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Introduction

 


This is our third volume of crime stories for
Down and Out Books. The first two outings, Coast to Coast:
Murder from Sea to Shining Sea and Coast to Coast: Private
Eyes from Sea to Shining Sea were very gratifying. We had
terrific authors and stories in both volumes. Several were
nominated for awards and some were included in The Best American
Mystery Stories series. So, you know what they say, third time’s
the charm. And if one can say noir is charming I think we’ve
got a charmed collection here. Twelve terrific authors, hitting the
gamut of noir tales from coast to coast.

What we asked for was noir in the classic
tradition of David Goodis and Jim Thompson or movies like Double
Indemnity. Our definition of noir is basically somebody
tripping over their own faults: somebody who has an Achilles heel,
some kind of greed, or want, or desire that leads them down a dark
path. But within that the authors could be as down and dirty as
they wanted. Time frame wasn’t an issue either. The stories could
be set anywhere in time from now till back when.

We also don’t think noir has to be the dark of
a rainy night or ominous shadows from Venetian blinds. There
doesn’t even have to be a femme fatale. But one definite thing
about noir: No one is safe. There’s no place to hide in this
collection of twelve stories from the dark side of the American
Dream. Noir can happen anywhere to anyone who’s just a little
greedy, a little too proud, or a little naive. It can happen to a
college student working at a steel mill or the chef-owner of an
upscale Greek restaurant. Even the most pure of heart can succumb:
a correctional officer at a maximum security prison or a father
seeking justice. And it’s not always about money, sometimes it’s
about power, fame, revenge, payback.

The stories in this collection start on the
West Coast and move their way east across the country until landing
on the East Coast. In between they hit Santa Monica and Venice
Beach, Los Alamos, Denver, small town Kansas, Springfield,
Nashville, Pittsburgh, the Hudson Valley, Nashua, Providence, rural
Massachusetts and Boston. There’s no place too big or small to be
the perfect setting for noir.

And, of course, the collection boasts many
distinguished and award-winning authors: Colleen Collins, Brendan
DuBois, Alison Gaylin, Tom MacDonald , Andrew McAleer, Michael
Mallory, Paul D. Marks, Dennis Palumbo, Stephen D. Rogers, John
Shepphird, Jaden Terrell and Dave Zeltserman.

So buy your train ticket for a one-way ride to
the edge of despair. Or better yet, bum a ride and hope that fate
doesn’t stick out a foot to trip you or that the driver doesn’t
pick your pocket while you drift off into blissful sleep or into a
noir nightmare. Maybe you’ll wake up in Denver or Pittsburgh or
find yourself on a long dirt road in the middle of nowhere. Don’t
look back cause there’s only one direction you can go and it’s
down, dark and noir.

 


—Paul D. Marks, from the mean, dark streets of
Los Angeles,

and Andy McAleer from the hardknock ports of
Massachusetts and Maine

 


Back to TOC

 



 





Nowhere Man

Paul D. Marks

 


I

 


Venice Beach,
California—1965

 


Are there things worse than death? Tim Stanton
wasn’t sure, but life came close. He brought a bottle of Night
Train to his lips. Swigged. He used to enjoy coming down here to
Venice, the Beach. Watching the roller coaster crest the summit of
the highest hill at the Pacific Ocean Park amusement pier on the
Venice-Santa Monica border. Now it was just a place to hang. To
hide. On the beach or under the pier in the cool and the dark,
where he could drink in peace. The rhythm of the waves lulled him
into a false sense of tranquility.

Oil derricks pulsed nearby. Fog rolled in from
the ocean. Fog rolled in from the Night Train. The mirage of a
young woman washed across his mind. Memories. He used to enjoy
them, reliving the glorious conquests of his past in the movie in
his mind. Now they were thick and hazy like the fog.

The whine and wail of the air raid siren woke
him from his reverie. They blasted out a test howl at 10:00 a.m. on
the last Friday of every month. At least he didn’t have to duck and
cover any more like when he was in school. Yeah, hiding under his
flimsy elementary school desk was going to save him from being
nuked.

“How the fuck did I get here?” he
grumbled, his mind somersaulting, spinning circles like the dryer
at the laundromat. “How the fuck—”

 


II

 


Santa Monica, California—One Year
Earlier

 


Tim had always been a snappy dresser. And if
clothes made the man, clothes made Tim. Most of the men who worked
with him bought their suits at the May Company, a mid-level
department store. He went to Brooks Brothers. They had families, he
was free. Free to date, free to spend money on clothes and cars
instead of a mortgage. Free. He was well-built, decent looking and
had good hair, slicked down with Brylcreem—A Little Dab’ll Do
Ya. And just a dash of Old Spice to finish things
off.

Looking at himself in the Department of Motor
Vehicle’s plate glass window, he ran his comb through his hair,
like Kookie on 77 Sunset Strip, before heading inside to a
cuppa and a quick glance at the L.A. Herald Examiner before
settling into the job.

He wasn’t one of those mindless robots who
lived for his job. His real love: shooting up Pacific Coast Highway
in his convertible Porsche Spyder, just like James Dean’s, a gal in
the passenger seat—hoping to avoid Broderick Crawford and the
Highway Patrol. Listening to Elvis and, of course, Frank Sinatra,
on the radio. The gals loved it, even if he was looking at other
girls on the beach as they whizzed by.

His job at the Santa Monica branch of the DMV
wasn’t glamorous, but it paid decent. And there was a chance of
upward mobility—isn’t that what everyone in the country wanted? To
move up and out, maybe to the suburbs—out to the San Fernando
Valley. Have a station wagon and a lawn and a barbeque and a
swimming pool. Someday, maybe. But now he was having too much fun.
Dating two, three women a week. Spending money on them and on
clothes and his car. And his apartment, which was okay, if not
grand.

Tim normally had lunch at Zucky’s Deli on
Wilshire. Today he was meeting Bill Keller at Jack’s at the Beach,
Keller’s treat. Jack’s shared a pier with Pacific Ocean Park. One
of his regulars, Keller was a private dick, who mostly did crappy
little divorce jobs or runaways. For a few bucks Tim could often
help him locate the people he was looking for in the DMV records.
And like all his special private clients, Keller always paid
for the meal.

Jack’s sat at the far end of the pier. The sun
streaked through the clouds, throwing long shadows on the pier’s
rough wooden planks. A sting of salt water slapped Tim as he
grabbed the door, stepped inside. The hostess sat him at his
regular table with a great view of the ocean. Keller joined him a
few minutes later.

“Who is it today?” Tim said,
shaking a Lucky Strike from the pack. Tapping it on the table. They
didn’t need small talk as they went through this routine at least
half a dozen times a month, maybe more.

“Name’s Liz Harris.”

“Pretty ordinary. Why can’t it ever
be Zasu Pitts?”

Keller laughed. “’Cause that would make it too
easy.”

“I assume you have all her
stats.”

Keller pushed a piece of paper across the
table. Tim looked it over.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Tim
said.

Before they left, Keller shoved an envelope
toward Tim. Twenty bucks. The going rate. Well, maybe twenty-five
next time. They walked down the pier together, past a couple of
kids wearing funny clothes and with those weird Beatle
haircuts.

“This is what I fought in Korea
for?” Keller sneered, glaring at the kids.

Tim nodded his agreement. “What’s that
smell?”

Keller sniffed the air.
“Marijuana.”

“Isn’t that illegal?”

 


III

 


Tim took his life seriously, the part that
began at five o’clock. The job was the job, but the nighttime was
the right time. And tonight the right gal was Darla and a trip to
the Ash Grove, Keller’s twenty would come in handy. The Ash Grove
always impressed girls. The folk music made them think Tim was
deep, not just interested in getting them into bed. Maybe he’d even
get lucky.

But he didn’t. She was a dud. Turned into
Cinderella right about midnight. Besides, he’d wanted to go see the
James Bond flick Goldfinger. But she didn’t want to see
something with all the violence she’d heard about—too scary. So now
here he was, alone in his apartment, with a glass of Jack Daniels,
’cause that’s what Frankie drank, watching Johnny Carson on The
Tonight Show. His apartment on Fountain in West Hollywood was
decorated the way he thought Sinatra might decorate. Danish modern
furniture. Splashy Neiman prints on the walls, though Frankie
probably owned originals.

He had another lunch appointment tomorrow.
Another twenty bucks, twenty-five if he could swing it—inflation,
you know. Easy money.

He changed channels. The Late, Late
Show on channel two droned on. Some old movie with Dana Andrews
and Gene Tierney. He never did catch the name. The TV cast a
flickering blue spell on the room. He fell asleep before the first
commercial.

 


 


“Hello, Mr. Stanton? The usual,
Harvey Wallbanger?” the hostess at Jack’s said, leading him to his
regular table. His new client was waiting for him.

“Tim? Tim Stanton?” The man looked
like any other. Would hardly stand out in a crowd. Large man.
Dressed in a loud Hawaiian shirt and pork pie hat with a wide band
and a bright feather. The kind of hat that Frank wore—Tim liked
that. “I’m Ken Dorsey.”

Tim nodded. They shook hands, Dorsey nearly
crushing Tim’s. Made small talk, then the man finally came to the
point.

“Bill Keller tells me you can help
me out.”

“Maybe,” Tim said. He sloshed down
his Wallbanger.

“I’m trying to find
someone.”

“Who?”

“Mary Singleton.”

“Pretty common name. How will I
know if I’ve found the right one? I don’t like giving out
everyone’s info who has the same name as the someone you’re looking
for.” He liked to believe he had some ethics left.

“I got all her stats here. Age.
Hair color—”

“That can be changed.”

“Don’t I know it. I married a
blonde once who turned into a mousy brunette six weeks after the
wedding.” Dorsey’s ruddy face turned even redder. He smiled, but it
was more of a snarl or a sneer. He seemed friendly enough—on the
surface. But he wanted something from Tim, so maybe it was an
act.

Tim made a show of hemming and hawing. Should
he help the guy out? It wasn’t really ethical—but that was just the
game he played with himself to ease his conscience. Of course it
wasn’t ethical—it never was. He could get in trouble, even lose his
job. But in the end he always ended up taking the money and
enjoying the lunch. The guy probably knew he was faking it. It was
a game, a dance. Everybody knew their parts. After all, this was
Hollywood or damn close to it. And everybody in L.A. was an
actor.

“Twenty-five,” Tim said.

“Keller said it was
twenty.”

“Twenty-five for new
clients.”

Dorsey yanked an extra fin from his wallet,
shoved it into a crinkled, dirty white envelope, slid it across the
table.

Tim ordered abalone, the most expensive thing
on the menu. Man, it tasted so damn good and went down so damn
smooth.

 


IV

 


He got back to the office around one-thirty;
did what he always did. Went to the army of file cabinets, found
the “S” drawer. He stole a quick glance around to see if anyone was
looking. But really, what did it matter? He had a right to be there
as part of his job. One of these days the department would get one
of those fancy computer-things, something called UNIVAC, and it
would be even easier to look someone up.

He snatched the card for Mary
Singleton.

“Piece of cake,” he muttered. He
set the card on his desk, took his seat.

The photo on Mary Singleton’s card caught his
eye—actually her eyes caught his attention. The most stunning,
beautiful eyes he’d ever seen. The picture was black and white; the
card said they were blue. He imagined them to be a cerulean blue to
go with her soft blond hair and perfect oval face, with the Max
Factor Hollywood-flawless skin. He didn’t know her, probably never
would, but he thought he could fall in love with her. At the very
least, he was in love with her picture.

He leaned back in his chair, letting his mind
wander—to picket fences and kids on swings and in wading pools.
Even a dog. And Mary Singleton in an itsy bitsy teenie weenie
yellow polka-dot bikini on a lounge.

Stop!

Why should he feel this way about her? He
didn’t know her—never would.

Was he that lonely? With all the women he was
dating, still that lonely?

He wished he was closer with his family, his
parents and his sister.

He wished he didn’t live in L.A., where
everyone was a movie star—or wanted to be.

But he didn’t know if he could ever break his
pattern. He was having fun, at least he thought he was. Still,
every once in a while he thought there should be something more,
something deeper.

He didn’t know why he saw all of that in Mary
Singleton.

Except that maybe it was those
eyes.

He picked up the card, looked at it closer.
Read her address and phone number to himself.

Should he?

He’d never done it before.

Should he call her out of the blue?

It was a crazy thought.

Or maybe he could accidentally bump into her?
Find out where she shopped, probably near her home.

Why not?

Because if anyone found out he’d lose his job,
that was certain.

Still, there were those eyes. And the card
claimed she was single—Miss Mary Singleton.

So, why not?

Because it was crazy.

No, he’d just do what he always did. Turn the
info over to his client, Dorsey this time, and forget about it.
Move on to the next one and the next twenty bucks.

 


V

 


One of the women in the office had left a copy
of Look magazine in the break room. Tim skimmed through it,
shielding his eyes against the harsh glare of the fluorescent
lights. Lots of those long-haired kids filled the pages. And it
seemed every girl in the world had a crush on Paul McCartney from
the Beatles, and just about every other long-haired guy out there.
Tim thought about growing his hair longer, letting it fall down
over his forehead, but he didn’t want to look like a fag. Still, if
it would get him more women, well, why not?

“Hey, Tim, you see the paper
today?” said Nate Marlowe, Tim’s best friend at the office. Once in
a while they double dated, but Marlowe’s speed was too slow. He was
a Ford Country Squire wagon to Tim’s Spyder.

“Not yet.”

“Some girl got killed. They say
it’s the worst murder of a woman since that Black Dahlia thing
twenty years ago. Probably one-a them filthy hippies did it.” Nate
put a match to a Chesterfield.

“Hippies?”

“I heard it somewhere, on TV I
think. Hippie, one-a them long-haired punks. Too many nutcases out
there these days. “

“Are there really more crazy people
or do we just hear more about them?”

“Dunno, but this is a pretty
gruesome murder.”

Nate walked off, leaving his copy of the
Herald Examiner with Tim. He felt bad for the girl that had
been killed, but didn’t want to spoil his day with bad news.
Figured he’d check out the sports page. See how Maury Wills and the
Dodgers were doing.

He uncrinkled the paper, slapped it open. The
photo of the woman on the front page caught his eye. He knew her
immediately—the eyes. Her eyes. He focused on the caption below her
face—Mary Singleton, as if he needed confirmation.

Blood rushed to his head, his temples feeling
like they would explode. A piercing pain seared his chest, a knife
twisting inside him. Is this what a heart attack felt like? His
whole body sagged; his head felt so light he almost fell
over.

“Damn. Goddamn!” He slammed his
fist on the Formica tabletop, hard enough to get a boxer’s
fracture, he learned later. It can’t be, he thought. That guy—what
was his name? Dorsey. Bill Keller had vouched for him. It’s gotta
be coincidence.

He’d never felt so alone in his
life.

 


VI

 


Tim’s heart raced as fast as if he’d swallowed
a handful of bennies or dexies. He cancelled his date for that
night. And his carton of Lucky Strikes didn’t last long enough. The
carton had been half full when he started in on it the minute he
got home from work. He didn’t eat. Didn’t drink. Just smoked and
smoked, the TV droning in the background: Rawhide, Red
Skelton—he didn’t laugh like he usually did. The Late
Show and The Late, Late Show, which didn’t go
late enough.

No sleep.

No dreams.

No escape.

He sat on the edge of the bed in a square of
cold light, the rest of the room filled with dark patches and
shadows. Got out of bed, went to the wet bar in the living room.
Eyed the bottle of Jack D.

“No,” he said.

Went back to the rumpled covers of his
bed.

Three days of this was enough. What was going
on? Was he finally developing a conscience? He didn’t kill that
girl. He didn’t cause her to get killed.

Still, for twenty bucks—twenty-five—she was
dead. Even if he didn’t know it would happen.

 


 


“What do you mean you don’t know
him?”

Bill Keller’s crappy little Venice storefront
office was suffocating Tim with its cheap wood paneling, three
black telephones, four non-descript beige file cabinets, papers,
old, used coffee cups, paper and ceramic. Stench of stale coffee,
cigarettes and sweat. The couch looked like it came from the
No-Tell Motel, stained like it too—so much so that Tim wouldn’t sit
on it. The yellowed fluorescent lights in the ceiling cast a
ghostly pallor about the room. Some new Beatles song screamed from
the tinny transistor radio on Keller’s desk—there was always a new
Beatles song on the radio these days.

“I don’t know Dorsey,” Keller
said.

“Then why’d you send him to
me?”

“I was too busy to deal with it
myself.”

“So he just walked in here one day?
Just like that.” Tim had tried looking up Ken Dorsey in the DMV
files. No such man in the age range that his Ken Dorsey would
fit.

“Just like that.” Keller was cool.
Not even a bead of sweat on his forehead or a quiver of the lip. He
just didn’t seem to give a damn.

“You think he did it?” Tim pointed
to the Herald Examiner splayed across Keller’s
desk.

“Looks that way, don’tcha
think?”

“So what do I do now?”

“Why do you have to do anything?”
Keller slugged down some coffee.

“Because I gave him the info he
used to find her and kill her.”

“You’re not responsible, he
is.”

“You don’t feel any guilt, nothing
at all?” Tim said.

“Nothing. I didn’t kill her.
Neither did you. You got too much guilt, too much
conscience.”

“Yeah, I’m overdosing on
conscience.”

“You never had it
before.”

“Never needed it. Nobody we ever
looked up got killed—murdered.” Tim lit up a Lucky Strike, only
today he wasn’t feeling so lucky. “Will you help me find
Dorsey?”

Keller smirked. “Go have a drink or smoke some
reefer like those, what’re they called, hippies. You’re getting in
over your head.”

“Maybe. Maybe—”

 


 


Tim didn’t know where to begin.

The only clue he had to go on was Mary
Singleton herself. He called in sick, got into the Spyder, drove
over to her Carthay Circle neighborhood. She lived on a typical
street in that neck of the woods, lots of Spanish-style stucco
duplexes and fourplexes built before the war. Nice, spacious. Two
police prowlers sat in front of her apartment building. No way he
could talk his way past them. He wondered how long they’d be
there.

Next stop was her next of kin contact from her
DMV card. He drove to Los Feliz. More Spanish architecture, but at
least no cop cars here.

His heart beat an executioner’s riff through
his shirt and his armpits were soaked through as he knocked on Mrs.
Singleton’s door. An attractive woman of maybe fifty-five answered.
What Mary would look like in middle age. Her eyes were red,
probably from crying.

“Mrs. Singleton?”

“Yes.”

“I’m—”

“If you’re from the
press—”

“My name is, uh, Bill Keller.” He
handed her Keller’s card that he’d copped from Bill’s desk. It read
“William H. Keller, Private Detective”.

“A private eye?”

“May I come in?”

Barbara and Ed Singleton’s Spanish-colonial
living room looked like something out of one of those old crime
movies Tim fell asleep to every night, heavy damask drapes, dark
wooden furniture that had a Mediterranean feel to it, wrought iron
bannister leading upstairs—like something from, what was that
movie, Double Indemnity. Pictures of Mary, no siblings. Only
child. Ed wasn’t home. Tim was just as glad.

“How can you help us, Mr.
Keller?”

“I want to find your
daughter’s—”

“May I ask who you’re working
for?”

“I’m sorry, I’m not allowed to
reveal that. It’s confidential.” Tim had read a few detective
stories, some Raymond Chandler, some Mickey Spillane, seen some
movies. He knew that was the dodge.

“I understand. It’s been very
rough, you know.”

“I’m sure it has. And I know that
even if I can help bring this perpetrator to justice that it won’t
bring your daughter back. But hopefully it will give you some
peace.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever know peace
again. My husband is even more of a basket case than I am. He works
at Columbia; they’d let him have some time off without docking him
now that Mr. Cohn is passed. But he goes to work so he doesn’t have
to be home.”

She offered Tim tea. He never drank tea but
graciously accepted.

“To be honest with you, Mrs.
Singleton, I don’t even know where to begin. Do you have any idea
who might have wanted to harm your daughter?”

“The police think it was
random.”

Tim knew otherwise.

 


VII

 


Tim slipped Bill Keller’s card back into his
wallet. He had surreptitiously pinched it off the end table where
Mrs. Singleton had left it when she went to refill his tea. He
didn’t want her calling the real Keller for a variety of
reasons.

Regret gnawed at the edges of his
consciousness, like termites eating the timbers that held up a
house. If he didn’t do something about them, at some point his
house would fall down.

Barbara Singleton hadn’t given him much to go
on, just Mary’s best friend’s name and work info: Sheila
Sorrentino.

Twenty minutes later, Tim pulled up in front
of a medical office building on Wilshire in the Miracle
Mile.

Sheila bounced into the waiting room; he
flashed her the same William H. Keller, Private Detective card he’d
used on Mrs. Singleton. She tugged on a cigarette as they went down
to the lobby atrium. Sheila looked like a party girl. She twirled
her hair with her finger—maybe she didn’t remember that her friend
was dead. In another life, Tim might have tried to hit on her. But
in this life, his current tortured life in hell, it didn’t even
cross his mind. Right now, he didn’t care about partying or Sinatra
or girls. He just wanted to find Mary’s killer. This wasn’t him.
Something had happened, something changed. Maybe unintentionally
being party to a murder did things to a guy.

“How’d you find me?” She sucked
down smoke. “Oh, yeah. I guess you’d know how. What can I do for
you?”

“I’m hitting some dead ends. Where
did Mary hang out? With who?”

“How do I know you’re not the guy
who killed her?” she winked.

“Look, I’ll buy you lunch. Will you
talk to me?”

She took an early lunch and they went to
Nickodell, across from Paramount and the Desilu Studios. She liked
seeing the stars at the dark, red-boothed restaurant.

“My dates never take me to nice
places like this. I’m lucky to go to Dolores’ Drive-in,” she said.
“Look, there’s Little Joe, Michael Landon from Bonanza. He’s
so cute.”

She ordered a vodka gimlet; unbuttoned the top
button of her blouse. He didn’t care.

“Why should I talk to you?” she
said, in between sucking on the cigarette and downing her
gimlet.

“Because you want to find Mary’s
killer.” He stared into her eyes.

“What’re you looking
at?”

“You have really gorgeous eyes,” he
said, pouring on the charm.

“Really?”

“Would I lie to you?” Of course he
would. Some bought the BS, while others saw right through it. He
knew Sheila was the type to buy it. In reality, she had average
eyes. Nothing like Mary’s luminous eyes that haunted him day and
night.

“There was a creepy guy who hit on
Mary at the Whiskey A-Go-Go one night. We went there to see the
Byrds, I think it was the Byrds. I got a little high, you know.
That David Crosby sure is the cute one.” She sipped her drink.
“Mary was kinda square. Left the Whiskey early.”

“What was the guy’s
name?”

“I-I’m not sure. The police might
have it. Mary probably has it written down in her
apartment.”

Fat chance he could get any info from the
cops.

“In her phonebook?”

“I doubt he made it that far. On a
piece of paper. Before people made it into her book she’d keep
their names on slips of paper in a bowl in the kitchen.”

“Can you describe him?”

“He was kinda lanky, growing his
hair out, you know, to be cool.”

That didn’t sound much like Dorsey, if that
was even his real name.

“Anyone else? Did she date a
lot?”

“She dated. Not as much as I do.
She was more serious. Y’know, looking for Prince Charming to come
swooping in on his white horse.”

“Where did she like to
go?”

“Tiki clubs, you know, Don the
Beachcomber, Trader Vic’s in the Beverly Hilton.”

“Mary’s eyes were blue?” he said,
abruptly.

“Yeah, blue. Fair hair and blue
eyes. If you like that type.”

Blue eyes crying in the rain, Tim thought. And
they weren’t the only crying eyes.

He could hardly get his steak sandwich down.
He just wanted outta there—wanted to be on the hunt. Sheila
lingered over a cigarette and a third gimlet. He couldn’t figure
out how she’d get her work done, but that wasn’t his problem. Two
people sitting in the same space, at the same table—they might as
well have been on different planets.

 


VIII

 


Tim grabbed a flashlight and a large
screwdriver from his glove compartment. Looked up and down Mary’s
street. After midnight on a moonless night. The fog that blanketed
the city caused the streetlamp’s light to halo out in concentric
circles. Eerie, Tim thought, as he stole down the driveway to the
back of the eightplex. Mary’s apartment was ground floor-rear—that
made it pretty easy. Most people in this neighborhood would be long
asleep.

There was enough light from the streetlamps
and the service light over the garage at the end of the driveway
that he didn’t have to turn on the flash. He slid the screwdriver
under the double hung window, slid it up and slipped inside. Now
the flashlight went on. He was in the kitchen.

He quickly found the bowl that had held the
scraps of paper Sheila said Mary used before someone’s name went in
her phone book. The bowl was empty. He was surprised the cops
didn’t take the bowl too. He knew it would be futile looking for
her phonebook. That would be the first thing the cops grabbed. So
what the hell could he find that would help him?

He started a methodical search of every room,
bathroom included, though he knew he had to be out of there before
the sun came up. The cops may or may not be back, but he didn’t
want anyone seeing him leaving the building. Hell, they might think
he killed her.

I guess in a sense I did, he
thought.

 


 


Nothing! Nothing in her damn apartment. Either
the cops had nabbed it all or there just wasn’t anything worth
shit. The only things he took were a color photo of her that the
cops must’ve missed and a scarf that was hanging on her dresser
mirror. He just wanted something of hers to hold.

By the time Tim got home The Late, Late
Show was over. There was nothing on the goddamn television
except test patterns. An Indian head, numbers and circles within
circles. A high-pitched tone ringing in his ears. He shut the damn
TV off, flicked on the radio. Joe Pyne was prattling on about how
the country was going to hell in a handbasket. Turning the dial he
landed on KHJ, the singer singing that yesterday all his troubles
seemed so far away. No shit.

He caught himself staring at her picture.
Daydreaming about her—not the way a private detective would. More
like a lovesick lover. Sick. She was dead.

The color photo he’d taken from her apartment
was a thousand times better than the crummy DMV black and white. A
perfect five-by-seven glossy. Her eyes were, indeed, blue. Perfect
face, frosted lips, like she might be wearing some of that hip
Yardley or Mary Quant makeup he’d seen Twiggy or Jean Shrimpton
selling in one ad after another.

He stared at Mary’s picture, his mind a whirl
of images. Conjuring up who she was, who she might have become.
Images of him and her together, at the pier in Santa Monica,
Disneyland. Going to a movie. Her making dinner for him. Him
throwing some steaks on the grill for her. Mowing the lawn. He
shook his head to clear it. No dice.

Still, there were those eyes.

This was crazy.

Why?

Because she was dead.

Damn! He couldn’t get her out of his
mind.

He grabbed the bottle of Jack D. from the wet
bar. Nursed it through the night. Hell, it was better company than
The Late, Late Show any time.

He called in sick again the next
day.

“When you comin’ back? We miss you,
buddy,” Richard Dale, his boss, said.

“Soon. I just have to get over this
bug.”

Tim didn’t bother to shave, just a quick
shower and he was out the door.

The library was just opening as he arrived. A
school day. No kids. Just some old geezers and him. He perused
every L.A. paper, the Times, the Herald E, the Van
Nuys News and Valley Green Sheet, several others. Either
the cops were holding back or there was nothing to report on Mary
Singleton’s murder. No leads. No nothing. Tim dropped his head to
the table. A couple of minutes later the librarian tapped him on
the shoulder.

“No sleeping in the library,
sir.”

He thought about hitting Mrs. Singleton again,
thought better of it.

“What the fuck do I do now—I’m no
fucking detective.”

 


 


From Sheila, Tim had learned that after work
Mary liked going to Don the Beachcomber’s in Hollywood. And that’s
where he was, sitting in the Spyder, watching the busy bees drive
by in their Fords and Chevys. “Five O’Clock World” by the Vogues
came on the radio—how appropriate. Maybe because it was five and
worker bees were pouring out of their offices and into the happy
hour bars. Normally he would watch the women as they headed for the
bar—normally he wouldn’t be here at all. Today he watched the men.
Looking for anyone who even vaguely resembled Dorsey.
Zilch.

After an hour of watching, he decided to go
inside, something he’d hoped not to have to do. Now he wished he
would have shaved this morning. He also wished he had more of
Keller’s cards.

The inside of Don the Beachcomber’s looked
like some movie art director’s idea of a Hawaiian hangout. Bamboo
everywhere, tropical plants, large queen-fan wicker chairs. Ceiling
fans that looked like palm fronds, doing nothing special, just
agitating the cigarette smoke. All as real as anything else in
Hollywood. Kyu Sakamoto’s “Sukiyaki” streamed from hidden speakers.
Tiki-tacky, Tim thought. What, no singing birds like
the Enchanted Tiki Room at Disneyland?

“Excuse me,” he said to the young
hostess dressed in a vibrant sarong.

“Yes?” A smile lit her face. It
always did when he talked to a girl. They liked him. Since they
didn’t know him it had to be his looks. Lucky.

“My name’s Bill Keller,” he flashed
the card; it was starting to fray around the edges. “Do you know
this woman?”

She looked at Mary’s picture. “I’ve seen her
around.”

“Do you know anyone she hung out
with?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Maybe a guy named Ken Dorsey. Six
feet, broad shouldered, wide face. Brown hair. Dresses like he
belongs in this place, Hawaiian shirts, pork pie hat, like Sinatra
wears.”

“Sorry.”

He talked with several other women. Even some
men. No dice.

A quick trip home. Shower, shave. Then a drive
to Trader Vic’s, where he went through the routine again. Mary had
liked tiki joints and mai tais. They weren’t really Tim’s cup of
tea. He’d rather take dates to Scandia or Tail o’ the Cock for
Welsh Rarebit. But if tiki joints were where Mary wanted to go that
was okay with him.

But the tiki joints turned up zip.

Same thing the next day and the next and on
the weekend.

He hadn’t been to work in a week. Was now into
his vacation time, having used up his sick days. Fuck
it!

 


 


He drove down to the Santa Monica Pier. The
dividing line between L.A. and Santa Monica had been marked by a
layer of low hanging clouds. He’d felt a couple of droplets of
water hit his cheek in the open Spyder. It was like going from one
world to another. Surreal, like in that movie Carnival of
Souls. Was he in some kind of purgatory without knowing it like
the woman in that flick?

He watched the moms and kids dance in and out
of the water. Grabbed a quick lunch at Sinbad’s on the pier. Walked
down to the end, staring off into the ocean, to distant shores. At
the horizon, he saw Mary’s face. Mary’s eyes. They never left him.
And never left him alone.

Who the fuck is that guy, Dorsey?

Where can I find him?

How?

He bought a paper. Mary Singleton’s murder was
on page five now. Still no leads. He crumpled the paper, threw it
into the ocean, headed down the heavy wood-plank steps to the sand.
The briny tang of the water stung his nose. He kept walking and
walking.

A crowd of kids surrounded a roped off area on
the sand. Television cameras inside the wire. A rock band
playing—lip syncing. All those kids with their Moe Howard, er,
Beatle haircuts.

“What’s going on?” he asked one of
the longhairs.

“They’re filming Where the
Action Is. It’s a TV show.”

“Who’s the band?”

“Paul Revere and the Raiders. Dig
it.”

“I dig Elvis. Sinatra.”

“Who?”

Tim stumbled off in the soft sand, heading
south, dodging waves, passing Pacific Ocean Park, finally coming to
Windward Avenue, Venice’s main drag. Cars slanted into diagonal
parking spaces. The arched colonnade along the building fronts
looked like Hollywood’s version of Venice, Italy—everything in L.A.
looked like Hollywood’s version of somewhere. And in fact that’s
what they were supposed to be. Abbott Kinney built Venice of
America around the turn of the century, complete with canals. He
had high hopes for his Venice, and wanted high culture, a cultural
renaissance. Now the buildings were decaying and most of the canals
had been filled in. The ones that were left were in bad shape.
Venice used to be the Coney Island of the Pacific, now it was a
flophouse, and a shooting gallery, for beatniks and hippies. It was
so decrepit that Orson Wells used it in his movie Touch of
Evil to double for that sinkhole Tijuana on the Mexican border.
Kinney must be rolling over in his grave.

Fog serpentined through the colonnades. Bars’
neon lights cast spooky iridescent glows. Tim saw himself in the
plate glass window of one of the bars. His face still unlined, good
hairline. No shadows or bags under the eyes, well maybe a little
but only as of the last couple of weeks. But in the eerie, flashing
neon he looked like something out of a horror movie and, though
whole on the outside, he felt like Dorian Gray rotting on the
inside.

He wished he had someone he could talk to,
share his thoughts with. Maybe get some ideas how to proceed. But
he was alone—totally alone.

He considered going to the cops. But they’d
probably finger him for the murder, especially once they found out
he was selling info from the DMV. Nope, Sgt. Joe Friday wouldn’t
give him a chance. They had no leads and they liked to tie things
up nice, neat and tidy, even if they got the wrong guy. And that
wrong guy might be him. Nope, the cops were out.

 


IX

 


Three weeks chasing every lead he could think
of. Back to Sheila’s four times, Mrs. Singleton’s twice. Checking
everything and everyone they told him about. Interviewing them.
Hanging out at Trader Vic’s and Don the Beachcomber’s until last
call, hoping to run into Dorsey. He might as well have really been
a detective. Should have been, because on Monday of the fourth week
he got a call from Richard Dale.

“Yeah, Rich, I’ve been meaning to
call you.”

“I’m sure you have. I’m also sure
you’ve been meaning to get me a doctor’s note like I’ve asked for
several times.”

“Yeah, I will. I
promise.”

“Don’t bother. You’re being let go.
Since you won’t deign to join us at the office you’ll be getting a
pink slip in the mail.”

“But—”

There were no buts. He was out of a
job.

 


 


Tim sat at the bar in Don the Beachcomber’s,
Hawaiian music swirling in the background. Without a job his
finances were draining as fast as the mai tai in his hand. He
didn’t even care about picking up women, which didn’t mean they
didn’t catch his eye. Mostly he thought about drowning—walking out
into the Pacific. He pictured the scene from that Frederic March
movie, A Star is Born, where he walks out into the ocean,
out and out and out, until he drowns, on an endless loop in his
mind.

Every sip of his drink stirred up a memory.
Boating with his grandparents in MacArthur Park, then called
Westlake Park. Going to Kip’s Toy Store in the Farmer’s Market with
his mom. The time his father took him to his first baseball
game—before the Dodgers even came out to L.A. It was the Hollywood
Stars, at Gilmore Field on Beverly Boulevard. Triple A ball. But
fun, maybe even more fun than the pros. His first girlfriend,
Susie. His first kiss, behind the spook house ride at Beverly Park
Kiddieland, with a girl who worked there.

What the hell had become of him? He’d been
voted most likely to succeed in high school. But he wanted to have
fun, not work. The easy way out his father had said—always the easy
way. Look what it got him.

Something caught his eye. The sharp light from
the restroom illuminating a man in a Hawaiian shirt, just
exiting.

“Jesus H. Christ.”

The man headed for the front door, Tim close
behind him. If that wasn’t Dorsey, Dorsey didn’t exist. Same build.
Same hair. Tim’s knees caved—too much rum and curaçao. The door
swung closed. A hostess helped him up. He steadied himself. Hobbled
out the door. A candy apple red car pulled away from the curb, one
of those jazzy new Ford Mustangs, leaden gray smoke trailing from
its muffler. Dorsey at the wheel. Tim squinted at the license
plate, California, but it was too dark to read the numbers and
letters and soon the Mustang was lost in a sea of other
cars.

Damn!

“Who was that guy?” Tim shouted at
the valet.

“What guy?”

“Guy who just drove off in the red
Mustang.”

“I dunno. Good tipper
though.”

“You seen him before?”

“He’s been in a couple-a times.
Don’t know his name.”

“Know anything—anything at all
about him?”

“Nada.”

Another valet brought up the Spyder. Tim
jammed into his car, tore into traffic to the sound of honking
horns. He sped down McCadden, burning rubber onto Hollywood
Boulevard, zipping in and out of traffic—sideswiping a Caddie
parked on the side of the road. He didn’t even care about the
scratch he knew would be on the Spyder, and cared even less about
the Caddie.

Shit, which way had Dorsey gone? He drove
around Hollywood and Beverly Hills, circling. Looking for that damn
candy apple red car.

At one thirty in the morning, just before last
call, he headed back to Don the Beachcomber’s, talked to the
hostess and bartender. They looked at him funny and claimed they
didn’t know Dorsey from Adam.

He slunk home and into bed to the droning
sound of the test pattern. Got out of bed in the morning to see an
envelope under his door. He didn’t have to look at it. He knew it
was an eviction notice.

He downed a slug of Jack D, watching the
second hand on the clock tick by, as if in slow motion. Waiting
until nine o’clock. At nine o’five he dialed the office.

“Nate.”

“Yeah. Tim, that you?”

“Listen, Nate, you gotta do me a
favor.”

“You’re persona non grata around
here, buddy.”

“I’m persona non grata everywhere,”
Tim said.

“At first Dale wanted you back. Now
he just—anyway, whaddaya need?”

“I need you to run a plate for
me.”

“I could get fired.”

“It’s not really a plate. I don’t
have a license. Just need a list of all the red Mustangs with
California plates.”

“What? Are you crazy?”

“Getting there, buddy. Getting
there.”

 


X

 


Nate took a little persuading but he came
through. Tim now had a list of every Mustang in California. Popular
new car. The list could keep him busy for ages. He divided it into
locales. He started with Santa Monica and L.A. City, then county,
then Ventura and Orange Counties. He crossed off all female names.
Looked at every man who was within the age range of Dorsey. Who had
his hair color. There were hundreds. He set out to knock on all
their doors. It was futile and turned up nothing.

He hung out at Don the Beachcomber’s and
Trader Vic’s at night, even after he’d had to sell the
Spyder.

A man in a loud voice and louder shirt was
holding court at Vic’s.

“Hey, Mister,” Tim said.

The man in the Hawaiian shirt turned around.
Not Dorsey. Damn, he sure looked like Dorsey from behind. They all
did. And none of them ever were.

He never stopped looking, but he never saw
Dorsey again. At least not the S.O.B. that met him at Jack’s. But
every man in a Hawaiian shirt was Dorsey…until he turned around.
Every man in a pork pie hat was Dorsey…until he got a close-up of
his face. And in Los Angles there were a lot of men in Hawaiian
shirts, and plenty in pork pie hats. Dorsey was a phantom, the
delusion of an obsessed mind. He was everyone and no one,
everywhere and nowhere. Just like Tim.

 


XI

 


Venice Beach,
California—1965

 


He might never find Dorsey, but he could always
find Mary in a joint he copped from one of the hippies on the
beach. He saw her face in the smoke or the haze from the dope.
Young and pretty, with those striking blue eyes, as it always would
be. As he aged day by day, fading with each day, she remained the
same. And he’d wish he could go back and change things. Do it over
again. Give her her life back. But he knew he couldn’t.

He’d think about how they could have gotten
together. Gotten that house in the Valley, with the green grass and
kidney-shaped pool in the backyard. A couple-a rug rats running
around. Sometimes he could stay on that street, in that house for
hours at a time. If he worked it, days. That was the place he liked
best.

Tim stumbled up the beach, squinted against
the glaring golden hour Venice sun. He eyed himself in the plate
glass window. Long, stringy hair. Paisley shirt. Bell-bottoms and
boots. He looked just like one of those hippies now, though he
didn’t feel much like one on the inside. Still, they had become his
friends. His only friends. He hung with them on the beach, smoked
their dope. Shared their food.

An image flashed across the plate glass. Tim
jerked around. Darted after the man in the Hawaiian shirt. Dorsey.
Another guy in green and white baggies. Dorsey. He lurched after
another man in cutoffs and sandals. Dorsey. Everyone was Dorsey.
Ghosts of Dorsey snaked through his vision. Every little floater in
his eyes, on the periphery of his vision: Dorsey.

He saw Dorsey around every corner. Under every
bed, if he ever had a bed to look under anymore.

Dorsey was everywhere.

And Dorsey was nowhere. A shadow.

Always with him—like Mary.

A ghost that haunted him.

If he had a choice he’d rather live with the
ghost of Dorsey than the ghost of Mary. It was less
torturous.

 


 


Tim joined his hippie buddies on the beach.
They passed joints and a bota bag of wine. And when the crimson
knife of the sun sliced the horizon and the fog rolled in, he
walked down the shore, past the Del Mar Beach Club, and over to the
oil derricks where Orson Wells filmed that Late, Late Show
movie Touch of Evil.

A forest of gantries reached skyward, ticking
like an army of crazed crickets. Tangled metal beams, America’s
answer to the Eiffel Tower.

Tim dodged pools of black, slimy oil, fields
of muck, crawled under Derrick #7, his home. He reached into the
grimy pocket of his jacket, gently pulled out a wax paper sandwich
bag and slipped the picture of Mary from it. The utility light on
the dilapidated rig shed just enough light for him to see her
face—her eyes. He stared at her until his eyes went blurry. Slipped
it back into the wax paper and gently returned the little bag to
his pocket. Dragged some newspapers up over his body and let the
tick-tocking of the well lull him to sleep. Each tick and each tock
a life sentence.
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