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			I

			It all started with a knock on the door.

			You never know what’s going to happen after that. Well, I knew one thing that would happen. Sure as hell, it did, too. Old Man Mose had been sleeping on the beat-up old sofa in my office. My fuzzy red accomplice is no braver than he has to be. He disappeared under the sofa, just in case.

			“It’s not locked. C’mon in,” I called, wondering who or what would. In this part of L.A., you never can tell.

			The door opened. In walked … no, not a beautiful blond vampire, though I’ve had that happen. Not a cop, either. I’ve had that happen, too, more times than I care to remember. A man. Darker than I am, but not real dark. Somewhere just on one side of thirty or the other—close to my age. Not real big. On the thin side. Dressed sharp, the kind of clothes you’d be likelier to wear to a Central Avenue club than to visit a private eye.

			“Mister Mitchell?” he said, as if he didn’t want to believe the name on the other side of the door.

			Well, who could blame him? I don’t look like Sam Spade or Philip Marlowe. Hell, I don’t even look like Humphrey Bogart. I look like, mm, a guy. I could be anybody. I could be anything. Sometimes that comes in handy. Sometimes it makes me wonder if I’m really anything at all.

			If I am anything, though, I’m Jack Mitchell. So I nodded and said, “Guilty. Have a seat. Tell me who you are and what you think I can do for you.”

			“Uh, thanks.” He sat down. The buttsprung sofa cushions made unfortunate noises. They do that. Seeing a couple of ashtrays on my desk, he leaned forward, grabbed one, and fired up a Kool. I lit an Old Gold of my own.

			After blowing a stream of smoke at the ceiling, the fellow said, “My name’s Oscar Ricks. I play guitar wherever I can, you know what I mean?”

			“Oh, I might,” I said. Private eye’s a chancy way to make a living. So is playing music. A few people get lucky. A few have more talent than they know what to do with. Most musicians scuffle to pay their bills. I waved for him to go on.

			“I put songs together, too,” he said. Not I write music. Chances were, he didn’t. He’d noodle around till he had a sound he liked, then put words to it. Or maybe he’d find words first, though most guys don’t.

			“Okay,” I said. “So?”

			“I’ve got a tune I like a lot. I want to make a record of it. I think it can sell. I think it’d be hot like a salamander, to tell you the truth.” He stopped. “Did I say something wrong?”

			“Never mind.” He’d caught me by surprise. I don’t want to know what kind of face I made. He must have figured I was thinking of the giant salamanders that cremated Hiroshima and Nagasaki and finally made the Knights of Bushido knuckle under a few years ago. But no, it wasn’t that. The little salamander that burned down my apartment building was meant to get me, too. And it would have, if only I’d been home. “Go on.”

			“Uh …” Ricks didn’t seem sure he wanted to. If he’d walked out, I’d be telling you a different story, that’s all. After another drag on his cigarette, he decided to keep going. “Getting it made, though, getting it out there, that’s the hard part.”

			“It always is,” I agreed.

			“No, not like that.” He shook his head. “I can finish things. I don’t give up. You’ve got to be stubborn if you play music. You’ve got to be stubborn if you want to make it and—” He brushed the first two fingers of his right had against the back of his left wrist, then waited to see if I knew what he meant.

			I told you, I can be anything. He wanted to make sure I was the same kind of thing he was. An ofay wouldn’t have followed him. But I did, and finished his sentence: “—if you’re the color you are.”

			“Yeah.” He relaxed. I’d passed the test. “Thing is, finishing it isn’t enough if I’m making a record. Other people, engineers and wizards, they make the copies. Other people get the copies into stores and juke boxes. Other people …” He ran down again.

			One more time, I knew where he was going. “Other people who’re white.”

			“That’s part of it. But they aren’t just white folks. They’re white hoodlums. The contracts they’ve got—” Oscar Ricks rolled his eyes. “Vampires wouldn’t suck the blood out of you the way they do.”

			“You’ve worked the clubs, right?” I said. He nodded. I went on, “Then you’ve got to know those same people you’re beefing about, they back most of ’em.” I’d seen Mickey on Central plenty of times—a dapper little Jew who’d rub you out in a second if you got in his way. Oh, he likely wouldn’t do it himself, but he had soldiers who would.

			“Yeah, yeah, but it’s not the same there. We’re the ones who draw people in. We make money for the mob. It’s a plantation, but we’re house slaves, not field hands. With records, we’re pickin’ cotton.”

			“The Plantation’s way the hell down Central, at the corner of 108th,” I said. Ricks made a face at me. I stubbed out my Old Gold. “Never mind. I know what you’re saying.”

			“Okay. I found me a little place even farther out than that is, out in Gardena—ass end of nowhere,” Oscar said. “They’re a label called Grampus Records, on Normandie near the high school. They make their own records, even—they work with a plant down there somewhere. Contract looks okay. I hear they live up to it, too. They don’t stiff you like a lot of people do.”

			“That all sounds great. What do you need me for, though?”

			“Can you, like, give ’em a once-over and see if they’re really legit?”

			“I can. I can’t do it for nothing, though.” Gardena. The name rang a bell in my head, but I couldn’t remember why. One of those dinky South Bay towns that are half cows or walnut trees or something. Something different about it, though, something I couldn’t think of now. I knew it’d come to me as soon as Oscar Ricks walked out of my office.

			He flinched a little when I said that, but only a little. “Yeah, I know. How much you need?”

			“Let me have a hundred to start with. I’ll see where we go from there.” I tore the top sheet off a scratchpad and slid it across the desk at him along with a pencil. “Give me your address and phone number, too.”

			“A hundred?” He sounded sad, but he gave me the money. He didn’t live far from the office. That figured. Either he’d seen the place or he’d heard of me from somebody who’d been here before.

			“Obliged,” I said. And I was. A hundred bucks will feed you for a while. I approve of eating.

			“When will I hear back from you?” he asked.

			“I’ll take the Red Car down there tomorrow, see what I can find out, if I find out anything.”

			“All right. I guess it’s all right. I hope it is.” He stood up. So did I. We shook hands. Out he went.

			As soon as he was gone, Old Man Mose came forth. “What was that all about?” he asked.

			“He wants me to check some things for him. He paid me. I can keep you in cat food a while longer now.”

			“Good!” Mose knows what’s important: he is. I’m just the help. If you don’t believe me, ask him yourself.

			I didn’t leave the office till half past ten. I keep reminding myself I slept regular hours till I went overseas. A year and then some slogging up the Italian boot took care of that. I learned to sleep anywhere at any time. Light didn’t bother me. Neither did noise. As long as the fylfot boys didn’t drop one in my foxhole, I wouldn’t wake up.

			And I stayed the same way after the Army turned me loose. In my line of work, it’s a handy knack to have. It’s been extra useful since I started hanging around with Dora Urban last year.

			I had a fifteen-minute walk back to her place. Vampire Village lies just south of what the LAPD, in its infinite warmth and generosity, calls the Negro Belt. One of the few things the LAPD is honest about, if you ask me. But you didn’t, did you?

			Vampire Village by day sleeps the sleep of the undead. Between sunset and sunrise, a lot more goes on there. I stayed alert, the way you do when you walk anywhere after dark. A guy came up to me with a big smile on his face. It wasn’t a friendly smile. It was one that said he saw dinner. Vampires are as self-centered as cats, often without the charm.

			Instead of sinking fangs into my neck, though, he sheered off. The smile disappeared. “Oh. You’re marked.” He sounded disgusted, the way Old Man Mose does when I peel an orange in the office.

			“Yup.” I nodded. The night before, Dora’d set her lips on my forehead for a few seconds. It wasn’t exactly a kiss; I thought of it as a benison, which only goes to show I’ve read too many old books. Whatever you want to call it, it showed other vampires I belonged to her … and Dora Urban was someone to reckon with in VV. She did it every few days to keep me safe there, because it wore off over time.

			When I came to her building, I walked up the stairs and let myself into the apartment that had been hers but became ours when I got burned out of my place. How long would the apartment stay ours? Till one of us didn’t want it to be ours any more, however long that turned out to be.

			Being what she was, she didn’t need to cook in there. I had a hot plate, and used it to warm up a can of beef stew. It was better than what the Army gave us in C-rats, which is praising with faint damn if anything ever was.

			Dora came through the door while I was cleaning up. She didn’t bother to open it first. By now, I’d seen that enough so it didn’t unnerve me … much. Wizards have been working on duplicating the effect for live people. They’ve been trying for years and years, and they haven’t done it yet.

			“Hey, honey!” I said, and kissed her. She looked at me with her ancient eyes, as if to remind me I ought to know better than to waste her time with endearments. I kept doing it anyway, because I liked to. She didn’t get as upset about it as she had right after we turned into a couple. I told myself I was wearing her down.

			Even I knew how stupid that was. Suppose we stayed together as long as I lived—another forty years, maybe fifty if I was really lucky. Never mind that that wasn’t likely. Suppose. At the end of that time, I’d be old and gray and go into a hole in the ground to feed worms. Dora? Dora wouldn’t have aged a day. How do you age when you aren’t alive to begin with?

			She said, “I cannot help admiring your … enthusiasm.” She always spoke very precisely. Her Hungarian accent made that more apparent, not less.

			“Enthusiasm?” I kissed her again. “Whose fault is that?” I held on to her. I never wanted to let her go. That she was much stronger than I was and could shake herself free any time she pleased was something we understood but mostly didn’t talk about.

			“How went your day?” Dora sometimes had an old-fashioned turn of phrase, too. Was that because English wasn’t her first language? Or had she learned it back in the days when people said things like that all the time? I didn’t know how old she was, not to the nearest hundred years.

			I told her about Oscar Ricks. “I’ll get up early tomorrow, go down to Gardena and see what I can find out about Grampus Records.” Early, for me, meant eight or nine o’clock these days. Dora couldn’t keep my hours, so I’d moved toward keeping hers.

			“Be careful,” she said when I ran dry. “This Ricks person is sensible to fear these mobsters. They are dangerous. They are, or their leaders are, less stupid than most criminals. They are not less vicious.”

			I nodded. Most crooks are dumb as rocks. Mob bosses aren’t. They’re plenty smart enough to have cops in their pockets, for instance. What they pay the bulls lets them make more than they would if they didn’t.

			“What have you been up to?” I asked her. “Did you visit the blood bank up at County General?” She’d been on the slow side lately. I knew she was hungry. Some vampires will grab blood wherever they can. The one who’d come up to me while I was on my way to the place would have if Dora hadn’t marked me. They give the rest of their kind the bad name they have with live people. Dora isn’t like that. Or she hasn’t been as long as I’ve known her, anyhow.

			“No. I was visiting a secondhand bookshop, but they had nothing new I cared to read.” She sounded disappointed. Time hangs heavy for the undead. A book worth reading is a treasure.

			But I clucked at her as if I were her mother, which is pretty damn silly when you get down to it. “You know you need to feed.”

			“I thought about going up there. But then I remembered—it has been a couple of months since the last time we did. We can again, if you care to.”

			I thought back. She was right. She wouldn’t have lied about something like that. In her way, she’s scrupulous. So I said, “Sure, we can do that.”

			And we did. We went back to the bedroom. This time, she kissed me, murmuring, “You give me a great gift.” Then, well, she fed. She is scrupulous. She didn’t take any more from me than the blood bank would, or take it more often. It doesn’t hurt. And I can’t think of anything more intimate, and that includes twitches and moans.

			“Are you better now?” I asked her when she raised her head from my neck.

			She licked her lips very quickly before she said, “Ever so much so. You were right—I did have the hunger. I had it, and you drove it from me. I am in your debt. How may I repay you?”

			I didn’t answer. She found a way all the same. The first time she did that, I wondered if I had enough blood left to use it for what she had in mind. Turned out I did, I’m glad—I’m delighted—to say. I did this time, too.

			And, after that, I rolled over and went to sleep. You’d best believe I did. I had the usual man’s excuse, and I was also light on my little red cells. Yes, I know that should be little gray cells. I’ve red my share of stories about the Belgian with the mustache and the hairnet. You can take it from me, he wouldn’t last long as a private investigator in our fair city.

			Of course, I often thought I wouldn’t last long here, either. I was liable to be as right about me as I was about Hercule.

			When I got up the next morning, the lid on Dora’s coffin was closed. She’d placed it so the sun never touched it at any season of the year. Lying there in it, she’d be undead to the world till nightfall.

			I’d got a little fridge when I knew I’d be staying there a while. I could make coffee on my hot plate and put real cream in it, then scramble a couple of eggs in a small pan afterwards. I don’t cook anything fancy, but I learned in the service that whatever you can fix fresh for yourself is bound to taste better than what’s in those lousy cans.

			After I policed up, I went downstairs and out. Rivke the Shabbas-goy Jew was at the corner keeping an eye on things, the way they do in VV. I nodded to her. “Good morning!”

			“Good morning! How are you?” She smiled at me. She was very pretty when she did that, but she didn’t do it much. She’d come out of one of the fylfot boys’ camps more dead than alive, which put her ahead of most people who went into them. She wore their emblem and a number branded on her arm. She’d take them to the grave with her, to remind her of what she’d been through.

			“Your English gets better every time I talk with you,” I said.

			“Not yet good,” she said, which was true. But I hadn’t been lying, either.

			I went on down to the Red Line stop. On the way, I passed a couple more Jews who kept watch in VV during the daytime. We smiled and nodded or waved back and forth. By now, they knew I was an acceptable human. Considering which vampire’s person I was, I might even have been a little more than that. Not royalty, but nobility, anyhow.

			The trolley clanged up. I paid my fare and an extra two cents for a transfer. I’d have to change cars at the Slauson station—the Slauson Tower, they call it, even if it’s only two stories tall. I wasn’t nobility to the guy who drove the trolley, just another damn passenger. I thanked him for the transfer all the same. He gave me a funny look; I knew that didn’t happen very often.

			Then he went, “Oh!” under his breath, realizing I wasn’t quite what he’d figured I was at first. Negroes were more likely to do that than white folks were. He grinned a little. I nodded a little. I sat down under an ad for a crystal-ball reader who claimed she knew everything. If she did, how come she was fishing for suckers on a Red Line car?

			Another clang on the bell from the motorman and away we went. I was the only one who got on at that stop. Vampire Village is a quiet place in the daytime. I got off at the Slauson Tower, ambled over to the platform marked SW, and waited for the next trolley. It pulled in a few minutes later. I hopped on, gave the driver my transfer, and perched under an ad that yelled WIZARDS AND DOCTORS KNOW IT WORKS! It was a hair restorer. The fellow sitting across from me was bald as an egg. If he’d tried the stuff, it was nowhere near as good as the ad said it was.

			Southwest we went, and then straight south on Vermont. A lot of the land down there was still fig orchards and almond groves. Here and there, though, tracts of new houses sprouted amongst the greenery like toadstools pushing up through dead leaves. People keep flooding into Southern California. They have to live somewhere.

			Vermont had some businesses on it, too, even when we’d gone as far south as Gardena. A variety store, a market, a Rexall. Across the street, a liquor store (it was called Squiggly’s, God knows why), a hex shop, and a bigger building with a gaudy neon sign that said Rainbow Club.

			And that was when I remembered what I knew about Gardena. It was the only place in the state where gambling was legal. There were four or five clubs like the Rainbow in town. You could eat and drink and play draw poker, which was politely said to be a game of skill, not chance. Gardena got something like a third of its tax money from them. Sure enough, the Monterey Club was only a few blocks south, just the other side of Rosecrans.

			I thought about Oscar Ricks, and in my head I went, Uh-oh. You have gambling in a town, the city fathers won’t be the only ones grabbing a cut of the profits. Not a chance. Not a prayer. The mob’ll get its share, too, one way or another. If the mob was in the town, the clubs wouldn’t be the only operations they were skimming from, either. How clean was Grampus Records?

			A mile and a half later, I got off the trolley and got on a westbound bus. Gardena Boulevard was as much of a business district as Gardena boasted. A Bank of America. A little department store. A camera shop. A sorcerous-goods place called Ancient Egypt. A stationery store. Another Rexall.

			And a Technocracy meeting house with a red yin-yang sign out front. There’s one not far from my office, too. Some people have trouble figuring out when a ship has sailed. But wizards and slide-rule boys won’t run a country any better than pols do. They’ll just find different ways to screw it up.

			The green-and-cream bus turned right on Normandie. It rumbled past the high school, which looked as if it had been there as long as anything in those parts. Two blocks farther on, there was Grampus Records. The sign had a smiling killer whale next to the name. I got off at the next corner, crossed the street, and walked back.

			A Japanese man in a suit and a brown fedora came by me in the crosswalk. We nodded to each other. I’d seen other Japanese on Gardena Boulevard, too. The town seemed to have a lot of them.

			Sure enough, one of the shops I walked past had only Japanese writing in the window. I had no idea how the cops would find it if they needed to, especially since the numbers on the address were tiny. A sign taped to the front door of the dive beside it was in letters I could read. It said WE RESERVE THE RIGHT TO REFUSE SERVICE TO ANYONE.

			Nice, friendly place, huh? I wondered if that Japanese man could get a burger and fries there. I also wondered if I could, not that I aimed to give a joint like that my money. I suppose it would be a question of how quick on the uptake the guy behind the counter was.

			As I got to Grampus Records, I saw the smaller print under the name: A Whale of a Record Outfit. Yes, I smiled. They were cute. How many businesses are cute? Not enough—I’ll tell you that.

			A bell rang when I went in. A secretary who was on the phone with somebody glanced my way, gave me a wait-a-second gesture with her free hand, and went back to what she was saying: “That’s a dozen of ‘West Coast Blues,’ half a dozen of ‘Cockroach on the Keys,’ and another half dozen of ‘Remembering’? Oh, and half a dozen of ‘Since You Walked Away,’ too? Hold on. I have to check on that one.” She ran her index finger down a sheet of paper on her desk and nodded to herself. “Yes, they’re all in stock. We can send them to you this afternoon—you should get them in three or four days. Shipping charges will go on the invoice. … Thank you, Mister Harmon. Goodbye.” She hung up and gave her attention to me. “Hello! Can I help you?”

			“I hope so. My name’s Mitchell, Jack Mitchell. I’m a private investigator.” I set one of my cards on the desk. “I’m looking into connections between record companies and, well, people who aren’t exactly on the up-and-up.”

			“I’m sure we don’t have any connections like that,” she said primly. She picked up the card, looked at it, and set it down in a hurry, as if it were a scorpion that might sting her.

			“I didn’t say you did. I don’t have any reason to think you do. But I need to do some checking so I can write a full report. Could I talk with your boss for a few minutes, please?”

			I was pretty smooth, if I say so myself. I’m not a cop. Nobody has to talk with me. If you want to tell me to get lost, you can. I can’t do anything about it. I can’t do anything official, anyhow. I’m not allowed to threaten anybody, either. I’m not a mobster, and I don’t want to be.

			Of course, the folks I deal with don’t always realize that straight off the bat. Having somebody like me come through the door flusters people, even when they haven’t done anything. The secretary warily took my card again and carried it into a room behind her. She came out a minute later.

			“Mister Jenkins will see you,” she said.

			“Thanks,” I said. She sniffed.

			I went in. The office was about the size of mine, and not a whole lot neater. My card lay on Jenkins’ desk. He stood up and stretched out a hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mister Mitchell,” he said. “I’m Kirk Jenkins. I run this madhouse, such as it is.”

			“Good to meet you,” I answered. He was about forty, blond and pink to the point where he was only a couple of steps from being an albino. He was tall, too—a couple of inches taller than I am, and I’m six-two—and skinny, so skinny his clothes hung loose on him. He waved me to a beat-up chair. As I said down, I went on, “I’m looking into how small recording outfits manage to steer clear of the mob.”

			No suggestion I was looking into Grampus Records in particular. No suggestion I thought Grampus wasn’t legit as legit could be. I’m careful about not giving away more than I have to, or I try to be.

			Kirk Jenkins steepled his fingers. They were long and thin like the rest of him, and made a tall steeple. “Why are you doing that?” he asked.

			“Because somebody’s paying me to.” I gave back the exact and literal truth.

			“I don’t have to tell you anything,” he said, so he understood the rules of the game.

			“I know you don’t. Will you, though?”

			“Sure. Why not? Everybody who knows anything about this business knows the boys you need to be careful about have their fingers in a whole bunch of pies. There are places where you have to deal with them if you want anybody to hear your platters.”

			“Jukeboxes.” I didn’t make it a question.

			Jenkins nodded. “That’s the big one, all right. They’ve got it sewn up tight. So they get a rakeoff from me—from the company, I mean—and we write it off our taxes as a promotional expense.”

			“What happens if you get audited?”

			“We did, year before last. Nothing happened. It damn well is a promotional expense. Even the IRS knows records don’t do a record company any good unless you get ’em out there. And the people you have to deal with don’t call their outfit ‘Mob Juke Boxes Incorporated’ or anything like that. They look fine unless you start poking—or unless you get on the wrong side of them.”

			“Uh-huh.” The Central Avenue clubs were like that, too. As long as you went along, everything was great. If you didn’t, you’d be sorry … but not for long. Rubbing people out didn’t bother Mickey a bit. “Are they trying to muscle in on other parts of your business?”

			“They haven’t so far,” he said, and lit a cigarette.

			I never waste an excuse to smoke, so I did, too. That bought me a few seconds to think. “Are you too small for them to care about you? Or don’t they notice what goes on down here?”

			“Could be either. Could be both. I don’t have all the answers. Hell, I don’t even have all the questions.”

			I chuckled in spite of myself. “Welcome to the world.”

			“Yeah.” Jenkins looked at me. He looked away. Then his eyes came back. Not everybody white adds two and two about me, but he did. I could tell. I could also tell it didn’t bother him much, if it did at all. There are people like that. Tell you the truth, I wish there were more of them. He went on, “Why did you know to come down here? Why did you pick here to come down to? Gotta be lots of outfits with more to talk about along those lines.”

			“I’m getting paid. Past that, it’s nobody’s business but mine.”

			“Okay, okay.” He didn’t get sore. He even held up a hand so I wouldn’t. “I’m going to keep your card. In case those guys do come sniffing around, I may want to pay you myself. You never can tell.”

			“No, you never can.” We shook hands. I took off. If Jenkins was telling me anything close to the truth, it looked as though Oscar Ricks could do a lot worse than Grampus Records. It also looked as though he’d never get rich signing with them, but that was his worry, not mine.

			I took the bus south to 162nd Street, then walked west. A phone book had told me that was where the Gardena Police Department had its station. And so it did: a little toy cop shop next door to an only slightly larger city hall.

			When I went into the station, the vestibule had a familiar smell. All police stations sing your nose the same old songs: stale smoke, staler coffee, old sweat, and—from the cells, wherever they were—sour puke. The desk sergeant’s overflowing ashtray said he’d contributed a lot of smoke himself.

			He eyed me. The way he growled, “Yeah?” told me he knew what I was right away. It also told me he wished I were something else.

			I peeled another card out of my wallet and set it on his desk. He had to put on cheaters to read it. I said, “Can I talk to somebody from your racket squad, please?”

			He wanted to tell me no. Try as he would, he couldn’t find a reason. He pointed down the hall with a nicotine-stained finger. “Room Nineteen.”

			“Thanks.” I’d been polite. As I headed for Room 19, I could feel his eyes boring into my back even so. Maybe it was because of what I was. Or maybe, like a lot of old cops, he despised all humanity impartially.

			Room 19 was big enough for two desks. Nobody was sitting at one. At the other, a chunky young policeman with a pompadour was typing some kind of report. He just used his index fingers, but he was faster than most ten-fingered typists. The ashtray by his machine was pretty full, too.

			The machine-gun rattle stopped when I came in. “What can I do for you?” he asked. I couldn’t tell whether he knew what I was or how much it mattered to him.

			Another card gone. I’d have to reload my wallet at the office. “I’m trying to find out whether the mob has its hooks in here, or how deep,” I said. “With the card clubs and everything, you’ve got to be a tempting target.”

			“Think so, do you, Mister”—he looked at the card again—“Mitchell?”

			“It’s a natural thing to wonder about, isn’t it, Officer Shaughnessy?” Clyde Shaughnessy, the name plaque on his desk said he was. “Somebody who wants to do business here does wonder. He doesn’t need that kind of trouble.”

			“Nobody needs that kind of trouble,” he said. “We try to keep it away as much as we can. I don’t think we’re perfect—”

			“What is?” I said.

			“Yeah, what is?” he agreed. “You expect miracles, talk to a preacher or a wizard. But the city needs the money the clubs bring in, and it doesn’t need outsiders siphoning off any of that dough. So we keep a pretty close eye on things like that. I don’t know all the details. Some of it’s work for the bookkeepers, not for us. I do know we watch it, though.”

			“Okay,” I said. He sounded as if he meant it. And maybe that meant something, maybe not. “Any other places besides the clubs where they might stick their noses in?”

			He thought for a second. “Always the construction business. We have a lot of new houses going up. Oh!” He stuck a finger in the air. “There’s a little record company over on Normandie. Music and the mob go together.”

			“That’s a fact.” I paused for effect. “What’s a record company doing way out here? Uh, no offense.”

			“I know we’re the back of beyond. Some people like it that way. It lets ’em keep their heads down and mind their own business.”

			“There are people who like to mind their own business?” I sounded amazed. Clyde Shaughnessy chuckled, for all the world as if I were kidding. I thanked him and left. He did have his fingers on the local pulse. How much good that did was anybody’s guess.

			I walked back up to Normandie and waited ten or fifteen minutes for the next bus. It took me to the Red Line stop on Vermont. Then I had to wait for the next trolley. Joys of travel without a car.

			Passing the Rainbow Club on the way north made me thoughtful. I played my share of poker in the Army, especially overseas. Who didn’t? What money we had wasn’t good for much else. And even if we hung on to it, who could guess whether we’d get home to spend it properly? All that poker playing taught me something, too. It taught me I lost more than I won, and that cards and I weren’t made for each other.

			Most people who gamble lose. Most of the ones who do don’t see they’ll keep doing it if they keep playing. They’re sure the next full house or four jacks is right around the corner, and it’ll make up for all their bad luck. There’s a word for people like that. How many of those suckers lost their shirts at the Gardena poker clubs?

			After that, getting back to my part of town was a relief. It was till I saw Switchblade Sawyer leaning against a streetcorner light pole, anyhow. Switchblade’s one of the neighborhood numbers runners. You don’t have to go down to the South Bay to have money dribble out of your pocket as if it were a leaky cup.

			I went over to my office to check my messages. Damned if I didn’t have one. Hilda the answering-service lady told me Oscar Ricks had called early that morning. I took his number but didn’t call back. It was the one he’d given me, which I figured was his home line. Chances were he was out doing whatever he did to keep eating when he didn’t have any Central Avenue gigs.

			While I was taking care of that, Old Man Mose was sniffing my shoes and the bottoms of my trousers. They interested him more than usual. “Where’ve you been? You smell funny,” he said.

			“How come you aren’t laughing, then?” I said.

			He looked at me. Cats don’t laugh much, except maybe when they kill something. That tells you all you want to know about their sense of humor. “No, really, where were you?” he said. “You smell different.”

			“On the Red Line, and down in Gardena.”

			Mose knew what the Red Line was. He didn’t like it. “Not the big clangy cat squasher,” he said. “That mostly smells like cold iron. Some of that, but mostly you smell peculiar. Weird.”

			“Record company? Police station? Strange sidewalks?”

			“Not sidewalks. Not polices, either. I know their stink, too. What’s a record company?”

			“A place that makes records so people can play music whenever they want to.”

			He gave a fine feline sneer. “Noise.” I already knew his opinion of music, so I let that slide. He went on, “Is it connected with magic? It smells like magic.”

			Now I got interested. “It is, yeah. They use wizards to get the music from the people who’re playing it to the records.”

			“That could be it. Smells like fishy magic. Or warmer and greasier than fishy.”

			For a second, I thought he was spouting nonsense. Cats see (smell?) the world in ways that seem crazy to mere people. But then I remembered what a grampus was, and I wasn’t so sure any more.

			He still might’ve been nuts, of course. I remember one time I went to the zoo, and an elephant stuck its trunk out between the bars of its enclosure and snuffled on my shoe. When Old Man Mose got a whiff of elephant snot, he wanted to go wherever that thing was, hunt it down, and have it for lunch. He wouldn’t believe me when I tried to tell him how big it was. What does a cat know from elephants? He’s still sure it would have been delicious.

			So this could have been more of the same. Or he could have been on to something. “Good magic? Bad magic?”

			“Greasy fishy magic,” he said. So I’d have to find out for myself. I’d even have to find out if there was anything to find out.

			Nobody came in. I fed Mose, gave him fresh water, and cleaned his sandbox. I fed myself, too—a burger and onion rings from a greasy (but not fishy) spoon around the corner. It was getting dark by then. A little past seven, I called Ricks’ number. A woman answered. She put him on.

			“Mister Mitchell!” he said. “What d’you know for sure?”

			The older I get, the less I know for sure. By the time I get all gray and creaky, I expect I won’t know diddly-squat. Meanwhile, I told him about my trip down to Grampus Records and the Gardena cop shop. I finished, “They aren’t pure as the driven snow, if you know what I mean, but what is these days? The way it looks to me is, you could do plenty worse.”

			“I thought the same thing, but I wanted somebody else to look it over. Thanks, man. I’ll probably go ahead, then,” he said. “Sorry, but I can’t bang my gums now. Gotta head out. I’m in a combo at the Basket Room till next Tuesday. Drop by if you have the chance.” The phone receiver came down. Next thing I knew, I was talking with a dial tone.

		

	
		
			II

			On my way back to the apartment in Vampire Village, I ran into Rudolf Sebestyen. After a long day, I needed that the way I needed a hole in the head. Dora felt an obligation toward Sebestyen. She called him her half-brother, which meant the same vampire had made both of them what they were.

			Okay. Fine. The trouble—one of the troubles—with that is, dear half-brother Rudolf’s a bad item. He’d tried to find a way to rob the blood bank at County General, for God’s sake. Not as if they wouldn’t have let him have what he needed, but he wanted more.

			The other trouble is, Rudolf had got sick and tired of being undead. Existence became a bother and a bore for him. So he took a fancy new dope called vepratoga. The fylfot boys came up with it during the war. They wanted super soldiers who could fight on and on without getting tired or needing to sleep or caring about wounds. They didn’t have enough men, so they aimed to stretch the ones they had as far as they could.

			Vepratoga didn’t work the way they wanted. When you took it, you didn’t care about anything, including your sergeant or your captain yelling orders in your ear. Sometimes that lasted weeks, sometimes months. Sometimes it was permanent.

			There’s a market for not caring. You could get hold of the stuff in our fair city. Not easy, not cheap, but you could. Sebestyen did. And, to make sure he never cared about anything again, he had himself turned into a zombie.

			He didn’t tell Dora about that. She felt more obligation toward him than he did toward her. She just knew he’d gone missing. So she hired me to help her find him, which is how we got together. I did it, too. And, with some other people, I got him unzombified, if that’s a word.

			But he didn’t want to be unzombified. He’d liked the oblivion it gave him. To make matters worse, either vepratoga or zombification meant he could go around in broad daylight without the sun finishing him. He really loved that. Here he was, undead, with twice as much time on his hands.

			So he was thrilled to see me. Oh, you just bet he was! His scowl showed long, yellowish fangs. Dora’s benison meant nothing to him. I put one hand in my coat pocket, just to remind him I had a crucifix and an ampoule of holy water.

			I didn’t know for sure whether either of those would stop him. Evidently, he didn’t, either, because he didn’t try anything. He did say, “You will not always be so prepared. Neither will she.” Yeah, he was a charmer, Sebestyen.

			“We were doing the best for you we knew how to do,” I answered.

			“And which road is paved with good intentions?” he said. His accent was thicker, harsher, than Dora’s. He sounded a lot like the guy in the movie, to tell you the truth. I didn’t tell him so. Calling a vampire a lugosi is like calling a Jew a kike. Something only a son of a bitch would do, I mean. I try not to be one. Doesn’t always work, but I try.

			“You might have let your half-sister know what you were up to,” I said.

			“She might have minded her own business. She should have. Since she did not, one fine day she will find me minding hers. And you, when you are not carrying your toys.”

			If they were toys, he would have torn my throat out. I knew as much, and he was bound to know it, too. He didn’t care to think about what they could do to him, though. He wouldn’t have minded if the sun finished him. He tried to go up in flame and smoke after we brought him back to himself, in fact. It didn’t work. There he was, undead night and day. But things connected with God still gave him pause.

			“Take care of yourself,” I said, and touched the brim of my fedora. “You know Dora and I were only trying to do what was best for you.”

			“I know you failed.” He stared at me, trying to put me in fear or to charm me like a snake charming a bird. Whichever he was aiming for, he didn’t get either. He said something in Magyar that should have set the sidewalk under my feet on fire.

			I understood part of it; I was picking up bits and pieces from Dora. The rest? Well, if I had followed it, I probably would’ve had to try to finish him then and there. Since I didn’t, I blew him a kiss instead. “Love you, too,” I said, and came toward him.

			He took half a step back before he could stop himself. That didn’t make him like me any better, of course. “You are too stupid to know what you are fooling with, you … you Romanian, you!”

			During the war, the Hungarians and Romanians had both sided with the fylfot boys against the Reds. But the bastards who followed the Leader found out in a hurry that they couldn’t put Hungarian and Romanian units next to each other or they’d fight among themselves instead of against the folks they were invading. That ancient feud evidently went on among their vampires, too.

			I just kept coming. Next thing I knew, Sebestyen wasn’t there any more. I might have seen a bat flittering away. Or I might have imagined it. Either way, he wasn’t bothering me any more.

			Dora was reading—The Egg and I, of all things—when I let myself into the apartment. I made a beeline for the bottle of Wild Turkey. A good stiff knock would settle me down. I told myself it would do that, anyhow. If I needed some numbing against the world … well, it wasn’t vepratoga.

			I came out into the front room again. Dora’s nostrils twitched. She didn’t breathe, or I didn’t think she did, but they twitched anyhow. “You have been afraid and ready to kill at the same time,” she said. It wasn’t a question, and Old Man Mose’s nose couldn’t have done a better job.

			“Yeah.” I nodded jerkily. I know what fear smells like. So does anybody who’s gone to war. I couldn’t smell it on myself, but what did that prove? Bupkis—a word I got from a fat, whiskery guy who sells dirty books. The other stink? Fury? I had to take Dora’s word for that one.

			“Tell me.” She sounded gentle, like a mother calming a little boy. I’m sure that’s how I seemed to her sometimes. It graveled me, but what could I do about it? Again, bupkis. To her, any mortal was but a walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets his hour upon the stage, and then is heard no more.

			Sorry. Didn’t mean to shake a spear at you there.

			“Tell me,” she said again when I didn’t answer right away. Gentle, yes, and irresistible.

			“Rudolf.” I gave it to her in one word. The bourbon was starting to build a glass wall against the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune (oops—I did it again). Not fast enough, though, dammit.

			“Oh.” She knew what that meant: trouble. “Are you all right?” She looked me over. She probably also smelled me over. I must’ve passed muster, because she answered her own question: “You are all right. What happened? Tell me exactly.”

			So I did, as best I could. I finished, “I think I scared him, too—some, anyhow. But probably not as much as he scared me.”

			Dora clicked her tongue between her teeth. I don’t know how she didn’t bite herself when she did that, but she didn’t. “You are brave, which I knew. And you are foolish … which I knew. Have you any idea what he might have done to you? Any idea at all?”

			“Maybe a little. But I have some idea what I might’ve done to him, too. I don’t think I was the only one who did, either.” My hand didn’t move toward that pocket, much less go into it. You don’t pull a gun on somebody you care about.

			Of course she knew what I carried. That she let me come near her anyway, that she let me stay in the apartment while the sun was in the sky, told how much she trusted me. More than a vampire usually trusted a human, for sure. Even so, she said, “That might have done less good than you would have wanted. We are quicker than mortals believe, and stronger, too.”

			And sneakier. And all that good stuff. She was bound to be right. Most of the time, she was. When you’re smart to begin with and you pile up way more experience than any live person can, that’s what happens. Neverthenonetheless, I waved her words away. “Never mind, babe. I got through it. It’s over.”

			“With Rudolf, it is never over.”

			Dora was bound to be right about that, too. Vampires play vengeance games the way mortals play bridge or chess, only they play them over centuries. They don’t usually play them against mortals—try playing chess against a six-year-old—but that doesn’t mean they never do. And, if Sebestyen was playing against Dora, he’d see me as a pawn to be taken off the board whenever that did him the most good.

			“Ah, to hell with it,” I said. “How’d you like to go up to the Basket Room Friday night? That Ricks fellow, the guitar player I’m working for, he’s playing there. He invited me over. Want to hear what he’s like?” Friday night was about as far ahead as a mere mortal could look.

			“We can do that.” Dora liked jazz. A surprising number of vampires do. The music of the oppressed hits them where they—mm, not where they live, but you know what I mean. She sniffed me one more time. “This Ricks personage, is he why you smell of sorcery and gyilkos bálnák?”

			“Of what?” I said. She’d dropped into Magyar without noticing.

			“Of killer whale,” she translated. I started to ask what she was talking about, but then I remembered killer whale was another way to say grampus. She and Mose had both smelled the record company on me. That was interesting. Interesting in an unnerving way, but it was. I wondered what it meant, or if it meant anything.

			Central Avenue. Friday night. Any night, sure, but especially Friday or Saturday. You go to Central after sunset, you throw on your glad rags and show the world you’re somebody. Even nobodies want to look like somebody on Central.

			My glad rags had gone up in smoke when the salamander torched the building where I used to live. That meant I looked more like a businessman than I cared to, though my bright blue silk shirt and the way I rolled my fedora’s brim warned that I might be a businessman who’d slipped the leash.

			Dora, now, Dora looked gorgeous. She made a point of that when she went out among live people. She had it, she was proud of it, and she flaunted it. The orange dress she wore could have come straight from the Academy Awards ceremony at the Pantages. I thought so, anyway, but what do I know about ladies’ clothes? I’m just a guy.

			I know she got wolf whistles as we strolled up Central toward the Basket Room. She didn’t mind that. But when one fellow yelled something that was more filthy than admiring, she spun around and showed him her fangs. I’ve seen shells leave a 105 slower than he got the hell out of there.

			She turned back to me and took my hand, as if to tell the world she belonged to me—or, more likely, to tell it I belonged to her. “I do not care for impolite men,” she said.

			“Yes, ma’am,” I answered, deadpan. She sent me a sharp look, then smiled. I felt as if I’d passed a small test.

			Everybody comes to Central on Friday and Saturday nights, to see, to be seen, to go to the clubs—best scene this side of Chicago—to drink, to eat, to find somebody who’ll be friendly for a price, or to land whatever dope you’re after. White people, yellow people, brown people, black people. People. All kinds of people.

			And cops. The red lights on the roofs of black-and-whites spun round and round as the police cars rolled up and down the avenue. Two of LA’s finest jumped out of their Ford—of course they bought cars from a bastard who hated unions—and grabbed somebody (yes, he was a Negro) on the sidewalk. I don’t know what they thought he did. I didn’t see him do anything. But they threw him in the back seat, where he couldn’t get out, and zoomed away with him.

			“I have seen occupying armies before,” Dora said.

			“Me, too,” I answered. Hell, I’d been part of an occupying army, though most of the Italians welcomed us with open arms. The reason they did was, we chased off the fylfot boys who’d been occupying them before. The way the fylfot boys treated them …. Well, it would’ve made the LAPD jealous. I don’t know how I can say anything worse.

			No sooner had that crossed my mind than three policemen came down the sidewalk towards us. Cops in the Negro Belt had things happen to them if they were by themselves. Not often, but often enough. Two of these guys were white, the third black. The fylfot boys used Italian helpers, too. All three cops had faces like clenched fists.

			Their eyeballs clicked as they went past Dora. They didn’t hassle us, though. The white cops thought I was their kind of thing, not the other kind of thing. If the black man knew better, he didn’t let on. That was lucky. White cops, they don’t like guys with even one drop hanging around with blonds like Dora. I mean, they really don’t like it.

			We went past Club Alabam by the Dunbar Hotel and the Last Word. Right across the street from Club Alabam was an eatery called the Zombie, which always gave me the creeps. The Basket Room was another ten blocks farther north. More restaurants on the way, and barber shops and beauty parlors and churches and hex shops and anything else anybody could want.

			Sometimes people still call the place we were going to Jack’s Basket Room. Before I was born, Jack was champion of the world for a while—and didn’t that set people’s hair on fire! White people’s hair, I mean, the hair on white people like those mean-looking cops. Jack liked blonds, too, which thrilled ’em even more. But he’s been dead a few years now, and they don’t use his name so much. The marquee said The Oscar Ricks Trio. He hadn’t lied to me.

			At the door, a man in a nice suit held out his hand for the cover charge. Two bigger guys in dumpier clothes stood behind him to make sure he got it. “I’m Jack Mitchell,” I said, and nodded up at the sign. “Did Oscar leave my name?”

			He pulled a sheet of paper from an inside coat pocket. His eyebrows jumped in surprise. Of course people would try to con him all the time. “I’ll be damned—he did,” he answered, stepping aside with an inviting wave. “Enjoy the show, Mister Mitchell.” He was talking to me but looking at Dora. She looked through him, but didn’t give him a vampire snarl.

			When I told the maître d’ who I was, he led Dora and me to a table near the stage. I slipped him two bucks. We came in between sets. The air was thick with the smell of fried chicken. It made my mouth water and my stomach rumble. They serve it to you in wicker baskets, which is why it’s the Basket Room.

			“Do you mind if I get some?” I asked.

			“Of course not.” Dora knew live people’s eating habits were different from hers.

			I waved to a waitress and ordered when she came up. She turned to Dora. “And what can I get for you, ma’am?”

			“Nothing, thank you.” Dora showed her teeth then, but only to let the girl know what she was, not to threaten her.

			She didn’t faze the waitress a bit. “Can I bring you some ice water or something better to drink?”

			“Scotch on the rocks will do,” Dora said. I ordered Wild Turkey to go with the chicken.

			While we waited, I eyeballed the crowd without seeming to. People don’t like you staring at them. Some of these people looked tougher than the bouncers out front—for whatever reason, a lot of mob guys really like jazz. Others were out to see and be seen, and to listen to the music, whatever it turned out to be.

			The waitress came back with our drinks and my food. The chicken turned out to be damn good. So did the shoestring potatoes the drumstick and breast sat on. Dora smiled as I chowed down. “I remember the days when flesh satisfied me.” She paused, then smiled again in a different way. “If you know what I mean.”

			I was taking a sip when she said that. I snorted so hard, bourbon almost—I mean almost—came out my nose.

			About five seconds after the girl took away my basket, empty now but for bones, the fellow who’d let me in came up on stage and held up his hand to be noticed. “Folks, give a warm welcome to the Oscar Ricks Trio: Scar himself on guitar, Otis Jefferson on bass, and Jimmy Newcombe on drums. The Oscar Ricks Trio!”

			People clapped as the curtain slid back behind him. I didn’t know what we’d get; I put my hands together anyway. I was hoping for bebop. Even if Satchmo called it Chinese music, it spoke to me. It was weird. It had trouble fitting in with the bigger, wider world. But if you knew, you knew. Yeah, it spoke to me.

			“How … interesting,” Dora murmured, as if she was a long way from sure she wanted to be interested.

			Well, the same thought was going through my head. Oscar hadn’t told me he played electric guitar, all wired up and plugged into an amplifier. The bass man didn’t have a big upright fiddle, either. He played an electric bass that looked like a guitar. He was all plugged in, too. The drummer’s drums were, well, drums.

			Then they started to play. You can do things with electric instruments you can’t do with ordinary ones. They make sounds you can’t get any other way. Oscar and Otis Jefferson were pretty damn good at doing just that. With the amps, they could also get as loud as a much bigger combo.

			No, it wasn’t bebop. I’m not even sure it was jazz. Jazz comes at you sideways, takes you by surprise. The trio took me by surprise, too—they surprised me by how they rode right over me till the sound filled my whole head and didn’t leave room inside for anything else.

			It’s the damnedest thing. I wasn’t sure what I was hearing. I was sure it took me out of myself, out of the Basket Room, off to somewhere far away. Where? It put me in mind of one of those pulp magazines with gaudy covers that are full of stories about wizards conjuring a man to the Moon and bringing him back in one piece.

			We don’t know how to do that yet, of course. One of these days before too long, though, you’ve got to figure we will. And when we do, everybody will be listening to licks that sound like the ones Oscar and his buddies were laying down.

			Dora was frowning while she listened. She didn’t approve. Every once in a while, she showed all the years she carried. She didn’t look any older than I do, but she was. Oh, yes—she was. Her tastes had firmed long, long before I was born, and what she was hearing didn’t suit them.

			I’m not sure it suited me, either. But it intrigued me, not just for the sound itself but for the way it mashed music and engineering together. Yeah, it felt like the music of the future.

			I wondered what the people who went to Technocracy meetings would make of it. Somehow, I couldn’t see those cats getting down to the Basket Room to listen to it.

			And then, in the middle of all that straight-ahead strangeness, the boys played half a dozen bars from “Relaxin’ at Camarillo.” Oscar didn’t crack a smile. He didn’t wink. He and Otis and Jimmy just did it, then slid back into their own groove. It might not have sounded like bebop, but it had that spirit. If you knew, you knew. If you didn’t, they weren’t about to tell you.

			Me, I almost fell on the floor laughing. Dora looked at me as if I’d gone out of my gourd. I don’t suppose she’d ever heard Bird do that. My record of it went up in smoke along with everything else in my place when the salamander came calling.

			Here and there in the place, other folks got it, too. I could see the startled grins on their faces that showed they did. I could also see the set wasn’t going down real well with most of the house. The goons were scowling. This wasn’t what they’d expected to hear, and they didn’t approve of anything they weren’t used to. In their way, they were as conservative as Dora.

			When the set ended, my ears were ringing. Every sound smaller than the ones that came from the electric guitar and bass seemed small and very far away. I’d had that happen to me after I stood too close to artillery firing fast, and after I’d done a lot of shooting with my Garand. After the Army turned me loose, no.

			The hand the trio got was smaller than I thought they deserved. No, a lot of people didn’t know what they were doing and didn’t want to find out. Dora clapped enough for politeness’ sake, not much more.

			Oscar hopped down from the stage and came over to our table. I shook his hand. “That was crazy, man,” I said. “I thought I was listening to, like, 1971.”

			If he’d grinned any wider, the top of his head would’ve fallen off. “Oh, good! Somebody can dig it, anyway. That’s what we were aiming at.”

			“Very unusual music,” Dora said, which might have been a compliment and, well, might not.

			He looked at me. He knew what I was. He looked at her. As she had with the waitress, she let him see her fangs so he knew what she was. He took it in stride. Guys who play music take all kinds of things in stride. If they haven’t done weird stuff themselves, their friends will have.

			“We’re hoping we can get people used to it,” he said, and winked at me. “In 1971, you’ll hear it all the time.”

			Before I could answer, one of the tough cats came over and growled at Oscar: “What the hell kind of shit were you playin’ there?” It wasn’t 1971 yet. Nowhere near.

			Oscar plastered a smile on his face and nodded toward Dora, “Sir, maybe you don’t want to talk like that in front of a lady.”

			He tried. He really did. He was black and the goon was white. That’s a bad combination when things turn nasty. And the goon was liable to be connected to the owners. That’s worse.

			A second later, the fellow swung a haymaker that would’ve taken Oscar’s head off had it landed. It didn’t. The way Oscar ducked and sideslipped told me he might’ve been in the ring a time or three. I punched the tough guy in the nose. He went over backward. Then the fun really started.

			The goon’s friends came running. Oscar’s sidemen jumped down from the stage to give the good guys a hand. Oscar himself threw a right that said I’d made a shrewd guess. But one of the clowns in the rumpled suits got him in the breadbasket, and he folded up like an accordion.

			I hit that fellow before he could start stomping Oscar. Somebody hit me on the side of the head just above the ear. I saw stars for a second, but the way the tough guy yowled told me he might’ve ruined a knuckle or two. That didn’t break my heart.

			But things weren’t going real well for us. One of the goons hit Jimmy Newcombe with a chair and knocked him sprawling. The bouncers ran in to join the other muscle men. Some of the people who weren’t involved in the brawl screeched and ran like hell. Others dove under tables. And a few guys grabbed beer bottles by the neck in case they needed to use them.

			The bouncers didn’t need beer bottles. They had blackjacks. Jimmy Newcombe had just made it to his feet again when one of them laid him out. I decked him. His pal got me in the ribs. Hurt like a mad bastard. I hoped none of my slats was busted. I’d had that happen before, and hadn’t enjoyed it.

			Turned out that second bouncer made a mistake. Yeah, you might say so. Just a little one. Dora’d been sitting there till I got clouted. Letting the boys play? Call it whatever you want; she had been.

			Then she wasn’t sitting any more. She was on her feet. She picked up the bouncer—he probably went six-one, 230, something like that—and lifted him over her head without the slightest show of effort. I won’t say without breaking a sweat, because she wouldn’t have done that no matter what. She flung him in amongst the goons. I mean, she flung him hard. She knocked ’em down like a bowler making a spare.

			That brought a lull. Not a hair out of place, she turned to me and said, “Perhaps we should go.”

			“Yeah, sweetie. Perhaps we should.” I grabbed my fedora from the floor. It would never be the same; somebody’d stomped it. Damn! I liked that lid.

			Exit we did, pursued by no bears. They were still untangling themselves from one another. Somehow, I didn’t think the Oscar Ricks Trio would play its last set.

			And we got out, got away, right in the proverbial Nicholas of time. We’d gone four doors or so south along Central (me trying to walk without bending anywhere) when a bunch of cop cars screamed toward the Basket Room, lights blazing, sirens wailing. L.A.’s finest piled out of them and swarmed into the club, hot to bust any heads that didn’t already happen to be busted.

			“What an interesting way to start the evening!” Dora said, merry as a grig, whatever the hell a grig is.

			“Well, that’s one way to put it,” I answered. I could move—gingerly, but I could—without feeling knives in my chest. Maybe my ribs were just bruised, not broken. I could hope so, anyhow.

			“Shall we go to Deacon’s and see what is going on there?” she asked.

			“Mm, maybe not,” I managed.

			“Oh. You are in pain.” Dora sounded as if she needed to remind herself. No, she hadn’t been a live person for a while.

			“Some,” I admitted. After a moment, I added, “You don’t always show how strong you are.”

			“It is mostly safer not to. Sometimes, though, one must,” she answered.

			She understood the same thing Negroes and Jews do: when there aren’t very many of your kind of folk, showing any sort of strength gets dangerous. Ordinary people start worrying about what else you may be able to do. And when ordinary people start worrying about you, bad things happen.

			“I love you, babe,” I said, mostly because, even though Dora was blond and beautiful and undead, she’d just shown that, in a really important way, she was a lot like me.

			She sent me a reproachful stare. The idea that a mortal should love her always dismayed her. I knew I was only one link in a long chain of men who had, and that the chain would just get longer for years and years after I was looking at the grass from underneath, not from on top. I also knew she didn’t love me back. By the nature of things, vampires can’t. You know what else? I didn’t care.

			“You are a fool, Jack.” She’d told me the same thing before, not always for that particular reason. Not always, but pretty often.

			“If I am, I’m a happy fool.” I was, too, except for the sore ribs.

			“Happiness does not last, any more than love does,” Dora said. I opened my mouth to explain how wrong she was. Then I closed it again, because I couldn’t. We walked back to Vampire Village in silence.

			I wondered whether the cops would come banging on the door to Dora’s apartment over the weekend. People at the Basket Room knew who I was. Oscar Ricks had given the guy at the front door my name, and I’d given it to the maître d’ myself.

			But nobody from LAPD showed up. I wasn’t that easy to find, not since my apartment—hell, my apartment building—got salamandered. Since other people besides the police were liable to want to knock me around a bit, or more than a bit, I didn’t mind falling off the map for a while.

			Still and all, if I was going to get any paying jobs, I needed to be at the office some of the time. I also needed to take care of Old Man Mose. He, of course, would put those in the opposite order.

			I even went in earlier than usual Monday: I showed up a little past noon. Mose greeted me with, “The noisy thing was really noisy this morning. It made my head ache.”

			He meant the telephone. I could believe it had been ringing off the hook. The cops’d still want to talk with me. Again, they wouldn’t be the only ones. I wondered what kind of delightful messages Hilda would have for me.

			Before I could even pick up the phone to find out, somebody knocked on the door. Mose disappeared under the sofa. Like most cats, he took no chances with strangers. I sat down behind my desk. The chair creaked. It always does.

			“Come on in. It’s not locked,” I said, thinking maybe it should have been.

			The door opened. It wasn’t one of our fair (if you’re white or lucky) city’s finest. It wasn’t a goon or a bouncer from the Basket Room, either. It was Oscar Ricks, looking somewhat the worse for wear. Well, I did, too; I had a lump where that one son of a bitch hit me in the side of the head.

			“Hello there,” I said. We both chuckled; the other choice would have been screaming. I waved him to the couch. He’d get cat hair on the seat of his pants, but that was part of the price you paid for doing business with me.

			“I didn’t mean for any of that to happen,” he said.

			“What? You mean you went in there to play music, not to start fights?” I sounded astonished. Ricks chuckled again, sheepishly. I asked, “How did things go the couple of nights before we stopped by?”

			“Not … too bad,” he said after a visible pause for thought. “I know the music is different. Some people don’t know what to make of it. Some people, they don’t want to know what to make of it. But everybody stayed polite … till Friday night.”

			I hadn’t known what to make of it, either. But I hadn’t wanted to rearrange his face because I hadn’t. I said, “You were having fun up there. I damn near pissed my pants laughing when you snuck in some of Bird’s blues.”

			He grinned at me. “You do that stuff for the people who’ll get it. The rest, it just flies over their heads. That’s okay. I don’t follow all the jokes other people tell, either.”

			“Is your drummer all right? He got decked pretty good.”

			“Jimmy’s hurt, but he’s not hurt, know what I mean? I came over to thank you for pitching in, y’know? You could’ve just let that sucker, like, beat on me.”

			“I wouldn’t do that if I’d never set eyes on you before. You can’t let people think they can get away with that crap.”

			“God bless you, man. And your lady friend. She let me know what she was, but I sure didn’t reckon she could do what she done.”

			“Thanks. Um—if you see her again, you don’t want to put it just that way.”

			“Huh? Oh! Right!” Oscar snapped his fingers, reminding himself. “I didn’t think.”

			“It’s okay. The name doesn’t do me any harm. Have you made up your mind what you’re going to do with the record deal?”

			“I’ll sign with Grampus. That way, I’ve got a chance to put something out there, anyhow, see what people make of it.” Ricks gave me a rueful smile. “And if I get screwed, I get screwed, that’s all. Happens to musicians all the goddamn time. Thanks for looking into ’em for me. They don’t seem too crooked.” Another smile of the same sort. “I’ll find out.”

			“Luck,” I said, as I would have to another dogface moving towards an enemy foxhole.

			“We all need it.” One more sweet-and-sour grin. “Next thing I need luck for is finding the next place for us to play. They said not to come back to the Basket Room if we knew what was good for us. You knew that’d happen, didn’t you?”

			“Afraid I did,” I admitted. We shook hands again. He walked out. I wondered if we’d ever run into each other somewhere down the line. I also wondered if he’d get so famous, he wouldn’t remember he’d wasted a hundred bucks on a down-at-the-heels private eye. You never could tell. He had something unusual going for him. If it caught on …

			Mose came out from under the sofa. “What was that all about?”

			“Business. Music.”

			“Oh. Noise,” he said. I’ve never known a cat who cared for any human music but the dinner bell.

			Another knock on the door. All of a sudden, no more Old Man Mose. “It’s open,” I said.

			In came two cops. They were in plain clothes, but anybody—especially anybody from my part of town—would have made them in half a second. The older one looked at me as if he wanted to wipe me off the bottom of his crepe-soled shoe. “You’re hard to find, Mitchell,” he said, his voice raspy as a file from a million cigarettes.

			“You found me, Sergeant Piskorski.” I knew who he was. He was one of the Newton Division boys who kept the Negro Belt in line. I didn’t bear down on the first syllable of his name. Tempting, but you have to know when you can’t push it.

			“You were in a brawl Friday night. We should’ve been able to question you Saturday morning,” his friend said. Him, I didn’t recognize. He sounded livelier than a zombie, but not much.

			“I’m here now, Officer,” I said.

			“Detective,” he said sharply. That flicked him.

			Piskorski pulled a notebook and a stubby pencil out of a coat pocket. “Tell us what happened in the Basket Room,” he said. So I did. He stopped me about three sentences in. “How do you know this Ricks character?”

			“He hired me to look into something for him. I did.”

			He grunted and made a note. “Awright. Go on.” He lit up a Camel. So did his boring partner. Piskorski didn’t interrupt me any more. After I got done, he grunted again. “Yeah, that pretty much matches up with what I heard from other people. Nothin’ to hang on you this time, but keep your nose clean, you hear?”

			“I sure will, Sergeant.” I sounded as if a Boy Scout wouldn’t melt in my mouth, or whatever the stupid saying is. Piskorski looked disgusted. I’d been aiming for that.

			Then the other cop—excuse me, the other detective—asked, “What do you think of the kind of music the Ricks Trio plays?”

			“I liked it. It’s going in a new direction,” I said. “How about you?”

			His face congealed into disapproving lines. “It isn’t Benny Goodman,” he said, as if that proved it couldn’t be any damn good. Benny Goodman’s bankroll shows way more people like him than Oscar Ricks. That doesn’t mean there isn’t room for both of them. Or I don’t think it does. The other detective had other ideas.

			Sergeant Piskorski didn’t give a damn one way or the other. “C’mon, Webb. We’ve got his story now.” They turned to go. The detective—Webb—opened the door. Before Piskorski went out through it, he rounded on me one more time. “Clean nose.”

			I’d look stupid with a dirty one, I thought. But I just nodded. The less you give them, the better off you are. Piskorski muttered and coughed. Then he and his friend left.

			Old man Mose came out again. He had a clean nose. Sure he did—he could lick it. After he reeled his tongue back in, he remarked, “They smell even worse than you do.”

			“Thanks,” I said. “I think you mean they smoke even more than I do.”

			“Same thing. The older one pours down even more of the stuff that makes people stupid than you do, too.”

			I hadn’t caught the whiskey reek coming off of Piskorski, but what do I know? I’m not a cat. I don’t have such a great nose for a human, either, no doubt because I do smoke. Mose has told me so more than once. So has Dora, whose opinion I actually value. I keep smoking anyway. Why? Because I like it.

			I let myself be relieved that they hadn’t dropped an assault and battery charge on me. Then I reminded myself they could if they ever decided they wanted to. Trust cops? In Los Angeles? Not me. Not anybody else in this part of town, either.
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