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Praise for the Easy Rawlins series


‘Walter Mosley’s Easy Rawlins novels are a series of perfectly balanced concoctions of lust, violence, politics and race. You crack open a new one knowing exactly what sort of pleasure is in store’ Sunday Times


‘When I had finished reading A Little Yellow Dog, I went out and got all four of Walter Mosley’s previous Easy Rawlins novels and read them straight through … To write five novels about a character as interesting and complex as Easy and never to flag, never to miss a beat, is pretty amazing’ Guardian


‘What makes Mosley so important in American literature is not just his ability to pen novels that grab you by the throat, but the way his heroes reflect the uncertainty, the fears, and the moral dilemmas of America’ Daily Express


‘It should not be held against Walter Mosley that his books have been praised by the President of the United States … Mosley captures the era with masterful dialogue, subtle social comment and a total command of place and time. Even Clinton can be right’ The Times


‘Mosley has claimed his turf – and heaven help anyone who tries to get in his way’ Sydney Morning Herald




It was the dog’s fault.




A LITTLE YELLOW DOG





Walter Mosley
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CHAPTER 1


When I got to work that Monday morning I knew something was wrong. Mrs. Idabell Turner’s car was parked in the external lot and there was a light on in her half of bungalow C.


It was six-thirty. The teachers at Sojourner Truth Junior High school never came in that early. Even the janitors who worked under me didn’t show up until seven-fifteen. I was the supervising senior head custodian. It was up to me to see that everything worked right. That’s why I was almost always the first one on the scene.


But not that morning.


It was November and the sky hadn’t quite given up night yet. I approached the bungalow feeling a hint of dread. Images of bodies I’d stumbled upon in my street life came back to me. But I dismissed them. I was a workingman, versed in floor waxes and bleach—not blood. The only weapon I carried was a pocket knife, and it only pierced flesh when I cut the corns from my baby toe.


I knocked but nobody answered. I tried my key but the door was bolted from the inside. Then that damned dog started barking.


“Who is it?” a woman’s voice called.


“It’s Mr. Rawlins, Mrs. Turner. Is everything okay?”


Instead of answering she fumbled around with the bolt and then pulled the door open. The little yellow dog was yapping, standing on its spindly back legs as if he was going to attack me. But he wasn’t going to do a thing. He was hiding behind her blue woolen skirt, making sure that I couldn’t get at him.


“Oh, Mr. Rawlins,” Mrs. Turner said in that breathy voice she had.


The adolescent boys of Sojourner Truth took her class just to hear that voice, and to see her figure—Mrs. Turner had curves that even a suit of armor couldn’t hide. The male teachers at school, and the boys’ vice principal, made it a point to pay their respects at her lunch table in the teachers’ cafeteria each day. They didn’t say much about her around me, though, because Mrs. Turner was one of the few Negro teachers at the primarily Negro school.


The white men had some dim awareness that it would have been insulting for me if I had to hear lewd comments about her.


I appreciated their reserve, but I understood what they weren’t saying. Mrs. Idabell Turner was a knockout for any man—from Cro-Magnon to Jim Crow.


“That your dog?” I asked.


“Pharaoh,” she said to the dog. “Quiet now. This is Mr. Rawlins. He’s a friend.”


When he heard my name the dog snarled and bared his teeth.


“You know dogs aren’t allowed on the property, Mrs. Turner,” I said. “I’m supposed—”


“Stop that, Pharaoh,” Idabell Turner whined at the dog. She bent down and let him jump into her arms. “Shhh, quiet now.”


She stood up, caressing her little protector. He was the size, but not the pedigree, of a Chihuahua. He settled his behind down onto the breast of her caramel-colored cashmere sweater and growled out curses in dog.


“Quiet,” Mrs. Turner said. “I’m sorry, Mr. Rawlins. I wouldn’t have brought him here, but I didn’t have any choice. I didn’t.”


I could tell by the red rims of her eyelids that she’d been crying.


“Well, maybe you could leave him out in the car,” I suggested.


Pharaoh growled again.


He was a smart dog.


“Oh no, I couldn’t do that. I’d be worried about him suffocating out there.”


“You could crack the window.”


“He’s so small I’d be afraid that he’d wiggle out. You know he spends all day at home trying to find me. He loves me, Mr. Rawlins.”


“I don’t know what to say, Mrs.—”


“Call me Idabell,” she said.


Call me fool.


Mrs. Turner had big brown eyes with fabulously long lashes. Her skin was like rich milk chocolate—dark, satiny, and smooth.


That snarling mutt started looking cute to me. I thought that it wasn’t such a problem to have your dog with you. It wasn’t really any kind of health threat. I reached out to make friends with him.


He tested my scent—and then bit my hand.


“Ow!”


“That’s it!” Idabell shouted as if she were talking to a wayward child. “Come on!”


She took the dwarf mongrel and shoved him into the storage room that connected C2 to C1. As soon as she closed the door, Pharaoh was scratching to get back in.


“I’m sorry,” she said.


“Me too. But you know that dog has got to go.” I held out my hand to her. The skin was broken but it wasn’t bad. “Has he had his rabies shot?”


“Oh yes, yes. Please, Mr. Rawlins.” She took me by my injured hand. “Let me help.”


We went to the desk at the front of the class. I sat down on the edge of her blotter while she opened the top drawer and came out with a standard teacher’s first-aid box.


“You know, dog bites are comparatively pretty clean,” she said. She had a bottle of iodine, a cotton ball, and a flesh-colored bandage—flesh-colored, that is, if you had pink flesh. When she dabbed the iodine on my cut I winced, but it wasn’t because of the sting. That woman smelled good; clean and fresh, and sweet like the deep forest is sweet.


“It’s not bad, Mr. Rawlins. And Pharaoh didn’t mean it. He’s just upset. He knows that Holland wants to kill him.”


“Kill him? Somebody wants to kill your dog?”


“My husband.” She nodded and was mostly successful in holding back the tears. “I’ve been, been away for a few days. When I got back home last night, Holly went out, but when he came back he was going to … kill Pharaoh.”


Mrs. Turner gripped my baby finger.


It’s amazing how a man can feel sex anywhere on his body.


“He wants to kill your dog?” I asked in a lame attempt to use my mind, to avoid what my body was thinking.


“I waited till he was gone and then I drove here.” Mrs. Turner wept quietly.


My hand decided, all by itself, to comfort her shoulder.


“Why’s he so mad?” I shouldn’t have asked, but my blood was moving faster than my mind.


“I don’t know,” she said sadly. “He made me do something, and I did it, but afterwards he was still mad.” She put her shoulder against mine while I brought my other hand to rest on her side.


The thirty desks in her classroom all faced us attentively.


“Pharaoh’s a smart dog,” she whispered in my ear. “He knew what Holly said. He was scared.”


Pharaoh whimpered out a sad note from his storage room.


Idabell leaned back against my arm and looked up. We might have been slow dancing—if there had been music and a band.


“I don’t know what to do,” she said. “I can’t ever go back there. I can’t. He’s going to be in trouble and I’ll be in it with him. But Pharaoh’s innocent. He hasn’t done anything wrong.”


As she talked she leaned closer. With me sitting on the desk we were near to the same height. Our faces were almost touching.


I didn’t know what she was talking about and I didn’t want to know.


I’d been on good behavior for more than two years. I was out of the streets and had my job with the Los Angeles Board of Education. I took care of my kids, cashed my paychecks, stayed away from liquor.


I steered clear of the wrong women too.


Maybe I’d been a little too good. I felt an urge in that classroom, but I wasn’t going to make the move.


That’s when Idabell Turner kissed me.


Two years of up early and off to work dissolved like a sugar cube under the tap.


“Oh,” she whispered as my lips pressed her neck. “Yes.”


The tears were all gone. She looked me in the eye and worked her tongue slowly around with mine.


A deep grunt went off in my chest like an underwater explosion. It just came out of me. Her eyes opened wide as she realized how much I was moved. I stood and lifted her up on the desk. She spread her legs and pushed her chest out at me.


She said, “They’ll be coming soon,” and then gave me three fast kisses that said this was just the beginning.


My pants were down before I could stop myself. As I leaned forward she let out a single syllable that said, “Here I am, I’ve been waitin’ for you, Ezekiel Porterhouse Rawlins. Take my arms, my legs, my breasts. Take everything,” and I answered in the same language.


“They’ll be coming soon,” she said as her tongue pressed my left nipple through thin cotton. “Oh, go slow.”


The clock on the wall behind her said that it was seven-oh-two. I’d come to the door at six forty-nine. Less than a quarter of an hour and I was deeply in the throes of passion.


I wanted to thank God—or his least favorite angel.


“They’ll be coming soon,” she said, the phonograph of her mind on a skip. “Oh, go slow.”


The desks all sat at attention. Pharaoh whimpered from his cell.


“Too much,” she hissed. I didn’t know what she meant.


When the desk started rocking I didn’t care who might walk into the room. I would have gladly given up my two years of accrued pension and my two weeks a year vacation for the few moments of ecstasy that teased and tickled about five inches below my navel.


“Mr. Rawlins!” she cried. I lifted her from the desk, not to perform some silly acrobatics but because I needed to hold her tight to my heart. I needed to let her know that this was what I’d wanted and needed for two years without knowing it.


It all came out in a groan that was so loud and long that later on, when I was alone, I got embarrassed remembering it.


I stood there holding her aloft with my eyes closed. The cool air of the room played against the back of my thighs and I felt like laughing.


I felt like sobbing too. What was wrong with me? Standing there half naked in a classroom on a weekday morning. Idabell had her arms around my neck. I didn’t even feel her weight. If we were at my house I would have carried her to the bed and started over again.


“Put me down,” she whispered.


I squeezed her.


“Please,” she said, echoing the word in my own mind.


I put her back on the desk. We looked at each other for what seemed like a long time—slight tremors going through our bodies now and then. I couldn’t bear to pull away. She had a kind of stunned look on her face.


When I leaned over to kiss her forehead I experienced a feeling that I’d known many times in my life. It was that feeling of elation before I embarked on some kind of risky venture. In the old days it was about the police and criminals and the streets of Watts and South Central L.A.


But not this time. Not again. I swallowed hard and gritted my teeth with enough force to crack stone. I’d slipped but I would not fall.


Mrs. Turner was shoving her panties into a white patent-leather purse while I zipped my pants. She smiled and went to open the door for Pharaoh.


The dog skulked in with his tail between his legs and his behind dragging on the floor. I felt somehow triumphant over that little rat dog, like I had taken his woman and made him watch it. It was an ugly feeling but, I told myself, he was just a dog.


Mrs. Turner picked Pharaoh up and held him while looking into my eyes.


I didn’t want to get involved in her problems, but I could do something for her. “Maybe I can keep the dog in the hopper room in my office,” I said.


“Oh,” came the breathy voice. “That would be so kind. It’s only until this evening. I’m going to my girlfriend’s tonight. He won’t be any bother. I promise.”


She handed Pharaoh to me. He was trembling. At first I thought he was scared from the new environment and a strange pair of hands. But when I looked in his eyes I saw definite canine hatred. He was shaking with rage.


Mrs. Turner scratched the dog’s ear and said, “Go on now, honey. Mr. Rawlins’ll take care of you.”


I took a step away from her and she smiled.


“I don’t even know your first name,” she said.


“Easy,” I said. “Call me Easy.”




CHAPTER 2


“Hi, Easy,” EttaMae Harris greeted me in our common Texan drawl. She was an old friend who I was almost always happy to see—but not then. Etta worked with me, and the business I had just gotten through was nowhere near my job description.


She was standing outside of bungalow C. Behind her sprawled the nearly empty asphalt yard. The pavement gave off a yellowish glow in the dawn light. There were already two girls playing tetherball and a small group of boys sitting on the ninth-grade lunch court. Beyond them, at the southern end of the school yard, sat the fenced-off gardens. Up on a high grassy hill, behind me, stood the old brick buildings that housed the administration offices, library, and most of the classrooms of the school.


“Hey, Etta. How you doin’?”


She didn’t answer me, just turned her gaze down toward the shivering dog in my arms.


“It’s Mrs. Turner’s dog. They fumigated her house and she had to bring him in with her,” I said, happy that my old-time lying reflex was still intact. “I’ma put him back in the hopper room in the main office.”


“Uh-huh,” she said. “Yeah.”


We walked across the playground, past the nine classroom bungalows, to the larger tan structure that was the maintenance building; a building that the custodians and workmen called the main office.


“Nice day,” I said.


“Uh-huh,” Etta replied.


She rolled back the steel-encased fire door and I followed her in. It was a large room with a long rectangular table down the middle. The cluttered table was strewn with newspapers and magazines that the janitors, carpenters, and electricians read on their union-guaranteed coffee breaks. The walls were lined with shelves that held various cleaning materials.


In the back corner stood a large ash desk where I sat every afternoon administering the laborers who kept the school running.


Behind the desk was a door that led to my personal hopper room.


I unlocked the door to the deep storage closet and tossed Pharaoh in among the steel shelves. He yelped when he hit the chilly cement floor and I felt a coldhearted satisfaction.


“I thought you couldn’t have no animals not in a cage around here, Easy?” Etta asked.


“It’s just a special thing, Etta. Dog’ll be gone tonight.”


“Uh-huh,” she said for the third time.


“What’s wrong wit’ you?” I asked.


“All I can say is that you could take a niggah out the street but you sure cain’t pull him outta his skin.”


“What the hell is that s’posed t’mean?” My language got closer to the street as I got angrier.


“What you doin’ moanin’ an’ groanin’ up in that woman’s classroom?”


“What you doin’ sneakin’ at the door?” I asked back.


If we were men it might have come to blows. But EttaMae was nobody I wanted to fight. She was a large woman with powerful arms and I’d been in love with her, off and on, for my entire adult life.


Before she could reply the fire door slid open and Jorge Peña walked in.


Peña was a red-colored Mexican-American who was loose-limbed, chubby, and fast with a grin. He had a deadly handsome mustache and dark eyes that laughed silently and often.


“Mr. Rawlins, Miss Harris,” Peña greeted us. “How are you?”


“Jorge,” Etta said, pronouncing the name in English fashion.


“Hey, Peña.” I waved and went to sit down at the head of the table. I lit up the best-tasting cigarette that I’d had in a month and remembered, with a slight shock, what had happened down in bungalow C2.


Over the next fifteen minutes my whole day staff reported in. First came Garland Burns, my daytime senior custodian, a hale vegetarian from Georgia who was the only black Christian Scientist I knew. Helen Plates dragged in moaning about how tired she was. Helen was an obese blond Negro from Iowa who claimed her good health was due to the fact that she ate a whole pie every day of her life. Archie “Ace” Muldoon was right on time; he was the first white man who was ever properly in my employ. And finally, last as usual, Simona Eng appeared. She was an Italian-Chinese girl who was working her way through night school.


They were my work gang, my union brothers, my friends.


I had spent most of my adult years of hanging on by a shoestring among gangsters and gamblers, prostitutes and killers. But I never liked it. I always wanted a well-ordered working life. The Board of Education didn’t pay much in the way of salary but my kids had medical insurance and I was living a life that I could be proud of.


After some coffee and laughs I gave out the special jobs from reports and requests left on my desk.


Everybody set out on their daily tasks and the special jobs I gave. The cue for them to leave was me standing up; that meant it was time to go to work.


One of the notes was a request for me to appear in the office of the principal, Hiram T. Newgate. I took the long tier of granite stairs up past the large hill of grass to the older campus. By afternoon any one of us could have taken those steps at a run, but the first time was always hard.


Idabell was coming out of the side door of the administration building when I got there.


“Hi, Easy,” she said.


“Mrs. Turner,” I said with emphasis.


“Easy.”


“What?”


“I’ve got to go see about something.”


“What’s that?”


“Nothing important, I just have to leave the campus for a while.”


“You wanna get your dog?” I asked.


“No. No, I’ll be back a little later,” she said. “Easy?”


“Yeah?”


“What if Holly came down here to the school and tried to pull me right out of my classroom?”


“Don’t worry about that,” I said. A few kind words that I meant to keep her from fretting. But Mrs. Turner heard salvation in my voice.


“Oh, thank you,” she warbled.


She reached out for me but I pushed her hands down and looked around to make sure that no one saw.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just that I haven’t met such a good man in a long time.” She stood there for a moment, a kiss offered on her lips. When she saw that I wasn’t going to collect right then she smiled and went slowly past.


As I watched her descend the stairs I remembered reading the words “A good man is hard to find.” With somebody like Idabell Turner looking for him I could see why.




CHAPTER 3


Hiram Newgate had been principal at Sojourner Truth Junior High School for four months. In that time he had his office laid with thick maroon carpets, moved in a desk constructed from African ebony wood, and had teak shelving installed from ceiling to floor. He took the dictionary and its podium from the library and placed it in the window overlooking the coral tree that branched out over the main entrance of the school.


Principal Newgate, as he preferred to be called, always wore a dark suit with a silk tie of bold and rich colors.


“Come in, Rawlins.” Newgate held up the back of his hand and waggled his fingers at me.


“Mr. Newgate,” I said.


“Jacobi,” he said.


“Say what?”


“That jacket. Gino Jacobi line. Astor’s downtown is the only place that sells it.”


He knew his clothes. I did too. Ever since I wangled my job at the Board of Ed I decided that I was going to dress like a supervisor. I’d had enough years of shabby jeans and work shirts. That day I was wearing a buff, tending toward brown, jacket that had trails of slender green and red threads wending through it. My fine cotton shirt was open at the neck. The wool of my pants was deep brown.


“Aren’t you afraid to get those nice clothes dirty if you ever have to do some real work?” Newgate asked.


“You said you wanted to see me?” I replied.


Newgate had a smile that made you want to slap him. Haughty and disdainful, the principal hated me because I wouldn’t bow down to his position.


“I got a disturbing call this morning,” he said.


“Oh? What about?”


Newgate’s eyes actually sparkled with anticipation. “The man said that you’re the one who’s been stealing from the school.”


Over the previous year there had been three major thefts at the school. Electric typewriters, audiovisual equipment, and musical instruments. It wasn’t kids. The police thought that it was somebody who worked for the schools, because there was never any sign of a break-in—the thieves had keys.


But it wasn’t just Sojourner Truth that was hit. Almost every school in the district had been robbed at least once. The police were looking for someone who had access to a set of master keys. It was someone who moved from school to school.


It certainly wasn’t someone like me.


“It wasn’t just a prank?” I asked.


“He knew what was stolen. He told me about the three IBM Selectrics and the gold watch out of Miranda’s desk.”


“He said that?”


Newgate was watching me. I was used to it. White people like to keep their eyes peeled on blacks, and vice versa. We lie to each other so much that often the only hope is to see some look or gesture that betrays the truth.


“Why do you think that he would put the blame on you, Ezekiel?” Newgate asked, at once wondering and suspicious.


“I don’t know,” I said honestly. But I wasn’t feeling honest. I had a long history with the police—and it wasn’t pleasant. The police would have been happy to investigate my activities on the nights of the crimes. They’d also wonder at how I came upon my responsible position at the school.


“You sure that you don’t know anything, Ezekiel?”


“No, Hiram,” I replied. I might as well have slapped him; no one called Principal Newgate by his first name.


His jaw set hard and his hands got restless.


“I just want you to know that I’m here, Rawlins. I’m weighing every piece of information. Every piece,” he said.


“Okay. Let’s call the police right now.”


“What?”


“I said, let’s call the police. That’s what I’d do. When I find out about some crime I call the police. I don’t have anything to hide.” Bluff was all I had left.


The blood was rising under Newgate’s pale skin.


“You’re right, of course. It’s a police matter. I didn’t call you about that anyway,” he said. “I wanted to talk to you about Archie Muldoon.”


“What about him?” I asked.


I never liked Muldoon. The white teachers and workmen would often take him to the side and confide in him. He was always coming to me with problems that the white staff seemed more comfortable discussing with him.


A short man and balding, he was in his early fifties but wore a faded White Sox baseball cap which made him seem younger; a trick to fool people into not taking him seriously.


“I think he’s being wasted down there with you scrubbing out toilets and mopping halls,” Newgate was saying. “I mean, I don’t understand how you made Burns the head man when you’ve got an obviously more experienced man like Archie.”


“Being young doesn’t mean you’re not experienced, Mr. Newgate.”


“Anyway,” he said, dismissing my words, “at least you could cut Archie loose and let him come up here to work with me. You know you’re, um, so, uh, busy that you’re sometimes slow reacting to my requests.”


He said more but I stopped listening. I was thinking about how I’d often catch Muldoon staring at me over the coffee-break table, or from across the yard. It was a piercing stare. A white man’s stare that set off an alarm in my southern heart.


Maybe it was Archie who called in blaming me for a thief.


“Mr. Newgate,” I said, interrupting whatever it was that he was saying, “you’re the boss of the school. You call the shots. I mean, if you see a problem you come to me and I’m supposed to take care of it. If I don’t perform to your expectations, then you call the area office to complain—that’s what it says in the rule book. That’s how it works.”


“It would be better if you tried to work with me, Mr. Rawlins,” he said. “I came to this school to straighten things out.”


“Oh? I thought it was because Mrs. Jimenez had a stroke and the three people higher than you on the eligible list didn’t want the job.” I had been a fool with Mrs. Turner and I kept it up with Mr. Newgate.


“Will you let me have Archie?”


“No,” I said.


“I want you to reconsider, Mr. Rawlins.”


“Mr. Muldoon works for me. Any jobs you need done will come through me. Me or Mr. Burns.” It felt good to be standing up for myself. Too good. It’s amazing how ten minutes with a woman can turn you silly.


“This isn’t over,” Newgate said.


“I have to go.”


I left the principal to make my rounds of the plant.


The school, like Los Angeles, was a hodgepodge of this and that, old and new. It was once a series of brick buildings at the top of a hill named after President Polk and populated with Irish, Italian, and Jewish kids—all of them working-class or poor. There had been a large empty plot of land down the hill that the school used for a garden. When the population changed, and grew, most of the plot had been paved over. The garden shrank but it was still the size of half a city block. Bungalows were moved in to accommodate the larger student body and the school was renamed. Sojourner Truth; evangelist, suffragette, abolitionist, and—by her own account—a woman who spoke personally with God. By that time the neighborhood was primarily black but there were Mexicans and Asians too. That was still back in the days when all dark people were the same color.


It would have been a fertile ground for a teacher like Miss Truth. But she was dead and her name meant no more to the students, teachers, or parents than did that of President Polk.


My day went on at a natural pace.


A toilet exploded with the help of a quarter stick of dynamite; probably the doing of Brad Parkerhouse, our resident bad boy. Jorge and Simona disappeared for a while but by the time I got to search for them Jorge pretended that he’d been looking for me to ask if we needed to restock the outside johns with toilet paper. There was a pigeon infestation along the gutters of the older buildings and I had to direct the exterminators where it was safe to lay their bait.


Every now and then Idabell crossed my mind. I wondered who might have blamed me for stealing from the school. But mostly I went about my job like half a million other working men and women in the L.A. basin.


There’s a routine wherever you find people; even in a condemned man’s cell. I missed lunch but made it back to the main office by one-thirty to make sure that my people had finished their midday break and were off at work.


EttaMae was the only one there.


“Hi, Easy,” she said.


“You not mad anymore, Etta?”


“I wasn’t mad in the first place. Maybe disgusted. Maybe I was worried about you jeopardizin’ your job. But I wasn’t mad.”


“Okay. What you doin’ still here?”


“It’s Raymond. I got to go get him.”


I could live to a hundred and still the mention of that name would send a chill down my spine.


“He sick?”


“Naw. The other car broke down an’ he cain’t get in here.”


“He stuck out there at the house?” I asked.


“Uh-huh. You mind if I go get him?”


“Yeah, I mind. You go back to work, Etta. I’ll go an’ get Mouse.”


Etta smiled. “You always did look after Raymond,” she said.




CHAPTER 4


It felt good to be headed down toward Compton. EttaMae lived there with her son, LaMarque, and, sometimes, with his father—Raymond “Mouse” Alexander.


They were together again in the early sixties. Mouse had a change of heart there for a while and wanted to be a family man, a married man.


The change came about late in ’61. Sweet William Dokes had moved to L.A. from Jenkins, Texas. Sweet William was a barber and a guitar player, somewhere in his sixties. He was a dapper man who had taught Mouse everything about good dress and conduct with the ladies.


Mouse took his own slant on what William had to say and left broken hearts, broken heads, and more dead bodies than anyone knew throughout Texas and southern California.


Mouse was an old-time gangster. A tough who could work with you or go it alone. He wasn’t afraid of prison or death, and that made him the kind of man that people left alone. Even the police didn’t come after Raymond unless they were sure they had something on him.


The first man he killed was his stepfather, daddyReese Corn. Some years later he killed his stepbrother, Navrochet, in a back-alley duel.


Over the years many of my friends have asked me how I could be close with a man like Mouse. A man who was a cold-blooded killer.


I never tried to explain. How could I? In the hard life of the streets you needed somebody like Mouse at your back. I didn’t have a mother or father, or close family or church. All I had was my friends. And among them Mouse packed the largest caliber and the hardest of rock-hard wills.


When Sweet William came to town he and Mouse took to the streets together. They plied the pool halls and whorehouses; they gambled and drank deep. William always had his blues guitar with him and because of that they were welcome in almost every door.


People commented on how much they resembled each other. Both had slight builds and long-fingered hands. You would have sworn that they were related and not just good friends.


Raymond treated William like a father and a friend. They lived together and shared the same women. For six months William and Mouse were joined at the hip. And wherever they showed up there was a party going on.


I hadn’t seen much of them because I was sick for a while and then I went to work at the school. Mouse and William didn’t wake up until the afternoon; by the time they were out on the town I was already in my bed.


So I was a little surprised one day when I got home to find Raymond with my adopted children, Jesus and Feather. Mouse sat solemnly in my favorite sofa chair while Feather offered him a glass of green Kool-Aid. Jesus was sitting at the dining table doing his homework. He was a freshman in high school and, even though he could talk by then, Jesus was still a very quiet boy.


“Raymond, what you doin’ here?” I asked.


“Let’s take a ride, Easy,” he said. He stood up, ignoring the glass that five-year-old Feather proffered. Like all females she was in love with him.


“Okay,” I said. I could see that he meant business.


“Don’t you want your Kool-Aid, Uncle Raymond?” Feather asked.


I knelt down and kissed my little girl’s light brown face. “Put it in the icebox till he comes back, baby,” I said. “We got to talk about something right now.”


We went out to my Pontiac and we drove off. I took a southeastern route because, like I said, that was the 1960s and black men couldn’t take a leisurely drive in white Los Angeles without having the cops wanting to know what was going on.


“It’s all ’cause’a my dick, Easy,” Mouse said.


It worried me to hear his words because they indicated that Mouse had been thinking—he was always his deadliest when circumstances forced him to use his mind.


“What’s that, Raymond?”


“You know I got me a big dick,” Mouse answered. “That’s a fact. I don’t know what the girls think about it but you know I like it just fine.”


I was impatient but with Raymond you had to let the story unwind. He couldn’t be rushed, so I concentrated on the white line.


“I mean, sometime it might be saggin’ a little but I could always get the mothahfuckah hard.” He slapped his steely finger against the dashboard. “You know Tisha?”


“Lawrence?”


“Naw, Burnett. Live over in the Russell projects.”


“I don’t think so.”


“She work for John, waitress over there. Sour-faced bitch, but she fine, an’ she know it too.”


“What about her?”


“I’ont know, Easy. I’ont know what happened. We was drinkin’ red wine. Maybe that’s it. But my dick was hangin’ down just like a goddam water hose. An’ you know Tisha didn’t like that at all. She say I’m a faggot and a punk. She said to get outta her house ’cause she need a man who could get hard for her.”


“An’ what you do?” I asked. I asked because he was my friend—but I really didn’t want to know.


“I went down to my house and started drinkin’. I was mad. Mad at my own goddam dick. When I got up it was early in the morning’, ’bout four. I don’t know what got into me, Easy. I started talkin’ to myself like I was crazy. Talkin’ ’bout Tisha. And the more I talk the madder I get. Before you know it I’m out in my car headed for the projects.”


We were driving down Hauser. It was a sunny day, I remember. But the shadows seemed darker than usual. The people, out in front of their houses, looked grim.


“I pult up in front’a the projects; I was gonna get that bitch out the bed. You cain’t talk to me like that an’ get away wit’ it. Shit. For all I knew she got on the phone after I was gone an’ told ev’rybody.” Mouse stopped and stared angrily out at the street.


When we pulled up to a red light I turned and asked, “What did you do?”


“William was comin’ outta the courtyard when I drove up. He was walking’ across the street to his car but when he see me he smile an’ grab on his thing. ‘Hey, Raymond,’ he say. ‘You sure right, man. That Tisha’s like satin.’ Like satin.”


The car behind us honked and I looked up to see that the light was green. I drove across the street and parked at the curb. I couldn’t stand the tension of driving and listening to that story at the same time.


“I didn’t mean to hit him,” Raymond said. “You know that woman didn’t mean a damn thing t’me. When William hit the ground I knew I was wrong. I was gonna say I was sorry. I was gonna buy him a drink—but he went for his gun, Easy. I swear he did.”


No more had to be said. I knew that Sweet William Dokes’s corpse was laid out on a slab somewhere.


“Cops picked me up at the house an’ took me down to jail this mornin’, but they didn’t give fuck. They knew we’d been runnin’ together. One of ’em hit me a couple’a times an’ when I didn’t break down they let me go.”


Raymond was crying. Not blubbering or shaking, but there were real tears in his eyes. I had never seen him even sad over anything he’d done. Seeing him cry brought tears uncontrollably to my own eyes.


I didn’t know what to say.


Maybe just sitting there is what changed him. Maybe being in my company, coming from my house, he got the idea to go straight.


We sat there at the curb until sunset. The skies turned a black-tinged orange. We sat silently. I was thinking that my new life as a workingman was a good idea.


As it turned out Mouse was thinking the same thing.


When the streetlamps came on I drove us back to my house. Mouse didn’t come in. He got in his car and drove out to EttaMae, his ex-wife and soon to be wife-again.


Etta called me the next day. She wanted jobs for both her and Raymond at the Board of Education. It was easy to get her in. She was a hard worker and had a clean work record.


The only job Raymond had ever held was making license plates at the state prison at Chino while doing five years for manslaughter.


But I was good at making things happen. I got Raymond a job as janitor under my supervision. And, so far, he did it just fine.


Southeast L.A. was palm trees and poverty; neat little lawns tended by the descendants of ex-slaves and massacred Indians. It was beautiful and wild; a place that was almost a nation, populated by lost peoples that were never talked about in the newspapers or seen on the TV. You might have read about freedom marchers; you might have heard about a botched liquor store robbery (if a white man was injured)—but you never heard about Tommy Jones growing the biggest roses in the world or how Fiona Roberts saved her neighbor by facing off three armed men with only the spirit of her God to guide her.


Etta lived in a small house that was by itself on a large lot. She had fruit trees and a large garden. There was a tan Ford parked on the lawn.


Raymond Alexander, wearing a soft gray work shirt and matching pants, was looking under the hood. He didn’t get down in it but merely looked from a safe distance. Mouse might have changed but he wasn’t ever going to get dirty if he didn’t have to.


“Mouse,” I said from my open window.


“I think it’s the generator, man. Battery spark just fine,” he said, not even looking in my direction.


“Jump in,” I told him. “I’ll take you to work.”


We took the long way back. I stopped by my Magnolia Street apartment building, and a smaller place I owned on Denker. I was still in the real estate business in a small way. But I no longer dreamed of making a fortune on speculation.


We didn’t even get out of the car. I just wanted to see the places.


Raymond sat next to me, quiet and thoughtful. He drew his right knee up to his chin and smoked a Chesterfield. He reminded me of a man sitting in a solitary cell. There was nothing to complain about because there was no one who could hear him.


“You ever go to church, Easy?” Mouse asked when we were about a mile from Sojourner Truth.


“I been in one or two, even on a Sunday sometimes, but I don’t think you could say that I ever properly went to church, not since I’ve been a man.”


“Oh. Uh-huh.”


“You thinkin’a goin’ to church, Ray?”


“I don’t know.”


That was a long talk for us at the time.




CHAPTER 5


There were at least sixteen police cars parked around the entrance gate of the new school yard. As I approached the external parking lot a uniformed cop stepped out and put up his hand to stop me.


“You’ll have to turn around,” the young white cop told me.


“What happened here?”


“You’ll have to turn around now.” There was no give in his voice.


“I’m the head custodian at the school, officer,” I said. “Mr. Rawlins.”


“You have keys to the buildings in the garden?”


“Yes I do.”


“Then pull around here. Go up to the garden gate and ask for Sergeant Sanchez.”


I turned to Raymond and said, “You better head over to the main office.”


“Huh?” Mouse seemed unaware of the police activity around us.


“Go on and get ready to start your shift.” I didn’t want Raymond to be anywhere around the cops if a serious crime had been committed. Ex-convicts make the best suspects.


“Okay, man,” Raymond said. He got out of the car and made his way slowly across the asphalt yard. Mouse might have changed, but he certainly wasn’t what anybody would call normal. I don’t think you would have gotten a rise out of him if the Russians dropped the bomb on New York City.


I drove a little way up the block and parked in front of the school’s garden gate.


Two uniforms stopped me there. I identified myself and asked for the sergeant. They pointed out a man standing between two large lemon bushes at the front of the glass-walled garden classroom. He was a tall, weedy man wearing a cheap gray suit with no tie. Mexican definitely, dark Mexican. He was talking to Jorge. I could tell by the way Jorge held his head that they were speaking in Spanish.


When I approached, Sanchez gave me a hard look.


“This is Mr. Rawlins, sergeant,” Jorge said. And to me, “Sergeant Sanchez.”


“What’s goin’ on?” I asked.


There was a start of recognition in the policeman’s eyes; recognition that was quickly replaced by suspicion. Sanchez twisted his head toward a stand of bamboo that Wayne Ito, the gardener, kept toward the back of the gardening plots. I followed him and Jorge as they pushed through the long stalks.


On the other side of the bamboo wall stood Hiram Newgate and the gardening teacher, Mr. Glenn. There were also eight cops—in and out of uniform. Laid out on the ground in front of them was the handsomest corpse I’d ever seen. A tall man in brown tweed with curly dark hair that had been oiled. His shoes were fine-crafted snakeskin and his hands were held up over his head in a feminine pose. I didn’t think he was a white man; his skin was dark olive and his nose was wider than most Caucasian’s. I wasn’t claiming him for a Negro either. His racial roots could have been from at least four continents, or a thousand islands around the world.


His left temple was concave and deeply discolored. His eyes were rolled up to the top of his head but, too late, they had seen truth.


“Who is he?” I asked, turning to Sergeant Sanchez. I found him studying me.


“Is the gate here usually locked?” he asked without a trace of an accent. There was an education in his diction; a hard-earned learning that came from the late-night interrogations of used and battered textbooks.


“Always,” I said. “Unless there’s an afternoon class going on.”


“Nobody saw him come in.” The sergeant seemed to be challenging me. “He didn’t sleep here.”


There wasn’t anything for me to say.


“Do you recognize him, Mr. Rawlins? Have you ever seen him around here?” Sanchez was taking me in. Maybe he could smell the residue of the street on me.


He’d gag if he ever got a whiff of Mouse.


“Does he look like somebody who’d be here?” Newgate demanded. “He’s obviously a thief or a crook who was killed and dropped here. Listen, sergeant, we’re going to have to try and keep the children away from here. I have to go organize the teachers. So I hope you don’t mind if I leave.”


“You can go,” Sanchez said. “But I’ll need Mr. Rawlins and Mr. Glenn. I’ll need you men to help us look around here. You might see something out of the ordinary that we’d miss.”


“I’ll get Simona,” Jorge said.


“Where is Simona?” I wanted to know.


“We took her in the classroom, Mr. Rawlins. It was me and her found the body. She took it kinda bad, you know.”


“Okay.” Sergeant Sanchez stuck out his bottom lip and nodded. He was very sure of himself. I’ve always been afraid of self-confident cops.


“I’d like to see her too,” I said.


“Make it fast, Mr. Rawlins. I want to get this investigation going.”


The garden course at Sojourner Truth consisted of Mr. Glenn’s afternoon lectures on seeds and zygotes and then going out to the garden plot where the students learned to plant and grow radishes. Mr. Glenn, who had majored in botanic biology at UCLA, gave his lectures in a glass-encased room that smelled of earth. There were no desks in the classroom, because the students were graded on a verbal quiz, given one on one, and on the health of their seedlings. The only furniture in the room, other than Mr. Glenn’s high metal desk, was four long benches where the students met for roll call before rushing out to the soil.


Miss Eng was sitting, head bowed and alone, on one of those benches. She was crying and holding one finger at the center of her forehead, her eyes still seeing that well-dressed corpse.


Jorge sat down and put his arm around her shoulders. He whispered something, and she rose. She looked at me and smiled, but there was no mirth in her heart.


“I never saw a dead man before,” she said.


“I better take her home, Mr. Rawlins. I don’t think she should drive.” Jorge was looking a little green himself.


“All right. We’re not gonna get much work done around here today anyway. You take care of yourself, Simona, you hear?”


She smiled again and let Jorge lead her away. I lingered a moment after they were gone. The empty room felt safe. I didn’t want to go back out to the police and that corpse; I was anxious but I had no reason to be. Still, I hung back checking to see that the floor had been properly swept and that the trash cans were empty.


Then I took a deep breath and went out to Mr. Glenn and the cops.


I went with them around the compound while Sanchez asked questions.


“You get many break-ins?”


“Not too many. Lately somebody got into the music room and took about a thousand dollars’ worth of horns.”


“I mean in the gardening compound,” he said.


“Oh, yeah.” I was offhanded. “The boys like to prove that they could climb a twelve-foot wire gate now and then. Once they get in they like to look around a little.”


“Why don’t you put barbed wire up top?”


“Why should I? They hardly ever break anything and the only thing they could steal is some vegetables.” I was bothered by the murder but all I wanted was for the sergeant to take the body away so that I could get back to work.


“How do you explain this?” he asked.


We’d come upon a slender toolshed that was used by the children to house the spades, hoes, and pitchforks when they were hand-weeding or harvesting.


There was a yard-deep hole dug near the shed. Next to the excavation was a small traveling chest that was caked with dirt. There was a canvas sack in the chest that seemed to be full but I couldn’t guess at what it held.


“I don’t know,” I said, answering the sergeant’s question.


“Looks like a hole,” one of the cops surmised.


“You don’t know anything about this?” Sanchez asked both me and Glenn.


A plainclothes cop was squatting by a shovel that lay near the mound of mud next to the hole. There was a deep dent in the scoop.


“I sure don’t know,” Mr. Glenn said.


I suppressed the “Me neither” that was in my mouth.


“Don’t you think you should?” Sanchez asked me just as if I had uttered my denial.


I didn’t have an answer for him.


“Do you have keys to the garden gate?” he asked us both.


“Of course I do,” said Mr. Glenn. In his brown suit and vest he resembled a limp football, with a hard dome of a forehead under a thatch of unruly brown hair.


“What do you mean?” I asked Sanchez.


“Do you have a key to the garden gate?” He spoke slowly, as if to a small child or an idiot.


“Naw, man,” I said. “I mean, why would you think that the killer had a key?”


I sounded smart—too smart. I showed that I knew what the cop was thinking. It was a mistake that I’d never made in the street.


Sanchez gave me an hard look and then said, “The gate was locked when your janitors got here, and there’s not a scuff on those fancy shoes. Somebody had a key.”


“Lots of people do,” I said. “The principal, my janitors, I do, Mr. Glenn does. There’s a set of master keys hanging up in my hopper room down in the maintenance office. Even the district gardeners have a set for when they drop by.”


Sanchez had his eyes on me.


“Anybody here last night?” he asked. “About four or five in the morning?”


“Not s’posed t’be. Nobody works on Sunday, and nobody works that late anyway.” Idabell Turner flitted across my mind but I turned my thoughts back to Sanchez’s questions.


“Where were you when the body was found, Mr. Rawlins?”


“I went to pick up one of my men. His car broke down and he needed a ride.”


“You always give taxi service to your janitors?”


“He’s my night man. If I don’t have a night man we won’t be ready for the morning. The hour or so gets paid back with a full night’s work. Anyway, I took my lunchtime to do it.”


Sanchez just stared. He was a living lie detector.


I was a living lie.


“You two can go now,” he said. “Mr. Rawlins, tell your people that I’ll be around either this afternoon or tomorrow morning. I’ll need to talk to each one of them.”


“Will do,” I said. I wanted to cooperate. I wanted to do my duty. I didn’t have anything to do with that man’s death. But the way Sanchez looked at me made me feel guilty—maybe he could smell something that I had yet to sense.




CHAPTER 6


“What is it, Easy?” Etta asked me at the main office. She was there with Raymond. It wasn’t his shift yet and he was waiting for three o’clock to come. He was smoking another Chesterfield and staring off into space. Maybe he was still thinking about church.


“They found a body out in the garden.”


“Murdered?”


“Uh-huh. He had his head caved in out behind Mr. Ito’s bamboo.”
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