looked up and noticed me. There was a somber cast to her gaze but it wasn’t embarrassment or discomfort at my presence. She excused herself from her friends and ran toward the car.


I got out to greet her. She threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly; her embrace catching me at the elbows, pinning my arms like a boxer trying to smother a flurry of punches.


This was unexpected. Feather was mature beyond her years and she loved me deeply—but she was a thirteen-year-old girl and cautious about any expression of love.


“Is something wrong?” I asked when she let go.


“No, Daddy, I’m just happy to see you.”


“We saw each other this morning.”


“I know,” she said, a little discomfited. “I just missed you I guess.”


On the ride home she was quiet but not still. She looked at a textbook now and then, and changed stations on the radio whenever a commercial came on. I remember a song that had the longest title, “Just Dropped In to See What Condition My Condition Was In” by Kenny Rogers and the First Edition. Other than that, there was Otis Redding and Aretha Franklin alongside a slate of white pop artists. I tried to recall just when it was that black singers had begun to be played on white stations.


“Bonnie’s coming back from France today,” I said.


“Uh-huh.”


“I’m going to ask her to marry me.”


Feather turned to me with a stricken look on her sweet, light brown face. I thought that she was probably worried about having another female in the house. After all, Feather oversaw the greater portion of our domestic lives. She worked with our housekeeper, Alberta Hurst, on Saturdays and prepared meals at least half of the time. Whenever there was a decision to be made about furniture, parties, or even landscaping, I almost always deferred to her taste.


Bonnie getting in the middle of that might be a problem that I had not anticipated.


“When you gonna ask her?” Feather asked in a dialect she rarely used.


“Today.”


“You want me to go over with you?”


“I don’t think I’d have much use for help in a proposal,” I said.


Feather grimaced and looked away.


At home she started making dinner.


I went to the living room and picked up the phone.


Bonnie answered after quite some time. “Hello?”


“You back, huh?”


“I came in yesterday,” she said. “They put me on an early flight because one of the girls got sick.”


“Oh. You should have called. I would have taken you out to dinner.”


“I thought you were busy and I had all these things I had to do. The refrigerator broke down and I had to throw everything out.”


“You need me to pick you up a new one?”


“How’s Feather?” Bonnie asked.


“I’m not sure.”


“Why not?”


“She’s just acting funny. But you know kids change every day.”


“I’m pretty busy, baby,” Bonnie said. “A lot to clean up still.”


“Can I come over a little later? I could help if you’re still cleaning.”


“Let me finish here,” she said. “Then I’ll take a shower and drop by you.”


“Should I have Feather add a plate?”


“No. No, I’ll just eat something here and drop by after dinner.”
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I could hear Feather walking around the kitchen. The little yellow dog, Frenchie, was standing in the doorway to the kitchen staring at me as he always did when I was away for more than half a day. When we first met I’d had vigorous and unexpected sex with his schoolteacher mistress; a few days later she was killed. His canine mind associated the two events and he hated me until I’d almost died and Feather cried by my side every night.


Frenchie loved Feather and so found forgiveness, but upon seeing me anew there was a memory of hate in those button eyes.


I leaned down to scratch behind his ears and then went to a wood chair at the octangular table that dominated the dinette.


The morning had been cool and brisk and filled with joy. I was an independent businessman on the verge of getting engaged. I had partners and friends and loved ones—a future to look forward to. But after smoking out the insurance cheat, Bruno Medina, from his home, after being hired by Mouse to work for a man who might be even more dangerous than him, and then being accosted by a waitress and armed cop for my skin color, after having my daughter hug me for no reason and her dog having to forgive me my sins for the thousandth time—after all that, the only thing I could think of doing was to pick up the keys to my Dodge and drive over to Bonnie’s.


On the ride, I relived the time I was driving barefoot and ran headlong off a seaside cliff. I was drunk for the first time in many years and heartbroken over losing Bonnie to another man. Mouse found me and dragged me out of the bushes. My children sat by me for many weeks while I drifted in and out of consciousness. Bonnie came back to me, though until quite recently I had been unable to forgive her infidelity.


Fully shod and sober, it felt as if I was following the same disastrous path, though I couldn’t have said why.


He was sitting on her front porch in a wheelchair, all hunched over with a light brown blanket draped across his shoulders. His chin was down to his chest, his head rising and falling on a derrick of labored breaths.


I approached and sat across from him on the white railing I had erected for the sweet pea vines that Bonnie cultivated in the spring.


Joguye Cham looked up at me. His face was older and less arrogant than when last we met. The loss of bravado revealed a strength in his eyes. He gazed at me for a long moment and then sat the rest of the way up. The blanket fell from his shoulders, showing that he wore a dark blue T-shirt and light cotton trousers that could be purchased at any J. C. Penney’s store.


“Mr. Rawlins,” he said in a deep voice that denied his decrepitude.


“Mr. Cham.”


The African tribal prince took in a deep breath, found it restoring, and decided to take another.


“I was working to unite my people,” he said as if answering the question Why are you here? “My father sent me to Oxford and I studied and I learned how the world worked. I told Bonnie that she would be my princess and that, and that I would make a new world for her in Africa, in Nigeria. I made alliances with big corporations, oil companies. There was money and weapons and a future where I believed my people could rise up and contribute to the world as we have always done for ten thousand years.


“When Bonnie told me that she was going to be with you I said, ‘With that nigger?’ I said those words and lost her. I said one word and lost her. Me, an African king, calling you by the white man’s curse.


“That’s why she left me. That’s why she came to you. I went back home and shook hands with the white men who owned the oil company. We were friends. We drank together and smoked together; we had women and mapped out the future.
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