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INTRO

 


I’m looking at old photos, a
collection of jazz history, a gift someone has given me in a
well-meaning gesture, designed probably to help fill the silent
hours of my recuperation. The coffee-table book is filled with
black-and-white moments from an era never to be seen again. This
photograph is of twin tenors, Dexter Gordon and Wardell Gray, taken
at a club in Los Angeles in the early ’50s, probably the Club
Alabam or the Bird Basket. Central Avenue all the way.

In this grainy framed moment, the
photographer has caught Dexter in full flight, his huge body
blocking all but the bass player’s bands, towering over the
microphone and Wardell, who stands a few feet behind him. Gordon’s
eyes are closed, his shoulders raised slightly, both hands gripping
the horn like he’s choking it, his face caught in a grimace as if
the note he’s searching for won’t come out of the horn.

Behind him, ultra-cool Wardell, a
baggy suit hanging on his slight frame, a hat on the back of his
head, looks on stoically. But when I look closer, a pencil-thin
mustache is curled slightly upward as if a smile is about to begin.
Was it something Dexter had just played, or is Wardell amused by
Dex’s struggle to get that note out? Maybe he’s thinking about what
he’s going to play. And what were they playing when this photo was
taken? A blues? A standard? Maybe it was “The Chase,” their most
famous collaboration, and Wardell is waiting for his
turn.

Wardell’s hands are crossed over
the tenor saxophone that hangs from his neck strap. A cigarette is
wedged between the fingers of his left hand. A wisp of smoke curls
up around his eyes.

The drummer, I think it’s Roy Haynes, is
leaning forward, his right hand a blur on the cymbal. His eyes are
wide open and there’s a white flash of teeth against his
dark face. It’s not a smile exactly, more like an
expression of euphoria. The pianist, who looks to be no more than a
teenager, is looking toward Dexter expectantly, for approval
perhaps. Both hands are locked on the keys. Who is it? Al Haig? The
caption doesn’t identify all the band, just the
date—1953.

I close my right hand into a fist
and unconsciously think about the rubber ball, then instantly
remember I don’t use it anymore. It’s like remembering someone you
were close to who is gone, and you haven’t come to terms with their
absence yet.

If I had been born thirty years earlier,
maybe I could have been the pianist in the photo. I grew up in
L.A., I was into jazz from an early age. Would I have
hung out on Central Avenue like Art Pepper? What would that gig
have been like? What would it have been like to know and play with
Dexter Gordon and Wardell Gray in an era when personal sound was
everything, an era before synthesizers and electric
pianos?

With Dexter, or Roy Haynes, it could have
been possible. But our paths never crossed. Dexter was around until
a few years ago after sixteen years in Europe, an Academy Award
nomination for his role in ’Round Midnight, and scores of
records. Roy Haynes is still playing better than
ever.

But with Wardell Gray there was no
chance. He was gone two years before I was born, left to die
mysteriously in the Nevada desert.

And me? I hardly ever play the
piano anymore.

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


“It happened right here,” Ace Buffington says.
“At least, this is about where his body was found.”

I’ve only been in Las Vegas thirty minutes,
and already I’m bathed in sweat, wilting fast under the one hundred
seven degree heat, standing in the middle of a vacant lot next to a
convenience store. The scorching dry air beats down on us like some
huge hair dryer.

I shield my eyes from the glare with my bad
hand. Ace, standing a few feet away, is no more than a tall shadow.
The heat doesn’t seem to bother him. He came straight to the
airport from the courts, dressed in tennis clothes.

“How can you be sure?” I ask.

“Well, I’m not really,” Ace admits. “There’s
been a lot of building since 1955, but the Moulin Rouge is not far
from here. It certainly could have been here.”

By now I thought I’d be in an air-conditioned
house, sipping on a Henry Weinhard or floating in the cool,
soothing relief of Ace’s swimming pool. Instead I’m standing in the
middle of a vacant lot Ace thinks is the murder site of an
all-but-forgotten jazz musician named Wardell Gray, a tenor
saxophonist whose big sound and tone belied his skinny
body.

There’s no historical marker here though, no
weathered sign that reads “Wardell Gray died on this spot, May
1955.” Dirt, sand, and scrub weeds, a patch of desert strewn with
fast-food wrappers, drink cups, bottles, even an abandoned truck
tire, is all that’s here.

“Ace, that was thirty-seven years
ago.”

“I know, I know,” Ace says. He walks closer,
his enthusiasm undiminished. “But this could have been it.” He
points to a spot on the ground.

There’s a tinge of sadness, even romanticism,
to his voice that I understand. A devoted fan, record collector,
and occasionally historian, Ace is intrigued by the legendary
figures of jazz. The only memorial to Wardell is a legacy of
out-of-print albums and some reissued CDs. “Imagine, Evan, Wardell
Gray found out here.”

I shake my head, listen to the traffic noise
filtering down from the expressway behind us, and watch the steady
stream of cars pull in and out of the convenience-store parking lot
fifty feet away.

“I’m trying to, Ace.” My shirt is sticking to
my body, and I can feel droplets of sweat running into my eyes.
“Can we go now?”

“Sure,” Ace says. He thrives on the heat,
plays tennis no matter what the weather is, and subscribes to the
theory of all locals that this is hot, but it’s dry
heat.

We climb back into his red Jeep Cherokee.
Seconds later the soothing cold air from the air conditioner is
blowing in my face. I take one last look at the vacant lot and
wonder why I agreed to come to Las Vegas in July.

The last time I was up for the Lonnie Cole
investigation, interviewing country singer Charlie Crisp at the
Frontier—my debut as a detective. That turned out reasonably well,
at least financially. Lonnie Cole is still in jail; I saved Charlie
Crisp a considerable sum of money. Now, I was going to see if I
could play piano again. That and Ace are two reasons I’m in Las
Vegas.

I watch Ace drive. Both hands on the wheel,
shoulders hunched forward, the bucket seat barely able to
accommodate his huge frame. His face is burned brown, and there’s a
light sheen of perspiration on his forehead. I try to imagine him
at a podium before a class of UNLV undergraduates, lecturing on
literature. Ace looks nothing like an English professor. Over
there, he’s Dr. Charles Buffington.

While we wait at a traffic light he looks
over, slaps my shoulder, and grins broadly. “Evan, great to see
you.”

“You too, Ace. How’s the backhand?”

“Never better. Just went three sets with a
history prof before I picked you up. How’s your
hand?”

We both glance at my right wrist as I flex my
fingers. Except for two tiny scars, there are no other visible
signs. The surgery was long ago, and I’ve stopped carrying around
the rubber ball I used to squeeze for therapy.

I close my fingers into a fist. There’s only a
slight twinge of pain now. “We’ll find out soon enough,” I
say.

Ace nods and heads the jeep onto the
expressway. The Strip skyline is on our left. In the distance, I
spot the first hint of a pyramid.

“The Luxor Hotel,” Ace says, noticing my gaze.
“They’re even going to have a scale-model sphinx in front of
it.”

Ace exits at Flamingo, just past a sign for
the University of Nevada Las Vegas. “How are things in academia?” I
ask.

“Oh, you know. English-department election,
new chair, petty politics, professors jealous of each other’s
publications, and the NCAA is still after Jerry Tarkanian. Business
as usual.”

A few miles farther west Ace turns into the
Spring Valley area, a part of Las Vegas most tourists never see. It
could be Phoenix or Scottsdale or any Southwest city with its
shopping centers, supermarkets, gas stations, fast-food places, and
ranch-style homes. Ace turns off busy Spring Mountain Road and
guides the Jeep through a residential neighborhood. He pulls into
the half-circle drive in front of the house that will be my home
for the next few weeks.

We grab my bags, and I follow Ace around the
side of the house, down a long walkway. It’s a rambling one-story
ranch-style, surrounded by trees and shrubs. In back is a
self-contained apartment originally added for Janey’s mother,
complete with wrought-iron security gates on the doors and
windows.

“Not my idea,” Ace says, noticing my frown as
he unlocks the door. “Janey was always worried about burglars. Her
mother was worse.”

I nod silently. The death of a loved one is
always tough, and it’s still an open wound with Ace—barely six
months since his wife was shockingly and swiftly ravaged by
cancer.

“Well, here we are,” Ace says. “I’m sure
you’ll be comfortable here, and you can come and go as you please.”
The two rooms and kitchen are furnished with castoffs from the main
house, but Ace has thought of everything. There’s a small TV,
stereo, and a refrigerator well stocked with Henry Weinhard, cold
cuts, and a pound of gourmet coffee. I’m genuinely touched as Ace
hands me the keys.

“Of course, you know about the piano in the
house. Use it whenever you want. The phone is a separate line, and,
well, just make yourself at home. I serviced Janey’s VW so you’ll
have some transportation.”

We walk outside to the patio and pool area.
“That’s what I want first,” I say looking at the still, blue water
shimmering in the fierce sun.

“You got it,” Ace says. “I’ve got some papers
to grade, but how about I throw a couple of steaks on the grill
later?”

“Sounds great.” There’s a momentary awkward
silence as memories of Janey, my accident, and a long friendship
pass between us. “Look, I really appreciate all this, and the gig
of course, it’s—”

“Hey, forget it,” Ace says, holding up his
hand. “You may not like playing for shoppers, and I’ll be glad for
the company. Besides, you’re going to help me.”

“Help you? With what?”

“Solving Wardell Gray’s murder.”

 


 


Refreshed after a quick swim, I pop open a
Henry Weinhard and think about Wardell Gray. I load the tape player
with one of the cassettes Ace has left me, and suddenly it’s the
’50s again. Wardell and Dexter Gordon, two of the great tenor
players in jazz, sparring with each other in a tune appropriately
titled “The Chase.”

It was a hit on jukeboxes across America.
Wardell and Dex got a lot of publicity but only a hundred dollars
apiece for the record. Dexter went on to New York and eventually
Europe for a stay of sixteen years. When he came back, his career
went into high gear. He was “rediscovered” by American audiences
and nominated for an Academy Award for his portrayal of an exiled
American jazz musician in the film ’Round Midnight.
Wardell Gray wasn’t so lucky.

After stints with Count Basie and Benny
Goodman, Gray came to Las Vegas with little notice as a member of
Benny Carter’s band for the opening of Moulin Rouge, the first
black hotel-casino in Las Vegas. He died the second night.
His murder—it was never officially called that—has never been
investigated to anyone’s satisfaction.

Like everyone else, I know only the unofficial
accounts, the myths that pop up in the jazz world when one of its
own dies suddenly. A known heroin addict, Wardell was found in the
desert, the apparent victim of an overdose. Many people thought
there was more to it than that, but in those days the police in Las
Vegas didn’t think the death of a black junkie jazz musician
warranted much of an investigation. They probably wouldn’t today,
either. There were other theories about Gray’s death, but no one
wanted to talk about them, and that’s all they
were—theories.

I decide on a shower, then stretch out on the
couch, letting the hum of the air conditioner lull me to sleep. In
what seems like only minutes, Ace is tapping on the sliding glass
door. “Hey, Evan,” he says, “these steaks are almost
ready.”

“Be right with you.” I shake off the nap,
throw on some shorts and a T-shirt, and join Ace just as he’s
pulling two T-bones off the grill.

“Too hot out here,” Ace says. “Let’s go
inside.” We settle in at the kitchen table with the steaks, large
baked potatoes, and a tossed salad. The steaks are tender and
juicy, marinated in some mixture Ace has concocted. We wash it all
down with a couple of beers. Later, with plates pushed aside and
coffee brewing, Ace fills me in on his plans to research Wardell
Gray and the Moulin Rouge, and why he needs my help.

“I’m doing an article for a popular culture
journal,” Ace says. “There’s a conference coming up in September
where I’ll present the paper. My colleagues frown on it, but I get
credit and it’s a helluva lot more fun than rehashing
nineteenth-century fiction.”

Ace has two books to his credit: one is a
study of Charles Dickens, the other an argument that Herman
Melville stole the plot for Billy Budd from Nathaniel
Hawthorne. I really tried, but I had trouble getting through either
of them. I’m convinced they were mostly the result of the
publish-or-perish syndrome that keeps him alive in
academia.

“Is this article just about
Wardell?”

“Not really,” Ace says, warming to the
subject. He pours us two mugs of coffee. “A number of jazz
musicians have met rather untimely ends. Clifford Brown and Bud
Powell’s brother Richie were killed in a car crash. Lee Morgan was
shot at Slugs in New York City, Albert Ayler was found in the East
River. Supposedly a suicide, but he was handcuffed—hands behind his
back. Wardell is another story. I’m sure it probably was a drug
overdose, everyone agrees on that, but what was he doing in the
desert, and how did he get there?”

Good point. A hotel room would be more likely,
or an alley behind the Moulin Rouge. “So where do I come
in?”

Ace opens another beer. “There are a couple of
old-time musicians still around here, but they’re not likely to
talk to me, at least not very freely. You, Evan Horne, a musician;
on the other hand, have some immediate common ground. There’s also
another lead, a dancer. She’s in real estate now, but she was one
of the chorus line girls at the Moulin Rouge when it opened. I
tracked her down through a newspaper reporter friend, but when I
told her what I was doing, she clammed up. Really
strange.”

“Did she say why?”

“No, just that she was sorry, she didn’t
remember or know anything about Wardell Gray. I don’t see how
that’s possible.”

I sip some coffee and light a cigarette
despite Ace’s frown. “Okay if I smoke?” Ace just shrugs. “I know, I
know, when am I going to quit. Well, sounds like you have some good
leads, but maybe there isn’t anything to tell. Some people prefer
to keep the past just that.”

Ace shakes his head. “I don’t buy it. She
sounded as if I were asking about something that happened last
week. It’s been more than thirty-five years. Maybe I’m imagining
it, but I swear I heard fear in her voice. At the very least she
was uncomfortable. Anyway, what do you say?”

I have to admit it’s intriguing. The gig, if I
stick with it, won’t take up much time, and helping Ace would give
me something to do. But two voices are arguing in my head. This
sounds too much like investigating, and once was enough. In trying
to help Lonnie Cole I’d been beaten up, nearly killed, and, in the
end, betrayed. But the other voice is saying, Relax, this is the
past. How could that get you into trouble? Sometimes the wrong
voice wins. “Hey, why not, I’ll give it a try.”

“Great,” Ace says, beaming at me. “I’ll get
you the names of the musicians. You can find them at the Four
Queens most Monday nights. Alan Grant still has the only game in
town as far as jazz goes. There are some clipping files on the
Moulin Rouge at Special Collections in the campus library. I’ll
pave the way there.”

“What about the dancer?”

“I’ve got a number for her. I’ll leave it to
you as to how to contact her.” Ace smiles. “Maybe we’ll get lucky,
and she’ll find you.”

Who knows, maybe she will. This is the first
gig I’ve had in a shopping mall. “By the way, Ace.”

“Yeah?”

“What are you calling this
article?”

He grins and looks like he’s been waiting for
me to ask.

“Death of a Tenor Man.”

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Brent Tyler is curly blond hair, white shirt,
tie, and suspenders holding up expensive trousers. He probably has
a BMW parked outside to go with the cellular phone tucked in his
hip pocket. He has a clipboard in his hand, so already I don’t like
him.

We’re standing before a white grand
piano—already a bad sign—on the lower level of the Fashion Show
Mall, just off the Strip near the Frontier Hotel. A red velvet rope
shields us from the steady stream of morning shoppers that troop
past carrying bags with the logos of Neiman Marcus, Saks, and The
Sharper Image.

Directly opposite is the mall food court, a
collection of upscale fast-food outlets—everything from gourmet
coffee and muffins to baked potatoes with nacho sauce. The Fashion
Show management decided piano background would soothe the shoppers,
get them to linger, and give the mall some added class. They also
contribute to the UNLV music department and get most of the
pianists from there. I’m one of two exceptions to the graduate
student pool, mainly thanks to Ace’s contacts at the
university.

“You got your own music, right?” Brent Tyler
asks. He’s used to the music students who come in with a briefcase
full of sheet music—show tunes, classics, and the occasional
concerto to practice for a recital. Most of them probably figure
this gig as paid practice. For me it’s going to be
therapy.

“I’ll fake it,” I say, running my fingers over
the keyboard. No stuck keys, but I’ll be surprised if it’s in tune.
I hope Brent doesn’t offer to paint it. Once when I pointed out to
a club owner several stuck keys that produced no sound whatsoever
on his piano, he’d said quite seriously, “Can’t you play some songs
that don’t use those notes?”

“Whatever,” Tyler says. He takes in my dark
suit, white shirt, and Miles Davis print tie. “You got a
tux?”

I nod. Tyler and I met earlier in his office
to sign a contract, and this is the end of the mall tour he
insisted on—to give me a feel for the place, as he puts it. I told
him I’d actually been to a mall before, but Brent was
adamant.

“Okay, here’s the deal. Music starts at noon.
Two-hour shifts. Except today, you come on at two and relieve Roger
Baldwin,” Tyler says, consulting his clipboard. “Like the piano,
get it?”

“Cute.”

“Mary Lou relieves you.”

Somehow I manage to avoid rolling my eyes as
Tyler continues. “If she’s late or doesn’t show, you stay on,
understood?” I nod my compliance.

“Good luck,” he says, flashing me his best
smile. “You have four weeks, then we’ll see. Nice to have you at
the Fashion Show.” He shakes hands briefly, then his phone rings.
He pulls it out of his pocket, waves at me, and heads up the mall,
phone to his ear, a smile on his face, a friendly wave for the
shoppers. What a guy.

I sit down at the piano and tentatively try a
few chords. Action is okay and, amazingly, it is in tune. The sound
is dampened by the crowd, and I’m far enough away from the food
court area that I doubt whether anyone can hear very well, which
suits me fine.

The customers are staff on their lunch break
wearing name tags from their respective stores, shoppers taking a
break, and weary husbands or boyfriends looking at their watches,
wondering where their wives are.

Anybody looking my way just sees someone in a
suit sitting at a white piano, and once in a while think they hear
a note or two over the din of conversation. It’s an illusion, a
musical illusion. I glance back over my shoulder and smile at the
escalator riders coming down from the upper level above
me.

I clench my fists a few times, take a deep
breath, and try a few bars of a ballad I can’t even remember the
name of. I have to concentrate, willing the fingers of my right
hand to follow the right pattern. The rubber ball I used to squeeze
for strength is behind me, but the flexibility is still not there
like it should be.

Before the accident I could play this tune,
keep a cigarette, a drink, and a conversation going with no trouble
at all. Hand feels okay, but this is only the first tune. Two hours
to go, and I don’t know how quickly my fingers will
tire.

I start a second chorus, begin to stretch out
a bit. Nothing fancy, just some easy runs. My mind is way ahead of
my fingers. Going into the bridge, I falter momentarily. I haven’t
forgotten the chords, but my fingers are just a hair slow. I look
up and see a gray-haired woman in a warm-up suit who catches my
eye, her head nodding to the music, a dreamy look in her
eyes.

“That’s really nice,” she says, clutching her
shopping bag. I smile back and nod a thanks and almost lose my
place.

I’m a long way from jazz clubs and concert
stages.

 


 


I had a VW when I was in college, but it’s been
years since I’ve driven one. This one is in excellent condition—I’m
sure Janey Buffington never drove it more than to the store or
short trips around town. She and Ace had installed an add-on air
conditioner, but it does little more than turn down the blow-dryer
heat to low. I keep one of the wing windows open to create some air
flow.

Jacket off and tie loosened, I leave the
Fashion Show parking lot and head west on Spring Mountain, across
the railroad tracks—after a slow freight holds things up for ten
minutes—and on to Decatur, where I turn right. With the rest of the
afternoon still ahead of me, I can’t resist taking a look at the
Moulin Rouge, the site of Wardell Gray’s last gig.

Bypassing downtown and the freeway, I turn
east on Bonanza. I pull up to a warehouse parking lot across the
street from the casino and get my first look at the Moulin Rouge.
In its neglected state the large red-and-white structure looks like
a small transplanted Strip hotel that’s been abandoned. From what
Ace has told me, the inside is worse.

Opening in 1955, the Moulin Rouge quickly
became a celebrity hangout, packed nightly. I try to imagine
opening night. A jammed parking lot, limos pulling up to deposit
the likes of Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, and Sammy Davis, Jr. Benny
Carter’s band onstage, a line of show girls, celebrities, and
skinny Wardell, the thin man of the tenor, standing up to solo. A
gig for Wardell that was his last; a dream of an interracial
hotel-casino that was over in six months. Ace tells me there’s a
move under way to raise money, renovate, and try again.

All I can think of is, what happened to
Wardell Gray?

Time for some research. I leave the warehouse
lot and continue east on Bonanza, all the way to Maryland Parkway,
then south to the UNLV campus. The summer-school rush is on, but
thanks to Ace’s temporary faculty permit hanging from the rearview
mirror, I manage to find a parking spot near the
library.

I’ve visited Ace at the campus several times
in the past, so I generally know my way around. It’s a short but
hot walk to the library. The students, male and female, are dressed
mostly in shorts and T-shirts, and many of them carry water bottles
or Big Gulp drinks from the 7-Eleven. Something I’ll have to look
into.

At the library building I make my way to the
elevator, where, following Ace’s instructions, I got to the fourth
floor, Special Collections. A thin blond man I take for a graduate
student looks up from his computer when I walk in. There are no
other takers.

“Hi,” he says, as if glad for the
interruption. “Can I help you?”

“My name is Evan Horne,” I say. “Professor
Buffington in English may have called you.”

“Oh yeah, right,” he says, consulting a pad in
front of him. “You’re looking for stuff on the Moulin Rouge.” He
shakes hands and gives me a file folder. “Ted Rollings,” he says.
“I pulled what we have. You can look at it over there,” he says,
indicating a row of tables. “Anything you want copied, I’ll do it
for you.”

“Thanks,” I say, taking the file. While
Rollings goes back to his computer, I sit down and flip through the
clippings, newspaper stories and photos documenting the brief
history of the Moulin Rouge.

Halfway into the pile, after a number of
articles about the building of the hotel-casino and its opening, I
find the first mention of the saxophonist’s death in a series of
newspaper articles.

 


NOTED JAZZ SAXOPHONIST WARDELL GRAY FOUND
SLAIN

 


The body of one of the nation’s leading Negro
jazz musicians, Wardell Carl Gray, was found in a weed patch at the
side of the road in Vegas Heights yesterday. Sheriff’s deputies
said the well-dressed man apparently had been slain.

 


The story goes on to say that robbery was
ruled out, since Gray’s watch, wallet, and ring were still on his
person. According to the testimony of another musician, Gray owed
someone in Los Angeles nine hundred dollars. Investigators
theorized that that person might have followed Gray to Las Vegas to
collect.

Would someone murder Gray for nine hundred
dollars? Today it happens all the time for much lesser amounts, and
if Gray was involved with drug dealers, it’s certainly a
possibility.

Another story cites dancer Theodore Haley,
professional name Teddy Hale, member of the Moulin Rouge show, as a
suspect. Hale’s story was that he met Gray after the second show,
and the two of them went to Hale’s apartment for a “joy pop” of
heroin. Both passed out. When Hale regained consciousness, he tried
to revive Gray, but the saxophonist fell off the bed and hit his
head on the floor. Hale panicked, fearful he would be prosecuted
for narcotics possession, and drove Gray to the desert, where he
left the saxophonist’s body. Hale sticks to his story even with a
lie detector test, which he apparently passes. Another
headline:

 


DANCER CLEARS SELF IN DEATH OF SAX
PLAYER

 


The police evidently bought Hale’s version of
what happened; he describes in detail the events leading up to the
discovery of Gray’s body. The police reported that they discovered
several needles and spoons in Hale’s home but did not find any
actual heroin.

In still another article, a different theory
is offered by the deputy coroner. The headline stops me
cold.

 


HINT JAZZ MUSICIAN STILL ALIVE WHEN BODY DUMPED
BY DOPED DANCER

 


The possibility that jazz musician Wardell
Gray was still alive when his body was dumped in a weed patch near
a remote ranch Thursday is being considered by police
here.

 


The coroner explains that a heavy shot of
heroin sometimes produces a coma like state resembling death in a
human body, with hardly detectable breathing and
heartbeat.

Hale, however, claims he checked for a
heartbeat and even put a mirror against Gray’s nose and mouth to
see if he was breathing. Murder or manslaughter charges would not
be filed against Hale unless there was some new development in the
case. Apparently there was none. Hale was released with the
possibility that he could only face charges of illegal use of
narcotics and illegally disposing of a body.

There are subsequent articles with background
on Gray and quotes from friends and other musicians, but the story
ends on that note.

Like most musicians, I’ve heard the stories of
Gray’s death that get passed around the music world, embellished in
the retelling until they reach mythic proportions, but I’d never
seen anything in print, nor had I ever heard this theory that Gray
might have been alive when Hale dumped the body. The coroner’s
report citing head wounds consistent with blows from a blunt
instrument also pops off the page. Blunt instrument? Head wounds?
Caused by the floor when Gray fell?

There are several more follow-up articles,
which I gather up and ask Ted Rollings to photocopy for me. “I’ll
be back in a few minutes.”

I find the stairs exit, step into the hall,
and light a cigarette, musing over the clippings. “Did Gray and
Hale have an argument? Had Hale accidentally killed Gray? You don’t
get head wounds from a blunt instrument by falling out of bed, do
you? This sounds as improbable as trumpeter Chet Baker’s alleged
suicide, caused, some theorized, by Baker jumping off the
second-floor balcony of an Amsterdam hotel.

Did someone else kill Gray and dump his body
in the desert? Who, if not Teddy Hale? Junkies can get into trouble
with all kinds of people. Or maybe it was because of something at
the Moulin Rouge. That was a different time and place.

I go back inside and find Ted finishing up the
photocopying. He puts the copies in a manila envelope. “Come back
any time,” he says.

“Thanks for your help,” I say.

I take the agonizingly slow elevator back to
the first floor and walk across campus to the student union, where
I’m to meet Ace before his late-afternoon class. The heat is
relentless, and I envy the students in shorts. The coolness of the
student union is welcome, and after fighting the lines of students
and faculty, I get a giant Coke, filling the paper cup with
ice.

A few minutes later Ace joins me. No tennis
gear today. He’s in sandals, chinos, and a golf shirt, with a pile
of books under his arm. He takes in my tie and smiles. “Better
watch it, you’ll be taken for faculty,” he says, sitting down, “or
worse yet, an administrator.”

“Not if you all dress like that. How’s the
molding of young minds coming?”

Ace shakes his head in disgust. “The students
are fine, it’s the new idiot department chair that’s the problem.
The man is determined to get even for all the slights he’s felt
over the years, at the expense of some damned good programs and
people.” Ace shakes his head in disgust. “And we teach the
humanities. What a joke.” He takes a long drink and glances at his
watch. “So how did it go with you?”

“My wrist is aching, Brent Tyler’s certainly
interesting, but I got through the set okay.”

Ace nods. “Did you get to the
library?”

I tap the envelope of clippings on the table.
“Yeah, Rollings was very helpful.”

“And?”

It’s hard to talk over the din of students. “I
think you may be onto something. According to several newspaper
accounts, it sounds like Wardell might have done more than fall out
of bed.”

“I’ve seen some of that stuff,” Ace says, his
eyes lighting up, “but I’m more interested in what, if anything,
you find out from some of the old musicians in town. I’ve got a
couple of jazz history books you can look through. There’s not
much. There are a couple of accounts of Wardell’s time at the
Moulin Rouge.”

I watch Ace for a moment until he catches my
expression. “I know, I know, it was nearly forty years ago, but
you’ve got to admit it’s damned intriguing.”

The safest kind of thing to investigate—the
past. That other voice I hear keeps trying to get in. After the
Lonnie Cole case, the past suits me fine.

“So how about we grab something to eat
tonight, and you have a relaxing weekend. You can check out the
Four Queens on Monday. Alan Grant should be able to give you some
leads.”

“Sounds good to me,” I say. “I’m going home,
get out of this suit and soak in your pool.”

Ace stands up to go. “Just imagine how it was
before air conditioning. See you later.” I watch him shoulder his
way through the crowd of students, wondering how anyone can keep
his mind on nineteenth-century literature when it’s one hundred ten
degrees.

I finish my drink and look through the
clippings again. Most of it is background stuff about the
construction and later the casino’s demise, when the owners of the
three million dollar resort filed for bankruptcy. Bad management,
financial troubles, or even pressure from competing resorts are
possible reasons given for the closing.

Bandleader Benny Carter’s statement is
ambiguous at best, calling Gray one of the most dependable
musicians he’s ever employed. Benny is still around, still blowing
at eighty-four. I wonder what he remembers. Gray, the story said,
was replaced by a local musician. Who was that, and is he still
around? One more lead to check for the ace detective.

Reluctantly I leave the coolness of the
student union and head for my car. It’s all I can do to resist
running through the sprinklers, but then that wouldn’t do if
someone took me for faculty.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


After a restless night of tossing and turning,
worrying over the gig, listening to music, and wondering whether I
should invest in another rubber ball, I sleep in on Saturday
morning. I decide to pass on Ace’s offer of using his piano to
practice and save my strength for the Fashion Show Mall and Brent
Tyler. If I’ve read Tyler right, he’ll be around to check me
out.

Cindy Fuller is also much on my mind. We
didn’t exactly break up, but after the Lonnie Cole thing was
wrapped up, we kind of drifted apart, saw less of each other, even
though our apartments are in the same building in Los Angeles. We
had gotten pretty intense for a while, but one or both of us was
scared off, at least temporarily.

We still saw each other occasionally for
dinner, but there was a tension neither of us could ease. Maybe we
both knew we had crossed a line. Cindy was looking for commitment.
I didn’t know what I wanted. Still, with all this time on my hands
it would be nice to see her.

I try her number. She’s still got Sinatra’s
“Come Fly with Me” on her answering machine, but she’s not picking
up. I leave her my number and a short message. She’s probably on a
flight, but I’m hopeful she might be back on the Las Vegas
run.

Ace’s Jeep is gone when I check the driveway,
so I decide on breakfast at a nearby coffee shop I’d seen earlier
while I sample the local paper. It’s a short walk, but the heat is
already more intense, beating down on me without mercy. Vic’s
Coffee Shop looks like it might be a hard-hat breakfast stop most
mornings, but there are only a couple of tables occupied today. I
get a paper from the rack out front, settle into a booth, and order
ham and eggs.

The Las Vegas Review-Journal is not
exactly the Los Angeles Times. From a quick scan it looks to
be made up mostly of news-wire releases, right-wing editorials,
some syndicated columns, and a very slim entertainment section
dominated by hotel casino ads, with the biggest spreads given to
Wayne Newton and Tom Jones.

The food is good, the waitress friendly. I
drag things out with two cups of coffee too many until almost noon,
then wander back to the apartment. Still no sign of Ace. I try the
number for the woman he mentioned who had been a dancer at the
Moulin Rouge, but there’s no answer and no machine. How
refreshing.

The pool looks too good to resist, so I bake
awhile, swim, and skim through the jazz reference books Ace has
left. They mostly give one version or another of the highlights of
Wardell Gray’s career, listing dates and who he played with, stuff
I already know, but all the bios end simply with “died Las Vegas,
May 1955.” Two months after Charlie Parker, and both were the same
age.

I’m surprised how caught up I am in all this.
I remind myself that this entire research-investigation is only for
a paper Ace is writing, but I realize—maybe because of all the
spare time—I’m hooked. Unanswered questions always bother me, and
Wardell Gray’s death has gone unanswered for too many
years.

The file of newspaper clippings is probably
all the written stuff I’ll find. But if I can find a connection,
maybe I can get a look at the police records. All of which triggers
a thought of Danny Cooper. Maybe he can wield his influence with
the Las Vegas police. It’s worth a try.

I jump in the pool for one last cooling dip.
I’m almost dry by the time I gather up the books and go inside the
apartment to call Coop.

“Santa Monica Police. How can I help you?” a
pleasant voice asks.

“Homicide, please.”

“Just a moment.”

A much less pleasant male voice this time
comes on the line.

“Is Detective Cooper on today?”

“Yeah. Name?”

“Evan Horne.”

“Hang on.” There’s a click before Coop picks
up.

“I hope you don’t want anything,” Coop says.
“I’m having a bad hair day.”

“That’s hard to do with a crew cut, isn’t it?
How did they get you to work on Saturday?”

“Fuck you, Horne. We serve and protect, even
on weekends. Where are you, and what do you want?”

“Las Vegas, and just a little
information.”

“Las Vegas?” I hear a noise that can only be
Coop’s feet hitting the floor. He’d probably been in his usual
phone position—feet crossed on the desk, leaning back in his chair.
“Doing what?”

“A gig. Nothing big, just some solo piano in
an upscale shopping mall.” For once Coop doesn’t make a crack. We
go back too far. He’s one of the people who knows what it’s like
for me not playing anymore.

“And I thought I could avoid you for a while,”
Coop says. “It just so happens that I’ll be coming up next Thursday
for a weekend of decadence and debauchery.”

“That’s hard to do by yourself.”

“Thanks, Horne, I needed that. By myself is
not how I do it. For your information, my companion on this
pleasure excursion is a very attractive young lady.”

“Who’s the lucky woman?”

“A blond in Traffic. I’m trying to exercise my
immense influence and get her promoted from meter maid.”

“I don’t think I want to hear it.”

“Weekend or not, she deserves the promotion.
Maybe as a former conductor to big stars you can pull some strings
and get us into a couple of shows.”

“Sure. Wayne Newton is working at the Hilton.
I know he’s your favorite.”

“Nothing wrong with Wayne Newton,” Coop shoots
back. “The man is immensely talented, a legend. So what
information? You’re not playing detective again, I
hope.”

“Only on paper. Just doing some research for a
friend on a musician’s death.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Horne,
you—”

“Relax. This happened in 1955. I just want to
look at the police reports. This is for an article in a very
scholarly journal.”

“Yeah, sure. Let me think.” There’s a long
pause while Coop decides whether he wants to get involved in this
or not. “I know a guy in Homicide up there. Worked with him on an
extradition case a couple of years ago. He might help, but Vegas is
not my turf, and in case you didn’t know, the police aren’t happy
about disclosing their files to mere civilians, let alone
musicians.”

“Hey, tell him he might be a footnote in the
article.”

“I’m sure he’ll be thrilled. If it’s an open
case, you’re out of luck. Do you know for sure it was
murder?”

“No, that’s just a legend in the jazz world.
There were some funny circumstances, though.”

“Such as?”

“Wardell Gray is the name. He was a heroin
addict and supposedly died falling out of bed during a drug party,
but the newspaper story says there were head wounds from a blunt
instrument, as you police types call it.”

Coop snorts. “If he was a musician I’m sure
there were strange circumstances. When was this again?”

“May 1955.”

“That sounds safe enough even for you. All
right, give this guy a call, but don’t hold your breath. Meanwhile,
get me in to see Wayne Newton.”

“I’ll try. Want me to pick you up?”

“Absolutely not. The blond meter maid and I
will be taking the hotel limo as befitting a man of my
position.”

“Have it your way. Call me when you get in.” I
give him my number and promise again to try with Wayne Newton.
“Thanks, Coop.”

“I haven’t done anything yet.”

 


 


When I’ve had enough of the pool and apartment,
I decide to brave the heat and go exploring. I remember that
driving around on Friday, I’d found a jazz station. I head the VW
in the general direction of UNLV and flip around the dial until I
catch some Coltrane, followed by announcements and station ID by
the DJ. The sleepy, laid-back voice calls himself “The
Breeze.”

“This is KUNV Las Vegas, your jazz connection
for southern Nevada, where the airwaves are my playground. The
Breeze blowing tunes at you. Give me a call at 895-5555. Now back
to the sounds with Miles Davis.”

While Miles’s muted horn comes over the car
radio, I start looking for a pay phone. I pull into a gas station
just past the Strip and call the station.

“KUNV, Jazzline. You are talking to The
Breeze.”

“Yeah, I was just driving around and caught
your show. How about some Wardell Gray?”

“Wow, jazz buddy, an informed caller. We got
lots of Wardell. Anything special?”

“How about ‘Twisted’?” It’s the first tune
that comes to mind, and I remember Annie Ross’s lyrics crafted to
Wardell’s solo.

“Way cool, man. I know we got that. Listen up
in about ten minutes.”

“Thanks. Listen, I’m in the area. Any chance I
could drop by the station? I’m a musician.”

“Can you hold a minute?”

“Sure.” I watch the traffic backing up from
the Strip, thankful I’m not sweating in a phone booth. After a
couple of more minutes The Breeze is back.

“Sorry man. Dude wants to know why I don’t
play big bands. I told him Glen Miller died in a plane crash.
What’s your name? Do I know you?”

“Evan Horne, piano. Used to work with Lonnie
Cole.”

“Lonnie Cole? I think we got him, too. Sure,
come on by. I’m here till three. UNLV, student union building,
third floor.”

“Thanks. See you in a bit.”

“Later.”

The Breeze rings off. A pseudo-hipster? No one
really talks like that, even if they do jazz radio. By the time I
reached Maryland Parkway, I hear myself noodling behind Lonnie Cole
on a blues. One of the first things I did when I joined him. It
feels good listening to my own two very respectable choruses before
Lonnie comes back with the vocal. The downside is, I know this is
how I used to play. True to his word, The Breeze follows with
Wardell Gray and “Twisted.”

The campus is pretty deserted being Saturday,
so there’s no problem finding a parking place near the student
union. I sit in the car listening until Wardell is finished. Inside
there are a few scattered tables occupied in the snack bar, and a
couple of students are watching a baseball game on a giant TV.
School is definitely out.

I take the elevator to the third floor. As
soon as the doors open, the music hits me—Stan Getz in full flight.
I follow the sound around the corner and find someone who can only
be The Breeze, leaning against the studio doorway. Neither the
cigarette hanging from his mouth nor the Las Vegas Jazz Society
baseball cap resting on the back of his head go with the slacks,
loafers, dress shirt, and tie. He’s also older looking than his
voice sounds.

“Horne?”

“Yeah, thanks for the airplay.”

He extends his hand and snuffs out his
cigarette in an overflowing ashtray. “No problem, jazz buddy. Come
on in. About time to put up something else.” I follow him into the
tiny studio. CDs and records are scattered everywhere. The Breeze
motions me to a chair and sits down at the board in front of the
microphone. Two turntables to his left with records cued up; two CD
players stacked to his right. As the Getz group winds down, he
watches the seconds tick off on the top CD player. He presses a
button on the control board as Getz finishes and Bill Evans comes
out of his studio speaker monitors. “Cool,” says The
Breeze.

There’s not a piano player in jazz who doesn’t
list Bill Evans as an influence, and I’m no exception. Neither are
Chick Corea, Keith Jarrett, and Herbie Hancock. It was Evans’s
touch, sound, and voicings that led me to the piano.

The Breeze spins in the swivel chair, adjusts
the volume to conversation level, and faces me. “One of the great
ones,” he says, “but, hey, so was Wardell.” He picks up an album
cover. “Maybe they’ll get around to reissuing this on CD.” He
passes it over to me. I glance at the sidemen. Al Haig, piano;
Tommy Potter, bass; Roy Haynes, drums.

“Yeah, great group. You have any more
Wardell?”

“We got a few on vinyl in the back.” I’m still
taking in the dichotomy of The Breeze’s dress and his radio persona
as he asks me, “How come you’re so interested in Wardell
Gray?”

I fill him in on the research I’m doing for
Ace. He smiles and snaps his fingers. “Now I got it. You’re the cat
brought down Lonnie Cole. Record scam, blackmail, or something. I
remember reading about it. Hey, you gonna solve Wardell’s
murder?”

Given Lonnie Cole’s popularity, coverage in
the jazz press was extensive, and my name was thrown around a lot.
I shrug. “In the first place, we don’t know it was
murder.”

The Breeze just shakes his head. “No, man, he
was whacked by someone in the mob. They were heavy here in the
’50s. Not like now, with the corporations running everything. Man,
they don’t even have live music with these shows now. It’s all on
tape.”

“Why do you say it was the mob?”

The Breeze glances at the CD player. “Hang on
a minute, okay? Time to go live.” He swivels around, puts on
headphones, and pulls the mike toward him. As the music stops, he
hits another button on the board.

“Bill Evans on 91 FM, with Scott Lafaro on
bass and Paul Motian on drums playing the Miles Davis tune
‘Israel’. I’ll be right back with more swingin’ sounds after these
brief messages.” The Breeze presses another button to activate the
tape carts that play public service announcements, then he’s back
on mike.
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