
THE KILLERS WALKED in dressed in black boots, pants, turtleneck sweaters, and ski 

masks. Only their eyes were visible to the witness, but he insisted both were Caucasian. “You 

could just tell.”  

The larger of the two carried a “machine gun,” the young witness said, hanging from a 

sling over the man’s right shoulder. The other cradled a sawed-off shotgun, the barrel resting in 

the crook of his right arm, his left hand holding the grip. This second man appeared small next to 

the other, the two of them filling the doorway as the glass doors closed behind them. The big 

man swung the rifle up and fired. “Pop-pop-pop!” 

Cedric continued: “The other one turned sideways so that his shotgun was pointed at the 

chino, and then he blasted it twice. Bam, bam!” 

Floyd looked at Mongo with his brows raised. Mongo only shrugged. Back to the kid, 

Floyd said, “And you saw all of this, little man?” 

The boy’s green eyes sparkled when he smiled. “Yessir.”  

“You said, ‘chino’ . . . they shot the chino. What did you mean by that?” 

“You know, chino.” The boy then placed his index fingers at the outside corners of his 

eyes and pulled the skin back, making both eyes slanted. “The people who own the liquor 

stores.”  

“Did they see you, these two men with the guns?” 

Cedric straightened in his chair. “Sure they did. They seen me when I ran past them, out 

the door.” 

Floyd glanced at his partner again, the big Hawaiian-looking Mexican named Diaz whom 

Floyd and now everyone else at the Homicide Bureau just called “Mongo.” Always one to limit 

his expenditure of unnecessary words, Mongo nodded. 

“How exactly did you run past them?” Floyd asked. 

Cedric rubbed a hand back and forth over his short-cropped natural hair, and ran his tongue 

back and forth over chapped lips. “I just ran right by, super fast. They di’nt see me till I was right 

there at the door. And then the big one cursed, said something to the other’n about gettin’ me. I 

kept going, and right as I went around the corner of the building, BAM! Another blast from that 

shotgun.” 

“They shot at you?” 



“Yup. But I ran up the alley until I heard them peeling out, and then I jumped over a fence 

and hid in someone’s back yard, underneath a boat.” 

“Under a boat?” 

“One of them metal ones. It was upside-down on the grass, and there was like an opening 

at the back, a part of the metal that’s cut away where I think a motor goes. Anyway, there was 

plenty of room to crawl through there, so I did. Stayed there for a couple hours, me and 

Snuggles.” 

“Snuggles?” 

“He’s my puppy. I found him under the boat, and he followed me when I left.” 

Mongo surprised Floyd when he said, “You stole the puppy?” 

“He di’nt have no food or water in there and he was on a chain. He snuggled with me while 

I was hiding out from them killers. He likes me, so I kept him.” 

Floyd shrugged, no big deal. “Okay, so you kept Snuggles.” 

“Yeah. You want, I can show ya him.”  

Floyd stood and Mongo and Cedric followed suit. They stepped out of the interview room 

into a tiled hallway where a steady stream of uniformed deputies passed in both directions, their 

police radios crackling. Floyd put his arm around Cedric and led him toward the front lobby 

where a woman waited to take him home. 

Floyd said, “Alright, little buddy, I’m going to look into all of this, and then I’ll be coming 

down to your house to see you. Deal?” 

Cedric smiled, and Floyd raised his hand for a high-five.  

“Will you come tomorrow?” 

Floyd chuckled. “Maybe, buddy; we’ll see. Okay?” 

“Okay, sir.”  

Floyd rubbed the kid’s head and guided him toward the lady who waited. When he turned 

back, Mongo stood grinning.  

“What are you grinning at, asshole?” 

* * * 

The big man blew smoke rings into the air, but the twirling fan destroyed their shape and 

redirected the haze in the flickering light of the television. “We have to find that green-eyed little 

bastard, and kill him.” He stabbed his cigarette out in an overfilled ashtray while searching his 



partner’s eyes for an answer. None came. He only saw apprehension, doubt. The pussy. The big 

man grunted and rose from his chair. Turning toward the kitchen, he said over his shoulder, 

“Want another beer?”  

* * * 

I was working late, which never surprised anyone, especially Floyd, who walked to my 

desk with his suit coat slung over his shoulder and a weary look on his face.  

“New suit?” 

“Do you like it? Cindy picked it up for me at the Rack. Nice, huh? Four bills. Would’ve 

been eight or better at Nordstrom’s.” 

He could have modeled it, my former partner who maintained his athletic build—a small 

waist and broad shoulders—by running, cross-fitting, and training in mixed martial arts. Though 

part of the effort would be offset by the consumption of mass quantities of beer. Twenty years 

ago, I had named him “Pretty Boy Floyd.” 

“Yeah, it looks good with that tie. I like light-colored suits with the pastel ties.” 

“Well yeah, Dickie, it’s the summertime look. How’s the doc?” 

I felt myself smile, unable to contain my glee when thinking of Katherine. Katherine 

James, M.D., my former shrink with whom I am now intimately involved, breaking all the rules 

and codes related to doctor-patient relations.  

“She’s great. We went up to Bridgeport for the weekend, and I think we’re going back next 

week. We like it out there, and we’ve started looking at some properties and talking about maybe 

making an investment. Maybe a vacation place or retirement.” 

“Where the hell is Bridgeport?” 

“Hour and a half north of Bishop, up in the mountains near Mono Lake. Nice and cool up 

there.” 

“Wow, serious shit, Dickie. Are you two shacked up now? Is that why I never hear from 

you anymore?” 

I chuckled. “Not shacked up, but we spend most nights together, her place or mine. The 

reason you never see my ass anymore is because me and Ray can’t catch a break. We’ve picked 

up a case in each of the last four rotations. We’re buried. How about you guys? I haven’t noticed 

your name on the board lately; you still working here?” 



He pulled a chair from the adjacent desk and made himself at home, propping a foot on my 

partner’s desk. “Are you kidding me? Shit, I’m working Firestone again. Seems like the last six 

cases I’ve picked up are Firestone, Lynwood, or Compton. And as much as I love Compton, I’ve 

got to say, I’d give anything for a real murder about now. All I get are these dead gangsters with 

no witnesses and nobody knows nothin’. I don’t think I’ve solved a case since that serial killer 

case I solved for you.” 

I smiled.  

“And you should see the shit I’ve gotten myself into now.” 

“Yeah?” 

“It’s the typical luck of Floyd. I’m working the desk when some goddamn fireman out of 

16 calls. This hose-jockey starts telling me all about where he works, and I interrupt him and say, 

‘Yeah, buddy, I know where the hell Station 16 is, I worked patrol down there when you were 

still riding your skateboard to school.’ Anyway, you remember there was that lady who lived a 

couple doors north of their firehouse when it was still on Holmes? Always had a bunch of foster 

kids.” 

“Yeah, of course I do. We handled a runaway or two there over the years.” 

“Well she’s got a kid now who has spun this wild tale about a murder he witnessed. She 

loads his ass up and takes him over to Firestone to talk to a deputy, and sees the station is now a 

community center. She didn’t know they closed it down fifteen years ago, apparently. But she 

sees the idiot firemen out in front of their brand new firehouse across the street, washing their 

little red firetruck. So she stops in and asks what happened to the sheriff’s station across the 

street, Firestone, and who should this boy talk to about a murder he saw.” 

“No shit?” 

“Yeah, so that’s when they call here—how they got our number, I have no idea—and I tell 

Biff the Fireman to send them to Century Station, and we would meet them there. So me and 

Mongo go down to Century and pull this kid into an interview room and he tells us this big 

whopper.” 

“You’re not buying it, this kid’s story?” 

Floyd shook his head. “It’s a wild-ass tale, and here’s the kicker: the kid had run away 

from his two previous foster homes, so this is his last chance before they throw his little ass in 

juvie and lock him up as an incorrigible. So he can’t afford to catch any more beefs; know what I 



mean? He’d be a three-strike foster kid with one more incident, and if you remember old Mrs. 

Nathan, the foster mom, she doesn’t play games with these kids. She’ll whoop their asses once or 

twice, but then she ships them out and says send me a new one.” 

“She’s a tough cookie, I remember. Drags those kids to church every Sunday too, I 

remember that.” 

Floyd nodded. “Yeah, so that’s my point.” 

“Well, what’s his story?” 

“He comes home with a puppy and Mrs. Nathan has a fit, wants to know where he got it. 

He says he found it on the way home from school. Because that’s where he was supposed to be 

that day when this murder happens.” 

“This murder is during the day?” 

“In the morning. But anyway, Mrs. Nathan, God bless her pointed head, is all upset about 

the goddamn dog. She says someone out there somewhere has lost their puppy and it’s their civic 

duty to find its rightful home. She tells the kid that some other little boy is probably crying 

because his puppy’s been lost. So they start looking all over town, trying to find Snuggles’ 

rightful owners.” 

“Snuggles?” 

“That’s what he named the puppy, Snuggles.”  

He dropped his foot to the floor and sat up in the chair. I waited while he sipped his coffee. 

“This goes on for a week, them looking for the puppy’s owner by going around the 

neighborhood knocking on doors, checking the local markets—have you been down there lately? 

They’ve put a strip mall on Firestone Boulevard where that liquor store used to be, Griff’s 

Liquor, where winos and gangsters congregated day and night back when we were there. Now 

there’s clothing stores and fast food and a toy store, what else? . . .” 

“Ruining a perfectly good ghetto.” 

“Exactly. Where was I going with that?”  

“The puppy.” 

“Yeah, so they check all the stores and after a few days with no luck, they make fliers and 

put those up. Still no luck. So, Mrs. Nathan has just about had it, and she’s convinced the little 

bastard’s lying. She probably marched him by the ear down to his room and whooped on him for 



half an hour trying to get to the truth. Then junior comes up with this wild-ass story about two 

white guys with ski masks doing a murder right in front of him—” 

“In the ghetto, two white guys?” 

“—and then they try to kill him, but he runs away and hides under a boat in some asshole’s 

yard, and that’s where the kid finds the puppy.” 

“Snuggles.” 

“Yeah, under the boat, he says. And when he left the next day—this happened at night, and 

he stayed under the boat until the following morning—he took the puppy with him. That’s his 

story, anyway.” 

“Jesus. You think a kid’s going to make up that kind of a story, just to keep a puppy? I 

mean, that’s a wild imagination for a kid. How old is he?” 

“I don’t know what to think, Dickie. He’s ten. Cute little kid with green eyes.” 

“Black?” 

Floyd nodded.  

“Remember that redheaded kid on Elm Street? He was a blood gang member. A 

redheaded, freckle-faced Eastside Bishop.” 

“Yeah, I remember him. He was an asshole too. But an easy one to nail when he 

committed a crime.” 

We both chuckled. 

“Anyway, I don’t know about this deal. I want to believe the little shit, but I can’t find any 

murder memos that match his story. Have you heard anyone brief anything that sounds remotely 

similar, two guys in ski masks? Some type of market or maybe a liquor store robbery? I haven’t 

seen anything on the news either. You would think something like that would make the news.” 

I shrugged. “South L.A.. Not many murders make the news. But no, I haven’t heard of any 

cases that sound like a fit. Nothing even close.” 

“I wonder if he didn’t see this shit on some movie, or came up with it playing video games. 

I mean, two white guys doing a number at a South L.A. stop and rob? When have you heard of 

that happening?” 

“He couldn’t tell you where it happened?” 

“No. He said he’s never been out of the neighborhood before. He had run away and only 

confessed to doing so on the condition we not tell Mrs. Nathan. He doesn’t want to go to juvie.” 



“How’d he get back home?” 

Floyd frowned at me. “Mrs. Nathan. She’s the one who brought him to Century.” 

“No, jackass; how’d he get home that day, after the murder?” 

“See, that’s the other thing; he says he took a bus back. He sat at a bus stop until one 

arrived that had Watts displayed above the windshield. The driver let him on for free when he 

told him he was lost and needed to get back to Watts.” 

“I always thought that was interesting, how you’d see buses that advertised going to Watts. 

I mean, where do they come from, and why would you ride a bus to Watts?” 

“That’s the key: where did it come from? I need to work on that, but you know what a fun 

puzzle that will be. I have a feeling I’m going to be chasing my damn ass in circles trying to 

prove it didn’t happen, all because some goddamn fireman had to call when I’m on the desk. Do 

you see why I hate them?” 

“Did he say how far the ride was, or how long it took?” 

“I asked, Dickie. Don’t be thinking I’m missing shit just because I’m not partnered with 

Dickie Clouseau Jones anymore. He doesn’t know, crazy as that may sound. I think he said he 

fell asleep on the bus or some bullshit.” 

“You’ve checked with LAPD, right?” 

Floyd nodded. 

“What about Long Beach?” 

“No, not yet.” He pulled a notebook from his briefcase, thumbed to a blank page not far 

from the front cover, and made a note. 

“How did he get to where he went, when he ran away from the foster home? On foot? 

Bike? Did he steal a car or what?”  

“Shit, I don’t know. I assumed it was nearby, you know, walking distance.” 

“Right, but he rode a bus home. If it happened.” 

“If it happened. I just assumed it wasn’t too far away from his house. We always found 

them somewhere nearby.”  

“I don’t miss handling the runaways and missings.”  

As I said it, a few names and faces popped into my memory, kids I’d gotten to know while 

working station detectives on those very streets. Some of the kids I had tried to help; others I had 

been dispatched to confiscate and relocate them from abusive homes to state custodians. Many of 



them would never make it out of the ghetto alive; we all knew that. Those who had outlived their 

life expectancy generally didn’t make much of their lives. Every once in a while you’d hear a 

success story, but it seemed those were rare.  

I thought about one kid in particular, a boy named Prince who had been one of Mrs. 

Nathan’s fosters. He had been born to a crackhead and immediately placed into the custody of 

the state. The system. Like this kid Floyd was dealing with, Prince was ten years old when we 

met him. Floyd and I were handling a runaway juvie case. Mrs. Nathan had reported it. One of 

the foster kids was missing, presumed to have run away. Prince volunteered to show us all the 

places we might find him. He took us the long route to each location, savoring his time riding 

around with two detectives. He was an enthusiastic, bright boy, and I had taken him under my 

wing after that night, to an extent. I had tried to mentor and guide him along the right paths in an 

effort to give him a chance in life. But one day, he too was gone. Mrs. Nathan had said she had 

been unable to deal with him anymore, so he was moved to a new “home.” Sent off somewhere 

else in the system. 

“Remember Prince?” 

Floyd grinned. “I thought of him during this ordeal, and damn near asked Mrs. Nathan 

what had ever come of him. Didn’t think I’d want to hear the answer though, if she even knew. I 

liked that kid.” 

“I checked on him from time to time after that night he rode around with us. Even took him 

a Christmas present that next year. Not long after, I stopped by and Mrs. Nathan said he’d been 

moved. She said she couldn’t deal with him anymore, that he was getting into trouble at home 

and at school. I thought I told you about that.”  

Floyd didn’t respond; he just gazed at nothing for a moment and I could see the anguish in 

his hazel eyes. We were like that, able to read each other; we had been that way for years. He 

was likely wondering what became of Prince, and maybe wondering what would become of this 

boy with the green eyes who says he saw a murder.  

My phone vibrated against the desk. I looked to see it was Katherine calling in. As I 

pushed the button to send the call to voicemail, I noticed the time; it was nearly ten already. I 

broke the silence a few moments later. “What’s this kid’s name, your would-be runaway?” 

“Cedric Stanley Staley, the third. How do you like that?” 



I smiled and stood from my desk. “Well, good luck with Cedric the Entertainer. I’m out of 

here.” 

“Yeah, well, thanks for all the help, asshole.”  

 


