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Praise for Walter Mosley


‘One of America’s most gifted writers of any genre … Mosley’s mastery of authentic dialogue is matchless’


The Times


‘Simply the best crime writer around today. One of the joys of Mosley’s writing is the ease that characterises every aspect of it … The characters live and breathe in a way that is utterly convincing and absorbing’


Guardian


‘This is classic noir territory, filled with unintentional heroes with the best intentions and dangerous dames; best of all are the rhythms and cadences of language on the page. A class act’


Time Out


‘There are few writers within the crime genre who recreate time and place with Mosley’s effortless exactness, even fewer who can replicate his masterfully sustained sense of danger’


Sunday Times


‘Little Scarlet is a masterwork. Walter Mosley is one of America’s most exciting, incisive writers’


George Pelecanos


‘Easy Rawlins comes back from the dead, inspiring his creator to write his best novel in years’


Mail on Sunday on Little Green


‘If there were an Edgar for best comeback player, Easy Rawlins would be a shoo-in’


Publishers Weekly on Little Green
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Back then, Moving Day in L.A. was a phantom holiday that occurred, for many Angelenos, every other month or so. In the 1950s and ’60s, when the rent was dirt cheap, people moved to be closer to a new job, away from an old lover, or when it seemed that a fundamental change of life was in order. Sometimes the person moving would not only change the numbers on his or her door but also the name on the mailbox, the used car in the driveway, and even the style of clothes they donned to walk out and meet the day.


Now and then the move was not merely aesthetic or convenient but necessary; like when a bill collector, lawyer, or the law itself was hot on the temporary tenant’s trail. At a time like this the migrant leaseholder would make sure that the new domicile was inside the border of a different unincorporated town or municipality of L.A. County. That way the law offered few systems to track his whereabouts. A man could actually avoid dunning or even arrest by merely moving across the street.


In the case of a necessary move, the rental émigré would load up a truck in the middle of the night and go with no fanfare, or notice to the landlord.


This was not the case with my midmorning migration.


My daughter and I were moving, that Sunday, from Genesee at Pico to Point View just a few houses north of Airdrome; not more than eleven blocks. This was a necessary move that was not due to any legal or monetary bureaucracy.


Five months or so earlier I had almost died. At that time I had been involved in a case that put my home in jeopardy, and so I had sent my daughter to stay with her brother at a friend’s place, temporarily. I resolved the case but then drove my car off the side of a coastal mountain. Whether this accident was due to a subconscious death wish or just bad luck is uncertain, but I was in what the doctors called a semi-coma for the better part of two months.


During that time a squatter named Jeffrey had taken possession of the empty house on Genesee. With the help of my friend Raymond Alexander, Jeff was put out. This was not a gentle eviction and I worried that Feather, my adopted daughter, might one day be home alone when the squatter returned for revenge.


And so I sold the Genesee house and bought a new, larger place on Point View. I might have ranged farther but that September, Feather was going to enter the seventh grade at Louis Pasteur Junior High and the new address was just a block away from there.


And so some friends—LaMarque Alexander (Raymond’s son), Jesus (my adopted boy, now a young man), Jackson Blue and his wife’s associate Percy Bidwell—helped Feather and me load our belongings into a rented truck and drive it over to the new door.


I would have hired a moving company but recently, within the last week, the city had seen fit to inspect all five of the rental properties I owned and demanded I fix structural problems, perform a termite extermination, and in one place they even required that I install a new heating system. It would take every cent I had, and then some, to pay for the improvements, so I rented a truck from my old pal Primo and called on my friends to lend a hand with the move.


Feather set herself up in the entranceway of the rare two-story residence and directed the men where to deposit the bureaus, tables, beds, boxes, and chairs. My daughter had light brown hair and skin. She was tall for twelve and lean, not to say thin. She was becoming an accomplished long-distance runner as her brother, Jesus, had been, and was fluent in three languages already. Neither she nor her brother had one drop of blood in common with me, or each other, but they were my kids and we were family.


“Uncle Jackson,” Feather said from the front hall, “that little table goes in Daddy’s room upstairs. He uses it for his desk.”


“Upstairs?” Jackson exclaimed. He was around my age, mid-forties, short, jet black, and skinny as a sapling tree. “Girl, this table might look little but the wood is dense, and heavy.”


“I’ll help, Uncle J,” Jesus said. My boy was pure Mexican Indian. He was no taller than Jackson Blue but his years of working his own small fishing boat had made him strong.


Jesus got behind the table, taking most of the weight, and Jackson groaned piteously as he guided it up the stairs.


“This is a really nice house you got here, Mr. Rawlins,” Percy Bidwell said.


He was almost my height, a brassy brown, and good-looking. His hair had been processed into tight curls. I always distrusted men who processed their hair. This was a prejudice that I realized was not necessarily justified.


“Thank you, Percy. I like it.”


“Jewelle said that you haven’t moved in years. I guess this house was just too good to pass up. Must’ve cost quite a bit for a place this big in this neighborhood.”


I also didn’t like people asking about my business. Percy was racking up the negative points on my friendship register.


“Do you work for Jewelle?” I asked.


“No.” He seemed almost insulted by the question.


Jewelle MacDonald had come from a real estate family and on her own had amassed an empire of apartment buildings and commercial properties. She was even part owner of a major international hotel that was being constructed in downtown L.A. Jewelle was barely out of her twenties and married to the onetime roustabout, now computer expert Jackson Blue. It was no insult to ask if Bidwell worked for her. She had sent him to help Jackson, after all.


“Jewelle told me that if I wanted to get in contact with Jason Middleton,” Percy said, “that you were the one who would do that for me.”


His sentence structure told me that he thought that I was somehow under the direction of Jewelle; that all he had to do was mention that she had asked for something and I would make that something happen.


I turned away from him and called, “LaMarque!”


“Yes, Mr. Rawlins?”


The lanky twenty-two-year-old loped from the truck to my side.


“Where’s your father?”


“He had to go back east on business.”


Business for Raymond, more commonly known as Mouse, was high-end heists with the strong possibility of brutality and bloodshed.


“So he sent you to take his place?” I asked. I could feel Percy Bidwell starring daggers at my back.


“Mama did. When you called to ask for Dad to help, she send me.”


“How long you been back from Texas?”


“Nine days.”


“You outta all that trouble now?”


“I ain’t in no gang no more,” he said, looking down a little sheepishly.


EttaMae, LaMarque’s mother and Raymond’s wife, had sent the young man down to Texas to work on her brother’s farm for a while. She did that to save the lives of the gang members who had tried to claim him as one of their own. Raymond would have killed them all if she hadn’t interfered.


A car pulled up to the curb just then. It was a dark Ford with four male passengers. Most cars in Southern California transported a solitary driver, a couple, a double date, or a family. Four men in a car most likely spelled trouble if there wasn’t a construction site somewhere in the vicinity.


“Well,” I said to LaMarque while watching the men confer, “you get back to work and I’ll give you twenty dollars to go home with.”


“Yes, sir,” he said. Etta had taught the boy his manners.


LaMarque ducked his head and ran back to the truck.


“Mr. Rawlins,” Percy Bidwell said.


“Yeah, Percy?” I was watching the men as they prepared to disembark.


“About Mr. Middleton.”


“What is it you want with Jason?”


“That’s private,” the young man said.


“Then you better just call him up yourself and leave me out of it.”


“I don’t know him.”


“And I don’t know you.”


“Jewelle told me to tell you to call him.”


“You don’t tell me what to do, son, and neither does Jewelle.”


The four men were out of the car by then. They were all white men, tall, and burly. Three of them wore off-the-rack suits of various dark hues. The eldest, maybe fifty years of age, was dressed in a dark-colored, tailored ensemble that was possibly even silk.


The leader began the stroll up the slight incline of my lawn.


“Easy,” Jackson warned from an upstairs window.


“I see ’em, Blue.”


“Is it all right?”


“I hope so.”


“Mr. Rawlins,” Percy was saying, trying once again to impress his will upon me.


“Either get back to work or go home, Percy,” I said. “I got other things on my mind right now.”
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“Mr. Rawlins,” the headman said as he approached the front door of my new home.


My new home. How did this stranger know where to find me on Moving Day?


“Yes?” I said darkly.


Percy was headed back toward the truck. Jesus put down a hassock he’d been carrying and gazed up at us.


“Roger Frisk,” the white man said, holding out a hand.


I say white but Frisk’s skin was actually ruddy pink in color, a mottled salmon.


“Do I know you, Mr. Frisk?” I asked, refusing to take the proffered hand.


When the slighted hand darted under the left-side breast of my visitor’s elegant jacket, I wondered if I should tackle him. After all, he looked like an upscale hood. But I couldn’t imagine some fool driving up in a car, walking to my front door, and then shooting me in broad daylight on a Sunday.


The hand came out with a white business card between its fingers.


I stared at the card like a NATO sentry watching his Russian counterpart handing a note through a chink in the Berlin Wall.


“I’m the special assistant to the Chief of Police,” Frisk said.


I took the card. It said the same thing.


“So?”


“I need to speak with you, Mr. Rawlins.”


“A cop named Frisk?” I replied.


He smiled and gave me a quarter nod over a shoulder roll.


“It’s Sunday and I’m in the middle of a move,” I said. “I can come down to your office say Tuesday afternoon.”


“Maxwell!” Frisk commanded while staring me in the eye. His eyes were green like those of a pet cat that my long-dead mother had, named Speckles.


“Yes, sir,” one of the suits responded as he ran from the sedan up to his boss’s side.


“You, Sturgeon, and Moorcock help Mr. Rawlins’s friends finish off the move.”


“Yes, sir.”


The yes-man in the dark brown suit waved at his fellow cops, pointing toward my twenty-five-foot moving truck. Before I knew it, they were climbing into the back and pulling out furniture and boxes. I suppose I could have stopped them but there were over one hundred boxes of books alone left to move—and the heaviest furniture was yet to come.


“That’s very nice of you, Special Assistant Frisk,” I said, “but it’s still Sunday and I don’t know you from Adam.”


“The police department needs your help, Mr. Rawlins.”


“That may be,” I said, “but I feel no compunction to help them. You know my relationship with the constabulary is tenuous at best.”


I used the upscale language to show Frisk that he couldn’t run roughshod over me, but he just smiled.


“Be that as it may, Mr. Rawlins, I think you will find that it is in your own best interest to concern yourself with our needs.”


“Look, man. I don’t know you. Send Melvin Suggs over here and I will discuss whatever concerns you have with him.”


Suggs was the only Los Angeles cop that I trusted. He was white but he had always been fair with me.


“Detective Suggs is on an extended leave of absence.”


“Wounded?” I asked.


Frisk shook his head in such a way as to let me know that my police contact was in trouble with his masters. This in itself was no surprise to me. Melvin was too smart, in a basic human sense, to last forever in the morally bankrupt LAPD. But the fact that he had been put on leave without me having any notion of it was the cause of a familiar pang.


This distress was based on the fact that people in L.A. often disappear without anyone noticing. Months, sometimes years later you found yourself wondering, whatever happened to so-and-so? By that time there would be no sign of their passage even for the most seasoned investigator.


But modern-day alienation wasn’t my problem right then.


“Excuse me,” one of the cops-turned-mover said as he carried two heavy boxes of books marked Encyclopedia past me and his boss.


“Look, Mr. Frisk,” I said as we shifted onto the lawn. “Today I have this move and after that I have building citations against my properties for code violations. I don’t have the money to pay for the upgrades, exterminations, and fixes and so I’m going to have to do most of it myself.”


“I’m in the chief’s office, Mr. Rawlins,” Frisk said easily. “Every day I’m on the phone with the mayor or one of his top officials. Any city ordinance can be relaxed, even wiped away. At the very least I could make it so that your problems with the city can be put off until such time that you can afford to attend to them.”


Roger Frisk didn’t strike me as being an immediate threat, but he was a danger. Whenever top men left their homes on a weekend to lend a helping hand to a black man, there was danger in the air. I didn’t know how this hazard might show itself but I was hell-bent on avoiding it.


“It’s not just that,” I said, trying to sound reasonable. “Other expenses have come up over the past month, and I have to make some serious money if I want to keep ahead of the curve. Pro bono work for the city won’t get me where I need to be.”


I wasn’t lying. Unknown to me or my daughter, a counselor at her elementary school had given her name to the admissions office of the prestigious private school Ivy Prep. This counselor, a Miss Timmons, had sent Feather’s test scores and grades to the school, and so we had received a letter of acceptance without even applying.


Feather was ecstatic. Ivy Prep would put her education on a whole new trajectory. She could consider Harvard or even Oxford for college. And all it cost was a mere thirty-five hundred dollars a semester plus books, uniforms, travel, and special events.


“We understand that you have to make a living, sir,” Frisk said in a respectful tone. “There is an independent party that is willing to pay eight thousand dollars for you to take on a missing person’s case, and there will be a twenty-five-hundred-dollar bonus for the satisfactory completion of that situation.”


I was speechless for at least thirty seconds. No policeman had ever offered me money—and I had been stopped, rousted, beaten, and caged by a thousand cops in my years on and near the street.


A black-haired, charcoal-suited cop walked past carrying a red-lacquered Chinese box across the threshold of my new home. I had owned that chest for more than twenty years.


“Well, Mr. Rawlins?” Frisk asked.


It occurred to me that if Melvin was off the force I’d need a new contact. Frisk seemed like a possible candidate.


“What happened with Melvin?” I asked. I really wanted to know, but this was also a test. I didn’t expect to be told the actual circumstances, but even if he held back what had really happened with Suggs, it mattered to me how Frisk answered.


“Detective Suggs was discovered to be in a relationship with a woman that he’d arrested a few months earlier,” Frisk said. “There was no proof of wrongdoing but the department gets very suspicious of liaisons of that nature. He’s under a heavy review. If he quits, the department will drop the investigation; if not, he might be facing jail time.”


It wasn’t unusual for a policeman to show up unexpectedly at my door, maybe even surprising me with a request, but Roger Frisk went beyond surprise—his candor was stunning.


Melvin had admitted to me that he’d been seeing a woman named Mary whom he’d arrested for passing counterfeit one-hundred-dollar bills. Before that bust and without exception, Melvin had been an unkempt and messy dresser. But when he told me about Mary he was wearing a white shirt and a pressed suit that had nary a grease stain. His shoes were shiny and his teeth bright.


Love will spruce up the most disheveled bachelor; like an undertaker would do after that bachelor gets shot in the back.


I’d worry about my friend at another time. Right then my attempt to avoid any meaningful conversation with the special assistant had been scuttled by his offers and his honesty.


“There’s a Cuban diner over on La Cienega,” I said. “We could go over there if you want.”


“Perfect,” Frisk said. “I love Cuban food. I’ll even drive.”
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Arturo’s was on the east side of La Cienega, two blocks south of Pico. It was a classic American diner with a facade made from chrome and glass. The parking lot had white-lined slots for six cars and only three of them were occupied. Frisk pulled his dark Mercury Marquis up between a sky blue Pontiac station wagon and a red Chrysler truck.


When he got out of the car he surveyed the street by moving his head from side to side. He was a careful man in a land where most so-called white men took their security for granted.


The restaurant comprised one long counter that sat eight and had a small window for takeout orders. Arturo was somewhere behind the window and Manny, a sparsely whiskered man with black eyes and wearing a bright white T-shirt and pants, worked the counter.


“Hola, Señor Rawlins,” Manny hailed. The pale-skinned counterman was in his middle years, somewhere between thirty-five and fifty. He looked both suspicious and friendly, an unstable combination but, I felt, acceptable in the service profession.


“Manny,” I said. “This is Roger Frisk.”


“Welcome,” Manny said.


Frisk surprised us both with a barrage of Spanish in reply. He was very comfortable with the language and Manny responded with verve. I recognized odd words but I was no linguist. When I was a child I spoke Creole French, but that language was now mostly lost to me.


There was an older Spanish couple sitting at the two stools farthest from the street, next to Arturo’s service window. They were drinking beer and eating homemade potato chips from a blue plastic basket.


I moved to the red vinyl stool overlooking La Cienega. Frisk followed slowly, still chattering away with Manny.


When we were both seated I interrupted, saying, “Two deluxe mixtos and twelve to go. Also you can add two sweet plantains and four orders of beans and rice.”


“How is Feather?” the counterman asked.


Whenever I ordered plantains he knew it was for her.


“She might be going to this fancy private school if I play my cards right.”


“I’ll ask my wife to pray for her,” Manny said. “Café con leche?”


“For me,” I said.


“Me too,” Frisk added.


Manny went through a crevice into the back to submit my order.


“You come here a lot?” the pink cop asked.


“So what can I do for you, Mr. Frisk?”


He smiled, glad to be getting down to business at last.


“You ever hear of a man named Foster Goldsmith?” he said.


“Goldsmith Armaments,” I said, “International. I read the papers.”


“They got a major research facility out past Arcadia.”


“Uh-huh,” I said.


Manny brought our coffees. Frisk thanked him in Spanish.


When the server moved off, Frisk said, “Old Stony Goldsmith is a regular contributor to Sam Yorty’s campaign fund. He’s also involved with many city projects; after-school programs, charity donations, he even plans to build a new wing at L.A. Hospital.”


“A regular robber baron.”


Frisk didn’t like that jab. At least, I thought, he had some kind of value system.


“Goldsmith is a very important citizen in City Hall’s eyes,” he said.


Then our pressed sandwiches came. I was hungry and took a bite before commenting.


“Goldsmith has a problem?” I asked.


“America has a problem,” Frisk said. “With all these hippies, anarchists, communists, and criminals, we have to keep a close watch on our democracy if we want to stay being free.”


This was a new topic of conversation between white men and black in America. There was a time, a time I could remember, when Negroes were not considered full citizens. Patriotism was not expected from us; and, in return, the majority of our people were denied the vote.


While times were slowly changing, my memories remained. But I didn’t feel like arguing with Frisk. If he actually believed what he was saying there would be no changing his mind. Though I suspected, by the way he was talking, that he was just mouthing these catchphrases. He was a pragmatist saying the words that his superiors liked hearing.


“So Goldsmith has a problem?” I asked again.


“He has a daughter.”


“And she has a problem or she is a problem,” I surmised.


“She’s a student at UC Santa Barbara.”


“Beautiful place.”


“A hotbed of revolutionaries.”


I took another bite of my Cuban sandwich. The pickles were what made it special. And Arturo used real Swiss cheese that gave it that sour tang.


“I thought you needed my help,” I said.


“I do. The mayor does.”


“Are you working for the mayor or the cops?”


“The police force answers to City Hall.”


“Since when?”


“Goldsmith has a problem,” Frisk said. “His daughter.”


“And what can a man like me do to relieve his distress?”


“It’s my job to find her and make sure that she gets home.”


“Runaway, missing, or kidnapped?” I wasn’t in the mood for niceties.


Frisk didn’t answer immediately. He pondered my question, leading me to wonder if he was making up a reply.


“It’s uncertain,” he said at last.


“I’m listening.”


“Rosemary, that’s the Goldsmiths’ daughter’s name, has been missing from her dormitory for at least the last two weeks. No one has seen her.”


“Boyfriend?”


“A man called Foster telling him that if he ever wanted to see his daughter again that he’d have to come up with, with … a great deal of money.”


“How much money?”


“I’d rather not say.”


“So it’s kidnapping,” I said.


“Maybe. You see …” Frisk paused, trying to pull together the delicate skein of the tale. “Rosemary has been involved with various revolutionary and anti-American groups. It could be that one of them has actually abducted her, but she could also be in league with the people that called.”


“But you don’t know.”


“The call came from a pay phone at a gas station in West Los Angeles. She’d been missing for days before the demands were made.”


“What does her father think?”


“He isn’t sure. The last time he spoke to his daughter she was railing at him about his part in delivery systems dealing with napalm and the war; that and other things.”


“What other things?”


“Just leftist banter. She’s been brainwashed by communists and sees her father as some kind of monster.”


“That could be a big problem,” I agreed. “You wouldn’t want to report a kidnapping and find out that the supposed victim is really an extortionist in disguise.”


“He doesn’t want his daughter going to jail.”


“I understand the problem, Mr. Frisk, but what could I possibly contribute to the investigation? I haven’t been to Santa Barbara in a while and I don’t know anyone up there.”


The special assistant to the chief of police was tapping the index-finger fingernail of his left hand on the green tiled surface of the counter. He was staring hard at me as if, after all of this, he was wondering if I was the right man for the job.


“Because of that call we think that the trail might be down here in L.A.,” he said at last. “We have reports that Rosemary has been seen in Los Angeles with a man named Mantle, Robert Mantle.”


“Battling Bob Mantle?”


“You know him?”


“I’ve seen him fight. I don’t think he ever won a round but he made it to the final bell in every match I ever saw, bloody as a slaughtered hog but still on his feet. I haven’t seen him for a while.”


“He got hit too much and they banned him from the ring. We thought if you could get next to Mantle maybe he could point the way.”


“What’s their relationship?”


“That’s not clear.”


“Do you know where I could find him?” I asked.


“If I did I wouldn’t be talking to you, now would I?”


“I thought maybe you needed a man like me to talk to Mantle because he might trust a brother.” If I was being hired as a Judas, I wanted him to say it out loud.


“If I knew where he was I’d ask him myself.”


“So you’re looking for this Rosemary Goldsmith,” I said.


“Yes,” Frisk agreed, “but we need you to find Mantle. He’s the key to finding the girl.”


“That may be,” I said, “but I’d like to talk to her parents before I go out looking for him.”


“That wouldn’t be a good idea,” Frisk advised.


“Why not? They’re the ones who’ll be paying me, right?”


“Rosemary’s parents are separated. The call was to him. All communication with either the mother or the father must be done through my offices.”


Something about his officious tone made me wary.


“I’d like to see your LAPD ID,” I said.


“What?”


“You heard me, man. Show me some ID or we can end this conversation right here.”


“You saw my card.”


“Anybody could print up a fancy card. I need something with a picture on it. Something I recognize. I don’t know you, Mr. Frisk. You could just be playin’ me.”


Frisk didn’t like my demand. He hesitated while I took another bite out of my sandwich, but finally he produced a wallet from his breast pocket and took out a laminated card with his picture, rank, and police affiliation stated clearly.


“Sorry about that,” I said, “but you know there’s a lot of people out there like to pull the wool over your eyes.”


“Will you take the job?”


“I need two thousand dollars for expenses and four thousand down on my fee. You get the client to give me that and I will be on the job first thing in the morning.”


“The money will be delivered to you later today,” he said.


The fact that money was no object was the best reason I had for passing up the case. Nobody ever put down 50 percent up front—unless they were desperate; and desperation went hand in hand with danger.


“What about those city inspectors?” I asked, pushing my bad luck.


“I’ll make a call tomorrow.”


“I should say no, but I got too much in the hopper to turn my back. You have the client send me the money and I’ll do my due diligence.”


Frisk smiled and put out that hand again.


Though reluctantly, this time I shook it.
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Frisk went out the front door of the restaurant and down the aluminum stairs while I paid Manny for our lunch and the brown paper bag filled with food for my workers.


“That man a friend of yours, Mr. Rawlins?” the short Cuban waiter asked.


“Potential employer.”


“When I used to be in the Cuban army I was a sentry for El Jefe.”


“Castro?”


“Sometimes the Russian KGB would come to talk about their secrets. They had dead eyes and only came after dark. Your friend looks like he could be one of them.”


“He’s a cop.”


“Oh,” the amber-skinned man said. “That’s why.”


“Thanks, Manny,” I said. “See you soon.”


On the short drive back to my new home Frisk addressed me as an employer.


“You should check out Benoit’s Gym. Mantle does odd jobs there,” he said. “They might be connected to this.”


“Benoit’s down on Crenshaw? The one run by Hardcase Latour?”


“That’s it.”


“What do you mean, connected?”


“Nothing definite,” Frisk admitted. “It’s just that he spent a lot of time down there before the girl went missing.”


“When’s the last time anybody saw Mantle?”


“Almost two weeks.”


“You got a picture of him and the girl?”


By then we were pulling up in front of my place.


Frisk’s pockets were chock-full of information. This time he pulled out a small leatherbound notebook with two photographs between its leaves. One was a reduced mug shot of Bob Mantle. He was holding a number card in front of his chest and sneering at the camera. Bob wasn’t a handsome man but even through that frown and broken nose he looked friendly. Dark-skinned like me, with a buzz cut and generous lips, he might have been twenty-eight, twenty-nine at the time of the arrest.


The girl’s picture was more pedestrian. Smiling and pretty, she was not yet twenty, sitting at a restaurant table among friends. Through the window behind her was a fleet of docked yachts at some marina where the rich congregated. Her hair was brown and her skin pale and clear. She was attractive in a sexless way. Her hazel eyes had intelligence and depth. I imagined that she questioned everything those eyes lit upon.


There was something odd about the photograph: It was printed, not developed. Maybe, I thought, it had been cut out of a yearbook and pasted to a stiff paper backing.


“An odd couple,” I said.


“Find him quickly, Easy, and that’ll lead to her. That’s the best scenario we can hope for.”


The special assistant’s men had put a deep dent in the moving truck’s cargo. Two of them had doffed their jackets, one even loosened his tie. I brought the bag of sandwiches to the back of the van and called everybody out. They seemed to like the food. Feather took hers, along with an order of the plantains and one serving of beans and rice, to the kitchenette. The table and chairs were already set up there and she was a proper child.


The cops were grateful but quiet. Using plastic dinnerware that Manny provided, they ate quickly and went back to work. Frisk, for his part, went to the car and sat alone thinking official thoughts and planning his future.


After lunch we all, with the exception of Frisk, threw ourselves into the move. Percy Bidwell stopped trying to pressure me and even Jackson did a halfway decent job. By two o’clock everything was out of the van and in the house or the garage out back. Feather had organized the process so that every box and piece of furniture was in the room where it belonged.


The cops left. Frisk didn’t talk to me again. I was a soldier and he a passing general. I hoped his elite planning included the money I’d asked for.


I found Jesus in the backyard studying the high redwood fence that separated me from my neighbors.


I walked up behind my son and put a hand on his shoulder.


“A lot bigger than what we’re used to,” I said.


“Not as big as that house Auntie Jewelle had us in.”


“But we didn’t own that.”


“It’s real nice, Dad.”


My son. When I found him he was the pet of a child molester who believed he was untouchable. The pedophile was long dead and Jesus had become a man that any nation would have been proud to call citizen.


“Benita still wants to go back to school?” I asked of his common-law wife and mother of his child.


“She says that if she’s a registered nurse we could make enough that we could buy our own place.”


“What school?”


“SMCC has most of the courses she needs. She just has to bring in enough to help pay for Essie and the rent.”


Essie, my de facto granddaughter, was still a baby.


“I think I can give you enough to pay for the first year,” I said. “After that … we’ll see.”


Jesus wasn’t a big talker. He smiled and nodded. We’d be on the same page ten years after my death.


“Hey, Jackson,” I said to one of my oldest friends in the master bedroom on the second floor.


He was sitting on a padded walnut chair, sifting through a box of books.


“You read all’a these, Ease?”


“Most of ’em. Why?”


“No reason,” the little black man said. He sat up and crossed his legs.


Jackson was wearing stained canvas painter’s pants. His white T-shirt was torn in three places and even though it was a size small, it hung loose from his shoulders. He was the right-hand man of the CEO of the largest French insurance company in the world, but he was still a child of poverty, afraid of his own shadow.


“What’s with this guy Percy?” I asked.


That shadow passed over Jackson’s face. “Why?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “He seems to feel like he deserves special attention.”


“Jewelle send him,” Jackson said, avoiding my gaze. “He graduated from UCLA in business or somethin’. He’s working in her office, lookin’ for somethin’ better.”


“Does she expect me to help him?”


“If she did she’d tell you so.” Jackson stood up and walked past me out the door.


I followed him into the hall and watched as he jounced down the stairs. I had seen Jackson through many phases. He had been a thief and a coward, a con man and a liar, but I had never known him to be rude through any of that.


I might have questioned him further but LaMarque was coming up the stairs as my old friend descended.


“I’m gonna leave, Mr. Rawlins,” the young man said.


Reaching for my wallet, I asked, “How long your father said he’d be gone?”


“Three weeks.”


“He still call in?”


“Every two or three days he call Mama and me.”


I handed him four five-dollar bills.


“Tell Etta to say hey to him for me.”


“Okay, Mr. Rawlins, I will.”


By four that afternoon all of my helpers had gone. Jesus drove the truck back to Primo’s garage in East L.A. Jackson, Percy, and LaMarque took off in separate cars and Feather was behind a closed door putting her room in order.


Frenchie, the little yellow dog, was in there with her. We had left him in the car while moving. But as soon as we were done Feather brought him in and let him sniff around the new premises. When he got a whiff of me he looked up with a quizzical expression on his canine face. He was remembering, I believed, the days when he hated me. But that was over now and so he yipped a greeting and went on with his nasal investigations.


The upstairs of my new home was made up of a round hall and three bedrooms: two large and one small. Feather had apportioned me the largest of the boudoirs while she claimed the smallest. The middle chamber was to be used as a library and study room.


I told Feather that I didn’t mind taking the small room but she said, “The parent should have the biggest room and, anyway, Bonnie might move in to live with us again one day and then it would be a bedroom for two.”


Bonnie Shay had been my girlfriend for much of Feather’s life. For a while there we had broken up and then I almost died. Now we were trying to find our way back together again. I couldn’t seem to get my emotions straight around Bonnie. I didn’t love anyone else. I didn’t want anyone else. But when we were together I felt like a citizen of a defeated nation with no right to hold my head up.


I went downstairs to the huge living room. A latticed picture window took up most of the front wall and looked out onto Point View. The living room of our Genesee home was one-sixth the size and so there wasn’t nearly enough furniture to fill it. I sat on our toy sofa and wondered if there was really money on the way from Roger Frisk.


No more than ten seconds later there came the chime of a three-toned doorbell that I’d never heard before.
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She was tall for her age, Asian (probably Japanese, I thought), with tawny skin and a mouth that spent more time laughing than eating. She was skinny as only a child can be and her black hair hung down past her shoulders.


“Mr. Rawlins?” the girl said. Her bright green one-piece dress barely made it down to the middle of her bandy thighs.


“Yes?”


“I saw you moving in but my father said to leave you alone until you were through working.”


“Um,” I said. “So how can I help you?”


“Is Feather home?” She looked worried, like a tourist trying to find a toilet in a country where she didn’t speak the language.


“Yeah,” I said, moving to the side. “Second floor, it’s the first door on your right.”


The frown transformed into a grin and she ran up the stairs with an awkward, fetching gait.


I heard knocking and then the girls screaming at the top of their lungs. For all of Feather’s maturity, she was just another kid among her school friends.


I could hear their feet clomping around through the ceiling as Feather showed her guest the features of her new room.


Walking back to the couch, I was accompanied by small echoes of my own footsteps in the mostly empty space. Behind me came the scratchy clicking of the little yellow dog’s claws. He had come downstairs to avoid those banging feet and loud squeals.


“Come on and sit with me, dog,” I said.


I sat and he leaped up next to me. We perched there side by side while Feather and her friend laughed and screeched overhead.


“This is my friend Peggy Nishio,” Feather said half an hour or so later. “We took algebra together in summer school but I didn’t know she lived right across the street. They just moved there a month ago. Can I go over to her house for dinner?”


“Is it okay with your mother?” I asked Peggy.


She frowned and nodded.


“Okay,” I said, and the girls ran for the front door and out.


Frenchie stood up, alert at the sudden departure. I scratched behind his ears and he settled down again.


I wanted to walk around the house making a mental list of what I had to do and buy for the place. But Roger Frisk’s visit kept interrupting. Ever since the accident I’d had a declining interest in being a private detective. But what else could I do? I was a black man with a sixth-grade education. I could read as well as many college graduates and I knew math from working on building projects. I had no degree, however, no certification. On paper I was qualified to wash dishes or sweep floors, not nearly enough to afford Feather’s Ivy Prep tuition.


I thought of old Marley in A Christmas Carol. He dragged the chains of his mortal life behind him like some slave that had escaped with the manacles still attached to his wrists and ankles. I was free but every step was a challenge. I was my own man; but that man owed his soul to the company store.


When the doorbell chimed this time it was like an old friend.


The man standing there on the front porch was a dandy with some heft to him. He had the mannerisms of a small man, delicate and precise, but he was beefy. While he had the poise of a fop, his flinty eyes and hard jawline spoke of trench warfare replete with mud, blood, and shit.


“Mr. Rawlins?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Tout Manning.” I was happy that he didn’t offer to shake hands. “Roger Frisk sent me.”


“Well,” I said reluctantly, “come on in, I guess.”


I led the big man into the living room and offered him the couch. I took the upholstered maroon chair that was designed to look like a plush seashell throne.


“Just moved in?” he asked. Tout Manning’s suit was somewhere between gold and green in color. It had stingy lapels and only two buttons. Despite the color it was a professional-looking ensemble—almost a uniform.


“Today.”


“That’s something. Sorry to have to bother you in the middle of all that.”


“How did you find me?”


“Frisk.”


“How did he find me?”


“Sent the Three Stooges around your old neighborhood asking about where you might be.”


I had told a woman, Grace Matthews, who lived across the street from my Genesee home, that I was going to move closer to Feather’s school.


“That’s a whole lotta legwork just to find me.”


“You’re an important man, Mr. Rawlins, Ezekiel.”


We went silent for a few moments. That’s when Frenchie began to bark at Tout. It was as vicious a complaint as a three-pound dog could make. Tout turned his head to contemplate my intelligent pet, and then the man bared his own teeth and growled.


Frenchie yelped and ran from the room.


“Nice dog,” my guest said.


“As I understand it, Rosemary Goldsmith has been missing for quite a while,” I replied.


“That she has.”


“So why is it all of a sudden so important that you get me on the search party?”


Instead of answering, Tout Manning reached into his breast pocket and came out with a thick brown envelope. He leaned over to hand the packet to me.


Swaying back again, he said, “Sixty one-hundred-dollar bills. That’s what you asked for, right?”


“Are you a cop?”


“I work in Mr. Frisk’s office.”


“What does that mean exactly?”


“It means that from now on I’m your official contact with Mr. Frisk. There’s a piece of paper with my phone numbers in among the hundred-dollar bills. Office, home, and answering service. Call me if you need anything.”


“I need something now.”


“What’s that?” Tout asked. He crossed his right leg over his left.


“Information. Is there a criminal case against Mantle or what?”


“There might be a criminal aspect to the case,” Manning admitted. “Whether that shadow falls on Bob or not is unclear. All you have to remember is my phone number. No matter what you come across, legal or illegal, you are to call me first. I don’t care if there’s blood on the ground, you call me and leave the regular cops out of it.”


“What if somebody is dead?”


“I’m the contact. You’re working directly for the Chief of Police.”


“What if I don’t like that situation?”


“What’s not to like? You’re in the inner circle now, Ezekiel. Nobody can lay a hand on you.”


“Do you think Mantle is holding the girl against her will?”


“Who knows? You find Mantle for us and we’ll tell you who did what.”


I didn’t like Tout Manning, my dog didn’t like him.


“Yes, Mr. Rawlins?” Tout said. “Is there anything else you need to know?”


“What if I gave you back your money and your phone numbers, Mr. Manning? What if I told you that I don’t want to have anything to do with this mess?”


“You just moved, Mr. Rawlins. Here you are in your nice new house and everything. You wouldn’t want to have to do that again so soon. But if you don’t do what Chief Parker and Mayor Yorty want, that’ll be the only choice you have—to move and move far. Because you know working stiffs like you and me have to do what we’re told. I mean even your little dog knows that much.”


Oddly his threats soothed my nerves. I was used to men in authority trying to intimidate me. It almost always meant that they had something to protect.


“Are there any other crimes or infractions that you want Mantle or Rosemary for?” I asked.


Manning looked surprised for a moment and then he smiled.


“There might be a robbery or some mayhem here and there,” he said. “You know the colored brothers are always close to that line. If it’s not them it’s their cousins and if it’s not their cousins it’s their mothers’ other sons.”


“What I need to know, Tout, is if there’s going to be some armed zealot aiming his gun at the back of my head while I’m knocking on the wrong door.”


That actually got my police liaison to laugh out loud.


“No, no, no, Mr. Rawlins. You’re safe. That’s why Mr. Frisk came to you. Nobody is going to look twice at a black man asking about his buddy.” Tout got to his feet. “If you have any more concerns just call me. If you can’t get me directly I check into the answering service every hour or so; if you tell them that it’s an emergency they’ll call me.”


He walked toward the door and I followed.


“See you, Ezekiel. Don’t forget—call me and only me if you find anything or need anything.”


He walked down to the curb and climbed into a cranberry-colored Volkswagen. As he drove off I thought that I would never have imagined a big, dangerous man like that in a tiny tin Bug.
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I stood there in the open doorway thinking that I might be in over my head and deciding that I should put in a screen door so that my new house could catch the breeze without inviting in a battalion of flies.


Maybe my life needed a screen door.


The little yellow dog clicked his claws on the tiled floor of the entranceway, pacing and whining about too much change too quickly. I picked him up and he stopped his complaint. Together we went back into the sun-flooded living room. I sat on the sofa and the dog curled into a ball on my lap.


There was a young woman out there named Rosemary Goldsmith, the daughter of a weapons manufacturer. Along with Rosemary was a black ex-boxer named Mantle….


I’d seen Battling Bob Mantle maybe five years before. He was fighting a welterweight contender named Juan Díaz. Mantle had been outclassed from the first minute of the first round but he kept on coming. He threw fists and elbows, and shoulders in the clinches, at Díaz. For ten full rounds Mantle flailed at the Mexican hopeful. Díaz won nine rounds on the judges’ cards, and that was still a favor to Mantle. I thought at the time that Battling Bob fought like a man who believed he was a boxer but was not. His resolve was so strong, however, that it took all of Díaz’s will and great skill to defeat him.


The little yellow dog was asleep. I placed him gently on the cushion next to me and walked to the long, well-appointed kitchen, where Jackson Blue had connected my phone.


The heavy black phone was set on two phone books on the white and red tiled kitchen counter.


Benoit’s Gym was listed in the Yellow Pages.


The phone rang eight times before someone answered.


“Benoit’s.”


“Yeah,” I said tentatively. “Is this Benoit’s Gym?”


“Ain’t that what I just said?”


“Uh-uh, I mean, yes. I’m calling for, um, let me see, I’m calling for a Bob, Robert Mantle.”


“You takin’ his boxin’ class?” the man’s voice asked. He was black, probably from the eastern South—Charleston would have been my bet.


“Yes,” I said. “Yes I am.”


“He’s not here.”


“I wanted to, um, to take his class. You know, I want to get in shape and I always liked boxing. My cousin Shawn takes karate but I don’t like all that kicking.”


“Bobby’s beginner class is at ten in the morning Mondays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays. If it’s your first day you need to have real boxer’s trunks, not no swimmin’ suit, and regulation eight-ounce gloves. If you don’t have the right trunks and gloves Bobby won’t let you take class, he won’t even let you watch.”


“Okay,” I said in a gentle voice that wasn’t mine.


“It costs eight dollars a class up front. You could come tomorrow. You don’t have to have all that stuff because Bobby’s away and Tommy’s teachin’ his class. Tommy lets you wear sweatpants or swimmin’ trunks. He don’t care what you look like, only how you fight.”


“That’s too bad. I heard that Mantle was a good teacher.”


“I don’t know where you heard that,” the voice told me. “Tommy Latour could fight rings around Bobby. That’s how they met—when Tommy was kickin’ Bobby’s ass in a ring in Las Vegas.”


“That’s Hardcase Tommy Latour?” I asked, maybe a little out of character.


“I gotta go, man. Be here before ten with eight dollars and Hardcase will teach you how to spar.”


“Thank you.”


The gym worker hung up without telling me good-bye. I wasn’t bothered, however.


Outside the big kitchen window grew a spindly, fourteen-foot pomegranate tree. That and the master bedroom’s bathroom’s huge bathtub were two of three major factors in me buying that house. I loved having real fruit growing in my yard. There was a lemon tree out back.


I was a country boy at my core. If I didn’t think the neighbors would go crazy I would have dug up the front lawn and put in a vegetable garden. I might have built a chicken coop in the backyard and replaced my fire-engine red speedster with a donkey or mule.


I knew that I wanted off the Goldsmith case, because of my daydreams. I always had rural thoughts when I wanted to get away from troubles. Black Southerners didn’t leave the farm for the lure of the big city; we left because of grinding poverty and the oppression of racism that was so pervasive it was like the heavy atmosphere of a much larger planet.


I had taken one step into the conundrum of the missing rich girl. If it was any other job I could have still backed out. But Tout Manning was right. I couldn’t say no to the mayor’s minions. They might have been his creatures, they might have been indentured while I was a free man—but they were like hunting hounds, and I was either going to point out the prey or fall victim to their snapping jaws.


I couldn’t quit the job but I could pretend that I wasn’t on it, at least for one night.


I walked upstairs and wandered around the rooms.


Feather’s bed was already made and there was a multicolored throw rug between it and her maple desk. I could see in her neatness my attention to detail.
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