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Introduction


“None of the merry-go-rounds seem to work anymore.”


From the opening line of John Gregory Dunne’s True Confessions, one would expect another work of nostalgia from an author casting a fond backward glance at the city of his youth. But it is a deceptive sentence, refreshing in its deceptiveness, a head-fake that invites the reader through a door and then presents something completely different than expected once that door slams shut. By then, the reader is fascinated and firmly held in Dunne’s masterful grasp.


That, I imagine, was the reaction of many who experienced the pleasures of True Confessions upon its publication in 1977. Because there had not been a book quite like it up to that time.


True Confessions is based on the Elizabeth Short murder, a shocking, psychosexual homicide that was the talk of Los Angeles in 1947 and remains to this day unsolved. That the Short case was never closed makes it natural fodder for the mystery genre, and indeed it has been the subject of several novels and nonfiction books. Along with True Confessions, the most revered is James Ellroy’s The Black Dahlia. Ellroy has openly acknowledged his debt to Confessions, crediting Dunne for reshaping his own idea of the potential of the crime novel. He is not alone.


Previously, with few exceptions, novelists who toiled in the field of crime fiction were thought to be slumming. The critical establishment and gatekeepers of academia instructed us that this type of genre entertainment, featuring ripe-for-parody elements (guns, tough talk, red lipstick and heaving breasts, garter belts leading to the promised land) and a formula (a murder introduced in the first chapter and the world rearranged by the solving of that murder in the denouement), should be shelved separately, both physically and intellectually, from “serious” fiction. Dunne showed a whole generation of then and future writers that a novel could entertain with street authenticity, plot, and realism, and also be resonant and, yes, achieve the level of literature. In that way, True Confessions is one of the more influential novels written in post-Vietnam America. It also stands on its own as a seriously good book.


Dunne does deliver the genre goods. The crime is solved, though I can’t remember, after having read the novel several times, the identity of the killer. More accurately, I don’t care. I come back to True Confessions again and again for the characters and the naked honesty in which their lives are presented. Dunne does not allow us to look away from the more sordid aspects of his tale, but never does he lapse into exploitation. The book is authentic but does not suffer from the juvenile nihilism that is pervasive in much of modern hard-boiled fiction. That doesn’t suggest that it’s soft in any way. There is little sentimentality in the novel, but there is humanity to spare.


The book opens in the 1960s, with a long prologue describing the meeting of two old men, former LAPD Homicide cop Tom Spel-lacy, and his brother Desmond Spellacy, a priest in the Catholic Archdiocese of LA. Their conversation, filled with regret, bitterness, and a longing to air out a lifetime of unspoken grievances, ends with Desmond telling his brother that he’s suffering from a terminal illness. “I’m going to die, Tommy,” says Des.


The story then jumps back to 1947, with Tom Spellacy working the murder of a young woman (here dubbed “The Virgin Tramp”) that gives the novel its narrative engine. Desmond would like to succeed the Cardinal, whose days are numbered. Involved in both of their lives is corrupt builder Jack Amsterdam, a large contributor to the Catholic Church. Amsterdam, because of his financial influence, has a say in Desmond Spellacy’s possible promotion. When Jack’s liaison to the church, Dan Campion, is implicated as a sexual partner of the victim, Tom, himself a former Amsterdam bagman, must confront his brother and ask him to choose between conscience and ambition, a decision that will shape both of their futures.


Right from the start, we are thrown into a milieu quite unlike the artifice of West Coast period noir that has been presented to us in the past. The blueprint, of course, was drafted by Raymond Chandler. Much has been made of Chandler’s Los Angeles, and rightfully so. It is a magnificent fictional creation. But it is a fiction. Like the West of our movies, Chandler’s LA did not actually exist, but it has become the reality that we want and need. Dunne, on the other hand, presents an accurate social record of the day (closer to the realist vision of Hammett, if Hammett had been unencumbered by censorship) and lets the city’s inhabitants speak exactly as they would, based on who they were, in their time. Because it is the post-World War II Los Angeles we least expect, it is unsettling to read the following conversation between Tom Spellacy and his partner, Frank Grotty, discussing the possible leads in the case:




“We should probably check the joint, see if any sex offenders went over the wall recently.”


“The funny farms, too,” Tom Spellacy said.


Crotty sipped his tea. “Fuqua will love it. The systems approach. You know what we’ll come up with, don’t you?”


“Shit,” Tom Spellacy said. “Shit for the newspapers.”


“Weeny flashers,” Crotty said. “Guys who shit on the sidewalk. Panty sniffers. Guys who fall in love with their shoes. The guy who belts his hog on the Number 43 bus there. People like that. The kind you want to invite home at Christmastime there to meet the old lady and give them a missal for a present. Nice people to have in the house, you got a pair of gloves to wear when you shake hands with them. And what are we going to be pulling them in for? To find a guy, sliced up a girl who’s got a rose tattooed on her pussy. Like my old mother there. We never could keep Ma out of the tattoo parlor. The flower on her twat, the cock on her tits, those were Ma’s favorites. A big nigger cock, a foot long, Ma was crazy about that one. She was always flashing it at Doc Daugh-erty’s wife Sadie at the Stations of the Cross there.”
Tom Spellacy finished his beer.




The fact that Spellacy simply finishes his beer without comment is telling. In a lesser novel Crotty’s crude language and racial slurs would signal a “bad” character that would need to be reprimanded by the protagonist or in some way merit punishment. But, in 1947, this is the manner in which a certain kind of man would speak. Spellacy, no stranger to using similar language himself, wouldn’t give his partner’s remarks a passing thought. What’s notable is that Mr. Dunne has the courage to lay these men and their attitudes bare. Spellacy and Crotty move freely and with deep experiential knowledge amongst hookers, fight promoters, back-alley abortionists, and all manner of degenerates, and they do so completely in their element. If the reader is to judge them or take offense, so be it. But the author refuses to do so. This type of realism in crime fiction is fairly common today, and in the wrong hands it can be artificial, but it was rare before the publication of this book.


The last chapter of the novel circles back to the ‘60s, with the two brothers confronting their pasts and each other with a final conversation that will leave few unmoved. Dunne’s sharp focus on the guilt inherent in Catholicism and his dead-on portrayal of Irish-Americans have been noted before, but one does not have to be of any particular faith or ethnic extraction to deeply feel the emotion in this section of the book. The writing is superb and understated. Redemption has never been so earned, nor has absolution been so finely detailed. In the end, one realizes that this is not a story about a murder. Rather, it deals with the truly important subjects that the American novel rarely addresses: mortality and the passage of time.


The final words of the novel go, again, to Tom Spellacy: “As for me, I’m in the pink. I’ll be seventy-two next week.”


John Gregory Dunne did not see that milestone. He died at seventy-one, on December 30, 2003. But with True Confessions, he achieved what most novelists can only hope for. He left behind a work of art.


—George Pelecanos
 Silver Spring, Maryland
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NOW


None of the merry-go-rounds seem to work anymore. There is a Holiday Inn across from the coroner’s office. And Lorenzo Jones is our mayor.




“Imagine a pickaninny mayor,” Frank Crotty said. “My son is very tight with him.” He chased a digitalis tablet with a swallow of water. “And brags about it.”


“I see your boy’s picture in the paper,” I said carefully.


“His Honor, the Judge,” Crotty said. He didn’t bother to disguise his disgust. “The champion of the poor.”


“A good-looking lad,” I said. It didn’t seem quite enough for a member of the bench. I tried again. “Nice teeth.”


Crotty digested that one for a moment.


“That’s what I always wanted in a son,” he said finally. “Good teeth. He has a lot of nice shoes, too. Forty-two pair, I think. So he can chew good and he can walk good. Never has to worry about wearing out the soles. Think of it, forty-two days and never the same pair of shoes. And the teeth all white and no holes in them either, that the food can hide in and cause the cavities. Yes, that’s what I always wanted in a son. A good walker and a good chewer.” He poured himself some coffee. “With a shine mayor as his best friend.”


I made a pass at the check, but not serious enough to fool him: he was the visitor in from the desert, after all. I get along good—the pension from the department, the social security, some savings—and I could handle lunch in a Chinese restaurant, but Crotty, he looked like he could handle it better. He always liked Chinese restaurants, Frank. They were cheap, he always used to say. Which meant he ate on the cuff. A holdover from the days he used to work Vice in Chinatown. A meal on the cuff and a twenty in a fortune cookie and Frank would let the Mah-Jongg game in the back survive for another month. Live and let live. It was the same with Frank’s suits. He knew the head of security out at Warner Brothers and Crotty would buy Sidney Greenstreet’s old suits after every picture for a dollar each. Which was why he was usually dressed in white, Frank.


“Speaking of the mayor,” Crotty said, “Bingo Mclnerney died.”


Bingo Mclnerney. He was Lorenzo Jones’s partner out of the Wilshire Division when they were both in the department. It was with Bingo and Lorenzo that it all started that day twenty-eight years ago. Bingo would be hard to forget. Bingo Mclnerney and Lorenzo Jones.


“Black and white in a black-and-white,” I said.


“Oh, that’s grand, Tom, that’s grand,” Crotty said. “Black and white in a black-and-white.” He snapped his fingers for a check. “Bingo always knew how to drive that coon crazy. ‘Knock, knock,’ I heard him say to him one time. ‘Who’s there?’ the pickaninny said. Smiling, you know, like him and Bingo was the best of friends, making with the knock-knock jokes all the time. ‘Dee,’ Bingo says. ‘Dee who?’ the coon says. And in the swellest dinge accent you ever heard, Bingo says, ‘Dee po-lice.’” The laughter caught in Crotty’s throat and he began to cough. “Oh, my,” he said as the choking subsided. “Oh, my. Like it was yesterday I remember it. And it still makes me roar.”


“Poor Bingo,” I said, not really meaning it. He was a knuckle-head.


“It was the cancer that killed him,” Crotty said. “A tumor the size of a football. They could have kicked a field goal with it, one of them little Greeks could, that kicks the field goals on Sundays.”


Crotty rubbed at a spot of soy sauce on his suit. Still white, but a double knit now. And the hair blown like he was wearing a toupee, and the aviator glasses and the white shoes that had the shiny gold buckles that didn’t buckle anything. And the manicure. He had more than the social security and the pension, Frank, and the Medicare that paid for the digitalis tablets. You treat people right and they treat you right and you can retire in very nice shape. The golden rule of the police department.


“He come to the funeral, the shine,” Crotty said. “Hustling the votes. I thought Bingo’s ma would start having her period when he kissed her. And eighty she is if she’s a day. Telling her that him and Bingo was what America is all about.”


“It’s an election year, Frank.”


Crotty was counting the tip, avoiding my eyes. I knew what he wanted to say. “If it hadn’t been for him and Bingo, Tom . . .”


“If it hadn’t been for a lot of things, Frank.” Suddenly I was tired.


“You think about it then?”


“Occasionally.”
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Actually I think about it all the time. I even went down to 39th and Norton last week. Or maybe it was a couple of weeks ago. At my age you lose track. It was the first time in twenty-eight years. I remember the sign on that vacant lot. CRIME SCENE SEARCH AREA NO TRESPASSING. The photo car was there and the assistant coroner’s car and the fingerprint car and Bingo Mc-Inerney and Lorenzo Jones in their black-and-white, they had answered the call. It was a funny neighborhood, 39th and Norton, twenty-eight years ago. You couldn’t even call it a neighborhood, really. A couple of bungalows, the rest of it empty lots and a pile of weeds. There was a beat-up Hudson Terraplane with no axles sitting on one of the lots. No engine, either, and all the felt seat covers cut away. This woman who lived around there had been the first to see Lois Fazenda. She had gone out to buy a bottle of milk and when she turned up Norton, she saw this pair of legs sticking out from under a bush. That’s all she saw, the legs. With all the toenails painted brown. Not that the lady going out for milk noticed that. It turned out later she was banging the guy in the grocery store, which was why she never had her milk delivered. Her husband got it in the basket during the war and the guy pushing milk down to the grocer’s was only too willing to help her out. But that’s another story.


Anyway, when I got there, Crotty was bending over the second half of Lois Fazenda. The top half. She was naked as a jaybird, both halves. There was no blood. Not a drop. Anywhere. Just this pale green body cut in two. It was too much for Bingo. He took one look at the top half and spilled his breakfast all over her titties, which is a good way to mess up a few clues. Not that it bothered Crotty. “You don’t often see a pair of titties nice as that,” was all he said. Respect for the dead, Crotty always used to say, was bullshit. Dead is dead.


One thing before I forget, the memory being what it is. That’s Lois Fazenda’s nickname. The Virgin Tramp. Howard Terkel down at the Herald Express always claimed it was his scoop, that name. He picked it up from a bartender in Long Beach, Howard said. But the fact is, it was me that dreamed that one up, and there hasn’t been a day the past twenty-eight years that I haven’t regretted it. He was a funny little guy, Howard. He couldn’t get with a case until he could pin a catchy nickname on it. The Lipstick Slaying was Howard’s, and The Soda Pop Killer and The Hibiscus Murder. If you were a corpse and there was a palm tree in the neighborhood, then you were going to be The Coconut Caper to Howard. Vampires, he liked when there was a killing, and werewolves, too. The funny thing was, even with a girl cut in two and the top half having a great pair of boobs, Howard still couldn’t find the hook. He tried the werewolf angle first, then the vampire, but they didn’t catch on, and after Lois Fazenda was identified, calling her a “playgirl” somehow didn’t seem enough. One thing Howard could be and that was a pest, and he nearly drove us nuts asking all sorts of questions about that Hudson Terraplane, as if all we had to look for was a werewolf carrying a spare axle. So Crotty says to me, “Think of a nickname and get him off our back.”


’The Magic Pussy Murder,” I said.


“Uh, uh,” Crotty said. “Send him down to Long Beach. Nothing Howard likes better than prowling around Long Beach, interviewing soda jerks.”


“The Sliced-Up Slit Case.”


“Be serious.”


“The Missing Clit Caper.”


“Tom . . .”


“The Virgin Tramp . . .”


Tilt. “And don’t forget to mention Long Beach,” Crotty said. I didn’t. The next day Howard’s story began,




The Herald Express learned exclusively today that Lois Fazenda, playgirl victim of a vampire slaying in the shadow of the Los Angeles Coliseum, was known as “The Virgin Tramp” in the chic haunts she frequented in the Long Beach area . . .




A chic haunt in Long Beach, Crotty said, was a place where the bartender didn’t wear a tattoo.


But the joke was on us. Because the really funny thing was that if I hadn’t come up with that name, we would have had a nice quiet little homicide that would have drifted off the front pages in a couple of days. But “The Virgin Tramp” brought us a lot of attention we didn’t need, and with the attention came the heat, and then it got out of control and a lot of things happened that never should have.


Anyway. 39th and Norton two weeks ago. It’s a Jap neighborhood now, Jap and middle-class colored. No empty lots, no bungalows, no Hudson Terraplane. The Neighborhood Association has put up streetlamps that look like gaslights and there are topiary trees and over on Crenshaw there’s a Honda dealer and a Kawasaki dealer and Subaru and Datsun and Toyota dealers. The colored all have Jap gardeners and the Japs have colored cleaning ladies, and right where Frank Crotty said, “You don’t often see a pair of titties as nice as that,” there’s this Jap-style house and just about on the spot where we found Lois Fazenda’s bottom half, this Jap family has put up one of those little cast-iron nigger jockeys.


 Son of a bitch if they haven’t.
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I knew I’d get to 39th and Norton eventually, because I drive a lot these days. Trying to put it all back together about me and Des. Over to Boyle Heights usually, where we grew up. The signs today are all different in Boyle Heights. It’s one big body shop now. Acapulco Wrecking. Azteca Body Repair. Carro Latina. Not like when Des and me were kids. Boyle Heights was tough mick then, just like it’s tough Mex now. Cops and priests, that’s what the Heights was famous for. And drunks, hod carriers and bookies. A few stickup men, an occasional shooter. The priesthood, that was a way out. And the department. Boxing was the way I got out. I was the terror of the schoolyard at Saint Anatole’s. The enforcer. The smart guys ran the pitch-penny games and put the market value on the bubble-gum baseball cards—three Ross Youngs for one Joe Dugan—and if any kid didn’t like it, I put him on the grass. At home I used to lie in bed and try not to listen to the old man grinding away at the old lady in the next room, him drunk and her saying, Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost, as it was in the Beginning, is Now and Ever shall be, World Without End, Amen. It made you think a bit about how much fun it was to fuck, and so I used to lie in bed and imagine a bell ringing and the microphone coming down into the ring and some guy in a tuxedo pointing his finger at me and saying, “. . . the welterweight champion of the world.” Anyway, I joined the navy when I was seventeen. Some old petty officer in the recruiting office said I could join the boxing team and avoid sea duty and fuck Chinese girls, which is pretty much what I did for six years. None of the Chinese girls ever said the Gloria. Four years straight I made the quarter finals in the China navy championships, but when the tough boys came in, I stuck and ran and made sure I didn’t get knocked out and bet on the other guy. The funny thing was, I always knew I couldn’t fight much. I had bad hands and no punch and I always had trouble making the weight. The rap on me after I got out of the navy and turned professional was that I liked to hit all right, I just didn’t like to get hit back.


You’re just like your father, the old lady used to say to me. I guess she meant no good. She had other plans for Des. He couldn’t have been more than three when she had him spelling all the Holy Days of Obligation. A-s-c-e-n-s-i-o-n T-h-u-r-s-d-a-y. I-m-m-a-c-u-l-a-t-e C-o-n-c-e-p-t-i-o-n. The priests loved it. I remember our pastor, Monsignor Shea. The monsignor was a man of a few firmly held opinions. Like the Jews killed Jesus and you named your first daughter Mary and your first son John. When my cousin Jerry got baptized, Monsignor Shea wouldn’t pour the water on his head. “Jerry!” he said, that big harp voice booming through the sanctuary. “What kind of name is Jerry? You ever heard of a Saint Jerry? It’s a name for a tap dancer.”


And that was that. Except to the day he got killed breaking up a strike at the Ford plant in Pico Rivera in 1937, my cousin Jerry was always called Taps. There were a lot of guys like Taps Keogh in Boyle Heights, hard guys with not too many brains, good only for strike breaking or doing heavy work for Frankie Foley. Frankie was king of the Heights when me and Des were growing up, a real Public Enemy. Girls, protection, every now and then a hit. They made his life story into a Jimmy Cagney movie, although it was more Cagney than Frankie. I mean, I used to do errands for Frankie and he never wore a tuxedo and a wing collar and spats and a gray fedora like Cagney wore in the movie. And he was never good to his ma and the freckle-faced kid brother who wanted to be an altar boy. Then he got burned on a Murder One rap and he got life in San Quentin. I used to see Frank occasionally when I delivered bad guys to Q. He’d become the queen of the joint. The fag Cag, Des called him. The story made him laugh.


The house where Des and I grew up is still standing, which should tell you something about Boyle Heights. All I can really remember about the house is when the priest came to call. The priest would be there to take the parish census and he and my mother would sit there and drink tea and talk about living saints. She should have been a nun, my mother. She set great store by living saints.


“Tell me about Maureen Delaney, Father. Does she still come to the Sodality Meetings?”


“Never misses, Mrs. Spellacy.”


“It’s grand, as crippled as she is, with them wasted little limbs. Grand.”


“You give her the Blessed Sacrament and you see her shining little face all scrubbed nice and clean to receive the sacred body and blood and she makes you feel you’re doing her the grandest favor in the world.”


“A living saint, Father,” my mother said. I. think now she was wondering if living with the old man qualified her for living sainthood.


“Not like some, Mrs. Spellacy.” Then the knowing nod. “With the patent-leather shoes.” Reflecting the underwear in the gleam is what he meant.


“Marie O’Connor,” my mother said, with that special whisper she reserved for scarlet women.


“No names, Mrs. Spellacy.” No slander from the lips of Father.


The subject was quickly changed. “Tell me, Father, Tommy’s bowels are all plugged up. Would you recommend the castor oil or the milk of magnesia?”


Father folded his hands over his stomach. His advice was sought more often on matters of purgatives and politics than it was on questions of doctrine, and he gave as much thought about what laxative to take as he did about what Protestant or Jew politician to vote against. “The castor oil, Mrs. Spellacy. Oh, yes, a grand laxative, simply grand, like a physic. That’s the ticket, no doubt about it at all.”


“That’s high praise for the castor oil, Father, coming from a man like yourself with such a fine intellect and such grand grammar.” A little more tea in Father’s cup. “And tell me about Tyrone O’Keefe.”


“He’s still all covered with the bug powder, Mrs. Spellacy.”


Another living saint, Tyrone O’Keefe. Because of the tremendous growth of sanctifying grace in his soul.


My father wasn’t a living saint. Nor was his grammar very grand. He used to take Des and me on the streetcar over to Lincoln Park to ride the merry-go-round. It was working then. He was a snappy dresser, the old man, poor as he was, always jingling the coins in his pocket and smiling a lot. He had that sweet harp smile when he was drunk, but then he was pissed so much, he never lost it, even when he was sober. Which was like every other Feast of the Assumption. He wasn’t much with the words. I remember when Uncle Eddie Keogh died. Him and the old man did dig-and-toss work for the Southern Pacific, and the old man took me and Des to the wake over to Sonny McDonough’s funeral parlor on Boyle Avenue. That was before Sonny merged with Shake Hands McCarthy and McDonough &McCarthy began to plant every stiff in the county, even branching into fox terriers. Uncle Eddie was stretched out in his fifty-dollar coffin, wearing the black suit that Sonny had sold Aunt Jenny as part of the package, although she didn’t know the suit didn’t have any back and that Uncle Eddie was naked from the waist down under the coffin top, Sonny McDonough even then being into low overhead. Aunt Jenny was crying and everyone was saying, “Didn’t Sonny do a grand job, Eddie looks like he’s just received Holy Communion,” and Jenny throws herself on the old man and says, “Tell me what kind of man he was, Phil, you knew him better than anyone,” and the old man with that beautiful mick smile looked down at Uncle Eddie, lying there wearing Sonny’s fifty-dollar special, and finally he just took Jenny’s hand and he said, “He was a good shoveler, Jenny. Not a fancy shoveler, mind, but a good shoveler.”


High praise from Phil Spellacy.
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The first Tuesday of every month I go see Mary Margaret. Mary Margaret is my wife. She is in Camarillo. Not to put too fine a point on it, Camarillo is a state mental institution. There is nothing really that wrong with Mary Margaret. She talks to the saints, is all. Especially to Saint Barnabas of Luca. Now being an ex-cop and all, I’ve done a lot of legwork on this Saint Barnabas of Luca and to the best of my knowledge he doesn’t appear on any saints’ roster I’ve been able to dig up. I thought I had a lead when the Pope gave the chop to Saint Philomena a few years back, but Barnabas of Luca doesn’t even appear on any morning report of former saints.


Barnabas first showed up after Moira was born. Moira is our daughter. Little Moira she was called. I suppose if a little elephant is little, then Moira was little. Poor Moira. When she was thirteen, she was 161 pounds in her stocking feet. A walking Hershey bar.


“What’s that you got stuffed in your face, Moira?”


She never lied, even then. “Tootsie Roll, Dad.”


“Jesus.”


A tear rolled down Moira’s face and some Tootsie Roll juice gathered at the corner of her mouth. I think she had a Mars Bar in there, too.


“You took the Lord’s name in vain, Dad.”


Moira is Sister Angelina now. A perfect name. Short for angel-food cake. She never misses a family funeral. Fourth cousin once removed and there’s Moira, looking like a black battleship in her nun’s habit, knocking out the rosary louder than anyone else.




“Hail Mary, full of grace,


The Lord is with thee.


Blessed art thou among women


And blessed is the fruit of thy womb . . .”




(This is where Moira really belts it),




“. . . JAY-SUS.”




It takes a lot of effort, the rosary, so Moira is always first at the eats table afterward. A little shrimp, a little ham, easy on the potato salad, a dumpling or two. Chocolate eclair? Don’t mind if I do. Twice. It’s like they starve her at that convent between funerals.


“How’s Mom, Dad?” says Moira, eyeing the platter of deviled eggs. “I sent her a spiritual bouquet for Christmas.”


“She’ll appreciate that, Moira.”


“How’s Kev?”


Kev is my son. I’ve lived with Kev and his wife Em since the last time Mary Margaret went to Camarillo. I make Kev nervous. He suspects I know all about his girl friend. I do. I was just keeping my hand in. To see if I had lost my touch. Kev is in the religious-supply game. That’s what he calls it. The religious-supply game. Scapulars, mite boxes, statues. And those cheap gold-leaf chalices with the fake emeralds and rubies that he flogs to parents whose sons are getting ordained. There was an article about Kev once in Church Supply Quarterly, with a picture of him holding up a new chasuble, and under the picture the line, “A Pioneer in the Design of Double-Knit Vestments.” Anyway, the pioneer was always going off to religious-supply conventions in Las Vegas, not that I ever heard that Vegas was a gold mine for double-knit chasubles. Em thought it was grand, of course. Kev going to Vegas all the time, keeping on top of the latest developments in altar linen. But as I said, once a cop, always a cop. So one night there I decided to follow Kev when he told Em he had to go to an affair honoring Monsignor Barney Carey on the occasion of his twenty-fifth anniversary in the priesthood.


“I whipped up a new silver chalice for him,” Kev said.


“Silver,” Em said. “Because it’s his twenty-fifth.”


You couldn’t say Em wasn’t quick.


“And the monsignor doesn’t know it yet, but they’re giving him a new car. A Buick LeSabre. Red.”


“What are they thinking of, Kev?” Em said. “Hungary and Albania and all those Polish countries going over to the Communists and they’re giving him a red car. Black is what priests drive.”


“They got a deal from Fuzzy Feeney over to Feeney’s Buick,” Kev said. “Red was all he had.”


“It’ll be a convertible next,” Em said. “And the sunglasses.”


I knew Barney Carey from the old days when he was a curate at Saint Vibiana’s. He ate on the cuff more than Crotty. So I was surprised he only got the red LeSabre. I figured Barney Carey good for a whole Buick dealership, easy. Not that Kev hung around long at Barney’s catered affair. He slipped out after the presentation of the silver chalice and headed over to the Valley. I kept a block behind. As I said, just keeping my hand in. He turned south on Winnetka and into the lot of a building called the Ramada Arms. In the space for apartment 6C. The rest was easy. The occupant of 6C was one Charlene Royko and she was a computer programmer for National Cash. Twice married and also banging a utility infielder for the Angels. Which was why she only played ball with Kev when the Angels were on the road.


I hadn’t lost my touch. Not that I told any of this to Mary Margaret when I went to Camarillo the first Tuesday of every month.


“How’s Kev?” Mary Margaret said.


“Getting his innings in.”


“And their boy?” Mary Margaret said. “Has he made his First Holy Communion yet?”


“Fourteen years ago.”


“That’s grand, Tom,” Mary Margaret said. “Napoleon always said that the day of his First Holy Communion was the grandest day of his whole life. With all his honors. Did you know that?”


“I didn’t know that, no.”


“Saint Barnabas told me.”
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The headline said,






TIMOTHY J. O’FAY
 MONSIGNOR WAS 104




No known kin. Oldest priest in the archdiocese. Ordained in 1894. Had spent his declining years at Saint Bridget’s Retreat in Chatsworth since his retirement from parish duties. That was a laugh.


“You okay, Dad?” It was Em knocking at the bathroom door.


“Just having a laugh, Em,” I said. She hated me to lock myself in the bathroom. She thought I’d have a stroke or my heart would go and she’d have to call the fire department to take the door off the hinges and the new paint job would be chipped.


“Reading the funnies then?” Em said. She had this idea that old people had to sneak off to the crapper to read the funnies.


“The obituaries,” I said.


Em wouldn’t see the humor of Saint Bridget’s Retreat in Chatsworth. Saint Bridget’s was a nice way of saying the old priests’ home. A lot of twinkly-eyed nuns laughing at some old boy’s jokes about Fat Phil Doolin. Father’s got such a sense of humor, they would say. He laughs so hard the tears come to his eyes. And the drool leaks out of his mouth, is what they usually forget to say.


The thing about Tim O’Fay was that before he was at Saint Bridget’s, he was in the old priests’ home at Saint Margaret’s in Oxnard and before that at Saint Stephen’s in Chula Vista. Eighty years a priest, Tim, and sixty-one of them he had spent in some old priests’ home. Which is one way of saying that Tim O’Fay was nutty as a fruitcake from the day he was ordained, although it took twenty years for the archbishop to figure it out, the archbishop never being known for being quick on the trigger. You can say that sort of thing now, but when Des and me were growing up, if you even hinted that the archbishop was a little short upstairs you’d get a cuff on the ear for your trouble. Nowadays, with Phil Berrigan and that crowd, all of them showing up on “The David Susskind Show” with the boots and the blue jeans and the turtleneck sweaters and the kids and the wife, who was the former Sister Theodosius, you can say that the archbishop is banging his housekeeper and the nuns will smile their twinkly little smiles and say, “A living saint, His Excellency,” probably because they’ve got a little going on the side with some curate who wears a gold chain around his neck.


“Monsignor O’Fay was well-known throughout the archdiocese for his musical endeavors.” I wonder where the paper dug that one up. The truth of the matter was that Tim O’Fay had one of the most beautiful tenors you ever heard. It used to be said around the archdiocese that Tim was the only tenor ever made John McCormack envious. Except he used to sing at odd times. I got that from my brother Des. My brother Des was Tim OTay’s curate. That was right after Des was ordained and long before he became famous in his own right as the “Parachuting Padre.” Des would call and say the monsignor was going to sing the solemn high on Sunday and not to miss it. Des had a little Berrigan in him, even then. So I’d drive out to Saint Malachy’s to hear the monsignor. He said a good mass, no flourishes, and with that voice and all it was a treat, like watching Charley Gehringer hit. Except that every once in a while, instead of singing the Sanctus or the Agnus Dei, the monsignor would wing into “My Old Kentucky Home,” or “Marching Through Georgia.” Of course there were people over to Saint Malachy’s didn’t appreciate the old Civil War standards, and they would complain and the archbishop would come out, but then Tim would just croon the best Agnus Dei you ever heard. Old Tim was shrewd and he had already served a stretch at Saint Stephen’s in Chula Vista, and with the archbishop there he wasn’t about to break parole. Until that last time at Morty Moran’s funeral, Morty being an old pal of the archbishop’s, what with him donating a new Packard every year, and Tim thought it would be a nice touch at Morty’s requiem mass if instead of the Credo he slipped into “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny,” since Morty was born in Roanoke and all. Right after which the archbishop shipped Tim back to the old priests’ home. For keeps.


’Telephone, Dad,” Em said later that day. “It’s Uncle Des.”


“How are you, Des?” I said.


“Carry me back to old Virginny,” Des said. “That’s where this old darky’s heart am long’d to go.”


“I figured you’d be calling, Des.”
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My brother Des. The Right Reverend Monsignor Desmond Spellacy. Once regarded as a comer, a future Prince of the Church. Once upon a time. Domestic prelate before thirty years of age. Former chancellor of the archdiocese. Toastmaster and scratch golfer. A regular at Del Mar and the Thursday night fights at the Olympic. Friend of Sam Goldwyn and Stan Musial. Spiritual advisor to Willie Pep, as well as Shake Hands McCarthy and Dan T. Campion and all those other papal knights who held the paper on the archdiocese. The man who introduced Brandt coin collectors and Record-O-Lopes to the Sunday collection. For the past twenty-eight years, pastor of Saint Mary’s of the Desert in Twenty-nine Palms. I guess that’s my fault, Des being in Twenty-nine all these years. That’s what they call Twenty-nine Palms. Twenty-nine. Imagine being in exile in a place where they’ve got to count the palm trees to give it a name. And make no mistake about it, Des was in exile and I was responsible.


Me and Des. Des and I. Des and me.


Des said there was something he wanted to talk to me about, so the following weekend I drove out to Twenty-nine Palms. There’s nothing much to say about Twenty-nine except there’s a lot of sand. And old people. From Chicago, Detroit, places like that. Guys retired off the assembly line at Magnavox or Chrysler and they moved to the desert on their UAW pension to take the waters and ease the arthritis. Old guys whose tattoos are all faded and whose wives wear hairnets and whose children don’t call much anymore. People from tough mick and Polack neighborhoods where old Monsignor Bukich would let them use the parish hall for their meetings on how to keep niggers out of the neighborhood. Some of them live in trailers now and some in cinderblock houses with tin foil crimped in the windows to keep out the heat. I used to wonder how Des got along with them. It was such a long way from the Cardinal’s three-story mansion on Fremont Place where Des had lived in the old days. The good days.


Saint Mary’s of the Desert was a falling-down wood and cinder-block building with an imitation-gold cross rising out of what passed for the steeple on the roof. At one point it had been whitewashed, but the sun and sandstorms had stripped it down to nothing in particular. Stuck in the sand in front of the church was a wooden sign on which was painted a fund-raising thermometer, the faded reminder of a building fund drive for a new church that had failed more years ago than I care to remember.


In the gravel driveway next to the rectory was an old two-tone Chrysler with the hood up, and under the hood, tinkering with the engine, I could see a man in blue jogging pants with red-and-white stripes down the seam to the ankle. I rang the rectory doorbell.


’The bell doesn’t work,” the jogger-mechanic said. “May I help you? I’m Father Duarte, the assistant pastor.”


He seemed to be a new addition since I was last there. He was a young Mexican with curly black hair and over his jogging pants he wore a grease-stained T-shirt lettered “Chicano Power.” Just the thing, I thought, for a parish full of retired Polacks.


“I’m here to see my brother.”


“You’re the monsignor’s brother. It’s a very great honor.” He wiped his hands on the T-shirt. “Eduardo Duarte.”


We shook hands.


“I’m helping the monsignor out until he’s a hundred percent.” I hadn’t realized that Des wasn’t a hundred percent. “It’s a pleasure working for such a totally dedicated priest, Mr. Spellacy. Aware of the winds of change in our Church and yet a real Catholic of the old school.” I had never quite thought of Des in those terms, and I’m sure he hadn’t either. “Once I fix the carburetor on the car here, I’m going to repaint the thermometer. We’re going to get the building drive underway again. The new Saint Mary’s will be the flower of the desert, you mark my words.”


The new Saint Mary’s. The flower of the desert.


“I see an old Spanish mission of the type built by the late Father Junipero Serra. You are familiar with the late Father Serra, Mr. Spellacy?”


It was like referring to the late Abe Lincoln. I nodded.


“I think of him as the first Chicano.”


I kept nodding.


“I am taking your time, Mr. Spellacy, I am sorry. But when I think of the mission we will have here, I sometimes get carried away. The cactus flowers will be in bloom. We will have benediction in the sunset. A desert showplace for Catholics from the colder climes. And we must recognize the spirit of ecumenicism. We will have tours come up from Palm Springs. Are you aware of the Bob Hope Desert Classic?”


“The golf tournament?” I wondered how it fit into Father Duarte’s plans.


“In Palm Springs, yes, I plan to speak to Mr. Hope. I know I could convince him that the fans at his tournament would love to see the new Saint Mary’s. I’m sure he’d do a benefit. His wife’s a Catholic, you know. And one of my classmates at the seminary, Father Fabian Mancuso, is a curate at Saint Philip Neri in Palm Springs. Mrs. Hope’s church. You may have heard of Fabian Mancuso?”


I shook my head.


“He was on television in San Francisco. Tather Fabe, The Narco Priest.’ He worked wonders combatting the drug problem.”


There was something mesmerizing about listening to Father Eduardo. I am sure that was what he would want to be called. Father Eduardo. Father Fabe. It was like listening to a murderer confess. You couldn’t break into the spiel. No wonder Des wasn’t a hundred percent. This mad Mexican was driving him crazy.


“Tommy.”


It was Des standing in the doorway of the rectory. He was holding a cigar and wearing a white polo shirt with a little blue alligator on the breast pocket. I left Father Eduardo to his faulty carburetor, the first step in the resurgence of the new Saint Mary’s, and went inside with Des.


“Does he always talk like that?” I said. We were in what passed for Des’s study. An old desk, a few books, that morning’s newspaper folded to the obituary pages. It was cool in the study and so dark with the curtains drawn against the sun that I couldn’t get a good look at him.


“It’s actually quite restful when you get used to it,” Des said. “Like tuning in to an FM station. You don’t have to listen very hard. Conversation to think by.”


“Father Fabe . . .”


“Oh, yes.” The old smile, softening his face. Des always could find a certain amount of levity in the priesthood, which I guess was a drawback in a priest. “He’s a good priest, Tommy. Doesn’t look upon the convent as a dating bureau, like some. Dedicated.”


It was what Father Eduardo had said about Des. “How do the harps like him?”


“Not much. He’s a Mexican. ‘It’s a well-known fact,’ Mrs. Gil-hooley told me, ‘that Mexicans have more hemorrhoids than other people.’ As if I should prepare a lethal dose of Preparation H for the poor man. But then when Father Stephanowski was my curate, Mrs. Gilhooley told me it was a well-known fact that the Polish had more midgets than other people. And if I ever have an Eskimo curate, she’d no doubt tell me that Eskimos get more blisters than other people. All that slipping around on the ice with their bare feet.”


He always was good value, Des. The words came easy. “How are you, Des?” I said.


The smile again. Which meant he wasn’t going to answer.


“Let me see,” Des said. He pulled on his cigar. “This morning after mass, Mr. McHugh stopped in to see me. A nice man, Mr. McHugh, once you get past the palsy. But one thing you learn about being a pastor, Tommy, and that’s that no one ever rings your doorbell, even if it works, unlike mine, to tell you the whole family’s working and John’s on the wagon and the little ones are getting nothing but the highest marks in parochial school and so much money is rolling in they’ve got to stuff it in a mattress and they all received Holy Communion at the nine last Sunday. No. Nothing like that. If it’s not that Aunt Min wets her bed, it’s that Uncle Jim broke parole or that Little Jim, the famous used-car man, got a Catholic girl in trouble.


“So when Mr. McHugh stopped by, I knew it wasn’t to tell me that he wants to be finance chairman of Father Eduardo’s building drive and that he knows Bing Crosby and Bing’s dying to lend a hand. Uh, uh. Mr. McHugh tells me that his niece, the Carmelite nun, is leaving the convent to become a professional bowler. Think of it. A professional bowler. I didn’t even know they had alleys in the convents these days. ‘Would you talk to her, Monsignor, please?’ What am I supposed to say to the poor girl? Give her advice on how to drill the holes in the balls for her fingers? So I told him I’d say a mass for her. Maybe it will help her bowl a perfect string.


“And after Mr. McHugh, there was Pinky Heffernan with the latest status report on his bowels. He beat cancer of the rectum twenty years ago, Pinky, and now every time he flushes the toilet he’s on the phone calling me. Every movement a miracle. Do you remember when Eisenhower was in the hospital and you couldn’t pick up a newspaper that didn’t tell you how many times he went to the bathroom? Well, Pinky kept me filled in every day. ‘Himself had an enema today, Monsignor, did you see? In the Los Angeles Times. Ain’t that grand? He’ll soon be fit as a fiddle and ready for love. An enema a day keeps the cancer away.’”


The effort of speaking had tired him out and all of a sudden I realized that Des had grown old. He was four years younger than me, and with all that tennis and golf he had played in his younger days as chancellor, always leaner and in better shape. But now he was slumped in his chair in this ruin of a parish and I knew why he had called me out to Twenty-nine Palms.


“How are you, Des?” I said.


“I’m going to die, Tommy,” my brother Des said.
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What Tom Spellacy remembered later was that it began as just another 187. One of 212 that year. One of 19 that month. One of two that day in April. The other homicide, the one that nobody ever remembered, was a shine killing over on Central Avenue. The newspapers, however, never bothered with dinge 187s. A colored girl, even one cut in two, the first thing the papers would say was, “A hooker,” and the second thing was, “Forget her.” The Express, especially. If it were only a shine, fuck her. Stick with the important things. Like, 2D MICKEY ROONEY MARRIAGE HITS ROCKS. If you were a smoke, the only way you’d ever make the Express was the day you celebrated your 142nd birthday, SAW A. LINCOLN, LOCAL MAN CLAIMS, was the way the Express would put it. Just underneath, BABY THRIVES ON SIX CUPS OF COFFEE A DAY.


But he didn’t get the dinge.


He got the other one.




It was the day he won the office pool. In fact, the only good thing that happened that day was that he had the Dodgers and five runs in the Robbery-Homicide pool and Ed Head pitched a 5-0 no-hitter against the Boston Bees that was good for fifteen clams. That was it. The rest of the day was shit. He was tired and Fuqua was on his ass and he had ten investigations and Crotty was off buying a motel in Culver City. Cleaning up the fine print, Crotty said. He didn’t ask where Crotty got the down payment. I got Chinese partners, was all that Crotty would volunteer. Which meant as deputy watch commander he had to cover for Crotty while Frank was off with his Chinks in Culver City. On all ten investigations. The queer in Echo Park who had screwed a 300-watt light bulb up his boyfriend’s behind. The drunk off-duty patrolman from the Traffic Division who had tried to shoot a cockroach on the wall of his bedroom and killed an old lady walking her dog by his window. A triple homicide in Japan Town they wouldn’t crack in a million years. A funny suicide in North Hollywood. A ginney hit in Silver Lake. That one he didn’t like to think about. Memories. They had the hooker who had set it up. Here was one ginney getting his glass blown in the Silver Lake Motel and another ginney comes in and gives him three in the pump, a nice neat little triangle, and the girl doesn’t even get a powder burn. She’s got the John’s joint in her tonsils and she doesn’t remember a thing. Not the trick’s name. Not what the shooter looked like. Listen, Tom, I was occupied, I wasn’t looking at the door.


It made him uncomfortable, the way she called him “Tom.” He knew she knew it would. They knew each other from the old days. In Wilshire Vice.


And then there was Fuqua.


Captain Fuqua.


And his coffee pot.


An ass-kissing clerk, Fuqua. Just the qualifications for chief of homicide. He had this way of doing things. The systems approach. The definite-patterns approach. Like the definite pattern in the absentee rate. That was Fuqua’s big score in the department, investigating the absentee pattern of the uniformed squad when he was in Personnel. He got all the rosters and broke them down. There was the Monday pattern and the post-payday pattern and the Christmas pattern. That was how he nailed Jim Quinn. with the Christmas pattern, and got the homicide job. Seven Christmases out of nine, Jim Quinn had turned in sick before the holiday. First it was the kidneys and then it was the ankle and then the kidneys again and then the gallbladder. The bad back was a favorite. What Jim Quinn was doing, it turned out, was running a Christmas-tree lot out in Inglewood. The Christmas pattern. And so Jim Quinn got suspended and then someone got the bright idea of applying the definite-pattern approach to the homicide detail. Probably Fuqua himself. And now he was chief of homicide and guardian of the coffee pot.




“You been using my coffee pot, Spellacy,” Fuqua said on the morning of the 187 at 39th and Norton.


“The plug on mine’s all fucked up, Fred.”


“Regulations say you shouldn’t even have a coffee pot. The watch commander has a coffee pot and I got a coffee pot and those are the only two coffee pots we’re allowed.”


“Says who?”


“The TO&E, that’s who.”


“I’m sorry, Fred.”


“You want some jake, you use Crotty’s coffee pot.”


“His office was locked, Fred, it was a long night with that hooker from Silver Lake there and we wanted some coffee.”


“You want coffee so bad, you go to the cafeteria and get it, it’s open all night.”


“It’s on First and Temple, the cafeteria, for Chrissake.”


“You’re not in Vice anymore, Lieutenant, you’re in my division, and in my division, we go by the book.”


“So I used your coffee pot, Captain, I’m sorry. I don’t see the harm in it, but I’m sorry.”


“The harm is, you left it on all night and you burned a hole in my desk and the desk is city property and I got to make a report on how a desk that belongs to the taxpayers is all fucked up because an officer in my division used my coffee pot without my authorization. Is that clear enough for you?”


“All that typing, Captain, you can get off on that, I bet. In triplicate.”


“I’m putting you on report, Spellacy.”


“For drinking coffee? I had a couple of sinkers, too, you want to throw the book at me.”


“For gambling.”



“When?”

“You think I’m deaf, dumb and blind, I don’t know about you making book on the ball games.”


“Making book? It’s a fucking baseball pool.”


“This isn’t Wilshire Vice, Spellacy. I’m watching you. The way they should’ve in Wilshire Vice.”




Wilshire Vice. There was always someone ready to bring up Wilshire Vice. Even though he had been on his best behavior since he came downtown to Robbery-Homicide from Wilshire Vice. It would be a long time before people forgot his tour as a night-watch lieutenant in Wilshire Vice. Especially the night he shot a hood named Lenny Lewis who had tried to stick him up when he was sitting in a parked car on Normandie. The problem was the car was registered to a woman named Brenda Samuels and Brenda Samuels ran three houses in his division and Lenny Lewis was making off with his wallet and eleven hundred dollars when Tom Spellacy dropped him. There were all sorts of questions about what he was doing in a car with Brenda Samuels and eleven hundred dollars in his wallet and the questions were complicated by Lenny Lewis’s testimony that the girl in the car was giving the guy in the car a blow job when he stuck it up. Not that anyone took Lenny Lewis’s word over Tom Spellacy’s. Him with a daughter in the novitiate and a wife in Camarillo talking to the saints. The only rap against Tom Spellacy was that he was such a lousy shot. He was going to use his piece, he should’ve dropped Lenny Lewis for keeps. It would have saved a lot of trouble. Brenda didn’t say anything. She had too much to lose, with the girls and the tables and the private games. Tom Spellacy was the problem. Better to cool him off. Move him out of Wilshire Vice into Robbery-Homicide downtown. Forget the eleven hundred in his wallet, he had a good day at Del Mar, maybe. Give him a citation for stopping Lenny Lewis’s 211—armed robbery. Everybody was happy that way. Except Brenda, who lost everything, even though she kept her mouth shut. And except Lenny Lewis. He got three to eight in Q. Where a fairy cut off his dick and he hung himself with a wet bedsheet.


Tom Spellacy thought, It was funny Lenny Lewis knowing that a wet bedsheet doesn’t tear. It was the sort of thing you picked up in the joint. A lot of things were funny. If Lenny Lewis hadn’t decided to stick up a parked car, he would still be in Wilshire Vice. The good life. No coffee pot. No Fuqua.


No Code 3 from Bingo Mclnerney and Lorenzo Jones: a possible 187 at 39th and Norton.
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“The butler did it,” Crotty said at 39th and Norton.


Which means now we can get down to business, Tom Spellacy thought. Two years he had cased stiffs with Crotty and it was always the same from Frank: “The butler did it.” Even if it was an old lush with his throat cut in a mission downtown.


“What a sweet piece of ass she must’ve been,” Crotty said. “What a nice pair of titties. She was alive, I’d get a hard-on, I think.”


He started to sing. The tune was “Finiculi, Finicula.” The words weren’t.






“Last night,
 I stayed up late
 To masturbate.
 It was so nice,
 I did it twice.”




All the time looking, Frank, picking up things and bagging them, never missing a trick. A button. A little piece of glass. A piece of thread. The chewed-out stub of a pencil. An old tennis ball. A fat man in a white suit that used to belong to Sydney Greenstreet, singing dirty songs and saying the butler did it and what do we have here. It was shit, more than likely, but you never could tell, one thing might lead to something else, so you tracked everything down.


An empty matchbook.


“McGovern’s,” Crotty said, reading the matchbook cover. “You know McGovern’s?”


“The one in Lincoln Heights, the one at the beach?’’ Tom Spellacy said.


“A fag place, the one at the beach,” Crotty said. “A swell joint. They do it in the gents’, is where they do it. I busted a guy in there once, I was in Venice Vice. A big red-headed guy, he had so much vaseline up his asshole, I thought it was the fucking Panama Canal, every battlewagon in that joint’d been up it, I bet. They practically fucked him to death. So I says to this little fairy, I say, ‘You ever fucked this guy?’ And he says to me, so help me, God, Tom, this is what he says, ‘Are you kidding?’ One of those prissy little fairy voices. I’d rather fuck a girl than a red-headed guy.’”


Crotty laughed and stuck the matchbook in his pocket. “Not the one at the beach. The other one, McGovern’s. The one in Lincoln Heights.”


“I know it, I never been there,” Tom Spellacy said.


“Harp place,” Crotty said. “All the harp wise guys go there, tell each other how long their thing is and who they been sticking it into. And drink beer, the cheap bastards. I bet McGovern doesn’t sell seven bucks’ worth of booze a year. Drink beer and eat the free pickles and the hard-boiled eggs for five cents an egg. Fucking place smells like a sewer, all the guys cheesing on the beer and the eggs and the pickles. Go into the can there, McGovern’s, smells like they been piping in every fart since Jay Cee was a little kid there.”


“I never been there,” Tom Spellacy said. “Somebody has, though. It’s something to check out, that matchbook.”


“That’s what I was thinking,” Grotty said.


A police photographer began snapping pictures of the upper half of the dead woman’s torso. Her features were beaten and slashed beyond recognition. Bingo Mclnerney’s vomit had congealed on her chest.


“Fucking Stars lost again last night,” Crotty said. He never missed a night at the ball game, Crotty, when the Stars were at home. On the cuff, of course. A seat in the press box at Gilmore and all the beer and hot dogs he could stuff into himself.


“Six-one, I heard it on the radio,” Tom Spellacy said. He reached under the torso and with his handkerchief extricated a pair of battered eyeglasses. Crotty whistled and put the glasses in his bag. They moved across the lot toward the severed lower torso of the victim’s body.


“You should’ve seen that sonofabitch, Zernial,” Crotty said. “Two hundred thirty-five pounds, all muscle including his brains, and he bunts. Runs the hundred in nine years, Zernial, and he bunts. My sister, the nun, with the club foot, she could beat him to first base, especially she knew there was going to be a saint standing on it. I mean, the day they start canonizing first basemen, she’s a threat, my sister, a definite threat.” Crotty shook his head. “Five runs down, he bunts.”


The policemen around the lower half of the body parted to let them through. They knelt beside the severed torso and removed the sheet covering it. Tom Spellacy sucked in his breath. A votive candle was stuck obscenely into the woman’s vagina.


“Jesus Christ.”


“It’s a nice touch, I got to admit that,” Crotty said. “You ought to check your brother the monsignor out on that one. What it means in canon law, a votive candle up the joy trail.”


Tom Spellacy nodded. There was also a tattoo of a rose disappearing into the victim’s pubic hair.


“That’s the other touch I thought you’d like, Tom,” Crotty said. “It makes you think maybe she liked to fuck. Unless they’re tattooing pussy in the convents these days, is what I mean. That’s another thing you can check the monsignor out on. He’d know, I think.” 

Tom Spellacy stood up. “That’s our little secret, I think, the tattoo.”


“And the candle. Don’t forget the candle.”


“The mystery clue is what they call it, Howard Terkel and them.”


Crotty whistled through his teeth at the police photographer. “Hey, Berman, a lot of pussy shots, we want.” The photographer grunted that he would be right over. “Jew,” Crotty said, nodding toward Berman. “Ever notice, the guys with the cushy jobs, they’re all lox jocks. Show me a job you run into a bad person sometime, I’ll show you a bagel bender doesn’t want it.”


They walked to the curb. There was a pattern of skid marks on the road.


“Left a lot of rubber,” Tom Spellacy said.


“What I’d like to know is where he got the tires, leave rubber like that,” Crotty said. “There’s more rubber on the street there than I got on my DeSoto. Retreads is what I got.”


“Chewing gum is better,” Tom Spellacy said. “The guy who stopped here stopped awful quick, it looks like. Why do you think he did that?”


“The girl he was with, she might have put her hand where she’s not supposed to,” Crotty said. “Where it’s a mortal sin to put it. It would make you stop awful quick, she put her hand there. On the other hand, it could have been a bad person. He sees the empty lot and jams on the brakes.”


“That’s what I was thinking.”


“We’ll get the bagel to take a few pictures. Then all we got to do is find the car to match the tire marks to.”


“You’re going to miss a few ball games on this one,” Tom Spellacy said.


“You know Phil Spitalny?”


“The All-Girl Orchestra Guy.”


“He was at the ball game last night, Phil,” Crotty said. “And I says to him, I says, he was in the press box there, I says, ‘Phil, you tell that Evelyn she can play my magic violin anytime.’ He nearly pissed his pants, Phil, he laughed so hard.”


“She’s got two left tits, Evelyn, is what I hear.”


“Two left tits,” Crotty said. “Jesus, Tom, I got to tell Phil


that, next time I see him. He’ll roar.” And then Crotty began to


sing again:




“Won’t you tell me, dear,


The size of your brassiere,
 Twenty, thirty or forty.
 If ifs a forty-five,
 I’ll be at your side,
 Sunday, Monday and always”




He took getting used to, Frank, but Tom Spellacy liked the chat. Black, white, young, old, male, female, tall, short, fat, skinny, always the constant chatter from Crotty. It made a stiff just another stiff, Crotty’s steady chat. Even a stiff like this one, stuck under two different bushes, maybe fifty feet apart, with the toenails painted brown and the face worked into pulp and the candle in the twat and the nice little rose tattooed over her pussy.


“You better talk to Bingo and the other one,” Crotty said. “I hate to say it, Tom, but the other one is the one with the brains. He was standing in the back of the church, Bingo, the day they was handing out the smarts. He must’ve thought it was the ten o’clock mass down to Saint Luke’s there.”


Bingo Mclnerney and Lorenzo Jones. You don’t see many stiffs cut in two when you’re riding around in a prowl car, so the first thing Bingo did when he saw the body was chuck his Wheaties. He was a little green after throwing up, Bingo, but Tom Spellacy was certain that what bothered him most was that Lorenzo Jones had kept his breakfast. You couldn’t be around the locker room without hearing how Bingo felt about Lorenzo. It wasn’t bad enough Bingo was stuck riding with some jungle bunny. The department wanted to experiment, that was okay with Bingo, he said so himself. But a jungle bunny going to law school at night, that was too much. One thing Bingo didn’t want to depend on was an uppity dinge. Lorenzo called Bingo “Bingo,” but Bingo was goddamned he was ever going to call Lorenzo “Lorenzo,” no matter how long he rode with him. In fact, Bingo had never known how to address a colored. “Hey,” he would say sometime, or “Hey, you,” if he was pissed off, or “Boy,” when he was busting one. Sometimes all three when he was busting one: “Hey, hey, you, boy, don’t give me no shit.” None of the three would work with Lorenzo. So when Bingo had something to say to him, he would touch him on the shoulder. More than a touch actually, but not quite a jab. Forefinger into the shoulder: “Hang a right on Al-hambra there.” Into the arm: “There’s a place up here we can get some coffee and tacos.” Sharp into the shoulder again: “Listen, you hear how the Mexicans won the Battle of the Alamo? They thought it was the welfare office and it was the first of the month.” Fucking coon never laughs, Bingo was always saying.


Bingo was standing next to his black-and-white, pulling rapidly on a cigarette. His fingers were stained yellow with nicotine. Lorenzo Jones leaned against the car, hands in his pockets. Bingo ignored him.


Tom Spellacy took his notebook and a pencil from his shirt pocket. The point on his pencil was broken.


“Use mine,” Lorenzo Jones said. “I always use a Scripto.”


Tom Spellacy nodded and took the pencil. I bet he has extra lead, too, he thought.


“Keep it,” Lorenzo Jones said. “I have an extra.”


Bingo Mclnerney stirred himself. “He’s always got lead in his pencil,” he smirked at Tom Spellacy. “One of them, anyway. Get it, Champ?”


Bingo had once seen Tom Spellacy fight at Legion Stadium, and when he thought he could get away with being familiar, called him Champ. Tom Spellacy stared coolly at Bingo until the latter averted his eyes.


“What happened?”


“It must’ve been 6:30 we got the call—” Bingo said.


“6:43,” Lorenzo said, checking his clipboard.


“We were over on Western,” Bingo said.


“Normandie,” Lorenzo said.


“Five minutes it took us to get here, at the most,” Bingo said.


“Seven minutes exactly,” Lorenzo said.


He must drive Bingo nuts, Tom Spellacy thought. But at least you could trust him. Lorenzo had nothing to add to what was already known. The woman who found the body was hysterical. The nearest bungalow was half a block away. The bungalow was uninhabited. There were no known witnesses. No one in the neighborhood had noticed anything out of the ordinary during the night. No loiterers. No noises. No strange cars.


“Anything unusual the rest of your tour?” Tom Spellacy said.


“Nothing like this, Champ . . . Lieutenant,” Bingo said. “All my years in the department, I ain’t never seen anything like this. Somebody must’ve really got pissed off at her, is what I think. Lipping off is probably what she was doing. They do that, broads . . .”


“We had a 902,” Lorenzo said. “Fatal.”


“Whyn’t you learn to speak fucking English?” Bingo said. “A 9-0-fucking-2. Guy pisses in a sink, you’ll say it’s a 219, something like that.”


Lorenzo looked at his partner for a moment and then said quietly, “That’d be a 415. Disturbance of the peace.”


“Yeah, well, this one here, it still takes the cake,” Bingo said. “The other guy, the 902, he wants to call it that, Tom, he runs into a telephone pole over on Vermont there.”


“Hoover,” Lorenzo said.


“Jesus Fucking Christ, will you stop correcting me like that,” Bingo said. “A guy can gQt sick and tired of that. Like you’re the only one ever went to night school, correcting all the time like that. A real pain in the ass you can be, you know that?”


“Knock it off,” Tom Spellacy said.


“Northbound on Hoover,” Lorenzo said, reading from his notebook.


“. . . the fuck cares, northbound or southbound?” Bingo said. “You know what’s eastbound, Lieutenant? Africa’s eastbound is what they tell me.”


“5:07, the call comes in,” Lorenzo said. He never raised his voice. It was as if Bingo were not even there and he was making a report into a dictaphone. “A 902, the call said, 2600 block on Hoover. 5:13. We arrive on the scene.”
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