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PRAISE FOR THE BLUES DON’T
CARE

 


“Award-winning author Paul D. Marks hits it out
of the park with his latest, The Blues Don’t Care. On one
level it’s a mystery where a white musician, Bobby Saxon, in an
all-black jazz band, works to solve a murder and clear his name
under extraordinary racially-tinged circumstances. But this
finely-written novel takes place in World War II-era Los Angeles,
and Marks brings that long-gone era alive with memorable
characters, scents, descriptions, and most of all, jazz. Highly
recommended.” —Brendan DuBois, award-winning and New York
Times bestselling author

 


“Paul D. Marks finds new gold in 40’s L.A. noir
while exploring prejudices in race, culture, and sexual identity.
There’s sex, drugs, and jazz and an always surprising hero who
navigates the worlds of gambling, music, war profiteers, Jewish
mobsters, and a lonely few trying to do the right thing. Marks has
an eye for the telling detail, and an ear that captures the music
in the dialogue of the times. He is one helluva writer.” —Michael
Sears, award-winning author of Tower of Babel, and the Jason
Stafford series

 


“In The Blues Don’t Care,
Paul D. Marks deftly portrays the colors and contradictions of
World War II era L.A. as navigated by unlikely sleuth Bobby Saxon
whose disparate worlds collide in this impressive series debut.”
—Dianne Emley, L.A. Times bestselling author of the Nan
Vining mysteries

 


“There are all the essential
elements for an engrossing read: good guys, bad guys, gangsters and
crooked policemen, and through it all, an extremely well written
sense of believable realism.” —Discovering Diamonds
Reviews

 


“This story was a breath of fresh air, set in a
familiar period, thanks to Sunday afternoon TV movies. Which means
the author had to get his world-building right. The good news is—he
did, and did it very well indeed.” —Discovering Diamonds
Reviews

 


“With World War II era Los Angeles as the
backdrop Paul D. Marks paints a gritty picture with a tense story
and takes on tough subject matters all while keeping the gas pedal
to the floor of the mystery. As a drummer of forty plus years I
could hear Max Roach, Gene Krupa and Art Blakey all thundering away
as the soundtrack to this face paced book! Simply Superb!”
—Jonathan Brown author of the Lou Crasher and Doug “Moose” McCrae
series

 


“Paul D. Marks delivers a well-told tale of
jazz and murder. The Blues Don’t Care is written in a
flowing style with a moving pace. Marks does a very convincing job
transporting readers back in time to 1940s’ L.A., and he’s managed
to pack in plenty of tension, along with some unexpected twists
along the way.” —Dietrich Kalteis, award-winning author of Ride
the Lightning and House of Blazes
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It might sound corny, but I want to
dedicate this book to all the jazz and swing musicians who’ve
brought so much music and joy into my life and others’ lives. All
the folks who made Central Avenue what it was. I only wish I could
have seen it in its heyday. The best part about writing this book
was doing the research, listening to the music and watching old
movies.

 


 



 


 


AUTHOR’S NOTE

 


Some of the language and attitudes in the novel
may be offensive. But please consider them in the context of the
time, place and characters. I’ve taken liberties with the timelines
of some things such as Dick Tracy’s wrist radio and particularly
with songs and music. If I thought a song would work for this
story, I used it, even though it may not have come out at that
exact moment.

 



 


 


All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely
players;

They have their exits and their
entrances;

And one man in his time plays many
parts.

—William Shakespeare

 


Once you eliminate the impossible,
whatever remains,

no matter how improbable, must be
the truth.

—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

 


I don’t mind a reasonable amount of
trouble.

—Sam Spade, The Maltese
Falcon

 


Everybody has something to
conceal.

—Sam Spade, The Maltese
Falcon

 


 





PROLOGUE

 


San Francisco—The Eve of the
Millennium

 


The late-night phone call jangled Diane
awake.

“Diane Saxon?” the officious voice
on the other end said.

“Yes.” She tried to shake the sleep
out of her voice.

“This is the Los Angeles County
Coroner’s office—”

In those few words, any leftover sleepiness
Diane had escaped, replaced by dread.

She pressed the phone tighter against her ear.
Squeezed the receiver until it nearly cracked in her hand. As soon
as the phone rang, she knew it couldn’t be good news.

“Are you related to, um—” papers
rattling “—Robert Saxon?”

“Yes, I’m his daughter. Did
he—”

“I’m sorry to call you so late, but
I’m afraid your, uh, father has passed away. Can you come down to
L.A. to identify him?”

Diane looked at the clock. Midnight. Bobby
would have appreciated that.

 


 


Los Angeles—The Next
Morning

 


Diane walked the musty halls of Bobby’s house,
killing time before her appointment at the coroner’s office. Bobby,
so meticulous all his life—sometimes to the point of driving her
crazy—had let things go in the last year or so.

She returned to the scrapbook she’d left on
the dining table, turned the yellowing pages in the fragile book. A
pristine shellac seventy-eight rpm record spun on an ancient but
near-mint condition record player. This record had only been
removed from its sleeve a handful of times over the years for fear
of breaking the delicate material. “La Tempesta,” an allegro tune
for two pianos—Bobby on one of them—spun its satiny web from the
player’s speaker. The tune reverberated in Diane’s head; she’d
heard it many times. She could picture Bobby wailing on the piano
like a possessed demon.

The brittle scrapbook paper nearly crumbled in
her fingers. Faded photographs, brown with age, stared up at her.
Bobby from the forties, sitting at a grand piano in a snazzy
wide-lapelled pinstriped suit. Bobby in a white jacket and bow tie
in the fifties. Bobby in black tie and jacket in the sixties. Bobby
in shirt sleeves barbequing in the backyard of the rented duplex on
Edinburgh. Diane as a baby, on her stomach, feet in the
air—cheesecake pose. Her sister Mindy on their favorite red rocking
horse with painted on black saddle. Diane’s mom and Mindy’s
mom—Diane and Mindy, sisters with different mothers. She sipped the
Bubble Up she’d gotten from the fridge. Who knew if they even made
that anymore? She wanted to keep turning pages but had an
appointment to keep. She gently closed the cover on the
scrapbook.

She walked to Bobby’s mirror—Bobby loved his
mirrors—checked her makeup, grabbed her purse. She noticed his
favorite cigarette lighter on the dresser, the one with the picture
of that “Kilroy Was Here” guy on it, so popular during the war. She
squeezed the lighter as if that could bring a memory from it,
slipped it into her purse.

“Criminy,” she said, holding back a
tear.

She had flown in from San Francisco, but
Bobby’s old red-over-white sixty-one Corvette Roadster would take
her where she had to go now, probably better than any new car.
Bobby was a whiz with cars, always fixing them up and selling them.
She headed out the door, “La Tempesta” still spinning its
magic.

She drove past familiar haunts from her
childhood, down the Miracle Mile, past the fabulous streamline May
Company building, the La Brea Tar Pits, where Bobby had taken her
and Mindy on picnics, and the old El Rey Theatre, where they’d gone
to the movies. Oh boy, how Bobby loved movies. Past Bullock’s
Wilshire, the art deco masterpiece, and by MacArthur Park, which
Bobby insisted calling Westlake Park, even long after the name had
been changed to honor the great World War II general. She jogged up
and over, onto North Mission Road, looked for a place to
park.

Heart tapping a hard four-four time in her
chest, she walked toward the white-trimmed red brick building,
beautiful despite its nature. It had been a hospital, once trying
to save lives, now dealing with the remains. The green-and-white
marble lobby seemed sober enough for its purpose. She did a double
take at the Skeletons in the Closet gift store, a gift shop in the
morgue that offered up all matter of items, from keychains to beach
towels with body outlines on them, even body-shaped Post-it pads.
Maybe she’d pick up a monogrammed body bag for some
friends—enemies?—on the way out.

“May I help you?” a young man in
suit and tie asked. He didn’t look ghoulish, but who else would
want to work here?

“I’m here to identify someone’s
remains.” Diane thought that’s how it should be put. She wished
Mindy was here for moral support but she had refused to come. Some
kind of ill-defined bad blood between her and Bobby. Something that
neither could figure out how to resolve so they resolved to avoid
each other, even though Mindy only lived an hour away from Bobby,
up in Lancaster. Something that would never be resolved
now.

The young man pointed her to the elevator in a
small vestibule. The short trip seemed to take forever. A ride
down, into the past.

She stepped out into a world that was more
what she expected. Sterile, tile, gurneys. People in white smocks.
An attendant escorted her to the viewing room. A spikey-haired
doctor joined them.

“I’m Doctor Takamura. I’m sorry you
had to come down here.”

“I guess it’s something that has to
be done.”

“We don’t usually have people come
down to the morgue to identify remains anymore. That’s just in the
movies. But this was a special case.”

Diane wasn’t sure why Bobby was a special
case. Maybe because he’d been a fairly well-known musician at one
time, though that was long ago.

The doctor knocked on the glass. An attendant
on the other side opened the blinds and pulled back the glaring
white sheet. Diane walked closer to the window, almost pressing her
nose against the glass. Bobby had almost made it. Today was the
last day of the year; tomorrow would not only bring a new year but
a new millennium, the twenty-first century. How Bobby would have
loved to see it. He was always excited about things like birthdays
and Christmas and New Year’s. Everyone had to die sooner or later,
but she wished he could have lived just a few more days. Just long
enough to be alive in the new millennium.

“Yes, that’s him. That’s my
father.”

“Robert Saxon?” A look passed
between the doctor and the assistant.

“Yes.”

“There’s something you should
know,” the doctor said.

Before Diane could respond, an ancient black
man entered the room. His dark blue double-breasted suit with
padded shoulders and long drape was stylish, if out of date. And
she hadn’t seen a Dick Tracy hat like that, well, since Warren
Beatty’s Dick Tracy. The fuchsia silk kerchief craning up
from the pocket was just right. All topped off by an ebony cane
with a gleaming pearl handle. “Help you?” Dr. Takamura
said.

“Booker Taylor,” the man said,
sauntering in, very haughty. Lots of bling sparkled from his
fingers. Booker “Boom-Boom” Taylor. He was an old friend of
Bobby’s. She remembered him from her birthday parties when she was
very young. He would toss her over his broad shoulders and play
horsey. It started trickling back, Bobby and Booker and several of
Bobby’s other friends jamming at her parties. And she remembered a
neighbor once remarking, why did Bobby have that colored
fella over all the time?

“Are you sure you’re in the right
place?” the doctor said. Booker ignored him.

“Diane. Look at you.” Booker’s eyes
lit up. “All grown up and quite the lady.” He squeezed her hand.
Turned to see Bobby through the glass. “Bobby, Bobby, Bobby.” A
long sigh escaped his lips. He went to the door that led to the
little room.

Dr. Takamura stepped in front of
him.

“No, it’s okay,” Diane said,
smiling at Booker. He looked too sad to smile back. “He knew my
father. They were in the music business together.”

Booker opened the door and went inside, Diane
trailing. He took Bobby’s hand, tenderly massaged it.

“We weren’t in the music business
together. We owned it. We had this town of Los Angeles locked up
tighter than a bass drum. And your pop, he really could have gone
somewhere. And no one could tap the eighty-eights like he
could.”

“Eighty-eights?” the assistant
said.

“The piano, hon. Tickle the
ivories. Back in the day, Bobby Saxon was the man. And he knew one
thing better than anyone, that we’re all bluffing our way through
life.” Booker tripped on his words as another man entered the room.
Dressed casual-cool.

“Who’re you?” the doctor
said.

“Irvin Hernandez, L.A.
Times.”

“The Times—what does the Times want
here?”

“This is Bobby Saxon,
right?”

“Yes.”

“I want his story.”

“I didn’t know anyone remembered my
father. He hasn’t played music in years.”

“You’re his daughter? You must have
some story to tell.”

To Diane, Bobby was just dad. She didn’t have
much to tell. Her puzzlement must have been clear to everyone in
the room.

Booker sat on a chair in the corner, leaning
his chin on his cane. “I have a story to tell,” he began.
“It was the middle of the war when I met Bobby…”

 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


Los Angeles—The Homefront, World War
II

 


Bobby Saxon stood across Central Avenue from
the Club Alabam, watching the crowds spilling into the street,
lingering on the sidewalk. A near-lone white face in a sea of
black. Dragging on his cigarette, trying to steady his nerves, he
watched the people in their swanky duds entering and exiting the
club, working up his nerve to go inside. Sure, he’d been in the
Alabam before, but this time was different. He wasn’t there just to
see the bands blow and the canaries sing.

Everyone played the Alabam, or wanted to,
including Bobby. Young, inexperienced—white—he knew he could knock
’em dead, if only Booker Taylor, one of the band leaders, would
give him a chance.

Central Avenue was something to see. The heart
of colored Los Angeles in the forties during the war. And at
the heart of Central was the Club Alabam, and the Dunbar Hotel next
door. Neon marquees lit up the night sky, beckoning passersby to
enter their realms of music and mystery and see the likes of Duke
Ellington, Cab Calloway, Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, and every other
colored act you could imagine.

Cars, with their bright white headlights and
trailing hot red taillights, crawled like lifeblood up and down the
avenue. Cigarette smoke wafted in and out of the clubs, wrapping
around streetlights, forming halos in the L.A. fog, creating an
ethereal world—another world. And it was another world from most of
L.A. and the L.A. Bobby grew up in. A world that Bobby would have
sacrificed almost anything to be part of.

He darted into traffic, dodging oncoming
Buicks and Fords and Pontiacs. He brushed past people dressed to
the nines, ladies in furs and heels, gentlemen in tuxes and
fashionable suits. Even zoot suits. They strolled and strutted up
and down the street like peacocks showing their finest feathers,
ducking in and out of the clubs and restaurants. They smoked
cigarettes from beautifully crafted holders. He strolled to the
front door, made his way inside. Smoke wafted up and through the
palm tree decor as Ruby, the hostess, recognized Bobby and gave him
a ringside seat. She knew he was hep, even though he didn’t drink.
The two-dollar tip didn’t hurt his getting that good seat either.
He ordered Bubble Up and grooved on the Booker “Boom-Boom” Taylor
Orchestra—only in this case orchestra meant one hot jazz big
band.

Bobby’s foot tapped out the beat as he eyed
the dance floor. Black couples. White couples. Coloreds and whites
dancing together. One of the few places in L.A. you could do that
and not walk away with your head in your hands. Whites from all
over Los Angeles—even movie stars—came to hear the bands, cut a
rug, and maybe get a little crazy. And though there might be some
coloreds or whites who would look on disapprovingly, mostly no one
cared.

Bobby watched set after set, tap-tap-tapping
and smoking butt after butt of Viceroys. “Thank you, thank you,
ladies and gentlemen,” Booker’s voice boomed from the stage mic.
“We’ll be back after a short break. Have a drink and
enjoy!”

The jam-packed dance floor emptied as the
jitterbugs scattered back to their tables or the bar. Bobby stood,
ready to make his move. He scooted through the narrow lanes between
the closely placed tables, through the crowd, dodging drunken
dancers. He wanted to catch Booker wherever he might land between
sets, maybe on stage, maybe in the hall leading to the dressing
rooms. Before he could, Booker snapped his head in Bobby’s
direction, crooked his finger at him.

“Me?” Bobby mimed.

Booker nodded.

Bobby climbed onto the stage as the rest of
the band departed. Just being on the Alabam’s stage with Booker was
enough to make his heart pound out prestissimo time, even if he
wasn’t playing with the band. At over six feet, Booker towered over
Bobby. Up close Bobby could see the fine line of Booker’s
moustache, the longish, slicked-back, processed hair. He envied
Booker’s threads—the draped, broad-shouldered double-breasted suit,
the pleated pants and fine, lilac silk scarf. But the most striking
thing about him, besides his baritone voice, were those piercing
eyes. Bobby felt those eyes burning a hole in his skin.

“You’re up here every night, kid.
Every night all alone. What’s up?”

“I dig the music.”

“You dig the music. Jungle
bunny music?”

Jungle bunny rolled so easily off
Booker’s tongue. Bobby had heard it before and was surprised to
hear Booker use such a negative word, even if he had said it
sarcastically. “I didn’t come down here to jive you.”

Booker stared at Bobby through several puffs
of his cigarette in a sleek, ebony holder. Bobby wanted to squirm
or scram; held himself in check. Finally, Booker said, “Let’s go to
my office.”

Bobby actually believed Booker had an office
at the back of the club. Booker’s office was the alley
behind it, lit by a few bare bulbs swathed in fog, shadowy and
creepy. Like something out of a Universal horror
movie—Dracula, Frankenstein—that Bobby might have
seen when he was a kid, not all that long ago. Several band members
hung out there, talking, smoking, drinking. Bobby heard a grunt.
Turned to see a couple screwing in a semi-dark doorway a few feet
up.

He didn’t know what he’d gotten himself into.
What if Booker pulled a knife on him? He swallowed it down, though
his father’s warning about coming to this part of town with
these people nagged at him. He was scared, but he couldn’t
show it. He was a man now.

Booker fished in his coat pocket, pulled
something out. A hand-rolled cigarette, lit up. Offered a hit to
Bobby. Bobby didn’t go for it.

“Yeah, kid, reefer. The evil weed.
You barely look old enough to drink. Are you old enough for this?”
Booker said, inhaling. “You even old enough to be in
here?”

“I’m old enough to pound the
eighty-eights in a hot jazz band,” Bobby said with all the bravado
and self-confidence he could muster. He felt shaky fingers fumble a
Viceroy from the pack. He’d been smoking since he was twelve—his
hands had never shook before. “You don’t look old enough to stand
up to piss.”

“I’m old enough.”

“Hardly even looks like you run a
razor over that pearly, baby-smooth skin.” Booker slammed down a
long drag, held it. Let the smoke out slowly. “What’re you comin’
down here for anyway? Why don’t you try to get a gig with a white
band?”

“I’m here. You wanna let me sit
in?”

“Fresh cracker kid. Lemme see your
hands.”

Booker grabbed Bobby’s hands. Ran his long
dark fingers over them. Bobby hoped Booker wouldn’t feel them
shaking.

“Soft.”

“Give me a shot, you’ll see how
soft.”

“You know, Herb Jeffries is going
to do a couple tunes next set—heard of him?”

“The Bronze Buckaroo. I love cowboy
movies.”

“You come down to Central to see
colored cowboy movies?”

“By myself.” Against his father’s
wishes, like so many other things he did.

“You got more balls than I thought,
kid. All right, Herb’s gonna sing ‘Flamingo,’ know it?”

Bobby nodded.

“He’s also gonna sing ‘The Yellow
Rose of Texas.’ If you can tell me what that song’s really about,
you can sit in.”

Bobby shuffled his feet. He knew the answer,
at least he thought he did. He wasn’t sure if he should say it, if
it was a trick question. “I know it’s not about a
flower.”

“C’mon, kid, we don’t got all
day.”

“The yellow rose in the song is a
light-skinned colored woman, a high yellow woman. Do I
pass?”

“All right, kid, we got no
eighty-eight man tonight. You can sit in. If the audience throws
shit—well you know.” Booker took a last drag on his jive stick,
pinched it out between his finger and thumb and put it back in his
pocket. He headed inside, followed by Bobby and the
band.

Bobby’s eyes adjusted to the dusky Alabam
light and stinging smoke. He started to push the piano into a
position where it would be part of the band. No one offered to
help. Booker nodded at a couple of horn players. They leisurely
walked to the piano, pushed and heaved until it was in place. Bobby
thanked them, limbered his fingers. Booker looked over to him, shot
him a wink of encouragement. Before he could get fully situated on
the bench, the band launched into “Take the A Train.” The
dance floor filled. The rhythm insinuated itself deep inside him.
Every inch of him pulsed with it. He joined in with the band.
Butterflies jumped in his stomach as he tried to play Duke
Ellington’s part half as good as the Duke. But his fingers stopped
shaking. He hit the keys with joy and passion. Nobody left the
floor. Nobody threw anything. Nobody paid much attention to the
single white face among all the black faces in the band, the one
person, besides Booker, not in the band uniform of white jacket,
dark slacks, bow tie. Everyone applauded at the end of the
number.

“And now ladies and gentlemen, as
our usual vocalist, the sweet Loretta Martin, isn’t with us
tonight, we have a special guest. Mr. Herb Jeffries, the Bronze
Buckaroo. The Sepia Singing Cowboy. The song stylist who, with Duke
Ellington, made ‘Flamingo’ his own.”

Jeffries sauntered on stage. A handsome man,
over six feet tall, who truly did look bronzed. The crowd went
wild.

“Thank you,” Jeffries said in his
rich, deep voice. Booker’s hand swung on the downbeat and the band
launched into “Flamingo.” Bobby played along. He knew the
song well. People crowded the stage to watch the singer. Others
slow-danced, close and tight. The band was smooth. Jeffries
spectacular with his beautiful baritone. And Bobby knew he was
doing more than a serviceable job winging it. Booker glanced his
way, gave him a quick grin. Bobby shot him a hasty salute. The
crowd swelled and rose like a tidal wave, in a wild frenzy for the
music. When the song ended, a hush fell over the room as Jeffries
launched into “The Yellow Rose of Texas.”

The song over, Jeffries took his bows and left
the stage. Booker looked at Bobby. Bobby knew what that meant—his
turn in the spotlight. Staring into a follow spot like a deer in
headlights, he didn’t know what to do. Then he whipped into Count
Basie’s “Jumpin’ at the Woodside,” banging away on the ivories. The
crowd surged. Danced. Jitterbugs bopped to the music. Booker
smiled, impressed. He looked to the band. They nodded while
continuing to play—this kid could really blow.

Bobby dove deep into the music, swam with it.
It was part of him, one with him. His thoughts were hardly
conscious as he grooved to the beat. Fell in with the rhythm. This
was the only place he wanted to be. Nothing else existed at this
moment.

The number over, Booker motioned to Bobby to
take a bow. Sheened with sweat, he stood and looked out at the
crowd. The applause deafened him but made him happier than he’d
ever been. The applause died and the band went back to its set.
Bobby knew all the songs and played along just fine. When the set
was over, drained and wiped out, Bobby went to the bar and ordered
a Bubble Up.

“On the house,” the bartender said.
“Good set.”

“Thanks.”

“Lawrence.” He put his hand out and
Bobby shook it. The man squeezed hard. He wasn’t much taller than
Bobby but he had the handshake of a hard man. The slicing scar over
his left eye confirmed it.

“Bobby Saxon.”

Booker came up behind Bobby. “Welcome
aboard.”

Bobby tried to maintain his composure, his
cool. He hoped it was working.

“You look spooked, man,” Booker
said, “and that ain’t a word one should be using in this
joint.”

“Just taken aback.”

“They like you, man.”

“I got the gig?” Bobby was giddy.
He only half-expected to get the spot, no matter how good he might
be. Booker had never had a white player before. Bands weren’t
integrated, except for Lionel Hampton with Benny Goodman. This was
almost a first.

“Yours, at least on a trial basis.
We’ll see how it works out for both of us. But when I said welcome
aboard, I meant it. Tonight’s our last night at the Alabam for a
few weeks.”

Was the band going to travel? Bobby didn’t
want that. Booker must have seen the concern on Bobby’s
face.

“I know you’re kinda young. Maybe
don’t wanna stray too far from home. And it ain’t. Just onto the
Apollo.”

“The gambling ship?”

Bobby knew the Apollo was one of several
gambling ships that operated off the shores of Los Angeles and Long
Beach, just outside the legal limits. The law couldn’t touch them.
“The same. Man that boat’s like a floating luxury hotel. Queen Mary
ain’t got nothin’ on the Apollo. One day maybe we’ll make it to the
Apollo in Harlem.”

“What about sleeping
arrangements?”

“You shy, boy?”

Bobby didn’t respond.

“You can sleep on the nice safe
shore. Get your land legs back every night. There are sleeping
arrangements on board, but most of my boys don’t want to stay there
either. Being colored and all, we don’t get the best
accommodations.” Booker pulled out a Lucky Strike. “Take the last
shuttle boat, water taxi, whatever you call it, home with the
tourists every night. You bein’ white and all they won’t mind
sharing their boat with you.”

“Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Mind sharing your boat with me,
your band?”

Booker laughed. “I don’t care ’bout color,
boy. I care that my people can play. And you’re not bad…for a white
boy.”

 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


Bobby stood in front of the bathroom mirror,
which also reflected the framed poster of Julien Eltinge from
The Fascinating Widow on the opposite wall, trying on one
fedora after another. If clothes make the man, Bobby wanted his
clothes to make him. He loved hats and had a fedora for every
occasion and every suit. Black, gray, tan and brown. Wide brimmed
and wider brimmed. Wide band, narrow band. He pulled a snazzy
gray-on-gray down over his eye. Picked up a multicolored,
hand-painted tie with bold geometric patterns, tried it on. He
tried on several ties. Booker was giving him the break he’d been
waiting for. He didn’t want to mess it up. Wanted to look sharp.
And even though the band all wore the same suits, Bobby wanted to
be seen around the ship or town in a classy outfit.

He picked up a pipe, also copped from his dad,
when he thought smoking a pipe made you a man. “Too
highbrow.”

A cigarette. “Hmm, maybe.”

Bobby eyed himself in the mirror. Baby faced.
Could he pull it off? Brushing his index finger over his upper lip,
he wished he could grow a mustache. He grabbed a pack of cigarettes
off the sink.

He looked out the window to the low green
hedge that divided his building from the one next door, longing for
a view of anything other than a wall. He put the radio on. War news
in between the songs. The Japs were dominant in the Pacific. Hitler
was conquering Europe. American boys were already in the African,
Pacific and European theaters of war. Bobby wanted to escape news
of the war, finally found some music and listened until it was time
to leave.

 


 


A fine briny mist bit Bobby’s skin as he waited
in the throng of people on the Santa Monica Pier for the water taxi
that would take him to the gambling ship Apollo. The little
cartoon-like “Kilroy Was Here” drawing glared at him from the water
taxi shack. Kilroy was everywhere these days. He had to shield his
eyes from the fiery late afternoon sun, wished he had a pair of
sunglasses. Only movie stars and musicians wore sunglasses. Maybe
he’d get a pair of shades.

A group of colored men huddled off to the
side. There was no rope or barrier separating them from the rest of
the people, but there might as well have been.

“Bobby, over here!” Booker shouted
above the din of the crowd and waves.

Bobby walked over to Booker and the
band.

“We don’t have to stand in line.
There’s a special water taxi for the band.”

“We royalty,” said another band
member.

“Royalty my ass,” a large, very
dark band member muttered. It was one of those mutters that was
meant to be heard. “We have to take the colored taxi. Slave
ship.”

“Bobby Saxon meet James Christmas.
Don’t let his name fool you. He’s more of a Scrooge than a
Christmas but a fine sax man and pretty damn good on the
eighty-eights too.”

Bobby camouflaged his concern. If Booker had
another possible piano man, maybe he wouldn’t need Bobby. He put
his hand out to shake with James. James didn’t offer
his.

Bobby met James’ eyes with his own. He wasn’t
going to let this man intimidate him. James held Bobby’s stare for
a moment, then looked away as if it were beneath him to waste his
time on Bobby.

Booker turned to the band member standing next
to James Christmas. “Bobby, meet Leroy Perkins, first
trumpet—”

“—When Booker’s not playing. Booker
plays most any instrument. Still, welcome aboard the Booker
Boom-Boom Taylor Orchestra and Yacht Club.” Leroy put his angular
hand out and Bobby shook it.

“I don’t have a band uniform for
you,” Booker said to Bobby. “But then you’re not a real member yet
either.”

Bobby tried not to show his
disappointment.

“Most of the boys are bigger than
you, so I don’t have any outfits that would fit you right now. But
you look fine. Sharp.”

Bobby hoped so, he’d spent enough time trying
on various outfits. “Is this the band’s first trip to one of the
gambling ships?”

“Naw, we play ’em once or twice a
year. They like to move people in an’ out so nobody goes stale. Not
the bands, not the audience. It’s like that.”

“Hey, piano man,” Leroy said,
“where your axe? In your pocket—pretty small tinkle
box.”

Everyone laughed except James Christmas. Bobby
joined in—he wanted the group to accept him.

“Yeah, man. How come we got to haul
our axes with us?” said Cannonball, the tallest band member, with a
piled high conk hairdo. He held up his trombone case. More laughter
all around, except for James Christmas—again.

A water dog wearing a yacht captain’s hat
festooned with gold anchors and braid signaled the band to board
their taxi.

“Three miles in this little boat, I
hope no one gets sick,” Leroy said. Everyone turned to Bobby, the
rookie. He flashed a weak smile. He didn’t know if he’d get seasick
or not; he’d never been on the water before.

The boat moored alongside the Apollo after an
uneventful trip. Once on deck, Bobby pulled Booker aside. “Booker,
I really haven’t had a chance to practice with the
band.”

“It’s okay, Bobby. Just vamp.
Improvise. You did swell at the Alabam.”

James Christmas approached them. “Booker, I
need to speak to you.”

“You can speak in front of my
man.”

“It’s about your man.” He
shot Bobby a look. “Fine by me. What’re you doin’ hirin’ this ofay
to gig with us?”

“He’s good.”

“This is a colored band,
man.”

“This is my band. You don’t like it
you can take the next taxi back to shore.”

James dog-eyed Booker for a split-second,
shook his head, and walked off under a full head of
steam.

“Don’t let him bother you,” Booker
said.

“Maybe none of them want to play
with me.”

“It’s my call. See in the larger
society, you’re the man, the king. But in our world, well we got to
look out for our own. But you’re good and when they see you got the
chops that’s all they’ll care about. Oh, and not being able to say
shit ’bout white people.” Booker clapped Bobby on the back. They
headed to the band room, a large cabin below deck with dank, cold
metal bulkheads, but large enough for the band to practice. The
rest of the band was already there, noodling on their axes, reading
the California Eagle—a newspaper for Negroes that Bobby
liked too because it had great coverage of the band and music
scenes. Bobby looked around. Since he had no piano to practice on,
he started asking questions.

“Hey, Booker, do I need to join the
union?” he said.

Everybody laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“Which union would that be?”
Cannonball said.

“There’s more than one?”

“There’s separate unions for
colored and white,” Booker said.

“Guess we know which one he’ll be
joinin’,” James said, without a hint of levity or irony.

The door opened. A light-skinned colored woman
walked through. Bobby looked at her as long as he dared; she was
beautiful. Long, straight black hair pulled back to reveal a
near-perfect face with sharp features, like Lena Horne. Shimmering
jet hair rippled on a diaphanous white gown sparkling with
sequins.

“Yo, Loretta. Didn’t know you’d be
back so soon,” Leroy said.

She smiled her million-dollar smile at the
band, went and sat on one of the drum cases.

“Hollywood didn’t work out for you?
Those white boys—” Cannonball stopped short, noticing Bobby. He
nervously jerked his trombone’s slide back and forth.

“See what I mean, it’s already
different,” James said.

Booker ignored him. “Loretta, meet Bobby
Saxon. Our new hands on the eighty-eights.”

Bobby looked over, walked to Loretta, shook
hands.

“Pleased to meet you,” she said.
Bobby liked her contralto voice. “Just make sure he keeps his hands
off Loretta,” James muttered. Bobby heard, everyone did. No one
said anything. Bobby was getting the feel for the band, for James
in particular. He was a killjoy or maybe worse.

“Loretta’s our little canary what
flew the coup,” Leroy said with a grin. “But now she’s back to sing
for her supper, at least for tonight.”

“At least I’ll be dining on steak
and champagne, Leroy,” Loretta said

Everyone laughed again, even James.

“Loretta, you and Bobby should get
to know each other. Maybe work up some arrangements. Bobby, can you
arrange?” Booker stared straight at Bobby. “I’m getting tired of
doin’ all the charts.”

“I think I can.”

“Think don’t cut it.”

“I can.”

“Good.” Booker turned to the band.
“All right, let’s get a little practice in before show
time.”

Bobby didn’t know how the hell he’d manage
that without a piano. Booker told him it was in the ballroom, but
he’d have to limber up without it. Bobby’s pulse drummed under his
skin, nervous excitement racing through him. He’d have to play with
the band cold. He hoped he was up to it.

 


 


Bobby peered over the sea of faces in the
ballroom—white faces in expensive suits and chic dresses. The
Apollo wasn’t the biggest or fanciest or the most seaworthy ship in
the world. But if she went down, half of Hollywood, the Los Angeles
political establishment, and business movers and shakers in the
Southland would disappear into Davy Jones’ Locker. That didn’t stop
the people who ran her—gangsters everyone knew—from decking out the
main ballroom as if it were Versailles. The ceiling was tall and
sparkled with lights under a false ceiling with a gauzy,
azure-painted sky. Below it, the dance floor in the center of the
room, surrounded by gambling tables—craps, roulette, blackjack, and
the like. And in rows behind the gambling tables, dining
tables.

The band launched into its first set, running
through several numbers, “Take the A Train,” “Harlem Nocturne,”
“Sing, Sing, Sing,” “Opus One,” and “Strangeland”—a Booker
original. Bobby jammed tight with them. No one in the all-white
crowd seemed to notice a white piano player in the otherwise
all-colored band. People danced. Gambled. Drank. Had a swell
time.

Crash! The sound of glass breaking.
Bobby looked down at the dance floor. A man’s highball glass was
shattered on the parquet floor. Two men yelling, raising fists.
Bobby couldn’t tell why. But the bulky white bouncers cooled them
off before anything serious happened. Booker signaled the band to
keep playing, while the bouncers handled the problem.

“And now ladies and gentlemen,
please give a hand to our little canary, Loretta Martin,” Booker
said into the mic. The audience applauded as the band launched into
“Brazil,” a song Jimmy Dorsey had made famous. Loretta sang the
Helen O’Connell part; Booker did the Bob Eberly vocal. Loretta had
a melodious voice.

Bobby played hard, not in the sense of
pounding keys, but wanting to be there for her as an accompanist.
Loretta did another number, then the band did some up-tempo tunes.
At one point, Leroy leaned over to James, while glancing at Bobby,
and said, “That cat does a mean walking bass.” James shot him a
dirty look.

“And now ladies and gentlemen, it’s
time for us to take a break. We’ll be back in fifteen or twenty.
Hang loose, have a drink, play some blackjack. Enjoy.” Booker and
the band left the stage to mild applause. It seemed the audience
had other things on their minds. The break was as much to get
people off the dance floor and at the gambling tables as it was for
the band to take a rest.

He was about to step off the stage onto the
main floor—deck? What do you call the floor on a ship?—when a
movie-star handsome man in an elegant suit crossed in front of the
stage, arm in arm with a woman of equal good looks. Bobby pretended
to fiddle with one of his buttons, hoping David Chambers wouldn’t
look up and see him. He’d known David in high school, though David
was a couple years older. They’d been friends, but Bobby didn’t
want to be judged. Luckily David seemed preoccupied with the woman
on his arm.

Bobby followed the band down the passageway.
Several of them headed for the restroom. Bobby got in line. Leroy
turned to him, pointed to a sign on the door: Colored
Only.

“The white bathroom is that way.”
He pointed again. Bobby didn’t know what to do. He didn’t mind
using the colored restroom. He was part of the band. But he knew
that in some places using the wrong bathroom could cause an
explosion. He headed for the Whites Only toilet.

As he neared the restroom, Bobby could hear
two men talking animatedly, one of them in a German accent, the
other American. Two tall white men stood by the lavatory door, one
middle-aged, heavy-set, dressed expensively, like he’d stepped out
of a Paramount white telephone movie. The other, thirty-fivish,
lean. Pure blonde hair, like someone in one of those German
propaganda films. James Christmas came out of the Whites Only head.
All eyes turned to him as did the conversation.

“—Der Fuehrer was right in
not shaking hands with the schvartze Jesse Owens at the 1936
Olympics,” the blonde said in his mild German accent, turning his
scowl on James.

“Say what?” James glared at the
blonde man. The blonde glared back, neither one wanting to be the
first to avert their eyes. Booker, standing near the end of the
hall, turned to see what the commotion was about.

“Hans, pay no attention to him,”
the middle-aged man said. “He’s just part of the band.”

“You Americans are so much more
tolerant than we Germans.” The blonde turned to James. “Are there
no colored toilets here?”

“You like my music. You come here
to listen.” James balled his hands into fists.

“I come here to gamble,” the blonde
man said.

“This ain’t Jim Crow Georgia, you
know,” James spat.

“When we take over—”

“Yeah, Fritz, I know, today
Deutschland, tomorrow the world,” James shouted.

“My name is not Fritz.”

Booker darted between James and the blonde
man. James edged Booker aside, moving in on the blonde man until
they were nose to nose. Booker and Bobby pushed back in between
them. “Gentlemen, let’s settle this like, well, gentlemen,” Booker
said. But it was too late. James’ fist swung up, the German dodged
it. Two beefy white bouncers jumped between them, pulling James off
the blonde. They didn’t lay a hand on the tall blonde German. James
struggled; the two bouncers held him tight.

“I’ll see you again,” James sneered
at the blonde man. The German chuckled as he and his friend walked
off.

A stocky man in a tailored pinstriped suit
walked up. Shorter than the bouncers, he looked tougher and meaner.
“What goes on here?”

“It’s all taken care of, Mr.
Tierney,” one of the bouncers said.

“This a band member?”

Booker nodded.

“Keep your people in line,
Booker.”

“Yes, sir.” It was clear to anyone
watching that Booker was seething, holding his temper in
check.

“Let’s go.” Tierney led Booker,
James, and Bobby to a large, well-appointed office, filled with
blonde art deco furniture, not the cheap stuff. Signed celebrity
photos adorned the bulkheads, Cary Grant, Carole Lombard, Jean
Harlow, Clark Gable, Bogart, Joe Bascopolous, Errol Flynn, and
more.

Bobby sized up the nattily dressed man behind
the desk. Tony Leach—L.A.’s number two gangster, though nobody
would ever say that to his face. In his mind, Bobby knew, Leach was
number one.

“Booker, my friend, I can’t—” Leach
ran his fingers through his slicked-back black hair.

“I apologize, Mr. Leach. Sometimes
things just get a little—especially with the war and
all—”

“Well, it’s your job to stop them
from getting ‘just a little.’ Leastways if you want to keep working
on the Apollo. I can’t have you and your employees roughing up the
guests.”

“Booker was just trying to break it
up,” Bobby said.

“The honky Nazi bastard started
it,” James spat.

“Now you sound like my six-year-old
nephew, my friend. You’ve met my other friend here. His name is
Cabot Tierney, but we call him Carnie. You know those carnivals
that travel through Southern towns, well Carnie here would break up
fights with the good old boys, and believe me they grow them big
down there. Carnie could one-hand them, up and out. And God bless
anyone who tried fighting back.”

“I’ll take my lumps,” James
huffed.

“Listen, James. I like you. I like
the Booker ‘Boom-Boom’ Taylor Orchestra, with a white piano player
even.” Leach gestured toward Bobby.

“Mr. Leach. The man James was
arguing with is a German and he was insulting my
people.”

“If by that, Booker, you mean the
American people—”

“The blonde guy’s a Nazi,” Bobby
said.

“Mr. Dietrich is a guest. We make a
lot of money on this tub. So far we’re protected by the cops and
sheriffs. But if there’s trouble…We don’t need no
trouble.”

“There won’t be anymore trouble,
Mr. Leach.” Booker tried to maintain his dignity, though it was
obvious he knew he wasn’t top dog here.

“We understand each other then?”
Leach looked straight at James and Booker.

“Yes sir,” Booker said.

Bobby could tell Booker was tough. He was
surprised to see him being so deferential. Maybe everybody’s
deferential to a real live gangster like Leach.

Leach nodded. “Good. Now I’m sure the folks
want to hear another set.”

Booker, Bobby, and James headed out to the
passageway.

“Gangsters,” Booker
said.

“You lost your balls, man?” James
said.

“Why make trouble? We need the
gig.”

“I could bust that ofay
motherfucker’s face for him.”

“Which one?”

“All of ’em. But you, man, you done
it.” James pounded his fist into the wall.

“I don’t own up to that one,”
Booker said.

“Everybody knows you did—killed
that boy down in—”

“Well this ain’t of that level,”
Booker whispered. “Now take it out on your horn, man.”

The three of them walked toward the backstage
area. James stopped.

“Let’s go,” Booker said. “Got a set
to do.”

“I need some air. I’ll catch up
with you.” James hung back.

“You do that, James. And don’t get
yourself in anymore trouble.”

Booker and Bobby headed backstage, where the
band members wanted to know how it went. Booker told them, then
called out to Bobby. “I been thinking. You need to come up with a
signature song. Something that will make everyone sit up and take
notice. Got anything?”

“Let me think on it, Booker. I’ll
see what I can come up with.”

“You do that.”

But right now Bobby wasn’t thinking about a
signature song. He was thinking about what James had said about
Booker killing that boy.

 


 


The band took the stage, started wailing.
People flowed onto the dance floor, a sea of jitterbuggers. It was
amazing how crowded it was, but the gaming tables around the edges
of the huge room were packed too.

Bobby went to a different place when he
played. Cloud Nine. A place where no one else could go and no one
could touch him. He didn’t need booze, didn’t need reefer; he had
Cloud Nine or maybe he was over the rainbow in his own Land of Oz.
Between numbers he’d briefly touch down on planet Earth. He looked
out at the crowd, dressed in their finest, all the swells. One
massive blur of humanity. Once in a while someone would look
familiar—a movie star, the mayor, maybe even someone he’d known,
like David Chambers—and he’d try to get a better look, hoping they
wouldn’t recognize him. The past was the past and that’s where he
wanted it to stay. He was glad when they’d be swallowed up by the
throng before they recognized him. So why was he scanning the crowd
for David? And there he was, dancing with that gorgeous
woman.

Bobby noticed that James hadn’t rejoined the
band onstage. Probably off sulking. Booker gave the downbeat. The
band launched into its next number and Bobby floated up to Cloud
Nine again.

The band paused between numbers, just about
ready to blow again when a tearing sound ripped through the
ballroom. Everyone heard it, but no one was sure where it was
coming from. Bobby looked around, didn’t see anything. The band
started to play just as the ripping sound got louder. People
stopped dancing. What the hell was going on? A man by the stage
looked up. A dancing couple looked up. Finally everyone was looking
up as the gauzy azure sky of the false ceiling was shredding
in two. People moved aside, clearing a space in the center of the
dance floor.

A beam broke loose, swinging down.

People scattered.

Something fell out of the ceiling. A man.
Hanging by his neck.

His deadweight dropped him two-thirds of the
way from the beams to the dance floor below. He looked just like a
hanged man in the movies, dangling by the neck from a rope that
went somewhere up inside the false ceiling. Everyone stared. No one
was quite sure what to do.

Bobby recognized the grotesquely distorted
face as that of the German man James had threatened. Dietrich’s
lifeless body swayed above the crowd.

 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


“Calm down. Everybody calm down,” Booker said
into the mic. His words echoed through the ballroom, careening off
the walls. But they didn’t do much good. People shouted, screamed,
tried to run.

A woman fainted. She would have hit the floor
except for the mass of people around her wedging her in.

James joined the band on stage. Booker threw
him a glance as if to ask, Did you do this?

The bouncers blocked the doors, but otherwise
didn’t seem to know what to do with themselves or the guests.
Seeing that no one was listening to him, Booker retreated to the
folds of the band. The band members huddled.

“This’s gonna be a shitload of
trouble for us.” Booker glowered at James. James looked from exit
to exit. “Where you gonna run to, man?”

Bobby stayed at his piano, unsure what to do.
He was still the new kid and didn’t feel he had the right to give
his two cents. James definitely had a chip on his shoulder, maybe
with good reason.

Leach charged into the room followed by Carnie
and some big, rough-looking men that made the regular bouncers look
like schoolboys.

“My God, what the hell’s going on
here?” Leach looked up to see Dietrich dangling from the ceiling.
The boat swayed and the body with it.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Carnie
said. “It’s a fucking zoo.”

“Cut him down!”

“The cops ain’t gonna like that,”
Carnie said, biting the head off a stogie, putting it in his
pocket.

“Like I give a cow’s fart what the
cops’ll like. Timber.”

“Yeah, boss.” Timber, called that
for obvious reasons, pulled a knife from his pocket. Walked
off.

“This ain’t gonna be good for
business,” Carnie said.

“You’re telling me.” Leach took the
stage. Spoke into the mic. “Ssh. Ssh, ladies and gentlemen. It
appears we have a tragic accident here—”

A loud nervous laugh pierced the
crowd.

“As I was saying, let’s calm down.
Unfortunately accidents do happen. It looks like a member of the
crew was up in the scaffolding and—” He wiped his brow. “Let’s all
head out on deck.”

Nobody headed topside. Morbid curiosity held
them tight. Carnie leaned over, whispered to Leach.

“Drinks on the house,” Leach said.
“On deck.”

A cheer went up in the ballroom. Some people
slowly started heading out, while others stayed behind to
gawk.

“That always gets ’em.” Carnie
smirked.

Bobby stayed at the piano, trying to be
invisible. At least he hoped he was. He didn’t want Leach to think
he was eavesdropping, even if he was.

“These swells, you can buy ’em off
cheap.”

“Let’s hope we can do the same with
the cops, boss.”

“They can be bought too. They’re
just a little more expensive.”

A creaking sound cleaved the ballroom from
high above—Timber gingerly making his way across slim, threadlike
catwalks until he finally reached the rope holding the dangling
body. He tried pulling the body up. Holding onto the trellis with
one hand, he couldn’t raise the body with the other. He looked down
to see Leach slice a finger across his neck. Timber slit the rope
Dietrich was hanging by. Several bouncers ran to the center of the
floor and caught the body. A wail escaped the lingering
crowd.

“No more fainting, please,” Leach
muttered. “I guess this means another round of drinks.”

They watched the bouncers lower the body to
the deck.

“Stop the water taxis.”

“Already done, boss.”

“Get me out of here,” a woman
screamed.

Leach paced the stage near Bobby’s piano,
bouncers surrounding him. “We’re gonna have to call the cops in on
this one. Ain’t no way to hide it with a thousand people on board.
They been wanting to shut me down forever. Now they’re really gonna
have a reason.” He lit a cigarette with a gold lighter. He pushed
Carnie into a corner, spoke under his breath. “This is the end,
Carnie. The farshtunkenah end. Go radio the Coast Guard or
sheriffs or whoever the hell we gotta be calling. And stow the
men’s weapons before the cops get here.”

“What about the band?”

“Put ’em in their room.”

“You think that hot-headed Negro
did it?”

“Don’t know, but I know we didn’t.
Did we?”

“Not on my orders,
boss.”

“Good. Put a man on the door. Let’s
keep this neat and clean. Wrap it up in a bow for the cops and
hopefully we’ll be right back in business.”

Carnie made his way past the
bouncers.

 


 


The band room was like a steam bath of smoke,
everyone chain smoking one cigarette after another. Loretta and
Cannonball sat in a corner playing gin. Booker walked up to James.
Though larger than Booker, James’ eyes showed fear where Booker’s
showed none.

“I need to know, James, you do
this?”

“No way.”

“You weren’t with us last
set.”

“I was in a lifeboat, smoking
reefer. Had to get away after all that BS.”

“Don’t give me no shuck ’n’ jive,
boy. He couldda been put there—hidden up there—any
time.”

“I swear, Booker, I didn’t do
it.”

“Well if you did, I’m gonna knock
the black off-a you.” Booker’s face was a sea of calm. Everyone
relaxed. Then Booker, tapping into a reservoir of rage,
hard-charged into James, shoving him against the wall, his hands
wrapped around James’ throat.

“Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m tellin’ you the
truth.”

“They’ll be wanting to pin this on
a colored man.”

Bobby watched Booker and James. He knew what
it was like to be the outsider. And here he was an outsider in a
group of outsiders. How hard must that be, to get up every day and
know you didn’t quite fit.

“I didn’t do it.”

“Yeah, but is that gonna matter to
the cops? You got in a fight with the dead man. An’ you’re as
colored as they come. I’d say you got two strikes on you already.
An’ with the umpires being part-a their team, I’d say a third
strike is on the way.”

A loud knock pounded the door. The bouncer
opened the door and stuck his head in. “Boss says everyone to the
ballroom.”

Everyone took long drags on their cigarettes
before heading out single file. Now there were sheriff’s deputies
and coastguardsmen at every door. Throngs of customers sat or stood
in their evening wear, smoking, talking, all looking uncomfortable,
the party atmosphere drained away. Deputies had people cornered
here and there, questioning them, while Dietrich’s body lay in the
center of the room, covered only by a thin sheet.

A uniformed deputy stepped up to Booker’s mic.
“Quiet, quiet. I’m Deputy Wes Hardin of the L.A. Sheriffs and this
is Lieutenant Toby Norman of the Coast Guard. We’ll be leading the
investigation of what happened here.” He conferred privately with
Lieutenant Norman before continuing. “James Christmas, step
forward,” Hardin said into the crackling mic.

Booker turned to Bobby, “Strike
three.”

He looked around for James. No sign of him.
The cops up on the stage were looking too. Hardin and Lieutenant
Norman huddled together. Signaled for a couple of their men. The
huddle broke. Deputies and coastguardsmen talked to Leach and
Carnie. To the bouncers.

Hardin, Norman, Leach, and Carnie headed for
Booker and Bobby.

“Where is he?” Hardin
said.

“I don’t know.”

“Booker, my friend, if you do,
you’d better tell these gentlemen.” Leach, Hardin, the deputies,
and the coastguardsmen walked off.

“You think he did it?” Bobby
said.

“I told him not to be arm wrestling
with that dude. He’s always got to be goin’ against the grain. Just
like he did with you. Can’t leave nothin’ alone.” Booker pulled a
marijuana cigarette from his pocket, thought better of it, shoved
it behind a sofa cushion. Pulled out a Lucky, lit up.

Even though it appeared that they saw James as
their prime suspect, deputies continued to question everyone in the
ballroom. A dark-haired man with finely tuned blue eyes walked up
to Bobby. He filled out his cheap double-breasted detective’s suit
the way Charles Atlas might after a few years of sitting at a desk.
Bobby didn’t like the looks of him, a meanness around the
eyes.

“You a member of the
band?”

“Yes.”

The plainclothes deputy looked at the other
band members. “What are you, the black sheep of the
family?”

“Wouldn’t that be white
sheep?”

The man cracked the slightest grin. “I’m
Sergeant Nicolai with the sheriffs. So what’s a white sheep doing
with all these black sheep?”

“Do these questions have anything
to do with—” Bobby pointed to the dead man crumpled on the
floor.

“Let’s go outside, or topside or
deckside or whatever the hell they call it.” Sergeant Nicolai led
the way. They stood at the railing, watching the flickering lights
of Santa Monica in the distance. Bobby sucked in a deep breath. He
felt like he’d landed in the middle of a Bogart movie.

“So where were you during the band
break when Herr Dietrich was last seen alive?”

“You say ‘Herr’ with some distaste,
Sergeant.”

“I gotta job to do, but I got no
truck with the dead man. We’re already fighting the krauts—again!
So where were you?”

“Having a smoke, hanging
around.”

“In any particular room or whatever
they call it on one-a these tubs?”

“I don’t know, I think I got a
drink at the bar. Bubble Up, if you want to know.” Even with only
Bubble Up in him, the chunk of the waves was getting to
Bobby.

“I thought all you band guys were
hardcore alkies.”

“Well, you know, a white sheep in a
black herd.”

“All right, let’s cut the jive. You
were at the bar the whole time?”

“Before the fight, I think I might
have hit the head.” Bobby didn’t want to get involved, didn’t want
to be the one to point the finger at James. He already had a strike
against him being the only white in the band; he didn’t want to be
kicked out because he squealed on James.

“Hit your head?”

“The head. What they call the
bathroom on a boat.”

“Serves me right for having been in
the army instead of the navy.” Nicolai scratched at the rail. “The
head’s where the fight was. Did you see it?”

“From a distance.” Bobby wondered
if his see-no-evil-hear-no-evil act seemed obvious.

“That’s funny. I thought you were a
lot closer.”

“And then we went back onstage for
another set.”

“Was Mr. Christmas there for that
set?”

“I don’t know, Sergeant, I was just
digging on the music.” Bobby watched the shoreline bob up and down,
hoping he would keep his dinner down.

“Okay, what do you know about James
Christmas?”

“Sax man. Pretty good.”

“I hear you and him had a
tiff.”

“Tiff, such a delicate word,
Sergeant.”

“All right, a fight.” Nicolai lit
up.

“It was nothing. Just the usual
hazing when someone new joins any group.” Bobby knew this was a
line of BS. He had gotten his dream job; he wasn’t about to
jeopardize it. “I heard it was more than that. Something about not
wanting a white boy in the Booker band.”

“You’re good, Sergeant. Yeah that
too.”

“And something about Mr. Christmas
not wanting to use the colored head.”

“Criminy, Sergeant. Can you blame
him?”

“So what are you doing in a black
band, slumming? I hear you’re pretty good.”

“I dig their style, the way they
play.” Bobby’s eyes darted back and forth. He had to look the
sergeant in the eye but he couldn’t tell him the truth. And he knew
he wouldn’t fit in with the white big bands. He would always be the
outsider with them. But he wanted to play, so he gave it his shot
down on Central. “Besides, I couldn’t get in with Goodman or
Dorsey. And Booker’s local. It’s a good training
ground.”

Bobby heard a commotion. He looked up to see a
handcuffed James being led toward the ladder and the waiting Coast
Guard boat below. The other passengers and guests were boarding
water taxis. They pushed and shoved to get to the front of the
line. None of this women and children first stuff.

“Looks like we got our man.”
Sergeant Nicolai started to head off.

“Found him in a lifeboat, Sarge,”
one of the deputies escorting James shouted.

“Doesn’t it seem just a little too
easy, Sergeant?” Bobby said.

“It’s not my call. It’s Deputy
Hardin’s.”

Bobby glanced at James’ face. He’d never seen
such a defeated look on a man, not even on his father. As the
deputies led James past Bobby, he could see the cuts and bruises on
James’ face, the tears in his clothes.

“Well, I guess that’s it for now.
Write your personal info down here in case we need to get in touch
with you.” Nicolai handed Bobby a notebook. Bobby scribbled in it.
Nicolai headed off, calling behind him, “Have fun
slumming.”

Bobby wanted to push him overboard, but why
aggravate things for himself?

 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


Bobby’s head swirled with thoughts of James and
the dead guy, Dietrich. Had James done it? Bobby didn’t know him
very well but James seemed like a hot head. The way he overreacted
to everything and seemed angry all the time, Bobby wouldn’t put it
past him, especially since the dead German had made comments about
colored people.

His wristwatch read five to twelve, almost the
witching hour, but not very late by musicians’ standards, when he
pulled up in front of his apartment in his 1935 Oldsmobile Six
convertible. Several years old, it had been in an accident, so
Bobby got it cheap. It was still one snazzy car and he loved the
running boards, rag top, rumble seat, and magenta color. Not the
original color, but a hot jazz color if ever there was.

Bobby grabbed his stuff, didn’t bother locking
the car, headed up the walk. His building was like a thousand
others in Hollywood, a million in L.A. White stucco and Spanish
style, but it had seen better days. He opened the
wood-and-glass-paneled front door, walked down the carpeted but
threadbare hall to his tiny apartment in the back. He’d thought
about going to a Gene Autry Western at the all-night theater to
unwind, decided against it. A smoke and his couch would help him
unwind just fine.

He threw off his hat and coat, yanked off his
tie and shoes, and flopped on the sofa. It was too much trouble
pulling down the Murphy bed. He pulled out the ever-present pack of
Viceroys, lit up, drew hard, turned on the radio—war news, what
else? It was as good as anything to drift off to sleep
to.

 


 


Intense morning sun streamed through the
venetian blinds, casting long shadows, while dust mites
jitterbugged on the light. Bobby, asleep in his clothes on the
couch, turned. A loud knock on the front door seeped into his
semi-consciousness. Who the hell was it, the cops?

He got up, adjusted his shirt carefully,
making sure everything was in place. He ran his hand over his chin
and cheek, then headed to the door, saw Booker through the
peephole. Booker was in the same suit he’d worn last night; looked
like he’d slept in it.

“Booker,” he said, opening the
door.

Booker stumbled in. “You got any
coffee?”

“Sure.” Bobby walked to the kitchen
on the far side of the room, followed by Booker. He started the
percolator while Booker made himself comfortable at the banquette.
“How ’bout some breakfast?”

“I didn’t sleep at all, Bobby.
You?”

“Nothing keeps me from
sleeping.”

“You’re lucky.”

“In some ways.” Bobby thought this
was a slip, but Booker didn’t pick up on it. Bobby started frying
up some eggs and bacon. Making toast. They would use up most of his
rations for the week, but Booker was a guest.

“I got a funny look from one-a your
neighbors coming here.”

“Probably Mrs. Hazelton, the
landlady.”

“I don’t think she likes colored
folk in her neighborhood.”

“She looks at everyone like that.
I’ve been living here a year and she still looks at me
funny.”

“I don’t know if you’re telling me
the truth or not, but it makes me feel better anyways. Bobby, this
is a nice place.”

“This dump? It’s all right, but I’m
aiming to move to better digs.”

“You ain’t no rich white boy just
slumming, playin’ on Central Avenue with the darkies to
stick it to your folks?”

“Nope.”

“You go to school?”

“I graduated high school. I like to
read. But I’ve never been to college.”

“That’s good. I don’t want no
eggheads in my band. They tend to intellectualize everything.”
Booker sipped the coffee Bobby gave him. He looked the room over.
“So, where’s your piano?”
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