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INTRODUCTION

30th ANNIVERSARY OF DEVIL IN A BLUE DRESS

THIRTY YEARS. THAT’S A VERY long time. Very long indeed. The publication date of Devil in a Blue Dress was in June 1990. America was still (and is still) struggling with its own history, its own unconscious awareness of race and who’s winning that contest. Race in the United States of America is, to say the least, the long haul. We’ve been running for centuries, all of us have—the made-up colors, black and white, brown, red, and yellow, along with a multitude of sects and faiths, language groups and economic systems. Men and women have entered the eternal tournament rushing to get ahead, to keep up, or to escape the consequences of being black and poor, being white and poor, or simply being the underdog in a system, a nation, a worldwide pandemic of underdogism.

When I wrote Devil I had a simple thought in mind. I wanted to tell a story about Los Angeles that highlighted black life and the black contribution to culture within a mirror-darkly that partially reflected the American experience within a shadowy landscape of national shame. In Devil I talked about how poor black people migrated from the Deep South to Southern California, of how they flourished and ultimately failed; only to rise again, flourish again, fail again but in the end, pressing the envelope of that contest forward each and every time.

Sometimes within failure is contained magnificence. The characters introduced by the Easy Rawlins series hopefully displayed glimmers of hope and resistance. The murderous Raymond “Mouse” Alexander, for instance, drew a line in the concrete demanding respect or death. Then there’s the cowardly but brilliant Jackson Blue whose entire life is a blueprint of how genius can defy expectation. Business-minded Mofass was intent on capturing the wealth so often milked out of the black community. And ever-steady EttaMae Harris made sure that survival was the watchword of those she loved.

Easy encountered dozens of major and minor characters representing so many aspects and characteristics of black and other nonwhite lives that the rest of America seems, pretty much, unaware of.

The private detective Easy Rawlins is the center of this concatenation of the mystery/crime stories that started with Devil. He was born poor in 1920 Louisiana and orphaned by the time he was eight. A black child of Southern Louisiana, he jumped a boxcar that took him to 5th Ward, Houston, Texas. He is self-educated in everything from sewing to English literature. Easy is a heroic veteran of World War II and an undeniable victim of American racism; but he’s not the type to give up or to even back down. Easy is ready to stand his ground. Knowing him will certainly challenge his clients’ beliefs and maybe even cause them to double-check the locks on their door at night. He will definitely solve the case but will not always save lives.

Over the years Easy has experienced Joe McCarthy, the Beats, the Panthers, and the Summer of Love. He has been stopped by a thousand disrespectful policemen and he has brought to light the truths that America, from white nationalists to the Ivy League, has tried its best to hide.

Easy is a descendant of slavery. His ancestors were the first humans in the world to be considered property under the rubric of pure capitalism. We were not only property but also compelled to become the almost completely dehumanized Technics of mass production. As time has gone on the rest of America—women, transgendered people, other so-called races, and even working-class whites—have begun to understand that this world wants to own their labor, hollow out their souls, and sell their produce in bulk to a world that does not know their names before, during, or after the material transaction that defines their brief, unsatisfying existence.

Easy’s history comprises jazz and lynching, new-world awareness under an old-world class system, and the transcendent knowledge, no, conviction, that no one will get out of this contest alive.

Easy is not afraid of death. He cannot but follow his understanding of what is right and wrong. And he knows that the LAPD, the mayor and governor, the congress and president are not, in so many ways, reflective of his values. Every case he takes on is defined by his personal understanding of honesty and justice. In this way Easy is an inheritor of the mantle of the hardboiled private detective genre that started with Philip Marlowe and the Continental Op. He must make up his own mind as to what is legal and not legal, fair and balanced, in a world where corporate interests eclipse the individual nine times out of ten.

This was always my notion of Easy Rawlins and the people that populate his neighborhood. He and his friends face every morning having to scramble up the slippery slope that is America, that is business as usual, that is an unequal sense of innocence and guilt, that recognizes and prejudges race, gender, and class before wondering about the who, what, and why of the crime committed. Easy is an American hero. He does not expect recognition, acceptance, or any sense of equality in the land that defines his experience as something other. He knows that he will never be seen as equal to those that believe equality is weighted by color and class, gender and belief. But Easy doesn’t care how he is seen or perceived; as long as they know he is blessed with the willingness to fight back, then the rules begin to tip, ever so slightly, in his favor.

—Walter Mosley
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CHAPTER 1


I WAS SURPRISED TO SEE A WHITE MAN walk into Joppy’s bar. It’s not just that he was white but he wore an off-white linen suit and shirt with a Panama straw hat and bone shoes over flashing white silk socks. His skin was smooth and pale with just a few freckles. One lick of strawberry-blond hair escaped the band of his hat. He stopped in the doorway, filling it with his large frame, and surveyed the room with pale eyes; not a color I’d ever seen in a man’s eyes. When he looked at me I felt a thrill of fear, but that went away quickly because I was used to white people by 1948.

I had spent five years with white men, and women, from Africa to Italy, through Paris, and into the Fatherland itself. I ate with them and slept with them, and I killed enough blue-eyed young men to know that they were just as afraid to die as I was.

The white man smiled at me, then he walked to the bar where Joppy was running a filthy rag over the marble top. They shook hands and exchanged greetings like old friends.

The second thing that surprised me was that he made Joppy nervous. Joppy was a tough ex-heavyweight who was comfortable brawling in the ring or in the street, but he ducked his head and smiled at that white man just like a salesman whose luck had gone bad.

I put a dollar down on the bar and made to leave, but before I was off the stool Joppy turned my way and waved me toward them.

“Com’on over here, Easy. This here’s somebody I want ya t’meet.”

I could feel those pale eyes on me.

“This here’s a ole friend’a mines, Easy. Mr. Albright.”

“You can call me DeWitt, Easy,” the white man said. His grip was strong but slithery, like a snake coiling around my hand.

“Hello,” I said.

“Yeah, Easy,” Joppy went on, bowing and grinning. “Mr. Albright and me go way back. You know he prob’ly my oldest friend from L.A. Yeah, we go ways back.”

“That’s right,” Albright smiled. “It must’ve been 1935 when I met Jop. What is it now? Must be thirteen years. That was back before the war, before every farmer, and his brother’s wife, wanted to come to L.A.”

Joppy guffawed at the joke; I smiled politely. I was wondering what kind of business Joppy had with that man and, along with that, I wondered what kind of business that man could have with me.

“Where you from, Easy?” Mr. Albright asked.

“Houston.”

“Houston, now that’s a nice town. I go down there sometimes, on business.” He smiled for a moment. He had all the time in the world. “What kind of work you do up here?”

Up close his eyes were the color of robins’ eggs; matte and dull.

“He worked at Champion Aircraft up to two days ago,” Joppy said when I didn’t answer. “They laid him off.”

Mr. Albright twisted his pink lips, showing his distaste. “That’s too bad. You know these big companies don’t give a damn about you. The budget doesn’t balance just right and they let ten family men go. You have a family, Easy?” He had a light drawl like a well-to-do Southern gentleman.

“No, just me, that’s all,” I said.

“But they don’t know that. For all they know you could have ten kids and one on the way but they let you go just the same.”

“That’s right!” Joppy shouted. His voice sounded like a regiment of men marching through a gravel pit. “Them people own them big companies don’t never even come in to work, they just get on the telephone to find out how they money is. And you know they better get a good answer or some heads gonna roll.”

Mr. Albright laughed and slapped Joppy on the arm. “Why don’t you get us some drinks, Joppy? I’ll have scotch. What’s your pleasure, Easy?”

“Usual?” Joppy asked me.

“Sure.”

When Joppy moved away from us Mr. Albright turned to look around the room. He did that every few minutes, turning slightly, checking to see if anything had changed. There wasn’t much to see though. Joppy’s was a small bar on the second floor of a butchers’ warehouse. His only usual customers were the Negro butchers and it was early enough in the afternoon that they were still hard at work.

The odor of rotted meat filled every corner of the building; there were few people, other than butchers, who could stomach sitting in Joppy’s bar.

Joppy brought Mr. Albright’s scotch and a bourbon on the rocks for me. He put them both down and said, “Mr. Albright lookin’ for a man to do a li’l job, Easy. I told him you outta work an’ got a mortgage t’pay too.”

“That’s hard.” Mr. Albright shook his head again. “Men in big business don’t even notice or care when a workingman wants to try to make something out of himself.”

“And you know Easy always tryin’ t’be better. He just got his high school papers from night school and he been threatenin’ on some college.” Joppy wiped the marble bar as he spoke. “And he’s a war hero, Mr. Albright. Easy went in with Patton. Volunteered! You know he seen him some blood.”

“That a fact?” Albright said. He wasn’t impressed. “Why don’t we go have a chair, Easy? Over there by the window.”



JOPPY’S WINDOWS WERE SO DINGY that you couldn’t see out onto 103rd Street. But if you sat at a small cherry table next to them, at least you had the benefit of the dull glow of daylight.

“You got a mortgage to meet, eh, Easy? The only thing that’s worse than a big company is the bank. They want their money on the first and if you miss the payment, they will have the marshal knocking down your door on the second.”

“What’s my business got to do with you, Mr. Albright? I don’t wanna be rude, but I just met you five minutes ago and now you want to know all my business.”

“Well, I thought that Joppy said you needed to get work or you were going to lose your house.”

“What’s that got to do with you?”

“I just might need a bright pair of eyes and ears to do a little job for me, Easy.”

“And what kind of work is it that you do?” I asked. I should have gotten up and walked out of there, but he was right about my mortgage. He was right about the banks too.

“I used to be a lawyer when I lived in Georgia. But now I’m just another fella who does favors for friends, and for friends of friends.”

“What kind of favors?”

“I don’t know, Easy.” He shrugged his great white shoulders. “Whatever somebody might need. Let’s say that you need to get a message to someone but it’s not, um, convenient for you to do it in person; well, then you call me and I take the job. You see I always do the job I’m asked to do, everybody knows that, so I always have lots of work. And sometimes I need a little helper to get the job done. That’s where you come in.”

“And how’s that?” I asked. While he talked it dawned on me that Albright was a lot like a friend I had back in Texas—Raymond Alexander was his name but we called him Mouse. Just thinking about Mouse set my teeth on edge.

“I need to find somebody and I might need a little help looking.”

“And who is it you want to—”

“Easy,” he interrupted. “I can see that you’re a smart man with a lot of very good questions. And I’d like to talk more about it, but not here.” From his shirt pocket he produced a white card and a white enameled fountain pen. He scrawled on the card and then handed it to me.

“Talk to Joppy about me and then, if you want to try it out, come to my office any time after seven tonight.”

He downed the shot, smiled at me again, and stood up, straightening his cuffs. He tilted the Panama hat on his head and saluted Joppy, who grinned and waved from behind the bar. Then Mr. DeWitt Albright strolled out of Joppy’s place like a regular customer going home after his afternoon snort.

The card had his name printed on it in flourished letters. Below that was the address he’d scribbled. It was a downtown address; a long drive from Watts.



I NOTED THAT MR. DEWITT ALBRIGHT didn’t pay for the drinks he ordered. Joppy didn’t seem in a hurry to ask for his money though.






CHAPTER 2


WHERE’D YOU MEET THIS DUDE?” I asked Joppy. “I met him when I was still in the ring. Like he said, before the war.”

Joppy was still at the bar, leaning over his big stomach and buffing the marble. His uncle, a bar owner himself, had died in Houston ten years earlier, just when Joppy decided to give up the ring. Joppy went all the way back home to get that marble bar. The butchers had already agreed to let him open his business upstairs and all he could think of was getting that marble top. Joppy was a superstitious man. He thought that the only way he could be successful was with a piece of his uncle, already a proven success, on the job with him. Every extra moment Joppy had was spent cleaning and buffing his bar top. He didn’t allow roughhousing near the bar and if you ever dropped a pitcher or something heavy he’d be there in a second, looking for chips.

Joppy was a heavy-framed man, almost fifty years old. His hands were like black catchers’ mitts and I never saw him in shirtsleeves that didn’t strain at the seams from bulging muscle. His face was scarred from all the punishment he had taken in the ring; the flesh around his big lips was jagged and there was a knot over his right eye that always looked red and raw.

In his years as a boxer Joppy had had moderate success. He was ranked number seven in 1932 but his big draw was the violence he brought to the ring. Joppy would come out swinging wildly, taking everything any boxer could dish out. In his prime no one could knock Joppy down and, later on, he always went the distance.



“HE GOT SOMETHING TO DO with the fights?” I asked.

“Wherever they’s a little money to be made Mr. Albright got his nose to the ground,” Joppy said. “An’ he don’t care too much if that money got a little smudge or sumpin’ on it neither.”

“So you got me tied up with a gangster?”

“Ain’t no gangster, Ease. Mr. Albright just a man with a finger in a whole lotta pies, thas all. He’s a businessman and you know when you in business sellin’ shirts and a man come up to you with a box he say done falled off’a truck, well… you just give that man a couple’a dollars and look t’other way.” He waved his catcher’s mitt at me. “Thas business.”

Joppy was cleaning one area on his counter until it was spotless, except for the dirt that caked in the cracks. The dark cracks twisting through the light marble looked like a web of blood vessels in a newborn baby’s head.

“So he’s just a businessman?” I asked.

Joppy stopped wiping for a moment and looked me in the eye. “Don’t get me wrong, Ease. DeWitt is a tough man, and he runs in bad company. But you still might could get that mortgage payment an’ you might even learn sumpin’ from ’im.”

I sat there looking around the small room. Joppy had six tables and seven high stools at his bar. A busy night never saw all his chairs full but I was jealous of his success. He had his own business; he owned something. He told me one night that he could sell that bar even though he only rented the room. I thought he was lying but later on I found out that people will buy a business that already has customers; they wouldn’t mind paying the rent if there was money coming in.

The windows were dirty and the floor was rutted but it was Joppy’s place and when the white butcher-boss came up to collect the rent he always said, “Thank you, Mr. Shag.” Because he was happy to get his money.

“So what he want with me?” I asked.

“He just want you t’look for somebody, leastwise that what he said.”

“Who?”

“Some girl, I dunno.” Joppy shrugged. “I ain’t ax him his business if it don’t gotta do wit’ me. But he just payin’ you to look, ain’t nobody says you gotta find nuthin’.”

“And what’s he gonna pay?”

“Enough fo’ that mortgage. That’s why I called you in on this, Easy, I know’d you need some fast money. I don’t give a damn ’bout that man, or whoever it is he lookin’ fo’ neither.”

The thought of paying my mortgage reminded me of my front yard and the shade of my fruit trees in the summer heat. I felt that I was just as good as any white man, but if I didn’t even own my front door then people would look at me like just another poor beggar, with his hand outstretched.

“Take his money, man. You got to hold on to that little bit’a property,” Joppy said as if he knew what I was thinking. “You know all them pretty girls you be runnin’ wit’ ain’t gonna buy you no house.”

“I don’t like it, Joppy.”

“You don’t like that money? Shit! I’ll hold it for ya.”

“Not the money… It’s just… You know that Mr. Albright reminds me of Mouse.”

“Who?”

“You remember, he was a little man lived down in Houston. He married EttaMae Harris.”

Joppy turned his jagged lips into a frown. “Naw, he must’a come after my time.”

“Yeah, well, Mouse is a lot like Mr. Albright. He’s smooth and a natty dresser and he’s smilin’ all the time. But he always got his business in the front’a his mind, and if you get in the way you might come to no good.” I always tried to speak proper English in my life, the kind of English they taught in school, but I found over the years that I could only truly express myself in the natural, “uneducated” dialect of my upbringing.

“ ‘Might come to no good’ is a bitch, Easy, but sleepin’ in the street ain’t got no ‘might’ to it.”

“Yeah, man. I’m just feelin’ kinda careful.”

“Careful don’t hurt, Easy. Careful keep your hands up, careful makes ya strong.”

“So he’s just a businessman, huh?” I asked again.

“That’s right!”

“And just exactly what kind of business is it he does? I mean, is he a shirt salesman or what?”

“They gotta sayin’ for his line’a work, Ease.”

“What’s that?”

“Whatever the market can bear.” He smiled, looking like a hungry bear himself. “Whatever the market can bear.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Don’t worry, Ease, I’ll take care’a ya. You just call ole Joppy now and then and I’ll tell ya if it sounds like it’s gettin’ bad. You just keep in touch with me an’ you be just fine.”

“Thanks for thinkin’a me, Jop,” I said, but I wondered if I’d still be thankful later on.






CHAPTER 3


I DROVE BACK TO MY HOUSE thinking about money and how much I needed to have some.

I loved going home. Maybe it was that I was raised on a sharecropper’s farm or that I never owned anything until I bought that house, but I loved my little home. There was an apple tree and an avocado in the front yard, surrounded by thick St. Augustine grass. At the side of the house I had a pomegranate tree that bore more than thirty fruit every season and a banana tree that never produced a thing. There were dahlias and wild roses in beds around the fence and African violets that I kept in a big jar on the front porch.

The house itself was small. Just a living room, a bedroom, and a kitchen. The bathroom didn’t even have a shower and the backyard was no larger than a child’s rubber pool. But that house meant more to me than any woman I ever knew. I loved her and I was jealous of her and if the bank sent the county marshal to take her from me I might have come at him with a rifle rather than to give her up.

Working for Joppy’s friend was the only way I saw to keep my house. But there was something wrong, I could feel it in my fingertips. DeWitt Albright made me uneasy; Joppy’s tough words, though they were true, made me uneasy. I kept telling myself to go to bed and forget it.

“Easy,” I said, “get a good night’s sleep and go out looking for a job tomorrow.”

“But this is June twenty-five,” a voice said. “Where is the sixty-four dollars coming from on July one?”

“I’ll get it,” I answered.

“How?”

We went on like that but it was useless from the start. I knew I was going to take Albright’s money and do whatever he wanted me to, providing it was legal, because that little house of mine needed me and I wasn’t about to let her down.

And there was another thing.

DeWitt Albright made me a little nervous. He was a big man, and powerful by the look of him. You could tell by the way he held his shoulders that he was full of violence. But I was a big man too. And, like most young men, I never liked to admit that I could be dissuaded by fear.

Whether he knew it or not, DeWitt Albright had me caught by my own pride. The more I was afraid of him, I was that much more certain to take the job he offered.



THE ADDRESS ALBRIGHT HAD GIVEN ME was a small, buff-colored building on Alvarado. The buildings around it were taller but not as old or as distinguished. I walked through the black wrought-iron gates into the hall of the Spanish-styled entrance. There was nobody around, not even a directory, just a wall of cream-colored doors with no names on them.

“Excuse me.”

The voice made me jump.

“What?” My voice strained and cracked as I turned to see the small man.

“Who are you looking for?”

He was a little white man wearing a suit that was also a uniform.

“I’m looking for, um… ah…,” I stuttered. I forgot the name. I had to squint so that the room wouldn’t start spinning.

It was a habit I developed in Texas when I was a boy. Sometimes, when a white man of authority would catch me off guard, I’d empty my head of everything so I was unable to say anything. “The less you know, the less trouble you find,” they used to say. I hated myself for it but I also hated white people, and colored people too, for making me that way.

“Can I help you?” the white man asked. He had curly red hair and a pointed nose. When I still couldn’t answer he said, “We only take deliveries between nine and six.”

“No, no,” I said, trying to remember.

“Yes we do! Now you better leave.”

“No, I mean I…”

The little man started backing toward a small podium that stood against the wall. I figured that he had a nightstick back there.

“Albright!” I yelled.

“What?” he yelled back.

“Albright! I’m here to see Albright!”

“Albright who?” There was suspicion in his eye, and his hand was behind the podium.

“Mr. Albright. Mr. DeWitt Albright.”

“Mr. Albright?”

“Yes, that’s him.”

“Are you delivering something?” he asked, holding out his scrawny hand.

“No. I have an appointment. I mean, I’m supposed to meet him.” I hated that little man.

“You’re supposed to meet him? You can’t even remember his name.”

I took a deep breath and said, very softly, “I am supposed to meet Mr. DeWitt Albright tonight, any time after seven.”

“You’re supposed to meet him at seven? It’s eight-thirty now. He’s probably gone.”

“He told me any time after seven.”

He held out his hand to me again. “Did he give you a note saying you’re to come in here after hours?”

I shook my head at him. I would have liked to rip the skin from his face like I’d done once to another white boy.

“Well, how am I to know that you aren’t just a thief? You can’t even remember his name and you want me to take you somewhere in there. Why you could have a partner waiting for me to let you in…”

I was disgusted. “Forget it man,” I said. “You just tell him, when you see him, that Mr. Rawlins was here. You tell him that the next time he better give me a note because you cain’t be lettin’ no street niggahs comin’ in yo’ place wit’ no notes!”

I was ready to leave. That little white man had convinced me that I was in the wrong place. I was ready to go back home. I could find my money another way.

“Hold on,” he said. “You wait right there and I’ll be back in a minute.” He sidled through one of the cream-colored doors, shutting it as he went. I heard the lock snap into place a moment later.

After a few minutes he opened the door a crack and waved at me to follow him. He looked from side to side as he let me through the door; looking for my accomplices I suppose.

The doorway led to an open courtyard that was paved with dark red brick and landscaped with three large palm trees that reached out beyond the roof of the three-story building. The inner doorways on the upper two floors were enclosed by trellises that had vines of white and yellow sweetheart roses cascading down. The sky was still light at that time of year but I could see a crescent moon peeking over the inner roof.

The little man opened another door at the other side of the courtyard. It led down an ugly metal staircase into the bowels of the building. We went through a dusty boiler room to an empty corridor that was painted drab green and draped with gray cobwebs.

At the end of the hall there was a door of the same color that was chipped and dusty.

“That’s what you want,” the little man said.

I said thank you and he walked away from me. I never saw him again. I often think of how so many people have walked into my life for just a few minutes and kicked up some dust, then they’re gone away. My father was like that; my mother wasn’t much better.

I knocked on the ugly door. I expected to see Albright, but instead the door opened into a small room that held two strange-looking men.

The man who held the door was tall and slight with curly brown hair, dark skin like an India Indian, and brown eyes so light they were almost golden. His friend, who stood against a door at the far wall, was short and looked a little like he was Chinese around the eyes, but when I looked at him again I wasn’t so sure of his race.

The dark man smiled and put out his hand. I thought he wanted to shake but then he started slapping my side.

“Hey, man! What’s wrong with you?” I said, pushing him away. The maybe-Chinese man slipped a hand in his pocket.

“Mr. Rawlins,” the dark man said in an accent I didn’t know. He was still smiling. “Put your hands up a little from your sides, please. I’m just checking.” The smile widened into a grin.

“You could just keep your hands to yourself, man. I don’t let nobody feel on me like that.”

The little man pulled something, I couldn’t tell what, halfway out of his pocket. Then he took a step toward us. The grinner tried to put his hand against my chest but I grabbed him by the wrist.

The dark man’s eyes glittered, he smiled at me for a moment, and then said to his partner, “Don’t worry, Manny. He’s okay.”

“You sure, Shariff?”

“Yeah. He’s just a little shaky.” Shariff’s teeth glinted between his dusky lips. I still had his wrist.

Shariff said, “Let him know, Manny.”

Manny put his hand back in his pocket and then took it out again to knock on the door behind.

DeWitt Albright opened the door after a minute.

“Easy,” he smiled.

“He doesn’t want us to touch him,” Shariff said as I let him go.

“Leave it,” Albright answered. “I just wanted to make sure he was solo.”

“You’re the boss.” Shariff sounded very sure of himself; even a little arrogant.

“You and Manny can go now.” Albright smiled. “Easy and I have some business to talk over.”



MR. ALBRIGHT WENT BEHIND a big blond desk and put his bone shoes up next to a half-full bottle of Wild Turkey. There was a paper calendar hanging on the wall behind him with a picture of a basket of blackberries as a design. There was nothing else on the wall. The floor was bare too: plain yellow linoleum with flecks of color scattered through it.

“Have a seat, Mr. Rawlins,” Mr. Albright said, gesturing to the chair in front of his desk. He was bare-headed and his coat was nowhere in sight. There was a white leather shoulder holster under his left arm. The muzzle of the pistol almost reached his belt.

“Nice friends you got,” I said as I studied his piece.

“They’re like you, Easy. Whenever I need a little manpower I give them a call. There’s a whole army of men who’ll do specialized work for the right price.”

“The little guy Chinese?”

Albright shrugged. “No one knows. He was raised in an orphanage, in Jersey City. Drink?”

“Sure.”

“One of the benefits of working for yourself. Always have a bottle on the table. Everybody else, even the presidents of these big companies, got the booze in the bottom drawer, but I keep it right out in plain sight. You want to drink it? That’s fine with me. You don’t like it? Door’s right there behind you.” While he talked he poured two shots into glasses that he had taken from a desk drawer.

The gun interested me. The butt and the barrel were black; the only part of DeWitt’s attire that wasn’t white.

As I leaned over to take the glass from his hand he asked, “So, you want the job, Easy?”

“Well, that depends on what kind of job you had in mind?”

“I’m looking for somebody, for a friend,” he said. He pulled a photograph from his shirt pocket and put it down on the desk. It was a picture of the head and shoulders of a pretty young white woman. The picture had been black-and-white originally but it was touched up for color like the photos of jazz singers that they put out in front of nightclubs. She had light hair coming down over her bare shoulders and high cheekbones and eyes that might have been blue if the artist got it right. After staring at her for a full minute I decided that she’d be worth looking for if you could get her to smile at you that way.

“Daphne Monet,” Mr. Albright said. “Not bad to look at but she’s hell to find.”

“I still don’t see what it’s got to do with me,” I said. “I ain’t never laid eyes on her.”
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