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-1- 

hadows and fog. A wedge of white light flickers at the end of a 

long corridor, floating towards me. 

“Dead man walking,” a guard says.  

 Am I? Walking, I mean? I can’t even feel my feet, but I hear their 

scrape on the concrete floor, the jangle of chain between my ankles.  

 Of all the prize fixes a man can get himself into... 

Ellis P. York. Private Investigator. Veteran. Some mother’s son. 

And now: Enemy of the State.  

And there... 

 In the barest of bare rooms, hunkered under a big round clock 

with hands in a race toward midnight, it waits—the electric chair. 

 It waits—rough-hewn, black, obscenely greasy-looking, as if 

lacquered with the rendered oils of each man it had embraced, 

bristling with buckles, manacles, and straps, all looking empty and 

hungry, like the chair itself, gaping for a victim to satisfy its grim 

appetite. 

 But it’s the clock. It’s the clock that fixes my eye. The sweeping, 

spider-like second hand, the big, marching minute hand, and the 

hour hand, thrust straight up like a dagger. 

 Thirteen minutes to midnight. 

 For a moment, the guards look at me—rigid, my head cocked back, 

staring—as if they think my nerve—or my mind—has deserted me. A 

profound pause—each molecule in the room frozen, like a pinball, 

poised at the zenith of its arc, before it pivots and sails downward, 

bouncing from rail to bumper to bell in its unpredictable course.  

 But my course has run out, and the end is as predictable as 

Thanksgiving turkey. 

S 
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 The guards, blinking dumbly, snap out of their moment’s reverie. 

A nudge moves me forward. The shackles come off. Then, gently as 

you please, they show me to my seat. 

 A strap grips my right wrist, my left, both legs, then the big one 

around the chest. I feel my right pants leg being rolled up, something 

cold and jelly-like slathered on my shin, the sharp touch of metal. A 

priest, holding a Bible, mouths words I can’t make out, but the tone, 

droning and hollow, is familiar. 

 I feel more eyes, now behind a darkened plate of glass, hiding 

behind the ghostly reflection of myself, like an image on a movie 

screen that stares back at me. And shining roundly above my head, 

forming, not a halo, but an evil moon, is the clock.  

 My mind buzzes with haunted flashes of thought and jigsaw pieces 

of incoherent memory. Every piece I try to fit together only makes 

more pieces, more questions. What did I do? How did I get here? Was 

it fate? Heredity? God’s private joke? I keep running it through my 

brain, but something’s screwy.  

 More goo, this time on my temples. An ill-fitting metal cap is fixed 

to my head. Reflected in the glass, the clock waxes full. 

 Shakespeare called death the sleep to end a thousand natural 

shocks. But only a few ticks of the clock separate me from the most 

unnatural shock of all. 

 Somebody asks me if I have any last words. For once—forever—

I’m speechless. They don’t ask a second time, and the world goes dark 

behind a black, canvas hood.  
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s usual, it all started with a dame... 

 I was at my office, somewhere on the downward slope of 

Hollywood. The ritzy nightclub across the street was a burlesque 

house now, its “Live Girls” sign flickering like a butt in a drunk’s 

cupped hand. The old movie palace next door hadn’t gotten the word 

about Technicolor. Tonight it was Movie Crazy, an old thigh-slapper 

starring Harold Lloyd. Tomorrow it would be some other forgotten 

flick usually found only in the back numbers of Variety.  

 I stood at the open window, dragging on a Chesterfield, my 

preferred brand, taking in the air coughed up by the beetle-backed 

cars that slithered like an endless centipede up Gower St. The Santa 

Anas were kicking up—first, a hot, dry whisper in my ear, then a gust 

that blew out the “S” on the “Live Girls” sign like a candle. 

 It was a lousy night in a string of lousy nights. The kind of night 

when you look at the lip of a bottle and the barrel of a gun and wonder 

which would taste better. On my desk, the bottle of Jim Beam was 

half empty. The army issue Colt was fully loaded.  

The devil on my shoulder made a strong argument, but the angel in 

my hand was more seductive. I filled it with another shot of rye. 

 I offered a toast to nothing as a shadow fell across my office door, 

where “Ellis P. York, Private Investigator,” was spelled in reverse 

across the glass. The latch clicked. Instinctively, I grabbed the .45 and 

stepped back into the shadow. 

 The door cracked open and light spilled in over a permanent wave 

in shoulder pads and pumps. She stood there, poised with every curve 

in perfect silhouette, the kind of image you usually get in Hollywood 

only with Marlene Dietrich, a Kraut director, and a hundred grand in 

Klieg lights. 

A 
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 I liked the shape. I liked the shape just fine, but I wondered how 

the rest of the package looked. 

 “Hello? Is anyone there?” 

 No cigarettes and sauerkraut in that voice. It was pure California 

sunshine, with just the barest hint of L.A. smog. 

 I stuffed the .45 in the small of my back under my belt, eased one 

hand up the gooseneck lamp standing next to me, and snapped on 

the switch. 

 The light hit her full in the face. She let out a single breathy note 

of surprise, but didn’t throw her hands before her eyes the way you 

might expect, just turned her face a few degrees and squinted into the 

light, as if she was trying to make me out. I don’t know what she could 

see, but what I saw was a bit of all right: five-three, the comfortable 

side of a hundred and ten, dark eyes under frank, charcoal eyebrows, 

full, wide lips, and waves of midnight hair that showed auburn in the 

highlights. Somewhere between the girl next door and the girl next 

door’s naughty cousin. But just my luck. A kid—nineteen, twenty at 

the oldest. 

 “Haven’t you heard?” I barked, a little louder than I intended. 

“Lights out means nobody’s home.” 

 “You startled me,” she said, as familiar as if she knew me. 

 “I’m not the one sneaking in on people.” 

 She looked at the whiskey bottle on the desk—rather pointedly, I 

thought. “This is a place of business, isn’t it?” 

 Cute, that. I liked her style, but in my office it’s my show, so I 

unsheathed the .45— with a flourish more calculated than casual—

slid open a desk drawer, and dropped the weapon in with a thud. At 

the sight of the cannon, her wide eyes went wider. 

 “Sure, it’s a place of business—during business hours.” 

 I slid open another drawer, pulled out a companion for my glass, 

and poured two stiff shots. 

 “Join me?” 

 “I didn’t come here to drink.” 

 My rule is what comes out of the bottle stays out of the bottle. I 

shrugged, poured her shot into mine, and downed it. 

 “I trust that hit the spot,” she said. 

 “A near miss. That’s as close as I ever get.” 
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 The barest snort. And not a snort that’s really a laugh, but a snort 

that’s really a snort. And in case I was too dense to get it, the look she 

gave me filled in the blanks.  

 Normally, a strange dame comes into my office and starts making 

with the holier-than-thou, I’d get sore, but there was something 

about this one. She was what guys in my racket commonly refer to as 

a “cute kid”—the kind of girl who hasn’t yet become that kind of 

woman. If she’d been a blonde she’d be the young schoolmarm who 

used to make you want to recite your times tables just to see her 

smile. But she was no blonde, and I was no schoolboy. 

I fished out another Chesterfield, tamped it, stuck it between my 

lips, and lit up as I rolled the words out of the side of my mouth. 

“So whaddya want?” 

 “I need help.” 

 “The YWCA is down the street.” 

 Another look. Maybe anger, maybe something else. “I didn’t come 

here to be insulted, either.” 

 I sat down, stuck out my lower lip, and huffed a blue geyser toward 

the ceiling.  “Okay, you didn’t come here to drink, and you didn’t 

come here to be insulted. So, why did you come here?” 

 She seemed to count to ten, glanced at the chair opposite me. “If 

you’ll offer me a seat, I’ll be happy to tell you.” 

 “And if I don’t offer, will you be just as happy to leave?” 

 She didn’t make it past three, this time. She sat. It looked like I 

was going to get her spiel whether I liked it or not.  

 “It’s your nickel.” 

 She put a pink-palmed hand before her eyes. “Will you please get 

that light out of my face?” 

 “Sorry.” I turned the gooseneck down toward the floor, and her 

eyes became two dark wells with the barest ripple of reflected light. 

 “Thank you.” 

 She paused. I waited. Even in the half-dark I could read the 

uneasiness in her face. 

 “My name’s...Vergos. Hellen Vergos. With two L’s.” 

 She spoke the name with emphasis, her look penetrating, as if she 

was watching to gauge my response. 

 “Okay,” I said. “Mine’s York. Ellis P. Also with two L’s. Now what?” 
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 But instead of answering, she just kept staring at me, waiting for 

something. 

 “Lady, either I’m hard of hearing or you’re hard of speaking, 

because I’m not getting anything.” 

 “I’m looking for someone.” 

 “Good. Who?” 

 Another beat. She fumbled in her purse, fished out a photo. “A 

very dear friend. Here’s his picture.” 

 She handed it across the desk. I could feel her eyes measuring me 

as I looked at it: some round-spectacled swell, late twenties, maybe 

thirty, with slicked-back hair and a pencil mustache. 

 “How long has he been missing?” 

 “That’s...hard to say.” 

 Now it was my turn to look. “And why is that?” 

 Instead of answering, she shifted in her seat. “It’s so dark in here. 

Can’t we have more light?” 

 “I see fine. Has this dear friend got a name?” 

 “On the back.” 

 I flipped the photo over, read aloud the name written there in a 

precise, practiced script: “‘Hamlet Huffington Ravenswood III.’ Is 

that a joke?” 

 She stiffened. “I assure you it is not.” 

 “Maybe he’s not missing. With a handle like that it could be 

suicide.” 

 The look I expected, but the words surprised me. 

 “You didn’t used to be so cruel.” 

 I paused over a drag of nicotine to take close inventory of her 

features. Nothing. 

 “You don’t say,” I said. “Do we know each other?” 

 “We used to play together as kids. Don’t you remember?” 

 She leaned forward, as if to give me a better look in the dim light. 

Still nothing. I tried the photo again. 

 “And this Huffington Puffington—did I play with him too?” 

 She looked at me for one miserable instant, then put her face in 

her hands and buckled over her knees. I poured myself another drink 

and let her work it out for herself. Autumn cloudbursts in L.A. rarely 

last long, and this one didn’t either. 
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 When she’d straightened up, her cheeks wet and shining in the 

lamplight, I said, “So you love this guy, huh?”  

 “Yes. I can’t help it.” 

 “Why should you help it?” 

 “Let’s just say certain people don’t approve.” 

 She fumbled again in her purse, my deductive powers telling me 

for a handkerchief. And then it hit me. Why at that moment, I don’t 

know, but I suddenly saw her very clearly in another time and place, 

as if the walls around me had given way to a long-forgotten tenement 

near Chinatown, her lipstick and permanent wave turned to cherry 

licorice and pigtails. 

 “Smelly Elly Vergos.” 

 She practically levitated with joy. “You do remember!” 

 Images came to me: A narrow, cobblestone street, clamoring with 

brown immigrant kids; a squat, hairy man who drove a mule-drawn 

wagon every day to market.  

 “The fishmonger’s daughter with Rockefeller dreams. All the 

neighborhood kids said you were stuck up.” 

 She smiled as if at a compliment. “Your mother said I had dollar 

signs for eyes.” 

 My mother was, shall we say, a sore spot with me. I could feel my 

lips twist into a grim non-smile. “My mother would know.” 

 “You shouldn’t say that. You don’t know what your mother went 

through.” 

 “That’s right. She never stuck around long enough to tell me.” 

 If she had information to enlighten me on the subject, she didn’t 

share it. Instead, she sniffled and went back to the purse. I pulled a 

handkerchief from my pocket and tossed it to her. 

 “Here. Towel yourself down.” 

 I watched her dab her eyes, took a long drag on my Chesterfield, 

held it as I snuffed the butt in an ashtray, then filled the air between 

us with blue haze. 

 She swatted at an imaginary mosquito. “You smoke too much.” 

The schoolmarm again. 

 “A little habit I picked up during the war, courtesy of Uncle Sam. 

You want to complain, write your congressman.” 

 I liked that one, decided to celebrate by pouring another drink. 
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 “You drink too much, too.” 

 “I also have a deviated septum, and I’m told that I snore.” I raised 

my glass. “Cheers.” 

 “Why do you work so hard at being horrible?” 

 “To protect the hurt, frightened, little boy that lives deep inside 

me?”  

 She held my gaze, nodding gravely, as if she were seriously 

considering my answer. I downed the drink, but it felt sour in my 

stomach. 

 Finished with the handkerchief, she held it out to me. “Thanks.” 

 “Keep it.” I tapped the photo to get us back on topic. “Have you 

filed a missing person report?” 

 “I can’t. I’m not...family.” 

 “So, has the family filed one?” 

 “You’d have to ask them.” 

 She fished a card out of her purse, this time without the fumbling, 

and handed it to me. 

 “That’s the address.” 

 It was an embossed business card of a certain Colonel H.H. 

Ravenswood II, Ret. Brentwood address. Very ritzy. 

 “Talk to the Colonel first,” Hellen Vergos was saying. “Mr. 

Ravenswood’s father.” 

 “Mister Ravenswood? Pretty formal for a guy you’re supposedly in 

love with.” 

 She blushed. Adorable. But the sight of her, those big, dark eyes 

dropping demurely to her lap, kicked up something inside of me, like 

dust in the moonlight. 

 Looking at her maybe a little too hard, I said, “I seem to remember, 

once upon a time, that you were sweet on me, too.” 

 “What of it,” she shot back.  

I was surprised at the quick come-back. “Oh, nothing. It’s just—” 

“You teased me then, too, but you took up for me with the other 

kids. You were older. Wiser. A man of the world.” 

“You left out good-looking.” I winked at her over my glass.  

“You smoked and drank, even then.” She flashed a smile, but it 

faded quickly. “Anyway, it was a long time ago.” 
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 Indeed it was. And I remembered something else, but I didn’t 

mention it. The feeling had been mutual. Like she said, I was older, 

and when you’re a kid, even a couple of years makes a big difference. 

Besides, she was like a little sister to me, and every time I caught 

myself looking at her out of the corner of my eye—at those cherry-

licorice lips, at those long, brown legs—I wanted to give myself the 

same beating I’d give any other kid who looked at her sideways. By 

the time I realized she felt the same way about me, a third party came 

between us—Tojo, and that little shindig in the Pacific.  

 “You were saying?” I said. She looked blankly at me. “About the 

Colonel.” 

 “Oh. The Colonel is old and in poor health. He doesn’t take many 

visitors, these days, but he’ll see you.” 

 “How can you be so sure?” 

 She passed on that one. “It’s probably a waste of time talking to 

his wife. Inez. If she knows anything she won’t talk to you, and if she 

talks to you, she’ll only tell you lies.” 

 “Don’t they all,” I said. Looking right at her, but she didn’t take the 

bait. 

 “If you learn anything, I can be reached at the Denmark Arms. On 

Larchmont.” 

 She stood, ready to leave, but the meeting wasn’t over as far as I 

was concerned. I tossed the card she gave me on the desk and held 

up a hand, traffic-cop style. 

 “Hold on, sister. Maybe you didn’t get it when you read my name 

on the door, but that ‘P’ between the Ellis and the York stands for 

‘Poor.’ All once-upon-a-times aside, I don’t work for nothing.” 

 She stiffened a little but apparently saw the justice of my plea. “Of 

course.” Back to the purse, counted out a stack of five crisp bills, 

dropped them on my desk. “Is a hundred dollars enough?” 

 My impulse was to pounce on the cash like a junkie on smack, but 

I resisted it. 

 “It’s a start.” 

 Before I let her go I got a few more details on Ravenswood, but 

only a few. Whatever was going on, I was getting maybe half of it. A 

cagey client like that—especially one who thinks she can trade on past 
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affections—usually spells trouble. But you can buy off a lot of trouble 

for a hundred in cold cash. 

 After showing Miss Hellen Vergos to the elevator—chivalry is part 

of the service—I returned to the five portraits of Andy Jackson where 

I had so coolly let them lie and scooped them into my hot, loving 

hands. We were going to be good friends, the five Andies and me, and 

the sweet music I imagined we’d make together drowned out the 

distant alarm bells that were going off in my head. 

 But what happened next was a regular klaxon.  

 The phone on my desk jangled. I picked it up and grunted, “York.” 

 A husky male voice hissed over the line, “Don’t trust her.” 

 Something cold gripped me by the back of the neck, but I managed 

to growl, “Who is this?” The only answer was a click in my ear. I 

clacked the switch hook a couple times, saying, “Hello? Hello?” Dead 

air became dial tone, and I hung up. 

 I eyed the phone where it lay on my desk like a dead cat some 

neighborhood kid had left as a prank. When it became obvious the 

beast wasn’t going to stir again, I lit up another cigarette, snapped off 

the gooseneck lamp, and sat back in my chair. An image came to me 

of the five Andies tucked away in my breast pocket having a good 

chuckle. I swiveled the chair around to face the window and watched 

the “Live Girl-” sign flash red in not-so-subtle warning.  
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made it to the office the next morning at the crack of nine-thirty-

seven. Sam, the half-Indian, half-Chinese, half-Mexican janitor 

greeted me with a folded Los Angeles Times, which I unfolded to 

find five little Lincolns snuggled inside.  

 Sam winked at me. “Told you that number was a winner!” 

 I didn’t mention that he told me the same thing every week, 

usually with different results. “So you did, Sam. Tell you what.” I 

slipped the paper back to him. “I’m feeling lucky. Why don’t you put 

that on another winner. Keep five for yourself.” 

 Sam looked at me like I’d just claimed to be Czar Nicholas, but he 

tucked the money away quickly enough. 

 “You betcha, Mr. York. Anything you say.” 

 “Thanks, Sam.” 

 “Thank you, Mr. York!” 

 Once I was back in the dingy confines of my cramped office, I was 

feeling a little less like Daddy Warbucks and more like the 

impoverished private dick I was. The morning sunlight angling 

through the blinds showed the layer of dust that covered every 

surface like a three-day stubble. I flicked on the overhead light, which 

helped with the dust but only highlighted the smudged walls and 

brown, water-stained ceiling.  

 My inner scold quipped, No wonder you drink. 

 The mail hadn’t come yet, and Hellen Vergos’ hundred dollars still 

warmed my heart enough that I skipped the bottle and went straight 

to work. Other people’s money often had that effect on me. Especially 

when it came in the form of fresh, crisp bills that some working Joe 

or Jane had withdrawn from a sad, little savings account that was 

ever bobbing below the three-figure mark. That’s how I saw Hellen 

Vergos: a weak swimmer who’d strayed from shore, trying not to flail 

I 
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her arms too obviously as her feet desperately reached for bottom. 

Cue my inner Boy Scout. Every little old lady on a street corner, every 

cat in a tree, every hard-working gal with a sob story had the intrepid 

Ellis P. York, Private Investigator Extraordinaire, as their champion. 

At least until lunch time. 

A smart private investigator always goes through official channels 

on a case that might have police involvement, so I phoned a friend at 

Rampart Division. He was an affable sort, and we’d toured some of 

the same Pacific island paradises during the war, so he didn’t mind 

helping me out from time to time when I had a missing person case. 

But it was no dice. It looked like Huffington Puffington—if he really 

was missing—wasn’t official yet. 

 I was curious what kind of family didn’t file a missing person 

report when they were missing a person, but the rich, as they say, are 

different from us. A visit seemed in order. The usual thing would have 

been to call first—the polite thing, so my mother once told me—but I 

was intrigued by Hellen Vergos’ assurance that Col. Ravenswood 

would be delighted to have me drop by, so that’s just what I decided 

to do. 

 

 


