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About the Author

Joseph Hansen wrote nearly forty novels in the course of a long career, but is best known for the ground-breaking series of twelve Dave Brandstetter crime novels. Brandstetter was a pioneering character: a tough private eye and happily uncloseted gay man. Hansen was an active campaigner for equal rights (though he disliked the word ‘gay’ and always described himself as ‘homosexual’). He founded the pioneering gay journal Tangents in 1965, hosted a radio show called Homosexuality Today, and was involved in setting up the first Gay Pride parade in Hollywood in 1970, the same year that the first Brandstetter novel was published. In 1992, he won a Lifetime Achievement Award from the Private Eye Writers of America. He died in 2004.
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The condominiums, raw cedar beams supporting shake roofs and plank decks, the sun glaring off glass walls, looked easy to get to from the coast road, but there turned out to be gates. Beside these was a raw cedar and glass guardhouse. When Dave drove up and halted the brown Jaguar behind a new BMW, a guard, a tall, lean, white-haired black in wonderfully unwrinkled suntans, stood in the doorway of the guardhouse listening to a stocky woman in suede boots, designer jeans, and a gaucho hat, who was going to lose patience before he did. She was blinking hard. And not just because the wind off the ocean was blowing in her face.

‘I tell you, she left specific instructions I was to feed her damned cat.’ She jerked back the cuff of a fringed leather jacket and read a wristwatch. ‘At precisely four in the afternoon, every damned day. And water the plants.’

‘She didn’t leave those instructions with us.’ The guard tried a smile of regret and sympathy. ‘I’m sorry. Her husband—Mr. Gernsbach—he didn’t say nothing, either.’

‘But the damned cat will starve,’ the woman cried. She dug into a shoulder bag, came up with keys, jingled them in the man’s face. ‘She gave me her door key. What more proof do you want?’

‘Don’t you worry,’ the guard said. ‘We’ll feed the cat.’

‘She has to be petted, too,’ the woman said.

‘That cat?’ The man gave a little dry laugh. ‘No, ma’am. Not that cat. You try petting her, she turn around and rake you hand open.’

‘Oh, you know her, do you?’ The woman dropped the keys back into the bag. ‘I don’t know why Lily keeps her. Pedigree is one thing, but she’s not civilized.’

‘Pretty, though,’ the guard said. ‘We’ll feed her.’

‘And water the plants?’ the woman said.

‘Yes, ma’am. Thank you for calling it to our attention.’

The woman seemed uncertain. She started to speak again, then saw Dave waiting. Turned, turned back, and at last got into the BMW, slammed the door in annoyance, and drove off.

‘Yes, sir?’ the guard said. ‘Who did you wish to see?’

‘I have an appointment with Christina Streeter.’ Dave laid a business card in the guard’s hand. He read it, stepped up into the guardhouse, took down a telephone receiver there. He pushed buttons, waited a long time, spoke into the receiver, and hung it up again. ‘She’s expecting you,’ he said.

‘What kind of cat is it?’ Dave said.

‘Big orange-color Persian,’ the guard said. ‘One of those with a little pug nose and big saucer eyes. Beautiful. Her mama and papa were both champions, blue ribbons galore. She worth a lot of money.’ He laughed and wagged his head. ‘But she sure grumpy.’ He reached for something inside the guardhouse. ‘Grumpiest cat I ever did see.’

Dave got into the Jaguar, slammed the door. What the guard had reached for was a switch. An electric motor whined, and the high wire-mesh gates that matched the razor-wire-topped fencing that surrounded the place swung open. He took a curving drive of cleanly swept fresh blacktop and parked in a square surrounded by azalea bushes. The shadows of gulls flickered over him as he walked among carefully tended plantings to the door marked twenty-seven in brass numerals. He pushed a button under a hanging wooden cricket lantern whose paper panels wind and seaspray had shredded. An electronic chime pinged inside. And in half a minute, the door was opened by a scrawny six-foot adolescent in wet, floppy swim trunks, a blend of purples, magentas, and pinks, all faded. He was drying spiky red hair with a yellow-and-green-striped towel. Acne flared angrily on his face, neck, shoulders. He squinted at Dave against the sun.

‘Brandstetter,’ Dave said. ‘To see Miss Streeter?’

‘Oh, hi,’ the boy said indifferently, and turned away to call, ‘Chrissie? It’s the insurance guy.’ He stumped away on skinny bowlegs, telling Dave, without looking back at him, ‘Come on in.’ He disappeared up a spiral steel staircase.

Dave came in and shut the door. The room was down a couple of steps from the entryway. The furniture was Chinese, carved wood, lacquered black. The rug was Chinese too, old, camel’s hair, quiet designs in blue and rose, the biggest Chinese rug Dave had ever seen, and beautifully kept. The splayed wet footprints of the acned boy lay on it like blasphemy. The room was a great square, shadowy under beams and lofts and skylights two stories overhead. A large bronze Buddha sat with crossed legs, hands together, palms up in his lap, and smiling serenely. Not Chinese. Burmese, perhaps. Superb gold lacquer cabinets of silk stretched on bamboo rested their fragility on low ebony stands. A Japanese screen pictured a procession among mountains. Over the fireplace hung a Tibetan banner of some fierce, fanged demon, once borne aloft in parades.

At the far end of the room, French doors opened on a patio where a swimming pool shone an unreal blue back at the unreal blue of the sky. A slim, dark girl in a white bikini appeared in the doorway and stood there, flapping into a white terry cloth robe and stretching her neck a little, seeming to peer into shadows darker than those the room created. She then drew dark glasses from a pocket of the robe, put them on, and, from where it leaned in the doorway without Dave’s having noticed it, groped out for and found a slender white cane with a red tip. She stepped down into the room, barefoot as the boy had been, and came toward Dave, smiling, moving the cane at about shin level back and forth in front of her, and tracking damp footprints on the priceless rug as the boy had done.

‘Mr. Brandstetter?’ She stopped a yard off, and he saw that he had been mistaken about her smile. It was not a smile. It was some sort of habitual grimace that had to do with her not being able to see, a kind of wince, maybe, already in place for the moment when she ran into something. In fact, when she stopped moving, and the grimace went away, her expression was sad. ‘You said you had questions. I thought I’d answered every question there could be. For the police.’

‘I’ve read their report,’ Dave said. ‘I’ll try not to ask the same things again.’

She sighed and gestured with the slim cane at one of two long couches that faced each other with coffee tables in between, lamps at either end. One couch was cushioned in a nubby wool dyed the same quiet blue as that in the carpet, the other in the same quiet hue of rose. It was the rose-color couch she pointed at. ‘Will you sit down?’

‘Thank you.’ Dave went past her and sat. She seemed to listen to his passage, as if she could detect a turbulence in the air around him. Certainly the carpet didn’t allow his footfalls to sound. When he sat, the cushions received his weight without comment. She seemed to know exactly where he was even before he spoke. She sat at the other end of the couch and turned her sad face with its big dark glasses resignedly toward him. Dave said, ‘Do you think your father killed himself?’

She gave a little bleak shrug. ‘They told me the gun was in his hand. There were powder burns on his hand. And at his temple, where the bullet went in.’ She braced a foot on the handsome coffee table, leaned forward, and dried her toes with a corner of the robe. ‘I guess he killed himself. But I don’t know why.’

‘He wasn’t depressed?’ Dave said. ‘He wasn’t in some kind of trouble you know about?’

‘He was angry at my mother.’ Chrissie gave a mirthless little laugh. ‘But he was always angry at her. She was raising hell. Again. About me. I’m a bone of contention between them.’ She dried the other set of toes, then drew her legs under her on the couch, pulling the robe across them as neatly as if she could see. ‘I mean—I was. I don’t know what’s going to happen to me now. My father had custody, you see. He had Brenda ruled unfit by a court. She drank and popped pills. Still does. Judge Farmer made her check into a hospital, but after she came out, she started right in again, same as before. It’s not her fault. It’s a sickness.’

‘You’ll be all right,’ Dave said.

‘Not unless I get married, I won’t be,’ she said.

As if this were his cue, the gangly boy came down the stairs, barefoot but in floppy camouflage pants now, and a camouflage tanktop he had scissored short just below his ribs. His shoulders were spare as coat hangers. He had blow-dried his Raggedy Andy hair. A strong deodorant smell came off him. When he got to the foot of the staircase, he mumbled without looking their way, ‘Anybody want a soda?’ and before he got an answer, went off out of sight behind the broad mellow-brick wall that held the fireplace.

‘He looks too young to marry,’ Dave said.

‘He is,’ Chrissie said. ‘A year younger than me. Sixteen.’ She twitched Dave a smile. ‘Are you single, by any chance?’

‘That’s the nicest offer I’ve had all day,’ Dave said. ‘But we hardly know each other. What about your father’s work? Was there something wrong with that?’

‘Everything was great. He just got a hundred thousand dollars from cable TV for a series of articles he did a year ago for the New York Times Sunday magazine. On Cambodia. They’re going to make a miniseries.’ She laughed. ‘He bought French champagne and opened a big can of caviar they gave him in Russia when he was doing that Siberian railway story.’ She giggled. ‘First time I ever had champagne. First time I ever had caviar. I don’t know if I like caviar. But I like champagne. If I wasn’t afraid of getting like Brenda, I’d have champagne for breakfast every day.’

‘It gets expensive,’ Dave said, ‘does French champagne.’

It couldn’t rightly be said that she looked at him, could it? Or looked away, when she looked away. She turned her face away, and said to the beautiful room, ‘I can afford it.’ There wasn’t much happiness in the statement. It was just that. Her fingers found the end of the terry cloth sash and fiddled with it. ‘Gandy died last week,’ she said.

Dave frowned. ‘Gandhi died forty years ago.’

‘Not him. My grandmother. I couldn’t say grandma when I was little. I said Gandy, and it stuck, you know? She left me everything. That’s why Brenda wants me back. If she was my legal guardian, she’d have control of the money.’

‘Maybe she loves you,’ Dave said. ‘Mothers have been known to do that.’

The boy came back, holding three dewy soda cans in his knuckly hands, and set them on the coffee table in front of the rose-color couch among a scattering of netsuke, little yellow and white and brown ivory carvings of monkeys and mice and insects. He sat on the floor. ‘Not her mother,’ he told Dave. ‘Her mother’s a witch.’

‘What about her father?’ Dave said.

‘I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about half the time,’ the boy said, ‘but you had to like him. He didn’t act old, you know. He watched me skateboard a little out there in the parking space one day, and said could he try it, and he was as good as I was. Right away, man. No practice. He was flaky. He stood on his head for five minutes every morning—said it prevented kidney stones.’ The boy reached for one of the soda cans and drank from it. ‘He did those Chinese exercises, tai chi, where you make gestures’—he stretched out an arm, and soda slopped from the can and splashed on the carpet—‘in slow motion, right? Almost like dancing. He said it will keep you alive and healthy till you’re a hundred and ten years old.’

‘Not him,’ Chrissie said. Slow tears ran down her face.

‘Oh, Jesus,’ the boy said. ‘I’m sorry. I forgot.’

‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I like to hear you talk about him. Go on.’

‘He always used a typewriter,’ the boy said. ‘Electric, sure, but really old. I mean, it didn’t even have a type ball. It had keys, okay—clackety-clack? Really noisy. And the one he took on trips was even older. The cloth was coming off the case in shreds. He went everywhere, man. All over the world, wherever there was trouble. When they blew up those Marines in Lebanon, he was there. He actually saw that damned truck loaded with explosives when that crazy—’

‘He wasn’t that close,’ Chrissie said. ‘Don’t exaggerate. Tell about the word processor.’

‘I’m a computer freak.’ The boy gulped more soda. ‘Have been since I was five. And I made fun of those typewriters. I said he could work faster and turn out more stuff if he had a word processor. And he said, ‘Will you teach me how to use it, Dan’l?’ That’s really my name—Dan’l. And I told him I’d try, only maybe he was too old to learn.’ Dan’l barked a laugh at himself. ‘Hell, he caught on in about half an hour. He was sharp.’

‘For an old guy,’ Dave said.

Dan’l’s acne grew redder. He stared large-eyed at Dave and his larynx bobbed. ‘Oh, hell. I keep putting my foot in my mouth.’

‘He was only forty-two,’ Dave said. ‘It happens fast. And it happens to everybody. Even you.’

‘Not forty-three,’ Chrissie said softly. ‘Not to Adam.’

‘What was he working on?’ Dave said. ‘Or was he coasting for a while on that big check from the cable people?’

Chrissie groped out toward the table. Dan’l sat forward on his skinny butt, reached the second soda can for her, and put it carefully into her hand. The fingers of her other hand explored the wet top of the can to find the opening. She drank. ‘He was working,’ she told Dave. ‘He didn’t know how to stop. He was as bad about that as Brenda is about drinking. I think one caused the other. But I don’t know who started first. Him, probably. She hated for him to go away all the time, and he kept promising her he wouldn’t but he kept going anyway.’

‘Working on what?’ Dave said.

‘Something about Central America. He was speaking a lot of Spanish lately. On the phone. Central America’s where the action is, right now. Like Dan’l said, that’s what he always worked on. The trouble spots.’

‘Nicaragua?’ Dave said. ‘El Salvador?’

Chrissie shook her head and frowned. ‘Another one. Los Inocentes? That’s the one. It’s a funny name for a whole country—Los Inocentes. The innocent ones?’

‘It was discovered by Balboa in 1513,’ Dave said, ‘on a religious holiday—the Feast of the Holy Innocents. He claimed it for Spain. That’s what he named it when he planted the flag on the beach. That’s why.’

‘You sure you don’t want to get married?’

‘I’m too old for you,’ Dave said. ‘Your father didn’t tell you anything about his Inocentes story?’

‘There are rebels.’ Dan’l sucked soda from the can and wiped his chin. ‘Communists. They’re trying to take over the government. The government sends out death squads and murders people in villages for helping the rebels. And if the villagers don’t help the rebels, the rebels kill them. I saw it on TV.’

Chrissie coaxed Dave, ‘I’m going to be very rich.’

‘That’s nice, but I’m all right for money. I inherited stock in a very big insurance company.’

‘The one you’re here for?’ She was surprised. ‘Banner?’

‘Not that one,’ he said. ‘Medallion. My father built it. Anyway, I wouldn’t marry you for your money. What do you think I am?’

‘A very nice man,’ she said, ‘and very intelligent.’

‘And old enough to be your grandfather,’ he said. ‘I almost never travel. I rarely stand on my head, except figuratively. And if I tried to ride a skateboard I’d break my neck. For whom was he writing this piece on Los Inocentes?’

Chrissie had a mouthful of soda. She shook her head and swallowed quickly. ‘He hadn’t sold it. He didn’t want anyone to know about it. Not yet. There was one thing he still had to confirm. When he had that, it would be the hottest story of the decade. That’s what he told me.’ Her voice caught, and tears ran out from under the dark glasses again. ‘That was the last thing he said to me.’

‘Don’t cry, Chrissie.’ Dan’l came around the table to her on his knees, and wiped her tears with clumsy fingers. ‘It won’t bring him back.’

She pushed his hands away. ‘It’s not that. Brenda’s going to get me, Dan’l. He can’t stop her now. Gandy can’t. Nobody can.’

Dave stood up. ‘I’d like a look at his workroom, if that’s all right.’

‘We can run away,’ Dan’l said. ‘His car’s still here.’

She laughed. It was a doleful sound. She groped out and stroked his hair. ‘Aw, Dan’l—they’d put me in jail for child stealing.’ She located her cane and stood up quickly. ‘Come on, Mr. Brandstetter.’ Swinging the red tip of the cane from side to side, inches above the carpet, she moved off toward the staircase.
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The workroom was up two flights, at the rear of the house, so its French doors overlooked the patio with the swimming pool. The furnishings here were mostly Middle Eastern—lots of mother-of-pearl inlay and pierced brass. The carpet was Persian, in rich wine reds. He crossed it, among low tables and cabinets, one of which housed a television set, to stand at the doors. Outside, a small balcony was crowded with plants in pots. Two pots had fallen off the flat rail and broken. Plants in pots hung by bristly macramé cords from overhead rafter ends. Across the patio, beyond the panes of French doors like these, a fluffy orange cat lay on a bed and stared out at the fine day with big golden eyes.

‘That’s the Gernsbach place over there,’ Dave said.

‘Nice people,’ Chrissie said. ‘They’ve gone on a trip.’

‘Not the cat,’ Dave said.

‘She’s a terrorist,’ Dan’l said. ‘She’d hijack the plane.’

This place and the Gernsbach place were the only ones that opened on the patio. The other walls were blank, one of them climbed by a vine with hot red flowers. Dave turned to look at Adam Streeter’s workroom—file cabinets, bookshelves, a long desk on which sat a word processor with a blank gray screen. A square white printer squatted beside it. Chrissie leaned back against the desk, absently thumbing the corner of a thick annual reference book that lay there. Bits of paper stuck out of the book, marking pages. Dave asked her, ‘When did they leave?’

‘He was already gone when I found Adam dead.’ Chrissie sounded numb. ‘He was the first person I thought of, the nearest, the kindest. But when I got there, Lily said he’d left on a trip, and she was going to join him.’

‘Mr. Gernsbach,’ Dave said.

‘Harry,’ she said. ‘Lily phoned the police for me. I didn’t know what to do.’ She laughed sadly. ‘I still don’t.’

‘Stop worrying.’ Dave touched her shoulder. ‘I know Judge Farmer. I’ll speak to him.’

‘Will you?’ she said. ‘I can look after myself here.’

Dave wondered why no papers lay on the desk. The house was beautifully kept. Was Streeter just as compulsively neat about his workplace? Dave opened desk drawers. Passports, plane ticket envelopes, bills, receipts, canceled checks lay in one; pens, paper clips, postage stamps, rubber bands, scissors, staple gun cluttered another. But not a page of manuscript, not a scribbled note. No cassettes, no diskettes. He checked out the file cabinets. Clippings in folders, manuscripts of old stories, copies of papers and magazines that had printed them. But nothing on Los Inocentes. He pushed the file drawer shut. Dan’l leaned loosely in the doorway. Dave said to him, ‘Journalists use notebooks, and if they don’t, they use cassette recorders. I don’t see one. I don’t see any cassettes.’

Surprised, Dan’l came into the room a few steps and peered around puzzledly. ‘He had a couple recorders. Little ones, good ones.’ The boy crouched and opened a Turkish cabinet. The lacy hanging pulls of its double doors rattled. Except for a stack of books, it was empty. The books were in identical shiny jackets. Dan’l said, ‘Geez, I guess the police took the cassettes and stuff. This was so full, junk fell out of it every time he opened it.’ He held out one of the shiny books. ‘He wrote this. You want a copy? There’s plenty.’

‘Thank you.’ Dave accepted the book scarcely noticing. The report he had read at LAPD this morning had made no mention of Streeter’s papers, files, cassettes. Dave said, ‘What about storage disks? Did he keep those in there too?’

Dan’l nodded. ‘That’s right.’ He closed the cabinet, remained crouching, staring at it for a moment, then snapped his fingers and stood up smiling. ‘I know. He packed them. He was going to take them with him.’ Dan’l jogged out of the workroom and along a gallery to a room at the front. It was a bedroom. And on the bed lay pieces of soft leather luggage, lids open, half-packed. Curtains were closed across the windows. Dan’l found a pushbutton, a small motor sang, and the curtains parted on a wide blue sky over a narrow blue marina where white pleasure-craft waited under blue wraps, with gulls perching on their mast-tops. While Dan’l ran his hands among the folded clothes in the grips, Dave asked Chrissie:

‘This room has a better view. Why didn’t he work here?’

‘It kept reminding him the world was wide,’ she said. ‘And he hadn’t seen half of it yet. It made him want to buy a boat and sail around the world. He couldn’t sit and put words on paper, looking at this view.’ Her face was turned toward the light, and she smiled a little wistful smile. ‘The way he described it, I could almost see it.’

Dave looked at it for her. Condominiums not unlike these stood on the marina’s far side, and more moored boats. Then there rose green hills, soon to be tawny in the dry heat of summer. On the hills, toy-size at this distance, shone the white Spanish-style buildings of a college. Farther away still, jet liners rose silent from the airport and made wide, lazy curves out over the ocean.

Chrissie said, ‘I heard him come in, about three.’ She moved to the bed, sat on a corner of it. ‘He’d said he might not make it back, might sleep in a motel. It was a long drive.’

‘To where?’ Dave said.

She gave her head a mournful shake. ‘He wouldn’t tell me. He said it would be better if I didn’t know. For my own safety. We were out by his car. It was then that he said this could be the biggest








































































If you enjoyed this novel, we think you’ll like the other books in the Dave Brandstetter series:
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Obedience

The Boy Who Was Buried This Morning

A Country of Old Men

 

‘After forty years, Hammett has a worthy successor’ The Times

‘Hansen, one of the best practitioners of the California private-eye school … writes crisply with a lean, spare prose that echoes Hammett, Chandler and Macdonald’ Washington Post

‘In Brandstetter, Hansen has developed a sympathetic character of depth and integrity’ Chicago Sun-Times

‘Hansen writes about Southern California with the descriptive love once given it by Raymond Chandler’ Herald Examiner

‘An excellent craftsman, a compelling writer, he has a real gift for storytelling – for character, for scene, for pace independent of violence’ New Yorker
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