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Dedication

To the ones who have died or been imprisoned by cruel hands, for the ones who have toiled ceaselessly, and for the ones who sought neither fame nor fortune, but that which is the most precious and the most elusive,

freedom.


“Mainstream America is counting on you to ‘draw your sword’ and fight for them. These people have precious little time and resources to battle misguided Cinderella attitudes: the fringe propaganda of the homosexual coalition; the feminists who preach that it is a divine duty for women to hate men; blacks who raise a militant fist with one hand while they seek preference with the other, New Age apologists for juvenile crime who see roving gangs as a means to only the merchandising of violence as a form of entertainment for impressionable minds; and the gun bans as a means to only the Lord-knows-what. We have reached that point in time when our social policy originates on ‘Oprah.’ It’s time to pull the plug.”

—Charlton Heston, President of the National Rifle Association

—from his speech before the Free Congress Foundation


Chapter 1

“I can’t think of anything better’n pussy.”

“You can’t think of anything better, unfortunately, it just don’t think of you too much.”

“Now, Willie,” Johnny Patterson responded paternally, “you know you doin’ good if you manage to stay awake past them Sanford and Son reruns you watch on BET. Let alone be out at night doing any shark hunting.”

“Yeah Willie,” Kelvon Ulysses Little chimed in. “You ain’t even sniffed none since that chick you was seeing was managing the bowling alley over on Gage.” Little, co-owner of the Abyssinia Barber Shop and Shine Parlor on South Broadway, adjusted the blinds to shunt some of the morning sun beaming through his dingy picture window.

Globules of sweat gathered on Willie Brant’s hairless head. He closed the Jet magazine he’d been looking at, careful to keep his thumb on the page where the tender young thing in the bikini could be found. “Look here, that Doris could make a stuttering man speechify like James Earl Jones. You know she had some Spanish blood,” he leered.

“Nobody’s arguing that, Willie,” Abe Carson added. The rangy carpenter had his long legs stretched out as he leafed through a back issue of Car Craft. “The point was, when was the last time you got up close to some?”

“That is if you can remember what it looks like,” Patterson chuckled.

Brant snorted like a cornered ram. “I’ve turned down more pussy you silly motherfuckahs would sell your mama’s gold teeth for.”

“Nigga, please.” Little’s laugh melded with the others for several moments.

Old Man Spears ambled out of the restroom in the back, hitching up his slacks. He did a final adjustment with his suspenders and took up his usual position next to the Trumanera Philco radio. He passed a callused hand over the curvature of its peeling walnut veneer as if it were an ever-constant pet. He’d turned it on before going to the bathroom, so in the five minutes it took him to return, the instrument was sufficiently warmed up to receive a signal.

The shop contained a TV plugged into cable, which perched overhead in one corner. The device was handy for the basketball games, tractor pulls and the other pursuits of mass entertainment afforded on such venues as the Speed channel and the various incarnations of ESPN. But something about Saturdays and Old Man Spears made the use of the reliable Philco the right combination of sound and imagination, the TV too distracting at times to the conversational flow of subjects of import to the mind, and lesser regions of the body.

“What about you, Abe?” Little winked to the gathered men as Darsey Wiles sat in the chair to get his haircut. “Didn’t I see you in a three-piece going into The Hightop the other week? Try’n to be all GQ-1ike you don’t work with your hands.”

“You wouldn’t see me where I go, good brother,” Carson drawled in his baritone. “I keep my business on the quiet-like.”

“You mean in your dreams,” Brant needled. He leaned forward to look down the row of seats. “What about you, Monk? You ain’t got nothing to offer?”

Ivan Monk was browsing through a copy of the Watts Times, a neighborhood free paper that carried news from an angle the white press often missed. He’d been perusing an ad for an upcoming blues show at the Olympic Auditorium. The event featured some local talent he wanted to see. “I’m just a man who tries to keep the lawn trim, and the grout clean.”

“You had all kinds of pussy when you was in the merchants, didn’t you, Monk?” Patterson inquired sincerely, his Kool dangling up and down as he spoke.

Monk turned a page. “I don’t like to be so crude, Johnny.”

The men all made noises of disbelief.

Spears looked at Monk. His deep-set eyes were steady and clear, the years of living and the years of could-have-beens evident in their depths. “You scared your Japanese honey has got this place wired, huh?” The old man smiled, revealing dull-colored false teeth. He leaned toward the Philco’s speaker, tuning in on the baseball game with the precision of a safe cracker.

“Yeah, man,” Brant went on, “how come you don’t never brag about all that Turkish and French pussy you got overseas? You know, I had me a French girl once,” Brant gloated.

Little pushed out his bottom lip with his tongue, but said nothing as he clipped Wiles’ hair. His current customer, a beer truck driver, questioned Brant’s veracity.

“Willie, the only thing you ever had that was from France is that super-size order of fries you get at McDonald’s.”

“Just ’cause you got a ball and chain, Darsey, you ain’t got to take your jealousy out on the rest of us,” Brant cajoled.

“You know Monk’s a circumspect dude,” Carson said, steering the attention back to the private detective.

“’Cept we talkin’ ‘bout the past, man,” Patterson exclaimed. He held his smoke in one hand and drank from a bottle of orange juice with the other. “Now, what you trying to hide, Virgil Tibbs?”

“I don’t want to embarrass you fellas with my—how shall I say it?—my achievements. ’Cause I know how fragile your egos are.”

“Shee-it,” Brant exhaled. “That must mean your sorry ass never got off them tubs you was a grease monkey on.”

Another raucous chorus preened through the warm air of the barber shop. Spears abruptly stopped laughing as he all but shoved his ear into the Philco.

“I’ll be goddamned with grandma’s hogs,” he said.

Monk peered at the older man curiously. “What is it?”

Spears didn’t respond. He sat tensed and hunched in front of the radio’s speaker like an athlete whose prowess had long since faded, but who still knew the moves. The old man was rigid and his face a map of contradictory emotions. Everyone stared at him as a voice came from the radio.

“… Yeah, yeah, I guess you could xsay we made the way for these youngsters today. These million-dollar stars who got to have their face upside every boxa Wheaties or name slapped on a tennis shoe. When I played for the Black Barons, we was doin’ good to get four, four and a quarter a month, you hear me? And man, we played some ball in those days. Didn’t have no massager, none of that spinning water bath thing for sore muscles. What liniment couldn’t take care of, you better hope sleep did.”

“You know who that is?” Monk asked Spears.

Spears’ dentures clacked in his mouth as he worked his jaw. “Kennesaw,” he said, barely audibly. “Kennesaw Riles.”

The name rolled around in Monk’s head. Something vague tickled at the edges of his memory but he couldn’t form a picture to go with the name.

“You knew him when he played ball? Did you play, Spears?” Brant jumped in.

Monk got up and walked toward Spears, who was lost again in Riles’ words. He gently touched the older man’s arm. “Did you play in black ball?”

“Southern League, Negro Nationals,” Spears rasped, locked in another realm. His long, knotted fingers turned up the volume.

Monk reflected on the old man’s words. Riles was his mother’s family name, and he was sure this Kennesaw was related to him, that it wasn’t just a coincidence Riles had the same name. The more he concentrated on it, the more he was convinced that as a child he’d met this Kennesaw once or twice. Visualizing, he reconstructed Wrigley Field as it had once existed at 41st and Avalon. A band playing on a platform, and his father taking him and his sister there to see Kennesaw play? No, he wasn’t certain. He still couldn’t conjure up a physical characteristic or a memory of a voice to flesh out the amorphous concept of this supposed relative.

“You played ball with this guy on the radio?” Monk prompted again.

Spears was breathing through his mouth. He attempted to wet his lips with a dry tongue. “Sure did. We was even roommates on the road.”

Wiles stepped out of the chair, running a hand over his close cut. “Had me a play uncle who was on the Kansas City Monarchs with Satchel Paige. Said Satchel threw so hard his balls streaked like little meteors.” Wiles paid and tipped Little.

Carson unlimbered his tall frame and ambled over to take his place in the barber chair. Little let the chair down.

“I promised the kids I’d take them to Knotts Berry Farm today,” Wiles continued. “Some damn new ride that goes straight up, loop-the-loop, then curves back around like a big-ass snake.” He mimicked the action with the flat of his hand. “I’ll see y’all later.”

The men said their goodbyes as the driver left.

“How come you never told us about your playing days?” Carson asked Spears.

Spears didn’t answer. He dug a faded blue handkerchief out of his pocket and worked at his face. He got up and went over to the Ramona water cooler. The ex-barnstormer poured himself a cup and gulped it down. He was working on a second one as Riles began to stammer on the radio.

“… Ah, that’s not what really happened. Y’all press boys get the story wrong all the time. I ain’t saying I didn’t do it. But there was reasons. See, what I’m saying is, soon I’m going to set it to right, and you’ll see.”

“He’s still lying, mostly to himself.” Spears shook his head in indignation. He was standing at the cooler. The old man had one hand on the top of the plastic bottle, the other holding his cup at chest level. “What he better be doing is lookin’ out for Malachi. Kennesaw’s train is comin’ back to the station.”

Monk hadn’t caught what the question was mat Kennesaw was responding to, and definitely was lost as to what Spears was referring to about Malachi. “What do you mean, the chapter in the Bible?” he asked as Spears returned to his seat. Wasn’t the older man moving slower? Maybe it was the temperature. Despite the door to the shop being open, and some movement of air, it had gotten stuffier.

“What about an answer, Monk?” Brant chimed in again.

“I believe we’ve moved off that topic, Willie,” Monk said wearily.

“Not me,” the retired postman said. “Ain’t too many things hold my attention the way women and what they do to a man do.”

“It would seem,” Carson commiserated. “Here we have some living history, and all you can go on about is sex.”

“What can a black man call his own, Abe?” Brant pleaded. We ain’t got no say in who runs the country, the foreigners got our jobs, and none of you cats in here can rub three quarters together to call his own.”

“Abe’s a contractor,” Patterson said, lighting another cigarette in defiance of state law. “You sittin’ in Kelvon’s business, and Monk’s got a donut shop,” he added.

“You know what I mean,” Brant said icily. “We can’t put up one of those big-ass high-rises like them Ko-reans do up and down Olympic. So what do men like us have? What makes us the same as men like Michael Jordan and Denzel Washington?”

“They can get any woman they want if they had a mind to,” Little advised.

“All right,” Brant allowed. “But under the right circumstances, so can any of us. You’d be surprised what I experienced when I had a route on the west side.”

This engendered another round of incredulity. Monk had tuned them out, waiting for another opportunity to talk with Spears. Here was somebody he’d known only from the barber shop for years. Just an old man, who, he figured—well, he didn’t know what he figured. Spears was a fixture, someone he thought about when he occasionally reflected on Abyssinia’s regulars, not somebody he socialized with or had reason to talk to outside of the camaraderie of the barber shop.

He’d been over to Patterson’s place with some of the others to watch pay-per-view boxing matches a couple of times. And he and Jill Kodama, his girlfriend, had been at the Mint, once a live music club in the Pico-Fairfax section of town, and run into Carson—who’d been perched in a corner metering a Budweiser and eyeing a healthy woman in a too-tight tube top. Maybe Brant was right after all about men and the basics.

Nonetheless, Carson had spotted the couple, and they’d hung out together through two sets. Monk had also been over to Carson’s house a couple of times. The last time was when the builder’s pickup truck had broken down and he needed a ride home.

And some of the barber shop crew also frequented Monk’s donut shop on the edge of the Crenshaw District. But Continental Donuts had its own collection of regulars and Monk realized he knew less about them than the ones in the room. Obviously those folks, like Spears, like all of them, had a life beyond these walls.

The older man was working at his brow again, leaning back in his chair. He looked tired. The interview with Kennesaw Riles had ended. A commercial for auto insurance played while Brant and Patterson continued their gentlemanly jousting.

“You saying you’d choose Halle Berry over Selma what’s-her-name, the one who was in The Wild, Wild West movie?” Brant all but fell out of his chair he was so stunned.

“Ain’t nothing wrong with preferring a sister, Willie,” Patterson intoned, couching his prurient interests in nationalist trappings.

“That’s cool, brah,” Brant retorted, “but Selma’s got a body, man. Halle’s cute, but she’s too much on the thin side for my tastes.”

“For somebody who’s always complaining about foreigners,” Carson joined in, “you really dig women with Spanish in them, don’t you, Willie?”

“Yeah, so?” Brant asked rhetorically. “I tell you what, you get rid of the men, and let their women stay. Fact, that should be our state policy.”

“Open borders if you fine and got a nice booty, the Willie Brant law,” Little joked.

The men started laughing again. Underneath the cackling, Monk could hear Spears hacking. The older man sat upright and the younger man reached out to him. Spears went slack and dripped to the floor like liquefied vinyl.

“Oh shit,” Brant exclaimed as he erupted from his seat.

Monk kneeled beside Spears, tilting his head back. He opened his mouth, checking for any obstructions.

“I’ll get an ambulance,” Little shouted. He whirled and snatched the phone’s handset mounted next to his picture mirror.

Carson had removed the barber’s shroud and moved toward where Spears lay. “Come on, y’all, give Monk some room,” he boomed.

“Hey, should you be doing that?” Brant inquired in his bothersome voice. “I worked with a dude named Fowler who gave this big-titted transvestite mouth-to-mouth at Tommy Tucker’s Playroom one night and he—”

“Shut up, Willie,” Carson ordered. Nobody snickered at the sight of his unevenly clipped hair, one side of his medium salt-and-pepper Afro looked like an untended hedge.

Monk pinched Spears’ nose, and breathed into his mouth three times. He then forcibly pressed on the man’s chest three times. Concern frosted his eyes as he repeated the CPR technique for several minutes. The men in the shop stood in a semicircle around the two on the floor. A mortal quiet gripped the gathered. Everyone could tell it was too late. They knew Monk’s efforts were futile, yet he had no choice but to continue.

“Paramedics are here,” Patterson said unnecessarily. The emergency vehicle’s siren had been apparent for some moments. He had raised the blinds to see out into the street. The auto parts clerk stood there in sunlit relief, his ever-present cigarette unlit between his compressed lips.

Monk looked at Carson, and the contractor shook his head. The PI felt cheated. Here was a man who had stories to tell, anecdotes about his personal struggles and triumphs to relate. And none of them had known that. Who would tell them about the life of Old Man Spears? And would the men in this barber shop, like many in other parts of the city, fade away without anyone championing their accomplishments on this planet?

He stood as two paramedics rushed through the Abyssinia’s front door. Patterson was holding it open for the the techs, their gurney surging forward on well-oiled wheels. Monk fumbled with the keys and wallet he’d taken off the dead man. He managed to hold onto the items behind his back.

Carson glanced at Monk, tilting his head slightly downward. He didn’t hide the accusatory glare he leveled at Monk.


Chapter 2

“So that’s all you know,” the paramedic declared perfunctorily. Her umber eyes, behind modified granny glasses, drifted from Carson to Monk. The woman, a Chinese-American, had done her hair short, and the strands adhered to the contours of her head. She was left-handed, and made notes on a clipboard encased in a slim, rectangular metal container.

The second paramedic was a stout blond man with a brush mustache and tawny skin from off-hours spent on the beach. As was required, even though he’d checked for a pulse, he’d placed an oxygen mask over the still man’s unmoving mouth. Now he was guiding Spears toward the door on the collapsible gurney.

“Yes,” Carson repeated. “We only knew Mr. Spears from seeing him around here.” He flicked his long fingers at the ceiling, as if seeking to pull descriptions from the stratosphere. “Can’t say I know anything about his family or where he lived. Sorry.”

“That true for you gentlemen, too?” she asked, swiveling her head and upper body to address the others.

“Yep,” Kelvon Little corroborated. “He’s been coming here ‘bout eight years, and this was the first time I knew he’d played in the Negro Leagues.”

“He must live around here,” Patterson concluded. “He always was on foot.”

The woman had already closed her clipboard carrier and had retrieved her small plastic case of medical supplies.

“Take this if you need us for anything else.” Monk handed her a business card. “Where will Spears’ body be?”

She glanced at the card and was putting it in a pocket of her overalls when she looked at it again. She read it carefully as she talked. “California Hospital on Grand. At least for tonight. We’ll try to contact a family member or relative, of course.” The woman exited, climbed behind the wheel of the ambulance, and sped off.

Monk, crowding with the others in the doorway, made a note of the vehicle, a Med-Trans van. As one, the quartet went back into the shop.

“They ain’t gonna be able to find any relatives, are they?” Carson twisted his bottom lip, fixing Monk with a snide glare.

“My mother’s an RN, Abe. I know all about how wallets and keys disappear from hospital bedsides.” He lifted the wallet to eye level. “And don’t tell me you’re not curious like I am about Spears.” What had he meant about Malachi?

“Yeah, and it shouldn’t be strangers goin’ through his stuff anyway,” Brant rationalized.

“I suppose,” Carson amended. Little indicated for him to get back in the barber chair. The contractor did so. “So Monk, did the old man have a driver’s license?” Brant wanted to know.

“We’ll see.” He had the thin wallet open and was going through its contents. There was $23 in cash, no ATM card, a Kaiser card, a two-jumbo-jacks-for-99¢ coupon, no credit cards, an NAACP lifetime membership card, some loose receipts, and no driver’s license. “That’s it,” Monk announced, looking up. He was seated and Patterson and Brant stood near him.

“His social security number’s on the Kaiser card,” Brant stated. “I belong, too.”

Monk read the number on the medical card. It began with 4-2-6, and the letter A came after the nine digits.

“That means,” Brant said, poking the letter with his finger, “he worked for the railroad.”

Patterson took the Kool out of his mouth and pointed with it. “You sure about that, Willie?”

Offended, Brant merely bugged his eyes at Patterson.

“And these first three numbers of his social security ID indicate Mississippi,” Monk noted.

“Ain’t you the Simon Templar,” Patterson flattered him.

“His first name was Marshall, and his middle name was Adam,” Brant announced, tapping the Kaiser card in Monk’s hand.

“But what about where he lived?” Little snipped at the back of Carson’s head with a pair of his long scissors, finishing the haircut.

“You would bring that up,” Monk fretted. He went through the receipts. There was a recent one from the Ralph’s Market not too far away on 52nd and Main, one from Gadberry’s Bar-B-Que on Broadway near Slauson—did he walk or did he ride?—a couple from liquor stores for chips and sodas, and a large rectangular NCR receipt from Lordain’s Hardware folded in four.

“You know this place, don’t you?” Monk stood close to Carson, extending the receipt.

“Sure. I trade there all the time.” He was also standing, and he began to brush loose hairs from his pant legs with his large hands.

“Then you two ought to get on your horses and find out where the old man lived.” Brant also came over.

Carson shrugged a shoulder and Monk nodded. “I’ll drive. Can I go in front of Johnny for my haircut?”

“Ain’t you on a mission, man?” His cigarette tilted sideways as he grinned.

“Gotta look clean, baby.”

Monk was allowed to bump the others, and soon he and Carson were in his cherry ’64 Ford driving over to Lordain’s Hardware. The business was on Main Street in the 6700 block. The building it was housed in also contained a furniture store and a chrome-plating service on the ground level. In its second story were the cursory ghetto apartments that were hot and sticky in the summer, and inadequately heated in the surprisingly cold Los Angeles winters. Yellowed curtains blew from weathered sashes and Monk could hear Nortena music over an infant’s cry coming from one of the windows.

“You should do the talking, Abe,” Monk said as they entered Lordain’s.

“Yep,” he responded. “One of these fellas ought to know Spears.”

The two were near a collection of rakes whose tines stood ready in industrial green and glossy black. Off to the side from the rakes was a row of shelving containing bins of nails, hooks, wood screws, carriage bolts and the like. Opposite that row was a stand-alone counter where a heavyset man in a striped shirt was measuring a piece of glass. On the owner’s side of the counter, an older man sipped coffee noisily despite the heat.

“See, it’s off by a quarter of an inch,” the man in the striped shirt growled.

“That was made ’cordin’ to the measurements you gave us, Blass.”

“It’s a quarter inch off.”

The other man produced a small piece of paper from underneath the counter. “You tell me.”

Blass picked up the paper and scrutinized it for too long, like he was working out his best excuse. “Well, you can see this here is a three, not an eight.” Even he didn’t sound like he believed what he was saying.

“That’s an eight,” the other man said, enjoying his coffee. He acknowledged Carson’s presence. “Tell you what, Blass, I’ll charge you half for that glass and you pay me cost for the other’n.”

The lower part of Blass’ face contorted and he leaned heavily on the counter. He looked as if he were going to get into it, then gave himself an out. He made a production of looking at his wristwatch and sighing. “All right, Price,” he said, shifting his weight on tiny feet. “What can I do, I’ve got to get this pane in.”

Price gave Carson a dry look and took the pane into the back. He returned momentarily. “It’ll be out in a minute, brother Blass.” He sipped and said over the rim of his cup, “What’s on your plate for today, Abe?”

Carson put a hand on Monk’s shoulder. “This is Ivan Monk, Price. He’s that detective I’ve mentioned now and then.”

“Pleasure,” Monk said, returning the other man’s assertive handshake.

“Same here.”

“Without getting into a whole to-do, we’re trying to find out where one of your customers lives.” Carson was careful to use the present tense.

“He steal some drywall from you, Abe?” Price asked half seriously.

“Nothing like that,” Carson replied. “His name is Spears, and he was in here”—Carson took out the receipt—“day before yesterday. He bought some Clear-All and a whisk broom.”

“What does he look like, Abe? A lot of folks come here to buy the real stuff once they find out that advertised shit can’t unclog nothing. Now how in the hell anyone expects people to get a drain backed up with that conk, wave, Jheri Juice, straightener, and what all men and women be putting on their hair with that weak-ass gel crap they sell them dupes, is beyond me. ’Course, if people just used some plain ol’ Ivory Soap and a spot of Brill Cream, then they wouldn’t be having such problems.” He touched his fingers to the side of his receding hairline.

Monk was hoping Carson could get Price back on the subject.

“That might cut down on your business, Price,” a new voice said. He was an older man, and he walked slowly through a doorway leading from an area where the sign EMPLOYEES ONLY was tacked overhead. He had on matching green khaki shirt and pants, and there was a white handkerchief protruding from one of his back pockets. He was above medium height, and his graying hair had a reddish hue at its roots.

“Least I got some people who come in here to buy something now and then, Dellums,” Price responded.

“I bring in new customers, man.” Dellums stopped at the counter and leaned against a fly-fishing decal. “How you gentlemen doing today? Now who you say you were looking for?”

“Why don’t you go on back there and finish counting the bags of peat moss like I asked you?” Price folded bony arms.

“Thirty-seven, Price. I told you it was around that ’fore you had me count them ’cause I knew how much was unloaded last week. And I knew roughly how many bags had been sold since then.”

“That’s ’cause you ain’t got no place to be ’cept here.” Price picked at the space between his teeth with the edge of a matchbook cover.

“Mr. Dellums,” Monk started, we’re trying to find out where Mr. Marshall Spears lived.” He purposely used the past tense reference. “He was about this tall”—Monk leveled a hand two inches below the top of his own head—“dark complexion, had a scar on the right side of his nose. He wore suspenders, the button-on kind, not clip-ons. He—”

“I know who Spears is, mister,” Dellums interjected. “He lives up the block from me on Stanford.”

A middle-aged woman in a jean skirt entered, and Price moved from around the counter to assist her.

Dellums regarded Monk and Carson with a fixed interest. “I’ve seen you in here a time or two,” he shook a finger at Carson. “How come y’all’re looking for Marshall?”

Monk and Carson exchanged a feeble look and Carson spoke. “He just died, wasn’t an hour ago it happened in the barber shop me and him go to.”

Dellums lowered his head and shook it from side to side. “Son of a gun, son of a gun,” he repeated, then blew his nose on his handkerchief.

“We’re sorry to tell you like this, Mr. Dellums,” Monk offered quietly. “Do you know if he had any family? Anybody we should call to let them know what’s happened?”

The older man took out a pair of horn-rimmed glasses from a breast pocket. He didn’t put them on, but handled them like prayer beads as he spoke. “There’s one family member, I think. But I don’t know how to contact her. We weren’t the best of friends, you understand, but I’ve known him for quite a while, I guess you could say.”

“Did you know he played in the Negro Leagues?” Monk asked, aware he was digressing, yet eager to know something more about Spears.

“Oh yeah,” Dellums beamed, “he was very proud of his scrapbook.” The old man composed himself and put the glasses back in his pocket. “If you want, I can show you where he lived.”

The trio got to the duplex on Stanford in the 5300 block in less than ten minutes. Like a lot of Los Angeles’ plaster-and-wood duplexes, it had a square front and was long down the sides. Running below the roof line was a wide arabesque of acanthus scrolls and swags. The building’s only other nod to style were the doors, which were rounded on the top and recessed in the doorways. The small overgrown lawn was choked with alligator weeds and was bifurcated by a segmented walkway. A looming maple tree took up most of the space on the left area of grass, and there was a child’s wagon upended on the right-hand side. A high shrub ran perpendicular to the duplex on one side, separating the place from a two-story house.

“He lived in that one,” Dellums pointed at a black security screen on the right side of the common porch.

“Ain’t there something about using a dead man’s keys?” Carson mumbled.

“Don’t make this harder than it needs to be, Abe,” Monk chided. He got the security door open on his second try and then got them through the inner door. The room beyond was spacious, and light came in through the clean front windows. There was a couch underneath the windows, and two mismatched end tables in opposite corners. An ancient floor lamp in a third corner had a crooked shade perched on it at an angle. There was a coffee table with a scarred top in front of the couch. A copy of a recent Ebony lay open upon its surface.

Spears’ apartment looked comfortable. It was a home waiting for its occupant to return. Monk knew the other two felt as uneasy as he did as they stood there, uncertain of what to do next.

“Let’s close the door at least,” Carson said. “Just our luck the cops will roll by and we’d have a hell of a thing to explain.”

Dellums eased the door shut. “I been in here plenty of times, but it feels funny now.”

“I’m sure,” Monk said. “But we should try to find a number for a relative if we can.”

An open archway let into a dining room with a built-in sideboard and drawers. To the left of the sideboard was a doorway presumably leading to the bathroom and back bedroom. On the sideboard were a stack of magazines. The dining room also contained a drop-leaf table in the center that had four chairs placed around it. Two of the chairs matched. In one of the walls of that room, there was another open archway.

Carson peered at a poster taped to the wall near him. “What’s with this?”

“Yeah, he got that the other week,” Dellums said.

The poster depicted an attractive black woman with streaming bejeweled braids in a tight, short skirt, her legs wrapped around a giant can of a malt liquor. It was a brand sold exclusively east of La Brea, in the ’hood, the ghetto delight of eight-ballers and shot-callers.

“She’s the relative I mentioned,” Dellums illuminated. “That’s why he put it up.”

“You got a name for her?” Monk inquired, anxious to look around and get out.

“Well,” Dellums mused, scratching at his chest. “I met her over here once, and he’s mentioned her name a couple of three times and all.”

Monk squinted at Carson as the old fella worked up to giving them a complete answer.

“See, he called her name, but it wasn’t normal. It was like, oh, you know that tall black-haired woman who’s Italian or something? She goes by one name like that singer, the one who plays in movies. Always dressing kinda loose, even though she must be over fifty by now.”

Carson grinned and said, “I’m going to start looking around.” He walked toward the sideboard, leaving Monk to play Jeopardy! with Dellums.

“You mean like Madonna or Cher?” Monk hazarded.

“Right,” Dellums snapped his fingers. “This child got a name like that. Yeah, she’s some kind of Hollywood model.”

“Maybe we’ll find a phone book,” Monk said, touching the old man’s arm as he moved past him.

In one of the drawers Monk found several paper bags folded over and kept shut with rubber bands. The bags each contained a wealth of receipts from the grocery store, drugstore, and so on. There didn’t seem to be any particular order by dates, as the receipts went back past the last two decades.

Monk crouched down to a lower drawer under the yellow-and-white tile counter. A throb lanced his lower leg, and he winced, sinking to a knee. It had been more than nine months since he’d been shot in the Rancho Tajuata Housing Projects. A burst of high-velocity slugs had shattered part of his tibia and his leg had required reconstructive surgery. The case had started with the firebombing murder of several members of an immigrant family, and ended with him and Lt. Marasco Seguin of the LAPD fighting for their lives in an abandoned part of the projects.

He was in good condition for a man his age, and had healed satisfactorily. But, as the doctor indicated, the two areas on his torso from previous gun wounds years earlier, and a calcified lump behind his ear from one beating or another, there was a cumulative effect of violence to the body. Pro football and hockey players, boxers with their dementia pugilistica, and street fighters after enough brawls, suffered such effects. There was only so much resiliency to the flesh, the doctor had warned Monk. The older you got, the more knocks you took, it added up. And there were the psychological ramifications, too.

Monk focused and got the drawer open and looked through its contents.

“Spears had more receipts in this drawer, too.” Carson held up several more packets where he leaned over the sideboard. He turned and straightened. “Why in the hell did he keep all these? I keep mine for taxes, but I bunch them by year. And I sure don’t have them going back all those years like he’s got. And some are from out of state.”

“What if he got audited once and swore it wouldn’t happen to him again?” Monk was looking through more drawers in the kitchen, occasionally massaging his lower leg.

“Mr. Dellums, any idea on that?” Carson asked.

Dellums was standing in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, watching the two intrude in his friend’s home. “Not a one, really. Marshall wasn’t the most talkative of sorts.”

“That’s for damn sure,” Monk said. “Did Mr. Spears work for the railroad?” he asked Dellums, stepping into the dining room.

“Yes, but me and him mostly talked about baseball, Doan’s pills, and argued about what was the best way to change a sink trap.” A rueful look crossed the old man’s face, the significance of the loss of his companion coming on him in increments, deepening his melancholy.

“We’ll find something,” Monk said, trying for a reassuring tone.

Back in the kitchen, in a drawer underneath the counter he found some tools, a potholder and electrical tape. No phone book. He looked about and spotted a phone attached to the wall in the breakfast nook. Scribbled on the wall next to the phone were several telephone numbers. Monk got a piece of paper and recorded the numbers.

“Hey, anybody look in the closet?”

“Not yet,” Carson replied to Dellums.

“I think that’s where he kept one of his scrapbooks.” The older man crossed to a closet along the northern wall of the dining room. He opened the door, revealing a compact cubicle.

Two suits and several white shirts hung on a wooden rod spanning the length of the small space. On a shelf above the clothes was a large cardboard box. A green BEKINS logo was stenciled on its side.

Dellums started moving the box off the shelf and Carson came over to help him. They got it out and the carpenter put it on the dining room table. Among the items in the box were two photo albums containing old newspaper clippings and original shots.

There was one sepia-toned picture with a ruffled edge that got their attention. In it stood a man in a Homestead Grays’ uniform and cap, dark piping running down his half-sleeves, a bat cocked back waiting for the pitch, the muscles rigid on his exposed forearm. He had one of his feet slightly off the ground, as his body leaned back just so.

It was evident from the picture the stadium was small since large poplar trees could be seen behind the stands. The audience behind the ballplayer had their mouths closed, quiet with anticipation. They, like the batter, were black.

“That’s Marshall in ’forty-six,” Dellums said, tapping the image.

Monk catalogued the blurry features in the photo and tried to reconcile them with the old man who used to hover near broadcast baseball games like he was waiting for winning lottery numbers to be announced.

“Goddamn if that ain’t something,” Carson admired.

“He played for the Birmingham Black Barons and the Cuban X Giants, too,” Dellums recounted. “But he always said of the three teams he played for, he liked being on the Grays the best.”

They leafed through the rest of the photo album, attempting to outguess each other as to which black baseball player they were viewing.

“Sam Bankhead, player manager until the Grays went bust in nineteen-fifty, I think,” Dellums recited, as they came upon a particular photo.

“That’s Cool Papa Bell,” Carson said with conviction, jabbing his finger on a brittle newspaper clip.

“I can read too, Abe,” Monk chortled. There was another newspaper clipping about the Kansas City Monarchs and the piece included a photo of Bell, complete with identifying caption, showing some rookies how to steal a base.

The three remained hunched over the album until they got to the end. The trio had been lost in the faces, and the suggested stories, of men whose lives of triumph and sacrifice and disappointment were overwhelming.

Carson opened the second album.

“We better get back to work,” Monk reminded the two.

“There’ll be time to look through this stuff later.”

“Okay,” Carson replied reluctantly. He stacked the second album on the first and lovingly put the two in the center of the table.

“Look at this,” Dellums said, pulling out a framed photograph of more baseball players. The group was posed in the outfield of a large stadium. Their uniforms were crisp and each had a large five-pointed star over the left breasts of their long-sleeved shirts. The words TOWNE AVENUE were reversed out in the center of the stars.

“The Towne Avenue All-Stars at Wrigley Field,” Dellums provided.

Marshall Spears was easily identifiable in a hound’s-tooth suit, standing to one side of a group of younger men. The cut of the suit and flare of his hat set the era of the photograph as somewhere in the late ’fifties. Next to Spears was another black man in a zigzag-patterned sport coat and open collar. On the opposite end of where the team either stood or crouched, were two more men in suits. One white, the other black.

“Did he ever tell you who these other men in the suits were?” Monk pointed at the All-Stars photo while addressing Dellums.

At some point Dellums had put his glasses on and he shifted the heavy frame on his face as he answered. “The man standing next to Marshall was Harvey Lyle, a numbers man.”

“Yeah?” Carson exclaimed.

“Oh certainly. Fellas who operated on the tougher side of life were quite prevalent in Negro sports. Who else had the cash?” Dellums pushed his glasses on the bridge of his nose with an index finger. “If I’m not mistaken, I seem to remember one of his girlfriends was conking his hair one time, and deliberately poured the chemicals into his eyes. Half-blind, he stumbled out into the middle of Hoover waving his switchblade, trying to kill her. She then ran him down in his own powder-blue-and-white Mercury Montclair. That girl didn’t stop driving until she got back to Galveston.”

“So he was the team’s backer?” Monk asked, attempting to get Dellums back on track.

“Along with that man.” Dellums pointed at the white man on the other end. “That’s Ardmore Antony. He had a club on Towne Avenue called The Nile. I think it stopped operating sometime around ’sixty-nine or ’seventy. But in its day, that was one of the spots, I’ll tell you. I was in there one night and Dorothy Dandridge came in. Now you got all them young things these days shaking their rump and what-not on them videos, but Dorothy was class, man. She was one beautiful woman, in here,” he put a hand to his chest. “But what white movie boss was going to let a black woman, who should have been as famous as Elizabeth Taylor or Jean Harlow, get the kind of roles she deserved?” He touched his frames again, holding his head at an angle.

Carson’s eyes twinkled at Monk as the two listened to the old man go on about the actress whose life had imploded. Dandridge was a woman driven by talent and ambition, only to be stymied in her career by the racism at work in Hollywood’s apothecaries of fantasy. Color, it seemed, was just too real for the studios to deal with.

Monk also removed from the box an award in a matte black frame, a crack in the glass like an electric pulse running diagonally in one corner. “Look at this.” He showed the award to Carson.

“‘From the United Alliance of Churches for his steadfast dedication to civil rights and the betterment of mankind in Coahoma and Bolivar Counties. We humbly bestow on Marshall Adam Spears this award of recognition.’ Mound Bayou, Mississippi, nineteen sixty-seven. Signed Reverend Amzie R. Teasdale.” Carson read the award again silently.

“He didn’t go on about it all that much,” Dellums began, “but Marshall did his share of strugglin’ for colored folks where it mattered most, down south.”

Monk asked, “Was he from Clarksdale?”

“Your mother’s people are from there, aren’t they?” Carson finished.

“Yeah.”

“No, he wasn’t born there,” Dellums answered. “I believe he was originally from Chicago. But he got a job when he was just a teenager working on the railroad. Gandy-dancing, you fellas know what that is?”

“Laying tracks,” Carson contributed.

“Uh-huh, putting down the line in a road gang. You got one who calls the time, the rhythm boss, so to speak. He calls and taps out the beat the men using the hammers and spikes do their work to. From them cities like Chicago and Detroit, all through there, the south, on past Ohio, Arizona, that was working, man.”

“What’d you do for a living, Mr. Dellums?”

“I worked for Pacific Motor Trucking for thirty-six years.” He took a seat at the table, resting one of his elbows on its Pledge-scented surface.

“They used to be out there off Mission Road, the trucking arm of the old Southern Pacific Company,” Monk recalled.

“Back when SP was the biggest landowner in California,” Dellums contributed. “I was a refrigeration mechanic on the yard. It wasn’t building bridges, but what with the union wages, I bought my house”—he pointed toward the north wall—“and put two kids through college. That kind of work ain’t around no more.”

“Brother, you ain’t never lied,” Carson agreed. “Make a man want to holler it’s so tough sometimes.”

As the two talked, Monk pulled a thick file folder from the box. It was as if he were on an anthropological quest, and each item in the simple cardboard container revealed more and more of Marshall Spears’ layered, rich history. Monk felt cheated that Spears had been so circumspect he’d never regaled the barber shop customers with what he’d gone through.

Conversely, Willie Brant could go on for hours about some insignificant aspect of his life, and too often embellish the tale as he did so. Yet here was an individual who had vibrant anecdotes and insights, but was content to let them dwell in his mind. Or more likely, spend a quiet evening with Dellums and maybe a couple of older gents talking away the hours.

Who was he to say? How one man chose to relive the past was no one’s concern but his. In an age of 25-year-old pop stars writing their autobiographies about how much money they’ve made because they’re so gifted and how and where they’ve banged their groupies, there was an honorable genuineness to Marshall Spears’ humility.

“What is this?” Carson spread his crooked fingers on several sheets of paper Monk had taken out of the file.

“Stuff on Damon Creel. His trial and”—he lifted several sheets—“and his political battles. I think he was convicted of murder that some say the crackers down there framed him for.”

“Who was this guy?” Carson sat down.

“He was a well-known activist on the scene in the late sixties and early ’seventies.” Monk paced and held onto the file, drawing up memory from the well. “He’d been in ’Nam, from out here, I think, originally.”

“You mean LA.?” Carson asked.

“Yeah, Compton or Long Beach.” He placed the file on the table. “He was organizing down south. In fact”—Monk slapped the table for emphasis—“he was running for mayor in Memphis when the murder beef was slapped against him. I believe he was tried for killing two white girls.”

Carson whistled. “In the south? Back then? I’m surprised he didn’t get the gas chamber.” Carson glanced at the article. “This says he was put away in nineteen seventy-four.”

“I’m sure he ran for office sometime in ’seventy-one or seventy-two,” Monk said.

“And he’s been in prison all this time?” Carson pulled out an article from the sheaf on the table stapled together on slick stock.

“Why did he have this, Mr. Dellums?” Monk asked, pointing at the stapled magazine article.

“Why don’t you keep this stuff together so we can read it later?” Carson advised.

“Did Mr. Spears have something to do with Creel?” Monk gathered the materials and put the items back in the file folder.

“I don’t know. The first I ever seen of that file or heard about this man is you two going on about him right now.”

“So Mr. Spears didn’t mention Creel?”

“Not that I recall. That don’t mean he didn’t, it just means you’re dealing with an old man’s recollection.” He snorted through his nose.

“Maybe Spears worked with Creel,” Carson ventured.

“It would seem so, Abe. But he’s got items on Creel going back to when he first got out of the service and decided to organize in the south. Then the trial and all these recent articles on him, too.”

“What exactly was the trial about?” Carson leaned back in his chair.

“I don’t remember the details. I was still in high school when it originally went down.”

“Thought you was born with a copy of Das Kapital in your left pocket and TheSoul of Black Folks in your right one,” Carson joked.

Ignoring the comment, Monk said, “Spears had a lot to tell us.”

“Everybody’s got stories,” Dellums hinted.

“Yet he didn’t mention Creel to you,” Monk said to the older man.

“Everybody’s got their secrets, too,” Dellums observed.

“I’ll give you that. Do you know what Kennesaw Riles looks like?”

Dellums cleared his throat. “He’s in that picture you two was looking at. The one with the All-Stars.” The retiree dug the photo out of the stack and pointed to a man standing toward the back of the players. He was above average height and his high cheek-bones accentuated the almond shape of his eyes. His full mustache glistened with wax even in the black-and-white photo; his jaw tapered to a planed-off chin.

There wasn’t much in the face to tag Riles as in the same lineage as his mother. If he’d passed him on the street, Monk wouldn’t have given the man a second look. “I’m going to hold on to this for awhile, if you don’t mind, Mr. Dellums.”

“Why you askin’ me?”

“Who else is there?” Carson said.

“That girl on the poster,” Dellums mentioned.

“I’ll take good care of it. I want to show it to someone—”

“Well, it ain’t for me to say. But you two knew the man, helped him the best you could today. So I guess you’re the responsible kind.”

Carson winked at Monk. “He is, Mr. Dellums, he is.”

Another hour of searching turned up more receipts, several trophies, and an extra pair of reading glasses. But no phone book. Monk figured he could always trace the woman through the beer company if that was his only lead. He’d returned the Damon Creel file folder to the Bekins box after first debating with Carson whether he should take it or not. Carson had convinced him if he should find a relative, it was best not to have to explain why most of Spears’ things weren’t where it should be.

They walked Dellums to his house down the block, and Monk drove Carson back to the barber shop. Brant, as Carson had prophesied to Monk on the way over, had stuck around to see what they’d found.

“Damn,” the former postman proclaimed. “And you two just left his things there?”

Monk resisted looking at the silly smile he knew to be on Carson’s face. “What were we supposed to do, Willie, take all the man’s possessions out of his pad like they belonged to us?”

“Who’s going to take care of his valuable items, Monk? You can’t replace those pictures, you know that. Ain’t nobody there now.”

“If I find this young woman, Willie, she might not see it that way. It’s better the way we left it alone.”

“I’m going to drive over to the hospital and see about Spears’ body.” Carson made for the door.

“I guess it might be up to us to get a funeral together for him.” Little was incising a Z onto the side of a young man’s head. The teenager’s long feet stuck out over the footrest.

Only the sound of his clippers could be heard as each stood mute for several moments.

“Well, Monk could find this girl in time,” Brant stammered.

The idea that he would have to lay out money for somebody other than himself was enough to motivate the talkative, and thrifty, ex-civil servant to scale city hall with fishing line if he thought Spears’ relative could be found.

Monk said to Carson, “Why don’t we talk on Monday afternoon? I doubt if I’ll have anything on this young woman before then, seeing as how I can’t call the beer company until Monday morning.”

Brant looked anxious.

“Then one of you call me,” Little put in. “I feel like I want to do something. He did die in my place, and I was used to him coming around.”

The kid’s eyes widened at Little’s reflection in the mirror, but he said nothing.

Monk also made to leave. “I know what you mean, Kelvon.” He tapped him lightly on the back.

Heading back to his house in Silverlake, Monk occasionally glanced at the aged photo of the Towne Avenue All-Stars lying face up beside him on the bench seat. He’d laid it upside down, and the man Dellums had told him was Riles seemed to be returning the look. His mute form betrayed neither family ties, nor what he knew of the life of Marshall Spears.


Chapter 3

“Ivan, would you pass the macaroni and cheese?”

“Here you go, my dear.” Monk handed the casserole dish to Judge Jill Kodama and continued to savor the piece of smothered steak he was chewing with enthusiasm.

“Have you tried to get hold of Kennesaw, Ivan?” his sister Odessa asked him. She sat next to her younger boyfriend, Frank Harris. Once again, as she’d done several times since they’d sat down to dinner, she’d cut a piece of his meat and fed him as if his arms were malfunctioning. Then they would both giggle.

Monk had stopped finding it cute the second time she’d done it. “Nope. I was hoping Mom might be able to help me in that department.”

Frank Harris made a loud sucking sound as he maneuvered his tongue to retrieve a morsel of meat trapped between his gums and the inside of his mouth.

Nona Monk, nee Riles, concentrated on spearing several green beans onto her plate. She’d set the table with the Lenox china she and Josiah Monk had gotten for wedding presents more than forty years ago, the pattern of wheat in gold leaf around the edges of the plates still bright with promise, belying their age.

Languidly, she chewed on the vegetables while everyone waited for her reply. “I haven’t made an effort to see Kennesaw in more than twenty years.”

“But we met him a few times when we were kids, didn’t we?” Odessa asked, rubbing her hand along Harris’ forearm.

“Oh yes,” her mother answered blandly. “Joe took you two to a few of the games of the All-Stars over at Wrigley Field. I believe Kennesaw was a coach then.” She forked in a mouthful of macaroni.

Kodama got up from the dining room table. “Anybody want a beer or something?”

“I’ll take one of those Weinhard darks if there’s any left.” Harris leaned back in his chair, stretching and expanding his well-built chest.

Kodama went through the swing door. Monk dabbled at the corner of his goatee with a napkin. “Did you ever meet Mr. Spears, Mom?”

She indicated negative with a shake of her head. “Not that I remember, Ivan. ’Course it was your dad who followed baseball, not me. But you’d think if that man who passed away yesterday had known your father, he would have mentioned it to you.”

“Maybe he didn’t remember,” Harris contributed. “He probably met a lot of people in his baseball days. Your cousin and him might not have been real tight.” He ate his remaining piece of steak, and crisscrossed the knife and fork on his plate.

Kodama returned with two beers. She placed one in front of him.

“Thanks,” Harris said, taking her in as she sat back down.

Monk tabulated a few remarks, but settled for staying on subject. “Yet Spears also goes back down south after Kennesaw does.”

Odessa cackled. “Ivan, since we were small you always wanted to fit things together when most times they had nothing to do with each other.”

“Like the time you took apart your Tonka dumpster truck and tried to attach your rocket, oh what was that show you always watched on the Sheriff John program?”

“McCloud, Scott McCloud the Space Angel,” his sister yelled, clapping her hands together once in triumph. “Ivan saved up his allowance all that summer and with some money from you and Dad, bought himself that ship that cartoon spaceman flew. What was that thing called?”

“The Starduster,” Monk said proudly.

“That’s nice, baby.” Kodama puckered her lips at him across the table.

“So Ivan,” his mother went on, “had the idea of hooking his rocket to the cab of the Tonka truck. He was going to make an all-purpose vehicle that could fly and when it landed, drive over the rocks of the moon. He cut a slot in the rocket, used glue and screws, I mean he really went all out.” She smiled warmly at her son.

“Which only goes to show you how stubborn you can get,” Odessa opined.

“Meticulous,” Monk interpreted. “But nonetheless, how come you haven’t mentioned much of Kennesaw all this time to us, Mom?”

Odessa was pouring Harris’ beer for him in a short, stout glass. He rubbed her neck affectionately.

“What was there to say?” Nona Monk replied. “I was born in Clarksdale, but my folks came up here when I was eight. That was before the war. I didn’t see Kennesaw again, except for two summer vacations, until I was a teenager. There was a funeral for one of my aunts, and I saw him then. ’Course, when Jackie broke the color barrier in ’forty-seven, I remember my father getting a call from Kennesaw. We were living on Wadsworth, just west of Central. And you could hear whooping and hollering up and down the Avenue. You’d of thought Jesus had returned, and brought Moses with him. Men and women took part of that day off to celebrate Jack Roosevelt Robinson’s victory. Our victory.”

“Jackie played in Montreal the year before,” Monk said.

“That’s right. We all knew it was going to happen, it was just a matter as to when. April fifteenth, opening day the following year after he returned from Canada. That was the day. White fellas in the stands hollered ‘Hey Snowflake,’ and ‘nigger go back to the cotton field.”’ His mother set her jaw in a determined fashion. “It didn’t matter. It was like when my father and his friends would huddle around the radio and listen to one of Joe Louis’ fights.”

“Or Ali predicting what round he was going to win.” Monk clasped his hands together and leaned forward on the table.

His mother ran a finger over the gold leaf of her plate. “Some of the black players had pools going, you know, would it be Satchel or Josh White … but history and circumstance decided, and gave us Jackie Robinson.” His mother’s eyes glistened. “You can’t imagine what it was like then. Jackie maybe wasn’t the best, but he was damn good enough.”

“Satchel Paige went to Cleveland the following year, I believe,” Kodama added.

“That’s right,” Nona Monk concurred. “Anyway, around nineteen-fifty or so, I was fourteen … yeah, and Kennesaw was still playing ball, though he was getting up there for an athlete. By then you had forty or so black players in the white leagues. They paid the money and could attract the young up-and-coming talent.”

“Killing the Negro National League,” Monk lamented.

“The Negro American League kept going, but things had changed,” Nona Monk remembered. “Kennesaw’s time had passed, too. Then I don’t see or hear from him again until back here in LA, and he’s coaching the Towne Avenue All-Stars in ’sixty or ’sixty-one, I guess.” She started to salt her beans, but stopped at a stern glare from her son. “Really, we weren’t all that close. Like I said, it was your father who was a bigger fan of baseball than me. It was like with Tiger Woods now. People who never had a thought about golf in a hundred years starting to watch the game. Kids taking it up. That’s what Jackie was then.”

“So you didn’t talk to him again after he went back down south?” Odessa rose, gathering her own and Harris’ plates. He leisurely drank his Weinhard’s.

“No,” she sighed. “There was no reason to.” Impatiently, she snapped, “Can we talk about something else?”

Monk looked at Kodama, who stared back. He put his attention elsewhere. “You got it real good there, Frank,” Monk said between tight lips. “I’ve never seen Odessa pay that much attention to one of her beaus before, not even her ex-husband.” He ignored the implication of Kodama’s raised eyebrow.

“We do for each other, Ivan,” Harris said evenly.

“Why are you so nosey?” Odessa challenged, having stopped at the kitchen door.

“Observant.” Monk tapped the side of his eye socket.

Their mother and Kodama exchanged head nods and kept on eating. Odessa went into the kitchen, mumbling a reply she chose not to make too audible.

Monk got up and leaned over the table, slicing off a second helping of steak. “Anything for you, my love?” he asked, turning to Kodama.

“I’m fine.” She smiled sweetly at him.

Monk sat and ate and contemplated.

“Excuse me a minute,” Harris said, leaving the room and going through the kitchen door.

“You’re hilarious,” Kodama hissed at Monk.

His mother laughed softly into the napkin she held to her mouth.

Monk looked up at her quizzically, gnawing on his food like a bumpkin.

Kodama shook a finger at him like a school marm as the two returned from the kitchen. Odessa carried the pineapple upside down cake she’d baked and brought with her. Harris held a tray with coffee, cups and saucers.

“Let me clear a space for you there, Frank.” Monk jumped up and bussed plates out of the way.

Harris put the tray down, a bemused twist to his mouth.

“So, Mom, did you tell Ivan?” Odessa deposited the cake on its plate in the center of the table and began cutting slices.

Monk sopped up gravy with a piece of bread. “Yes …?” he drawled.

“I want to get my finances in order so I can retire this year.” Nona Monk poured herself a cup of coffee. “I’ll be sixty-five, that’s enough work for one person.”

“That ain’t the point, Mom.” Monk poured coffee for him and Kodama. In his, he added a healthy amount of milk and a little sugar. “You got your good looks and the house is paid for. You got the union pension and those whopping social security checks George W. Bush and Arianna Huffington want you to have.”

“Shut up,” his sister teased him.

“But the reality is, what would you do? You’ve been working for a long time. And I know from Dexter, if you don’t find something to keep you busy, you’ll go nuts with boredom.”

“You want me to do something,” she put a hand on her still-slim hip. “Give me a couple of grandchildren, and I’ll have plenty to do.” She waved a hand at her daughter. “Coleman’s pretty much grown, and at your lousy pace, he’ll be having my great-grandchildren before you step up to the plate.”

“How clever of you, Mom. Using a baseball metaphor to tie in with our previous conversation.”

“Jill’s right, you think you’re too doggone smart” She reached over and playfully slapped him with the linen napkin.

“We’re getting there,” he said evasively.

“Your son’s not kidding you,” Kodama said, stirring her coffee for a long time. “We did talk about children last weekend.” She lifted the cup, pausing halfway. “We even fooled around with some names.”

Nona Monk was on her feet, gathering up what was left of the meat and the empty casserole dish. “Now we’re talking.” She drifted off.

Monk got up and went into the living room. He searched through the rack of CDs on a black tubular shelf from Ikea. He found what he wanted to hear, and inserted the disk in the CD player.

As Etta James sang “Rather Go Blind,” he passed by a sitting Kodama. He leaned over and kissed her on the mouth. She grabbed his shirt front and kissed him on the cheek. “Nona,” Kodama said, watching Monk take his seat again. “I’ve got a guy I use who helps me with my investments.”

“I don’t have your kind of money, Jill.” Nona Monk devoured a piece of pineapple cake.

“No, no,” she said. “He’s not some Century Park East stock-broker. He’s got an office not too far from Ivan’s in Culver City. He works with middle-class folks to put something away and get better returns than a bank.”

“You mentioned him to me before,” the older woman admitted.

“And now’s the time you should see him,” Kodama said. She retrieved her purse from the sideboard, and dug in the stylish Gucci clutch bag. “Here,” she wrote a number and name on a scrap of paper, and handed it to Monk’s mother. “I’ll tell him you’re going to call.”

“Sweetheart,” his mother began to protest.

“Even with my Siberian camp wages, I’ve been able to save something with Mel’s help.” Monk wrestled with having another piece of cake. He silently voted yes, and pledged to himself to do extra sit-ups at the Tiger’s Den, the gym owned and run by exmiddle-weight Tiger Flowers on West 48th Street.

“Listen to Jill, Mom. Mel’s a good guy. He won’t put you in anything that will send you to the poor house.” He eagerly shoveled another piece of cake onto his cake plate.

“I can always live with one of you if I’m broke.” She drained her cup.

Monk tried to catch Odessa’s attention, but she was brushing crumbs off Harris’ shirt. He let a small smile pull back one side of his goatee. He hoped his sister’s boyfriend saw the action. “Maybe Coleman would rent you space in his room.”

His mother slurped her coffee noisily, not amused by the idea.

***

Later, in the Ford on the way home, Monk complained to Kodama. “What in the living hell was all that about?”

Kodama, sitting close to him on the bench seat, fell over toward the passenger door laughing. “Shee-it, you’re just mad ‘cause I don’t dote on you like that.” She giggled some more.

Monk patted her thigh. “Listen here, Your Honor. I been knowin’ that girl all my life. I’m the one talked her into marrying Nelson Gardner when my mother said to hold off.”

Kodama straightened up, slapping Monk in the shoulder with an open hand. “That proves you don’t know what’s good for your sister.”

“If I could make my case without being interrupted,” Monk implored. The Ford went past a tangle of vines crawling up two sides of a red brick house; he turned right, heading east on 3rd Street. A man in kilts and a space helmet did a dance in the glassed-in bus stop in front of the vine-covered wall. Kodama and Monk barely noticed him.

“The thing was, she was crazy for Nelson. He drove mail trucks, the eighteen-wheelers, from the old downtown annex to the airport. He was a man, you know what I’m saying.”

Kodama tapped her sternum with her fist several times. “Kong, son of Kong.”

“She couldn’t go to bed at night ‘less she knew his socks didn’t have holes in them, and he had a good bowel movement. See? She was that concerned about his well-being. But I never once, not once, saw her fuss over Nelson the way I’ve seen her act around Harris.” He came to a stop at Western. “You remember last month, when the four of us went to see Jimmy Smith at the House of Blues?” Monk rambled, jerking the car forward on the green light. “A couple of drinks in her, and every five minutes she was getting up to wipe pretzel crumbs off his mouth.”

Kodama made a face, watching the cars pass alongside her window. “This is the first time she’s been with a younger man. Maybe Odessa feels she has to do more to keep him.”

“She ain’t got an aluminum leg.”

“She ain’t no kid.”

“Meaning you think it’s all right for her to act like some lovesick debutante with that dude?”

A blue-and-silver garbage truck barreled south on Westmorland in front of the pair. The Ford was waiting in the left turn lane to turn north on the same street. Plastered on the side of the truck was a cartoon logo of a buck-toothed possum in high hat and tails. Beneath that image, the words SHINDAR L.P. could be discerned by the truck’s running lights.

“You’re not trying to talk me into doing that with you, are you, Ivan?”

The veins on the back of Monk’s hands stood out like thick speaker wire as he gripped the steering wheel. “No.”

She slid close to him, rubbing his inner thigh with her hand. “Sure about that, baby?”

They kissed quickly, and Monk took the Ford toward Beverly Boulevard. Once there, he swung east on Beverly and took that street until it branched off onto Silverlake Boulevard. “I don’t want to see my sister getting in so deep she can’t see which way she’s going. She hasn’t exactly had a great record with men and relationships.”

Kodama touched the back of Monk’s neck. “I don’t think Frank is using her. He seems to have genuine feelings for her.”

“This from a modern woman.”

“People express their love in all kind of ways, Ivan.”

“Huh,” he rumbled.

They rode along for a few minutes. Eventually Kodama broke the silence. “And what’s up with your mom avoiding talking about your cousin?”

“Another goddamn mystery,” Monk groused.

Soon he parked in the driveway to their Richard Neutra-style split-level two-story house on a hill overlooking the Silverlake Reservoir. At the door, Monk nuzzled Kodama from behind. “Love is something, isn’t it?”

Inside, Monk began to unbutton his shirt, Kodama tugging on the tail. “What about kids, Mr. Monk?”

Monk continued removing his shirt. He then bobbed his head like a fighter warming up, or ducking an opponent. “How many you thinking about?”

“Two,” she said adroitly. “I’m an only child, which was cool, but I think a kid should have a brother or sister. When the old folks are gone, they should have each other.”

Monk scratched his exposed belly. “Assuming they still talk to each other when they’re grown. I know some siblings who just as soon not make the effort.”

“But we do agree on having children?” Kodama took a few steps up the stairs.

“Well, yeah, at some point.”

“Some point is now, sport.”

Monk also started up. “Like right now?”

“I’m pushing the time clock, baby. If children are to be in our lives, I’ve got to get crackin’ pretty darn quick.”

Monk leaned against the wall, next to a Noah Purifoy found-objects sculpture in a Plexiglas frame. “I kinda figured we’d plot this out, Jill.”

She started walking upstairs again. “I’m not going to have to draw you diagrams, am I?”

“You know what I mean.” He followed her.

“We’ve talked about it for several months. We both want children. If your mother retires, and what with my folks having extra time, it does seem like this is the best opportunity to get the show on the road.”

“My dad used to say that.” Monk caught up to her on the landing.

“Scared, huh?” Her gaze dissected him.

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t,” Monk admitted. “It’s a serious move, Jill.”

“We’ve talked about the angles, Ivan. For the last two years you’ve made the most money you’ve ever made in your business. You’re doing more research, and are getting more referrals from lawyers.”

“Get myself a couple of youngsters to do the leg work and an office a little closer to Santa Monica.” Monk switched on the light in the bathroom.

“Is that so bad?” She knew about his “crash,” his and Marasco Seguin’s psychological after-shocks following the shootout the two were involved in at the Rancho Tajuata Housing Projects not too long ago. After the rush wore off, after the heady feeling of bullets whizzing by you and challenging death, and surviving, there’s the inevitable toll on the psyche. The sudden anxiety attack walking to the 7-Eleven on the corner or the apprehension that dances with your nerves when you’re taking out the trash. You can’t predict when it will hit, just that it will.

Delayed stress, emotional come-down, or combat fatigue, as the head doctors called it in the old days; it was the mortal certainty the body’s capabilities were finite. The concept wasn’t new to Monk, but it took an incident like he and Seguin had gone through to reel in his ego, his feeling he could go forever. The cumulative effect of being hit, stabbed, shot at and kicked for twenty-something years exacted a heavy price on your mind and body.

“Maybe not so bad,” he said. Six years ago he wouldn’t have entertained the idea of being desk-bound.

She undid her skirt and Monk leaned against the bathroom’s doorjamb, watching her undress. Slowly, she wiggled the skirt down over her hips, and then kicked it away as it fell to the ground. She took off her blouse, and unhooked her bra, letting it slip down from her body as she turned in profile.

Then Kodama, clad solely in black sheer panties, walked over to him and unbuckled his pants, pushing his boxers down below his hips. He stepped out of them, and she elevated herself, wrapping her legs around his torso. Monk put his hands under her firm backside, easing her down. Kodama took his penis, positioning him around the material of her underwear. He gently shoved her against the bathroom wall. She arched her back upon contact with the cool plaster. Monk entered her. Kodama latched her arms tight around his flexed shoulders, the muscles in her legs bunching as he worked himself in her.

As they made love, somewhere above the house on the hill, he heard a coyote howling. The creature’s yelping matched the rhythm of their hearts.
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