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  PROLOGUE ONE


  THE MEXICAN BLACKBIRD


  Mostly these men were known only to one another, their remuneration no more than a living wage. Their uniforms were not ostentatious, no medals hung from their chests. They worked a demanding schedule, usually forty or more hours per week. Day or night, rain or shine, holidays, holy days, every day. Their extraordinary skills were seldom on display, called forth only in emergency. They were invisible men.


  Gathering every four years to find the best amongst their kind, the men squared off in a series of eliminary contests. Finally, out of all Greater Los Angeles, five men stood for the Kramden.


  The Bus Driver's Olympics, Final Round, was held in downtown L.A. The magic hour was midnight.


  Rojas and I had come early, around ten-thirty, to join in the spectacle and celebration. Bleachers had been erected on two sides of the large lot. They were quickly filling up. Street vendors did brisk business; the smell of smoked sausage wrapped in bacon, laid over with grilled onions, filled the air. Various intoxicants were made use of, discreetly and indiscreetly. Pretty girls, laughing, raised hopes and spirits.


  Recognizable faces dotted the crowd. Ted Sargent, blabbermouth for Channel Nine. A famous cheerleader for the Lakers. A guy who used to play for the Dodgers. A few boob-job reality-TV starlets, running out the last of their fifteen minutes before expressing themselves in pornography. There was Billy Gibbons, guitar player for the Top, coolest man alive. And Diamond Dave, holding court, fresh in from Japan.


  A few wiseguys and their girlfriends added to the flavor.


  Joe Fish was from Chicago, but years ago relocated to Los Angeles to pursue entertainment interests. A delicate matter had come up, we had become acquainted.


  "Sometimes you don't wanna play piana with a mallet," said Joe. The Shortcut Man solved the problem smoothly, pianissimo.


  The Kramden Award itself was made of inexpensive, goldenized plastic. It depicted a fat man, astride a globe, waving his hat in the air. Informally, the award was known as the Jackie.


  Mendoza, Balcerzak, Williams, diFunicello, and a masked man known as the Mexican Blackbird were the last of the several hundred who had entered the contest two months ago.


  The masked man, short, pudgy, caped, wore a full black leather mask in the style of the wrestler, the Destroyer. He was the object of wide speculation.


  I watched the masked man stuff two bacon dogs through his mask and decided that's where I would put my money.


  A few minutes before midnight the PA system crackled and squealed to life. Rojas and I cheered as Myron Ealing, Esq., our dear friend, maneuvered all of his four hundred and twenty pounds onto the podium and took the mike in his massive fist.


  "Welcome everybody, to the 2014 Bus Driver's Olympics. I'm Myron Ealing." A cheer went up for Myron. "You're going to see some amazing things tonight," Myron paused, "and it's my duty to warn you, don't try these things at home."


  More cheering.


  "The judges are going to examine the drivers in five different areas. First. Speed through a coned route. Dropping a cone loses points. Second. Speed through a coned route, backward."


  Another great cheer.


  "Third. Parallel parking. With automatic elimination buzzers at each end. Fourth. Challenge parallel parking. With buzzers. Where a driver, chosen by coin flip, calls out the space he will park in. A space all his competitors must match — if the coin caller is successful. If the caller is unsuccessful, a new caller is chosen.


  "Fifth. Free drive. Every driver puts on a personal display of skill."


  The drivers were extraordinary. There were great celebrations, anguished groans of dashed hope. It was pretty much even going into Free Drive.


  Mendoza was exceptional. Balcerzak was inspirational. Williams was precise to a decimal point. DiFunicello was sublime. It was all up to the Mexican Blackbird.


  Under the lights, as the crowd sat silent, the Blackbird set up a small incline, then some cones, then sanded the area right in front of the judges' podium. Then he boarded the same bus all contestants had used, and, breaking precedent, blew the horn several times.


  First was an extremely aggressive figure-eight. Then he revisited the figure-eight in reverse. Then, and only then, after waving to the throng, did he accelerate toward the incline. The bus climbed the ramp with its right front wheel, continued forward on its left wheels alone. In this manner, the bus threaded the cones, slalom-like, made a circuit of the lot. Then, in the center of the expanse, the Blackbird decelerated, slower, slower, slower until the bus rolled forward by inch by precious inch.


  The crowd was pin-drop silent. Solitary screams of apprehension rose into the night. Then the Blackbird gave it some gas, the bus moved forward, regained its fully-wheeled composure. Then pedal was put to metal, the bus leapt toward the podium, turning at the last moment for another circuit of the lot. Finally, reapproaching the podium at full speed, the steering wheel was viciously jerked, the bus spun one hundred eighty degrees, slid to a stop facing directly away from the judges, two feet away from their podium.


  An astounded silence reigned. Then the people leapt to their feet as one, giving vent to a vast shout of the pure joy. It went on and on and on. The Mexican Blackbird had conquered by acclamation.


  Myron, weak-kneed in proximity of death by sliding bus, invited the masked man to the podium, handed over the Kramden. "Well, señor," said Myron, "I've never seen anything like that in my life." The cheering continued. "What do you have to say for yourself?"


  The crowd quieted. The masked man stepped forward diffidently, stretched up to the microphone.


  "Soy el mirlo mexicano," he said. Then he turned, walked off the podium, disappeared through a line of trees.


  


  PROLOGUE TWO


  LUCKY LOPEZ


  Ted Sargent, news reporter at Channel Nine, slowly reread the facts of the case. Every story had the potential of taking him national. Because that was his destiny. As it was, he was the biggest local journalist in Los Angeles. Like Crash Davis's minor league home-run record. Did it signify smaller greatness or greater smallness?


  Channel Nine carried local ads from local businesses. Clark Peach, veterinarian. Ratbuster, rodent elimination. Charles Hose, plumbing products. Channel Nine was nowhere.


  Say plumbing products five times quickly. It couldn't be done. Your lips started flapping.


  But this case. Illegal alien. Convicted felon. Three time deportee. Uninsured, unlicensed vehicle. Driver under the influence. Possession of a loaded firearm. A firearm that had accidentally discharged and killed a dog. Make that a seeing-eye dog. For a blind woman. A blind old woman. Who lived for music.


  Ted was on the air fifteen minutes later.


  Dan Cartwright set him up. Cartwright had a million-dollar baritone and a face made for radio. "This is the Channel Nine ActionDesk with Breaking News. Here now, Ted Sargent."


  "Hi. I'm Ted Sargent and this — is Breaking News. There's been a terrible automobile accident this afternoon, downtown, very near the Music Center. A 1986 Buick LeSabre, traveling at a high rate of speed, ran a red light at First Street and Hope, and collided with a 2009 Toyota Prius.


  "The Prius was carrying the Weingarten family, coming home from a matinee concert at the Music Center — where the Mozart Festival has been in progress. The Weingartens, Joseph and Delores, and their three young children — were killed — either outright — or in the fire that swept both vehicles.


  "The driver of the Buick was apparently unhurt. He was apprehended by outraged citizens as he tried to flee the scene. The fact that he was very drunk may have led to both his minor injuries and his capture.


  "The arrestee, Octavio Lopez, is an undocumented alien, a felon, and a three time deportee. His vehicle was unlicensed and uninsured. Mr. Lopez did not have a valid driver's license in his possession at the time of the accident. He did, however, have a loaded gun concealed in the glovebox.


  "In the fire that followed the collision, the concealed weapon discharged several rounds, one of which is blamed for the death of a seeing-eye dog owned by Mrs. Madeline Rowe. Mrs. Rowe, eighty-five, blind, and diabetic, was also attending the Mozart Festival. She was treated at the scene for cuts and bruises received when she was dragged into the street by the mortally wounded animal.


  "We'll bring you more on this story as it develops. This is Ted Sargent, Channel Nine ActionDesk."


  


  CHAPTER 1


  QUANTUM ENTANGLEMENT


  From his infancy, John Howard Pattimore III had been fed a steady diet of unmitigated praise. It had been his ruin.


  So surmised Mr. Tanaka. Tanaka was a worker bee, a civilian employee of the Police Department, hived in the basement of City Hall. He seldom saw the light of day. Fine by him. He'd seen enough. Without the leadership of a despot, benevolent or otherwise, Los Angeles was unlikely to grow more beautiful.


  But, for his beloved daughter, Noriko, things would be different. She would live in the sunshine. She was a student at USC. Which was why he worked the long hours he did.


  Tanaka had contacted me through Amanda Stewart, my friend and hidden jewel of LAPD Records Department. I would meet Tanaka at the Pantry, 9th and Figueroa.


  Blinking from unaccustomed exposure to the sun, Tanaka entered the fabled eatery, looked for the Shortcut Man. I guess I looked like a usual suspect. He gave me an inquisitive glance, and, alone at my table at the wall towards the back, I waved a hand.


  I ordered the pork chops as I waited for Tanaka to get to the point. We meandered through the Dodgers, the Angels, the tarnished Lakers, and the suddenly wonderful Clippers. The Clippers' new hero, Blake Griffin, had recently jumped over a dump truck.


  "Can I rely on your discretion, Mr. Henry?"


  "No," I said.


  It took a few seconds for Tanaka to realize he'd gotten the wrong answer. "No? I can't rely on your discretion?"


  "How can you? You don't know me."


  Tanaka nodded, raised a finger. "May I rely on your discretion, Mr. Henry? May I?"


  I told him he could. He set in.


  Noriko, with her beautiful smile, soothing manner, and keen intellect, had attracted the attentions of Professor John Howard Pattimore III. Pattimore was the youngest tenured professor on the USC campus. A star. Legally brilliant, sarcastic, arrogant, hilarious. On a fast track to the Supreme Court. So said learned men.


  Raised by his grandmother, Tanaka added, with a shake of his head. Making Pattimore a wretched mammothrept.


  Specifically, the problem was Pattimore's attraction to his daughter. The professor didn't seem to know how to take no for answer. He'd sent Noriko over four hundred emails. Which had included club-footed, non-rhyming poetry. Everybody knew that wasn't poetry. It was modern, anything-goes shit. Nor was it haiku.


  Now, with the author rejected, the emails had turned cold and threatening. Strange, unseemly gifts found their way to her dorm.


  Had Tanaka talked to the campus police?


  No point. Pattimore was a hero to the campus police. His picture was on the wall at the station. Not a wanted poster. An autographed vanity shot. Pattimore had advocated their use of machine guns on campus.


  Tanaka's LAPD connection? Wasn't he a civilian employee of the department?


  He was. They were too busy to investigate crimes that hadn't happened yet.


  "What do you want me to do, Mr. Tanaka?"


  "What about a savage beating?"


  "You don't start these things with savage beatings. Unless the professor has done things you haven't mentioned."


  Tanaka ruminated over a forkful of slaw. "At the very least, Mr. Henry, an unmistakable message must be delivered."


  "I can deliver an unmistakable message."


  "How will I know if you've succeeded?"


  "Your daughter will never hear from the professor again."


  Tanaka nodded. "He's got to leave her alone."


  I pocketed Tanaka's emolument, headed south. Pattimore lived on 23rd Street, not far from the intersection of Fig and 23rd. It was a nice day. The top was down on my white 1969 Cadillac Coupe de Ville Convertible, Pearly King sang "You Don't Know Me," a song he'd borrowed from Ray Charles. Courageously borrowed.


  The door on 23rd Street was drawn back by a very tall, very thin, narrow-faced man. His long black hair was pulled into a ponytail. I could almost hear his grandmother's unceasing elogiums.


  The professor did not seem all that pleased to see me. But affable is my starting point.


  "Hi. Are you Mr. Pattimore?"


  Pattimore shook his head. "’Bout fuckin' time you got here. I called Tammi Schillinger," he checked his watch, "two hours ago."


  Perhaps it was what I had learned about the man, but right then I felt we were not going to be friends. I did not enter the premises. I wondered who Tammi Schillinger might be.


  Pattimore was quickly annoyed. Maybe he had been born annoyed. "You need a formal invite? Come in."


  I entered.


  Pattimore shut the door with his sneakered foot, then walked toward the rear of the house. I followed. The house had been expensively remodeled. In the kitchen, past the marble-topped island, he extended a hand in the direction of the sink. It was a double-sink stainless steel affair, each side filled with gray, greasy water. "Here's the problem," he stated.


  "Your sink's stopped up," I said, iterating the obvious.


  "Duh," said Pattimore. "Tammi Schillinger said you'd be here a couple of hours ago."


  "She did?"


  "Yeah, man, she did."


  The brilliant professor had put two and two together and made five. I was now a handyman. I'd been worse. Hell, I'd been Dick-Dave.


  I had nothing against handymen. On the contrary, I admired them greatly. It was a specialized general talent I didn't possess. You were part plumber, part electrician, part carpenter, part drywaller, and you hung a door every so often. Without such men the world would succumb to the forces of entropy; dirt, rust, neglect, obsolescence.


  When I'd been sixteen I'd been hired at a large apartment complex as a leaf-raker. With a minor in watering and dumpster stuffing. The Peter Principle facilitated my rise and, in time, I was mistaken for a handyman. Elated and proud, I was sent to my first leaky sink. I twisted, tugged, grappled, and grunted. Twenty minutes later the drip was a torrent, eighty dollars worth of damage had been done. I'd also suffered an electrical shock that nearly blew my balls off. Still don't know where it came from. For the safety of the public I was demoted back to rakes and hoes.


  Pattimore and I stared into the sink. He had become perplexed at my non-activity. "Are you going to do something?"


  "Have you, uh, tried a plunger?" I inquired, trying to be helpful.


  The professor blinked. "Have I tried a plunger?"


  "The secret of the plunger is the up — not the down," I revealed.


  Pattimore measured and expressed his incredulity. "If I'd wanted plunger counseling I'd've called someone else, dude."


  I shrugged. "A plunger is what I'd recommend."


  The professor scratched his head. "You're a gem. Where did they find you? What did Tammi Schillinger say?"


  "What did she say about what?"


  "This is the twilight zone," marveled Pattimore. "The fucking twilight zone. What did Tammi Schillinger say about my sink?"


  I shook my head. "I don't know."


  He looked at me. "You don't know."


  "I don't know."


  "Why don't you know, dude? Why don't you know?"


  I laid a fundamental question on him. "Who's Tammi Schillinger?"


  At this, his jaw fell wide open. "You don't work for Tammi Schillinger?"


  "No, dude."


  Pattimore looked into the sink, then back at me. "Then tell me. Why are you here?"


  "I was sent here to talk to you."


  His eyes narrowed. "To talk to me? About what, may I ask?"


  "About respect for women."


  "Respect for —" The professor stopped right there, vibrating with indignation. "Okay. Get the fuck out of here. You've entered my house under false pretenses. It's time to move the fuck along."


  My fist had achieved vibratory status. "Do you know Noriko Tanaka?"


  "Get the fuck out of here."


  "I asked you a question, professor."


  "Don't call me professor. It's Doctor Pattimore to you. And I told you what to do. You're breaking the law and the law is my business. I'm going to press —"


  That's when my overhand right, freed from thoughtful restraint, hit Dr. Pattimore directly in the sternum. He flew back against the sink, slid to a sitting position on the floor.


  "I'm here on behalf of Noriko Tanaka. You've sent her four hundred emails. Now you're threatening her. Stalking her. That's a crime. And it's going to stop."


  Pattimore spoke from the floor. "Fuck you."


  The sink gave me an idea. I grabbed him by the roots of his ponytail, jerked him to his feet. Using the momentum I had created, I propelled his face into the sink. I brought him up ten seconds later, asked him a question. "What does Noriko Tanaka want?"


  "F-fuck y—"


  I submerged him again. This time I gave him more time to think. I brought him up, he sank to his knees, retched.


  "What does Noriko Tanaka want, doctor?"


  A hand went up. "Listen, man —"


  "Get up."


  He got to his feet. "Listen, man —“


  Pattimore was a man who'd smoothed his way out of a lot of situations. But not this one. Again I put his face into the sink. With even more time to think. Then back up.


  "What does Noriko Tanaka want, Dr. Pattimore?"


  "She wants — she wants not to hear from me."


  "Very good. For how long does she not want to hear from you, Dr. Pattimore?"


  "Dude, you got it wrong —"


  I wanted this over with. I gave him three quick dunks, down, up, down, up, down, up. "One last time, genius. For how long does Noriko Tanaka not want to hear from you?"


  "F-f-forever."


  "Very good. She doesn't want to hear from you for the rest of her life. No letters, no songs, no poetry, no paintings. Got it?"


  "G-got it."


  "No haiku."


  "Okay."


  "Now if I hear you've gone back on your word, I'll be back. Do you understand me clearly?"


  He nodded that he did understand.


  "No notes of apology, either. Got it?"


  He nodded in the affirmative. There were peas in his hair.


  All of a sudden I heard a sound from the sink. A gurgling sound. I stepped over. In the Insinkerator side, the water was beginning to rotate. A greasy bubble reached the surface and blurped out of existence. The water was going down.


  "Doctor!" I said, filled with gladness. "We've done it! We've fixed the sink."


  They say the universe works in mysterious ways. And damn, if this wasn't another example of it. In seeking to solve Problem A, I'd inadvertently solved Problem B. I think the geniuses call it quantum entanglement. Something like that. Not that I understood what they were talking about.


  The world was a mysterious place. And maybe, one day, as preachers claimed, lions would lay down with lambs and eat hay. Maybe. I couldn't really see it. But, until that day, there'd be friction now and again. And that's my game. I'm Dick Henry. The Shortcut Man.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  THE PEJMAN BROTHERS


  I met Rojas at Yuca's Hut on Hillhurst in Los Feliz. Yuca, a diminutive, thrifty Salvadoran, had conjured up a thriving business from a parking lot, some folding chairs, some wobbly tables, and a fifteen by fifteen plywood shack. Three uncomplaining relatives, including her mother, had been ruthlessly pressed into service behind two hot stoves. They perspired like slaves. A wheezing refrigerator added its rhythms to the efforts of a small, crusty radio, permanently tuned just right. Yuca's tacos were magnificent and large for the money.


  Rojas was bummed. "This city, man," he said, waving a hand in resignation. "I don't know. I mean, dude, there's gotta be somewhere else."


  "No," I replied, "there isn't. This is it."


  Though perhaps there was someplace else. But I'd never find it. And neither would the Mayan Prince. L.A. had everything in the world. Every kind of person, every kind of church, every kind of pizza. Like the Middle Eastern pizza available around the St. Vincent Jewelry Center downtown. You didn't want Yemeni pizza twice, crumbled mystery meat on stiff pita, but you knew where not to go a second time.


  L.A. was a good town in which to be successful. A place where you could get your ass kissed by professionals. It makes a difference. And even if success was not yours yet, maybe one day it would be. Meanwhile a warm wind blew through the hills; new ideas occurred. You'd run into a gorgeous Mexican girl with sparkling eyes, her smile would carry you through the rage of the quota ticket from the policeman who'd just achieved puberty.


  Rojas, the Mayan Prince, was a good man and my friend. He presided over an asylum in East L.A. Four sons. Jaime, Javier, Hector, and Hernando. The boys ranged from seven to fifteen. Anything he brought home from market had to be eaten on the spot or relinquished to the horde. They went through bread and bologna like locusts. Through rivers of milk and soda. And though they reviled his diet Dr. Pepper as horse-piss, when push came to shove, they disposed of it without qualm.


  "How are the four horsemen?"


  "Shit. I'd sell 'em. Eatin' me out of house and home. Fightin' like cats and dogs."


  Yuca called our number. We retrieved our tacos from the hothouse, took them to an unsteady table. A copy of the New Times stuffed under the short leg set things right.


  Rojas continued his disquisition on family values. "Now I remember how my dad got old. Separating me and Eduardo. We'd go at it every other day. After a while he didn't bother separating us. He'd just lay back, drink his beer. ‘Til my mom would come through the back door. Then he'd get up from his lawn chair and say 'Boys, boys,' like he was all on top of it all along. Shit."


  We were six cochinita pibil tacos to the good when Rojas licked his fingers and rested. "So. We got business tonight?"


  Melrose Avenue, in my youth, was not a hip location. Plumbing supplies, places to get your vacuum cleaner fixed, an exterminator or two, glazing products to the trade. Bernie's, a place to race slot cars.


  Times had changed. Now well-heeled tourists joined affluent locals in purchasing pricy meals, fancy clothes, Mexican tchotchkes, expensive used cowboy boots.


  Which brought us to the Pejman brothers, Hooman and Khorshed. Unsurprising was their animosity. Both were in the clothing business, both located on the same block of Melrose. Same side of the street.


  Hooman had run into Jack Hathaway at World Book & News. Jack got him talking, sent him my way.


  Over the phone, Hooman explained the problem in his peculiar Persian syntax. Disappearing was his merchandise. Slowly. He hadn't at first noticed.


  Shoplifting?


  No. Too much, too regular.


  Video surveillance?


  Twenty-four hours. Nothing showing.


  Complete coverage?


  No need. Front door, back door, cash register.


  Windows?


  Barred.


  Motion sensors?


  Just cameras.


  What items had gone missing?


  Expensive clothes. Not one or two suits. In total, over time, racks. Racks and racks.


  You suspect someone?


  My brother.


  Why your brother?


  Right down the street his shop is. Some things in his window to me belong.


  What kind of man is your brother?


  A liar, a cheat, a thief, a drug addict, an alcoholic, and an apostate. And he stinks.


  Rojas and I parked on Melrose, a few blocks down, walked toward Hooman's Tutti di Roma. I continued my explanation of the situation.


  "Not only is shit missing, Hooman thinks he's seen it at his brother's place."


  "He goes and visits his brother? After all that?"


  "No. It was in the window display."


  Rojas nodded. "Sounds like Eduardo."


  "Eduardo, your brother?"


  "Shit, yes. Eduardo's a liar, a cheat, a drug addict, and an alcoholic."


  "I thought you liked him."


  "That's why I like him, dude."


  You could not be depressed in Rojas's company.


  "And he stinks, too," added Rojas, in summation. He returned to the subject at hand. "Maybe this is one of those Mission Impossible things. You know, where they put a picture in front of the camera and everybody thinks nothing is happening?"


  "For a four-hundred dollar dress?"


  "Didn't you say it had been going on for a while?"


  "Six months or so."


  "Adds up, dude."


  It did add up. But not high enough for a science fiction budget. Complicated systems tickled the tech bone, but invariably contained the seeds of their own failure.


  We arrived at Hooman's a little after nine, rapped at the back door. Hooman opened up, looked both ways, looked us over.


  "Mr. Henry?"


  "That's me." I gestured toward the Prince. "And this is Señor Rojas."


  "Come in."


  Hooman showed us around, we resumed our conversation as we examined doors and windows, locks and keys.


  How, exactly, had he become aware of the thefts?


  First it was a feeling. Then he counted. Missing were things. Shocked he had been, then enraged.


  Did family members work in the store?


  His wife, daily, his niece, sporadically.


  At what time of day did he find items missing?


  When opening.


  The items in his brother's window?


  Identical to some of his missing items.


  What about the crawl space?


  No signs of entry.


  Hooman checked his watch. For dinner at home he was expected. With his wife, Minoo.


  Well, we're going to do some more looking around.


  Fine. He set the alarms, told us to depart by the back door, that the door must be opened and shut promptly, that once we left we couldn't get back in.


  With a wave, he was gone.


  "What do you think?" asked Rojas.


  "Employees or the wife." None so blind as those who will not see. "Hope it's not his wife."


  In Hooman's office I stood on a chair, pushed up the panel into the crawl space, took a peek. No tracks through the heavy dust.


  We made another inspection of the doors and windows. All fine, intact. Which left the basement.


  I subscribed to the philosophy of A. Conan Doyle. Eliminate the impossible, deal with the improbable. Setting dishonest employees to the side, we examined the basement.


  We tapped and pushed on walls, knocked on the concrete floor, listened for the resonance of our footfalls. We found nothing. "What now, Sherlock?" asked Rojas.


  We set up six tiny, sound-sensitive, motion sensor cameras, covering all floor space. And one microphone. Everything to be broadcast to my iPhone. The iPhone was wonderful and brilliant and outstanding as long as you didn't need it to communicate.


  Then it dropped calls like a six-year-old right fielder.


  We gathered our gear, went to the rear door. "Ready?"


  Rojas nodded. He looked somber.


  "What's up with you?"


  He shook his head. "This place, man," he paused, "some bad shit went down here."


  I was surprised. "Thought you didn't believe in that feely-weely shit."


  "I don't. Some bad shit did go down here." He looked around. "This place used to be a camera store. I'm sure it's this place. I was wonderin' when we got here."


  "What happened?"


  "Dude was killed." He pointed. "In the basement. Found his body at the bottom of the stairs."


  There was more to this tale. "And?"


  "And," said Rojas, "I knew the dude who went down for it. I knew his family. Used to do yardwork for his mom."


  "What happened to him?"


  "Murdered. In San Quentin. I stood over the exact spot. In Badger Yard." Rojas looked back and inward. "Said a rosary for him. Like his mom asked me to."


  We rolled away in the Coupe de Ville. "So, you knew this guy?"


  "Oh, yeah. Shit, yes. He was a righteous gangster. Everybody loved him. Looked up to him, respected him. Were in awe of him. Felix Furtado. Brother Felix."


  "In San Quentin for the murder?"


  "Yup."


  I knew where this was going. "But he didn't do it."


  "No, man. He didn't."


  "Like Hooman can't believe his wife or employees would steal from him."


  "No. Not like that. I mean, Felix, he had his tribulations and shit. Hell, he liked heroin. And went through all the stuff that goes with it." Rojas shrugged. "Shit. I liked heroin. But he was no murderer."


  "He claimed he was innocent, no doubt."


  "They didn't believe him."


  "They never do."


  "Broke his mother's heart."


  "What did you expect? Did he cop or go to trial?"


  "Trial. Public defender. Didn't do shit for him. Didn't do shit."


  Rojas lit up a cigarette. Something I'd rarely seen. "What's with the tobacco?"


  "Quit the pakalolo, dude."


  "Why'd you do that?"


  "Life, man. Life is serious business." He inhaled, exhaled, lapsed into a dark silence.


  


  CHAPTER 3


  DIVINE PROVIDENCE


  The windows of his office were wide open and the sounds of the throng, six stories below, wafted up into his office window. He looked down. Almost a million people. Waiting.


  He checked the clock. He was okay. For the first time, no, for the second time, the people were waiting for him. He retrieved a cigar, an Upmann Magnum 46. Perhaps it was not the best cigar in the world, but it was a damn good one. It was six inches long, as big around as his ring finger, firm to the touch.


  With his guillotine cutter he grooved the cap, then, bringing the cigar to waist level, lit it carefully and methodically, turning it over a wooden match. His first draw, that fleeting hint of chocolate and cinnamon.


  That he was now one of the most famous people in America was almost beyond comprehension. It was almost enough to believe in divine providence. If you didn't already.


  But he already believed.


  Because he had been forgiven.


  He remembered the O.J. trial. If you could add and subtract, if you believed in science, if you believed man went to the moon, you recognized the DNA evidence for what it was. Divine certainty.


  He had been staggered at the verdict. As had been most viewers around the world. And the amazing response of black Americans. Jubilation! The throwing of hands into the air. Shouts of joy!


  Of course, science was not mistaken. But similar science and legalities had exonerated bombers in Birmingham, murderers in Mobile. A million times science had been twisted to a foreordained conclusion. Why not now?


  His deeper reflections concerned O.J.'s private landscape. Did O.J. truly believe he was innocent? Not not guilty — innocent. Did O.J. believe, for instance, that in certain moments he had been someone else? Or that he had been controlled by someone else? Possessed by someone else? That an exterior force had motivated his limbs? Leaving him horrified witness to the shedding of blood.


  The answer was yes, it was possible, in his heart of hearts, for O.J. to believe himself innocent.


  As he believed himself innocent of the action he had come to define as The Incident.


  The Incident had come and gone. The very fact that it had long ago sunk beneath public attention had to mean something. Did mean something in a God-dominated universe. His God was omniscient, omnipotent, righteous, and just. All-forgiving to those offering Him their sins, their souls.


  On his knees, the night before the ceremony and sacrament of his marriage, he had tearfully sworn his absolute faith and fealty to God Made Man and had received, in turn, His absolution.


  With His absolution, his guilt burned away by His Love, he pushed the Incident to the farthest corner of his mind, when memory or circumstance stirred the ashes he refused to consider them.


  Yes. Every man had his choices, every man played his part in the great play. Hence, Dick Henry. And a man's reactions, to the seemingly random events assailing him, those reactions comprised his fate. And for a few men, their destiny.


  The Upmann was perfection. Smoked properly, that is, leisurely, patiently, it would last another forty minutes. Then he would descend and embrace the future.


  


  CHAPTER 4


  BROTHER FELIX RECONSIDERED


  Friday night rolled around. I was on my own. There were women I could see. Didn't feel like it. I wanted to be in the company of someone I genuinely cared about. At least someone I half-cared about. Otherwise, it took too much to get into the mood. And I'd pay the next morning.


  Lynette was dead, Georgette was in the arms of Hartley Marvel, Kiyoko had sworn me off, Devi was studying nursing on the east coast.


  So it was me, myself, and I. I, me, mine.


  Even deciding what to eat felt joyless. Fine. Thai food. And a six-pack of Singha.


  I called Thai Girl, paid premium for delivery in the canyon. Mu kratha, mee krob, tom kar kai soup. I realized I'd just seen their storefront. It was the establishment between the battling brothers.


  My meal was interrupted by the message-alert sound. Well, well, well. My infrareds had come alive. I studied my phone in live time.


  Near Hooman's common wall with Thai Girl, a razor-edged quadrilateral of white light appeared on the floor in the corner. The edges grew more substantial and a grinding sound was heard. Then white light poured in as a square of concrete was pushed up and out, slid to the slide. After a few seconds, a man appeared. His hands rested on Hooman's floor, like a man in the shallow end of a pool, leaning on the perimeter. A flashlight was beamed around. The man climbed in.


  Behold brother Khorshed.


  A tunnel. A tunnel beneath the construction pad.


  I had sought to eliminate the impossible. A burglary that did not activate the infrareds would prove the crime had been instigated upstairs. But, no. Now I had a tunnel and a culprit.


  My hamster wheel started spinning. A man didn't dig a tunnel to steal a pair of shoes. Or a rack of suits and dresses. Digging a tunnel was not a casual exercise of petty criminality.


  I considered the friend Rojas had spoken about. Had the man truly been the hoary cliché? The luckless, innocent ex-con?


  I picked up the phone, rang up the Mayan Prince.
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