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PART ONE

 


FALLEN ARCHER

 


“Life is a carnival.”

—Lenny Archer

 


 



 


 


LENNY ARCHER

 


When Lenny Archer managed to open his eyes, the
first thing he saw was a small black circle with a white spot at
its center. As he began to focus the circle became deep red and he
recognized the white object. A tooth. Lenny probed the inside of
his mouth with his tongue and found the space where the molar and a
few of its neighbors had once been. And he could taste blood. Lenny
realized he was face down on the floor and made an effort to move.
The pain in his lower abdomen was unbearable. He shifted his gaze
to the significantly larger red pool that spread from the floor up
into his shirt below his waist. Archer let out a ghastly sound,
part animal moan and part angry prayer.

“This mope is still breathing,” said
Tully.

“Put him out of his fucking
misery.”

“Maybe he’ll tell us where he stashed
it.”

“If he was going to spill, he would have
talked before you knocked his fucking teeth out,” said Raft. “The
guy is a fucking mess. Kill him. You’d be doing him a
favor.”

Lenny Archer tried to remember where he was,
remember what he’d been doing before taking a bullet in the stomach
and a kick in the face. He wondered if it really
mattered.

Archer remembered sitting at his desk looking
over the notes Ed Richards had handed him and hearing the noise in
the hallway outside his office door. Midnight, too late for a
social call and long past business hours. Archer had instinctively
placed the notes in the fold of the newspaper on his desktop and
quietly slid open the top drawer. Lenny pressed the remote switch
to start the office tape recorder and he pulled out his handgun.
And he listened.

Silence.

Archer rose from his chair and moved to the
door, his gun in hand, intending to check the hall. He slowly
turned the knob, the door knocked him to the floor and his weapon
discharged. Then another shot and the terrible pain in his abdomen
and the crushing blow to his head.

Archer thought he heard voices, in his mind or
in the room, debating his fate. He seemed to remember questions.
What did Ed Richards tell you? What did Richards give to you?
Who else did Richards talk to? Who did you talk to? And each
time he had failed to respond he could remember another blow to the
face. And then blackness.

Lenny looked in horror at the pool of blood
growing larger at his waist. The voices were louder now.

“You’d be doing him a favor,” Raft
said.

Tully pressed the gun barrel against Lenny’s
head.

“Bingo, Richards’ notes,” said
Raft.

Tully looked over to the desk. Raft held the
notes in one hand and he tossed the newspaper at Lenny with the
other.

“Shoot the motherfucker already,” said
Raft.

“We’re still not sure who else knows about
this.”

“The sooner you kill this fuck, the sooner we
can get to Richards. And trust me; Richards is going to spill his
guts.”

 


 


An hour earlier, Tully and Raft had followed
Richards to the parking lot of a donut shop on Fifth. The shop was
closed for the night. Richards pulled up next to the only other car
in the lot. They watched from a distance as he climbed out of his
car and moved to the driver’s window of the other vehicle. Ed
Richards passed some papers through the window, quickly returned to
his own car and drove off.

“Follow the other car,” Raft had
said.

“What about Richards?”

“We know where Richards lives, he can wait.
Let’s see where this guy goes, who the fuck he is and what he
knows.”

They followed the second car to a building on
Fourth Street and waited for the driver to enter. When they saw the
light go on in a second story window, they left their vehicle and
moved to the front entrance of the building.

“Fucking private dick,” said Raft, checking
the names on the mailboxes.

“There are two of them,” said
Tully.

“Not tonight. Whoever this one is, he’s alone
up there. Let’s go and check his ID.”

Tully and Raft stood in the hallway outside
the office for a minute, unsure about how to play it. They had
pulled out their weapons.

“Sounds like he’s coming this way,” Tully
said.

They heard the footsteps and watched the door.
When the knob began to turn, Raft slammed his shoulder into the
door. A shot went off. They stepped into the doorway and saw the
man on the floor, a gun in his hand. Tully fired a round into the
man’s stomach and then quickly moved to kick the man square in the
mouth.

Raft found the wallet in Lenny’s jacket
pocket.

 


 


Lenny Archer knew he was a dead man. Tully held
the barrel of the gun against Lenny’s temple.

“It’s not too late, Leonard,” Tully said. “We
call for an ambulance and you survive this mess. All you need to do
is help us out a little.”

Lenny Archer could feel the life spilling out
of the center of his body.

“Is your partner in on this?” Tully
asked.

“No.”

“You wouldn’t lie to us at a time like this,
would you, Leonard?”

“No.”

“Any last words?”

Archer closed his eyes, felt the lightness in
his head and saw the bright light behind his eyelids.

“Life is a carnival,” Lenny Archer
said.

Tully pulled the trigger.

 


 



 


 


JAKE DIAMOND

 


I met Jimmy Pigeon on the set of a film shoot
on a Los Angeles sound stage. All I knew about private
investigators was what I had found in the Hollywood movies I was
desperately trying to break into.

Nick Charles, Philip Marlowe, Sam
Spade.

After arriving in LA in pursuit of fame and
fortune, I had managed to land several small film roles. Very
small. Always a low budget crime melodrama. Always a second-string
petty criminal or thug. If it was a prison movie—a man framed and
incarcerated for a crime he didn’t commit—I would be the
slow-witted convict at the far end of the mess hall table
eyeballing the hero’s mashed potatoes as he laid out plans for
escape. If it was a heist film—an FBI agent negotiating the release
of hostages following a failed bank robbery attempt—I was the gang
member lurking in the background listening stupidly while the boss
and his right hand man argued the destination of the getaway jet.
On the film shoot where I met Pigeon, it was kidnapping. A private
eye was employed by a prominent politician to locate his young
daughter being held for ransom. The abductors had strongly advised
the girl’s father against involving the police. I played the role
of the kidnapper with the fewest lines.

Jimmy was a genuine private investigator
engaged as a consultant for the production. Pigeon’s job was to
help the actor playing the PI in the film look more like a real
private eye than an actor playing one, which was nearly an
impossible task. I watched Jimmy closely while we were on the set
together, his character, concentration, style and charisma. I
talked with him about his work as often as he would allow between
takes, studying his every move as if I would one day be competing
for the lead role in The Jimmy Pigeon Story. And then
something entirely unexpected and unexplained occurred. I found
myself much more fascinated with the notion of being a
private eye than with the idea of portraying one. On the final day
of shooting I found the nerve to ask Jimmy what he thought of my
wild impulse. Pigeon invited me to visit his Santa Monica office to
mull it over.

A week later, Jimmy was sitting at his desk
looking at me as if he wasn’t sure where to begin or whether or not
to begin at all. I sat opposite Pigeon in what he informed me was
the client chair. I was learning already.

“Well, if nothing else,” Pigeon finally said,
“Jake Diamond is a perfect name for a PI. Did you come up with it
yourself?”

“Gift from my parents,” I said. “How about
yours?”

“James C. Pigeon,” he said. “Since day
one.”

“C?”

“Not important,” Jimmy said. “Why do you want
to give up acting? Believe me, it’s a lot more glamorous than what
I do. And certainly more lucrative.”

“There’s not enough glamour to go around,” I
answered, “and I’m weary of waiting for some to get around to me. I
wondered if you ever considered taking on a partner.”

“Had a few.”

“And?”

“How about this, Jake,” Jimmy said. “I’ll tell
you the story of my last partner and then you tell me if you want
to leave the bright lights of Hollywood for the dark alleys of
Southland.”

As he was making his offer, Pigeon had pulled
a bottle of bourbon and two small glasses from a drawer in his desk
and began pouring.

“Sounds fair,” I said as he passed me a
glass.

“There’s not too much about fair in this
particular story, Jake.”

Jimmy took a pack of Camels from his shirt
pocket, lit one and dropped the package onto the desk between
us.

“Light up if you like,” Jimmy Pigeon
said.

And he began.

 


 



 


 


JIMMY PIGEON

 


Jimmy Pigeon sat up in his bed. His eyes were
leaking like a faucet. He grabbed a roll of toilet paper from the
bedside table. It had replaced the empty tissue box sometime during
the night. Pigeon sopped up the tears running down his cheeks. His
right nostril was packed as solid as a car full of clowns. Jimmy
considered trying to blow his nose but he was afraid of what might
spill out of his ears. He had hardly slept all night, the plop plop
fizz fizz cold and sinus cocktail he had guzzled before crawling
into bed had him up to urinate every thirty minutes. He had arrived
home late the previous night from a rare vacation, visiting his
sister and her family in South Carolina. Six dreadful days.
Everything down there, from the family station wagon to the family
kitten, was covered in layers of fine yellow dust. By day two the
pollen had settled on his shoes, had found refuge in his nose,
mouth and eyes. By day three he could barely breathe. His sister,
her husband and the kids seemed unaffected, immune, adapted,
empirical validation of some Darwinian theory. Pigeon dried his
face again and made his way to the bathroom. He adjusted the water
to a few degrees below scalding and he stepped into the shower,
making a plaintive wish for an unobstructed nasal
passage.

Ninety minutes later, Jimmy took the short
walk from his apartment to the office. He looked out at the brown
haze hovering over downtown Los Angeles in the distance. It was a
sight for sore eyes. As he turned onto Fourth Street he spotted two
uniformed officers planted at the front entrance to his office
building. Pigeon pulled a business card from his wallet and he
quickened his pace. One of the young patrolmen stopped Jimmy at the
door.

“Can I help you, sir,” he asked.

“Just trying to get to work,” Jimmy said,
carefully offering the officer his card.

“Please wait here, sir,” the officer said. He
turned and carried the card into the building.

“Something happen?” Jimmy asked the second
uniform.

“Officer Sutton will be right back, sir,” the
cop said and then nervously added, only for something to say,
“there was a high pollution warning this morning.”

“Love it,” Jimmy said, taking in a deep breath
for the first time in nearly a week.

The uniform returned his attention to the
street.

A few minutes later, Sutton was
back.

“Would you please come with me, Mr. Pigeon,”
he said.

Jimmy followed Sutton into the building and up
to the second floor.

The building superintendent stood in the hall,
pale as a ghost. He looked at Jimmy and then turned his eyes away.
At the office door, Jimmy immediately noticed the crack in the
opaque glass pane which ran diagonally across the hand painted
words. Archer and Pigeon, Private Investigation.

Sutton pushed the door open. Jimmy’s eyes went
to the floor. Lenny Archer, his face nearly unrecognizable, lying
in what seemed an ocean of blood.

Pigeon sadly looked away and surveyed the
room. It had been turned upside down. File cabinet drawers open,
papers scattered everywhere. Two men in white lab coats dusting for
prints. Two plain clothed detectives staring back at him. The older
of the two starting toward him.

“Are you okay, Mr. Pigeon,” the detective
said. “You don’t look very well.”

Allergies, Jimmy thought to say,
aversion to violent death.

“When did this happen?” Jimmy
asked.

“I can’t say. The call came in a few hours
ago. The medical examiner is on his way. We’ll know more after he
takes a look. Do you feel up to a few questions?”

“Give me a moment,” Jimmy said. “I need some
air. Can we talk outside?”

“Sure. We’ll be down in a few
minutes.”

Jimmy walked back down and out of the
building. He passed Sutton and the other uniform at the door. They
had nothing to say. He walked twenty feet from the entrance, leaned
against the building and lit a cigarette.

Jesus Christ, Lenny, what the fuck
was it about?

Jimmy was crushing the cigarette under his
shoe a few minutes later as the two detectives approached
him.

“Go ahead, ask,” Jimmy said before either
could speak.

The older of the two took charge. The other
detective took notes.

“When was the last time you saw your
partner?”

“Monday evening, a week ago today. I left town
early Tuesday morning, got back in late last night.”

“Did you speak with Mr. Archer while you were
gone?”

“No. I imagined Lenny could stay out of
trouble for six days.”

“Do you have any idea about why this
happened?”

“None.”

“Whoever it was seemed to be searching for
something.”

“No idea,” said Jimmy.

“A case you were working on? Something
particularly sensitive or dangerous?”

“Nothing I was involved in,” Jimmy said.
“Nothing Lenny told me anything about.”

“Did you usually work separate
cases?”

“Most of the time.”

“So, you can’t really help us on
this.”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I learn
anything.”

“Mr. Pigeon, it would be much better for all
concerned if you left this to us.”

Not much better for
Lenny.

“I didn’t get your names,” Jimmy said. “I
thought I knew all of the Santa Monica homicide
detectives.”

“I’m Detective Raft and my partner is
Detective Tully. We’re LASD,” said Raft, handing Jimmy a Los
Angeles County Sheriff’s Department business card.

“Oh?” said Jimmy.

“We were handy,” Raft said. “Can you tell us
anything about Mr. Archer’s next-of-kin?”

“He had none,” said Jimmy.

“Here’s the ME,” said Tully. “I’ll take him
up.”

Tully started toward the Ford that had pulled
up in front of the building. An ambulance turned onto Fourth
Street. Tully led the Santa Monica Medical Examiner into the
building. Solomon Meyers, a familiar face.

“When can I get back into the office?” Jimmy
asked.

“Hopefully by early this evening. Is there
somewhere I can reach you before then?” Raft asked.

“I’m not sure where I’ll be. You have my card.
You can reach me at the office number, hopefully by early this
evening. Can I go now?”

“Sure,” said Raft. “I think that’s all for the
time being. You have my card, if there’s anything we can
do.”

“Thanks, I’ll let you know,” Jimmy said and he
quietly walked away.

Raft returned to the office. The medical
examiner was studying the corpse, the ambulance drivers were
waiting for the ME to release the body, the crime scene
investigators were dusting, collecting, shooting photographs.
Detective Raft called Detective Tully out into the hall.

“Do you think Pigeon knows anything?” asked
Tully.

“I don’t believe so,” said Raft. “Archer and
Richards both said no. But Pigeon is a snoop and from what I hear a
very good one. And he has a poor fucking attitude. We’ll need to
keep a close eye on him.”

“Do you think they’ve found Richards
yet?”

“I’m sure they have,” Raft said. “I imagine
that’s why the Santa Monica PD was too busy to take this
one.”

 


 


Pigeon spent the remainder of the day alone. He
sat for hours at the Santa Monica Pier, watching the ocean. He
dropped into a few bars along Third Street, nursing more than one
drink in each saloon. A toast to Lenny Archer. At a table in the
rear of Murphy’s Saloon four men in military uniform, all in their
late sixties or early seventies, sang patriotic songs and tipped
drinks in honor of the fiftieth anniversary of the allied invasion
of Normandy. It was too much celebration for Jimmy to handle. He
left the bar and treated himself to a steak dinner before returning
to his office.

Someone had tried valiantly to scrub the
floor, most likely the building superintendent, but a large faint
stain remained. The strong scent of bleach had taken the place of
the hideous smell of fresh blood. The office was still in shambles.
He knew he would need to call someone in to pick up, to fix the
glass pane on the door, maybe drop an area rug down. He knew he
wasn’t up to it himself.

Jimmy went over to Lenny Archer’s desk and
opened the top drawer. In the top center drawer of each of their
desks sat a small ceramic change bowl filled with coins and paper
clips. Imbedded into the bottom of each bowl was a remote switch, a
small button which started the tape machine that recorded sound
through a microphone hidden in the ceiling light fixture. The tape
recorder was hidden in the wall behind a metal vent cover. Jimmy
emptied the bowl in Lenny’s drawer.

The record button was depressed.

Jimmy went over to his own desk for a
screwdriver. He detached the metal grill and he pulled out the
machine. He carried it back to his desk and rewound the tape. He
lit a cigarette and pressed the play button.

Pigeon could not identify the voices but he
could tell there had been two men in the office with Lenny. The
dialogue was audible, as were the background noises. The first
gunshot followed by a close second. The awful sounds of the beating
Lenny had taken. The brutal interrogation, a name mentioned more
than once. Richards.

Ed Richards.

Something to go on.

They had found what they came looking for;
Lenny had been of no use to them.

And then the final fatal gunshot.

Pigeon replaced the tape recorder and switched
on the small portable TV hoping to catch the late local news. He
pulled the pint of bourbon from his desk and drank from the bottle.
Jimmy caught the lead story, a Santa Monica author and journalist
found shot to death in his beach house. The place had been
ransacked. The Santa Monica police suspected a robbery turned
felony homicide.

The name of the victim was Edward
Richards.

Jimmy turned off the TV, slipped the bottle
into his jacket pocket and left the office. He stopped at the front
entrance to check the mail. He unlocked the box and found two bills
and a postcard. The card had been addressed to Jimmy at his
sister’s place in South Carolina, but the street address had been
transcribed incorrectly and the postcard was stamped Return to
Sender. On the front of the card was a photo of the Santa
Monica City Hall Building and on the back side of the card was an
eight word message to Pigeon.

 


Chasing Charlie Chan.

Wish you were here.

Lenny.

 


 



 


 


VINNIE STRINGS

 


Jimmy Pigeon had another bout with sleep, the
restless night plagued more by elegy than allergy. Pictures and
sounds. Lenny Archer’s battered face, the clamor of his brutal
punishment. Lenny, who only a week earlier, sat at his desk
laughing at Jimmy’s inability to master call-waiting.

“Fuck, I lost the first caller.”

“You need to get a desk telephone with a hold
button,” Lenny had said. “Meanwhile, just let the answering service
pick up the second call.”

“If you got your nose out of that book for a
minute maybe you could pick up the phone once in a while,”
said Jimmy. “What the hell is it that’s so damn
interesting?”

Lenny held up the large volume for Jimmy to
view.

Homes of the Hollywood Stars,
History and Mystery.

“Looks riveting.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Do me a favor, Lenny. Take that thing home
with you and leave it at home so you’ll have both hands free here
in the office while I’m out of town.”

“I might not even bother coming in while
you’re gone,” Lenny had teased.

As Jimmy dragged himself out of bed Tuesday
morning he thought about Lenny’s banter. Staying away from the
office would have been a smart idea, Lenny. What the hell were you
up to? Pigeon made a mental note to look for the book Archer
had been so absorbed in.

An hour later, Jimmy walked over to Meg’s Café
on the Third Street Promenade and took a seat at the counter. In
the blink of an eye, Margaret Kelly rushed out of the kitchen to
greet him.

“You look terrible, Jimmy,” she
said.

“Nice welcome home, Meg.”

“Your eyes are all puffy. If I didn’t know you
better, I’d think you’d been crying.”

“I still haven’t purged the South Carolina
ragweed,” Jimmy said. “How about coffee?”

“Sure.”

Meg placed a ceramic mug on the counter and
reached for the coffee pot.

“I guess I’ll skip asking you how you enjoyed
your vacation,” she said as she poured.

“Lenny Archer was murdered.”

“No.”

“Sometime late Sunday or very early yesterday
morning. In the office. Shot and beaten and shot again.”

“Who? Why?”

“No clue.”

“My God, Jimmy,” Meg said, resting her hands
on the counter for support. “He was here Friday evening. I sat with
him for a while. How horrible.”

“What did he talk about?”

“Nothing important. Lenny had his face buried
in a book; he kept showing me pictures of houses. Errol Flynn lived
here, died in the saddle. Jean Harlow lived here; Clark Gable
planted the rose bushes. Not my idea of priceless information, but
Lenny could make just about anything seem vital. I can’t believe
he’s dead.”

“Did he mention Charlie Chan?”

“Charlie Chan the Oriental sleuth?”

“I don’t know,” said Jimmy, pulling the post
card from his jacket. “Lenny sent this.”

Meg looked at both sides of the
card.

“No, Jimmy,” she said. “Charlie Chan didn’t
come up. What are you going to do?”

“Find out who did this to Lenny and why. Do
you mind if I use your telephone?”

“Of course not,” she said, grabbing the
wireless hand set and passing it to Jimmy.

 


 


Vinnie Stradivarius was a lanky twenty-year-old
with a mop of red hair. Two years out of high school and still
living with his widowed mother in a house near Echo Park just west
of Dodger Stadium. Vinnie had no work other than the odd jobs Jimmy
Pigeon tried to throw his way. Pigeon had been strapped with Vinnie
since Sarge Stradivarius fell or was pushed off the roof of a seven
story building in downtown Los Angeles when the boy was
fifteen.

Vinnie’s father had been an insurance
investigator and a compulsive gambler, famous for being behind in
payments to loan sharks from one end of the county to the other.
Jimmy and Sarge met at a high-stakes poker match in LA and got to
talking after the game. Later, Sarge engaged Pigeon occasionally as
outside consultant on insurance fraud cases and Jimmy came to know
the family. When Sarge went off the roof his own employers tried to
default payment on the life insurance benefits, alleging suicide.
Frances Stradivarius reached out to Jimmy. With assistance from a
friend in the LAPD and a resourceful attorney, Jimmy managed to
have the cause of death officially ruled as accidental and the
widow collected double-indemnity; although Jimmy always suspected
Stradivarius was assisted over the ledge by someone he owed money
to. Over the sixteen months it took to win the case, Vinnie adopted
Jimmy as a replacement father.

Vinnie Stradivarius inherited three things
from his late father. The subsidy of a substantial life insurance
settlement, the nickname Strings and the gambling gene. It
took a good deal of effort on Jimmy’s part to keep the kid out of
the same sort of trouble Sarge had fallen into time and time again
until his time ran out. Pigeon found keeping Vinnie busy was most
effective.

Vinnie Strings owned no alarm clock; he woke
up when he woke up and rarely before noon unless his mother had a
reason to yank him out of bed. It was nine in the morning when
Pigeon phoned the Stradivarius home from the counter at Meg’s
Café.

Vinnie’s mother took the phone call and went
to roust her son. She opened the door to his bedroom, where all of
the windows were covered by dark shades. Pitch black, the only
light coming in from the hall.

“Vinnie, wake up.”

Strings half opened his eyes, the silhouette
of his mother standing in the lit doorway looked like something
from The Exorcist. Fran switched on the ceiling
light.

“Vinnie, wake up,” she repeated.

“Jesus, Mom,” Vinnie moaned, blinded. “What
time is it? It feels like the middle of the night.”

“Jimmy Pigeon is on the phone,” she
said.

Vinnie came wide awake and found the receiver
of his bedside telephone.

“Jimmy. What’s up?”

“I need your help here, Vinnie,” Jimmy
said.

Vinnie loved to help and occasionally
managed.

“I can be there in an hour,” Strings
said.

“Make it two; meet me at the office at
eleven.”

“Can I fix you something to eat?” Meg asked
when Jimmy handed her the phone after the call to
Vinnie.

“Just some rye toast,” Pigeon said. He picked
up his coffee mug and a newspaper from the counter and moved to a
booth at the café window.

The death of Edward Richards made page one.
Richards had reported for the Santa Monica Outlook for less
than a year, after three years on the staff of the Beverly Hills
Weekly. Richards had published several non-fiction books, most
notably a biography of the British movie actor Leslie Howard, best
known for his role in Gone With The Wind and his heroic
death in a downed RAF bomber during the Second World War. Funeral
arrangements for Richards were noted. Lenny Archer’s death made
page twenty-six. There was nothing reported to suggest any
connection between the two homicides. There was nothing about
funeral plans for Lenny Archer.

It suddenly dawned on Pigeon that since Archer
had no family, it would be up to Jimmy to handle the
details.

Meg came over with the rye toast and the
coffee pot.

“What now?” Meg asked as she poured coffee.
“You look worse than you did when you walked in.”

“I was thinking about Lenny, how alone he
was.”

“Lenny was far from alone, Jimmy,” Meg said,
taking a seat. “He had plenty of friends and plenty of women and he
always had a good time.”

“And no one to bury him.”

“I’d bury him, Jimmy. He was your friend and
partner. Why would you need to look further than that? If Lenny had
no wife or children to lament his passing, it was entirely his
choice. Lenny was a charming, funny guy. He is going to be missed
and remembered. What’s really bothering you, Jimmy?”

“Maybe it has me wondering who will remember
me.”

“You are unforgettable, Jimmy. Stop being so
morbid. I’ll help you with the funeral and burial, but what makes
you think Lenny’s brother wouldn’t want to take care of
it?”

“Lenny hadn’t spoken with his brother in
years.”

“That doesn’t mean his brother isn’t
interested. He should at least be notified of Lenny’s
death.”

“I wouldn’t know where to begin looking for
him.”

“Jesus, Jimmy, you’re a detective. Stop
moping. Eat your toast,” Meg said and she headed back to her
cooking.

Fifteen minutes later, Jimmy returned the
empty plate and the coffee mug to the counter. Meg came back out
front from the kitchen.

“I’m heading over to Lenny’s apartment before
I meet Vinnie at the office. I’d like to locate the book Lenny was
so wrapped up in and, while I’m at it, maybe learn something about
how to find his brother.”

“Good, that’s more like the Jimmy Pigeon I
know and love. Why don’t you let me feed you tonight? I have the
evening off; I could fix dinner at my place.”

“Eight?”

“Perfect,” Meg said, “and Jimmy?”

“Yes.”

“Find out who killed your friend and partner.
Lenny would have done the same for you.”

 


 


Jimmy Pigeon met Lenny Archer at an annual
conference of the California Association of Licensed Investigators
in San Francisco three years earlier. At the time, Jimmy was living
in Los Angeles and working out of a Westwood office. At the CALI
conference, Lenny Archer moderated a seminar in surveillance. That
night, Jimmy cornered Archer with some questions and they spent
hours talking shop; Jimmy sipping bourbon and Lenny guzzling orange
juice.

Jimmy complained that business was slow in LA;
there was too much competition from ex-cops and larger agencies.
Lenny complained he had more work than he could handle.

Two months later, Pigeon’s name was added to
the door of Archer’s Santa Monica office.

 


 


Jimmy arrived at the office ten minutes before
eleven. He had visited Lenny’s apartment. After letting himself in
with the spare key he carried in his wallet, Jimmy had searched for
the book on celebrity homes. No luck. Pigeon hadn’t thought to look
for it in the office the day before; he hoped Lenny had ignored his
advice about taking the book home. Jimmy did find some documents
that might help settle Archer’s affairs, but nothing to help locate
Lenny’s brother.

Jimmy was combing the office when Vinnie
pushed the door open. Strings looked into the room and then back at
the cracked window.

“What the hell happened here?”

“Lenny was murdered.”

“Jesus, Jimmy, that’s fucked,” was all that
Vinnie could think to say.

“I need you to clean this place up, Vinnie.
You know where all the files go. Then I want you to find someone to
replace that glass.”

Vinnie finally noticed the large stain on the
floor.

“Oh man, is that blood.”

“And I need you to find a rug to cover that
up,” Jimmy said. “Nothing too fancy.”

“What are you looking for?”

“A book. And I can’t fucking find it
anywhere.”

“Can I help?”

“You can get started picking up, Vinnie.
There’s two hundred dollars on my desk for any expenses. Do you
think you can handle this?”

“Yes, I can handle it. I’m not an idiot,”
Vinnie said and quickly began picking up folders from the
floor.

“I didn’t mean to snap at you, Vinnie. I’m
sorry. It’s been a really bad week.”

“No sweat, Jimmy, I only want to
help.”

“And I appreciate it, Vinnie,” Jimmy said. The
room was beginning to close in on him. He had looked everywhere
imaginable in search of the book. “Listen Vinnie, I need to get out
of here for a while. I’ll check back with you later this
afternoon.”

“No problem. And Jimmy,” Vinnie said as Pigeon
moved for the door.

“Yes.”

“I’ll keep my eye out for a book.”

“That would be good. It’s a big book, Homes
of the Hollywood Stars.”

“I love that kind of stuff,” Vinnie said as
Jimmy left the office.

 


 


Jimmy walked over to the newly remodeled main
branch of the Santa Monica Public Library on Sixth Street. The
young man at the service counter was scanning books he pulled from
a large wheeled canvas bin.

Jimmy doubted Vinnie would stumble over the
book Lenny had been reading; Jimmy had gone through Archer’s place
and the office thoroughly. Pigeon was hoping the library owned a
copy so he could at least get a look at.

“I’m looking for a book,” Jimmy said when the
clerk finally looked up.

“You came to the right place.”

The nametag on his lapel identified the
comedian as WHITMAN DONALDSON.

“A particular book,” Jimmy said.

“Could you give me the author’s name and book
title?”

“Homes of the Hollywood Stars,” said
Jimmy. “Can’t tell you who wrote it.”

The kid punched his computer
keyboard.

“We have one copy, sir. Checked
out.”

“Could you tell me who borrowed
it?”

“I’m afraid I can’t. I could tell you when
it’s due in,” said Donaldson, “but the identity of the borrower is
confidential.”

Dead end. Jimmy was debating his next
masterful move when something in the bin beside Donaldson caught
his eye.

“Well, how do you like that?”

“Excuse me?”

“What are those?” Jimmy asked,
pointing.

“They came in last night, through the
after-hours drop box.”

“Could you do me a huge favor, Whitman?” Jimmy
asked, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket.

“What kind of favor?”

“Could you grab that book? The one we’ve been
talking about. And please use this to handle it. I’d like to borrow
it.”

“What’s this about? Are you a cop or
something?”

“Something. Private eye,” said
Jimmy.

“No kidding.”

“No kidding. Could you help me out here,
Whitman?” Pigeon asked, holding out the handkerchief.

The kid tentatively took the handkerchief and
used it to pick out the book and place it on the
counter.

Jimmy glanced at the book cover and the name
of the author below the title.

Edward Richards. No kidding at all.

“You’ll need a library card,” Donaldson
said.

“Never leave home without it,” Jimmy said,
pulling the card from his wallet.

Donaldson took the card, scanned it and the
book, and stood waiting for Jimmy’s next instruction.

“Do you have a bag?” asked Jimmy.

The kid reached under the counter and came up
with a large plastic bag labeled SMPL.

“Perfect, could you place the book in the
bag?”

Donaldson did as he was asked and then he
handed the handkerchief and library card back to Pigeon.

“We’re almost done, Whitman. And I can’t tell
you how much I appreciate it,” said Jimmy. He returned the card to
his wallet, slipped out a twenty-dollar bill and put it on the
counter. “Now, what if I try to guess the name of the last borrower
and you blink your eyes if I guess correctly? Would that help ease
the confidentiality dilemma?”

“I guess it could,” said Donaldson, slipping
the bill into his pocket.

“By chance, was it borrowed by Leonard
Archer?”

The kid checked his computer monitor
again.

“Yes.”

“And you’re sure it was dropped off last
night?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you,” Jimmy said, grabbing the plastic
bag.

“Please don’t mention it,” said
Donaldson.

 


 


Jimmy walked to his apartment. He pulled a pair
of latex gloves from a box in a kitchen drawer, moved to his
recliner and started through the book. First he checked for
markings. Pencil marks, bent page corners, slips of paper. Anything
that might indicate Archer’s particular interest. Nothing. But
Jimmy was certain there was something here. Lenny was already dead
when the book was dropped at the after-hours box, someone else had
returned it to the library. Who? And why bother, if not to insure
that an overdue book wouldn’t bring unwelcome attention to the dead
man who had last checked it out, the dead man who had written it,
or the curious coincidence. Pigeon began to read from page one,
hoping for a clue. Twenty pages in, his eyes were burning. Residual
effects of the vacation in South Carolina. Jimmy decided to give
his eyes a moment’s rest. The ringing of a phone woke him. He
couldn’t feel his hands. He glanced at his wristwatch, almost five;
he had slept for nearly four hours. He tore off the plastic gloves
and grabbed for the telephone.

“The window guy is over here,” Vinnie said
when Jimmy answered the call. “If you want the new window painted
he needs to know how you want it to read.”

“Is he done installing the glass?”

“He’s finishing up now.”

“Cut him loose, ask him to send a bill. I’ll
be there in fifteen minutes.”

Pigeon used one of the discarded gloves to
return the book to the plastic library bag. He rinsed his face at
the bathroom sink, slipped into a fresh shirt, grabbed the bag and
walked back to the office.

The question of how to adorn the office door
window was the furthest thing from Jimmy Pigeon’s mind.

 


 



 


 


MEG KELLY

 


Pigeon peeked through the newly repaired office
door and caught Vinnie Strings in an unguarded moment; sitting
behind Jimmy’s desk, hands locked behind his neck, justifiably
admiring the fine job he had done cleaning the mess left by Lenny
Archer’s murderers. Vinnie jumped to attention as Jimmy pushed the
door open.

“Good work, Vinnie,” Pigeon said. “Very good
work.”

Jimmy walked across the Oriental rug now
covering the area where Lenny had died. He recalled the position of
Archer’s body and put it together with what he had heard on the
tape recording. Archer had moved to the door, had been knocked
back, voluntarily or involuntarily fired his weapon and been shot.
Lenny kept a small handgun in his desk, the report from Archer’s
gun was clearly audible but apparently not loud enough to attract
outside attention. The second gunshot, and the shot that ended
Archer’s life, were muted. Pigeon looked around the office
searching for Archer’s spent bullet. He found the spot, high on the
wall above the door, where a small section of plasterboard had been
removed. Jimmy guessed Archer had been going down when his weapon
fired. Vinnie followed Jimmy’s gaze.

“I picked up some plaster and paint,” Strings
said.

“We’ll deal with that later,” said Jimmy. “Now
I need you to get this over to Ray Boyle at Parker
Center.”

Pigeon walked over to Vinnie and handed
Strings the plastic bag from the library.

“Don’t touch the book; we need Boyle to have
the lab check for prints. Ask Ray to call me with results. When
they’re done, I want you to pick it up and bring it back
here.”

“Boyle will want to know why you’re sending it
over to him at the LAPD when there’s a crime lab just a few blocks
from here,” said Vinnie, wondering himself.

“Tell him you have no idea and let’s leave it
at that for now, until I’ve thought it out some. Be patient,
Vinnie, I’ll keep you informed and I’ll need your help.”

“Great,” said Vinnie. “I’m on my
way.”

The suggestion that he would be involved was
enough for Strings to temporarily suspend his nagging
curiosity.

Vinnie headed out the door, a young man on a
mission.

Jimmy debated whether to call to inquire about
the police investigation. Detective Raft had made it clear that
Pigeon’s help wasn’t needed or welcome, but at the same time
indifference would be suspect. Jimmy decided he would check in with
Raft in the morning.

It was after six, Jimmy had a dinner
engagement with Meg Kelly at eight. He left the office and as he
shut the door he glanced at the newly installed window. He decided
that before it read Pigeon Investigation he would work to
earn the title.

 


 


“This is all he had?” asked Jackson Masters,
looking over the rough notes that had cost Lenny Archer and Edward
Richards their lives.

“That’s all Richards gave to the PI. That’s
all we found in the dick’s office. We searched Richard’s place and
grabbed his computer. And had a long talk with him before he died.
He told us it was all he had. I believed him.”

“He was researching a fucking
book?”

“That’s what he said. That’s what Richards
did, he wrote fucking books.”

“What if someone connects the two homicides?”
Masters asked.

“I don’t see that happening. We were on
Richards from the time he stopped at the hotel asking questions
about the woman. He never met with Archer before Sunday
night.”

“Use your head, Frank. Richards had to have
spoken to Archer before Sunday to set up the meeting and
Archer had the library book in his office. There could be telephone
records. Archer may have dropped the writer’s name. We need to
establish a connection before someone else does.”

“What sort of connection?”

“Do what you always do, make it look like
something drug related,” said Masters, tossing the notes into the
fireplace. “What happened to Richard’s computer?”

“It was a laptop; Tully took care of it with a
sledge hammer.”

“Will Tully hold up?”

“Absolutely. You should have seen him work on
Archer and Richards. Tully’s got ice in his veins.”

“Throw some evidence around and find a fall
guy. I want these two homicides cleared before the old man gets
back.”

“I might be better if I knew what this was all
about,” said Raft.

“How long have we been doing business,
Frank?”

“A while.”

“And haven’t you always been well taken care
of?”

“Very well.”

“I ask you to do something and you do it, am I
right?”

“Yes.”

“And you do not ask me why,” said Masters,
reaching into a desk drawer. He pulled out a brick-sized package
neatly wrapped in plain brown paper and tossed it to Raft. “Don’t
spend it all in one place, Frank. And keep an eye on Jimmy Pigeon.
I know the man’s reputation and he’s no idiot.”

“No problem.”

“That’s what you said when I asked you to keep
an eye on Ed Richards. Use the back door when you leave. And don’t
call me, Frank. I want to learn about your progress from the
newspapers.”

 


 


They had been silent during dinner. Meg had
waited quietly and patiently for Jimmy to bring up the subject of
Lenny Archer.

“That’s the best meal I’ve had in a long
time,” Jimmy said as he dried the last of the dishes and Meg poured
the coffee at the kitchen table.

“How would you know, Jimmy? You told me this
morning that everything you’ve put in your mouth since last
Wednesday has tasted like ragweed.”

“I simply wanted to let it be known I consider
you a remarkable chef.”

“The fact that you eat in my café five or six
times a week says it all. Lose the dishtowel and sit, Jimmy. We
need to talk a little about Lenny.”

“I don’t know much more than I did this
morning, Meg.”

“We’ll get to that, but first we need to think
about what to do when the police release Lenny’s body.”

“I found papers at his apartment. Lenny served
with the Navy; they owe him a military burial. I’ll check into the
details tomorrow.”

“Let me know. I’ll plan to be there for the
service,” said Meg. “Any luck locating the brother?”

“Not yet.”

“What do you know about him?”

“Only that they worked together before the
falling out. I suppose his brother is or was in the
business.”

“Do you have a name?”

“It might have been Norman, or Nelson, I can’t
recall. Lenny stayed away from the subject.”

“Well, that’s something to go on. I’m off
tomorrow morning; I can do some digging around if it would
help.”

“It would help a lot. Meg, when you saw Lenny
on Friday did he say anything about the author of the book he was
looking through?”

“No.”

“The book was written by Edward Richards, the
same Ed Richards who was killed a few hours after Lenny
died.”

“My God, Jimmy, I’d met Ed Richards. He wrote
for the Santa Monica Outlook, he came into the café a few
times.”

“Ever see Richards and Lenny
together?”

“No. Do you think the murders were
connected?”

“I do.”

“What do the police think?”

“I haven’t heard.”

“Did you tell the detectives about the
book?”

“No, I’m waiting to see what their
investigation turns up,” Jimmy said. “And I want to talk with Ray
Boyle first. I trust Ray.”

“And you don’t trust the detectives on the
case?”

“It’s more a matter of not knowing them. I
know Ray.”

“You look worn out, Jimmy. You’ve had a rough
few days.”

“I have a feeling it’s going to get rougher,
Meg. I feel as if I need to keep moving on this before it slips
away from me.”

“Do you have time for another cup of
coffee?”

“Sure, I’d love another cup of
coffee.”

Meg rose from the kitchen table and moved for
the coffee pot.

“Jimmy,” she said.

“Yes?”

“It would be okay if you slipped your shoes
off.”

It was a welcome invitation.

Pigeon slipped off his shoes and put them back
on his feet the following morning.

 


 



 


 


RICARDO DIAZ

 


Jimmy was planted in the chair at his desk
before nine on Wednesday morning. He surveyed the office,
wall-to-wall, floor to ceiling. Looking for anything he might have
missed or the police might have missed. Anything Lenny might have
left to help explain the cryptic postcard.

He was rewarded with a stabbing headache and
decided to try his luck with phone calls. Pigeon pulled Detective
Raft’s card from his wallet and reached for the telephone. Before
he could get to the handset, the phone was ringing.

“Archer and Pigeon,” Jimmy said. It was
habit.

“This is Boyle. What the fuck is going on out
there?”

Ray Boyle was an LAPD homicide detective. When
Jimmy and Ray didn’t dwell too much on their earlier professional
encounters they got along fairly well.

“Good morning to you too, Ray.”

“Your right-hand delinquent snagged me before
I could get out of my office last night and he handed me a library
book to check for fingerprints. I can only guess you chose not to
employ the Santa Monica Police Department lab because you were
afraid they would either laugh you out of town or simply stone
you.”

“Did you run it Ray?”

“Yes, I fucking ran it.”

“No prints, right?”

“Not one,” said Boyle. “So what the fuck is
going on out there?”

“Lenny Archer was killed.”

“I heard. I was sorry to hear it.”

“Someone took that book from our office, Ray,
wiped it clean and dropped it in a slot at the library the night
Archer died. The author of the book coincidentally turned up dead
the same night. Edward Richards.”

“No shit. Who caught the case?”

“I don’t know who caught the Richard’s
homicide, but LASD took Lenny. Since when does the LA County
Sheriff’s Department bother with our little beach town?”

“It happens; luck of the draw, the LASD gets
around. Who are the primaries?”

“Raft and Tully. Know them?”

“Tully, no. Raft, unfortunately. Had to work
with him once or twice. Dealing with Frank Raft is no picnic. Look,
Jimmy. All due respect to Archer, I liked the man, but I don’t have
the time or the desire to butt heads with Raft or the Sheriff’s
Department; not to mention the LAPD brass would seriously hate me
sticking my nose in.”

“Are you saying you can’t help me,
Ray?”

“I’m saying I’d rather you didn’t
ask.”

“Preference noted. Help me, Ray.”

“Fuck,” said Ray Boyle. “What the hell do you
need me to do?”

“I’m not sure yet, I need to check in with
Raft and hear the official line. Meanwhile, maybe you could just
keep an ear to the ground.”

“Don’t mention my name, Pigeon.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Ray. I’ll send Vinnie
Strings over to collect the book.”

“Tell him he can pick it up in the lobby. I
really don’t need to see him again so soon,” Boyle said. “That kid
makes me nervous.”

“I’m sure the feeling is mutual, Ray. I’ll be
in touch.”

“I can hardly wait,” said Boyle, just before
the line went dead.

Jimmy placed the headset in its cradle and
took a deep breath before lifting it again and punching in Raft’s
phone number at the LA County Sheriff’s Department Malibu Station
in Agoura. He was politely informed that Detective Raft was out in
the field and Tully was out for the day. Jimmy left his name with a
request that Raft return his call. Then he dialed directory
assistance with the hope of finding a lead to information on the
subject of United States Navy veteran burial services.

 


 


Ricardo Diaz sat at the counter of Armando’s
Diner in Woodland Hills trying to remove a strand of hair from his
sausage and egg omelet without giving it too much
thought.

He nearly had it locked between his thumb and
index finger when Frank Raft hopped onto the stool beside
him.

“High protein breakfast, Diaz?”

Diaz looked up from his plate. Raft sat
grinning and nodding like a bobble-head doll on
amphetamines.

“Detective Graft, did I forget to feed the
parking meter? Don’t you have more important things to
do?”

“What makes you think you’re not important to
me, Ricky?”

“Only my friends call me Ricky,
Frank.”

“What makes you think I’m not your friend?”
Raft asked. “How is your court case looking, Ricky?”

“According to my lawyer, it’s hopeless; he was
shocked when they let me out on bail. How is that for confidence?
If I didn’t know he was right on, I would fire the useless bastard.
Why the interest? Worried about where you’ll cop your buzz after
they put me away?”

“Actually, I stopped by to offer you a way
out.”

“It’s beyond you, Frank. The DA has me cold.
Three kilos of cocaine with intent to sell, two priors, fifteen to
twenty, end of story. I’ve got nothing to bargain with. I only pray
the food in Chino is fucking better than this,” Diaz said, pushing
his plate away.

“Mexico is just a hop, skip and a bail jump
away.”

“Very clever, Raft, kick a man when he’s down.
For some sick reason I gave you more credit. They took every
fucking thing I had; I don’t have a dime to my name. What am I
supposed to do in Mexico without bread? Pick bananas until some
bounty hunter finds my fucking tree? Where the fuck was your
helping hand when I got busted?”

“One step over the line, Ricky. I told you a
hundred times not to do business here in the hills. I warned you if
the LAPD dropped you my hands were tied.”

“So, you stopped by to say I told you
so.”

“Like I said, Diaz, I stopped by to offer you
a way out,” said Raft. “Two hundred thousand cash and the bail
bondsman doesn’t send a headhunter after you.”

“What the fuck do I have to do for that,
Detective? Kill someone for you.”

“Do you want to hear about it or would you
rather fish hair out of your eggs?”

“I’m listening,” said Ricardo Diaz.

 


 


It took nearly two hours and telephone calls to
Los Angeles, Sacramento, Washington DC and San Diego before Jimmy
finally reached the desk of a U.S. Navy bureaucrat who could offer
useful information. It was almost too much information.

“According to our records, 1st
Petty Officer Leonard Archer was honorably discharged and is
therefore eligible for burial benefits. There are a number of
options. His body can be laid to rest at Los Angeles National
Cemetery or Fort Rosencrans National Cemetery here in San Diego.
The government will provide the transfer of the remains to either
location and will provide a military graveside service and
headstone. This service will be open to friends and family members.
If preferred, 1st Petty Officer Archer can be buried at
sea from a ship out of Long Beach harbor. Burials at sea, however,
are never open to civilians. Is there a surviving widow or
dependent children?”

“None.”

“In that case, all we will need to process the
request, once you decide, are faxed copies of Petty Officer
Archer’s death certificate and DD214.”

“DD214?”

“Enlisted Record of Separation or discharge
papers.”

Jimmy jotted down the fax number and ended the
call. He phoned Meg Kelly at home with the update.
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