JOHAHN M HARRI SON
THE NEON HEART MJRDERS

ALL DOMN THE WEST COAST of the island at night glitter the lights of a city
five

mles long, its towers like black and gold cigarette packs standing on end. In
the malls fluorescent |ight skids off the surfaces of hard and soft designer
goods: matte plastics, foans of |ace and oyster satin, the precise curves of
cars and shoes and shoul der pads. This city is well known for the scent of
Anai s

Anais in its streets; stacked video screens in the cocktail |ounges; and, down
by the ocean front -- where men push past you snelling of sweat and seafood,
and

you can hear the soundtrack of your own life playing fromthe dashboard of a
white car -- neon of green, red or frosty blue. Misic pul ses fromthe
amusenent

arcades, clears its throat in the night clubs. In the jazz bars they serve
only

"Bl ack Heart" rum and you can hear the intricate bass lines twenty mles out
to
sea.

The best of the bars is the Long Bar at the Cafe Surf, with its decor of
strained contrasts. Marble pillars and designer blinds with thin aerodynanic
slats. Cane tables and salt-blistered chrome bar taps. Forgotten novie stars
crowmd the walls in brushed alum nium frames. Exotic beers glitter fromthe
shel ves of the cooler. Wile under the red neon sign "Live Misic Nightly," the
Cafe Surf two-piece -- piano and tenor saxophone anbles its way through the
evening's mddle set.

The pianist, a young man with a nobile nmouth, plays the house Kawai wi th one
hand while with the other he coaxes froma piano-top synthesizer the sound of
a

deceptively rel axed bass. Just now he is Relaxin' in Camarillo. He picked this
tune up froma Spani sh bootleg CD so cheap its cover showed not Charlie Parker
but Johnny Hodges. The rhythms flick and rip across one another, tangle and
separate.

The saxophonist is an older man. Wite face, black rollneck, white hands.
Year s

of music have tightened the nuscles round his nmouth into two deep grooves.
Every

so often he stops to watch the pianist take a solo. At these tines his
expression is one of puzzled admiration, as if he heard soneone this good once
before but -- because he has played so much nusic since -- now forgets who or
where. (It was in a bar nuch like this one, sonewhere | ess rel axed, on sone

bi gger mass of |and perhaps. Perhaps it wasn't in a bar at all.) This is the
sol e acknow edgenent the old can give the young. Anything nore would be too
bitter; but so would anything | ess. He nods his head in tinme, pulls sharply on
his cigarette, glances down at the saxophone in front of him

Possibilities cascade.

A m ddl e-aged man who | ooked like Al bert Einstein used to come in during the
m ddl e set and buy a drink. He would stare round hel plessly for a nonment, then
smle and light his pipe. He would sit down in a corner in his raincoats get

up



again to put a match carefully into an ashtray on the corner of the bar; sit
down again. He used to do all this with a kind of neticul ous politeness, as if
he was in someone's front roony or as if, at home, his wife required of himan
unfl aggi ng formal acknow edgenent of her efforts. He would stare at his pipe.
He

woul d start a conversation with a girl old enough to be his granddaughter
getting out his wallet to show her -- and her friend, who wore torn bl ack net
tights and industrial shoes sonething which | ooked in the undependabl e Long
Bar

light |ike a business card; which they would adnmire

In fact he was not as old as he | ooked; he and his wife lived apart; and he
was

a detective.

Hi s nanme was Aschemann

Though he loved the city, Aschemann often conpl ained to hinself:

"Phony nusic, cheap neon, streets which reek of bad noney. Hands whi ch nake a

big gun ook small. Al the burned-down roons and |ists of suspects. Crines
you

m ght conmit yourself, after a late night call. Those suburbs, you have to
sol ve

themlike a labyrinth. And al ways sone half enpty hotel! Al ways someone |uring
t he i nnocent down the curve of the street, but before you can investigate,
before you can earn a blind dime, you have to find out what's behind that

door.

"The true detective,”
and

wonen on one-nonth trials fromthe uniformed branch, neat and anbitious,

fl uent

in three Pacific Rimlanguages), "starts in the center of the maze. Crinmes
nmake

their way through to him Never forget: you uncover your own heart at the
hear t

of it."

he used to warn his assistants (mainly |ocal young nen

HS ORRGENAL VISITS to the Long Bar were nmade during the investigation of a
series of crimes against wonen. First on the scene of the original killing, he
had di scovered two Iines of a poemtattooed in the shaven arnpit of the
victim

Send me a neon heart Unarmed with a walk like a girl

She was a fourteen-year-old prostitute fromthe RRmt a growm-up girl in
box-fresh M nni e Muse shoes. Forensic investigation proved the tattoo to have
been nade after the heart stopped beating, in the style of a Carnody tattooi st
now dead but popul ar a year or two before.

"Find out howthis is possible," he told his assistant.

When Aschemann first wal ked t hrough the door of the Cafe Surf, it was not

ni ght :

it was late norning. The bar was full of sunlight and bright air. Taupe sand
bl ew across the floor tiles, and a toddl er was crawl i ng about between the cane
tables, wearing only a T-shirt with the |l egend SURF NO R Meanings -- al

i ncongruous -- splashed off this |like drops of water, as the dead netaphors
trapped inside the live one collided and reverberated endl essly and



el astically,

taki ng up new positions relative to one another. SURF NO R which is a whole
new

exi stence; which is a "world" inplied in two words, dispelled in an instant;
which is foamon the appalling nmultitextual sea we drift on.

"Which is probably," Aschemann noted, "the nane of an aftershave."

In his search for the tattoo nurderer, Aschemann had hinsel f driven about the
city in an unmarked car. He sat alertly in the front passenger seat as the
rose-red Cadillac descended each steep dogl eg curve of Maricachel Hll, down
t hrough t he Moneyt own pal ns and white designer duplexes to the Corniche. He
stood trying to light his pipe in the strong salt w nds which scraped the

har bor

mole in the mddle of the day. He watched from Sui ci de Point the

| at e- af t er noon

sunbat hers on Three M| e Beach, the evening wi ndsurfers in the bay.

Less in a search for clues than a search for hinself -- for a detective
capabl e
of understanding the crime -- he visited his estranged wife, a

thirty-six-year-old agoraphobe living in squalor in the "suicide suburbs" up
t he

coast. \Wen he arrived, boys in long gray shorts and singlets were

skat eboar di ng

the concrete service road between her house and the beach. They | ooked tired
and

bl ank. Sand bl ew into Aschemann's face as he raised his hand to knock on the
door. Before she could answer, he went back and sat in the car on the
passenger

side of the front bench-seat and explained to his driver:

"There are kinds of agoraphobes to whom even the arrival of a letter or a

tel ephone call is too nuch of the outside world. Someone el se has to answer it
for them Yet as soon as you step into their houses they beconme nonsters. It
is

| ess that they are unconfortable in public than that they only feel in contro
on their own ground. Agoraphobia can be a very aggressive territorial
strategy:

refusal to go out is a way of forcing the outside to come in to where it is
manageabl e. On the agoraphobe's hone ground you nust wal k through the

agor aphobe' s nmaze."

In his wife's roons every inch of floor and furniture space was filled up, so
that you didn't quite know how to get fromthe door to the sofa; and once you
had got there you couldn't get up and nmove about except with extrene caution
Al'l quick movenent was danped by this labyrinth, where there was even a code
three or four quick pulls on the cord--to get the lavatory light to go on
Therapy only confused her, her friends no | onger canme to see her, and she had
retreated into a further labyrinth, of drink, fuddled political principles and
old emotional entanglenments. At Christrmas he bought her a perfune she |iked
call ed Ashes of Roses. The rest of the time he tried to stay away.

"Come over," she would encourage him "I'll get the Black Heart Rumyou like
SO
much." She phoned himtwo or three tines a week to talk about their lives

together, to find out what the weather was |ike where he was, discuss the view
fromher wi ndow. "You see that boat out in the Bay? Do you see it too? The
bl ue



one? What sort of boat is that?" But when he visited he rarely had the courage
or energy to make hinself go in, because if he did she would soon sigh and
say,

"We had such tines together, before you took up with that whore from Carnody."
"Even though it is over between us," Aschemann told his driver as the Cadillac
sl i pped away between the rag-nop pal ns and peeling pastel-col ored beach houses

on either side of Suntory Boul evard, "I sonetinmes seemto be the person who

cares nost about her. | amno longer in a position to |look after her, yet no
one

else will. Because of this | feel not only guilt but an increasing sense of

irritation with people | once thought of as “nore her friends than nine.' They
have abandoned her as conpletely as | have. This makes them no better than
ne."

Thi nki ng he heard the runbl e of skateboard wheels on concrete, he turned to

| ook

out the rear wi ndow. Sand was bl owi ng across the road in the purple light. "Go
back, " he said.

The nmurders took himall over the island. The first evening he wal ked into the
Cafe Surf and sat down, Aschemann noticed this

The band was pl aced at the end of the Long Bar, near the | avatory door. People
kept com ng out of the lavatory while the band was playi ng, pushing between
t he

pi ano and the bar. There were very fat wonen in jeans, very tall men wearing
raincoats, thin boys like canmp inmates with shaven heads, people crippled in
smal | and grotesque ways. For a noment, as each of these figures appeared in
t he

weird orange light, it seemed as if the nusic was squeezing theminto

exi st ence;

as if there was sone sort of unformed darkness out there at the back of the
Caf e

Surf, and the band was squashing it like a fistful of wet nud into these
shapes.

It was that sort of nmnusic.

Whi | e Aschemann was drinking his first glass of rum the band squeezed out two
or three thin boys in singlets, earrings and studded | eather belts. As he
ordered his second, and drank that nore slowy, in little sips that coated his
mouth with the taste of burnt sugar, it squeezed out some boots with pointed
steel tips, and an old lady in a print dress; it squeezed out a suede cowboy
hat. It began squeezing out people young and ol d, and peopl e m ddl e-aged.
Surprisingly few of them were m ddl e- aged.

"Cet back," whispered the saxophone, "get back. Get back to where you once
bel onged. "

But they never did. They bought drinks at the bar and then, |aughing and
shouting, wandered out into the lighted street. Wre they in thenmsel ves a kind
of surf or spray, brought into being where the powerful tidal forces of the
musi ¢ cane into rhythmc contact with the fixed [ and of the Long Bar?
Thoughtfully, the man who | ooked |i ke Einstein watched them go.

OTHER CRI MES cane and went, but the nurders continued, each one publishing new
lines of the verse. There was nothing to connect the victins but their shaven
arnpit and Carnody-style tattoo. "And, of course,"” as Aschemann would remn nd
hi s

| atest assistant, "the investigation itself." Aschemann had forbi dden the
detective branch to work the case. Track record as well as seniority all owed



hi m
to do that, sheer weight of cases solved, paperwork successfully filed. Wrd
went out that it was his crime. "He can keep it," was npst people's opinion

After perhaps six nmonths, his own w fe becane a victim

Al erted by a neighbor, they found her spraw ed anong the broken furniture,
boxes

of clothes, the piles of |ocal ad-sheets, fashion nagazines and old record

al buns, which had divided the floor of the roominto the narrow wai st-high
alleys of the maze. It was hot in there. Up fromall the yell owed pages,
stronger than the snell of the body, came a stifling odor of dust and salt. It
got in your nouth as well as your nose. Arich yellowlight filtered through

t he

wafer-thin slats of the wooden blinds. She had fallen awkwardly, wedged

si deways

with one armtrapped beneath her and the other draped across a copy of Harpers
&

Queen, her left hand clutching an enpty tunbler, her cheap sun-faded print
dress

di sarranged to show a yellow thigh: but not one of those piles of stuff, the
uni formed nen remarked, had been disturbed by her fall. There were no signs of
a

struggle. It was as if her murderer had been as constrained in here as anyone
el se. Tattooed in her arnpit were the lines:

Send nme a neon heart Send it with | ove Seek ne inside

When they turned her over, they found her other hand clutching a letter
Aschemann had sent her when they were still young. Called to the scene by a
reluctant junior investigator, Aschemann exanmined this letter for a nonment --
giving less attention, it seenmed, to what he had witten than to the cheap
airmail-quality paper he had witten it on all those years ago -- then went
and

stood puzzledly in the center of the maze. The assenbl ed police, sweating into
their unifornms, spoke in |ow voices and avoi ded his eyes. He understood al
this

-- the coming and going, the flickering glare of the forensic cameras -- but
it

was as if he was seeing it for the first tine. Qutside, the afternoon

skat eboarders in their SURF NOR shirts runbled to and fro on the corrugated
concrete of the beach road. If he peered between the slats of the blind, he
knew, he would be able to see Carnody, Mneytown, the Harbor Ml e, the whole
city tattooed stark and clear in strong violet light into the arnpit of the
Bay.

After a noment or two, he said, "Bring me the details in my office later."

He said: "Do a good job here.™

Later, he found hinsel f | ooking out from Suicide Point in the twilight. Behind
him a new driver sat in the rose-colored Cadillac, talking quietly into the
dash radi o. There was a tender hazy light, a warmw nd at the edge of the
cliff,

t he whi sper of the tide far below A few eroded bristle-cone pines, a patch of
red earth bared and conpacted by tourists' feet. An extraordi nary sense of
freedom He wal ked back to the car in the soft w nd.

"I was only in their way there,"
job."

he said. "Tell them!| know they' Il do a good



That evening he visited the Surf again.

He sat at the Long Bar and watched the band stroll through their second set of
the evening. They were as anused, as neditative -- as guilty, Aschemann

t hought

-- as ever.

The piani st nust always be setting one thing agai nst another. Every piece he
pl ayed was a turn against -- a joke upon -- some other piece, sone other

pi ani st, some other instrunent. He cl oaked this obsession with a cl everness
whi ch made it anusing. But even his generously cut sumer suit, which

soneti nmes

hung fromits own nassive shoul der pads as if it was enpty, was a joke on the
old jazz-nmen; and you could tell that when he was alone in his roomat night
he

was conpelled to play one hand against the other. If no one else was there, he
woul d pl ay against hinself, and then against the self thus created, and then
agai nst the next: until all fixed notion of self had | eaked away into this
infinite slippage and he could relax for a second in the sharp light and
cigarette snoke, |ike someone caught fleetingly in a black and white
phot ogr aph

by Herman Leonard.

The saxophoni st, neanwhile, nodded his head in tine, pulled sharply on his
cigarette, glanced down at the saxophone in front of him Possibilities
cascaded: the saxophoni st entertained each one with an al nost oriental

pati ence.

Long ago he cane to sone understandi ng of things incomunicable to the young,
t he obsessed, the energetic, because to themit would seem bl and and

seanl essly

self-evident: "That which is the nost conplex is the nost sinple," perhaps; or
"It is only because no nusic is possible that any nusic at all is possible.™
The

uni verse now remade itself for himecontinually, out of a metaphor, two or
three

invariable rules, and a nusical instrument called -- for some reason known
only

to God -- the saxophone.

That ni ght the band squeezed out two dock-boys with dyed brushcuts, armin arm
with an emaci ated bl onde who kept w ping her nose on her pliable white
forearm

Bebop gol ens, Aschenmann thought, as he followed them al ong the Corniche in the
soft warm scented dar kness, then up Moneytown into Carnody: bebop golens. In
Carnmody, he | ost them anong the bars and transsexual brothels, the streets

t hat

stank of perspiration, oil products and | enon grass. One mnute they were
still

di stingui shabl e, the next they had merged with the Ilife around ,them They
wer e

gone, and all he could see was |life. He could not really take in his wife's
deat h, because all he could see around himwas life.

Every evening after that he visited the Long Bar. The band squeezed out its
gol ens. After his second glass of rum Aschemann shadowed theminto the warm
air

and bl ack heart of the city. He could snell the guilt and excitement that cane
up out of the gratings to neet them He could snell their excitenent at being
newly alive there, in Carnody anong the sights! One night, standing
monentarily



t houghtful at 10th and Mramar, he was picked up by a Marilyn Mnroe | ookalike
in a white wap-bodice evening dress and tomato red stilt-heel shoes. She was
thirty, beautiful. She only needed a brushed al um numfrane. She took himto
her

roomin a fourth-floor walk up behind the bottled-mlk dairy at Tiger Shore.

It was bare: gray board floor, bare bulb, a single bentwood chair. On the wall
opposite the wi ndow, the shadow of the slatted blind falling across a poster
SURF NO R "Hey," she said. "Wiy don't you sit here --?" \Wen she bent forward
fromthe waist to undo his raincoat, the white dress presented her breasts to
himin a flickering light. She knelt, and he could hear her breathing. It was
placid, rather catarrhal. Later she lifted the hem of the dress and positioned
herself astride him So close, he saw that her gait, the shadows round her
eyes,

t he foundati on caked in the downy hairs by the corners of her nouth, had
conspi red beneath the undependabl e Carnody neon to make her seem ol der than
she

was. She whi spered when he canme: "There. There now. " She was young enough for
that act of generosity. She was a victim Wth or wthout costume, she was one
of the city's highwire artists. He had no idea what she was. He paid her. He
returned to the Long Bar, and, resting in the music and |ight as he drank a
third glass of rum he thought:

Does it matter who she is, when every night here the world is sonehow t ouched?
Eventual | y, Aschemann too was nurdered.

No one knew what happened. Two of his staff, called to the Cafe Surf at three
o

clock in the morning, found himnot inside but out at the back on the wet sand
beneath the pier. The air was warm and soft. Aschemann had squeezed some of

t he

wet sand up into a kind of fist near his face. Had he been close to a killer?
o

had he sinply cone down to | ook at the shall ow water | appi ng al nost
tentatively

at the base of each rusty pillar, the water a tepid purple color fluorescing
suddenly in little flickers and glimers as a response to the headlights
sweepi ng al ong t he Corniche above?

When they found him Aschemann was alive but unspeaking. Unsure about
procedur e,

his latest driver had alerted the uniform police. They wal ked about on the
beach

with torches. They called an anbul ance and tried to make himconfortable while
they waited for it to arrive. But the ambul ance was held up on 14th and
war bl ed

its way down through Moneytown too | ate. Aschemann raised hinsel f suddenly and
said, "Soneone must tell ny wife." After that, he was silent again. The
detective branch arrived.

"Can you hear us?" they asked. "Can you tell us who did this?"
They advi sed one another tiredly, "Forget it, Jack."

In fact he was conscious until he died. He listened to all their soft talk. He
snelled the snmell of their cigarette snoke. But he made no attenpt to inpart

t he

secret he knew. |Instead, he thought about the band at the Cafe Surf. He

t hought



about the black surf along the island s beaches at night, black surf with an
oily violet sheen on the swell as it mounts. Wave after wave of new

i nhabi t ants.

"Life in the breaks,"’
"That's

what surfers call them Look there, in the breaks." He thought of the poem He
t hought about his crinme. He thought about his wife waiting for everyone to
cone

to her in her mnotaur's cave; and the Carnody whore, who went out along the
hi ghwire from her roomto everyone

he thought of saying to the assenbl ed detectives.

"W can never see the truth,” he thought: "But does that matter at this |evel
of

t hi ngs, when all that counts is sight itself?" Even though he was dying and
could barely Iift his head, he | ooked out across the bay at the lights on the
ot her side and thought, "For instance: |'ve been here and seen this."

What if the city is itself a surf, of buildings and people and consuner goods?
What if the notives that power it are tidal? What if unpredictable w nds play
agai nst masses of water, currents too conplex to understand? Wat if crines
are

whi pped off the crest of events like spray, with no nore cause than that?

At this time of night, halfway through the mddle set, the lights of the Cafe
Surf go dim There is a snell of food and, between nunbers, |aughter and
shouting. But the tables closest to the nusicians are enpty, as if an arc of
fallout has cleared them These tables are cluttered with enpty Graffe Beer
bottles and crunpled serviettes. At the Long Bar they serve a cocktail called
"Ni nety Percent Neon." Marilyn Mnroe | eans out of a brushed al um num frane,
upper body bent forward a little fromthe waist, head tilted back to | augh, so
that her breasts are offered to the paying custonmers wapped in silk, jazz,
red

light fromthe neon sign. It's a life, the saxophonist often thinks, with a
sagging twist of lenmon left at the bottom Iike an enpty gl ass.

But what does he know?



