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This place [Los Angeles] was a lot friendlier
and a lot nicer when I came here twenty-six years ago. There are
still pockets of civility here, but they are rapidly disappearing
as neighborhoods and ethnic groups get more and more polarized, and
as the city gets more and more crowded. I think the violence and
the ruthlessness is going to increase...

 


—Don Henley, musician and a founding member of
the Eagles

 


 



 


 


APRIL 1992

 


April is the cruelest month.

The Waste Land

—T.S. Eliot

 


 





CHAPTER 1

 


My father always said I was a fuckup, that the
only reason we get along is ’cause he keeps his mouth shut. Maybe
he’s right:

I fucked up high school.

Fucked up college.

Fucked up my marriage.

Fucked up my life by leaving the
service.

And now I’ve fucked up a case.

Fucked it up real bad.

Teddie Matson was different. She had a golden
life, until her path had the misfortune of crossing mine. I sat
staring out the window of my office, k.d. lang playing in the
background. It was a while till the sun would set, that
golden hour when everything takes on a gilded
glow.

Golden hour is the time when the light hits
just right in the early morning or late afternoon. The time when
movie cinematographers most like to shoot. The light is tawny and
warm. Gentle. It makes the stars shine brighter.

Golden hour is the time when Teddie Matson was
killed.

 


 


“Duke Rogers?”

“What can I do for
you?”

The Weasel shifted back and forth. Left foot
to right. Right to left. Nervous. Fidgety. Blue eyes so pale they
almost lacked color darted back and forth across the
room.

“I, I want you to find a friend of
mine,” he said, voice cracking. He slapped a snapshot on the desk,
a sleek chrome and smoked-glass job that I’d picked up at auction.
A greasy lock of hair dropped over his eye. He shooed it
away.

She was a beautiful girl. Woman? No. Hardly
more than a girl. Smile was warm and inviting. Dark almond-shaped
eyes. Long dark tresses curling around her neck. They looked like
they were ready to strangle her.

“Who is she?”

“W’we went to school together. I
heard she was in town and I—” He sucked in his already-sunken
cheeks.

Who was I to argue with him? Just because he
looked ten years older than her. Maybe he’d had a rough life. Just
because she was black and he was white? That didn’t mean they
couldn’t have gone to school together.

“How much is your fee?” he said.
Lit a cigarette. I pointed to the universal “No Smoking” sign over
my desk. I needed the gig, but I didn’t need it that bad. He
grunted. Stubbed it out on the linoleum floor.

“Two-fifty. Sounds simple enough.”
The words came out by rote. My mind was somewhere else. At the
moment, thinking about redecorating the office. Getting rid of the
orange crate art, replacing it with Hopper prints, Rooms by the
Sea and Chop Suey. They seemed to go with the building.
A little more classic. But I knew I could use the cash for an
overdue plumbing bill. Redecorating would have to wait.

The Weasel pulled out a wad of sweaty bills,
peeled off a handful. Sucker. The job would take me all of an hour,
if that. He was also a dweeb. He deserved to be fleeced.

“Here, write down her name, any
other information you might have on her, age, height, scars, that
kind of thing. Where she was born.” I handed him a piece of paper
and watched him scribble in an unsteady hand. He shoved the paper
back at me. He had scrawled her name: “Teddie/Theodora
Matson”.

“How long will it
take?”

“Couple-a days. What’s your phone
number?”

“I’ll come by on
Thursday.”

“Around ten.”

He headed for the door.

“Hey, what’s your
name?”

“Jim, Jim Talbot.”

“See ya Thursday, Jim.”

He left. I opened the window wider to let in
some fresh air. I inhaled deeply, taking in the whiff of orange and
lemon blossoms outside the window.

 


 


I wondered how the dweeb would spend the time
between Monday and Thursday at 10 a.m. Didn’t look like he had many
friends. Maybe not any. If he was from out of town he might go to
Disneyland. Nah. Not a place you go to by yourself. He might go
down to the Santa Monica pier and throw a line off. Sure, the
beach. That’s where they all go. Isn’t that why people come to
Southern California anyway? So the beach would be one place for
sure. He might take in a museum, but dweeby as he was, he didn’t
look the museum type. Might go on the Universal Studio Tour. Sure.
He could see all the papier-mâché and phony fronts that make
Hollywood what it is. Yeah, that was his kind of place all right.
Maybe he’d check out Griffith Park or the Observatory or Farmers’
Market. He had to eat. Well, what did I care how he spent those
days in between?

I called Lou Waters at the DMV. We’d been
friends since we went to Fairfax High together a decade or two ago.
Seemed more like a century. I’d aged. She hadn’t. She was one of
those people who actually looked better the older she got—aging
like a fine wine, she’d say.

“What’s on today, Duke?” she
asked.

“Can you run a name for
me?”

“You know I’m not supposed
to.”

“Never stopped you
before.”

“And it won’t stop me this
time.”

“Why do we always have to play
this game, Lou?”

“It brightens my day.”

“I thought the sound of my voice
alone did that.”

“You’re not the fair-haired boy
anymore.”

I never was. But if being a second rate P.I.
is success, I guess I’ve succeeded beyond my wildest dreams. In the
land of Beamers and Benzes, I’m just a Camry.

I gave Lou the info the dweeb had given me. I
could hear the clicking of her computer keys over the phone. She
had an address for me in a few seconds.

“Thanks, Lou. I owe you
one.”

“You owe me a ton.”

“I’m good for it.”

“Yeah, sure.” She hung up. I knew
she was smiling. We’d dated briefly in our sophomore year of high
school. She’d left me for an older, more sophisticated guy—a
junior, with a car.

I had to figure out what I’d do between now
and the time the dweeb came back. I had a couple other scut cases I
was working. Might as well check out some leads on them.

Later that day, while I was trying to decipher
a new software program for billing my clients, new business walked
in the door.

“Marion Rogers?”

“Yes.” She was attractive in a
plain sort of way. An all-American way. Open face, cute smile.
Natural blond hair. She didn’t have the sultry appeal of Teddie
Matson, that’s for sure.

“You don’t look like a
Marion.”

“Maybe that’s why my friends call
me Duke.”

She introduced herself as Laurie Hoffman, sat
down and crossed her legs. I could tell she wanted to get to the
point. And she did.

“Someone’s following me. I went
out with him once and now he won’t leave me alone.”

“Get a restraining
order.”

“I have. It doesn’t do any good.
And by the time the police arrive he’s gone.”

“Has he threatened
you?”

“Not in so many words. He just
tells me how much he wants me, things like that.”

“I’m not really sure what I could
do for you. Surveil him maybe, but—”

“I think he’s
dangerous.”

“He hasn’t done
anything.”

“Yet.”

“Problem is I don’t really have
the time right now. I’m a one-man office and I’ve got more than I
can handle already.”

“You don’t need the
money?”

“It’s not that. But I honestly
don’t think I’d be able to devote the necessary time and that
wouldn’t be good for either of us.” I wrote Harvey Zenobia’s name
and number on a piece of paper. Handed it to her. “This is a
colleague of mine. Give him a call. Maybe he can help.”

Truth is, I did need the money. I had a second
mortgage on the house my dad left me and I could barely make the
payments. What I didn’t need was another short term shit job that
was more trouble than it was worth. Domestic cases, stalking cases
are hell. I landed in jail on one once when I tried to intervene
between a husband and wife. I got between them when he was coming
after her, slugged him, hard. He filed assault charges and I got
three days in jail. The fact that he had a knife in his hand didn’t
seem to matter to the judge.

She stood to leave, looking defiant. Angry.
But too proud to say anything.

“I’m sorry,” I said as she
disappeared through the door.

 


 


The dweeb showed up at ten on the nose. I knew
he would. You can tell these things about a person.

“Didja get it?” He was almost
breathless. A bubble formed at his lips when he talked.

I handed him a slip of paper. He looked down
at it. His mouth didn’t move. But his eyes smiled. He stared at the
paper an awfully long time. He was wearing a good suit. English
cut. Expensive. Then I noticed his shoes: old. Scuffy. Didn’t quite
fit.

He turned and left. Didn’t say a word. He had
paid so I didn’t care. He was a happy man. And I was happy to have
him out of my life. I’d wish later that I’d never met the lousy
dweeb.

 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


I’d gone out of town for about a week on a
case. My buddy Jack had collected the mail and taken care of my
dog, Baron. I came home, greeted by Baron in his usual overzealous
manner. There was a message from Lou on the answering machine. She
didn’t say what she wanted and I couldn’t reach her. Everything
else was in order. I went to the office, was sitting in my chair,
listening to k.d. lang, catching up on a week’s worth of newspapers
and taking my lunch break of gin-laced lemonade. I’d cut down on
the alcohol. Cut down, not out. I could handle it in small doses.
The article I was reading said that a verdict in the Rodney King
beating case was expected any day now. But it was another headline
that slammed me in the gut.

Another photo.

Made me want to vomit.

Through force of will, I was able to control
it.

I crumpled the paper.

Tossed it in the can.

Kicked the can with such force that the metal
sides caved in.

Fucked up a case.

Fucked it up real bad.

“Promising Actress Shot by Rabid
Fan” the headline read. “Teddie Matson, the twenty-six-year-old
second lead of such Hollywood sitcom hits as Day Timers and
Holier Than Thou was on her way to becoming one of
Hollywood’s lights. The, some say naive, young actress answered the
door to her apartment building yesterday afternoon expecting a
script delivery from the studio. Instead an unknown assailant
delivered a .32 slug to her abdomen. Police surmise that it was a
berserk fan who fired the gun, but don’t have a clue as to who he
is.”

I knew it was my client. It was a weasel named
Jim Talbot, if that was really his name. But it was how I knew that
made me want to split a gut. And it had taken only a few minutes’
work, still I had charged Talbot a full day’s fee. Talbot didn’t
mind. He was happy to pay. He had walked out of my office with the
biggest shit-eating grin on his face that I’d seen since I left the
service.

I didn’t know what to do, if there was
anything I could do. Should do. I bottomed another glass of the
saucy lemonade. Before I could get toasted the phone
rang.

“Hello, Duke. Lou.”

“Hey, Lou. Sorry I didn’t get back
to you sooner. I was out of town for a few days.” Did she know? We
talked a couple times a month, so maybe this was just a friendly
call. At any rate, neither one of us brought up Teddie right
now.

“Listen,” she said, “how ’bout we
have dinner tonight?”

“Okay. Usual place.” The roar of a
Harley chewed up the street below as she affirmed the usual place
at seven. She must have known because we normally had dinner about
once a year and we’d already met our quota this year. I was about
to dive back into the lemonade, when the door opened and Jack Riggs
walked in, looking like a Hell’s Angel in heat. Tossed his kit bag
on my desk and sat down like he owned the place.

I’d known Jack since we went through boot camp
together. We’d split up or been split up after that, but we both
ended up in the Teams. There was definitely a bond there—after he
got over the fact that my name was Marion—though I couldn’t say
what it was exactly. I had to join the Teams to counter a name like
Marion. That’s where I got the nickname Duke. Who would name a boy
Marion, especially in this day and age? My parents, that’s who.
They both loved John Wayne and his real name was Marion Michael
Morrison. And his nickname was Duke. If it was good enough for him
it was good enough for me, on both counts. Only right now I felt
more like a knave than a duke.

The first words out of his mouth were, “What’s
that shit you’re playing?”

“k.d. lang. I like it.”

“Hell, man, don’t’cha know she’s
lez?”

“I’d heard something about it,” I
said, “but I don’t see how it matters.”

Jack poured himself a lacy lemonade. He knew
what was in it. “When you listen to a song, a love song, don’t you
sit there an’ think they’re singin’ t’ you? Or if it’s a man, that
it’s you singin’ to a girl? But how can you get into that fantasy
when you know she’s AC-DC, so t’ speak?”

I didn’t know what to say. I never knew what
to say to Jack when he came on like this. How could I argue with
that logic? Besides, no matter what I said, he wouldn’t buy it. So
I said, “I don’t know, Jack. It’s just a song.”

“Man, it’s no song. It’s a
political statement. It’s—”

I wanted to shut him up, or off, or something,
so I flipped the switch from CD to radio. Eric Clapton was on
singing the MTV Unplugged version of Layla. Tell you
the truth, I liked it better than the harder, faster version. But I
didn’t say that to Jack. It would have brought another lecture in
pretzelogic.

He saw the newspaper sitting on the desk.
“This Rodney King thing’s gonna blow wide open. Whole town’s gonna
go up in smoke.”

“You’re crazy,” I said, but
somewhere inside me I thought maybe he was right. I didn’t want to
admit it. Not to him. Not to myself. I’m a multi-generation native
of Los Angeles, which makes me a rare bird. And I love my home
town, not so much as it is, but as it was when I was a kid. I grew
up in a real Leave it to Beaver neighborhood. No one locked
their doors. No one worried about getting shot on the freeways. Of
course, my relationship with my dad was no Beaver and Ward thing,
but I survived, after a fashion.

He looked down at the paper, saw the headline
about Teddie Matson. “She was hot. I wouldn’ta minded havin’ a
hormone fix with her.”

“She was black.”

“I make exceptions on occasion. I
would’ve made one for her.”

“How white of you.” I don’t
know if he caught the sarcasm. If he did he didn’t say anything. I
was just as glad. ’Cause a mad Jack was crazier than a mad dog. I’d
bet on him against five pro boxers at the same time when he was
mad, three when he wasn’t. His washboard stomach rippled under the
T-shirt that was always at least one size too small. Even if it
wasn’t, his arms were too big for the sleeves. Had to have his
shirts custom made to accommodate them. He’d stayed in shape. I
hadn’t.

On the other hand I’m not very large to begin
with. But wiry and determined.

“Hey, I’m not as bad as you
think,” he said. “’Sides, I just say what everyone else is
thinkin’.”

“Not everyone.”

“Hell, almost everyone. Especially
the damn limousine liberals that wanna baby everyone, make ’em
victims. Make ’em dependent on ’em and on ol’ Uncle Sam. That’s
their power base. Hell, the liberals and the—”

“Cut it out, Jack. Segue.” It was
a command. An order. I didn’t want to talk about that shit anymore.
Jack stopped. Looked at me. Hurt. He loved to expound. We had a
deal. Segue was the end of it. Change of subject. Worked either
way, for me or him. We tried not to exercise it too
frequently.

“Hell, I’m only saying out loud
what you’re too afraid to even think. What everyone’s afraid to
think. ’Cept the niggers. It’s okay for them to think it about us.
Change history.”

I told him to shut up again. But I didn’t kick
him out. The problem is that Jack’s too open. Doesn’t even try to
hide his prejudices. No veneer of civilization there. Makes me face
my own prejudices and fears. Makes me see what I could be and helps
me to avoid it. Sometimes I’m successful. Sometimes not. But it’s
also one of the things I like about him. You know where he’s at. So
you know where you’re at with him.

Jack and I go back a long way and I do like
him. But I don’t like all of him.

 


 


The lobby was crowded. Lou’s strawberry hair
glinted in the lights, accenting a still-perfect complexion. Her
Anne Taylor dress highlighted her figure, flaring at the waist.
Stunning, as usual.

She knew. Her eyes said it. The corners of her
mouth said it. And her weak handshake instead of a hug said it. She
knew.

El Coyote was an old restaurant from the old
neighborhood, a few blocks west of La Brea on Beverly Boulevard. It
attracted an eclectic clientele. Tonight was no different. Teens in
hip-hop drag mixed with elderly couples and homosexual couples and
young hetero couples on dates. All inside a restaurant that had
been here since before the war—the Big War. Lou particularly liked
the decor, paintings made out of seashells. “Interesting,” she
always said, as if that was enough. And she loved the food. So did
I. But I knew a lot of people who didn’t. You either loved it or
hated it, there was no in between. That’s the kind of place it was.
I liked their margaritas. They weren’t those slushy crushed ice new
fangled things you find in most restaurants. They were just
tequila, triple sec, lime juice and salt around the rim. Damn
good.

“Interesting,” Lou said looking at
a shell painting, after we were seated. I nodded. There was an
awkward feeling between us, a gulf of turbulent air that we were
trying to negotiate. There was nothing for me to say in response.
This wasn’t a social call. She leaned forward, talking quietly.
“You know why I wanted to have dinner, don’t you?”

I nodded.

“I didn’t want to leave any
specifics on the answering machine or call a bunch of
times.”

“In case the cops were on us
already.”

She nodded. “I shouldn’t have run it for you.
I didn’t know who Teddie Matson was. I don’t watch television,
especially sitcoms. How was I to know you were asking me to look up
a TV star?”

Lou did watch television. Lots of it. She
watched old movies. What she meant was she didn’t watch sitcoms or
dramatic series. Made-for-TV junk.

“I don’t watch sitcoms either,” I
said. “I had no idea who she was. The headline hit me like a
hurricane.” What did Lou want from me?

“You know I run these things for
you ’cause you’re an old friend. But I shouldn’t. I could catch
hell.”

“Does anyone know you did
it?”

“I don’t think so. There’s no
record. But you’re an accessory. So am I.” She looked into my eyes.
A searing, guilt-edged gaze that tore into me. She looked away.
“Who’d you get the information for?”

“I don’t know.” My face flushed
red. It hadn’t done that in years. I was embarrassed. I had fucked
up—bad, just like my father always said: “You’re as dumb as the
Mexicans at the plant.” “Why dad? Because I wasn’t a carbon copy of
you.” “He paid in cash, up front. I’m sure the name he gave
me’s a phony.”

“You’ve got to find
him.”

“I know. I will.”

“I should go to the police. They
should know everything. It would help them solve it.”

“Don’t, at least not yet. Give me
a few days.”

She said she would. Neither of us ordered
food. We left a good tip and split.

 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


The light was mellow, soft. It grazed across
the row of Spanish-style stucco duplexes and apartments, reflected
off leaded picture windows and prismed onto the street. Each had a
driveway to one side or the other. Gardeners worked the neatly
manicured greenery of every other building. It was a nice old
neighborhood in the Fairfax district, one of the better parts of
town. My old stomping grounds.

The same time of day Teddie Matson had been
murdered. I planned it that way, hoping the same people would be
around that might have been around that day.

I walked up the street, my eyes darting back
and forth, up and down, aware of everything around me—radar
eyes—looking at the addresses on the buildings. The number was
emblazoned in my brain. I could see it before my eyes, but it was
only a phantom. I passed a gardener at 627, coming to a halt at
625. I stared at the building.

A typical stucco fourplex from the ’20s. Even
though I hadn’t been inside yet I knew the layout—I’d seen enough
of them. Two units upstairs, two down. A main front door that would
lead to a small, probably tiled hall, with an apartment on either
side and a stairway heading to the two upstairs apartments. I
walked up the tiled walk, stuck my hands through the remnants of
yellow crime scene tape, tried to open the front door. Locked. I
rang the bell. No response. I felt as if I was being watched. Still
no one answered the buzzer.

A silver 1970s era Buick pulled into the
driveway, slowing. A gray-haired man with wrinkled skin leaned out
the window.

“Who are you? What do you want?”
There wasn’t even the slightest hint of friendliness in his
voice.

I started to approach his car. The electric
window shot up. He held up a cellular car phone, finger poised over
the nine of, I assumed, nine-one-one. I backed off, holding my
hands out in front of me so he could see them. He wasn’t dialing
nine-one-one—yet.

“I’m here about Teddie Matson.” I
had to shout so he could hear me through the rolled up window. I’m
sure the gardener next door could also hear.

“You the police?”

“I’m a private detective, looking
for her murderer.”

“How do I know?” It was hard to
tell, but it sounded like he had a trace of an accent. Today, the
Fairfax area is home to a lot of people from Eastern
Europe.

Gingerly, I pulled my ID from my pocket. Held
it up for him. He squinted trying to read it, motioning me closer,
until I was almost pressed up against the glass. The window zoomed
down to the halfway mark. Progress.

He took the card from me and spent three full
minutes glaring at it, before giving it back.

“We already talked to the police,”
he said. “What can you do that they can’t?”

“I can help them.”

“Who’re you working
for?”

“That’s confidential information.”
I could hardly tell him I was working for myself, that I’d given
the killer the address.

He gunned the engine and the car lurched past
me, down the driveway into one of the four garages at the end. I
stayed at the front of the building. It looked like he was going to
go in the back door, then he walked toward me.

“What do you want? We’ve been
questioned so many times already, the police, the news people. Even
her family. It’s bad enough to go through something like this, but
to have to relive it every day is torture. My wife hasn’t slept
since the, the—”

“I’m sorry. We’re all just trying
to help. Just a few questions?”

He nodded warily.

“Was anyone else home when it
happened?”

“My wife. She’s always home. She’s
an invalid. But she didn’t see nuthin’.”

“Might she have heard something?”
Was she the person who I felt watching me as I had rung the
doorbell.

He shrugged. I asked to see the entry hall of
the building where it happened. He was reluctant to show me, but
gave in. From the info Lou had given me and looking at the doors in
the downstairs entry hall I knew Teddie’s apartment had to be
upstairs.

Tiled red floor. A large antiqued mirror.
Walls a dirty plaster that had once been white. A black wrought
iron chandelier hung overhead, showering a dull yellow light on the
ashen walls.

“This is where she fell.” He
pointed to the stairs leading to the second floor. “Her apartment
was up there. Number four. We think she came down to answer the
door for—”

“Why would she open the door to a
stranger?”

“If you’ll just let me finish, the
intercom was broken and she was expecting a script delivery from
the studio. Must’ve thought it was them.”

A heavily carved wooden door off the hall
opened a crack. It was to unit number two.

“That’s really about all we
know.”

“You didn’t see him?”

He shook his head.

“Or your wife?”

Before he could answer the door swung open and
a tiny blue-haired woman stood engulfed in its frame. Blue and
white polka dots blurted from her dress. Her hair was neatly done.
She hardly looked like an invalid. Her husband, who still hadn’t
told me his name, looked miffed that she’d come out.

“It was unseasonably hot that
day,” she said in a strong, grandmotherly voice. “Teddie was
a—”

“You don’t even know who you’re
talking to,” her husband barked.

“You’re talking to him. And I seen
him show his card to you outside.”

“He’s not a policeman. He’s a
private detective.”

“Like Jim Rockford,” she smiled. I
nodded. Her smile grew. “He’s so handsome. I watch him every day in
the reruns.” She looked me up and down, appraising whether or not I
met Rockford or James Garner’s good looks. The smile remained, but
since it didn’t grow I figured I lost to the actor.

“It was terrible,” she said, the
smile falling off her face.

“Tell me about it.”

The old man’s mouth turned down. He wanted no
part of this. But his wife was in her element, repelled by the
horror and drawn to it. Reveling in it.

“Terrible,” she said. “He knocked,
quietly at first, as if he was afraid of disturbing someone. When
no one answered he knocked louder. Then he walked out to the
sidewalk.”

“You saw him?”

“Only through the curtains. He
came back and rang her buzzer. I heard the door lock open on her
apartment upstairs and Teddie coming down the stairs. She asked if
he was here to deliver the script. He mumbled something. She opened
the front door. We always keep the front entry door locked these
days. And she asked what he wanted. She was frightened. Then he
approached her—”

“You saw this through the crack in
the door?”

“No, no. I could hear it. I heard
it.”

She didn’t seem nervous, but I felt that she
was holding something back. Looking at her husband I figured she
didn’t want to deal with him later. He had enjoyed telling me what
he knew, even though he would never admit it. But now he wasn’t the
star anymore. The spotlight was on her and he didn’t like that. I
pictured him lambasting her after I left. She went on, “She was
scared. I could hear it in her voice. She usually talked smooth and
quiet. But her voice was shrill, loud. He kept moving toward her,
and finally, finally—”

“Enough,” the old man said,
cradling her in his arms. “Get out of here.” He motioned toward the
door with his hand. I thanked them and left, butterflies, no moths,
churning in my gut.

“Mrs. Perlman,” she shouted behind
me.

Yellow streaks of sun pierced the stucco and
glass buildings, melting everything in a golden-hour
glow.

“Hey.”

I looked around. The Salvador Dali-mustached
gardener next door motioned me with his hose. Was he gonna spray
me? It was hot. Not that hot.

“You a cop?” he said.

“Private.”

“Didn’t think you were the
L.A.P.D. type.” He took a swig from the gushing hose, then sprayed
a flower bed. “I seen ’im. He walked right past me.”

“Who?”

“Don’t play this shit with
me.”

“Okay, what’d you see?”

“You gettin’ paid?”

I couldn’t tell him the truth so I told him I
was. I put a twenty in his hand. Disappointment shattered his
placid face. I gave him another twenty and a ten. That was more to
his liking.

“Brown hair, dark brown. And blue
eyes. Pale. Man, they didn’t have no passion behind ’em. Nothin’.
Steely. Spooky. He didn’t look like he belonged in this
neighborhood. Kind of seedy looking, white trashy, but tryin’, you
know, to dress up or look like he was better ’an he
was.”

The Weasel.

“Did you see him get into a
car?”

“No, man. No car. He come from up
there, diddy-boppin’ along the sidewalk. He stops here and there,
checkin’ addresses I guess. Then he goes up to that place,” he
said, pointing to Teddie’s building. I noticed Mrs. Perlman parting
the curtains. If only Moses had had her talents. “Guess I don’t
give you much to go on.” He pulled one of the twenties, thrust it
back at me. I couldn’t tell him I had also seen the Weasel. I
shoved it back in his hand, headed to my car.

When the gardener used the term diddy-boppin’
I recognized him as a Vietnam vet. I thought about saying
something, brother-to-brother, Desert Storm vet to Vietnam vet, and
all that and normally I would have, but I didn’t want to get
sidetracked. I was on a mission—the most important of my life, find
Teddie’s killer—and I didn’t want to waste even one second on small
talk. I went over to the studio where Teddie’s series was filmed.
Couldn’t get past the guard at the gate. On the way home, I stopped
at a payphone and tried to make an appointment to see the producers
of her show. They’re in mourning, I was told. They just didn’t want
to talk, for whatever reasons.

The sun was beginning to set. Another Golden
Hour—dead.

 


 


I pulled up to the house, a Spanish-Colonial
built in the twenties. The driveway ran alongside the house back to
the garage, which like a lot of people in L.A. I never used as a
garage, even though I had a classic Firebird. The stucco was beige,
though it might have been lighter at one time. A small courtyard in
front was fenced off from the street with a wooden gate. At the
back of the courtyard was the front door. I pulled about halfway
down the driveway to where the back door was, parked. Baron, my tan
and black German Shepherd was waiting for me with a green tennis
ball in his mouth. We played catch. He loved running after tennis
balls. Seeing him, playing with him, gave me a feeling of normalcy
again. Made me forget about things for just a moment. After half an
hour it was time to cool off.

Most L.A. pools are small and kidney shaped.
Of course some are shaped like guitars or cars or whatever ego trip
the ego tripper building them was involved in. And most aren’t
built for swimming. One of the good things my dad did was build a
pool that was lean and mean, long and skinny. Built for swimming,
not just skinny dipping. It was wide enough to play around in, but
long enough to get a good workout. Problem was, he’d get mad when
I’d use it: “Why aren’t you doing something constructive? You
never do anything around here. Can’t even change a light bulb.”
Of course, I changed more light bulbs than you could count, but he
never saw it.

Screw the workout.

I floated on a raft, staring up at the
afternoon sun, watching a dragonfly dip down toward the water, then
retreat. Over and over. Dip and run. Fascinating.

Then he got too much water on his wings. The
weight pulled him down. Under. He drowned. I thought it was a
dream, or I would have tried to save him. I was too
late.

It wasn’t the first time:

I was too late in high school when I finally
decided to buckle down and study. If I had I might have been able
to get into a good college.

I was too late in college to graduate, took
too much time getting through the required course work. Spent too
much time drinking and fooling around. And I quit early to join the
service. At least I’d learned enough in school to allow me to pass
the math and diving physics for the Teams. That was saying
something.

I was too late to get a real job instead of
working for my dad or being a second-rate P.I.

I was too late in my marriage to notice my
wife drifting away from me. Slowly. Surely. Anyone would have seen
it. Anyone but me.

I was too late in realizing that I should have
stayed in the service instead of listening to my dad. I felt at
home there. Doing my twenty would have been easy. Life on the
outside was hard. I went into my dad’s wholesale meat business but
it didn’t last. We couldn’t get along.

It wasn’t that I wasn’t smart. I was too
smart—for my own good. It’s okay to fuck yourself, but when you
fuck with someone else’s life you have to pay. I’m paying
now.

 


 


He walks up the street.

One hand thrust into pockets filled
with lint and grime.

Sweaty coins.

The other clutching a crumpled
piece of paper.

With an address from a detective
scribbled on it.

Passes 625 North.

Turns around.

Heads back.

Gardener at 627 looks
up.

Smiles.

He doesn’t return it.

He steps onto the walk leading up
to the door of 625.

Tries the door.

Locked.

Looks at the names next to the
buzzer.

Knocks tentatively.

Louder.

No one comes.

Retreats down the
sidewalk.

A whirlpool of thoughts buzz his
head.

Can’t pick any one out.

A fingerpainting swirl.

Green here.

Yellow there.

Purple

Orange.

Blue.

Red and golden.

Especially red.

Everywhere.

If he doesn’t do it now, he never
will.

Turns around, heads back to
625.

Walks up to the door, buzzes number
four.

Waits.

And waits.

 


Sun sliver hits the back of his
neck.

Speckles of sweat form.

Running down his back.

Shivers.

In the middle of a hot
day.

Shivering.

Thinking of it makes him
chuckle.

What does the gardener think seeing
this man standing here, laughing out loud?

Thinks he’s crazy.

But he’s not crazy.

Just smitten.

 


He knows she’s the one.

Knew it from the first time he saw
her.

Meant to be.

The only one.

There could be no one
else.

She has the look.

The smile in her eyes,

as well as on her lips.

The curly dark hair.

Turned up nose.

Skin as smooth as cream.

Cafe au lait.

When she talks, she talks to
him.

There’s no one else for her to talk
to.

She asked him to come out to the
Coast—to see her.

So why does he feel funny standing
here?

Why should he worry about what the
gardener next door thinks?

Why should he worry about what
she’ll think?

 


The door opens.

It’s her.

Looks just like she does on
TV.

The smile.

The hair.

The eyes.

 


“Yes,” she says.

She’s speaking to him. Really
speaking to him.

“Are you dropping off the script
from the studio?”

He doesn’t know what to say.
Stutters. Nothing comes out.

“Look,” she says, “if you’re
selling something—”

“I-I’m not selling anything. I
c-came t-to see y-you.”

“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to
go.”

The door drives toward him, an
implacable force, meeting an unmovable object—his foot. The smile’s
gone from her face. She isn’t dissin’ him anymore. She respects
him. His strength. His power.

He walks her back into the entry
hall, closing the door behind them. The slightly parted curtains in
the nearby window also close.

Light beams in through the leaded
glass door. Yet it’s dark. The red tile floor swallows the light
like a black hole. She backs toward the stairs.

“I’m not going to hurt
you.”

“What do you want?”

“I-I just want to be
f-friends.”

“Listen, I’d like to be your
friend—”

“Really?”

“Yes, but, but I have a
boyfriend.”

“But you asked me to come out
here.”

“I did?” Her eyes open wide.
Anyone else would see the terror in them. He sees only
love.

“Yes.”

“Have we met before?”

She’s playing coy.

“You asked me to come out. F-from
the TV, you were looking right at me.”

“From the TV?” She tries to
remember what she’d been told to do in a situation like this. Stars
are always being hounded by admirers. Most of them are harmless.
There’s always a few who aren’t. What was he?

She backs into an apartment door on
the ground floor. Discreetly putting her left hand behind her back,
she tries the knob. Locked. Her heart flutters. He moves
closer.

“I-I just want to talk. Be
friends.”

There’s a faraway look in his eyes.
He isn’t looking at her. Through her. What does he see? If she knew
she might be able to talk him out of here. But she
doesn’t.

“Sure, we can be
friends.”

His eyes draw narrower. Even in the
dark light, the pupils close down.

“You don’t mean it. I can tell.
You don’t want m-me here.”

“But I do. I invited you, didn’t
I?”

“Fuck you. I thought you were
different. But you’re not. You’re just like all the
rest.”

He balls his hand into a fist.
Slams it into his head. She jumps back.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why are you backing away from me?
You think I’m crazy. You think I’m going to hurt you? You
think—”

“No, of course not.” She tries to
still her trembling voice. She backs up the stairs. If only she
could dash for her apartment. The door is thick. These old
buildings were built solid. She could hide behind it and call the
police. Damn, why hadn’t the intercom been fixed yet? Why did she
have to be home when he showed up? How did he get her address
anyway? From a Movie Stars’ Home Map? The DMV? How? Her mind races.
That’s not important. The only thing now is to get away.

She turns and runs up the stairs.
If only she can make it to the first landing and around the corner
she might have a chance. She hopes he doesn’t have a
gun.

The crack of the pistol shot
reverberates in the tiled hall. Bouncing off the walls,
ricocheting. Like being stuck in a metal drum when a construction
ball hits. Her scream is swallowed by the shot’s report echoing
through the black hole. Everything is swallowed by the black hole,
light, sound, sight. Only the black is left.

And the red. Red everywhere.
Blood.

Her blood.

He looks at her crumpled on the
stairs, brushes his hand across her hair. Sounds come from
upstairs. People. He runs toward the door. Sees a face in the
antique mirror. Disfigured. Grisly. Melting in front of him. Fading
away. He runs out the door. The gardener looks at him. Fuck the
gardener. He runs down the street. It’s Golden Hour. He’s heard of
it. He’s conscious of it. He doesn’t care. He remembers the face in
the mirror. The face of Duke Rogers.

 


 


I woke up, my hand dragging in the water next
to the raft, splashed water on my face. It’d been a long time since
I’d dreamt. I missed it. Now I wasn’t so sure about that. It was
only a dream—a nightmare. One that I had caused. How much of it was
true? The gist of it, if not the details.

I swam to the edge of the pool, climbed out,
toweled off and went into the house, Baron trailing behind me. I
grabbed a phone book from a kitchen cabinet, found the Perlmans’
number. Mrs. Perlman answered. I told her who I was.

“I can talk for a minute only, my
husband’s in the bathroom,” she whispered.

“Is there anything you forgot to
tell me? Anything you couldn’t—”

“I probably shouldn’t tell you
this, but you seem like a nice young man—”

Yeah, right lady. A fuckup. A major fuckup,
just like my dad said: “Marion, if we get divorced, it’ll be
your fault.” They argue. They fight. He’s mad at the world, but if
they get divorced it’ll be my fault.

“I didn’t tell the police. They’re
so, well you know. Anyway, I picked up a piece of paper from the
hall. I didn’t give it to them. I know I should have. Will you give
it to them for me?”

 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


I was dressed—short-sleeved shirt, jeans,
windbreaker—and outta there before hanging up the receiver. When I
got to the Perlman’s, I wasn’t the only one there. Several people
were packing Teddie’s things up, loading them into a beatup blue
van. The usual stuff, posters from movies she’d had bit roles in,
stuffed animals, clothes.

Mrs. Perlman waved from the porch. No hiding
behind curtains now. The paper curled in her scrawny hand. I made
my way up the walk.

Cold eyes turned on me. He was smaller than
me, but those eyes spoke of death. Teddie’s? Mine? I didn’t
know.

“What’chu want?” he said. He was
wearing blue jeans and a Public Enemy T-shirt. His face was dark.
Round. Short hair in a fade. He was a little man. Lean and mean as
a pit bull. And I didn’t have to talk to him to see the wells of
anger behind his tombstone eyes. Didn’t have to get close to feel
that anger shooting out at me. Where did he keep it all? How did he
live with it?

Discretion is the better part of valor. Small
as he was he looked tough. Wiry, like me. I could probably take
him, but if he was one of Teddie’s friends or family I didn’t want
to antagonize him. Might need him. Hell, he might even need
me.

Ignoring him, I went up to Mrs. Perlman. She
held out her arms, greeting me like a long lost son, grabbing my
hand with hers, pressing the paper into it. She whispered: “I don’t
want the schvartzes to see.” She turned to the short man,
beaming with pride.

“This is Mr. Rogers. He’s a
detective.”

The man’s eyes widened. “What’re you doin’
hangin’ ’round here?”

I ignored him again. He went back to his work.
Two other men came down the stairs, carrying a large oak trunk.
Both of them were large, over six feet. Mrs. P. and I had to step
back into her apartment to clear a path. I backed into Mrs.
Perlman, felt her unsteady hand on my back. Was it due to her age
or her fear of these black men, I wondered. Still, she had rented
to a black woman. Jack would have advised her not to, regardless of
the laws prohibiting discrimination.

Her apartment reminded me of my grandmother’s.
It had been only a mile or so from here. The Wilshire District,
east of Fairfax. Doilies on the arms of the couches. Little
porcelain knickknacks everywhere. Crystal bowls filled with
candies—I left a business card in one. Hardly a sign of Mr. P.’s
input or existence.

Mrs. P. and I went out to the lawn. Watched
the men loading the van. The short one came up to me. Stood four
inches from my nose; stared into my eyes. “I don’t know what’chure
hangin’ ’round here for, but you stay outta my sister’s life. Get
it?”

He expected me to back off. I didn’t. He
expected me to dis him. I didn’t. I didn’t do anything. Just stared
back.

“C’mon Warren. Why you wastin’
your time an’ energy on that shit?” the larger of the other two men
said. “Ain’t gonna bring her back.”

Warren ignored him, still staring at me: “Who
hired you? What’chu nosin’ ’round here for?” He inched closer. I
held my ground. “Don’t need no honky motherfuckers
nosin’—”

The larger of the other two men walked over.
Put his arm on Warren’s shoulder, pulled him back a step. Warren’s
feet were still planted a foot closer to me; the upper part of his
body jerked back, followed by his feet. He looked
humiliated.

“They call me Tiny,” the larger
man said more to Mrs. P. than to me. “Don’t mind Warren. His mind’s
not in the right place. You know, Teddie an’ all. I’m sorry.” He
pulled Warren back to the van. I thought about following them, but
figured Warren’d be watching for that. I wrote down the license,
thinking I’d have Lou run it for me.

“Who were they?”

“The little one is Teddie’s
brother. Never saw the other two before. Maybe his friends. Maybe
other brothers.”

“They don’t look like
family.”

“You know how it is with
these people. None of them have the same father.”

There was nothing to say to that, though I
knew what Jack would say. He’d probably slap Mrs. P. on the back
and compliment her on her astuteness. Tensions were high in the
city. A verdict in the Rodney King beating trial was due any day
now. Maybe even today. The mayor was blaming the chief of police.
Blacks were blaming whites. Whites were blaming blacks. Koreans
were blaming blacks. Blacks were blaming Mexicans. The town was
ready to explode. Everyone knew it, but everyone was in one degree
of denial or another. The biggest problem: no one was talking about
the issue that really mattered—race.

My family goes back several generations in
L.A. and it’s not the same town I grew up in. It used to be a large
small town. Now it’s a big city, with all the problems of a big
city. Some parts of town are hell. You take your life in your hands
just by walking down the streets. People shouldn’t have to live
like that. Too many rats in a maze.

I don’t have the answers for this city, but I
try to stay out of trouble. Jack looks for it. I used to get pissed
at people in cars, flip ’em off. I hold my tongue today. Today they
don’t yell back. They shoot. I wondered what would happen if Jack
and Warren ever met on a dark street. I wouldn’t want to be
there.

I thanked Mrs. P. for the paper. Asked her if
there was anything else she could tell me. No. I asked for Teddie’s
family’s address and phone number. She gave me the index card and
application that Teddie had filled out. Both had been kept in the
same folder and both were illegible. Something had spilled on the
folder causing the ink to run and blur. I didn’t even take them
with me.

In the car, I checked out the paper. Thought
it would be the sheet I handed the Weasel in my office. It wasn’t.
It had the address scribbled on it in his hand, not mine. And the
name of a motel printed at the top—The William Tell Motel in West
Hollywood. The motel where he had stayed?

Orange trim around the windows and dumpy cheap
stucco from the ’60s defined the William Tell Motel. Real classy.
Perfect for the Weasel. Desk clerk’s hair was razor cut, short,
except for one long strand on the right side of her head. Cute. She
didn’t look up when I entered. Didn’t smile when I rang the bell.
Didn’t seem to give a damn if I wanted a room or a rape. Just
watched Geraldo on the tube.

“Yeah,” she said finally getting
off her ass and plodding over to the counter. “Can I help
you?”

When I didn’t smile, when I gave her my
hostile face, she tried a smile. I didn’t break the corners of my
mouth. Hell, if she wanted to play tough mama, I’d play tough too.
The customer’s always right.

“Wanna room?” she said, softening
her voice. Worried that maybe she was scaring a customer
away.

“Information.”

“Dial four-one-one.”

“Cute.”

“This ain’t information
central.”

“Where’re you from?”

“That’s the information you
want?”

“Just trying to make small
talk.”

“It ain’t gonna work.”

“I’d say Arkansas. Maybe Alabama
or Louisiana.”

She couldn’t keep her lips from curling into a
slight smile. She tried though. “How’d you know. I thought I’d lost
my accent.”

“I know a lotta people from down
that way. Got some former in-laws from around Selma. I hear them in
your voice.”

“I dunno if that’s a compliment or
not.”

“Neutral.” She looked at me funny.
“It’s neutral.”

“You the heat?”

“I’m looking for a
friend.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Squirrelly kinda guy. Nervous.
Pale blue eyes you can almost see through. Dart back and forth a
lot. Dark brown hair.”

“You gotta name on him, your
friend?”

“Jim Talbot.”

“’S almost as bad as John Smith,
ain’t it?”

I grinned. She looked through a box of cards
behind the counter. No computers for William Tell.
Crossbows?

“No Jim Talbot. When did he stay
here?”

“A few days ago, within the last
week.”

“Guy was here a few days ago,
might be him.” She riffled through the cards. “Here he is. Talbot
Sparks.”

She handed me the card. I wrote Sparks’ vitals
down in my notebook. If Jim Talbot was a phony name, Talbot Sparks
might be too. So could his address and all. What the hell. A lead’s
a lead. ’Sides, a lotta these guys do a turn on their real name, so
even if Jim Talbot or Talbot Sparks weren’t his real name, the
overlapping Talbot might be a clue. Of course, he might also be
smart enough to play the alias game and not get caught.

“Did he give you a credit
card?”

“Paid cash.” She pointed to a spot
on the card. Gave us a hundred dollar deposit for a few nights.
Then split without paying the last night’s rent. I had to pay it
outta my paycheck since I signed him in.”

“Tough.”

“Yeah, man. Tough shit.” She
turned back to Geraldo and transsexuals who were about to have an
operation to make them what they were in the first place: “Women
Who Used to be Men Who Want to be Men Again” was the subject. Then
a promo for the news. The King verdict might come in today. Stay
tuned.

She tossed me the keys to a room. “Check it
out.”

The room was bleak. Motel cheapo. I tossed it.
Nothing. Besides, how many other people were in here since he left?
It hadn’t been that long, but in this kind of place—I returned the
keys to the clerk. I dropped a twenty on the counter.

“What’s that for?”

“What do you think?”

“I ain’t no prostie.”

“Get yourself a new
barber.”

“Why don’t you get yourself a
life?”

She meant it to hurt. And it did. “Will it
cover Sparks’ room?”

“More than. But I—”

“You provided a service.
Information. I’m giving you a fee for that service. That’s how the
world works. Capitalism, you know. Don’t make a big thing out of
it.”

“Hey, he said somethin’ about he
was only stayin’ here till his apartment was ready.”

“In L.A.?”

“Yeah, maybe, I dunno for sure.”
She talked to me, but I could tell her heart was with Geraldo.
“Maybe I shouldn’ta talked to you. Maybe—”

I let her ramble on as I hit the street and my
car. Two men walked by arm in arm. One had a goatee and short,
close-cropped hair. The other a moustache and long straight hair
almost to his shoulders. They stopped at the corner waiting for the
light to change—French kissing. Jack would’ve blown them away.
Hell, he wouldn’t even listen to k.d. lang.

 


 



CHAPTER 5

 


Next morning, I phoned the number Sparks-Talbot
had left on his room card. Four-one-five area code—San Francisco. A
nice old lady answered. Said she’d had that number for several
years. Never heard of Sparks or Talbot. I figured the address was a
phony, punched it and the phone number into the computer and threw
out my spiral notebook page. The guy was a weasel, but weasels are
smart. Cagey. My respect for him began to grow. Not much. A
little.

Where’d that leave me? Dead in the water—like
the dragonfly. I called Lou.

“You’re outta your fucking mind,”
she said in a loud whisper after I told her what I wanted. “Look
what happened the last time I ran someone for you.”

“I know, Lou. But this is the yang
of that yin. I’m trying to right the situation.”

“When are you going to the police?
Your few days are running out.”

“I need some more time. It’s only
been a couple days. Give me a week.”

“So the trail’ll grow
cold.”

“No, damn it. So I can clean up my
own mess. Run the damn plate for me.”

She finally agreed. I gave her the tag number
on the blue van. The address was on Florence, near downtown, close
to the area known as South Central.

My car is a ’69 Pontiac Firebird. Orange
paint. Black vinyl top. Black interior. Man, she flies. State of
the art sound system. Four on the floor. They don’t make ’em like
that anymore. They don’t guzzle gas like this baby anymore either,
but you gotta make some sacrifices. I hit the CD button. My
indulgences were my car and my stereos, home and for the car. When
times were good that’s where my money went. My player scrambled
among six CDs loaded in a cartridge in the trunk. Time-Life ’60s
series. Get Together by the Youngbloods blasted
out.

I hit a Taco Bell on La Cienega. I was sitting
in the driveway, waiting to get into the street when some
slime-muffin cut across two lanes of traffic to pull into the
driveway. The way he cut across, his car almost nosed into mine. He
pulled up alongside me.

“Hey, fuck you,” he
said.

I smiled at him. Hell, I was in the right
place. He was the lunatic. That’s the problem today. City’s filled
with ’em. I could’ve pulled the Firestar 9mm that was nudged under
my right thigh. Normally I wouldn’t have a gun under my thigh,
after all it is illegal, and I didn’t really expect the worst, but
it never hurts to be prepared. The verdict in the Rodney King cop
trial was due any day now. And he might have had a gun, might not
have. But who needed the fucking paperwork? I might have gotten
off, might have gone to jail. Hell, it wasn’t worth the trouble. He
pulled into the driveway, barely missing my car. I let it go,
pulled out and headed toward Florence. A comfortable April L.A.
day.

The address for the van was a truck rental
facility on Florence near Normandie. The building looked as if it
had been there since the ’40s or before, but had gone through a lot
of different uses. This week it rented blue vans to friends and
family of Teddie Matson.

Strange looks intercepted me as I debarked the
Bird. Locked the door with the electronic lock I’d had installed.
Set the alarm. I was out of my territory, on foreign soil—Indian
country. The only white face on the street. A few might be driving
by; none on the pavement. The Firestar was tucked inside my
in-the-belt conceal-carry holster. Hollow points in the mag, an
extra mag tucked in next to the holster. Several sets of eyes
followed me into the office. Is this what it feels like for blacks
in a white neighborhood? Knowing everyone’s wondering what the hell
you’re doing there. Are you going to rob them? Are you a cop? A
junkie? What the hell’s going on? Eerie.

I walked into the office like I didn’t notice
any of it, but my eyes and ears were fine-tuned, radar and sonar.
SEAL training. I didn’t like to think of myself as being like Jack.
Maybe I was more like him than I cared to admit. Maybe some of
these folks were also more like him than they cared to admit, but
coming from the yang side instead of the yin.

The man behind the counter was large, black,
unsmiling. I could almost see the chip on his shoulder. A small TV
was on in the corner behind him. The news gurus were still waiting
for a verdict in the King case.

“You lose yo’ way?”

“I don’t think so. I’m pretty good
with directions.” I thought I’d try to lighten things
up.
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