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For Glenn and Carlos, 

who bought the first one.

For Maurice and Jerry,

who never bought one.

For Lucy and Gary,

who might've read one.

And for Trista, 

who's seen them all.
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1959

Talc and mothballs did little to mask the smell of death, so Chuck Cave breathed through his mouth.

He sat with his hands in his lap, clasped tight enough to crack his knuckles, but no tension appeared on Chuck's face. His brilliant blue eyes tended to avoid the nearby bed and the man lying in the sweat-stained sheets. Instead, they studied the floor—how clean it was, clear of the cluttering knick-knacks a married man often acquired—while he drew breath after slow breath through his mouth, down his throat, and into his lungs. His instincts would expel these almost the moment he took them in, as though, by keeping the sick man's air too long, Chuck might somehow catch death, too. Damned foolishness, he thought before finally meeting the eyes of the man beside him.

Dusk's colors filtered through the drapes, creating angry pink lines on the floor and bed sheets. Dwight Kowalski's face showed few wrinkles, but the light granted him the complexion of aged paper. He resembled some museum mummy, not a friend pushing thirty. His skin looked delicate, as though a strong wind might reduce him to ash sized fragments and whirl, spin, steal him away. Sitting too long at death's door does that to a man. 

Though obvious agony constantly lanced through Dwight's frail form, his voice emerged clear as the Mediterranean Sea when he finally spoke. "How is it you never got hooked into the family life?"

Chuck glanced toward the door, as though he might see through it to Dwight's wife. When he had left her, the olive skinned, emerald-eyed woman had been sitting in the hall, thumbing her rosary and whispering the accompanying weighty words. Where was she now? Still there, presumably. Chuck said, "I never had the patience for settling down."

"Does the traveler's life sing so sweetly for you?" Dwight said, and his lips stretched with a wistful smile. "I remember those days. Remember mostly being alone. Sure, there was a kind of freedom, I guess. Then, when we were up there on the Hill, I swore to myself that . . ." His smile faltered. "Plenty of sons died on that fool's errand, huh? And the daughters at home wept . . ." His voice trailed off. There was no need to speak further of the days spent in Korea. Nothing was forgotten. After a moment of troubled silence, his smile returned, "I never really wanted one before the Hill, but after? There was Bea, waiting at home, like some Godsend. And after that . . . Well, Bea loves babies."

"Dolls have a way of making crazy ideas sound reasonable, don't they?"

"That they do." Dwight's chuckle sounded like a hacking cough. "Still, sometimes a woman can make a man see what really matters. Even when he's blind . . ." Chuck moved to protest, but Dwight held a hand to quiet him. "When your guts rebel and start killing you, then you can interrupt, okay? My health problems give me rank in this Army." He coughed to clear his throat, but when he spoke next, his voice was even rougher than before. "So, kids aren't for you. But they are for me, I found out. Oh, yes. My boy, Nicholas, and . . . And the one still in the wings. Bea believes this one's to be a girl. Can you imagine? Dwight Kowalski having a little girly?"

"Staggers the imagination," Chuck said.

"I believe her, though. And that little girly's going to be beautiful." Another cough made his voice like death personified. "Maybe even more so than her mother." Additional coughing led to momentary choking, and then a wheezing recovery before the spell passed. "I need to know she's taken care of."

Chuck said, "She will be."

"Godfather?" Dwight held his shaking hand out to clasp the deal.

Chuck watched the man's hand tremble like his lips, like his hopes. He stopped squeezing the life from his own hands and found gentleness before taking Dwight's offer. The squeeze proved firm enough. A single shake and it was done, but the men held on for a few more pumps. For old time's sake. 

"I'll look after my goddaughter."

Dwight grinned, and the obvious relief washed away a few years, making him the lightly aged version of the man Chuck had met and befriended in Korea. Dwight said, "Thank you, Sarge."

"No thanks needed, pal. You keep fighting this thing. You'll whip it, soon enough."

Dwight's grin transformed into a placating smile. No, that expression communicated, I won't.

And he did not.

#
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1977

When Chuck Cave arrived on the tenement block, he found a crowd of young people—late teens, early twenties—standing along the sidewalks smoking in the afternoon sunshine. As he approached, he nearly gagged at a sickly sweet stink amidst the rough aroma of tobacco, and he knew straight away that most of their cigarettes were joints.

The kids watched him with mixture of guilt and defiance, all too familiar expressions. Most anyone of that age category Chuck ever met held those same mixed responses. As soon as someone leapt over the age of forty, he was a fogey. They considered him even more of a square for the way he carried himself; that disciplined air spoke of a life spent in the military. Particularly after so many young men had been thrown into the meat grinder down in Southeast Asia. An unpopular war—what war was not?—and seemingly unnecessary. The United States was still licking its Vietnam wounds, though they festered from within.

"Hey, pops," one of the kids said. He was the oldest of the lot, maybe twenty-five, and looked like a tanned clown, wearing a sleeveless denim jacket over a broad collared, white shirt open to show off his chest fuzz, pea green slacks tucked into chestnut, knee high boots, and a red bandanna holding up his oily, black jewfro. "What you doing on our block?"

"Walking," Chuck said.

"Yeah, we can see that." The kid elbowed his neighbor and a dozen of them started giggling at once, as though they were not a collection of individuals, but the multiple bodies of a single hive mind. "People like you don't usually come a walking through this part of town. Don't you got a job?"

"I'm self-employed," Chuck said. "What's your excuse?"

"Self-employed, huh? Well, ain't that funny? We are, too. All of us. We're employed to sit on this block and keep eyes out for strangers. Neighborhood watch is what we are. You look like you break into single girls' places and sniff their panties. Maybe jack off on their bedspreads? That what you 'employ' yourself to do?"

Now the hive mind's giggling turned downright mean. Their smiles developed stilettos. Amongst their sniggers, Chuck heard the chatty kid's name: Dexter.

Chuck kept walking. A check of the addresses on the buildings showed his target was the one nearest to the loudmouth and his mass of lost boys and girls.

Dexter, empowered by his hive mind pals, started shouting even louder. "Hey, you a baby butcher, buddy? You walk like one. My brother, he was a baby killer, and he winded up getting hisself tits-upped in the rice paddies a year before it was over. Why didn't you stay there, man?" Dexter made didn't you sound like dinchoo. "Why dinchoo just pull some rice up over your head like a blanket, huh man? You'd have did the world a favor." Additional verbal filth followed this.

His words were difficult to ignore, but Chuck managed. The things coming out of the kids' mouth . . . Where in Hell did this Dexter come up with this stuff? A younger Chuck would have driven a fist into the boy's nose. Crunched the cartilage, filled Dexter's eyes with salty tears, and drowned the boy's leer in lifeblood . . . He—

Those were the actions of a different man. That version could afford to be a hothead, could recover from the retaliation without a hospital stay. He was not that version any more. He was an older model, now. What was it John MacIntire had said to John Wayne? Here it was only two years since he’d seen Rooster Cogburn, and Chuck had already forgotten the wording. But he could remember everything Mitch said in The Friends of Eddie Coyle, like when he was talking about having four extra knuckles—

You’ve gone to seed. 

Not Mitch’s line. That had been what MacIntire’s judge had said to the lumbering, one-eyed Wayne. You’ve gone to seed. The judge voicing a generation’s worth of exasperation at an old man who refused to sit down already. A man who had spent so long on his own two feet that maybe he didn’t know what sitting down even meant, anymore.

Chuck wondered, Have I gone to seed, too?

The kids must have picked up on some of his uncertainty because Dexter swatted his buddy saying, "Let's rink it," and then off they went, back along the way Chuck had come.

Chuck scanned the apartment building's mailboxes. Most of them remained unnamed, empty of life, though every window in the building appeared to have someone living behind it. Illegal aliens, maybe. Mexicans hustled across the border to work for peanuts and planted in el cheapo apartments. California was firmly rooted in the slave trade, no matter how its politicians preached otherwise.

His thumb paused over the nametag for Room 312. S. Kowalski. So far, so lackluster. Chuck knew she could do better than the squatter's heaven slumped before him. He would file this away as one more thing for them to talk about.

The front door opened with the screech of a rape victim. Chuck scowled and stepped into the shadowy foyer. The heat here was worse than outside. Enclosed and without circulation, humidity thickened the air into a choking miasma. Hallways spilled to the right and left, and a door marked "Stairs" stood straight ahead. No sign of an elevator. The nearest doors bore numbers in the one hundreds. The building had five floors. Time for a walk.

#
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THREE DAYS EARLIER.

"Chuck?" The bad telephone connection made Bea Kowalski sound quiet as a ghost. A trilling whistle hung ever in the background, as though the voice he heard was not from an honest to God, real human but some kind of a recording.

Chuck had to stuff a finger in his other ear to drown out the Brooklyn racket pouring through his window. "Bea? Well, hello. How's—"

"Have you heard from Selma, lately?" Not only the connection but also her tone gave Bea a spectral quality. Her monotone carried all the weariness of Sisyphus, after his first twenty years in Hell. Chuck repressed a shudder. 

He had last spoken with Selma a few months before, after she moved to Los Angeles, to an apartment walking distance from the university. She'd talked about making plenty of friends and loving city life and all night coffee shops. Typical stuff.

He asked, "Is she alright?"

Only the whistling answered him for ten long seconds. A strange song. Not at all relaxing. Finally, Dwight's widow said, "I don't . . . know."

"What do you mean?"

That whistle, again, this time accompanied by a low roar, as though some poor flutist had been swallowed by a tornado. "I mean," she said, "I don't know."

Chuck's grip on the receiver tightened, making the plastic creak in protest. Inside his mind's eye, he saw Dwight on his deathbed and heard the man's whispered plea for his child's care. Chuck heard himself take the pledge all over again. "Talk to me," Chuck said.

"Couple weeks ago, she went to Mexico with her girlfriends."

Had she gotten lost in that country? "And?"

"And while she was there, she met a man," Bea said. "She called me when she got back to LA."

"This fellow she met . . ."

"I can't recollect his name," Bea said. "It's Allen, I think. But, Chuck . . ."

Again, only the whistle sang for him, and its song was one of dread and loss.

"Bea?"

"I haven't been able to reach her."

"How long since the last time you did?"

"Almost a week. I thought she was . . ." After a moment of quiet, he heard a raspy sound, something like a scratching. Her tongue trying to wet her chapped lips? "I thought she was just spending time with this boy. She's a smart girl, Chuck. She knows how to take care of herself. But she . . ."

The kid certainly did know how to take care of herself, Chuck admitted. Even though she never really got to know him, Selma had intuitively taken after her father.

He asked, "Have you had someone check in on her?"

Bea's response came as a petulant whine. "I don't know anyone down there . . . The numbers I called, her friends' phones . . . They sound like nice girls, but they, they haven't seen her either. They're very nice about it, but I think they're worried."

Hellfire.

"I've been praying that she's all right. I'm scared, Chuck."

"I'll fly out tomorrow," Chuck said. He scanned the stacks of notes around the phone. One of those slips had Selma's building number. Maybe. "Give me her address, again. I'll look in on her."

Relief filled her voice. "Thank you." Then, she recited the address in a despairing monotone.

Though Chuck had been to LA on six occasions, the street name meant little to him. From the brief talk over a long distance connection, Selma had said the neighborhood was very "hip" if "run down."

As it turned out, her words were quite the understatement.

#
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1977

Exiting the stairwell to the third floor, Chuck felt as though he had stepped into a sauna. Two windows stood closed at either end of the long hallway. Through them, rusty fire escapes hung like ironwork spiders. Three incandescent lights buzzed down either hall, painting the air itself yellow. Each direction held two-dozen doors arranged so close that only broom closets could stand behind them.

And I thought Brooklyn's buildings were claustrophobic cozy.

Chuck scanned the numbers, turned left and walked to 312. 

The carpet, a coarse shag decorated with yellow and black zigzags, squished with every step, and dark, brackish fluid appeared around his shoes, accompanied by the faint scent of sundews. A glance back showed his trail of shoe prints slowly vanishing, swallowed by the carpet once more.

Sweat cascaded down his face and spine, rolling down his arms and legs. Jesus, what a slum. The first thing he was going to do was get Selma the hell out of here. Find something a little nicer. If Bea would not or could not front the money for a better place, well, Chuck had some savings he could offer.

"I wouldn't wish this place on my worst enemy," Chuck muttered.

Brass numbers hung on the identical slats of plywood that some contractor might jokingly term "doors." 312 showed plenty of knifepoint graffiti: the initials of lovers wrapped in crude heart shapes, warnings about "The Man" or "Pigs", a random phone number with a San Francisco area code.

When Chuck knocked, the door wobbled in its frame, barely remaining closed. From the other side, a chain lock rattled. A touch revealed the doorknob did not actually move—not locked, it was jammed. Only the slender deadbolt held the door shut. Wow, he marveled, even shit has lower levels to sink to.

No answer.

"Selma?" he called, "It's Uncle Chuck." He knocked again, harder this time. The door threatened to burst open, so he stopped. No sense ruining a perfectly lousy door . . . If he did, would the building manager get a proper replacement, or were more of these cheap slabs stacked in the cellar like unwanted corpses?

"Selma?"

From further along the corridor, a girl said, "Selma's not there, no more." Chuck glanced over and found a Plain Jane leaning out of a room, three doors away. She was maybe Selma's age, nineteen at most. She wore thick glasses and her dark hair was pulled up into a pair of Afro balls. Dozens of tiny pink hearts decorated her short-sleeved shirt.

"You know where she is?"

She considered him for a moment. "Who'd you say you were?"

"Chuck Cave. I'm Selma's godfather, but she's called me Uncle Chuck since she could call me anything."

The girl smiled, an embarrassed looking thing, and said, "Yeah, she talked about you. You're just like she said you'd be." The girl pointed toward the door at Chuck's back. "She moved to 13 'cause nobody lives there, and the keys are the same."

And shit manages to slide even lower . . .

"But the mailbox—"

"Yeah, we all switch rooms," the girl in room 316 said. "In case someone, you know, tries to mess with us. Selma started the trend. Now, we all do it."

Smart girl. "Thanks," Chuck said. He turned to 313, to knock. The girl from 316 said, "She's not in—" just as his knuckles landed, and the unlocked door swung open.

The orange glow of sunlight through a window shade broke the darkness of the living space beyond. Immediately inside, a pair of narrow doorways opened right and left, forming a hallway of sorts to the main living space.

The left led to a claustrophobic nightmare bathroom. A sink, toilet and bathtub competed for dominance of the room, leaving a body little room to sit or stand. Marks on the walls remained to show where shelves had once been roosted; they had long ago been removed but the holes had not been spackled over to hide the time when this space was enjoying life as a storage closet.

To the right stood the remaining closet. A poorly mounted rod hung askew under the weight of all a girl's colorful clothes. The shelf above sagged from a different load—plenty of weighty, unmarked boxes. Shoes and boots filled the modest floor space.

As Selma's neighbor had said, nobody was home. Chuck asked, "When was the last time you saw her?" but the girl from Room 316 was gone. Her door closed, and the lock clacked shut.

Thanks.

In the living space, he found a light switch glued in place by dried paint globules and yanked it on. A dirt-grimed glass dome in the ceiling flickered to life, casting the room in filthy shadows. The hardwood floor’s slats were all scuffed and stained, and the peeling yellow wallpaper offered a sweet stink bouquet of old pot. A bed, bookcase, dresser and vanity packed in a tight configuration crowded the space opposite a narrow stove, pair of cabinets, sink, and flimsy table and chair set.

He spotted familiar gewgaws. Particularly one piece: Mr. Hands. Chuck had found the small wooden figurine of a legless man with oversized hands and a Buddha smile in Acapulco. Selma had fallen in love with it when he gifted it to her. In time it had become her good luck charm. It now sat on the center shelf of her bookcase, surrounded by a chaotic assortment of papers, pencils, notebooks and a dog-eared volume of Plath's poetry.

This was certainly her space.

Chuck swung the door closed behind him and walked to a rather unstable looking wooden chair near the room's lone window. He gave the shade a tug. The lowest plastic edge ripped free before the remainder rolled out of sight above. Outside, a spider web gleamed in the sunlight—beautiful but eerie—completely covering the lowest pane of glass. Its creator sat in the center, surrounded by plentiful bundles of other insects that had come too close for their own good.

Beyond this, the room had an excellent view of a rooftop, a gap indicating the next street over, and another apartment building beyond that. Though the window was anything but sizable, the light it let in filled the entire room. No need for the overhead, Chuck yanked the paint-glommed switch off and returned to the chair.

As he settled down, he realized the damned seat's legs were not even. Slight shifts in weight made the chair rock side-to-side with audible taps. While the motion and sound might be considered soothing, Chuck's current state of mind found it annoying as hell.

He leaned over to look and discovered the fault lay not in the chair but in the floorboards. They were properly aligned but loose.

Did they hide a compartment? A secret place? Somewhere for Selma to keep her valuables, maybe?

Do I have any right to look in there? Probably not.

What if there was valuable information inside? An indication of where she might be? Silent debate raged before he decided to let it remain closed for a while. Keep its secrets. Maybe she was in class, maybe she would return shortly . . . Why not wait?

He glanced at the bedside alarm clock. It was a wind up job, with a pair of bells at the top and a hammer that would rattle between them. Kind of kitschy, actually, in its old fashioned way. Made Chuck smile to see it. So, kids weren't completely removed from yesterday . . .

The thing was silent. The hands had stopped at five twenty three, definitely the wrong time. Was that time in the AM? Even morning classes did not start that early . . . She'd wind it before going to bed.

Had she spent the night with her boyfriend? A possibility. Those sorts of clocks, however, did not wind down after only one day. They practiced a policy of steady decrement, the clockworks running for several days before friction took its toll.

So, had she spent a couple of days with her boyfriend?

Again, a possibility, but something in Chuck's gut told him this was not the case. Maybe he was putting Selma on a pedestal of some sort. Maybe he was crediting her with restraint that a teenager would have to be a saint to bear . . . Maybe . . .

The chair wobbled, and the boards beneath it clacked against one another.

Outside, someone pounded on a door. Across the hall? Chuck leaned forward, keeping the chair from rattling against anything.

Silence lasted almost twenty seconds, then that pounding came again. Not quite knocking but definitely across the hall. Selma's room, according to the mailbox.

"She's not there," said the girl from room 316, sounding nervous.

A man's voice said, "You know where she is?"

"Uhm, no—" 

Chuck heard clothing rustle, and then the girl squeaked with alarm.

"Don't play games," the man said, and then Chuck heard the telltale click of a gun's hammer being cocked. "And don't try to run, girlie. We'll just break down your door and get what we want anyway."

Chuck stood up. Moved for the door as quietly as possible.

A second voice said, "I dunno, Max. There's plenty of people around—"

"Kids and Mexicanos," the first voice, Max, said, "and they aren't going to do nada to save dark meat, here."

Since he had not locked Selma's door, it hung in the jam. Chuck pulled it slowly open, stopping when he could discern three man-shapes in the hall.

"And now that you said my name," Max added, "we have to make sure this little bitch doesn't rat us out."

A door slammed shut, a lock rattled—good girl, Chuck thought, don't let the fear paralyze you—and the three men laughed.

"Go get her," said Max, and two shapes stomped toward 316.

Chuck pulled open his door. Max turned out to be a fair-haired greaser in his thirties, dressed in long pants and nice shirt, no tie, top button undone. He might have otherwise been a businessman. The shoulder holster and the cocked .45 automatic in his right hand told Chuck his preferred business. Max's lips turned up, at the sound of 313's door opening. "Hey, guys, if that bitch really doesn't know, looks like we've got another volunt—"

Chuck grabbed Max by the head, swung him around and then slammed his face into 313's jam. Max let out a squawk of surprise and dropped his gun. Good. Chuck threw him back against 312, and the weary door broke straight down the middle, dumping Max into the empty space beyond.

The two others—also dressed in nice shirts and slacks with automatic pistols in shoulder rigs—now turned from 316's door, which they'd been poised to kick down. One of them had a pencil thin, brown moustache and the other was a towhead. When they saw Chuck's manhandling of their boss, they went for their guns.

Chuck scooped up the fallen .45 automatic and ducked back into Selma's room in time to avoid Max's pals, as they fired a pair of shots from the hip. The girl in 316 started screaming; Chuck hoped she would call the cops.

Of course, the boys in blue would not arrive in time to stop these men, who continued to fire at Chuck's position though they could not see him. What the hell are they trying to—?

Of course. The flimsy walls were no sturdier than cheesecloth against the short, stubby .45 caliber rounds. They were blowing holes through the drywall and hoping to catch him by accident.

One of the firing pistols clacked empty, and then the other. Chuck heard the men reloading. He came around low, pistol braced in both hands. The fools were still standing in the open, before 316.

He squeezed off two quick rounds and then returned to cover.

The towhead started shrieking about "My foot. My motherfucking foot," before his weight slammed against groaning wood. Not the floor. The gunman had fallen against 316's door. Chuck was putting that girl in danger.

"He's about sixteen inches under where you been aiming," Max said. His voice was nearly comical—with the broken nose, he sounded like he was suffering the world's worst head cold—but he was sitting up on the floor of room 312. Blood poured down his face and he stared daggers at Chuck while playing forward observer for his cronies.

Chuck snapped off a shot at Max. Though the man tried to move, he was on his duff, and therefore pretty slow. The bullet caught him in the left shoulder, and he started squealing like a porcine.

Threaten little girls, will ya?

Any sense of victory Chuck felt vanished, when an automatic pistol started firing again, blowing holes through the wall dangerously close to his position.

The sonsofbitches might be stupid, but they certainly followed orders well. Mr. Pencil Thin Moustache was blazing away about a foot-and-a-half lower than he had been, and luck alone kept Chuck from catching a faceful of slugs.

He scampered deeper into the room, soon realizing it was a deathtrap. If the gunmen played it safe, they could come to the door and open up on him. The room was a barrel and he was the fish. He needed cover. He hopped across the bed. Its springs groaned when he hit them, and then sighed when his weight carried off and onto the other side. Cheap, maybe, but it offered a little more protection than the thin walls.

"Who are you people?" Chuck called.

"Bad company," someone shouted. Must've been Pencil Thin Moustache, since Towhead and Max were still screaming at their pain. "You messing with ba-a-a-a-ad company."

Give me a break.

Chuck asked, "Want to surrender?" and this got him little more than growls for responses.
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