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    Chapter One




    Tuesday




    The story started with a kid, a fat Hispanic kid who changed my life forever. When he walked into my office, I was sitting behind my secondhand desk, in my second rate office in the second worst section of the city. I was wondering who I might sucker into loaning me a few bucks to make the overdue office rent, and how to get my rustbucket of a car moved before it got towed.




    I had just lit a smoke and exhaled and was trying to make smoke angels, when in walked the fat Hispanic kid, maybe seventeen or eighteen years old. Acne spilled over his cheeks and nose. His vintage Lakers purple and gold NBA Sharktooth cap was twisted around backwards. White iPod earphones dangled through the shoulder of his Kobe Bryant Lakers jersey. And his khaki shorts nearly touched his deep blue Nike Trainers.




    “You Gray?” he asked.




    “Depends on who’s asking.” You gotta get smart with youngsters. How else they gonna respect you?




    “You Gray or not?”




    “Yeah, I’m Gray, are you with a collection agency? Toys for Tots? Sertoma Society? I already gave at the office? Beat it!”




    He looked at the sign and said, “This is your office.”




    When the kid’s lips moved and words came out his pudgy cheeks, it was as if I were watching a movie from the safety of the cinema. I wasn’t part of it. Something psychiatrists call dissociation. Like when you’re an infant and witness a gory murder or something. Scars you for life. That’s what happened when this kid walked into my life.




    “My mom says you’re my old man. Lucky me.”




    I didn’t know how to react. They didn’t teach you that online. So, I reached in my back pocket and pulled out a pint of gin. I took a couple shots, offered it to my son, and when he reached for it, I snatched it back.




    “Click it or ticket it, kid!”




    “What’s that supposed to mean?”




    “It means obey the law. You’re way too young to be drinking. How else do you think an old cow like your ma could lure a young hunk like me into the sack? She drugged me with alcohol when I was a mere lad.”




    The kid looked at me closer. He stood on his tippy-toes to see as much of my physique as possible, rubbed his eyelids as if he didn’t believe his own eyes, and then slid into the red velvet chair that I had snagged from the dumpster behind the Pole Lock, a strip club on Sunset Strip.




    “She said you were a loser,” my kid told me, looking around the room. “She has a proclivity to understatement.”




    “Well, she never told me about you, so imagine how depressing it is for me,” I told him, getting even. You can’t let these little turds get the edge on you. I didn’t know much about rearing kids, but I knew a lot about the school of hard knocks. That’s where I graduated.




    I fished the keys to my rust bucket out of my pocket and tossed them to him. “There’s a white 1986 Hugo in a private parking spot. Let’s see if you got the brains to find it, figure out how to start it, and move it to a space where I ain’t gotta pay for the next couple hours.” I nodded and snubbed out my smoke. “Go on, now. Snap to it. If you can do that, your old man will take you over to the drugstore to get a Vanilla Coke.”




    He looked unimpressed and shrugged.




    “Hey, kid, you got a name?”




    “Yeah, I got one. And a birth certificate to prove it.”




    Where did he get this stuff? Had to be his mother’s side of the family.




    “Care to share it? The name, not the birth certificate.”




    “Josh.”




    “Pansy name.”




    “Lousy gene pool.” The kid was growing on me.




    “What’s your ma’s name?”




    “It’ll cost you $20.”




    He was my kid. If there had ever been any doubt, this eliminated it. I pulled a five spot out and tossed it on the desk.




    “That’ll work,” he cracked wise. “Demi Moore.”




    When he made for the dough, I snatched his wrist. The lightning speed from his old man must have surprised him.




    “Her real name, you little simian.”




    He jerked his wrist free and rubbed it. “Maggie May,” he answered, rubbing his wrist. “That hurt, jerk wad.”




    I tossed him the $5 bill. It floated in the air like a sad torn leaf for a second and then sunk back to the desk. Hesitantly, he took it.




    “Said you met her at Hefner’s Playboy Mansion. Ring any bells?”




    Did it ever?




    He was saying something, but I couldn’t quite make it out. I was fumbling through my drawer for the only Playboy issue I had ever purchased, nearly a decade and a half ago. I did the math. My boy couldn’t have been more than 14. Not old enough to shave. Nor to drive. Nor to park my Hugo. Better get my keys back.




    There she was: Miss May. Margarita Esquivel. A.K.A., Maggie May. Glamorous and enticing. Sexy. Every man’s dream. And I let her get away. The memories started pouring over me like thick maple syrup. Sweet and gooey. Smothering me.




    I needed a drink. And gin wasn’t gonna do the trick.




    The kid was saying something.




    “She’s in trouble, Gray. She’s like, tell your dad I need his help. I got tangled up with the wrong people, and I’m in danger. She’s like, I can’t go to the police. I got nowhere else to turn. I need your dad’s help. He’s the only one I trust.”


  




  

    Chapter Two




    This was too much to comprehend. Within a period of five minutes, I had learned that I had a teenage son—a bit wimpy and dull-witted, I admit, but still flesh and blood—and that I had sired him with the sexy Maggie May, a certain Miss May Playboy centerfold. Her birth name was Margarita Esquivel, the only woman I had ever loved. After nearly a decade and a half, she had sought me out as a private investigator because she was in trouble and needed my help. And if that weren’t enough, my 1986 Hugo was in danger of being towed. I didn’t know where to begin.




    “I don’t know where to begin,” I told Josh.




    He shook his pudgy head. “What a douche. Like, what did Mom ever see in a loser like you?”




    I hustled my son out of the office and into the street. I spun his Lakers cap around forward and hitched up his shorts. There was a smudge on his chin, so I licked my thumb and tried to wipe it off.




    “Stop it, you freak,” Josh shouted and slapped my hands away. “You ain’t my dad.” He pulled his shorts back down below his buns and rotated his cap around backwards. “Well, you are, I guess, but you ain’t.” The kid seemed flustered. “Just leave me alone. Mom’s the one that needs your help, not me.”




    “Give me a push,” I ordered my kid. God, it was great to have offspring who could perform manual labor, like shove off your stalled Hugo. I popped the clutch, and it started. We breezed through a stop sign barely missing Murph’s tow truck, which was on his way to hitch my car.




    “Tow this!” I yelled at the driver with glee. We hung a left and entered Ventura Boulevard.




    “Like, dude, ain’t you got air conditioning in this heap? It’s hot. Who drives in southern California with no AC? And in a freakin’ Hugo? Do Lexus or BMW ring any bells?”




    “I just moved here from the Midwest where nobody uses AC,” I lied, trying to sound tough and paternal.




    “You got Virginia plates on this death trap. That ain’t the Midwest.”




    “So, what kind of trouble is your mom in? The mob? Loan shark? Mexican drug cartel? Invested in solar power?”




    My kid looked at me with the profound disgust that only your own progenies can exhibit. “How the fuck should I know? Do I look telepathic?”




    I gotta admit the car was hot. I was sweating profusely.




    “You got any, like, weed?” my kid asked.




    “Weeds? Sure, my yard’s full of ‘em.”




    “Yeah, right,” He said. I missed the irony. “How old are you anyway? You gotta be like, ah, like thirty or something. Like, way too old for my mom,” Josh stated with little conviction, because he then became distracted by punching my radio incessantly. “Ain’t you got no tunes in this puke wagon, Gray? Like, didn’t they have music back in Casey Kasem’s period or the Neolithic era or whatever Ice Age you dinosaurs crawled out from under?”




    The kid had the attention span of a gnat. He tapped a text message into his iPhone, plugged his earphones in, and started singing, “Baby, baby, baby…”




    Maggie May’s ranch home was nothing like I expected. Since I dumped her, I figured she’d fallen on hard times, unable to survive without me.




    Josh hopped out of my rolling oven and ran off. I followed him through the exquisitely landscaped yard of a double-story Mediterranean estate that spanned at least a half an acre on some of the most expensive real estate in the San Fernando Valley. An elegant clay tile roof topped the attached guest house, indoor/outdoor entertaining area and living space, which sported two small towers and countless nooks and recesses. The home enclosed a southern California pool on three sides and gave way to a gradual cliff overlooking the valley. Four stone Roman cherubs guarded the pool corners, no doubt imported from Florence, Italy.




    It was depressingly wealthy.




    A gorgeous supermodel was sunbathing by the pool. I had seen her on the cover of a couple of fashion magazines and some TV ads but didn’t remember her name. Big dark designer sunglasses masking her eyes were the only hint of clothing to be found on her lusciously sculpted body. I couldn’t tell if she noticed that I was studying her Venus-like perfection or not.




    “Maggie, do you always allow the help near the pool?” The supermodel spoke in the bored monotone syllables of a sophisticated Eastern European accent. I noticed she rolled her R in the word “near.” She continued, “This unfortunate man is salivating.” She looped her L so heavily that she made the word “salivating” sound obscene, as if she were fellating it with her tongue.




    “That’s not a man, Sonia,” said a familiar voice from behind me. “That’s Josh’s father.”




    As if on cue, Josh jumped into the pool fully clothed.




    When I turned, I saw Maggie May for the first time in more than a decade. Her luxuriously delicate bikini highlighted her flawless body. She was every bit as trim and glamorous today as the day they published that May issue of Playboy all those years ago. She stood beside an outdoor bar nestled up against the house in the shade.




    Sonia leaned up on an elbow and lifted her sunglasses to study me. Her modest breasts defied gravity.




    “This one?” Sonia asked. “I thought you like chiseled man? Handsome man? Buff man?”




    “I know you,” I told Sonia defiantly. “Aren’t you on those feminine hygiene commercials?”




    “You must be pulling my legs.” She continued, asking Maggie, “He was the most exciting ninety seconds of your life? At Playboy Mansion, no less? Phuf.” An arrogant puff of air exploded from her pouty lips.




    “What can I say, Sonia? I was drunk,” Maggie said.




    I shot Maggie two of my most dangerous dagger eyes, hoping they stung. “How does she know about the Playboy Mansion,” I asked, hoping I sounded as hurt and offended as I genuinely was.




    “How dull you are, Mr Josh’s father,” Sonia said in her bored monotone. “Everybody knows about ninety-second romance at Playboy Mansion. She put on Facebook,” The model reclined her bronze body in the lounge chair. “What is there to know in ninety second?”




    “Mom,” Josh shouted from the pool. He was holding his iPhone, dripping with chlorinated water while he searched for a signal. “I dove in again with my phone.”




    “Maggie, can you tell your ex-, ah, whatever he is, Mr Ninety-Second, to stop staring? He’s salivating again. So dull, this one,” Sonia said. “Is he slow or something?”




    “Down Tiger,” Maggie scolded. “Her boyfriend is Dwight Jameson, starting linebacker for the San Francisco 49ers. Maybe you have heard of him? He’d chew your arm off if he saw you drooling over Sonia.”




    “I’m not drooling.”




    “We’re not exclusive,” Sonia said as if the notion of dating a rich, buff, handsome NFL all-star bored her.




    I admit it, I crammed for another moment or two. Hey, I didn’t know when I would get another chance like this. Can you blame me?




    Then I switched my gaze to Maggie May. She was equally attractive, but decisively Latin. A lot older, but some women just get sexier with age.




    “I ain’t scared of Jameson,” I lied, trying to sound Philip Marlowe tough. “He’s a wimp.” This was also a lie. He was an assassin on the field.




    “You can tell him yourself,” said Maggie. “He’s due for cocktails any minute.”




    My investigatory instincts told me it was about time to leave.




    “Ladies, this has been fun,” I said, crushing out my cigarette, “but I’m late for a date with Rihanna. Tonight she’s going to propose to me. She wants a trophy husband. Maybe you can state your business in twenty words or less.”




    “Mom,” Josh walked up to her, waving his mobile around in an effort to gain reception. “Look.”




    Sonia sat upright, facing me, and snagged a burnt orange Indonesian sarong from the chair beside her. She stood up and deftly wrapped it around her waist, pulling the two ends up over her pleasant breasts. She tied the ends behind her neck with the ease of a cheerleader snapping her hair into a ponytail. Sonia looked sexier draped in the sarong than nude.




    “I take shower now,” she said. Then, teasingly, she asked me, “Want to wash suntan oil off me, Mr Trophy Husband? I always had a thing for pudgy, elderly men. My shrinks says it’s Stepfather Complex.”




    It took all of my willpower to keep my feet planted. Blood was pounding in my ears. In an effort to distract myself, I tapped out another smoke and lit it.




    Sonia slid the glass door open and entered the house. “Does Mr Josh’s Father have name?”




    “Marvin Gray,” Maggie said as she poured two shots of tequila. Then to me, she scolded, “God, Marvin, put your tongue back in your mouth!”




    “Come, Gray. I can spare ninety second,” she said, without a hint of a smile.




    I was catatonic. That’s the effect Sonia had on me. This dame sent my pulse racing. My brain was too busy panting to work my lips. I just stared after her.




    “God, like, has the whole freakin’ world gone mad?” Josh shouted and jumped into the pool again.




    “Marvin and I have business, Sonia,” Maggie said.




    The model glowered and then said, “Maybe both of you can join me, then, when you’re finished. Won’t be the first time Maggie and I share man.”




    Now that was just not fair.




    Maggie shook her head and giggled. “Ain’t she a hoot?” Then she noticed my discomfort and made a teasing frown. “Poor Marvin, you look like you could use a drink.” She sliced a couple chunks of lime and shoved a tequila in my direction.




    “Here’s looking at you, kiddo,” she said, tossed back the tequila, and chased it with the lime.




    I did the same.




    “You didn’t bring me all the way out here to be Sonia’s eye candy, Margarita Esquivel. What’s going on?”




    She looked around to make sure no one could hear us, and she said, “I’m scared, Marvin.”




    I waited.




    She stared at me a few interminable seconds, as if searching for some long lost connection we might have once shared, perhaps questioning if she could genuinely trust me. What we had once was gone. Maybe I had broken the sacred trust of lovers, and now she couldn’t confide in me as a friend. Just when I thought she was going to say, “forget it,” and send me on my way, Maggie spoke.




    “How good is your Spanish nowadays?”


  




  

    Chapter Three




    “I shouldn’t have gotten involved with Esteban,” Margarita Esquivel told me. We sat on stools at the outdoor bar beside her pool. “After my husband’s death, I was lonely and scared.”




    “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Random Mexican pool boys have a reputation for comforting young widows,” I quipped.




    “Don’t be a twit. Esteban’s Salvadoran.”




    “So you slapped bellies with Esteban? What’s the big deal?”




    “Esteban found Muffin our Lhasa Apso floating in the pool after Willard’s funeral. This note was lodged in her throat.”




    Maggie unfurled a tiny leather parchment on the bar and set a shot glass on one edge and a salt shaker on the other, all the while careful to avoid contact with her flesh.




    As I ran my finger across the creased leather, an eerie chill climbed up my arm. “This scroll is like-,” I started saying.




    “A tanned human forehead,” Maggie finished for me with a grimace.




    I jerked my fingers away. “Shit, Maggie.”




    The Spanish note read,




    Return the key, bitch!




    It was followed by a website address.




    Maggie produced a mound of photos.




    “It was a gangster website that listed the names and photos of my sisters and female cousins in the US and Mexico, along with addresses, schools, workplaces, cell numbers, intimate details.”




    The MS in Old English script at the top of parchment represented Mara Salvatrucha, the most feared Hispanic gang in North America. Better known as MS-13.




    “Why no 13 symbol?” I asked.




    “Look at Muffin’s toes,” she told me pointing to a photograph of the dead pet. “They’d chopped them off her front paws.”




    I saw it now. One toe remained on the right paw and three on the left. The “1” and “3” represented 13. Just like the hand signals that gang members used.




    MS-13 surfaced in LA in the 1980s as an armed force to protect Salvadoran immigrants from other gangs, but it had evolved into a network of organized crime. It now had cells all across the 48 states, Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras. There was virtually no limit to their reach. If they wanted to strike at any of Maggie’s family members, not even the US Marines could stop them.




    A buddy of mine on the LAPD Gang Task Force once told me, “It’s easier to get rid of mosquitoes in the Amazon than MS-13 once you’re in their sights.”




    And Maggie was squarely in their sights.




    “What key?”




    Maggie looked like a vulnerable little girl. I guess, inside, women of all ages are just vulnerable little girls.




    “I don’t know.” She poured us each a drink. “Esteban was checking into it when he disappeared a couple days ago.”




    “Why Esteban? Why not go directly to the police?”




    Maggie forced a nervous laugh void of all humor. “Christ, Marvin! You of all people should know I can’t go to the police.” She was right, I should know. MS-13 had beheaded someone very close to me years ago because he contacted the police.




    She lit a smoke from my pack and inhaled a lungful of carcinogens. The smoke escaped through her nose, but her trembling hands betrayed the exterior calm.




    “Maggie, what are you not telling me?”




    Silence.




    “Why are you on MS-13’s naughty list?”




    More silence. I didn’t like this.




    MS-13 was into drugs, human trafficking, prostitution, racketeering, you name it. The mysterious key could open almost anything - a safety deposit box, a bus station locker, or a pirate treasure chest, for all I knew.




    “This stinks,” I told her. “I want no part of it.”




    “Just find Esteban, please! Find out what he knows. I can pay you whatever you want. If I ever meant anything to you, please do this now. Josh may be in danger, too.”




    I was liking this less and less.




    “OK, one trip to his house to poke around and I am done.”




    Inside Maggie’s estate, Sonia led me to Maggie’s bedroom. “She cries all the time. I stay here to keep her spirits up.”




    “The photo of Esteban,” I reminder her.




    “Sit on bed,” she ordered. Then as if genuinely bored, she informed me, “It’s true what my shrink says about Stepfather Complex. I keep rolling in hay with men old enough to be my stepfather. I get freaky with old man, like you Gray. I can’t help myself.”




    She ran her fingers down a library of homemade DVDs until she came to the name “Esteban.” She inserted it and obscenity lit up the flat screen.




    Esteban and Maggie were entwined.




    “Christ, I don’t want to see this.”




    “You want photo, don’t you?” she said flatly.




    Esteban Estévez dismounted for a moment, twisted to the nightstand, checked his phone, and looked up at the camera. Sonia froze the screen.




    “There,” she said pushing a button, and a colored printer sprang into action. “That is good photo of Esteban’s face. Do you want one of shlong, too?”




    I winced.




    She produced a photo of the Latin man with long hair and a six pack ripped into his stomach. He was standout handsome even by Hollywood standards.




    The Latino barrios of eastern Los Angeles are rough neighborhoods. Crumbling concrete, patched blacktop, Spanish graffiti, liquor stores, pawn shops, tattoo parlors and barred windows on cheap houses littered acre after acre of desert. Without the water from the Oroville Dam and the connecting 440-mile-long aqueduct, the entire city of Los Angeles would wither and die. One could only pray.




    This place gave me the willies.




    I sat in my 1986 Hugo a block from Esteban’s house looking through my Digital Camouflage Military binoculars. His house seemed vacant, but the adjacent house was smothered by a gaggle of tattooed Hispanic youths drinking from brown paper bags and jousting on bikes in the street. Occasionally, a gangbanger would meet a passing car to conduct a pharmaceutical exchange.




    I wouldn’t last five minutes out in the open in this neighborhood.




    The way I figured it, all I needed to do was find Esteban and grill him on what he’d learned. Or failing that, break into his house and snag his laptop or an informative notebook or, if I was really lucky, the mysterious key. His red Ford Escort was nowhere to be seen. He could be gone for hours or even days.




    Sooner or later someone was going to realize that my Yugoslavian clunker didn’t belong in the barrios. Not even the poorest illegal immigrants would be caught dead driving this rattletrap.




    I had not gotten into the private eye business to sit around and wait. All that baloney about hours of boring stakeouts to catch cheating spouses was for losers. I was lending my considerable talent and superior intelligence to the investigative field for the glamor, the broads, and the dough.




    After nearly ten minutes of surveillance, I called it quits. I drove a few blocks until I found what I was looking for.




    For a few hundred dollars, Angel’s Septic Tank Cleaning Service double parked a truck in front of Esteban’s house. The truck’s stench served as a stink force field that kept the gangbangers a healthy distance away. Hispanics are typically hygienic people who go to great lengths to avoid filth.




    Angel explained to the gangbangers, “The toilets overflowed. Sewage will seep into all your yards and drinking water if I don’t pump the tank. Any volunteers?”




    “Well, hurry it-the-fuck-up, ese. This is bad for business,” the tattooed pharmacist shouted, but no one made any effort to interfere.




    The hoodie veiled my Caucasian features as I stepped out of Angel’s truck. I was met with casual disinterest as we pulled the dredging hose around the back of the house. When Angel powered up the pump as a distraction, I attempted to pick the lock on the back door. After three minutes, I gave up and busted a window.




    Inside I opened drawers, checked the medicine cabinet, read credit card receipts, flipped over the sofa cushions, and found some change and a good recipe for tres leches, a Central American dessert, but no mysterious key.




    Outside, Angel continued the distraction to buy me more time. I could see one of the gangbangers performing nasal hygiene and another twirling his 9mm pistol.




    I fired up the desktop computer, but couldn’t crack Esteban’s password. So I took a break.




    I found some cheap beer in his fridge and made myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I sat down in a worn vinyl recliner to watch cable TV. I have to give Esteban credit; he knew his cable. The Premium Package. I rented an adult movie and ordered an anchovy and pineapple pizza. I drew myself a bath and did some overdue man-scaping. I polished my nails while watching reruns of Chavo del Ocho, the famous Mexican comedy show. I ordered a full-body exercise machine from a Spanish infomercial and charged it to Esteban’s credit card. I had been thinking of getting in shape, and this seemed like as good a time as any. When I had depleted his stock of cold beer, I left him a note recommending a wider selection of microbrews.




    I decided to check in with my employer.




    “For Christ’s sake, Marvin, are you nuts?” Maggie asked. “Calling from Esteban’s house?”




    “Maggie, that’s creepy. How did you know?”




    “Caller ID, you oaf. Get out of that house. Now!”




    “No way, I just ordered a massage. Marcela’s is offering a spring special,” I said. Outside, I heard the pump stop and Angel’s engine start up. He drove away. There went my distraction.




    “Marvin, shut up for a second and listen! Esteban just called. You’re in danger.”




    “Does he know about the exercise machine?” Damn, he was good.




    “What?” She seemed confused. “No, Esteban called to warn me. His MS-13 contacts told him that his house is being watched. He can’t go back there.”




    I gently pulled back the curtain in the front window. The gangbangers no longer appeared uninterested. They were organizing into assault teams.




    “Someone tipped them off that an intruder is inside his house. They’re coming in.”




    Indeed, two went around back while another three headed for the front door.




    “You have to get out now.”




    At that instant, the front door burst open.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Seconds after three gangbangers smashed in Esteban’s front door, two rushed through his back. Four young, tattooed Salvadoran men and one plump woman raced towards me like I was the door prize at a street gang raffle. One fierce-looking man in a wife beater t-shirt knocked the phone from my hand and slid a knife to my throat. I could hear the tiny electronic voice of Maggie May in the receiver, which someone duly crushed with a Silver Air Jordan sneaker. Another gangster put me in a headlock from behind. A third man with his cap turned around backwards and shorts drooping below his butt was holding a baseball bat. He reminded me of Josh.




    I had an epiphany: I couldn’t let these thugs see that I was near pissing myself with fear. Instead, I decided to dish the disdain.




    “Don’t try to run,” the fourth man spat, spraying my face. He was the only tall one. None of the others reached above my chin. His shoulders and arms were ripped with muscles. His drooping eyelids gave the appearance of permanent drowsiness.




    “You missed a spot on this side.” I pointed to my left cheek. “Can you slobber on it, too?” I inquired in Spanish. “Does wonders for the pores.”




    “You speak Spanish,” Sleepy said.




    “Brilliant deduction, Holmes,” I told him.




    Since I had a captive audience, I decided to try out some of my new standup material.




    “Have your dwarfs bring me your coldest ale, old man! Esteban’s fresh out.”




    That earned me a slap from the obese broad with elephant breasts that draped her bare belly button. “Watch your tongue, maricon.”




    “Drank all the man’s cold beer?” Sleepy said in perfect English, “Man, that just ain’t right.”




    I whispered to the men, “Which one of you poor suckers got stuck with the fat broad last night?”




    “That’s my sister, ese!” Sleepy said defensively.




    “Really, so how was it?”




    He must have slugged me in the gut, but I didn’t see it coming. That’s how fast he was. My knees buckled. The gangbanger released me from behind, and I slid to the floor.




    Baseball bat man grabbed my hair and jerked my head up. I could see a golden incisor that stood out from the white plain Jane teeth. I envied him at that moment.




    “Hola,” I said. “Bearer of the Baseball Bat must be a prestigious position. What did you do to earn it? Hold up a convenience store? Rape your grandmother? Count to five?”




    Wife Beater flicked the blade, and just that fast, a trickle of blood ran down my cheek onto the back of my hand. These guys were good.




    “A white devil with a sense of humor; I am impressed,” Sleepy said.




    “Let me waste him,” his plump sister said.




    “You speak English,” I told her while getting to my feet. “Your education level is more advanced than I previously calculated.”




    “How do you figure?” Heavy Set asked.




    “Elementary, my dear walrus.” That earned me a kick in the testes.




    “I warned you about that tongue, tonto.” Fool.




    This strategy required some adjustment. As I huffed and puffed, trying to catch my breath and shove away the pain, something told me I should quit while I was behind and plead for mercy. But some days, I just don’t have it in me.




    “Ese, she will clean your clock,” Sleepy informed me.




    “Well, I certainly could use a good clock cleaning. Is she the only one who’s man enough to do it?”




    All of them got in at least one kick this time. When I had recovered and climbed back up to my knees, I touched my lip. It was so swollen. I struggled to breathe, which meant that at least one rib was broken. Had they punctured a lung? At this rate, I wouldn’t last five more minutes. I thought about fine tuning my strategy, but I just couldn’t help myself.




    “You want a piece of me?” the fat woman shouted.




    “Thanks for the offer, but I am lactose intolerant. If the pressure is too much, give me a pail, a stool, and some plastic gloves, I’ll squeeze you out a gallon.”




    This got chuckles from the four men. Her face reddened. So I figured, while I had an audience…




    “Have you considered marketing through Borden or Nestlé? You could fetch a hefty price.”




    “Enough!” Sleepy said, “What are you doing in Esteban’s house? Who were you talking to on the phone?”




    “I reported an Elvis sighting at 1-800-GO-BUGGER-YOURSELF. Two more sightings and I earn a Junior Spotters Badge.” Then to Wife Beater, I said, “Do you fish? I bet you’re a Master Baiter.”




    He ignored me and said, “You sellin’ drugs on our turf?” I remembered seeing him on the street earlier, bartering pharmaceuticals.




    I figured I had a few minutes left to live, so why not give my best performance.




    “Wait a minute, José Cuervo,” I told Wife Beater, “that was a little anticlimactic. The whole ensemble’s choreography is way off,” I continued. “Now, go back outside and try it again.”




    A welcome burst of drive-by gunfire outside sent everyone diving to the floor. Within seconds my captors took up positions at the windows and began shooting back. Bearer of the Baseball Bat raced out the front door desperate for a cleaner shot.




    How exciting. My very first drive-by shooting.




    I opted for the back door.




    “Marvin, oh-my-God, what happened to you? You’re bleeding,” Maggie said, escorting me to a kitchen chair. “That lip looks horrible.”




    My fingers instinctively touched my upper lip. By now it was the size of a swollen appendix and twice as tender. I couldn’t tell where my lip ended and my nose began.




    “Good to see you, too,” I told her.




    “I told you to get out of his house,” she said.




    “Yes, well, I don’t know why that never occurred to me,” I told her. “And by the way, those gangbangers weren’t MS-13.”




    “Of course, they were. Esteban said.”




    “Their accent wasn’t Salvadoran.”




    “You’re not the best judge of accents in Spanish, Marvin.”




    “Wrong accents, wrong tattoos, wrong deodorant. Take your pick.”




    She shook her head, ripped off a paper towel, and pressed it to my face.




    “You’re just jealous ‘cause I slept with Esteban.”




    “Esteban’s lying.”




    “No, he’s trying to help me,” she said.




    “He said his MS-13 contacts told you they were watching his house, right?”




    “So?”




    “If they were MS-13, why didn’t they ask about the key?”




    That made her think, but she didn’t say anything.




    “Goddamnit, Maggie! Esteban’s a fraud. He’s playing you.”




    “You’re the fraud, Marvin,” Maggie exploded in anger. Her entire body was shaking. The impact of a dead husband, a butchered pet, a vanished lover, and threats against her family were finally taking their toll. “Did you ever think of that?”




    There is no stopping a woman on her way to a nervous breakdown, so I didn’t even try. “You’re the loser,” she said. “You dropped out of high school. Then college. You don’t have a dime to your name. You don’t know your own son. You drive a piece of junk. You’re overweight and out of shape. No woman would ever look twice at you. And, and- you ain’t no real detective neither. You have failed at everything you ever tried, and you’re gonna fail at this, too.”




    So, there it was. A chest full of frustration pent up over 15 years.




    Sometime in the outburst, Sonia had made her way to the kitchen. She was standing in front of an island too stunned to speak.




    When I got to my feet, I squealed like a kitty with her tail caught in a door.




    “What is it?” Sonia asked.




    “My ribs.”




    “I am driving you to the hospital,” the supermodel said.




    “Bet he doesn’t even have insurance,” Maggie snapped.




    I was embarrassed and hurt. I wanted beautiful, sexy Maggie May to embrace me. Take me to her room. Make love to me like she had done years ago. I wanted to tell her I still loved her and hear her tell me the same.




    Instead, I told her, “I quit. I did what I promised. I went to the house. I looked around.” I winced as I walked past her into the living room. “But you won’t listen. Esteban is playing you. And you are playing me. And I am sick of it.”




    “Marvin, what happened in El Salvador is not your fault. The boy was killed by the military. You didn’t pull that trigger. It was a war. Lots of bad things happened. It’s over. Destroying yourself one drink at a time won’t bring him back,” Maggie shouted.




    “Maybe it will,” I said, with no special conviction. It was a ridiculous response, but I was sick of people telling me that caring for the victims wouldn’t bring them back. “Maybe it will bring him back. Someone has to try.” Then I added, “One drink at a time.”




    Maggie grabbed my arm and my rib shrieked. She said, “You never have to go back to El Salvador. Never. Just forget it and move on with your life, or one day you’re going to wake up all alone and realize that you are too old to grow up. It’s too late.”




    I put my head down and winced my way to the front door. Behind me she continued to shout.




    “Go ahead, then. Just go ahead. Walk out like you did 15 years ago. Don’t bother coming back. Josh and I don’t need you.”




    “Maggie,” Sonia shouted, “Don’t say that.”




    But it was too late. For both of us.




    As I drove back to the 5 x 7 mini-storage unit that I called home, I kept thinking about what Maggie had said. Maybe she was right. I was a phony. I didn’t know my son. What would Josh think? That I had abandoned him the same day I met him? Had I really failed at everything I had ever tried? Would I fail at being a private investigator, too? Hadn’t I already abandoned my first legitimate case?




    I lifted the garage door at my unit and sat on the sofa. I switched on the black and white TV to watch the news. I had to unplug the light, so that I could switch on the rotating fan that sat on a cardboard box. It was calibrated to blow hot air from my toes to my face. I kicked off my shoes and ignored the TV. Maggie was in trouble whether the MS-13 threat was a hoax or not. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe it was MS-13. Maybe Esteban was on the level, and I was just jealous because Maggie had slept with him, just like she said.




    When I closed my eyes, I kept thinking about this case. Too many things didn’t add up. Beginning with Maggie’s Lhasa Apso murdered in the pool on the day of her husband’s funeral. Then found by Esteban. The dog’s amputated toes. The MS symbol written on creepy human forehead parchment, warning Return the key, bitch!




    I was on my third smoke when I decided to go back down to my office. I was restless and had a nagging feeling that wouldn’t go away. I had been paid in sleeping pills by an insurance dame for snapping a photograph of a deadbeat disability hustler. Maybe I could swallow a fistful and sleep for a week.




    All the way to the office, I kept thinking about how none of the evidence rang true to MS-13’s modus operandi. Over the years, MS-13 had toned down their profile. They shunned leaving calling cards at crime scenes to avoid detection from the police. Now someone was going to an awful lot of trouble to convince Maggie that MS-13 was after her. Why did my gut tell me that someone was Esteban?




    It also troubled me that Esteban had “disappeared” a few days ago only to call Maggie out of the blue when I happened to be searching his house.




    Coincidence? About as likely as bumping into the Easter Bunny, an honest politician, and a high school virgin on the same day. Not in this lifetime.




    The five gangbangers who assaulted me couldn’t have been MS-13. Their accents were wrong. Tattoos all wrong. They knew Esteban, but nothing about the key. Someone told them that I was selling drugs on their territory. That’s the only reason they came after me.




    Also, why the beauty products in Esteban’s bathroom? Women’s shampoo and conditioner? Sanitary napkins? Hand cream, face cream, moisturizer and exfoliates?




    These thoughts distracted me as I unlocked my office door and flipped on the light. An oversized lug by the name of Bennie Scruggs was sitting behind my desk with a .38 revolver aimed at my gut.




    I turned to run but the doorway was blocked by a massive human torso. I couldn’t see the guy’s mug because he was so big that his head wouldn’t fit underneath the door frame. He grabbed me like a marionette and spun me around to face Bennie.




    “I’m hurt, Marvin. Didn’t want to stay and catch up? What’ve you been up to since you ran out on us in Cincinnati?”




    “Sure, Bennie, let’s have a tea party. Just give me a minute to run out for some crumpets.” I had a 9mm in my filing cabinet if I could just break free from this monster.




    “Say, how’d you get a pregnant lip?” He grinned, tossing his ugly head back, and chuckling.




    “Public toilet seat.” I needed that gun.




    Bennie’s smile disappeared. “Take him,” he ordered. The giant walked me down the steps like a puppet. As the three of us walked north, I looked for someone to holler out to. But just my luck the street was empty. We approached a white Mercedes stretch limousine. The giant opened the car door. I had no choice but to enter.




    I ducked into the darkness. The smell of alcohol, Cuban cigars, and $2500 a bottle Clive Christian cologne slapped me like my first date. As my eyes adjusted, I began to see a short, stocky man in his fifties, sporting an expensive toupee, European tailored suit, and a Cayman Island tan. He was sipping Johnny Walker Blue Label on the rocks.




    “Good to see you, Marvin,” said the deep cigar-scarred voice that frightened me more than a suicide bomber.




    “Hi, Ross.”


  




  

    Chapter Five




    Ross Levin’s fat jowls and intrusive gut couldn’t betray the millionaire’s muscular frame, which was a relic from his amateur boxing days. He flipped on the interior light as he poured himself another whiskey. Forests of wild chest hair sprouted from his half-buttoned Italian shirt. A gold lion dangled from a braided gold chain thick enough to anchor a small yacht. He had worn it since long before bling became popular with rappers. We called him the Cincinnati Pit Bull. But never to his face.




    The limousine moved through the Los Angeles night as drops of rain began pelting the windows.




    Ross had moved to Cincinnati from Cleveland, Ohio in the mid-1970’s. Wanting to appear within the margins of the law, he bought up a number of nickel and dime vending machine and video game companies. Truth be told, he forced mom and pop businesses to sell at discount prices. Ross then placed a number of semi-legit gambling machines in bars and truck stops throughout the tri-county area. A combination of attorney maneuvers, intimidation and high-placed nepotism deflected outside interference in his gaming operations. Cash operations, he insisted, cloaked this true income from the IRS. But the racket served as the perfect mechanism for money laundering.




    He alluded to having associates in the John Scalish Cleveland crime syndicate before Scalish’s death in 1976, about the time that Levin relocated to Cincinnati. Ross contended all his business ventures were on the up and up, but he readily resorted to coercion, veiled threats, and alleged links to the mob to keep his associates in line. When Ross and I had a falling out last year, he recounted the story of his jewelry import business partner, Daniel Nyugen, who had stepped in front of a speeding car in Lexington, Kentucky just one week after Levin’s wife admitted to having an affair with the Vietnamese entrepreneur. Ross had conveniently been dining at Jean-Robert’s Table, 80 miles away in Cincinnati at the time. Whether Ross had orchestrated Nyugen’s death or simply used the details to his advantage made the millionaire all the more unpredictable and dangerous.




    Ross Levin’s business practices gave capitalist pigs a bad name.




    “I want my money,” Ross demanded in that hoarse, abrasive voice that I had grown so much to hate. His dark brown eyes probed as he lent a sinister smile.




    I swallowed a hard, dry lump in my throat. In his presence, I felt the vulnerability of prey on the African savanna, but I knew the danger of showing fear to a predator like Levin.




    “I am lion, hear me roar, right Ross? Don’t choke your chicken,” I told him sounding much braver than I felt. “Check’s in the mail. If you start now, you should make it back to Ohio by the time it arrives tomorrow.”




    “No, I think I’ll stick around Los Angeles a while. Town’s growing on me. Tons of hot tail out here” He smiled as if he were about to apply electrodes to my gonads.




    “Not your style,” I told him stubbornly. “You’ll be a small fish out here. Step on the wrong guy’s junk, somebody’ll amputate your foot. Better go back to the Midwest where you can bully grannies and school children.”




    “You underestimate me,” he snarled. “Know what happens to people who don’t respect me?”




    “They sleep with your wife?”




    Redness flushed his face. He was not used to being disrespected. One of my many talents.




    “Don’t go there.”




    “Been there, done Donna,” I lied. Then I leaned toward him, betraying the cowardice pounding in my chest. “Couldn’t satisfy your wife? Who am I to hold judgment?”




    Then with a flick of his hand, he dismissed the idea. “I’m divorcing her anyway.”




    “Have you talked to Monica lately?” Monica was his 15-year-old daughter. She was the only thing in life that Ross loved more than money.




    “Don’t you dare talk about her!” he shouted. Do people still say that?




    Ross was shaking with rage, which helped me relax. I leaned back in the seat. I winced at the pain in my ribs.




    “I’ll take a refreshment now,” I told him. “Got any Captain Crunch?”




    He bared his teeth like a wolf ready to attack.




    “Monica keeps emailing me. Wants me to know her in the biblical sense, if you know what I mean?” I winked at him. Of course, this was a lie. I doubt she could pick me out of a line up, but Ross didn’t know this. And what he didn’t know, might give him a stroke. I could only pray.




    “You touch her and I’ll-” he said, trembling with anger.




    “What? You’ll what? Kill me? You’d be doing me a favor.” That much was true. One advantage of leading a loser’s life was that you had no possessions, no aspirations, no ambition. Nothing to lose. “We both know I don’t owe you a dime.” Then something occurred to me. “Tell you what! You pay me ten grand and I promise not to be Monica’s trophy lover.” Wink. “Won’t let her polish my trophy, if you know what I mean?”




    His face grew redder. My money was on a heart attack.




    “You’re sick!” he shouted.




    “So people keep telling me,” I said. This was the truth.




    After a few seconds, he regained control of his trembling. All good things must come to an end.




    “You got one week to come up with my money.” He straightened in his seat and drained his whiskey. He declined his head like a bull ready to charge, and shot me a stern glare from beneath his eyebrows.




    The car stopped.




    “Behave yourself,” he warned.




    The door opened and an attractive blonde with light brown eyes poked her head in. “Hi all!” she said, as she smoothed her skirt and entered with great difficulty. Her tight fitting white Tahari suit with sequined lapels wasn’t made for such a squeeze.




    She smelled of jasmine and fried fish. I wanted to vomit.




    “Must be Marvin Gray.”




    “So, my mom told me.”




    “I’m Lindsay Cummings .”




    “You have no idea how happy that makes me,” I responded.




    “I am a business consultant. Strong background in auditing,” she said in a croaky voice barely above a whisper, one that her generation sought to emulate. It reminded me of a dog clawing on a glass door. I wanted to cover my ears with my hands.




    I knew that she was innocent in all this. Levin had earned a reputation for luring young women into his bed with promise of lucrative business opportunities, which coincidently faded when he tired of them. Wealth had its perks. I wanted no part of it.




    “So, what time do we meet in the morning? I’m so excited.” Her croaking voice gave the impression of discomfort, like she squeezed every syllable from her throat painfully, as if giving birth to a frog.




    “Meet?” I asked.




    “She’s gonna monitor your progress on raising my thirty-seven thousand, plus her three grand a week nut. She’ll shadow you and report to me every day.”




    “Let’s meet, say, full moon after next-” I told her. It amused me that Ross’ lips pulled tight against his teeth as the anger flared up again. Now I was cheering for an aneurism.




    “I’d prefer to start tomorrow,” she interrupted.




    “No can do, I’m-“




    “Your office, 10am?” she interrupted again. I was beginning to hate this broad.




    “I’m busy with a case.” This was technically a lie. I had dropped Maggie’s case a couple hours ago.




    Ross said, “Maggie can front you the forty grand.” How did he know about Maggie? “Get it by Friday and I disappear. Otherwise, the price goes up three grand a week to cover Lindsay’s nut.”




    “Not gonna happen.” The back seat of the stretch limo suddenly felt too small. I needed air.




    Ross pushed a buzzer, and the car came to a delicate stop.




    “Oh trust me, Marvin, it’s gonna happen.” His reptilian smile sent a chill up my spine. “Convince Maggie that the dough is a sound investment in keeping your kid safe. LA can be a dangerous place.”




    There it was: the threat. So perfectly veiled that Cummings didn’t recognize it. The police wouldn’t consider it a valid warning against our teenage son.




    Would Ross really hurt Josh over forty grand?




    I was out of cards to play. This hand. The door opened, and I stepped to the curb. We’d see what cards tomorrow dealt.




    The limo drove off, and I found myself alone in the street. I was angry and I feared for Josh and Maggie. I had to protect them but had no idea how. I felt disoriented and isolated in this unknown LA neighborhood. I lit a smoke and started walking.




    Wednesday




    I awoke the next morning, unsure where I was. I opened my eyes and looked around. In a few seconds, I recognized my office. I had fallen asleep in a chair. In the bathroom, I drew water for coffee. A quick look in the mirror reminded me of the thrashing I had taken yesterday at the hands of Latin street punks.




    During my third cup of coffee, a short, obese, balding man in his sixties appeared at the doorway. “Marvin Gray?” he asked. His gray ASICS Ecoline sleeveless shirt would have been better left to a man half his age.




    “My name is Bob Richards. I would like you to recover my dog, Mrs Beazley. Buffy was my idol growing up.”




    “The vampire slayer?”




    “No, Buffy from the TV series Family Affair.”




    “Of course,” I said. I had no clue what he meant.




    He showed me a photo of a thin, ugly woman of about fifty with a Maltese dog. “My girlfriend took Mrs Beazley when she left me last week. Bitch doesn’t even like dogs.”




    “Which one is the bitch?” I asked.




    “Oh,” he started with a serious demeanor. Then he grinned as if let in on the joke. “I heard you have a sense of humor.”




    I lifted an eyebrow.




    Then he became serious again when he asked, “You do like Maltese, don’t you?”




    “Naturally, especially the dark meat,” I told him, lighting a smoke. I was approaching twenty-four hours without a drink. Do they award Nobel prizes for that?




    “Hi all,” a screeching croak exploded through the room like a thundercloud of fiberglass insulation. I wanted to duck. “What did I miss?”




    “Bob Richards, meet pole dance consultant, Heidi Fleiss.”




    Richards leaned back in surprise. Then, as if bound by social convention, he extended his hand. “Mrs Fleiss, I had no idea you were now consulting, uh, gentlemen’s clubs.”




    “Lindsay Cummings, happy to meet you. Marvin’s such a cut up,” she commented with a tolerant smile.




    Richards gave me a sheet of paper with an address and some telephone numbers. “Listen, get Mrs Beazley back, and I’ll make it worth your trouble.”




    No sooner had he left than Cummings croaked, “Just love the short, fat bald look.”




    I always felt it was bad taste to poke fun of other people. Unless, of course, Jerry Seinfeld or I was doing the fun poking. I was an astute mocker.




    “Yeah, you tend to go more for old men with fake hair.”




    “Ross wears a toupee? No way!”




    “Shocking, I know. He mastered the imitation black crow’s nest look this season. Great improvement over the comb-over plastic cobweb he opted for last winter.”




    She smiled and spoke as if she were sharing a secret.




    “And what’s with the guy’s naked arms? Like any woman would find those attractive.” Her voice functioned as a cheese grater scraping across my nerve endings.




    “The American constitution guarantees the right to bare arms, Ms Cummings,” I reminded her.




    “Gray?” an official voice asked. “Are you Marvin Gray?”




    Two policemen stepped into my office. One female. One not.




    “Depends on who’s asking.”




    “You’re listed as next of kin for Margaret and Joshua Esquivel, right?” the lady asked.




    I swallowed.




    “You need to come with us. There has been a shooting at the Esquivel residence.”


  




  

    Chapter Six




    The two police officers escorting me were taciturn. The woman who had spoken in my office had clammed up once she started driving the car. The man had not said a word.




    “Were Josh or Maggie injured in the shooting?” I asked.




    “We’re really not at liberty to say,” the driver said.




    “Of course you are at liberty. I grant you the liberty. Don’t worry, it’s not like a grant you liberty or grant you death-type-thing. Josh is my son and Maggie his mom.”




    Silence.




    “Even though we’re not married—I mean Maggie and me. Not Josh and me. See, we split up before our son’s birth. Funny story. I didn’t even know I had a son until yesterday. My fourteen-year-old kid just shows up out of the blue, in my office no less. Tells me I am his old man. At first I thought he was seventeen or eighteen, to be perfectly honest with you.” Then it occurred to me that I might be straying off on what I like to call “a tangent.” That’s where I give away more information than is required, going into details like one of those frustrating footnotes in an old British historical text that goes on and on and on, really drifting away from the point.




    “I was listed as next of kin for Maggie and Josh,” I reminded them. “You said so yourself. So you can tell me. Were either hurt?”




    More silence.




    When I could finally tell that we were going in the direction of Maggie’s estate, I began to relax. Had either been injured, we would have driven straight to the hospital or police station. I sat back and tried to breathe. I looked around the back seat, studying my surroundings, looking for any advantage I could get.




    “This is the first time I have been in the back seat of a Los Angeles cop car.” I thought I would try to lure my two escorts into a sense of ease that might loosen their lips. Any tiny bit of evidence I could glean from these two screws might help me solve this case. “I gotta hand it to you guys. These paddy wagons don’t stink nearly as much as the ones in the Midwest. This one time in Champaign, Illinois, I got busted and hauled to the drunk tank-”




    The metallic voice of the police dispatcher crackled on the radio.




    “… EMT at Esquivel residence…”




    “Was that an ambulance at Maggie’s house? I didn’t catch that. What did they say? Are Josh and Maggie OK?”




    The man still didn’t speak.




    “We’ll be there in a few minutes, Mr Gray,” the lady cop said. “Please be patient.”
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