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			Los Angeles, 1924 

			Prologue

			Today, Dorothy Holcomb would get what she needed, what she deserved. Then she’d be done with Los Angeles. She would move back home and open a fine dress shop, bring some haute couture to the ladies of Des Moines. She’d need to compose a credible story about how she’d gotten the cash since her mother’s rigid morality would never abide what Dorothy was about to do. But she’d long since crossed that line and it wouldn’t do to dwell on it.

			The doorman bowed and tipped his hat with a smile of appreciation as she walked into the downtown hotel. She strolled through the high-ceilinged lobby beneath Italian chandeliers and Moorish frescoes, past the sweeping staircase to the elevator bank. Dorothy stepped into the car and when it reached the top floor she walked to number 1116 and knocked. The man opened the door almost immediately. She walked past him, without looking, to the tall window from which could be viewed the Santa Monica Mountains and, on a clear day like today, the Pacific Ocean.

			Gazing out the window, her back to the man, Dorothy dropped her purse and kicked off her strapless heels. She pulled the cream-colored cashmere sweater over her head and dropped it on a rounded, upholstered armchair. Her smooth hands moved gracefully behind her and unhooked her brassiere, which she similarly dropped onto the chair. She undid two buttons at the top of the pleated skirt that reached the bottom of her calves and it fell to the floor. She was wearing nothing underneath. Dorothy could feel his eyes on her back, drinking in her silhouette, could sense his arousal. She pulled some pins from her hair and shook her head so that reddish-brown waves spilled below silky shoulders. Then she turned and faced him.

			His breath caught in his throat, his heart beating hard in his chest, and he thought for a moment how the delicate countenance and curvaceous figure reminded him of Cabanel’s portrait of Venus that he’d seen at an exhibit in Paris. But then she moved to the double poster bed and lay back on one elbow, offering herself completely. Desire overwhelmed him, driving out any reflections of museums in Europe. He couldn’t move fast enough, hastening to the bed, and with his pants still around his ankles clambered on top of her. Just a few minutes later, he rolled off her and onto his back, self-satisfied and sated.	

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Sam

			They were lined up across the street from the newspaper building; unemployed pressmen and photoengravers and linotype technicians, more than happy to work for the fifty cents an hour that the paper was offering. But they were having second thoughts about crossing, a line of picketing strikers and assorted helpers causing them to hesitate. Especially the assorted helpers: professional muscle hired by the union for exactly this purpose; to prevent scabs from walking in and taking the jobs of the strikers. I counted twenty of the tough guys and they looked like they knew their business. But so did I. 

			I walked across the street flanked by my own twenty sports and we stood for a minute, each side sizing up the other. Then I spotted Elkins, the union rep and leader of this bunch. I knew who he was because I’d seen a photograph of him. He was a professional printing press operator, not a hired thug, but he was big and strong and thought he was plenty tough. He was the guy I needed. As I approached, the head union goon moved to Elkins’s left, just in case. I knew him too, a mug named Henley who they hired on a regular basis. He was good at what he did and he believed in the cause. 

			“Beautiful morning,” I said. 

			“Yeah,” Elkins responded. 

			“I’ve been authorized,” I said, “that under the right circumstances, I should try to see what can be done to accommodate you people.” 

			“The right circumstances?

			“He means us.” It was Henley speaking up, moving closer as he did so, inserting himself between Elkins and me. “They come out with a show of force but if you’ve got some force of your own, they’re not so brave.” 

			I shrugged. “So what about it? What would it take to make this all better?”

			“They know damn well what it would take,” Elkins responded. “Sixty-five cents an hour.”

			Henley, grinning, said, “Yeah, they know. But now that they see you’ve got resources, they’re more willing to listen.”

			I shrugged again. “That’s a lot of dough. It’s more than….”

			I punched the tough guy, Henley. It was a clean right uppercut to the jaw, just like my dad had taught me eighteen years earlier; knees bent and moving upward, hips pivoting, fist rotating ninety degrees. Henley was too stupid to see it coming and it snapped him straight backward, concussed before he hit the ground. Elkins started to say something but I stepped forward and landed a left to his gut before he could get a word fully out. I was going mainly for speed so it wasn’t my hardest punch, but hard enough for a printing press operator. He folded like a bad bluff, his lungs expelling air, his hands grasping his stomach as he collapsed to his knees.

			My men had been instructed to move the instant I threw a punch and they did exactly that. The nightsticks came out from under their coats. They all had experience using them and they all knew the importance of striking first. Within seconds most of the union tough guys were on the ground, the rest trying to fight what were now overwhelming odds and getting the worst of it. A few more seconds and they were all on the ground or running away. Then my men went after the strikers.

			“Stop!” I yelled at the top of my lungs, and everybody froze. “You pressmen, get out of here now and don’t come back or get beat to a pulp. Your choice.” 

			They ran like the hounds of Hell were chasing them, God bless ’em. Then my men did some more work on the downed muscle. We didn’t want any of them coming back the next day. Or the day after that. 

			* * * 

			I walked around to the front of the building and through the tall glass doors, as opposed to the back door the working men had used. The guard at the reception desk took my name and ten minutes later a pretty secretary came to fetch me. She escorted me up the elevator and deposited me in the corner office. 

			Hamilton Chase sat at his big desk. “I hear it went well,” he said. “Like Grant taking Richmond. Black Jack Pershing couldn’t have done any better.”

			I nodded. “It went fine.”

			“But,” he continued, “you stopped your men from harming the strikers. The reds who actually started the problem, they got off scot-free.”

			I looked straight at him. “Not free. They lost their jobs. They were plenty scared. They understand the union can’t help them and their friends who still work on the paper will be less likely to try this sort of thing. As will the new guys who saw the whole thing.”

			Chase stared back at me for a moment before he nodded. He was elegantly dressed, spoke with a prep school accent and sat in a Louis XVI swivel chair that probably cost more than my house. But he looked like a side of beef, big and broad with a flat, florid face and thick black hair swept straight back. “Okay,” he finally said. “I can’t argue with success. It’s just surprising to find such squeamishness in your line of work.”

			“I like to think of it as efficiency. No excess motion.”

			Hamilton Chase grunted, then set an overnight bag on the desk. I picked it up without any further conversation and showed myself out. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I exited the newspaper building and walked two blocks south to police headquarters. I strolled in, walked past the long counter to the employee entrance, nodded to the sergeant, continued down the linoleum hallway to the detectives’ squad room, through the door and to my desk. I stowed the overnight bag in an empty file drawer and locked it. Of course, I didn’t have to worry about anyone stealing anything from it here. That would’ve been suicide for the perpetrator. The cash in the bag would be safe until I distributed it to my men, took my own cut and, of course, gave the Deputy Chief his. 

			“Greetings.” I heard the smooth voice of my partner, Detective First Grade Lon Saunders. Lonnie was tall, lean and handsome, as cool and sharp as a silver ice pick. “Heard it went real well,” he said with a grin. “As always. You’re building a helluva reputation.” 

			I shrugged. “We’ve all got our special talents.”

			Lonnie nodded. “And we’re gonna need your other talent. Dead body at the Biltmore. Deputy Chief wants you on it. Can’t be making any waves among the upper crust, but he wants a solve.” 

			“What if an upper crust is the perp?”

			Again, the white teeth of his grin. “That’s why you’re on it. The man who can handle protocol and politics.” 

			I stood up and we walked out of the building and to the trolley, which we rode six blocks to the Biltmore.

			* * * 

			The door to 1116 was unlocked. Inside, past the closet and the door to the bathroom, next to the bed, she was lying naked, flat on her back, eyes closed, arms crossed at her midsection. She looked peaceful except for the horrific pool of blood surrounding her head, darkening both her hair and the beige carpet she lay on.

			“Face of an angel.” The words were from the patrolman, a short, squat eager beaver who had been hailed by the front desk of the hotel when the maid service discovered the body that morning. He, in turn, had called us.

			“Damn shame,” the fireplug continued. “According to the rent receipt in her purse, her name is Dorothy Holcomb. She lives in Glendale. No driver’s license.” After a moment, he added, “I closed her eyes. Just didn’t seem right.”

			“That’s fine,” my partner said. “Thanks. We’ll take it from here.”

			“I’d be happy to help, run down any leads, anything you need.” 

			“We appreciate that. If we need anything we’ll get in touch.”

			The thick patrolman nodded, but continued to stare at the body, apparently not wanting to abandon it.

			“Seriously, Officer, we got this.” Lonnie sounded a bit annoyed. 

			“Oh, yeah.” The eager beaver exited, closing the hotel room door behind him.

			Lonnie turned toward me. I hadn’t said a word, was still staring at Dorothy. 

			“You all right, Sam?” 

			I didn’t say anything, didn’t look at him.

			“You know this girl?”

			“No, I don’t know her, but I’ve maybe seen her before.”

			“Seen her where?” Lonnie asked.

			“Not sure. Maybe at one of those parties at Metro.”

			“Okay.” Lonnie said. “Will it be a problem?”

			“Of course not.” 

			Lonnie nodded. We’d been working together for two years, ever since I made detective, and he knew me well enough to know when I was lying. 

			I had, in fact, met her at a party at Metro Studios, three years back. I was still a patrolman but already running side jobs. This was the usual kind; the studio was having trouble with some of the grips and set builders who wanted to unionize. Metro had followed its typical course of action, which was to have their security guards beat the crap out of the lead organizers. In this case it had backfired, causing the union to dig in its heels. The union leaders had decided that the best way to get what they wanted was to block Metro’s main gate, thus holding up production by not letting people get in to work. The Wobblies had loaned them some muscle to make sure the blockade succeeded. So the studio brought in their own tough guys. Me and my boys.

			I was able to handle things without starting the second Great War and to show their appreciation management invited me to a few parties. They were bacchanalian affairs, plenty of booze even though Prohibition had started, and an abundance of pretty girls. Dorothy was like most of the others, a Midwestern gal who’d come to California with Hollywood dreams that were going nowhere, and like the others, she came to parties like this hoping to meet a studio big shot who could cut her a break. But studio big shots didn’t need to come to parties to meet girls and Dorothy ended up going home with a cop. 

			At first, I thought she might be the love of my life; smart and beautiful with just the right helpings of worldliness and cynicism. But she never felt that way about me. She required finer things from life than a policeman could provide. She liked me for dessert but I wasn’t the main course. We saw each other for two years but it was never going anywhere, and we’d officially called it off more than a year earlier. Now she was lying dead on the floor of this ritzy hotel room. I was going to solve this. No question.

			“I want Bixby on this,” I said. 

			Lonnie looked at me sideways. “In a place like this? How they gonna feel about a colored coming up here? With a naked white girl.”

			“I’ll handle it,” I said. “I want this done right.” 

			Lonnie shrugged. “Okay.” 

			I went through the hotel switchboard and called Edward Bixby at home. Velma answered, very businesslike, turning to friendly when she realized it was me. When Bixby got on the line he had the same question as Lonnie. 

			“Wear black pants and a white shirt and come to the kitchen entrance,” I said. “I’ll meet you there.” 

			“Got it,” he said. “Thirty minutes.”

			The Los Angeles Police Department’s Detective Squad had had a dedicated fingerprint man for more than ten years: Ronald Pruitt. Pruitt had gone to Chicago for training and went back every few years for updates, He was well qualified. But he was a lazy, careless alcoholic, and would never take initiative to do more than the bare minimum. Bixby, who was fascinated with anything scientific, was smart and enthusiastic and got a kick out of catching criminals. Especially white ones. 

			I’d met him when I was a patrolman and he was helping a private investigator track a series of thefts, inside jobs, at Bullock’s Department Store on 7th and Broadway. Edward caught the perp with a combination of fingerprint work and a camera that he’d set up to self-activate if a certain display case was disturbed. It was practically genius. Of course, the LAPD would never hire a Negro for anything as important as detective work, so I had to engage him on my own. I did him enough favors to make it worth his while and, like I said, he got a kick out of it.  

			I met him as planned at the street entrance to the kitchen. I took his bag of tricks and handed him a serving tray that I’d grabbed from the kitchen. With Edward playing busboy and me with my badge out in case anyone hassled us, we took the service elevator to the top floor. 

			“I want the fingerprints of whoever did this,” I said as we entered the room. “I assume he had his hands on her.”

			“Can’t get anything from her skin,” Edward said. “But chances are there’s a glass he handled that’s got his prints if the maids didn’t already replace it.”

			“They haven’t taken anything. The place is exactly how they found it.”

			In the bathroom Edward looked in the toilet, then grabbed a pair of long tongs from his bag and pulled some sort of flower stem from the bowl. He rinsed both stem and tongs in the sink, then carefully wrapped the stem in wax paper. 

			“What on earth do you want that for?” I asked. 

			Edward shrugged. “Someone flushed a flower, or flowers, down the toilet and this is all that was left. I’m curious as to the type of flower. Maybe he’s known for it.”

			I shook my head. Couldn’t imagine it would be useful. But he also found a drinking glass in the bathroom and a half-full bottle of Jameson Reserve in the liquor cabinet. Looking at the bottle, Edward said, “That’s expensive anytime. With Prohibition, it’s gotta cost a small fortune.”

			“Maybe that’ll narrow the ownership to someone who can afford a place like this,” Lonnie interjected sarcastically. 

			Edward ignored him and pulled a small paintbrush out of his bag and a glass vial with special black powder. He brushed powder on the bottle and the drinking glass. Shadows that could have been fingerprints became visible on each. He took several pieces of tape from the bag and carefully lifted one set of prints, then the other. He smoothed each bit of tape onto strips of white paper. When he lifted the tape, the outline of fingerprints became clearly visible on the paper. Then a magnifying glass came out of the magic bag. 

			After a few minutes examining the loops and whorls, Edward said, “We’ve got right thumb, forefinger, middle finger and ring finger on the bottle. Right thumb, forefinger, and middle finger on the glass. Both sets are from the same guy.”

			Lonnie listened intently, gazed at Edward with a bemused smile and said, “How come ya sound like a white man? If I closed my eyes, I wouldn’t even know you’re a darkie.”

			If Lonnie wanted to rattle Edward Bixby, it didn’t work. The reply was perfectly calm. “When I left where I’m from, I didn’t want any part of it coming with me. So I learned to speak like a Californian.”

			“Yeah. Where ya from?”

			“Arkansas.”

			“No kidding,” said Lonnie. “Me too.”

			“I know.”

			“Yeah? How?”

			“From the way you speak.”

			“Yeah?” Lonnie’s eyes narrowed. “If I think you’re trying to insult me I’ll kick your ass across this room. Don’t care if you’re friends with my partner.”

			“No insult meant,” Edward assured him. “I can just tell from your speech, although you’ve done a good job of losing the accent.”

			“Yeah,” Lonnie said. After a pause, “I understand what ya mean about not wanting any of it to come with ya.” The two men looked at one another and some mutual truce passed between them.

			I chimed in. “Okay. What can you tell us about the body?”

			Bixby, eyeing Dorothy’s corpse, said, “It’s a really nice one.” 

			“I mean about how she died.”

			“Oh yeah.” Bixby grinned, glancing to see if he’d gotten any rise from my partner, which he had not. 

			Bixby walked to the bathroom, grabbed two towels and wet them in the sink. Then he walked to where Dorothy lay and crouched by her head, careful not to step in the blood. He inspected the top and back of her head, delicately parting her hair with his slender fingers, wiping off clots of blood with the wet towels. He twisted his neck to examine the standing radiator behind him, where I now noticed splotches of dark, congealed liquid, probably blood. He did this for several minutes, back and forth between the back of Dorothy’s head and the radiator. Finally, he put her head back down, very gently, on the carpet. He moved around so he could scrutinize her face, then stood up.

			He looked from Lonnie to me. “I can give you my best guess.”

			“That’s all we expect,” I said.

			“Okay. The guy popped her in the jaw. She fell straight back, whacked her head on the radiator. She was stunned, maybe even unconscious, but alive, propped against it. The guy leans over, sees she’s still breathing, then grabs her by that gorgeous hair and smashes the back of her head several more times against the furnace, hard enough to crack her skull. Then he pulls her a foot away from it, to where she’s lying now. He probably laid out her head and crossed her arms. It took a while for her to bleed out but she was basically dead at that point.”

			We both stared at him. Lonnie broke the silence. “How in hell would you know all that?”

			“There’s still a red mark and slight swelling under her chin, where he hit her. There’s a deep cut on the back of her head, the part they call the occipital, and there’s blood on the radiator that corresponds to the shape of that cut. But there’re also four or five more blows farther up her skull on the part they call parietal. They’re practically right on top of each other but you can see there’re distinct impacts. You can see also see blood from those last hits a little farther up the radiator.” There was a pause before Edward said, “The cranium’s fractured right through. That’s what did it.” He sounded sad. 

			There was silence again, and again Lonnie broke it. “You are one smart darkie.”

			Edward Bixby looked at him evenly. “Actually, I am one smart Negro.”

			Lonnie gazed back at him and shrugged.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			After Edward left, Lonnie phoned headquarters and we waited for Ronald Pruitt. When our fingerprint expert finally arrived, he was three sheets to the wind and succeeded in making a mess without gathering one usable print. He tried to take the half-full Jameson Reserve bottle home with him and I had to wrestle it away, explaining that it was evidence. 

			When Pruitt was finally done, Lonnie and I began the task of determining who had occupied room 1116. We started with the day manager, a tall, thin, middle-aged man named Walter Jenkins whose lips barely moved as he spoke. “I told the patrolman,” he said. “After the maid found the body, I carefully interviewed the staff. The room was registered to a John Jones. I assume that’s an alias but I have no idea of the guest’s actual name.”

			“How is that?” Lonnie asked. “The hotel bill had to be paid. Somebody must have seen what the guy looked like.”

			“The cash was dropped off by a courier, who also picked up the key to the room. He looked like someone off the street. No one here recognized him.”

			“Can we talk to the desk clerk?” Lonnie said. 

			“Of course, but I don’t think he’ll have any new information.”

			I understood, as did Lonnie. Discretion was as much a commodity at a hotel like this as were the opulent guest rooms. Those rooms were expensive and if a guest did not wish his identity to be known, then management did not wish to know it. Everyone from the ownership to the maids prospered under the system; a few extra dollars across a palm, a tip left on a nightstand. Even if the desk clerk knew the courier, he’d have no reason to blab to us. But we’d talk to him anyway. 

			As if reading my thoughts, Walter Jenkins spoke up. “Look, Officers, this is not a flophouse.” His hand fluttered around the elegant lobby to emphasize his point. “But certain gentlemen may occasionally use the hotel for….” He hesitated, then said, “Assignations. They often employ methods to remain anonymous, for their own reasons. Perhaps they are men with families, perhaps they are city leaders or captains of industry. We do not encourage this sort of behavior, but neither do we endeavor to discover their true identities. It is a normal part of our business.”

			I nodded. “These gentlemen must have a bundle of spare cash to be able to use the Biltmore for an afternoon poke. Has to be a short list.” 

			“I’m sure I would not know,” Walther Jenkins sniffed. “And even if there were such a list, what would you do with it? Harass these men? Inquire into their personal lives?”

			“I don’t imagine that would be good for the Biltmore’s business. But I’ve got a murder to investigate.”

			“And I don’t imagine,” the day manager responded, “that this is really a button you want to push. These are not men who would welcome a public servant sniffing around their personal lives.”

			He was correct, of course. Politicians in Los Angeles were even more corrupt than the usual scumbags of that profession, and rich men in this city carried disproportionate influence. The Big Chief and the Deputy Chiefs were pretty good politicians themselves. Had to be. A word or two from the right source would stifle any investigation and the investigator along with it. The sight of Dorothy Holcomb’s beautiful body, stone-cold dead, had temporarily fogged my memory. I’d forgotten exactly why I’d been assigned to this case: I was known to be a pretty discreet guy myself. A guy who could handle protocol and politics, as my partner had said. People counted on that. 

			I told Walter Jenkins that we had no more questions for him. He left Lonnie and me standing forlornly in the lobby of the Biltmore, just a couple of rubes in a fancy city hotel where we had no business at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Edward

			I was fourteen years old when they lynched my father. It was one in the morning when they came to our home and pounded on our front door, the heavy thumps reverberating through the walls and waking everyone up. A harsh voice shouted that they had a battering ram and would smash their way in, so Daddy opened the door. He had his shotgun but suddenly there were four men crowding the entry, each similarly armed. With Moms, my sisters and me gathered in our little living room he didn’t want any gun works. He dropped his weapon and the four intruders grabbed him and dragged him out. My Moms screamed and I moved to help him, but she grabbed me with a desperate strength I hadn’t known she possessed. One of the white men turned on me with a drunken grin and said, “We’re happy to kill you too, boy.” Seeing my hesitation, he laughed and turned back to what he had been doing.

			There were at least ten more of them outside. They didn’t wear hoods, didn’t try to hide their identities, and from the light of their torches I saw who they were: Mr. Adkins, who worked in the hardware store where Daddy and I had shopped many times, Phil Kennedy, a local Deputy Sheriff, Bud Thompkins, a hog farmer. Others who I’d seen a hundred times during my young life. They didn’t disguise themselves because they feared no ramifications for what they were about to do. A Negro couldn’t testify against a white man in court and even if he could, a white jury would pay him little mind. I watched as those men beat and kicked my father bloody and senseless in our little front yard before they threw him into a wagon that carried him away. I didn’t follow. Moms was still holding on to me, wailing so loudly that you wouldn’t think she’d have the strength to clench me as she did. But she did. The next morning, we found him hanging from a tall, sweeping oak tree, less than one mile down the dirt road that ran in front of our place.

			My father’s great sin, the one they murdered him for, was attempting to get black men to vote. That simply was not abided in Boone County, Arkansas. Of course, male Negroes had been legally granted voting rights fifty years earlier but that didn’t mean we could actually do it. The polling places were run by whites and God forbid that one of us ever show up. But Daddy was trying to organize groups of men to come to the polls together and thereby face less likelihood of attack. In addition to speaking in churches, he handed out fliers with the word VOTE in capital letters and a picture of a black man at a voting booth. There was just the one word on the flier because most Negroes couldn’t read, same as many white folks. My sisters and I had been reading and writing since we were five years old, taught by Moms and Daddy. At fourteen I devoured every book I could get my hands on, but I was the exception.

			Moms insisted that I leave town, worried that my rebellious nature and the memory of my father would get me killed. She thought that white men were already watching me, just waiting for an excuse to do me in. I didn’t want to go, my sisters didn’t want me to, but my mother would not be deterred. The day I boarded the train, with Moms, Eloise, Josephina and little Mary waving goodbye, my heart nearly broke. I couldn’t imagine my life without them. But of course, Moms was right. If I’d stayed I would inevitably have gotten into trouble. Getting away was the best thing that ever happened to me. I didn’t know that at the time and I remember how filled with grief I was on that train ride. And how much I hated white people. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Sam

			I had dinner at Susan’s that night, as I did most nights. I stopped on the way home at the Central Market, then took Angel’s Flight up Bunker Hill. Susan and Pete lived next door to me on Hope Street. It was difficult to drive up there then, a lot faster to walk or take the funicular. I liked that, it made me feel a little farther from the city. 

			As usual, we talked while she cooked. Pete pretended to listen while he sat at the table and read whatever it is that ten-year-olds read. It might have been something by Horatio Alger. 

			“I heard it was you who busted up the newspaper strike today.” 

			I figured she might hear about that. Susan works in the records department at police headquarters, the same building I work out of, although she has more regular hours. Word gets around quickly. 

			“Yeah,” I said. 

			“Working for Hamilton Chase? How do you think Daddy would have felt about that?”

			“It’s not something I think about,” I said, a little too sharply. I was still on edge from what I’d ingested that morning. “Nor do I intend to. Anyway, Hamilton Chase didn’t do me any harm. Nor you.” 

			She nodded slowly. “Perhaps not,” she said. Then we were silent for a while. Maybe both of us were drifting back to the long, green valley, the little farm, the grinding poverty. Or maybe it was just me.

			It was Pete who spoke up, probably uncomfortable with any sign of animosity between his mother and his uncle. “What’d you do at work today, Uncle Sammy? Any new cases?”

			“As a matter of fact, yes. We drew a new one. A woman was murdered and my partner and I have to find the person who did it.” 

			“Wow!” Pete said, obviously excited. “Did you see her? The dead lady?”

			“I did. That’s part of the job.” 

			“Wow!” Pete exclaimed. “I wanna be a police detective.”

			“Maybe you can be,” I said. “If—”

			“Maybe we can talk about something else,” Susan intoned. Then, looking at Pete, “Petey, if you want excitement and you like being around criminals, you could be a lawyer. But if you want to build things you could be an engineer, like your father was. You could show your uncle what you built with the Erector Set he gave you.”

			Neither of us wanted my sister any more irritated than she already was, so we went to his room and he showed me the little bridge he’d built with the kit I’d given him for Christmas, four months earlier. It was an impressive project and the fact that a ten-year-old had done it was especially striking. I had to admit that Sue was right. The kid had a real facility for this.

			“It’s like the bridge over 1st Street,” he said. “I went down and looked at how they do the supports and arches and stuff. I leaned on it and it holds up pretty good.”

			 “Your mom’s right. You oughta think about being an engineer.”

			“Maybe,” Pete said. “I’ve got lots of time before I have to decide.”

			“Out of the mouths of babes.”

			“What?”

			“Nothing,” I responded. “Just something it says in the Bible.”

			Pete nodded as if he understood that this was explanation enough.

			Not long after, Pete went to bed. I helped Sue finish the dishes as I had since we were kids. I could tell she was still peeved with me. I kissed her on the cheek and went home. Meaning I walked next door. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Susan

			We lived in the Owens Valley, a pretty place at the foot of spectacular mountains. We had a little farm where we grew beets and beans and kept a few pigs for slaughter and sale, which meant we barely eked out a living. But we almost always had enough to eat thanks to the crops we grew, plentiful fishing, and the occasional rabbit. 

			Mama’s death was hard. We buried both her and the baby who took her life in the backyard with a big gravestone for Mama, a small one for my little sister. My sister’s stone just said ‘Baby Lacy’ since she hadn’t been named yet. Maybe Daddy thought that leaving her unnamed would make it easier to forget. 

			Daddy just kept going, up every morning and out to his fields. He loved living off what he grew or caught or shot, loved being king of his own estate, loved the whole life. But after Mama died he was never the same. His smile came back, sometimes, but it never lasted long. He performed all his duties as a father but the fire that had once burned inside him was almost extinguished. 

			I knew how to clean our home, how to dress game and cook it, and whatever I didn’t know, Daddy showed me. So housekeeping responsibilities fell onto me. Sam was only eight but I felt it only fair that he help me, so I taught him everything I knew. He never objected. Whatever joie de vivre Daddy had lost, Sam had found. He was sad, almost incommunicado, for several months after Mama died. But then his young mind reached some sort of decision that he would make the best of his situation. From that time on, Sam’s glass was always half-full and better times were just around the corner.

			* * * 

			I remember when Sam was ten years old, already taller than boys his own age but still skinny. An older boy named Jeff Jerritt decided that Sam was the perfect kid to bully. I was eating lunch with my friends and saw them on the yard we shared with the elementary school kids, saw Jeff strike my little brother. I got up and ran over as fast as I could, like I was his mama, not even thinking. Sam had barely raised his hands to defend himself and Jeff had punched him twice in the face. Sam was just standing there, blood pouring from his nose, one eye half-closed, and Jeff was closing in for more. 

			“Stop that, Jeff Jerritt!” I yelled at him at the top of my lungs. “You just stop.”

			And he did. Jeff was the same age as me, three years older than Sam. He looked at me, then at Sam and said, “How ’bout that, Lacy. Your pretty sister doesn’t want me to hurt you. Maybe if I’m nice, she’ll give me a kiss.”

			“Or maybe I’ll punch your lights out,” I said. Which I had absolutely no ability to do. I was just really angry. Jeff laughed as if I’d said something funny and then walked back toward the school. Everyone else followed since lunch break was over and Sam and I were left alone. I could tell it was taking him some effort not to cry. 

			“We were playing basketball,” he said, referring to the sport that had recently become so popular on schoolyards across the country. “I’m better than him. I laughed at him cuz he couldn’t stop my hook shot. He got pretty mad.”

			“Maybe you shouldn’t laugh at people just because you’re better at something.”

			“He’s a jackass,” Sam said, borrowing Daddy’s most derogatory description. “Nobody likes him.”

			“He has some friends,” I said, “although not many.” I paused a moment, then said, “We’d both better get back to class.” Then I gave him a long hug. I didn’t care if anyone saw and I don’t think Sam did either.

			At dinner that night my little brother had a full-blown black eye and Daddy decided it was time to teach him how to box. Daddy had done some exhibition boxing when he was young, before he’d met Mama. He wasn’t good enough to go far but he certainly knew the basics. That Sunday he hung a speed bag and a heavy bag in the barn and set out to teach Sam to defend himself. He even had two pairs of gloves small enough for Sam to use. Or me.

			I watched them for thirty minutes and then said, “Teach me too.” 

			Daddy looked at me quizzically. “Pretty girl like you, why would you ever need to fight?”

			“In case I need to defend myself, just like Sam. I can do the footwork like you showed him. Better than him.”

			“But you can’t punch for squat,” Sam intoned. “Your jab’ll be useless.”

			“He’s got a point,” Daddy said. “He’s younger but he’s already a lot stronger than you.”

			“I can do it,” I said, my hands on my hips, refusing to back down.

			Daddy just stared for a moment, then in a voice I could barely hear said, “You look just like your mother when you’re like that.” Then, louder, “Okay, you’re in. But you both remember. If someone picks on you, you fight back as hard as you can. Even if they beat you, you’ll recover, and next time they’ll pick on someone else. Person doesn’t fight back, it’s their own fault they get picked on.”

			Sam took that advice to heart much more than I ever did.

			I learned foot work and I learned to jab, uppercut, and cross. Of course, as Sam had pointed out, I never had the strength of a man. I spent most of my time on the speed bag because I could never move the heavy one. Sam couldn’t move it either, at first, but he knew there would come a time when he could and he was willing to work on it, patiently, waiting for his size and strength to come around.

			After that, whenever Daddy did a ‘boy’ thing with Sam, like fishing or hunting, I was included. I already knew how to shoot, but just target practice. At thirteen, I was a better shot than Daddy. This was at a time when Annie Oakley was still the most famous marksman in the country and when Daddy first saw me shoot, he’d had dreams of glory. I was never Annie Oakley but I did become the second-best shot in our county, which was darn good, and certainly the best in our family. So, if we wanted rabbit or deer for dinner, it only made sense that I be included in the party. At first, I hated to kill an animal. But we needed to eat. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Edward

			My father had an older sister who’d moved to Los Angeles thirty years earlier and so I went to live with Eileen Bixby. Eileen had never married and made her living as a housekeeper, but had managed to buy her own home, a small two-bedroom, one-bathroom Craftsman on 43rd, just south of Central. She welcomed into her home a fourteen-year-old boy, whom she’d met only once, with extraordinary grace and warmth. Eileen had doted on her younger brother when they were children and was determined to do right by his half-orphaned son after the terrible thing that had happened. 

			I wrote home every week, but LA became my home. I went to high school because Eileen thought my father would have wanted that, which he would have, and it wasn’t something a Negro boy in Arkansas could do. This was before the High School movement so the closest secondary school was nine miles away. I rode there on an old Red Car line. To my initial surprise black people were allowed on, along with Caucasians and Mexicans and even a few Chinese.

			Los Angeles High School was a shock. Almost all the students were white, just a few of us Negroes. We hung together for protection but for the most part no one cared. I already read and wrote better than almost any Caucasian and I decided I would speak better as well. Daddy had stressed proper grammar at home and I took the opportunity to perfect my English. After a year I could sound like a college professor when I wanted to, a capability that did not go unnoticed. 

			Three white boys, all of whom I’d seen in my classes, none of whom I’d ever spoken to, cornered me in the lunch area the third week of my second year. I’d become too comfortable and complacent, forgotten how malicious white people can be. I had allowed myself to be caught without any friends nearby and against three I didn’t have a chance. 

			“Ya think you’re better’n us, doncha, darkie?” a tall boy with a floppy mop of blond hair said, spittle spraying from his mouth as he spoke. 

			I didn’t know what to say and I just stared at him, stupidly, frozen in place. Then one of his friends, a stocky red-headed kid, stepped in and pushed me hard. I fell backward but managed to stay on my feet, my fists up, my every muscle alert. The red-headed kid stepped in again. I dodged his first blow and landed a quick jab to his chin, a move he hardly seemed to notice. He just waded forward and pummeled me, ignoring my defensive strikes and eventually knocking me to the ground. Then the other two stepped up, kicking me in the ribs and head while I could only lie there, ineffectively using my arms to protect myself. 

			I was saved by a male teacher blowing a whistle and pulling the boys away. “Get away from him,” he yelled at them, pulling the redhead roughly. The bell for class had rung and with the yard cleared, the teacher had seen what was going on and ran over to stop it. But when he saw who the victim was, his anger melted. “Get on back to class,” he said to my attackers. I could see the satisfied smirks on their faces as they realized that no punishment would be forthcoming, and they swaggered away. I was still on the ground, blood running from my nose, one eye swelling, my ribs aching where they’d kicked me. To me, the teacher said, “You get to class too,” before he walked away. 

			I did go back to class, trying to ignore the pain in my side and my eye, now almost swollen shut. My teacher could, of course, see the black eye but said nothing. A few fellow students looked sympathetic, a few smiled triumphantly, but most of the kids, like the teacher, acted as if nothing had happened.

			Two months later, completely healed, I had my first run in with the Los Angeles Police Department. My friends Tommy and Curtis, the two Negroes I carefully stuck with before and after class and at lunch break, decided they wanted to visit a local diner before catching the trolley. Both boys lived in the same general neighborhood I did and we tried to accompany each other on the Red Car as well as at school. But I wasn’t sure about walking into a restaurant in this Caucasian neighborhood. 

			“No need to worry,” Tommy said. “You ain’t in Arkansas no more. Things’ll be fine.” 

			And despite my trepidation, they were. We all had some money in our pockets from weekend jobs washing windows and cleaning floors and we sat at the counter. The waitress treated us as I imagine she did anyone else. When we’d finished eating we paid, left a dime tip and stepped out the door feeling like real men. We didn’t notice the two uniformed cops until it was too late.

			“Whatcha boys up to?” the first cop asked.

			“Just got some pie,” Tommy answered.

			“Did ya actually pay for it?” 

			“Yeah, of course,” Curtis said, sounding a little indignant.

			“Don’t talk uppity to me,” the second cop said. He was a squarely built, dark-eyed man whose face held not a drop of humor. 

			He turned to his partner and said, “Sometimes these colored boys carry a knife up their pants. We should check.” 

			The partner nodded, then unslung his nightstick. “Spread your legs boy,” he said, nodding to Curtis. 

			Curtis did as he was told and the policeman bent down and, starting at the ankle, carefully ran the nightstick up the inside of my friend’s leg. Then he did the same to the other leg, but this time when the nightstick got close to the top he accelerated, ending with a sickening whap into Curtis’s crotch. My friend cried out with pain. His hands clutched the offended area and after a moment he dropped slowly to his knees, tears filling his eyes. 

			“He ain’t got nothing up his leg,” the cop said to his partner, grinning. 

			“You can’t do that to—” Tommy said, but he didn’t finish the full sentence before the same cop smacked the nightstick across his ribs, evincing another howl of agony. 

			“I can do what I want,” he said. “My partner and I eat here, so that means that you don’t. You understand?”

			He was looking at me and I nodded vigorously. He didn’t bother hitting me, probably because he could sense how intimidated I was. And how harmless. Then the two policemen turned and walked into the diner.
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