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Hollywood Boulevard — 1979 

Hollywood Boulevard. 2 a.m. October 1979. 


The way I worked it was called guzzling, which was not technically legal and was also the only way to eat. 

You listened to your handheld CB for fares announced from competing companies — for hotels, hospitals, the airport run nobody wanted at 1 a.m. — and if you got there first, got the fare in the cab and you got away before the legitimate cab arrived nobody asked questions because the questions cost more than the answers were worth. That was Hollywood. That was almost all of it. 

My name is Rena Sloan. I was twenty-six years old and I owned nothing but the Stagecoach–the name of the cab–and my bar card and a one-room apartment on Havenhurst with a window that faced west, which meant in the morning I got no sun at all and in the evening I got all of it, which is a thing that sounds romantic until you are trying to sleep. 

It was 2 a.m., October 1979, and Hollywood Boulevard was empty the way it gets after the last tourist cab has cleared and before the first delivery truck arrives — a specific and temporary cool and a little clammy emptiness, the city holding its breath between performances. I had the coach idling at the curb outside a closed shoe store, the CB set to scan, the heater running because October nights in this city lie to you. I had a cup of gas station coffee going cold in the cupholder and four fares since ten o’clock, which was enough but I needed more. This was the time Hollywood blvd, believe it or not, rolled up it’s walk of fame and as our old dispatcher used to announce in the dead of night, “Nothin’s shakin’ but the leaves on the trees, 


Then the alley opened up. 


They came out of the darkness between a pawnshop and a closed taqueria — seven of them, and they moved the way water moves when
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it finds its level, low and certain and entirely without hurry. Coyotes. I had seen them on the freeways before, the sightlines long enough to catch them crossing at the edges, but not here, not in the middle of the city’s main artery, not like this. They took the boulevard the way an owner walks a room. 


I cut my headlights. 


The CB crackled — a fare, somewhere east on Fountain, a hotel pickup — and I did not reach for it. I sat with my hand not reaching and watched them move west toward Vine, their coats the exact color of the asphalt in the sodium light, gray and purposeful. They galloped proudly until they ran out of sight. They owned the boulevard. 

I understood something I had not understood before, or never said out loud in the particular way that a thing said out loud becomes real. 


The city was not mine. 

The city was not anybody’s I knew. 


After midnight this boulevard belonged to a different order entirely, one that had no use for cab drivers or bar cards or the careful economies of women who guzzled fares to make rent. The tourists had their Hollywood. The industry had its Hollywood. The dealers and the desperate had their strip of it running from Las Palmas to Cahuenga, transactions conducted at a register the daylight hours pretended not to see. But what the coyotes moved through was something older than any of that. They were not surviving the city. They were owning it. 

I watched until the last of them disappeared past Vine, unhurried, sovereign, dissolving into the dark the way things do when they have never needed to be seen. 


Then I sat in the dark for another minute. 


I did not radio for the fare on Fountain. I let the moment be. Some things you cannot hold onto; you can only choose not to interrupt them while they are happening. I had not learned much in twenty-six years but I had learned that.
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I turned the headlights back on. 


The boulevard looked the same as it had before. That was the thing about what I had seen: it left no mark. In four hours the shoe store would open and the taqueria would start its grease trap and the tourists would begin their slow drift from the hotel lobbies, and nobody would know that this street had belonged to something else entirely while they were sleeping. 


But I would know. 


I filed it where I filed the things that mattered and drove north on Cahuenga with the CB scanning and the heater breathing warm air onto my knees and the first gray loosening of the sky somewhere above Mulholland that I could not see yet but could feel the way you feel a change in pressure — the night getting ready to end its shift. 


I did not know then what I know now. 


I did not know that two years later a woman would sit across a desk from me and place a folded twenty-dollar bill between us with the careful dignity of someone making a down payment on the truth. I know now. 

Two years later. 

It said Rena Sloan on the door. A woman came to my door with twenty dollars and a dead friend. 

• • •
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ACT ONE — THE HOOK 

THE CLIENT ARRIVES 

Rena’s office. Hollywood. Morning, 1981. 

The office was one room on the second floor of a building that smelled of turpentine and old coffee, which described most of the second floors in Hollywood if you were honest about it. I had a desk, two chairs, a filing cabinet that locked, and a window that looked out onto an alley where someone had spray-painted TRUST NO ONE in letters three feet high. I had considered taking a picture of it–framing it. 


She knocked twice, precisely, and waited. 

I said come in. 


She was twenty-four going on fifty. That is not a figure of speech — she carried the exhaustion of someone who had been required to be older than her age for so long that the requirement had become architectural. She wore a yellow dress that had been washed careful and often, and her hair was done with the kind of deliberate attention that costs nothing but time, which is what you spend when money is not available. She looked at the room without apology and then she looked at me. 

She put the twenty on my desk like she was placing a bet she had thought about for a long time. 

Folded once. Lengthwise. Set down flat. Not pushed across. Placed. 

“His name was Jack Kerrigan,“ she said. “He tended bar at the Hell's Kitchen, a comedy club on Melrose. They say he overdosed. Jack never used drugs. He
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barely drank.“ 

She sat down without being invited, which I respected. “He called me the night before they found him,“ she said. “He was scared.” Jack was never scared.“ 

I looked at the twenty dollars. It was not the amount that registered. It was the way it had been placed — not an apology, not a bribe, not a plea. A transaction between equals. I took this case on two things before she had said another word: the way she placed that bill and the word scared, because she had said it the same way twice, and people do not repeat themselves unless the repetition is load-bearing. 


“The official finding was overdose,“ I said. 


“Official findings,“ she said, “have a way of finding whatever’s convenient.“ 

I asked her the only question that mattered: Jack’s apartment. Had anyone been in it since they found him? 

She looked at me with the patience of someone who has spent years being managed by people who believe they know better. “Honey,“ she said, “comfortable left town a long time ago. You keep that.“ She nodded at the twenty. “It’s all I’ve got and it’, whatever that meant. She glanced down at the twenty. “It’s not enough and I know it and I’m asking anyway.“ 

I put the twenty in my desk drawer. I told her I would look into it. What I did not tell her — what I would not tell her for a long time — was that I had already decided. I had decided when she placed that bill. I had decided when I saw in her the weight of someone the system processes and discards without real investigation, without real interest, without the basic dignity of being taken seriously. 

I had seen that weight before. I had carried some of it myself. She left me the address on Cahuenga and walked out into the Hollywood morning and I sat there for a moment with the twenty dollars in my desk drawer and the sound of traffic on the boulevard and the spray-painted letters in the alley across the way.
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TRUST NO ONE. 


I had a case. 


• • • 
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JACK’S APARTMENT — THE LIST 

Third floor walkup off Cahuenga. Afternoon, Day One. 

The building was the kind that had aspirations once. You could still see them in the tile work in the lobby, the pattern of it, someone’s idea of permanence, now gritted with decades of foot traffic and indifference. The elevator had an out-of-order sign that had been there long enough to turn yellow at the edges. I took the stairs. 

Third floor. The door was unlocked, which meant someone had been here before me and had not bothered to relock it, which is the kind of carelessness that tells you more than what they took. 

I stood in the doorway for a moment and looked without touching. The apartment was small and lived in with intention. A person had organized this space according to specific principles. The kitchen was clean in the way of someone who cooked seriously. There was a typewriter on the table with a half-finished page still in the carriage — three lines of something, a joke, I thought, or the beginning of one. The bed was made. People who make their beds are either optimists or people who need the day to start with at least one thing controlled. Sometimes both. 


The bookshelf stopped me. 


Floor to ceiling. Every Elmore Leonard in hardcover and paperback both, which tells you about a man who buys a book to read and then buys it again to own. Hunter S. Thompson complete. Three times. I  noticed at least thirty copies of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, as many Hell’s Angels, Hombre, the Big Bounce, 52 Pick, Swag etc.

SLOAN 10 

That many copies of each book means something. I don’t knwo what but–something. I picked up one random copy of The Switch and wouldn’t you know it, something fell out onto the carpet. 


A folded piece of paper. Small. Careful. 


I looked at it without picking it up for a moment. Then I picked it up. You ever get the feeling? You know.

Six names. Handwritten. Careful block letters, the kind of handwriting that belongs to someone who does not trust cursive with important information. Five names with notations beside them — initials, dollar amounts, dates. One name with only a question mark. 


I read all six names twice. 

The fifth name was a city councilman. 


I did not yet know what Pacific Meridian was. I did not know what Westside Advisory meant, or why those names appeared beside the dollar amounts, or what the question mark meant. What I knew was that Jack Kerrigan had written six names in careful block letters and hidden them inside a book he owned three times, and someone had already been through this apartment looking for something they had not found. 

I folded the list and put it in my jacket pocket. Then I went back to the bookshelf and straightened the books I had disturbed, which was a reflex and also not entirely rational, because whoever had
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