
[image: Cover]


About the Author

Joseph Hansen wrote nearly forty novels in the course of a long career, but is best known for the ground-breaking series of twelve Dave Brandstetter crime novels. Brandstetter was a pioneering character: a tough private eye and happily uncloseted gay man. Hansen was an active campaigner for equal rights (though he disliked the word ‘gay’ and always described himself as ‘homosexual’). He founded the pioneering gay journal Tangents in 1965, hosted a radio show called Homosexuality Today, and was involved in setting up the first Gay Pride parade in Hollywood in 1970, the same year that the first Brandstetter novel was published. In 1992, he won a Lifetime Achievement Award from the Private Eye Writers of America. He died in 2004.


THE BOY WHO WAS BURIED THIS MORNING

Joseph Hansen

[image: Logo Missing]

www.mulhollandbooks.co.uk


This edition first published in Great Britain in 2014 by Mulholland

Books

An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Joseph Hansen 1979

The right of Joseph Hansen to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 444 78459 6

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


To Martin Fiddler Block for a lifetime’s cheerful friendship


1

Fog made shapeshifters of the trees. It lay milky in the hollows and crept in tattered strands along the ridges. Brush crackled. Crouching figures in helmets and belted coveralls flitted through the fog, guns gave muffled pops, the figures dropped or dodged behind tree trunks. Voices clamored, far off. Someone yelped, ‘I’m hit.’

‘I didn’t see any fog on the way here,’ Dave said.

‘It ain’t real,’ Roy Saddler said. ‘I bought the machinery off a movie studio that closed down.’ He hitched up his army fatigue pants. His heavy belly pushed them down again. He said proudly, ‘Only the Combat Zone gives you ground fog for your action pursuit games.’

‘Paintball,’ Enid Saddler said. She had a flat, prairie face, crinkled around the eyes, a flat, prairie voice. She wore a plaid cotton shirt and blue jeans. Her hips were skinny. She crossed her arms over flat breasts. ‘Paintball games,’ she told Dave. ‘That’s what we’ll be calling them from here on.’

‘Maybe you,’ Roy grunted. ‘Not me. Fancy-ass word. Shaves all the hair off it. Men don’t play ‘paintball.’’ He sneered. ‘Men play action pursuit. Search and destroy. That’s what men play.’ He coughed, hard, racked by the cough, bloated face turning red. He dropped his cigarette, stepped on it. ‘‘Paintball games.’’ He wheezed. ‘Shit.’

‘It’s not gonna get popular if folks think nobody comes but gun-crazy survivalists and soldiers of fortune and them,’ Enid said. ‘You heard that advertising man from the magazine—there’s a real future for us if we can get people past the idea this is for roughnecks. It’s healthy, wholesome outdoor recreation. Upscale, Roy—we got to go upscale.’

‘Sissified.’ Roy looked back toward the tall gateway framed of castoff telephone poles. Near this, among parked RVs, pickup trucks, and motorcycles, gangly, black-skinned Cecil Harris, beside a gleaming new Channel Three News van, held a microphone toward a bearded man with a beer can in his hand. Curly Ravitch, a balding youth in a droopy red sweat suit, trained a shoulder-mounted TV camera on the bearded man. Onlookers stood around, hip deep in fog. Roy said, ‘That killing done us more good than a million dollars worth of advertising in that asshole’s magazine. After tonight’s TV news and the morning papers, the Combat Zone will be the most famous outdoor recreation place in Southern California.’

‘If it don’t close us down,’ Enid said.

‘Don’t talk crazy. Is it our fault a stray shot from some cockeyed deer hunter way up yonder in the hills hits one of our customers? Accident, like the cops said. Can’t put us out of business. State’s fault, not ours.’

Enid opened her mouth to argue, but a young man came tramping out of the woods, looking dejected. ‘Got a cup of coffee for a dead man, Enid?’ Pink fluorescent paint had splashed his military camouflage suit. For a moment, Dave mistook the gun that hung from his hand for an Uzi. It wasn’t an Uzi. It was a toy. He pulled off a helmet that had a curved transparent face mask attached to it. Black makeup smeared his face.

Enid Saddler glanced at a watch on her bony wrist. ‘It’s Licorice Luke, ain’t it?’ she said, and moved away toward a shacky building that was half catering counter, half supply store, beside which other young men and women in camouflage sat on fallen logs, drank out of cans or paper cups, ate, talked, laughed. ‘You didn’t last long today. Sick or something?’ She took his arm and they strolled together across lumpy, leaf-strewn ground toward the shack. Those already there looked up and jeered good-naturedly.

‘Boy-howdy.’ Saddler chuckled and rubbed his hands together. ‘Build us barracks here, showers, mess hall, a real kitchen, serve real food. Be no stopping us after this.’

Dave said, ‘The police report says nobody knew him.’

‘He was pretty new. He come regular, but always alone,’ Roy said. He gestured at the grubby group around the coffee shack. ‘You take most of these—they come three, four, five together. Teams. Know each other, know how to play the game together, tactics, strategy, which one is best at this, that, the other, quickest, smartest. But this here Vaughn, he never come with nobody. Just showed up, paid, bought paintballs if he had to, hung around till enough singletons come, or a team that needed another player. Wasn’t long till they seen he was good, and he didn’t have to wait.’ Roy pinched a short cigarette from a shirt pocket, lit it with a wooden match that he scratched on the seat of his pants, coughed. ‘Thing about him was—it wasn’t a game to him.’ He cocked his head toward the laughing crowd. ‘Most of ’em that come don’t take it all that serious.’ He looked into Dave’s eyes with his bloodshot ones. ‘But this little Vaughn kid—he treated it like it was real combat, a matter of life and death.’

Dave said, ‘That’s how it turned out, didn’t it?’

Roy shook his head, snorted. ‘Freak accident.’

Dave pointed. Shaggy mountains loomed beyond the woods. ‘That’s National Forest land, up there?’

‘Full of fucking deer hunters,’ Roy said.

‘Maybe you should close down for the season,’ Dave said.

Roy glared. ‘Don’t go giving nobody else that idea.’

Dave watched the foggy woods again, where the shadowy make-believe jungle fighters crouched and scurried, the funny guns popped, voices called near and far. ‘It’s all lighthearted?’ he said. ‘All in the spirit of fun?’

‘Overgrown kids playing war,’ Roy said. He looked Dave up and down. ‘Cowboys and Indians in your time, right?’

‘Cops and robbers,’ Dave said. ‘All my life.’

Dave didn’t really give a damn about this case—if it was a case. He was going through the motions because Cecil had asked him to. Cecil was worried about him. Dave was taking Max Romano’s death too hard. Hell, Max was eighty when he died. The old restaurateur had had a long, cheerful run for his money, had certainly eaten and drunk his fill. Maybe it was surprising he’d lived so long. In the forty years Dave had known him, he’d always carried a lot of weight around. He’d only been thin once, a couple of years ago, when he’d tried to follow a diet on doctor’s orders. He couldn’t keep it up. It made him too miserable. Better to die fat and happy. Dave guessed Max had, if anybody ever did. At least it had been sudden. And in the surroundings Max loved best—his restaurant, laughing behind the bar.

But Dave hated his being dead, and hated what was about to happen to the restaurant. He couldn’t tally how many meals he’d eaten at Max’s down the years, how many friends he’d shared them with—some of those friends no longer living. Max had always kept a table for Dave in a far, quiet corner. Dave was having a lot of trouble picturing life without Max’s. He’d be lost. The bright-eyed young nephew from New York had told him on a parched-grass cemetery hillside after the funeral that the restaurant’s dark paneling, padded leather, stained glass were to be ripped out, in favor of white paint, beige carpeting, chrome-and-cane chairs, high walls of curved, clear glass. The rich foods and sauces were going too, to be replaced by the half-raw vegetables and pale, tasteless meats of nouvelle cuisine. The prospect made Dave shudder.

And this last week, in the hours when Cecil was away at the television station, Dave had slouched emptily around the house in the canyon, trying to read but staring blankly at the page instead, putting on tapes and when the music stopped not even noticing the silence, trying to watch old crime movies on the VCR and not seeing or hearing them. Forgetting to eat. Remembering to drink. Too often. Too much. Which was why Cecil had touted the strange death of Vaughn Thomas to him. To busy him with work. It was the best cure for grieving. Dave had learned that long ago. How Cecil knew it, young as he was, Dave couldn’t say, but he was grateful to him, and now he was out here in the ugly world again, trying to pretend what he was doing mattered.

He rolled the quietly rumbling brown Jaguar along a tree-shaded street of dignified, well-kept old apartment buildings, looking for an address Cecil had given him. The place Vaughn Thomas had been living. Before that stray bullet had struck him down in the fake fog at the farthest reach of the Combat Zone. If stray bullet it had been. Cecil doubted it.

‘He was keyed up,’ he told Dave. ‘Advertising is down at the end of the hall, but I pass there all the time. When his phone rang, he’d look at it like it was a rattlesnake. Sure, there were accounts out there, but there was something else out there too. And he didn’t want to hear from it, whatever it was. Jumpy? You never saw jumpy till you saw Vaughn Thomas. Not running scared—sitting scared.’

‘You said he was a hater,’ Dave said.

Cecil nodded. ‘Niggers, Jews, Hispanics, Asians, you name it. Never to anybody’s face. Too many of all those people around him all day long in the television business, the advertising business. But on the quiet, with that creep Kellaher in scheduling—you should hear the so-called jokes. ‘How many blacks does it take to roof a house? Depends on how thin you slice ’em.’ You know the kind.’

‘To my sorrow,’ Dave said. It was late at night. They sat on the long corduroy couch in the back building of the Horseshoe Canyon place. Shadows cast by a blaze in the big brick fireplace flickered in the rafters high above. They sat easy, legs stretched out. Dave sipped brandy, smoked, stared into the flames. ‘But haters make enemies.’

‘Just what I said. Vaughn Thomas dying by accident—I don’t buy it. I don’t care what Lieutenant Leppard says.’

Dave sighed. ‘All right. I’ll go with you tomorrow.’

Now tomorrow was today. After wrapping up at the Combat Zone, Cecil had gone with his crew back to the studios in the hills near Dodger Stadium. Dave had come here to the quiet streets of West L.A. He found a parking place for the Jaguar and stepped along a sidewalk toward an archway into a patio with a mossy fountain, shrubs, ferns, an olive tree. He climbed red-tile steps to a white stucco balcony and rang a doorbell. Its sound suggested the apartment was empty. Maybe Jemmie—that was the only name Cecil could give him for the young woman Vaughn had been living with—maybe she was at the mortuary. He turned away, and went down the steps, where a short, stocky man was sweeping the patio. His hair was gray, his round face pink, pleasant, unlined as a baby’s. He wore a faded Hawaiian shirt, ragged Bermuda shorts, sandals.

Dave showed him his license and said, ‘I’m looking for Jemmie.’

‘She is gone.’ He had a middle-European accent. ‘Yesterday, a well-dressed gentleman like you came by at noon, and not more than twenty minutes later, she departed. Suitcase in one hand, little Mike in the other. She had not even changed her clothes or combed her hair. In blue jeans, she left, and one of those bulky sweaters they like to wear. She had phoned for a taxi. It was out there waiting.’

‘Gone for good?’ Dave said.

He blinked up at the apartment door. ‘She did not say.’ He gazed at Dave with brown eyes innocent as a child’s. It crossed Dave’s mind that eyes like that would be worth a lot to a liar. ‘She took her clothes, and little Mike’s, but not Vaughn’s. I went up to see. His clothes are still there. Maybe she will return for those.’ He grunted to himself, wagged his head. ‘Maybe not. He is dead, poor boy. Dead man’s clothes, what use would she have for these?’

‘She didn’t speak to you when she left?’ Dave said.

‘Speak to me? She never thought of me.’ He lifted his arm to point with the broom handle and Dave glimpsed a blue tattoo, a concentration camp number. ‘That is my apartment over there. She could have stopped. I saw her—I see a lot from there. That window is like an extra television set.’ He went back to sweeping.

‘She didn’t tell you where she was going?’

‘No, no. She did not even look my way.’ The broom whispered, the dry leaves whispered back. ‘I only learned later what it was about. On the TV news.’ He glanced briefly at Dave. ‘Young Vaughn got shot, killed. The well-dressed gentleman must have brought Jemmie the bad news.’

‘You’d never seen him before?’ Dave said.

‘I do not see everything. I have to sleep and eat.’

‘Did Jemmie look frightened?’ Dave said.

The man made a neat pile of the leaves, then moved off to another quarter of the patio to clean up there. Dave followed. ‘She looked frightened most of the time.’

‘You seem an easy man to talk to, friendly,’ Dave said. ‘Did she ever tell you what she was frightened of?’

He leaned the broom against the rough gray rim of the fountain and held out his hand. ‘Kaminsky.’ He peered up with those soft, gentle eyes. ‘And you’d be …?’

‘Brandstetter. What frightened her, Mr. Kaminsky?’

‘A man named Dallas, that is what I heard her call him.’ Kaminsky got the broom again and took up sweeping. ‘Big tall brute—long hair, looked like he came out of the—the wilderness, what you call the backwoods.’

Dave put the folder away. ‘He came here?’

‘Not long after Vaughn and Jemmie moved in.’

‘Had they come from the backwoods too?’

‘I don’t know where they came from, but they were in luck. It is not easy to find nice apartments in L.A. But the people who were going to take it never returned, so I had it empty and waiting the day Vaughn and the girl and her little boy showed up. He claimed they were husband and wife and Mike was his son—but it was a lie. Anyone could see that. Jemmie and Vaughn both had dark hair, dark eyes, delicate bones. You can tell even now—by the size of his hands—that Mike will grow up to be like Dallas, big and rangy. And blond—of course, that he is already.’

‘They weren’t married,’ Dave said. ‘At least, on his job application at Channel Three he marked the ‘single’ box.’

‘Ja, well,’ Kaminsky said, ‘who cares about such details today?’ He chuckled, marveling. ‘What importance we once attached to matters of no meaning.’

‘We still do,’ Dave said. ‘What did this Dallas want?’

‘Jemmie. And Mike. Jemmie came to the door. For a moment, they just talked, then she began to shout at him. And he shouted right back at her. Both of them waving their arms. Very excited.’

‘Particulars?’ Dave said.

‘I could not hear.’ Now Kaminsky walked away. Out of sight, around a corner. In a minute he was back with a large green plastic bag and a square of cardboard. ‘One must be discreet.’ He knelt, pushed the sweepings onto the cardboard with the broom, and when Dave held the bag open for him, dumped them inside. With a small grunt, he rose and they repeated the process with the other three piles. ‘People are entitled to their privacy.’ He picked up the bulging bag, gathered the opening, and put a spin on it, then wired it shut with a quick twist of his fingers. ‘But what I saw I saw, and soon Vaughn came to the door. Dripping water. He had been in the shower, no? From down here, with that balcony in the way, he appeared naked. But when Dallas threw him down those stairs’—Kaminsky nodded—‘I saw that he had wrapped a towel around his hips. I ran to my door and shouted I was calling the police. And nothing more was required. Dallas gave me one look, ran down the stairs, jumped straight over Vaughn, and was across this patio and gone.’

‘Was Vaughn hurt?’ Dave said.

‘Only his dignity.’ Kaminsky grinned. ‘But this was foolish, was it not? I mean, a man of six feet five inches versus one of five feet six? It was no disgrace. But he was disgusted with himself. ‘Shall I call the police?’ I said.’

‘Well, that made him stop swearing. He said, ‘No thank you, Mr. Kaminsky. It was just a misunderstanding, among old friends.’’

‘Was he afraid of the police?’ Dave asked.

‘The idea terrified him. That is what I think. I started to ask if Dallas was Jemmie’s husband, Mike’s real father.’ Kaminsky picked up the trash bag and started off with it. ‘But I have managed apartments long enough to know better than to pry.’

‘That’s your guess, is it?’ Dave called after him.

‘That is my guess.’ Kaminsky once more disappeared around that corner. Dave waited. Then when he’d decided the interview was at an end, the man reappeared. ‘And it was not the last of this Dallas, either. He came back. Two or three times I saw him loitering in the neighborhood. Not an easy man to miss. The last time, Mike was out riding his plastic tricycle up and down the sidewalk, and I happened to glance out my front window, and here was Dallas, squatting down, talking to the child. I wasted no time. Immediately I went out there. And as soon as he saw me, he left. He had an old pickup truck with a camper on it. Got in this and rattled off. He did not return again. Not that I know of.’

‘Did you tell Jemmie about it?’

‘Of course, right away. She was in the laundry room. Turned white as the sheet she was folding, and ran out and fetched Mike and his wheels, and after that she never let him outdoors again, not unless she was with him.’

‘Was her last name Dallas?’ Dave asked.

Kaminsky shook his head. ‘She referred always to herself as Mrs. Thomas, Mrs. Vaughn Thomas. She seemed proud of it.’ Kaminsky glanced up at the closed door of the Thomas place. ‘A country girl, you know? Curious match. Vaughn wasn’t like this at all. College boy, rich boy. Spoiled. Sulky much of the time.’ Kaminsky snorted. ‘He did not like me. He did not like my name. Always he sneered it, smirking. ‘Ka-min-sky.’ What do people like that think—that only people named Thomas have a right to be here?’

‘People like that don’t think.’ Dave looked toward the archway and the street beyond. ‘A country girl. But you never asked her where she came from? She never told you?’

Kaminsky scratched his forehead, thinking. ‘Horses,’ he said at last. ‘She grew up around horses. That much she did say. And I believed her.’ He gave a nod to himself and told Dave, ‘Girls crazy about horses are different, not just here in America, but all over the world. Did you ever notice that? A little bit—what shall I say—boyish?’

‘Dallas will know where she came from. He came from the same place.’ Dave turned away, turned back. ‘You didn’t happen to get his license number, did you?’

Kaminsky looked abashed. ‘I am sorry.’

‘Don’t feel bad.’ Dave moved off. ‘I’ll find him.’

‘Wait.’ Kaminsky hurried after him. ‘It had a bumper sticker. Shocking. A double lightning bolt, faded, peeling. Like the Waffen SS.’ He stopped in front of Dave. ‘The TV news called Vaughn’s death an accident.’ Plainly excited about being part of a murder investigation, he was also worried, anxious. ‘You think Dallas killed him?’

‘I think it would be easy to walk into the Combat Zone carrying a real gun,’ Dave said. ‘No one would notice.’
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Ngawi Smith unfolded from his yellow cab in hinged lengths of white-clad leg that when he was fully upright had him towering over Dave. ‘No, sah,’ he said happily, showing rows of terrific white teeth. He pushed an embroidered African cap back on his neatly barbered head. ‘I remember her because she was so frightened. She held on to the little boy in the back seat here’—he gestured with a long-fingered hand, as if Jemmie and Mike were still his passengers—‘as if someone wanted to snatch him from her, and she kept looking out the rear window every few seconds, afraid we were being followed. ‘No one is following us,’ I told her. I would know, you see.’ He bent his knees slightly, and for a moment used a shirttall to polish the mirror fastened to the door. ‘I always know when that is happening.’

‘Does it happen often?’ Dave said. The sun glared off the pale yellow stucco of the Greyhound bus station at the beach and made him squint. Placa had been spray-painted on the stucco, in black, in red, as high as human arms could reach—messages, boasts, threats, in symbols and codes only gang members could read. There had been less of this the last time Dave had passed here. There was so much of it now, it was all tangled up. He expected it would soon be painted over. Again. ‘Are you followed a lot?’

‘When I am,’ the tall black said, ‘I find a well-lighted place, a shopping mall parking lot maybe, and swing in there, and stop the cab, and get out, and open the door for the passenger, and order him out. I am not getting assassinated for the sake of a cab fare. There is a lot of shooting going on in the streets these days. And with these AK-47s and the other automatic rifles, everyone dies. Not just the target. They cannot really be controlled.’

‘You get a nice class of passenger,’ Dave said.

Smith raised and lowered his shoulders. ‘They look like anyone else. But their bags do not contain clothing. Drugs perhaps? Bundles of cash? Videotape masters? Who can say? They are almost always on their way to the airport. But if they wish to risk their lives in crime, that is no affair of mine. I dare not be killed or even wounded. I have a family in Nigeria, and it is my plan to save enough money to bring them here. My mother, my wife, my two children.’

‘A hell of a place to bring anybody,’ Dave said.

‘Ah.’ Smith grinned. ‘You do not know Nigeria. Now, Nigeria—that is a ‘hell of a place.’’ He laughed.

Dave sighed, turned, looked across the street to the palisades, lawns, flower beds, old palm trees, railed paths, the ocean a gunmetal color with the sun glaring off it. Fancy kites bobbed and swooped above the beach, trailing ribbons. Gulls soared and cried. ‘Jemmie Thomas had one suitcase, is that right?’

‘Rather a large one, and heavy.’ Smith nodded. ‘As if it contained all her worldly goods. Brown simulated leather. Soft. And a handbag, one of those large, shapeless ones, worn over the shoulder on a long strap.’

‘And you don’t know where she was headed?’

‘I carried the grip for her into the station, and set it at the ticket counter,’ Smith said. ‘She put a dollar in my hand and thanked me. A dozen persons were lined up to buy tickets. I could see out the window, someone had already got into my cab here at the curb. So I did not stay long enough to learn to what destination she bought a fare. Sorry.’ He frowned, and bent above Dave, craning a long neck. His breath smelled of chewing gum, sweet, spicy. ‘Can you tell me? What was she so frightened of?’

‘Somebody shot the man she was living with,’ Dave said. ‘Not in her presence. He was away, playing weekend games. Action combat. You ever hear of it?’

Smith looked blank and shook his head.

‘It’s like military exercises,’ Dave said, ‘only just for fun. They pretend to be soldiers, dress up in camouflage outfits and run around in the woods, potting at each other with balls of paint.’

Smith laughed disbelief. ‘What a mad country. Do they not know that war is not a game? Where I come from—’

‘Not most of them,’ Dave said. ‘Too young.’

‘And someone killed him there?’ Smith said.

‘He knows it wasn’t a game,’ Dave said. ‘Now.’

‘And his wife—Jemmie. She too knows.’ Smith drew in air sharply. ‘Does she know who did it?’

‘Looks that way,’ Dave said, ‘doesn’t it?’

‘She was young.’ Smith took off his beautiful cap and turned it in his fingers, watching it thoughtfully. ‘She would have living parents. Perhaps she was only running home.’ That his own home was hopelessly far away hollowed his voice. ‘That is what we all wish to do at such times.’

‘The wish doesn’t stop, even when there’s no home to go to.’ Dave watched a blue-and-white bus spattered with dried mud creak up off the street and pass in, roaring, at the smoky entryway of the station garage. ‘I have to find out where Jemmie Thomas’s home is. And I haven’t much time. Thanks.’ He poked a ten-dollar bill into the shirt pocket where Smith kept a fasces of ballpoint pens. Smith put his cap back on. Dave crossed sandy sidewalk to the hand-smeared glass double doors of the station and pushed inside.

Passengers from the newly come bus trailed with their luggage into the waiting room. The blue-and-white paint of the room was scratched, scarred, incised with initials, sprayed with graffiti. Coin-operated television sets bolted to chrome plastic-cushioned chairs had gray faces. All but one. A pair of brown-skinned little kids in Levis and King Kong T-shirts watched cartoons on that one. They occupied the same chair and wiggled, elbowed, and kicked each other without once taking their glossy brown eyes from the muscular warriors snarling and shooting fire-spitting assault rifles on the tube. Field workers with straw hats pulled down over their eyes slept on other chairs. Women guarded scuffed suitcases and twine-tied cartons. A stubbly-haired blond teenage boy in grubby yellow surfer trunks leaned beside a door whose sign said MEN. He looked bored, but he was watchful. He noticed everybody who came and went. When his look caught Dave’s, he smiled sourly, and his dull blue eyes said, Do you want me? You can have me.

Dave got into line at the ticket counter where one station was open, three closed. It seemed longer, but in five minutes he was facing a fat black agent who wore a blue uniform with a jauntily tilted cap. Dark glasses covered her eyes, but he sensed her totting up the cost of his clothes, sensed her wonder at meeting here a man who had that kind of money. But she merely smiled a practiced smile and asked him where he wanted to go.

He showed her his license and said, ‘Yesterday, at two in the afternoon, a small, dark young woman with a little blond boy about five or six years old took a bus out of here. Blue jeans and a sweater, one suitcase and a shoulder bag. Do you remember her?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t,’ the agent said. ‘I’m sorry, but I see too many people. ’Less they dressed in a gorilla suit or something, I’m not likely to remember.’

‘I need to know where she went,’ Dave said. ‘It could be a matter of life and death.’

The woman flipped open a loose-leaf book. ‘Yesterday, at two?’ She ran a finger down a plastic-covered printed list. ‘Buses that next hour left up the coast for Santa Barbara, inland for Santa Ana, and down south for San Diego’—she looked up—‘so that don’t exactly narrow it down for you, does it? I’m sorry.’

‘Thanks for trying,’ Dave said. He turned to leave the counter and felt a bump. ‘Excuse me,’ he told the little old woman behind him. Her face was brown and deeply wrinkled by sun, weather, years, and when she opened her mouth to speak he saw she had no teeth. She said in Spanish:

‘The little sparrow has taken your wallet.’

Dave turned in time to see a flash of yellow disappear into the garage. He ran that way. The garage was a bleak cement cavern that smelled of exhaust fumes, gasoline, tires, and five hundred thousand miles of country highway. Greasy-handed men in coveralls serviced engines. Filipino women with hair wrapped in white vacuumed inside the buses, sprayed and wiped windows. Drivers leaned against the buses, smoking, laughing, tilting up shiny cans of soda pop.

Dave stepped quickly among the buses, looking this way, that way, but the little sparrow had flown. Dave tried a door at the rear of the garage and found himself in a gritty, sunstruck lane parked tight with cars of citizens playing truant on the sand. Far down the lane, a boy and a girl lifted purple surfboards out of the back of a pickup truck. A fifty-year-old skateboarder with skin like leather and white hair on his sagging chest zigzagged between the parked cars. But yellow tail had vanished.

Wanly, Dave slid a hand into the inner jacket pocket where he’d kept his wallet. The touch he’d felt there had been light and fleeting. Funny. He’d marked the kid for a hustler. Instead he was a pickpocket, and a good one. With a wry laugh and a shake of his head, Dave started along the lane, peering into trash modules. Sometimes they took only the cash and threw the rest away.

On the red-tile doorstep of the large, white Spanish colonial that rose back of trees on a long, broad slope of lawn and flower beds in Beverly Hills, he waited for such a time that he began to wonder if anyone was home. Then the carved door with its black wrought-iron knocker opened, and a young man looked at him. He was in shirt sleeves, the knot of his necktie dragged down, bluish beard stubble on his smooth jaws. He wore his hair long, like a rock musician. But it needed tending to. He looked frazzled, exhausted. A blue pencil was between his teeth. He took off horn-rimmed glasses and blinked at Dave with eyelashes so dense, black, and long they looked artificial. His eyes were bloodshot.

‘Yes?’ he said. ‘What is it?’

‘Dave Brandstetter’—he held out a business card—‘to see Mr. and Mrs. Thomas, please?’

‘Mr. and Mrs. Thomas just lost their son,’ the young man said. ‘They’re tired of being pestered. They deserve some privacy, for Christ sake.’

‘I won’t stay. I’m a private investigator, looking into the disappearance of the young woman Vaughn was living with.’

The young man jerked in surprise. ‘Disappearance?’

‘I thought the Thomases might know where she’s gone.’ Dave stepped at him, and he reflexively backed off. In the cool entryway, Dave took the door from him and closed it. ‘I know it’s an intrusion, but it’s important.’

‘They don’t know anything about her,’ the young man said. ‘They only met her once.’

Dave said, ‘Who are you? What do you know about her?’

‘O’Neil.’ The young man pushed the glasses into a shirt pocket and held out his hand. ‘Neil O’Neil. I work for Thomas Marketing. I’m Mrs. Thomas’s assistant.’

Dave shook his hand and let it go. ‘And Jemmie? Did you ever meet her?’

O’Neil turned his head, looked at Dave from the corners of his eyes. ‘Private investigator? Working for whom?’

‘Channel Three.’ It was as good a lie as any. ‘Their employee insurance company. Perhaps she went home. Do you know where that is?’

O’Neil shrugged. ‘Some backwoods place. All she had to do was open her mouth for you to know that. Her daddy breeds saddle horses. That’s all I know.’

‘A place with no name?’ Dave said.

‘Not that I ever heard. You see, Vaughn went—’

From some place far off and high up in the house a woman’s voice called, ‘Neil—where the hell are you? Who is the fascinating conversationalist—Dr. Samuel fucking Johnson?’

‘Jesus,’ O’Neil said. He turned and started toward a tiled, iron-railed, spiral staircase housed in a white-walled round tower with slit windows. ‘You’ll find Mr. Thomas in there.’ He gestured at an archway and ran up the stairs two at a time.

Dave called after him, ‘Ask Mrs. Thomas to come down for a moment, please?’ Dave waited at the stair foot. Faint sounds leaked down to him, the beeping of electronics, the whine of a computer printer, the electronic ring of a telephone. Was this a house in mourning? It sounded more like business as usual.

‘I’m really terribly busy.’ A woman in her mid-forties came down the stairs with a clack of heels. She was dressed in blousy clothes, scarves, pants—the dominant color was peach. Even her hair was peach. ‘Just what is it you want to know?’
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