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CHAPTER ONE





Playing it cool wasn’t in my repertoire, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t fake it.


I leaned against my silver Camry, ran my fingers through my hair, and laughed insouciantly.


“You’re kidding, right?” asked my best friend, Lael.


“Ooh,” said my daughter, Annie. “You probably shouldn’t have worn white.”


I swatted at a bee while trying to remember the last time I’d gone to a car wash.


“Bees love perfume,” yelled my second-best friend, Bridget, who was walking up the path toward my house. “And I can smell yours from here.”


“Isn’t this exciting?” asked my neighbor Lois, of no one in particular. “Don’t lose your place in line, now,” she chided her twin sister, Marlene, who was placing a can of cat food in the driveway for the local strays. The bees headed her way, favoring savory salmon over spicy Oriental notes. “It isn’t every day that Cece has a gentleman caller.”


My fiancé, Peter Gambino, glowered at her.


“For the last time, he’s not a gentleman caller.” I twisted around to brush the dust off my fur-trimmed wool pencil skirt (Pierre Balmain, 1959)—which was ivory, not white, and hardly designed for such maneuvers. “It’s business. He’s hired me for the week.”


“We’ve seen Pretty Woman,” said Marlene in a hushed tone.


Oh, they were evil, my friends and family, of which there suddenly seemed to be far too many. I lifted up my Jackie O sunglasses and frowned at the lot of them, lined up so innocently on the front lawn of my house. Not for the first time was I struck by the morphological similarity between welcoming committees and firing squads. Poor man didn’t know what he was in for.


“Cece needs a lint brush,” said my son-in-law, Vincent.


Like they cared.


“Do I have time to change?” I wondered out loud.


Eight people consulted watches.


“It’s one minute to ten,” cautioned Hilda, my gardener Javier’s thirteen-year-old niece.


Five people hoisted cameras.


“Promptness is the politesse of kings,” said Lois, bending down to wipe some grime off her scuffed patent leather pump. I’d have gone for the stain on her dressing gown, which looked like motor oil.


Three people clutched autograph books.


“How about one of those cookies?” Bridget asked Lael, who slapped her outstretched hand.


Two women wiped lipstick off their teeth.


One little boy burped.


“Good job,” said Vincent, his father, at the very same moment that Rafe Simic, world-famous movie star, he of the rippling biceps and laid-back attitude, pulled up in front of the house and hit a fire hydrant, sending a torrent of L.A. municipal water high up into the air.


“Water,” said Alexander, enraptured.


“Actors,” said Gambino under his breath. “Get a real job.”


The flashbulbs went off as Rafe stepped out of something shiny, green, and foreign. Hitching up his jeans, which were riding low on his slim hips, he ambled around to inspect the front fender. Not even a scratch. He strode toward me through a shimmering scrim of water, like the Southern California born-and-bred Neptune he was.


I met him halfway.


Nothing fazes Cece Caruso.


“I’ve been meaning to get a new hydrant,” I said.


He brushed a strand of blond hair out of his depthless blue eyes, which I barely even noticed. The smile I did notice. It moved slowly, like molasses.


“Hold on, you got something there.” He plucked some oleander out of my long, brown hair and handed it to me.


Nothing good happens when you refuse a gift from the gods.


“I’ll take that,” said Annie, who had been in love with Rafe Simic since we’d moved to L.A. when she was still a little kid.


“Your sister?” Rafe asked, looking at me.


“Her daughter,” said Annie, overenunciating each syllable. She tucked the blossom into the pocket of her overalls.


“I was a child bride,” I explained.


“And now the matriarch of the clan,” said Gambino, grabbing three-year-old Alexander from his father and wielding him as proof.


That wasn’t aggressive. Not exactly.


“Peter Gambino,” he said, tucking Alexander under his arm sideways and sticking out his hand. “LAPD.”


That was aggressive.


Little Alexander freed himself and scrambled over to Annie. “Tummy hurts,” he said, though it sounded like “twoots.” He had a Jolly Rancher in his mouth.


“We’re leaving, sweetheart,” Annie replied. “Have a good time in San Francisco.” She looked at me pointedly. “Oleander is poisonous, you know.”


“Yes, dear,” I responded, kissing her cheek.


Rafe posed for a picture with Annie before she left. From there, he worked his way down the line. He had a profound effect upon the womenfolk. Hilda’s mouth was hanging so far open I could see the food stuck in her braces. My neighbors Lois and Marlene, former showgirls now in their dotage (and I do mean dotage), were openly salivating, having forgotten entirely about my virtue.


“I’ve been enjoying your biography of Dashiell Hammett,” Rafe said to me once Lois released her death grip. “It’s taking a while, though.” He laughed self-consciously. “But there’s lots of useful stuff.”


“Useful is as useful does,” said Marlene, who handed him her tattered autograph book. “I have Fanny Brice in there.”


“Cool.”


“When he was a Pinkerton detective,” I interjected, “Hammett investigated Nicky Arnstein, Fanny Brice’s husband. You know, from Funny Girl?”


Rafe looked at me blankly.


“I’m really glad we’re starting in San Francisco,” I continued, undeterred. “You’ll enjoy seeing the places I talk about in my book. The offices where Hammett worked his cases, the restaurants Sam Spade liked to eat at.”


“I’ve been working with a nutritionist,” he interrupted. “Her name is Siri.”


“Excuse me?”


“Well, Hammett was so thin.”


“He suffered all his life from TB,” I said.


“Oh. Maybe you don’t know.” Rafe wrinkled his brow. “I’m not a method actor. I know Hammett liked hash browns, but Siri recommends avoiding potatoes.”


“Potatoes,” said Lael, scoffing. “Boring. Sweets are the thing.” She handed Rafe a freshly baked snickerdoodle.


“Lael is my dearest friend and a master pastry chef,” I explained.


“Freelance,” she said, fingering her baby-fine blond hair. “Available day or night.”


“Incorrigible girl,” I said. She had four kids by four different fathers, no mean feat. “What time’s our plane again?”


“Noon,” said Rafe, checking his watch. “We should go.”


Gambino was at the end of the line. He swept me into his arms and kissed me like he really meant it.


“I love you, too,” I said, amused.


“Don’t leave your heart in San Francisco,” Lois warned as we ducked under the canopy of still-spurting water.


“Tony Bennett,” murmured her twin, a faraway look in her eyes. “What a beautiful man.”


Looking directly at Gambino, Rafe called out, “Somebody better call the Department of Water and Power.”


My fiancé gave the movie star a thin-lipped smile.



 


I AM THIRTY-NINE YEARS OLD, LIVE IN WEST Hollywood, California, and make my living, such as it is, writing biographies of dead mystery writers. How I segued from being the tallest Miss Asbury Park, New Jersey, on record to that particular line of work is a long and only sporadically uplifting story involving an unsophisticated girl with big hair and the double-dealing preppie who preyed upon her, got her pregnant, married her, put her to work supporting his lackluster academic career, and cheated on her until she wised up and left him—but that’s for another day.


Today’s story is a happier one, about how that girl (who would be me), a die-hard mystery fan since she discovered Nancy Drew at the age of eleven, wound up confounding her English professor ex by writing a book about the author Dashiell Hammett. Not just any book, but a book that was still in print ten years later (unlike a certain bloated tome about James Fenimore Cooper, published by a third-tier university press), a book that actually made money (ditto), a book that had been optioned for the movies. Which is where Rafe Simic comes in.


Eight years ago I received a generous check from his production company, In the Green Room. They loved my book. They had plans for it—big plans. They’d rechristened it Dash! Rangy writer as tough-guy hero! It had prestige project written all over it.


As it turned out, however, Dash! went straight into turnaround while Rafe got rich and famous playing a succession of skate punks, ski bums, spies, mystics, and stoners. Go figure. What I didn’t know then was that Hollywood has its own inscrutable logic, a calculus of inestimable precision. The planets must be in alignment. The agents and development people, too. It was never the right time. Not, that is, until last year, when Rafe didn’t get so much as a Golden Globe nod for his critically acclaimed role as a gay hustler on the run.


It was time to get serious.


And this was the role—the dual role—of a lifetime: Dashiell Hammett and the iconic detective he created, Sam Spade.


There was only one problem: Rafe didn’t like to read. Not even the newspaper. Reading gave him a headache. He preferred to meditate. To climb tall mountains. To scuba dive. To parasail. Maybe it was the attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder. Or growing up in Palos Verdes, where it was so pretty outdoors. Which made the prospect of his playing a tubercular autodidact whose only sport was drinking somewhat daunting.


Red Harvest, The Dain Curse, The Maltese Falcon, The Glass Key, The Thin Man—nope, Rafe hadn’t tackled a single one of the five novels. He did skim one of the Continental Op stories, “Zigzags of Treachery” (1924), mostly because the title reminded him of his experiences surfing Waimea Bay. Once, fleeing paparazzi, he hid in a video store and came out with the DVD of John Huston’s The Maltese Falcon, but in the end refused to watch it for fear of being influenced by Bogie’s portrayal of Spade. He loved the Thin Man movies, like most everybody except Hammett himself, who loathed them. I suppose cable television was good for something: one rainy Sunday, his yoga class canceled, Rafe caught the second half of Julia, the Jane Fonda movie about playwright Lillian Hellman, Hammett’s longtime girlfriend, who stood by him when he was imprisoned as an uncooperative witness during the McCarthy era. And that, I’m afraid, was the sum total of this would-be Golden Globe–winning actor’s research into his character.


I’d learned all this just a few days ago, after receiving a call from Will Levander, Rafe’s longtime manager and business partner. Will was in a panic. Principal shooting for Dash! was to commence in exactly three weeks. The script was ambitious. The director, young and cocky. The prosthetic nose for Lillian Hellman, a marvel. And then there was Rafe, who seemed to think looking good in a snap-brim hat and trench coat was all that was required of him.


He thought Pinkertons were a breed of dog.


When all seemed lost, however, Will had had an inspiration: I was his inspiration. I could spend two weeks with Rafe. I could be his own personal talking cure.


“I’m not a therapist!” I protested.


“I’ll compensate you as if you were,” Will replied.


That shut me right up.


“Rafe’s therapist gets a hundred and fifty an hour, and she’s full of shit. How about I pay you ten thousand for two weeks’ work?”


I gasped at that point.


“You’re a tough negotiator. Twenty thousand.”


No wonder it costs ten bucks to go to the movies these days. I thought it was the unions.


“Look,” he went on, “all you need to do is talk to Rafe about the books, about Hammett, his shattered health, writer’s block, the whole creative thing. The twenties and speakeasies. McCarthyism, the fifties. It’s no biggie. Just let him soak up your knowledge. Pick your brain.”


Nice metaphors. No wonder I felt violated. But I guess that was Hollywood. Which is how I found myself cruising down the 405 toward LAX with a man who’d set box-office records on three continents.


I gave him a sidelong glance.


He was dressed down in an army jacket, faded T-shirt, and grubby sandals, but god had blessed him in ways no Birkenstock could conceal. I pretended to be adjusting my midnight-blue suede pumps and looked again. He caught my eye but didn’t so much as flinch. I suppose he was used to gawkers. I wondered how long it’d been since he’d gone out to dinner and not had the person at the next table watch him eat. I hated it when people watched me eat. But nobody really wanted to watch me eat.


“Cece.”


“Rafe.”


“Talk to me. I’m getting bored here,” he said.


“Do you know what a speakeasy is?”


“A what? I can’t hear you with all this wind.”


The key would be taking it slow.


A brunette in a Porsche convertible put on some speed and veered alarmingly close.


“Oh, no,” he muttered.


“Rafe Simic!” she screamed, grabbing on to her pink cowboy hat, which was about to blow off her head. “I love you!”


“I love you, too,” shouted a guy with a cancerous tan coming up on our other side. He drove a black Jeep, which had a license plate that read “RDY2RCK.”


Rafe smiled, then merged into the diamond lane.


“Rough life,” I said loudly.


“I can’t complain,” he shouted back.


“Do you have that effect on everyone?”


He said something I couldn’t hear. “What?” I bellowed.


“YOU SHOULD TALK!”


Gambino had told me to change. But I loved the way the ivory skirt looked with my black sweater with the bat-wing sleeves. The effect was very Anouk Aimée (Bridget’s idea, by the way; she owned On the Bias, L.A.’s top vintage-clothing shop, and counseled me on all my purchases). Still, this was business, like I kept telling people who didn’t believe me.


We exited at La Tijera.


“Listen.” I straightened up in my seat. “There’ll be none of that nonsense.” I sounded like my mother.


“Sorry,” he said, not looking very. Probably didn’t get much practice. “A pattern set in childhood.”


“What, flirting?” He must get away with murder, this guy.


“Falling in love with my teachers. Miss Horton, seventh grade. She was older but wiser.”


“I hate to break it to you,” I said, “but I’m not older.”


“You are wiser.”


This was true.


There was a scar running down Rafe’s right cheek. I’d never noticed it onscreen. Nobody ever noticed Joan Crawford’s freckles either. It’s amazing what they can do with makeup. Not that Rafe needed any, trust me. The scar only heightened his beauty. It was like when Native American basket weavers put in a mistake on purpose.


Oh, I was a fine one for self-righteousness.


We turned left on Airport, at the See’s Candies sign, which proclaimed that one-pound boxes were now available at every terminal. God bless America. There were plenty of spaces in the short-term lot. We parked the car and walked across the tunnel, straight down to the United Airlines first class check-in, where they were waiting for us. There were effusive greetings all around. After a delightful exchange with a Mr. Hess, we were whisked up to the second floor by a Mrs. Price, who tried in vain to maintain her poise. Interesting how nobody minded when she instructed us to cut to the front of the security line.


This town loves its celebrities.


Ensconced in the Red Carpet Club adjacent to gate 71B, we ordered champagne—well, he did and I followed suit, though what I probably needed was a cold shower.


“To the Golden Gate Bridge,” said Rafe, knocking back half the glass.


“To Alcatraz,” I said, feeling giddy against my will.


“To Fisherman’s Wharf,” he said.


“To City Lights bookstore.”


“To…”


No, not everyone loves a challenge.


“Crusty sourdough!” he finally blurted out.


A phalanx of small, quiet men suddenly materialized, bearing a complimentary fruit-and-cheese plate. “We’re warming the bread right now, sir,” said the boldest.


“Whatever you want, whenever you want it,” I said, shaking my head. “Is that really the way you live?”


They were calling our flight now.


He grabbed both our bags and grinned at me. “Don’t say you wouldn’t if you could.”


Either I was transparent or he was one smart dumb blond.














CHAPTER TWO





The cabbie driving us into the city had a buzz cut and lines on the back of his neck that resembled a tic-tac-toe board. I knew what had generated the vertical axes. That would be chatting up his captives.


“Lots of conventions this weekend,” he said, turning his head sharply to the right. “Gourmet foods, action figures, skiwear.”


Rafe was unzipping his duffel bag.


The cabbie turned his head again. He had an unusual profile. “Hotels are pretty much booked up. Even in the Tenderloin, folks, and that ain’t pretty.”


“I hope I didn’t forget my lucky cap,” muttered Rafe, going through his things. “I think I left it at Siri’s.”


“Who?” I asked.


“My nutritionist. Remember?”


“You got your hookers, your druggies, your homeless population,” the cabbie informed us.


“Found it.” Rafe put on the lucky cap.


The guy jerked his head sideways. It was the juxtaposition of flat nose and prominent chin that was so unlikely. “That a Dodgers cap? This is Barry Bonds’s town, buddy. Better be careful.”


“Nasty dude,” said Rafe. “I played golf with him once. Charity tournament.”


We rode for a while in silence. The cabbie put on light jazz just before the off-ramp.


“You two are awfully quiet.” This time, when he turned around, he bumped the cab directly in front of us.


“Watch it there, pal!” Rafe grabbed on to me so I wouldn’t go flying into the plastic barrier designed to protect the cabbie from us, and how ironic that was.


“I know the guy,” the cabbie said, nodding. “We got the same insurance provider.”


“Oh, good,” I said.


“So where you folks from?”


“Los Angeles,” Rafe said.


“Honeymooners, right?”


“Right,” Rafe answered, sliding close.


“Wrong.” The vinyl squeaked as I pushed him away. Must be the new perfume. Too much musk.


“Trouble in paradise? You’ll patch things up this weekend. San Francisco”—the cabbie kissed his fingers to his lips—“is all about romance.”


A saxophone wailed on KKSF, its notes as sinuous as the fog blanketing the Golden Gate Bridge. I had to admit it was romantic.


Rafe checked his cell phone for messages.


“You still have those smog alerts there in Los Angeles? I was visiting once in 1975, and we couldn’t even leave the motel.”


“Smog gets such a bad rap,” I said to Rafe.


“Sorry, what were you saying?” he asked.


“If there was no smog, we wouldn’t have those beautiful pink-and-orange sunsets. It has to do with the particulate matter in the sky.”


Rafe put his phone back in his pocket. “I thought it had to do with auto emissions.”


The cabbie guffawed unbecomingly.


I missed Gambino already. But this was a job. And I needed the money.


Last month, little Alexander’s mother, Roxana (a flake), had split with her new husband, Dave (a Christian rocker), and basically abandoned Alexander to the care of his father (Vincent), and Vincent’s wife (who would be my daughter, Annie). Roxana was moving to Bali to study the ancient art of healing. No comment. And Annie and Vincent, who hadn’t even been informed of Alexander’s existence until he was close to two, were convinced she was never coming back. Apparently, there was a Balinese boyfriend, poor fool.


Anyway, while Annie and Vincent were thrilled by the prospect of raising Alexander, whom they loved dearly, they were worried about making ends meet. They were creative types (Annie was a set decorator; Vincent, a comic-book artist) and their resources were limited, which is why I needed the money. Annie and Vincent didn’t know it, but my Rafe Simic windfall was going directly to them. I’d already informed my accountant, Mr. Keshigian, who was delighted I’d be receiving the annual gift-tax exclusion, not to mention significantly reducing my taxable income for the year.


“We’re here,” said Rafe, interrupting my thoughts. “Let’s dump these bags and I’ll mike you.”


“Mike me?” I said, stepping out of the cab. I handed him his keys, which dangled from a Playboy-bunny key ring. “You left these on the seat, by the way.”


The valet looked like a bouncer at a nightclub. “Welcome to the Clift, Mr. Simic.” He took the bags and handed Rafe a claim check. “Good afternoon to you, too, miss. These will be in your rooms when you’re ready.”


“Thank you.” I turned back to Rafe. “What did you mean, ‘mike me’?”


“Don’t worry. There’s a release form.”


“What are you talking about?”


There was a sudden ruckus across the street.


“Oh, shit,” Rafe said. “I was hoping we could avoid this.” He yanked the cab door open. “Get back in. Now!”


We pulled away from the curb with a screeching of tires.


The cabbie put the meter back on with a flourish.


His head was whipping around now in full Exorcist mode.


And I had no Advil.


 


THERE MAY HAVE BEEN MORE LEISURELY WAYS to see the sights of San Francisco. But given that we were being chased by three photographers hanging out of a Lincoln Navigator, speed was paramount.


“Try to lose them,” said Rafe. “There’s a hundred bucks in it for you.”


Amazing he could say that with a straight face.


“Good car, the Navigator,” the cabbie said as we tore past a fleet of tour buses parked along Union Square. “But nobody can put pedal to the medal like I can! Name’s Declan Chan.” He indicated his license. It was a flattering picture. “And yes, I’m Irish.”


“But isn’t this Chinatown?” asked Rafe, as we sped up Grant, through a pair of ornate red gates inscribed with the word “Chinatown.”


“Sure is,” he replied. “Look down Ross Alley, folks. Every day two little old ladies make twenty thousand fortune cookies by hand down there. The conveyor belt looks like it’s made of miniature waffle irons! Oops!”


He slammed on the brakes and I fell into Rafe’s lap. “Would you turn around, please!” I yelled. “You should be watching the road!”


“I’ve got eyes in the back of my head. Our pursuers are still behind us, but I got plans.”


We zigzagged up and down the narrow streets, past street-lights sculpted to look like golden dragons, cages filled with little turtles and squawking chickens, and pseudo antiques shops stuffed with pseudo antiques.


I thought of Hammett’s fat, bald detective, the Continental Op. He said somewhere that if he never had to visit Chinatown again, it would be soon enough.


“Look out!” cried Rafe, who was starting to enjoy himself.


We swerved to avoid a line of children following their teacher, who was waving a tissue-paper phoenix mounted on a tall stick.


“Just like the movies, folks. It’s always Chinese New Year!”


“Sorry,” Rafe said, leaning into me. “This kind of thing happens to me a lot. You sort of get used to it after a while. I hope you’re not too freaked out.”


“It’s pedal to the metal,” I said under my breath. “With a t.”


“Excuse me?” Declan Chan speaking.


“I didn’t say anything.”


“We’re going over to Lombard now,” he said, pulling a quick right. “And I would say that’s gonna do it.”


We pulled to a stop at the top of a treacherous slope. Lombard was famous for being the steepest, crookedest street in the city.


“Why are we stopping?” I asked.


“Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. ‘We apprise the enemy of our move so that he may more thoroughly fear us.’”


I wheeled around in my seat just in time to see the Navigator take off in the other direction. One look at the bumper-to-bumper traffic going down the hill had done it. So the guy was some sort of sage after all.


“Congratulations,” said Rafe, handing him a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill.


“Thank you, sir. At this point, if I may be so bold, I’d suggest you walk down to Leavenworth. It’ll be twenty minutes in the cab otherwise, not that I’m not enjoying your company.”


“Leavenworth!” I exclaimed. “Hammett lived on Leavenworth!” Now it was my turn to get excited. “The San Loretto Apartments. That’s where he finished writing The Maltese Falcon. Then he took off for New York with his girlfriend Nell Martin. He dedicated The Maltese Falcon to his wife, Jose, but The Glass Key went to Nell.”


“Stop right there,” Rafe said. He slipped something around my neck as we got out of the cab. “You’re good for ninety minutes. Start over. I want to get every word.”


And thus, with a Sony mini-microphone, was I granted immortality.












CHAPTER THREE





It was alarming how easily I went into full-lecture mode. I suppose that’s what comes of having lived with a professor. My ex could pontificate on any subject, any time of day or night, regardless of whether or not he knew a thing about it: James Fenimore Cooper—that goes without saying; the chemical properties of laundry detergent; the history of religious cults; the origins of flypaper. We met when he was a grad student at Princeton and I was a senior at Asbury Park High, waiting tables at D’Amico’s Pizza, on the boardwalk. I dazzled him with my black Spandex pants. He dazzled me with his knowledge of pizza toppings around the globe. Which just goes to show—well, I guess that’s pretty obvious.


In Australia, by the way, they prefer fried eggs to pepperoni.


Rafe and I spent the rest of the afternoon walking and talking. I started at the beginning, with Hammett’s childhood in Baltimore, cut short when he left school in 1908, at fourteen, to help his struggling father. He was never to return. For the next six years, he held half a dozen odd jobs. He worked as a stevedore, a messenger, a freight clerk. He operated a nail machine in a box factory. And he screwed up every time, which was the part of the story Rafe seemed to relate to.


While we ate ham-and-cheese sandwiches on a bench outside the public library, he regaled me with his own tales of youthful ineptitude.


There was his stint as a junior lifeguard, when a five-year-old girl almost drowned on his watch; the time he worked as a stock boy at a hardware store and was fired for roughhousing; his experience working construction his junior year of high school. Things were going well with the construction job until he realized the foreman was a con artist in search of apprentices.


“Once he saw I was useless hauling bricks,” Rafe said between bites, “he kept me in the office with him, you know, filing stuff. But I screwed up with that, too. Finally, he tried me on the phones and he liked my smooth manner, or something like that.”


The first of many, I supposed.


“He taught me everything he knew,” Rafe continued. “One of his favorite scams was account boosting. Ever heard of it?”


“No,” I replied.


“Federal Express introduced overnight delivery in 1981. It was a red-letter day for crooks.”


“I don’t get it.”


“You get a credit card, charge up some stuff, then overpay by overnight delivery with a stolen check. When the payment exceeds the balance, you boost the credit line. Under federal law, banks have to post card payments before checks clear and so they have no choice but to credit your account. The next day you go to a bank machine and withdraw the excess on the card. Later, of course, the check bounces, but you’re out long before that.” Rafe stopped to take a breath. His eyes were aglow.


“You played a con artist in one of your movies,” I said. “Blue Sky in the Dark, right? I rented it. You were excellent. I thought you were a good guy up to the very end.”


“You think I’m kidding,” he said with a grin. “I’m insulted.”


“Don’t be. I don’t take a lot of people seriously.”


We packed up our trash and tossed it in the can.


“You’re not getting off that easy,” he said. “My honor is at stake. Follow me.”


He dragged me across the street to a tire store, stuck his head into the office, then pulled me farther down the block.


“What exactly are we looking for?” I asked.


“This is it.”


We stopped outside a beat-up little storefront.


“I guarantee nobody’s gonna know me in here,” he said gleefully.


“Why should that matter?” I asked, getting nervous.


The flickering neon sign in the window read: IKE’S WINES AND SPIRITS, CA. 1941.


“The art of the short change,” Rafe announced as the bell on the door chimed.


There was a large woman working the register, her head buried in a book. It was the St. James Bible.


“Don’t do this, Rafe,” I whispered, tugging at his shirt. “Look at what she’s reading.”


“I’ll take two Reese’s peanut butter cups,” he said, grabbing a couple of Halloween-size candies from the jar beside her.


The woman looked up. Her head was ornamented with half a dozen pink hair curlers. “Seventy-five cents, sir.”


Rafe handed her a ten.


I faked flipping through magazines while she rang it up. Redbook. Self. Glamour. He wasn’t going to win a Golden Globe, he was going to be making license plates.


“Twenty-five cents makes a dollar,” the woman began.


Rafe pocketed the quarter and turned to go.


“No, no!” she said, stopping him. “I’m not done here.”


Rafe walked back to the counter, where she started slapping ones at him.


“That’s two, three, four, one is five, five is ten.”


“Thanks.” Rafe gave her one of his high-wattage smiles. Oblivious, she went back to her reading.


“Are we done now?” I asked, relieved.


“You know what?” Rafe said, abruptly turning on his heel. “I don’t really want all these dollars. Could I trouble you, ma’am, for a ten for five and five ones?”


Shit.


He walked back to the register, keys jangling in his pocket. The woman handed him a ten and he handed her the five and the fistful of ones she’d just given him.


“Listen, can you count that, make sure I gave you the right change?” He chuckled. “I’ve never been great with math.”


She rolled her eyes. “Sure, I can do that. It’s not like I have anything better to do.”


She counted the bills, then scratched her head, careful not to disturb the curlers. “There’s only nine here. You owe me another dollar.”


Shit, shit, shit.


Rafe looked at her from between narrowed lids. “You have nine there, right?”


“Uh-huh.” Her lids, dusted with pale green eyeshadow, narrowed, too.


“Tell you what, let me give you eleven more,” he said, digging into his pocket for another single, “and I’ll take a twenty.”


She took the bills he offered, then snatched a twenty from the drawer and put it into the palm of his outstretched hand.


“Have a nice day,” she said with finality.


“You, too,” he replied.


Once we were outside, I turned on him. “What is wrong with you, Rafe?”


“C’mon. It’s not like she was particularly nice.”


“You want one of those photographers to get a picture of you committing petty larceny? You just stole that woman’s money!”


“Good eye,” he noted. “You’re not going to rat me out, are you?”


“We’re finished,” I said, peeling off the microphone. “I quit.”


“You quit?”


“You heard me.”


“Cece. Slow down.” He took me by the arms. “I was just showing off. Jeez.”


He led me back into Ike’s, where he confessed his so-called error to the woman, who was restocking the beef jerky. Glaring openly at him now, she slammed down a canister of Slim Jims and walked back to her register to check out his story.


“Well, I’ll be damned,” she said, blinking a few times. “I suppose I should thank you for being honest. More than most people can manage.”


Rafe the choirboy said, “It’s the way I was raised.”


“God bless the mothers,” she intoned, closing the register drawer.


We headed down Larkin in silence. Finally, I said, “‘A little knowledge is a dangerous thing.’”


He turned to me. “Bacardi in a wineglass.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Sam Spade’s drink. You’ve been doing your homework.”


“I’m not so bad, really. Can we just move on? Please?”


“I’m thinking about it.”


“I shouldn’t have done that back there.” Contrite he did rather well.


“No, you shouldn’t have.” Holier-than-thou I did better.


“I apologize.” He did sound sincere.


“Let’s just get to Hammett and the Pinkertons,” I said.


“Which are not dogs.”


“Which are not dogs. Which are detectives. Keep going.”


We were in the Tenderloin now, usually described as the worst part of the city. It didn’t seem all that different from West Hollywood. Outside the Phoenix Hotel, which had a massive plaster Buddha mounted on its flat roof, a homeless man waved a sign in my face: THE END OF THE WORLD IS NIGH. A toothless guy hanging out in a doorway asked if he could take me with him to Chicago. The usual stuff. Local color.


“‘We Never Sleep’ was the Pinkerton motto,” Rafe said. “Their logo was a big, unblinking eye. They predated J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI, and functioned as a private security agency operating across state lines to try and protect good people from bad ones. Their watchwords were ‘anonymity, morality, and objectivity.’ How am I doing so far?”


“Better than I would have guessed.” I filled in the blanks. “Hammett answered a vaguely worded ad in a Baltimore paper in 1915 and spent the next seven years, off and on, traveling America as a Pinkerton operative. That experience is what made him unique among pulp writers. He was a real-life tough guy. He had a dent in his head from being hit by a brick when he bungled a tailing job. He had the broken-off tip of a knife embedded in the heel of his hand. He taught his daughters how to break a handhold by pinching back the little finger. And knife scars? He had them up and down his legs.”


Scars.


My gaze went involuntarily to Rafe’s cheek. His hand found the spot, as if he’d just been slapped.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “God, I’m so rude.”


“It’s okay.” There was an uncomfortable pause. “Surfing accident when I was a kid. Got knocked under, didn’t know which way was up. I was lucky, I guess. Broke my arm, got scraped up on the rocks a little, that was it. I’m not exactly a tough guy.” He smiled sheepishly. “But I play one in the movies.”


You are here to dispense information, I said to myself, not the other way around. Not to swap life stories. Not to make friends. “The Pinkerton experience was vital for Hammett,” I said too loudly. “Every one of his characters was based on someone he encountered while working as an operative. Except Sam Spade. Spade was an original.”


“I thought Spade was Hammett,” Rafe said.


“Hammett was a detective, but Spade was a dream detective. Smart, fearless, a little bit cruel.” A blond Satan. That’s how Hammett described him. All sharp edges. Even his hair came to a point on his forehead. Rafe was going to need some fancy barber. “We’re here, by the way.”


“Where’s here?” Rafe asked.


“Post Street, 891.”


We stopped outside a four-story redbrick building at the corner of Hyde and Post, built in the teens, pretty much nondescript, with a Chinese laundry on the ground floor.


“This,” I said, gesturing dramatically, “is the place Hammett lived when he created Sam Spade. Before Nell Martin. He lived here with his family. Apartment 401.” I pointed to the top, right-hand corner. “It’s also Sam Spade’s apartment in The Maltese Falcon. The novel provides all the clues.”


“Cool.”


“And we’re going inside.” I pushed as many of the forty-six buzzers as I could cover with my open hand.


Rafe looked at me admiringly.


“Now don’t do that,” I said. “This is a pedagogical exercise. I’m a professional here.”


“Of course,” he said slyly. “It’s not like you’re showing off or anything.”


I tapped my foot. “Somebody’s going to let us in.”


“Yes?” said a female voice.


I smiled triumphantly. “Delivery.”


The buzzer sounded.


The lobby was large and airy, with a couple of potted palms in one corner and an extraordinary pressed-tin ceiling, unfortunately painted glossy white. I pulled open the elevator’s folding brass grill and we entered the tiny box.


“This is the original elevator,” I said. “It’s the last one in the city with a rope cable.”


“Thanks for telling me,” Rafe said as we started our ascent to the fourth floor.


“When we get up there, don’t say anything. Just follow me. I know where we’re going.”


“Okay.”


“Hammett was claustrophobic,” I said.


“Really?”


“I can’t imagine how he handled this elevator.”


“Pretty tight quarters,” Rafe said, nodding.


“Every single day.”


“Maybe he took the stairs.”


“He was too sick by that point,” I said. “Are you hot? Because I’m really warm.”


“I’m fine.”


“This elevator is sure taking its time.” Every day Hammett would shut himself up in this cage, the air being sucked out of his lungs, the walls closing in around him.


Rafe’s phone started to ring.


“Hello?”


I wiped the sweat off my brow.


“Speaking.”


The elevator lurched to a stop.


Rafe put up his finger for me to wait. Then he hung up.


“What is it?” I asked.


His hand was trembling as he pushed the button for the lobby. The elevator creaked back into motion.


“What are you doing?” I pushed the emergency stop.


He released it. “I have to go back to L.A.”


“Now? Why? What’s going on?” I asked.


“What?” He hadn’t even heard me.



“Why do you have to go back to L.A.?” I repeated.


“Why don’t you stop asking me so many questions?”


“You don’t have to jump down my throat.”


“Sorry.” He lowered his voice. “It was the coroner’s office.”


The elevator stopped with a shudder. Rafe put on his lucky hat and said, “They want me to identify a dead body.”












CHAPTER FOUR





We made it on to a ten o’clock flight, but didn’t arrive at 1104 North Mission Road until close to one o’clock in the morning. Rafe parked the car, turned off the motor, and sat there, staring straight ahead.


The building was the color of mud, unremarkable except for the flashing LED display out front. “Don’t make the coroner your designated driver!” “Call a cab or call the coroner!” “Visit our gift shop, ‘Skeletons in the Closet’!” It was like Vegas. Everything was like Vegas.


“I guess this is it,” I said.


“Guess so,” Rafe answered, still staring.


“Okay, then.” I reached for the door.


He wasn’t moving.


“Should we go inside?” I asked.


“Yeah.” He slapped the wheel with both hands and turned toward me. His beautiful smile looked like he’d pasted it on crooked.


Joyless didn’t begin to describe the atmosphere in the waiting room. Someone had made a valiant effort. The olive-green linoleum was spotless. The acoustic-tile ceiling was in good repair. Pictures of the L.A. County supervisors were arranged in a neat row. But all you could see was the pay phone mounted high on the wall opposite.


So much bad news to deliver.


Rafe sat down next to me. “Lady said it’d be a few minutes. Thanks for coming with me.”


“Sure.”


“I realize it was a lot to ask.”


I smiled. “You okay?”


“Fine.”


He wasn’t that good an actor.


Sitting across from us was an older couple being interviewed by a younger woman, half in Spanish, half in English.


“Cicatrices?” That meant scars. The older woman traced a line across her forehead. The younger woman wrote something down on her clipboard.


“Tattoos?” The man indicated his shoulder. His wife shook her head and touched his arm. The younger woman wrote this down, too.


Rafe’s eyes were closed. He was trying not to watch.


What color hair?


Brown.


What color eyes?


Brown.


Rafe had barely spoken a word since we’d gotten on the plane. I suppose there was nothing to say.


“What color shirt?” the younger woman asked.


The couple looked at one another, uncomprehending.


“Camisa?” she offered.


“Ah, camisa. Rayada.” The man ran his finger across his chest. Striped.


The older woman crossed and uncrossed her ankles. Her husband patted her hand. I watched their reflections on the linoleum.


“Mr. Simic?”


We leapt to our feet.


“I’m Captain Donaldson. It’s a pleasure meeting you. I wish it were under better circumstances.”


Captain Donaldson was squat and reassuring. He had on a white shirt and government-issue glasses he must’ve had since the fifties.


“Thank you. This is my friend Cece Caruso.”


He nodded. “Sit down. Please. I want to make this as easy as possible. I realize this is not where you’d like to be right now. Can I get you anything? Some water? A soda?”


Rafe shook his head.


“Young lady?”


“No, thank you.”


“Well, then.” He opened
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