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I first crossed paths with Billy Lou a few nights before midsummer in the wee hours close to daybreak. Wearing a leather-collared flight jacket, he was slumped on a pile of boxes down a dead-end alleyway, serenading the cockroaches.

What a lousy day it had been. Barely a burnt-out flicker of sun, and nightfall left a dull pallor in the sky. High tide came and went, a salty wind blew in and licked the hilly Miura coastline like a queasy cat’s tongue.

For three whole days my detail of local detectives had been staking out a prefab somewhere in the sticks, Kanagawa Prefectural Police’s idea of an important assignment. Tomorrow or the next day or a decade from now the murder suspect might’ve chanced by. But then he stumbles into a routine questioning up in Tokyo and is arrested just like that. Some grunt patrolman nabbed him at 9 p.m. while we kept up our surveillance well past midnight in a watermelon patch.

By the time we finally shoved off it was going on two in the morning. I was famished. My body craved something warm. Heading north, any number of family restaurants beckoned, but I held out. That was my first mistake.

Passing the gate of the Yokosuka US Navy base, I pulled to a stop and walked over to Dobuita Street. Here I’d come all this way for a thick slab of steak and a heap of fries, but there wasn’t a light on anywhere. Those happy-hour days were ancient history, gone with the A-sign bars of the Allied Occupation.

What lured me into the alley wasn’t his crooning. It was the neon sign, a steaming hamburger with the bright red words WE NEVER CLOSE—though the shop’s name was half missing, and push or pull the grimy door wouldn’t budge.

That’s when I heard his voice. It startled the hell out of me, but there he was, all cheekbones and jutting chin. A wave of dark hair fell across a broad forehead, over bushy eyebrows. Definitely a foreigner, but from where? The pilot shades on his nose and carrier crew pin glinting on his collar above some embroidered emblem were GI issue, but he looked more like a movie extra perched there on that garbage heap.

I turned to leave when he suddenly popped open his eyes and waved with a slurred “Morning, buddy.”

I should never have given the clown an opening, but for some reason I answered. “Still a few hours to morning. And where do you get off calling me buddy?”

“Sorry, sir. Back in Nam, day starts early. It’d already be ‘Good morning’ time.”

“Back where?”

“Just flew in from off Haiphong. What a place to land, eh?”

An alarm went off in my head—Leave now. I retreated slowly toward the street.

“Hey, where ya going?” his voice chased after me.

He looked harmless enough, still you never can tell. I kept walking and shouted over my shoulder, “To look for some food. A man’s got to eat.”

“Wait!” He leaned forward, causing the pile of boxes to sway and throw him down with a nasty bang. An empty bottle broke.

I knew I’d regret it, but I went back to lend him a hand. “Drink so much, you’ll be lucky to land anywhere.”

“Me? I’m not drunk. You say you come for a meal?” He shook his hand free, wobbled a few steps, then leaned on the door to exhale a stale breath. “So who the hell are you?”

“A customer. This your place?”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard you—the man’s gotta eat.” He pulled something out of his pocket and tapped Morse code at the keyhole.

For some reason the lights were on inside. A long formica-topped counter faced four high-backrest booths. The mirror ball wasn’t spinning, but the jukebox was aglow. He stepped behind the counter, switched on the radio, and started singing a “Summer Wine” duet with Nancy Sinatra as he prepped some eggs. Five minutes later he took a breather and tossed me a can of beer, then poured some red wine into a saucepan and took a swig straight from the bottle.

After another ten minutes, he set two plates in front of me. There was a nasty scar on the back of his right hand, but it didn’t seem to bother him. One dish looked something like a Spanish omelet, the other tasted like chorizo and beans and garlic, but had no chorizo or beans or garlic in it that I could see. Whatever, it hit the spot, nice and spicy.

While I was eating, he stretched out on the counter and dozed off. I’d just finished and lit a cigarette when a clunky relic of an ice machine began to rumble.

“Makes round ice cubes,” he spoke up on cue. “Real Fifties Americana, built to last.” He tossed a scoopful into a bowl and pounded the balls with a meat tenderizer, then filled two glasses with the crushed ice and Havana Club. He passed one to me, I couldn’t refuse. The place was hot and stuffy with the air con off. I drank my rum and said nothing.

“So who are you anyway?” he asked again, eyeing me suspiciously. “And why’re you checking up on me?”

“Futamura’s the name,” I said, rising to go. Why would anyone be checking on this joker, I thought, but kept my comments to a brief “Thanks, how much do I owe?”

“It’s on the house, and this isn’t even my place. Come sunup, it’ll be Sunday. And I don’t work weekends. Not in a dump like this.”

“But you have a key, don’t you?” I just hoped he had a reasonable explanation.

He produced a penknife. “Time was I could get a drink anywhere in this town on an empty pocket.”

Before the flyboy could pass out on the counter again, I sat him up straight, turned off the gas and lights, then lent him a shoulder out to the street. The entire block between the highway and Dobuita was covered with demolition tarps. Beyond that towered a new high-rise hotel with a heliport on top. As if people needed that shit.

The ace cleared his throat and laughed when we reached my car. “Yeah, yeah, I get the picture. Take me to Yang. Got a bone to pick with him.”

“Yang?”

“Don’t play dumb,” he said. “I don’t know how things go in Taipei, but this here’s Yokosuka, home of the Seventh Fleet, and I’m an American citizen . . .”

“Listen, I only stopped in for something to eat,” I said impatiently, hoisting him by the arm again. “You got a place to go, I’ll drive you. I owe you one, but if you want to stay that’s fine too. End of conversation.”

I unlocked the passenger door and pushed him in. How did I get myself into these situations? The sooner I got on the road, the sooner I could drop him wherever. At the sound of the engine revving, he began to mumble groggily. “That a four-cylinder G60 I hear? None of Yang’s boys would drive a number like this.”

“Where to?” I prompted, ignoring his ramble. “Which base?”

“Yokohama. Between Chinatown and Osanbashi.”

“You’re on, but don’t think you’re getting special treatment. I’m only giving you a ride because I’m going that way.”

I started the car, a Volkswagen Golf I’d bought second-hand seven years before. The paint job and driver’s seat showed some wear, but otherwise the package was mint. The area outside Shioiri Station, however, was a mess. The old brownstone Imperial Navy Noncommissioned Officers’ Club that went on to serve fifty more years of postwar R&R had succumbed to a wave of new development, dwarfed by yet another hotel-theater complex. The shipyard on the Pacific side was now a shopping center. Pedestrian bridges crisscrossed between megastructures. All you could make out of the harbor behind wouldn’t have filled a washbasin. The route north was fretted with turnoffs, the sky plastered with road signs. I took the elevated bypass to the expressway and floored it almost nonstop all the way to Yokohama.

*

He was staying at a place called Palm Brothers House, a residential hotel with maybe the nicest facade of all the old buildings along Motomachi. If you can put up with bad plumbing and an excruciatingly slow elevator, they throw in housekeeping and concierge service for next to nothing in these places.

“Much obliged,” were his first words when I opened the car door. “Never been treated so nice when I been plastered.”

Wasted as I was myself, I saw him into the lobby and handed him over to the middle-aged receptionist who woke at the sound of the doorbell. “After you picked the lock and cooked for me? Don’t mention it.”

“Yeah, well . . . what was your name again?”

“Futamura. Eiji Futamura.”

“No Jap ever told me his full name before.” He may have had more to say but wasn’t the sort to grovel. He mussed his hair, then reached out to shake my hand like a kid who couldn’t tame his arms and legs. Maybe he was brought up that way, no thanks to anyone, forever acting up, always standing his ground. A tongue-tied American, now that was a first. He didn’t even tell me his name.

After a long fumbling hesitation, he extracted a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet, then backed off like a scolded child when he saw my reaction. “Course I knew you wouldn’t take it,” he said, sliding the Franklin across the reception counter instead. “This is for you, from Futamura-san here. Thank him if you want.”

The receptionist bundled him into the elevator. “He’s not such a bad person,” the guy told me once the doors had closed, “if he didn’t drink himself silly.”

He could have been talking about me. I just smiled and left. The sky behind Yamate Bluff was already bright. As I raced up Motomachi away from the promise of sunrise, for some reason I remembered the car I had when I was a young rookie. My old pride and joy, a cantankerous beast of a Skyline sedan with a three-stroke carb that sounded like a bugle charge. Why hadn’t I thought of it till then?

Suddenly a car was honking at me. Work thirty hours straight, then drink till dawn, anybody’s bound to lose it.
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The next time I bumped into the flyboy, he was wearing a blazer and regimental tie—to a ballgame at Yokohama Stadium, of all places. He also had a split lip. It seems an offhand comment about the New York Yankees erupted into a shouting match with some black guy sitting next to him in the stands.

The game itself was dull by comparison, hardly any action by the top of the eighth, so I left early and the blazer tagged along. We steered clear of the Chinatown crowds and walked toward the harbor along the ginkgo-lined waterfront by Yamashita Park to the old wing of the Hotel New Grand. He stopped at the stone steps and peered under the portico. “Hey, they got rid of the revolving door.”

“Ages ago. Some developer brought in a new manager and redid the place.”

“Even the bar?” he said indignantly. “Let’s pass. I think I’ve had enough excitement for one evening.”

We circled around to the rear of the hotel where all the seamen’s flophouses and Jewish trading firms had made way for upscale condos. A fancy department store down the deserted block behind the Prefectural Concert Hall was the only place that seemed half alive, but the light behind stained glass at the Karlingchen Hofbräu still looked inviting. It was an old haunt, with a long bar separated from the dining area by a swinging door straight out of a western.

“I’m overdue thanking you,” he said as we claimed two stools. “The name’s Bonney. William Lou Bonney, but you can call me Billy.”

“Bonney? I thought you might be part Japanese.”

“Way back, yes. My old man’s mother was from here before she shipped to the West Coast. His father was named Bonney.”

The Hofbräu’s proprietress was an elderly white lady with dull silver hair tied back in a bun. Hilda had been here as long as I could remember, had probably stood behind the counter since before I was born. Short but sturdy, she’d have looked better in an SS uniform than in her frilly apron. What were we drinking, she wanted to know.

“First, vodka,” insisted Billy. Hilda pushed a shot glass his way and he threw it back to sterilize his mouth, his face screwing up at a sting of pain. There was blood on the rim of the glass.

Next he asked for a Papa Doble.

“You mean daiquiri? So why you not say double daiquiri?”

I had to agree with her on that score but hastily ordered another of the same, in case she served me castor oil. “Tell me, why’d you have to go and pick a fight?” I asked. “That guy must’ve been twice your size.”

“Them jimbos always play dirty.”

“Hey, is that any way for a New Yorker to talk?”

“New Yorker? Not me, I was born in Alameda. Lived a year in San Diego and Long Beach too, but Pasadena the longest of anywhere.”

“So did you go to college back East?”

Billy shook his head and tapped a finger on the brass bar rail. “Didn’t go to college anywhere, but I know my game. And I know foul play when I see it.”

“I played college baseball, the catcher who never got a hit. I only got up to bat twice in a real game. You have leagues and playoffs in the Air Force too?”

“Navy. Flew an LTV F-8 Crusader in Nam. They call the F-8 a second-rate fighter plane, but who are they kidding? Forty percent of the MiGs downed by the Navy were F-8 hits, even though there were a helluva lot fewer of them than F-4s. Know why?”

“Haven’t a clue.” Nor the foggiest idea why he was telling me this.

“An F-8 is half the size of your F-4 Phantom. Tighter turning radius, no afterburn trail. But the F-4 traded cannons and cornering for computer-tracking missiles—like missiles are supposed to be for air-to-air combat? Your F-8 was the last honest-to-goodness fighter, and with it ended the age of dogfights. Witness the Gulf War.”

Billy lit a cigarette and watched the smoke drift toward the ceiling. When our drinks came, he downed his double daiquiri in one go. “Real fruit in this,” he said approvingly.

“What does he say?” Hilda said in kraut Japanese. “He does not like it?”

“How’s it taste?” I translated, nudging Billy’s elbow.

“Give Castro a sip, he’d defect here and now.”

“He says it tastes great.” And he probably never went to Key West either.

“Americans usually complain I not use Welch’s.”

I didn’t bother translating.

“What’s about Welch’s? You use bottled juice?” snapped Billy. “Speak English?”

“With all respect, I refuse to talk mit dies Hanswurst.” Her hazel eyes quickly lost interest in us. With a vague shake of the head, she huddled down behind the counter with the previous month’s Women’s Week.

Again I had to sympathize with Hilda. “You sure talk big, even for an American.”

“This is Japan, isn’t it? Aren’t I entitled?”

“It’s a different Japan today, pal.”

He frowned and ordered another drink, nodding at his empty. The old barmaid clucked her tongue as she got up to get the blender.

“And one for me too, make it doble,” I added, then turned to Billy. “There was some trouble you had—with a Mr. Yang. You clear that up?”

For once he seemed startled. He set down his glass and stared wide-eyed. “I must’ve blown things out of proportion. Wasn’t nothing at all, it’s over and done with. Yang’s an old buddy of mine. A generation apart, but comrades in arms. Say, Futamura,” he said, quickly changing the subject, “any chance I left my phone in your car?”

“Had to have been in that bar in Dobuita. There wasn’t anything in my car.”

“Take another look, will you? If it’s lost, fine. Anyway, already got a new one.”

“I’d say you were lucky not to lose your skin.”

He laughed and took out a brand-new mobile, insisting we exchange numbers. I told him I didn’t have one, which earned me a wiseass smirk.

“Don’t give me that look. A mobile would only give me grief.”

He sighed in disbelief. “So what do you do on the job?”

“We’ve got phones at work, but they keep changing the numbers for some reason.” I handed him a card with only my name and home number on it.

“Okay, I won’t pry. Just don’t you ask too much about my line of work,” he said, examining the back of my card, “because Japanese generally do.”

Some things are better left blank. If anyone at a bar asks what I do, it’s always: “I’m a civil servant. A routine office job.” Where others can overhear, the Department is “the company” and the Precinct a “local branch.”

We drank to our health, another three rounds each.

“I’m a professional drunk,” said Billy, as he raised his glass. “Some Joes’ll tell you they’re only social drinkers. Famous last words. Keep at it and who’s to say what’s pretend, least of all yourself, eh?” He absently massaged the scar on his hand. Only then did I notice it went clear through to a mark on his palm. I didn’t ask how he came by it.

“I’m not in your league,” I said. “My Asian liver wimps out every time. Must be why the Eskimos were such pushovers, trading Alaska for whiskey.”

“Inuits,” corrected Billy. “Eskimo’s a racist word.”

My pager began to beep in my breast pocket. The LCD flashed a code for emergency duty. “Sorry, work calls.”

He beat me to pick up the tab and left the bar when I did. A damp wind was blowing in from Osanbashi Pier. He scribbled his number on a matchbook he dug out of his blazer, saying, “Give me a call on the weekend if you’re in the mood, okay?”

“Sure thing,” I said, though who was to say we even had tomorrow coming. He gave me a firm handshake and wandered off toward the harbor.

I beat a path to Headquarters only to be saddled with hours of trumped-up desk work. Someone must have been watching the televised game and seen me sitting behind the backstop. It was late when I got home. I poured myself a nightcap and turned on the sports news. The game had ended with the same stalemate score. I switched it off. Nothing to do, but I didn’t want to turn in just yet, so I kept drinking.

It wasn’t liquor I needed. What was it about this bullshit artist that bothered me? I’d only met the guy twice, both times by chance, but I couldn’t get him out of my head. A Yankees fan born and raised in California who goes to a ballgame in a monogrammed blazer? Already by my college days everyone was in jeans and T-shirts. Dark hair and eyes, claims to be a quarter Japanese, but badmouths blacks. Why would a South Bay kid be putting on East Coast airs and drinking Hemingway gimlets like a phony yanqui? His whole getup belonged to the era of radiator-spired movie theater marquees and duralumin diners, of the romantic leads in those Technicolor thrills-and-spills I’d watched as a boy on Saturday afternoons.

In this day and age, guys like him had to be homos, or cross-dressers who wore bras under their suits and shoplifted to relieve their stress. This ace was no Ivy Leaguer. Hell, he wasn’t even white. But the weird thing was, there was something about him I liked.
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A body had washed up between the blocks of a breakwater not far from Yasuura Station in Yokosuka. Male, mid-forties, probably Indochinese from the pronounced cheekbones and shape of the nose, five days gone. Little decay or damage for a sea find. Fingerprint search turned up no match. There was a concussion on the back of the head, but not from a beating or even anything fatal. The bullet scar on his butt wasn’t recent either; moreover the wound appeared to have been treated by a doctor.

The seawall in question jutted out between a fishing port and a fly-casting spot beside a strip of family restaurants, cash-and-carry outlets, and a prefab housing lot. A broad, landscaped boulevard traced the boundary where landfill met an enclave of old houses that once were pleasure quarters. The road saw a lot of car and foot traffic. No place for a drunk to saunter along, much less an immigrant. The coroner wrote it off as an accidental fatality, drowning due to heart failure.

A former detective named Sato got wind of this. He had retired from the force years before, but re-enlisted as a liaison for victim affairs and was always showing up uninvited at Yokosuka Precinct. Sato went to the crime lab and looked over the photos of the corpse. Just as he suspected, the trouser fly was unzipped. The stiff could have taken a piss off the seawall, slipped, and fallen in. In most cases like this, he explained, the zipper is open. However, drowning victims suck in water, which displaces the air in their lungs, causing them to sink to the bottom, where they proceed to decompose. They don’t fill up with gas and float to the surface. Don’t rookies these days know anything?

Sato’s criticism turned to outrage when he learned the medical examiner hadn’t even checked for alcohol in the blood. He went straight to his old boss, the Precinct Chief, and remonstrated. More precisely, his well-chosen words were: “You’re still using that quack? You off your rocker?”

Osaka, with almost nine million people, has fifty medical examiners on call to its police force, whereas the whole of Kanagawa Prefecture—with roughly the same population—has only three. One of whom, a Dr. Kito, was not exactly known for his skill or ethics. He conducted some three thousand postmortems a year, or roughly half the cases involving dead bodies. On average, one in three cases, or one thousand bodies, required autopsies. All this on the side of treating patients at his private clinic.

It later came to light that Kito had students and nurses do the cutting, and merely reported their observations verbatim. Once he even let an undertaker who brought in the corpse assist with the postmortem, then let him dispose of the body afterwards.

The police, for their part, thought him a useful dupe, willing to write up death certificates on demand, unlike sticklers who might insist on opening a formal case. And whenever the friendly undertaker was entrusted with a corpse, he’d leave that Precinct a little offering of beer coupons. So these Kito concessions were on the rise.

Three years on, the good doctor was arrested for tax evasion. One postmortem pays twenty thousand yen. An autopsy, fifty thousand. A tidy income of close to a hundred million yen per annum went into his back pocket for more than a decade.

Even when he was still on active duty, Sato had never approved of Dr. Kito. So now he sounded off to the Chief and got him to order an independent autopsy. The findings were alarming: the lungs had shriveled, the blood in the heart that ought to have been a dark muck was bright red. The cause of death was determined to have been hypothermia—the stiff froze to death. If human body temperature goes below 28ºC, blood circulation immediately slows and fails to reach the brain. The body automatically shuts down. But this was around the end of June. A person could hardly even catch cold sleeping out in the open.

Time of death is hard to estimate for a corpse that’s been frozen and thawed. There was no sign of suffering, no marks to indicate he tried to fight or put up any resistance. Further details showed up: rips on the back of his clothes, skin scraped off his knuckles. With no vital responses, skin peels easily. Possibly he’d been laid out on something colder than ice and the back of his hands and slacks had stuck, then tore when he was lifted away. They sampled dirt from under his fingernails, but found no toxic substances anywhere. Very little alcohol in the blood either.

It was looking more and more like a case, but still not enough for us investigators from Headquarters in Yokohama to come on board.

Then, over the weekend, a television production company asked if it could do some interviews at Yokosuka Precinct, and someone leaked word of the incident. And not just to a press club crime reporter, but a prime-time media commentator. The Chief panicked. Come Monday who knew what sensationalist charges might flash up on the evening news. He had no choice but to preempt any potshots and launch a full-scale homicide investigation, calling in everyone from administrators to us First Division flatfoots.

*

The initial briefing went on for ages even though there wasn’t much to tell. Most personal effects had been washed out to sea. No wallet, let alone a phone. The pocket of his polo shirt yielded only a bus ticket purchased at Shioiri Station and a faded scrap of a receipt from a convenience store nearby.

We set about harassing every resident and worker within a kilometer radius of the station, completely encircling the Shioiri district centered on Dobuita Street. But like the old Momoe Yamaguchi pop ballad lamented, streets here run steep, even if you hardly get a glimpse of the sea anymore. Sharp hillsides cut through the town, making it a pain to trudge around questioning people.

A brawny newbie from Headquarters and I took the north side of Midorigaoka and part of Otakimachi, minding everyone’s business along Honcho-dori—the official name of Dobuita. The “brothers” from the base call this strip “the Honch” and the girls who flock here to pick up sailors all mimic the mispronunciation. The dobu ditch is long gone, as are the ita slabs of shipyard steel that covered it. The street is now paved with pastel flagstones, embellished here and there with handprints and reliefs.

The town suffered a slow death after the Vietnam War when the dollar plunged below two hundred yen. Topless bars folded left and right, discos fell silent. Only lately has business revived, though the clientele has changed. Especially by day, the place has become a mecca for tourist outings. Young kids, high school girls, and pensioner groups swan past retailers selling military uniforms, furniture stores flying 7th Cavalry flags, and curio shops offering Lotfe bombsights. Portrait studios that catered to sailors on shore leave have taken down their velvet pictures of geisha girls and hung up Hiro Yamagata posters. Tailors who used to specialize in “Yokosuka jumpers” embroidered with dragons and tigers now sell Gore-Tex parkas and Edwin jeans. Battalion badges and authentic tour-of-duty pins make nice souvenirs.

A local detective ran interference for us, priding himself on his connections with the yakuza families who control these parts. But after three days of pointless probing, I fabricated an excuse to send him and the newbie back to base. I had a far more useful “in” for goings-on in Dobuita. Who’d be the wiser if I did a little poking around on my own after hours?

I left my car in a pay lot facing the main road, switched off my pager, and strolled back to Dobuita. The real night was just beginning. The air took on a different smell, the neon lights a different color. Folks milling about the narrow, snaking street walked a different stride.

Ten years ago, when US troops deployed from here to a latter-day conflict, Dobuita got a new lease on life. Of course not everything went back to the way it was. Salarymen began to frequent eateries in high-rise amusement complexes, an increasing number of shops were converted into karaoke bars and izakaya pubs. Hostess clubs fell off dramatically, but in their place “nice girls” now hung out in the area for a fun evening.

Amidst these changes, Private Princess was something of a relic, an old-school venue where escorts in plunge-back dresses still entertained customers. As I walked up, I saw a beautifully restored midnight-blue Ford Mustang waiting out front. “Yo-ri!” called a deep voice from the driver’s seat. Curtains parted in the open doorway and out stepped a bareback girl. A hand held out a cardboard box from the car and received a few ten-thousand yen bills in return.

The Mustang sped off but the girl didn’t move. Two big eyes were watching me from under silky bangs.

“Futamura!” she said, then blinked. “No fatter or thinner, same height and hair.”

“Why not just keep it at ‘Looking good, I see’?”

“Oh, alright.” Yori smiled like a biscuit poster. “Someone die again?”

“How’d you know? I’m looking for Yamato. Any idea where I can find him?”

She tapped the tip of her nose with her index finger. “I know you’re always after something, but please don’t ask two things at once.”

Yori used to be the sweetest princess money could buy. That was back in her teens; now she was into collecting luxury brands. And not just to pull in sugar daddies to support her folks or to send her brothers to school like in the old days. I counted the years. She had to be well over thirty.

“Come on in. I’ll treat you to a beer.”

“Next time. I’m on duty.”

“Wow, just like a real cop.”

“Tonight I am a real cop. But don’t tell anyone.”

“Not a soul.” She shook her head, her hair fanning out a clean scent of soap. She wore no makeup except for bright red lipstick.

“What’s in the box? If it’s smuggled liquor, hide it from me.”

She glanced down at the box by her feet and laughed. “Who buys booze from GIs these days? I get all my liquor and lingerie on the net.”

While I fumbled for a response, she opened it. Inside were a matching leather billfold and satchel wrapped in fancy tissue paper. “Prada. Bought them on an American site and had them sent over by military mail pouch. They’d cost a fortune in Japan.”

“Never thought I’d see you buying booze by computer and spending big money on brand-name bling.”

“I’m not spending. I’m laying in stock. Hey, it’s only a hundred yen to the dollar.” The curtains parted and a girl poked her head out to say “Mama” Yori had a phone call.

Yori invited me in again, but I declined. “Sorry, I really am on duty. I got to find Yamato.” There wasn’t a person in this town who didn’t know the old shoeshine, a busybody who kept an ear tuned to US military affairs. Even our own naval intelligence saw him as a “reliable source.”

“Yamato’s gone executive,” giggled Yori. “Go to Daiei department store during the day and you’ll see his booth. Shoe repair and key cutting. I had him do our locks here.”

I let out a sigh, and she stopped smiling. “So. Someone died, right?”

I pulled out a sketch of the dead man drawn from the photos and showed it to her.

The picture took her by surprise. “Hey, that’s Chen, isn’t it? But what’s with his eyes?” She held it up to the streetlight to take a better look.

“Chen, you say? Chinese?”

“I told you, don’t ask two things at once. I answer one thing and forget the other.” She looked more closely at the picture. “But yeah, when I told him he didn’t look Chinese, he showed me his passport.”

“Where would I go to find this Chen?”

“He runs a hamburger place round the corner. It hasn’t been open for some time, even though the sign says ‘We Never Close.’”

A chime went off in my head. “Hamburger place?”

“Uh-huh, right behind here. At the end of the alley that leads in from the highway. It’s called Cappuccio.”

I said my thanks and started walking. Yori said something to my back, but it was drowned out by a passing gaggle of high school girls. Clearly up to mischief out this late, one of them still managed to give me a dirty look on the fly. An old dog chained under the eaves of a taco stand across the way glared back at them for me.
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