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    While you live, shine.
Have no grief at all.
Life exists only for a short while.
And Time demands its due.


Seikilos
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AFTER THE LAST FEW firecrackers went off, Chinatown became quiet once again. The acrid smoke quickly seeped away, like a low early morning fog drifting in from the Valley. 

An LAPD patrol car that was parked across the road started up, and the two cops keeping watch over us sped away, their sirens blaring into the late night. The few crowds still present had already thinned out as everyone needed to be up early.

Leaning against one of the support columns by the Broadway entrance, I took out a pack of Chesterfields from my shirt pocket and lit one with my Zippo lighter, puffing in a lungful to counteract the smell of gunpowder in my nostrils. The main stage at the central plaza was about thirty feet from where I was, and the dragon dancers and accompanying musicians had begun to pack away their drums, cymbals, and gongs before leaving the platform.

From the corner of my eye I saw my best friend walking towards me with a smile on his face. Herbert Wong looked kind of like me, except he was a tad pudgier, and his hair wasn’t as perfectly combed as mine. When we were kids we were practically twins, and only our parents could tell us apart. But when it came to eating, Herbert would always have one more: if I ate a hotdog or a hamburger, he’d have another, if I ate a bowl of noodles, he’d have a second helping, and if I drank a soda pop he’d have a further bottle for the road. And so it went until he expanded sideways.

Herbert stopped a few feet away from me and lit up his own cigarette with a matchstick—he preferred Lucky Strikes. “That was some show, huh, Dapper?”

I shrugged. To be honest, I had been bored by the whole thing. For the first time in seven seasons I didn’t volunteer to participate in the dragon dance. “Seen it all before. Happens year in and year out.”

A voice from just outside the entrance called out in our direction. “Hey, hey, you guys!”

We both turned. A middle-aged white man stood at the edge of the sidewalk, crooking his index finger towards us. He looked kind of funny, with a round smiling face like Stan Laurel’s, while having the pudgy body of Oliver Hardy. His mismatched blue and black suit was paired with a disheveled shirt that had an upturned collar to one side, and his short, fat red tie swung like a silk pendulum as his shoulders swayed back and forth in a listless manner. The battered porkpie hat on his head tilted sideways, the way Buster Keaton used to wear his.

I stole a winking glance at Herbert before approaching the man. “What can we do for you, mister?”

The man was clearly soused while pointing at the debris from the just concluded festivities with a wobbly finger. His red face was puffed up and he could barely stay upright. “What’s going on in this place of yours?” he asked.

“We’re celebrating the start of the Chinese New Year,” I answered.

“Gosh, didn’t New Year’s happen already? You Asiatics are awfully late!”

I didn’t bother to look at Herbert, who I knew was probably rolling his eyes. “We use a different calendar, mister.”

“Is that right? It’s... ah, what day is it again?”

“We’re about an hour into January twenty-second, 1947,” I said, adding in the year just in case he forgot it too.

“Right. So what kind of a calendar would celebrate New Year’s Eve three weeks late?”

“Because our calendar includes phases of the Moon, so it sort of changes every year.”

He pursed his lips. My words seemed to have impressed him. “Gee, that sounds pretty interesting. When I was walking over here, I heard a lot of gunfire. Were you Chinese shooting at cats and dogs so you could eat something during this event of yours?”

“No, what you heard were firecrackers,” I said. “We set them off to scare away evil spirits and bad luck—too bad it didn’t work this time.”

The man placed his plump hands on his hips and shook his head. “Fancy that. I missed it all.”

“Ah, it’s not a problem, mister,” Herbert said. “The celebrations last for fifteen days. You can come back tomorrow, and there’ll be more dragon dances and firecrackers that you can watch in the next few evenings.” 

“Too bad for me, China boy,” the man said. “I gotta be on the train bound for Wichita by nine o’clock this morning. I’ve been given a free day to look around this city, and seems like my time has sadly come to an end.”

“Sorry to hear that,” I lied.

The lush started looking around. It seemed like he didn’t want his little tour of Los Angeles to end, but time was conspiring with fate to do just that. He was just about to give up and move on when an old rickshaw that had been placed by the entrance caught his eye. “Hey,” he said, pointing towards it. “Is that what I think it is?”

“I dunno, mister,” I said. “I’m not a mind reader.”

Shuffling closer to the derelict two-wheeled cart that had been put there as a display, he began running his hands along the gnarled wooden spokes. “Say, you Orientals use these things to get around instead of cars, right?”

I took a few steps closer towards him so I wouldn’t have to shout and spook the other people moving along the sidewalk. “We have cars now, mister, just like everyone else.”

The rumdum looked up towards the late night sky with a smile on his face, as if an idea popped up in his otherwise intoxicated head. Taking out a pair of bills from his pocket he waved them at us. “How about you two take me for a ride? I’ll give you boys a buck each.”

Herbert was about to turn around and walk away, but I held him by his elbow while staring at the money being offered. I needed bus fare for my classes at the university the next day, and my parents had just paid off the creditors since it was a tradition that all debts ought to be settled during the Spring Festival, so our family’s finances would be tight for a while. 

“Could you up it to maybe five?” I asked.

He took out another bill from his same pocket until the inner cloth had flapped out like an exposed dirty handkerchief. “All I got left is three, Chinaman. How about it?”

I walked closer to him. “Three dollars will only get you a few blocks at the most, mister. Where do you want to go?”

That was when he leaned forward and gave me a sly wink, his alcohol stained breath wafting into my nostrils. “Bring me to one of these little opium dens you people have.”

I leaned back, disgusted at both his request and his odor. “Opium den?”

“Yeah, you know, the secret places where you enslaved all the Caucasian women in. I wanna see the exotic Orient.”

Herbert was starting to fume. “Look, mister, I think you got the wrong idea about us, we don’t—”

I stopped him from continuing by placing my hand on his chest. Keeping my voice low, I talked through the side of my mouth without moving my lips so the drunk wouldn’t notice. “Just play along with him.”

Herbert stood there like a propped up wooden plank. “For Pete’s sake, why?”

“Three bucks isn’t too bad for a few minutes of work.”

“But he wants us to take him to an opium den! There aren’t any!”

“I’ll handle it,” I whispered back before turning towards the other man with a gentle smile. “Okay, mister, get on. But give me the money first.”

He obliged. Pocketing the bills, I took hold of the right pole while Herbert grabbed the left side. The old rickshaw was to be thrown out by the end of this year’s festivities anyway, and I figured this would be the best way to make some final use of it.

The man awkwardly climbed up onto the chair, nearly falling over sideways on his first try, but he managed to right himself at the last minute and flopped into the seat, catching his hat before it slipped off his head. “Let’s go, Chinamen!”

Herbert gave me a frown. “Where are we going to take him? I’ve never heard of any opium dens around here in all my life. Have you?”

I winked back, copying what the old boozer just did to me. “Just follow my lead.”

Holding up both wooden poles, we began to trot down the street. The wino sitting on the rickshaw started hollering and waving at curious onlookers that we passed by, and a few cars that were still along the road were honking at us.

I turned the rickshaw eastwards, narrowly missing two pedestrians as we pulled the cart through the crosswalk. There didn’t seem to be any cops around, and I felt somewhat lucky because of it. My parents had always taught me that danger lurked outside of Chinatown, and I had to be careful so as not to provoke anyone who wasn’t one of us. The last thing they wanted was for me to end up in any kind of trouble.

It was a little past one o’clock in the morning and traffic was almost nonexistent, which was a relief. Crossing another street, I continued to lead us towards Union Station, where the Old Chinatown used to be. I remembered growing up there as a little tot, when the rickety shack we lived in didn’t even have a shower and I had to take my baths in an old wooden washtub. There were still remnants of the old structures around the train station, and I figured it would be the best place to dump this drunken old coot in.

By the time we made it close to the Old Plaza, Herbert was already breathing through his mouth, sucking in great gulps of air while his husky chest heaved. “I... I can’t keep this up,” he begged.

Being part of the cross country team at the university, my lungs and feet were in great shape. “I’ll take over from here.”

“You got it, Dapper.”

Herbert let go of his end and peeled away as I dexterously grasped both handles and became the sole driver. I continued pulling the rickshaw towards the southeast, crossing into another street while ignoring the shocked looks of a few sleepy bystanders on the sidewalk.

The barfly sitting behind me continued to fidget. “Is that where the opium den is?”

“Sure is,” I said. The street ahead had started to slope down and I needed less effort as the rickshaw gained speed. We had already crossed a mostly deserted thoroughfare while going south, and I could see the El Pueblo Historical Park just ahead of us.

The rickshaw’s left wheel finally buckled as I tried to move it onto the sidewalk after crossing another street. At first it felt a little wobbly, but the spokes finally broke a few seconds later. I managed to move sideways and just got out of the way as the now one-wheeled cart fishtailed into a clump of bushes fronting the city’s historic plaza.

I ended up partly skinning my left elbow when I fell, but it was a small price to pay as I got up and viewed the results of my devilish handiwork. 

The swigger had been thrown clear of the now smashed up rickshaw, and his back lay on a bed of thorny rosebushes. He screamed out in pain for a few seconds, before finally drifting off into an inebriated stupor.

Only a few people saw what had happened, and those that did rushed over towards the now sleeping drunk. I turned and ran the other way, losing myself in the gathering crowd. 

When I made it back to the outskirts of Chinatown, Herbert was there waiting for me. We both got a few laughs when I recounted what had occurred and we visited his parents’ bar to help out with some dishwashing before calling it a night. He let me keep the three bucks since I did all the work too.

By the end of it all I was beat, and I literally crawled my way into bed for a long snooze. Little did I know that the next few hours would change my life forever. 
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CHINESE TEND TO WAKE up early, just before sunrise. By the wee hours of the morning, both my parents had already gotten up and were no doubt busy getting ready to open their restaurant, tucked away by the side of Castelar Street. I was kind of used to getting up at around the same time too, and my soul was halfway between wakefulness and Slumberland when I felt someone’s hand tugging at my shoulders.

“Tommy, Tommy!”

It took a few seconds for my mind to figure out who was speaking and breaking me out of a restful sleep. My ten-year-old brother Michael had a high-pitched voice just like that, and my brain quickly put the clues together and figured he was the culprit.

Rubbing my eyes open, I turned and looked up at him with forethoughts of malice. Judging from the dim light coming from our shared bedroom window, it was just about the crack of dawn. “What’s the big deal?”

Michael was standing over my bed, still dressed in his pajamas. Everyone called him Mickey on account of his crescent moon eyebrows and bulging eyes, reminding us all of a certain cartoon mouse. “You need to go downstairs, quick!”

I sat up and rubbed my tired neck. “What’s wrong?”

“I heard Momma scream and Daddy was shouting too,” he said. “I got up and started going down the stairs, but Daddy saw me and ordered me to get back in here.”

Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I quickly grabbed a pair of wool trousers and put them on, right over my own pajamas. I didn’t bother with socks when I slipped my shoes on, but I did a quick comb over with a dash of hair tonic before putting on a starched white collared shirt that had been hanging in my closet.

“Stay here,” I told my brother before I opened the bedroom door and began walking down the narrow staircase that led directly into the kitchen of my parents’ restaurant. When my feet touched the ground, I noticed that the back door leading to the alleyway had been left open, and I could hear hushed murmurings in Cantonese coming from outside.

Stepping out into the alley, I quickly spotted my parents, who were standing together facing a row of trashcans at the back of the building. Momma’s face was puffed up, it was clear she had been crying. Daddy had his arms around her, whispering soothing words of comfort in Cantonese.

The alleyway that ran behind the rows of low buildings was one of many in Chinatown. These narrow lanes were only used for putting garbage away or for accepting deliveries through the back doors. Shallow gutters ran the length of these backstreets in order to funnel away the rain and drain them into the sewers.

As I got closer, I saw that Wing Fong was standing at the opposite side of the alley, about fifteen feet from where my parents were. Mr. Fong ran the gift shop that fronted the street beside my family’s establishment, and his face was as white as a sheet as he continued to look at something on the ground in front of him.

When my eyes fell upon the object that was lying in between two overfilled trashcans, I first thought it was a discarded store mannequin of some kind. Taking a few steps closer, I suddenly realized that it was the naked body of a child, probably around eleven to thirteen years old. 

The body was lying face down, its legs splayed out in an inverted Y, the arms situated close to its narrow hips. The short hair at the back of the head meant that it was probably a boy, but I couldn’t be too sure until it was turned over and I could see the genital region. A small, crimson colored organ seemed to be sticking out from the buttocks, and a few streaks of blood had seeped onto the concrete lane.

What I found curious was that the body had apparently been washed clean. Other than the red stains in the corpse’s butt, there were no other traces of blood around. I stood there, silent for what seemed to be a long time as my thoughts turned inward.

Finally, my father turned to look at me. “Call the police.”

I nodded. My feet felt light, and it took me less than five seconds to run back into the kitchen and get behind the restaurant’s main counter. There was a phone beside the antique cash register, and I quickly asked the operator to put me through to the nearest police station.

After giving the authorities all the details I could think of, I hung up and began to make my way back to the alley.

Michael was standing at the top of the stairs as I passed by, and he leaned out towards me as our eyes met. “Tommy, what happened?”

I waved him off before making my way into the alleyway once again. “Just stay there.”

The moment I stepped back out, I nearly bumped into my parents. Dad was still holding onto my mother’s shoulders as he led her back inside. “Did you call them?” he asked.

I nodded. “They’re on their way, pop.”

My mother stepped daintily into the kitchen, shaking her head slowly. “It’s.... I can’t say it... I-I just hope I never have to see it again,” she said softly. It was bad luck to mention death or to even cry during the New Year, and she was trying her best to keep it together.

Dad spoke to me in Cantonese once more. Unlike Momma, he wasn’t very articulate in English. “Get your brother ready for school. Use the front entrance when you go out.”

I let out a lungful of air through my nose. “Daddy, we need to find out who that kid is. I need to take a closer look.”

My father always had this authoritarian streak, since it was by Chinese tradition that everyone should always obey the male head of the family. He tried to counter my suggestion, but I was already out the back door before he could say anything else.

By this time a few more people had gathered around the corpse. Standing beside Mr. Fong were around half a dozen young men in white t-shirts and trousers, the morning shift workers at the nearby laundry shops. In a short time, some passersby from the main street noticed the small crowd, and joined in to make it bigger. The growing congregation of early morning risers began milling about, pointing at the body and speaking to each other in hushed tones.

Hearing the sound of footsteps coming down from the other side, I saw Disung “Harry” Lee making his way towards us. He was a tall, middle-aged man wearing a red pinstriped double-breasted suit. We all called him Uncle Harry, and he also happened to be one of the senior leaders of the Yuen Lee Benevolent Association, an organization that served to both protect and support Chinese interests in the city.

Lee’s slicked black hair was almost as neatly combed as my own, though his had streaks of gray on it. He normally wore a hat outdoors, but it seemed he had forgotten it this morning. Giving all the Chinese who were present a quick nod of recognition, he stood beside me while staring down at the body, the lines on his wrinkled cheeks more prominent than ever.

“Do you know who it is, Uncle Harry?” I asked.

He shook his head. Being a graduate from an Ivy League university back east, his English was impeccable, and it was a big reason why he served as the Benevolent Association’s spokesperson. “Doesn’t look like anyone we know so far. Are the police on their way?”

“Yeah, I called them already. Maybe we ought to turn the body around so we can get a look at the face just to be sure?”

He held his hand up, motioning at everyone to keep back. “No, don’t touch it. Let the police handle this.”

Mr. Fong kept standing there like the jade statue of a bearded Buddha, his tired, glassy eyes continuously staring down at the grisly sight a few feet away.
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IT TOOK ABOUT FIFTEEN minutes for the first cops to arrive. Two uniformed officers ordered the crowd to keep back, but since Lee had already done that for them, all the cops did was just stand there with their thumbs in their belts, trying to look like they were in charge.

A police van soon followed, and more uniformed officers began to set up wooden barricades to seal off the scene. We all dutifully moved back another few feet as the first plainclothes cops appeared and took pictures.

I stood just behind one of the dividers, and I overheard one of the uniformed officers talking to his partner. “Looks like another Dahlia murder,” he said.

My first thoughts were of the same thing. About a week ago, the naked corpse of a young woman was found in Leimert Park, a newly incorporated neighborhood just a few miles south of Chinatown. The newspapers first called it the Werewolf Murder, on account of the poor victim’s body having been horribly mutilated—she had been cut in half, and a grisly smile was carved into her face, along with numerous other things best left unsaid. By the end of the day, the young woman was identified as Elizabeth Short, and the press quickly dubbed her the Black Dahlia on account of the black dresses she once wore and because of a recent movie that starred Alan Ladd and Veronica Lake titled The Blue Dahlia.

Articles about the Black Dahlia were appearing daily in almost every newspaper, with each succeeding story becoming more sensational than the last. The public was enthralled by every sordid detail, and the media folk were practically scrambling over themselves and the police to find new, salacious stories to print.

No sooner had I thought about the press than a small gaggle of reporters suddenly appeared in the alley. Two were busy flashing away with their cameras, and four more had their notebooks out, hurriedly writing as many details as possible while the cops did their best to maintain some semblance of order. I figured these yellow journalists might have been eavesdropping on the police radio, or one of the cops on their payroll must have tipped them off.

While scanning the crowd, I observed a petite young woman with short medium brown hair and streaks of auburn on her bangs trying to nudge in for a closer look. She looked kind of like Amelia Earhart, but what really made her distinctive were her clothes—she wore a flowery light yellow blouse and rust colored trousers—nonconventional attire for women during those days. The notebook in her hand and the all-metal Leica camera strapped around her neck clearly marked her as part of the press, yet the other reporters seemed to be indifferent or even cold towards her.

A black hearse pulled up to the opposite side of the alley, and the county coroner got out from the front seat. I’d seen his mug in a number of newspaper articles on the Black Dahlia, but it was another thing seeing him in the flesh. Dr. Joseph Glass’s silvery thinning hair was combed back, and it sort of matched his gaunt, skull-like visage. The rust colored, double-breasted suit with wide lapels he wore seemed a bit old fashioned as he walked slowly towards the body.

Glass crouched down beside the corpse and had a thorough first look before he turned it over. When the dead child’s face was revealed, the only dismayed gasps in the leering crowd came from the Chinese. 

It was a boy alright, the shape of the torso and chest indicated as much. His closed, teardrop-shaped peepers, straight black hair, and soft nose clearly marking him as Asian. Purplish bruises were visible around the neck. 

I took a step back after noticing the genitals were missing—it seemed like they’d been sliced off at the base of the loins, leaving only a reddish gouge. Flies were beginning to swarm all around the place. I was fortunate that I hadn’t eaten anything that morning, otherwise I would have surely vomited the moment I saw the body.

Glass stood fully upright while muttering to himself. “Deceased male, looks to be around eleven or twelve years of age.”

The moment the dead boy’s features became visible, I heard a collective sigh of relief erupt amongst the reporters and the white bystanders in the crowd. A number of them looked at each other and gave resigned shrugs before walking away and resuming their otherwise mundane lives.

“Ah, it’s just an Oriental, thank God,” one of the cops with his back turned to me said to his nodding colleague. “If this had been a white child, the whole city would be up in arms.”

Within minutes, the crowd had begun to thin out. Most of the press photographers took a few shots for narrative’s sake before turning around and walking out of the alleyway. The only one amongst them who stayed was the young woman.

Another car pulled up, just behind the hearse. This vehicle happened to be a red Hudson convertible, its clear stylish lines setting it apart from the other vehicles around it. Two men in single breasted suits and fedoras got out, and I recognized them both.

The first one to approach the scene was built like a brick wall, although age had begun to take a toll with his expanding potbelly. Detective Leo Bryant had started out as a beat cop patrolling the outskirts of Chinatown in the early thirties. He was transplanted from the South after losing the family’s farm, and hated anyone who wasn’t of his own kind. Bryant’s nativism was so extreme that I even saw him beat up Italians and Irishmen just for giving him dirty looks. My worst memory of him was when he gave my father a shiner for talking back during a routine questioning. Bryant had enlisted in the Marines after Pearl Harbor, and we thought we’d seen the last of him until about a year ago, when he showed up at his old beat again, this time as a newly minted detective.

Bryant’s partner stood out in complete contrast as he came from the driver’s side of the fancy convertible he owned, walking towards us with a porcelain smile. Detective Sergeant Woodrow Tyrus had impeccable style; his powder blue Hollywood sport jacket complemented his shaded woolen trousers, Deco silk tie, two tone shoes, and all-white fedora perfectly. His darkly handsome looks gave him a slight resemblance to Tyrone Power, but unlike the actor, he had an extra twenty pounds of muscle added to his athletic frame. I’d seen him in the papers, his face always in the news whenever a major narcotics bust happened. The press had recently reported that he was on loan from Administrative Vice to help out the beleaguered Homicide boys, due to intense political pressure to solve the Dahlia case.

Glass glanced back at the two detectives from where he stood over the body. “So they brought out the junior varsity for this?”

Bryant snorted as he stood beside the coroner. “Can it, doc. We’re not the ones behind the eight ball, you are.”

“Be nice, partner,” Tyrus said, putting himself in between Bryant and the coroner. “I had to drag him out of bed at six in the morning, doc.”

“We’re all in need of some shuteye,” Glass said wearily.

Bryant grimaced. “How did you even get a shave so quick, Woody? Don’t you ever sleep?”

“Oh, that’s easy,” Tyrus answered. “Unlike you two, I was up working all night.”

Bryant crouched down, giving the body a closer look. “Have we got another Dahlia victim, doc?”

“There are similarities and differences,” Glass said. “Body has been cleaned, probably bled out too, just like Miss Short. This one looks to be death by asphyxiation though, and there seems to be a bruise at the back of the head.”

Bryant nodded while standing up. “Face looks intact, unlike the Dahlia.”

“Kid seems like he’s sleeping,” Tyrus added. “What happened to his little package down there, doc?”

Glass rubbed his chin. “Yeah, that’s a mutilation alright, but of a different sort. His wrists and feet aren’t bound either.” He pointed towards the corpse’s thin legs. “Time of death looks to be at least six hours ago, maybe more. I’ll need to bring the body to the morgue for a full autopsy if you two don’t mind.”

“It’s all yours, doc,” Tyrus said.

Bryant turned around and faced both sides of the now sparse crowd. Most of the other Chinese had already left the moment they saw him. “Who called it in?”

I raised my hand. “I did, sir. Thomas Luoo.”

“Were you the one who found the body?”

“My momma did, sir,” I said, before I turned and took a few steps towards the back door of our restaurant. “I’ll go get her.”

Momma quickly stepped out into the alleyway and stood beside me. It seemed that she might have been listening just behind the doorway and had anticipated being summoned. I stayed close enough that our arms touched and I took hold of her hand. 

Bryant studied us for a minute before he spoke again. “What’s your name?”

“Bessie Luoo,” Momma said. “I-I was just moving the trashcans away from the door when I saw it.”

“You speak pretty good English for an Oriental woman. I didn’t think your kind were capable of such things.”

“She was born in San Francisco, sir,” I said. “My momma is as American as you.”

Bryant glared at me, both hands curling into fists. “Was I talking to you, chink?”

Tyrus once again stepped forward, interjecting himself between us. “Don’t flip your wig, partner,” he said to Bryant before beaming at me. “You still in school, son?”

I nodded. “UCLA, sir. In my second year.”

Bryant turned sideways and spat on the ground. “A college boy? I can’t believe our universities are allowing Asiatics to enroll now. This country really has gone to the dogs.”

Tyrus chuckled. “He’s got more education than we have, Leo.” He looked at my mother once more. “Did you see anyone out here before you came upon the body, ma’am?”

Momma shook her head. “No, sir. There was no one else around when I came out.”

Tyrus thanked her before turning to face Bryant and the coroner. “There was some sort of festival last night over here—their New Year’s Eve or something like that. Somebody must have slipped the body in once everyone had gone to bed.”

“So nobody saw anything. Just like the Dahlia,” Bryant said. “Okay, I think we’re done here for now.”

The young woman waved her hand towards the cops as the boy’s body was wrapped in a blanket before being placed on a stretcher. “Detectives, can I get a comment? Did the thug who killed Elizabeth Short claim another victim?”

Bryant ignored her. Tyrus regarded her for a few seconds before he replied. “What’s your name, doll?”

“Frances Byner,” the young woman said. “I’m with the Daily News.”

“Oh yeah? I know most of the reporters in this town, and I ain’t never heard of you before, miss.”

She hesitated for a few seconds before she spoke again. “I-I’m a... freelance journalist.”

It was Bryant’s turn to chuckle as he walked back towards the convertible. “Another stringer who works for pennies. Get a real job, baby, or even better, get yourself a man.”

The young woman tried to ask more questions, but only the uniformed cops remained within earshot. After a few minutes of failing to get anyone’s attention, she turned and forlornly made her way out of the alley. Glass supervised the loading of the body into the hearse. Tyrus walked over to Lee and the two of them had a short chat before shaking hands and parting ways.

Just as I escorted my mother back towards our family restaurant, Lee came over and placed his hand on my shoulder. “You both did well. Don’t worry, I’m sure the cops will straighten this out.”

“Thanks, Uncle Harry,” I said. “I sure hope they find whoever did it.”

“I’m sure they will, Tommy. You just forget about this.”

I stood there by the doorway, watching Lee moving away before another member of the Association appeared in the alley and called out to him. Ti Fat Yuen was a squat, portly man who was an equal in power and influence to Lee in our community. Unlike the articulate, well-educated Uncle Harry, Yuen was grumpy and could only speak Cantonese. As kids we used to call him Fat Manchu behind his back, but as we got older and wiser, we soon heard stories about Yuen being a former tong leader who made his fortune by engaging in a number of less savory enterprises.

Both men were too far away for me to hear what they were talking about, but it was apparent that they were having some sort of disagreement. I watched their squabbling for a few more minutes before they went their separate ways.
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AFTER DROPPING MY BROTHER off at the elementary school, I took a streetcar up to the La Brea Tar Pits, then got on a bus to go west along Wilshire Boulevard until I made it to the university campus in Westwood. I was so distracted in class that I got called out by one of the instructors for not paying attention.

My mind kept thinking about the incident all day. I couldn’t shake it off no matter what I did. Every time a speculative answer popped up in my mind, it was compounded by a whole barrage of new questions, like a giant branching tree of mystery that continued to grow outwards until the myriad of crisscrossed lines covered the stratosphere.

When I got back to Chinatown is was late afternoon. I walked into the Pagoda Lounge, an establishment run by Herbert’s parents near the Broadway entrance. During afternoons the place served as a tea house, but would then transform itself into a cocktail bar around evening time. 

His momma was behind the bar counter, and she smiled at me and pointed towards the ceiling as I came through the door. “He’s up there, Tommy. Do you want me to bring you boys some dim sum?”

I smiled while making my way towards the side corridor. “No thanks, Mrs. Wong. I ate a heavy lunch at the university cafeteria.”

She sighed. “I wish Herbert would go to college too, but he’s so uninterested in that stuff.”

I bade her goodbye before walking into the storeroom at the back of the place. When Herbert’s family took over the premises, they had discovered a small room tucked away on the second floor, accessible only by a remote stairwell hidden behind stacks of crates. 

Naturally, Herbert and I took over that place, and we called it the Hideout. Over the years it was our secret abode, and only our trusted friends would get invited up to that room. As we grew older, we steadily replaced our hoard of toys in the place with more adult, albeit secondhand, furnishings. The small window had a great view of the main plaza down below, and we spent countless hours just reading and listening to the radio after school, while my confounded parents were out searching for me. 

Making my way up the stairs, I threw the door open to find Herbert sitting on the upholstered settee and reading from a stack of afternoon edition papers on the old coffee table. “Well? Did it show up in the headlines?” I asked him.

Herbert didn’t take his eyes off the newspaper he was reading. “I didn’t see it.”

Shaking my head in disappointment, I walked over to the Philco phonograph that stood by the side of the window and turned off its built-in radio. This was the one appliance in the room that was brand new, and we both contributed to the ever-growing collection of vinyl records along the wooden shelves of the Hideout. Choosing a single, I placed it onto the phonograph and started it up, filling the air with Cab Calloway’s catchy rendition of Blues in the Night.

Herbert put down the paper and looked up at me. “Not that fuddy-duddy song again!”

I gyrated my shoulders while nodding up and down to the beat, even singing along when the chorus came up. “I could listen to this gas all day.”

“You did that already. Many times as I can recall.”

When the song finished, I stopped the phonograph. “Okay, wiseguy. What kind of song do you like?”

“La Mer.”

I burst out laughing. “La Mer? By that French guy? You don’t even know what he’s saying.”

“It doesn’t matter. I like the melody.”

I turned the radio back on, moving the dial over to a news channel. “Yeah, sure, pal. Did the body get mentioned on the radio?”

Herbert shrugged. The dead boy was the talk of Chinatown, but we weren’t sure if the rest of the city was reporting it. “I’ve been tuning in and out of it since I woke up. So far I haven’t heard it on the air.”

Shaking my head in disappointment, I sat down with a sigh on the opposite side of the settee. The first day of the Spring Festival was turning out to be a crummy one. “It doesn’t look like anyone cares.”

“Cheer up,” he said. “Uncle Harry came by downstairs at around lunchtime.”

“Oh yeah? What did he say?”

“He talked to just about everyone near and far. Nobody knows who the kid is, or who he belonged to.”

I leaned back, and the old settee started creaking. “Yeah, when I saw the face, it sure didn’t look familiar.”

“Maybe the kid was from some other city? Maybe he wasn’t even Chinese?”

“I don’t know. We still need to find out who he is though.”

Herbert gave me a quizzical look. “Why? If the dead kid isn’t one of us, then we ought to let the authorities handle it.”

I frowned. “We’re still being affected.”

“How so?” he asked.

“Whoever did it dumped the body on our laps, right on New Year’s Day.”

“Yeah, that was bad luck. Do you think the fiend that killed the boy knew about our superstitions?”

“Maybe,” I said. “When the cops took the body away I saw Uncle Harry and Mr. Yuen arguing with each other.”

“They always argue.”

“But not over something like this. I think Fat Manchu might have something to do with what happened.”

“Come on, he wouldn’t kill other Chinese, and especially not a boy.”

“Yeah... well, maybe not him, but what about his enemies?”

Herbert shook his head. “The tongs have mostly consolidated and work with each other now. My father told me about the wars in San Francisco, but that happened a long time ago. We’re united these days.”

“Okay, so maybe whoever did it wasn’t Chinese.”

“Then Fat Manchu is innocent,” Herbert said. “You can’t have it both ways if you want to pin him as a suspect, Dapper.”

“You’re right, but I just can’t help it. I have this feeling he’s tied into it somehow.”

“So what are you going to do?”

I leaned forward and pursed my lips. In my bedroom I had stacks of Black Mask magazines that I had collected over the years. My favorite movie was The Big Sleep, and I liked the same brand of cigarettes that Bogie smoked. Back in elementary school I once told the class that I wanted to be a private eye when I grew up, and they all laughed at me.

Herbert saw the look in my eyes. “Dapper, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

I took out a cigarette and lighted it. The cacophony of drums and cymbals coming from below meant that the dragon dance was starting again. “Someone needs to find out what the truth is.”

“That’s a job for the police, Dapper. Not you,” he said.
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THE FOLLOWING DAY I only had two classes to attend, and so I returned to Chinatown before lunch. The crowds of tourists were moderately large because we had heavily advertised the New Year celebrations in advance, but I could tell the enthusiasm was muted. It seemed like a curse had been placed over our community, and the usually joyous festivities felt more like a routine than genuine jubilation.

There were lots of customers in my parents’ restaurant at lunchtime, and I ended up helping out by taking orders and washing dishes. Momma and Dad rarely spoke, and now they were downright mute when it came to bringing up the subject of the dead boy. I tried to start a discussion with my father in the small kitchen while we were preparing an order, but he told me to pipe down and just take the food out to the waiting patrons instead.

I took a break at around two o’clock when the clientele at the restaurant began to thin out. Making my way into the main plaza, I sat down on one of the empty wooden benches overlooking the stage and lit up a cigarette. 

A somewhat familiar voice came from my left side. “Hello there.”

I turned my head and looked up at the smiling face of the young woman who I had seen in the alleyway the day before. I instinctively smiled back before replying. “Hi.”

She wore a flowery green Kitty Foyle dress, and her hair was perfectly coiffed, just like an illustration in a fashion magazine. “I heard that this holiday is called the Spring Festival, but then I also heard it’s called the Lunar New Year. Can you tell me which one is the right term for it?” she asked.

“They’re both correct,” I said. 

She blushed. “Oh, alright. My name is Frances Byner by the way.”

I stood up and held out my hand. I already knew her name, but it was always better to be formal when it came to introductions. “Tommy Luoo, but my friends call me Dapper.”

She shook my hand while scrutinizing the starched collared shirt and tie that I wore beneath my knitted sweater vest. “Well, you certainly live up to your name, Dapper.”

“Thanks. Are you here for business, or just to have a look around?”

She had a resigned look on her face. “A little of both, actually. I wanted to see if I could find out a little more about the Chinese community, and maybe get a handle on what happened. But of course, I wasn’t sure how to approach anyone, so I’ve mostly just been observing.”

I gestured for her to take a seat beside me. “Well, I can tell you what I know.”

Frances sat down and took out a small notebook from her handbag. “I was going to ask people around here how they felt about finding that poor child’s body.”

“Don’t ask.”

“What do you mean?”

I let out a deep breath. “Finding that body couldn’t have come at a worse time. Chinese people are very superstitious during the New Year. They believe that any kind of talk or even a hint about death would bring bad luck, which would then carry over until next year.”

She nodded slowly while putting away her notebook. “I see. I’m sorry I offended you, Dapper.”

“You didn’t, so it’s okay. My generation isn’t quite as traditional as the older folks, so you can ask me anything.”

Her subdued demeanor instantly changed into hopeful relief. “Alright. I was wondering if the killer of this poor child meant to somehow do harm to everyone here because of the timing of this murder.”

“I have the exact same suspicion. I believe this was a deliberate act, but I’m not sure what the specific reason is,” I said.

“Do you think it was done by the murderer of Elizabeth Short?”

“I don’t know. At first it seems like it, but there’s a number of differences too,” I said. “Oh, I’ve been reading every paper I can find, including the Daily News, but I haven’t come across any article about what happened here.”

Frances looked down. “I sent a story I wrote to the editor of the Daily News and they promised to run it today, but they nixed it at the last minute.”

“They canceled it? Why?”

“It seems that Elizabeth Short’s
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