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For my wife, Gilda, the coolest.


The idea that those who are most happily at home in the modern world … may be the most vulnerable to the demons that haunt it; the idea that the daily routine of playgrounds, and bicycles, of coping, eating and cleaning up, of ordinary hugs and kisses, may be not only infinitely joyous and beautiful but also infinitely precarious and fragile, that it may take desperate and heroic struggles to sustain this life, and sometimes we lose.

—Marshall Berman,                    
All That Is Solid Melts into Air
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Proloǵue

BURNING THE DARKNESS DOWN

Efraín Cruzado’s first sensations were of opening his eyes and coughing roughly. He awoke next to Rosanna with a vicious dry hack ratcheting from his body. Damn, he reflected sleepily, maybe he should get over to the all-night Sav-on over on Alvarado. Suddenly Rosanna too was coughing, and Cruzado realized their bedroom was far stuffier than usual.

“What’s happening? Put on the lights,” his wife said groggily, rousing herself from her slumber.

It came to him in the same moment he got to his feet. “Fire, Rosanna, there’s a fire in our place.” He tried to sound calm, he didn’t want her getting panicked as he clawed along the wall for the light switch through the invading soot. His eyes began to cloud from fear and smoke.

The light from the fixture in the ceiling had a weird, otherworldly effect, illuminating the moist, oily fog rolling through their bedroom. Cruzado was already out the door heading for the girls’ room. Behind him, he could hear Rosanna loudly coughing and stumbling about, her idea the same as his.

In the hall he bumped into a hurtling body and Cruzado crazily imagined that it was one of those mayate bastards, one of those blacks, who’d surely set the fire. Or, goddamn him, maybe it wasn’t them. Maybe it was the others. Damn this hopeless city, and goddamn these Rancho Tajuata Housing Projects.

“Efraín, Efraín,” his sister, Karla, exclaimed, latching onto his arm, “I can’t see anything. Where are the children?”

He grabbed her shoulder and gently but forcefully pushed her to the right. “Stay still. Rosanna is coming this way, and I want you to hold onto her,” he said in Spanish, moving to his left. The door to the girls’ bedroom was hot and he knew what that meant, but what could he do? A father can’t ignore his responsibilities.

He got the door open, the heat from the room literally sucking the breath out of him. He rocked back, sagging down against the far wall as the fire’s fury overpowered him. A blur loomed before him and Cruzado, an agnostic, knew it was an archangel come to collect his children.

But the time for sweet music was not just yet. He could hear their wails. The girls, the girls had to be saved.

“Karla, please,” he heard Rosanna plead.

He found some air but it hurt to take it in. His lungs were singed like meat on an open spit but he had to get up, he had to do something.

One side of the girls’ room was a dance of glowing saffron and Cruzado could hear Olga screaming in that particular wail of hers. Normally the sound got on his nerves, but now it was a beacon guiding him in a savage terrain.

“I’m coming, mija. Daddy’s coming,” Cruzado promised. He was up, shuffling forward, his chest feeling as if an electric blanket were wrapped around his insides. He got to the girls’ doorway, dazed, tired. Rosanna emerged from the burning whiteness eating away at their home and encroaching on their bodies. Olga was in her mother’s arms, Lola had her arms wrapped around the woman’s legs.

“Take them out, I’ll get Marisa,” Cruzado blared.

Her dead stare cut him off. “There’s no need to go back in,” she said gravely.

Cold iron poured over his knees and it was all Cruzado could do not to faint. He watched the tears silently travel the length of his wife’s face, and he put his hand on her shoulder. “Mother,” he said with a sick realization.

“I’ll get the girls out.” Rosanna clutched Olga tightly.

A whoosh of flame shot at them as if driven by a jet engine. The girls screamed and Cruzado beat at his arm, which was now on fire. “Yes, out, get them out into the yard,” he desperately repeated. “I’ve got to see about Mama.”

Karla had stumbled over. “I’ll go with you.”

“No.” He pushed her and his wife toward the front. “You two must take care of the girls.”

Smoke undulated behind the father. He’d stopped the fire on his arm, but the limb radiated a tremendous pain that intensified as he tried to moved it. “Mother,” he called out, turning around and moving off. He was swallowed up by the mass of grey. “Mother,” he called out as he found his way toward the small room off the service porch.

He could hear nothing as he got to the room. The door was closed and cool to me touch. Cruzado nervously twisted the knob and snatched the door open. More smoke, grey and glistening with malicious intent, came at him. He didn’t bother to call her name as he bent down to her bed. She was warm, but she wouldn’t be going anywhere in this world any longer.

The virulent pall congealed around him, gagging him and gorging into his watery eyes. Then it ebbed and parted to briefly reveal the carved rosemary wood cross he’d tacked over her bed. The cross for Christina.

Cruzado got up. The room was suddenly lit by a jagged flame that was billowing across the worn linoleum. A flame eating its way to where he stood. From somewhere he could hear the neighbors’ voices and hoped that meant the rest of his family was safe. He removed one of his mother’s blankets and wrapped it around himself. Since he wasn’t sure what he believed in after this life, he assumed God would find it awfully hypocritical for him to start praying for deliverance now. He got the blanket about him as best he could, took a last look at his mother, and plunged into the fire.
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One

Antar Absalla was not one who enjoyed having a finger poking at him. And he was particularly not fond of Mrs. Reyisa Limón, twice widowed. He was therefore hard-pressed to hold his tongue as the older woman hooked her talon at his face as she reprimanded him.

“Where were your security people, Mr. Absalla?” she demanded for the fourth time since the meeting had begun a long hour ago.

Absalla mentally centered himself before speaking. “At those hours of the morning,” he began with a forced calm, “there is a thinner crew than during peak time. This was a financial decision that your tenants’ association made, Mrs. Limón. As you’d be aware if you’d reread the minutes from past board meetings.” He managed not to smirk.

“You don’t need to remind me of the procedures of Robert’s Rules, Mr. Absalla,” she leveled. “It’s your performance that’s in question here.”

“I don’t think that’s quite the case, Reyisa,” Henry Cady, the president of the tenants’ association, responded. The aging black man did that little self-effacing clearing of his throat and adjusted his black horn-rimmed glasses. “We’ve convened this emergency meeting to see what we need to do to make sure something like this horrible thing doesn’t happen again.”

Several heads around the square conference table indicated agreement.

Mrs. Limón leaned back in her seat, the chair creaking under her commanding size. The woman made a slight gesture, a slice of her palm like the drop of an axe. “I’m not saying we aren’t. I am saying we hired a twenty-four-hour security force who are supposed to be ensuring the safety of our residents.”

“And the Ra-Falcons were on the scene in less than three minutes,” Absalla pointed out. “My team was helping put out the fire before the fire department got here. And two of them were taken to the hospital for smoke inhalation after trying to enter the premises to get free Mr. Cruzado.” Indignation made his face warm but Absalla was determined not to lose his temper, and thus play into the scheme of this tormentor who sat across from him.

“You do have a point,” Juan Carlos Higuerra said. “I think if we can discuss this so we can better the patrols, we can get something accomplished.”

Limón fixed a gaze to seize hearts on Higuerra, silently damning him for his usual conciliatory approach. “We must also talk about how we’re going to deal with this vicious gang element.”

“The Ra-Falcons security are not the police,” Cady asserted.

“But”—the long finger went to work again—“Absalla does employ those he admits are ex-gang members. They can find out who killed the Cruzados. If they don’t know already.”

“I’ve asked my people what they’ve heard, and no one knew about any rumor to harm the Cruzados. And of course we will continue to ask around to see if we can find out anything.” Then he used his index finger on Limón.

“Yes, some of the Ra-Falcons used to be gang members,” Absalla continued. “They come from these impoverished neighborhoods. They are also young men and women who have decided to turn their lives around, and give something back. This is not so-called, it is a fact. None of my crew are criminals. They wouldn’t be on the patrol if they weren’t disciplined and dedicated.”

“Some of them used to be Scalp Hunters though, right?” Mrs. Graves, who’d been quiet until now, asked.

“Yes,” Absalla answered. “Just as some of them used to be members of one or more of the Rolling Daltons set or the Del Nines.”

Mrs. Limón leaned forward again, her heavy breasts expanding against the edge of the table. “What’s important is that everybody around the Rancho says it was the Scalp Hunters who firebombed the Cruzados’ apartment. The little bastards set the fire off in the girls’ room. They broke the window and shoved their …”—she paused, searching for the word—“Molotov right in there between the bars.” Her sunken face testified to the cruelty of the crime.

“How do you know that?” Cady inquired.

“It’s common knowledge,” she barked.

“I don’t mean the rumor about who set the fire,” Cady clarified. “I mean how do you know where the device went off less than two days after the incident.”

“I have friends on the fire commission,” she said proudly.

She bestowed on Absalla a sidelong glance, which seemed to imply she also had friends on other commissions—like the one that oversaw the police department. He felt like backhanding her.

“I’ve already sat down with my sergeants to figure out how we can change our patrols to best cover the complex during the off-hours. But I’m afraid it’s difficult without putting more people on staff.”

Limón snickered but didn’t say anything.

Cady said, “We’re under the knife on this, Mr. Absalla. As you know, the owners of this property will soon be allowed by the Housing and Urban Development Department to place the Rancho on the private market. To counter that, we have to have a two-thirds majority of the families organized to agree to buy the property for themselves. If the residents vote to incorporate as a limited-equity cooperative, we can qualify for federal grants and loans to do so.”

Cady removed his glasses. “I don’t need to tell anyone here, the conservatives who control Congress are looking for any excuse not to allow those grants to be issued. These murders must be cleared up if we are to have a chance at realizing something for ourselves.”

“I know we need results,” Absalla said sincerely.

“Not to mention your contract comes up around the same time as the grant application,” Limón needlessly reminded him. “And if the murderers of the Cruzados remain free, let alone if more horrible things happen to other Latino families, this body will take that as a sign we may need to do things differently.”

“Blacks get attacked too,” one of the African-Americans interjected.

“Nobody’s saying different,” Mrs. Limón blurted.

Trying to ease the tension, Cady said, “Let’s stay together, people. This whole body must examine and discuss the facts. We have to set the example for the rest of the Rancho.” He looked directly at Mrs. Limón. Surprisingly, she bestowed a deferential smile on him without displaying any of her usual combativeness.

Absalla promised to submit a revised patrol plan to the tenants’ association by the end of the week. Leaving the multipurpose center, Absalla noted not for the first time the tranquility it was possible to find walking around the projects. Sure, all the cinder block buildings, lying squat and heavy and uninteresting-looking against L.A.’s lethal air, wouldn’t be on the cover of Architectural Digest anytime soon. And yes, the taupe-colored apartments were in bad need of paint, having last seen a fresh coat sometime during the middle of the Bradley Administration.

But many of the residents took pride in keeping their plots neat, their stoops swept clean. Arrow shirts and prim little girls’ dresses hung nonchalantly from clotheslines, and several dogs romped around, wagging their tails, their brown eyes gleaming with playfulness.

As he turned a corner on the row of apartments along Biddy Mason Lane, Absalla spotted several young black men lounging against the fender of a lowered ’73 Monte Carlo, the front raised on jack stands. Despite himself, he instantly categorized the youth. Due, he reasoned as he confidently strolled past, to the blaring boom box at their feet and the ubiquitous forty-ouncer being passed around.

He purposefully slowed down. “You young brothers ought to put as much time into cracking a book as you do standing around bullshitting and drinking that piss.”

One of the young men was tall with elongated muscles like an NBA pick. His shirt was unbuttoned, displaying a torso adorned with three California Youth Authority–type tattoos. He bowed slightly. “A-Salam-aleikum,” he said, chuckling, and the others also dipped their heads.

“Got some pigs’ feet if you want one, Minister Absalla,” another one piped in.

The security chief didn’t even bother to shake his head as he moved on. The offices of the Ra-Falcons were located on the second floor of the building housing the laundry rooms. It was a structure on the southwest end of the complex, some distance from the old, defunct Southern Pacific tracks that cleaved diagonally through the Rancho.

Originally, when the place was built in the waning days of FDR’s New Deal years, the Rancho, located near the central city, was envisioned as an experiment in planned multiracial living. The Taj, as the old-timers called the place, along with public housing places like Nickerson Gardens and Imperial Courts farther south in Watts, had also been part of that vision. They were all part of a plan that was drafted by the progressives who’d burrowed their way into the local Housing Authority. It was an objective endorsed by the bipartisan reform forces at work in the city in those days.

But those people, and that dream of institutions playing a role in the engineering of racial harmony, had both long since been discarded like so many old bottles.

Absalla’s reflections ended as he arrived at the RaFalcons’ office. On its steel door was a colorful decal, which displayed a stylized profile of a falcon’s head with a golden ankh prominent in the center of its ebon orb. Encircling the head was a border containing various African and Egyptian symbols of the warrior and the harvest.

Before he could grasp the knob, the door swung inward to allow a man with sergeant’s stripes on his shirt’s bicep and another man, a corporal, into the passageway.

“Brothers,” Absalla greeted the two.

The sergeant, Eddie Waters, said, “Boss man, how’d it go at the meeting?”

“We got to get on this bad, Eddie,” Absalla said, zeroing them both with a stern look.

“I know,” Keith 2X, the other one, answered. “There’s already been a retaliation.”

Absalla didn’t want to seem out of the loop in front of his crew, but he hadn’t heard and so was forced to ask. “What happened? I’ve been so busy with the tenants’ association that I didn’t catch this.”

“Old Mrs. Ketchum and her sister got a nasty note tacked to their door last night,” Waters said. “The note said something about how the blacks at the Rancho bring down the place, and how maybe somebody’s going to do someming about it.”

“Their apartment’s near the Cruzados’,” Absalla said. “I guess they didn’t see who left the note.”

“No, but it’s a sure thing them Los Domingos did it,” Keith 2X replied.

“We’re on our way to check it out, and maybe get a little sumptin’ sumptin’ on them punk-asses,” Waters added with enthusiasm.

“Don’t be no provocateurs, you hear,” Absalla warned them. “Just confirm it if you can, understand?”

“We ain’t scared of them mojados,” Waters spat with bravado.

“Restraint, black man, remember,” Absalla retorted.

“It’s cool,” Waters said, and the two started to leave. “Oh yeah, there’s an ese in there to see you.” He grinned.

“Who?”

“Surprise.” Waters tapped 2X on the shoulder, and the two departed.

The Ra-Falcons’ office was one large room with two feeder rooms off that. A third area had been a walk-in utility closet, but the door had been removed. It now served as residence for a fax and a small refrigerator.

The larger area contained a black vinyl couch trimmed in ash wood with matching chairs scattered about. Several other chairs and desks, spanning various eras and tastes, were also present.

Hunched over the phone at the main desk was a woman who also had sergeant’s stripes on the sleeve of her dark blue uniform, LaToyce Blaine. She made small circles with her free hand as she talked, her vermillion nails flashing like dry blood on shark’s teeth.

“Hold on,” she said to whoever she was talking to. “Five-O in there to see you,” she whispered to Absalla.

The security chief didn’t break stride as he went into one of the lesser rooms that served as his inner office. He came upon a Latino, who he made to be a Chicano, dressed in an olive green gabardine suit. He wore a bronze-hued tie, offset by a dark green shirt.

The cop, who’d been looking at a mounted photo of Absalla leading a contingent at the Million Man March, turned to greet him. “I’m Lieutenant Marasco Seguin,” the man with the drooping mustache said. He handed Absalla a card.

On the card’s left corner was a raised-relief image of a detective’s shield in silver. Superimposed over that was a gold banner proclaiming his rank in blue lettering, City Hall in gold, and below that a bar in gold with his badge number in blue. The card stated that Seguin worked out of Wilshire Division on Pico.

Absalla put the card on his desk and stood looking at the clean-decked cop. “Look, Lieutenant, a couple of detectives from Newton have already been all over me about this Cruzado mess.” He let his annoyance show. “’Sides, aren’t you out of your division?”

Seguin scratched at his chin. “This is an investigation the brass wants solved, with haste. I’m temporarily reassigned, and in charge of Fitzhugh and Zaneski’s investigation.”

Absalla was tempted to tell Seguin he’d found Zaneski particularly funky to deal with, but he wasn’t sure this Chicano would empathize with a black man’s plight. He moved behind his desk and they both sat down.

“Why is this murder so important to the LAPD?” Absalla asked.

“It’s a little unusual even for the Rancho to have a triple homicide in one night.” He paused a beat, and as he went on, a sour look contorted his face. “Especially when one of them was a little child.”

“And the city wants the turnover of the Rancho and other public housing units to go through,” Absalla observed. “No more matching funds the county is obligated to pony up if there’s no federal program. The cost savings must look real good to the county supervisors what with the budget shortfalls we always have.”

“Sometimes interests collide, Mr. Absalla,” Seguin countered. “Some of your employees have records, don’t they?”

“You know they do. I’ve asked all of them if they know anything, and they say they don’t. These young folk who are the Ra-Falcons have demonstrated time and again they are no longer following the life, Lieutenant.”

He put his hand flat on the desk like a distended creature. “I vouch for each and every one of them.” His gaze didn’t move off Seguin.

The cop said nothing and Absalla continued. “And it’s still anyone’s guess on who did the firebombing. I heard that Cruzado may have been mixed up in some kind of trouble back in his hometown in Mexico. That’s why he came up here.”

“I’d like copies of everybody’s personnel record, Mr. Absalla.”

“I don’t think so without a court order.”

“This isn’t about you against the blue-eyed devil, man. This is about finding the guilty.”

“A ten-year-old black boy named Troy was gunned down three months ago in what we gleefully call a cycle-by. Where was your special assignment then?” Absalla demanded.

“Sometimes it takes the deaths of one too many innocents to make things happen.”

The right kind of innocents. “Uh-huh.”

“I’ll have the court order in the morning, Mr. Absalla.” Seguin stood up, unconsciously fingering his tie. “I want to repeat that the department is looking for a slam dunk on this. Cooperation can go a long way.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.”

“Please do.”

Seguin left and Absalla sat looking intently out the grilled window at a cracked concrete walkway and one of those plastic tricycles designed to look like a rocket sled. After some moments, he got up and went back into the outer room.

Blaine was busy filling out her patrol report from last night. An oldies soul station played softly on the radio near her.

“Who was that brother you mentioned to me?” Absalla asked, moving about the room like a panther in search of meat.

The sergeant’s braided head tilted toward the ceiling. “Ah, Pope or something like that.”

“And he’s a private detective?”

The young woman shook her braids. “I think so. At least, he helped a girlfriend of my friend whose boyfriend was shot to death.”

He didn’t bother to follow that trail. “Get his number, will you?”

“What you up to, Antar?”

“About not being put in a trick bag.” With that the stocky, shaved-headed Muslim went back into his office, closing the door tightly against what he could feel was a mother of a storm gathering.
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Two

Ivan Monk used the end of his finger to get at some grit the wind off the Pacific had blown into a corner of his eye. Unlike his old lady, he was not big on the lure of the outdoors and all its wonders. That’s why the good Lord created concrete and takeout for guys like him.

“So that’s what’s been going on since the murders about three days ago,” Absalla said, taking another bite of his swordfish.

“I know Seguin. Is that another reason you want me to look into the Cruzados’ murders?” Monk gulped down more of his delicious lemonade.

Three healthy, young women in jean shorts and taut bikini tops Rollerbladed past their outdoor table on the Venice boardwalk. Various men of differing ages and shapes gave them appreciative attention. Absalla was gauging his lunch guest. “I didn’t know that.” A halting crept into his voice. “You telling me this because there’s only so far you’re willing to go?” A forkful of swordfish and wild rice rested in his hand.

“No,” Monk said casually. “I’m just pointing out something that would come up sooner or later, and wanted to get it out of the way. Marasco and I are cool about working the same side of the street.”

The food slowly made its way to the stolid face. He chewed slowly and asked, “You have a lot of friends in the police department?”

“Marasco’s it.”

“How’d you two meet?”

Monk tugged at the underside of his goatee. “A story only worth telling on a bar stool sometime. Have the cops questioned your Ra-Falcons?” He finished his glass. He spotted a knot of people gathered on the sand. They were watching a man in a turquoise turban juggle two live chain saws. He shifted his gaze back to his potential employer.

“Been on them like white on rice since your boy subpoenaed my records. See, Monk”—Absalla pointed with the blunt end of his fork—“them cops are out to catch a case on one or more of my crew, and that ain’t how it’s going to be.”

“I’d like a copy of your records too.”

“You gonna take my money and not trust me?” Absalla’s voice went up half a notch over a piece of baguette in his cheek.

“It will help give me a full picture. And I’d also like a list of who’s in the tenants’ union. And if you would, I need you to introduce me to the members who can get me some play at the Rancho.”

Absalla worked the bread. He chewed like a man with loose bridge work. “Black faces open some doors, brown ones others at the Taj, my man.”

“I assumed that.” Monk tried to get their waiter’s attention for more lemonade. As was the fashion at trendy restaurants, the kid who’d seated the two had told them what his name was, and what the specials of the day were. He had told them that his name was Daniel, pronouncing the name like it was made of paper-mâché. He was a tall, dark-haired Filipino lad. He sauntered over to the table.

“Yes,” he cooed at Monk.

He made his request and the waiter took off with his empty glass.

Absalla smirked. “Looked like he was hopin’ you’d ask him for more than a refill.”

“He’s just doing his gig until the multimillion-dollar movie offer comes along.”

“Oh, you one of them tolerant niggers, huh?” Absalla goaded.

“To a point,” Monk retorted. Daniel returned with his refilled glass. “The possibility of you hiring me to find a killer or killers is to take the heat off you, Antar. Now there’s nothing about that says I have to convert to do my job, right?”

Absalla held up his hands in mock deference. “Calm, my brother, be calm. I was only foolin’,” he said unconvincingly.

“How long does the tenants’ association have until they’re supposed to have their application in to HUD?” Monk asked, eager to conclude their business.

“Well, it ain’t no secret them crackers in Washington want to be shuck of as much public subsidies they can push through. What with time limits on welfare, creating workfare programs and all.” Absalla stabbed at a piece of cauliflower like it was trying to get away. “The association’s been told they’ve got about three months to apply and see if they qualify.”

“That means most of the tenants want to stay and be owners together,” Monk concluded.

The other man nodded. “That’s right. Things weren’t exactly ‘we are the world’ at the Rancho to begin with, then this incident had to go down. The tenant organizing has stalled, and the association needs at least another four hundred families or so to even attempt to apply. Plus,” he added, pointing with the end of the fork again, “the city housing people are also getting jammed up and want to see the Rancho conversion go through.”

“And if the tenants can’t get it together then the housing project is sold on the open market.” Monk ate some of his chicken fettucini. “A lot of these potential signatures are to be found among the Latino population?” Monk surmised.

Absalla grinned. “You must study this housing jive in your off days.”

“It seemed obvious given the changing demographics of the Rancho.”

The other man made a curt sound that sounded like a semi’s power brakes letting off air. “That and every other part of the city. Even a liberal like you has to admit this city is turning into one big Tijuana.” He gleefully attacked his vegetables once again.

Monk searched for an offhand comment, but couldn’t find one. Presently he said, “What are your theories about the murders?”

“I think it was those goddamn Domingos Trece. I think some of the Hispanic tenants living around the Cruzados know that, and are either too afraid to say it, or don’t want to.”

“How do you mean?”

Absalla leaned forward, using his fork as teacher’s tool a third time. “Before the Ra-Falcons were brought in, the folks at the Rancho were catching hell, caught between the Scalp Hunters and the Domingos. Bricks through your car window to snatch a purse, muggings, dope dealin’ on your front stoop. The security company they had wasn’t doin’ shit.”

“Your turning things around in other housing projects has gotten you a lot of press,” Monk commented. “I guess the tenants’ association at the Rancho had nothing to lose.”

The security chief got going, waving the end of the fork as he talked. “We take those that many have given up on and give them something to believe in. Now don’t misunderstand me, Monk. I stand foursquare for my people, but I’m also the first one to come down on a brother when he’s doing wrong. The Scalps ain’t no Jehovah’s Witnesses. We came in, and with the aid of the tenants’ association, we put the squash on a lot of that action. At least as the Rancho proper is concerned. See, the Ra-Falcons don’t joke, and people know that.”

Monk wanted to reel him in before he launched into one of the soliloquies he’d seen him doing at televised press conferences. Absalla would regale, to any who’d listen, his rise from car thief and dope dealer, then redemption as a convert to the Muslim faith. The successes his security services had achieved at several crime-plagued housing projects in various cities had received national press.

However, his hip-hop Horatio Alger tale usually skipped the part about him being kicked out of the Nation of Islam due to some questions about bookkeeping at the mosque he ran in Philadelphia. His exile had precipitated his move west.

“How does all that get us to Los Domingos?” Monk abrasively cut in.

Absalla seemed caught up short, like a pitcher called in just before throwing a no-hitter. “Sure, I was getting to that. Over the last year or so, there’s been some shootings and retaliations between them Central Americans and the Scalps. This despite the fact there’s been an unofficial detente between the two sets for years.”

“I gather the escalation is over who will control the drug traffic in the area,” Monk concluded glumly.

“Yeah, mere’s that. But there’s also been threats against black residents who aren’t in any way mixed up with the gangs.” Absalla looked at him knowingly.

Monk was adrift. “What are you getting at?”

“I’m not the only one who thinks the Domingos are working for some others who want to make sure the Rancho doesn’t get into the hands of the tenants. Black tenants anyway.”

Monk rested his chin on his hand, his elbow propped on the table. “So the Domingos kill a Latino family as part of mis conspiracy.”

“Exactly. See, Cruzado was trying to organize some of the immigrant tenants into his own association. He claimed neither the Chicanos nor the blacks were responsive to his people’s—you know, immigrants’—concerns.”

“So he was disrupting the program,” Monk said, trying to flow with Antar’s reasoning.

“Something like mat, yeah. I’m not saying I’m sure who’s behind me Domingos, but whoever it is wants everybody to roll over and let the place get sold out from under them.”

Absalla continued. “The African-Americans there are generally the longest-running residents. They want to buy the place.” The man sat back, content that he’d given the initiate a few glimpses of the secrets of the keep. “Did I scare you?”

Monk willingly took the bait. “I’ll start tomorrow.”

“Here.” With a grin, Absalla handed Monk a sheaf of papers from a soft leather portfolio he’d placed against the legs of the table. “These are the reimbursement forms.”

“You mean I have to submit these before I get paid?”

A quick torque of his gleaming head. “’Fraid so, my man. See, I can hire you through some consultant funds I can access, but it is federal money, and there is a bureaucracy to follow.”

“Isn’t there always.”

The other man made a fist and began working it as if kneading on an invisible ball. “I hope you can get onto something soon, Monk. I don’t expect you to go up against the Domingos, but find us proof so the law can move on them. Make your friend Seguin a big man downtown.”

Monk worked on a wan smile then lost interest.

“If I didn’t have to oversee two other housing projects we patrol, I’d get to it myself.” He rose, placed some money down, and tucked the portfolio under one muscled arm.

“I’ll see what I can do to fill in,” Monk deadpanned.

“Right on,” Absalla said guilelessly.

Daniel hoped they’d have a nice day. Monk walked with Absalla part of the way along the boardwalk. They parted company near the refurbished Muscle Beach area. Several buffed participants were going through their routines for the enjoyment of both the onlookers and themselves.

In particular, Monk noticed a light-skinned black woman with a back broader than a set of double doors. She was doing a set of behind-the-neck lifts with some serious iron. Monk watched her for several minutes, the fluid muscles beneath her coppery arms bunching and flexing like part of a timeless machine whose sole function was to provide chiseled, efficient beauty in a flawed and treacherous world.

Eventually he walked off, trying to pick out tourists from residents. His path took him past a jazz trumpeter he recognized sitting in a frayed chaise lounge. He was singing a version of “I Should Care” which Rodgers and Hart probably never intended. But when he got to the instrumental part, his horn proved he still had his chops.

Monk, his sport coat draped over his arm, came to Ozone then turned left past a clump of bleached-out apartment buildings. He reached the street called Speedway, where he’d parked his restored ’64 Ford Galaxie. The thoroughfare had gotten its name in the late ’40s from the hotrodders who used the then isolated straightaway to run their milled-out Fords and Willyses.

He beeped off the alarm and got behind the wheel. A homeless man wearing a grimy peacoat buttoned all the way up stuck a Styrofoam cup against his window. Monk cranked it down.

“How ’bout a little change, trooper?”

He dug out some coins and plopped them in the cup. “There you go.”

The man mumbled something while he jingled the cup, staring intently at the contents as if he were a sage rolling the bones. He started to walk away, looking up at the warm, clear sky. As Monk started the car he noticed that the man was talking to himself.

“Bad night is falling,” Monk thought he heard the man say as he drove off.


[image: image]

Three

“That was the going-away dinner they had for me. Gilbert Lindsey himself handed me the certificate.” Henry Cady beamed, touching a corner of the framed photo. In the shot, an obviously pleased Cady stood alongside the diminutive Lindsey, the late councilman who had represented the district of L.A. he’d called “the Mighty Ninth.”

Lindsey had been the first black member of the L.A. City Council. He had been appointed to fill a vacant seat in January of 1963. He’d worked his way up from janitor in the Department of Water and Power to aide to the late liberal white County Supervisor, Kenneth Hahn. Hahn had attended Thomas Jefferson High School. The same school Monk had, decades later.

Next to that photo was another one of a younger Cady without glasses, in creased khaki pants and shirt standing at the apex of an inverted V of men dressed similarly. The other men, all black save for a couple of Latinos, were in squatting positions and some had floor buffers before them. A small metal caption read: CITY HALL JANITORS, AUGUST 1965.

“This couldn’t have been taken during the riots,” Monk observed. Everybody in the picture looked relaxed.

“That was taken on the sixth, a Friday. Five days before everything happened on the following Wednesday,” Cady said offhandedly, clearly having repeated the date often to visitors. “Man, we didn’t get back to work for damn near a month after the streets blew up.”

“I was too young then to understand the cryptic smile on my dad’s face,” Monk said, reminiscing for no one’s benefit save his own.

Cady was still examining the photo taken in the basement of City Hall. “Worked thirty-two years there. Made swing shift supervisor and was five times the shop steward for my local.”

“SEIU?” Monk asked.

“Yep,” the older man replied, finally turning from the past. “You’d be hard-pressed to believe it, Ivan, but in them days the Taj wasn’t such a bad place to live. Had us barbeques in the common area on Saturdays, women and kids got in their finest to go to church on Sundays. None of this knockin’ people in the head by young men with pants down around their cracks and can’t spell cat.”

The two were standing in the spacious living room of Cady’s townhouse unit. Being one of the veteran tenants had its perks even in the Rancho Tajuata. The apartment had two levels and a separate kitchen, not a kitchenette like so many of the other apartments Monk knew.

“Come on, take a load off.” Cady indicated a chair as he eased his thin frame with its slight paunch into a worn and cracked leather lounger. The thing seemed to form around him like an organic exoskeleton. The chair stood at an angle facing a late-model color TV set. A VCR sat on top of the TV, perpetually blinking 12:00.

“I was hoping you might introduce me around to some of the residents, Henry,” Monk said. “Not necessarily the ones living near the Cruzados, but the ones who knew them.”

“You know there’s been two LAPD detectives prowling around here already.”

“Is one of them a sharp-dressed Chicano with a Zapata mustache?” Monk indicated either side of his mouth with his thumb and forefinger crooked in a crescent.

“Nope, I Spy team. And naturally the black one is even more of an asshole than the white one. Gotta do more shit to keep his job,” Cady joked.

Monk chuckled. “They’ve been to see you then.”

“Not yet, but being the old dog around here does have some advantages in hearing about a few things. But to get anything out of the Spanish residents who knew the Cruzados, you better know some lingo. A few speak English, but even they won’t savvy when they don’t want to. Although I guess among the black folks around here, I’m about the best ambassador you’re gonna get. And trust me, that ain’t saying a whole lot.”

“I figured I’d have to deal with the language situation, and I’m working on getting an interpreter.” He didn’t elaborate that his possible translator was an alcoholic accountant named Andrade who frequented the donut shop he owned. The man often sat hung over at the counter for hours, working angles on a race form or, occasionally, a client’s books.

“Are you figurin’ it wasn’t a gang thing?” Cady asked earnestly.

“I’m not figuring much right now; I just want to get a sense of things. One of my ideas is of course to try and get a line on the Scalp Hunters.”

“Won’t the cops give you that?”

Monk snorted. “Not hardly, Henry. My one buddy in the department hasn’t returned my calls from yesterday or this morning. I have me certain feeling the LAPD wants this to be their cotillion.”

“So what do you hope to gain?”

“I’m betting the immigrant residents will hold back from the cops,” Monk formulated.

“But open up to a black because he’s got a Mexican speaker go-between?” Cady asked incredulously.

“You’re forgetting my natural charisma,” Monk advised.

“Oh, yeah.” Both men laughed. “But what does it get you even if they tell you something they won’t tell me cops? Especially if Absalla’s right and it’s me Domingos and not the Scalp Hunters.”

“A lot of the immigrants in the Rancho work long hours on bullshit jobs in the garment trade. And others in those big hotels downtown and at the airport cleaning rooms for five and a quarter an hour, Henry. They didn’t come here looking for the money tree, but a chance to work steady and buy a little something of their own.” Monk stopped, considering his own words. “I think I’ll find somebody who won’t stand for an injustice no matter who did it.”

Cady looked off momentarily, trying to capture an image that was no longer in focus. “My folks came up here from Georgia in the thirties. My father got work at the GM plant in South Gate, even though we couldn’t buy a house out there because of the housing covenants.” The import of his words fell on them. His parents’ experience was a telling aspect of me city’s history.

Presently he spoke again. “I’ll see if I can get Mrs. Limón to talk with you. She’s the shot caller on the Spanish side of things around here.”

“I’d appreciate that, Henry,” Monk said. “What are the rumors floating around among the black folks as to who did the crime?”

Cady made a face before replying. “Most everybody seems to feel it was some of them Scalps. ’Bout three weeks ’fore the fire happened, Cruzado was supposed to have had a set-to with a couple of colored boys selling that crack alongside the walkway next to his apartment.”

“These two youngsters got names?” Monk had been making a few notes on his hip-pocket steno pad.

“No, leastways I hadn’t heard,” Cady replied. “The way I heard this was down at the bingo I go to at the VFW on Broadway. You know the one next to Gadberry’s barbeque off of Slauson?”

Monk indicated he did. Gadberry’s was a legend of brick-oven Q delight among the residents of South Central.

“It was Mrs. Hughes with her weekly gossip. She said she heard Cruzado’d run these two off. These boys weren’t gangbangers really, just young wannabes. It was later, she said, that Cruzado supposedly got a threatening visit from the older Scalp Hunters.”

“Will you call Mrs. Hughes and ask her if I can talk with her?” Monk asked. “Over the phone, I mean. I don’t want to get her in any trouble.”

“Sure,” Cady said hesitantly. “But you should keep in mind the old girl is known to stretch a story for the sake of making it more interesting at its retelling. But she does live in the building right across from where the Cruzados stayed, so it may not be all talk.”

Cady made the call and got Monk on the line with her.

First he had to answer her questions about what a private detective did and how much money doing it earned. Seems she had a twenty-six-year-old great-nephew who’d recently been laid off from the electronics section at Sears, and was thinking about going into telephone repair.

Monk promised to talk with him after he’d given her his office number. Eventually they got around to the reason for the call. The old lady confirmed what she’d said at the bingo game. She claimed she’d gotten it from Cruzado’s sister, Karla, directly.

“You two were on a friendly basis?”

“Of course, child,” the old lady responded. “I take everybody as they come, black, brown, or whatever. Long as they ain’t in no mess, I can get along with anybody,” she said proudly. “Karla and I used to talk when I’d be coming back from the store and she’d be out hanging up the hand laundry.”

“Have the cops been to see you yet?”

There was an extended pause. “You ain’t gonna tell ’em what I said, are you? Lord knows I want to see them dope sellers stopped, but I’m too old to be havin’ trouble comin’ on my doorstep.”

The cops had to have canvased the area around the site of the murders. It may be a sad commentary on civic duty, but for an old woman living alone, a cop knocking on your door and being invited in was not a formula for quiet nerves in a fishbowl like the Rancho.

“No, ma’am. What you tell me is between you and me. I won’t be telling any police officers.”

“Thank you, young man,” she said, relieved.

That second promise might bite him in the ass later, but it wouldn’t be the first time. “Did the sister say who the boys were or know the Scalp Hunters who confronted her brother?”

“Seems I remember her saying one of the gang members was called Baby Blue or something like that. I believe she said her brother had words with him before, said he was a real hothead.”

“This Baby Blue,” Monk determined.

“That’s right. And I’ll tell you one more thing, there was more to Efraín Cruzado than people knew.”

“How’s that, Mrs. Hughes?”

“He and I got to talkin’ once and he went on about how the Rancho could be an example despite the politicians. But for that to happen, all of us would have to pull together to make it go. I tell you, sir, that Efraín Cruzado had more on his mind than people ’round here gave him credit for.”

“And that’s the problem with black folks. We all the time think we need to think less of others just ’cause we ain’t gettin’ nowhere. Instead we need to be settin’ our sights higher. My layabout great-nephew ought to see what I’m talking about.”

Monk gently interjected, “Thanks for your time, Mrs. Hughes. Now make sure your Gerald calls me.”

Cady eyed him knowingly.

She repeated his office number and assured him Gerald would be ringing him tomorrow if she had a say in it. Believing that she did, he hung up and got up to leave.

“’Predate your help, Henry, and see what you can do about Mrs. Limón talking with me, will you?” Monk wrote his home number on the backs of two of his business cards and handed them over. “Keep one for yourself and pass the other one along to her. She can reach me at the home number usually after six-thirty on a weekday.”

The other man also stood to shake his guest’s hand. “I sure hope you or the cops can get something on this. If the killers can be caught, I think that will ease the minds of the immigrant tenants. They gotta see if their own dies, something comes of it. Somebody pays. If that can happen, we got a chance to get a number of them to go along with the HUD deal.”

“I understand. How about the Southeast Asian residents of the Rancho? Where do they stand with tenant ownership?”

“That’s been a hard nut. I got a couple of prospects in line for the board, and I’m tryin’ to get one of the Vietnamese on soon. Then maybe things will open up with them too. So far, we got about as many of them come to meetings as hookers workin’ grade schools. We even had somebody translating for a while.”

The phone rang and Monk waved good-bye as Cady went to answer. He stepped out of the townhouse to a bright afternoon and the sound of Warren G’s old cut “And Ya Don’t Slip” winding around the buildings. Walking in the general direction of the eastern end of the projects, he looked north to the bold relief of downtown L.A.’s skyline.

The spires of iron and tinted glass were not far from the Rancho. The buildings seemed like the towers of an industrial magus whose secrets the commoners in the lowlands could barely comprehend, let alone attempt to master. The starkness of what those close, yet leagues distant, buildings cutting above the landscape represented to the residents wasn’t lost on anyone. The populace of the Rancho didn’t go to lunch over two-dollar fizzy water, wondering if they could catch that play at the Dorothy Chandler while trying to get the prospectus modemed to San Francisco.

The remodeled downtown L.A. was the virginal citadel, sleek, polished, and waiting to be deflowered. Sure the vacancy rate was high now, but that was in anticipation of the next boom, the next big infusion of capital. Twenty years of the Tom Bradley Administration, and the dotage of Cady’s one-time fellow janitor, Gilbert Lindsey, had opened the city till for developers and multinational business interests.

Bradley, the liberal Democrat, had been the great black promise when he finally defeated the right-wing Democrat, incumbent Mayor Sam Yorty, in their second race in 1973. Monk had vivid memories of the elation his mother and her club members, who’d done volunteer work on Bradley’s campaign, felt at finally having a black man in office. Here was a brother who would do something about the conditions of South Central, would work to make the schools better, and, they especially hoped, would do something about the notorious police department.

But Bradley, a six-foot-four-inch, athletically built man, had too long been Mr. Safe. Too long he’d had to bite his tongue at the racism he’d witnessed in his twenty years as a cop. Too long he’d been told by image handlers over and over how a man of his size and his darkness had to be careful not to intimidate white audiences. He’d chameleoned into a controlled, endearing candidate, deliberate in manner and speech.

And that manifestation did pay off for him. He got to be mayor, and he held the job for two solid decades. His was the candidacy that a coalition of blacks, westside liberals, and a significant Latino segment could rally around. Later, midway into his regime, with plant closures happening at an unprecedented rate, and immigration from Central America spiking, Bradley worked the magic again and resuscitated the flagging multiracial component of his electoral machine.

But reality caught up, and the promises of 1970 had for the most part gone unmet by 1990. And Bradley’s departure from office was not met with fanfare, but a sigh of relief that he’d finally stepped aside—post the Rodney King/Daryl Gates roller derby. Nowadays, he lived in semiseclusion like an elderly chanteuse, his energy and verve drained by a minor heart attack followed by a stroke.

Lindsey, the self-appointed “Emperor of the Ninth,” managed to stay in until only the Grim Reaper himself removed him from office. And it took Death’s scythe a couple of swipes to do that. Lindsey’s district stretched from downtown, past and including the Rancho, and on into the heart of the ghetto. Lindsey had the best of bom worlds—the backing of business interests and the votes of churchgoing older sisters with pillbox hats tucked over rose-colored memories of life in the black belt.

The tall buildings of Lindsey’s and Bradley’s legacy filled the horizon to the north. But places like the Rancho stood for those parts of town too many politicians only noticed when election time rolled around. It wasn’t as though Lindsey and Bradley, and others, didn’t know the problems. It was just that both men, having fought the good fight to attain office, found that some of the same forces that had opposed them were now willing to bring them into the game. They had been convinced the best way to make change was to go slow, to have the money trickle down from their illusory barbicans to soothe the passions of the masses.

Monk had reached the unused Southern Pacific tracks that cut through this end of the Rancho. Beyond the tracks were a series of angular buildings designed with Objectivist-inspired charm. These structures had been a job training center and offices for Housing Authority personnel. On a metal sign, chipped and drilled in random target practices, he could still read the name the center had been christened with: THE A. PHILIP RANDOLPH ADVANCEMENT AND PLACEMENT CENTER.

A Cyclone fence engulfed the abandoned buildings, but there were several gaping holes at various intervals. Absalla had told him crack heads and strawberries—women, and increasingly men, who’d perform sex for a hit on the pipe—used the interiors of the place for their transactions.

He’d heard them approach from behind, but hadn’t let on until they were almost to him.

“Hey, you from someplace, slice?”

The owner of the voice was shorter than the other two. All three were Latinos. The one who’d spoken couldn’t have been over five-foot-four, Monk estimated. But he was broad in the upper torso, with thick, sinewy arms the obvious results of a strenuous weight regime.

“I have to be from someplace to be here?” Monk said.

“What you doing here, eh?” another one said, irritated. He was dressed in black jeans and a loose, Borax-white T that had a red skull with a black eyepatch over the right breast. He had a buzz cut and there was a vinelike tattoo crawling upward around his arm from the end of his thumb.

“Yeah,” the third jumped in, “why you got to be so unfriendly?”

“I’m from the Housing Department in Washington,” Monk lied, shifting slightly as two of them edged to his right. “We’re doing a survey of the Rancho.”

“What for?” another demanded.

“Find out things.”

“Like what?” the shorter one said.

“All kinds of fascinating stuff.”

The kid in the white T—he was about nineteen—said something in Spanish and the other two had a good laugh. Idly he scratched the side of his cheek with a pointed fingernail. “You gonna ask us some questions?”

“Yeah, we got all kinds of opinions on shit,” the other cracked.

The short one didn’t say anything, just stared, his jaw muscles bunching and loosening. “If you’re doing a survey, how come you ain’t got a notebook or something. How come you dressed like some homey and not in a tie?”

“How come you ask so much?” Monk quipped evenly.

The tallest member of the bunch lurched forward but came up short when Monk didn’t flinch. “You some kind of fuckin’ undercover hoota, ain’t you?” There was fresh beer and stale weed on his breath.

“I told you who I was,” Monk countered. “And if you gentlemen let me do my work, I’d be ever so grateful.”

The loose-limbed one raised his oversized striped crew shirt to reveal a revolver tucked in his thin waistband. “’Sup, huh?” he hissed. The shirt went down, the hands hovering tense at his sides.

Monk had a polymer-case Ultrastar 9mm tucked in an ankle holster, but wanted to use his words to settle this test of manliness. “Look, I didn’t come here to cause any uproar. Let me get my work done, and I’m gone.”

“You gonna tear those fucked-up shacks down,” the shorter one said. His head did a quick flick toward the Randolph Center.

“Maybe,” Monk lied again.

“Been in there?” the young man asked.

“Maybe.”

“Could be you hire us to be your bodyguards. It’s rough around here,” the one with the one-eyed red skull suggested.

“There’s some real criminals roamin’ ’round,” the tall one chortled, his gaping mouth displaying discolored teeth set unevenly.

“I’ll give it some thought,” Monk replied seriously.

“Yes you will,” the muscular one said with a crisp inflection. He walked past Monk and the other two followed. The one in me striped shirt brought up the rear, managing a baleful scowl mat was both menacing and comical. He was mad-doggin’ him with an “I dare you to do something” look.

After the trio had moved along, Monk crossed the tracks and tried to enter the main abandoned building. The door wouldn’t budge. He walked around the corner and found a paneless window that had its security grill pried back. He went inside.

Monk found miscellaneous trash, old tires, and stove parts strewn about the spacious room. Incongruously, along one wall hung several engraved plaques that for whatever reason hadn’t been removed.

One of the awards was from Mayor Sam Yorty to the Rancho Tajuata Tenants’ Association for outstanding work, 1968. Two of the other plaques were from heads of city departments praising the Randolph Center’s staff. A fourth was from something called Ingot Ltd. thanking Yorty and the job training center staff for service well done.

The last award was to the training center’s executive director, a man named Olin Salter. It was from the then chief of the LAPD, Bill Parker. It read, “In these times of travail, you have stood tall against the hordes.”

Monk lingered over that one, finding it interesting that Parker would have issued a plaque to this Salter. Possibly they’d been friends over a period of time. Parker, the mentor of his redoubtable heir, Daryl Gates, had been a stiffnecked, law-and-order and fundamentalist-values type who recruited white cops from southern cities so as to better keep the negroes down deep in the jungle.

For the chief to acknowledge this Salter, then, the latter must have been a genuine son-of-a-bitch. Despite the honorable name, Parker’s plaque cast doubt on the worthiness of the A. Philip Randolph Advancement and Placement Center.

Off in one cleared corner were two filthy sheet-covered mattresses and some used condoms laying about. In another room, the walls had first been spray painted with the Scalp Hunters insignia, then sprayed over by Los Domingos placas.

The doors to other parts of the two-story building were locked, and Monk didn’t try to force them open. Moving back to the paneless window, he noted it was only this wall that had windows at mid-height. The rest of the room had high, rectangular windows running parallel to the line of the ceiling. Possibly the good directors of the facility had deemed that windows at a normal height would provide the center’s apprentices a chance to stare at the outside world, and wish they were somewhere else.

He started back toward the tracks and saw a familiar car drive up from the south, along the gravel swath beyond the cluster of buildings. He stood still as the Crown Victoria parked close. Seguin got out slowly, his face a blank.

“Homey, don’t you know me,” the lieutenant said.

“Young blood.” The two shook hands, Monk squinting at Seguin as the sun beat down behind the cop’s head. “I hear you’re riding herd on this one.”

Seguin put a hand in his trousers pocket, and looked off toward downtown then back at him. “I’ve had some experience with the Domingos.” He took his hand out, seemingly unsure of what to do with it. “The brass wants this to be their show, Ivan.”

“So much for the social hour.” They both let minutes hang. “So Parker Center needs a winner bad,” Monk observed acidly.

“This ain’t for play, man,” Seguin went on. “The Rancho murders have to be solved efficiently and by the police. The mayor and the chief want to show this department has rebuilt itself from the days of disarray and low morale under the previous chief. Captain Reno wants reports every other goddamn day, and he don’t mean late, and he don’t mean skimpy.”

“That and the mayor is still hot to add more officers to the department,” Monk added. “A check mark on a case like this goes a long way in giving him political cachet to push the council to take money from other parts of the budget to hire more officers.”

Seguin didn’t speak.

“But why the heavy bit with me, Marasco?” Monk said peevishly. “The department can’t stop me from wandering around the Rancho or talking to whomever I feel like.”

“But you can be compelled to tell Reno information or he could press interference with an ongoing investigation if he tells the command you’re stumbling after us.”

“Or pointing out your errors,” Monk chided.

Seguin said sheepishly, “Reno has made it clear I’m not to share any information with you either.”

Both men were aware of the trio of Domingos leaning on a nearby fence, pretending not to be listening to the two men.

“How the hell did Reno find out I’d been hired so fast?” Monk could hear the testiness in his voice.

“I told you, downtown is on this like a sissy on a pogo stick,” Seguin said tersely.

“They been on shit before, Marasco. Why is this time sweatin’ you so hard?”

Seguin probed his tongue on the inside of his lower jaw. “I’m bringing this up because we’re friends, Ivan. I’m trying to tell you I have no room to move on this. I’m trying to tell you the operating idea here is the Scalp Hunters did it, and that’s the nature of things.”

“If you’re so sure, then you must have a witness,” Monk speculated.

Seguin didn’t respond again.

“All right,” Monk said, “but I’ll still earn a little of that fabulous federal salary I’m going to pull down on this if y’all don’t mind. And even if you and your boy Reno do.”

“I realize that.”

No words lingered between them for a time, each man alternately looking at one another then somewhere else. “What is it, Marasco? What is it about the Rancho you got such a hard-on for?” Monk finally prodded.

“I’m just doing what I’m supposed to do.”

“Sure,” Monk said unconvincingly. He tried a new tact. “Everything cool at home?”

Seguin’s brows descended sharply. “Wrong direction, bloodhound. But let me ask you a question. What do you think about working for a dude like Absalla?”

Monk’s shoulders lifted and fell. “He ain’t no Father Flanagan, but he does some good.”

“For black folks,” Seguin remarked quickly. “I’ve seen him on a TV news show where he said just ’cause California was once Mexican, that don’t give them any right to come across illegally.”

“He’s not the first asshole I’ve taken a paycheck from,” Monk answered defensively.

“You wouldn’t work for a Christian Right nut or Pat Buchanan.”

“Absalla’s ignorant, not a hatemonger, Marasco.”

Seguin got his keys out of his pocket, but didn’t head toward his car. “You know, Ivan, sometimes I get the impression you think you’re above all this. That somehow you move in and out of these”—his hand did a circle in the air as he searched for the words he wanted—“outposts of our city with each one having its own set of village chiefs who have no interest in trying to bring the people together. The eternal seeker, Diogenes with a pistol. A shape-shifter among the company he keeps. But none of us remain unstained, swimming in this muck.”

Monk was hot and embarrassed simultaneously, like a stage magician whose tricks had just been uncovered by some audacious interloper. To recover he said, “If I find that it’s members of the Scalp Hunters who did this, I’ll be the first one to point the finger. Absalla can’t make me hide the truth because I’m black.”

“I’m not questioning your integrity, Ivan.”

“Then what are you questioning?”

“Where does all this take us?”

“You mean you and me, or black and brown folks in general?” Monk felt he was maneuvering on rocky ground with a sliver of a map. “I’m not joining Absalla’s mosque or whatever the hell he’s selling, Marasco. I took the gig because I found it of interest and, unlike you, I don’t pull down a steady income. You know the damn donut shop pretty much covers the overhead. But that also doesn’t mean I spread my cheeks for just anybody who flashes me rent money.”

Seguin jingled the keys in his cupped hand and opened the cruiser’s door. “You’re helping pay a mortgage these days.” He cranked the engine, slamming the Crown Vic into reverse. “Keep your head down, man.” The car righted itself and a chalky plume followed it as Seguin drove away over the gravel.

Monk rubbed the back of his neck and walked back into the Rancho Tajuata. The downtown skyscrapers stood mute and colorless behind him.
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