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ONE


‘Wanna play pit bull polo, dude?’


‘What’s that?’


‘It’s something I learned when I worked Metro Mounted Platoon.’


‘It’s weird thinking of you as a cowboy cop.’


‘All I know about horses is they’re assholes, man. But we got the overtime there. You know my little Beemer? I wouldn’t have that if I hadn’t worked Metro. My last year in Metro I made a hundred grand plus. I don’t miss those crazy horses but I miss that OT money. And I miss wearing a Stetson. When we worked the mini-riot at the Democrats convention, a hot little lobbyist with nipples big enough to pack up and leave home said I looked like a young Clint Eastwood in that Stetson. And I didn’t carry a Beretta nine then. I carried a six-inch Colt revolver. It looked more appropriate when I was sitting on a horse.’


‘A wheel gun? In this day and age?’


‘The Oracle still carries a wheel gun.’


‘The Oracle’s been on the job nearly fifty years. He can wear a codpiece if he wants to. And you don’t look like Clint Eastwood, bro. You look like the guy in King Kong, except you got even more of a beak and your hair is bleached.’


‘My hair is sun-streaked from surfing, dude. And I’m even two inches taller in the saddle than Clint was.’


‘Whatever, bro. I’m a whole foot taller on the ground than Tom Cruise. He’s about four foot ten.’


‘Anyways, those pacifist demonstrators at the convention center were throwing golf balls and ball bearings at our horses, when twenty of us charged. And dude, when you get stepped on by a fifteen-hundred-pound animal, it sucks bad. Only one horse went down. He was twenty-eight years old, name of Rufus. That fried him. Had to retire him after that. One of those Jamba Juicers threw a lit trash bag at the one I was riding, name of Big Sam. I beat that bitch with my koa.’


‘Your what?’


‘It’s like a samurai sword made of koa wood. The baton’s about as useless as a stalk of celery when you’re up there on a horse seventeen hands high. Supposed to strike them in the clavicle, but guess what, she juked and I got her upside the head. Accidentally, wink wink. She did a loop de loop and ended up under a parked car. I saw a horse get stuck with a knitting needle by one of those tree fuckers. The horse was fried after that. Too much stress. They retired him to Horse Rescue. They all get fried sooner or later. Just like us.’


‘That sucks. Sticking a horse.’


‘That one got a TV interview at least. When cops get hurt, nothing. Who gives a fuck? When a horse gets hurt, you get on TV, maybe with that Debbie D-cup news bunny on channel five.’


‘Where’d you learn to ride?’


‘Griffith Park. A five-week course at the Ahmanson Training Center. Only horse I ever rode before that was on a merry-go-round, and I don’t care if I ever ride another one. Got the job ’cause my sister-in-law went to high school with the platoon lieutenant. Horses’re assholes, man. An RTD bus can pass you three inches away at sixty miles an hour and the horse doesn’t blink. A little piece of paper blows in his face all of a sudden and he bucks you clear over a pile of tweakers and base heads sleeping on a skid-row sidewalk at Sixth and San Pedro. And you end up in Momma Lucy’s shopping cart with her aluminum cans and refundable bottles. That’s how I got a hip replacement at the age of thirty. Only thing I wanna ride now is a surfboard and my Beemer.’


‘I’m thirty-one. You look a lot older than me.’


‘Well I ain’t. I just had a lot to worry about. They gave me a doctor that was so old he still believed in bleeding and leeches.’


‘Whatever, bro. You might have progeria. Gives you those eyelid and neck wrinkles, like a Galapagos turtle.’


‘So you wanna play pit bull polo or not?’


‘What the fuck is pit bull polo?’


‘Way I learned, they trailered ten of us down to Seventy-seventh Street on a night when they decided to sweep a three-block row of crack houses and gangsta cribs. Whole fucking area is a crime scene. Living next to that is what razor wire was made for. Anyways, all those Bloods and Crips have pit bulls and rotties and they let them run loose half the time, terrorizing the hood and eating any normal dogs they see. And the whole fucking pack of gangsta dogs flew into a blood lust the second they saw us coming in and they attacked like we were riding T-bones and ribeyes.’


‘How many did you shoot?’


‘Shoot? I need this job. You gotta be richer than Donald Trump and Manny the plumber to fire your piece in today’s LAPD, especially at a dog. You shoot a human person and you get maybe two detectives and a team from Force Investigation Division to second-guess you. You shoot a dog and you get three supervisors and four detectives plus FID, all ready to string yellow tape. Especially in the ’hood. We didn’t shoot them, we played pit bull polo with the long sticks.’


‘Oh, I get it. Pit bull polo.’


‘Man, I rode through them, whacking those killer bulls, yelling, “One chukker for my team! Two chukkers for my team!” I only wish I coulda whacked their owners.’


‘Bro, a chukker is a period of play. I know ’cause I watched a special on the Royal Family. Horny old Charles was playing a chukker or two for Camilla with big wood in his jodhpurs. That old babe? I don’t see it.’


‘Whatever. You down with that or not?’


‘Yeah, I’m down. But first I wanna know, did anyone beef you for playing polo with the gangsta bulls?’


‘Oh yeah, there’s always an ABM who’ll call IA, his councilman, and maybe long distance to Al Sharpton, who never saw a camera he didn’t hug.’


‘ABM?’


‘You ain’t a ’hood rat, are ya? ABM. Angry black male.’


‘Spent my nine years in Devonshire, West Valley, and West L.A. before I transferred here last month. ABMs ain’t never been filed on my desk top, bro.’


‘Then don’t go to a police commission or council meeting. ABMs are in charge. But we don’t have hardly any living in Hollywood. In fact, nowadays most of south L.A. is Latino, even Watts.’


‘I been reading that the entire inner city is mostly Latino.’


‘Where the fuck have the brothers gone to? I wonder. And why is everybody worrying about the black vote if they’re all moving to the suburbs? They better worry about the Latino vote, because they got the mayor’s office now and they’re about one generation away from reclaiming California and making us do the gardening.’


‘You married? And which number is it?’


‘Just escaped from number two. She was Druid-like but not as cuddly. One daughter three years old. Lives with Momma, whose lawyer won’t be satisfied till I’m homeless on the beach eating seaweed.’


‘Is number one still at large?’


‘Yeah, but I don’t have to pay her nothing. She took my car, though. You?’


‘Divorced also. Once. No kids. Met my ex in a cop bar in North Hollywood called The Director’s Chair. She wore a felonious amount of pancake. Looked too slutty for the Mustang Ranch and still I married her. Musta been her J Lo booty.’


‘Starter marriages never work for cops. You don’t have to count the first one, bro. So how do we play pit bull polo without horses? And where do we play?’


‘I know just the place. Get the expandable baton outta my war bag.’


The Salvadoran gang Mara Salvatrucha, aka MS-13, began at Los Angeles High School less than twenty years earlier but was now said to have ten thousand members throughout the United States and seven hundred thousand in Central American countries. Many residents of state prison displayed tattoos saying ‘MS’ or ‘MS-13.’ It was an MS-13 crew member who was stopped on a street in North Hollywood in 1991 by Officer Tina Kerbrat, a rookie just months out of the LAPD academy, who was in the process of writing him a citation for drinking in public, nothing more than that, when the MS-13 ‘cruiser’ shot her dead. The first LAPD woman officer to be murdered in the line of duty.


Later that evening a besieged Mexican resident living east of Gower Street called Hollywood Station to say that she saw an LAPD black-and-white with lights out driving loops around a dirty pink apartment building that she had reported to the police on several occasions as being full of Mara Salvatrucha gang members.


On the other occasions, the officers at the desk kept trying to explain to the Mexican woman about gang injunctions and probable cause, things she did not understand and that did not exist in her country. Things that apparently denied protection to people like her and her children from the criminals in that ugly pink building. She told the officer about how their vicious dogs had mauled and killed a collie belonging to her neighbor Irene, and how all the children were unable to walk safely in the streets. She also said that two of the dogs had been removed by people from the city pound but there were still enough left. More than enough.


The officers told her they were very sorry and that she should contact the Department of Animal Services.


The Mexican woman had been watching a Spanish-language channel and was almost ready for bed when she first heard the howling that drew her to the window. There she saw the police car with lights out, speeding down the alley next to the apartment building, being pursued by four or five barking dogs. On its second pass down the alley, she saw the driver lean out the window and swing something that looked like a snooker stick at one of the brutes, sending it yelping and running back into the pink building. Then the car made another loop and did it to another big dog, and the driver yelled something that her daughter heard from the porch.


Her daughter stumbled sleepily into the tiny living room and said in English, ‘Mamá, does chukker mean something very bad, like the F word?’


The Mexican woman called Hollywood Station and spoke to a very senior sergeant whom all the cops called the Oracle. She wanted to say thank you for sending the officers with the snooker stick. She was hopeful that things might improve around the neighborhood. The Oracle was puzzled but thought it best not to question her further. He simply said that he was glad to be of service.


When 6-X-32’s lights were back on and they were cruising Hollywood Boulevard, the driver said, ‘Dude, right there’s where my career with the Mounted Platoon ended. That’s where I decided that overtime pay or not, I was going back to normal patrol.’


His partner looked to his right and said, ‘At Grauman’s Chinese Theater?’


‘Right there in the courtyard. That’s where I learned that you never ride a horse on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.’


‘Bad juju?’


‘Bad footing.’


Sid Grauman’s famous theater seemed somehow forlorn these days, dwarfed and sandwiched by the Hollywood & Highland Center, better known as the Kodak Center, containing two blocks of shopping and entertainment. It was home to the Kodak Theatre and the Academy Awards and was overrun by tourists day and night. But the Chinese Theater still held its own when it came to Hollywood weirdness. Even this late, there were a number of costumed creatures posing for photos with tourists who were mainly photographing the shoe and handprints in the famous forecourt. Among the creatures were Mr. Incredible, Elmo, two Darth Vaders, Batman, and two Goofys, one short, one tall.


‘They pose with tourists. Pix for bucks,’ the driver said to his partner. ‘The tourists think the creatures work for Grauman’s, but they don’t. Most of them’re crackheads and tweakers. Watch little Goofy.’


He braked, making the nighttime traffic go around their black-and-white. They watched the shorter of the two Goofys hassling four Asians tourists who no doubt had refused to pay him for taking his photo or hadn’t paid enough. When Goofy grabbed one of the two Asian men by the arm, the cop tooted his horn. When Goofy looked up and saw the black-and-white, he gave up panhandling for the moment and tried to disappear into the throng, even though his huge Goofy head loomed over all but the tallest tourist.


The driver said, ‘The subway back there is a good escape route to the ’hood. Dealers hang out by the trains, and the hooks hang around the boulevard.’


‘What’s a hook?’


‘A guy that approaches you and says, “I can hook you up with what you need.” These days it’s almost always crystal. Everybody’s tweaking. Meth is the drug of choice on the Hollywood streets, absolutely.’


And that made him think of his last night at Metro, which was followed by the replacement surgery and a right hip more accurate than a barometer when it came to predicting sudden temperature drops and wind-chill factor.


On that last night in the Mounted Platoon, he and another mounted cop were there for crowd suppression, walking their horses along Hollywood Boulevard all calm and okey-dokey, along the curb past the Friday-night mobs by the subway station, moseying west, when he spotted a hook looking very nervously in their direction.


He’d said to his partner, who was riding a mare named Millie, ‘Let’s jam this guy.’


He dismounted and dropped his get-down rope. His partner held both horses and he approached the hook on foot. The hook was a sweaty, scrawny white guy, very tall, maybe even taller than he was, though his LAPD Stetson and cowboy boots made him tower. That’s when it all went bad.


‘I was talking to a hook right about there,’ he said to his partner now, pointing to the sidewalk in front of the Kodak Center. ‘And the dude just turned and rabbitted. Zip. Like that. And I started after him, but Major freaked.’


‘Your partner?’


‘My horse. He was fearless, Major was. Dude, I’d seen him chill in training when we were throwing firecrackers and flares at him. I’d seen other horses rear up on their hind legs and do a one-eighty while Major stood his ground. But not that night. That’s the thing about horses, they’re assholes, man.’


‘What’d he do?’


‘First, Major reared clear up tall and crazy. Then he bit my partner on the arm. It was like somebody cranked up his voltage. Maybe a tweaker shot him with a BB gun, I don’t know. Anyways, I stopped chasing the hook, fuck him, and ran back to help my partner. But Major wouldn’t calm down until I made like I was going to climb in the saddle. Then I did something very stupid.’


‘What’s that?’


‘I climbed in the saddle, intending to ride him back to the trailer and call it a night. I did that instead of leading him back, which anybody without brain bubbles woulda done under the circumstances.’


‘So?’


‘He freaked again. He took off. Up onto the sidewalk.’


The moment would be with him forever. Galloping along the Walk of Fame, kicking up sparks and scattering tourists and panhandlers and purse snatchers and tweakers and pregnant women and costumed nuns and SpongeBob and three Elvises. Clomping over top of Marilyn Monroe’s star or James Cagney’s or Elizabeth Taylor’s or fucking Liberace’s or whoever was there on this block of the Walk of Fame because he didn’t know who was there and never checked later to find out.


Cursing the big horse and hanging on with one hand and waving the creepy multitudes out of his way with the other. Even though he knew that Major could, and had, run up a flight of concrete steps in his long career, he also knew that neither Major nor any horse belonging to the Mounted Platoon could run on marble, let alone on brass inserts on that marble sidewalk where people spilled their Starbucks and Slurpees with impunity. No horse could trample Hollywood legends like that, so maybe it was the bad juju. And very suddenly Major hydroplaned in the Slurpees and just … went … down.


His partner interrupted the sweat-popping flashback. ‘So what happened, bro? After he took off with you?’


‘First of all, nobody got hurt. Except Major and me.’


‘Bad?’


‘They say I ended up in John Wayne’s boot prints right there in Grauman’s forecourt. They say the Duke’s fist print is there too. I don’t remember boots or fists or nothing. I woke up on a gurney in an RA with a paramedic telling me yes I was alive, while we were screaming code three to Hollywood Pres. I had a concussion and three cracked ribs and my bad hip, which was later replaced, and everybody said I was real lucky’


‘How about the nag?’


‘They told me Major seemed okay at first. He was limping, of course. But after they trailered him back to Griffith Park and called the vet, he could hardly stand. He was in bad shape and got worse. They had to put him down that night.’ And then he added, ‘Horses are such assholes, man.’


When his partner looked at the driver, he thought he saw his eyes glisten in the mix of light from the boulevard— fluorescence and neon, headlights and taillights, even reflected glow from a floodlight shooting skyward— announcing to all: This is Hollywood! But all that light spilling onto them changed the crispness of their black-and-white to a wash of bruised purple and sickly yellow. His partner wasn’t sure, but he thought the driver’s chin quivered, so he pretended to be seriously studying the costumed freaks in front of Grauman’s Chinese Theater.


After a moment the driver said, ‘So anyways, I said fuck it. When I healed up I put in for Hollywood Division because from what I’d seen of it from the saddle it seemed like a pretty good place to work, long as you got a few hundred horses under you instead of one. And here I am.’


His partner didn’t say anything for a while. Then he said, ‘I used to surf a lot when I worked West L.A. Lived with my leash attached to a squealy. I had surf bumps all over my knees, bro. Getting too old for that. Thinking about getting me a log and just going out and catching the evening glass.’


‘Awesome, dude. Evening glass is way cool. Me, after I transferred to Hollywood I sorta became a rev-head, cruising in my Beemer up to Santa Barbara, down to San Diego, revving that ultimate driving machine. But I got to missing being in the green room, you know? In that tube with the foam breaking over you? Now I go out most every morning I’m off duty. Malibu attracts bunnies. Come along sometime and I’ll lend you a log. Maybe you’ll have a vision.’


‘Maybe I’ll get a brain wave out there on evening glass. I need one to figure out how to keep my second ex-wife from making me live under a tree eating eucalyptus like a fucking koala.’


‘Of course you’re gonna get a surf jacket soon as these hodads around Hollywood Station find out. Everybody calls me Flotsam. So if you surf with me, you know they’re gonna call you … ’


‘Jetsam,’ his partner said with a sigh of resignation.


‘Dude, this could be the beginning of a choiceamundo friendship.’


‘Jetsam? Bro, that is wack, way wack.’


‘What’s in a name?’


‘Whatever. So what happened to the Stetson after you played lawn dart in Grauman’s courtyard?’


‘No lawn in that courtyard. All concrete. I figure a tweaker picked it up. Probably sold it for a few teeners of crystal. I keep hoping to someday find that crankster. Just to see how fast I can make his body heat drop from ninety-eight point six to room temperature.’


As they were talking, 6-X-32 got a beep on the MDT computer. Jetsam opened and acknowledged the message, then hit the en route key and they were on their way to an address on Cherokee Avenue that appeared on the dashboard screen along with ‘See the woman, 415 music.’


‘Four-fifteen music,’ Flotsam muttered. ‘Why the hell can’t the woman just go to her neighbor and tell them to turn down the goddamn CD? Probably some juice-head fell asleep to Destiny’s Child.’


‘Maybe Black Eyed Peas,’ Jetsam said. ‘Or maybe Fifty Cent. Crank up the decibels on that dude and you provoke homicidal urges. Heard his album called The Massacre?’


It wasn’t easy to find a parking place near the half block of apartment buildings, causing 6-X-32 to make several moves before the patrol car was able to squeeze in parallel between a late-model Lexus and a twelve-year-old Nova that was parked far enough from the curb to be ticketed.


Jetsam hit the at-scene button on the keyboard, and they grabbed their flashlights and got out, with Flotsam grumbling, ‘In all of Hollywood tonight there’s probably about thirteen and a half fucking parking places.’


‘Thirteen now,’ Jetsam said. ‘We got the half.’ He paused on the sidewalk in front and said, ‘Jesus, I can hear it from here and it ain’t hip-hop.’


It was the Schreckensfanfare, the ‘Fanfare of Terror,’ from Beethoven’s Ninth.


A dissonant shriek of strings and a discordant blast from brass and woodwinds directed them up the outside staircase of a modest but respectable two-story apartment building. Many of the tenants seemed to be out this Friday evening. Porch lights and security lights were on inside some of the units, but it was altogether very quiet except for that music attacking their ears, assaulting their hearing. Those harrowing passages that Beethoven intended as an introduction to induce foreboding did the job on 6-X-32.


They didn’t bother to seek out the complainant. They knocked at the apartment from which that music emanated like a scream, like a warning.


‘Somebody might be drunk in there,’ Jetsam said.


‘Or dead,’ Flotsam said, half joking.


No answer. They tried again, banging louder. No answer.


Flotsam turned the knob, and the door popped open as the hammering timpani served the master composer by intensifying those fearful sounds. It was dark except for light coming from a room off the hallway.


‘Anybody home?’ Flotsam called.


No answer. Just the timpani and that sound of brass shrieking at them.


Jetsam stepped inside first. ‘Anybody home?’


No answer. Flotsam reflexively drew his nine, held it down beside his right leg and flashed his light around the room.


‘The music’s coming from back there.’ Jetsam pointed down the dark hallway.


‘Maybe somebody had a heart attack. Or a stroke,’ Flotsam said.


They started walking slowly down the long, narrow hallway toward the light, toward the sound, the timpani beating a tattoo. ‘Hey!’ Flotsam yelled. ‘Anybody here?’


‘This is bad juju,’ Jetsam said.


‘Anybody home?’ Flotsam listened for a response, but there was only that crazy fucking music!


The first room off the hall was the bedroom. Jetsam switched on the light. The bed was made. A woman’s pink bathrobe and pajamas were lying across the bed. Pink slippers sat on the floor below. The sound system was not elaborate, but it wasn’t cheap either. Several classical CDs were scattered on a bookcase shelf beside the speakers. This person lived in her bedroom, it seemed.


Jetsam touched the power button and shut off that raging sound. Both he and his partner drew a breath of relief as though bobbing to the surface from deep water. There was another room at the far end of the hallway, but it was dark. The only other light came from a bathroom that served this two-bedroom unit.


Flotsam stepped to the bathroom doorway first and found her. She was naked, half in half out of the bathtub, long pale legs hanging over the side of the tub. She had no doubt been a pretty girl in life, but now she was staring, eyes open in slits, lips drawn back in that familiar snarl of violent death he’d seen on others: Don’t take me away! I’ll fight to stay here! Alive! I want to stay alive!


Jetsam drew his rover, keyed it, and prepared to make the call. His partner stayed and stared at the corpse of the young woman. For a few seconds Flotsam had the panicky idea that she might still be alive, that maybe a rescue ambulance would have a chance. Then he moved one step closer to the tub and peeked behind the shower curtain.


There were arterial spurts all over the blue tile of the wall even to the ceiling. The floor of the tub was a blackening vat of viscosity and from here he could see at least three chest wounds and a gaping gash across her throat. At that second but not before, the acrid smell of blood and urine almost overwhelmed him, and he stepped out into the hallway to await the detectives from Hollywood Station and from Scientific Investigation Division.


The second bedroom, apparently belonging to a male roommate, was tidy and unoccupied at the moment, or so they thought. Jetsam had shined his light in there in a cursory check while talking on the rover, and Flotsam had glanced in, but neither had bothered to enter the bedroom and look inside the small closet, its door ajar.


While the two cops were back in the living room making a few notes, careful not to disturb anything, even turning on the wall switch with a pencil, a young man entered from the darkened hallway behind them.


His voice was a piercing rasp. He said, ‘I love her.’


Flotsam dropped his notebook, Jetsam the rover. Both cops wheeled and drew their nines.


‘Freeze, motherfucker!’ Flotsam screamed.


‘Freeze!’ Jetsam added redundantly.


He was frozen already. As pale and naked as the young woman he’d murdered, the young man stood motionless, palms up, freshly slashed wrists extended like an offering. Of what? Contrition? The gaping wrists were spurting, splashing fountains onto the carpet and onto his bare feet.


‘Jesus Christ!’ Flotsam screamed.


‘Jesus!’ Jetsam screamed redundantly.


Then both cops holstered their pistols, but when they lunged toward him the young man turned and ran to the bathroom, leaping into the tub with the woman he loved. And the cops gaped in horror as he curled himself fetally and moaned into her unhearing ear.


Flotsam got one latex glove onto his hand but dropped the other glove. Jetsam yelled into the rover for paramedics and dropped both latex gloves. Then they jumped onto him and tried to drag him up, but all the blood made his thin arms slip through their hands, and both cops cursed and swore while the young man moaned. Twice, three times he pulled free and plopped onto the bloody corpse with a splat.


Jetsam got his handcuff around one wrist, but when he cinched it tight the bracelet sunk into the gaping flesh and he saw a tendon flail around the ratchet and he yelled, ‘Son of a bitch! Son of a bitch!’ And he felt ice from his tailbone to his brain stem and for a second he felt like bolting.


Flotsam was bigger and stronger than Jetsam, and he muscled the rigid left arm out from under the chest of the moaning young man and forced it up behind his back and got the dangling bracelet around the wrist. And then he got to see it sink into the red maw of tendon and tissue and he almost puked.


They each got him by a handcuffed arm and they lifted him but now all three were dripping and slimy from his spurting blood and her thickening blood and they dropped him, his head hitting the side of the tub. But he was past pain and only moaned more softly. They lifted again and got him out of the tub and dragged him out into the hallway, where Flotsam slipped and fell down, the bleeding man on top of him still moaning.


A neighbor on her balcony screamed when the two panting cops dragged the young man down the outside stairway, his naked bloodslimed body bumping against the plastered steps in a muted plop that made the woman scream louder. The three young men fell in a pile onto the sidewalk under a street lamp, and Flotsam got up and began ransacking the car trunk for the first-aid kit, not knowing for sure what the hell was in it but pretty sure there was no tourniquet. Jetsam knelt by the bleeding man, jerked his Sam Browne free, and was trying to tie off one arm with an improvised tourniquet made from his trouser belt when the rescue ambulance came squealing around the corner onto Cherokee, lights flashing and siren yelping.


The first patrol unit to arrive belonged to the sergeant known as the Oracle, who double-parked half a block away, leaving the immediate area to RA paramedics, Hollywood detectives, evidence collectors from Scientific Investigation Division, and the coroner’s team. There was no mistaking the very old patrol sergeant, even in the darkness. As his burly figure approached, they could see those pale service stripes on his left sleeve, rising almost to his elbow. Forty-six years on the Job rated nine hash marks and made him one of the longest-serving cops on the entire police department.


‘The Oracle has more hash marks than a football field,’ everybody said.


But the Oracle always said, ‘I’m only staying because the divorce settlement gives my ex half my pension. I’ll be on the Job till that bitch dies or I do, whichever comes first.’


The bleeding man was unmoving and going gray when he was blanketed and belted to the gurney and lifted into the rescue ambulance, both paramedics working to stem the now oozing blood but shaking their heads at the Oracle, indicating that the young man had probably bled out and was beyond saving.


Even though a Santa Ana wind had blown into Los Angeles from the desert on this May evening, both Flotsam and Jetsam were shivering and wearily gathering their equipment which was scattered on the sidewalk next to a concrete planter containing some hopeful pansies and forget-me-nots.


The Oracle looked at the blood-drenched cops and said, ‘Are you hurt? Any injuries at all?’


Flotsam shook his head and said, ‘Boss, I think we just had a tactical situation they never covered in any class I’ve taken at the academy. Or if they did, I fucking missed it.’


‘Get yourselves to Cedars for medical treatment whether you need it or not,’ the Oracle said. ‘Then clean up real good. Might as well burn those uniforms from the looks of them.’


‘If that guy has hepatitis, we’re in trouble, Sarge,’ Jetsam said.


‘If that guy has AIDS, we’re dead,’ Flotsam said.


‘This doesn’t look like that kind of situation,’ the Oracle said, his retro gray crewcut seeming to sparkle under the streetlight. Then he noticed Jetsam’s handcuffs lying on the sidewalk. He flashed his beam on the cuffs and said to the exhausted cop, ‘Drop those cuffs in some bleach, son. I can see chunks of meat jammed in the ratchets.’


‘I need to go surfing,’ Jetsam said.


‘Me too,’ Flotsam said.


The Oracle had acquired his sobriquet by virtue of seniority and his penchant for dispensing words of wisdom, but not on this night. He just looked at his bloody, hollow-eyed, shivering young cops and said, ‘Now, you boys get right to Cedars ER and let a doc have a look at you.’


It was then that D2 Charlie Gilford arrived on the scene, a gumchewing, lazy night-watch detective with a penchant for bad neckties who was not a case-carrying investigator, his job being only to assist. But with more than twenty years at Hollywood Station, he didn’t like to miss anything sensational that was going down and loved to offer pithy commentary on whatever had transpired. For his assessments they called him Compassionate Charlie.


During that evening’s events on Cherokee Avenue, after he’d received a quick summary from the Oracle and called a homicide team from home, he took a look at the gruesome scene of murder and suicide, and at the bloody trail marking the grisly struggle that failed to save the killer’s life.


Then Compassionate Charlie sucked his teeth for a second or two and said to the Oracle, ‘I can’t understand young coppers anymore. Why would they put themselves through something like that for a selfsolver? Shoulda just let the guy jump in the tub with her and bleed out the way he wanted to. They coulda sat there listening to music till it was over. All we got here is just another Hollywood love story that went a little bit sideways.’





TWO


It had always seemed to Farley Ramsdale that the blue mailboxes, even the ones on some of the seedier corners of Hollywood, were much more treasure-laden and easier to work than the resident boxes by most of the upmarket condos and apartments. And he especially liked the ones outside the post office because they got really full between closing time and 10 p.m., the hour he found most propitious. People felt so confident about a post office location that they dropped a bonanza in them, sometimes even cash.


The hour of 10 p.m. was midday for Farley, who’d been named by a mother who just loved actor Farley Granger, the old Hitchcock thriller Strangers on a Train being one of her favorites. In that movie Farley Granger is a professional tennis player, and even though Farley Ramsdale’s mother had signed him up for private lessons when he was in middle school, tennis had bored him silly. It was a drag. School was a drag. Work was a drag. Crystal meth was definitely not a drag.


At the age of seventeen years and two months, Farley Ramsdale had gone from being a beads ’n’ seeds pot head to a tweaker. The first time he smoked crystal he fell in love, everlasting love. But even though it was far cheaper than cocaine, it still cost enough to keep Farley hopping well into the night, visiting blue mailboxes on the streets of Hollywood.


The first thing Farley had to do that afternoon was pay a visit to a hardware store and buy some more mousetraps. Not that Farley worried about mice—they were scampering around his rooming house most of the time. Well, it wasn’t a rooming house exactly, he’d be the first to admit. It was an old white-stucco bungalow just off Gower Street, the family home deeded to him by his mother before her death fifteen years ago, when Farley was an eighteen-year-old at Hollywood High School discovering the joys of meth.


He’d managed to forge and cash her pension checks for ten months after her death before a county social worker caught up with him, the meddling bitch. Because he was still a teenager and an orphan, he easily plea-bargained down to a probationary sentence with a promise to pay restitution, which he never paid, and he began calling the two-bedroom, one-bath bungalow a rooming house when he started renting space to other tweakers who came and went, usually within a few weeks.


No, he didn’t give a shit about mice. Farley needed ice. Nice clear, icy-looking crystal from Hawaii, not the dirty white crap they sold around town. Ice, not mice, that’s what he worried about during every waking hour.


While browsing through the hardware store, Farley saw a red-vested employee watching him when he passed the counter where the drill bits, knives, and smaller items were on display. As if he was going to shoplift the shitty merchandise in this place. When he passed a bathroom display and saw his reflection in the mirror, now in the merciless light of afternoon, it startled him. The speed bumps on his face were swollen and angry, a telltale sign of a speed freak, as his kind used to be known. Like all tweakers he craved candy and sweets. His teeth were getting dark and two molars were hurting. And his hair! He had forgotten to comb his fucking hair and it was a whirling tangle with that burnt-straw look, hinting at incipient malnutrition, marking him even more as a longtime crystal-smoking tweaker.


He turned toward the employee, an East Asian guy younger than Farley and fit-looking. Probably a fucking martial arts expert, he thought. The way Korea Town was growing, and with a Thai restaurant on every goddamn street and Filipinos emptying bedpans in the free clinics, pretty soon all those canine-eating, dog-breath motherfuckers would be running City Hall too.


But come to think of it, that might be an improvement over the chili-dipping Mexican asshole who was now the mayor, convincing Farley that L.A. would soon be ninety percent Mexican instead of nearly half. So why not give the slopes and greasers knives and guns and let them waste each other? That’s what Farley thought should happen. And if the south end niggers ever started moving to Hollywood, he was selling the house and relocating to the high desert, where there were so many meth labs he didn’t think the cops could possibly hassle him very much.


Since he couldn’t shake that slit-eyed asshole watching him, Farley decided to stop browsing and headed for the shelf containing the mousetraps and rat poison, whereupon the Asian employee walked up to him and said, ‘Can I help you, sir?’


Farley said, ‘Do I look like I need help?’


The Asian looked him over, at his Eminem T-shirt and oily jeans, and said in slightly accented English, ‘If you have rats, the springloaded rat traps are what you want. Those glue traps are excellent for mice, but some larger rodents can pull free of the glue pads.’


‘Yeah, well, I don’t have rats in my house,’ Farley said. ‘Do you? Or does somebody eat them along with any stray terriers that wander in the yard?’


The unsmiling Asian employee took a deliberate step toward Farley, who yelped, ‘Touch me and I’ll sue you and this whole fucking hardware chain!’ before turning and scuttling away to the shelf display of cleaning solutions, where he grabbed five cans of Easy-Off.


When he got to the checkout counter, he grumbled to a frightened teenage cashier that there weren’t enough English-speaking Americans left in all of L.A. to gang-fuck Courtney Love so that she’d even notice it.


Farley left the store and had to walk back to the house, since his piece-of-shit white Corolla had a flat tire and he needed some quick cash to replace it. When he got to the house, he unlocked the dead bolt on the front door and entered, hoping that his one nonpaying tenant was not at home. She was a shockingly thin woman several years older than Farley, although it was hard to tell, with oily black hair plastered to her scalp and tied in a knot at the nape of her neck. She was a penniless, homeless tweaker whom Farley had christened Olive Oyl after the character in Popeye.


He dumped his purchases on the rusty chrome kitchen table, wanting to catch an hour of shut-eye, knowing that an hour was about all he could hope for before his eyes snapped open. Like all tweakers, he was sometimes awake for days, and he’d tinker with that banged-up Jap car or maybe play video games until he crashed right there in the living room, his hand still on the controls that allowed him to shoot down a dozen video cops who were trying to stop his video surrogate from stealing a video Mercedes.


No such luck. Just as he fell across the unmade bed, he heard Olive Oyl clumping into the house from the back door. Jesus, she walked heavy for a stick of a woman. River Dance was quieter. He wondered if she had Hep C by now. Or Christ! Maybe AIDS? He’d never shared a needle on the rare occasions when he’d skin-popped ice, but she’d probably done it. He vowed to quit boning her and only let her blow him when he was totally desperate.


Then he heard that tremulous little voice. ‘Farley, you home?’


‘I’m home,’ he said. And I need to catch some z’s, Olive. Take a walk for a while, okay?’


‘We working tonight, Farley?’ She entered the bedroom.


‘Yeah,’ he said.


‘Want a knobber?’ she asked. ‘Help you to sleep.’


Jesus, her speed bumps were worse than his. They looked like she scratched them with a garden tool. And her grille showed three gaps in front. When the hell had she lost the third tooth? How come he hadn’t noticed before? Now she was skinnier than Mick Jagger and sort of looked like him except older.


‘No, I don’t want a knobber,’ he said. ‘Just go play video games or something.’


‘I think I got a shot at some extra work, Farley,’ she said. ‘I met this guy at Pablo’s Tacos. He does casting for extras. He said he was looking for someone my type. He gave me his card and said to call next Monday. Isn’t that cool?’


‘That’s so chill, Olive,’ he said. ‘What is it, Night of the Living Dead, Part Two?’


Unfazed, Olive said, ‘Awesome, ain’t it? Me, in a movie? Of course it might just be a TV show or something.’


‘Totally awesome,’ he said, closing his eyes, trying to unwire his circuits.


‘Of course he might just be some Hollywood Casanova wanting in my pants,’ Olive said with a gap-toothed grin.


‘You’re perfectly safe with Hollywood Casanovas,’ Farley mumbled. ‘You got nothing to spank. Now get the fuck outta here.’


When she was gone he actually succeeded in falling asleep, and he dreamed of basketball games in the gym at Hollywood High School and boning that cheerleader who had always dissed and avoided him.


Trombone Teddy had a decent day panhandling on Hollywood Boulevard that afternoon. Nothing like the old days, when he still had a horn, when he’d stand out there on the boulevard and play cool licks like Kai Winding and J.J. Johnson, jamming as good as any of the black jazzmen he’d played with in the nightclub down on Washington and La Brea forty years ago, when cool jazz was king.


In those days the black audiences were always the best and treated him like he was one of them. And in fact he had gotten his share of chocolate cooz in those days, before pot and bennies and alcohol beat him down, before he hocked his trombone a hundred times and finally had to sell it. The horn had gotten him enough money to keep in scotch for oh, maybe a week or so if he remembered right. And no trash booze for Teddy. He drank Jack then, all that liquid gold sliding down his throat and warming his belly.


He remembered those old days like it was this afternoon. It was yesterday he couldn’t recall sometimes. Nowadays he drank anything he could get, but oh, how he remembered the Jack and the jazz, and those sweet mommas whispering in his ear and taking him home to feed him gumbo. That’s when life was sweet. Forty years and a million drinks ago.


While Trombone Teddy yawned and scratched and knew it was time to leave the sleeping bag that was home in the portico of a derelict office building east of the old Hollywood Cemetery, time to hit the streets for some nighttime panhandling, Farley Ramsdale woke from his fitful hour of sleep after a nightmare he couldn’t remember.


Farley yelled, ‘Olive!’ No response. Was that dumb bitch sleeping again? It burned his ass how she could be such a strung-out crystal fiend and still sleep as much as she did. Maybe she was shooting smack in her twat or someplace else he’d never look and the heroin was smoothing out all the ice she smoked? Could that be it? He’d have to watch her better.


‘Olive!’ he yelled again. ‘Where the fuck are you?’


Then he heard her sleepy voice coming from the living room. ‘Farley, I’m right here.’ She’d been asleep, all right.


‘Well, move your skinny ass and rig some mail traps. We got work to do tonight.’


‘Okay, Farley,’ she yelled, sounding more alert then.


By the time Farley had taken a leak and splashed water on his face and brushed most of the tangles out of his hair and cursed Olive for not washing the towels in the bathroom, she had finished with the traps.


When he entered the kitchen, she was frying some cheese sandwiches in the skillet and had poured two glasses of orange juice. The mousetraps were now rigged to lengths of string four feet long. He picked up each trap and tested it.


‘They okay, Farley?’


‘Yeah, they’re okay.’


He sat at the table knowing he had to drink the juice and eat the sandwich, though he didn’t want either. That was one good thing about letting Olive Oyl stay in his house. When he looked at her, he knew he had to take better care of himself. She looked sixty years old but swore she was forty-one, and he believed her. She had the IQ of a schnauzer or a U.S. congressman and was too scared to lie, even though he hadn’t laid a hand on her in anger. Not yet, anyway.


‘Did you borrow Sam’s Pinto like I told you?’ he asked when she put the cheese sandwich in front of him.


‘Yes, Farley. It’s out front.’


‘Gas in it?’


‘I don’t have no money, Farley.’


He shook his head and forced himself to bite into the sandwich, chew and swallow. Chew and swallow. Dying for a candy bar.


‘Did you make a couple auxiliary traps just in case?’


‘A couple what?’


‘Additional different fucking traps. With duct tape?’


‘Oh yes.’


Olive went to the little back porch leading to the yard and got the traps from the top of the washer, where she’d put them. She brought them in and placed them on the drain board. Twelve-inch strips of duct tape, sticky side out with strings threaded through holes cut in the tape.


‘Olive, don’t put the sticky side down on the fucking wet drain board,’ he said, thinking that choking down the rest of the sandwich would take great willpower. ‘You’ll lose some of the stickiness. Ain’t that fucking obvious?’


‘Okay, Farley,’ she said, looping the strings around knobs on the cupboard doors and hanging them there.


Jesus, he had to dump this broad. She was dumber than any white woman he’d ever met with the exception of his Aunt Agnes, who was a certifiable retard. Too much crystal had turned Olive’s brain to coleslaw.


‘Eat your sandwich and let’s go to work,’ he said.


Trombone Teddy had to go to work too. After sundown he was heading west from his sleeping bag, thinking if he could panhandle enough on the boulevard tonight he was definitely going to buy some new socks. He was getting a blister on his left foot.


He was still eight blocks from tall cotton, that part of the boulevard where all those tourists as well as locals flock on balmy nights when the Santa Anas blow in, making people’s allergies act up but making some people antsy and hungry for action, when he spotted a man and woman standing by a blue mailbox half a block ahead of him at the corner of Gower Street. The corner was south of the boulevard on a street that was a mix of businesses, apartments, and houses.


It was dark tonight and extra smoggy, so there wasn’t any starlight, and the smog-shrouded moon was low, but Teddy could make them out, leaning over the mailbox, the man doing something and the woman acting like a lookout or something. Teddy walked closer, huddling in the shadows of a two-story office building where he could see them better. He may have lost part of his hearing and maybe his chops on the trombone, and he’d lost his sex drive for sure, but he’d always had good vision. He could see what they were doing. Tweakers, he thought. Stealing mail.


Teddy was right, of course. Farley had dropped the mousetrap into the mailbox and was fishing it around by the string, trying to catch some letters on the glue pad. He had something that felt like a thick envelope. He fished it up slowly, very slowly, but it was heavy and he didn’t have enough of it stuck to the pad, so it fell free.


‘Goddamnit, Olive!’


‘What’d I do, Farley?’ she asked, running a few steps toward him from her lookout position on the corner.


He couldn’t think of what to say she’d done wrong, but he always yelled at her for something when life fucked him over, which was most of the time, so he said, ‘You ain’t watching the streets. You’re standing here talking is what.’


‘That’s because you said “Goddamnit, Olive,”’ she explained. ‘So that’s why I—’


‘Get back to the fucking corner!’ he said, dropping the mousetrap into the blue mailbox.


Try as he might, he couldn’t hook the glue trap onto the thick envelope, but after giving up on it, he did manage to sweep up several letters and even a fairly heavy ten-by-twelve-inch envelope that was nearly as thick as the one he couldn’t catch. He tried the duct tape, but it didn’t work any better than the mousetrap.


He squeezed the large envelope and said, ‘Looks like a movie script. Like we need a goddamn movie script.’


‘What, Farley?’ Olive said, running over to him again.


‘You can have this one, Olive,’ Farley said, handing her the envelope. ‘You’re the future movie star around here.’


Farley tucked the mail under Olive’s baggy shirt and inside her jeans in case the cops stopped them. He knew the cops would bust him right along with her but he figured he’d have a better shot at a plea bargain if they didn’t actually find any evidence on his person. He was pretty sure that Olive wouldn’t snitch him off and would go ahead and take the rap. Especially if he promised that her bed in the house would be there when she got out. Where else did she have to go?


They walked right past one of the old homeless Hollywood street people when they rounded the corner by the car. He scared the shit out of Farley when he stepped out of the shadows and said, ‘Got any spare change, Mister?’


Farley reached into his pocket, took out an empty hand and said to Teddy, ‘April Fool, shitbag. Now get the fuck outta my face.’


Teddy watched them walk to an old blue Pinto, open the doors, and get in. He watched the guy turn on the lights and start the engine. He stared at the license plate for a minute and said the number aloud. Then he repeated it. He knew he could remember it long enough to borrow a pencil from somebody and write it down. The next time a cop rousted him for being drunk in public or panhandling or pissing in somebody’s storefront, maybe he could use it as a get-out-of-jail-free card.





THREE


There were happier partners than the pair in 6-X-76 on Sunday of that May weekend. Fausto Gamboa, one of the most senior patrol officers at Hollywood Station, had long since surrendered his P3 status, needing a break from being a training officer to rookies still on probation. He had been happily working as a P2 with another Hollywood old-timer named Ron LeCroix, who was at home healing up from painful hemorrhoid surgery that he’d avoided too long and was probably just going to retire.


Fausto was always being mistaken for a Hawaiian or Samoan. Though the Vietnam veteran wasn’t tall, only five foot nine, he was very big. The bridge of his nose had been flattened in teenage street fights, and his wrists, hands, and shoulders belonged on a guy tall enough to easily dunk a basketball. His legs were so massive he probably could have dunked one if he’d uncoiled those calf and thigh muscles in a vertical leap. His wavy hair was steel-gray and his face was lined and saddle leather-brown, as though he’d spent years picking cotton and grapes in the Central Valley as his father had done after arriving in California with a truckload of other illegal Mexican immigrants. Fausto had never set eyes on a cotton crop but somehow had inherited his father’s weathered face.


Fausto was in a particularly foul mood lately, sick and tired of telling every cop at Hollywood Station how he’d lost in court to Darth Vader. The story of that loss had traveled fast on the concrete jungle wireless.


*


It wasn’t every day that you get to write Darth Vader a ticket, even in Hollywood, and everyone agreed it could only happen there. Fausto Gamboa and his partner Ron LeCroix had been on patrol on an uneventful early evening when they got a call on their MDT computer that Dark Vader was exposing himself near the corner of Hollywood and Highland. They drove to that location and spotted the man in black cycling down Hollywood Boulevard on an old Schwinn three-speed bike. But there was often more than one Darth Vader hanging around Grauman’s, Darths of different ethnicity. This one was a diminutive black Darth Vader.


They weren’t sure they had the right Darth until they saw what had obviously prompted the call. Darth wasn’t wearing his black tights under his black shorts that evening, and his manhood was dangling off the front of the bike saddle. A motorist had spotted the exposed trekkie meat and had called the cops.


Fausto was driving and he pulled the car behind Darth Vader and tooted the horn, which had no effect in slowing down the cyclist. He tooted again. Same result. Then he turned on the siren and blasted him. Twice. No response.


‘Fuck this,’ Ron LeCroix said. ‘Pull beside him.’


When Fausto drew up next to the cyclist, his partner leaned out the window and got Darth’s attention by waving him to the curb. Once there, Darth put down the kickstand, got off the bike, and took off his mask and helmet. Then they saw why their attempts to stop him had been ineffective. He was wearing a headset and listening to music.


It was Fausto’s turn to write a ticket, so he got out the book and took the trekker’s ID.


Darth Vader, aka Henry Louis Mossman, said, ‘Wait a minute here. Why you writing me?’


‘It’s a vehicle code violation to operate a bike on the streets wearing a headset,’ Fausto said. ‘And in the future, I’d advise you to wear underwear or tights under those short shorts.’


‘Ain’t this some shit?’ Darth Vader said.


‘You couldn’t even hear our siren,’ Fausto said to the littlest Darth.


‘Bullshit!’ Darth said. ‘I’ll see you in court, gud-damnit! This is a humbug!’


‘Up to you.’ Fausto finished writing the ticket.


When the two cops got back in their car that evening and resumed patrol, Fausto said to Ron LeCroix, ‘That little panhandler will never take me to court. He’ll tear up the ticket, and when it goes to warrant, we’ll be throwing his ass in the slam.’


Fausto Gamboa didn’t know Darth Vader.


After several weeks had passed, Fausto found himself in traffic court on Hill Street in downtown L.A. with about a hundred other cops and as many miscreants awaiting their turn before the judge.


Before his case was called, Fausto turned to a cop in uniform next to him and said, ‘My guy’s a loony-tune panhandler. He’ll never show up.’


Fausto Gamboa didn’t know Darth Vader.


Not only did he show up, but he showed up in costume, this time wearing black tights under the short shorts. All courtroom business came to a standstill when he entered after his name was called. And the sleepy-eyed judge perked up a bit. In fact, everyone in the courtroom—cops, scofflaws, court clerk, even the bailiff—was watching with interest.


Officer Fausto Gamboa, standing before the bench as is the custom in traffic court, told his story of how he’d gotten the call, spotted Darth Vader, and realized that Darth didn’t know his unit was waving in the breeze. And that he couldn’t be made to pull over because he was wearing a headset and listening to music, which the cops discovered after they finally stopped the spaceman.


When it was Darth’s turn, he removed the helmet and mask, displaying the headset that he said he wore on the day in question. He did a recitation of the vehicle code section that prohibits the wearing of a headset while operating a bike on city streets.


Then he said, ‘Your Honor, I would like the court to observe that this headset contains only one earpiece. The vehicle code section clearly refers to both ears being blocked. This officer did not know the vehicle code section then and he don’t know it now. The fact is, I did hear the officer’s horn and siren but I did not think that it was for me. I wasn’t doing nothing illegal, so why should I get all goosey and pull over jist because I hear a siren?’


When he was finished, the judge said to Fausto, ‘Officer, did you examine the headset that Mr. Mossman was wearing that day?’


‘I saw it, Your Honor,’ Fausto said.


‘Does this look like the headset?’ the judge asked.


‘Well … it looks … similar.’


‘Officer, can you say for sure that the headset you saw that day had two earpieces, or did it have only one, like the headset you are looking at now?’


‘Your Honor, I hit the siren twice and he failed to yield to a police vehicle. It was obvious he couldn’t hear me.’


‘I see,’ the judge said. ‘In this case I think we should give the benefit of the doubt to Mr. Mossman. We find him not guilty of the offense cited.’


There was applause and chortling in the courtroom until the bailiff silenced it, and when business was concluded, Darth Vader put on his helmet and with every eye still on him said to all, ‘May the force be with you.’


Now Ron LeCroix and his hemorrhoids were gone, and Fausto Gamboa, still smarting from having his ass kicked by Darth Vader, gave the Oracle a big argument the moment he learned that he was being teamed with Officer Budgie Polk. When Fausto was a young cop, women didn’t work regular patrol assignments at the LAPD, and he sneered when he said to the Oracle, ‘Is she one of them who maybe trades badges with a boyfriend copper like they used to do class rings in my day?’


‘She’s a good officer,’ the Oracle said. ‘Give her a chance.’


‘Or is she the kind who gets to partner with her boyfriend and hooks her pinkie through his belt loop when they walk the boulevard beat?’


‘Come on, Fausto,’ the Oracle said. ‘It’s only for the May deployment period.’


Like the Oracle, Fausto still carried an old six-inch Smith & Wesson revolver, and the first night he was paired with this new partner, he’d pissed her off after she asked him why he carried a wheel gun when the magazine of her Beretta 9-millimeter held fifteen rounds, with one in the pipe.


‘If you need more than six rounds to win a gunfight, you deserve to lose,’ he’d said to her that night, without a hint of a smile.


Fausto never wore body armor, and when she asked him about that too, he had said, ‘Fifty-four cops were shot and killed in the United States last year. Thirty-one were wearing a vest. What good did it do them?’


He’d caught her looking at his bulging chest that first night and said, ‘It’s all me. No vest. I measure more around the chest than you do.’ Then he’d looked at her chest and said, ‘Way more.’
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