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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

When fellow mystery writer Nathan Walpow asked me to try my hand at an online serialized mystery on www.fourstory.org, a site he edits and I now contribute to regularly, I didn’t expect that I could complete one in that form—let alone The Underbelly would see second life as a printed novella. Imagine… print as second life. In just the short span of years since I undertook The Underbelly, the traditional publishing world is in something of a freefall. Not to mention the careers of those of us who still love the tactile feel of the printed book in our hands—the hard evidence of our labors at the keyboard.

Kindles, iPads, downloading e-books off the net, reading chapters on your iPhone, social media marketing, it’s all in a whirl as ways in which facts and news and entertainment are delivered to readers and viewers. Yet what remains is the human need for order in a chaotic universe, and so our love of stories doesn’t cease. Indeed all these, and so many other forms of stimulating certain portions of our brains and hearts, seem to demand more stories, more ways in which narratives tell us of the rise and fall of heroes, scheming dentists and sacrificing single mothers.

Maybe, finally, it’ll be a mash-up of you twittering your fifteen minutes of fame via live video streaming and your actions deconstructed by online and cable pundits as part of the never-ending 24/7 news cycle.

Meanwhile, I hope to still have avenues to tell my tales, so much thanks to Nathan, PM Press, and particularly my comrade, the erudite editor Andrea Gibbons, for shepherding The Underbelly to print. While I’m down for the aforementioned forms of delivering content, the printed word will always hold the mystery and awe that first gripped me those decades ago as a kid negotiating the aisles of the library at 61st Street Elementary School.
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THE UNDERBELLY

“WHO YOU SUPPOSED TO BE, old school?” Savoirfaire taunted, flexing his shoulders and shifting his weight onto his back foot.“Captain America don’t live here no more.”

“I’m telling you it’s through,” Magrady repeated calmly, eyes moving from the man’s hands to his face, locking onto the faux-designer shades the discount desperado wore. “You and Floyd are done.”

“You his father, older brother, somethin’ like that?”

“You’re missing the point, Flavor Flav,” Magrady said. “My message is what you should be focusing on. Floyd Chambers is no longer on your loan list. No more vig off his SSI checks.”

The two men stood on Wall, smack in the womb of L.A.’s Skid Row. Unlike the street’s more notorious incarnation in Manhattan, the West Coast version didn’t boast of edifices as testament to giddy capitalism. The bailout around here was of the cheap whiskey and crack rock variety, the meltdown a daily occurrence.

“Oh, uh-huh.” The bottom-feeder nodded his head. “You lookin’ to take over some of my territory, that it? Don’t seem to me like you got enough weight between your legs to be doin’ that, nephew. Don’t appear to me you got enough left to run this block.”

Several homeless people had stopped to watch the show. Both men were about the same height, roughly the same build. But where Magrady’s face was lined and his whiskers grey, Savoirfaire’s decades-younger features were untroubled and unblemished—the mask of the uncaring sociopath.

“We’re done,” Magrady said, beginning to step back and away from where the other man stood outside the open door of his Cadillac Escalade. A vehicle with twenty-two-inch gold spinners for rims. Incongruously, Sam Cooke played softly on the vehicle’s sound system.

The thug was butter-smooth in whipping out his pruning knife. The blade was vectoring toward Magrady’s neck by the time the Vietnam vet reacted, forearm up. The sharp crescent sunk into his sleeved arm.

“What you got to say now, negro?” Savoirfaire gritted his teeth, expecting to easily pull his weapon free while ripping flesh and sinew. But, having been forewarned by Chambers, Magrady had wrapped several layers of cardboard around his arms under his oversized flannel shirt. The knife was stuck.

As Savoirfaire tugged the blade loose, Magrady drove the heel of his work boot into the hoodlum’s knee, eliciting a decisive crack. The asshole teetered and Magrady landed a straight left to his jaw. He plopped down heavily on the contoured seat of his ostentatious ’Lade, his sunglasses askew. Magrady swiftly slammed the door three times on Savoirfaire’s shins, causing him to drop his knife.

Over the yelping, Magrady repeated, “It’s done.” He then sliced the hook knife into one of the Escalade’s expensive sport tires. Magrady walked quickly away as it hissed flat and Savoirfaire screamed profanities but didn’t come after the older man. There seemed to be a collective disappointment that eddied through the small crowd. The dustup over, the aimless now had to return to the crushing dreariness of surviving.

Making sure to move through the back routes, Magrady eventually made his way west on 6th Street. He hadn’t been stupid enough to expect a rational discussion with the punk, yet had hoped it wouldn’t come to violence. But really, why else had Chambers come to him seeking his help? He passed one of the specialty lunch trucks that were the fad these days in trendy areas. This one was called Goro-Ga and featured Korean-style bar-be-que beef tacos and chili dogs made from smoked andouille sausages, and those of other meats including rattlesnake. The truck would twitter when it was coming to a specific location. The aroma surrounding the mobile eatery was intoxicating but the line was too long, so Magrady pushed past. His friend was in the offices of Urban Advocacy near Union at 8th as had been arranged.
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“How’d it go?” Floyd Chambers asked cheerily. His strong arms propelled him forward in his ergonomically designed wheelchair with its slanted-in wheels. A residual smell of some pungent marijuana was evident on the disabled man’s clothes. Mr. Chambers did enjoy his weed.

“Just peachy.”

“Great,” Chambers bubbled.

“Cut it out,” Janis Bonilla chided. Urban Advocacy’s lead community organizer was twenty-eight, medium height, and honey-skinned, with several tats and piercings.

Magrady put his hands up. “It went like it went. You just stay off the Nickel for a few days and that chump’s radar and everything’s gravy, dig?”

“Don’t worry about that,” Chambers said. “If things work out like it’s lining up, I’m on the ones and twos, homey.” He popped a wheelie and spun in a tight circle on the coffee-stained carpet.

Magrady and Bonilla exchanged wan smiles. A month didn’t go by when Chambers didn’t hint at this or that scheme that was going to earn dividends.

Bonilla’s cell chimed “Sambita” by the band Kinky. She answered. “Gotta bounce,” she said after a quick back and forth over the phone. “We’ve got a big turnout happening in City Hall over the Emerald Shoals bullshit. Goddamn gala is in less than two weeks.”

“The war goes on,” Magrady said dryly.

“The offer’s still good, champ,” Bonilla said, packing files into her messenger bag. She’d asked him recently to consider being an organizer with UA. He’d been sober this time for eight months going.

“I’ll sleep on it.”

“Sure you will.” To Chambers she added, “See you, Floyd.”

“You tellin’ it,” Chambers replied enthusiastically. The three went their separate ways.
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PAST ONE A.M. IN the flop he’d scored in his army buddy, Red Spencer’s garage for the last few weeks, Magrady awoke with the night sweats, his heart thrumming in his ears. He reached for a bottle of whiskey that wasn’t there. The jungle had gone hot and yellow in his head again. Booze. Coke. The meds. The group sessions off and on at various VA facilities. All of it had helped and hindered, but none of it stopped the gnawing from returning. He lay on his back on the couch unable to sleep. He clicked on the portable clock-radio nearby and listened to Art Laboe’s oldies show.

He once again read through the homemade comic book on stapled and folded lined paper his son Luke had written and drawn when he was ten. It was the tale of Lionhead Mose, a black jet pilot ace who crash-landed in the African jungle, found the secret Ruby Eye stone, and gained super powers. He fought several villains in the thirty-page epic, aided by his sidekick Roy Boy. Magrady, who hadn’t seen the comic book in decades, was surprised to find it in the box of stuff he was storing in the garage.

After enjoying the titanic climactic battle Lionhead has atop the Mountain of the Moon against Cobra Fang, he closed his eyes and tried to drift away, suspended between his nightmares and songs by the likes of Thee Midniters and Bloodstone on the radio. An imitation of sleep finally returned as William DeVaughn sang “Just Be Thankful for What You Got.”

“I’d be thankful if I had any shit,” Magrady mumbled as calmness descended on him and his mind went blank.

Two days later, a black and white jumped the curb in front of Magrady, and the uniform on the passenger side beckoned him over with a motion of his T-handled baton. The cops ferried him to what had been the Greyhound bus station on 5th and Los Angeles Streets. Inside, amongst the luggage and electronic gadget shops, the LAPD had encamped their Skid Row detail. The cops and the denizens called them the Nickel Squad, as 5th bisected Skid Row.

“How you doin’, sarge?” Captain Loren Stover had the haunch of his lanky frame resting on an industrial desk, gym-pumped arms folded. His hair had long since departed the top of his head. His office had no windows and the only adornment was a large map of Oregon displaying old bus routes in faded red on one wall.

Irritably Magrady said, “Surely you must have something better to do with your oh-so-valuable time.” When he’d last seen Stover, Magrady had been lying on the sidewalk in front of the Watchtower bar. The side of his head was soggy from where it had contacted the concrete after being chucked out of the dive. And there was the captain, all grins and eyes shiny like he was high on the Buddha, the tip of his spit-shined shoes poking the wasted one-time non-com.

The police captain pleasantly asked, “Why’d you do it, sarge, why’d you kill Jeff Curray?”

It took Magrady a beat to realize Curray was Savoirfaire. “I didn’t kill him. I defended myself.”

“Yeah?” Stover began, getting off his desk. “Well somebody broke his arm in two places, caved in his sternum, then pounded his skull flat like a landing strip at his crib in Ladera Heights. Coroner figures it was a heavy-duty pry bar that some bughouse butthead wielded on the unfortunate.” No matter who the deceased was, a pious nun or pederast, Stover referred to those dead by homicide as “unfortunates.”

“Bit out of your jurisdiction, isn’t it?”

“Savoirfaire had his loan shark and dope hustle on from Inglewood to here. But you’re my person of interest.” Stover grinned and poked a finger at Magrady. “My theory is after your public altercation, you went away to toast your victory and holed up with some crack ho skank. Sexed up and blitzed out, you got the bright idea you’d better do Curray before he did you.”

Magrady was inclined not to argue. What good would it do? He knew Stover was going to remand him to central booking, if for no other reason than because he wouldn’t let go of the past.

“When the hell are you going to get over it, Stover?” Magrady said anyway. “It’s been so many miserable decades ago, man. We were all just a bunch of scared kids, for God’s sake. Kids playing GI Joe.”

For a brief moment, glaring at each other, they were transported back to that bubble of time, seconds before that hellacious firefight in that no-name village off the banks of the Drang River. Magrady the green sergeant, Stover the corporal, and his hometown buddy Mike Niles among the other privates in the recon. Mike who Magrady ordered on point that day, and who caught the first VC round, the high-caliber burst turning his brains to spray.

But that flushed away like pissed-out cheap gin as Stover leaned a sneering face into his. “Have a good time in lock-up, sarge. Too bad you screwed up your life and don’t have a family or your business partners anymore, huh? Can’t hold your liquor. Can’t hold onto your woman or the respect of your children.”

“Kiss my black ass,” Magrady said, getting closer, teeth clenched.

“Don’t worry, there’ll be plenty where you’re going who’ll do that for you, honey.”

Both breathed hard, each ready to lash out at the other. The door opened. “Get him out of here,” Stover seethed to the patrolman, “Get him the hell away from me.”

Sixteen hours later, Bonilla arranged for Gordon Walters, a public interest lawyer from Legal Resources and Services of Greater Los Angeles who knew Magrady, to spring him from the Twin Towers jail facility.

“Thanks, Gordy,” Magrady said shaking his friend’s hand, the large envelope with his possessions tucked under one arm. They stood in front of the facility on the ten acres of the jail grounds, as tatted vatos and pretty girls in low-rise jeans with eyeliner on thick as spackle handed out color postcards advertising the various bail bond services located nearby on Cesar Chavez or Vignes to the steady stream of mostly women and children coming in and out for visits.

“So far there is no physical evidence and no eyewitness connecting you to Savoirfaire’s murder, but of course the investigation is ongoing,” Walters informed Magrady.

“Spoken like a true lawyer.”

Walters, a handsome walnut-hued man who stood two inches taller than Magrady smiled. “I’m not suggesting you did it, Em.”

“But you wouldn’t be surprised if I did.”

The lawyer clapped him on his bicep. “I’m supposed to run you over to the UA office. Janis wants to see you.”

Walters dropped him off, and Magrady and Bonilla went to lunch.

“Floyd’s gone missing,” Bonilla said, as she and Magrady shared lunch at the Bent Clock on San Pedro after he’d taken the downtown Dash bus to the location.

“You think he’s on the run?” Magrady munched on his couscous. If there was any benefit to the gentrification of downtown, where sweatshops converted to lofts and General Relief recipients and the working poor were being squeezed out, at least the caliber of eateries had improved.

She hunched a shoulder. “The day after your run-in with Savoirfaire, Floyd’s Section 8 apartment came through. I reached him on his cell and he was, like, nonchalant.”

“Still hinting about his big deal?”

“I guess. Anyway I kinda got angry. We’d managed to help him get the damn voucher in less than two years.” They both knew of people waiting more than eight years to obtain the designation considering the obtuse Soviet-style bureaucracy of the housing department. Bonilla added, “So he never came in to get the paperwork, and now his cell is disconnected.”

He chewed some more as he considered this. “It’s not like Floyd could get the drop on Savoirfaire.”

“Because he’s in a wheelchair?”

“I know I’m not being all PC and whatnot, Janis, but come on, that mufu wasn’t no pushover.”

She swallowed some of her smoked salmon and eggs and observed, “A would-be player like Savoirfaire might let his guard down around a handicapped man.”

“Stover said Curray’s head was bashed in. That would mean he’d have leaned down and let Floyd wail on him.”

“He could have sucker-punched him in the gut and when he doubled over, bip,” she brought her fist down fast like she was holding a club.

Magrady chided, “Sure, slugger.”

The younger woman made a face at him and they chuckled.

After lunch he used Bonilla’s cell to make a call, then walked over to the Chesapeake, one of the few remaining Single Room Occupancies in the area. He passed the Weingart Center on San Pedro at 5th Street, a multi-purpose facility serving the homeless. Magrady recalled something he’d read in Holy Land, both a memoir and an accounting of how the suburb of Lakewood, about sixteen miles from downtown, was developed. The book was written by its native son, Don Waldie.

Ben Weingart was a Jewish orphan named Weingarten. He was raised by Christian Scientists in the South. He left school in the third grade and would go on to make his money in real estate, helping to build Lakewood along the way.

According to his nurse who also became his lover, Weingart didn’t read much save the classifieds to see how his rentals were doing. Where the Center was now had once been a hotel he’d owned called the El Rey which back then had come to be trafficked by prostitutes.

There was hope to be found in that, Magrady reflected. We could all make something out of nothing. After lunch he paid a quarter and took another Dash bus to the Chesapeake. He went up the narrow stairwell to the second-floor landing where the entrance was. A security mesh screen door blocked his way. Magrady put his eye to the mail slot. Asher, the one-armed desk clerk, looked from the doorway back to the older lady doused in perfume standing next to his desk counter. She wore a thirty-year-old cocktail dress that fit her like she’d just come off the runway. “No hanky-panky,” Asher advised Angie Baine, the one standing next to his counter. He waved his prosthetic pincers.
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“No, baby,” the seventy-four-year-old former actress assured him. Her skin was leathery from years of imbibing, but still a kind of haunted glamour radiated from her. “He’s here to fix my dresser. You know how handy Magrady is.”

Asher made a disagreeing sound in his throat but buzzed Magrady inside. In one of Baine’s two tiny rooms, Magrady went through the three cardboard boxes Floyd Chambers had left with her. Among the items, such as a crockpot and the Best of the O’Jays CD box set, was a brochure from the archeology department at the University of Southern California and some flavored blunt wrap papers.

“What’d you find?” Baine asked, looking over his shoulder, whiskey fumes palpable. She twisted the cap open on the short dog of Jack and had a healthy sample. Magrady had declined a taste. On the dresser near them, alongside her outdated cell phone, was a glamour shot of the ex-bombshell from nearly fifty years ago. She’d had reasonable parts in two Sam Fuller films, The Crimson Kimono and Shock Corridor, co-starred in several drive-in second billers in the ’60s and early ’70s, and even had some guest star work on old shows like The Big Valley and the original Fugitive.

Magrady held a magnetic swipe card with a familiar logo on it. “You recognize this?” he asked her, indicating the stylized lettering on the mag card.

“Nope. But you can worry about that later, hot stuff.” Baine was sitting on the bed, legs crossed, patting the spread.

“There’s no time for that now,” Magrady pleaded.

“I didn’t have to let you in when you called, big daddy.” She removed her uppers and winked theatrically.

“Lord have mercy,” Magrady grumbled. But he did his duty.

Time passed.

“Why do you care where Floyd’s gotten to?” Angie Baine snuggled closer, kissing Magrady on the neck. “You don’t plan to turn him over to the fuzz do you?”

He chuckled, kissing her lightly on the lips. “It’s not like that, Angie. I just, well, shit, I just don’t want to be sitting around waiting for more liver spots to appear.”

“I know the feeling.”

He took her in his arms and squeezed.

“Damn,” she shuddered, reaching a hand down south and clambering on top of him.

Later, the sun almost down, Magrady walked around while he tried to remember where he’d seen the logo on the card. He found himself in front of the sprawling square acreage of the Emerald Shoals extravaganza of engineering, construction and City Hall lobbying. Part of the Shoals fronted Pico at Grand. A good deal of the work was completed, and soon there would be structures including a 75,000-seat stadium where the NFL’s Barons would play, moving from the Coliseum in South Central. There was also a fifteen-screen movieplex, a music venue, restaurants and parking structure partially above and below ground.

Two times there’d been temporary halts to the construction. Once was in its initial phase during some earth moving and digging. Some kind of old pot or some such had been found, Magrady dimly recalled, but he didn’t remember what was found—though the eggheads had been crawling around the site after that. The second time was due to the actions of community groups like Urban Advocacy working with public-interest law firms.. The groups had challenged SubbaKhan’s convoluted Environmental Impact Report.

That had just been a tactic to get the developer back to the bargaining table to up the percentage of local hires in the community benefits agreement. There was no holding back the tsunami of corporate terra-forming remaking downtown Los Angeles and its environs.

“As Gordon would say,” Bonilla had opined to Magrady at lunch, “ride the wave until you crest or wipe out.”

“Huh, I’ll be,” the vet mumbled as he stood before a large electronic billboard fronting one side of the site. The images on it dissolved from one computer-generated artist rendering to another proclaiming the wonders to come, including a music club called the Thrush Lounge and a high-end steak house. In between, the developer’s logo flashed. On the card that Magrady was looking at was the stylized SK of SubbaKhan, just like the one that flashed in between the illustrations he was staring at.

How the hell did Floyd Chambers get a hold of the card, and what does it open he wondered. Feeling purposeful, Magrady spent the next day crisscrossing Skid Row and adjacent areas trying to get a bead on Chambers, initially with little luck. He talked with several homeless men and women who, even without permanent roofs over their heads, could be found at regular haunts, down to specific sections of sidewalk on specific street blocks. He finally went to bed that night with a lead, a bar in Inglewood. He slept free of the night sweats.

II

THE NEXT MORNING THERE WAS a tap at the garage door and he opened it to the dour face of his host.

“I’m sorry, Em, but I’m going to need the space back sooner than I figured.” Jason Spencer looked past him and tossed the channel lock pliers and screwdriver into his toolbox. Yesterday evening he’d replaced the float valve in the secondary bathroom off the back porch. In the service he’d been a machine gunner in Magrady’s squad.

“But I’m paying you, Red. It ain’t like I’m freeloading.” The sun was barely up as the hands of Magrady’s wind-up clock crept past 6:30 a.m. The digital clock part of his clock-radio had stopped functioning some time ago. It was frozen at 3:12 p.m.

“I know, but it’s complicated, all right?”

The stocky vet was in his skivvies and ragged T-shirt. The fading letters on it read: If Paris Hilton Isn’t Free, Then None of Us is Free. Magrady sat on the couch that was his bed in the makeshift living area in his friend’s garage. This had been a sweet spot to lay his head, and he had hoped to make it permanent. It damn sure beat having to hustle a bed at a shelter and put up with all manner of knuckleheads and those who direly needed psychiatric care, representing an undertow of the dumped and discarded.

The detached garage allowed him to come and go without bothering the occupants in the main house. There was a mini-fridge, electricity for his clock-radio purchased at the now defunct Sav-On chain, his hot plate and tensor lamp. All this luxury in the rear of a modest Craftsman located on 37th Street east of Budlong, not far from the Coliseum. Magrady still termed this area South Central or South L.A. despite the new-speak promulgated at nearby USC referring to this part of town as “downtown adjacent.”

“Like I said, I’m real sorry.” Spencer started to walk away but turned back to glare at the man who was once his non-com in a time and place lost to fog and fear square on. “I can’t front on you. Fuckin’ Stover is the reason. He had Southwest send a black and white by yesterday when you were out,” he recalled morosely. Southwest Division of the LAPD covered this neighborhood. “Said they was gonna give me six kinds of grief for operating a business without a license if they had to come back.”

Spencer, nicknamed Red because of his now-greying light brown hair, ran a bootleg body and fender concern out of his back yard. The garage was stocked with pry bars, dent pullers and the like. Spencer certainly didn’t make a windfall, but it was enough to keep the widower going, especially since he’d moved in with his elderly mother here on 37th Street.

“Look, you know, if it was just me,” Spencer began, making futile gestures with his hand to punctuate his rationalization.

“Fuck it then.” Magrady said, the anger he wanted to direct at his comrade not being worth the effort to summon. He wasn’t so sure that if the situation was reversed, he wouldn’t have done the same. He was back on Stover’s radar and the cop was going to work double time to ensure he messed with him every which way he could.

“If it helps, you can store your gear here, okay? I can do that.”

Magrady looked at the old fashioned Gladstone suitcase he’d copped years ago at the Goodwill and the small soft-sided equipment bag—the two items of luggage that contained his entire wardrobe. He then regarded the other man and said through tightly held lips, “It does, Red. It does.”

He got dressed and was allowed to use the facilities off the back porch before he left.

On the 204 bus on Vermont heading toward the Urban Advocacy offices, Magrady considered where he might stay tonight. Seemed a little early in their renewed canoodling to shack up with Baine, but that would also mean her having to move out of the Chesapeake and he doubted she was so crazy for him she’d do that—both of them on the hustle for a place together. Again, like the old days.

They’d taken up together a couple of times over the years so it’d be best to let their, whatever it was, simmer. Now he probably could bag a couple of nights off of Janis Bonilla, but that just seemed touchy. Not that he’d ever had any, what was the word … untoward fantasies about a woman younger than his own estranged daughter. Frankly, he wasn’t sure Janis swung that way, as he only had ill-defined inklings about her social life and sexual leanings. Plus, bunking with her would mean she’d be able to needle him about working for her rabble rousing nonprofit.

He figured he could make a go at doing what she did, essentially getting people together, but he’d still have to learn from her. Not that having a woman as his boss bothered him so much as it was a woman a few decades younger than him that stuck in his craw. Damn, he realized, and not for the first time while getting off the bus, he was getting old and set in his ways. To underscore that, his leg favored him with a twinge as he walked along.

“Janis around?” he asked an earnest-looking young man he didn’t recognize when he entered the community organization’s offices.

The kid stared at him, then answered with, “I’m afraid we don’t do shelter vouchers here. I can give you the address of the agency that does.”

“Look, man, I’m not—” but he didn’t finish it because he was homeless again but he’d be damned if he let this numb-nuts know that. “She here or is she off somewhere dealing with SubbaKhan madness?”

That got him a nod. “Yeah, she’s meeting with some tenants.” He frowned. “So you’re in one of her buildings?”

“Would you mind checking her mailbox for me? There should be a check in there.” The office used cubby slots to separate their staff’s mail. He gave him his name and he went to the copy room where the mail slots were. Magrady nodded to a twenty-something girl with stylish eyeglasses he’d seen at Urban Advocacy events as she walked by. Grace? Amy? What the hell was her name? Shortly the younger man returned with an envelope.

“My bad, man. I didn’t know who you were.” He pointed a thumb toward the back, adding, “I asked.” He handed Magrady his monthly disability check from the VA. Bonilla let her friend get his mail here—what little there was of it.

“No sweat. Thanks, huh?”

“Have you seen your friend Floyd Chambers?”

“No. Fact I’ve been asking around about him.”

“I was the one assigned to help him secure a unit with this Section 8 voucher. And, well, you know he didn’t come in for it last week.”

Magrady stuck out his hand. “What’s your name?”

“Carl. Carl Fjeldstrom. I’m interning here from the public policy program over at UCLA.”

“Does Floyd have a brother or sister you tried?” Despite knowing the missing man for more than seven years, Magrady was unfamiliar with much of Chambers’ personal history. Such was the closed-book existence many of those down and out maintained.

Fjeldstrom said, “I didn’t have an address but there was a number for a sister that I called, but it was disconnected. And I got nothing from Google or information.”

“What’s her name?”

“Sally, Sally Prescott,” he answered after consulting a slim folder he plucked off of a nearby desk. “The number was an Inglewood one,” he muttered, re-reading something in the file.

Magrady wondered what else might be in Chambers’ file but decided not to push it with the intern. He would ask Bonilla later to have a look. “I’ll ask around about her. If the number was funky, then Floyd probably hasn’t seen her for a while.”

The younger man frowned. “Most of this, and as you can see it isn’t much, is from an intake done a few years ago by someone who doesn’t work here anymore. I only met with Floyd one time. When I asked him to update his information he took a quick look, said it was cool, and that was that.”

Magrady asked, “What changed that you’d get on his case now? I mean, I know they have to keep you busy, but why was Floyd all of a sudden in the running for an apartment?”

“SubbaKhan,” Fjeldstrom said tersely.

Magrady waited.

“The fallout from negotiating with them has had a positive ripple effect with some of the other developers along or near the Figueroa Corridor. This particular landlord who has several buildings around here,” he indicated the streets beyond the walls, “and near the ’SC campus has been salivating to go condo.”

Magrady nodded. The Corridor was the term organizer types used to describe the stretch of Figueroa Street from the northern end where SubbaKhan’s Emerald Shoals complex was under construction heading south into the predominantly Latino and black areas where even there, land speculation fever had blossomed. Before and particularly after World War II, South Central had been populated with black migrants from the Southwest and Deep South. Then you could get a house with a down payment from your GI Bill or maybe the check you pulled down working for the city’s gas company or the railroad. Magrady, whose folks came from the Mississippi Delta, settled in Chicago, where he grew up running with the Blackstone Rangers.

“What with Emerald Shoals having more bling than this guy can muster, thus already enticing the upscalers he hoped to seduce, he decided it was worth his while to have his buildings remain apartments, and agreed to some low-income set-asides to fill vacancies.”

The vet, who consistently had to put up with this sort of inside baseball minutiae from Bonilla, had tuned the sincere young man out without letting on. “I guess Floyd came up in the rotation,” he said to prevent Fjeldstrom from going on.

“Exactly.”

“Thanks for your time, Carl, I appreciate it,” he added quickly.

They shook hands again. He still didn’t have a solid lead on a roof for tonight but was juiced trying to figure out where Floyd was and what that had to do with the murder of Jeff Curray, the pissant gangsta who’d gone by the tag Savoirfaire. At the TransPacific Bank on Olympic, Magrady cashed his monthly $719.32 veteran’s disability check. Through a pilot program partnered with the bank and Legal Resources and Services, their homeless veterans rep had helped him set up a bank account. He deposited twenty bucks and got some quarters for a five.

Two bus rides and an hour and eighteen minutes later, he walked into the Hornet’s Hive on Manchester near Cimarron. Somewhere in the haze that occupied part of his brain, Magrady had the impression he’d been here before, but when was lost to pickled memory. Local radio station KJLH was tuned in over the speakers.

“Gimme a club soda,” he requested of the woman bartender. She took an anemic swipe with her rag as he sat before her at the bar. A few patrons, including a pensioner with a metal walking cane, also inhabited the gloomy dive, but none sat together and chatted. The Hornet was where you came to drink and mope and hope for another day. It was also where Savoirfaire was known to conduct his shady business, Magrady had learned.
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“Here you go, trooper,” she said, placing his glass on a coaster. “That’ll be one-fifty.”

Magrady forked over a couple of ones and asked, “Any of Savoirfaire’s associates roll through here lately?”

The bartender was a dark-skinned, large framed, worldly-looking woman with more muscle on her arms than flab. She wore an Angels baseball cap and pendulum earrings.

“Why?”

His response was a noncommittal shrug. “Need to tighten up with him, you know.”

“He something to you?”

Magrady slowly sipped his seltzer. “What difference does that make? We both know he’s gone to the happy hunting grounds.”

She chuckled. “You don’t sound too upset about that.”

“Are you?”

The old timer in a worn heavy work shirt with the metal cane leaning against his stool spoke up, clearing phlegm and settled smoke from his voice box. “Hit me like you mean it, Gladys.” He shook his glass.

Gladys gave Magrady a put-upon smile, then went to fill the pensioner’s order. When she returned she leaned closer, “You don’t seem stupid.”

Now he chuckled. “Hardheaded maybe.” He had more of his fizzy water. “Had a play auntie named Gladys.”

“That right?” she said, her smile revealing a tooth with a tiny star-shaped diamond in it.

“Would I kid you?”

“I imagine you might.” She adjusted some items below the bar. “Why you so hot to get with any of them fools that ran with Savoirfaire?” And as if on cue, Gladys’ eyes shifted from him to the two new clients who entered from the sunlight into the cloying dimness of the bar.

She didn’t say anything else to Magrady as her expression told him what time it was.

“Hey now, girl,” one of the men said, latching onto the bar. “What up?” He was at least ten years the bartender’s junior. His homie sprawled in one of the ancient red leather booths.

“Same old shit,” she answered, automatically taking a swipe with her rag in front of him.

Magrady waited until the newcomer placed his order, then pivoted toward him on his stool. The man was dressed in slacks, a colorful shirt and a snap-brim hat.

“Just being curious, but did you inherit Savoirfaire’s Escalade?”

The man barely acknowledged Magrady as Gladys returned with his bottled beers. He then nudged his head toward the booth. “Over here,” he said.

Magrady followed and sat opposite the two. The second man, in a velour tracksuit, had red eyes complimented by a marijuana fragrance.

“Dude here knew Savoirfaire.” The neatly dressed one tipped back some beer.

“Ain’t that fascinatin’,” his associate slurred, straightening up. He didn’t take a sip. He did reach a hand below the table and Magrady then felt the tap of the gun’s muzzle against his knee.

“Where’s our money, bitch?” Red Eyes demanded, his voice suddenly clear as spring water.

“Let’s go outside so you can hear us better,” his partner suggested.

On the narrow strip of a parking lot alongside the Hornet’s Hive, Red Eyes jabbed the muzzle of his Glock into Magrady’s fleshy side. He enjoyed intimidating. “Now what’d you say, old school?”

“I told you I don’t know anything about any money that Curray owed you,” the vet answered.

“You did say that,” Red Eyes’ partner offered, adjusting his snap-brim hat. He scanned the boulevard for possible interruptions. An elderly stooped woman trudged by, pulling her groceries in a cart with a bent hub. He stepped into Magrady’s orbit.

“Why you sucking around about Savoirfaire?”

“He owes me money too. I’ve been on the look for him and that’s how I wound up here.” Magrady gestured a thumb at the outside wall of the bar. On it was a faded and chipped mural of Malcolm X on a motorcycle, Pancho Villa casually holding an AK, and Selena dressed like Wonder Woman. Villa was on a horse and Selena on what looked to be flying disk. The three were side by side on a hill. There was no graffiti sprayed on the images.

“Why the fuck would somebody like the Sav owe an old punk-ass like you money?” Red Eyes snickered as he looked Magrady up and down and glared at his face. “You’re bullshittin’.” To emphasize his point, he jammed the gun in Magrady’s stomach, causing him to grimace.

Red Eyes taunted, “Don’t like it in the belly, huh?”

Magrady remained silent, assessing if he had any options.

“Who are you?” the calmer one in the hat and print shirt said.

“I told you.”

“You told us what you wanted to, but that’s not what I asked.”

“That’s right, pops, it ain’t.” Red Eyes made to punch him in the gut again with the business end of the pistol and Magrady grabbed his arm with both hands. He twisted that arm and pivoted his hip into the other man’s side. Magrady hoped his reflexes remembered those long-ago judo lessons he’d taken during basic. Damned if he didn’t flip his tormentor over his shoulder and slam his butt onto the asphalt.

“Mothahfuckah,” the downed man swore.

Still holding onto that arm. Magrady placed his foot into Red Eyes’ armpit and turned his wrist viciously. The gun came loose.

“I’m impressed,” the second hood said genuinely. He drove a fist into Magrady’s already tender stomach and followed that with a clip to the jaw that was brutally effective.

Magrady teetered and tried to keep his feet under him, figuring he was in for a boxing lesson. Only Red Eyes wasn’t through. He picked up his gun and backhanded it across Magrady’s face. The older man fell against the fender of a Volkswagen, and slid down against the car’s tire well. The two now towered over him.

“You better stay away from ’round here and don’t be nose’n into our bid’ness,” the one in the hat stated. “I don’t know what the hell you’re sniffing around for, but this shit don’t concern you, understand?”

“Yeah,” Magrady said.

“I said do you understand?” he repeated forcefully, but in an even tone. Through all of this, he hadn’t spoken above a normal tone.

“Yes,” the beaten man repeated.

“Good for you.” Red Eyes kicked him in the thigh and the two left in a dark blue Scion. Rather than rap blaring from its speakers, country and western music pumped from the vehicle as they drove off.

Magrady sat up and recuperated, breathing heavily through his mouth for several minutes. A decades-old Ford pickup with a bed-over toolbox pulled into the lot. The driver, in matching plaster-smeared khakis and shirt, took a long look at him, then went into the bar. Minutes passed. Having gathered himself, Magrady got up and limped back into the Hornet’s Hive. Gladys, the bartender, took in his appearance and produced a plastic first aid kit from below the bar.

“Thanks,” Magrady said. He took the kit and went into the men’s room. He returned shortly thereafter having mostly applied Mercurochrome to the open wound where Red Eyes had slapped him with the gat. He took a position on a stool, sliding the kit back across the bar top. At the far end was the plasterer, leisurely having himself a martini, ignoring Magrady and everyone else as he munched on an olive. Magrady leaned his elbows on the wood and fought back the urge to order a shot.

“Who were those lovely fellows?”

Gladys frowned as if he were sticking his tongue out at her.

“Names can’t hurt, can they?”

“Right,” she said warily. “You’re an example of that.” She went off to fill an order, then returned. “Why you knocking yourself out like this?”

“I hate to be told what to do.”

“Who doesn’t?”

“Then think of me as Tom Joad, standing in for all who have been put down and put upon.”

“You’re fuckin’ funny.” Her big earrings tinkled like chimes as she chuckled.

“I’m all about the charm.”

She spritzed him a glass of soda water. “The sharpie goes by Elmo re.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No. His mama was a big blues fan. The other one, the weed head, is called Boo for Boo Boo.”

“Like Yogi the Bear’s little buddy?”

She continued, “Only of course nobody calls him that unless they want him to go straight playground.”

“What’s his real name?”

“Don’t know. But Elmore’s family name is Jinks. Not short for Jenkins.”

Magrady nodded and asked, “How about a guy in a wheelchair?” He described his missing friend Floyd Chambers.

“Nope, sorry.” The Manhattans sang “‘Kiss and Say Goodbye’” on the radio piping into the speakers up high in the corner behind the bar.

It was getting on in the afternoon. Sitting there at the bar, gazing into a swirl of dust motes in a cone of slanting light, the effects of the beatdown were overtaking Magrady. Here he was close to needing a walker playing Super Shaft, and for what? Get his head busted open over bullshit, he glumly concluded.

Still, the notion that he could do this, be of some worth, was what had set him going. And too, maybe he’d get one up on that self-righteous prick Stover—surely that was a good thing.

Magrady produced a wan smile and touched his tender face. Unlike the world-weary PI, he had no Girl Friday to patch him up, let alone a place to sleep tonight. Gladys presented possibilities but she definitely wasn’t the kind of woman to take a dude like Magrady home on the first meeting. Especially as he was messing with Elmore and the Boo Boo, surely she wouldn’t want that kind of grief on her doorstep.

Was his resistance to calling Janis Bonilla just because she’d bug him to come to work for Urban Advocacy? Or was it that he didn’t want to appear weak and needy to her? Intellectually he knew she wasn’t the judgmental type, so why did he want to maintain certain perceptions with her? Did he dig her in that way or hey, if he was a father figure to her, that too was a reason to show no cracks.

Reassessing his earlier decision, he could press matters and try and bunk with Angie Baine, as getting past Asher the deskman was more of a game than obstacle—at least for a few nights. But it could be a signal to her they were taking up again. The last time they’d tried playing house a decade ago, she’d gone off during an argument, bolstered by the afternoon vodka tonics she imbibed in those days. Going on about how he was devious like this producer who’d screwed her out of her comeback role. She’d nearly scaled the skin off his back by chucking a pot of boiling rice at him. For an old girl originally from a staid blue-veined family in Bridgeport, Connecticut, she had plenty hood rat in her, Magrady reflected. It made for interesting encounters, and she did seem calmer now—but he’d already been roughed over once today.

“Aw, hell,” he mumbled. He was too worn out to be scuffling on the streets tonight. “Can I borrow your phone?” he asked Gladys. “It’s local, I swear. I mean it’s 323.” Inglewood was in the 310 area code. A working pay phone, particularly in this part of town east of the airport was rarer than Lindsay Lohan not crashing a car.

Gladys placed an old rotary job on the bar. “Two bucks and you only get a minute. And I see what number you dial.”

What had he been smoking? A tough broad like her give him a place to lay his head? Even in the storeroom in this joint? She’d have laughed herself sick if he’d have asked. He paid the freight.

“Janis,” he said when he got her on her cell phone, “You give a veteran’s discount, don’t you?”

“You’re not trying to proposition me, are you, Magrady?” she joked.

He explained his situation. Aware, too, that while he was consciously keeping his voice down, the whiskered gent with the metal cane was giving him a couple of glances.

“That’s not a problem. Only I’m not getting home till around ten or so tonight,” Bonilla said. “I’ve got a strategy meeting with the coalition. What don’t you come by that and then we go from there?” She told him where the meeting would be.

He said he would and ended the call. Magrady thanked Gladys again and got off the stool to leave. His body was stiff and he seriously considered just one brace of whiskey before he got back out there. He could handle that. He wasn’t no kid, he was a grown-ass man, wasn’t he? Sheeet.

“You were in Vietnam?” The old fella with the cane asked him. He was looking straight ahead across the width of the bar at the assortment of bottles on their shelves.

“I was.”

“Chosin,” the regular answered. “Heard of it?”

“Sure. It was a meat grinder during the Korean War.”

“Blood froze before it could spit out your body,” the old man said hollowly, looking off and shaking his head slowly. “We swabbed our M-1s in antifreeze-soaked rags to keep them from freezing up. Toes and fingers getting black from the gangrene ’cause of creeping frostbite.” He stopped talking and had more of his drink. He didn’t continue so Magrady figured the VFWer just wanted to connect to another GI who might understand what it was still chasing him all these years later. He started to leave.

“Knew your boy Floyd,” the other man said. “Knew him before the accident that put him in that chair.”

Magrady said, “How’d you know him?”

The other man shook the ice in his now empty glass like a shaman preparing to roll the bones. Or seeking tribute.

Why not? He bought him another round. “Well?”

“Some kind of fall or some such put him in that chair. One of them construction jobs over there in El Segundo ’bout ten, eleven years ago. He was a welder.”

“You still haven’t said how you know Floyd.”

“More it was his sister I knew. Had a little appliance store not too far from here and she clerked there for me. Floyd would come by when she was through to pick her up. She was a looker.”

“Sister got a name?”

The other man laughed and it echoed into the glass at his lips. “Want to make sure you’re getting your money’s worth, huh?”

Magrady remained quiet.

“Sally Chambers.”

“Not Prescott?”

“Not when I knew her.”

“Since she worked for you, any idea where she lived?”

He completed a leisurely sip, then, “My store survived the Negroes and Mex-cans tearing shit up in ’92 only to have some sweet ol’ sister on her way home from church suddenly get the Holy Ghost behind the wheel. She plowed that bad boy through the front of my shop like them hurricanes leveled the Ninth Ward.

“Between the hassles with the insurance company and the surviving family of that psalm-singer who went to see the Lord, I said, enough of this mess.” He got quiet and simply sat and stared.

“So, could be you have an old file somewhere with her last known address?”

He raised both eyebrows signaling “Who knows?”

“Maybe I can call you down here in a couple of days if you get a chance to look.” He handed a five to Gladys. “Another one on me.” He needed an expense account.

Rising from his stool again, Magrady asked, “So what made you all chatty?” Long shadows of late afternoon spilled under the bar’s curtained threshold.

“You got in the face of those two no-dicks,” the old man said, smiling thinly. “Always in here buying a beer for us peasants or haw-hawing about what big men they are. Shit,” he drawled. “I survived the goddamn Chosin goddamn Reservoir Campaign.”

“Mulgrew Magrady,” he said, sticking out his hand.

The other one returned the handshake and said, “Sanford, Gene, but they call me Freddy on account of the old TV show with Redd Foxx.” Gladys delivered his drink. “But I’ll tell you this too. Now I heard this later, after my shop was gone and him in his chair, she had some kind of situation with her husband then, the Prescott you mentioned. Worked with Floyd he did.”

“Situation?”

The old man was sipping his drink and paused. “He got hisself on the slab. I know that.”

“Accident? The same one that crippled Floyd?”

Sanford hunched his boney shoulders. “If you think having a carving knife sticking out of your chest is an accident.”

“Sally do that?”

The old man regarded Magrady. “He was found in the apartment of this fairy he was bungholing on the side. The sweet boy had an alibi, he was at his sick mom’s. And even though John Law questioned her, Sally wasn’t charged.” Sanford continued his drinking.

“I appreciate this.” Magrady left. At a Dawn to Mid-Nite, a cut-rate version of 7-Eleven, Magrady bought and micro waved a chicken and jalapeno burrito. He ate that and drank a grape-flavored Gatorade as he waited at the bus stop. As evening came on, he arrived at the meeting of the coalition of community groups doing work around gentrification. It was being held in a Lutheran church on Figueroa, three blocks north of the USC campus.

“Prone out,” a voice yelled from the darkness as Magrady ascended the church steps.

A police chopper thundered overhead and suddenly he was back in ’Nam, back on the LZ as the mortar rounds exploded in his ears.

Disoriented, Magrady’s reality tilted sideways then spun corkscrew fashion into a tornado of sensations. In a distant part of him he knew he was face down on the landing of the church, and that several officers were rushing past him. Some not minding in the least that their thick-soled sure-grip Oxfords stepped on his hands and arms. But the main show was given over to the flashes of gore and death making him nauseous and the booming that kept him off kilter.

The flashback fully descended on him at the thunderous whoop and stab of the overhead light of the swooping police helicopter. Magrady didn’t try to move or speak. As far as he could tell, there was no officer standing over him with their nine or Monadnock T-handled nightstick cocked to rat-a-tat-tat the rhythm of compliance on his skull, but he was immobilized nonetheless.

The war’s replay uncoiled and Magrady relived, yet again, a soldier named Edwards die spectacularly before him. His entrails splattered over the sergeant’s torso as he sought to get his men together for evac on the Hueys while simultaneously seeking to isolate the source of the incoming VC fire.

Breathing like a labored steam engine and his heart lodged his throat, Magrady heard in real time cops and civilians yelling at each other as pews were upset, their wood splintering and objects crashing and shattering on the earthen tiles of the church. Magrady had once gotten a sweet little gig to replace those tiles in a rear portion of the sanctuary due to damage from a broken toilet pipe. He rolled over on his back, his chest finally rising and falling at a more normal rate.

A female cop’s face slid into view over him. She was handsome and alert in a stressed out kind of way, and blinked hard at him.

“Is he one of those Sudanites? A village elder or something?” she incorrectly asked someone out of his line of sight, pointing at him. “They’re coming over here now, right? All that shit that’s going on over there in their desert villages.”

A heavy man’s voice sighed. “That’s one of ours, Reynolds. He’s an American black. We can’t give him back.” The man chuckled. How right he was. Where indeed would Magrady go if he was kicked out of the U.S.? Or put on a boxcar with other malcontents and shipped out of town on a rail, the method of forced relocation practiced at various times on hobos and union agitators in the ’30s by the cops and goon squads in the pocket of the big bosses.
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He hummed “Joe Hill” as he’d heard Paul Robeson singing it on the 78 platter his mother used to play when he was a kid. Another round of shouting started up, only this was orders given from command to the grunts. The flashback wore itself out and some gendarmes roughly got Magrady on his feet. He, along with the other members and staff of several community-based organizations, were culled together on the lawn of the raided Lutheran church.

“The fuck, man?” Janis Bonilla demanded of the cops en masse. “We don’t need a permit to be on private property. We’re going to sue the shit out of your donut-eatin’ asses.”

“Take a chill pill, Ms. Bonilla.” A stout LAPD captain addressed her, separating himself from the grouping of cops but not actually moving closer to her. “This was about the illegals at this meeting.”

Bonilla and several others glared at him openmouthed.

Armed men and women emerged from inside and around the corner of the building. Stenciled on the back of the new arrivals’ jackets was the word ICE in big yellow cap letters, the Immigration and Customs Enforcement arm of the Department of Homeland Security. Accompanying them were unfortunates in plastic restraints—members of the assembled community organizations.

“This is bullshit,” somebody said, and there was loud agreement from the gathered. It was the young woman with the glasses Magrady had seen at the UA offices. Amy, that was her name.

The captain smiled knowingly. “This is a new day of joint cooperation. If it bothers you, take your concerns up with your do-nothings in Congress.” He walked off.

Bonilla muttered “tea bagger,” and began making calls.

Ill

HOURS LATER BONILLA STILL SEETHED, swirling diet soda in a can. The police and ICE had departed with their undocumented arrestees along with four citizens detained on charges ranging from a bench warrant on a jaywalking beef to overdue child support payments. Naturally the community groups held an emergency meeting after the round up. There would be a formal response involving public interest allies like Legal Resources and Services, and a press conference at UA’s offices was planned for the next morning at 10 a.m.—in time to be broadcast on the afternoon news. Already, an e-blast had gone out to political and advocacy blogs about the action, and buzz was building.

“You gonna mention SubbaKhan tomorrow?” Magrady asked.

“I should,” she answered, taking a long pull on her drink. It was already past one in the morning. “But yeah, I know that would be irresponsible, wouldn’t it?” Bonilla had already had this discussion with her executive director. There was, at this moment, no evidence indicating the blitzkrieg originated within the Stygian inner sanctum of the all-consuming kraken that as far as Bonilla was concerned, was headed by the tentacled triumvirate of Dick Cheney, William Kristol, and the truly scary eviscerating automaton, Ann Coulter.

“Plus you’d get fired,” Magrady offered. “You’d be breaking the detente. Y’all gotta be lining up for your free drinks at the Emerald Shoals opening like the other community partners and unions.”

“But it can’t just be coincidence,” she insisted, glaring at him.

“Look, my boy Stover could have alerted his buddies to keep their antennas tuned to your doings.”

She said, “He does have a fierce hard-on about you, that’s for sure. I mean, it wasn’t your fault about what went down in ’Nam.”

“There’s that,” he said, gesturing with his hand in an effort to halt her from going into painful history. One service-related and guilt-wracked visit to the past was all he could take for an evening. “The other thing to consider is that you have a snitch in your midst.”

“What, like a police spy? Like back in the day of Chief Gates and his Public Disorder Intelligence Division?”

PDID undercover cops had infiltrated community groups as agent provocateurs. Bonilla was a student of L.A.’s activist archives. She’d spent hours reading through such files and articles from the ’70s and ’80s down at a place in South Central called the Southern California Library for Social Studies and Research, a repository of that kind of material. Magrady had accompanied her on more than one outing there to read through old papers from such now defunct groups like the Coalition Against Police Abuse, CAPA.

“I was wondering if it wasn’t some turncoat secretly on the payroll of your arch enemies,” he opined.

Bonilla didn’t say anything.

“Maybe I’m being paranoid, but if I were the head of SubbaKhan, kicked back at my desk puffing on my Arturo Fuente maduro, I’d be figuring out how to stay one step ahead of you Hugo Chavez-quotin’ subversives.”

“That would be illegal,” she remarked.

“I’m not sure it is. And even if that were so, how would you prove it?”

“It worries me the way your mind works.”

He smiled broadly. “Me, too.”

Bonilla, who’d been pacing, sat down. They were in the small kitchen of her apartment in a 1920s-era building, replete with Zig-Zag Moderne touches on the façade. It was situated on Catalina in a blended area of Koreatown and Pico-Union. Where one could spot carnicerías with life-sized plastic bulls on their roofs next door to Korean wedding gown shops, whose display windows contained ice beauty mannequins with thousand mile stares looking out past the neon Hangul onto the changing city.

“That would be some shady shit, ya know?” Bonilla stated.

“I ain’t saying you gotta go all black-ops and start waterboardin’ fools to talk, but you do have low-income and poor folk you’re working with.”

“That’s bourgeois thinking, Magrady,” she groused. “I’ll have to send your monkey ass to the re-education camp.”

He chuckled. “Or am I being the real Stalinist here? You got people who are barely getting by, Janis. Maybe they have a medical condition or their kid is in trouble with the law yet again. It’s not hard to find out who has what problems. If it’s legal entanglement, a lot of that’s public records, right?

“So one day a swell-dressed man or, better yet, smart-looking woman shows up on my dilapidated doorstep and says ’Hey, we’re not asking you to be a sell out or anything like that.’”

“Oh, no,” Bonilla snarked.

He continued in character. “We’re not asking you to put the finger on anyone, but just let us know, you know, in a general way what they say at those meetings you go to. Now don’t draw attention to yourself, don’t be asking a bunch of questions.” Magrady spread his arms wide and slumped in his seat. “Sit and listen and every now and then we’ll call to ask a few harmless questions and in exchange, a few hundreds in nice, crisp twenties will find their way into your house fund or maybe junior gets community service rather than jail.”

“Then why bust us for our undocumented members? If I was a spy, I’d want to wait until I had something more juicy.”

He wiggled his fingers on both hands. “One branch doesn’t know what the other is up to. If the spy is on the private ticket, there wouldn’t necessarily be coordination with the popo. Anyway, this is just early morning after we got our ass kicked speculation. Like I said, y’all are easily targets of opportunity, or this went down simply because those self-absorbed, Lhasa Apsoowning loft-dwellers you despise have been complaining, and this is how the cops respond.”

Bonilla rubbed the back of her neck. “We have been trying to recruit some of those latte liberals as allies. It’s not like they shouldn’t have a place to live. But they also can’t act like their shit, and that of their boutique pooches, don’t stink. Their attitude is it’s them bringing up the neighborhood while the poor get booted out.”

“How’s that working out? Getting them to see you have some common interests?”

“Don’t be cute. It doesn’t suit you.”

“I take your point, subcomandante.”

She was reflective, then. “You think that’s what Floyd was doing? Why he was hinting about how he was about to get over?”

“Except it seems he had the goods on someone, doesn’t it? And there is that SubbaKhan magnetic swipe card he had.”

Bonilla pointed at Magrady. “He saw the CEO try to rape this woman. She resisted and when they fought, he accidentally bashed her head in and Floyd, who’d been hired on a disabled program, was in the office late and decided to blackmail the dude.”

“Amusing. I saw that movie too. Only that guy was a professional thief.”

“Just trying to be as devious as you are, champ. So what if Floyd stole that card from a SubbaKhan employee?”

“Could be. Of course that raises the question of where the hell Floyd could have been with the employee.”

“You’re the one playing peeper.”

Magrady grunted. “Playing is right.” He yawned. “I keep getting vamped on but no further along in figuring this out.”

She yawned and playfully slapped his knee. “The case is young yet, you’ll get onto something.”

He stood and stretched, “Yeah, blisters on my feet from hoofing it all over Creation and a couple of knots upside my head.”

“Tough guy.” She also stood and nodded toward her front room and the couch where she’d given him a blanket and a pillow. “You gonna be okay?”

“This is great, Janis, I really appreciate it.” He touched her shoulder.

She covered his hand with hers and let it linger. “I told you it wasn’t a problem. I’ll ask around if anyone knows of someplace for you to rent out like a room or something.”

“Cool.”

“Good night,” she said, kissing him on the cheek. He flushed and was glad she couldn’t tell. At least he hoped she couldn’t tell. Damn young women.

He slept unperturbed, as if wrapped in a cocoon of black velour and awoke to the smell of coffee. For the briefest of moments, he allowed himself to fantasize he was back in his house with his wife and children as they got ready for school. But to believe such was cruel and a lie, and certainly not therapeutic. For he’d also have to remember why he’d derailed the Father Knows Best bit with the drinking and the drugs and the erratic behavior, and why it was he didn’t have a home any more or any communication with his distanced family. Why maybe he didn’t deserve to have those or any such comforts.

“Hey,” Bonilla said as they shared coffee at the kitchen table, “Carl texted me a message about Floyd’s sister.”

“When?”

“’Round seven.” It was now 7:40 a.m. “He had to be in early to help prep for the press conference.”

“Y’all work your interns worse than green recruits,” Magrady commented. He’d asked his friend to ask the intern he’d encountered at Urban Advocacy to see if there was any other pertinent information in the thin file they had on Floyd Chambers.

“Wait, when did you send him your message?”

“On our way home. Carl’s a video game fiend so I knew he’d be up killing aliens with his geek buddies online plugged in from who knows where. He lives on those energy drinks.”

Magrady suppressed a shudder. “Can you let a brother know?”

She told him and he was somewhat surprised it wasn’t an Inglewood address. It was in Altadena in the San Gabriel Valley. He didn’t know how many bus transfers that was, though he knew the Metro Rail’s Gold Line could take him to Pasadena at least.

Maybe he ought to invest in a motorcycle. But the old TV ad of the elderly lady on the floor saying “I’ve fallen and can’t get up” occurred to him. Where even the remote clapper—“clap on, clap off”—wouldn’t be able to levitate him to a seat. This and the number of careening SUVs that populated Southland roadways dissuaded him from getting his brittle butt back on a bike after some thirty years.

“Before we get on our respective horses, Carl had mentioned someone who used to work at UA had taken the information for Floyd’s file. Do you know who that was?”

“Sure,” Bonilla answered, “that was Shane.”

“Alan Ladd?”

“Shane Redding, a woman. In fact she’s a paralegal over at Legal Resources now. I’ll hook you up.”

A little past nine, Magrady talked with Redding on the phone after Bonilla had left her a message vouching for him.

“Sure I know who she is,” Redding said after he’d asked her about the sister. “We helped her on a tenant-landlord matter not too long ago. She came to us because we’ve stayed in touch.” She paused. “Because you know Janis, I could try and contact her for you.”

“She’s in Altadena?”

“No, here in L.A. last I knew”

“I’d appreciate anything you can do on this,” Magrady said.

Redding agreed to let Janis Bonilla know if she connected with the sister. Problem was that also meant she would know he was looking for her brother and she could tip him to stay hid. If he was hiding, and if she had any part in helping him do so. That’s why he didn’t ask Redding if she knew anything about the sister’s dead husband. No sense having her mention this to the sister and possibly drive her away. Still he was worried that all this was nothing but the unhinged view of a man in search of a mission when really his best years, if he had any, were behind him.

Sitting in the tidy breakfast nook of the organizer’s apartment, enjoying his morning coffee in stoneware instead of Styrofoam, it occurred to Magrady maybe Bonilla was just humoring him. Sharp young chicks like her knew the best way to handle addled oldsters like his rootless self. She dealt with all sorts of barely hanging on tenants, folk who should be receiving outpatient psychiatric services or would do better institutionalized.

He’d watched her soothing the agitated without being condescending. She’d coax their stories of neglect and mistreatment out of them with the precision patience of a mohel about to do the cut in a bouncing rickshaw. Dealing with individuals who kidded themselves they were okay and went off their meds or who’d been booted or fallen out of the system due to the infinite and unknowing regulations of the great and grand bureaucracy. Bonilla working herself raw to cobble together a membership of undocumented busboys and brothers Magrady’s age pissed off ’cause they figured it was those mojados who took away the decent jobs.

But Jeff Curray was still dead, and those two chuckleheads, Boo Boo the discount store psycho and the slicker Elmore Jinks were on the prowl. They were the rocks in his bed as the old song went. Something had gone down and signs indicated Floyd Chambers was all up in the shit—for there was the SubbaKhan magnetic swipe card.

Magrady had placed it on the kitchen table as he sipped his coffee, glancing at it occasionally as if he’d get a flash of insight. Too bad that unlike the classic reoccurring bit Johnny Carson did, Karnak, he couldn’t slap the card to his forehead and get a clue.

He stretched and yawned and scratched his crotch. That’s not something Dick Tracy or the Lone Wolf ever did in those ’40s B-reelers he still got a kick out of watching. Could be he was off his nut, but he’d proceed as if he were on point. Circling back to the Hornet’s Hive later today was useless at this time even if the old fella, Sanford, did find an address for the sister. Of course the way things were going, he glumly concluded, it would probably turn out to be yet another far off location.

Given his luck, it would be out in San Bernardino or some damn other county that might as well be Pluto as far as his means to get there were concerned. Plus he wanted to be ready should he have to do the cha-cha with the two thugs again. He’d been considering retrieving his service sidearm. But that meant a reunion with his daughter and, well, that required more cojones than he could swing at the moment.

This left him with the SubbaKhan magnetic swipe card as his most immediate lead—and the most obtuse. It wasn’t like he could go over to the SubbaKhan offices in their high-rise in Century City and test it out to see which door the thing opened. He knew from Bonilla there was serious security to contend with in the lobby.

In Long Beach, SubbaKhan owned Bixby Stadium where pro soccer games and, of all things, polo matches were played. Seems some wheel at SubbaKhan had a jones for the horsey sport and funded an amateur polo league. Magrady snickered imagining Bonilla and her comrades discussing a polo field for the at-risk youth of South Central as part of the community benefits agreement. Indeed, horses galloping and mallets a-swinging down Western Avenue. Though there was street polo played on bicycles so who knew? She’d also told him about a research effort the conglomerate had funded, but she wasn’t sure where.

He showered and decided to go the library and find out more about SubbaKhan. It beat sitting around waiting for Redding’s call. Indulging himself, he used some of Bonilla’s fru-fru shampoo on his bristly short hair. Lathering the scented goo into his scalp, he felt the spot on the top of the back of his head. Was the hair getting thinner there? Alas, one more advancing age symptom to fret about.

Dried off and in his boxers, he laid across the bed staring at one of her posters, a silkscreened print of a solemn Nelson Mandela. Yet political stirrings weren’t energizing him as they should, and he got out of the bedroom before he sunk to sniffing through her underwear drawer. He shaved in the kitchen listening to KNX, the news station.

Done, Magrady stepped into clean jeans—he’d been able to wash his gear in her laundry room—and a buttoned-down shirt Bonilla had given him before she left this morning. She hadn’t explained whose shirt it had belonged to previously. Magrady, a 2XLer, was pleased that it fit and wasn’t snug. Now what did that say about her taste in men? Or big women?

He felt almost felt like a square on his way to his slave. Only it was after 9:30 a.m., and it was more like the leisurely pace those young punks on that show, Entourage, maintained. Each episode their days were consumed with chasing tail and scoring weed. He’d seen three or four of the half hours on DVD at the James Wood Center in the common area. In fact, he’d watched them with Floyd Chambers, among others. They’d been amused and incensed by those pampered dudes and their antics.

Magrady had riffed then, was the show telling them what the down and out should aspire to? Chambers had added that like Baby Doc’s wife Michelle, the downtown visionaries would start hoisting caged TVs up on street lamps. They’d loop vids of mink coats four deep in walk-in closets and racks of trendy shoes to make Imelda Marcos and Condie Rice jealous. The message being that if you applied yourself, all this could be yours, too.

Now it’s one thing to be a dictator. It’s another to rub the peasants’ noses in it, what with the Marcoses and Baby Doc being bounced from their respective homelands. But was Chambers inspired by these excesses? Magrady considered soberly.

He mused on this as he closed and locked the kitchen window in preparation of leaving his friend’s homey digs. L.A. was where dreams were served along with your fresh-squeezed orange juice. There was desire and envy for the Hiltons and the Pitts. We built them up so they’d fall further when we kicked the stepladders out from under them—this the sport of kings and queens. No wonder nobody gave two shits about the homeless. What hopes and dreams could you project on those poor fucks? Maybe Chambers did get his the best way he could.

Magrady exited through the back door, descending to a garden patch behind the apartment building containing raspberries, tomatoes and mustard greens. These were tended by an octogenarian tenant who’d once been a bookie. Heading north on Catalina, the Vietnam vet got to a bus stop on Wilshire and took one of the red and white Rapid buses into downtown.

He sat next to a young man with his hair frizzed out at numerous uncombed angles. He was listening to his iPod while reading a Philip K. Dick novel, The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch. The youngster wore a Free the Buses T-shirt, a fight back effort Magrady had belonged to several years ago.

Back then with LRS and a couple of other public interest law firms committing to the cause, the grouping had legally challenged the transportation agency, the MTA. This was over the argument for more monies allocated for increasing clean buses on inner city routes. Magrady had been down with that. Though he found some of the enviros, as they were called, way too anal about the green thing. These diehards pushing in meetings for the suit to be a tactic toward abolishing buses in favor of rail, and thus more rail meant less cars.

The theory had merit as Magrady could see a combination of the two. But certainly folks needed those buses to get to their jive jobs, and knowing too that the MTA was inclined to construct rail servicing the better-off suburbs. It came down to too many meetings and pre-meetings being consumed with who had the correct analysis, and not enough being in the face of the MTA. Magrady was among several who dropped out. At that time he’d maintained he was taking a principled stance. Or was he just a cut-and-runner full of rhetoric and rationalizations? Like dodging and ducking his responsibilities when his family had depended on him.

Off the bus, walking along Flower toward the main library, an unmarked LAPD Crown Victoria passed him, the movement registering in the corner of his eye. The car double parked to a medley of horns honking and idled where he stood.

“What’s happening, home folks?” Fuckin’ Stover. He was dressed in civvies.

“What, I’m not walking fast enough for you? Gonna give me a ticket for loitering? Too bad I don’t have a milk crate with me you can confiscate.” The cops often took the shopping carts or milk crates of items from the homeless on the pretense they were stolen items. Only they rarely returned them to the stores, and dumped truckloads of the goods east of the L.A. River.

“Man, you sure are Mister Grumpy this morning. Me, I feel great.” He grinned sterlingly. “Heard some of your mojado-running buddies got vamped on last night.”

“I’m underwhelmed by your empathy.”

The police captain laughed.

“I don’t have time for your bullshit, Stover.” He started to walk away.

“See you in court,” the cop said cheerily and drove off.

What a giant A-1 asshole. Magrady walked up the steps of the Richard J. Riordan Central Library. In ’86, two consecutive arson fires by even bigger assholes resulted in some 350,000 books being burned up and 700,000 being damaged. He remembered they had to freeze dry the remaining books to preserve them. Under the then Tom Bradley administration, air rights were sold to a developer to build the Library Tower to help pay for the massive renovation.

The seventy-three-story skyscraper looming over the main library was now called the U.S. Bank Tower. In 2001, the city’s Library Commission, its members appointed by Riordan, who succeeded Bradley, voted to rename the wonderfully redone complex for hizzoner. The commissioners cited his tireless efforts in the service of libraries. Bradley got a wing named after him.

Magrady nodded to a couple of dudes he knew from the streets playing the Chinese game Go at a table in an alcove after he entered the facility. He had fond memories of coming here with his folks when he was a kid to look for the science fiction novels his old man liked to read. In those days there were massive statues of Egyptian gods built into the stair structure on the mezzanine level leading to the fiction section. He always saw them as the guardians of the magic found between those cracked covers by his pop’s favorites like H. G. Wells and Jack Williamson. There was also those Edgar Rice Burroughs’ John Carter of Mars and A. E. van Vogt books his mom would check out and discuss with him as well.

On a few sheets of unfolded paper, Magrady had a copy of various references for SubbaKhan culled from Lexis-Nexis. Bonilla had given him this as Urban Advocacy was always doing opposition research. She’d taken her laptop with her to the news conference and had no other computer at home. Using the printout as a basis, he looked through Google and microfiche files and found a year-old interview in the Downtown News with the regional VP of the entity, Wakefield Nakano, a Japanese-American local surfer boy from Gardena who made way good. A collector of modern art, he was the one overseeing the Emerald Shoals project. In the interview Nakano mentioned the policy project they’d just funded was located on the USC campus.
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Magrady rode public transportation over to the campus and strolled onto it. He didn’t much look like a student and he knew ’SC’s campus cops didn’t take no shit. But it was daytime and they were used to community people being there for this or that meeting, so he figured as long as he didn’t go crazy and dry hump the Tommy Trojan statue, everything should be copacetic.

After stopping and asking several students and a janitor, he found the door to the Central City Reclaiming Initiative on the third floor of the business school. The project was spelled out in neat fourteen-point raised metal letters on the otherwise plain locked door. There was no response to his knocking. Retracing his steps, he’d noted a recessed metal door along the hallway. It was unmarked but had one of those electronic locks on it—the kind where you had to swipe a coded card through for entry.

Like Ronald Coleman as Raffles, he looked both ways along the quiet hallway and tried the magnetic card he’d found among Floyd Chambers’ stuff. The red light on the lock turned green. Magrady let the light return to the closed setting. Once more he visually searched along the hallway for anyone coming or to see if he’d missed a security camera. Neither was in evidence. Nor could he detect any approaching footsteps, but how long would that last? Come on, do it he admonished himself. Man up, can’t be a pussy now.

“Shit,” Magrady mumbled as he swiped the mag card again, and again the electronic lock cleared. Using his shirttail, he took hold of the latch and opened the side door into the research office. He’d half expected the space to be laid out swank, given it was underwritten by SubbaKhan. Rather, the area he stepped into was plain and functionally drab. It was a narrow passageway with its length taken up by doors leading into various suites. At the near end was a wall and at the other a short hook around to some sort of reception area where the front door was. There were no pictures or prints on the walls.

He crooked his neck around to look for security cameras high up in the offices’ corners. There weren’t any, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be hidden. But fuck it, he told himself, he was already breaking and entering, so if he was going to go down for his crime, he might as well make it worth the effort.

There were no names or suite numbers on any doors, and none of them, except one, was locked. Each office seemed to be a duplicate of the other, each containing a faux-woodgrain-topped metal desk, system-linked phones, computers with flat-screen monitors and, interestingly, no file cabinets. He fooled with the keyboard of one of the computers in rest mode but getting onto it was password protected. So much for unlocking the secrets of the Empire.

In another office he found a small framed photo on a desk. The shot was of a pretty, dark-skinned black woman with curly hair leaning down with her arms draped around a smiling Floyd Chambers in his wheelchair. He assumed this was his sister. Magrady sat down. There were a couple of other photos on the desk, one of a smiling young man in a graduation shot and another of a baby. A grandchild? Magrady frowned at the photo with Chambers. It seemed to him it was fairly recent but he wasn’t sure about the age of the woman in it. And certainly there were cases of teenagers becoming mothers and then finding themselves as grandmothers in their late forties, so that could be the reason for the baby’s picture. But he didn’t think Chambers’ sister had any children.

He looked through the drawers. It occurred to him as he sifted through yellow sticky pads, paper clips and staple containers, that playing detective made you feel entitled to invade other people’s shit. Because after all you were after the big secret, so you were entitled to do anything in pursuit of the truth. He smiled.

In the bottom left-hand drawer on a stack of copier paper there was a set of keys. He was tempted to steal them but then that would only make him go off and search for the locks they fit. He could see himself then unlocking some other room somewhere else and inside that room would be a combination written on a piece of paper. That like some intricate set of Chinese puzzle boxes, one thing was inside the other, leading him on and on but no closer to Chambers and answers—if such were to be had.

He checked the time and used the phone. What the hell, it was a local number, how likely would it be to raise a flag when whoever it was paid the phone bill?

“How’d the strategy meeting go?” he asked Janis Bonilla when she answered.

“Where are you? The number’s not coming up.”

“I have my secrets.”

“Be that way.” She filled him in, including a push the groups were making to have a meeting with the police chief. He was about law and order, but also about his media image. While it was the feds who’d conducted the raid, the LAPD cooperated, so the coalition would make the chief the target. The idea being to have him in turn put pressure on ICE to respond.

“Oh, one of your honeys called,” she added.

“You mean Halle’s forgiven me?”

“I wouldn’t know, Big Pimpin’,” she cracked. “It was that Angie. Said she has news for you.” It seemed to him there was a leering quality to her voice.

“How’d she get your number?”

“I guess she’s got her secrets too. And your backward self needs to get a cell phone. I am hardly your damn answering service.” Nonetheless, she gave him the number Angie Baine had left. She didn’t ask if he’d be camping out at her place later and he didn’t bring it up. Things were getting comfortable awfully quick.

Before making that call, feeling that time was tight, Magrady tried each key on the locked door but none of them fit. Back at the desk he assumed was Sally Prescott’s, he replaced the keys and noted a lump under the copier paper. He pulled the sheets aside and spotted an unmarked cassette tape. He picked it up, examining it. Probably just an old-fashioned mix tape, he figured. Still.

Magrady was slipping the tape into his shirt pocket and actually gasped. The front door was being unlocked. Good thing the lights had been on when he’d entered. No sense crawling under the desk as his sorry black ass would stick out anyway. The door to the office he was in was only open a sliver as he’d unconsciously pushed it closed when he’d re-entered. He went stone and waited, breathing shallowly. Too many movies about life in the big house, including those episodes of Oz with their numerous anal rapes and other forms of male-on-male degradation, flickered rapidly inside his head. His one shining hope was that at his age, what booty bandit would want him? The real f’d up sociopaths of course. The Nazi Custom Chopper Brotherhood of Geranium Enthusiasts would pass him around like an unscented box of Kleenex.

The footsteps from beyond the door went past his room, the person humming. He wasn’t sure but thought they stopped at the last room, the locked one. This was confirmed as Magrady heard a key turning in the lock and the door opening. A beat or two more, then a radio came on, an oldies station. Magrady started breathing again and eased the drawer closed, leaving the keys.

As Percy Sledge prognosticated in that down home sweat-and-grits growl of his that “They gonna find us, they gonna find us,” Magrady tiptoed the office chair, which fortunately was on rollers, away from the desk. He leaned back to rise and the goddamn thing creaked. Did the twang of the guitars cover the noise? Magrady couldn’t remain in this half-crouch for long so he stood erect and came around the desk. The song concluding, he stepped out of the office. The door to, the last office was wide open. The side door he’d come through was in that direction and he’d been seen trying to get out that way. The front was his only option.

Despite the natural inclination to bolt, he crept forward on the industrial carpet, doing his best to lift his feet straight up and put them straight down to eliminate undue drag or sound. He peeked into the room, his back flat against the wall, as if that made him hard to see. From the position of the desk in the room, this person sat in profile to the doorway, the desk at ninety degrees to the doorway. His head was down as he made a handwritten notation and then stood, closing a file folder.

Magrady was pretty sure that was Wakefield Nakano, SubbaKhan’s regional VP in there. Nakano put the file away in a standing file cabinet and locked it back. He returned to his desk and Magrady knew he was pushing it to stay any longer. He scuttled away and got his hand on the front door’s knob when he could hear Nakano moving around again too. For sure the exec was also leaving. Worse, there were voices in the hallway beyond the door. Scared, but having no choice, Magrady stepped out as quickly as he could. He stood before the door, his back to it, closing it quietly.

A male and female student were walking past, deep in their conversation about Romney’s versus Giuliani’s strengths and weaknesses and the mystery as to why neither of their candidacies took off. Magrady headed for the stairs. To his back he heard the main door to the office open and Nakano exit as well.

Be cool, he reminded himself, making sure to proceed at a normal pace. Nakano’s footfalls were a hurried cadence behind him. If he was busted, wouldn’t the VP yell “halt” or “freeze” like they did on TV? The exec had a couple of decades on Magrady, so could be he was just going to tackle him and make him piss and drool while jamming a stun gun to his nuts.

“Excuse me,” Nakano said, as he moved past Magrady, bumping him slightly on the shoulder.

“No problem,” the vet replied.

“Yes, of course,” SubbaKhan’s man said in a hushed voice. “I’m very interested in the Portinari.” Magrady watched Nakano descend, one of those Bluetooth gadgets stuck in his ear.

He got to the bottom of the stairwell and dashed through the glass door of the business school, saying into the air, “That’s not going to be a problem. I’ll see to that.” With that Nakano was gone.

Magrady also reached the ground floor berating himself for not having a car to tail the VP. What would Magnum or Mannix have to say about that? He also realized he hadn’t called Angie. But as this was a college campus, finding a pay phone wasn’t as hard as on the streets. He clinked his coins in and called the number Baine had given Bonilla.

“Earl,” a man’s voice said.

He was one of the bartenders at the King Eddy, a semi-dive, semi-hip bar in the King Edward Hotel on East 5th Street. Magrady knew all the watering holes in and orbiting Skid Row, and a fair amount between there and South Central. He’d certainly done his best to turn his kidneys into pâté in several of them. Years ago, before he too joined the “Am I a Murderer?” public guess-o-rama, Robert Blake filmed part of his TV cop show Baretta there as the supposed East Coast place where he lived. Magrady was a background extra—supernumerary bum was how it was described in the script—in a few episodes. A director told him he was a natural.

Magrady identified himself and asked about Angie.

“She said if you called, Sergeant Fury, to meet her at Hogarth’s at 6:30 tonight.”

“Why?”

“Like I give a shit. Get a goddamn cell phone like everyone else.” The diplomatic Earl hung up.

Hogarth’s wasn’t a bar. It was a coffee house located near the Japanese American Cultural and Community Center off of 1st Street and Alameda. Where the encroachers, the downtown small dog-walkin’, inner peace-seekin’, loft-living crowd hung, Magrady reflected wryly. Why the hell would she be having him there and at that time?

Having several hours to fill, Magrady sought out a cassette recorder. He walked over to the Bethune Branch Library on Vermont. They did have one such model used for older versions of books-on-tape. Only it was on the fritz, though the librarian assured him that there was a laid off gentleman—a tinkerer as she put it—would be coming in to fix it this weekend. From there he walked over to Exposition Park and decided to take in an exhibit about ’30s-era jazz clubs at the California African American Museum. This included a recreated section of the Club Alabam.

Standing in the tableau, a mellow croon by Billy Eckstine filled the space. When he was a kid, he had an uncle, husband of his mom’s sister, who’d lived out here and visited the family in Chicago in the summer. Uncle Calvin would sit around drinking Hamms and Pabst beer, playing dominoes with his father and his friends, telling stories about Central Avenue, the Stem, from back in the day. Later, eating his fries at a McDonald’s inside the Science Center, he watched a group of kids ohhing and ahhing on some kind of school outing. Time was tight indeed.

Because of traffic and the work around the Emerald Shoals project, he got back downtown on the bus to the coffee house late. There they were showing a ’60s four-waller, The Brain Invaders. Angie Baine was second-billed with John Agar as some sort of scientist to his military man. She of course also falls in love with him, but has to electrocute him atop Mount Wilson after he’s turned into a brain eater. All part of some Russki shenanigans it seemed. The audience dug it.

Afterward, with Angie seated up front and looking pretty together, she answered questions and signed copies of a book about B-movie actresses that included a write-up about her and some cheesecake shots. Magrady looked through the coffee table book and stopped appreciatively on a shot of a nude Baine, hair up in a beehive, in an old-fashioned bathtub filled with liquefied chocolate. Seductively she munched on a giant strawberry with several of the fruit sprinkled about in the chocolate.

“Bet you figured I’d be wasted, huh?” she told him as he came up to congratulate her as the crowd filtered away.

“Well,” he began.

“You’ve inspired me, Magrady. I wasn’t drinking at the King Eddy. But I was on my way to get my hair done, and knew Earl would at least let me make a call.” She squeezed his hand. “Glad you came.”

“Yeah, this was great, Angie.”

“You can be sweet when you want to be.” She kissed him on the neck.

An octogenarian who’d been hanging back clomped over using his walker. He had on a turtleneck, a wig worse than what Phil Spector had dared to wear in court, and a large medallion on a heavy gold plated chain around his neck. Baine smiled weakly at him and the old fella socked Magrady in the gut. It wasn’t much of a blow.

“This is him, isn’t it? This is the swingin’ dick bastard you’re schtupping these days?”

Angie Baine giggled and Magrady took a step back. The clown with the bad rug might not be a candidate for an AARP-sanctioned boxing match, but he wasn’t inclined to take another punch, no matter how anemic, to his stomach.

“Be cool, Jeremy,” she said to the senior citizen. “You don’t want to stroke out.”

“Who is this chump?” Magrady asked, eyebrow raised.

“He adds yet another insult to his affronts.” His arms shook his walker. “Who am I,” he mocked.

“Jeremy was the director-producer of Brain Invaders among other such efforts,” Baine illuminated, touching the oldster’s shoulder. This instantly put a calming effect on him, and he relaxed.

“Then how come you weren’t at the screening, Coppola?”

“I was getting my pole waxed, Cool Breeze,” he groused at Magrady.

“Look here, dad,” Magrady started, thumping Jeremy’s medallion with the back of two fingers. It depicted in bas-relief a nude couple doing it 69-style. Real classy. “Shouldn’t you be more concerned with how many times a day you need to take your blood pressure pills?” He couldn’t help it. Ever since he was a teenager, when a guy tried to make time with a girl of his, he’d have to show he wasn’t a punk. Bad old habits died awfully hard.

Baine twinkled a smile at him. “Stop.”

Jeremy whatever the hell his last name was said, “Baby, let’s let the past stay where it belongs. You know I’ll do right by you. Fact, I’ve got a movie in mind that I want you for as the lead.”

“Get real, Jer, those days are long gone,” Baine advised.

He smiled with freshly scrubbed dentures. “I’m serious, Angie. Some youngsters over at ’SC film school had me over there for a double bill at the Norris Theater on campus, and we got to talking after the Q & A.” He shuffled his body closer so as to insert himself between Baine and Magrady.

“You know those rich little shits over there. A couple of these kids got parents in the Industry. One of them has called me since and wants to talk about me doing some direct-to-video pictures.”

It was Baine’s turn to arch a brow. “With an old broad as the star?” She laughed heartily. “I don’t do granny porn, Jeremy.” She winked at Magrady. “At least not for the public.”

The crusty director made a sound in his throat. “I’m not that hard up to get back behind the camera. This is legit. Hell, I’ll give Magic Mandingo here a role if that’s what it’ll take.”

“I got your sister’s Magic Mandingo right here, Jer.”

The object of his derision turned slightly, wearing a lopsided smile. “Yes, I’m sure you do.”

“Boys,” Baine said to forestall another go-round. She put her hand in the crook of Magrady’s arm. “It was good seeing you again, Jeremy.”

The ancient filmmaker repositioned himself on his walker as the couple started to leave. “Let me repeat that I’m not kidding about this, Ange. I’m not so deluded to believe this is some sort of comeback, but wouldn’t it be nice to go out on a high note?”

She squeezed Magrady’s upper arm. “The moonlight stopped shining on us a long time ago, Jeremy.”

He pointed a gnarled finger upward. “There might be just one more in the firmament for us.”

Baine offered Magrady a resigned look and wrote down a contact number on the back of a discarded parking lot ticket and handed it to Jeremy. His teeth clacked as he smiled broadly. The two left, the night cooler than expected. She snuggled closer.

“You gonna spend the night?”

“If you like,” he said warmly.

She kissed him. “I do.” They walked deeper into the Nickel like kids out on Lover’s Lane. They passed a skeleton-thin man in a derby defecating in an alleyway and a woman with very few teeth padded in clothes of mismatched styles pushing a shopping cart. Leaning in the cart was a three-foot-tall plaster statue of a brightly painted Ann-Margaret in go-go boots and miniskirt circa the 1970s.

Magrady put an arm around Baine’s shoulders just as an LAPD cruiser drifted near. It was one of the newer Chevy Commodore models. The uniforms put the alley light on them to make sure the burly black man wasn’t manhandling the nice white lady. Or was Stover keeping that close of a watch on him? Magrady worried. Was that being paranoid or precautious?

“You okay, ma’am?” one of the cops asked, putting the wolf’s gleam on Magrady.

“I’m fine,” Baine smiled, waving them off. They kept the light on the couple for several more beats, then drove off. Further up the patrol car illuminated two Grape Street Crips and the cops stopped and detained the gangbangers.

As they walked along, Bain said, “Say, I also called you because Floyd got in touch.”

“He wants that pass card back, doesn’t he?”

“You’re a regular Nick Carter.”

“Ain’t I? You tell him I had it?”

“Of course not. I’m your Velda, right?”

They both chuckled. “He’s coming by?”

“Said for me to meet him ’round one tomorrow at that farmer’s market they have up at the VA in Westwood.”

Magrady regarded her.

Her shoulders lifted and fell. “Don’t ask me. Maybe he wanted to avoid Asher.” She referred to the one-armed desk clerk at her SRO. “They don’t get along.”

“More likely he’s staying out that way.”

“See, you are a clever dick.”

“I hope you mean that in a good way. And you know for a woman your age you sure talk.. suggestively.”

“It doesn’t seem to bother you.”

“This is so.”

To be polite he called Janis Bonilla from a phone at the Midnight Mission. A case worker Magrady had done a favor for let him do so.

After some chit-chat, Bonilla cracked, “You got all the dames worried about you, huh?”

“Good night, Janis.”

“Good night, Gracie.”
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Magrady was relieved that Asher wasn’t on the desk at the Chesapeake, though he’d encountered him there during nighttimes in the past. Getting into a hassle now when he was hankering to direct his energies elsewhere would just be a drag. Concentration was everything.

Sure the rules were no guests after 8 p.m. but plenty of clerks, unlike the anal Asher, let you violate that rule—particularly if you offered money or booze or a hit of something stronger as thanks. In this case, El Cid, Sid Ramos, was on duty. He was a mellow fellow veteran as far as Magrady was concerned.

“Em,” he said in that rasp of his, knocking a fist with his friend. He’d been over there before Magrady, a homeboy from El Sereno who wound up being a Lurp, an LRRP, a long range reconnaissance patrol maniac. These were men who operated in small teams, going deep in country to scout air strike targets and do recon. It took a certain type who liked being alone with their doubts and fears for days on end yet remain coiled. El Cid had engaged in various activities when he got back to the world, including a jolt in the pen.

Magrady retorted, “It bees like that.” He grinned at El Cid as the two moved past. The desk man returned to reading his book, The Last Cavalier, by Alexandre Dumas. As Magrady understood it back in his time, while Dumas was in bad shape and his work out of favor with the critics, but not the masses, he couldn’t help but do his thing and churned out a daily serial in a newspaper. Nowadays some pipe-smoking academic had come along and put the chapters together and edited them as the last novel by the cat who created the Three Musketeers. Magrady realized these knot-head, pants-saggin’ kids only knew the Musketeers as the name of a candy bar, let alone Dumas was part black.

Damn youngsters didn’t know squat these days, Magrady lamented as Baine slowly stroked him as they kissed. Thereafter they went at it like caged minks.

IV

BEFORE LIGHT THE NEXT MORNING, and after another invigorating thrash with the able Ms. Baine, Magrady dreamed of Vietnam. But this wasn’t a sweaty rehash of a firefight or reliving yet again the horror of watching some greenie writhing in the mud holding his guts in while being held down by his comrades as the medic tried to super glue the wounds closed.

This was an incident on base where a Japanese-American sergeant was walking from the outdoor showers with a towel wrapped around his waist. Two freshly rotated in replacements, one black, one white, saw him and freaked out. “VC! VC!” they started hollering, with the excited black GI bringing up his M-60 to spray the sergeant.

“Hey, you goddamn idiot,” the sergeant swore, “I went to Dorsey High School in Los Angeles.”

“He’s trying to trick us,” the white one told his buddy.

Magrady had spotted this and with some others had already run over and stopped the altercation before blood flowed.

The sergeant shook his head afterward. “JAFS,” he said. To Magrady’s puzzled look he illuminated, “Just Another Fucked-up Situation.”

They both chuckled as the man went off to get dressed in his uniform. What ever happened to those two chuckleheads, Magrady couldn’t say. But that JA sergeant, whose name was Yoshida, became a public defender. This he knew as during one of his lost periods, by the randomness of the cosmic wheel, Yoshida had been assigned by his office to represent Magrady after he’d been arrested for trespassing—while tore up on coke and booze.

“You don’t remember,” the attorney had said after interviewing Magrady in jail about his case.

“I do,” he admitted, ashamed. “I just hoped you didn’t remember me.”

The other man nodded his head. “It’s JAFS, Magrady. You’re not the first one of us I’ve helped whose had some bad luck after coming back to the world. We’ll get past this and take it from there.”

Sure enough he got a return engagement back in rehab coupled with a community service sentence reduction. Yoshida had him placed with Community Now, a grassroots organization his wife sat on the board of in those days. Eventually, due partly to strategic planning and partly to infighting, Community Now would become Urban Advocacy

Daybreak, he in his boxers and Baine in a slip, the two lay together in bed listening to a Bartók CD. Her head on his torso, Baine asked him, “You think about your kids?”

He massaged her butt. Considering her seven-plus decades, it was quite a lovely sensation. But at his age, Magrady could squeeze fresh bread and get a thrill. “Yeah, a lot recently.” It probably would break the mood to tell her partly because he had his gun at his oldest’s house out in Diamond Bar.

“You?” She had a grown son she hadn’t seen for some time. A lying, cheatin’-ass doper he recalled from bitter experience.

“Chad got word to me. Says he’s clean and lean.”

“Who says?”

“His chick who came by.”

“That you lent a twenty to, I bet.”

She kissed his chest. “Thirty, darling.”

“Sheeeet.”

“He was at work. She showed me a picture on her cell phone. He’s a security guard at the Emerald Shoals site.”

“Then he should be able to come by and see you.”

“He will.”

Magrady didn’t want to cause static. We all needed something to hang onto.

As several strings and drums went wild on the record then settled into a moody dissonance, Baine let her hand go low on his body and damned if he wasn’t able to soldier up. This was also why he didn’t argue with her about her son. He figured she might be feeling frisky and why mess with that? Cialis? Viagra? Heh. He was Kong, son of Kong, baby.

When they were done he promised to call Baine this coming weekend, if only to prevent her taking up with that bastard Jeremy again he half-joked. Magrady got all stealthy coming down the hall and could see, as he feared, the one-armed Asher on the desk. He was doing a card trick with his pincer to keep himself amused. He flipped the king of hearts over in his metal grip then back and suddenly the face card was now a ten of clubs. Magrady was impressed but certainly wasn’t going to clap.

At one point staying at the Chesapeake was a former stage magician who went by the name Greystone. He occasionally did gigs at the Magic Castle in Hollywood when his arthritis permitted. Being a magician who specialized in close work, like making coins fall through solid tables, required nimble fingers, yet he’d taught Asher a few tricks before he died of emphysema.

Going back the way he came, he passed Baine’s room. From inside he could hear her pleasant voice hum and sing “Red River Valley.” He got to the inside stairwell door and creaked it open. Asher would hear it but probably wouldn’t pursue him in the stairwell, as this meant disturbing his practice session. Magrady came out on the side of the building in a narrow passageway crowed with trash and smelling ripe. He bought some tepid coffee from the Shell gas station quick mart and didn’t give in to the lust to have a muffin. He walked over to the Urban Advocacy offices but Bonilla was in the field and the intern that had helped him, Fjeldstrom, wasn’t around either. He was able to check for his mail and was surprised to find a letter for him.

“She must have strong ju-ju,” he mumbled, meaning Angie Baine talking about her family had conjured up his as well. Magrady went back to the waiting area in front and sat heavily in one of the plastic chairs. Snakes writhing in his throat, he stared at the envelope. The letter was from his ex-wife, Claudelia. She’d long ago remarried and was now living in Tulsa, being an Oklahoma girl originally. He tapped it against his fingertips. He just knew this couldn’t be good news.

He debated reading the message now or later. A woman who’d been there before him was now talking to one of the organizers about her unfair eviction. Magrady folded the letter and tucked it in his back pocket. One goddamn problem at a time, he reasoned. He went to the bus stop on Wilshire and after two other buses came and went, got the Line 10 of the blue bus, Big Blue it was nicknamed, the one he needed to take him far enough. This one took a freeway route and its riders tended to be dressed in suits and expensive shoes—lawyers doing their part at being eco friendly.

The Westwood Farmers Market was a once-a-week fresh food affair held in the fourteen-acre garden on the expansive Veterans Affairs facility off of Wilshire near the 405 Freeway. The garden also included rows of rose bushes, and gave recuperating vets an opportunity to do some head healing through the symbolic and practical act of growing fruits and vegetables. Magrady wasn’t much on sod busting, but he appreciated what this program did for the vets.

He nodded at a twenty-some-year-old man in cargo shorts with one of those space age curved metal legs attached below his real knee. He watched the Iraqi vet offload some red potatoes from a van and continued walking about, searching for Floyd Chambers. He bought some strawberries from a vendor because weren’t they a natural way to keep your pencil sharp? Seemed his dad used to say that. Stacked under the table’s stall were several crates etched Shishido Farm in the soft wood.

Munching on his snack, he rounded another stall where a heavyset woman was using a screwdriver to undo the plastic straps sealing a cardboard box. He also spotted Chambers. He had on a floppy hat and was wheeling about, having just talked with a young woman holding a clipboard. Magrady was about to call to him but something clicked like those times in the war threading through jungle overgrowth. Damn if his Spidey Sense hadn’t kicked in. Must be the way Floyd was looking around trying to seem casual but not. He followed his brief head turns to Boo Boo, he of the sunset eyes. His Yogi fortunately didn’t seem to be about.

The thug was hefting a couple of husks of corn but he too was on alert. What had they intended to do to Angie, Magrady roiled moodily. Channeling his anger, he moved toward Boo Boo, having picked up the screwdriver from the vendor’s table.

Magrady was behind and to the right of the Boo before he noticed him. He’d been distracted trying to mack on a smooth-skinned honey who had the good sense to not give him those digits. “How you doin’, fuckhead?” he said while simultaneously jabbing the screwdriver into the hoodlum’s lower side. He wasn’t looking to puncture a kidney, just get a response.

“Motherfuck,” Boo Boo hollered, squinting then going wide-eyed at the sight of the evilly grinning vet. “That’s your ass, old man.”

He lunged for Magrady, who immediately dropped to the ground and went into a fetal position. He yelled, “Oh my God, he attacked me. Help! Help!” His plastic bag of strawberries smashed into gooey red pulp beneath him.

Boo Boo was dependable. “Shut the fuck up,” he bellowed, aiming the points of his too-clean Jordans towards Magrady’s stomach. Anticipating such, the other man had X’d his forearms in front of his body. Three of the VA’s security guards who were weaving about in the farmer’s market ran over.

“He just went crazy,” Magrady avowed, “I’m a veteran and he hates vets, he said.”

“Hey wait,” Boo Boo started as one of the guards, who’d recently taken the Sheriff’s exam and was anxious to learn the results, tackled him.

Magrady scooted out to the way. He had to give Boo Boo his props. At first as the guards swarmed him, he went on instinct and fought back. But even in what passed for a mind atop the hoodlum’s thick neck understood the hole he’d been placed in, and further action on his part was only sucking him down deeper. He became compliant.

Problem was the guards were amped and as Double B declared, “I give,” the would-be deputy Tasered him in the side of his neck. His legs and arms convulsed and he swore a string of profanities, with some particular illustrative language aimed at Magrady and his kin. They got him to his feet, his legs the consistency of overcooked pasta.

“Mister, you okay?” one of the earnest young protectors asked. He was taller than Magrady with a country-boy Norman Rockwell look about him.

“Yes, I think so.” Magrady iced the cake. “For some reason he singled me out. I think he’d seen me here before, he knew I was a Vietnam vet.” That would set him in solid with these guys. “Walking around mumbling about how the marines wouldn’t take him ’cause of some sort of criminal charge.”

“You lying shitfaced bitch-ass punk,” Boo Boo screamed. “I’ll fix you for this.”

“Keep quiet,” the deputy hopeful said as he used metal cuffs on the bargain-store gangster. They bent him over a table with boxes of mushrooms on it and patted him down.

“Look, we’re going to take him in and see if he has any priors,” the embodiment of all-Americanism said. “We saw him attacking you.”

“So did I,” a woman in pedal pushers holding a plastic sack of tomatoes said. “He simply went Rambo on this poor man.” She looked about, embarrassed. “Sorry, I didn’t say that right.”

The guard continued, “Look, you might have to swear out a complaint for the police, so we’ll need to get in touch with you.”

“Not a problem.” Magrady gave him the address and phone for the Urban Advocacy offices. He shook the earnest guard’s hand and went in search of Floyd Chambers. At the start of the trouble, he’d wheeled away. Magrady figured they’d come in Boo Boo’s car, and that he’d be able to track him on foot in the vicinity. He hoped too that Boo Boo did have unanswered charges or bench warrants for traffic tickets so the cops would keep him locked up at least for a few days. Once he got out… well… that was once he got out. Too bad the roughneck hadn’t brought his heater with him. Guess he wasn’t that stupid, Magrady concluded.

Huffing it out to Wilshire Boulevard, Magrady spotted Chambers on the other side of the street heading east, away from the VA and the soldier’s graveyard where several of Magrady’s comrades were buried. This part of the thoroughfare was wide and given the entrance and exits of the 405 freeway, the traffic was steady with assorted vehicles and buses. “How the hell did he get over there so quick?” Magrady mumbled.

Neither a stoplight nor a crosswalk were immediately available. But he couldn’t let him slip away now so he timed it and darted into the street. Drivers braked and swerved and gave him the finger or cursed him.

He went around the rear of an accordion bus and made it to the other side, a motorcyclist blaring, “Idiot grandpa. Get back to your rest home.”

Chambers’ arms were churning and he wheeled swiftly under the overpass. Magrady jogged after him, aware he was breathing harder than he’d like to be. He slowed his pace but kept on as Chambers worked his wheels with a practiced flourish. On the south side of Wilshire east of the overpass was the Federal Building where such offices including passport and the FBI were located. There was a contingent of protestors in front, which was not unusual, except this was a weekday in the mid-afternoon. Who the hell would be out now?

Magrady had to assume it was anti-war stalwarts. But as he dashed through the smattering of people he noted a sign with a cut out of a lazing polar bear on it with the words “Save Them” printed on it. Another read, “Stop Global Warming. More Ice for the Bears.” Swell sentiment, he reflected as he watched Chambers roll to the other side of the true believers. Did they expect the Bureau to drop their current caseload and build rafts for the polar bears?

He felt guilty for being a cynical asshole, but there would have to be another time to save the glaciers. Magrady took some deep breaths and got his arms and legs pumping … The one thing Magrady could do to close the space was cut across the huge lawn of the Federal Building. Chambers had to stick to the sidewalk for better traction.

“Come on, Floyd,” he yelled, running across the grass, “hold up. What’s the deal, man?” He prayed that there weren’t twenty-four-hour snipers on duty on the roof just waiting for some nut to sound vaguely threatening so they could relieve their boredom by misting his brains.

The disabled man glanced at him then kept on trucking toward Ohio Street. Magrady could feel his burst of energy dissipating and laughed inwardly at those who said age was just a number. Shit. Age was your body letting you down and sweat pouring out of you like a bucket with a hole in it. Fuck if he wasn’t going to get away from him, a chump in a wheelchair. Okay, he admitted, that wasn’t being touchy-feely either. But getting pissed gave him focus and renewed energy. Magrady, never one for the treadmill, put all he had left in a last effort to catch his fleeing friend.

“Watch it, lady,” Chambers hollered as he went off the curb and tried to cross in the middle of the street. A young woman illegally talking on her handheld cell phone, Mariah Carey rockin’ on her car’s sound speakers, had turned onto Ohio from the far corner and roared toward Wilshire in her late model Mustang. She was too wrapped up in her conversation to see Chambers until she was on him.

She slammed to a halt. Floyd’s gloved hands locked on his wheels and he fishtailed his wheelchair into the side of the driver’s door. Chambers fell over. The young woman, a strawberry blonde with heavy mascara scolded, “Dude, look what you did to my door.” She was staring down at Chambers, on his side, in the street next to his downed wheelchair.

“What he did to you?” Magrady said, running up, out of breath. “You just ran over a disabled man, miss. We need the police to test you for marijuana or ecstasy or something.” Gasping, he continued, “I saw everything. You never once slowed down, and you were illegally talking on your cell phone. No hands-free set.”

The pretty woman screwed up her face at him then looked past to the bear lovers who’d also come over. “Wait, what are you saying?”

“You know damn well what I’m saying,” Magrady helped Chambers, also breathing hard, sit up and righted his chair. “You’re going to jail. You’re a menace.”

“Maybe I should call my lawyer.”

“Yeah, I do think you should call mommy and daddy’s lawyer. And I’ll get some witnesses’ statements while you’re at it.” He got Chambers into his wheelchair. “How are you, sir? Can you understand the words coming out of my mouth?” He over-enunciated, stealing the line from that comedy movie with Chris Tucker and Jackie Chan.

He muttered to Magrady, “Crazy motherfucker.” He rasped out loud, “I think I’ll be okay.” It didn’t escape him that Magrady had a grip on the handle of his chair.

“Well, your medical bills should be added to the lawsuit,” he said louder than necessary. “You’ll need to get checked out thoroughly.”

The driver had put a sandal-clad foot on the ground preparing to step out of her car but froze at that statement. “He’s all right,” she insisted, looking from Chambers to her dented door.

“Really?” Magrady challenged. “We better let a doctor determine that.”

She sat in the car again, closing the door. It creaked. Several drivers slowed to rubberneck then went around them in the street. “There’s no need for that.”

“Aren’t you going to get your mouthpiece on the phone? I want to talk to him,” Magrady said authoritatively. He hedged this behavior would have her backing down.

“He’s okay, right?” the young woman asked.

“I’m not saying that,” Magrady answered.

“I’m asking him,” she retorted irritably.

“I can make it,” Chambers said.

She started the Mustang. “So let’s just call it even.” Putting it into gear, the vehicle slowly crept forward as the onlookers watched her go.

“I’ve got her license number,” one of the good citizens shouted. She looked to be the same age as the driver, but tanned, wearing a short T that exposed her taut belly and the jewel stud in her navel. She stepped forward and handed Magrady the information on the back of a crumpled receipt. He thanked her and she displayed very even teeth. She was cute. Magrady got back on task.

Mustang Sally took all this in but continued going. She got to the corner and then turned east into the afternoon flow.

“I’ll make sure he gets home okay.” Magrady said and half-waved to the concerned.

“I can take him to a doctor,” the nice tanned lady said. “He might have internal injuries or who knows what.”

Magrady squeezed Chambers’ shoulder blade, grinning.

“Thank you, but I’m fine. It’s okay.” Chambers got the message. Doubtless too he didn’t want to be hung up at some emergency room or clinic for several hours. He and his lowlife buddies were hunting in the tall grass, Magrady reasoned, and he intended to find out what kind of game they were after.

“Now I’m going to wheel your ass over here,” Magrady was close to his friend’s ear, pushing him at a normal speed across the side street, away from the bear patrol.

Chambers licked his lower lip. “How come you’re all up in this, Magrady?”

“Why’d you try to vamp on Angie?’

“It’s not like that, man. She’s been straight with me. I just wanted—” but he didn’t finish.

They got to the curb and Magrady turned the chair around and cocked it back to pull the wheelchair up and onto the grass strip of the sidewalk. Behind him was a row of grey and white apartment buildings.

“Then why are you and Boo Boo making like Starsky and Hutch?”

“I had no choice.”

The two moved further into the residential section. “You need to let me know what the hell’s going on, Floyd.” They went along some. “This has something to do with your sister, doesn’t it?”

Chambers looked off to one side. “You talked to her?”

“No. But I know she works for that division of SubbaKhan.”

“What else do you know?”

“That my sorry self has a possible murder beef hanging over me.”

“They can’t make it stick. You know that.”

Magrady said, “I know that Stover will be giving it the ol’ college try.” He stopped pushing him and coming around in front, clamped his hands on both of Chambers’ shoulders, leaning into him. “What the hell are you up to, Floyd? You know me, I don’t give a fuck what kind of scam you’re setting up or trying to run.” He let go of him. “But you ain’t gonna make me your goat. You got me involved in this shit when you used me to go up against Savoirfaire then all of a sudden he winds up dead.”

“You sayin’ I did that?”

“I’m saying that’s a mighty funny coincidence.”

Chambers worked his wheels back and forth, his face downcast. “It’s not like I don’t think you’re down, Magrady. But this, this could be big.”

“Big how?”

He smiled, his eyes lit up like he was faded on weed. “The rainbow, baby.”

Magrady was tired of this bullshit. “I’ve got your magnet card and the cassette tape, Floyd.”

That deflated his balloon. “I need that tape, Em. I guess you haven’t played it yet, huh?”

“What if I burn it?”

Chambers held up a hand. “We can work something out.”

“What’s the play, Floyd?”

For a moment it seemed he might try to bolt again. Instead, he took in a deep breath. The two had stopped partially up the incline of a rising street, the kind where the garages were set below the house and cut into the hillside. He motioned with his hands. “It’s, you know, it’s what they dug up.”

“Like lost treasure?” Magrady almost laughed.

His friend nodded quickly. “Yeah.”

Now he did laugh. “Come on, Floyd. You’re after Blackbeard’s treasure chest?”

“The item was dug up at the Emerald Shoals. Only they didn’t know what they had. Not exactly.”

A tickle feathered Magrady’s spine. “But your sister found out what this was and she told you?”

Chambers shook his head. “It’s wild, Magrady, wild as sin.”

“The hell, Floyd? What are you going on about?”

Chambers adopted a cagey look. “I’ve already said too much.”

“Uh-huh. So what’s this have to do with Savoirfaire getting iced?”

The disabled man hunched his shoulders. “I figured that was Boo Boo’s and Elmore’s doing. But now I don’t know for sure.” He frowned.

The two were moving along the residential street, fine particles of ash dusted the parked cars and trees. Magrady sniffed the air but detected no burnt smell and wondered what had produced the residue. Was there a fire somewhere or was this some kind of sign portending coming events? The image of the young man reading the Philip K. Dick novel on the bus floated through his head. This caused him to softly panic, imagining he was really some sort of character wrought from Dick’s meth-addled mind. That he merely dreamed he was real while trapped in a time loop forever doomed to repeat this futile search over and over again, while not gaining any insight whatsoever in any of his incarnations.

Magrady asked, “Then why’d you go all subterranean?”

Chambers steadily pumped the wheels of his chair, his hands fluid and seamless in their repetitive motion. “I figured those two were moving in on his territory and would be taking over Savoirfaire’s book.” He glanced up. “I know you see yourself as six ways to bad, Em, but those two are money crazy.”

The explanation sounded plausible but Magrady knew his friend was holding back. Savoirfaire had attacked him with a hook knife, and if that wasn’t a demonstration he was as homicide happy as the Wonder Twins, then what did? But he played along by saying, “And what made it different when our boy Boo found you? And by the way, where have you been keeping yourself?”

They’d come to a corner and reflexively, both turned north toward Wilshire again. “I got associates all over town, man,” Chambers joked. “Maybe I was laying up with the even finer cousin of Eva Mendes ’cause she likes to get her freak on with a dead leg’d man.” He leaned back and did a 360-degree donut, laughing.

Dryly Magrady said, “Anything you say, Floyd.”

“Friend of a friend, okay?”

“How’d butthead find you?”

Chambers grinned. “I guess I need to enlarge my circle.”

Magrady grabbed the wheelchair’s handles, causing Chambers’ gloved hands to skid on his wheels’ high impact rubber. “Answers, Floyd. Stop fucking around. Or I dump you out here and take this thing with me.” He shook the wheelchair, gritting his teeth. They were in the middle of the block leading back to the main thoroughfare.

Chambers stared at his angry friend, deciding if the other man was bullshitting or not. He took in an audible breath. “I was staying at a few places where I could beg a night, even had to sleep out at the beach a couple of nights.” He did a quick head jerk to the west.

“Not only is it nasty when you’re stuck in a chair, but you don’t know what fool that’s off his meds is sneaking around out there up to devilment. Wound up in a kind of shelter near there, Santa Monica I mean. It’s actually just some rooms above that church run by that lefty pastor that has those meetings out there. Met him through Janis.”

“I know who you mean,” Magrady said, “Reverend Conn.”

“That’s where that sadistic mufu Boo found me. Seems him and his crime partner put the promise of product as reward on the street, and you know them crackheads would sell their mama’s left titty for some rock.” The two reached Wilshire. “One of them sported me and dimed me out. Next thing I knew homeboy showed up demanding the money I owed Savoirfaire.” He gestured feebly with his hands. “I tried to tell him you cleared that up but he wasn’t having it.”

“So you were gonna have him knock Angie in the head, man?”

Chambers evidenced a pained expression. “I ain’t that low, Magrady.”

“Then what was the deal?”

“I was buying time. He was gonna hang back like you saw and I’d get the mag card from her.”

“What did Boo Boo think you were going to take him to? This mysterious windfall you keep hinting at?”

Chambers rolled on thoughtfully then, “I had to do something, man, you know how he gets. I told him there was cash that I could get by using the card.” Continuing along he added, “But I made sure not to say shit to him about the cassette tape and what it, well,” he paused, not wishing to say more, “what it was.”

“Even homeboy can’t be so gone on his chronic that he believed that a big company like SubbaKhan kept money lying around.” Magrady decided to keep Chambers focused on the procedural stuff rather than press him on what this grail of his was. He hoped to angle back to the mysterious prize at some point once he got his friend talking.

“He didn’t know what kind of door the card opened. I convinced him my sister worked at a finance operation of SubbaKhan. So, you know, he just assumed there’d be money in a strong box or something.”

They’d halted on Wilshire, near the busy intersection of Westwood Boulevard. A group of young women walked by, one in tight sweatpants with “Juicy” in pink Gothic letters arched over her bouncy butt. Two of them had ear buds in leading to their iPods they thumbed selections on, and simultaneously maintained a conversation with the others. He found it hard to believe that Boo and Elmore had chased Chambers all over town just to shake him down for what? A few hundred dollars at the most? Sure those two were swap meet special gangstas, but were they that hard up?

Magrady asked, “What did you mean that you don’t think they killed Savoirfaire?”

Chambers squinted up at him. “Your good buddy Boo was talkin’ too much like he does and was saying to Elmore he figured you for Savoirfaire’s killer. Yeah, they took advantage of a good situation from their viewpoint, but it sounded like they were as surprised as anyone else when he got done in.”

Magrady considered this and said, “We gotta come to an understanding, Floyd.”

The paraplegic rolled his chair a few feet forward then back, his version of pacing. “You give me the tape back and I tell you about what was dug up.”

“That’s about right.”

“I’ll have to get back to you on that, Em.”

“I guess that means you’ll talk this over with your sister.”

Chambers nodded.

Magrady had already calculated that it didn’t seem like it had been cash or jewels from some long ago robbery that had been recovered, as even a child would know such was valuable and would not have turned the swag over to anyone else. He assumed it was a construction worker on the Emerald Shoals project who initially unearthed this thing. Too, the dingus may not have been in the brother’s and sister’s possession from the way Chambers was acting. Or it had been but wasn’t now. The tape was possibly some clue to getting it back? And from whom? This detective business could make a man weary, he sighed inwardly.

“I don’t hear from you in two days, Floyd, then maybe I have to make other arrangements.”

Chambers’ muscular upper body stiffened. “Jesus, Magrady, why you got to be such a stiff prick about this?”

He pointed at him. “Because you’re playing me and the Sunshine Boys for chumps, Floyd. Now them that’s fine, but we’ve been through some shit. I don’t deserve this.” He was surprised at the emotion in his words.

Chambers held up a hand. “Look, man. Just let me talk to sis and we’ll get straight on this. Just don’t mess up that tape.”

“You better get back to me.”

“Where can I catch you?”

Magrady told him to leave a message at the Urban Advocacy offices. Chambers rolled west and Magrady walked east. He found a pristine pay phone—figures on this side of town he reflected—and made a call to Gordon Walters, the mouthpiece assigned to his case at Legal Resources and Services of Greater Los Angeles.

“Yo, Gordy,” he said after amenities, “you know any particulars about how Savoirfaire was killed, aside from him getting his head beat in?”

“Not that I can recollect, but let me go through my notes. The deputy D.A. on this case is not fast-tracking this, which can be good. But that also might mean they’re looking to gather enough to make the charge stick against you. Anyway, why all of a sudden you have such a keen interest in this? When Janis and I bailed you out, you certainly didn’t seem to give a damn,” he said in his evenly modulated tone. As long as Magrady had known the man, he could count on one hand when he’d heard him raise his voice. Nonetheless, he was forceful and compelling when he needed to be before a jury.

“It means something to me now. Do you know if there was, what do the cops call it, signs of a forced entry?”

“No, not that I remember. Seems Mr. Savoirfaire believed in his security. He had bars on his windows and subscribed to an alarm service. Whoever did the deed had been invited in, as I understand from my initial round of give and take with Stover. That’s why he liked you for the deed, as he assumed you and the late street entrepreneur had business together.”

That was somewhat different than what Stover had barked at him, but that just meant he was trying out a few theories to see which case jacket he could snugly fit on him, the motherfucker, Magrady groused. “If you can, Gordon, please check your notes today. That would be most useful.”

“I will. But I must warn you not to interfere with an ongoing investigation et cetera, et cetera. You know the consequences for messing around in the LAPD’s sandbox.”

“I got that, counselor.”

“Yeah, okay,” he said without much conviction.

Magrady added, to put him at ease, “How the waves treating you?” Walters was in his fifties yet had still continued to pursue his avocation of surfing since his days as a teen growing up in Gardena—one of a select group of the Southland’s black surfers. He had plenty of stories to tell of incidents where the mantra of ’locals only’ being spouted at him by the stereotypical blue-eyed, blond-haired beach boys had double and triple meanings when he showed up to shred.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9781604862195_17-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_157-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_156-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_158-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_dot.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_74-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_cvi.jpg
M PRESS OUTSPOKEN AUTHORS










OEBPS/images/9781604862195_35-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_8-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_57-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_94-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_11-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_tp.jpg
THE
UNDERBELLY

“But I'm Gonna Puta Cat on You”
Outspoken Interview

GARY PHILLIPS

PPRESS 2000





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_127-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_140-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_47-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604862195_25-1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





