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            Cooks, Crooks and Colt

                    A Harmon Colt  

                       Novel 

                        By                

                   Kem Roy Neal

        Chapter One

     My arm was starting hurt from the Colt Python I had pointing at Chef Pete, for the last five minutes.

     Chef Pete, an up and coming 34 year old hot-shot chef in Hollywood had taken a hit of crack at a party in Malibu six months ago, and quickly gone down hill.

     I stood twenty feet away from him in a gutted six story warehouse in down town LA, where the lost, drugged out and forgotten called home. When I pulled the python and pointed it at Pete, his fellow friends and neighbors in this dark, smelly rat infested hell-hole scattered into the dark protective corners of the building, wishing to live another day to get high.

     “ Put down the gun, Harmon,” Pete yelled to me, “ Or I swear I’ll burn it.”

     In his right hand he had a Zippo lighter with, ‘CHEFS LIKE IT HOT’ stenciled on it, fired up and ready to go. I had given him that lighter five years ago for his birthday. His left hand held a 92 year-old recipe for Grandpa Falsetti’s meatballs and spaghetti sauce. The recipe was why I was here. What I was being paid to recover.

    October in LA is a very hot month and on this 5th of October morning the warehouse was starting to heat up causing exotic odors to rise up and assault my nose.

     “Cap the lighter,” I yelled back to him. “ The Falsettis’ promised me they would not press charges against you for the money you have been extorting from them. They just want the recipe back, Pete. For fuck sake, it is part of their family history.”

     Pete’s eye’s darted back and forth. He licked his dried rough lips.

     “They sent you to kill me didn’t they?”

     Paranoia was setting in. He was sweating profusely and hopping from foot to foot, as wherever he touched down was scolding hot. Each time he moved the flame would come dangerously close to the old brown, wrinkled paper the recipe was written on.

     I would not shoot him to save a recipe; no matter how old and loved it may be. I had pulled the gun because you do not walk in to a warehouse like this without one, and two, because I thought it would scare Pete enough to comply with my wishes. But the gun was making him crazy (crazier) so I put it back in my hip holster.

     “Come on, Pete. Come with me and I’ll get you help I swear.”

     He stopped jumping around and looked at me. It was as if he was seeing me for the first time. His head tilted from side to side like a dog looking at a ball in a little girl’s hand.

     “Chef?” He asked. “ Is that you?”

     “Yeah…Its me Pete.”

     “ They are going to kill me chef. I fucked up.”

     “I won’t let that happen, Pete.” 

     Something to my right spooked the pigeons that were pecking at the floor behind Pete and they took to flight causing a cloud of dust and feathers to swirl around him.

     I saw a flash of movement to my right and thought I was hallucinating when I saw a football player with his head down charge in to Pete with a perfect midsection tackle, sending the lighter and Pete in one direction and the recipe spinning in the air.

     I ran over to Pete and the wanna-be free-safety. They were in a tangle of arms and legs. I pulled the guy with the football helmet off Pete. Pete took my hand and I helped him up.

     “You ok?” 

     “I don’t know, “ Pete said. 

     “Lets get out of here.” 

     I took Pete by the elbow and walked him over to where the recipe was on the floor. I picked it up and put it in a plastic zipper bag I had brought with me.

     The guy in the football helmet ran over to us. He said to me, “ Yo’ brother. Go gonna give me a reward or some shit for taking the white boy down like that.”

     Like me, he was African-American, younger than my 32 I would guess, and about my height, 6-2. But unlike me he weighted somewhere around 140 to my 190. He smelled like he had bathed in an unflushed toilet.

I asked him his name.

     “Stuart.” 

     I was reaching for my wallet to give him a ten just to get rid of him when I smelled something burning. I looked around and saw nothing. Then I noticed that a stack of wooden pallets were smoldering. Zippo lighters do not blow out easy, and Pete’s was no exception. The pallets went from smoldering to burning to claiming up the wall on the north side of the factor, all within ten seconds.

     I took my hand off my wallet and grabbed Pete.

     “Time to go,” I said to him.

     Pete and Stuart stood looking at the fire like they expected the Marshmallow Man to jump out of it.

     “What the fuck,” Stuart said to no one. Then he turned to me. “You set my crib on fire motherfucker.” He turned back to the fire, transfixed.

     I bent down and put Pete over my shoulder, fireman carry-style.

     “ Stuart. You need to get your ass out of here,” he did not respond to me.

     I ran out of the building with Pete on my shoulder like a baby waiting to be burped.

     I put him in the front seat of Mona Lisa, my car, a black 1969 Plymouth GTX 440 with a four speed and a four inch by four inch picture of Mona Lisa on the hood. Bob Perkins who restored her told me the car was his work of art, Bob is right. 

     After I had Pete secured in the seat, I climbed into Mona and watched through the windshield, as all hell broke loose. I wanted to call 911 on my cell, but they would be able to trace the call back to me and I did not need that. But some one had called the fire department because I could see and hear fire trucks racing toward us down 6th Street.      Drug addicts, metal-monsters and any one else who called this old factor home came running out carrying what few possessions they had. I felt bad for them. To have so little, and loose even that…

     I started Mona and peeled out of there just as the first battalion arrived.

                   *******************

     I drove Pete to a large house in the mid-Wiltshire District. The house is owned by a non-profit organization called the Street Nuns of the Golden Heart. The nuns are actually ex-prostitutes who help people of the street get straight.

     I had phoned them on the way over and told them what the situation was. They eagerly agreed to help. They owed me a favor or two.

     The house is an Old Spanish styled mini mansion painted white with a red tiled roof and far enough off the street for total privacy. A twelve foot black Roth iron fence surrounds the place, the gate was open and Maryanne and Big Benny stood there waiting for us. 

     Maryanne Potter is in her late thirties, in great shape and has shoulder length red hair. Her face was more pretty than beautiful and her green eye held secrets no one would ever know.

     Benny Kim was a large, 22 year-old, body building, Korean kid who was only happy when he was kicking someone’s ass. 

      Five years ago some of his gangbanging homeboys, for what ever reason, thought Benny was a snitch for the LAPD. They shot him five times, mainly in the arms and legs. But one shot was a chest wound that almost killed him.

    They drove Benny around all shot up and then dumped him behind a 7-11 on PICO Avenue near downtown. That is where Maryanne found him. She had been looking for a 14 year old named Karen, who had runaway from Iowa, and had ended up hooking. Benny refused to go the hospital so Maryanne. He now protects Maryanne, this house and it’s guests.

     Maryanne once confided in me that she believes the real reason his boys shot him was because they found out Benny is gay.

     Maryanne was wearing jeans and a baggy gray sweatshirt. Benny was decked out in a pair of white jeans. No shirt.

     “ Here we are Pete. Your new home for awhile,” I said. 

     Pete was looking around like a wild man trapped.

     He said, “ You told me I could get high first, Harmon. One last time. I agreed to that. This is bullshit.  You lied to me.”

     On the drive over I had told him that I would get him what he needed.

     “This is what you need, Pete,” I said, “Trust me.”

     He looked at Benny.

     “Who’s that big Chinese guy?” 

     “Korean,” I said and got out of the car.

     I walked up to Maryanne, gave her a hug and kissed her on the cheek. She hugged me back. We broke our embrace.

     I had met Maryanne seven years ago when I was executive chef at TXR Bistro in Santa Monica. She had been going from restaurant to restaurant looking for chefs willing to take time out of their busy schedules to give cooking lessons to her wayward boys and girls, so that they could get good jobs. She wasn’t having any luck until she met me. I had agreed. We have been friends ever since.

     “I haven’t seen you in 3 or 4 months,” She said to me.  “You look good.”

     “Detective work agrees with me.”

     “ I don’t think so, Harmon. You are a great chef. You belong in a kitchen.”

     “I will not return to a kitchen, unless I own it. Ever again.”

     She was about to reply to me when Pete opened Mona Lisa’s door and took off in a sprint.

     Benny, syncing that ass kicking was coming soon, took four strides and caught Pete by the neck.

     Maryanne yelled, “Don’t hurt him Benny. Just take him inside and get him cleaned up.”

     “No prob’Maryanne,” Benny said 

     He draged Pete toward the house.

     “Thank you.” I said to her. “Pete needs help bad. I did not know where else to take him.”

     “We’ll get him cleaned up and fed, Harmon. But I cannot force him to stay here.”

     “Yes…I know.”

     “ Harmon, I was wondering if you could come by here tomorrow. I have a problem that I would like your opinion on. Funny thing is I was going to call you tonight. But you called me first.”

     I looked at her trying to read her.

     “ We can talk now Maryanne.”  

     “ No. Tomorrow is better. Say ten in the morning.”

     “Ok. However you want it,” I said and kissed her on the cheek.

     “ See you tomorrow,” she turned and walked toward the house.

          I sat there in Mona Lisa until the large black gate closed automatically.

         Then I turned around and headed toward Beverly Hills. I had a recipe to return and a fee to collect.

          CHAPTER 2

        I park behind the Falsetti’s restaurant Ai Tuscany. The restaurant is only open for dinner so I knew the front door would be locked.

     A young Hispanic dishwasher was washing out trashcans and dancing to music that was blasting out of a radio he had sitting atop a milk crate. Like most people, he looked at Mona Lisa with lust in his eyes.

     I had starting out as a dishwasher, and appreciated how hard he was working. 

     I got out of the car and the music hit me, it was the Wave, by Antonio Carlos Jobim. The rich, smooth, hypnotic bossa nova sound wrapped around me like a cold wet blanket and I froze. I had not listened to that song in five years. Avoiding it as best I could. I could not move because I was flooded with memories of… her.

                                                                      **********************************************************

     Five years ago on 24 December, I was working as executive chef at TRX Bistro. I was 27, in love and on top of the world. In my mind and in the taste buds of a few food critics I was the hottest chef in LA, perhaps the whole west coast.

     Chefs do not have the luxury of being able to take off holidays and be with friends and families. We have to work at those precious times.

     At the time I was dating a beautiful, highly talented pastry chef. Her name was Carla Cardenas, 32, from Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. We had meet at a food and Technology convention in Las Vegas. 

     I was on a stage giving a cooking demonstration on the versatility of tilapia, an inexpensive fish that was coming into its own at the time. She was sitting in the first row and I could not take my eyes off hear. She had me so frizzled that I kept screwing up my dishes, so I told my assistant to take over and I jumped off the stage and walked up to her.

     “I’m sorry,” I said to her. “ But I cannot cook with you sitting here. Your beauty is distracting me.”

     A chef I knew who worked at the Las Vegas Hilton, and was sitting in the audience said to me, “ Jesus Christ, Colt. That’s the worst pick up line I’ve ever heard.”

     “I think it was very sweet,” Carla said to him. To me she asked, with a slight accent “Would you like to walk around with me, chef Don Juan?”

     “ That’s Don Giovanni to you madam,” I said.

     “ A chef who reads classical literature. How interesting.”

     We walked around the convention getting to know each other. We sampled artesian cheeses, and treated ourselves to chocolate truffles.

     I learned that she lived in Los Angeles with her mother and kid brother. When she saw the look on my face, she told me that she knew she was a little old to be living at home but she did not believe in renting.

     “ It is like throwing money away,” She said. “ I’m saving to buy a house.”

     I told her that I was from Seattle, where my mother and sister still live. That my father had died when I was twelve, he was a policeman killed in the line of duty. I told her that I went to culinary college in Rhode Island and had spent a year in Paris honing my craft.

     “What made you go to LA?” She asked.

     “ I wanted to be a TV cooking star.”

     “Please tell me you’re joking,” she said.

     “I’m kidding. I think everyone wants to come to Los Angeles at some point in his or her life. I went to LA as a tourist and never left.”

     Once we got back to Los Angeles we were inseparable. We dated for two years, she taught me to love bossa nova music, and I turned her on to classic novels. The Wave became our song.

     That Christmas eve five years ago I had planned to ask her to marry me. But I would not have the chance to do that, because our lives changed that night forever.

     Carla’s little brother, Azule, was twenty-two at the time and a real punk. Carla and her mother babied him too much for my liking. Azule was a thief, drug-addict and wanna be gangbanger. When he got hooked on heroin he began to steal from his own family. Yet they kept on babying him.

    “Oh, Azule is a good boy,” their mother would say.

    “He’ll come around, Harmon. Just give him time,” Carla.

     When Azule put a kitchen knife to his mother throat and forced her to give him the pin numbers to her banks cards and cleaned out the accounts, they had finally had enough of him. They did not call the police. But he was dis-owned by mother and sister.

     No one had heard from for months.

     Then he called… Christmas eve.

     Carla called me at work.

     “Harmon, Azule just called. He said that he wants money,” she was crying. “ He said if he doesn’t get it he would kill me and mama.”

     “He’s just talking trash, Carla,” I said. “Junkies do that. Don’t worry. If he comes around call the police.”

     “ I will not call the police on my brother.”

     I was busy. My staff was prepping for the dinner service that night and I was helping them and at the same time supervising. I really did not have the patience or the time for the on going Azule soap opera.

     “Can you come over Harmon? I want you here when he comes.”

     “I can’t leave Carla. You know that. If he comes by call the police. I gotta go babe,” I hung up.

     It had been a busy night at TRX Bistro, but we got through it and I could not wait to rush over to Carla’s house and ask her to marry me.

     I took the ring box out of my pocket, opened it and looked at the diamond ring inside. I smiled. The ring was beautiful, like my Carla.

     I took out my cell phone and called Carla to let her know I was heading over. On the fourth ring it was answered by a bored official sounding male voice.

     My heart stopped.

     “Who is this?” I asked.

     “Who are you?” the voice asked.

     “Don’t fuck with me, man!” I yelled into the phone. “Where’s’ Carla, asshole.”

“This is Detective Larson, LAPD. And I do not like your tone partner. So you calm down and tell me who you are.”
     “I her fiancé… I mean boyfriend. Is she ok?” I stammered. 

     “I need you to get over here,” Larson said. “ Should I send a car or can you get here?”

     “What happened?” I asked as claim as I could.

     “Just get here,” he hung up.

     I ran out of the restaurant to my old banged up Saturn. I dropped my keys twice trying to unlock the door. I work in Santa Monica and Carla lived off Sunset near Dodger Stadium, a good fifteen miles away. I tried to focus on driving, but a mile form her house I sideswiped a candy apple red low-rider. The four occupants in the car enjoying 40oz bottles of malt liquor and moving at 25 miles an hour, did not appreciate my driving skills, so they started chasing me.

     When I turn on to Carla’s street the low-rider was on my tail. When they saw all of the flashing police lights on the street, they hit the brakes, made a U and took off.

     Larson, a large red faced man with heavy jowls and gray crew cut walked up to where I was lying on the ground with my hands cuffed behind my back, because I did not heed the warning of the uniforms who told me not to cross the police tape.

     “You the guy that called?” He asked me.

     I told him I was.

     “Uncuff him.” 

     They did and I stood up rubbing my wrists. Inside the house I could hear The Wave playing. While I was on the ground I could her the song end then start over again. The CD player was on repeat.

     “Can you please turn that music off?” I asked Larson.

     “I’m not touching that thing or anything else until crime scene unit gets here and does their thing.”

     “Tell me what happened here?”

     Larson flipped open his leather note pad.

     “At approximately 2330, that’s 11:30pm, we received a call from a neighbor, a Mr. Vega that a fight was taking place here at…”

     I cut him.

     “I don’t care about that bullshit. Is Carla Cardenas ok?”

     Larson looked at me and studied my face.

     “For all I known you could be a suspect in all this.” He said waving his hand around the crime scene. “ But,” he continued, “ you are showing me what appears to be genuine concern, so I’ll level. The woman Carla was in pretty bad shape when medics took her away. She was alive…But…” His voice trailed off.

     “What about her mother? She was here.”

     “She was unharmed.” Larson said, “ She rode in the ambulance with Carla.”

     “What hospital did they take her to?”

     “Hollywood Pres…”

      Before he could finish I was turned and heading for my car.

     “Hey.” He yelled to me. “ Don’t to that. Don’t you dare walk away from me without giving me something. I have been patient with you, now you’re gonna talk to me or I’ll arrest you.”

     I walked back to him.

     “Her brother did this,” I said, “His name is Azule. He’s a junkie who stepped over the edge.”

     “The mother said she did not know who the men were who robbed and beat Carla.”

     I filled Larson in on the family history with Azule and I told him about my conversation with Carla early that evening.

     Larson had been taking notes the entire time I was talking. When I finished, he blew air out and looked at the night sky.

     “This Azule,” he said. “Sounds like every parents dream son.”

     I handed him my business card with my cell number on it.

     “Can I go now?”

     “Yeah” he said.

     Hollywood Presbyterian Hospital is located where North Vermont Avenue and east Sunset Boulevard cross. I made it there in eight minutes.

     I found Carla’s mother in the ER waiting room. Her elbows were on her knees and her face was in her hands, she was crying. A drunken, homeless looking man, with dried blood plastering his blonde hair to his head was sitting behind Mrs. Cardenas trying to remove her wallet from her purse on the floor. I ran up and kicked his hand as hard as I could. The guy yelped and ran out. Mrs. Cardenas looked up at me startled.

     “ Oh, Harmon. Thank God you are here,” she wiped her nose with a tissue.

     “ Are you, ok?” I asked her.

     “Yes. Yes. But poor Carla.” She started crying again.

     “How is she?”

     She did not answer me.

     “Please tell me,” I pleaded.

     “ The doctors’ say she has broken ribs. One went through her left lung. Her spleen is busted. Dear God, her face… Her beautiful face is swollen and black and blue.”

     I put my arm around her and pulled her to me. She cried on my shoulder.

     I would learn after Carla’s surgery just how close to dying she had come that night. The doctor told me that she also had edema of the brain. They put her in a medication induced coma for a week until the swelling was under control.

     During that week I took care of Miss. Cardenas as best I could. Spent as much time in Carla’s room as I could. And become a regular pain in the ass to Detective Larson of the LAPD.

     When Larson couldn’t take it any more he invited me to lunch. He took me to the hot dog stand in front of the LAPD’s Parker Center.

     “You being a chef an all, do you eat hot dogs?”

     “Lov’um.” I told him.

     He ordered two chilidogs for himself topped with every condiment on the cart and a diet coke. I had one mustard dog and a bottle of water.

     He walked over to a bench and sat down. Larson finished one of his dogs in three quick bites, wiped his hand on a napkin, drank some coke, belched lightly and said to me, “ I know you want the brother and the others arrested and punished for what they did. I do too… But understand that your case is not the only one I have.”

     I started to speak and he held up a hand to stop me.

     He said, “ Let me finish. I’ve talked to Miss Cardenas. She says that she is not sure who did it and Carla is still in the doctor-controlled coma. All I got is you saying the brother did it.”

     “What about prints or forensic evidence?” I asked him.

     “ You’ve been watching too much TV. He lived there Harmon. His prints and DNA are everywhere.”

     I had eaten half my hotdog but I was not hungry any longer. I walked over to a trash bin and tossed it in, then walk back over to the bench and sat down. Within that time Larson had finished his second dog.

     He reached into his inside coat pocket and handed me a card. I looked at it:

                     James Bellows

            Private Investigations/Security Consultant
The card had a P.O. Box address in Hollywood and a phone number.

     “What is this for?” I asked him.

     “ I have cases coming out of my ass. Some of these cases take priority over others. Like the ones my bosses wanted closed first.”  He looked away from me toward Los Angeles Street at the traffic going by. Then he looked over his shoulder back at Parker Center, the Glass House, as locals know it. 

     He looked back at me.

     “I’m sorry Harmon,” he said. “ But the Cardenas case is not high on their priority list.”

     His statement slapped me in the face.

     “This is bullshit, Larson,” I said.

     “Look, Harmon. I have no witnesses. Miss Cardenas says she cannot ID who did it. Carla Cardenas is in a coma. All I got is you saying it is the brother. By the way I do believe you. But he cannot be found and I have to start working on my hot cases.”

     He stood up and so did I.

     “Call the number on the card,” he said. “Bellows and I were once partners. He is a good man, and darn good investigator. He just couldn’t stand the politics of the job. He is not a company man. I am. He’ll help you find Azule. And when he finds him. Call me. Got it?” he stuck out his hand for me to shake.

     I did, and he walked back into the Glass House where they tell you not to throw stones.

     I took out my cell and called James Bellows.

     His ring-tone was Sade’s ‘Smooth Operator’. I was having doubts about the guy and I was ready to hang up about and go find my own investigator when he answered.

     Bellows sounded very young and he used a lot of slang in his speech. 

     When I was done telling him what I needed he told me to stay in from of Parker Center that he would meet me there so that he could talk to Larson if he needed to. Then he changed his mind.

     “Hey,” He said. “ I got a better idea. Check this out. I have not had lunch yet so why don’t you meet me over on Olvera Street. At restaurant called El Paso Pass. You can buy my lunch.”

     “Um, ok,” I did not know what to say. 

     “Cool. I’ll be there in fifteen.”

     “How will I know what you look like?” I asked him.

     “That’s easy, dude. I’ll be the good looking fucker walking through the door,” he hung up.

     Before I moved here I bought a historical book about Los Angeles. The first place I read about and wanted to visit was Olvera Street because of its rich history and mouth-watering food dishes, pastries and Mexican art.

     Olver Street began as a lane called Wine Street. In 1877 it was renamed in honor of one of its residents, Agustine Olvera, the county’s first judge. The place is always filled with tourist and locals alike, walking around in a dream-like state of sensory pleasure over load.

     The El Paso Pass was a very quaint Mexican restaurant designed to make you think you had just rode your horse up to it in old Mexico. A pretty waitress took me to a table for two then came back with a basket of warm fried tortilla chips and a bowl of home made salsa.

     “ Would you like something to drink while you wait for your guest?” She asked me.

     “Dos Equis. Dark. Thank you.”

     As sat waiting for Bellows to arrive I nursed my beer and thought about Carla. I loved her so much, yet I new deep in my heart that what we once had was destroyed, killed, dead to the world that we once knew. Once had.

     I knew that if I found her brother and the men responsible for pain and my loss that I would kill them. It frightened me, because I have never in my life, wanted to take someone else’s. This feeling had never been with me. Yet there it was, choking my heart and vacuuming up my soul.

     Azule and his friends had not only beaten Carla severely, they had also stole my innocence. Innocence is broken easily and should never be touched. Because once contact is made it crumbles, dries up and blows away forever. 

     I was deep in thought when Bellows walked up to the table.

     Bellows is a big guy, about 6-5, 220 with styled blonde hair. He was wearing green army camouflage pants, black lace up Timberland boots and a black tee shirt and sports coat.

     I pegged his age at 32 and would find out I was right. Women and a few men would say he had rugged good looks.

     He stuck out his hand.

     “Chef Harmon Colt. It is a pleasure to met you in person.”

     We shook hands, and he sat down.

     “You know me?” I asked.

     “Know of you is more like it.” He said. “ To me cooking is cool. Man I mean I really dig-it. Plus chicks love a guy that can handle his spatula. Know what I’m saying.” He winked at me.

     I almost got up and left. I needed a pro to help me, not some wanna-be ladies man.

     But I stayed because he did over flow with self-confidence, and Larson had recommended him.

     “ Let me tell you what I need.” I said.

     He held up a hand to stop me.

     “Lets order first.” He said.

     So we did. He ordered the Grand Slam South of the Border sampler. I ordered another Dos Equis.

     “Okay. Tell me what I can do for you.” He said.

     I told him the whole story. He was a good listener. He asked questions if something needed to be clarified and he took notes.

     When I was finished he asked me, “What to you want me to do when I find them?”

     “Just call me and tell me where they are and I’ll take it from there.”

     He put down his ink pen and looked at me. He was about to say something when the waitress brought over a large sizzling platter with tacos, enchiladas rice and black beans. Bellows thanked her and then dug in to his meal. As he was eating he never took his eyes off me. I looked right back at him, while sipping my second beer. I could not help but notice that the rice was over cooked.

     He was done eating in less than five minutes.

     He wiped his mouth with a napkin and said, “ That was a fantastic meal. Thanks. And if you want me to find these guys so you can kill them…No thanks.”

     The guy had morals. That caught me off guard. He did not seem the type.

     “Just find them for me that is all you have to do.” I said.

     “Oh I’ll find them all right. The problem is what happens when I do.”

     I stayed silent.

     He looked around for the waitress and not finding her, got up walked over to the bar and came back with a beer.

     He said, “ Larson sent you to me so he must think you’re ok. So here’s the deal. I charge five hundred a day, which includes expenses unless some comes up where I need to spend lot money for something. Is that cool.”

     “Yes.” I said.

     “Cool. If I find them in less than one week you throw in a free cooking lesson.” He smiled at me. It was a smile that said he understood my pain. I was thankful to him for that.

     I paid the bill and walked to a branch of my bank. I gave him $2000 cash and he wrote me a receipt from a page from his notebook.

     “ You call me first when you find them.” I said to him.

     “ I’ll call you first.”

     I gave him my card and he walked away.

     Over the next three days I visited Carla, she was still in a coma, tried to comfort her mother, and dogged calls from my boss Terry MacDonald, the owner of TRX Bistro. Terry knew what had happened to Carla and he was sympathetic, but he also needed his chef running the kitchen.

     I called Terry and told him I was not coming back to work.

     “What? You can’t do that to me.” He yelled. “ Who got to you? Peterson at Sizzle Steak? Where are you going?”

     “To jail.” I told him and hung up.

     I bought a nickel-platted .38 from a dishwasher who will remain nameless, and went home and drank beer and whiskey until I passed out.

     On the fifth day after I had hired him, Bellows called me.

     “I found Azule. He is with another guy, Mark Winter, at a motel near Venice Beach.”

     He gave me address.

     He said, “I kept my end of the deal. I called you first.” He hung up.

     I grabbed the .38 and ran to my car. 

     As I approached the motel I saw five patrol cars and two plain units. I got out of the car and started to walk toward the scene when Bellows came out of nowhere, spun me around, slammed me on the hood of my car and frisked me with one hand while the other hand pushed my left arm high up my back.

     He found the .38 in my right jean pocket.

     “Are you fuck’n kidding me?” He said more to himself, than me.

    He let me go and put the gun in his coat pocket.

     He grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me close.

     “Dude, you wanna throw your life away.” He said. “ You have very thing going for you. You thing the cops are just going to let you go in there and bust a cap in their asses? Huh? Do yah?”

     I felt light headed. Everything was out of focus, as if I had just awoken from a dream. I had been ready to kill someone or be killed.

     I was finding it hard to breath.

     I though of Carla.

     I started to shake and then cry. Bellows helped me to the ground and kept his hand on my shoulder while I let it all out.

     Larson walked over to us.

     “What the hell is going on here?” He asked

     “Its all good, Bill.” Bellows said to Larson. “ The kid is just glad its over.

     “Is that true?” Larson asked.

     “Yes.” I said.

     I pulled myself together and stood up. I felt ashamed crying in front of these two street wise guys.

     I promised myself I would never cry again. Ever.

     Larson said,” We have Azule in custody. He is saying that he had nothing to do with his sisters beating. The guy who was with him, Winters, is dead. Looks like he Oded.”

     Later that night after I had spent time hold Carla’s hand and wishing she would wake up, I went and sat with Miss Cardenas in the hospital café. We were having coffee when her cell phone rang.

     She listened to the caller, and then dropped the phone like it was made of razors. She screamed and people looked are way alarmed.

     I went around to her side of the table to hold her but she would not stop screaming. 

She pushed me away, stood up and slapped my face.

     “ You killed my son!” She Yelled.

     Some nurses at a near by table came over to comfort her and gave me dirty looks.

     My cell phone rang.

     “Hello?”

     “Harmon, this is Larson. Azule was killed in his cell at county. Seems some low-life he had ripped off a few months ago beat him to death before the deputies could stop him.”

     I slowly closed my cell phone and walked out of the hospital.

     I never saw Carla again.

     I do know that she recovered from her injuries and that she moved to Denver, Colorado. Her mother returned to Rio.

    Seven weeks after I walked out of their lives there was a knock at my door one morning.

     It was Bellows.

     “Holy, hell.” He said. “ You look like shit.”

     7:38 am and I was already drunk. I had not been outside in six days and I had not been sober in seven weeks.

     Bellows pushed past me and walked in. 

     I slammed the door shut.

     He looked around my apartment, that at one time had been a nice, neat single guy abode, in the heart of Hollywood. He kicked a pizza box on the floor. Brushed a mountain of beer cans off the sofa, sat down, picked up a carton of half eaten pork fried rice from the week before and smelled it, gagged and put it back.

     “You don’t answer your phone Homeboy.” He said.

     “You should have gotten the hint.”

     “ Do you realize this is the second time I’ve saved your ass?”

     I took a strong pull from the bottle, then looked and him and laughed.

     He got up took a card from his pocket and handed it to me.

     “When you stop feeling sorry for yourself,” he said, “call me. I’ve been where you are. When I left the department. Larson helped me. We all need someone.”

     I through my bottle and it shattered against the wall.

     “Why do you even fucking care?” I asked him.

     “I really don’t know. I just do.” He walked out.

     I sat down where he had been sitting.

     I thought about my father. A man I wish had gotten to know better before he was killed. I thought about my mother and sister who had been trying to call me for weeks.

I thought about Carla and what could have been.

     I went in to the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face. With the water still dripping I look in the mirror. 

     “Just who are you Harmon Bradley Colt?” I asked myself.

     I really did not know anymore, if I ever did.

     But I would find out.

     The next day I called Bellows.

     He offered me a job… The one caveat being I give him cooking lessons.

                                                   ****************************

     “Colt” Tony Falsetti called to me. “ Colt. Snap out of it.”

     I was standing by Mona Lisa, the driver door open, staring in to space. Tony and the dishwasher were looking at me like I had just landed after a long round trip to Saturn. I closed the car door and smiled at them trying to play it off.

     A Salsa tune was now blaring out of the radio.

     Tony, a short slim guy in his early forties, wear tan chinos and a dark blue polo shirt, walked up to me.

     “You ok, Colt?” He asked.

     “I’m great. I was just reminiscing.”

     “I thought you had a stoke or somethin’.” He said.

     “No. I’m fine and I have some good news for you.” I handed him the recipe.

                    CHAPTER 3

 Forbidden Love

     I followed Tony Falsetti through the back door and in to the kitchen where he stopped to sample a red bubbling pot of marinara sauce.

     The kitchen was alive with activities as the cooks prepped their stations and joked back and forth with each other. It is the same mentality of a platoon preparing for battle, for that is what it is a battle when service starts, from the first order to the last.

      Like a retired ball-player watching a game on TV, I always get a pang of nostalgia when I walk in a working kitchen and smell the aromas, hear the clatter of knifes cutting through vegetables, oven doors slammed and the pneumatic sound of a walk-in refrigeration door being opened.

     Someday I will return to my first love.

     Tony nodded his approve to the chef and we continued on to the office.

     Tony opened the office door and held it open for me. Inside were three desks, a salmon colored sofa and love seat.

     The matriarch of the family, Luca Falsetti, was sitting and one desk staring off in to space. At 82, he was frail, in the early stages of dementia and prone to uncontrollable bouts of crying. The large thick, black-rimmed glasses made him look like an old wise owl.

     At a desk near the window sat Giuseppe Falsetti, Tony’s younger brother. Giuseppe was the brains behind the business and was the reason behind the restaurants modernization and success. At 42 he looked ten years younger. He was handsome, in great shape and he could sale you a glass of water if you were drowning… And you would thank him for it.

     “Have a seat, Colt.” Tony said. “ Can I get you somethin’? An espresso?”

     “Please.” I said, and sat in the love seat.

     Tony opened the door and yelled for someone named Maria to bring in two espressos.

     Giuseppe got up and walked over to me. He was wearing a dark gray Brioni suit that had to have cost over five thousand bucks. I picked a piece of lint off of my black Macy’s sports coat.

     “As always its good to see you.” He said shaking my hand. “ You ready to sell me that old restaurant you live in.”

     Every time I run it to him he asks me that same question.

     Two years ago I bought an abandoned restaurant on Wilcox Avenue in Hollywood at a tax lien sale for pennies on the dollar. I use it as my home and test kitchen. Giuseppe believes that when the Hollywood Redevelopment Project is done it will be a prime location.

     He’s right.

     Luca Falsetti stood up on wobbly legs and pointed at me.

     “Ask him if he found Papa’s recipe and the stronzo stupido who stole it.” He shouted.

     “Stronzo?” I asked.

     “ Roughly translated,” Giuseppe said, “ it means asshole.” 

     Tony walked up to his father and gave him the recipe.

     “He found it daddy. He found it.” Tony told him.

      Luca placed the recipe on the desk and started crying.

     “I knew he would find it.” Luca said. “Harmon is a good man.” Sob-sob-sob.

    There was a knock at the door, then it was opened by a heavy set woman carrying a silver tray with three small white espresso cups on it. She placed the tray on Tony’s desk and quickly left without saying a word.

     Luca would not stop crying and I was starting to feel uncomfortable watching him.

     I stood up and said to Tony, “ I really have to be going. I drop off my bill tomorrow.”

     “Ok, Colt, How ever you want to do it.” Tony said. “ Thank you. Thank you very much.” He went back to comforting his father.

      I turned to leave and Giuseppe took hold of my arm.

     “Hang on, Colt. Come over to my desk and I’ll pay you now.”

     He sat down and pulled out a ledger size company checkbook out of a desk drawer. He filled out the check, tore it out folded it and put it in his suit pocket.

     To his brother and father he said, “I’ll be right back. I’m going to walk Colt out to his car.”

     When we were standing by Mona Lisa I asked him, “ What’s going on?”

     He hand me the check. I looked at it, $15,000.

     “This is way too much money Giuseppe. You owe me a tenth of that amount.”

     “I know. I know. I want to hire you for something else.” He looked around to make sure no one was listening.

     “I want you to find a girl for me.”

     I looked at him.

     “That didn’t come out right.” He said. “ You see I was dating a waitress who worked here.
     “ That’s not smart, Giuseppe.” I said. “ Being that you are married and all that.”

     “I know. But I really fell for this girl. She wanted me to leave Susan. But being the good catholic that Susan is she would never give me a divorce. But my marriage is dead man. Life is to short not to be happy. I want Zoë back. If Susan won’t divorce me then Zoë and I will just live together.”

     “Is this Zoë hiding from you?” I asked him.

     “No. I don’t think so. She just got pissed and left.”

     “You call her friends, family?”

     “I tried everyone I knew she knew.” He said. “ She just disappeared.” 

     I looked at the check.

     “ 15 grand is a lot of money.” I said to him. “ Are you telling me everything Giuseppe?”

     He held up his right hand.

     “I swear to God.”

     I folded the check and put it in my pocket.

     “ I’m going to need to know as much about Zoë as possible. Make me a copy of her application and I’ll need a photo.”

     “ We take pictures of all our employees,” he told me. “ Its stapled to her app.”

     “ Good. I also need for you to write down for me all you know about her: Where she is from. Family history. The dream city she would like to visit some day. Like and dislikes. Anything you can think of write it down for me. I’ll come back for it in a couple of hours.”

     I looked at my watch, 2:35pm.

     I had promised Groovy I would pick him up at LAX by three.

     “You got it Colt. I’ll have it all for you.” He looked over his shoulder then back at me. “ Don’t mention any of this to my family, ok?”

     “This is your business.” I said to him. “No one else’s’.”

     “Thanks.” He said and walked back to the restaurant.

                        Chapter 4

The Psychedelic Chef

        Like everything in Los Angeles the airport here could not just be a regular place for planes to land and take off like in most cities. No, Los Angeles International Airport (LAX) had to be different and glitzy because when you fly in they want you to be sure that you are not in Kansas anymore.

      In the center of airport is a building designed to look like a giant white flying saucer with four long legs protruding from it. The thing is called the “Theme Building” and I have to admit that there is a very good restaurant and bar in there.

     Prior to hosting the 2000 Democratic National Convention the airport installed 14 acrylic cylinders at the airport that change colors at night. They range in height from 25 to 100 feet and are suppose to remind one of Stonehenge in Wiltshire, England.

     How can you not love LA?

     I was entering the airport from Century Boulevard when the traffic came to an abrupt halt. I stuck my head out of the window and looked around the car in front of me. I saw a 1986 black Honda CRX sporting a Mugen body kit. The little Honda street racer was literally under the right front wheel of an airport shuttle bus. I was going to be stuck here for a while, and that was going to make me late picking up Groovy.

     I knew Groovy would not mind because he is a very mellow guy, now, but there was a time when he was a quick tempered, iron fisted take no shit chef. 

      I hate sitting in traffic, and now the horns where starting to blow, as if that was going to make the accident victims wake up, realize they are blocking the airport entrance, say they’re sorry and get out of the way.

     I put Mona Lisa in park. Rolled up my window to drowned out the irate drivers around me and slid an Alicia Keys CD in to the player. 

                                   *********************************

     I met Groovy while I was in culinary school. He was my stocks, soups and sauces instructor.  He was very demanding of his students yet fair. If you did well in his class, stuck around after class for kitchen clean up and did not act like you were God’s gift to the culinary world, he would give you a job at the restaurant where he was the executive chef.

     Garvin “Groovy” Yeats is a big, blond, curly headed, 44 year old Irishman from Chicago. Before becoming a chef he was a political science professor at Georgetown University. One summer he decided to go to Paris, a city he had always wanted to visit. He talked the university in to paying for the trip by stating that he was going there to do research on a book he was writing based on the he framework of the French political system that was changed dramatically by the 1958 constitution that created the Fifth Republic a hybrid presidential-parliamentary system.

     While in Paris he discovered food.

     He once told me, “Harmon, I realized that up until that point I had never really experienced a good meal.”

     For two months Professor Garvin Yeats eat his way across France.

     He was hooked.

     He reluctantly flew back to DC, gave up his coveted tenure at the university, to the shock, horror and dismay of his friends, family, colleagues and fiancée Sharon.

     Believing that Garvin had suffered from a nervous breakdown while abroad, the before mentioned group planned an intervention one night at Garvin’s apartment. They had an ambulance waiting around the corner, to rush him over to the psych ward at Saint Elizabeth Hospital once they had him hog-tied.

      What they didn’t know was that morning Garvin had left.

      He studied the French technique at Le Cordon Bleu in Paris, then work at two Michelin Star Restaurants, and one in Paris and one near Grenoble, for a total of five years of training.

      He moved to Providence, Rhode Island. He said that he wanted to be a big fish in a small pond. 

     The owner of a Mediterranean restaurant, who was in the process of opening a classic French bistro, paid Garvin top dollar to be his executive chef. Garvin became an instant star and he and the restaurant got rave reviews.

     He started teaching culinary art part time. That is how I met him. He became my mentor, friend and culinary hero.

     He had it all. That is, he had it all until he decided to fire his dishwasher.

     The dishwasher was a petty thief and speed freak named Lester O’Malley.

     Lester’s probation officer had once been a student of Garvin’s at Georgetown, who after graduation moved back to his hometown of Warwick, and joined the Rhode Island Department of Corrections.

     He talked Garvin in to giving Lester a part-time job washing dishes; after Lester swore on his mother he would clean up his act.

     Lester did not keep his word. He became what no chef will put up with, a distraction in the kitchen. He was often late or a no-show. When he was at work he would spend too much time trying to pick up waitresses, or telling the cooks that he was a great line cook and would prove it if only Garvin would give him the chance. He was lazy and had a fear of bathing.

     The last straw was when Lester cooked himself a dry aged 18oz bone-In USDA Prime Rib eye for his employee meal, what the kitchen staff calls an Amigo meal.

     Garvin fired Lester on the spot.

     As Lester was cleaning out his locker, the small bag of New Mexico magic mushrooms he had planned to chew after work dropped out of his coat pocket, and the beginning of an idea for revenge formed in his Swiss cheese brain.

     During the grueling fast paced dinner service Lester pretended to have forgotten his keys at the dishwashing station. When no one was looking he poured the bag of magic shrooms in the 10-gallon stockpot full of French Onion soup, the house specialty.

     One hour later all hell broke loose.

     The first sign of trouble was when a visiting government official from the Island Republic of KIRIBATI, reached across the table and grabbed his dinner guest, a big boned Adventure-Travel agent from Pawtucket named Marge Sutter, by her massive breasts and began to yell,“ Irava boona? Irava boona?” over and over again (in court three months later it would be discovered that he had been asking Marge “How much? How much?” in his native tongue).

     Marge, a highly religious woman, who for the past twenty-eight years had harbored secret psycho-theistic fantasies, grabbed the Kiribatian by the wrists and pulled him over the table. He land on top of her still holding her breasts as she shouted, “Take me Lord… Take me!”

     Customers who had not eaten the soup looked on with horror as the ones who had started removing their clothing and enjoying the trip they were taking.

     The police were called, reporters showed up, print and network, and within 24 hours Garvin Yeats was known through out the world as the Psychedelic Chef.

     Lester was arrested two hours later at his home (he is now doing 8 years at John J. Moran Medium Security Facility) and Garvin’s career was over.

     Every customer in the restaurant that night sued the restaurant owner, Garvin, the staff and of course Lester. When the dust settled, no one would hire Garvin, citing his bad judgment in giving Lester a job.

     He lost his teaching job at the culinary school and people stopped calling him Garvin; they referred to him as Groovy Yeats.

     Garvin left Rhode Island and disappeared.

     I did not hear from or about him for seven years. Then one day he just popped up at my home/restaurant.

     He had read an article about me in the LA Times Food section titled from “Gourmet to Gumshoe” and decided to look up his once student and friend.

     He had changed.

     His hair was long and he kept it in a ponytail. He had grown a beard and lost weight, yet he was muscular. He insisted I call him Groovy, stating that Garvin was dead. He would not talk much about what he had been doing for the last seven years, but he did tell me that he had spent time in the Amazon jungle living with indigenous Indians and learning mind blowing primitive cooking techniques. 

     He said that he meet a woman from Berkeley, California one day while he was in an Ecuador village. She owned a holistic and natural living bookstore and small publishing company back home. The more they got to know each other, she suggested he write a cookbook based on what he had learned in the Amazon. It was something he wanted to do, so he did. He moved to Los Angeles, worked as a dishwasher for funds and worked on his book at the downtown library daily.

     It was at the library that he read the article about me.

     He came to live with me; finished his book titled The Psychedelic Chef, got published and is now the hottest cookbook author of the moment.

     He flew to New York to talk to an independent producer about his own TV show. That is why I was sitting in a traffic jam waiting for his return flight.

                                   ********************************

     Two tow trucks pulled the shuttle bus and the Honda apart and traffic started to move. Groovy was waiting for me at the United Airlines curb. He had one small suitcase that he tossed in the backseat.

     When he was buckled in I pulled away from the curb.

     “How’d it go in New York?” I asked him. 

     He turned up the collar of the coat he was carrying on his lap, pulled a fat joint out of some secret compartment and fired it up.

     He blew out a long plume of smoke before he answered me.

     “First let me thank you for picking me up.” He said, “ True friend ship is a rare commodity in Hollywood. Care for a hit?” Held the joint out in my direction.

     “ No thanks. I’m good.” Groovy’s Amazon weed could put King Kong on his knees.

     “Well,” he went on, “ the good producer pitched me his show idea. It was something of a hybrid. A cross between American Idol and Iron Chef. He wanted to literally get chefs high on acid and make them create dishes. Ergo, the Psychedelic Chef show. I told him that that would be against the law. He said we could shoot it in the Philippines and syndicate it over to the US.

     I got up and left. Can you imagine chef tripping on acid with all their knifes around?”

     The thought make me shudder.

     Groovy re-fired his roach, and we headed toward Falsetti’s, comfortable in our own thoughts.

                                                  Chapter 5

One Bad Dude

      After we picked up the information and picture of Zoë from Guiseppe, we headed home.

     The restaurant I bought and live in is off Vine Street south of Hollywood Boulevard. Where it is exactly I would rather not say.

     I like my privacy.

     It is a two-story home that was transform in to restaurant designed to give you the feeling you were dining in a Swiss Chalet. 

     The upper floor is where I live and keep an office. The previous owner was at one time had been a miniature golf park designer, and the office reflected that fact. It had green astro turf for carpet and the desk had been custom built in the shape of a flat golf bag filled with clubs.  It all came with the sale. Lucky me.

     I was sitting at the desk putting together a file on Zoë, when the office phone rang. I had never had the phone turned off. I don’t need it. I have a cell, but I keep it as a reminder to how much we are starting to rely on wireless technology. It is my way of rebelling.

     I picked up the phone.

     “Hello?”

     “ Is this Harmon Colt?” A male voice asked with an east coast accent.

     “Yes. What can I do for you?”

     “You can listen and listen good, asshole.” He said.

     “If this is a phone sex call and you are going to start breathing heavy, I’ll listen, but I will hang up if it cost $2.99 a minute.”

     “You fuck’n wit me?” He asked, anger in his voice.

     I was getting bore with him. I get these kinds of calls about twice a month and they are usually more interesting and creative. This jerk was boring me.

     He didn’t even get my jokes.

     “Get to the point, Archie.” I said to him.

     “Names’ not Archie.” He said. “Don’t be cute, Colt.”

     “I’ve been told that would be hard for me to do. Being that I’m all cuddly and stuff.”

     He exhaled loudly.

     “Ok. You wanna be a smart ass? Fine. But here’s the deal. No matter what she told you. No matter how bad you want to help her… I am warning you to just stay out of it. She’s one crazy bitch. You should know that better than anyone.”  He blew out his breath again. 

      There was a kind of exasperated sadness in the last line of his sentence, ‘you should now that better than anyone’, like a parent talking to the principle about their child who always got in to trouble.

     I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. The only woman in my life at the moment is Terri Jacobs, a report at the Times. She is a high-spirited girl, but not ‘one crazy bitch.’

     “Look, Archie.” I have found that if you call someone Archie, unless their name is Archie, it really pisses them off. “I don’t know what or whom you are talking about. So tell me.” 

     “I’ve heard a lot about you, Colt. I’ve read about you. You seem like a reasonable guy. Just stay out of this… I’m one bad dude. You do not want to tangle with me.” He hung up.

     I cradled the phone.

     Strange call. But I deal with strange all the time.

     I pushed the call from Archie to the back of my mind and concentrated on the task at hand.

     I learned from the application that her name was Jackie Zelda Anthony. Zoë is her nickname. Her photo showed a pretty, 25 year old African-American woman; with shoulder length black hair wore in ringlets.

     Giuseppi is a good-looking 42-year-old guy, but Zoë was way out of his league. She could easily be a model or actress. I checked the section of the application that lists future ambitions. She had written to be the best waitress in the world. Zoë has a since of humor. At least I hope she was kidding.

     I dumped out the rest of the contents from the manila envelope Giuseppi had given me hoping I would find her curriculum vitae or resume. A CV would have contained more information than the application but she had not turned one in.

     I went back to the app.

     She had two job references: A Steakhouse in Dallas that she was at for 6 months and she worked at Odd Cuts, a fusion Japanese/Mexican restaurant on the trendy section of Melrose Avenue where the up and coming actors and middle-aged rock stars on their way down like to hang out. I know the chef there, Allen Fenkle, I was the best man at his wedding. I’d give him a call tomorrow.

     I checked the emergency contact section. It contained an address and a phone number with a 415 area code. That’s San Francisco, the Bay area. The contact was for her uncle John Smith. I know that there are people in this world named John Smith though I have never met one; something about the emergency contact did not ring true.

     I looked at my watch, 7:46 pm. Not to late to give Johnny boy a call.

     I picked up the old landline phone and dialed the number. After five rings the phone was picked and I heard a small click and a humming sound. James Bellows had trained me well, I knew what that sound was. I was being traced and hanging up would not stop the process like in the movies so I just went with it.

     A male voice said, “Hello?”

     A Federally…. Damn!

     Click-Whine-Click.

     Here goes, “I’d like to order a double pepperoni, light on the cheese.” I said. “And don’t screw up the order this time. Last time you sent me a Vegan pizza and I almost puked on your driver.”

     A small chuckle on the other end.

     I looked at the clock on the wall. The face of the clock is of a cartoon golf figure being hit by lighting in mid-swing. 

     I knew how he felt.

     “This isn’t a pizza joint.” The Fed said.

     “Sorry.” I said.” My bad. Have a good one.”

     “ Don’t go. I do not get calls often. I’m enjoying our conversation. It gets lonely here.” He had an even rich voice with just a trace of authority.

     The guy was toying with me.

     I got up and carried the phone over to the window that over looks the restaurant’s parking lot. No SWAT teams surrounding the place. Just a couple of skate-borders zipping around and five parked cars in the lot. I recognized the cars. I had friends visiting downstairs. The previous owner had sound proofed the office to shut out noise from the kitchen and dining rooms.

     I walked back to the desk and sat down.

     “If you’re lonely you should put your profile on Facebook or buy yourself a pet alligator.” I told him. “ I got to go. I still need to get a pizza delivered.”

     “Now I find that strange.” He said.

     “What’s strange? Besides this conversation?”

     “ It’s strange that you would call for a pizza from a restaurant.” He said.

     I picked up Zoë’s picture and looked at it.

     What the hell are you into Zoë?

     I put the picture down.

     “ Ok, how do you want to play this?” I asked him.

     “Well, first you are going tell me why you dialed this number, detective.” He said detective the way I’d say asshole. “Plus any other questions I might have for you. Then I see if I let you keep your California PI ticket, that is if I like your answers.”

     “I dialed the wrong number I told you.”

     “Well then I guess we play it hard.” He said.

     “The ball is in your court.” I said and hung up on him.

     I sat staring at the phone for a minute waiting for him to call me back. 

     He didn’t. That could be a good or a bad sign. Most likely bad…

     I wanted a double scotch, but I was not ready to go down stairs just yet. I looked at Zoë’s picture. She smiled at me. I asked her what the hell was going on? He just kept smiling, unwilling to help me.

     So how was she connected to Feds or local cops up north? No, not local cops. They could not trace me that fast, so it’s Feds.

     She could have been working undercover at Falsetti’s. 

     But for whom? The Food and Drug Administration? Of course not, that’s ridiculous, stay focused Colt.

     Maybe she works for the IRS? Perhaps the Falsetti boys owed a truckload of back taxes. That is unlikely, the IRS does not usually work that way. She could even be FBI but that did not seem likely.

     The only thing I knew for sure was that I was going to give Giuseppi back his fifteen grand. Zoë was not the girl he thought she was. He was going to have to go back to being a faux husband.

     My cell phone buzzed.

     Caller id flashed Terri J.

     “ Hey TJ.” I said. “ You still in New Mexico?” She had been in Santa Fe all week covering a story on modern day cattle rustlers.

     “As a matter of fact I’m downstairs at the bar. You want to come down and buy this road wiry report a drink?”

     “Not only will I buy you a drink, I’ll make you dinner too.” I said.

     “The drink will suffice. Groovy has quite the feast laid out here.”

     “I’ll be right down.” Just hearing her voice was improving my mood.

     I gathered up Zoë’s paperwork and photo and put them in the envelope. I never wanted to see her again. 

     I looked out the window just to make sure all was cool. Then I went downstairs.

                      Chapter 6

Me Casa es Su Casa

     As I’ve mentioned, my home is a restaurant. A large, wood-floored establishment with faded leather-and-wood booths lining the bisque colored brick walls. A polished wooden bar sits at the far end, with large fish Drift-net hanging above it. Mermaids, starfish and other assorted miniature plastic sea life hanging from it.

     When I first moved in I invited as many friends as I could to a house warming/help me clean and paint party. The event lasted for three days and four nights. We actually managed to fix the place up pretty nice, in between water fights, beer chugging contests and the occasional firearm being discharged.

     That was two years ago.

     Since that time my home has become a hangout for off duty chefs, cops and front of the house staff. They bring their own beer, wine, hard booze and or food and just have a good time in a fairly safe environment.

     The only rule is: When I say it’s time to go…it’s time to go.

     When I came down the stairs the first person I saw was Larson. He had his coat off, sleeves rolled up and was in the process throwing a dart at Fat Freddy. Fat Freddy is a giant dartboard shaped like a giant pork chop.

     Over the years Larson and I developed a kind of professional friend. When my partner James Bellows up and married a sitcom actress that we had once body-guarded, I was left on my own to fend for myself in the competitive security/investigation industry.

     Larson would never admit it, but he had sent a lot of business my way and helped me covertly. He thinks I don’t know what he has done for me, but I do and I’m grateful. 

     I walked up to him.

     “You are a real piece of work, Harmon.” He said.

     “It’s good to see you too.”

     “You have a beautiful woman down here waiting for you.” He said nodding his head toward Terri, who was sitting at the bar. “And you leave her down here for half an hour with all these degenerate chefs, that hippy freak from the Amazon and me. What’s with you?” He smiled at me.

     I walked over to Terri.

     She was wearing a black floral fall print dress and a Louise Green Emily - Velour hat. She was a pretty silent movie queen. Terri is very exotic in facial structure, and her natural green eye’s is what first attracted me the first time I met her. Her mother is African-American and her father is of Russian Jewish heritage.

     We met when her father, a horror film director of some note, hired me to locate a line-producer who had skipped out during pre-production with the seed money for his film. I found the guy living like a king in the Kingdom of Tonga in the south pacific. When all was said and done Terri wrote an article about me for her paper, and we have been seeing each other very since then.

     Our relationship is one of easy comfort. We do not put demands on each other, and so far it has been working.

     So far…

     I climbed on the bar stool next to her and kissed her on the cheek.

     She smelled like cinnamon.

     “Seeing you always makes me have faith in the world again.” I said to her.

     “I was just about to give you a hard time for keeping me waiting.” She said. “Then you say something sweet like that and I just go all girlie inside.” She batted her eyes.

     “Didn’t your mamma teach you that sarcasm is ugly?”

     She pouted, and I wanted to melt.

     “I’m sorry. How can I make it up to you?” She said with fake shy innocence. 

     I got off the stole and ducked under the bar and came up on the other side facing her.

     “After I get you all liquored up I’ll tell you how,” I told her. “I came up with a special cocktail recipe for you.”

     “Oh yeah chef handsome. What do you call it?” She asked coyly. 

     “Terri’s Turbo Turn On.”

     “Gerrrrral, tiger.” She gave me that sexy smile of hers.

     I reached down and picked up a highball glass. I filled it with ice then proceeded to pour in:                                   

                      2oz of Vodka

                      2oz of Banana Liqueur

                      2oz of Pineapple Juice

                      1oz of OJ

                      Fill with club soda

     I put a red in the TTTO drink and handed it to her.

     “Bottoms up.” I said.

     “ I’ll see how good this drink is first.” She sipped it. “ I like. I like. How did you know I would like it?”

     “Simple detective work.” I said. “ One, you always order Screwdrivers to drink. Your favorite dessert is pineapple strudel and on our first date we shared a banana split.”

     “ Good deductions.” She said. “What about the club soda?”

     “ That was the easiest ingredient of all.”

     “… And why?” She enquired.

     “Because you are always so bubble.”

     She chuckled. Then said, “Yeah, right.”

     She took another sip.

     “I love this drink.” She said with the straw still in her mouth and her head down. 

“ And I love you too.”

     I was opening a can of beer as she said it. As soon as I popped the top beer exploded in my face. The ten or so people in the room all shouted in unison:

     “BEER HUNTER!”

     They got me. Beer Hunter, the game where you shake up a beer, place it where some unsuspecting sap will pick it up and wham! Beer bath city.

     “ Very funny, assholes!” I yelled to the crowd.

     There are very few times, and I mean, very few times, when having loud, rowdy friends around when you are on a date is a good idea. But this was one of those rare times. 

     Though, technically this was not a date for Terri and I, I was glad I had an excuse to go upstairs and change before having to respond to her.

     I ducked under the bar, came up the other side and throw my now empty beer can at Tommy Mann, who was laughing the hardest. The can bounced off his forehead causing everyone, including Tommy, to laugh harder.

     “Sorry, TJ.” I said to her. “I’ll go up and change and be right back.”

     I turned to walk away and she grabbed my arm.

     “Harmon. I didn’t mean to drop the L-bomb on you like that. It just popped out.” She side.

     “ Don’t worry about.” I said

      From the look in her green eyes it was the wrong thing to say.

     “ I mean…” Think Harmon. “ I mean I just though you were with me because I have a hot car.”  Humor always works.

     “ Go change your shirt,” Terri told me, letting go of my arm.

     Humor sometimes works.

     “I’ll be right back.” I kissed her lips and ran up stairs.

     I put on a Club Med gray sweatshirt, tossed my beer soaked shirt in the bathroom hamper and went back down stairs.

     The food Groovy had put out earlier was gone. Now he was walking around with a platter of   Chickpea flour fritters made of Guadalquivir shrimp and onions. A specialty of Groovy back in the day and always a crowd pleaser here.

     I went up to Terri and put my arms around her. She put a finger to my lips.

     “Don’t say anything.” She said. “Lets just go to my place. Have a late supper and just enjoy each other.”

    “Ok.”

     And that is exactly what we did.

                    Chapter 7                                         

Giuseppe

      I woke up at 7:30 am. My alarm clock did its job.

      I had stayed at Terri’s until one in the morning. Then I drove home and fell in to a deep sleep as soon as I hit my bed. 

     She did not bring up the subject of love again last night, and I felt a little guilty that I was relieved that she did not.

     I have deep feelings for her but I was not ready, at the moment, to move our relationship out of the no pressure safety zone where it now resided, to a place I was still uncomfortable be in.

     I put on a pair of cut off blue jeans, a white Seattle Seahawks t-shirt and claimed in to a pair of Nike running shoes.

     I brushed my teeth and shaved, then bounded down the stairs for my morning workout with Groovy.

     Being that the restaurant was once a house it has a small fenced in backyard back yard. Groovy and I roll out exercise mats on the grass and workout. 

     I found Groovy back there doing yoga stretching. He had on a pair of well worn rust colored Capoeira pants and a blue Johnson and Wales University sweatshirt.

     I got on a mat next to him and started doing warm ups.

     Groovy moved his body around and moved in to what he told me is the ustrasana position, the camel pose. He started on his knees the arched himself backward, resting on his arms.

     It looked painful.

     “How did things turn out in love land?” He asked me in a strained voice.

     I started doing push ups.

     “You know I never kiss and tell.”

     “I wasn’t being personal. It just looked like there was tension between you two when you left.” He said.

     I rolled over on my back and started doing sit-ups, the blue October sky greeted me on every rep I did. It is not often you get clear blue skies in the City of Angels. I was enjoying the sight.

     “She told me she loved me.”

     I stopped the sits and lay back with my hands behind my head. A LAPD helicopter flew by causing birds in the trees to scatter in all directions.

     Groovy managed to free himself from that impossible position and sat cross-legged looking at me.

     “Did you respond in kind?” He asked me.

     “Not exactly.”

     Groovy rose up like he was being pulled by an invisible rope and stood over me.

     “Enough said my friend. You ready to Capoeira?”

     “Lets do.” I told him.

     I stood up. Not as graceful as he, and got in a Capoeira stance.

     Capoeira is a Brazilian marital arts fighting/dance style. Groovy had become a follower while living in South America, and got me in to it when he moved in with me. Historians claim that this style of fighting comes from Africa and was adopted by slaves as a way to be fighting ready, without letting slave owners know that is what they were doing.

     It is a great cardio workout with the benefits of learning self-defense; with its leg swipes and spinning jump kicks.

     Carla had first introduced me to the Brazilian why of life. Groovy was picking up where she left off. I plan to visit there someday because I have become fascinated with their culture.

     I hope that someday I’ll be able to even listen to my once favorite song, The Wave.

     Groovy and I did about thirty minutes of Capoeira. Then I went up stairs and showered, put on a dark gray suit, with a white shirt and navy tie. I found Groovy in

 the kitchen standing by a stainless steel food prep table. On the table was a crate of what appeared to be oranges.

     “What you got there?” I ask him.

     “My shipment of Cupuaçu fruit arrived.” He smiled like a kid opening his birthday present.

     “That is what, exactly?”

     “ A Brazilian fruit loaded with antioxidants.” He said

     “ Of course it is.” What else could it be.

     I looked at my watch, 8:42am.

     I wanted to talk to Giuseppi before my meeting with Maryanne Potter at ten. I told Groovy I would see him later and walked out of the restaurant.

     While walking to my car I called Giuseppi. He was at the restaurant. I told him I wanted and face to face and that I would meet him in 15 minutes.

     “Did you find her?” He asked.

     “No.”

     “You get some new info on her?”

     “Yes and no.” I said to him.

     “What the fuck does that me, Colt?” He asked, getting pissed.

     “It means that I will tell you what I found out when I see you.” I hung up on him.

     I did not need attitude this early in the morning.

     I made it to Ai Tuscany in 12 minutes. Giuseppe was waiting for me by the front door smoking a cigarette. He tossed the smoke and got in the car.

     “Papa and Tony are in the restaurant.” He said. “I didn’t want them to hear our conversation.” 

     I drove two blocks to trendy Rodeo Drive and parked behind a silver Rolls Royce.

     I turned in my seat so I could face him, then handed him the check for $15,000.

     “What are you doing?” He said looking at the check, then me.

     “ You lied to me, Giuseppe. You know more about Zoë than you let on. That’s why you paid me so much. So I wouldn’t drop the case.” I grabbed him by his tie and pulled him to me. “You tell why Zoë is wired into to the Feds and why you want to find her or I swear I’ll bitch slap you up one side of Rodeo Drive and down the other.”

     His face was turning a light blue from being choked. I let go of the tie and pushed him hard against the passenger door.

     He started coughing, while struggling to get his collar open. He pulled his tie off and tore the top button off his shirt.

     He sat there sucking in air.

     “I don’t know what you are talking about you crazy fuck.” He said gasping. “I thought we were friends. I gave you all that money so that you would drop everything you got going and just find her.” He rubbed his throat. “What do the Feds have to do with any of this? What the fuck are you saying?”

     “I’m saying that I start looking for you girlfriend one hour and the next hour I have a government employee threatening to pull my license. Level with me Giuseppe. Why do you want her found?”

     He started crying.

     “I told you, man. I just love her.” He said. “She’s special. Haven’t you ever loved a woman who made you fill like the king of the world?” He was crying full out now.

     Yes... I have.

     I started Mona Lisa.

     He wasn’t lying, just smitten.

     “I’ll take you back.” I said to him.

     He just nodded.

     We drove back to his family restaurant in silence. I did not know what he was thinking about, but my mind was on the conversation I had had with Mr. Smith last night. Even if I just walked away from this whole mess, I knew that the Feds would not leave me alone. They will want to know why I had called them. The phone was special, most likely to be used only by Zoë. The Feds have hundreds of phone number that they use to identify who is calling. If X phone number pops up they know it is Joe Blow, Operation ABC. If Y’s number pops up they know it is from an informer in Indio, California and so on…

The number I had called was for Zoë and only Zoë. They were going to want to know how I had gotten it and why I had called.

     I glance over at Giuseppe, he had his head against the window, eyes closed.

     I felt bad for having ruffed him up. But I had needed him tell me the truth. The poor bastard did not realize that he was going to be put on the Feds radar now along with me.

     And…

     … What was Zoë doing having an affair with him if she is some kind of undercover operative? I know that female under covers' have been known to go so far as to sleep with a target to get close to him or her if the target is big crime figurer; but not Giuseppe, a restaurateur.

     It just did not make any since.

     I Pulled in front of the entrance to Ai Tuscany. 

     Giuseppe sat up.

     I said to him, “I’m sorry about what I did back there.”

     He looped his tie through his collar, and then pull both ends of the tie down to his abdomen until they were even. He held on tight to the ends.

     “Did I fuck up Colt?” 

     We all do when we fall for the wrong person.

     I said to him, “I don’t know Guiseppe…I just don’t know.”

     I heard car tires squeal and looked to my left.

 Four Beverly Hills Police patrol cars were race toward us followed by a white Ford Crown Vic. They barked hard about 20 feet from my car and jumped out guns pointed at as us.

     Where is Eddie Murphy when you need him?

     “I take back what I said, Giuseppe. You did fuck up.”

                       Chapter 8

Sorry Honey

               “Put your hands on the dashboard.” I told Giuseppe. “You may not be used to this kind of treatment but I am.”

     He did what I told him.

     The cops had not shouted any orders to us. They just stood behind their cars doors pointing canons.

     The doors on the Crown Vic opened and two suits got out. The driver was a tall blonde guy, late thirties. His partner was African-American, light skinned, maybe ten years younger and just as tall.

     “Put your guns away for Christ sake.” The blonde shouted to the uniform cops.

     One young cop replied to the blond guy, “But sir, we have not secured the vehicle and occupants yet.”

     The blonde was not going to back down. 

     “I only called your department as a professional courtesy. To let them know that we are in your town and what we plan to do.” The blonde said. “ I did not ask for the whole day-shift to back us up.” He threw his arms up in frustration and started walking toward my car with his partner.

     When they got within three feet they stopped.

     “Are you armed Mr. Colt?” He asked me.

     “No.” I said. “I am not.”

     He asked Giuseppi.

     “What about you Mr.Falsetti?”

     “No sir.”

     “I did not think so. “ He said. He reached in his jacket and pull out a leather badge hold. He showed it to us. “I’m Jack Beard US Marshals Service. This is deputy Roger Owens. Step out of the car and we’ll go inside and talk.”

     I got out of the car.

     Beard turned to the cops.

     “It’s all under control here officers.” He said to them. “So why don’t you just go on your way and hassle poor people like you usually do.”

     The cops holstered their weapons and got in their cars. The young cop shouted to Beard. “If you ever need backed-up don’t calls asshole.”

     Owens waved to him daintily all the while saying, “Bye-bye, fuck you too. Bye-bye.”

     I did not know Beard, but I liked his style. I also recognized his voice: Mr. Smith.

     “Lets go inside and talk.” He said.

                     ***** *******************************************

     We where seated in the office, only Beard was standing. He had insisted that Tony and Luca stay also.

     Tony said, “I don’t understand what is going on.”

     “Deputy Owens and I work in the division that oversees protecting endangered federal witnesses.” Beard said.

     Bingo.

     Now it was starting to make since to me. 

     “The reason we are here is that one of our charges is an employee at this establishment.” Beard said.

     Luca jumped up.

     “Its that Mexican kid Rubin isn’t?” He yelled. “I never did trust him with those beady little eyes of his.”

     “Papa! Please…” Tony admonished him.

     “ The employee I’m talking about,” Beard continued, “is Jackie Zelda Anthony. You also know her as Zoë.” 

     Luca stood up again and point an accusatory finger at Deputy Beard.

     “She was my first wife. You leave her alone. You beach-bum son of a bitch!”

     Now Giuseppe was standing.

     “Tony, please, take papa out to the dining room.” He told his brother. “Have Sophia look after him.” He turned to the deputies. “I’m sorry my father isn’t well.”

     They nodded their understanding and watched as Tony escorted his father out.

     No one stoke until Tony returned and sat at his desk.

     Beard continued.

     “As a cardinal rule, I would never have told you that she was in the witness protection program. But she went missing and the rules have drastically changed.”

     Owens spoke for the first.

     “We will not get in to her history or why she was in the program.” He said in a rich powerful voice. “The just of the situation is we can not get a hold of her and she has moved from the apartment she was renting. We would not do something like that without contacting first. The girl is no fool.”

     “I want to know,” Beard said, “ if she gave a two week notice. Just came in and quit, tell what she did.”

     “Was she having a problem with a co-worker?” Owens asked. “An overly friendly customer? Take to us gentlemen.” 

     Tony spoke first.

     “Giuseppe mainly handles the front of the house staff.” He said. “I got the kitchen staff.”

     Beard and Owens turn to Giuseppi.

     “Tony I want to talk to the deputies alone, if you don’t mind.” Giuseppi said.

     Tony got up and started for the door then stopped and pointed at his brother.

     “If you did anything to put our business in jeopardy Giuseppi…” He let his words hang and then walked out closing the door behind him.

     Giuseepi ran a hand through his hair.

     “Zoë and I were having an affair.” He said.

     Beard and Owens looked at each other. 

     Then they looked at me. 

     I just shrugged.

     “It was more than an affair.” Giuseppe quickly said. “ We were in love.”

     Without realizing it Giuseppe had just put cross hairs on his wife’s back. With the revelation of the affair mixed in with Zoë’s disappearance, Giuseppe’s significant other would become suspect numero uno until she was or was not cleared. 

     “ Did your wife know about this affair?” Owens asked.

     Owens was getting agitated by the minute and I wondered why.

    “No I was going to tell her but…” Giuseppe stopped mid-sentence and ran a nervous hand through his hair again.

     “But what?” Owens asked not very nicely.

     “You see,” Giuseppe went on, “ I was going to tell my wife but I was waiting for the right moment, if there is such a thing. Anyway, Zoë didn’t like being the other woman. She said I had to choose. I told her I had to think to give me a day or two.”

     “When was this?” Beard asked.

     “Last Saturday.”

     “When did you know she was missing?” Owens.

     “She came in early Sunday morning and told my assistant manager that she was quitting. She gave no reason. Just came in quit and left. I wasn’t here. I was in church.”

     Outside I could hear the dull beeping sound of a delivery truck backing up. Soon the chef would be inspecting his order, refusing to accept the products that didn’t meet his standards.

     “In church.” Owens laughed. “That’s a good one. Did you worry about getting struck by lightening while you were in there?”

     Giuseppe looked down at his hands.

     “Cool it.” Beard told Owens. 

     “Finish telling it.” I told Giuseppe.

     “So, I tried calling her all day Sunday. No answer. On Monday I went to her apartment building. The manager said that she had packed a few boxes and moved out. He said she was in a hurry.”

     “That’s what the manager told us too.”

     I turned to Beard.

     “How did you find out she was missing?” I asked him.

     Owens answered. “That’s none of your business. We ask the questions here homeboy.”

     I did not know what was eating at Owens. But I was not going to let him be dismissive of me.

     “As one black man to another,” I said to him, “Let me say with all do respect. Go fuck yourself.”

     “ What? Did I insult you Colt?” Owens said. “I apologize. Don’t get mad at me because you are this asshole’s flunky.”

     I stood up and hit Owens in the jaw before he could react. Owens was knocked out of his chair, but recovered fast and was back on his feet.

     “I’m going to kick your ass and then arrest you,” Owens said to me.

     “The only part of that statement you might have a chance with is arresting me.” I told him.

     “Sit the fuck down, Colt.” Beard told me. “Or you will be arrested. Owens. Take a walk and cool off.” 

     “I’m not going to let him get away with that.” Owens said.

     “You both were out of line, Roger.” Beard said. “ We have to interview the staff. Why don’t you jump on that while I finish up here.”

     Owens made a gun out of his thumb and forefinger and pointed it at me, then walked out slamming the door.

     You do not sucker punch a federal agent and get away with doing it. They wanted something from me.

     Beard said to me. “You good, Colt?” He even smiled.

     I smiled back.

     “Just peachy.” I smiled back.

     “Good.” He said.” Because if you pull a stunt like that again you’ll have to dance with me, and you don’t want that. I saw that punch coming. I’m not Owens. Do we understand each other?”

     I started to mouth off. But thought better of it. I have learned not to push my luck.

     “Yes, sir.” I said more smart-assed than I intended, but Beard let it slide.

     “Good.” He said. Then to Giuseppe, “I am going do need you to come down to the field office and give me a full official statement. I’m am also going to have to interview your wife.”

     “What?” Giuseppe blurted out. “What does she have to do with this? She only spoke to Zoë once or twice when she came to the restaurant. It will kill her to be involved in any kind of criminal investigator. She lives for her reputation.”

     “Are you trying to make me feel guilty for something you did?” Beard asked him. “Look, if it will help, I’ll let you talk to her first. Explain why she is a suspect in Zoë’s disappearance. That’s the best I can offer.”

     “Oh gee, thanks a lot.” Giuseppe said and got up and started pacing. “ What am I suppose to tell her.”

     “Try this,” Beard told him, “Say, ‘sorry honey. I couldn’t keep it zipped up.” He stood. “I’ll give you a couple of minutes to think about. I need to talk to Colt. We’ll step outside.” 

     I follow Beard to the door. He stopped and turned back to Giuseppe.

     “If it makes you feel better Mr.Falsetti. You are my number one suspect.”

     As we walked through the dining room I noticed Owens talking to three cooks. He was taking notes. He looked at us once and went back to his interview.

     We walked up to Mona Lisa and stopped.

     “This is one hell of a car you got here.” Beard side. “It’s probably shit for surveillance though. It would attract too much attention.”

     “Beard, I have worked a couple of cases where I’ve crossed paths with one federal agency or another, and I have to tell you that none of them treated me all that well. That is until they wanted or needed something from me. So tell me what it is you want me to do.”

     “Ok, Colt. Here it is… I need you to do me a favor.” He was no longer smiling.

                    Chapter 9

     The Favor

     The winds had picked up blowing loose paper across the parking lot. The Santa Ana’s, devil winds, were coming. I waited for Bread to pitch me.

     “Falsetti hire you to find Zoë, right?” He asked me.

     “Yes.”

     “ I had you checked out. Talked to a local cop named Larson and even one of those federal agencies that you crossed paths with. Everyone tells me that you plan it straight.  I personally think you might be a little nuts for giving up being a chef to do PI work…But to each his own.” He said.

     “You sound like my high school guidance counselor.” I told him.

     “I heard that about you too… That you’ve got a mouth on you.”

     “What do you want Beard?” I asked him.

     “I want you to help me find Zoë.” He said looking me in the eye.

     Wow!

     I was expecting him to throw me an inside fastball. But he got me looking with a curve ball.

     “You’re joking right?” I asked him. “What can I do that the US Marshals can’t?”

     “It’s simple,” he said, “you can work the streets. Zoë is from Los Angeles. If she were hiding here you’d have a better chance on getting information than Owens and I. We have fed written all over us. 

     She likes to work in restaurants. Those are your people, they’ll open up to you.”

     “You going to tell me why she was in the witness protection program?” I wanted to know.

     “Sorry. Can’t do that.” He said. “You just investigate the Zoë we created; the waitress who works and lives in Los Angeles. We’ll investigate the things in her past that might have caught up to her.”

     “If you think she is hiding and not murdered. Why are you giving Giuseppe such a hard time?”

     “Because I like Zoë and I’m not sure what has happened to her. Owens and I will work on the angle that she was harmed. If she just is hiding. I want you to find her” 

     He said.  He took out a cigarette and lit it. He looked up at the sky thoughtfully, then back at me.

    He said.  “ A lot of the people in the program are low life’s: Killers. Drug runners and such... They turn states evidence to save their asses.

     Zoë is different. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Saw something’s she shouldn’t have. She called the FBI. She’s a good kid. Owens won’t admit it, but I know he has a crush on her. She has that effect on men. That’s why he exploded when he found out she was sleeping with Falsetti I’d guess.” 

     He only smoked half the cig and tossed it.

     “God I wish I could quit.” Beard said. 

     “Could the people who she testified against, have located her?” I asked him.

     “It is possible, but highly unlikely. She would have had to tell them where she was. And why would she do that?”

     “I’ll do it if you’ll give Giuseppe three days before he has to tell his wife.” I said.

     “Why should I do that?”

     “If I can not find her in three days or at least get an idea where she went, then maybe she was harmed. If I find her… Why disrupt his family more than he already has.”

     He looked at me.

     “That’s a pretty decent thing to do for that prick, Colt.” He said. “ Ok. You’ve got a deal.”

     We shook hands.

     Back in the office we found an ashen Giuseppe sitting at his desk worrying his hands.

     I told him what I was going to do.

     At first he was relieved; but that was soon replaced by pessimism.

     “Do you think you can find her in three days?” He asked me.

     “I think I can find out what happened.” I said.

     Giuseppe reached in his pocket and pulled out the check I had returned to him. He handed it to me.

     “You should be paid for doing this.” He said.

     I took the check. 

     My mother did not raise a fool.

     I turned to Beard.

     “How can I get in contact with you?”

     He took out his wallet, pulled out a card and handed it to me. It had the US Marshals logo embroidered on upper right corner.

     My cell phone buzzed. I pulled it out and looked at the caller ID.

     Maryanne Potter. I looked at the time on the phone, 10:53am. I was very late for my appointment with her.

     I flipped the phone open, “Maryanne, I’m sorry I’m running late.”

    There was silence on the other end.

     “Hello?” I said. “Are you there?”

     “I’m here, Harmon,” She said. “I’m not sure if this meeting is a good idea. I do not want to blind-side you. You both are my friends.”

     “What are you talking, Maryanne.” I asked.

     I heard a muffled voice in the background, but I could not make out what was being said.

     “Just get hear as soon as you can, Harmon.” She said. “I do not really want to get in the middle of this.”

     “In what?” I asked her. “With whom? What is going on Maryanne? I’m not in the mood for playing games.”

     “Neither am I.” She said. “Just get hear soon. Ok?” She hung up before I could answer her.

     I put the phone in my pocket, and noticed that Beard was looking at me.

     “Troubles of the heart?” He asked me.

     I ignored his inquiry.

     “I have to run,” I said to him and Giuseppe. “ I’ll keep you both up dated.”

                Chapter 10

Trouble comes in Waves

     While driving to my meeting with Maryanne I wondered what was bugging her. She is an unflappable person, yet she seemed nervous and unsure on the phone. And what did she mean when she said she did not want to get in to the middle of it?

     I would just have to wait to find out.

     And then there was Zoë… 

     Dating Giuseppe-In the witness protection program-Suddenly disappearing. I had to find her so Feds would not spill the beans on Giuseppe to his wife Susan.

     What a mess…

     I parked in front of the black wroth iron gates at the Street Nuns of the Golden Hearts. I locked up Mona Lisa, walked up to the gate and pressed the intercom system.

     “What up?” Benny’s came through.

     “Its Harmon Colt.” I said.

     “ I never heard of you. What do you want?” Came back.

     Benny. Benny. Benny…

     “Don’t push me today muscle head.” I told the intercom.

     The gates begun to slowly swing open.

     I followed the curved driveway up to the large Spanish style house that was painted pleasant pink with a red tiled roof. One of the two white double doors opened and Maryanne stepped out.

     She was wearing a blue UCLA sweatshirt and white slacks. She kisses me on the cheek then took hold of both my hands.

     “ Harmon,” she said, “I was asked to set up this meeting, but I’m having reservations because I do not like to drop bombs on my friends.”

     “What bomb is that Maryanne?” I asked her.

     From behind me a voice said, “I’m the bomb Harmon.”

     I slowly turned around and found myself facing Carla.

     “What the hell is going on?” I said.

     “Harmon, I…” Maryanne started to say but Carla cut her off.

     “I’ll take it from here Maryanne.” Carla said dismissively.

     “No.” I said. “She stays, Carla.”

     Maryanne stood next to me.

     Carla said,  “ Do I get a hug or a nice to see you at least?”

     Carla had changed. She was thinner and more muscular. The one-piece black dress she wore clung to her body like latex paint. Her shoes wear red and expensive with heels too high. Her black hair was schoolboy short and her lips matched her shoes. She looked like an aging super-model yearning for days past.

     I turned to Maryanne.

     “What is this about?” I asked her.

     “She called me a couple of days ago.” Maryanne said. “She said she needed your help but thought that you would refuse her. So she asked me to set up a meet. She thought that if you saw her she could reason with you.”
     “Don’t talk about me like I’m not fucking here?” Carla said.

     “As you can see, Harmon,” Maryanne said. “She has changed. That’s why I got second thoughts about this met.”

     Carla did her best to look vulnerable as she said to me, “Harmon I need your help. Please just hear me out. Someone’s life is in danger. That is what you do now is help people. I know, I’ve followed your new career. Please just listen to me. Please Harmon. We had something once.”

     I wanted to feel something. I should have felt something see her, but I did not. Not even pity.

     Carla stepped toward me and I stepped back.

     I did not know the woman standing in front of me. She had even lost her accent somewhere along the way. The Carla I knew died on a Christmas Eve night years ago and a part of me had died with her. 

     But I am not the kind of person that can hear that someone’s life is in danger and just walk away and she knew that… We had a history.

   “I’ll give you five minutes Carla.” I told her.

     “Thank you.” She said to me and gave Maryanne a quick triumphant look she thinks I did not notice.

     “Maryanne said, “ You can talk in the living.” Then walked toward the backyard leaving me alone with Carla.

     “After you.” I said to Carla.

     She walked in and I followed and closed the door.

     The living room was comfortable and looked lived in. I did not see or hear Benny or the other inhabitants of the resident.

     I wondered how chef Pete was getting along.

    Carla sat down on a cream colored sofa and I sat on the matching love seat to her right. A mauve color knit shoulder bag was on the coffee table. Carla reached in the bag and pulled out a pack of Marlboro lights and a lighter. She fired up and inhaled deeply, then blew smoke at the ceiling.

     She looked at the cigarette.

     “One of many bad habits I’ve picked up along the way.” She said. “How have you been Harmon?” She flicked ash in the broken-heart shaped ashtray on the coffee table and crossed her legs.

     “Tell me who is the person whose life is in danger.” I said.

     “So it’s going to be like that is it?” She said. “No reminiscing?”

     “Life and death takes precedence,” I said. “Unless no one is really in danger and you are just blowing smoke at me. No pun intended.”

     She put out her cigarette.

     “Harmon, I have a friend that is dying. She needs a bone morrow transplant. The only living relative she has is a daughter who she hasn’t spoken to in years.” She starts to tear up and pulls a tissue out of her bag.

     “My friend, Amanda is her name, asked me if I would help her find her daughter.” She blew her nose. “You see, I live in Denver and so does Amanda. But the last she heard her daughter was working here in Los Angeles as a waitress. She wants to be an actress of course. When I heard Los Angeles I thought of you.”

     “You haven’t thought of me before that?” Why did I say that?

     “I think about you-us, what we had, almost daily.” She said reaching over and taking my hand.

     I had to change the subject.

     “What is the girl’s name?” I said and took out my notebook and pen.

     Carla caught the gesture and sat back.

     “Her name is Mercedes Hamilton. She twenty-four. I have a picture of her.” She reached in her bag and came out with a photo and handed it to me. “ Isn’t she’s a beautiful girl?”

     I looked at the photo and used every once of my will power to sit still and stay calm because the beautiful girl in the photo was… Zoë. 

     I do not believe in coincidence. 

     I do believe the Gods, or life or that ever you want to call the entities that are responsible for us being on this plant, find entertainment in screwing with our lives; just ask the ancient Greeks.

     What are the odds that Carla would know Zoë/Mercedes’ mother? Or that just twenty-four hours ago I would hear Carla and my song The Wave, and then be sitting across from her?

     Something was wrong. This could not be happening…

     How did it all start?

     It started like this: The Falsetti’s hired me to find chef Pete and the stolen recipe – That led me to Maryanne. I was seeking help for Pete. – From here I went to the Falsetti restaurant – Which led to Giuseppe hiring me to find Zoë/Mercedes – Which led to the US Marshals wanting me to find Zoë/Mercedes – Full circle back here and Carla wanting me to find Zoë/Mercedes.

     I was missing something important. 

     But what? 

     It was there I just could remember what it was. 

     “Hey Harmon,” Carla said. “I know she is pretty. But you are going to burn a hole in that photo staring at it like that.”

     I put the photo in my shirt pocket.

     I said, “I just thought I had seen her some where before.”

     That excited Carla. “ Really?” She said. “Where? I can go to her now.”

     “I was wrong.” I told her.

     Carla visibly deflated. Her eye’s took on a crazed looked, but she recovered fast, flashing me a smile.

     “That’s ok.” She said. “I know you’ll find her.”

     Crazed look.

     I remembered what I had forgotten. The strange call I got last night from Archie:

          “…here’s the deal. No matter what she told you. No matter how bad you want to help her… I am warning you to just stay out of it. She’s one crazy bitch. You should know that better than anyone.” 
     He was talking about Carla. He thought that she had already contacted me for help. He wanted me to stay out of it.

     Sorry Archie. You played your hand to soon and now I’m curious. 

     I looked over at Carla. She had fallen far from grace. On closer inspection I saw wrinkles she was too young to have. She was pale and her cheeks once full, were sunken and hollow. Her smile was strained and forced like a fox trying to make a chicken think it was friendly.

     Yeah, she wants to find Zoë/Mercedes. But not for the reasons she has given me.

     Carla mistook my staring at her as ogling; she thought I liked what I saw and decided to give me to give me what she perceived to be a sexy pose. She scooted down on the sofa causing her dress hike up her thigh. She spread both arms over the back of the sofa 

and pushed her chest out and shot me a seductive look that failed miserably. She looked like a demented albatross stuck in mud trying to take flight.

     I decided to burst her bubble.

     “You look uncomfortable sitting like that.” I said.

     She sat forward and pulled her dress down (to my relief) and took out a cigarette and lit it. She blew smoke at me.

     “When they gave you your PI license,” she asked me. “ did they also throw in a membership to the assholes club? You’ve changed Harmon.”

     “Yes I have.” I said. “ I no longer find women who are crack-whore-chic attractive.”

     “Fuck you.”

     She was angry. And that was just where I wanted her. If I can get her to slip-up I just might find out why she really wanted to find Zoë/Mercedes and whom the guy was who called me last night.

     “ I want to talk to Mercedes’ mother.” I said. “ She might remember something about her daughter that would help me find her.”

     “No.” She said, way to fast. “ I mean, she is sick and I do not want you upsetting her.”

     Nice recovery Carla.

     “Ok.” I said. “Whom shall I bill for this investigation?”

     “Bill me. Like I said, Amanda is too weak to deal with any of this.”

     You never could lie very good Carla.

       She pulled an envelope out of her bag and tossed it to me.

       “There is two-thousand dollar’s in there.” She said. “That should be enough to get you started. If you need more let me know.”

     I put the envelope in my inside jacket pocket. Very one was throwing money at me to find Zoë/Mercedes… That is very one except for the Feds, Archie and Zoë/Mercedes herself.

     “You are not going to count it?” She asked.

     “Naw. Why would you want to cheat your ex-boyfriend?” I said coyly. 

     She looked me up and down, studying me.

     “You look good, Harmon.” She said. “Being a private cop agrees with you.”

     I didn’t respond.

     “You haven’t asked me why I left. Or what I have been doing with me life.” She said. “You must be just a little bit curious.”

     She gave me an opening and I took it. I knew her and Archie were connected. I just did not know how they were connected.

     “Are you married, Carla.” I asked. “Or dating?”

      “I was seeing someone.” She said. “ But we had a disagreement and went our separate ways.”

     I have news for you, dear Carla. One of your ex’s is in town and not speaking very kindly of you.

     “I’m sorry to hear that.” I said.

     She just shrugged.

     I had to ask her a question, even though I knew I should not. It was a stupid question born from my wounded ego. I knew I would find whatever explanation she gave me inadequate.  And yet like a fool spending millions of dollars to find a penny in the bottom of the ocean, I continued on…

     “Why did you leave me Carla? I was in love with you.” Ok, you asked asshole. Feel any better?

     No.

     I could actually she her physically soften. Her eye’s moistened, and for a moment I saw the old Carla… My Carla.

     “I was hurt and confused, Harmon.” She said. “ Not just the physical pain from the beating. I could have handled that, but the emotional pain was too much. I hurt because my brother was dead. I hurt because my mother blamed the man I loved for his death. I hurt because I knew it would never be the same for us not matter how hard we tried.”

     She reached in her bag and pulled out a tissue. She wiped her eye’s, smearing mascara. She was not faking this time.

     I reached for her hand to comfort her. She recoiled from my touch.

     “Don’t you touch me?” She said. “ I saw how you looked at me earlier. Your look of disgust.”

     She blew her nose.

     “Harmon, what we had was so wonderful and special.” She said. “I hated my brother not just for what he and his friend did to me. But for what they did to us. I left you because my life was nothing without you. Does that make since to you?”

     I did not have an answer for her.

     “ Harmon I never set foot in a kitchen again. Like you I guess. You, me, our love, cooking, it was all tied together. We could not have one without the other. Funny, no?”

     “We could have worked it out Carla.” My voice cracked. I clear my throat. “You took the easy way out and ran off.”

     “That is how you see It.,” she said.

     “No, Carla. That’s the way it is.” 

     She put her hands up and covered her ears, as if to block out a loud noise. She twisted her head back and forth yelling, “ No, no, noooooooooooo!”

     I thought she had completely lost it. But she stopped. Looked around confused for a moment, locked eyes with me, stood up and said, “ I have to go to the lady’s room. I’ll be right back.”

     I watched her walk away.

     Carla is a nut case. She confirmed it for me with what I just witnessed. 

     Seeing her like that was a baptism by fire for me. Every once of yearning, desire, and emotion I had for and what we had lost vanished. I not even sure if I really ever knew the real Carla. I was so blinded by love when we were together. Little things that she would do that I thought as cute, sexy or quirky, actually were signs of a low lying psychosis that surfaced in full force when her brother was killed. I’m not a psychiatrist, but one does not have to be a meteorologist to know when it is raining outside.

     I wanted to leave, get far away from Carla but I stayed for Zoë/Mercedes’ sake. There are to many players in this game and Z-M is the prize. I will find her. Talk to her and then decide what to do.

     Carla came back and sat down on the sofa.

     “So when can you start looking for Mercedes?” she said as if she had not just had a weird episode. 

     “After lunch.”

     “Good. Where are we going to eat?”

     “We are not.” I said. “I have a lunch date.” I lied.

     “Whatever.”

     “ Where are you staying?”

     “I haven’t decided yet,” she said. “Give me your card and I’ll call you when I know.”

     I gave her a card.

     “Give me your cell number,” I said.

     I took out my phone and punched in the number she gave me. 303-area code, Denver.

     “Harmon I’ll bet that you could never guess in a million years what it is I do for a living now.”

     My first guess would be a test subject for the Association for Psychological Science.

       “You’re right. I could not.”

      “Take a guess.”

     “Bowling alley mechanic?”

     “Get real.”

     I stood up. I had to get out of here. Crazy Carla wanted to play parlor games.

     “I’ll call you when I learn something,” I said.

     “I need her found Harmon.”

     I’ll bet you do…

     I turned and walked out.

                 Chapter 11

… And Harmon created Woman

      Once outside I stood on the porch and sucked in fresh air. I felt like I had just spent 12 hours trying to explain the concept of Human Rights to Dick Cheney.

     I saw Maryanne sitting on the grass reading a book. I walked over; she looked up when my shadow covered her. She put a bookmark in Pearl S. Buck’s The Good Earth and closed it. I sat down next to her.

    She said, “You are going to ruin that nice suit of yours.” 

     “It’s been through worst.”

     “Carla has changed.”

     “I know.”

     “Are you going to help her?”

     I plucked a piece of grass and played with it.

     I said, “You knew her when I did. Has she really changed that much or was I just too in love to see the real her back then?”

     Maryanne worked very hard to earn her masters degree in psychology from Antioch University. With her street skills and formal education she can size up a person before they say hello to her. 

     “She was not completely who you thought she was. Before you introduced me to her the image of Carla you created for me when you talked about her was that of this bright, strong, self-sufficient woman helping you take on the culinary world. But when I met her and spent time with her I learned that she was needy, had an unhealthy devotion to her mother and brother. Carla was looking for a strong man to mold her. You did not mold her you worshiped her and subconsciously she most likely hated you for that.”

     I tossed my blade of grass.

     I said, “So I created her to be who I wanted her to be in my head; but did not mold her in real life.”

     “Yes.”

     “ And over the years my imagined Carla became more and more perfect.”

     “Yes.”

     I thought about that…

     “How do you feel seeing her now?”

     “Relieved. Does that make any since?”

     Maryanne said, “Of course. You’ve felt for years that you had lost love of your life, do to your acts. Now you see that was not the case.”

     I stood up and helped Maryanne to her feet.

     “How much do I owe you for this session doc?” I asked.

     She gave me a hug.

     “It is on the house.”

     We started walking toward the big black gate.

     “Maryanne, do not let Carla stay here. She is not mentally stable.”

     “So I noticed. I’ll have Benny escort her out.”

     We stopped by the gate.

     I asked her how Pete was getting along.

     “He is sedated. If he sleeps through the first few days of withdrawal it will be easier for him.”

     “Thanks Maryanne.”

     She pushed a button on the wall and the gate opened. I walked through feeling better than I had when I walked in.

                   Chapter 12

Food for Thought


     When I left Maryanne’s I realized that I was hungry. I did not have plans for lunch, even though I had told Carla that I did. So I called Groovy to see if he wanted to have lunch with me.

     “ You have plans for lunch?’ I asked him.

     “ I was going to make my famous steak and blue cheese salad for lunch. You company would be welcomed.”

     Groovy might be an expert on South American vegetables, fruit and healthy cooking, but he still loved to eat rich French inspired dishes.

     “Jeff Porter came by and dropped off a box of Premium New York Strip steaks for us,” he said.

     Jeff is a chef friend of mine who cooks at the Twilight Dream restaurant in west Los Angeles. He is also the guy who got me with the Beer Hunter last night.

      “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”  Groovy’s steak and blue cheese salad is killer.

     I pulled in to my parking lot and parked next to Groovy’s dark gray 2008 Prius hybrid. 

     I followed the mouth-watering aroma of steak grilling back to the kitchen where I found Groovy tossing a micro green salad in a wooden bowl.

     “  ‘Bout 2 more minutes for the steaks,” he informed me.

     I took off my jacket, placed it over a wooden stool and rolled up my sleeves.

     “What can I do to help?” I asked him.

     “You can make us a quick shaker vinaigrette.”

     “You got it…”

     I washed my hands, then went over to one of the metal racks and grabbed an empty mayonnaise jar, a bottle of vegetable oil, and red wine vinegar and carried them over to 

the table Groovy was working on. I unscrewed the jar, poured in ¼ cup of oil- ¼ cup of vinegar, a ½  

teaspoon of salt and a teaspoon of sugar. I screwed the top back on and shook the jar for about twenty seconds… Instant vinaigrette.

     “How did your morning go?” he asked.

     “It was boring really. It went something like this: I had guns pointed at me by Beverly Hills finest. I found out that the girl I am looking for is in the witness protection program. And just for laughs I had a one hour conversation with Carla, who also just so happens to want me to find the girl in the witness protection program.”

     “Carla? The Carla?”

     “Yep.”

     “Oh, this is going to be a wonderful lunch conversation.”

    Groovy grabbed a pair of tongs and removed the steaks from the grill placing them on a high-density polyethylene plastic cutting board. Plastic cutting boards are safer to use than a wooden cutting board because they are less likely to harbor harmful bacteria.

     While the steaks rested, Groovy went in to the walk-in. While he was in there, I placed plates, utensils, napkins and two bottles of water on the small black Ikea dinner table that I bought and put together when I first moved in.

      Groovy came out of the walk-in carrying a jar of green olives stuffed with blue cheese and a two-pound block of blue cheese. He placed his bounty on the table next to the cutting board and said, “Can you bring the plates over please.”

     I walked over with the plates and sat them next to the cutting board. 

     Using a wooden spoon and fork Groovy dished up the salad and placed it on each plate. With his ten inch Wusthof   chef’s knife he sliced the steaks on a bias making sure to cut across the grain of the meat, then put equal portions on top of each salad, followed by 5 olives on each plate and crumbed blue over the meat. Groovy picked up the jar of vinaigrette, re-shook it and drizzled some over the meat, cheese and salad.

     He took the cutting board to the sink. Came back and wiped off the table.

     Clean as you go…we are taught…

     We carried our plates to the table sat down and dug in. The creamy blue cheese over the juice steak, accompanied by the crisp salad and tangy vinaigrette sent my taste buds to happy land.

     “Nice, Groovy. Real nice.”

     Once again Groovy hit it out of the park.

     Half way through our meal I filled Groovy in on the details of the morning. I even told him about the call I received from Archie last night.

     Groovy is a good listener. He let me talk without interrupting me with questions. 

     When I was finished talking I walked over to the sink and placed my plate and utensils in it. Groovy came over and did the same. I have an industrial size dishwasher that came with the place, but for two plates that would be over kill.

     We carried our bottles of water out to the bar and sat on stools.

     “Talk to me Groovy.”

     “Well… First off, I do not like the fact that the US Government has asked you to help them. Second, I’ve never met Carla, but from what you have told me about her, it would seem she was a bit unstable to begin with, but now she has completely gone crackers. Maybe dangerously so.”

     “Ok,” I said. “Go back to the Feds. Why is the fact that they asked me for help rubbing you the wrong way?”

     He sipped his water, “When I was running around South America I had on occasion watched intelligence agency types in action. They like to recruit locals or American expats’ living down there who are desperate for money or have some legal issue hanging over their head back home in the good ole US of A. These agents promise to make the problem go away if you do them a little favor. What they don’t tell you is that you are expendable.  If the deal works out, good for you. If something goes wrong, they leave you hanging in the wind. They’ve never heard of you.”

     I said, “You talking from experience?”

     He shrugged his shoulders.

     I did not push him. He would tell me when he was ready.

     “Just watch your back Harmon,” he said. “To them you are expendable; but not to those of us that care about you.”

     Groovy got off the barstool and looked at me.

     “Harmon, you know that old saying, that in life timing is very thing.”

     “Yes.”

    “Think about the timing,” Groovy said. “Zoë went missing. Then Giuseppe hired you to find her. Now Carla, and the Feds are trying to find her. You do not know what Archie’s game is yet. But Carla did not seem to need Zoë found until she went missing.”

     There are times when Groovy talks in riddles…Like now.

     I asked him, “Where are you going with this?”

     “Carla had no idea that you knew Zoë was missing before she asked you to find her. But Carla knew Zoë was missing. So she came to you with this fake story about Zoë’s mother dying.”

     “The timing is too perfect.” I said.

     “Exactly, my good man.”

     Groovy tossed his empty bottle in the wastebasket behind the bar.

     “I’m off to afternoon poetry reading in Venice on the beach.” 

     He left me sitting at the bar.

     Someone had contacted Carla and told her about Zoë.

     Why?

     I needed answers and I knew Carla would not tell me the truth.

     I had to find Zoë.

     I went up stairs to my office and collected everything I had on Zoë and put it in an envelope. I unlocked the desk drawer and took out my holstered gun and snapped on my belt.

     Downstairs I collected my jacket, a Thomas Guide map book and a bottle of water. I locked up the restaurant, got in Mona Lisa and headed for the Odd Cuts restaurant where she once worked.

                  Chapter 13

Looking Down at Stars

     Odd Cuts Restaurant is located in West Hollywood on Melrose Avenue. West Hollywood is a city that was incorporated in 1984, and is known as having a large gay population. It is where you go to see and be seen. The hip and informed call West Hollywood, WeHo or Boys-Town.

    Odds Cuts is own and operated by Allen Finkle and Jason Paris, a couple which has been together for 12 years (married for two of the 12 after California overturned the bigoted-civil rights denying “Proposition 8”). I was Allen’s best man.

     I parked Mona Lisa in front of a vintage clothing boutique on Fuller Avenue and walked a half block back to Odds Cuts. It is hard to find parking on Melrose day or night.

     I walked in and saw that the restaurant was catching its breath after the lunch rush. Three tables were occupied and one lonely guy sat at the bar sipping a beer.  

     Jason, who was talking to a couple at one of the tables, spotted me, excused himself from the conversation and walked over to me.

     He said, “Harmon, how good to see you… Slumming today?”  He gave me a hug.

     “Working actually.”

     “Figurers. We hardly see you any more,” Jason started walking toward the kitchen and said over his should to me, “ come along, I know you mainly came to see Allen.”

     “I came to see both of you.”

     Jason stopped walking.

     “Is very thing ok?”

     I walked past him, “I’ll tell you and Allen together.”

     We found Allen in the kitchen standing by the broiler-oven talking to Jorge Rulfo, his super-sous chef from Izabal, Guatemala.

     Jorge is fascinated by the myth of the American private investigator. He can rattle off for hours about any PI noir movie very made and dubbed in to Spanish.  I have hired him a few times when I’ve done security or bodyguard work. At 5-8 Jorge is not a large main, but he is one of the strongest people I know. He is also good with firearms… Most professional cooks are.

     Jorge walked up to me with his hand out, smiling, “You have trabajo for me Colt?” he asked in broken English.

     I shook his hand, “Good to see you Jorge. No work today, but things always pop up.”

     He said, “Cool,” and walked over to a kid who was chopping onions, and gave him some instructions in Spanish.

     I shook hands with Allen.

     “Where have you been hiding Harmon?” Allen said.

     “I’ve been over whelmed with work, which I guess is a good thing.”

     Allen is tall, about 6-4, with dark hair and gold framed glasses, in contrast to Jason who is blond short and a little over weight.

     I said, “ Came we go to the office and talk?”

     “Of course,” Allen said.

     I followed of them to the office in the back of the kitchen. Jason was born in1975, but he loves the 1960’s and the office reflected that fact: Beanbag chairs, psychedelic                 posters, hanging beads and a desk made out of driftwood. 

 I lay claim to the only “real” chair in the room while Allen and Jason sat down together on a huge yellow beanbag with blue strips.

     Allen said, “ I hear you have been busy. Is it true that the Falsetti’s hired you to get back an old recipe that Peter Mostly stole?”

     Before I could answer….

     Jason: “I heard chef Pete was holding it for ransom.”

     Allen: “To feed his crack habit…”

     Jason: “… that is $1200 a day.

     Allen: “ And that a local crack dealer wanted you dead for chasing one of his best customers, Pete.”

     I held up my hand to stop them and said, “Let me answer your questions this way: True…True…True…Bullshit…Bullshit.”

     There are no secrets in the restaurant world among peers.

     Jason said, “Do not be a smart-ass Harmon. It is not becoming of you.”

     “Allen asked, “Are you getting close to finding him?”

     “I found him and took him to a place that can help him rehab.”

     “Good for you,” Allen said, “I always liked Pete. That is until he when sideways.”

     “Did you recover the secret rare recipe?” Jason asked. He loves intrigue.

     “If I told you I would have to kill you,” I said. “Client privacy and all that.”

     Jason said, “ Poleeeze. There are no secrets in the restaurant community.  Very body knows everybody else’s business.”

     I reached in my jacket pocket and pulled out the picture I had of Z-M.

     I said, “I came by to ask you about one of your former employees.” I handed the photo to Jason; Allen leaned over to have a look. “ She is missing and I have been hired to find her.”

     Jason and Allen looked at the photo, looked at each other and then looked at me.

     Jason said, “Our baby has become very popular all of a sudden,” he handed me back the photo.

     “What do you mean?”

     Allen said, “Last night a guy came in about 9:30 looking for Zoë asking questions about Zoë. Jason told him that we do not give out that kind of information without the employees’ consent.”

     I asked,  “Did he say why he was looking for her?”

     Jason said, “He said he was a lawyer who represented a family member of Zoë’s that left her a lot of money. If that guy was an attorney, I’m on the Supreme Court. I told him to get lost.”

     “He would not leave,” Allan said. “ So Jason came and got me. I found the guy trying to offer the bartender, Tony, some money for information on Zoë. I grabbed him by the arm and that is when things got heated. He jerked his arm away form me and said, ‘Don’t touch me you Puff’’, I told him to leave or I was going to call the cops.”

     “That’s when Jorge came out of the kitchen with two cooks,” Jason said. “ Seeing that he was out numbered and about to get his ass kicked by the Guatemala mafia he left. We figured that he was just a guy who might had met Zoë her in the past and came back looking for her.”

     My guess would be that the guy was Archie.

     I took out my pen and notebook, “What did he look like?”

     Jason said, “ He has dark hair, a tanned complexion… Check that, a fake tanned complexion and… Let me see… 5-10? Yeah he was about 5-10. Fairly young guy.”

     “ He has an east coast accent,” Allen said. “And light brown eyes.”

     “How was he dressed?” I asked. “Was he dressed like he lives here in LA or like he came from a colder climate?”

     “He was dressed like an asshole, if you ask me.” Jason said. 

     Allen said, “He was dressed like someone who came here in a hurry and had to buy clothes to fit the warmer weather. You know, the kind of clothes you don’t care about. He had on a t-shirt with Hollywood written on it. You know the kind of crap they sell to tourist on Hollywood Boulevard. He was wearing it with a pair of gray gabardine pants.”

     Jason said, “Like an asshole.” 

     I asked, “Can either of you think of anything else about the guy.”

     Allen and Jason shook their heads no. 

     Allen said, “Can you tell us what is going on, Harmon?”

     “I wish I could.”

     “Is Zoë in danger Harmon?” Jason wanted to know.

     I said, “Yes. I think she is.”

     I stood up, just to be doing something.

     I was sure that the man who came to Odd Cuts was Archie. He was looking for Zoë also, along with half this city it seemed.

      “Tell me about, Zoë,” I said, and sat down.

     “She was a good worker,” Allen said. “But she wasn’t friendly with any of her coworkers.”

     Jason slapped Allen’s shoulder and said, “That’s not true; she was friendly. She just kept to herself.”

     Allen stood up.

     “I have to go and make sure dinner prep is going well,” Allen said. “Jason knew her better than anyone here. He can tell you about her.”

     Jason stood up and kissed Allen.

     Allen said, “I’ll see you two in a bit.” He walked through the beads that acted as a door.

     “Lets go for a walk,” Jason said. “ I like to walk around outside before the dinner rush starts and I’m trapped inside.”

   I walked over to the beads and held them aside so Jason could walk through, then followed him out.

     As we walked through the dining room, Jason would stop and move a chair here or adjust a fork there. It took us about five minutes to get outdoors.

     Once on Melrose we walked east toward La Brea Avenue.

     Jason said, “Looking down at stars.”

    “Excuse me?”

     “Looking down at stars. That is how Zoë would describe the Hollywood Walk of Fame. She wanted to be an actress you know. But she said she could not. She had the looks for it though.”

     The Hollywood Walk of Fame is where you find the pink, speckled stars on the sidewalk with the name of Hollywood’s elite on them. The Walk of Fame runs from Hollywood Boulevard: from Gower Street to La Brea Avenue, and on Vine Street: from Yucca Street to Sunset Boulevard.

     “Did Zoë say why she could not be an actress?”

     “When I pressed her all she would say is that it was complicated.”

     Melrose was starting to come alive as we walked: Kids coming home from school. Servers headed to their restaurants. Horns blew as east and west bound traffic started to crawl.

     Soon, Melrose Boulevard would be rockin’.

     “Think hard, Jason. I need something to go on. She must have given some sort of hint to her past…or hell, maybe her future.”

     “I’m thinking…I’m thinking…”

      We stopped in front of a store that specialized in antique teddy bears. Jason looked through the window at a small brown bear with a hand written card in from of it. The card read: Richard Steiff - circa 1905. 

     Jason said, “ I love Steiff bears.”

     “I’ll put it on my Christmas list for you,” I said. “ But for now Jason I need you to think.”

     “Don’t get all snippy, Harmon. I’m trying.”

     We started walking.

     I was getting ready to suggest to Jason that we head back when he froze and pointed.

     “Oh-my-God!” he yelled. “That’s him… the asshole who asked about Zoë.” 

    “Where?” 

     “Right there,” Jason pointed. “The guy in the black Adidas originals superstar men's track suit.” He said, “I can believe they still sale those.”

     He was walking toward us without hurry. In his right hand he carried a manila envelope.

     So that’s Archie…

     Archie was younger than I expected, 25 maybe 26. He was 5-10 and about 170. His black hair was short on the sides and spiky on top.

     He stopped in front of us.

     “I called you last night,” he said to me. “I’m sorry the way I came off on the phone, but I did not know what Carla had told you. Now I know, she told me what you two talked about. You and I need to talk Mr. Colt.”

     “What’s your name?” I asked him.

     “Theo Ponza.”

     Jason said, “Why are you being so polite today Mr.Ponza?”

     Theo Ponza looked at Jason with disgust and said, “ I wasn’t talking to you faggot.”

     I grabbed Theo by his jacket, turned him toward me and slapped him and pushed him back.

     “Awow!” he touched his left cheek, “fuck. That hurt.”

     People on the street stopped and looked at us. A guy walking four toy dogs said, “He hit that kid.”

     A woman wearing a leather mini-skirt no wider than my belt pointed at me and yelled, “He’s a cop! I saw his gun when his jacket flew open when he was kicking the shit outta that kid.”

     Then the chant started:

     “Police brutality… Police brutality…”

     Jason said, “Lets go, Harmon.”

     I took Theo by the arm and said to the gathered crowd, “This guy tried to rob Odds Cuts restaurant. Ask the owner.”

    “That’s true,” Jason said. “Not only that…but he made anti-gay statements while he was robbing me.”

     Someone in the crowd yelled, “Kill the fucker,” and the crowd advanced toward us.

     I heard two yelps from a siren just as a Los Angeles County Sheriff’s black and white cut across Melrose Boulevard and stopping half on the sidewalk.

     The guy with the four toys dogs screamed and fainted.

     Someone in the crowd pointed and yelled at the cops, “ The sons-of-bitches ran over his dog.”

     The crowd rushed the deputies; the group failed to notice the black and tan teacup Yorkie that dashed from under the cop car unscathed and started licking the unconscious man’s face.

     I said to Jason, “ Lets go!” we walk/ran away from the scene with me pulling Theo along. We stopped in front of Odds Cuts and watched three black and whites race by with lights and sirens going.

     Theo said, “That was fuck’n crazy back there.”

     “Apologize to my friend,” I said to Theo.

     “Sorry.”

     Jason said, “Apology excepted.”

     “We have to go, Jason.”

     “Ok Harmon. And please go walking with me again soon. I never have that much fun when I walk alone.”

     I took Theo by the arm, “You are coming with me.”

              Chapter 14

     East Coast Evil

 Theo and I turn the corner and walked up to Mona Lisa.

     Theo looked at Mona Lisa and said, “ Your car is the shit.”

     I grabbed him by the jacket once again.

     “Theo, we have to get out of here before the cops come looking for us, and we need to talk. Do you have a car near by?”

     “That car over there.” 

     He pointed to a black 2009 Chrysler 300 Touring Sedan. That is a lot of car for him.

     I said, “Ok. Follow me.”

     “Where we going.”

     “What do you care?”

     “I don’t.”

     “Then, follow me,” I got in Mona Lisa and he walked across the street to his car. I pulled a u-turn on Fuller Avenue and waited for the boxy 300 sedan to pull up behind me.

     I drove to a near by Norm’s restaurant on North La Cienega Boulevard.  I parked and watched as Theo backed his car in next to mine, in escape mode, in case he had to get out of here in a hurry.

     He got out of the car carrying his manila envelope and we walked to the entrance. I stopped by the front door.

     “You carrying, Theo?”

     “No.”

     “Well then, you won’t mind me patting you down.”

     It would be difficult to hide a weapon the way he was dressed but I checked him anyway. Customers came in and out of the restaurant and did not bat an eye at a man getting frisked… This is LA after all.

     I checked the envelope also. All clear.

     We walked inside and stopped by the ‘wait to be seated’ sign. A pretty waitress gave me her, you might be a movie producer smile, and lead Theo and I to a booth. After we where seated, Brittany our waitress, asked if we would like menus.

     I said, “No. We’ll just have a couple of cokes.” Brittany walked off disappointed knowing that a two-drink order would mean a small tip for her.

     Servers live off tips.

     I looked at Theo. He reminded me of someone but I could not remember whom.

     I said, “ Tell me what the hell is going on, or I swear I will body slam you on this table.”

     “Chill out man. That’s why I’m here. To give you the 411 on what’s happening here.” He opened the manila envelope and dumped the contents on the table. Copies of news paper articles it looked liked. “You see all this shit?” Theo asked me, “ This is all about you. Cases you worked on and shit. You done some crazy things man, but from what I’ve read you are a good guy… not crooked.”

     I was starting to lose my patience. Theo was not telling me anything I wanted to hear.

     “Theo, I’m going to count to five. If you have not told me what is going on, you and I dance. Got me?”

     Theo said, “I had to check you out first. Make sure you were ok.”

      “One…”

     “I mean you used to poke Carla so I had to be sure I knew from what angle you where coming from.”

     “Two…”

     “Ok. Ok,” Theo said, “I tell you.”

     “Three...”

     “Mr. Colt, Mercedes has a contract out on her life. I want you to help me find her so I can take her far away where they can’t find her. I have a half million dollars hidden in my car outside.”

    A half-million?  
    “Who put the contract out on her?”

    “ The Zeffirelli brothers,” Theo said, “Tommy and Joe.”

     I took out my pen and notebook, “Zeffirelli, like the film and opera director?”

     Theo said, “ I don’t know about any movie director… You never heard of the Zeffirelli brothers?”

     “No.”

     “You gotta heard of NJJP, baby… East Coast Evil?”

     The air in the room seemed to get hotter all of a sudden. If Z-M had the NJJP after her, she needed to get back under the protection of the US Marshals.

     I had never had any runs-ins with the New Jersey Jamaican Posse but I have read about them. Their main business is drug trafficking and sales but over the years they have branched out in to the enforcement business and contract killing. One of the most notorious groups in the posse is East Coast Evil. Their trademark and specialty is beheading. 

     “There Jamaicans?” I asked.  “Named Zeffirelli.”

     “They was adopted by a family called Zeffirelli when they were kids or something like that.”

     I asked Theo, “Why do they want Mercedes dead?”

     “Mercedes ratted them out to the cops.”

     “ How did she become involved with them?”

      Theo looked out the Plexiglas window at the traffic moving up and down La Cienega Boulevard. He pulled a napkin from the holder and while still looking out the window said, “Mercedes mother gave her to Tommy when she was only twelve years old.”

     Theo is a hard guy to read. One minute he’s acting like a tough guy and the next minute he is on the brink of crying. 

     “Why the hell did Mercedes mother do that?”

     Before Theo could answer, Brittany brought over our cokes and placed them in front of us.

     “Can I get you two big spenders anything else?”

     I said, “Yes you can,” I took out my wallet and handed her a twenty. “How about some privacy? And keep the change.”

     “For a tip this size,” Brittany said. “I’ll clear out the whole place for you.” She turned and walked away with extra movement in her hips.

     “Her mother was a crack dealer in, Newark,” Theo said turning to look at me. “ The Zeffirelli were her main supplier. Some punks ripped her off. Took it all. Mama had no way to pay Tommy and Joe. She gave Tommy, Mercedes. He likes-um young.”

     “Christ.”

     “Hey, Christ,” Theo said, “ But Mercedes mother got hers. She was killed in a police raid eight years ago.”

     “Mercedes’ mother is dead?”

     “Real dead.”

     Carla you lying…

     I took a sip of coke and let what Theo had just told me seep in.

     “What is your relationship to Mercedes?” I asked him.

     “We grew up together.”

     I said, “Elaborate.”

     “I don’t want to talk ’bout it.”

     “Tell me Theo or I leave you sitting here.”

     Theo looked down at the table and played with the newspaper clippings.

     “Come on Theo…”

     He looked “ Tommy ain’t the only one who likes-um young. Joe does too. Only he likes boys not girls,” he said. “My old-man was a junkie. Never knew my mom. Pops gave me away for a half kilo of smack when I was only ten years old. Mercedes came bout’ four months later… Like I said, we grew up together.”

     Theo looked down at the table again.

     “I’m sorry, Theo.”

     Theo shot his head up and looked me in the eyes and said, “Hey don’t feel sorry for me. I ain’t queer or nothing. You hear me?”

     Now was not the time for me to give Theo a lecture on his bigoted attitude. He had been abused and molested as a child…his head was all screwed up.

     I still had many questions to ask Theo. But not here…

     I decided to take him to my home after one more question.

     “Theo, how is Carla mixed up in all this?”

     “She works for the Zeffirelli’s,” Theo said. “Carla is one crazy bitch. She never did like Mercedes. But she always treated me good. She calls me her ‘Little Bro.”

     Azule… That is whom Theo reminded of, Carla’s brother Azule.

     I said, “Lets get out of here.”

     “Where we going?”

     “ To another restaurant.”

              Chapter 15

     Smuggler Car

     When we arrived at my home I saw that TJ’s green 2005 Jeep Wrangler was parked next to Groovy’s Prius. I looked at my watch 5:35. TJ’s weekly cooking lesson. For the 

past six weeks Groovy had been giving TJ cooks lessons, starting with the basics: Stocks, soups and sauces. TJ had asked me to give her the instruction but my work hours were too erratic. Groovy got the job by default.

     I got out of Mona Lisa just as Theo pulled up next to me. Theo left his car running, got out and said to me over the roof of the car, “ Can I park around back?”

     “Why?”

     “I wanna show you something.”

     “Ok.”

     I got into his car and we drove to the back of the restaurant. I had him park by the delivery dock.

     We got out of the car.

     I said, “Theo, before I take you inside we need to have an understanding. You say things that are very offensive. I want you to know that if you do that around my friends you may very well spend several months in the hospital. Most of my friends are cooks and you may think that you can push them around… But trust me on this Theo, you have never in your life met cooks like us…”

     “I got it Mr. Colt. Sometimes I say shit without think’n.”

     “From what I have seen, you say shit all the time without thinking.”

     He looked down at the ground obviously hurt.

     Theo has issues. I did not know how to properly handle him.

     I said, “What is it you wanted to show me?”

     He perked up like a kid asked to show how his science project works, “Check this out, Mr. Colt.”

     “Call me, Harmon.”

     “Ok. Cool, Harmon.”

     Theo reaches in the car and pushed a button on the steering wheel and the dashboard lift up revealing shrink-wrapped packages of money.

     “Is that crazy or what, Harmon?”

     Yeah, crazy... There had to be a hundred-grand under the dash alone. 

     Theo said, “Now check this out…” 

     He knelt down by the inside drivers door, pushed the panel a couple of times and slid the panel away from the door.  Shrink wrapped packages of money fell out.

     Theo stood up, “I hauled drugs, guns and people in this car. The Smugglers car I call it. Never once got busted, even when the cops pull me over.”

     He was actually proud of himself.

     “What are you doing with this money?”

     “Ok, here’s the deal,” Theo said. “ Tommy and Joe get a call from some dude here in LA saying that he knows where Mercedes is and all about the fake name the cops gave her and all. Dude says he want a half mill for the information. Joe and Tommy say cool no problem. Cause they want Mercedes dead for snitching them out to the cops and all.

     So Tommy don’t want to have no trace back to him for the money. So he tells me to drive it out here.”

     “From Jersey?”

     “No,” Theo said. “From Denver. They operate out of Denver now. Ok so I’m driving out here thinking to myself how I thought I would never see Mercedes again after she went to the cops, but now I have a chance to find her and Mercedes and me can take off with the money and never be seen again.”

     He was talking to fast and not making a lot of since to me.

     I said,” Slow down Theo. How come the Zeffirelli brothers are not in prison if Mercedes testified against them?”

     “Because, Harmon Joe and Tommy also cut a deal with the cops once they got busted. Joe and Tommy knew of people that pull that terrorist shit. So the cops make them pay a fine, tell them ‘bad boys don’t you sale drugs no more’,” Theo snapped his fingers.  “ Then like that they are back in business. But this time in Denver.”

     Theo and I were standing behind a restaurant/my home, in the heart of Hollywood at night with a half a million dollars laying on the ground; not very smart of me, but Theo was on a roll and I did not want him to stop talking.

     I said, “So you are driving to LA and…”

    “… And Tommy calls me. I’m in El Paso getting gas. Tommy tells me this dude, the one who has info on Mercedes, called Tommy to tell him that Mercedes had bailed, taken off and he did not know where she had went to. So Tommy told me not to pay the guy.”

     I said, “How were you suppose to contact this guy. The one with the info on Mercedes?”

     Theo took out his wallet and took a folded piece of paper out of it. He handed the paper to me.

                 Mr.Draeb

                310-309.4537

     “Do you know this Mr.Draeb?”

     “No,” Theo said.

     I put the paper in my pocket, “Finish telling me.”

     Theo said,  “So Tommy asks me where I am and I tell him El Paso, and he tells me to hold on. So I wait about five minutes and Tommy comes back on and tells me to pick up Carla the next day at the airport in Albuquerque. Tommy said Carla knows somebody in LA that can track down Mercedes. That someone was you Harmon. When you found 

Mercedes, they would send some people down here to kill her or have Carla do it. ” I

I said, “ How did Carla hook up with Tommy and Joe?”

     Theo pulled out a pack of Marlboro lites, put one in his mouth and fired up from a book of paper matches. He blew a plume out of the side of his mouth.

     “Joe and Tommy own two restaurants: One in Newark and one in Denver. Tommy thinks he can cook but he can’t cook shit,” Theo said. “Anyway, Carla was working at the restaurant in Denver. I guess when she started cooking there the restaurant started making more money. So Joe and Tommy flew down to Denver to meet this super chic chef and as always took me with them.

     Then one day Joe found out that if you asked Carla to do anything, and I mean anything, the right way, she would do it. Joe would say, ‘Yo, Carla darling. Take your chef jacket off and shake your tities at my friend here, and Carla would do it, like nobody’s business.

     After a while Carla became like Joe and Tommy’s pet dog. They’d say swallow these balloons of heroin and fly down to Miami. Shit like that. I even think she killed somebody for them, but I have no proof of that.”

     I pinched the bridge of my nose to try and driveway the pain that was trying to creep into my head.

     Did I ever really know you Carla?

    “You ok Harmon?”

     “Yeah.”

     Theo said, “Can we go inside now? Its get’n kinda cold out here.”

     “In a few minutes. I need to know if you have ever heard Joe or Tommy mention the name Guiseppe Falsetti?”

     “No. I’m pretty sure I haven’t.”

     “Ok. Where does Carla think you are now?”

     “ I dropped her off at that big house you met her at this morning. I was supposed to wait for her but I didn’t. I drove around the corner and waited for you to leave then I followed you to that restaurant those two…”  Theo caught himself in mid-sentence. “Those two guys own.”

     Theo is good, I did not pick up his tail; I was not looking for one either at the time.

     Theo said, “ I turned off my cell phone because I heard people can track you if your cell is on. So very one thinks that I ran off with the money I bet. That’s ok with me, because I am never going back to those assholes. Ever again.”

     “Theo they are going to send people here now not only to find Mercedes, but you and the money also.”

     Theo did not say anything. He just gave me a look that made me realize just how young and scared he is.

     I put my hand on his shoulder.

     “ I will work this out, Theo.”

     “I trust you Harmon,” Theo said. “ I really have no choice but to trust you.”

     I took out my pocketknife and cut open one of the shrink-wrapped packets of money. I pulled out a stack of fifties and looked at them. In the dim light from the cars interior I could see that the bills were not new and appeared not to be marked. None of the serial numbers ran consecutively. This cash would not be traceable. I put the fifties back and walked up to the back door and unlocked it with my key.

     Over my shoulder I said to Theo, “Lets get two garbage bags to put the money in.”

                 Chapter 16        

Man-Child

       As I opened the back door the smell of rosemary and garlic roasted chicken surrounded Theo and I.

     Behind me Theo said, “Damn that smells good.”

     Groovy and TJ turned toward the door. Both startled by our entry. Groovy and TJ were chopping vegetables on the prep table.

     Groovy said,” Good lord, Harmon, you gave me a fright.”

     TJ put down her chefs knife, wiped her hands on her apron and walked over to me.

     “Never wipe your hands on your apron,” Groovy and I said at the same time by reflex.

     TJ said, “Sorry chef one and two.” She walked up and kissed me. “ And who is your friend?”

     “Theo Ponza. Theo, TJ.”

     TJ stuck out her hand and Theo shook it. He looked TJ up and down and I knew he was about to make an off hand remark, as on Theo can, so I intervened.

     “Be on your best behavior tonight Theo.”

     “Sure, Harmon...sure.”

     Groovy came over and shook Theo’s hand, “ Garvin Yeats. But everyone calls me Groovy.”

     Theo said, “Are you a hippy or something?”

     “I’m more of an ‘or something’.” This confused Theo but he did not say anything; he was learning.

     I said to Groovy, “The food you and TJ are preparing, can it wait a couple of minutes while I talk to you and TJ about something important?”

     “Why, yes. The chickens we are roasting have another fifteen minutes to go and we have not started the vegetable and starch courses yet.”

     “Ok. Good.” I walked over to a storage bin and took out two thirty-gallon industrial strength black trash bags.

     TJ wanted to know, “What is going on, Harmon?”

     I said, “Follow me.”

     We walked through the back door and around Theo’s car stopping by the open drivers door and the packets of shrink-wrapped money lying on the ground.

     TJ said, “What the hell,” at the sight of the money.

     Groovy chimed in, “I had no idea the business of investigating paid so well.”

     “Very funny,” I said. “ Lets get this money in the bags first and go inside. Then I will explain all to you both.”

      We gathered and put the money in the bags in silence. When we were done Theo snapped the door panel back in place, pushed the button that lowered dashboard back in place, closed the drivers door and locked and alarmed the car by pushing a button on the ignition key.

     Theo and I carried the trash bags in to the kitchen and placed them next to the prep table. I walked over and locked the back door.

     “Ok Harmon,” TJ said. “Spill the beans. Why do you and Theo have all this money?”

     I said, “Will sit at the dinner table and I will tell you and Groovy what this is all about. But first I need a beer. How many should I bring back?”

     Theo said he would have a beer. Groovy and TJ declined.

     I walked through the kitchen to the bar and grabbed two Molson Golden ales, opened them and returned to the kitchen. TJ, Groovy and Theo were sitting at the table. I hand Theo his beer and sat down.

     I took and long pull on the Molson and enjoyed the rich, bubbly taste before I spoke.

     I said, “Here is how it all started…”

     I started with being hired by the Falsetti’s to find chef Pete and the recipe and how that led me to being hired by Giuseppe to find Zoë, whose real name is Mercedes by the way. I then told them about US Marshals Beard and Owens and how Z-H was in the witness protection program. Then came Carla, and Theo. When TJ heard Theo’s story she put her hand over his in a comforting gesture.

   TJ is a trained journalist, so I knew she wanted to ask me questions, yet neither she nor Groovy interrupted me (Groovy did excuse himself from the table to take the chickens out of the oven, but he was back at the table in less than a minute). 

     I said, “…and the real kicker is that I have not been able to start looking for Z-H because people keep popping up, like our Theo here.”

     Theo said, “Hey I’m sorry man. But…”

     I cut him off, “I did not say that to insult you Theo. It is just a fact in this case. A whole lot of players vying for the same prize: A little lady named Mercedes Hamilton.”

     Groovy said, “What a fascinating chain of events that have led up to this point.”

     TJ said, “How did it feel seeing your ex-Carla.” She lightly slapped her own face. “ Sorry Harmon, that was me the girlfriend talking. What are you planning to do? You have to tell the Marshals what is going on. The Zeffirelli’s are going to send people here looking for Theo and the money. Plus dear Carla is going to contact you to see what you have found out about Mercedes. Like you said, there are to many players in this game you are going to need help.”

     “What I plan to do is let Carla think that I do not know what is really going on. I’ll put Theo and the money somewhere safe and then find Z-H. I am not going to involve the Marshals or the police in any of this until I can talk to Mercedes first and find out what she wants.”

      Groovy said, “Mercedes has no idea that you are even looking for her. Once you start your search she may dig in deeper. Thinking that you are looking for her to harm her.”

     “That is why I have to find her fast.”

     TJ said, “I think I’ll have that beer now.”

     “Ditto,” Groovy said.

     I went to the bar and grabbed four more Molsons. Back at the table I asked Theo if he had any questions or objections to what I planned to do. He said he had none.

     That was good; but I had questions for Theo.

     I said, “ I do not want to bring up any painful memories Theo, but I have to get to know the Zefferelli brothers, so I know best how to handle them. If at any point you feel uncomfortable answering, just say so and I will back off. “ I looked from Groovy to TJ and back to Theo. “ TJ and Groovy are very smart people and I would like them to be here when I question you. They might think of something I over looked or have a question for you themselves. We are all here to help you Theo. You ready?”

     “Yes.”

     I tried to word my first question carefully.

     “Theo, you told me that Joe likes young boys.”

     “That’s true.”

     “Why did he keep you around after you became older?”

     “Just lucky I guess,” Theo said sardonically. “ The truth is that when I turned sixteen, Joe started talking about sending out on the street as a guy Ho’. But one of their drivers got busted for beating up his girlfriend. They needed someone to make a run down to Miami. They had noth’n to lose. If I got busted so what. I was a minor and they knew I was too scared of them to snitch them out.” Theo picked at the label on this beer bottle.   “ I did the run and made it back. After that I was one of their drivers. A year later they sent me to a driving school for bodyguards and shit… When it comes to driving I am the best.”

     There was pride in his last statement.

     TJ asked, “Why did you not ever run away from the Zeffirelli’s?”

     “Run to what, lady?” Theo snapped at TJ, and then quickly looked at me, waiting for the slap or hit that he was sure was coming.

     I just looked at him and shook my head, no.

     Theo turned back to TJ, “I’m sorry TJ.” 

     “It is ok, Theo,” TJ said. “ I know that this is not easy for you to talk about.”

     “You got that right,” he said and then took a sip of beer.

     Groovy stood up.

     “Are you hungry, Theo?” Groovy asked.

     “I could throw down some food.”

    “Good,” Groovy said. “ I will finish off dinner so that we can ‘throw down some food.’” He winked at us and went over to the prep-table.

     “Tell me Theo,” I said. “ Why are you running away now?”

     Theo pulled the rest of the label off his beer.

     “I told you… I’m doing it for Mercedes. I want her to escape those fuckers. I thought she had but now they’ve found her. Sort of…But they know she is around here somewhere. I thought I could find her, but after seeing LA I know I can’t. That’s why I came to you.”

     “Ok, Theo, good. You are doing just fine,” I said. “Just one more question for now. Why did the Zeffirell’s keep Mercedes for so long and why did she finally go to the feds?”

     “That’s two questions,” Theo said. “ Just kidding… Mercedes was always very pretty, but the older she got the better she looked. Tommy told me that one guy was willing to pay $25,000 to fuc, I mean sleep with Mercedes.”

     TJ and I looked at each other. TJ let out a low whistle.

     “Mercedes and me would talk about running away together sometimes. We where like brother and sister” Theo seemed to cherish the thought. Then he snapped out of it. “Oh and Mercedes is very good with computers. She told me that before her mother dropped her off with Tommy and Joe, that she would spend all of her time on the computer some 

guy gave her mom for crack. She started doing stuff on the computer for Joe and Tommy. It was soon after she did the computer stuff that she went to the cops. 

     When the cops came for them I was making a run to Denver delivering guns. I know that if I had been there Mercedes would have taken me with her. Told the cops to takes us both far away not just her.” He looked sad.

     I patted Theo on the back.

     Z-M, (no, I would call her Mercedes from now on. It is her real name) Mercedes had to have gathered enough information on the Zeffirelli’s operation, from working on their computes, to know that she could trade what she had to the feds in exchange for her freedom. That would explain why she went to the feds. But it would not help me find her.

     I said, “ I have to make some calls Theo. Then tomorrow I will start looking for Mercedes. I am going to make sure you and Mercedes never have to worry about the Zeffirelli’s again. I promise you.”

    “Thanks, Harmon.”

     I got up.

     “I’m going upstairs,” I said to TJ.

     She a nodded to me and put her hand over Theo’s.

     Groovy called to me, “Dinner will be served in ten…”

     “I’ll be back in time, chef.”

     Upstairs I sat down at my desk and speed dialed Bob Perkins, Mona Lisa creator.

     A grumbled, “Hello,” was Bob’s form of greeting.

     “Bob, its Harmon.”

     “Harmon Colt; The man who took my love away from me. How is my dear Mona Lisa?”

     “Happier with me than with you. I know how to treat a lady.” Bob has been married and divorced five times.

     “Touché.”

     Bob is 56, the spitting image of our 42nd president Bill Clinton, a ladies man and the sole proprietor of Bob’s Custom Rides. Bob’s main gig is building, customizing and finding cars for the film and television industry.

     I first met Bob at an industry party put on by a studio that we both work for when our particular services are needed.

     “Bob I need your help and of course I will pay.”

     “Your money is no good as far as I am concerned,” Bob said. “ I still owe you for keeping that colossal defensive-back from shoving my head up my backside after I spent a night of sexual bliss with his girlfriend.”

     “It was his wife.”

     “No wonder he was upset.”

     “And you do not know what I need yet. You may want to reconsider my cash offer.”     

     “No way, Harmon.”

     I said, “Ok then. Here is what I need…”

     I told Bob what I needed and when I needed it. He listened, asked a couple of questions and when I was finished, Bob said, “That’s it? The way you started off with the money thing and all I thought you wanted me to cut off my shlong and donated it to charity or something,” he laughed.

     Bob told me that he would be by in an hour, hour and a half max and hung up.

    In the kitchen I saw that the dinner table was set and Groovy was in the process of plating as I sat down.

     When Groovy was finished we each had generous portions of roasted chicken, steamed baby carrots and baby broccoli and two halves of twice baked sour-cream and parmesan potatoes.

     Groovy open a bottle of 2006 Truchard Chardonnay and poured us each a glass.

     TJ said, “This looks and smells great Groovy. You truly are a master sir.”

     “You helped my dear. I could not have done it with out you. Your skills are improving swimmingly with every lesson.”

     The meal was terrific, as I knew it would be.

     As TJ and Groovy discussed various cooking techniques, I watched Theo as he eat his dinner. You can learn a lot about a person by observing their eating style and Theo was no exception: Theo ate with his head down, yet he kept his eyes up and darting around the table observing TJ, Groovy and I as we ate. Theo ate with only his fork in his right hand, while resting his left forearm on the table near his plate, left hand in karate-chop position, thumb up to protect his bounty and territory.

    I could only try an imagine what Theo, this man-child, had endured over the years by cruel inhuman creatures masquerading as men.

     I was no longer hungry.

     I felt a touch on my shoulder and turned to my left.

     “You ok, Harmon?” TJ asked.

     “Yeah babe. Just deep in thought.”

     Groovy said, “Harmon, you’ve hardly touched your food.”

     I forced an unfelt smile.

     “The meal is beautiful Grov. You and TJ did a hell of a job.”

     TJ and Groovy looked at each other. They knew me to well to not buy my bullshit.

     Theo was done eating. He sat up straight, rubbed his stomach, picked up his glass of chardonnay, killed it in two gulps and let fly a monstrous burp.

     “ ’Cuse me.” 

     “Your welcome,” Groovy said to Theo. “I take it you enjoyed the meal.”

     “Yes sir, Mister Groovy. That food is da’ bomb. You and lady TJ sure can cook. You guys are even better than Carla.”

     TJ turned to me.

     “Here that, Harmon? I’m better than Carla.”

     “In more was than you know, lady TJ,” I said. “In more ways than you know…”

     TJ winked at me.

     Theo stood up.

     “Harmon,” Theo said. “Mind if I crash. I slept in the car last night, ‘cause I didn’t want to spend any of that money in case I had to go back to Tommy and Joe.”

     “Sure. No problem.”

     I got up and TJ and Groovy followed suit.

     Groovy said, “I’ll start cleaning up.”

     “And I will help you chef,” TJ said.

     I told Theo to follow me and walk walked out in to the main dining room, and then past the bar to the private party room that is approximately 500 square feet. Along the north wall is a bench style seating area that has 4 inches of thick foam cover in red leather. It is comfortable to sleep on. When I first moved in this room served as my bedroom for two weeks while we built a bedroom of stairs.

     “Have a seat Theo. I’ll be right back.”

     Up stairs in my back storage room I dug out a sleeping bag, two pillows, a sheet and blanket.

     I carried very thing to the private party room and found Theo a sleep on the bench. He had taken off his shoes and rolled his jacket in to a makeshift pillow. As I walked up closer to him I noticed that he was sucking his thumb.

     I turned around and walked out. I stopped by the stairs. I did not know if Theo would be embarrassed to have me find him sucking his thumb, and tonight was not the time to find out.

  So I called his name. It took me several tries but he finally woke up and came out of the room rubbing his eyes.

     “Hey Theo, gave me a hand with this stuff.”

     Theo walked up to me and took the sleeping bag and pillows. We walked to the bench and together made a somewhat lumpy bed.

     Theo lay down and got under the blanket.

     “Hey, thanks, Harmon for being so cool man.” 

     “Get some sleep.”

     I turned and walked to the door and stopped. I walked back to Theo.

     “Theo, give me your car keys.”

     He sat up and took the keys out of his pocket and handed them to me.

     I said, “I getting rid of your car. The Zeffirelli’s will be looking for it. Is there anything in the car you want me to take out?”

     “Naw man.” 

     “Get some sleep kid.”

     I turned off the lights and walked out.

     In the kitchen I found Bob Perkins and two of his assistants from the shop eating.

     Bob said, “Harmon if you opened this joint up you would make a fortune.”

     Bob wiped his mouth with a napkin, thank Groovy and TJ and said to me, “Come on out back. I filled your grocery list.”

               Chapter 17

Moments

     I followed Bob and his assistants outside to the back of the restaurant where Theo and I had parked.

     Bobs men looked like they should be on the most wanted list in 32 states, but I knew better. The big biker-looking guy is Frank Yanis. Frank has a master’s degree in automotive engineering from Ferris State University in Big Rapids, Michigan. The small chubby guy is Roger Casa. He has a master in Quantum mechanical chemistry, MIT.

     These two guys could be working anywhere, but they came to LA to work in the movie business. 

     Hollywood, once in the veins, is a hard drug to kick.

    Parked next to Mona Lisa was a 1966 black Chrysler Imperial low-rider with white wall tires.

     I said, “Bob I asked you to bring me a non-descript car. That Chrysler looks like something from Pimp My Ride.” 

     Bob laughed and said, “In LA that is non-descript.”

     He had a point.

     Bob reached in his pocket and pulled out a mini silver key ring shaped like a flying saucer. Bob twisted the key ring and little blue and green lights started flashing around the outside of the saucer, Bob said, “Check this out.” He pushed a red button on the key ring and a hatch located on the trunk of the Chrysler popped open. I watched what appeared to be a small rocket on a hydraulic launch pad rise out of the hatch. “Ain’t that cool?” Bob said with unbridled glee.

     “Bob,” I said, “that’s real cute and all, but I just need a car for a couple of days. Not the Batmobile.”

     Bob was disappointed in my lack of enthusiasm. I really did not care; it had been along day and I just wanted to switch cars and settle in for the night.

      Bob said, “Look. This car was left with me after a show about Hip-Hop spies was cancelled. We built the car for the show. It has a Corvette engine. A Pinnacle Braking System…”

     I cut him off.

     “Ok. Ok. I asked you for a favor and you came through. Thanks. I think.”

     Bob twisted the key ring again and pushed a black button. The rocket went back in the trunk and Roger Casa walked up to the Chrysler’s trunk and closed the hatch.

     I asked Roger what the rocket was capable of.

     “Well it won’t blow anything up if that’s what you’re asking,” Roger said. “But if you push the yellow button on the key ring it will fly about fifty feet smoking and screaming like a bitch. I built it myself.”

     I said to Roger, “You sir, are a true genius.”

     Roger smiled.

     I asked Bob if there was anything else I needed to know about the car.

     He said there was not…

     I handed Bob the keys to Mona Lisa and Theo’s 300.

     “The 300 you can have Bob. The owners will not be needed it in the near future. Make a dummy sales receipt, sale the car to yourself and go to the DMV. Then go through the car. You will find that it to has built-in surprises as well.”

     Bob stared at me for a few seconds and then said to Frank and Roger, “Boys, give Harmon and me some privacy for a minute.”

     Frank and Roger walked about twenty feet away and sat on a couple of milk crates. Roger fired up a joint, took a hit and passed it to Frank.

     Bob ran a large hand through his thick white hair. He sucked in air and blew it out. He said,  “That’s about thirty-grand worth of car you are giving me Harmon.”

     “Call it an early Christmas present,” I said without mirth.

     “I’ll call it bullshit is what I will call it. Harmon I have known you a long time and I consider you a dear close friend. You want to know what I like about you most?”

     “If I say no, you’ll just tell me anyway,” I said.

     “You’re damned right I will,” Bob sucked in air and blew it out again. He said, “ The thing I like about you is that you always play it straight: With the cops. Your clients and your friends. Especially your friends.

     The Harmon Colt I know would never tell me to dummy a bill of sale for the DMV. I mean, hell yeah, I would do that on my own, but Harmon would never suggest it.

     I do not know what you are working on. But if it is changing you, man, you got to drop it. I mean drop it fast.”

     I look up at the night sky to give myself time before I spoke to Bob. From my vantage point I could see the CNN news building on Sunset Boulevard. It’s CNN sign turning red, then white. A LAPD helicopter flew by on the way to a crime and I could hear the never-ending sounds of rescue ambulances racing around the city picking up the broken. 

     The sights and sounds of Hollywood that let you know you are a live and well and oh so close to death at the same time.

     A part of me wanted to tear into Bob for giving me a lecture.

     When Bob was first starting out he would chop and fence-stolen cars brought to him. Yet he had found the need to chastise me.

     … And how could my head not be twisted a little after hearing Theo tell his stories of torture and abuse?

     I wanted to hurt the Zeffirellis’. Hurt them bad. Giving their tricked-out car away would not hurt them in the least. But it made me feel better. You take your victories as they come.

     I said, “Bob I do not want to trash our friendship. So until I am done with this case it might be better if we stay away from each other.”

     “I wasn’t suggesting…”

     I held up my hand, cutting him off and said, “Let me finish. You can do whatever you want with the 300. The car is not going back to the owner. You just take care of my Mona Lisa. When I am done doing what I have to do, I will come by and pick her up and take you out for a beer and a burger, and we will forget about tonight and this conversation.”

     Bob handed me the keys to the low-rider.

     “We good?” he asked.

     “Gold.”

     We bumped fist as way of truce.

     Bob turn toward Frank and Roger and whistled to get their attention.

     “Lets ride you dopers,” Bob yelled.

     Frank and Roger got up and started walking toward us. Bob tossed the keys to the 300 to Roger and said to him, “Take it to the shop. Drive careful. That’s my new car.”

     Bob winked at me.

     “You be careful, Harmon,” Bob said, “ I don’t have many friends and the ones I do have I’d like to keep.”

     Bob got in Mona Lisa.

     “I’ll take care of this fine lady for you Harmon.”

     Bob started Mona Lisa and revved the engine twice.

     Bob said, “She sure does sing pretty.”

     Bob punched the gas and Mona Lisa took off followed by Frank and Roger in the 300.

    I locked up the loaner car Bob had brought me, careful not to set off the rocket launcher, and then entered the kitchen through the back door. I turned the dead bolt and checked it twice.

     My cell phone started to vibrate in my pocket. I took it out and looked at the screen. Unknown Caller.

     I answered, “Hello.”

     “Hello lover.”

     Carla.

     “I have nothing to report if that is what you are calling about.”

     “Maybe I just called you because I’m lonely.”

     I leaned against the back door.

     I said, “ If you are lonely I suggest you buy a vibrator.”

     “You should have given me that advice while we where dating.”

     On any other day Carla’s words would have pissed me off. Tonight I just found them amusing and laughed in to the phone.

     “I don’t like be laughed at lover,” Carla said deadpan.

     “Look Carla, give me your cell number and tell me where you are staying and I will contact you when I have something on the girl.”

     “I don’t think so Harmon. I’ll contact you. As a matter of fact, I may need you to start looking for someone else.”

     Theo.

     “And who would that be.”

     I heard ice hit glass and heard her swallow. Carla was getting her drink on.

     “Who else are you looking for,” I repeated.

     Click of a cigarette lighter, the exhalation of smoke.

     Carla said, “I’m looking for a little tree I planted here in LA, that shot skyward and grew a pair of balls.”

     Carla started laughing and would not stop. I held the phone away from my ear.

     Carla’s laughter was eerie and haunting. She was trying for sexy and missed by a mile in her drunken state. 

     Carla, the Zeffirelli’s flunky and whore was toying with me.

     You think that I am a fool Carla. You think that you can pull my strings because I do not have a clue to what is really going on… But you are wrong lady. You and the Zeffirelli’s are going to pay for what you did to Theo and Mercedes and God knows how many others. You will pay…

     I snapped my phone shut, ending the laughter, and put it in my pocket.

     I found TJ sitting at the bar writing in the journal she carries in her super sized purse. She hadn’t noticed me yet, so I just stood there watching her, soaking in her beauty, letting it cleanse me of my conversation with Carla.

     TJ was deep in thought, twirling her hair with her left hand, writing with her right. The yellowish light from the bar made her face glow. She reminded me of an angel making notes in the book of naughty and nice.

     In this moment I found peace and beauty watching her. This moment was mine and mine alone. I selfishly burned it in my memory for me alone to enjoy and cherish whenever I would need it.

     This moment will never leave me.

                   PART II

Seattle Police Department:

The Seattle Police Department operates within a framework that divides the city into five geographical areas called "precincts." These precincts define east, west, north, south and southwest patrol areas, with a police station in each. The Department's organizational model places neighborhood-based emergency response and order-maintenance services at its core, allowing SPD the greatest flexibility in managing public safety. Under this model, neighborhood-based enforcement personnel in each precinct assume responsibility for public safety management within their geographical area and neighborhood-based offers serve as primary crime-prevention and law enforcement resources for the areas they serve.
1988 –Seattle-Southwest Precinct-10: 38 am

     My father, Sergeant Roosevelt Colt, is on patrol with his partner Manny “the man” Ortiz. They drive south on Delridge way, turn right on Trenton Street and descend the hill.

     Ortiz is in the middle of telling one of his numerous adventures, “… I’m say’n Rosy, that this chick had an ass as big as…” Ortiz does not finish his sentence. The Patrol car’s windshield has spider-webbed and the top of Ortiz’s head is missing.

     My father hits the brakes, turns the steering wheel hard right, putting the patrol car in a power- slide, coming to a rest against the bumper of an old green Toyota pick up parked on the street.

     Sergeant Colt looks at his partner lets fly a rare curse word, draw his gun and radios for help. The rear passenger window explodes followed by the report of a rifle fired.

  My father holsters his weapon and grabs the shotgun instead with his left hand and his dead partners collar with his right. They tumble out. The patrol car the only protection. Sergeant Colt looks at Ortiz and curses again. Sergeant Colt has no idea where the shots are coming from.

     I coming run up to my father and stop ten feet away. I am not thirteen I am a grown man.

     “Dad,” I yell to him, “ come with me. I will keep you safe.”

     “Go home Harmon. There is nothing you can do to help.”

     “ No, dad, I can help. I’m a detective… It is what I do.”

     “What are you talking about Harmon?” my dad is getting angry with me. “You are not a detective son. Your are a chef.”

     “No dad…you are wrong. Let me help you.”

     You are a chef. You cook great dishes and make people happy and go on TV and write cookbooks. That is what you do.” Sergeant Colt looked down at Ortiz and then pointed to the area where the shots where coming from. “ This is what I do son. It is not for you.”

     I hear someone walking up behind me and I spin around to see who it is. Carla is standing there pointing a cigarette at me and laughing.

     I turn back to my father and see that he has been shot and is dying.

    I run to him as Carla shuts to my back, “That’s so typical of you Harmon. Try to do some good and end up fucking up…just like what you did to my brother.”

     I reach my father but he is already dead and turns to sand in my cupped hands.

     Carla walks up to me, knees down and puts out her cigarette in the sand of my cupped hands. She stands up, “You are out of your league lover,” she says and starts laughing again.

        Chapter 18

Dreams and Reality

     I wake with a start; sitting straight up in bed, covered in sweat. 

     I toss the covers off of me and walked in the bathroom. I splash cold water on face and looked in the mirror: I’m still 34 not 13. My father is still dead. I know that I will not be going to work in a restaurant this morning because I no longer work as a chef. I know that I will go out and find Mercedes, because I am a professional investigator… that is what I do. That is what I am good at…

    In the shower I decide not to play junior Sigmund Freud and analyze last nights dream. Instead I hark back to last evening when TJ noticed me looking at her and how she walked over and kissed me and then preceded to tell me that she was writing in her journal about Theo, Mercedes and the Zeffirelli’s and how it was going to make one hell of a story. How the puplic had a right to know the horrors bestowed on our youth.

     “Just promise me you will do nothing with this story until I give you the ok,” I said to her.

     “Of course I won’t.”

     “I just want you to be safe.”

     “Harmon how are you going to put all this together and bring Carla and the Zeffirelli’s down?”

     “Carla and the Zeffirelli’s think that I know nothing of who they really are,” I said.     “ To them I am just a dumb PI collecting a fee to find a missing girl. What I have to do is get them to come after me. I need all of them here in LA. Then I can have that fed Drake take them down for trying to kill me and putting a contract out on Mercedes.”

     TJ backed away from me.

     “Are you saying that you are going to use yourself as bait? That’s crazy Harmon.”

     “What else can I do?” I said.  “When Carla calls I’ll tell her that I have Theo, Mercedes and the money. They’ll come for me and their, quote unquote property, and I’ll set up a sting using the feds. I know of no other way to play this TJ.”

     TJ folded her arms across her chest and said,  “ Don’t this alone Harmon. That is way to dangerous. Talk to Larson; get the police involved, you trust Larson. He is your friend.”

    “Larson is my friend,” I said, “ but he is also a cop. I want Mercedes and Theo to have all that money. I cannot do that if I bring in the cops to soon. And another thing… if I go to the cops every time my back is up against the wall, I might as well turn my license in and go back to cooking.”

     “I can’t talk you out of doing this can I?”

     I took TJ in my arms and held her close to me.

     “I have to do this TJ.”

     We did not make love last night; we just lay in bed holding each other until we went to sleep.

     At 5:00am TJ left and went home. I went back to bed and had one hell of a nightmare.

                   …………………

  Theo and Groovy were in the kitchen eating breakfast.

     Groovy said, “ I made a mushroom and sun dried tomato frittata for breakfast.”

     “Its good dude,” Theo said, “try it.”

     “I’m just going to have coffee this morning.”

    I poured a cup of coffee, sat down at the table and addressed Theo, “ Like I told you yesterday I’m going to help you and Mercedes. But I need you to do everything I ask with out question. Can you deal with that?”

     “Whatever you want me to do Harmon I will,” he said. “Groovys been telling me about you. You are one down dude.”

     Groovy smiled at me.

     “Ok Theo, this is what is going to happen,” I said. “ I am going to hide you in a safe place until all this is over. You will stay with a friend of mine who is very good at helping people who have gone through a lot of trauma in there life. You will do everything she tells you without question or argument. If you break her rules you will be asked to leave and you will be on your own. And from that point on I only help Mercedes. Are you with so far?”

     “Yes.”

     “Do you have any questions?”

     “No.”

     Theo had been conditioned over the years to be subservient and take orders without question. It is a terrible fact, but would work in Theo’s favor and mine.

     I said, “Finish your breakfast Theo. I have to make a call and then we will leave.”

     I walked in to the main dining room and speed dialed Maryanne.

     “Hi Harmon…”

     “How is chef Pete making out?”

     “He is coming along fine. The first couple of days were ruff and I had to call a MD friend of mine to give him sedatives. But Peter wants to kick, that is the main thing. I even ran the idea by him to give cooking lessens to the others residents here. He likes the idea… he misses cooking.”

     “You do good work Maryanne,” I said.

     We were both silent for a few seconds.

     Maryanne said, “You have something else on your mind Harmon?”

     “I have someone that’s needs your help. I want to bring him to you.”

     I filled Maryanne in on Theo’s background, leaving out as mush as I could about Carla, Mercedes and the Zeffirelli’s. 

     “Harmon,” Maryanne asked, “ when did you stop being an investigator and turn in to a social worker?”

     “ Every now and then, Maryanne, they are one and the same.”

     “I guess they are at that…”

     I told Maryanne that we would be there within the hour and hung up.

     When I returned to the kitchen I saw that Theo was washing the dishes while Groovy sat at the table reading the LA Times.

     When Groovy noticed me he folded the paper and placed it on the table. Groovy was wearing a red sweatshirt with black lettering, which read: SAVE THE EARTH – POLUTE A REBUBLICIAN.

     “ Can I talk to you for a minute Harmon?”

     “Of course.”

     I pulled out a chair and sat next to him.

     Groovy said, “ I was up early this morning and I saw TJ before she left. We had a chat. TJ told me what you plan to do. She’s worried about you and I have to confess that I also am concerned.”

     Here we go…

     “You give me a better idea Groovy and I’ll run with it,” I said. “If not, stop second guessing me. If you think I am just a bumbling detective say so. But stop treating me like I do not know what I am doing, ok?”

Groovy started to say something, then stopped. He looked hurt and I regretted taking my own self-doubt out on my best friend.

     We always hurt the ones we…

     I put my hand on Groovy’s shoulder and squeezed.

     “Look, I have no other choice than to bring the Zeffirelli’s here and have them make a play for me.”

     “Why? So you can kill them.”

     Yes.

     “No,” I said. “ The police will have them on attempted murder.”

     If I live…

     Groovy said, “If you survive, Harmon,” reading my thoughts.

     “I’ll survive Groovy,” I said and walked over to the walk-in refrigerator.

     I opened the walk-in, stepped in and took out the two trash bags filled with money. I dragged them over to the table and dumped half the contents on to the table. I then walked over to the storage bin and grabbed a trash bag and walked back over to the table.

     “What are you doing,” Groovy asked me.

     Theo, having finished washing the dishes, stood behind Groovy’s chair, “Yeah, what are you doing?” Theo asked me.

     “I need some of this money for expenses,” I said to Theo. “ You have a problem with that?”

     “No, Harmon,” Theo said. “I was jus’ ask’n”

     From stacks of fifties, twenties and hundreds I complied about fifty thousand dollars and put it in the trash bag I had gotten.

     I was going to give the money to Maryanne. She would be able to make good use out of this dirty money.

     “Theo, grab your jacket,” I said. “We have to leave now.” Theo headed for the private dining room where he had spent the night.

     As I tied the moneybags Groovy spoke to me.

     “Just know Harmon you do not have to fight this battle alone. You have friends. You have me…”

     “I know Grov. I just want to set the Zeffirelli’s up. Once that is done I will call in the troops,” I bumped fist with him. “You are a good friend Groovy. I have to go…”

    I carried the bags outside and tried to open the trunk of the black Chrysler Imperial low-rider with the key, it would not open.

     Then I remembered the faux rocket launcher.

     I put the trash bags in the back seat.

     Theo came out of the back door and walked up to me.

     “Maybe I could just stay here, Harmon. Groovy said he would not mind and… I like it here.”

     I looked at him.

     “Maybe someday Theo; but not now. Where I am taking you is a much better place for you. Lets go…” Theo got in the car. He did not ask me where I was taking him. Theo had stopped asking where he was going a long time    

                    Chapter 19

 Bearing gifts

     On the way to Maryanne’s I took detours to make sure no one was tailing us. I drove around Hollywood pointing out sights to Theo while at the same time checking the rear view mirror.

     The costumed superheroes that stand in front of the Kodak Theatre Center and Mann’s Chinese Theatre fascinated Theo. It blew his mind when I pointed out that most of the costumed individuals walking around did not work for any one but themselves and how a few are drug addicts, prostitutes and pick pockets.

     Traveling west on Hollywood Boulevard I turned left on La Brea Avenue, when we passed Pink’s Hot Dogs, Theo pointed out the window, “That’s that dude on that TV show with the flying car,” Theo said. 

     “A lot of famous actors hang out at Pink’s,” I told Theo. “ Pink’s has great hot dogs and it is a place to see and be seen.”

     I started to tell Theo how Paul Pink started his hot dog stand in 1939, but thought better of it; that would be over kill.

     From La Brea I turned left on Melrose Boulevard and watched as a red Toyota Prius, that I had noticed on Hollywood Boulevard, turn with us. If the Prius was a tail they were doing a bad job of it. I decided to go through Larchmont Village to see if the Prius stayed with us.

     I turned right on Larchmont Boulevard and was transported from the bland, dirty sometimes dangerous part of East Hollywood to a small quaint New England street, with a book store, ice cream parlor and small shops that let you pretend you are out of Los Angeles for the three minutes it takes to drive through the Village.

     The Prius kept going east on Melrose. Before I turned I had the chance to see the driver, a white haired lady who could barely see over the steering wheel.

  From Larchmont Village it took Theo and me only five to get to Hancock Park and Maryanne’s.
     I park in front of the gate and called Maryanne from my cell. I did not want to stand by the intercom and leave Theo alone in the car unprotected.

      Maryanne buzzed the gate and they parted. I drove up to the front door of the house, got out, pulled the bag with fifty-k out of the back seat and waited for Maryanne.

     Maryanne stepped out of the door wearing a pink jogging suit.

     I said to her, “I come bearing gifts.”

     I handed her the heavy bag, told her to keep the change and introduced her to Theo.

     I said, “He is aware that he needs help, Maryanne.”

     She smiled that Theo and shook his hand.

     “That is a good start,” Maryanne said to Theo.

     Maryanne called over her shoulder, “ Hey Benny, come here for a second please.”

     Benny appeared in the doorway only wearing black martial arts pants tied with a red belt. He stood there opening and closing his fists and making his pecks dance. Benny was hoping for a fight.

     “There a problem Maryanne?” Benny said looking only at me.

     “No Benny. We have a new guest. Benny meet Theo – Theo Benny.”

     Neither of the young men shook hands. They just acknowledged each other with a nod.

     Maryanne said, “Benny show Theo to his room,” then to Theo, “ It was nice meeting you Theo. I’ll be right up to talk to you and help you settle in.” 

     Theo turned to me and said, “You going to go and find her, Harmon?”

     “I’ll find her Theo,” I said.

     “You gonna come back and see me Harmon?”

      “I will soon, Theo I promise.”

      Benny said, “Follow me dude,” and walked in the house.

     Theo looked at me and then turned and followed Benny in.

     When Benny and Theo were gone, Maryanne asked me what was in the bag she was holding.

     “Fifty grand in unmarked, used bills. You do a lot of good work here Maryanne. Do not refuse my gift or ask where it came from.”

     Maryanne said, “Refuse it? Are you crazy? I could kiss you and I think I will.” She dropped the sack, put her hands on my shoulders, tiptoed up and kissed me on the cheek. “Thank you Harmon.”

     Maryanne knew the rules of the game and did not ask me who the ‘she’ Theo referred to was.

     “I have to go Maryanne. Take care of Theo. Like I told you the guy as been through a lot.”

     “You just be careful out there and leave Theo to me,” she said. “ By the way, where is Mona Lisa?”

     “Cheating on me with her ex.”

     I got in the car and drove off.

                Chapter 20

Chef “Nut” Barr

     I drove to Venice Beach and parked on Dell Avenue. I flipped open my cell and called Chef Manny Barr. I needed a safe place to hide the money and Chef Barr’s home was a perfect fit. It was a self-contained mini fortress with a mote and hidden booby traps.

     Manny Barr, 48, over-weight, short with jet-black unruly hair, four years ago was a successful restaurateur with seven restaurants scattered around Marina Del Ray, Venice Beach and Santa Monica. No one has ever said the restaurant business is easy and Manny learned that truth the hard way one night at his restaurant, Butterscotch, in Marina Del Ray, where Manny had a complete melt-down and was found in the walk-in talking to a lobster, by his sous chef Charlie, who would later retell the story at a bar frequented by cooks at shift end: “ I found chef in the walk-in having a deep philosophical conversation about the, 5 stages of death, with a chix-lobster he had named Tete’.”

     Ever since then Chef Manny was know as Chef “Nut” Barr.

     When Chef Barr was finally released from St.Mary’s psych-ward, he sold his restaurants to a national chain (keeping 10% proprietary interest) took up Marine biology and became a complete paranoid recluse. He over secured his house and had a mote dug around his property, and set-up booby traps he made himself.

     Chef Barr called me once or twice a month to sweep his home for electronic listening devises.

     I heard a phone pick up but no one spoke.

     I said, “Manny? Its me Harmon.”

     Long pause, then whispering, “How do I know its you?”

     “You showed me the tunnel you are digging from your bathroom to the...” Manny cut me off.

     “God-dammit,” Manny yelled, “don’t talk about that shit on the phone. Are you crazy.”

     I said,” Calm down Manny, I need your help. I want to come and see you, I just do not want to get blown up in the process.”

     “Stop saying that shit on the phone I told you,” he said. “Where are you anyway?”

     “About two blocks from your house.”

     “You alone?”

     “Yes.”

     “Ok. Park in front of the fence and blow your horn I’ll come out.”

     Manny hung up.

     I drove to Manny’s home, which is surrounded by an eight-foot white cement fence he had built to his neighbors’ shigrin, and parked by the only entrance, a chain-link fence type door.

     I hit the horn twice. Manny walked up to the chain-link door, looked at the car and turned and ran back to his house.

     I wondered what the hell he was doing, and then I realized I was not in Mona Lisa and he did not recognize the car I was in.

     I took out my cell and called him.

     “You set me up you bastard!” Manny yelled into the phone.

     “Manny listen to me. I do not have time for this shit. I need you to keep something safe for me. Come back out. I’m driving the black Chrysler.”

     Manny hung up.

     I got out of the car so that he could see me.

     Two minutes later Manny walked up to the chain-link entrance caring a double-barreled shotgun.

     “Jesus Manny,” I said, “put that thing away before you get arrested.”

     “I had to be sure Harmon,” Manny said while cradling the shotgun in the crook of his arm and unlocking the padlock on the entrance.

     I walked to the Chrysler, took the bags of money out and walked up to Manny.

     Manny looked at the bags and said, “What have you got there?”

     “Manny I need you to put these bags in a safe place and guard them until I come back.”

     “What’s in them?”

     “A lot of money. Take them Manny.”

     Manny transferred the shotgun to his left hand and took the bags.

     “They are very heavy,” he said.

     “Lock up and go inside.”

     “I don’t like this shit Harmon. Big bags of money you want me to hide means somebody is looking for them. I don’t like this shit Harmon.”

     “You own me Chef,” I said.

     Manny looked around nervously.

     I knew that this situation was not helping his condition, but the money would be safe here and Manny was to paranoid to ever thing of running off with it.

     Manny said, “ You wait here until I lock-up and get back inside.”

     “I will, and thanks Manny.”

     Manny locked the entrance and ran back to his house. A few seconds later I heard what sounded like a compressor whinning, lock bars being slammed home and then saw the mote around the house began to bubble.

     The money was now secure.

                         Chapter 21

Draeb

     Mercedes lived in Culver City, a ten minute drive from Venice Beach, a fairly quiet community located in the western portion of Los Angeles county, known for its tree lined streets, good restaurants and movie studios like Sony Pictures.

     I parked in front of Mercedes’ apartment building and turned off the engine and looked around. Like most Los Angeles county neighborhoods this one was a mix of single-family homes and open-air apartments.

     I sat in the car trying to get a feel of what life must have been like for Mercedes while she lived here. She did not drive so she would have taken the bus home, or gotten rides from co-workers or Giuseppe.

     I wondered if she spoke to her neighbors. Looking around the street I did not see anyone out watering their lawns or small kids to young for school out playing. This is a working class neighborhood and most people would be at their jobs at this hour. Mercedes worked nights, which meant I would be better off coming back here in the evening to canvas the area for information about her.

     I knew that I would not have trouble getting in to Mercedes apartment. All I would have to do is speak with the manager and asked for the key. If the manager gave me a hard time, a quick call to Deputy Beard of the US Marshals would settle that.

     And yet I did not want to get out of the car because I knew it would be a waste of time.

     Beard and Owens have been all over this area looking for information on Mercedes disappearance; and they came up with a big fat goose egg. That is why they wanted me to look for her using my connections in the restaurant world to try and get a lead.

     So why was I here? Did I think that maybe they had missed something?

     No.

     I was here because I had a gut feeling. The rare times that my father would talk to me about his job, he would tell me that most cases were solved by a cops gut feelings and intuition. Then he would laugh and rub my head and say, “Of course the majority of cases are solved when one bad guy drops a dime on the other.” 

     No one had called me to tell me where Mercedes was or what had happened to her. So I just sat in the car and watched my surroundings, waiting for something to transpire.

     After thirty-minutes of watching the occasional car drive down the street and leaves falling from trees, I took my notebook from my coat pocket and flipped to the page where I had written down the phone number and name of the man Theo was suppose to deliver the money to.

     I called US Marshal Jack Beard’s cell phone.

     He answered, “Deputy Beard.

     I heard a lot of shouting and paper rustling in the background.

     I said, “Beard, this is Harmon Colt. Can you talk? It sounds busy where you are.”

     “Yeah. I’m at the office. A couple of yahoo’s escaped from a federal pen in Arizona. Warden there thinks they might be headed to Riverside. The younger deputies are all hot and bothered with big hard-ons for these guys.”

     “But not you, right,” I said, “you’re to cool for that.”

    Beard said, “Not my department. Or have you forgotten.”

     Beard sounded pissed off, tired and not in the mood for jokes. The exact opposite of the hip, joking guy I had meet at the Falsetti’s restaurant.

     I said, “ I might have a lead on Mer… On Zoë.”

     Shit … I hope he did not catch my mistake. Maybe with all the noise in his office…

     “What did you say?”

     “I said I might have a lead on Zoë.”

     “That’s not what it sounded like you said.”

     Shit.

     I decided to give a little attitude of my own.

     I said, “Do you want this info or not. I need you to run and name and phone number and see what pops up. If you can’t do that I’ll run it down my self.”

     I heard Beard exhale loudly.

     “Hey, I’m sorry Harmon,” Beard said. “I’m under a lot of stress. I asked you for a favor and I’m acting like a dick. Gave me the name and number.”

     “The number is 310.309.4537. I’ll spell the name for you D-R-A-E-B. You get that?”

     All I could hear was background noise.

     “Beard? You still there?”

      Calm, slow and low Beard said, “Where did you get this information?”

     “A little bird told me.”

     “I’m serious Harmon.”

     “OK, my CI told me.”

     “You are a civilian,” Beard said, “only cops can have confidential informants. Why are you holding out on me? I thought we were working this case together.”

     A green and white taxicab was coming toward me, when it was ten yards away the drive pulled a u-turn and parked in front of my car. I could see the silhouette of a passenger in the backseat. The taxi’s trunk popped open and the driver got out.

     “You still on the line Colt?” Beard wanted to know.

     I did not answer him I just sat there looking at the driver trying to lift a suitcase from the trunk and failing.

     My heart began to race.

     Could that be Mercedes in the car? Could she have returned?

     No… Of course not, she moved out according to Beard, Owens and Giuseppi. Who ever was in the taxi had been away on vacation or business.

     “Colt!” Beard shouted.

     I would not tell Beard about Theo, not yet any way.

     I said, “ Beard just run the name and number. Both are related to Zoë… We’ll talk later.”

     “Where are you Colt?”

     “I have to go. I’ll call you tonight.”

     “Don’t you hang up on me…”

     I hung up on him, turned off my phone and watched the taxi driver try and fail to get the suitcase out of the trunk.

                    Chapter 22

Miss. Nomer

     A semi-Feminine voice from the back seat of the cab shouted out the window to the driver, “Why don’t you open the door for me, like a gentleman? Then perhaps I will help you with my little ole suitcase.”

     The driver, an older man with a red face, wearing blue jeans, jean jacket and a red and black checked shirt stopped tugging on the suitcase, wiped his sweaty braw with the back of his jacket sleeve and started cursing in… Russian? I was not sure of the language.

     The driver walked to the passenger door and opened it.

     I watched as a beautiful brown leg as long as the driver was tall, slowly came out of the door. On the foot was a silver stiletto. A second leg followed and then an out stretched ring adorned hand.

     The driver took the hand in his and out came the tallest transvestite I had ever seen in my life. She was well over six foot seven. I know because I have stood next to B-ball-players for the LA Lakers.

     She was in a black leather mini skirt, pink turtleneck sweater and her hair, or wig, was blonde, done up in a classic French twist.

     She now had both hands on her hips and was looking down at the cab driver. Neither of them paid any attention to me setting ten feet away.

     The cab driver said to her, “ You lift case. You look stronger than me. You bigger than me. And you man.”

     “I’ll have you know my good man,” she said to the cabbie, in a voice reserved for Torch-Song singers, “ that I am exactly two cuts away from being the woman I know I can be.”

     “Two vhat?” the cabbie asked.

     “Two surgical snippets away from a beautiful, valentine shaped, vagina.”

     The cabbie looked down at her mini-skirt and then backs up until his back touches the rear fender of the cab. His eyes became wide and his mouth hung open.

     “ I soon will have a pussy. Understand? A Poo-Cee. So you left out my suitcase.”

     As they continued to argue, I was hoping for three things.

     The first was, I hoped that she knew Mercedes… The second was I hoped she had not already been interviewed by the Marshals and the third and most important thing was I hoped she knew why Mercedes had left and where she had went.

     It was a lot to hope for, but I had a gut feeling, again, that miss mini skirt knows something useful.

     I got out of the car and walked up to them.

     I said, “Excuse me miss, can I be of assistance?”

     Both turned to look at me.

     She said, “I always knew my Knight would come to my rescue when needed.” She looked me up and down and gave me a seductive smile. “If you would be so kind as to remove my luggage from this Neanderthal’s boot, I would be ever so grateful.” Eyelashes batted at me.

     I lifted the pink suitcase from the trunk, happy to notice that it had rollers. It was heavy, but not backbreaking.

     While I rolled the suitcase up on the sidewalk she reached into the back seat, pulled out a gold purse and paid the cabbie.

     She said to him, “Leave me non-gentleman. Be gone with you.”

     The cabbie cursed in Russian, closed the trunk and drove off.

     I extended my hand to her.

     “Harmon Colt.”

     “Miss.Nomer.” 

     I looked at her quizzically and said, “ As in inappropriate name or designation.”

     “Inappropriate name,” Miss.Nomer said. “My parents got it wrong when they named me Henry.”

     “I see.”

     “No you don’t; I actually picked the name because I needed a name for my act and all other miss names where taken: Miss. Understood. Miss. Step ect.ect.”

     She looked me up and down again, started tapping her lower lip with an index finger, tilted her head to the side and said, “You’re a really good-looking guy for a cop. So tell me officer, what is it exactly I can do for you.”

     “I’m not a cop.”

     “Really? I’m usually very good with first impressions. But I guess I’m wrong. I mean, just because you are wearing a suit that is expensive but not too expensive and you have a big ole nasty gun on your hip must have confused me a bit.”

     I took out my ID.

     I said, “I’m a private investigator,” and handed her my wallet. While she examined it, I asked her, “How did you know I was wearing a gun?”

     Miss.Nomer handed me back my wallet and said, “I saw it when you took out the suitcase. I’ve never met a real private eye before. This is so Tom Selleck.”

     I took hold of her suitcase.

     I said, “ I’d like to ask you some questions about one of your neighbors. How about I help you take your suitcase to your apartment and we can have a chat?”

     Miss.Nomer put her hands on her hips, looked at me and started and laughing.

     When she stopped laughing she said, “ Now just what kind of girl do you take me for Mr.Colt? Just because you helped me with my suitcase does not mean that I will let in to my humble abode.”

     I let go of the suitcase.

     I said, “Ok. Let me try a different approach, a direct approach. I am looking for a girl who lives here. Her name is Zoë Anthony. Do you know her?”

     “I sure do.”

     “Zoë is in danger Miss.Nomer. I have reason to believe that some very bad people are going to try and kill her. I need to find her and find her fast.”

     Miss.Nomer tilted her head and studied me.

     She said, “And how do I not no that you are one of the bad people looking to harm her?”

     I did not have an answer for that question. I took a card out of my wallet and handed it to her.

     “ I do not have anyway to prove to you that I am only trying to help her. But take my card and if you have a way of contacting her tell her that her friend Theo asked me to help him help her. I can put her in contact with him.” I picked up the suitcase. “ I will still help you take your suitcase up stairs.”

     “Hang on a second,” Miss.Nomer said. “Let me ask you a question that Theo would have told you. If Zoë was a car what make would she be?”

     I looked at her and smiled.

     “A Mercedes,” I said.

     “I think you should come up to my apartment Detective Colt. We need to talk.”

     Miss.Nomer lead the way and I followed pulling her suitcase.

                   Chapter 23

     As we entered the courtyard of the complex a door with a “MANAGER” sign on it opened and a heavy-set man with gray rooted hair dyed red stepped out. He wore a large green flowing moo moo dress and was carrying a small dog that looked like a rat in one hand and he had an envelope in the other.

     “Oh Miss. Nomer,” he said in a singsong voice. “I have a letter for you.”

     Miss.Nomer stopped and said, “How come it wasn’t put in my mail box, Marvin?”

     “Because it was given to me by a handsome US Marshal,” Marvin said.

     Miss.Nomer reached out and took the envelope. Inside was an official letter with the Marshals logo on it. Everyone stood there in silence as she read the letter.

     Bread and his people would have interviewed all the residents in the complex. The ones who were on vacation or away for a while he would have left letters with the manager telling them to contact him upon their return.

     I asked Marvin, “Do you have any other letters from the Marshals for your tenants?”

     Marvin stroked the rat’s head and ogled me with his eyes. 

     “…And you are?” Marvin asked me.

     “My new manager,” Miss.Nomer said to him.

     “Oh,” said Marvin and to me, “That is the only letter they left for miss-all-about-that here. I have to run. Bye bye.”

     And with that Marvin entered his apartment.

     “That old queen gets on my last nerve,” Miss.Nomer said.

     “Is that letter about Mercedes?”

     “Yes. They want me to contact them as soon as I can.”

     She put the letter back in the envelope and stuck it in her purse.

     “This way,” she said.

     Luckily her apartment was on the first floor. This complex did not have elevators.

     She unlocked the deadbolt, the knob lock and then held the door open for me. 

     Miss. Nomer’s apartment had the slightly unlived in smell of a place that has been closed off for a while. 

     “I need to open some windows and air the place out,” Miss.Nomer said. “I’ve been gone for two weeks as you can tell. Have a seat.”

     She opened the sliding glass door in the living room and then headed for what I assumed was the bedroom.

     I looked around: Black leather sofa and love seat, mahogany coffee table, floor to ceiling white bookshelf. The bookshelf mainly contained autobiographies of entertainers like Josephine Baker, Jean Harlow and Charlie “Bird” Parker and giant crossword puzzle books.

     Miss.Nomer called to me from the bedroom, “I’m going to change out of my travel clothes. You’ll find bottle water and beer in the fridge. I’ll be out in a sec.”

     A bottled water sounded pretty good to me so I walked in to the kitchen and stopped suddenly when I spotted a framed photo on the breakfast-nook. I picked up the frame and looked at a smiling picture of Mercedes and Miss.Nomer at the Santa Monica Pier. Mercedes was wearing a light-blue sundress and pale summer straw hat. Miss. Nomer wore a red halter-top and cut off jeans. They looked happy, two friends enjoying a summer afternoon at the beach. 

     The picture I was holding was in stark contrast to the picture of Mercedes Carla had given me. In Carla’s, Mercedes looked as if she was forcing herself to smile. In this picture, Mercedes looked carefree and happy, yet you could still see sadness in her eyes.

     “Nice picture, isn’t it?” Miss.Nomer said to my back.

     I turned around and was so shocked by what I saw I nearly dropped the picture frame I was holding.

     Miss. Nomer was now sported a black, short pageboy wig on her head, a purple warm-up suit on her body and in her right hand a .22 Sig Sauer Mosquito pistol with a pink finish.

     I starting laughing because the .22 Pink Mosquito was the gun I once almost bought TJ for her birthday, but TJ hates guns so I got her a M.I.A CD instead.

     Its Funny the things you think of when a transvestite is holding a gun on you.  

     “You find this amusing?” Miss.Nomer asked.

     “No,” I said. “Not at all.” 

     “I want you to take your gun out with your left hand and place it on the ground. Then kick it over to me.”

     I started laughing again.

     “Stop laughing!” she yelled.

     “Ok,” I said, “but know this; if you are going to disarm someone, do it yourself. Never let the person put their hand on their weapon.

     I can shot my gun with my left or right hand. I can shoot it up side down and I was even taught to shot it with my hands cuffed behind my back. I once worked with a cook who did five and some change at Chino. He taught me. He said guys in the yard practice doing things like that all day.”

     Miss.Nomer pointed the gun higher toward my face and smiled.

     “Well, what do you suggest I do then?” she asked.

     “Stop wasting time and help me, help Mercedes.”

     “I didn’t mean that silly,” smile, “I want to know how I get that cannon off your hip.”

     Miss.Nomer was pissing me off, but I needed whatever information she had on Mercedes, so I decided to play her game. She was protecting Mercedes, and herself for that matter.

     “Ok,” I said, “this is how you disarm me. Have me slowly place the picture frame on the counter,” Which I did. “Now have me slowly turn around, keeping my arms out stretched.” I turned with my arms out. “ Now you have more control. You can see me but I can’t see you. Ok, I am going to put my hands behind my back, as if I am about to be cuffed. I will spread my legs wide so that you can knock me off balance if you have to. Then I want you to come up to me and pull my jacket off my shoulders down to my elbows. That will limit my arm movement. Then just take my fucking gun, for Christ sake.”

     She did.

     When I turned around and pulled my jacket back up, she was standing their pointing both guns at me.

     I said, “Can we talk now?”

     “Yes. Let’s going in to the living room,” she said.

     I sat on the sofa. She took the love seat and kept both guns trained on me.

     She said, “I don’t know what to do. Tell Mr. Colt, are you a US Marshal?”

     “No,” I said wondering why she would ask me that.

     “Are you working for the Marshals? Or should I say are you working for deputy Beard?”

     I was starting to get a bad feeling about where this was going. Should I tell her the truth or lie?

     Stalling, I asked her, “ I just want to find Mercedes. Her boy friend hired me to do just that. Then I found Mercedes friend Theo, or I should say he found me. And I learned things about her past and found out that people want to harm her.

     Miss.Nomer, you are not helping, holding two guns on me. If they find Mercedes before I do they’ll kill her. This is not a game. I serious.”

     A tear rolled out of each of her eyes.

     She asked me, “Which boyfriend hired you to find her?”

     “ She had more than one boyfriend?”

     “Answer my question!”

     “Giuseppe Falsetti. Do you know him?”

     “Yes. And I like him. Pretty good dude for a married guy,” she put the guns on the coffee table.

     I made no move to pick up mine.

     I leaned forward and asked her, “Who is the other boyfriend?”

     Miss.Nomer pulled the envelope Marvin had given her out of her jacket pocket and tossed it on the coffee table. She said, “ US Deputy Marshal Jack Beard.”

                      Chapter 24

     I leaned my head back on the sofa, looked at the ceiling and blew out air.

     Jack Beard.

     That son-of-a-bitch played me.

     I sat forward, “Tell me everything you know.”

     Miss.Nomer said, “You know that she was in the Wittiness Protection Program, right?”

     “Yes.”

     “Jack Beard was her handler when she came to Los Angeles. Mercedes knew no one here. So Beard would come by and visit her. Then he would take her on sightseeing drives, you the beach, Hollywood, stuff like that. She really loved the beach.

     Anyway, one thing lead to another and they started sleeping together.”

     “Did Beard’s partner Owens know about this?” 

     “I don’t think so,” she said. “Beard told Mercedes to keep their relationship on the quite tip, because he could get in to a lot of trouble if people found out.”

     I stood up just to be doing something. 

     I did not know if Beard was a dirty cop or just a lovesick guy.

     I thought back to the meeting in the Falsetti’s office. Beard had been cool and professional the entire time, while probably secretly wanting to kick Giuseppe’s ass for stealing Mercedes away from him.

     I asked, “How do you know all this.”

     Miss.Nomer vigorously massaged her temples trying to chase away an on coming headache.

     “I have more important things to tell you,” she said with attitude, “ other than how I know all of this.”

     I kicked the coffee table and the guns went flying. Miss.Nomer reacted as if slapped, pulling her knees to her chest and hugging them tightly, moving as far away from as possible to the corner of the sofa.

     I did not care that I had frightened her. I had to take my frustration out on something and the coffee table happened to be closest.

     From the beginning of this case I have been played the fool by the feds and Carla and her crew. They all wanted Mercedes, but for different reasons. Carla and the Zeffirelli’s wanted Mercedes dead. Beard used his power and authority to take advantage of a scared, vulnerable girl he should have been protecting.

     …And then there is me.

     What did I want from Mercedes? Why didn’t I just contact Larsen and turn this whole thing over to him? What the hell was I trying to prove?

     “You love her too,” Miss.Nomer said, “I can see it.”

     “What the fuck are you talking about…Henry?”

     She climbed off the sofa and stood up, “Is that your way of trying to hurt me, by calling me by my Christian name? It won’t work. I go by Henry… At least until I have my operation. Then it will be Henrietta.”

     “I’ve never met her; how can I possibly lover her you idiot?” 

     She said, “You might not know her. But you must have seen a picture of her. There is something about Mercedes that makes people either want her, or want to do for her. What is it you want Colt? To fuck her or help her or both?”

     I took a step toward her and she backed up.

     “What? You want to hit me now?” Miss.Nomer asked me.

     I stopped, took in a deep breath, calming myself. I sat on the sofa.

     “I’m just tired of being toyed with,” I told Him. “I want to help Mercedes. Are you going to help me or not?”

     Henry sat on the sofa next to me and said, “I believe you do want to help her. But what can you do? You’re just one man. The cops will believe Beard over you. The Zeffirelli’s have recourses, Colt. They want revenge. It is bad for business to let what Mercedes did to them go unpunished. You get in their way and they will squash you like a bug.”

     I turned and looked at him.

     Mercedes must have trusted Henry totally to confide in him about her past. They would have only known each other for less than a year. That was a stupid dangerous thing Mercedes did.

     “Why are you staring at me?” Henry asked.

     At first I did not know why I was staring at him. Then it hit me…

     I jumped off the sofa and ran to the breakfast-nook and snatched up the photo of Henry and Mercedes.

     Looking at the photo I said, “I’ll be damned. You’re her brother…”

     Henry stood up and took off his wig and tossed it on the sofa. His real hair was cut close to the scalp and was reddish like his sister’s.

     “ I ran away when I was fourteen. I could not take living with that thing that called herself our mother.”

     “How,” I said, “ how did Mercedes know to move here next to you?”

     “I had not seen my sister for eight years, but not a day did not go by with out me thinking about her. Hoping and praying that she would be safe or escape like I had.

     When I started doing my act, I had to work in some real dives. The Zeffirelli’s owned one of them. One night they came in with Mercedes. They introduced her to me. She had no idea who I was made up as Miss.Nomer. Plus she was high as a kite. They kept her pretty drugged up.

     One night while I was doing my act the Zeffirelli’s left Mercedes at the club while they went out to take care of some business. When I was done I took Mercedes, told her who I was and promised to help her.

     Mercedes and I started hanging out together. I told the Zeffirelli’s I would teach her how to dress and act like a lady. They liked the idea.

     But this Latino bitch they had working for them, Carla was her name, did not like me spending time with Mercedes. But they over ruled her.

     Anyway, when I found out that Mercedes was doing their computer work, keeping records and such, I came up with the plan to have her take the Zeffirelli’s records to the feds. It was my idea and it worked until Beard went bad.”

     “Does Beard know that you are Mercedes sister?” I asked.

     “No. She just told the feds she wanted to live here after staying in Texas for a year.”

     I said, “Tell me quickly. How did Beard go bad?”

     “When Mercedes told him she was falling in love with Giuseppe he threatened to tell the Zeffirelli’s where she was. So I took her far away from here.”

     I took the piece of paper that Theo had given me with the name Draeb written on it and handed it to Henry.

     “That name mean anything to you?” I asked.

     Henry looked at the name and smiled.

     “I love word puzzles,” He said, “Draeb is Beard spelled backward.”

     Shit.

     “Pack a bag,” I said. “We have to get out of here now.”

     Henry turned to head for the bedroom when someone started knocking on the door.

     Henry and I looked at each other and then Henry said, “Who is it?”

     “US Marshals,” Beard yelled.

                   Chapter 25

          I walked over to the coffee table and picked up both guns, and then walked back to Henry.

     I whispered, “ If I jump the patio fence where will it take me?”

     “You’re not going to leave me are you?” he whispered.

     I holstered my gun and put Henry’s in my pocket.

     More pounding on the door.

     “Open up,” Beard yelled.

     I said to Henry, “No. I want to go around and catch him off guard. When you let Beard in do not lock the door. Better yet, leave the door ajar.”

     I ran to the sliding glass door, opened it, stepped out and closed it back, just as I heard Henry say, “”I’m coming. Just give me a minute.”

     The fence was about seven feet high. I scaled it easy and found myself in an alley between the two apartment complexes.

     I ran to the street and saw Beard’s Crown Vic parked across the street. No other Marshals or cops in sight. Beard had come alone.

     I ran to the front of the complex, unsnapping and drawing my going in stride. When I turned the corner near Henry’s apartment I saw Marvin and his rat dog standing by Henry’s door trying to listen in.

     Shit.

     Marvin heard me running and turning in my direction, causing his muu-muu to flow like a green tent in the wind. Rat dog thought it would be a good time to start yapping at me.

     Henry’s door was yanked open by Beard. When Beard saw me running toward the door he went for the gun on his hip. I ran faster, keeping my gun hand high so that I would not break my fingers when I hit the ground and did a flying tackle into Marvin who made an “Ooof” sound. My momentum sent Marvin and me flying into Beard knocking him down. I rolled off Marvin, who was on top of Beard and got to my feet.

     “ I want to kill you, Beard,” I said, “ so gave me a reason to do it. Do something stupid.”

     From under Marvin, and fighting for air, Beard said, “ I won’t do anything stupid Colt. Just get this fat fuck off me.”

     Henry, who had been standing by the sofa, walked over and helped Marvin up while I kept my gun trained on Beard. He sat Marvin in the love seat.

     Marvin said, “I needed an ambulance for fuck-sake.”

     “You’ll live,” I said to him. Then to Beard, “Roll over on your stomach. Put your hands behind your head and cross your legs… Do it now you prick!”

     Beard complied and I removed the gun on his hip and the backup on his left ankle. I put both in my jacket pocket. I was weighted down with weapons.

     I patted beard down searching for handcuffs. He had none on him. I took his cell phone and put it in my pants pocket.

     I asked Henry, “Do you have any electrical or masking tape?”

     “I think I have some under the kitchen sink.” 

     “Get it for me please.”

     “Why the hell are you doing this, Colt?” Beard asked. “Have you lost your mind? I’m a federal agent unless you’ve forgotten.”

     “ Shut it, Beard,” I said. “ You’re lucky I don’t kick your ass all over this room for the things that you have done.”

     Beard lifted his head off the carpet and said to me, “You talk that shit while I’m lying on the ground and you’re pointing a gun at me. If you think you can kick my ass let me get up.”

     I holstered my gun and Beard smiled.

     Henry came back with the tape.

     “Don’t let him get up Colt,” Henry said. “Lets just tie them up and get the fuck out of here.”

     Beard said, “You better listen to your girlfriend Harmon. Because if I get up you are going to have to pull your nuts from around your neck, ‘cause that’s where I’m going to kick them up to.”

     I took of the jacket, heavy from all the guns in the pockets, and handed it to Henry.

     “Hold this for me.”

     Henry took the jacket and said, “Colt forget all this macho bullshit. Lets get out of here.”

     I ignored Henry and said to Beard, “Get up asshole.”

     With agility, Beard pushed off the floor and stood in front me, hands at the ready, in a half-ass karate stance.

    I was going to enjoy kicking Beards ass

     Henry took a step back and then sprang forward executing a perfect flying front snap kick that connected with the bottom of Beard’s jaw, lifting Beard off his feet and sending him back first in to the coffee table that splintered under his weight.

     I looked at Henry.

     “Thanks a lot,” I said to Henry. “You just took away my pleasure.”

     “That was for my sister,” he said.

     Marvin was frozen with fear. He sat on the sofa looking straight head, eyes unblinking.

     “Toss me the tape.”

     Henry did and I knelt down by Beard, rolled him over and tied his hands behind his back and his feet together. As Beard started to come to I grabbed his hair, pulled his head back and wrapped the tape around his mouth twice. I stood up and Beard began to squirm around on the ground and his face started turning red.

     With my foot I rolled Beard on his back and saw that the tape was covering his nostrils. His eye’s showed fear and anger simultaneously.

     I knelt down beside Beard and said to him, “ I have absolute control over your life right now. I can see why you like to play with peoples lives Beard. Like you did with Mercedes. It kind of gives you a high doesn’t it?”

     Beard’s face was changing hue from red to blue and he began to thrash about the floor.

     I watched him with a smile on my face.

     “You had power over Mercedes,” I said to him. “And when you saw you were losing that power, you sold her out to the Zeffirelli’s asshole.”

     The veins in Beard’s neck where had swollen to the size of small garden snakes.

     I took out my pocketknife and cut the tape near his nostril. Then I ripped the tape from his mouth and he started regurgitating. I rolled him on his side and he coughed and spit.

     Marvin fainted.

     I stood up and tossed the tape to Henry who was staring at me with concern on his face.

     Henry said to me, “ Are you going to help my sister or just keep fucking with him?”

     I grabbed Beard by the ankles and dragged him away from his spew, letting his legs drop heavily to the floor.

     “Help your sister,” I said to Henry. “ Tie up Marvin. Tape his mouth, but make sure he can breath. Then will take off.” 

     I looked down at Beard. He breathing was labored and his eyes were shut. I shook his shoulder with my foot.

     “Open your eyes asshole.”

     Beard opened one eye then the other.

     I took out his cell phone and flicked it open. 

     I said to him, “Tell me how you have the Zeffirelli’s listed. Lie to me and I’ll tape up your nose and mouth again.”

     I watched as Beard weighted his options: Deal with me now. Or try to talk the Zeffirelli’s out of killing him later.

     Beard decided on the latter.

     “ZZ Top,” he rasped. “My favorite band.”

     I rolled my eyes.

     I found the number in the speed dial and pressed the send button.

     A recorded voice told me to: “Please enjoy the music while your party is being reached.”

     I waited.

     A male voice answered with a slight Jamaican accent.

     “You betta hav sum good phucking news for me Beard-mon.”

     I said, “Which brother am I talking to? The child rapist or the one that pimps out little girls?”

     “Wha-the phuck? Wha you say? Who da phuck is this?”

     “Nobody taught you how to put a clause in your sentences? ”

     I heard someone speaking in the brother, with the same accent. The other brother I presumed. 

     Next came the sound of struggling for the phone, and then a new voice came on.

     “Who dis?”

     “Harmon Colt.”

     “Da phucking cook?”

     “Yeah. Da phucking cook,” I said.

      He put his hand over the phone and started speaking rapidly in broken English. The only works I could make out were Carla, LA, Theo and Beard.

     He came back on and said, “Wha you do to da Beard-mon?”

     This back and forth was going nowhere. So I decided to reel them in.

     “Listen asshole,” I said. “ I have your money. I have Theo and most important I have Mercedes. Which means I am pretty much holding all the cards.

     I want to make a deal with you so that I can walk away from all this still breathing.”

     “ It be to late for dat mon. You already be a dead mon.”

     “Whom am I speaking with?” I asked.

     “No matter who you tak’n to.”

     “Ok, dickhead. I’ll just call you Archie. Here's the deal. I take Theo to the cops and let him tell them his story. Beard here is in a world of shit so I would imagine he would cut a deal to save his ass and tell all that he knows to the cops. Should I keep going?”

     “So what you want?”

     “I want to live,” I said. “But I want to live nicely. You bring me another $250,000. I give you everybody. Including Beard.

     Now tell me whom I am speaking with?”

     “Joe,” he said. “And phuck Beard. Let him rot in jail. No one believe a dirty cop.”

     Joe. The one who molested Theo. I wanted to reach through the phone and pull his nuts off. But I had to stay cool. Show no emotion. I could not let the Zeffirelli’s know that I cared.

     Beard started squirming around on the floor.

     “You can’t turn me over to them, Colt. They’ll kill me.”

     I lightly kicked Beard in the stomach.

     “Shut up,” I said to him.

     “Who dat you be tak’n to?”

     “That was Beard. He sends his love. Now do you want to deal or do I turn all this over to the cops?”

     He put his hand over the phone. More broken English and then he came back on.

     “You got a deal. We be need’n a few days to get you the money. Today is Wednesday we deal Sunday. You good with dat?”

     “Yeah. I’m good with that.”

     “Where we meet?” Jim the Vert asked.

     “I’ll call you at this number Sunday morning. You and your brother play this right, and very body walks away happy,” I hung up.

     I turned to Henry who was putting the finishing touches on his tie up Marvin job.

     “Henry, pack whatever you need that is important. We have to leave. Toss me the tape.”

     Henry tossed me the tape and trotted into the bedroom. I tore off a piece of tape and knelt down to cover Beard’s mouth.

     “Hang on, Colt,” Beard said. “I want you to know that I love Mercedes. I never wanted to see her hurt.”

     “Tell it to the jury, Beard.”

     “No. I’m serious. It’s just that when she dumped me for Falsetti I went crazy. I knew my days as a Marshal were over. If she told anyone about or relationship I would be ruined. I told the Zeffirell’s about her whereabouts yes. But as soon as they paid me off, I was going to arrest them for trying to harm her and then I was going to take off and enjoy my newfound retirement money.

     Just know that, Colt. I’m going to jail for sure. But just know that I really truly loved her. Love her.

     It may be hard for you to understand. But when you meet her. You will see what I mean.”

     Beard laid his head on the floor and closed his eye’s.

     The dumb son of a bitch actually believed his own bullshit.

     I asked him, “Was your partner, Owens, in on this?”

     Beard opened his eyes, “No. He’s a Boy Scout. Owens is a hothead though. He was giving Falsetti shit just because he likes to give people a hard time. He even thought he could give me shit; but he found out different.”

     I placed the tape across his mouth.

     “What you did was wrong, Beard.”

     I stood up and walked over to Marvin to make sure that he was as comfortable as possible. He fearfully eyed me.

     “Someone will be here soon to untie you Marvin.”

     He to, like Beard, just closed his eyes.

     Henry came out carrying a white suitcase.

     “I’m ready to go.”

     I took my gun heavy jacket off the chair and walked out with Henry, locking the door.

                 Chapter 26
     Henry and I drove east on Venice. For the last ten minutes neither one of us spoke about what had transpired back at his apartment. When we passed Cadillac Avenue near the 10 freeway and entered Los Angeles, I pulled into a strip mall that housed a 7-Eleven, a Mexican restaurant, t pet store, porn bookstore and a pharmacy. Everything anyone in LA needs.

     I parked in front of the 7-Eleven. 

     “Are you ok?” I asked Henry.

     “I think so. I don’t know. I have not known you long but… You are capable of going from nice guy to… I don’t know… Madman. You are able to turn it on and off at your will. That kind of scares me.”

     I looked at a couple of teenagers standing by a bank of phones, holding their skateboards and sipping slurpees.

     “In my line of work,” I said, “you have to be able to adjust to the situation that you are in. That was a dangerous situation. I had to be dangerous.”

     Henry just looked out the window.

      I said, “ I also want you to know that I don’t mean you no disrespect by calling you Henry. Its just that calling you Ms.Nomer was becoming daunting to me and I was also pissed at you for a minute there.”

     Henry turned from the window and looked at me.

     “You can call me Henry until I have my operation,” he stuck out his hand. “Deal?”

     “Deal,” I said and shook his hand. “Now tell me where Mercedes is hiding.”

     “Lake County. Up north,” Henry said. “She is staying in a houseboat I bought three years from an old queen who wants to spend his golden years writing the great American Gay novel in Burma.”

     I looked at the pay phones.

     “I need you to call Mercedes, Henry. Tell her I am coming up there to get her so I can end and all this.”

     “Just how do you plan to bring this to a safe end?”

     I turned in my seat so that I could face him.

     “The Zeffirelli’s are coming here to kill me, not to make a deal. They asked me to give them three days to come up with the money I asked for. What they really want is time to assemble men and weapons and drive to LA, because they cannot fly with a group of armed thugs.

     “I have to set it up so that when they try to take me out, the cops arrest them or I kill them. Either way I want this whole thing to be over with Sunday.”

     Henry looked out the window and said, “Your plan will not work if they do not see my sister with you. You want to use her and yourself as bait. I cannot allow my sister to be put in harms way.”

     A homeless man pushed his over flowing super-market cart up to one of 7-Eleven’s trash bins. He flipped open the lid and began searching for something of value.

     I said, “ I Will not let anything happen to Mercedes, Henry. I will not be acting alone. I have people who will help me. If I do not do this sister will have to be running and hiding for the rest of her life. Do you want that for her? It’s no way to live Henry. Call her and tell her I am coming to get her.”

     Henry got out of the car with his purse and walked around to my side and leaned down to speak to me through the window.

     “I’m trusting you with my sister’s life, Colt,” he said. “Bring her back to me.”

     He walked over to the pay phones and pulled a credit card from his purse and started to dial.

     I walked into 7-Eleven and bought four prepaid cell phones. I needed to make a lot of calls and I could not afford to be traced.

     Back in the car I watched Henry as he spoken on the phone. His demeanor was subdued. As he spoken he looked at the ground; his free hand gently stroking the side of the waist high phone-box as if his touch could somehow reach his sister in the same manner as his voice.

     Watching him made me feel like a voyeur sneaking a peek at a personal, private moment. So I looked over at the homeless man who was still searching in the trash bin for treasure and I thought of whom I should call first, Groovy or Larsen.

     Groovy won out.

     I took one of the prepaid cell phones from the bag, fought with plastic case it is in until I finally got it open, activated the phone and I was good to go.

     Groovy picked up on the second ring.

     “Yes? Who is calling?”

     “Grov, its Harmon.”

     “I didn’t recognize your number Harmon. Are you all right.”

     “Yes,” I said, “I am. But I need your help Groovy. I are you at home right now.”

     “Yes. I was just in the process of making Moroccan chicken tagine.”

     Groovy makes a killer Moroccan chicken tagine. The thought of eating it reminded me that I had not eaten all day and it would be awhile until I did eat.

     “Listen Grov, I need your help.”

     “Name it…”

     “I need you to leave the restaurant right now. The Zeffirelli’s know that I am involved in all this now. They might have local connections that may come there looking for me. Or they might send Carla. Either way you have to leave now. Meet at Odd Cuts. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

     “You got it, Harmon.”

    “ … And Grov, one more thing. Go up to my room and take the Glock from my desk. If anyone tries to stop you from leaving, shoot them. Do not stop and give it an existentialist thought. Just pull the trigger and run.”

     Groovy chuckled and said, “I will Harmon, I promise. But I don’t need your Glock I have my own weapons. See you at Odd Cuts my friend, bye.” He hung up.

     His own weapons?

     Next I called Larson’s cell.

    “Can’t talk now Harmon,” Larson said instead of hello.

    “Don’t hang up Larson. This is an emergency.”

     “Harmon, I’ve got a murdered US Marshal on my hands. Shot in his car down near Venice Beach. I’m on my way there now. I’ve got the mayor on my ass, the Director of the Marshals Service and the chef. So unless your hair is on fire and it’s rain gasoline, I can not talk to you right now.”

     It had to be Owens. Beard must have killed him. What was it Beard had said to me while he was lying on the floor, … he even thought he could give me shit…

     “Larson, was the Marshal’s name Roger Owens?”

     Through the phone I heard tires locking on asphalt and a few horns blared.

     “You ok Larson? What’s going on?”

     “How the hell do you know the name of the dead Marshal, Harmon?”

     “Are you ready to listen to me now?”

     I heard Larson blow out air to calm himself down.

     “Harmon, you’re a friend of mine. But I have to tell you, if you are mixed up in Owens’ death and you did not tell me about, you are going to take a fall for with holding evidence.”

     I looked at Henry, how was just hanging up.

     “ What the fuck do you think I’m doing now, Larson? I’m calling you… Now if you’ll just drop the, I’m a badass-cop bullshit, and let me explain we will get somewhere.”

     “Start talking, Harmon, Goddammit!”

     “Ok. I did not know Owens was dead until you told me just now. I just put two and two together… Here is why…” 

     I started at the beginning, tell Larson how Giuseppe had hired me to find Zoë/Mercedes, and how I found out she was in the witness protection program. I told him about Carla, Theo, the Zeffirelli brothers and that Beard is a dirty cop.

     When I told Larson where he could find Beard and the circumstances that led to Beard being hog-tied, Larson exploded.

     “Are you out of your fucking mind, Colt? Do you have any evidence to back up what you have told me?”

     “None,” I said. “But what matters is whether or not you believe me.”

     “Of course I believe you. But that fact does not matter. This character Beard will just say that you are a nut who attacked him. He is a US Marshal; his word goes a lot further than yours. Tell me, do you have this girl Mercedes? Her testimony may be the only thing that saves your sorry ass.”

     “No, I will have her soon. But I do have Beard’s guns. I bet they match the ballistics of the bullets in Owens body.”

     “You have his guns!” Larson shouted. “Jesus, Harmon. Now all Beard has to say is that you stole his guns and killed his partner with them. Taking his guns was a dumb move.”

     Shit… Larson was right. But I did not know Owens was dead when I took the guns…But still…

     “Let me finish Larson… You have to hear my whole story,” I stopped and thought for a few seconds. “On second thought, forget it. I’ll call you when I have Mercedes and more evidence.”

     “More evidence? You have none at all, Harmon…”

     I hung up on him. We have been friends to long to fight like this… I knew he was right, but I could not turn back now.

     I looked at Henry through the windshield. He was hanging up the phone.

     Henry walked to the car wiping tears from his eyes. He got in and said to me, “I am about to put my sister’s life in your hands because I see no other choice. You damn sure better not let me down, Colt.”

      I started the car.

     “I’ll bring her back, Henry and give her, her life back.”

     I drove east on Venice until La Brea, at La Brea I turned left.

     “Henry, we are going to have to hide you out until this business is settled.”

     I expected him to argue with me or try to talk me into bring him along to collect his sister. But all he said was, “Ok,” look straight ahead.

     I pulled out my throwaway cell phone and called Maryanne.

     “Hello?”

     “It’s Harmon.”

     “How many this time?”

     I gave a slight chuckle, “One,” I said.

     “When?”

     “Fifteen minutes.”

     “If you keep this up,” Maryanne said, “you are going to have to build me another room, or pay for it to be done, love.”

     “Thanks Maryanne,” I hung up.

             Chapter 27

     I turned Henry over to Maryanne without any fanfare. I did not ask about Chef Pete or Theo. I had to concentrate on Mercedes.

     I drove east on Wilshire from Hancock Park and headed for downtown. I needed to check messages on my personal cell phone and I knew that the second I turned it on the cops and the feds would use triangulation technology to pinpoint my location. I turned right on Alvarado Street drove down to 7th and turned left for a straight shot to down LA.

     Only locals know to take this route to downtown. The Chamber of Commerce keeps this shortcut a secret from tourists; having tourists robbed and or murdered is bad for business.

     Downtown I drove past the new condos and restaurants that where popping up like desert wildflowers, in-between, on top of and under, long abandoned banks, haunted movie houses and boarded up office buildings. LA was trying to revitalize downtown. I wished them luck.

     Luck… That is what I was going to need to stay out of jail, not loose my license and still be breathing when this situation I find myself in finally came to an end.

     Before driving up to Lake County to retrieve, Mercedes, I wanted I wanted to have the chance to try and flip Carla to my side of the fence.

     Carla would know about Beard’s involvement with the Zeffirellis’ and she would also know where the bodies where buried, so to speak. If I could make Carla believe that I really and turely wanted her back, she might give up the players in this game. That would clear me and I could turn this whole mess over to Larson, nice and gift-wrapped with a bow on top.

     The only caveat with this idea is that Carla is a stark-raving-mad-crazy as a loon on PCP, woman. I had seen that when we met at Maryanne’s place.

     Theo had told me that the Zeffirellis’ used Carla. Carla was their pet kept around to amuse them and to do tricks and run errands.

     Even in Carla’s whacked out state of mind she had to know she was being used. At least that is what I was counting on. Because no matter what the state of mind the woman is in, if they feel used they want revenge.

     I had no way of contacting Carla. She had never given me her phone number or told me where she was staying in LA. But I’d bet Mona Lisa that she had been told by the Zeffirellis’ to call me after I hog-tied Beard.

 I turned left on San Pedro and parked behind a giant store/warehouse with its name written in Spanish and took out my personal cell phone and turned it on. I had over 22 messages, mainly form Larson, 7 from TJ and 3 from Carla.

     I listened to Carla’s message.

     “Call me Harmon… You are in deep shit, lover…Let me help you…Here’s my number,” I wrote her number down and deleted her other messages. I just needed her number.

     I turned my phone and started the car. I didn’t think the cops could triangulate me that fast, but I did not want to take chances. It also gave me comfort to know that they would be looking for Mona Lisa, and I was driving a pimped out TV spy mobile.

     I took San Pedro to Pico and headed west. I parked at a liquor store and took out one of the throwaway cell phones and called Carla.

     “Hello?” her voice sounded cautious. She was unsure who was calling.

     “Its Harmon.”

     I heard her quickly exhale smoke.

     “Harmon, listen to me…”

     “No, you listen,” I said cutting her off. “I want to live Carla. I want to be a chef again and I wanted to get out of LA. You know me, so you know I am not lying,” I said lying through my teeth.

     I listened as she rattled around in her purse looking for something.

     “Ok baby,” she said as sexy as she could muster, “I will help you. Tell me where the girl is and we can go get her together. Just you and me baby… Just like old times. You and me taking on the world together like we used to, baby.”

     The Zeffirellis’ had used Carla for years; now I was about to use her to save Mercedes and myself. I was not very happy with me… But I had no choice.

     “I never stopped loving you Carla,” I felt like a shit before the words were out of my mouth.

     She started crying, big sobs, followed by even bigger in-takes of hiccup-riddled breaths.

     “I…I’m so tired Harmon. What have I done to my life? To our lives?”

     I had to take the phone away from my ear. Hearing her cry was going to make me back away from my plan and I could not afford to let that happen.

     I looked to my left. Teenagers were walking home from school talking and joking with each other. A few broke of from the pack and walked into the liquor store I was parked in from of. I envied their happy go lucky attitudes toward life and wondered if I had ever been that young.

      I heard Carla talking and put the phone up to my ear.

     “I sorry, Carla,” I said, “ can you repeat that? I dropped the phone.”

     Lying was becoming way to easy for me.

     “Just tell me that you are serious, Harmon. Do you really want to get back with me? God, I’d do anything to have what we once had back.”

     Whatever higher power there is high up there…Please forgive me for this…

     “ We can have it all Carla. But we have to get rid of the Zeffirelli brothers and Beard. We have to set it up sweetheart so that we do not have any comebacks. And we have to prove that Beard is a dirty cop. Then you and I can fly out of LA with the money and live the life that we always wanted to live.”

     She was silent.

     Then: “I want that Harmon,” she said, followed with, “It might be better to just kill them. That way they cannot implicate me in anything.”

     “Your way we would have to always be on the run from the cops and feds. If I can set it up so that they get busted with ill-refutable evidence, then they go to jail and we live happily ever after.”

     There was no way for me to trust Carla. At some point during her travels she had lost her mind and become mean and unstable and cruel and perhaps even a killer.

     If she does give me evidence I can use against Beard and the Zeffirellis’ it will just make my job easier. If she does not help me and decides to call her bosses and tell them what I have tried to get from her… Well so what. I know where Mercedes is located and they don’t. The Zeffirellis’ will have to play by my rules.

     “Harmon?”

     “Yes.”

     “What are we going to do about that little bitch, Mercedes?” 

     “Nothing,” I said softly. “She cannot hurt us. She is only valuable to the Zeffirellis’ and Beard.”

     “You haven’t fallen for that little tramp too have you?”

     “Of course not. I have not even met her.”

     Her voice changed. More sinister and icy as she said, ” I would kill you if you lied to me Harmon.”

     I was losing her. Carla was sinking into psycho-land. I had to bring her back.

    “Carla. Carla? Tell me what you have that I can use against them.”

     “Oh. Oh yeah, ok. Let me see,” she paused thinking. 

“ Hey… They have a shipment of cocaine coming to their restaurant in Denver on Friday, about 500 pounds hidden in fifty-pound bags of flour. Does that help?”

     No not really…

     I said, “That’s good. That will help. What about people they have killed, things like that?”

     “They got immunity years ago when they turned states evidence. Things they did in the past will not help us now.”

     I was getting frustrated.

     “You mean to tell me they have not killed anyone since then?” I asked trying to control my anger. “They have just been boy-scouts all this time? Just slinging drugs? Come on Carla give me something…”

     She went silent again.

     “Come on Carla. This is our second chance.”

     “I can tell you something that would have they cops put them under the prison for life.”

     “Tell me.”

     “I would get into trouble too.”

     “Tell me, Carla!” I yelled in the phone.

     A woman coming out of the liquor store holding a child with one hand and a bag of food in the other stopped and looked at me. I smiled at her. She started walking fast to get away from me towing her kid along.

     “They kidnapped two teenage girls who where vacationing with their parents in St.Thomas.”

     I was expecting her to say a lot of things. That was not one of them.

     I kept my voice calm, “You’re doing good. Tell me all of it.”

     “ You must have seen on the news about Dana Clark and Paula Moon.”

     Oh my God…

     The Clark and Moon kidnappings were on the cable news channels every night. Two sixteen-year-old girls, best friends, just disappear from a beach while on vacation with their parents. Almost every night the parents would be on TV pleading for the safe return of their daughters. Hold up photos and crying. After about three months the news lost interest and would only talk about the missing girls if there was a sighting or the police mentioned a new suspect.

     The fact that the Zeffirellis’ had kidnapped and were holding two young women changed everything for me. The authorities had to be notified and Carla had to be taken to the police to tell them all she knew.

     “Carla. Where are the girls now?”

     Crying she said, “In the basement at the brother’s house in Aurora, Colorado. They made me help them Harmon. I did not want to do it…”

     My God, Carla…

     I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly to calm myself.

     I had to get to Carla before she reverted back to her psycho-persona.

     “Carla I am going to come and pick you up. Everything is going to be ok babe. Tell where you are staying.”

     “You are coming over now? I look such a mess…”

     I cut her off and said, “You always look beautiful to me. Where are you?”

     “The Wayland Hotel, its downtown on Spring Street.”

     “I know where it is. Listen to me Carla. Does Beard know you are staying there?”

     “Yes.”

     “OK. If he is there in the front with you, say ‘The beach would be nice’.”

     “He is not here Harmon. I have not seen him since have been in town.”

     “Ok, good,” I said. “There is a bar on the first floor of the Wayland. It is nice and dark. I want you to leave your room and wait for me there.”

     “Why?” she sounded frightened. “Beard does not know about are plans, we just made them.”

     “Beard is going to be coming after me. He might come to you for help, to see if you can get me to come to you,” I said. “ Lock my number in your phone, go to the bar and wait for me. And call me if anyone contacts you. I’m not far. I will be there in fifteen minutes.”

     “I’ll you soon Harmon. I never stopped loving you. Please know how sorry I am.”

     She hung up.

     I threw the car in reverse, backed up and raced out of the parking lot. 

                   Chapter 28

    Traffic downtown was starting to get heavy with office workers heading home. I drove as illegally as I could without drawing any police attention or killing pedestrians.

     At a stoplight I call Larson.

     “What?” he shouted into the phone.

     “Larson it’s me…”

     I could hear a good amount of back ground noise. It sounded like he was in an office and everyone was shouting.

     Larson said, “Do not say a word. Give me a few seconds to get out of here.”

     I herd someone in the room shout, “Hey, Larson. Where the fuck do you think you’re going?”

     Larson shouted back, “Your wife called to tell me I’m late for our afternooner. The fuck you care where I’m going? I don’t work for the Marshals.”

     I heard someone yell back to him but I could not hear what the guy said.

     The light turned green and I punched the gas. Larson came back on the phone.

     “Harmon I need not tell you that you are up to your neck in shit. That Beard said you kidnapped him and the apartment manager is backing up his story. You have every agency in the city, state and the country looking for you.

     Tell me where you are at so I can arrest you before some fed puts a bullet in your brain.”

     “You done, Larson?” I said.” I need you to listen to me…”

      “No, you listen!”

      I cut him off, “This is me, Larson. You know that Beard is full of shit and a dirty cop to boot. Please…Please, Larson just listen to me this is important.”

     I heard him blew air out of his nose.

     “OK. Tell me…”

     I told him everything Carla had told me about Dana Clark and Paula Moon and where they are located.

     I said, “You have got to contact the local cops there and the FBI and get those two kids out of there.”

     “You have no proof they are there. There is not a judge in the world that would issue a warrant based on the bullshit you just told me. Turn yourself in, then will take it from there.”

     “Fuck you, Larson. You are just like all the rest of the so-called law enforcement community. Cover your ass first help citizens second. I changed carriers so I could make a difference in this shitty world. And that is what I am going to do.”

     “Hey, Harmon! That’s not fair and you Goddamed well know it. I’m your friend and I just want to…”

     I hung up on him and threw the phone out the window. I pulled over to the curb, put the car in park but left the engine running. I dug the other pay and call cell phone out of my coat pocket.

     I punch in a number that I had memorized three years before. A number I had hoped I would never have to call.

     “The Twister Bar,” a British accented man’s voice answered, “ home of the double-shot cardiac rum punch. How can I help you.”

     “I need to speak to Kevin Coyote,” I said.

     “Oh you do, do you?” he came back at me.

     I did not have time for this.

     “My name is Harmon Colt. He knows me. Please put him on if he is there. I’m in a hurry… This is important.”

     They guy mumbled something about my need to take time out to smell the roses, and then put me on hold.

     I met Kevin Coyote a few years back when I took it upon myself to investigate the murder of a dishwasher from Tampico, Mexico who was working in this country illegally.

     The LAPD did a cursory investigation into the reason why Luis Zapata had been murdered for all of three hours and then filed the case as unsolved.

     I learned about the murder from Luis’ brother Hector, a mechanic that works at the service station where I have Mona Lisa serviced.

     Within 48 hours I learned that Luis had been murdered because he had threaten to expose a human trafficking organization that specialized in bring workers up from South America and Mexico for a price. A price the workers never paid off. Luis tried to free his girlfriend from the organization and paid with his life.

     When I turned over what I had found out to the LAPD and ICE, they quickly made arrests, shut down the organization and took most of the credit. They did toss me a bone I must admit. They told the print and TV news I was the informant that had tipped them off.

     The Brit came back on the line.

     “Mr. Coyote will be with you momentarily.” He sang into the phone and put me back on hold.

     A week after I closed the file on Luis Zapata I received a call from Kevin Coyote saying that he wanted to meet with me, he had a proposition I might be interested in. 

    An hour later we where sitting at the bar of my newly acquired restaurant/home talking over steaming cups of Groovy’s Mexican hot chocolate concoction.

     Coyote looked like he had stepped out of an add in GQ magazine. His black wavy hair was cut fashionable short, his suit was tailor made and his olive skin did not come from a bronzer. I could not determine his race. He would soon tell me that his mother had been white and his father African-American.

     “Mr. Colt,” he said in an non-descript voice, “the reason I asked for this meeting is to offer you my services should you need them. Free of charge of course.”

     I found that to be an odd sales pitch.

     “And just what are your services?”

      He sipped chocolate.

     “This is excellent. That guy, Groovy is it? Has a way with chocolate.”

     I repeated my question, “What are your services?”

     He smiled at me and I realized he was younger than I had first thought. About 25, I’d say.

     “My service are,” he said, “intelligence gathering, hostage rescue, executive protection and riding neighborhoods of dealers and gangs.”

     It was my turn to smile.

     “You do this pro bono… No charge?”

     “Yes.”

     When you are in the private investigator business, crazies, nut-jobs, wannabe cop types and conspiracy theorist always seem to find the way to your door. Normally I would have given the guy the bum’s rush. But something but him made me pause. He was serious and professional and I believed what he was telling me.

     I asked him, “Why are you offering your services to me?”

     He finished his drink, stood up and said, “That Groovy has got to give me the recipe for that coco.” He stuck his hands in his pants pockets and looked at me. “Mr. Colt when I was a teenager my mother and father where murdered. Being that they were not rich, the cops did very little to find their killers. So I found them myself.

     Mr. Colt, I have contacts at the LAPD who told me what you did for Luis Zapata… Pro Bono, free of charge.

     Maybe if someone had done that for me back then my life would have turned out differently.” He handed me a piece of paper. “My number is on this paper. Memorize it. Then burn it. If you ever need me for anything, I mean anything, call me.”

     We shook hands.

     As he walked by the kitchen door he yelled to Groovy, “You are a chocolate God my man… A chocolate God.”

     And he was gone.

     I heard a click on the phone, “Hello Mr. Colt. This is Kevin Coyote. How can I help you?”

     “I need your services.”

     He chuckled, “Does it have anything to do with way your face is on every major news channel.”

     “ Yes and no,” I said to him. “Let me explain.”

     I quickly told him about Mercedes, Beard and the Zeffirellis’. Then I told him what I needed.

     “Consider it done,” Kevin Coyote said to me. “If the girls are alive they will be with their families by tomorrow at this. If they are dead I will make sure that whoever is in that house tells us where they bodies are so the families can give them a proper burial.”

     I said, “I do not know how I can repay you for this…”

     Coyote cut me off, “Just keep doing what you are do.”

     “Thanks man,” I said.

     “ And Mr. Colt, call me tomorrow. I have contacts high up in the LAPD hierarchy that owe me a favor or two. I’ll see if I can take some heat off you. Let them know that you are a stand up guy.”

     “Thank you again, Mr. Coyote.”

     “Kevin.”

     “Harmon, from now on.”

     I was about to hang up when he said, “ Harmon, a bit of advice. Do not go up against the Zeffirellis’ alone. When you bring Mercedes back contact me. I can help.” 

    He hung up and so did I.

    As soon as I closed the phone it rang. I flip it open, “ Yes?”

     It was Carla.

     “Where are you, Harmon?” she was excited.

     “I’m on my way.”

     “I have been trying and trying to call you and the line was busy.”

     This cheap cell phone did not have call waiting.

     “What’s wrong, Carla?”

     “Beard called me. He’s all pissed off. He said he was coming here to see me. I told him I was not feeling well. He said is coming anyway. What should I do?”

     I was already shifting the car into drive.

     “Get out of there Carla. Go somewhere anywhere near by and stay out of sight. Call me back and let me know where you are. I be there in tens minutes.”

     “I love you Harmon.”

     I had to beat Beard there.

     I had to beat Beard period.

                   Chapter 29

     I turned left on south Figueroa and was approaching 6th when my phone rang. I snatched it off the passenger seat.

     “Yeah?”

     It was Carla.

     “Harmon,” she sounded out of breath, “ I’m on the Fourth Street side of the Bonaventure Hotel.”

     I looked ahead and saw the gold cylinder shaped glass tubes that form the 35 floor Bonaventure hotel. 

     I had to swerve to avoid a taxi pulling out of the hotel; the driver wished me a good day with his middle finger.

     I turned on 4th and saw Carla pacing back and fourth nervously smoking a cigarette. She was wearing a red dress and black thigh length leather coat, she looked wind swept and confused.

     I stopped the car, put it in park and got out. Not recognizing the car, Carla turned to run.

     “Wait, Carla, “ I yelled.

     She stop turned and ran into my arms.

     “Thank God you’re here Harmon. I was getting scared Beard would show up before you,” she said in to my chest.

     I held her at arms length.

     “We have to go, Carla.”

     I took her by the elbow and we started walking to the car. I put her in and ran round and got in. I was getting ready to drive off when a gray Crown Vic drove up and blocked me in. I put the car in reverse, but a black Cadillac Escalade suddenly stopped me from backing up.                     Beard got out of the Vic pointing his Glock at my windshield. He looked very pissed off. Two guys climbed out of the Escalade, neither one looked like a US Marshals. The driver had a sawed off double barrel shotgun pointing at us, his passenger stood in a wide legged police shooting stance pointing a nasty looking SIG SAUER P229 at Carla.

     “Turn off the car,” Beard yelled to me, “ you dirty motherfucker.” 

     I turned off the car and took the keys out of the ignition.

     Carla was freaking out, crying and yelling.

     “Keep your hands where I can see them,” Beard said.

     Carla and I held our hands up.

     I said, “Stay cool, Carla. Stay cool, baby.”

     “Yeah, stay cool Carla, you double crossing bitch,” Beard shouted.

     Traffic on 4th Street was starting to back up as commuters on their way home slowed down to watch and see if the police would shoot two people sitting in a car.

     “Get out of the car Colt. Do it slow.”

     I climbed out.

     “You next, Carla,” Beard ordered.

     Carla got out.

     Behind us a siren yelped and we all turned in that direction. An LAPD cruiser had driven up on the sidewalk to get around traffic, it was heading for us.

     The cruiser stopped thirty feet away. The drive and passenger doors open and the passenger got out pointing a shotgun at us. The driver stayed in the cruiser but spoke to us though car’s PA system.

     “This is the LAPD. Drop your weapons.”

     “I’m a United States Marshal,” Beard shouted. “ I am going to reach for my ID.”

     “Do not move!” the PA barked. “Put down your weapons until we get this sorted out.” 

     The driver of the Escalade, a tall, ruddy faced blonde, looked at Beard and said, “ I ain’t going back prison. Not for what you’re paying Beard.”

     Ruddy face swung his sawed-off around and fired both barrels. The cop with the shotgun flew in to the air and landed on his back. The cop’s vest took most of it, but his face and both arms were bleeding badly.

     Beard and the guy with the Sig emptied their clips in to the windshield of the cruiser. The cop driving tumbled out of the car coughing and then he was silent.

     Beard and Sig quickly reloaded.

     With my hands still in the air I pushed the button on the key chain Bob Perkins had told me about. It was all I could think to do.

     “Lets get the fuck out of here,” Beard said and grabbed hold of my jacket. It was at that moment that my cars trunk popped open and the rocket popped out and started smoking.

     “What the fuck is that?” Ruddy face asked, just as I pressed the second button.

     “ A bomb,” I said.

     The rocket started to whine loudly, then it launched, striking ruddy face in the chest.

     I spun around and grabbed Beard’s gun hand. I head-butted his nose and enjoyed the sound of hearing it break. Beard went down. I had his gun.

     I heard two shots, and turned to see Carla falling to the ground. Ruddy face had shot her. I fired four shots at him and he went down. Then I turned to Sig who was looking at his partner. When he remembered me and raised his gun, I shot him in the face.

     I ran to Carla. She had two small holes in her chest. Blood was staining her pretty dress. She was unconscious, but she had a pulse in her neck.

     I heard a scrapping sound behind me and turned in time to see Beard pulling a backup gun from his ankle. He pointed the gun at me. I shot him twice. He did not try to get up again.

     I tossed Beard’s gun to the ground and picked up Carla.

     As I held her I looked around. People had left their cars in the street and had taken to running, so they could get as far away from the shooting as possible; Others were screaming and crying or on their cell phones and pointing accusing fingers at me.

     The whole incident had taken place in less than two minutes, though it had seemed longer to me.

     I heard sirens approaching and ran with Carla in my arms to Beard’s car. I put her in and got in myself. 4th Street was block with cars, so I drove on the sidewalk until I hit a clear street, with my mind racing to remember where the nearest hospital was.

     After about thirty seconds my hands stopped shaking and mind cleared enough for me to realize that Beard’s car was a police car; an unmarked police car.

     I flicked the siren toggle switch and then the code 3 lights switch. I pressed on the gas and the traffic made room for me.

     California Southwest Medical Center was five blocks away on 8th and Broadway. I tried not to look at Carla, just focus on my driving, but I found that impossible to do, every few seconds I’d steal a glance at her. She was breathing, but just barely.

     At 8th and Spring Street the intersection was completely blocked. Car horns were blaring so loud I could barely hear my siren. I braked to a stop. The sudden jolt caused Carla to stir and then she started coughing. Frothy, pinkish blood spilled from her mouth. 

     The intersection was blocked because a homeless man was dancing under the stop light to beautiful music only he could hear.

     Carla coughed again.

     “Am I going to die, Harmon?” she asked me.

     I took off my tie and wiped her mouth.

     “Try not to talk, Carla.”

     “I want to tell you about, Azule,” she said and coughed.

     “Please, Carla. Don’t talk. Save your energy.”

     The last thing in the world I wanted to do was talk about her brother, Azule. Because if not for Azule, Carla and I would perhaps never would have broken up. If not for Azule, perhaps I would still be a chef. If not for Azule, I never would have heard about a girl named Mercedes…

     I turned off the siren, put the car in park and told Carla, “I’ll be right back.”

     I jumped out of the car and ran up to the homeless gentleman and grabbed him by his filthy coat.

     “Get the fuck out of the street,” I said to him and shoved him toward the sidewalk.

     I ran back to the car. The cars ahead of me started to move and I hit the siren.

     “ Harmon listen to me. Azule was not my brother. He was my son. My father raped me when I was twelve.”

     That information hit me like a Mike Tyson right-hook. I almost lost control of the car.

     “My God, Carla….” I did not know what to say.

     She coughed and then continued, “My father was an evil man. That is why my mother took me to America to get away from him. I gave birth to Azule here in the states. He never knew I was his mother.”

     My face started to feel warm and a wayward tear escaped my left eye.

     “I was always damaged goods, my love,” she said. “ I felt so selfish being with someone as good as you. You deserved so much better.”

     “That’s not true Carla. I loved you. If you had told me I would not have loved you any less.”

     She coughed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

     She looked at the blood on her hand, “This is not good.”

     I could see the hospital up ahead.

     “Hang in there Carla. We are almost there.”

     “When Azule was killed,” she said, “I felt as if a weight had been lifted off of me. Whenever I looked at him I saw my father. I was glad he was dead. And that made me hate myself even more. That is why I left you Harmon. You deserved so much better than me.”

     My eyes were so wet I could hardly see where I was driving.

     “I’m going to die Harmon. Just promise me you will take me home and bury me in Rio.”

     “Stop talking like that…”

     “Promise me. I do not want to be buried in Los Angeles.”

     “I promise,” I said.

    Carla lightly punched me in the arm and said, “I love you buddy. You know, we almost made it to a new start. But I guess there are no second chances for people like me.”

     I looked at her. 

     She closed her eyes and stopped breathing.

     I wanted to close my eyes and stop breathing along with her.

     I wanted to kill every cruel, evil person on this plant.

     I skidded to a stop in front of the emergency room, ran inside and yelled for help.

     In less than a minute Carla was in trauma room #3, being working on by a team of professionals, who would give a Valliant effort to bring her back to life, fail and then move on to the next emergency.

     A small women with a clipboard was asking me about Carla’s insurance provider; a security guard was telling me that he had called the police because the hospital has to report all gun shot victims; and a man lying face down on a gurney was shouting to a nurse that he had no idea how a roll of quarters got stuck in his ass.   

     They pronounced Carla dead at 6:18pm. Fifteen minutes after we had arrived.

     I walked out of the hospital and looked around.

     Cars where still moving. Birds continued to fly. The sun was slowing going down and the city was as loud as ever.

     Carla was dead and this narcissistic planet did not care.

     A black and white pulled up to the ER and two cops walked inside.

     It was time for me to leave. I had a job to finish and a promise to Carla to keep.

                   Chapter 30

     The sign I passed stated that Sacramento was 125 miles away.

     I had been driving for five hours without stopping, staying within the speed limit to avoid being stopped by an over zealous Highway Patrol officer. 

    I was heading north on the 101 to pick up Mercedes.

     I looked at my watch, 12:12am. There were few cars on the highway, mainly truckers with deadlines to meet and women with small children in the car. The women would be making midnight escapes, telling themselves over and over again that they would not return to the abuse, only to turn around after fifty miles and head back. Maybe he would change this time…

     I was driving a ’78 black corvette that I had borrowed from paranoid ex-chef Manny “Nut” Barr. The radio in the car did not work; Manny had taken it out because he thought the government was reading his mind through it. That left me with my thoughts.

     After I left the hospital, I called Groovy on one of the throwaway cell phones and asked him to meet me at the corner of 7th and Los Angeles Street downtown. He said he would be there in twenty minutes.

     I walked over to the garment district and bought a pullover shirt, jeans, a black windbreaker and a pair of running shoes. My shoes and clothes were covered in blood, Carla’s blood.

     The young Hispanic clerk did not give me a second look when I changed into my new clothes and asked him to toss my old. Even seeing my guns did not bothered him. In that part of town I was a good customer, because I had paid for everything.

     While I waited for Groovy to show up I called TJ.

     “Hello?”

     “TJ, its me.”

     “Oh my God!” she shouted in the phone. “ Harmon I have been so worried about you. Are you ok? Where are you? Every news station in town has you as there top story. They are saying you killed a Marshall and two cops. I know that’s not true… But my God, Harmon…”

     “TJ. TJ, please calm down,” I said to her. “I want you to know that everything you are hearing about me is not true. Beard was a dirty cop, and yes I did kill him. But it was Beard and two of his men that killed the police officers.”

     TJ started crying.

     “What are we going to do, Harmon?”

     She said, we not you. That is why I love her so much.

     “Listen, TJ, I have to go. I want you to know that I love you and that somehow…someway, I am going to clear my name and bring this nightmare to an end.”

     “Let me help,” she said.

     “This will be over soon. I promise…” I hung up so that I would not have to hear her objections.

     Groovy pulled up a few minutes later in his VW Bug and I climbed in.

     “Where to?”

     “Head to Venice,” I said.

      We drove south on Los Angeles Street and then turned right on Venice heading west. 

      Groovy gave me a sideways glance and said, “Talk to me Harmon.” 

     I gave Groovy the abridged version of what had transpired in the last two hours. Then I told him about the two kidnapped girls and sending Kevin Coyote to go and free them. When I was finished he took his right hand off the wheel and patted my shoulder.

     “ It was suppose to be a simple missing persons case Grov. Carla should not be dead or those two cops or Beard’s partner Owens.

     My world has been turned up side down and I don’t know if I can set it right again. All I know is that Mercedes is up north and I am going to go get her and give her enough money to go away with and start a new life. I will not be bringing her back here as I had planned.”

     I closed my eyes and sat back in the seat. I was so tired.

     “Do you know what the irony in all this is Grov?”

     “What is that?” he asked.

     “The irony is,” I said. “ I have not even meet the woman who is at the center of the mess. For all I know Mercedes could be a demon that bites the heads off kittens and pushes down little old ladies.”

     Another sideways glance from Groovy.

     “Even if she is,” Groovy said, “with all that she has been through in her life it would be understandable. But I am a strong believer in karma, Harmon. If she is a bad person, no so brave a knight as you would be helping her.”

     “But that’s just it Grov,” I said, “I have not helped her. Not yet. I thought I could bring down the Zeffirelli brothers and then she would be free. But I had no idea Beard was in the mix.

     Now I am wanted for murder and more felonies than I can count.”

     We passed Grandview Avenue and Groovy asked what part of Venice Beach did I want. I told him to go to chef Barr’s house and I told him why.

     “Grov, we have to change plans. You cannot go with me to get Mercedes. If you are caught with me you going to prison for a very, very long time.”

     Groovy cut across traffic setting off a chorus of blaring horns and pulled up to the curb. He turned in his seat and looked at me.

     “I am a big boy, Harmon. I can decide for myself what risks I want to take. You’re my best friend. Let me help you.”

     “No,” I said. “ End of discussion. If you want to help me, keep an on TJ. I do not know if the Zeffirellis’ know about her. But in case they do I want you to be her shadow until I get back. Do that for me Grov, please.”

     He pounded the wheel with the palm of his hand.

     Groovy started to put the Bug in drive but stopped and said to me, “Harmon it is not to late to go to the police and tell them everything. Let them retrieve Mercedes. Larson is your friend he will help you. You know he will.” He rubbed his face with both hands, then continued, “Harmon it has gotten out of control. Let your friends help you.”

     I looked to my right, taking in our surroundings. I could not look at him.

     Let your friends help you.

     That is what I had been doing; Asking my friends to help me. 

     And at the same time putting them in danger of being arrested for aiding and abetting or worst having to deal with the Zeffirellis’.

     And getting Carla killed…

     The section of Venice Boulevard were we had stopped was in Culver City, a five minute drive to Manny’s home, a thirty minute walk.

     I looked at Groovy.

     “ I’m getting out here,” I said. “Grov, you are the best friend a person could have. Keep TJ safe. In 48 hours this will all be over one way or another.”

     I got out of the car before he could reply.

     The night was turning cold. I zipped up my windbreaker and started walking. After about five minutes Groovy’s car passed me. I watched as his taillights grew smaller, and then became a pair of red eyes among hundreds.

     At Manny’s I counted out another fifty thousand from the black trashed bag as Manny, every five seconds, looked out the window for hidden invaders he was sure had followed me here.

     I thought that I would have to bribe Manny for the keys to his Vette, but he gave them up freely and pushed me toward the door.

     “Thanks chef.”

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” he said. “Just get the fuck outta here. You got local and federal cops after your ass. If they find you in my car I’m gonna tell’m you took it from me at gunpoint. Good luck Harmon. Now go for fuck sake.”

                    ****************

     At 3:22 am I stopped at an AM PM that also advertised that it was a mini Greyhound bus stop, for gas and something to eat. I bought two cheese burgers I noticed being kept warm by heat lamps in a plexiglass case, a large coffee and a map of Lake County that contained a smaller map of the city of Clearlake. The houseboat would be easy to find.

     In the car I ate, drank the coffee and worked on my plan. I would pick up Mercedes, drive her to San Francisco and put her on a plane. If she has a passport she goes out of the country. If not I’d send her to Hawaii where my ex-partner James Bellows was now living. He would take care of her.

     I finished the burgers and coffee and walked over to a white trash can and through away the wrappers and empty cup. As turned to walk back to the car an old dusty white van pulled into the parking lot. Spray painted all over the van was the peace sign, and love and flowers. An old hippy Willie Nelson look alike got out and walked around to the passenger side and opened the door.

    A shapely young woman got out and Willie slid back the vans side door and took out a small suitcase and handed it to her.

    She wore a black baseball cap, baggy gray sweatshirt, which did little to hide her ample chest, and blue jeans. She gave Willie a friendly hug and watch him drive off. She sat on a cement bench and looked at her watch.

     While I had been watching her I had forgotten to breath. I let my breath out and walked over to her.

     “Hello Mercedes.”

     Her head whipped up and she look at me. Her body went stiff with fear and she scooted has far away from me on the bench as she could.

     “You, you’re Harmon Colt,” she said pointing an accusatory finger at me.

     “Yes, I am.”

     She put her hands together as if in prayer.

     “Please don’t kill me.”

                 Chapter 31

     I was taken aback by what she had said. 

     “Mercedes, I am here to help you. Your brother called and told you that,” I said in a calm voice.

     She sat there staring at me, her fear slowing giving way to confusion. 

     To say she is beautiful would be insulting to her looks. No artist could create such beauty without being accused of imagining an unearthly Goddess. 

     She took off her cap and sat it down on the bench, “I saw your picture on TV. Then they said your name and that you had killed police officers and that prick Beard.”

     “I killed Beard and I do not regret that, but I did not kill the officers.”

     I moved close to her.

     I asked, “Do you mind if I sit down?”

     She did not answer so I sat.

     Mercedes ran her hands through her hair, tousling black ringlets.

     “Please tell me what is happening Mr. Colt.”

     I rubbed the back of my neck.

     “I was hired to find you,” I said. When I saw the fear come back to her, I quickly added, “by Giuseppe Falsetti.”

     A small smile came to hers lips and barely audible she said, “Giuseppe…”

     I told her almost everything; I left out Carla’s death. I do not know why, I just did. I explained to her how Beard tricked me into also looking for her by threatening to tell Giuseppe’s wife about their affair. When I was finished she started to cry.

     I scooted across the bench and held her. We stayed like that for about two minutes. When she stopped crying I went in the AM PM and took a couple of napkins. I handed them to her. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

     “I am so sorry, Mr. Colt. Wherever I go I cause people nothing but trouble. Even when I leave, my trouble stays behind causing people all kinds of trouble.” She blew her nose. “My mama said that the reason she gave me to Joe and Jim was because I was nothing but trouble from the minute I was born.”

     “Theo told me about your mother,” I said. “She was a lowlife crack dealing whore. Don’t blame yourself for anything. You were just a little girl when she sold you to the Zeffirllis’.”

     Mercedes gave her head a slight nod, like she truly wanted to believe that but just couldn’t. Not yet anyway.

     “ You said Theo is ok?” she asked.

     “Yes.”

     “I love that kid,” she said.

     “Mercedes I have to ask you where you were headed to?”

     “Los Angeles.”

     “Why?”

     “Because,” she said, “ when I saw you on TV and they said all that stuff about you I got scared that maybe you had fooled my brother. Maybe even killed him. So I called the police in LA and told them I would take a bus to LA and tell them everything I know about you, which is nothing. But I thought I would at least be safe with them.”

     “How long ago did you call them?” I was already reaching for the car keys.

     “It was about seven o’clock. I know because Wheel of Fortune was on…”

     “Did you tell them you would leave from this bus stop?”

     “Yes, they asked.”

     With one hand I grabbed her arm and stood her up with the other I picked up the suitcase and started to drag both toward the car.

     “Hey, what are you doing? Let go of me,” she shouted. “What’s wrong. Did I do something wrong?”

     I stopped and looked at her.

     “I have no idea if Beard was the only dirty cop involved in this. If someone tipped the Zeffirells’ that you are here, you and me are dead. Do you hear me? We are dead.”

     I spotted the two CHP black and whites coming down the same off ramp I had, at the same time I heard the helicopter. In an instant, Mercedes and I become aglow in blue-white light from the copter’s 10,000,000 candlepower spotlight.

     I let go of Mercedes.

     “What should we do?” she asked me.

     “Go inside the store and wait for them to come and get you.” I did not want some local sheriff to shot her by accident. I gave her a little shove to get her moving.

     “I’m sorry Mr. Colt.”

     “Just run to the store.”

     She did as I asked.

     I heard tires braking hard and doors being opened.

     From the helicopters PA: “ Harmon Colt. This is the California Highway Patrol, you are under arrest. Lay down on your stomach, arms spread out with your left leg crossed over your right.”

     For once, I did as I was told.

                  Chapter 32 
     Five hours after being arrested in Northern California I was sitting in a conference room on the 7th floor of Parker Center, the headquarters of the Los Angeles Police Department in downtown LA.

     That is to be expected…

     What is confusing to me is why I was in a conference room and not an interrogation room being batted round by a couple of bad breathed detectives who are trying to get a confession out of me.

     And it gets stranger: The cops have actually gone out of their way to be nice to me. They offered me breakfast when I arrived, which I refused. They offered me something to read while I waited for their superiors to get here. When I asked the detective if he had a copy of James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time, he smiled, shot me with his thumb and forefinger and stepped out. 
     This V.I.P treatment had started in the AM PM parking lot while I was lying spread eagle. As the officers approached me with their guns drawn I tensed waiting for the requisite kick to the head and the street justice ass-kicking cop killers receive before being taken in.

     None of that had happened.

     Instead, Mercedes and where put on the Helicopter and flown to Sacramento International Airport where a US Marshal Lear Jet 40 awaited to whisk us to LA.

     The cops on the jet were so sugary sweet to her and I it made my teeth hurt.

     So as I sit here in this air condition conference room, I’m sweating like Dick Cheney when he is asked to tell the truth.

     The door opened and a procession of four men and three women in suits walked in. Of the group I only recognized 3: The LA police chief Stanton. Larson, and Kevin Coyote. Coyote was the only one carrying a briefcase.

     Everyone sat, accept the chief. The chief was smaller than he looked on TV, yet he was still a commanding present.

     “Mr. Colt,” Stanton started, “ I am William Stanton of the Los Angeles police. The gentleman sitting to your right is Alfred Neeley US Marshall in charge of Southern District.”

     Neeley look as if he wanted to bite my head off and pour acid down my neck. 

     Stanton continued on with his introductions but I had stopped listening. I was looking at Coyote who was staring at the chief with a slight smile on his face.

     Whoever Kevin Coyote worked for I knew I was screwed. I had called him up and asked him to commit a felony for me: Breaking into a home and freeing two little girls and not reporting to the police that I knew the whereabouts of kidnap victims.

     When Stanton was introducing Coyote I focused once again.

     “… And at the far end of the table is Special Agent Kevin Coyote, Homeland Security.”

     Homeland Security… I would never walk out of prison.

     Stanton sat down and Neeley jumped up.

     “For the record,” Neeley said, “I want everyone in this room to know that I think this is pure, plain, bullshit. Colt should be booked and waiting for his lawyer. Not treated like some God-dammed hero.”

     Coyote stood up and said, “Sit down Neeley. Your agency screwed up so bad you may end up before congress if Mercedes Hamilton decides to go public about how well the Los Angeles Witness protection program works. Your Deputy, Beard, forced her to become sexually involved with him or he would sale her new ID to the Zeffirellis’. Neeley, you asshole, you are in so deep my man. Deep.”

     I could tell that Neeley was not used to being talked to like that, but he took it.

     Coyote looked around the table stopping on each face.

     “Does anyone having anything else to say before I continue?”

     No one did.

     “Good.” Coyote said, “ Chief Stanton, would you please bring down the flat screen.”

     The chief picked up a remote control and hit a button. An extra large Panasonic TV slide down the wall.

     I had a million questions I wanted to ask, but I kept my mouth shut. The only person in the room that seemed to be pissed off at me was Neeley, and he had been chastised for shooting off his mouth. So I kept my mouth shut.

     One thing I did find troubling was that Larson had yet to make eye contact with me.

     Stanton pushed another button on the remote and the lights dimmed.

     The TV flashed, and then I was looking at the shooting out on 4th Street. When it came to the part where Carla is shot, I closed my eyes and tried to control the rage building up in me.

     “As you can all see from the DVD tape we got from the hotel’s security camera, it was Beard and his men who murdered the two young officers and Carla Cardenas.”

     Neeley loosened his tie and slap the palm of his hand on the desk.

     “You want to say something, Neeley?” Coyote asked him.

     Neeley stood up and said, “ Bread transferred here two years from the Denver office. He came with high recommendations. I am not going to take the fall for this. I never even liked the sonofabitch.”

     “That’s good Neeley,” Coyote told him. “It is never too soon to start covering your ass.”

     That got a snicker from Larson. The only life he had shown so far.

     Larson chimed in, “The LAPD also has reason to believe that Beard killed his partner Owens. We are running ballistic tests on Beard’s gun that we recovered from the 4th Street crime scene.”

     “Oh wonderful,” Neeley said. “Does anyone else want to kick me in the nuts while I’m standing here with my hands behind my back?”

     Coyote smiled at Neeley.

     “There is going to be a Washington conga line waiting to kick you in the nuts before this is over.”

     Neeley say back down.

     One of the women in the room, a short sturdily built brunette, who reintroduced herself as Special Agent Janet Tower with the Los Angeles Field Office, stood up and spoke, “ At approximately 10:45 pm, Mountain Standard Time, Mr. Coyote,” she looked at Kevin, “I cannot call you, Agent Coyote, because I’m still not sure exactly what you do at Homeland Security, called in a request for a FBI CIRG Team, Critical Incident Response Group, to assist in freeing to young kidnap victims, Dana Clark and Paula Moon, being held at a home owned by Joe and Jim Zeffirelli, twenty miles outside of Denver.”

     A shocked rumble went through the room as everyone started to speak at once.

     Coyote held up a hand to quiet them, “Let her finish, she is coming up to the best part.”

     Tower stared at Coyote. He smiled and gave her a wink. Tower looked as if she wanted to jump across the table and slap him.

     “Continuing,” Tower said, “ when the CIRG team arrived on the scene, the two girls had already been rescued by Mr. Coyote and two of his men. Five armed men in the house were killed.”

     “The CIRG team was taking to long to get there,” Coyote said. “If I was being held in that house I would have wanted out ASAP.”

     Tower rolled her eye in frustration and picked up where she left off.   

   “The CIRG team leader stated that the Denver Sheriff’s Department were on scene, and they were fit to be tied, because the FBI did not notify them before hand. We had assumed that Mr. Coyote had done that.”

     “Never assume anything Agent Tower.”

     I spoke for the first time.

     “How are the two girls?” I asked Tower.

     Coyote answered, “Shaken up, dehydrated and really missing their families. But they had not been sexually assaulted. It seems the Zeffirelli brothers wanted to keep the girls wholesome to get the highest price. Or so I was told by one of their men before he died of his wounds.”                  Something dark and menacing flashed in Coyotes eyes for half a second, and then it was gone.

     Chief Stanton asked Coyote, “How did you find out that the Zeffirellis’ had kidnapped them? Every police agency in the country and the Virgin Islands have been looking for them for three weeks.”

     Larson looked at me. His eyes said that he was sorry. I had told him about the two girls yesterday, but he was so intent on having me turn myself in that he had blew off the information I had given him.

     Coyote looked at me then he looked at Larson. He could tell something was flashing between the two of us.

    “Detective Colt,” Coyote spoke directly to Stanton, “through his investigation trying to locate Mercedes Hamilton, discovered the information and passed it on to me.”

     “Jesus Christ,” Neeley said to no one imperticular. “Does Colt walk on water too?”

     Coyote ignored him and addressed the people had the table.

     “The reason I called this meeting is because I know the bullshit and red tape that can take place in a case like this,” Coyote looked at Neeley. “It is all to easy for a citizen like Harmon Colt to get caught up in the system while everyone tries to cover their collective Asses.

     I am here to say that no charges are to be brought against Mr. Colt. As a matter of fact, some of you here should pin a metal on him.”

     Coyote snapped open his brief case and took out two sheets of paper.

     “Who authorized you to make such a demand?” Tower asked.

     “Yeah, whom?” Neeley said.

     Coyote held up a letter in his right hand.

     “The US Attorney, for one,” he picked up the second letter with his left hand,” and the Director of Homeland Security. Anymore questions?”

     Tower sat down and rubbed her forehead. Neeley let out a low whistle.

     The young African-American man who was sitting with the other two women stood up.

     “On behalf of the Los Angeles District Attorney’s office, I have been told to report that we will not be pressing charges against Mr. Colt.

     Have a good day.” He turned and walked out. 

     Stanton turned to Coyote.

     “How do you want to play this?”

     “ I have a HOT-APB out for the Zeffirellis’. Homeland Security normally does not get involved in cases like this one. But when I saw the fear in those two little girls’ eyes, I knew the Z-brothers had to be taken off the street. We have Colt keep his meeting with the Zeffirellis’,” Coyote said. “Then we take those assholes down and your department does some creative writing to keep everyone happy. That goes for the US Marshall’s and the FBI also.

      Is everyone one board?”

     “What choice do we have?” Tower said. “Homeland Security overrides all other agencies.”

     There was a knock on the door. I uniform officer stuck his head in, “Chief, can speak with you for a moment?”

     Stanton excused himself and walked out closing the door behind him.

    The room was quiet. No one spoke. It looked like I might walk away from this with my license still intact.

    I tried to digest what was happening. I did not believe for a moment that Coyote is a Homeland Security operative. I had called a bar to contact him. Yet here he was throwing around his power.

     I had gotten in over my head in this case and he was saving my bacon. Why? He did not owe me.

     Stanton came back in the room and snatched up the remote control.

     “You are not going to believe this,” He said turning on the flat screen to KTLA 5 morning news.

     The TV showed four Highway Patrol vehicles in hot pursuit of a black Cadillac Escalade. 

     “It’s the Zeffirellis’,” Stanton said.

     I leaped out of my chair knocking it over. Everyone turned and looked at me, but I did not care. I wanted to be there when the Zeffirellis’ went down. I wanted to be the one pointing a gun at their heads hoping that they gave me a reason to pull the trigger.

     Now some state cops were going to take even that away from me.

     “Dammit,” I yelled.

     “What the hell is your problem?” Neeley asked me.

     I turned around and face him. I then took one step back and put a weeks worth of frustration into a right hook to Neeley’s jaw. 

     He fell over the conference table.

     “Get Colt the hell out of here,” Stanton yelled.

      Coyote grabbed me by one arm and Larson grabbed the other. They proceeded to drag me out of the room.

                      Chapter 33

      The projectile was heading straight for Mercedes, and there was nothing I could do to stop it, so I yelled: “Mercedes… Lookout.” She turned to the sound of my voice and was hit in the forehead by the foam football rocket Theo had tried to toss to Groovy.

     Unhurt, she put her hands on her hips. Today she wore a light blue sundress and no shoes. “You did that on purpose Theo,” she said smiling.

     Theo, wearing cut off jeans and a sleeveless sweatshirt ran up to her.

     “Are you ok? That crazy thing really takes off.”

     “Yeah it does,” Mercedes told him. “ Lets see how you like getting hit with it.” She picked up the football rocket and Theo took off running with her on his heels.

     We were in Maryanne’s spacious backyard having a barbeque. I sat under a lemon tree drinking a Corona and enjoying the sights I was seeing.

     The really cool thing about living in Los Angeles is that you can have a barbeque in November.

     It has been two weeks since the Zeffirellis’ high-speed chase. The brothers and three of their men had made it as far as Barstow before they ran out of gas. Someone in the Escalade thought it was a good idea to take a shot at a San Bernardino County Sheriff’s car. The Highway Patrol and the Sheriffs literally shot up the Escalade so bad that it fell apart. 

     I take a pull of beer and look at TJ who is at the large Weber grill with Chef Pete and Groovy. She feels my eyes on her and turns and blows me a kiss, which I catch and put to my lips.

     The LAPD and the U.S. Marshals took Kevin Coyote’s advice and worked together in creating a fictional scenario of the events that had taken place. The Marshals took credit for weeding out a rogue deputy and the LAPD took credit for saving Mercedes and pointing Homeland security in the direction of the Zeffirellis.

     Both agencies did toss me a crumb. They gave me credit for finding the information about the two kidnapped young girls. Because of that my business was booming. But I was not ready to take on any cases just yet.

     Not all of the guilty had been punished.  

     I took another pull of beer and looked over at Miss. Nomer and Benny sitting at a picnic table deep in conversation.

     This backyard party held many broken individuals trying to mend and heel. Including yours truly. It will take time, but I am sure we will all make it.

     Four days ago I typed a report out for Giuseppe Falsetti. I took it to his restaurant and let him read it. Then I had him burn the report because my version of what happened did not come close to the official police version; my report told the truth.

     “For get about all of this Giuseppe,” I told him. 

     “What about Mercedes?” he asked me. “ I can’t just forget about her.”

     “If she wants to see you she knows where to find you. Right now she needs time, man. A whole lot of time.” I walked out as he started to cry.

     My beer was empty so I started to get up to get another one when I saw Kevin Coyote walking across the lawn toward me.

     Benny saw him also and jumped up from the picnic table and ran up to him.

     “Who the fuck are you?” Benny asked Coyote, while at the same time getting into a karate stance. “And how the fuck did you get in here. The gate is alarmed and locked.”

     Coyote wore a light blue Bush shirt and khaki pants. His good looks and confident air had everyone at the party staring at him.

     He stuck his hand out to Benny.

     “I’m Kevin Coyote, Benny,” he said. “I’m a friend of Harmon’s.”

     “How do you know my name?”

     “I keep up with the local martial arts scene. I saw your match with Ta Johnson. You kick his ass, Benny. Very impressive.”

     Benny dropped his stance, blushed and shook Coyote’s hand.

     “Well, if you know Harmon you can stay.” Benny turned and walked back to Miss. Nomer, saying loudly, “That guy saw the tournament I was in last month.”

     Coyote patted me on the shoulder.

     “How are you holding up Harmon?”

     “I’m good. I want to thank you again for what you did for me. I still do not know who you really work for and I guess I don’t care, but thanks again.”

     Coyote gave me a slight shrug and a smile. Then he reached in to his back pocket and pulled out a white envelope and handed it to me.

     I put my beer bottle on the grass and opened the envelope. Inside was a photo with an address written on the back.

     I looked at him, “I have to thank you again,” I said.

     “Don’t mention it. I mean that literally.”

     I put the envelope in my back pocket.

     “Can I get you a beer?” I asked him, “or something to eat? We have top chefs cooking here.”

     “I would love to but I have to go,” Coyote said and held out his hand. We shook, “Do what you have to do Harmon to put this all behind you. I gave you that information not for you to exact revenge. I gave it to you so you can find closure. Good luck.”

     He turned and walked away.

     I picked up my beer bottle and put it in the recycle bin. I started walking toward the bucket filled with ice and more beer and I stopped and looked around.

     I looked at the ones I loved… At the new friends I had made and given a second chance at life… I thought about the death this case had brought with it… And I wondered about who I really am.

     I touch the envelope in my back pocket.

     I was about to find out who I really am… 

                  Epilogue

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

3 December 2010

2:44pm
     December in Brazil is the beginning of their summer.

     As I walked down Avenue Winston Churchill, in the north section of Rio, my thin red cotton t-shirt was turning black from my sweat. My guide, Martin, a small, round man with thinning blonde hair, tugged at his own shirt to let the slight breeze in.

     I was surprised by the stark contrast of the poor and wealthy living basically side by side. Favelas or shantytown homes built cheaply and painted bright greens, reds and yellows along side glistening skyscrapers with floral covered balconies.

     I wondered how Carla felt when she had walked this city as a little girl.

     I gave Martin a sideways glance, keeping an eye on him.

     Martin had told me that he was an ex-pat living in Rio to pursue his art. Groovy, who had introduced me to Martin, told me that Martin was a deadbeat dad wanted in Houston for $58,000 in back child support. Groovy also told me not to trust the guy. But for what I needed Martin was the man.

     We turned east onto Vila Meriti Street and were instantly surrounded by kids ranging in age 5 to about 14.                                      Their clothes were filthy and not really clothing more like rags that clung to their sweaty bodies. They held out their dirty hands and begged for money. When that drew no response from us, the little girls made sexual gyrating gestures, followed by the boys doing the same in case that was our preference. 

     The whole scene was sad and heart breaking. 

     I stopped walking and took my backpack off my shoulder. I had my wallet inside. Keeping a wallet in your pocket can be a costly mistake in Rio. 

     Martin put his hand on my arm to stop me.

     “Do not give them any money,” he said. “They will not be allowed to keep it. The teenagers will take it from them, or the bent cops will.”

     I pulled my arm away a dug out 20 dollars worth of paper reels and passed them out to the kids. As soon as I did older kids started to come out of the shadows, snatching the money from the children.

     “See?” Martin said, “I told you not to bother. You keep doing shit like that and you will get us killed. Even if you have a gun.” He said and patted the backpack where I had put the .38 I had just bought from a guy Martin knew.

     “Lets go,” I told him.

     From Vila Merriti we turned down an alley that was door-to-door bars.

     “Its this one here.”

     Martin pointed to a sign that read Bar Matanca. The sign showed drops of blood falling from a heart.

     “This is as far as I go man,” Martin said.

     “I may need you to translate.”

     “I don’t need no assory to murder charge, pal”

     I looked around the dank smelly alley.

     “Who said I was going to kill anyone?”

     Martin pointed at my backpack.

     “You didn’t buy that gun to pick your teeth, my friend.” He backed away from me and then turned and ran up the alley as fast as his bowling ball legs would carry him.

     I kneeled down, unzipped my backpack and removed the oily cloth the gun was wrapped in. I tossed the cloth and stood up, sticking the gun in my waistband under my shirt.

     Walking into the bar I had to stop and let my eyes adjust to the dim light.

     What was lit well was the bar itself, a L-shaped affair with 12 stools, all but two occupied, by men and women staring in to their drinks searching for salvation. I sat down on one of the empty stools and asked the bartender for a cerveja.

     The bartender was black, and he wore his hair in large Afro, like I did when I was a kid.

     “What kind of beer do you want, dude?” he asked me.

     “You’re American?”

     “Yeah, and so are you. Your Portuguese sucks,” he laughed.

     “I’ll have a Bohemia Weiss.”

     He opened the dark bottled beer with the gold and white label.

     I took a hundred, US, out of my backpack and handed to him.

     He held the money up to the light and examined it carefully before making it disappear in his shirt pocket.

     “Let me give you a bit of advice bro,” he said to me. “One, beer don’t cost that much in this country and two, you go around flash’n Franklins like that in a bar like this, you will never make it back home.”

     I took along pull on the beer. I reached in the backpack and pulled out the photo Coyote had given me. I showed it to the bartender.

     “I’m looking for this man,” I said. “I went to his home. He was not there. His neighbor told me he drinks here when he has money.”

     “Why you look’n for him?”

     “I want to talk to him about his daughter.”

     He touched the pocket with the money in it.

     “He’s in the back at a table near the restroom. He likes to drink alone.” He leaned on the bar and said to me in a whisper, “You give me another Franklin and I’ll help you bury his body.”

     “I told you I just want to talk to him.”

     He touched his pocket again.

     “You’ll have a hard time doing that. He don’t speak English. And your Portuguese sucks.”

     I pulled a fifty out of the pack.

     “Translate for me.”

     I handed him the money.

     “ Não importa quando,” he said. “Right this way sir.”

     He stepped under the bar and came out the other side, leading the way to the back of the room.

     My eyes had adjusted allowing me to see in the dark room.

     Small round tables were here and there. Some booths were occupied. A fat man sat at a table drinking an amber colored liquid, while a woman just as fat as he, had her head in his lap servicing him.

     We approached a table with four chairs. A man sat alone drinking from a bottle of vodka.

     He never took his eyes off us.

     “Mestre Cardenas?” I asked. “Mestre, Victor Cardenas?”

     “ Sim, o que você quer?”

     I looked at the bartender and asked him, “What is your name?”

     “Charles.”

     “What did he say, Charles?”

     “He said: Yes, what do you want?”

     I looked down at Carla’s father. He was small and frail, bald on top with salt and pepper hair to his shoulders.

     I pulled out a chair and sat down. Charles followed suit.

     I reached into my backpack and took out an eight by ten photo of Carla. It had been taken when she started to appear on local morning shows, showing off her pastry skills.

     I handed the photo to Victor Cardenas. He looked at the photo and smiled warmly. Then he tore the picture in two and then tore it again, making four pieces. He put the pieces of torn photo on the table. What he did next was beyond irreverent.

     He spat on the pieces.

     “Puta,” he said.

     “ He called her a whor…”

     I cut Charles off, “I do not need a translator to understand that…”

     This son of a bitch, who sits before me, who had raped his daughter, had the gall to call her a whore in front of me.

     Cardenas saw the look in my eyes. He reached down in his boot and pulled out a long hunting knife. He stood up quickly knocking over his chair.

     I thought of going for the gun in the backpack, but I did not have time. Victor Cardenas lunged at me. At the same time I picked up the vodka bottle and swung at his head. The broke as it smash his nose. He dropped the knife and grabbed his face with both hands. I picked up the knife, got a hold of Victor’s right hand, and placed it on top of the pieces of photo. With all of my pent-up rage, I drove the knife through his hand.

     Victor screamed.

     Charles shouted, “Fuck… man…”

     I kicked Victor in the nuts; he went down on his knees. Hand still pinned to the table.

     I picked up my backpack.

     “Thanks for your help, Charles.”

     I walked out feeling better than I had in years.

     I took a cab to Pier Mauá. I asked the driver to wait for me. I jogged to the end of the pier and tossed the pistol into the Atlantic Ocean.

                  ********************

     Groovy and I were staying at the beautiful Copacabana Palace hotel. I found him in the bar listen to a three-piece band.

       I had ditched Groovy earlier, because I wanted to deal with Victor Cardenas alone. If something went wrong, I did not want Groovy sitting next to me in jail.

     Groovy did not see it that way. As I walked up to the table I could tell that he was pissed off with me.

     I took off my backpack and sat down.

     “Hey, Grov.”

     He ignored me.

     “Come on,” I said. “Don’t be mad. It is over. I had to do it this way.”

     He took a sip of his drink, with fruit in it.

     “I’m not mad Harmon. I’m hurt. Hurt that you do not trust me enough to take me with you.”

     “I wanted to keep you out of trouble. I did ask you to come with me to Rio. Because I needed you.”

     That seemed to appease him.

     A waiter came by and I order a beer.

     “Is it over now, Harmon?” he asked me.

     “Not yet,” I said.

     I got up and walked over to the band.

     “Do you know the song, Wave?” I asked.

     “OH, yes,” the saxophone player said.

     I hand him a twenty and walked back to the table.

     My beer was waiting for me. I took a sip just has the sax player started to blow the hunting Wave melody.

     I toasted Groovy’s glass.

     “Now it is over buddy,” I said to him.

                        Fin 
