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INTRO

 


It wasn't the way she was posed, that had my guts in
a knot and my heart in a trot. It was how she looked up at
me. Her gaze was enigmatic, magnetic, unapologetic. Her body was
magnificent as she lounged languid and lovely in the hay with her
arms stretched out over her head. I wanted to touch her. I wanted
to kiss her. Hell, I just wanted...bad. I had to take a closer
look. I reached in...

"Hey," Lucky Louis said, as he snatched the magazine
back. "Be careful, you idiot. We rip any of these pages and the old
man will kill me." Lucky Louis and his twin brother, Lucky Lenny
Sullivan were two of my best friends. It was the summer of 1950 and
in our idle, fourteen-year-old curiosity and boredom we had
stumbled upon a trunk full of girlie magazines stashed near Mr.
Sullivan's workbench. It was a veritable goldmine of tits and ass
and answers to questions that hadn't even occurred to us to
ask.

Mickey Miller, one of my other pals pawing through
Mr. Sullivan's lusty library, opened up another magazine to reveal
a picture of a busty beauty with flame red hair in a matador outfit
waving a cape. The caption read in blood red letters "Toro! Toro!
Tempest!"

"That's the one for me," he said. "Someday I'm gonna
get me a gal like that." The others nodded in agreement.
"Bartender, busty redheads all around."

They busted out laughing, but I was still staring at
my gal in the hay. Mickey spoke up.

"What about you, Frankie?" he asked.

"Someday," I said as I drummed my fingers on the
magazine. "Someday, I'm going to take pictures like these."

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


She was still sound asleep as I rolled out of bed. I
tried my best to keep quiet but kicked an empty wine bottle parked
on the floor. It fell over with a clink and skidded noisily across
the room. The hot sun streaming in bright slits through the
Venetian blinds shed light on a mine field littered with another
dozen or more bottles, all somewhere between half empty and
spent.

She stirred a little and reached over to where I had
been and moaned softly, her dark skin like chocolate against the
contrast of the linen sheets. The lighting was perfect and, man,
was she ever a beauty. I reached for my rangefinder and squeezed
off a few shots though I wasn't entirely awake yet myself.

Details were a little cloudy. I tried to reassemble
them in my head. It must've been a good night because, baby, was I
sore. There were drums somewhere in the distance pounding behind my
eyes. Back east we called this an Irish toothache.

It began with the blues.

I had taken her home last night after seeing her
sing the blues at a little spot over on Central near the Dunbar
Hotel called the Hi-Dive. The band was hot but came on like Eskimos
next to her bodacious heat. She sang sultry and salty over the
little combo's shag and groove as it shuffled and swung on the
little bandstand set up in the corner by the cigarette machine.

One glance and I was gone. I dug her thickness with
a quickness. She was soft and lovely; plump where it mattered. She
had it coming and going. Her backside jutted out behind her as much
as her bust did out front. Her dress was backless, a bright red
chiffon invitation; a tease, a promise, pure seduction in its tight
elegance. It didn't get much better than this. What she had in
abundance, wasn't so much dressed, but rather presented, served up.
That red dress was a green light. Man, all those curves, and me
with no brakes. Even a cat with angles could get lost in those
curves. I wasn't the only one who had her in their sights.
Naturally.

As progressive as Los Angeles seemed for 1960,
racial tension still ran rampant. And it ran both ways. Sure, white
folks fared a little better when it came to run-ins and face time
with John Law, but like I said, it was a two-way street—the
suspicion, the resentment, the entitlement, the jealousy. Just try
being a white man hanging out in a black nightclub, digging the
tunes, nursing a beer, and minding your own business. Better yet,
just try making a move on a colored woman in that joint. A colored
woman every man in the place wants, their mouths watering as if she
were a T-bone in that tight, red dress.

I was feeling particularly carnivorous as well, and
in the mood for something dark and lovely. I wanted her. If nothing
else, I at least wanted to take her picture. That's my gig:
photographer of beautiful women. I never studied it in school, but
I studied abroad...for a whole year and still couldn't figure her
out. That's right, the name's Frankie Valentine: photographer, wise
ass.

I'd been coming to the Hi-Dive and other assorted
music joints since I moved out here six months ago.

I had split my time in Rochester, New York, working
as a crime scene photographer for the Rochester Police Department
while moonlighting as a glamour photographer. I had burned out on
the dead body racket and decided to spend more time with the live
and lively ones. So, upon my pal Mickey's urging I came out west to
give Hollywood a stab.

I should clarify...I was only here visiting...for a
little while, maybe a bit longer. I didn't know. Put it this way: I
hadn't purchased a round trip ticket. Half a year had flown by
already, yet it was still strictly wait and see. But everywhere I
looked there was a beautiful girl walking my way or walking away.
Either way, it was paradise. The city of Los Angeles seemed to have
its own sun. And with hot nights in hot joints like the Hi-Dive,
Rochester seemed farther and farther away.

It was apparent, everybody at the Hi-Dive, was
tanked and wound up extra-tight last night—drunker than usual. Over
and above the music, the joint was loud: loud looking, loud
smelling. Loud. A half dozen aftershaves and perfumes battled for
attention as harsh laughter and language bounced off the damp red
walls in a mish-mash din, a chaotic calamity of confusion and
come-ons. It was more than your stock rummy rants and ruminations,
more than the usually officious barstool/soapbox debates just shy
of an argument, one sip shy of a fist fight. No, last night
bristled hot and mean; vicious and pernicious. There was malice in
the thick air. I barely made it out of there alive.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


He had been glaring at me for at least ten minutes
from his perch at the far corner of the bar as he slouched over his
drink. I was leaning casually against the wall off to the side and
was about to say something when he beat me to it.

"What you lookin' at, white boy?" the man asked, his
voice slow and heavy with contempt and booze. "Is you crazy? She
don't want you, fool."

Swell, I thought. Here we go.

I eyeballed his shabby attire, giving him a
disapproving once-over twice. I rolled my eyes Eddie Cantor style.
His truculence troubled me but I wasn't about to let him
choreograph this dance. I let out a little chuckle.

He was in work clothes that looked worked in, slept
in, and lived in. I, on the other hand, was stylin' and profilin'
with casual effulgence as I had strolled in the joint large and in
charge on two-tone biscuit toe kicks that shined beneath the narrow
cuffs of my pearl gray trousers. My leisure cut shirt kept it from
being too dressy, and my hair was slicked back and up into a
towering pompadour with a dangerous sheen. I had just shaved, so my
mug was baby-bottom smoooooth. I was clean, Dad...and I knew
it.

He looked at my duds in contempt and spat on the
floor.

"Sheee-it," he said. "Just 'cause you dressed
like a brother don't make you no brother."

I looked back over to the bandstand and at the black
beauty that I figured was at the heart of his animosity and our
impending exchange. I looked back at him and slugged the rest of my
beer before I replied. Of course, I knew what he meant, but I was
feeling cocky. I played it dumb—always a smart move when looking to
stall the situation and buy a few more moments to assess allies,
locate exits, strategize, etc. I tugged at my goatee
thoughtfully.

"You tellin' me that sweet fine thing is your
sister?" I asked. I mocked his accent. "Sheee-it, your mama
did alright with that, yessir. What happened to you, pal? You look
like a can of smashed assholes."

I started to laugh.

He got up quick and started toward me with a
snarl.

"Motherfucker," he said.

I could tell by the way he slid heavily off his
stool, over-compensating for his alcohol-diminished balance, he was
going to swing a wide and wild punch at my head.

He swung a wide and wild punch at my head. It had
potential, if he could land it, but I was sober and ready. He stood
about six feet and was roughly my size. Dipsomania and displaced
rage made him sloppy but still dangerous. I ducked and nailed him
in the side. That took the air out of him and he went down with a
groan. I kicked him solid in the same side I'd punched. Still, he
rallied quick. He spun around on his side and kicked upwards
catching me on the shin with the heel of his work boot. I stumbled
back and fell into some chairs that scattered across the floor with
a loud rattle and clack. I reclaimed my footing and went at him
faking right and popped him with a left to the jaw. He charged at
me and we both hit the wall, winded. He got lucky and landed one on
the side of my head. I shook the stars away and came at him hard.
He swung again and missed, punching the wall next to me. By now our
pugilist polka was upstaging the band. They had stopped playing and
joined the audience. I could sense I wasn't the odds-on favorite.
This jerk clearly had the home court advantage. No one was rooting
for me. I looked up for a glimmer of support; nothing but angry
black faces looked back at me. Still, nobody was jumping in to help
my opponent either. They probably figured I was half-crazy just for
walking in there to begin with. Maybe they knew he had a big mouth
and liked to scrap, whatever his name was.

Somebody's shout filled in the blank.

"Get him, Horace," they said. The place started to
get louder. The place started to get hotter. Horace lunged at me
again and it was then that I decided that putting an end to this
foolishness was going to be up to me. I faded to the side grabbing
him by the ear and slammed his head onto the bar top. I squeezed
his ear hard. He flailed his arms while spitting and spewing
obscenities, grasping wildly at the air looking for a bottle, an
ashtray, anything to hit me with. I pulled out my switchblade, and
thumbed it open so fast I narrowly missed widening my back pocket.
It flashed as I put it to his eye, the flat of the blade pressed
against his sweaty cheek. I didn't want it this way, but the
sonofabitch pushed me to it. I got in his face. Those around us
backed up, this was a delicate situation and nobody wanted me to
slip, especially Horace. I applied more pressure to his ear and he
yelped.

The old man running the joint had wild white hair
that looked as if a cloud had landed on his head. He spoke up from
beneath the cloud and behind the relative safety of the bar.

"I don't want no trouble," he said, gripping a
baseball bat he was too skittish to swing. "T-take it outside,
goddammit." He banged the bat on the bar like a gavel, but the
disorder in the court remained. He knew better than to call the
cops. They wouldn't come anyway. He was the last line between
everyone inside and oblivion. The poor slob wasn't up for the
job.

"C'mon now," he said. "You hear me?" I looked up at
him and smiled. This startled him and he took a step back. A man
with a knife and an angry scowl is scary enough; it's a safe bet he
means you harm and you act accordingly. A man with a knife just
smiling at you, well, you just don't know what to think. Just try
it sometime. Let 'em think you're crazy, it may save your life. I
was counting on this maneuver saving mine.

I turned back to Horace.

"Look Hor-ass," I hissed through my teeth. "I
came in here for a cold beer and to dig the music. Not get hassled
by the likes of you. I know she ain't your sister and if I wanna
make my play, that's my business, you dig?"

He just stared wide-eyed and panting.

"Well? Brother?"

He nodded.

Nobody had made a move toward me but then again
nobody had backed up any further either. I was still surrounded. I
couldn't back down now, but it was probably a good idea to wrap
this up in a way that would have me leaving with the same amount of
teeth I had walked in with. I screwed my face up into an
inquisitive sneer/smirk combo.

"So what's your poison, pal?" I asked.

"Huh?" he answered breathless, perplexed.

"What are you drinkin'? I'm buying you a drink." He
just stared back at me, wide-eyed.

"Well?"

"Scotch," he said after a long pause. I relaxed my
grip, snapped my knife shut and put it away, still wary of my
surroundings. I straightened up the greasy collar on his shirt and
patted him on the shoulder. The band had already started back in,
the gawkers turned into walkers and those who had stared no longer
cared. Within minutes our little fender bender was yesterday's
news. Just like that.

"Set 'em up," I said to ol' man Cumula Nimbus, who
was still clutching his Louisville Slugger with white knuckles. "In
fact leave the bottle."

He was still a little wary of me. So was Horace.

"Why you wanna drink with me?" he finally asked.

"Because they don't want us to," I said.

"Who's they?"

I waved in the general direction of the door.

"They, out there....they in here...they."

It took us an hour or so but we raced each other to
the bottom of that bottle, laughing and joking all the way down to
the band's velvety rhythm and blues backdrop, and were best friends
by the time it was gone. Who would've thought? Two Yankees fans in
the land of the Dodgers.

The band had knocked off for a short break and the
barkeep flipped on the jukebox. He had finally put the bat down,
but not away. It sat next to the busted cash register ready to do
nothing all over again.

I left my new pal spent and content in a puddle of
drool mumbling incoherent words to a tuneless melody at the bar. I
stumbled outside.

I spied the singer sharing a smoke with a
girlfriend. She was in that tight red dress that hugged those
generous curves. It was a frame she didn't seem afraid to flaunt; a
frame I wasn't afraid to want. Goddamn, she was plush.

As soon as I eyeballed her and her girlfriend
standing alone, I tuned-up my stumble into a strut. I was a little
drunk from sharing the whiskey peace pipe with Horace and did my
best to walk a straight line over to them. Like a
Lothario-come-lately, I offered to light their already lit,
half-gone cigarettes. Her friend wasn't quite as pretty...or nice.
She just seemed annoyed.

"You think you're cute," she said. "Don't you?"

I pointed at my face.

"Cute?" I asked. "You oughta see my baby
pictures."

She shot me a plastic smile. I stashed my Zippo as
the angel in red dragged deep making her bust dangerously close to
doing just that. Her breasts had the faint glint of perspiration. I
couldn't help but notice. She couldn't help but notice me noticing.
Her girlfriend noticed too, and let out with an exaggerated sigh.
But before I could give her the courtesy of an appreciative glance,
the red dress spoke up.

"Tina says that fight was over me," she said while
squashing her spent butt with the toe of her high heeled shoe. I
thrust my hands in my pockets and rocked on my heels.

"Naw," I said coolly, while staring at her feet.
"Just a friendly misunderstanding."

"Who won?"

"What's it matter?" I said. "Nobody ever wins,
anyway. But...in this case if someone had, what would the prize
have been?" I flashed a demon grin and winked.

She blushed and looked at the sidewalk, pulling at
one of the glossy curls that framed her face.

"Whatchya tryin' to do, slick?" she asked coyly as
her friend slinked off in a huff.

"I don't try anything, darlin'," I said. "I just do
it. So you wanna go to a party?"

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


She was an unforgettable beauty and we had an
unforgettable time. I just couldn't remember her name. Eileen,
Maxine? No, Irene? Maybe. Geraldine? I kept fishing around in my
sore head for her name but drew a blank. Based on our primal
pre-dawn romp, however, she knew mine...and so did the neighbors.
Echoes of "Frankie" were still reverberating off the Hollywood
Hills.

I slipped on my gold silk bathrobe with blue dragons
on it and shuffled regally off to the kitchen with nothing but
coffee on my mind. Marisol had just percolated a fresh pot. I
poured myself a mug. I reached for the cream but decided to keep it
black with a little sugar. I headed out to the patio by the pool.
The way the sun hung in the sky told me it wasn't quite noon as I
sat down next to one of last night's revelers crashed out face down
on a deckchair. There was another stirring on the diving board and
a completely naked couple intertwined on a chaise lounge under the
shade of a large canopy, writhing in slow motion...oblivious, it
was obvious. There were clothes and shoes littered
everywhere—floating in the pool—along with all the glasses and
bottles that glinted their testimony as to what had gone on. This
had been some party. It had kicked off Friday night and it was now
Monday morning.

But this was nothing. We did this almost every
week.

When I say "we," I really mean the Captain. Once
owned by one of my favorite toughguy actors, Charlie Benoit, this
was the Captain's crib now. I was one of his guests, one of the
assorted characters he kept around for atmosphere.

This pad was a thoroughly modern affair. A swank and
sprawling one-story spread with at least half a dozen bedrooms, a
home theatre, a game room, music room, a huge kitchen, and an
extended garage that housed at least one of everything, like an
automotive Noah's Ark.

The yard out back sprawled toward the vista of the
valley below. An exquisite man-made waterfall spilled hypnotically
into the giant boomerang-shaped pool, partially shaded by the white
stucco pool house/outdoor bar. It was all surrounded by an
immaculate Japanese garden and eight-foot walls beyond that to keep
the inside safe and the outside out. It was another world. You
couldn't help but not luxuriate in the serenity of the Captain's
Casbah.

The Captain was a bit of a mystery. He was
originally from southwest Georgia, where he ran a carnival that
traveled throughout the American south.

I had assumed he got the title "Captain"—whenever he
got it—from the ever-present nautical cap on his dome. He lived in
that thing; it never left his head. Evening wear or leisure wear,
it was all topped off by his seafaring lid. But "Captain" was more
an honorary carny tag than actual military rank.

His background in the ballyhoo was why he surrounded
himself with and had an affinity for folks of dubious and colorful
talents, especially those in the flesh arts, namely strippers.

Besides the lid, the Captain had the habit of
chewing, never actually lighting up, Cuban cigars—figurados
to be exact. And despite his imposing size, loud personality, and
ex-golden gloves status from his younger days, he was terribly
afraid of spiders.

Needless to say, the Captain was a bit of an
eccentric cat; an eccentric cat who was loaded. He financed various
artistic endeavors that would have otherwise gone unfunded due to
their salacious nature and questionable benefit to polite society.
Like the stuff produced by my pal and reason I was out west in the
first place, the wayward auteur Mickey Miller. Mickey and I grew up
together in Rochester and ran in the same circles, though Mickey's
artistic output was more dubious.

Call them what you like: blue films, smokers, stag
reels, pleasure primers, fuck flickers, Tijuana teasers, how-to
movies...they were pure sin-sational cinematic scintillation, gems
for gentlemen of discriminating tastes who usually wanted their
discriminating tastes kept under wraps.

You see, most guys have a catch; a hidden addendum
to their desires, something that falls outside the lines of
white-picket, granny-panty America, often falling in the cracks all
together. It's a kink, a predilection, a proclivity, a preference,
a hang-up, a hang-down. Whether he's obsessed with busty babes and
wants to see their generous attributes sway pendulously, or has a
thing for a gal's feet, or likes his women trussed up in a state of
distress and undress, he doesn't necessarily want to advertise or
dare approach the little wife with these post-"I do" addendums. To
honor, cherish, obey, and beat with a paddle wasn't what most
brides had in mind. Imagine their surprise.

But these guys had to get it somewhere, the poor
slobs.

Enter Mickey Miller. Shame was high, so was demand
and Mickey was shamelessly raking in the pocket salad, making a
comfortable living filling this market and scratching its itch.

Despite the potential cash windfall, Mickey's work
was considered pornographic, deemed immoral, indecent, and
consequently illegal—in some cases on a federal level. Law
enforcement lumped it all in the vice swill along with rape,
pedophilia, prostitution, and the leading cause of juvenile
delinquency in America, comic books.

Now murder? Americans could justify that. We'd all
been stuck behind a slow poke in traffic, or been forced to listen
to a drunk upstairs neighbor wear the grooves off their Harry
Belafonte records at all hours and had the urge to strangle them.
But sex and anything leading up to it? God forbid; that was a grand
offense.

Mickey added to this list of no-no's further by
making shorts with black actors and actresses—even mixing the
two—black and white—in the same production. This was considered
crossing the line and extra-taboo. It was even looked down upon by
those in the flesh racket. Even some of the negroes didn't approve
of his trucking with negroes.

Mickey couldn't give a good goddamn.

"I don't give a good goddamn," he would say. "All
money's green, we're all pink on the inside, and everybody's black
when the lights go out."

Teaming up with the Captain not only kept Mickey on
budget and in demand but insulated as well. The Captain was
connected. From sniveling junky snitches with junky itches and the
pliable beat cop on the street with his hand out to mobsters and
congressmen with a lot of pull, he had friends everywhere who were
into all kinds of everything.

The Captain had his bases covered and for the most
part it was smooth sailing. Things were wired tight. He covered his
ass legitimately as well.

He invested in a wide variety of ventures from real
estate, several Napa Valley wineries, a funeral home, and a small
chain of restaurants that specialized in Southern home cooking—The
Captain's Southern Fried Chicken and Biscuits, "Home of the Man
Eating Chicken," a tip of the hat to his carny days when rubes
lined up to see what they thought was going to be a man-eating
chicken only to be led into a tent where another carny sat at a
table eating chicken.

He also was involved in the import and export of
goods that generally were just referred to as
"import/export"...like Mickey's product.

Mickey had it made. All he had to do was kick up a
taste of the green to the Captain and kill a few spiders every now
and then.

I was out in the land of sunsets and starlets on
Mickey's invite for an extended visit to help him out, add some
photos of curvaceous California gorgeousity to my portfolio, and
get some sun.

Mickey lived at the Captain's. When he and his
landlord had a little misunderstanding—the landlord had walked in
to find his wife under and Mickey standing—Mickey found himself
outdoors with two black eyes. The Captain offered to put him up in
his palatial pad. The Captain probably figured this would protect
his investment while increasing the flow of eye candy around the
place. He figured right. Several shapely little pieces of feminine
confection had effectively moved in soon after Mickey did. The
Captain was already sugar daddy to a lot of aspiring actresses,
models, songbirds, B-girls, and wayward daughters in general, but
always had room for more. They strutted around the place like a
buxom buffet, meals on heels, a feast for the eyes. It was
Shangri-oo-la-la.

I was luxuriating in the afterglow of my nameless
mattress dance and amidst the remnants of the weekend's decadence
in the late morning sun when the phone rang from inside followed by
Marisol's sing-song voice.

"Oh, Mr. Frankie," she said in her cheerful Mexican
warble. "It is the phone call for you." Marisol was the Captain's
housekeeper and the happiest person I knew. She was a sturdy little
thing, barely five feet tall. Despite being a devout Catholic,
Marisol rolled with whatever shenanigans and lo-jinx went on in the
house. She knew what we did. She cooked, she cleaned, she ran
interference, she cashed her paycheck, she judged not.

Marisol loved music, especially all the big crooners
like Frank and Dean and Bobby and sang constantly throughout her
day taking lyrical liberties along the way. Butchered versions of
tunes like "Fly Me Through the Moon" and "That's A Morte" were two
of my favorites. I paused to give her a little peck on the forehead
before picking up the phone.

"Valentine here," I said. "You're getting swanky
with Frankie."

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


There was a pause at the other end of the line and
the sound of someone yawning along with the snap, crackle, hiss,
and unmistakable echo that goes with a long distance phone
call.

"Hello?" More pop, crackle and hiss.

"Frankie, my boy," Mickey shouted as if he were on
the other side of the country. "You there? What's the haps,
sap?"

It was Mickey calling from the other side of the
country, Rochester to be exact, where he had flown earlier this
week to attend to interests he held out there. Besides Rochester,
Mickey had business brewing in other east coast stops, as well like
Buffalo, Syracuse, Albany, and select portions of New York City,
Boston, Baltimore, and Philadelphia.

"You missed a big one this weekend," I said waving
my arm like a game show host over the remnants of chaos as if he
could see. "Hoo boy, it was raucous, Dad. It was the rage. We're
still pulling underwear out of the trees."

"Did you get some?"

"Did I get some? Pull-eeeze. I even got in a
fight."

"Really? Right on, Frankie my boy!" Out of the two
of us, Mickey was the scrapper. I'm a lover, not a fighter. Mickey
was both. He loved to mix it up and seemed rather proud I had
descended into the bar fighting ranks.

"Yeah, I had to clear up some cat's misperceptions
and give him the news."

Mickey cleared his throat and shifted gears rather
abruptly. It was obvious he really wasn't listening.

"I need your help, Frankie," he said. "I'm in
trouble."

It was always something with Mickey: a jealous
husband, a vengeful father, a stacked deck, a slow horse...

"What now?" I asked with a sigh. "No, lemme guess.
'She said she was single' or no, better yet, 'Good morning, Judge.
She looked over eighteen.'"

"Frankie, it ain't like that." I could tell in his
tone he wasn't clowning around. "They found them."

I played the words over in my head for a moment. I
mouthed them silently. I knew, but asked anyway.

"Them? Them who?"

"Well, they found one of them, anyway."

I knew exactly who he meant. It had haunted
me—haunted all of us—for ten years—since that fateful summer in
1950.

Lucky Louis and Lucky Lenny Sullivan—two of our
friends—one day, they just up and vanished.

"They found one of the Luckies?" I asked, followed
by an avalanche of more questions. "Who'd they find? Who found him?
Where? What happened to him? Where's the other one?"

 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


Lucky Louis and Lucky Lenny Sullivan were twin
brothers and a couple reckless daredevils who earned the collective
nickname "Lucky" after they miraculously eluded death or harm with
stunts like jumping off their garage together with a makeshift
German Fokker-inspired glider that didn't work, racing go-karts
without brakes, attempts to steer adult-size motorcycles, tire
swing malfunctions, high-dives off cliffs into shallow water, or
coming up with various stump-rendering gunpowder experiments that
still had our ears ringing.

Despite it all, the injuries could have been a lot
worse, hence the plural "Lucky" moniker. There were multiple
concussions between the two. Lucky Louis suffered a broken leg, his
brother, a broken arm, and one of them, I can't remember which,
blew off a piece of his thumb holding a cherry bomb with a short
fuse. The old sawbones who set Lucky Louis' leg, did it crookedly
and it healed an inch or so shorter than his other leg. Sometimes
he limped. But with the help of an orthopedic lift in his shoe, you
hardly noticed.

The Luckies, as most kids that had ever tried
similar hair-brained stunts—gravity defying, brain scrambling
attempts at infamy—were convinced without a doubt these capers
would work. But gravity, inertia, and the hard ground always
prevailed. Louis and Lenny survived relatively intact.

They still got hurt, but most of the damage was at
the hands of their no-good drunken father, Louis, Sr., who knocked
them around regularly, especially upon losing his first wife—their
mother—to the bottle. The Sullivans were lost in the lush life and
she drank herself into an early grave, some say on purpose. She and
the boys all took turns as the old man's punching bag. The Luckies
were still happy kids, reckless, insane, but happy...despite their
home life. We never questioned the poorly constructed scenarios
they concocted to explain away black eyes and assorted bruises.
They were reckless kids, after all.

Lucky Louis was the bigger of the two and took the
brunt of their father's attention. Another year and he could have
taken the old man. He threatened, more than once, through hot tears
to do just that and leave town to become a side show dare devil of
something. But that would have left his brother alone to fend for
himself.

Lucky Louis, Lucky Lenny, me, and Mickey were best
friends.

Sullivan, Sr. got remarried the following year to a
woman named Alice Maguire. The Luckies got a new mom along with a
new big sister. That's when the trouble began.

 


 



CHAPTER SIX

 


Maggie McGuire wasn't happy. She had no use for a
man or men in her life and as far as she was concerned, neither did
her mother. She had been raised her entire life by her mom, Alice,
and she saw the depths to which her mother sank in an attempt to
land a suitor. Men...they were all hands, oily and transparent and
disgusting, reeking of Old Spice, ill-intent and hollow promises of
some version of happily ever after. But like it or not, that was
the game, and a single mom—even one as pretty as Maggie's mom—with
a young daughter in tow, was a hard sell. That was just fine with
Maggie; she didn't need or want a father. She didn't need or want a
little brother, not to mention two, getting in her way and
constantly staring at her blossoming body in flux.

She didn't get either wish when her mom tied the
knot with Sullivan. It was all rather quick and unceremonious...out
of nowhere in a way. The kids had no say. So on top of getting a
stepdad she didn't want, this loser came complete with two sons,
her new stepbrothers, the Luckies.

The Luckies made it clear to us all they weren't
wild about the idea themselves...no matter how good she looked.
They didn't want her hanging around, either. However, me and Mickey
and the rest of the post-pubescent piranhas in the neighborhood
did...and how. We were all healthy boys and things were happening
to our teenage bodies that made us take particular notice of the
things that were happening to Maggie's teenage body. It was a whole
new world. We were mystified, mesmerized, and hypnotized, and a
whole lot confused.

It was the middle of July 1950 when Louis and Lenny
Sullivan vanished. Summer was well underway and I had gone bass
fishing up in Henderson Harbor for the weekend with my dad and
grandfather. We got home late that Sunday to find my mother crying
on the phone. All the mothers were burning up the lines in a
frantic frenzy after Mrs. Sullivan announced her two step sons had
been missing since Thursday night. Initially we weren't all that
worried—the Luckies had packed up and split before only to return
with their tails between their legs after trying to thumb
unsuccessfully across America. But this time they hadn't taken
anything with them. That seemed odd.

For the next two weeks, fueled by mounting concern
and the mysterious intrigue brought on by years of reading True
Detective we all became Junior G-Men and turned the town upside
down, searching high and low for clues and our missing friends.
They hadn't run away, we deduced, because no clothes or anything
were missing from their room. Kidnapped? Nah, they were tough kids
and besides, in our expert crime-solving minds, kidnappings were
usually about the cashola, the greenbacks, the payday, the ransom.
Though there was talk of a hefty inheritance in the late Mrs.
Sullivan's name. The Sullivans lived frugal like the rest of
us.
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