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Praise for the Easy Rawlins series


‘Walter Mosley’s Easy Rawlins novels are a series of perfectly balanced concoctions of lust, violence, politics and race. You crack open a new one knowing exactly what sort of pleasure is in store’ Sunday Times


‘When I had finished reading A Little Yellow Dog, I went out and got all four of Walter Mosley’s previous Easy Rawlins novels and read them straight through … To write five novels about a character as interesting and complex as Easy and never to flag, never to miss a beat, is pretty amazing’ Guardian


‘What makes Mosley so important in American literature is not just his ability to pen novels that grab you by the throat, but the way his heroes reflect the uncertainty, the fears, and the moral dilemmas of America’ Daily Express


‘It should not be held against Walter Mosley that his books have been praised by the President of the United States … Mosley captures the era with masterful dialogue, subtle social comment and a total command of place and time. Even Clinton can be right’ The Times


‘Mosley has claimed his turf – and heaven help anyone who tries to get in his way’ Sydney Morning Herald




For the stories he keeps on telling, I dedicate this book to Leroy Mosley.
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ONE


“EASY RAWLINS!” someone called.


I turned to see Quinten Naylor twist the handle of my front gate.


“Eathy,” my baby, Edna, cooed as she played peacefully with her feet in her crib next to me on the front porch.


Quinten was normal in height but he was broad and powerful-looking. His hands were the size of potholders, even under the suit jacket his shoulders were round melons. Quinten was a brown man but there was a lot of red under the skin. It was almost as if he were rage-colored.


As Quinten strode across the lawn he crushed a patch of chives that I’d been growing for seven years.


The violent-colored man smiled at me. He held out his beefy paw and said, “Glad I caught you in.”


“Uh-huh.” I stepped down to meet him. I shook his hand and looked into his eyes.


When I didn’t say anything there was an uncomfortable moment for the Los Angeles police sergeant. He stared up into my face wanting me to ask him why he was there. But all I wanted was for him to leave me to go back into my home with my wife and children.


“Is this your baby?” he asked. Quinten was from back east, he spoke like an educated white northerner.


“Yeah.”


“Beautiful child.”


“Yeah. She sure is.”


“She sure is,” Quinten repeated. “Takes after her mother, I bet.”


“What do you want wit’ me, officer?” I asked.


“I want you to come with me.”


“I’m under arrest?”


“No. No, not at all, Mr. Rawlins.”


I knew when he called me mister that the LAPD needed my services again. Every once in a while the law sent over one of their few black representatives to ask me to go into the places where they could never go. I was worth a precinct full of detectives when the cops needed the word in the ghetto.


“Then why should I wanna go anywhere wit’ you? Here I am spendin’ the day wit’ my fam’ly. I don’t need no Sunday drive wit’ the cops.”


“We need your help, Mr. Rawlins.” Quinten was becoming visibly more crimson under his brown shell.


I wanted to stay home, to be with my wife, to make love to her later on. But something about Naylor’s request kept me from turning him down. There was a kind of defeat in the policeman’s plea. Defeat goes down hard with black people; it’s our most common foe.


“Where we gonna go?”


“It’s not far. Twelve blocks. Hundred and Tenth Street.” He turned as he spoke and headed for the street.


I yelled into the house, “I’m goin’ fo’ a ride with Officer Naylor. I’ll be back in a while.”


“What?” Regina called from her ironing board out back.


“I’m goin’ out for a while,” I yelled. Then I waved at my forty-foot avocado tree.


Little Jesus peeked out from his perch up there and smiled.


“Come on down here,” I said.


The little Mexican boy climbed down the tree and ran up to me with a silent smile stitched across his face. He had the face of an ancient American, dark and wise.


“I don’t want you off exploring today, Jesus,” I said. “Stay around here and look after your mother and Edna.”


Jesus looked at his feet and nodded.


“Look up here at me.” I did all the talking when around Jesus because he hadn’t said a word in the eight years I’d known him.


Jesus squinted up at me.


“I want you close to home. Understand me?”


Quinten was at his car, looking at his watch.


Jesus nodded, looking me in the eye this time.


“All right.” I rubbed his crew-cut peach fuzz and went out to meet the cop.


Officer Naylor drove me to an empty lot in the middle of the 1200 block of 110th Street. There was an ambulance parked out front, flanked by patrol cars. I noticed a bright patent-leather white pump in the gutter as we crossed the street.


A crowd had gathered on the sidewalk. Seven white police officers stood shoulder to shoulder across the front of the property, keeping everybody out. The feeling was festive. The policemen were all at ease, smoking cigarettes and joking with the Negro gawkers.


The lot itself was decorated with two rusted-out Buicks that were hunkered down on broken axles in the weeds. A knotty oak had died toward the back end of the lot.


Quinten and I walked through the crowd. There were men, women, and children stretching their necks and bobbing back and forth. A boy said, “Lloyd saw’er. She dead.”


When we walked past the line of policemen one of them caught me by the arm and said, “Hey you, son.”


Quinten gave him a hard stare and the officer said, “Oh, okay. You can go on.”


Just one of the many white men I’ve shrugged off. His instinctive disrespect and arrogance hardly even mattered. I turned away and he was gone from my life.


“Right this way, Mr. Rawlins,” Quinten Naylor said.


There were four plainclothes policemen looking down at the back of the tree. I couldn’t make out what it was that they saw.


I recognized one of the cops. He was a burly white man, the kind of fat man who was fat everywhere, even in his face and hands.


“Mr. Rawlins,” the burly man said. He held out a pillowy hand.


“You remember my partner,” Quinten said. “Roland Hobbes.”


We’d come around the tree by then. There was a woman in a pink party dress, a little open at the breast, sitting with her back against the trunk. Her legs were straight out in front of her, a little apart. Her head tilted to the side, away from me, and her hands were on either side of her thighs with the palms up. Her left foot sported a white pump, her right foot was bare.


I remember the softness and the underlying strength of Roland Hobbes’ hand and the insect I saw perched on the woman’s temple. I wondered why she didn’t bat it away.


“Nice to see you,” I was saying to Hobbes when I realized that the insect was a dried knot of blood.


When Roland let go of my hand he listed toward Quinten and said, “Same thing.”


“Both?” Quinten asked.


Roland nodded.


The girl was young and pretty. It was hard for me to think, that she was dead. It seemed as if she might get up from there any minute and smile and tell me her name.


Somebody whispered, “Third one.”




TWO


THEY CARRIED THE body away on a stretcher when the photographers were through—police photographers, not newsmen. A black woman getting killed wasn’t photograph material for the newspapers in 1956.


After that Quinten Naylor, Roland Hobbes, and I got into Naylor’s Chevrolet. He was still driving a 1948 model. I imagined him on his days off, in short sleeves, slaving and struggling under the hood to keep that jalopy running.


“Don’t they give you a car when you with the police?” I asked.


“They called me from home. I came straight here.”


“Then why’ont you buy yourself a new car?”


I was sitting in the front seat. Roland Hobbes had gotten in the back. He was deferential kind of a person, always polite and correct; I didn’t trust him worth a damn.


“I don’t need a new car. This car is just fine,” Naylor said.


I looked down at the ruptured vinyl seat between my thighs. The gold-colored foam rubber gushed forth under my weight.


We drove quite a ways down Central Avenue. That was before the general decline of the neighborhood. The streets were clean and the drunks were few. I counted fifteen churches between 110th Street and Florence Boulevard. At that corner was the Goodyear Rubber Plant. It was a vast field with two giant buildings far off to the northern end. There was also the hangar for the Goodyear Blimp there. Across the street sat a World gas station. World was a favorite hangout for Mexican hot-rodders and motorcycle enthusiasts who decorated their German machines with up to three hundred pounds of chrome piping and doodads.


Naylor drove to the gate of the Goodyear plant and flashed his badge at the guard. We drove to a large asphalt parking lot where hundreds of cars were parked neatly in rows like they were on sale. There were always cars parked there, because the Goodyear plant worked twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.


“Let’s take a walk,” Naylor said.


I got out of the car with him. Hobbes stayed in the backseat. He picked up a Jet magazine that Naylor had back there and turned directly to the centerfold, the bathing-suit picture.


We walked out into the center of the grassy field. The sky was tending toward twilight. Every fourth or fifth car driving the boulevards had turned on their lights.


I didn’t ask Quinten what we were doing. I knew it was something important for him to want to impress me with the fact that he could get onto that fancy lawn.


“You hear about Juliette LeRoi?” Quinten asked.


I had heard about her, her death, but I asked, “Who?”


“She was from French Guiana. Worked as a cocktail waitress for the Champagne Lounge.”


“Yeah?” I prompted him.


“About a month ago she was killed. Throat cut. Raped too. They found her in a trash can on Slauson.”


It was back-page news. TV and radio didn’t cover it at all. But most colored people knew about it.


“Then there was Willa Scott. We found her tied to the pipes under a sink in an abandoned house on Hoover. She had her mouth taped shut and her skull caved in.”


“Raped?”


“There was semen on her face. We don’t know if that happened before or after she died. The last time she was seen was at the Black Irish.”


I felt a knot in my gut.


“And now we have Bonita Edwards.”


I was watching the field and the row of businesses beyond on Florence. The air darkened even as Naylor spoke. Lights twinkled on in the distance.


“That this girl’s name?” I asked him. I was sorry I had come. I didn’t want to care about these women. The rumors around the neighborhood were bad enough, but I could ignore rumors.


“Yes.” Quinten nodded. “A dancer, another bar girl. Three party girls. So far.”


The grass shifted from green to gray with the dusk.


I asked, “So why you talkin’ t’me?”


“Juliette LeRoi had been in that can for two days before somebody called in the smell. Rigor mortis had set in. They didn’t find the marks until after the news story was out.”


My stomach let out a little groan.


“Willa Scott and Bonita Edwards had the same marks.”


“What marks do you mean?”


Quinten darkened like the night. “Burns,” he said. “Cigar burns on their, their breasts.”


“So it’s all the same man?” I asked. I thought of Regina and Edna. I wanted to get home, to make sure the doors were locked.


The policeman nodded. “We think so. He wants us to know he’s doing it.”


Quinten stared me in the eye. Behind him L.A. sizzled into a net of electric lights.


“What you lookin’ at?” I dared him.


“We need you on this one, Easy. This one is bad.”


“Just who do you mean when you say ‘we’? Who is that? You and me? We gonna go’n hire somebody?”


“You know what I mean, Rawlins.”


In my time I had done work for the numbers runners, churchgoers, businessmen, and even the police. Somewhere along the line I had slipped into the role of a confidential agent who represented people when the law broke down. And the law broke down often enough to keep me busy. It even broke down for the cops sometimes.


The last time I worked with Naylor he needed me to lure a killer named Lark Reeves out of Tijuana.


Lark had been in an illegal crap game in Compton and was down twenty-five dollars to a slumming white boy named Chi-Chi MacDonald. When Chi-Chi asked for his money he was a little too cocky and Lark shot him in the face. The shooting wasn’t unusual but the color line had been crossed and Quinten knew that he could make a case for a promotion if he could pull Lark in.


As a rule I will not run down a black man for the law. But when Quinten came to me I had a special need. It was a week before Regina and I were to be married, and her cousin Robert Henry was in jail for robbery.


Robert had argued with a market owner. He said that a quart of milk he’d bought had soured in the store. When the grocer called him a liar Robert just picked up a gallon jug and made for the door. The grocer grabbed Bob by the arm and called to the checker for help.


Bob said, “You got a friend, huh? That’s okay, ’cause I got a knife.”


It was the knife that put Bob in jail. They called it armed robbery.


Regina loved her cousin, so when Quinten came to me about Lark I made him an offer. I told him that I’d set up a special poker game down in Watts and get the word out to Lark. I knew that Lark couldn’t resist a good game.


High-stakes poker put Lark in San Quentin. He never connected me with the cops who busted the game and dragged him off to be identified at the station.


Quinten got his promotion because the cops thought that he had his thumb on the pulse of the black community. But all he really had was me. Me and a few other Negroes who didn’t mind playing dice with their lives.


But I had stopped taking those kind of chances after I got married. I wasn’t a stool for the cops anymore.


“I don’t know nuthin’ ’bout no dead girls, man. Don’t you think I’d come tell ya if I did? Don’t you think I’d wanna stop somebody killin’ Negro women? Why, I got me a pretty young wife at home right now …”


“She’s all right.”


“How do you know?” I felt the pulse in my temples.


“This man is killing good-time girls. He’s not after a nurse.”


“Regina works. She comes home from the hospital, sometimes at night. He could be stalkin’ her.”


“That’s why I need your help, Easy.”


I shook my head. “Uh-uh, man. I cain’t help you. What could I do?”


My question threw Naylor. “Help us,” he said feebly.


He was lost. He wanted me to tell him what to do because the police didn’t know how to catch some murderer who didn’t make sense to them. They knew what to do when a man killed his wife or when a loan shark took out a bad debt. They knew how to question witnesses, white witnesses. Even though Quinten Naylor was black he didn’t have sympathy among the rough crowd in the Watts community; a crowd commonly called the element.


“What you got so far?” I asked, mostly because I felt sorry for him.


“Nothing. You know everything I know.”


“You got some special unit workin’ it?”


“No. Just me.”


The cars passing on the distant streets buzzed in my ears like hungry mosquitoes.


“Three girls dead,” I said. “An’ you is all they could muster?”


“Hobbes is on it with me.”


I shook my head, wishing I could shake the ground under my feet.


“I cain’t help you, man,” I said.


“Somebody’s got to help. If they don’t, who knows how many girls will die?”


“Maybe you’ man’ll just get tired, Quinten.”


“You’ve got to help us, Easy.”


“No I don’t. You livin’ in a fool’s nightmare, Mr. Policeman. I can’t help you. If I knew this man’s name or if I knew somethin’, anything. But it’s the cops gotta gather up evidence. One man cain’t do all that.”


I could see the rage gathering in his arms and shoulders. But instead of hitting me Quinten Naylor turned away and stalked off toward the car. I ambled on behind, not wanting to walk with him. Quinten had the weight of the whole community on his shoulders. The black people didn’t like him because he talked like a white man and he had a white man’s job. The other policemen kept at a distance too. Some maniac was killing Negro women and Quinten was all alone. Nobody wanted to help him and the women continued to die.


“You with us, Easy?” Roland Hobbes said. He put his hand on my shoulder as Naylor stepped on the gas.


I kept my silence and Hobbes took his friendly hand back. I was in a hurry to get to my house. I felt bad about turning down the policeman. I felt miserable that young women would die. But there was nothing I could do. I had my own life to attend to—didn’t I?




THREE


I ASKED NAYLOR to let me off at the corner, intending to walk the last few steps home. But instead I stood there looking around. Night was coming on and I imagined that people were scurrying for shelter from a storm that was about to explode around them.


Not everybody was in a hurry.


Rafael Gordon was running a shell game in front of the Avalon, a tiny bar down toward the end of my block. Zeppo, the half-Italian, half-Negro spastic, was standing watch at the corner. Zeppo, who was always in a writhing fit, couldn’t finish a sentence but he could whistle louder than most horn players could blow.


I waved at Zeppo and he shimmied at me, grimacing and winking. I tried to catch Rafael’s eye but he was intent on the two rubes he’d snagged. Rafael was a short Negro, more gray in hue than he was brown. He was missing the greater portion of his front teeth and his left eye was dead in its socket. Rubes would look at Rafael and know that they could outsmart him. And maybe they thought they wouldn’t have to pay even if they lost; Rafael didn’t look like he could whip a poodle.


But Rafael Gordon carried a cork-hafted black iron fishing knife in his sleeve, and he always had a few feet of tempered steel chain in his pocket.


“Just show me where the red ball lands,” he sang. “Just show me the red ball and two dollars. Double your money and howl tonight.” He moved the fake walnut shells from side to side, lifting them at various times to show what was, and what wasn’t.


A big man I’d never seen before pointed at a shell. I turned away and walked toward my home.


I was thinking about the dead party girl; about how she was killed with no reason except maybe how she looked or who she looked like. I shuddered at the memory of how natural she appeared. When a woman forgets that she’s supposed to be pretty and on display she looks like that murdered girl did; just somebody who’s tired and needs to rest.


That got me thinking about Regina and what she looked like. There was no comparison, of course. Regina was royal in her bearing. She never wore cheap shiny clothes or costume jewelry. When she danced it was not in that herky-jerky way that most young women moved. Regina’s dancing was fluid and graceful like a fish in water or a bird on air.


The memory of that dead girl hung around me. I made it down to my front gate and looked to see that Regina and Edna were okay in the living room, I could see them through the window, then I got into my car and headed out to Hooper Street. Mofass had his real estate office on Hooper at that time. It was on the second floor of a two-story building. I owned the building, though nobody but Mofass knew that. The bottom floor was rented to a Negro bookstore that specialized in inspirational literature. Chester and Edwina Remy rented the place. Like all the tenants in my seven buildings, the Remys paid their rent to Mofass. He gave it to me sometime after that.


I knew Mofass would be in, because he worked late seven nights a week. All he ever did was work and smoke cigars.


The staircase that led to Mofass’ door was exposed to the outside. It groaned and sagged as I made my way. Before I ever got to the door I could hear Mofass coughing.


I came in to find him crumpled over his maple desk, making a sound like an engine that won’t turn over.


“I told ya to stop that smoking, Mofass. That cigar gonna kill you.”


Mofass lifted his head. His jowly face made him resemble a bulldog. His pathetic gesture made him look even more canine. Tears from all that coughing fell from his rheumy eyes. He held the cigar out in front of his face and stared at it in terror. Then he smashed the black stogie in a clear glass ashtray and pushed himself upright in his swivel chair.


He stifled a cough and clenched his fists.


“How you doin’?” I asked.


“Fine,” he whispered, and then he gagged on a cough.


I took the chair he had for clients and waited for any business he might have had to discuss. We’d known each other for many years. Maybe that’s why I had two minds about Mofass’ illness. On one hand I was always sorry to see a man in misery. But then again, Mofass was a coward who had betrayed me once. The only reason I hadn’t killed him was that I hadn’t proven to be a better man.


“What’s goin’ on?” I asked.


“Ain’t nuthin’ happenin’ but the rent.”


We both smiled at that.


“I guess that’s okay,” I said.


Mofass held up his hand for me to be quiet and took a porcelain jar from his desk. He unscrewed it, held it to his nose and mouth, and took a deep breath. The smell of camphor and menthol stung my nose.


“You hear ’bout the latest girl?” Mofass asked, his voice back from death’s door.


“No, uh-uh.”


“They found her on a Hundred and Tenth. Out near you. They said that there was nearly twenty cops out there.”


“Yeah?”


“Good-time girls. Ain’t havin’ such a good time no more,” he said. “Crazy man killin’ young things. It’s a shame.”


Mofass pulled a cigar from his vest pocket. He was about to bite off the tip when he saw me staring. He put the death stick back and said, “Gonna be trouble fo’us.”


“Trouble how?”


“Lotsa yo’ young tenants these girls, man. Single girls or deserted ones. They got a baby and a job, and on Friday night they go out with they friends lookin’ fo’a man.”


“So what? You think whoever doin’ this gonna kill all our renters?”


“Naw, naw. I ain’t all that stupid. I might not got no college under my belt like you but I could see what’s in front’a my nose just as good as the next man.”


“An’ what is that?”


“Georgette Wykers and Marie Purdue told me that they movin’ in together—for’ p’otection. They said that they could take care of their kids better an’ be safe too. Course they only be payin’ half the rent.”


“So? What could I do about that?”


Mofass smiled. Grinned. I could see all the way back to his last, gold-capped molar. When Mofass showed that kind of pleasure it meant that he had been successful where money was concerned.


“You don’t need to do nuthin’, Mr. Rawlins. I told’em that the rules didn’t ’low no doublin’ up. Then I told Georgette that if she moved in with Marie, then Marie could th’ow her out ’cause Georgette’s name wouldn’t be on the contract.”


If Mofass made money on the day he died he would die a happy man.


“Don’t bother with it, man,” I said. “Let them girls do what they want. You know they’s a thousand people comin’ out here ev’ry day. Somebody move out an’ somebody else just move in.”


Mofass shook his head sadly and slow. He couldn’t take a deep breath but he felt sorry for me. How could I be so stupid and not bleed the whole world for a dollar and some change?


“You got anything else t’say, Mofass?”


“Them white men called again today.”


A representative of a company called DeCampo Associates had been calling Mofass about some property I owned in Compton. They’d offered to buy it twice; the last time for more than twice what the land was worth.


“I don’t wanna hear about it. If they want that property it must be worth more than they wanna pay.”


I walked over to the window, because I didn’t want to argue about it again. Mofass thought that I should sell the land because there was a quick profit. He was good in business from day to day, but Mofass didn’t know how to plan for the future.


“They got another deal now,” he said. “You wanna say no to a hundred thousand dollars?”


Out the window I saw a little boy pulling a blue wagon past a streetlamp. He had thick soda bottles in the wagon. Six or seven of them. At most that was fourteen cents, enough for three candy bars, just about. The boy was brown with bare feet and short pants and a striped T-shirt. He was deep in thought as he pulled that wagon. Maybe he was thinking about his spelling lesson from last week. Maybe he wondered at the right way to spell kangaroo. But I suspected that that boy was wondering how to get the one cent he needed to buy a third candy bar.


“A hundred thousand?”


“They wanna meet with you,” Mofass rasped.


I heard him lighting a match and turned just in time to see him take his first drag.


“What is it they want from us, William?” Mofass’ real name was William Wharton.


Mofass, taking on a conspiratorial tone, said, “The county gonna develop Willoughyby Place into a main road, a four-lane avenue.”


I owned nine acres on one side of Willoughby. It came as part of a deal I made to find an old Japanese gardener’s lost property.


“So what?” I asked.


“These men will lend you the money for development. Hundred thousand dollars and they take you for a partner.”


“Cain’t wait t’give me money, huh?”


“All you gotta do is give me the okay, Mr. Rawlins, an’ I’ll tell’em that the board done voted.”


Whenever anybody wanted to do business with me they did it through Mofass. He represented the corporation I’d formed to do business. The board was a committee of one.


I had to laugh to myself. Here I was a woodchopper’s son. A Negro and an orphan and from the south too. There was never a chance in hell that I’d ever see five thousand dollars but here I was being courted by white real estate men.


“Set up a meeting with them,” I said. “I want to get a look at these men. But don’t get yo’ greedy hopes up, Willy, prob’ly won’t nuthin’ come from it.”


Mofass grinned, breathing in smoke through his teeth.




FOUR


IT WAS A warm evening. I parked down toward the end of my block. Zeppo and Rafael were gone. The cardboard box that Rafael had used for his table was flattened on the sidewalk. A dollop of blood festooned by a cracked tooth adorned the curb. Somebody had learned a bitter lesson in Rafael Johnson’s school of sleight-of-hand.


The drying blood made me think of the dead party girl again.


I still needed to be alone after all that had happened. So I decided to have a shot before I went back to my wife.


On the inside the Avalon was about the size of a walled-up display window. There was a bar and six stools—that’s it. Rita Coe served bottled beer and drinks mixed with water or ice.


There was only one customer, a big man facing the wall and hunkered down over a pay phone at the end of the bar.


“What you doin’ here, Easy Rawlins?” Rita was hard and small with beady eyes and thin lips.


“Whiskey was what I had in mind.”


“I thought you didn’t drink in no bar so close to your house?”


“Well, I will today.”


“Why not?” the big man asked the phone. “I’m ready.”


Rita poured my scotch into a bullet glass.


“How’s Regina and the baby?” Rita asked.


“Fine, both fine.”


She nodded and looked down at my hands. “You hear about them girls been gettin’ killed?”


“Nuthin’ but, seems like.”


“You know, I’m scared to walk out to my car when I close up at night.”


“You close up alone?” I asked her. But before she could answer the big man hung up the phone so hard that it gave out a brief ring of complaint.


Dupree Bouchard stood up and turned toward us—all six feet five inches of him. He saw me and then looked around as if he were searching for a back door. But the only door was the one I’d come through.


Dupree and I had been friends when we were younger men. One night he drank too much and passed out—leaving me and his girlfriend, Coretta, with nothing to hold but each other.


Maybe he heard our hushed cries through his alcoholic stupor. Or maybe he blamed me for her murder the next day.


“Hey, Dupree. How’s Champion treatin’ you?”


We’d both worked at Champion Aircraft ten years earlier. Dupree was a master machinist.


“They ain’t no good up there, Easy. Every time you turn around they got another rule to hold you up. And if you a niggah, they got two rules.”


“That’s true,” I said. “That’s true. Everywhere you go it’s the same.”


“It’s better back down home. At least down south a colored brother won’t stab you in the back.” He looked me in the eye when he said that. Dupree could never prove that I had done anything with or to Coretta. He just knew that I was with them one night and then she was gone from him forever.


“I don’t know, Dupree,” I said. “There hasn’t been all that many lynchings up here in L.A. County.”


“You wanna drink, Dupree?” Rita asked.


The big man sat down, two stools away from me, and nodded to her.


“How’s your wife?” I asked to get him talking about something brighter.


“She’s okay. I work at Temple Hospital now,” he said.


“Really? My wife works there. Regina.”


“What she look like?”


“Dark-complected. Pretty and kind of slim. She works in the maternity ward.”


“What time she work?”


“Eight to five usually.”


“Then I prob’ly ain’t even seen’er. I only been there two months and I’m on the graveyard shift. They got me doin’ laundry in the basement.”


“You like it?”


“Yeah,” he said bitterly. “Love it.”


Dupree took the drink that Rita brought and downed it in one swallow. He slapped two quarters on the bar and said, “I gotta go.”


He went past me and out the door, silent and sullen. I remembered how loud he had laughed that last night with Coretta and me. His laugh was like thunder in those days.


I wished I could take back what had happened to my friend, my part in his lifelong despair. I wished it but wishes don’t count for much in flesh and blood.


“Andre Lavender,” I said to Rita.


“Say what?”


“Andre. You know him?”


“Uh-uh.”


“Gimme some paper.”


I wrote Andre’s name and phone number and said, “Call him and say that I’d like him to come by and see you to your car at night.”


“He work for you?”


“I did him a favor once. Now he could help you.”


“Do I gotta pay him?”


“Shot of whiskey do him just fine.”


I pushed my glass closer to her and she filled it again.


Jesus was doing cartwheels across the lawn in the porch light. Little Edna kept herself upright by holding the bars of her crib. She laughed and sputtered at her mute brother. I came in the gate and picked up a football that was nestled in among the dahlia bushes along the fence. I whistled, then threw the ball just when Jesus turned to see me. He caught the football, held it in one hand, and waved to Edna as if he were beckoning her with the other. She rattled her baby bars, bounced on the balls of her feet, and yelled as loud as she could, “Akach yeeee!”


Jesus kicked the ball so hard that it crashed against the far link fence. The jangling of steel was a kind of music for city children.


“What’s goin’ on out here?” Regina was framed for a moment by the gray haze of the screen door. She came out on the porch and stood in front of our little girl as if protecting her. Edna let out a howl. She couldn’t see Jesus and the yard past her mother’s skirts.


“Aw, com’on, honey. She’s okay,” I said as I mounted the three stairs to the porch.


“He could miss a kick out there an’ tear her head off!”


Edna let herself fall hard on her diapered bottom. Jesus climbed up into the avocado tree.


“You got to be more careful, Easy,” my wife of two years said.


“Eathy,” echoed Edna.


I found it hard to answer, because it was always hard for me to think when looking at Regina. Her skin was the color of waxed ebony and her large almond-shaped eyes were a half an inch too far apart. She was tall and slender but, for all that she was beautiful, it was something else that got to me. Her face had no imperfection that I could see. No blemish or wrinkle. Never a pimple or mole or some stray hair that might have grown out of the side of her jaw. Her eyes would close now and then but never blink as normal people do. Regina was perfect in every way. She knew how to walk and how to sit down. But she was never flustered by a lewd comment or shocked by poverty.


I fell in love with Regina Riles each time I looked at her. I fell in love with her before we ever exchanged words.


“I thought it was okay, honey.” I reached for her unconsciously and she moved away, a graceful dancer.


“Listen, Easy. Jesus don’t know how to think about what’s right for Edna. You got to do that for him.”


“He knows more than you think, baby. He’s been around little children more than most women have. And he understands even if he doesn’t talk.”


Regina shook her head. “He got problems, Easy. You sayin’ that he’s okay don’t make it so.”


Jesus climbed down out of the tree and went to the side of the house to get into his room.


“I don’t know what you mean, honey,” I said. “Everybody got problems. How you handle your problems means what kinda man you gonna be.”


“He ain’t no man. Jesus is just a little boy. I don’t know what kind of trouble he’s had but I do know that it’s too much for him, that’s why he can’t talk.”


I let it drop there. I could never bring myself to tell her the real story. About how I rescued the boy from a missing woman’s house after he had been bought and abused by an evil man. How could I explain that the man who mistreated Jesus had been murdered and I knew who’d done it, but kept quiet?


Regina hoisted Edna into her arms. The baby screamed. I wanted to grab them both and hug them so hard that all this upset would squeeze out.


Talking to Regina was painful for me sometimes. She was so sure about what was right and what wasn’t. She could get me stirred up inside. So much so that sometimes I didn’t know if I was feeling rage or love.


I waited outside for a moment after they went in, looking at my house. There were so many secrets I carried and so many broken lives I’d shared. Regina and Edna had no part of that, and I swore to myself that they never would.


I went in finally, feeling like a shadow, stalking himself into light.




FIVE


“YOU BEEN DRINKIN’,” Regina said when I walked through the door. I didn’t think she could smell it and I hadn’t had enough to stagger. Regina just knew me. I liked that, it made my heart kind of wild.


Edna and Regina were both on the couch. When the baby saw me she said, “Eathy,” and pulled away to crawl in my direction. Regina grabbed her before she fell to the floor.


Edna hollered as if she had been slapped.


“You been down to the police station?”


“Quinten Naylor wanted to talk with me.” I always felt bad when the baby cried. I felt that something had to be done before we could go on. But Regina just held her and talked to me as if there were no yelling.


“Then why you come home all liquored up?”


“Com’on, baby,” I said. Everything seemed slow. I felt that there was more than enough time to explain to her, to calm everything down. If only Edna would stop crying, I thought, everything would be okay. “I just took a drink down at the Avalon.”


“Musta been a long swallow.”


“Yeah, yeah. I needed a drink after what Officer Naylor showed me.”


That got her attention, but her stare was still hard and cold.


“He took me over to a vacant lot on a Hundred and Tenth. Dead girl over there. Shot-in-the-head dead. It’s the same man killed them other two girls.”


“They know who did it?”


I had to suppress my smile. Taking that angry glare off her face made me want to dance.


“Naw,” I said, as soberly as I could.


“Then how do they know it’s the same man?”


“He crazy, that’s why. He marks ’em with a hot cigar.”


“Rape?” she asked in a small voice. Edna stopped crying and looked at me with her mother’s questioning eye.


“That,” I said, suddenly sorry that I had said anything. “And other stuff.”


I took Edna to my chest and sat there next to my wife.


“Naylor wanted me to help him. He thought I mighta heard somethin’.”


When Regina put her hand on my knee I could have cheered.


“Why’d he think that?”


“I don’t know. He knows that I used to get around pretty good. He just thought I might have heard somethin’. I told him that I couldn’t help, but by then I needed a drink.”


“Who was it?”


“Girl named Bonita Edwards.”


Her hand moved to my shoulder.


“I still don’t see why a policeman would come here to ask you about it. I mean, unless he thought you had something to do with it.”


Regina always wanted to know why. Why did people call me for favors? Why did I feel I had to help certain people when they were in trouble? She never did know how I got her cousin out of jail.

OEBPS/images/WN_Logo.jpg
WCEN

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON





OEBPS/images/9781474608657.jpg
" WHITE
BUTTERFLY





