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 THE ACTRESS 
 
      
 
    Rita Farmer Mystery #1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Intricate and surprising, this is a gripping read and a promising start to a new mystery series.” 
 
    -- Booklist 
 
      
 
    “Sims’s wry commentary on life in Hollywood is dead-on.” 
 
    -- Publishers Weekly 
 
      
 
    “Witty and compelling, this is a complex mystery you’ll love reading, and hate to see end.” 
 
    -- What We’re Reading, Bloomingdale Public Library 
 
      
 
    “At last, a fresh idea in mysteries.” 
 
    -- I Love a Mystery


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 – Rita in Peril 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I screamed. 
 
    I filled my lungs with the stale, coffee-smelling air of the dungeon and let out a ragged howl that ricocheted off the cold walls. I closed my eyes and screamed again as every cell in my body writhed in a futile attempt to deny the horror that was being inflicted on me by the guy in glasses holding a small cardboard box that said Death. 
 
    The guy, who had introduced himself as Ned, stood to the side and brandished the box in his freckled hands. I decided to scream once more, this one a sharp, convulsive type of cry. 
 
    “OK,” said the casting director, a thin black woman named M’kenge, with expressive hands. “OK, Rita, please do it again, only”—she cupped her hands as if to suppress a flower growing—“this time don’t shrink down. Get all taut and tall, like you’re going to break out of your skin.” Upward release of hands. 
 
    I did so. I stood at attention, remembering I was supposed to be tied to a pole, put my hands behind my back—behind my butt, actually, which looks more like natural bondage because your shoulders aren’t all hiked up—and arched my neck like Joan of Arc at the stake. Ned shook the box at me and I screamed. 
 
    When you take a breath to do a scream, you don’t just grab a gulp of air and let go. You need to take the time to load your lungs all the way to the bottom. You need to pull all the slack from your diaphragm like you’d pull a bowstring in archery, and then and only then do you unleash that scream to its target, which is the red beating heart of every human within four miles. 
 
    I screamed, and it felt good. I was screaming well today. I ululated in the middle of this one—nothing fancy, just another jolt of emotion, just another ripple in the violent fabric of my horror. I’d warmed up carefully. 
 
    This was a job I wanted. A job I needed. This was Evan Granger Jackson’s new teensploitation movie, Fingershredder II, sequel to Fingershredder, the low-budget instant-cult terror film you’ve doubtless heard about or seen. If you’re a male age thirteen through seventeen, you’ve seen it three times. 
 
    The role I was trying for was Student Teacher Who Gets Her Fingers Shredded Halfway Through the Script by the Evil But Understandably So Because of Childhood Abuse Sadistic Killer. The fingershredder. 
 
    So I screamed. I screamed my ass off, discharging the screams through relaxed vocal cords but tight external throat muscles as Sam Wojczyk had taught me in his acting class at UCLA. 
 
    I was lucky to have Ned standing there holding the cardboard box, because at least he was human. In case you’ve never auditioned for pictures like this in Hollywood, you often don’t have anybody playing opposite you. You’re just there all alone in front of the casting director, maybe possibly a producer, an assistant with a clipboard who might also be running the video camera, and the empty coffee cups and scone wrappers of the day. 
 
    The cardboard box was a stand-in for the fingershredder device audiences came to know and love so well in the original. See, the fingershredding guy figures out pretty early in his career that paper shredders don’t work well on fingers: they jam quickly, even the heavy-duty, government models. Plus he likes to shred other body parts too, then eventually the victim bleeds to death in terrible pain. So he invents this gadget using parts from a vacuum cleaner, a Cuisinart, and a walkie-talkie. Works great on the screen. A fiendish device, of course you’ve seen stills of it in People and Teen and such. I’m surprised they didn’t license miniatures of it for inclusion in Happy Meals. 
 
    “OK, stop,” said M’kenge. I had not met M’kenge before today’s audition, but I’d carefully learned her name because that’s what a professional actress does. I feel unusual names are more critical to remember than ordinary names, because people with unusual names have a bigger burden in life than the rest of us, in a small but important to them way. 
 
    An unusual name practically invites you to forget it. M’kenge pronounced her name Em-ken-gay. On the page M’kenge looks as if it might be pronounced Ma-keng-ee, which would make it sound Scots, which her parents surely could not have intended. 
 
    So M’kenge said stop. I looked at her attentively. She blew a breath down at the tabletop, then ran two fingers along the side of her skull as if trying to unzip a headache and let it out. Her head was one of those beautiful short-cropped African heritage ones, large smooth cranium, narrow jaw. She did not bother to smile. She was looking at me with intensity and thrilling dissatisfaction. Thrilling because she clearly wanted to help me get it right. 
 
    I so wanted to get it right. 
 
    “Rita, can you do it again, this time full-face to me. I know in this scene you’re supposed to be watching your student Melissa’s fingers getting shredded, and then her tongue and all that, but now I’d like you to scream as if your fingers were getting shredded. You were given pages for that scene, so let’s try it, just the screaming part.” She clenched one hand on her stomach and reached skyward with the other. “Bring it up from your gut, but not totally from there. Give me some highness, I guess what I’m trying to say is can you make it more piercing?” 
 
    Piercing. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, my heart singing because she didn’t say, Thank you, next! If they ask you to do it different ways, they think you might be able to deliver exactly what they want. 
 
    “Make the hair on the back of my neck stand up.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I thought of the most horrifying thing in the world to me right then, which was getting my credit card declined again at the grocery store, which would mean I would have to sell Gramma Gladys’s diamond brooch to buy cereal and juice boxes for Petey and to prevent the landlord from evicting us. 
 
    So I imagined walking into Adil’s Pawn America with that diamond-and-sapphire brooch, and all that it meant, and I felt not only frightened but angry, and I set my heels into the carpet of the soundproof audition room which was doubling today as a bloody dungeon, and I screamed and screamed again. 
 
    Plus usually for a film role you’re doing it in somebody’s office, not a casting studio, the studios being the cattle chutes between the herd of actors out there and the yearned-for slaughterhouse of TV commercials. The company that made the Fingershredder movies, Half Fast Pictures, however, rented studio space for these auditions because everybody in the offices would have gone insane listening to people screaming for days on end. Evan Granger Jackson liked to have lots of first audition tapes to look at. 
 
    We had already done an earlier scene with dialogue in it, not that there was lots in those movies. Which is what makes horror movies so much like pornos. There’s not that much difference between “Please don’t! Stop!” and “Please don’t stop!” The scripts are interchangeable, it’s only the action that’s different. Really, just listen sometime. 
 
    “Thank you,” said M’kenge with finality in her voice, and I could tell she was disappointed. She crunched up one cheek wistfully. To me, an acting professional, it was the worst kind of disappointment, that tone that says, Man, this one just missed. Missed by that much. Next! 
 
    Of course they rarely say anything at the moment, they leave that for your agent. But I was experienced enough to know that tone; I’d heard it so often. 
 
    Was my life’s ambition to play supporting roles in teen horror flicks? No. But give me credit for not having stooped to doing porn, not that I have the body porn requires anyway—the Macy’s-parade tits, the lion’s-mane hair. I’d had breast augmentation, but only one cup size, up to C from my God-given B, which I felt was necessary for the movies, but no way could I ever compete in porn. 
 
    I was a serious actress, and I’d long known acting was the best path in life for me. But time had become my enemy: at this point I was twenty-nine and grimly fighting the concept of thirty. Thirty is what you never want to turn in Hollywood, let alone forty or worse. Time, frankly, was running out. My agent was getting me lots of auditions, because she still believed in me. But if you could convert auditions into car payments what a butt-sassy world Los Angeles would be. 
 
    I thanked Ned, I thanked M’kenge, I thanked Ellen the coffee-stained assistant. Thank you, thank you, they thanked me back and Ellen flipped my head shot to the bottom of the stack. I caught a glimpse of my face, spritely and wholesome above the collar of my crisp white blouse, then—flip—there was the next actress’s face, spritely and wholesome, possibly just what they were looking for. 
 
    I passed her on the way out. Her head was high, shoulders back, confident smile ready. We exchanged friendly glances, because you never know who you might be asking for a job someday. 
 
    That night Petey and I ate the last can of Campbell’s tomato soup and the last of the rice, which came to three-fourths of a cup before cooking. I mixed it all together, put salt and pepper on it, and called it Spider-Man’s Mom’s Special. God bless my boy, he was so hungry he ate it. 
 
    Petey was a Spider-Man maniac. He was four now. When he was three he was a Curious George maniac. When he was two he was a hit-the-rainbow-xylophone-until-Mommy’s-ears-pour-blood maniac. I watched him eat and wondered what five would bring. 
 
    Precious boy. I saw his father’s face in his miniature one: there were Jeff’s gorgeous marine-blue eyes, Jeff’s touchingly dimpled cheeks, Jeff’s contemptuous upper lip. Would he take after his dad? Marry the cute girl next door, move to California for a dull job and start drinking a fifth a day and slapping her around? 
 
    I asked Petey that question with my eyes. He looked at me, swallowed a mouthful of the disgusting dinner I had prepared, and answered, “Noah at school? He pooped on the piano.” 
 
    I hugged him. It was a quiet night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 – Adil’s Pawn America 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The bright sepulchre of Adil’s Pawn America was crammed with dead items moldering under a hundred cold fluorescent suns. 
 
    Petey found the place stimulating. 
 
    “Let’s buy that guitar.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s an amplifier.” 
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    “It makes the guitar sound louder.” 
 
    “Let’s buy it!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Mommy, I’m still hungry.” 
 
    “I know, honey.” 
 
    “I want chips.” The boy was only slightly uncomfortable from hunger, but in children a little hunger goes a long way. They teach you that fifteen minutes after they’re born. 
 
    “No chips.” 
 
    “Can I have an apple?” 
 
    “May I have. As soon as we get back to the Safeway.” 
 
    “Can I eat it while we’re walking around?” 
 
    “Honey, be quiet now.” 
 
    “It smells bad in here.” 
 
    I held his wrist in my practiced antilock grip against his aimless tugging. The key is to give the wrist some space to twirl, but not enough so it can yank its way out altogether. I achieved this by using my thumb and middle finger for the basic hold, with my index finger poised like a trigger to crank down at any indication of increased pulling force. This took commitment because such a grip hurts your hand after a while. I sacrificed my hand comfort for Petey’s almost every day. 
 
    The pawnshop not only smelled bad, it was tomb-chilly as well, air-conditioning blasting from an ugly box over the transom. It had been a warm January week. I hated the word January because all it meant to me was Christmas bills. 
 
    The pawnbroker, whose name I guessed was Adil, Jr., squirted the jeweler’s loupe from his eye and neatly caught it in his hand. He laid the brooch on the counter. 
 
    I wished Petey hadn’t said the word hungry, it was too good a bullet for Adil, Jr., who smiled and fired it into my heart. “The sapphires are OK but there’s a huge crack in the diamond.” 
 
    This pawn dude was unstereotypically young, maybe only twenty, and dressed in a white T-shirt with a pink puppy on it. But his eyes were as flat as dimes. Surely you can only get a look like that by growing up in the business. Years of skillful belittling. 
 
    I knew enough not to say something pathetic like, But it was my grandmother’s. The provenance of the brooch was irrelevant. The meaning of the brooch was irrelevant. The brooch had no meaning anymore. The brooch was going to transmute into sacks of groceries and a rent check. I hoped to God. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “I can give you four hundred.” 
 
    I further knew enough not to say, But you see my credit card was declined at the grocery store two hours ago and I had to leave all the food and detergent lying there and hustle with Petey to the bank before noon because it’s Saturday to get this diamond pin out of the safe-deposit box and it is the last pin. It is the last anything except for my wristwatch, which I need until I get mugged for it some night. The watch anyhow is a knockoff of a Longines, in fact if you look closely and you are the sort of fellow who would look closely, you would see that it says Longunes. And I’m only one month behind on my rent but I cannot let it become two months because there are Plenty Of People In Los Angeles Who Would Rent My Apartment In A Second, people with pay stubs to show the landlord, pay stubs with regular sequential dates on them, every two weeks, pay stubs, pay stubs. 
 
    What I did say was, “That’s a two-carat diamond.” 
 
    “It absolutely is.” The pawn dude quirked both eyebrows. “But the setting is the only thing holding that diamond together. If I was to pry open those prongs, the thing would fall apart into a million pieces. I’m buying this on the basis of the sapphires.” 
 
    It was my cue to fix him with an unflinching gaze, which I did. “There’s no crack in that diamond. Four hundred is an insult.” 
 
    He fixed me back with heartbreaking disinterest. “You don’t have to pawn it here.” 
 
    The reputable jewelers who buy jewels, used jewels, vintage jewels—it’s vintage to you and used to the dealer who’s buying it from you—they don’t like to do transactions like this. In the first place the appraiser guy only comes in on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and when he does buy something he gives you a receipt for it and then the office person cuts you a check. These reputable jewelers like to buy in lots, they like to buy a boxful of jewelry from an estate. They don’t like to deal with people who come in off the street wanting to sell one piece because grocery stores don’t give change for two-carat diamond pins. 
 
    Petey hung by his shoulder socket, lusting for junk. “Let’s buy that fishing pole.” 
 
    “No, honey.” 
 
    “Let’s buy that saw.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Sh, honey, Mommy’s doing business.” 
 
    He hated to be shushed. “Why not why not why not? Mommy!” 
 
    “Honey, please.” 
 
    “MOMMY! MOMMY! MOMMY!” 
 
    “Please stop, Petey,” I interrupted, trying for a tough tone but I felt so damn sorry for the little guy. “Because I really don’t need a tantrum right now.” Which effectively tripped his tantrum circuit. He squeezed his eyes shut and cranked his volume to jet-turbine level and I had to stop him because I needed to sell this fucking brooch. Four hundred dollars was not going to pay our back rent of nine hundred dollars plus nine hundred current, but it would buy us plenty of food, and I would have to think of something else as far as the rent went. I needed to sell the brooch to this T-shirt-clad asshole, so I got down in Petey’s face and said, “If you’ll stop I’ll buy you anything you want from McDonald’s as soon as we leave here.” 
 
    He shut up instantly. Adil, Jr., waited. Another customer came in. 
 
    Adil, Jr., cleared his throat. I looked at him. 
 
    “Four hundred,” he repeated. 
 
    My eyes slid off his shallow uncaring face and I muttered, “All right.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Think happy thoughts. 
 
    Petey had recently passed the milestone of buckling his own car seat harness. Soon he would learn to tie his shoes. But in Los Angeles so many children put in more hours staring at their shoes from the padded shells of their car seats than walking in them. You can buy Velcro shoes for your kid and let him learn to tie a bow when he’s fifteen, but the value of car seat competence can hardly be overstated. Your arms are laden with laundry, your purse is slipping off your shoulder, it’s raining, you’ve got cramps, and the kid clambers in and snappa snappa. Kid stays put. Yes, that’s a downright miracle the first time it happens. 
 
    Our Honda Civic had recently celebrated its eighth birthday, bravely holding up under the disappointment of not receiving any new motor oil or wiper fluid. I pulled the car into traffic on Sunset and headed for McDonald’s, my mouth watering thinking about a fish sandwich and Diet Coke. The car looked like it had been spit out by a sea monster and shuddered in right turns, but otherwise it was a fine machine. There wasn’t time to do groceries before Storytime at two o’clock, so I drove through and we ate in the car on the way to the library where I had the story gig. 
 
    Driving and eating while interfacing with L.A. traffic requires no brainwork, just reflexes, so I took the opportunity to mentally beat myself up about my Visa card. My old brain-loop started up: stupid, stupid, stupid. Gramma Gladys would no doubt visit me in my sleep tonight and raise a gnarled finger: That brooch was the most decent thing in the whole family! Where’s my brooch? No more cookies for you, ya little turd-butt! 
 
    I am educated, yes, but some people have Nobel Prizes and forget to turn the stove off. I feel kinship with such people. I hated to let down Gramma Gladys. She was dead, but I felt we communed. When I was growing up, everybody—everybody—kept calling me pretty. Which was nice, but when Gramma Gladys used to tell me I was smart, I felt special and strong. She was the only one who ever told me I was smart. 
 
    My cell phone played “Fame,” and I dug it out of my purse. 
 
    “I was at cocktails last night with some casting people,” said Marly Haynes, my agent. “Fame” was the ring song I’d selected for her incoming number, a little bit of hopeful irony. “You didn’t get it, sunshine.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I said, palming the wheel onto the ramp to the Hollywood Freeway. 
 
    “M’kenge said your screams weren’t real enough.” 
 
    “She did, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, she said you sounded like a coed during a panty raid.” 
 
    “I didn’t think college boys did panty raids anymore.” 
 
    “Well, she must’ve read a history book. Look, I think we need to skip horror auditions for a while. It was a faulty strategy for you. My bad.” 
 
    A cushion flew off a sofa somebody was moving in a pickup truck. I swerved as it tumbled along the concrete, breaking apart into a thousand beige stuffing chunks. “Thanks, Marly. Uh, well, let’s move on, then. Any word from the Oatberger people?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I’m working on them. You would be perfect for Oatberger, just perfect.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Every man, woman, and child in Hollywood was talking about Serge Oatberger’s new project, Third Chance Mountain. Based on the hit novel by the same title—I forget the author—the movie reportedly was going to be the most ambitious yet by the legendary director. He dealt with important themes in new, imaginative ways. Like if there was a death scene coming up, he wouldn’t do the obvious thing of showing a flower dropping its petals. He’d put in something like a gecko rubbing its nose against a rock, and you would have to work a little to interpret that. All of his images came together so beautifully, and at the end there was never any doubt about right versus wrong. Every man, woman, and child actor in Hollywood wanted roles in his movies. 
 
    Oatberger hated working with stars. He liked humble people who took nothing for granted. And he really liked actresses who were youthful but not kidlike, wore bob-style haircuts, and had learned acting from Karen Bell and Sam Wojczyk. At any rate, he tended to put one such actress in the lead or second lead of every one of his movies. Then they’d win an Academy Award and become stars and he wouldn’t want to work with them again. Who cared at that point? They were stars. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    It is a privilege to be chosen to do Storytime by the personnel of the Los Angeles Central Library. Storytime is every Saturday afternoon and there’s competition for it. To have a good chance of being selected, you don’t just offer to read some story from a book, you must either (a) tell your very own folk story or (b) tell an old story in your own new folk-type way, preferably in costume or with hand shadows or other cultural features. 
 
    I demoed how I could give a new spin to Hansel and Gretel, with sock puppets. That was a winner. 
 
    Given the events of the morning, I didn’t feel much like performing, but the puppets were ready and I was certain my mood would improve once I began. Besides, I was getting paid fifty bucks, which equaled Petey’s recent vaccination deductible. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “‘Where to today, Hansel?’ asked Gretel. 
 
    “‘Straight into the heart of the forest!’ shouted the boy. 
 
    “‘But why?’ 
 
    “‘Papa says fairies live there.’” 
 
    I felt so incredibly glad the children were too young and pure to snicker at fairies. My heart swelled with love for them, the whole crowd of fledglings sitting there in the gorgeous glow of the warm wood-paneled children’s room. It was the kind of room—big, serious, not junked up with construction-paper daisies—that prompted in kids respectful behavior. They were the lucky little folk of Los Angeles: children whose parents brought them to the library for a spot of free culture on the weekend. Children whose parents gave two shits. 
 
    The sock puppets I’d created last night had button eyes and tiny pompon noses, and the Gretel puppet wore a punkish hairstyle of sewn-on Brillo. Hansel sported a tiny cap of Yoplait foil. 
 
    The puppets did the dialogue, but my face and voice were the solder that welded my audience to me. The young humans ranged in age from three to seven years today, roughly, plus one girl of about thirteen, hanging humbly in back. It was a multicultural bunch, reflecting today’s Los Angeles: much perfect brown clean skin, varying eye shapes. The older girl, I saw, was unwilling to grow into the small breasts nature had seen fit to slap on her one night recently while she was unconscious. I met her gaze with a big-sister look that said, Don’t worry, dear one, you don’t have to be a grown-up yet. I kind of wish I hadn’t gotten there myself. 
 
    I flung my soul into the story. The sock puppets played and quarreled and then sat side by side on my knees, and their scrunchy faces turned up to listen intently to their parents, whom I portrayed by shifting my shoulders and assuming each persona in turn. 
 
    “‘Fool!’ growled the stepmother, right in her husband’s face.” I bared my teeth and spat the words. “‘In that case we will all starve!’” 
 
    The children responded to my energy and the story. The startling thing about me to them was I was actual. I was not electronic, I was not a small image on a screen. Their jaded little ears registered the change in air pressure when I dropped to a whisper or cracked a consonant. My body moved three-dimensionally, the sock puppets glided to and fro in space, their little egos bumping around harmlessly and entertainingly. 
 
    Petey was having a ball too, completely in the here and now of being four. I caught his eye with a special wink and he blinked back, delighted. 
 
    I swapped around parts of the plot, giving Gretel the idea of trailing the bread crumbs. Hansel ought not to be the only initiative-taker in the family. I shocked my audience by cramming Gretel’s head briefly into my mouth, to signify the freestyle dragon I invented, and I imprisoned Hansel in the horrible dark cavern of my armpit. 
 
    The parents who’d stuck around appeared to be enjoying themselves. A few exchanged friendly looks. I hoped they were thinking, What fun! Isn’t she amazing? 
 
    At first I didn’t notice a man standing off to the side, watching me with particular intensity. But then I did. 
 
    He was dressed in a silk polo shirt and knife-creased chinos, nothing imaginative but obviously expensive. His posture was relaxed. He watched my face, and he watched the children watch me. His eyes were quick and smart, I thought, and his eyes were where the intensity came from. 
 
    It wasn’t a love-at-first-sight type of intensity, nor was it a clinical intensity, though that was closer. No, he was looking at me in the sudden powerful wham! way of someone perceiving, all at once, the solution to a problem he’d been stuck cold on for months. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 – A Chance Meeting 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I pulled down the story with a flourish: 
 
    “‘O Papa! Now we are rich!’ Their papa gathered them to his heart and said, ‘We shall feast and dance tonight in our forest home! O Hansel! O Gretel! How I love you!’” 
 
    Afterward, as I was excavating a Kleenex from my purse, chino man came up to me. 
 
    “Congratulations,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “Uh, thank you.” 
 
    “You’re very good. You almost made me cry a couple of times.” 
 
    I laughed. “Well. Thank you.” I turned away to dab my nose, then turned back. Seeing no trash basket nearby, I stuffed the tissue in my pocket. “It’s just for fun.” 
 
    Petey, across the room, watched two older boys build a chair fort. A weary-looking librarian nearby was being cool about it. 
 
    Chino man said, “You’re an actress, aren’t you?” 
 
    I straightened. “Yes.” My confidence was not totally shot, so I answered that way. Yes, I am. 
 
    Furthermore, I’m OK with the term actress. The style these days was to call all of us, male or female, actors, but I like actress. It makes me feel more—oh,—flowing. 
 
    The man rested his elbow on a bookcase and took a long easy breath. As did I. We stood beneath one of those incredible bronze deco-type lamps that add still more serene gravity to a lovely room. The library’s odors were safe and familiar—that unmistakable cocktail of binding glue, paper dust, and rubber bands. 
 
    “You had us all eating out of your hand,” he said. His diction was precise. He was a multicultural person himself, of Asian descent—Japanese, probably. I noticed his good grooming, lack of obvious nose hair, and Rolexy watch. 
 
    “Well, thanks,” I answered, “but being great with sock puppets doesn’t necessarily translate to the big screen, you know? I mean … oh, you know.” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. He watched me, saying nothing. As I’ve mentioned, my hair was cut in a bob, as crisp as I could get it, which swam rather upstream against the feathery layers everybody else seemed to wear, but that was the point. Plus it was a darker shade of gold than might be typical of an anxious actress, but Trini, my stylist, told me it looked good on me, and I felt his judgment was sound. 
 
    “You’re very kind,” I said, “but I wish I could make a living at it. That’s what I’m supposed to be doing.” 
 
    The shame of the twin fiascos of the Safeway and the pawnshop came back to me and I felt my mouth set itself against them. 
 
    “Oh, I think you can,” said the man. “You’re very talented. Strikingly so. That’s my daughter over there.” 
 
    In Los Angeles, when you are an unemployed actress and you are approached by a well-dressed stranger who spews compliments, you stick out your hand and say your name. 
 
    “I’m Rita Farmer.” 
 
    He grasped my hand firmly with both of his. “Gary Kwan.” His hands were exactly the same temperature as mine. He moved his left one subtly to my wrist, as if feeling my muscle tone, or pulse. His name had a familiar ring, but at the moment I was coming up blank. He was a handsome son of a gun, but the look in his eyes wasn’t a come-on one. 
 
    “I’m an attorney,” he told me, “and I think you might be able to help me.” He glanced around. “I’m not in the movie business, but I’d like to talk to you about an acting job. Are you working now?” He settled himself more comfortably against the bookcase, one arm hugging himself, shoulder down, making his body language slightly submissive. 
 
    That’s unusual for a guy to do when he’s talking to a woman. I noticed and appreciated it. “Actually,” I said, “I’m auditioning all the time. I have a couple of important ones coming up, uh, which means no! No, I’m totally unemployed.” 
 
    Gary Kwan’s laugh was warm, and I realized that didn’t fit my image of him, and then I remembered my image of him. 
 
    “Oh! Gary Kwan. Gary Kwan, oh, my gosh. I’m so sorry I didn’t connect your name before. Roscoe Jamison!” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    I could think of nothing to say except, “Well, uh, how is Roscoe?” 
 
    He laughed again. “Roscoe’s great! Enjoying his freedom.” 
 
    “Did they ever catch—” 
 
    His tone hardened. “No. Not yet.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell whether he was being serious or sarcastic. So I just said, “Right.” Then it occurred to me that he was just being professionally neutral. It wasn’t his business to wink about Roscoe Jamison, the professional golfer who’d been arrested with his ex-wife’s blood all over his shirt but who beat the rap, thanks to Gary Kwan’s defense team, which did this incredible jujitsu move against the prosecution by showing how the arresting cop could have gotten there first and sliced apart Mrs. Jamison with her own steak knife, then swabbed blood all over Roscoe while he was asleep, which made perfect sense to that particular jury. 
 
    I started feeling somewhat surreal, talking to this famous lawyer whose face was regularly all over the papers, this guy who aggressively, indeed nastily, defended big famous stinkingly rich celebrity people accused of celebrity crimes. 
 
    The little girl he’d nodded toward a minute ago came running over and started climbing his leg. He braced himself against the bookcase. “This is Jade,” he grunted. 
 
    “Hello, Jade.” 
 
    Jade, about three, had a black haystack of hair and shining eyes. She swung herself athletically on her father’s belt. 
 
    “Sweetheart, you’re going to rip Daddy’s pants off. Stop. Go over there for a minute. See those kids over there? I think they need help with that book.” 
 
    Jade charged off and Gary Kwan adjusted his waistline. It was a trim one, his belt curving nicely over his hipbones. 
 
    “She’s a dear,” I commented, smiling after her. “That’s my boy Petey, with the other Y chromosomes over there.” The sudden ridiculous thought came to me that if Gary Kwan and I ever got married, that would not preclude Petey and Jade from marrying someday. 
 
    Gary Kwan had had enough smiling. With a measure of tenseness, he asked, “Have you been in any films? Ever had a big part? Or on TV?” 
 
    “Just a few commercials—Young Mother—that’s the casting designation my agent looks for for me.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did a Johnson’s Wax one where I’m so happy my twins can’t hurt my floor anymore, and I did a Home Depot one where my husband wrecks the hedge but then he goes to Home Depot and everything’s OK again. That wasn’t a speaking part, so I didn’t get full scale. I’ve done a couple of hosiery ads for magazines. And I’m like in the background on this series of bank ads—B of A, print ads for magazines. I’m at a conference table looking bright.” 
 
    “Good, good, Rita.” 
 
    “I mean, I’ve got my SAG card and everything—Gary. But you know, uh, I am no stranger to the unemployment office. So what kind of non-Screen-Actors-Guild work are we talking about?” With a pleasant expression, he swiveled his head to scan the room. The kids were deep into their business. He motioned me to follow him to a deserted corner of the expansive room, where we wouldn’t be overheard. We remained standing, both of us subconsciously remaining spottable by our children. 
 
    In a quiet, direct tone, he said, “I’ve been working on a tough case, and watching you I got an idea and now I’m just plunging ahead with it, even though I haven’t thought it through.” He gazed at me keenly, his eyes like lustrous black shells. “One more thing before I go further. Have you trained as an actress, or are you self-taught?” 
 
    I quieted my voice too. “Oh, I’ve got training. Only Bubbles the Chimp has more training than me.” 
 
    “Who have you worked with?” 
 
    I searched his face. Where the hell is this going? He just maintained his focused, intelligent expression. 
 
    “Well,” I answered, “after I tried and failed to get acting work without formal training, I bit the bullet and went for my degree from UCLA—and I’ve got the outstanding student loans to prove it. I studied primarily with Karen Bell and Sam Wojczyk. These days I’ve been dropping in on an improv class led by Ann Marie Drago, just to keep working on my skills, you know. Do you know them?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of Karen Bell and Sam. Good. This is all very good.” Gary Kwan’s face broke into a sunshine smile. His teeth were small and multitudinous and he looked increasingly happy. 
 
    Lowering his voice even more, he said, “What I want to know is this: would you be willing to serve as a private drama coach to an incarcerated client of mine? She’s up for first-degree murder. I’ll pay you a thousand dollars a day, and the job would probably last a few weeks, if not months.” 
 
    Chops of thoughts tumbled through my mind. The main one was, A thousand dollars a day? Even though I only had an inkling of what this was about, I felt a huge weight lift from the back of my neck. A thousand dollars a day. I couldn’t believe I’d been pitying myself so desperately just an hour ago, and now here’s somebody waving a wand at me with dollar signs shooting out of it. 
 
    I looked at him, trying to understand the rest of what he’d said, feeling like a dumb ox. He waited, an eyebrow cocked in amusement. 
 
    I said, “Drama coach? Is there, like, a theater troupe in the jail? I’d think she’d have other things on her mind than—” 
 
    He laughed. “No, no. It’s not for that. I’m talking about the courtroom.” 
 
    “The courtroom.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It broke on me. “You want me to help her put on an act in front of the jury.” 
 
    “That’s the cynical way to put it. The compassionate way is, I want you to prepare her so she has the best possible chance of being acquitted.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath. I let it out. Now, this was interesting. 
 
    I think Gary saw that thought on my face, because he took his plunge. “Do you know,” he asked, “who Eileen Tenaway is?” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Why did you say oh like that?” 
 
    Because Eileen Tenaway killed her baby. News of the crime, all over the papers for months, had been ugly and dreadful. A little corpse in a crib, a bottle of pills, a rich-bitch mom who had passed out from some intoxicant or other: a rich bitch who was surely lying, a rich bitch who was surely guilty. Because, I thought, I basically despise Eileen Tenaway, as every human being should, but of course you’re her lawyer, you’re exactly the one she would want to defend her. 
 
    Gary waited. 
 
    I answered, “I’m trying to make up something to cover the fact that I’m disgusted by her.” 
 
    “So you understand my position.” He shifted his weight on his feet and shelved his elbow on a bookcase. I stood a little closer to him and paid attention. 
 
    He began, “Four months ago today, as it happens, Eileen Tenaway woke up in the morning, went into the baby’s room, and found her daughter, Gabriella Tenaway, aged eighteen months, cold and stiff in her crib. She called 911. Paramedics confirmed the baby was dead. The police asked questions. She said she didn’t know what happened. She’d heard nothing in the night. The house had been ransacked, and the police found evidence of a possible intruder, but the DA contends that Eileen planted it to cover up her crime. The house had an elaborate alarm system, but Eileen and others say the Tenaways never used it.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “Richard Tenaway felt invulnerable, and Eileen never learned to use it. The autopsy showed the baby died of an overdose of Valium. A bottle of same was found in the medicine cabinet, prescribed for Eileen. Three weeks after the autopsy results, Eileen Tenaway was arrested and charged with first-degree murder in the death of her child.” He paused, looking at me frankly. “Do you think she did it?” 
 
    The question surprised me. “Why are you asking me?” 
 
    He slid his hand along the smooth wood of the bookcase, which held a bonanza of Madeline books, my childhood favorites. Good old intrepid, impulsive Madeline. Many’s the time I’d wished to be her. Gary said, “I want to know if you have an opinion.” 
 
    “My only opinion is that Eileen Tenaway is...well, pathetic, to put it nicely, just from seeing her in the party pages with all the bling and that fake smile. I have to say, the incident looks like an upscale version of a hillbilly giving her kid a bottle of Jack Daniel’s with a nipple on it.” 
 
    “Except Eileen Tenaway, with all her advantages, should have known better.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Unless she didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Well, did she?” I thought he would surely know the answer to that. 
 
    “She says she didn’t.” 
 
    “Do you believe her?” 
 
    “Not my department,” said Gary, meeting my eyes calmly. He drew himself tall, feet together. “She’s hired me to defend her. Period. It’s irrelevant what I think about her guilt or innocence.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Petey trotted over to me, patted my thigh in his habitual mom-check, then trotted off again. 
 
    “The trial,” Gary said, “should start in about a week, we almost have a jury. The main thing is this: a jury trial is a show, with actors and actresses and an audience. The audience watches the show, and then they get to create the ending they want. It’s as simple as that. My job is to build a sympathetic plot around my client.” 
 
    “She was rich and safe and envied, and now she’s up against it.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, smiling. 
 
    I said, “Nobody likes Eileen Tenaway.” 
 
    “They hate her,” Gary agreed. 
 
    “People love it when the rich and smug go down.” 
 
    Gary touched the spines of the Madeline books. “They love it more than sex with chocolate sauce.” 
 
    A shriek split the air. The librarian who had uttered it jumped up. She sprinted from her desk just in time to stop Petey from shinnying up one of the bronze lamps to the inviting stratosphere of the Children’s Room. He’d clambered up a bookcase to adult height, and had just hoisted himself aboard the lamp, which swayed but did not topple. 
 
    Spouting apologies, I retrieved my boy, who was glorying in the commotion he’d caused. “I went up!” he boasted to the world in general. Even the librarian was smiling, now that the danger was over. Petey was so cute and male. 
 
    It was time to leave. I turned to Gary, who held Jade on his hip. She and Petey, safe in the grasp of a parent, gazed at each other like chimps in the zoo. Gary said simply, “You’re going to help me, right?” 
 
    “I don’t have the whole picture,” I said. 
 
    “You will. Meet me in my office tomorrow, and we’ll go over everything.” 
 
    “Tomorrow’s Sunday.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There won’t be anyone around your office?” 
 
    “Correct. That’s the point. We need to be alone; our conversation must be totally confidential.” 
 
    I looked at him. 
 
    “Come on, Rita, you’re a big girl. In case you’re wondering, I’m married.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “What, now you’re disappointed?” 
 
    “No!” I laughed. 
 
    “You’ll come, right?” 
 
    “Um. Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” He gave me his card, which showed an address on Wilshire. “Ten o’clock?” 
 
    “Ten.” 
 
    “Come to the front. It’ll be locked, but I’ll wait for you in the lobby. Remember, don’t discuss this with anybody. Don’t even tell anyone you met me. All right? This is good.” He clenched his fist. “This is so good.” 
 
    “Gary, uh?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s so good?” 
 
    He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe his luck. “You’re an unknown.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 – Breakfast With Daniel 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I slid an egg onto Petey’s Spider-Man breakfast plate and threw the toast on. 
 
    “Spider-Man says oboy an egg! Nature’s perfect food! Time to sit down and eat, honey.” 
 
    Petey jogged to the table and grabbed the piece of toast. 
 
    “Sit down, honey, please, and join the grown-ups.” I heard the cajoling in my own voice, and as he so often did, he exploited it. He was too little for it to be conscious. Entirely my fault. He bit the toast and remained standing, holding a black helicopter in his other hand. 
 
    I’d invited our beloved friend Daniel Clements over for breakfast. After a glance at Petey, he poured three glasses of orange juice. Daniel, a working actor, played the smarter-than-his-boss desk sergeant on the police sitcom Abilene Cop Shop. He was towering and gorgeous and big-chested, which made it funnier when the dinky chief ordered him around. He and I had become friends in acting school, and he’d been more or less steadily employed for about the same length of time I’d been struggling, three years. 
 
    In a quiet voice, Daniel said, “You heard your mother.” 
 
    Petey put down the helicopter and climbed into his chair. “Good fellow,” said Daniel with a smile. 
 
    I looked at him. You’re the good fellow here, but why the hell didn’t he obey me? 
 
    Daniel added, “A man with the same first name as Peter Parker has to take life a little more seriously than others.” 
 
    “When will I get muscles?” demanded Petey. 
 
    “Maybe next week.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “Make a muscle, Daniel!” 
 
    “Later. Eat.” 
 
    The three of us ate and discussed the comics in the Sunday L.A. Times Daniel had brought, then Daniel helped me with the dishes. 
 
    I knew he was watching me stealthily. He cleared his throat. “So what’s this errand upon which you must go alone without your offspring, I ask casually?” 
 
    Holding the frying pan over the sink, I looked up. “You must have heard the mystery in my voice.” 
 
    A wedding gift from one of my aunts back in Wisconsin, the frying pan had started out fully coated with state-of-the-art nonstick material, but now the Teflon was flaking away like scrofulous skin. 
 
    Daniel took the pan from my hand. “I should have gotten you a new one of these for Christmas instead of the day at the spa.” He clanked the pan into the dishwasher rack. 
 
    “Oh God, no. I’d have killed you if you’d given me a frying pan.” I wished I could go to the spa once a week. I wished my kitchen were larger so that big cheerful Daniel didn’t have to squirm his way around it. 
 
    My apartment was Manhattanesquely small, which was a disheartening thing because L.A. apartments are almost always bigger than New York ones. That was supposed to be one of the consolations of acting in L.A. instead of New York—you could afford a bigger apartment. But not me, hell no. I managed to get the crummiest (but rent-controlled!) apartment in one of the becoming-thunderously-more-expensive-because-of-all-the-gay-guys-moving-in zones of West Hollywood, on Curson Street off Sunset. The neighborhood was all right. A high percentage of older Russian immigrants still anchored things, in their stone-faced way. And there was a really nice city park just two blocks away. It had been important to get into a decent neighborhood because of Petey. He had the bedroom, a cubic nest with a window to the ugly iron fire escape overlooking the alley, while I made my bed every night on the futon in the quote-unquote living room. 
 
    To complete the claustrophobic atmosphere, the kitchen window overlooked a lightwell, which was worse, in a way, than having no window at all. 
 
    I’d known nothing of lightwells in rural Wisconsin, where I’d grown up; a lightwell, I learned when I married Jeff and moved to Torrance, California, where he’d landed an accounting job with a glitzy restaurant chain, is simply an open shaft surrounded by buildings. The buildings’ sides make the walls of the shaft. At the bottom of every shaft is always a sorry array of detritus—things dropped or flung from the windows overlooking it: candy wrappers and condoms, Star Wars action figures, pearl necklaces (it has happened), rotted auto parts, and lots of pacifiers. It pays to be on good terms with the people in the ground-floor unit, through whose window you can climb to recover anything discarded in heat or haste or both. 
 
    The kitchen air smelled greasy. I gave a shove to the warped aluminum window and a spurt of fresh air came in from the lightwell, pushed down by the square of blue sky. 
 
    I did the best I could with thrift-shop furniture I spray-painted in glossy blacks and reds, plus throw pillows and an amazingly OK color-block rug from Target. Fortunately, Daniel painted a little, and he’d given me a few groovy abstract canvases. Their whorls and splashes lent a SoHo-ishness to the place. 
 
    Petey was lying on his back on the living room floor about three paces from the kitchen, his feet on the coffee table, his portable ScoreLad perched on his stomach, Spider-Man game in progress. The game made frantic sounds of conflict. 
 
    I asked Daniel as we hip-sat on the edge of the kitchen counter, “Didn’t you have a date last night?” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s only because it went like birdshit that I’m here on time and without a hangover.” 
 
    “I thought he seemed promising.” 
 
    “He was promising! Fifteen-inch biceps and quads so cut you could see them through army pants. And he was second unit director for The Emperor of Miami! I mean my God. But unfortunately he is so in love with himself he couldn’t even be bothered to say hi to Sarah Finch—Bed Head Dead—when she came over to our table.” 
 
    I easily followed Daniel’s showbiz habit of just saying the name of whatever last film someone was in, as a shorthand ID aid. 
 
    “He ogled all the guys in the room, of course,” Daniel continued, arching a brow to show me, “and he did it so condescendingly. He’d check out this guy’s butt, then look over at me in this evaluative sort of way, like daring me to compete for his attention. I was his date! I should have known it wasn’t going to work when he finally asked me to dance and I jumped up and said, ‘On a bright cloud of music shall we fly?’ and he didn’t get it.” 
 
    “Did you say it in rhythm or anything?” 
 
    “Yes! I half sang it, just like that, with the actual rhythm and everything. How can you not know ‘Shall We Dance?’ from The King and I?” 
 
    “A-hole.” 
 
    “A-hole.” 
 
    “Complete.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Daniel folded the towel over the oven door handle. His high forehead gave him a serious look even when helping with the dishes. Fortunately he hadn’t developed a hint of male-pattern baldness yet. Nice thick bitter-cocoa hair, not too wavy. 
 
    The two of us tried to be sparing with vulgar language when Petey might hear. Hell, damn, and God were all OK, I mean let’s be real, and Daniel had allowed himself birdshit a minute ago, but my current feeling was that asshole must be reserved for adult ears. “So anyway, sweets, you haven’t answered my question.” 
 
    “Daniel, I can’t.” 
 
    “That is very unbestfriendlike.” 
 
    “I’m sorry—it’s true, it’s just this—odd thing, you know, this odd opportunity that came up. I don’t even know exactly, uh—” 
 
    “It’s work? Is it Oatberger?” 
 
    “Yes. No. But I’m not supposed to say anything about it, and I promised I wouldn’t. I don’t even know if I’m going to go through with what this...person...is proposing.” Although I probably will. 
 
    “You probably will. I know how broke you are.” Daniel had helped me shop for all the licensed Spider-Man merchandise Petey had wanted for Christmas. 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. Why won’t you let me give you a little something? Just to—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Rita. I saw you washing your own car when I drove by last week. That pitiful little bucket and sponge.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “I was late for work or I would have stopped. You’re not supposed to wash your own car, you’re supposed to take it to the car wash.” 
 
    “I’m broke!” 
 
    “Then let me give you—” 
 
    “No. Thank. You.” I tossed the dishrag. “Please don’t make me explain it again.” 
 
    “All right, sweets,” he soothed, “it’s all right. You run along and I’ll take the boy to the park. We’ll show those bad guys how Spider-Man climbs trees.” 
 
    “Be careful. Yesterday at the library he almost gave me an aneurism when he figured out how to—” 
 
    “Stop being such a mom. Petey’s almost a better climber than I am now. He’s fearless.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 – Gary Kwan’s Offer 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My blood quivered in my ears as I parked the Honda and walked around to the front of Gary Kwan’s office building. What was I getting myself into? But I felt fresh and slim and nicely dressed in my black capris and driving moccasins and the sun was out so what the hell’s there, really, to be anxious about? Besides, a thousand dollars a day! 
 
    Gary was right at the doors, holding one open for me, his face calm and friendly. “I’m so glad to see you, Rita.” 
 
    As soon as I stepped into the fresh-smelling lobby, I relaxed. The place was deserted, but I didn’t get a bad vibe. “Thanks and ditto, Gary.” Panels of pink and brown granite lined the lobby, alternating wide stripes like heavy candy. 
 
    We took the elevator to the seventh floor. On the ride up I enjoyed the feeling of anticipation that had been gathering inside me since yesterday—an encounter with an interesting stranger, a tantalizing offer. And it appeared Gary was looking forward to doing some vigorous talking. I could tell by the way he bobbed his head ever so slightly, almost invisibly but constantly, which betrays agreeable excitement. 
 
    Gary’s suite, to my surprise, was small, verging on cramped. Its furniture, meager and cheap, placed it solidly in the start-up tradition. After we passed through the reception foyer, which doubled as a storage closet for supplies, there were doors to three offices. We went into the one with Gary’s name on it. 
 
    “We work seven days a week during trials and as you know, we’ve got one coming up. We’re in jury selection now. But I told everybody to stay away today.” 
 
    He indicated a white metal chair for me at a bitsy white plastic conference table. He joined me after retrieving two cold bottles of brand-X drinking water from a small refrigerator. Behind him, the window overlooked downtown and the suburbs beyond. 
 
    “I’d have expected you to have an ocean view,” I commented. 
 
    “Too distracting, too pretty.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “You were expecting something posh like in a movie.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Welcome to my world. I make good money, but when you’re a defense lawyer, you never know where your next case will come from. Or when. It’s not as if you build much repeat business.” Even so, exuberant California light washed the room. Such direct desert light can be hard and unfriendly outdoors when it’s flaring right on you—so unrelenting, so UV—but this way, through the windows, shaded by a sort of cantilever above, it felt benevolent. On my side. 
 
    Gary sat opposite me in a college-coach posture, knees spread, elbows down. Very much at ease. On the table was a stack of files in contract-length folders next to a laptop PC, its screen blank. 
 
    “All right,” he said, smiling eagerly. “What are you wondering about?” 
 
    Instantly I understood the harmonious feeling between us: We were both acute observers of other people. Sensitive to the little dishonesties people allow themselves, then eventually adopt as habits. We saw through those things, which was why we were both good at what we did. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “first I’d like to know more about Eileen Tenaway. What does she say really happened?” 
 
    “What she told the police. She figures she must have been drugged somehow while she was sleeping, then somebody robbed the house. She doesn’t know how.” 
 
    “Well, by whom?” I broke the seal of my water and sipped some. The cold flowed down to my belly. 
 
    “She’s never speculated on that, but I have some ideas.” 
 
    “You have some ideas?” 
 
    “I’m working hard here. She is not an easy client.” 
 
    I thought about that. “Well, when I read about it I wondered why the DA’s charging her with murder instead of, like, negligence or something.” 
 
    “Prosecutors always go for a heavier charge, both for the publicity and to give themselves leeway. They might offer a plea deal, but they also figure, hey, maybe we’ll get lucky and the jury’ll swallow our case whole. If Eileen had said it was an accident—that she gave the baby a couple of pills just to make her sleep—and thrown herself on the mercy of the court, I doubt they’d have charged her with murder. They did offer us a plea, as a matter of fact, but we’re not taking it. She wants to fight.” 
 
    “But they’re not going for the death penalty?” 
 
    “No, they think their chances will be better without it.” 
 
    I was starting to see that my own perception of Eileen Tenaway was based on nothing but shallow sensationalism. Gary talked on, explaining that the evidence against Eileen was strong, albeit circumstantial. “They’re going to hammer the implausibility of an intruder,” he said, thrusting two fingers at the file folders, “and we’re going to hammer back the implausibility of this mother killing her own child. They don’t have an eyewitness, but neither do we.” 
 
    He curled his fingers and jounced an imaginary pebble. “And as you realize, there’s a worse problem: Eileen Tenaway doesn’t come across well. Increasingly these days, that is significant. Because this is going to jury, the DA is drooling at the prospect of sending this spoiled, complacent society mom to prison forever. Long before Roscoe Jamison, juries made up their minds about defendants partly based on the evidence and partly on the manner and appearance of the defendant.” 
 
    “But now it’s getting worse?” I ventured. 
 
    “Depends on your point of view.” Gary dropped his invisible pebble and took a pull from his water bottle. I watched the shadow crescent beneath his smooth Adam’s apple. “With Roscoe Jamison, I had a charismatic defendant. We picked a good jury, we led them to believe that their preconceptions against the LAPD were the most important thing to take into account, and they did. We won without putting Roscoe on the stand. So for us, it was good.” I got a creepy feeling, and he saw it in my face. “It’s irrelevant, Rita. Guilt or innocence is irrelevant.” 
 
    “You’ve said that already.” 
 
    “It’s always been this way. Most juries try hard to go by the facts. But they never act strictly on principle. I can prove it to you, if you’d like to sit and read historical transcripts and analyses for a few weeks.” 
 
    That actually sounded like an interesting thing to do, but I just said, “I get it.” 
 
    “Something tells me you don’t yet.” He reached for the laptop and touched some keys. His hands were well proportioned and loose, like a piano player’s, the fingernails clean and just perceptibly buffed. 
 
    A series of video clips started up, and I realized I was seeing jurors emerging from various guilty verdicts. 
 
    Gary named a case, a famous national-news-type murder. People with weary expressions stood on the steps of a courthouse talking to the camera. 
 
    A guy in a Ford jacket mumbled, “She didn’t seem remorseful.” Another juror, clutching a suede purse, said, “She didn’t seem to feel all that sorry that her parents are dead.” Another: “She just seemed guilty.” 
 
    Gary played half a dozen clips from the aftermaths of different trials, all of them showing jurors explaining their verdicts in the same terms you’d use talking about characters in a TV show: 
 
    “She didn’t seem to care about her child at all. Poor little fella.” 
 
    “He just didn’t act right. There was something odd about him. I couldn’t really follow all the stuff his lawyer said. He just seemed guilty.” 
 
    “She just seemed guilty.” 
 
    “He just seemed guilty.” 
 
    Then Gary punched up another video file, this one of jurors emerging from acquittals saying, “Oh, obviously he was innocent. It was just obvious, you could tell by looking at him.” And the like. The last one showed a juror from Roscoe Jamison’s trial saying, “We got to guard our own.” 
 
    My bones revolted under my skin. “Good God.” 
 
    Gary punched up another movie, this one of a woman sitting cramped on a straight chair at a table in a depressing room. A man in a white shirt asked her questions. Gary froze the image and I studied it. Wearing her customary eye-popping jewelry—she had not yet been placed under arrest—Eileen Tenaway was as beautiful as ever. But Gary was right; her affect was blunted, odd, cold. She looked down at her hands on the table, which lay limp, as if the weight of the gold bangles and rings were too much for them. Gary murmured, with noticeable pain in his voice, “Eileen agreed to let the police question her before she hired me.” He turned up the volume. 
 
      
 
    COP: Couldn’t Gabriella have gotten into those pills by herself? 
 
    EILEEN: No, I kept them in the medicine cabinet. 
 
    COP: Couldn’t she have climbed up and opened that cabinet? 
 
    EILEEN: No. 
 
    COP: Why not? 
 
    EILEEN: It has a childproof latch. 
 
    COP: Didn’t you just give her a few of those sleeping pills to quiet her down? 
 
    EILEEN: No. 
 
    COP: Why would an intruder use your Valium to kill your daughter? 
 
    EILEEN: I don’t know. 
 
      
 
    Her voice was flat except when she lifted her head at one point, trying for a bit of her habitual arrogance, trying to get the cop to think she was being honest. But I could see how emotionally shut down she was. Pitiable and miserable. As a mother I found myself aching for her, no matter what had really happened that night. 
 
    Gary said, “I have a defendant who is totally unsympathetic to most everybody in Los Angeles, because she’s rich, gorgeous, self-satisfied, she’s everything people say they look down on but really envy. If people can’t have what they want, they like to destroy it. Never mind that the woman not only lost her daughter, she also lost her husband and her sister before all this happened. Nobody gives a damn about that, and they didn’t when it happened.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember. Like, a few months before the baby thing? Did they both die, or what?” 
 
    “Richard Tenaway disappeared, then turned up dead in Brazil, one of the countries his business imported gems from.” 
 
    Gary explained how Richard Tenaway had positioned his family as one of the most prominent in Los Angeles by making big money importing raw jewels from exotic places. He’d started the company with his best buddy, Padraig McGower, and built it to impressive size. Everybody in L.A. knew the name Gemini Imports, the world’s leading wholesaler of gem-quality emeralds, sapphires, and topazes, and everybody knew the names McGower and Tenaway. The partners specialized in those valuable stones, found in quantity in South America. 
 
    “This was Eileen’s life,” Gary said. “Her husband and his partner started bold, made big mistakes, learned from them, and eventually they became unparalleled experts at judging uncut crystals. They got shrewder every day. She loved the glamour of what they did.” 
 
    As he talked I understood how the guys’ success gave them access to big-shot bureaucrats and diplomats, who helped them breeze through government red tape that bogged down their rivals. 
 
    “It was a good life,” Gary observed. “Tenaway and McGower collected fancy cars, both of them, and commissioned yachts. Tenaway called his the Gem and I, get it? Everywhere they went, they attracted envious attention, their trophy wives on their arms. Richard decked out Eileen in fine jewelry, I’m sure you saw the pictures in the magazines.” 
 
    “Yeah, and she was Richard’s bauble.” 
 
    “She loved the jewels, she loved the cars and the trips.” 
 
    “Most women would,” I remarked. 
 
    “And then it all changed.” When Richard Tenaway’s body was discovered, Gary told me, the local authorities didn’t have much to go on, and neither did anybody else. Eileen could find out little more, even when she went to the interior of Brazil herself with a private investigator and an interpreter to identify the body and look into what had happened. Tenaway’s body, with a gash on the head, had been found in a ravine. An accident? If not, there were no suspects anyway. 
 
    “Furthermore,” Gary continued, “Eileen’s sister, Norah Mintz, disappeared the same time Tenaway did. Rumor was they ran off together, but when Richard turned up dead, there was no Norah to be found. That’s irrelevant to our case, but you should know it as background.” 
 
    He paused and rubbed his chin glumly, thinking of something else. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Worse still for me, they’ve named Tracy Beck-Rubin lead prosecutor.” He glanced to see if I recognized the name. When I sort of didn’t, he said, “An up-from-blue-collar-land tough girl who knows how to hit all the right buttons of a jury. She was on the DA’s team against Roscoe.” 
 
    “But they lost.” 
 
    “Yes, but they learned a lot from the experience.” He slapped his thigh twice, then stopped, having forced away the negative thought. “Never mind,” he said cheerfully. “What did you think of Eileen?” 
 
    I knew the power of personality so well, the power of make-believe. I said, “She’s in pain, and she’s too scared to remember how to manipulate people.” 
 
    Gary beamed. “Wow! That’s cold, Rita, that’s cold. Excellent.” 
 
    “That’s what you want from me, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Can you help her?” 
 
    “Yes, I think I can.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Gary jumped up and paced the small office, snaking his hips around the side chairs and his desk and back around again. Today his trim butt was clothed in a pair of linen slacks, his torso in another silk polo shirt of a rich bronze color. He moved as if he enjoyed it, like a dancer. Nice. Very nice. 
 
    “As a team,” he said, “we have to make the jury want to do something for her. We have to show her to be an innocent victim of forces beyond her control, beyond anyone’s control. Except the jury’s. They must understand they have total power, and they must feel free to exercise it.” 
 
    “On her behalf.” 
 
    “On her behalf. Now, I’ve figured out a basic defense, our team’s been working together from the beginning, and we’ve done all our homework. Jury selection’s going well.” Still pacing, he talked on. “As I said, we’re going to pound on the evidence of an intruder. We’ll show it was an extraordinary burglary, well planned, perfectly executed, except they didn’t find the wall safe with all her jewelry in it. We get Eileen to deny giving her child the Valium. We get her to deny it on the stand. We have to be very brash here, or we could go down. I believe our chances are better now that you’re on the team. Needless to say, she’s got money for all this. She’s paying me to talk to you right now, and as I promised, I’ll pay you a thousand of her dollars a day if you’ll help her.” 
 
    “She knows about this already?” 
 
    “Not yet.” He dropped to one knee next to my chair as if ready to sketch out a play on the rug, and turned the full force of his persuasive brain on me. “Rita, you’re perfect for this. You’re an appealing woman, you’ve got a little one of your own, your acting has a special warmth to it, it’s palpable. You make people like you. You can show her how you do it. With your help, Eileen could transform her presence in the courtroom.” 
 
    Before I could say anything, he went on, “The fact that you’re so good yet so unknown is very important. Because if you agree to give acting lessons to Eileen Tenaway, you’ll have to do it secretly, during visits to the lockup.” He smiled excitedly. 
 
    “Really? They didn’t offer her bail, huh?” 
 
    “Not in a case like this. You’ll need to pose as a paralegal working for me. And it won’t stop there. I’ll want you in the courtroom as a silent support for Eileen, so you’d have to play the role there too.” He paused. “While it’s not illegal to prepare a defendant for trial, what I’m proposing may be considered...unethical. If the DA found out, forget it. I don’t see it that way, but since this trial will get lots of publicity, I want two things. I want to win, and I want to be very quiet about how I do it.” 
 
    “What about the people in your office? I mean, the other lawyers on the team and stuff?” 
 
    He shook his head, jaw firm. “I don’t intend to tell them about your real role. A thousand bucks a day, Rita, and acting for real, not pretending in front of a camera. It’ll be hard work, but I have the feeling you’re not afraid of that. If you say yes right now, I’ll give you money up front to buy some office-type clothes, if you need them, and to tide you over for the next few days. Then I’ll pay you in cash once a week. You’ll work at least Monday through Friday, probably some weekends too. That’s five to seven thousand a week.” He rested his arm on the table in front of me, and I stared at his fine black arm hairs and his wristbone. I could feel his eyes on the side of my face. 
 
    A thousand a day was a couple hundred over SAG scale, which is toilet paper to a star, but for the likes of me? I closed my eyes and thought of all the months of rent I could save up, all the scrumptious food I could buy, all the beauty treatments I could pay for, all the new toys and clothes for Petey I could splurge on. A zero balance on the credit card. 
 
    “I’m up for it,” I decided, “but there’s just one thing. There’s this director named Serge Oatberger.” I told Gary how the auditions for the new film were coming up, and how my agent Marly thought I’d be perfect for the second lead, or even the lead. “If I got either part,” I explained enthusiastically, “it’d be my dream come true. So if I can just be available for auditions when they’re called, and then of course if I actually—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The tone of that one no gave me a glimpse of the inner Gary Kwan: the icy desire that made him such a good courtroom performer, capable of cheap manipulative sentimentality, cold disgust, and everything in between. 
 
    Firmly, he said, “This cannot be a side job for you, Rita. Either you commit fully to this project, or forget it. I can’t guarantee you’ll be free when that audition comes up.” 
 
    I stared into space. 
 
    I thought about my career. 
 
    Gary waited. 
 
    I thought some more and drank my water. 
 
    He waited some more, patiently, watchfully. 
 
    After a minute he added gently, “You’ll get a fifty-thousand-dollar bonus if she’s acquitted.” 
 
    “Oh, God.” The sun moved in the sky a little bit, pushing a patch of shade over my fingers on the table. 
 
    Finally I said, “All right.” 
 
    “Yes!” In a burst of energy, Gary pumped my hand, clapped me on the shoulder, and strode to the window, as if for a breath of fresh air, though of course the window was fixed in place and the air in the office was perfectly nice and cool. “Good, good, good! This is an excellent day, Rita. Trust me. Oh, this is going to be an adventure. A first.” 
 
    The light from the window shone dazzlingly on Gary’s face and charming haircut—short over the ears, thick on top—as he gazed down at the street. I’d wanted to tousle that hair since the library. 
 
    He turned and beckoned to me. “Look what’s going on down there.” 
 
    I joined him at the window. Seven stories below, a man in blue jeans lay on the sidewalk, writhing in pain. Dark blood was seeping through his shirt. He appeared to be screaming or moaning, though we couldn’t hear it. A bystander had stopped and was crouching next to him, talking on a cell phone. 
 
    Gary murmured, “He tripped on that bump in the sidewalk, fell, and now his arm’s broken. See how he’s holding it? An open fracture, with that blood. Ten years ago I’d be running down there to sign him up as a client. Sue the city.” 
 
    The man’s suffering made me feel sick. “We should do something.” 
 
    “If he were unconscious I’d go down and see if he needed CPR. But he’s breathing and rolling around, so he’ll be OK. And look, there’s an EMT truck coming up from Beverly Glen already. They’ll take care of him.” He watched me watching the man on the pavement. “You need a strong stomach in this world, Rita.” 
 
    “I have it for some things.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Such as I’m not afraid of poop and vomit.” 
 
    “How about blood?” 
 
    “I’m a woman, I know all about blood.” 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 – The Glamour of Surveillance 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Beyond the office buildings on Wilshire Boulevard the city seethed and rumbled. It was getting warmer as the day wore on, the temperature edging up to seventy-seven degrees, seventy-eight. A taxi backed over an unopened bottle of Mountain Dew: poph! A biplane slalomed overhead, preparing for an air show at Venice Beach. People watered their lawns and thought about cooking out later. 
 
    George Rowe, a crew-cut guy who used to wrestle convicts for a living, parked his yellow VW Beetle in front of a house in Rancho Park and got out. 
 
    When Volkswagen introduced the cuter Beetle, so many people in Los Angeles bought it that it quickly became an innocuous car, the kind of car people stopped noticing, or if they did notice they thought, Oh, cute banal car, I suppose a cute banal person is driving it. 
 
    Along with the crew cut, Rowe wore short-sleeved shirts with ties and leather shoes and he didn’t care that women thought he was a nerd king because that was just like the car. People flicked their eyes on you and then past, and one second later would not be able to tell anybody what color your hair was if their life depended on it. He was neither tall nor short. He took some pride in having a sturdy build but made sure his shirts didn’t show it off too much. 
 
    George Rowe walked up to the house and let himself in with the key the owner had lent him. 
 
    He was thinking how money is a magic charm. It makes people tell you things. It makes them let you do things to them. It makes people think they’re much smarter than they are. Can you buy intelligence with cash? In a way, you can. 
 
    The house was empty of people. He went to the laundry room and reached up for the handle to the attic steps. He climbed the steps, hearing the metallic tinks of the springs settling under his weight, then scooted over to a miniature video camera he had installed there two days ago. It was very hot in the attic and he felt the slickness of sudden sweat on his face and under his arms. Holding a flashlight in his teeth, he pulled out the camera, looked at it, fiddled with the coat-hanger-wire mount he had made for it, and repositioned it. The lens pointed down through the attic floor. It had worked fine, the camera, but he had not aimed it properly at first, and it had to be just so. 
 
    He climbed down and, glancing into the kitchen, noticed a sinkful of breakfast dishes. He washed a glass with a sponge and a squirt of detergent, rinsed it, and took a drink of cold water from the tap. He went ahead and washed the rest of the dishes, setting them to dry on the drainboard. 
 
    He left the house, stopped at a grocery store near his apartment in Culver City, and went home and put away the food he’d bought. He changed into a pair of cutoffs and a T-shirt his boss had brought him from Nantucket. He washed a carrot, cut off the top, and stood chewing it, thinking. 
 
    George Rowe’s apartment was his nest and workplace. He kept it tidy because he’d discovered that if you’re a slob you can never find anything, and then you waste time. His double bed, with its blue-piped coverlet, occupied one corner of the bedroom. Another corner housed his surveillance electronics and his PC. A bank of six file cabinets lined one wall of the living room, and two whiteboards on easels stood in front of them. The boards were covered with Rowe’s forward-leaning handwriting in black marker: names, dates, arrows, little sketches, and way too many question marks. 
 
    He munched the carrot and looked at one of the boards for a long time. He rubbed out something with the corner of a dry eraser and wrote in something new. Whatever it was didn’t please him, because he stood looking at it unhappily, hands on hips, his knotty toes gripping the decks of his house shoes, a pair of cherry rubber flip-flops. 
 
    He was working a lot these days. He didn’t like downtime and he didn’t have a lawn to water. 
 
    He looked at his watch. The phone rang. 
 
    “We didn’t do it last night,” a female voice said. 
 
    “That’s OK,” said Rowe. “I had to fix the camera anyway. Try again tonight.” 
 
    The other voice paused. “Did you do the dishes when you were here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    Hearing the puzzled smile in her voice gave him a good feeling. People don’t expect you to do something nice just for the hell of it. 
 
    “I just felt like it. You seem pretty busy.” 
 
    “Well—thank you!” 
 
    He hung up and called the cell number of a urologist who answered while pulling his car into a gas station in Pasadena. 
 
    “Doc, we appreciate everything you’ve done for us. But are you absolutely sure you couldn’t testify?” 
 
    “Oh, I can testify,” said the tennis-tanned doctor, popping his filler door and two-fingering his wallet out of his back pocket, “but it won’t be what you want.” 
 
    “You really can’t say if his penis functions sexually or not? I mean, you gave him a complete examination, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes! He was more than willing to urinate for me, but—” 
 
    “That was never the issue.” 
 
    “I know! What did you want me to do, get down on my knees and—” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “He said he couldn’t give a semen sample, all right? There’s no way to actually tell if—oh, he’s got some interesting scars on the thing. A ferret attack, for God’s sake. I think the bastard probably does have sexual function, because I could find nothing organic. But as you know, the sex act—” 
 
    “OK, OK.” 
 
    “—involves more than just—” 
 
    “OK. Thank you.” 
 
    Next Rowe called his boss at home. The boss, a supervisor in the claims department at Fenco, the insurance giant, was used to hearing from him anytime, any day of the week. 
 
    “I think,” Rowe reported, “I’m about to get the video we want in the Crunch & Munch case.” 
 
    “Yeah? Good.” 
 
    “You know I hate these porn jobs.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you do ’em so well.” 
 
    A few months ago, a bartender from Santa Monica was having sex with another man’s wife at her home in Malibu. The woman kept several ferrets as pets, and while the two humans were noodling around in bed after a session of intercourse, one of the ferrets had decided to join them under the covers. The bartender’s penis had in some way upset the ferret, which sank its small, needlelike teeth into it and hung on, only to let go and regrip several times. Finally the bartender managed to part the ferret’s jaws. He stanched the blood with a towel and sought medical treatment. 
 
    Soon afterward, the woman and her husband received word that the bartender had filed a lawsuit against them for permanent loss of sexual function, for fifty million dollars. The husband was not pleased. 
 
    He had, a decade earlier, purchased an umbrella liability policy with Fenco for a maximum of two million dollars. Fenco had begun negotiations with the bartender’s lawyer, who insisted that his client would settle for no less than ten million, or go to trial and win Fenco’s two million plus everything else the couple owned. 
 
    The claims bosses at Fenco decided that the bartender’s claim, supported only by an affidavit from an unaccredited cancer specialist in Tijuana, was suspicious. Thus it was that George Rowe got assigned to find out whether the bartender’s wounds had robbed him of sexual function or what. 
 
    He followed the man, figured out he already had a new girlfriend (a single woman, with no pets, this time), and approached her. After winning her trust with a hundred-dollar bill, he learned the bartender could indeed achieve erection, penetration, and ejaculation. The girlfriend and Rowe decided that in exchange for five thousand dollars now and another five thousand later, she would allow him to install a digital video camera above her bed and leave it in place for one month. He would probably get what he wanted within a few days. All he needed was explicit proof. The girlfriend’s testimony could be valuable, should the case get all the way to court, but pictures were always best. Too, pictures were cheaper than lawyers. 
 
    The girlfriend wanted to leave Los Angeles anyway, and so she aimed to move up to Portland after receiving the second half of her money. The bartender wouldn’t bother her; Rowe knew from experience he wouldn’t do anything but drop his lawsuit and hide under a rock for a while, just as soon as his lawyer had a chance to view Rowe’s video. 
 
    In olden days—that is, five years ago when Rowe left his job as a corrections officer at Folsom State Prison and went to work as an investigator for Fenco—cases like this excited him. Busting scammers was fun, and uncovering evidence that a suspicious individual really was honest was unexpectedly satisfying. He would have gotten a real boot out of the Crunch & Munch bartender, would have laughed about it and captured the video with relish. He would’ve almost wet his pants showing it to the bartender’s attorney. 
 
    He had solved all sorts of cases for Fenco. There was the infrared-aerial work he’d done to show that a pea grower could not have lost a crop to drought because he had not planted one in the first place; there was the disabled-vet disguise he’d donned to find out that a man who claimed to be paralyzed indeed was, he just had a crappy doctor; there was the plain old waiting-in-the-dark-on-a-hunch work he’d done to bust up a jet fuel swindle at a private airstrip at Lake Tahoe. 
 
    Yes, he would’ve been challenged and gratified by this stupid bartender’s opportunism. And that was the thing about fraud: so often somebody without the brains to cook up a well-organized scam will be tempted by happenstance to defraud an insurance company. Such people were usually easy to catch, with tricks and bribes. 
 
    But now such stuff was hollow. Too easy. Stakes not high enough. George Rowe had become addicted to the chase. He needed a greater challenge, or his work was going to stop being fun. 
 
    He said to his boss, “Yeah, Avery, but an orangutang could do what I do. You know the case I want to go back to.” He gazed at his whiteboards. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Avery, who knew Rowe was the best investigator he’d ever worked with. “The Jeweler in the Jungle. Well, let’s talk about it after you wrap this one up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 – Where Gramma Gladys Dwells 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I pulled into the parking lot on the west side of Rodeo Drive at Santa Monica and backed into a space. 
 
    I was not here to shop. 
 
    At Ann Taylor in the Beverly Center I’d just bought, with some of the money Gary had handed me that morning, two neutral skirted outfits like you see on lawyers on Trial TV, plus a decent pair of slingbacks at Banana Republic. I had a slightly-beat-up-but-dignified Coach purse at home that would work, but I didn’t know if I needed a briefcase. I let that go for now. The new stuff was in the cargo hold of my Honda. 
 
    I shut off the engine and rolled down my window. The ambience of Santa Monica Boulevard instantly filled the car: four flowing lanes of traffic plus left turn, the sound like metallic surf, accented by the chug of an unmuffled tailpipe, the hasty skid of tires. The light turns red and the traffic-surf ebbs, the waiting cars sigh anxiously, then the cross-current of cars on Rodeo begins, a much smaller stream, their engines and tires almost individually distinct. Then the green light comes for Santa Monica and the relieved surge begins and builds to that metallic surf again. I closed my eyes and listened and breathed. 
 
    The air quality here was what you’d expect in the heart of Beverly Hills, which is, if not the heart of Los Angeles, then one of the major organs, L.A. itself being the heart of American car culture, with California being the conflicted nerve center of American popular culture. In short, the air here was lousy. 
 
    And yet the air here was rarefied and desirable. Anyone can come and breathe it for free, of course. But few belong to the shopping class of this part of Rodeo Drive, where a sweater might cost you six hundred dollars—or even six thousand—and a luncheon plate fifty. Not everybody can afford to pay money just to park a car, especially when you can park for free in front of the houses on Rodeo Drive on the other side of Santa Monica. 
 
    One day, shortly after Petey was born and I was still going fulltime to UCLA for my theater degree, I realized I had to get out of my marriage. When you get hit in the eye, the shiner takes about thirty-six hours to look its worst, whether you’ve applied ice or not. I’d gone to class with a thirty-six-hour-old black eye, and although I’d gained enough makeup skills to reduce its obviousness, people could tell. My partner in improvisation that day, a gentle stud named Daniel Clements, bought me a coffee after class and said only, “That wedding ring is costing you a lot to keep, isn’t it?” 
 
    It was like being hit in the other eye, only a good hit. I had to think, and after I left campus I drove aimlessly for a couple of hours, not caring that Jeff, who was in Torrance feeding Petey from the bottle of pumped milk I’d left in the fridge, would be furious that I hadn’t come straight home. Let him fume, I thought for the first time. Do you believe it? For the first time. I was driving along in a state of deep confusion when I found myself turning into this parking lot at Rodeo and Santa Monica. All I wanted was to take my foot off the gas for a while. I call it a lot, but it’s actually a two-level structure, with the first level underground and the top one raised just slightly above street grade. It gives you a little bit of a view, a little bit of elevation. Which is nice, for a parking lot. 
 
    As soon as I’d turned off the engine, a feeling came over me, a mystical type of feeling. The feeling felt like Gramma Gladys. I had the strong sense she was there with me, right in that parking lot. 
 
    I even said, cautiously, “Gramma?” 
 
    The feeling stayed. 
 
    I began to talk to her, pouring out my troubles. I cried about Jeff’s drinking and horrible temper, the affair I suspected he’d been having with some bimbo at work. I told her how scared I was to be a mother, how I should have known better than to get pregnant, how stupid my dream of becoming an actress must be. 
 
    In spite of—or perhaps because of—having been dead a decade, Gramma Gladys was able to help me. She listened. I felt her say, in her all-exclamation-points-all-the-time voice, Of course you have to leave him! Next time he’ll put you in the hospital! Time after that he’ll kill you! He’ll kill the boy! 
 
    You’re too smart for this! 
 
    Gramma Gladys, my mother’s mother, dug a life out of the apathetic soil of a Wisconsin alfalfa farm and the family of uncommunicative weirdos she came from. After giving birth to four kids in six years, she talked my grandfather into buying her an adding machine and a typewriter, with which she started a business doing bookkeeping for neighboring farmers and the storekeepers in town. The town’s name is Durability, chosen by early homesteaders who didn’t want to tempt fate by calling their town anything remotely cheerful or grand. Even today doggedness is a valuable trait in those parts. Gramma branched into tax preparation, then began giving business advice for money, and in this way eventually pulled the family into the middle class. 
 
    This was not a small achievement. 
 
    When I was little and Gramma Gladys came to visit, she was the brainiest, most glamorous person I knew. She wore pearls and the best clothes she could afford or sew for herself. She looked like a lady, cussed like a sailor, and her love was usually misinterpreted as hostility. But she and I understood each other. 
 
    It was clear to me even as young as I was that she’d fought harder for what she had than anybody gave her credit for. And she realized the problems I would face, a little honey-haired cutie who got away with everything. I didn’t know it was because pretty people always get away with more. 
 
    Pretty pretty pretty. I actually grew to hate that word. It was intended as praise, but I understood it as a fetter. 
 
    Pretty pretty pretty. 
 
    Gramma Gladys sought to elbow that shit out of the way by never agreeing with anyone that I was pretty. 
 
    “The kid’s got brains, that’s what counts!” I once heard her yell to my father. “Christ almighty, buy her a chemistry set!” 
 
    I never received a chemistry set and I never made it into honors math, but I got A’s in history and psychology, as well as the leads in the school plays. 
 
    It became my habit to drop in on that parking lot whenever I was troubled. Miraculously, Gramma Gladys was always there, and I always had a little money for the meter in case I saw an enforcement officer coming. There was no explaining it—Gramma Gladys had never even been to California. Her bones rested in the churchyard back in Wisconsin. 
 
    So this afternoon, after buying new clothes, I turned into that parking lot to commune for just a sec with my beloved spiritual advisor. 
 
    I breathed in the gas fumes and looked across the boulevard to the swell mansions of Beverly Hills and said, “Gramma, I took the bird in the hand.” 
 
    A stiff breeze blew my hair into my eyes. 
 
    “I have a kid to take care of,” I went on, “and I’ve got to do it alone. What are the odds I’d get that Oatberger job anyway?” 
 
    I felt Gramma Gladys say, Go home! 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I stopped at Plummer Park and found Petey and Daniel there. I took a bag of apples out of the trunk and strolled toward the monkey bars where Daniel was demonstrating how to hang sideways from a pole, which Petey found awesome. I had to laugh, watching Daniel try to give a tutorial in the physics of gymnastics to a four-year-old. 
 
    “I’ll show you again. You gotta use your muscles.” Daniel seized the pole, braced his elbow into his stomach, and swung his legs to horizontal and held them there rigidly, his body perfectly parallel with the ground, a startling and ridiculous thing to see. 
 
    “Wow!” said Petey. 
 
    I thanked the universe for Daniel. 
 
    He saw me first and murmured to Petey, who raced over to me. “Mommy!” He wrapped himself around my legs, and my heart swelled as it always did when I was reunited with my boy, no matter how brief the separation. His little hands, lined with the clean dirt of the park, clutched my slacks. You could blindfold me and let a thousand little kids wrap themselves around my legs, and I’d know which one was Petey. Put them all in wool coats and mittens, and I’d still know. 
 
    He pulled away. “Watch me, Mommy!” 
 
    “Wait, honey, I’ve got apples!” The juicy Braeburn was ripped out of my hand and half demolished before Daniel and I took bites from ours. 
 
    We sat at a picnic table eating our apples, watching Petey try and try to duplicate Daniel’s trick. His brown hair swung and caught the light like umber silk. Little-boy hair, cut in the cutest of bowl cuts. When Petey’s cheeks were red with exertion, he looked like a small circus man. 
 
    “He’s not strong enough yet,” Daniel commented. 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t have shown him that, then.” 
 
    Daniel had grown up in some Carolina or other, and his voice still retained a touch of that soft southern hominy. “Rita, my gosh. It’s something for him to work toward. A goal, you know?” 
 
    “But he’s only four years old!” 
 
    “Old enough to have goals.” 
 
    “Daniel, you’re right. What a dunce I am.” 
 
    He sighed. “Don’t call yourself that.” 
 
    “You know, I’m sitting here thinking how much more actually masculine you are than Jeff is.” 
 
    He laughed, his proud square jaw jutting skyward, his hair fluttering in the afternoon breeze. I could tell by his posture he was relaxed and pleasantly tired. He snapped off a big bite of apple. The air in the park smelled green from all the different species of trees breathing in and out, plus all the shrubs and grass. I watched a small red beetle encounter a crack in a plank in the picnic table and try to decide what to do. 
 
    “I mean,” I explained, “by the prevalent standard, Jeff’s deemed a real man because he likes to screw chicks, and you’re deemed a pervert because you like to do it with men. Yet the amount of manly leadership you provide for Petey compared with how half-assed Jeff is with him—uff. The amount of daddy-ship. Petey loves you, you know.” 
 
    Daniel was silent, and I realized he’d gotten misty. He swallowed and said, “And I love him. You know, I doubt I’ll ever father a child. And yet there’s something in me that I feel opening up, somehow, when I’m with Petey. I admit, half the time he’s a little asshole, but the other half—he’s so sweet and original. He sees possibilities when we’re climbing a tree that I don’t see.” Petey called out, “Daniel, show me again how to do it!” 
 
    “In a minute, boyo. Meanwhile, do the overhead ladder twice back and forth without stopping. Can you?” 
 
    Petey ran to do it. 
 
    Daniel turned his spark-blue eyes on me and said, “Well?” 
 
    I met his gaze. “I took an acting job. It’s an unusual role, and I can’t talk about it with anybody—yet, anyway, and I know you’re going to sit there and guess and try to tease it out of me, but—” 
 
    “No. I won’t.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I can see it’s a big deal.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    We gnawed our apples. The beetle stood back from the crevasse in the plank, thinking. It put a feeler out to the crack, then turned sideways and moved along until the crack stopped, then it turned and kept going the way it wanted to. “Did you guys get lunch?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we went to my place for sandwiches.” 
 
    “Another thank you.” 
 
    Petey ran over to a couple of kids who sharingly gave him a sand shovel and allowed him to help them dig a hole “to Colorado.” 
 
    “Colorado?” murmured Daniel. 
 
    “Anyplace,” I remarked, “is the other side of the world from Los Angeles.” 
 
    Daniel sighed mightily. 
 
    “‘Smatter?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, the usual.” 
 
    “Anything on the horizon?” 
 
    “I wish I didn’t need a guy, you know?” 
 
    “Do I ever.” The sum total of guys I’d dated since leaving Jeff was two, and only one of them had I felt OK about sleeping with. Then he turned out to be still stuck on his ex-wife. He actually asked me to help him write a letter to her in Milan where she’d gone to study design. 
 
    Daniel said, “I really should stop dating Hollywood guys. Definitely no more directors or actors. They’re all black holes of need.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess they are, except you. So the profile of your dream guy has changed slightly?” 
 
    “I want a guy who’s neither impressed that I’m on a TV show!, nor looks down on me because I’m only a TV actor!” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “I want a guy who’s smart,” Daniel went on, “you know, with a serious job or career. A guy who’s so damn busy he doesn’t have time to be neurotic.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I want never again to go out for coffee with another thirty-year-old child whose every thought comes out of his mouth, when, that is, he’s not absorbed in looking at his own reflection in the Starbucks window.” He looked down at himself. “And here I am in muddy pants, playing in the park. But—” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Course, there’re plenty of old guys who hit on me, but I don’t want Santa Claus either. Oh, listen to me whine. I have no right to feel sorry for myself. Although I do, really: my cleaner quit again.” 
 
    “The same one?” 
 
    “Yeah, Connie. She went back to Colombia again.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “She was really good. Now there’s grime everywhere.” 
 
    “Why don’t you try cleaning your own apartment? You might just—” 
 
    “Rita! You need professionals for these things.” 
 
    Regular work on television is the holy career grail of everybody in Hollywood. I know I’ve said that starring in a Serge Oatberger film is the ultimate, and it is. The difference is this: being chosen by Oatberger is like winning the lottery, which is wondrous and giddy and if you’re smart with the money you’ll never have to do anything you don’t really want to do. But finding yourself in the cast of a hit TV series is like getting in on the ground floor of a new business. If you handle yourself well, you’ll be offered lots more opportunities. A multiseason hit show is to die for—or kill for, depending on the show and how you feel about your costars. 
 
    “You’re just yearning,” I told him. “Hasn’t there ever been a Mr. Right in your life?” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Daniel closed his eyes and inhaled as if smelling a fine wine, or a steak hot off the grill. “One time. He was the complete package. I guess I judge every guy I meet by him. Cute, but he didn’t know it. That is such a godsend I can’t tell you. Tough in public, very—and he did have a bit of a public profile. But tender in private. Bright, thoughtful. Not thoughtful in the way of being considerate, though he was that, but he was a man of thoughts, a guy who’d listen and read and come up with his own ideas.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    Daniel’s eyes clouded. “He wasn’t—ready. He drew back.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I still think of him.” 
 
    Petey swung up into the branches of a tree. 
 
    “Not so high!” I shouted. He ignored me. 
 
    “He’ll be OK,” said Daniel. “That’s our safe tree. He knows every move on it. Why don’t you relax? I’m watching him.” 
 
    “But what if he falls out? How are you gonna catch him if you’re—” 
 
    “Rita, I hate to break this to you, but Petey has fallen out of that tree.” 
 
    “Daniel! When?” 
 
    He looked at me with amused guy-smugness. “Lots of times! Rita, Rita, calm down, OK? He got the wind knocked out of him, that’s all. He survived. That’s how you learn to climb trees. You fall out a couple of times, and you learn quick what works and what doesn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, God.” 
 
    “Metaphor for life and all that.” 
 
    “Right, right. You must think I’m such a wuss.” 
 
    “You’re no wuss, you’re my best girl. Look at your little pixie face! I’d say you’re feeling upbeat this afternoon.” 
 
    He drew a cigarette from a pack in his shirt pocket and lit up. The smoke drifted in the breeze. I didn’t like it, but all I said was, “You and your lung candy.” Huge numbers of people in show business smoke. We’re all supposed to be so into health and fitness, and we are, but we’re also obsessed with weight control, and the cigarettes help with that, plus we’re stressed out half the time, ditto. 
 
    I said, “I am feeling upbeat.” I mused aloud about growing up pretty, and wanting to do the things smart people did, and Gramma Gladys, and how people used to value me for miming and pretending, and tell me I had instinct. “I don’t even know what instinct is, really.” 
 
    Daniel listened quietly. 
 
    I said, “When I got married, Jeff, who had known me since before I got hips if not breasts, told me I wasn’t smart enough to have any career but acting. He agreed with all of them. Instinct’s all you’ve got, baby.” 
 
    “He said that?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I believed him. And he was right, really. But I haven’t even been successful at that. I’ve been relying on unemployment and child support for way too long now.” 
 
    “Supporting a child takes other than money.” He ashed his cigarette over the dirt. 
 
    “Yeah. Lately Jeff’s been hostile when he comes to pick up Petey.” 
 
    “Hostile how?” 
 
    “Well, belligerent. I suspect he’s back to drinking, but I haven’t smelled it on him. Last weekend he said he’s thinking of challenging my custody because my income’s been so low.” 
 
    “Oh, what a prick.” 
 
    “He is the biggest prick in the world. He’s good at making me lose sleep. But you know what? I think—I hope—things are about to turn around for me.” 
 
    I thought some more. “Seems like there are different kinds of intelligence. Maybe I’m not a genius. But I think I have a—a kind of emotional intelligence.” 
 
    “You’re smarter than you think.” Daniel took a last hit from his cigarette, stubbed it out on the ground, then carried the butt over to a trash can. That’s L.A. for you. 
 
    I wanted to be a success, and most of all I wanted to be a star. If I achieved that, I thought everything else would follow: a nice house, a college fund for Petey. Fame! Goddamn it, I wanted fame. I wanted love and support from audiences worldwide. I loved to hear applause, even the spattering of it around the set of a commercial when I flipped my hair and smiled in astonishment at my clean laundry. I loved to hear a director say, Good work, Rita. I loved the camaraderie of being in a cast. Frankly, I loved to show off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 – Society Mom Behind Bars 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One of the things they must teach very thoroughly in deputy school is door-slamming. Either that or it’s a huge part of on-the-job training: “Don’t turn the handle or knob, close the door, then release the handle or knob. This demonstrates weakness. Do pull the door firmly, creating maximum acceleration and, finally, full metal-to-metal contact between bolt and jamb. This demonstrates power and authority.” 
 
    The sound of just one steel door slamming behind us as Gary and I walked through the jail to meet with Eileen Tenaway brought home the This Is It feeling of incarceration. 
 
    The Century Regional Detention Facility sits just off the Century Freeway in one of those urban Gaza Strips where everything is bleak and mistrustful. The rents must be cheap for the scrap dealers and warehouses, then there’s this building that looks like a concrete shopping mall where they keep the accused and the convicted, and the freeway noise pounds over it like an endless hail of bullets. 
 
    I had never been arrested and never visited anyone in jail, except for bailing out Jeff from the drunk tank in Green Bay once after we were engaged. (Talk about ignoring warning signs.) Television shows cannot convey the feeling of that sound of slamming prison doors. It’s like getting a soft blow to the sternum from a crowbar. Surround-sound movies do a better job, but nothing is the same as feeling the actual vibes when thick steel strikes thick steel. And we weren’t even on a cellblock. 
 
    Technology is great, you know, what with cameras and electric locks (with their eerie zapping clicks) and super-tempered glass, but in the end there’s no substitute for brute solidity. In the days to come I would notice that other attorneys and outside people, who would be joking and laughing on the bright jacaranda-shaded plaza outside, stopped smiling as they passed into this building. Their voices, however, remained bluff in affirmation: I’m not staying here! May the grace of God keep me safe from a place like this. 
 
    Gary had scored a special interview room, private except for a window in the door. He tossed down his leather briefcase. Same as everything else in the jail, the table and chairs were overbuilt and ugly, like Soviet furniture. 
 
    The air smelled of disinfectant, sweat, and fear. Gary rubbed his eyes. It was early, barely seven o’clock, on the Tuesday after we’d met. We’d be permitted an hour to spend with Eileen, then go back to jury selection in court. This too was a special break: the other lawyers had to wait until nine-thirty to see their clients. 
 
    As we waited for the female deputy to retrieve Eileen Tenaway, Gary said, “Now, you’ll have carte blanche with her, except for one ground rule.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re not to ask her about the night of Gabriella’s death.” 
 
    I dropped my hands. 
 
    “She doesn’t want to discuss it.” 
 
    “But Gary, how’m I supposed to—” 
 
    “Rita, that’s it.” His voice was hard right then, and I realized I sort of liked it. I liked that he felt he could be tough on me. 
 
    When she passed through the door, which was held by a deputy who couldn’t wait to slam it, Eileen squinted like a mole, and Gary said her name in a hearty voice. 
 
    She was not shackled. The deputy watched from the window. “The officer can’t hear us unless we shout,” Gary said. Eileen shook Gary’s hand and turned to me, still squinting. Gary introduced us and I grasped her hand with as much warmth as I could, even though my heart was pounding and my hands clammy. The fluorescent light bounced around greenishly to illuminate every line in our faces, every scratch on the table, every grain of grit on the floor. 
 
    Gary had spoken to her yesterday about me, he’d said, so I asked, “Are you into Gary’s plan, Eileen?” 
 
    Ignoring me, she said to Gary, “I bet you forgot to bring what I asked you for, didn’t you?” 
 
    He flipped open his briefcase. “No, I didn’t forget. Here it is.” He drew out a framed photograph, which I hadn’t noticed when the deputies were searching our stuff and us. “The studio still had the negatives,” he added. 
 
    Jail time is a type of anti-cosmetic, I realized: a jail is an anti-spa. You go there and your looks coarsen, your body slackens. Eileen Tenaway had suffered its effects now for several months, and it showed. Yet she’d started with such a surplus of beauty, at age thirty-four and behind bars she was still caviar to most other women’s ground chuck. 
 
    Eileen Tenaway took the photo from Gary and as she looked at it, I looked at her and thought about her public image. She’d always been more of an East Coast beauty than a West Coast one. You know, she dyed her hair blond, but not too light, and she wore it sleek and symmetrical, often in upswept knots. Her makeup had been more subtle than startling, her wardrobe more Beacon Hill than Beverly Hills, though that’s where the Tenaways lived. She’d had an expensive, understated look that actually drew more attention than if she’d been a Hollywood clone wife. 
 
    I realized that that look was a better backdrop for all the jewelry. An emerald necklace, for instance, is going to pop against a cream-colored silk evening shell much more effectively than against some sequined piece of frou-frou. 
 
    However, the woman who had smiled out at us envious peons from the pages of the Los Angeles Times now stared dully, without makeup, her brown roots showing, her body scrawny and curveless in the orange prison outfit. She’d gathered her hair with a rubber band and fashioned it into a semblance of a French twist with another rubber band. I’m sure prisoners weren’t allowed to have hairpins. I don’t know how she achieved it. 
 
    All of which is to say, you can take the woman out of the Chanel, but you can’t take the Chanel out of the woman. 
 
    Eileen Tenaway’s eyes were widely spaced—another East Coast, Jackie-Kennedy-like trait—and poised over a straight, thin nose. Her mouth had a slight downturn just before the corners, followed by a tiny upturn—a double cupid’s bow, doubtless highly attractive to a young Richard Tenaway at whatever fancy party had brought them together years ago. 
 
    Her jawline swept upward from the point of her chin to her ears with incredible youthfulness, and I wondered whether she’d already had face work—perhaps an under-chin touch-up. I strained to tell; if she’d had any, she’d had the best. Her skin color was pale and fairly even. 
 
    I silently moved to where I could see the picture over her shoulder. 
 
    It was a studio portrait of a baby girl. An expensive job, a beautiful job. The baby was sitting up in front of a burgundy brocade drape. Her hair was white-blond, curled about her tiny ears, and she was smiling simply and freshly, showing stubby baby teeth and the tip of a pink tongue. Her dress was a simple design of cerulean velvet, and her little feet wore chamois booties. 
 
    Over Eileen’s head Gary mouthed to me, First birthday. 
 
    The child’s healthy fat hands clutched at a miniature necklace made, it took no Ph.D. to realize, of fine topaz beads, the stones varying in color from light gold at the back of the neck to deep orange, almost brown, at the center. Absolutely arresting. 
 
    She could have been painted by Sargent, one of those children-versus-the-dark pictures he was so good at. Because in spite of her smile, there was a somberness about the child, an expression in the eyes of—what? Anxiety? Sadness? Wistfulness? 
 
    The picture was so terribly poignant, and Eileen Tenaway’s spine slumped so dreadfully as she held it and gazed, that tears sprang to my eyes. I blinked them back. 
 
    At last she looked up. “I was starting to forget what she looked like,” she said. 
 
    That was the agony she carried inside. 
 
    “I want my baby back.” She had cried all she could cry, and all she could do now was talk, but that hurt too. At this moment I saw she was real. Not a name in a gossip column, not a white-fang smile at a charity ball. A woman who had gone through the thing every parent dreads more than death itself: the loss of a child. 
 
    Gathering myself, I said, “I’m so sorry, Eileen.” 
 
    Gary looked at me helplessly. 
 
    I took a chair at the table at right angles to her and laid my hands flat. “Eileen, here’s what I know,” I said. “Somebody fed your baby enough pills to kill her. They think you did it.” 
 
    She peered at me, but still did not really acknowledge me. 
 
    I hardened my voice and leaned into her face. “So do I, you bitch.” 
 
    She gasped and then, when all I did was stare back at her, looked to Gary. He glanced sideways at me. I watched Eileen carefully, looking for a flush to come up her neck, or a vein to pop at her temple, or her hands to clench. 
 
    Nothing. It was as if her insides had been ripped out and replaced with cold meat. 
 
    “I thought you were supposed to be on my side,” she said. 
 
    She didn’t talk East Coast, though. She talked California, maybe Marin County, or Walnut Creek. Yes, that was it, a cool Walnut Creek tone, locus of suburban San Francisco conservatism and wealth. 
 
    “All right,” I said. 
 
    “All right what?” asked Gary. 
 
    “I am on your side,” I told Eileen. “But I’m not here to be your new best friend. I’m here to make the jury want to be your best friend. You and I need to talk. Gary, can you excuse us for a while?” 
 
    “Uh,” he said, surprised, and I thought a little hurt. Fine. “Uh, sure.” 
 
    Before he walked out he said to his client, “The one silver lining to your talking to the police that day was I was able to show the tape to our jury focus groups. Based on their feedback, I decided to hire Rita. You need her.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” she said, as the door slammed behind him. 
 
    When the gust died away, I said, “I’m new at this.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    I smiled at that, but she just looked at me warily. I said, “Look, Eileen, I don’t know what Gary told you about me, but I’m twenty-nine years old, mother of one, and fighting like hell to be the best actress in Hollywood. Maybe he saw that in me and that’s why he approached me. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never heard of you.” She looked me up and down for the first time, and I knew what she was assessing: Does she look younger than me? Thinner? Prettier? Smarter? 
 
    It’s exactly what goes on in casting waiting rooms. 
 
    “You will, Eileen. You will.” I sat back in my chair diagonally like a hoody girl pretending she doesn’t care if anyone likes her. I had determined not to be deferential to Eileen. I was the high-status one here: I was free. Moreover, the only way this was going to work was if I could inspire deference in her. 
 
    “It’s no sprinkles off my ice cream if you don’t get acquitted,” I added. “But wouldn’t it be a kick if you did?” 
 
    She just watched me, her lips a little open, trying to figure me out. Her body was tense, especially in the shoulders and eyelids, as if trying to keep me from looking too far in. 
 
    “Eileen, what was the name of your best friend when you were little?” 
 
    Her eyes opened in real confusion, and I saw they were a terrific color of hazel. 
 
    I said, “We’re just talking here.” 
 
    “Well,” she said, “her name was Beatrice Rhinegold.” 
 
    “Why did you like her?” 
 
    “Why did I like her? She lived on my street and she was nice to me. One time when I had the chicken pox she brought her dog to the lawn under my bedroom window and taught it to do tricks while I watched. She did that for days.” 
 
    I could see the memory in her eyes. “Well, I like Beatrice Rhinegold too,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah. We made popcorn balls every Halloween.” 
 
    “Did you keep in touch with her?” 
 
    “No, she moved away.” 
 
    I massaged Gary’s leather briefcase with my hand, then looked up. “At some point, Eileen, you’re going to tell the jury your side of things, and when you do it you’re going to be talking to Beatrice as if she’s sitting in the middle of the jury box.” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about it.” 
 
    “You should think about it. You should look forward to it, because your story is going to set you free.” 
 
    “I really don’t want, uh, can’t you just—” 
 
    I let my voice off the leash a bit. “What you want or don’t want is totally irrelevant, Eileen. Do you get that? You want this horrible thing never to have happened. You want things you did in the past to be erased from the world. You want other people to come up to you and say they’re sorry. I can only help you if you talk to me about that night. Otherwise I’ll walk out and you can not think about it all you want in prison for the rest of your—” 
 
    “All right all right all right! God!” 
 
    She settled her butt deeper into the hard chair and heaved a sigh they must have heard at the front desk. “I put Gabriella to bed at eight o’clock. We read a story and she went to sleep. I didn’t give her any ice cream that night. They said they found some in her stomach. I went to bed around eleven. When I got up to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night, I thought I heard something. I turned on some lights, but I didn’t see anything. Gabriella was sleeping. I didn’t hear anything else. When I woke up in the morning—it took me a long time to wake up. I felt sick. When I woke up, I could tell”—she paused—“something was wrong.” Eileen’s face was like carved wood; she was controlling it as hard as she could. Her hands trembled on the tabletop. I noticed her fingernails were neatly shaped and not too long. “I always heard Gabriella stirring when I went down the hall to her room. But that morning she was quiet. I went in and—found her.” Another pause. “She was face-down outside the covers, and I thought, Oh, she must be cold. But before I even touched her I knew. I turned her over and she was purple. They say the blood pools when—you know. And she was cold. She looked so...gone.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a while. 
 
    Eileen cleared her throat and continued, “It wasn’t until the ambulance and police came that I realized the house had been burglarized.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I hadn’t seen it at all. The place was a mess, everything all over, every drawer dumped out, cushions cut open. The food from the refrigerator was all over the place. They’d even searched the room I slept in.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I hadn’t even noticed. They didn’t get anything but some money I had in a tennis ball can, and a few small things—a jade figurine, a Louis Quinze inkwell, a clock. They couldn’t figure out where the safe was.” I expected to see a trace of triumph in her face but did not. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “In Gabriella’s room, set into an outside wall behind a flimsy poster.” 
 
    “And how come you didn’t wake up as early as usual?” 
 
    “I couldn’t wake up. I had this terrible headache, I couldn’t focus my eyes very well. I remember wobbling down the hall. When you’re a parent, you sleep so lightly, you know? You always have this feeling of responsibility. I knew something had happened, and it was morning and I was struggling to become alert. It was like a nightmare.” 
 
    “And why do you think—” 
 
    “I must have been drugged. Didn’t you read the papers?” 
 
    “Drugged how?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe with some kind of gas mask over my face while I slept. I don’t know how they did it,” she went on, her voice solidifying like ice crystals. “You’d have to ask them.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    She bit off the words. “I don’t know.” 
 
    At the moment, she was utterly unconvincing to me. The vibes she was giving off, plus her facial expressions, were a mix of real and fake. She was trying for total control, yet she couldn’t help showing flashes of authentic emotion: I saw irritation, anger, and above all, fear. 
 
    Did Eileen Tenaway really know what had happened, or at least why it had happened? She was scared and confused and calculating. 
 
    And the grief was there beneath it all. She missed her baby. Was that the only footing for her life now? Maybe so. 
 
    As she talked she avoided eye contact with me, yet her eyes were overactive, roaming all around that harsh room as if looking for a chink in the masonry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 – When One Case Closes … 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thanks for making the time,” said George Rowe, striding into a law office in a strip plaza in El Segundo. 
 
    “Sure,” grunted the attorney. He knew what was coming, but he had to go through this exercise as he’d done on several unpleasant occasions before. Cost of doing business. 
 
    “Oh,” Rowe said. “Good morning. Didn’t expect to see you here.” 
 
    “You know who I am?” The bartender rose from his chair. 
 
    “Of course. I’d recognize you anywhere, pants or no pants.” 
 
    “What the fuck is this? Who the fuck. This fucker—” 
 
    “Shut up,” said the attorney. He wore a cheap suit and a comb-over. 
 
    The bartender’s mouth formed a tight slit. 
 
    Rowe carried only an electronic gadget the size of a paperback book. He opened it, pressing keys as he did so, and set it on the corner of the attorney’s desk. The attorney did not ask him to sit, nor did Rowe care to; this was going to be quick. 
 
    The lawyer stood at Rowe’s elbow looking at the liquid-crystal screen. The bartender crowded in, and Rowe stepped aside as the movie began. There was no sound, no need for it. The attorney and his client watched, the bartender breathing heavily. 
 
    Quietly, Rowe said, “It only lasts about four minutes.” The attorney cut him a look, then bit his lip to keep from laughing. The bartender’s eyes glazed over as he watched the video. His mouth fell open, then slowly closed into a tight slit again that got tighter still. 
 
    Rowe had chosen a slow fade-out to end the movie, a blackening of the final image of the bartender’s white buttocks poised over the girlfriend’s hips as they discussed, apparently, whether to do it again. 
 
    Los Angeles is a city of many movies. 
 
    Rowe shut the device. 
 
    He and the attorney looked at the bartender. 
 
    At last the bartender said, “That bitch.” 
 
    Predictable, thought Rowe. 
 
    “And you bastard!” The bartender’s face was a rich, interesting cranberry color all the way to his hairline. He stepped toward Rowe. “You’re gonna—” 
 
    “Shut up,” said his attorney again. “Do not make any threats.” 
 
    The bartender lunged at Rowe, who moved quickly and obliquely in his hard-soled shoes to trip one of the bartender’s legs backward, popping it out from under him. 
 
    “You fucking piece of fuck,” the bartender said from the floor, holding his knee. 
 
    His lawyer said, “You’re getting mad at the wrong people.” 
 
    Rowe hooked his thumbs in his belt and said, “Look, fax us a letter within an hour and we’ll consider not going after him.” 
 
    The attorney said to his client, “Did you bring that two hundred and fifty dollars I told you to?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Give it to me and get the hell out of here. I’ll send the letter for you.” 
 
    Rowe picked up his video player and said, “Your girlfriend doesn’t live there anymore. Don’t go looking for her.” 
 
    “You shit fuck motherfucking fucker.” 
 
    Rowe reached down and, with a move so quick it was almost invisible, slapped the bartender’s ear, hard. “Understand?” 
 
    The bartender yelped, then gritted his teeth and muttered, “Yeah.” 
 
    Rowe said to the attorney, “I can’t help asking. Why did you take this one?” 
 
    The lawyer hated Rowe’s flat stomach and unstained tie. But he touched his comb-over in self-affirmation, then answered cheerfully enough, “I wasn’t busy, and the odds seemed fair. But I didn’t know he was that stupid.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    At home Rowe shucked his shirt and tie for shorts and T-shirt. He opened a can of American beer in celebration, took a gulp, then phoned his boss. 
 
    “Avery. Have you gotten a fax yet?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Nita just put it on my desk. Crunch & Munch closed. Good work.” His boss’s voice was a poppa-bear growl. 
 
    “Thanks, and now let’s talk about Tenaway.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Rowe stood with the phone to his ear, holding his beer with the other hand, and gazed at the whiteboards in his living room. He had the boards practically memorized, not that they were any good. On them he had written things like: 
 
      
 
    Minas Gerais. 
 
    Baby revenge? 
 
    Reverse bribe, find all principals. 
 
    Sister-girlfriend weak link? 
 
    Visa dates. 
 
      
 
    Rowe said, “I want all the files again.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “I want the paperwork the Brazilian police wrote up, and—” 
 
    “There’s nothing new, George.” Avery was smiling, but his voice didn’t show it. He liked to challenge Rowe and he liked to be sold up the river by Rowe’s passion for the game. “And you know the claims have been paid.” 
 
    Rowe took a sip of beer from the can. He pressed his upper lip lightly against the sharp metal opening. “Yeah. But if we can prove fraud, we can probably get it back from the company. And who knows about the wife?” 
 
    “She’s blowing through hers right now paying Gary Kwan to keep her ass out of prison. I think her luck might be running out.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” remarked Rowe, “call it lucky to have your kid die.” 
 
    Ignoring that, his boss said, “This one we’d prosecute forever.” 
 
    “All the way,” Rowe agreed. “We’d have automatic front-page coverage. You can’t buy deterrence like that.” 
 
    “But why, George? Just tell me why on this one.” 
 
    “I don’t think we were as thorough in Brazil as we should have been.” 
 
    “You’re still mad you didn’t get to go.” 
 
    “Damn right I am! Yes! Schaller and Contini don’t know their ass from an outhouse. I can’t believe you just accepted—” He caught himself. “I’m just respectfully saying I can do better.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Avery, “the respect is just squirting out of the phone here.” 
 
    Rowe ran his hand through his cinnamon crew cut. “Look, we’ve got this businessman, this prominent guy, he drops out of sight. Essentially he flees the country, OK? He flees the country successfully, for whatever reason. Then he turns up dead? He either screwed over his business partners or he owed somebody something he couldn’t pay.” 
 
    “Drugs.” 
 
    “Drugs, I don’t know. Maybe. Seems like drugs would be too dirty for this guy. Some other crime.” Rowe’s voice came from deep in his chest, like a singer’s, but he didn’t care much for singing. He liked drumming. In an alcove off the hall he’d placed his drum kit, a small stand-up set of maplewood and chrome. Once in a while he’d jam with a few other guys, horn players who liked to play jazz standards, some ragtime. Drumming like that required steadiness, taste, and patience. He liked the precision of it. Sometimes when the music came together just right, tears sprang to his eyes. 
 
    Other things that moved him were pictures of racing yachts cutting through the ocean, the patch of purple irises that came up every year from a damp dirt corner near a laundromat in his neighborhood, and people who pursued principle at the expense of comfort. 
 
    He continued talking to his boss. “Offshore money, maybe. Political influence, maybe. I think political influence has potential with this guy. Or there’s something about the woman, this Norah Mintz. Anyhow, he goes to the place where the gems come out of the ground, he goes to a place he’s been to on business a hundred times. You’d think he’d pick a different country, or at least a different region. Was he starting up a new business? Did he want his supposed body to be found? It’s all so ambiguous. That autopsy report looked like a ten-year-old wrote it, and the anatomical—” 
 
    “We don’t even require an autopsy, you know that. And she comes back with this photograph, the wife does.” 
 
    “Yeah, that thing gave me the creeps. I gotta see it again, Avery. I gotta have the original, OK? Make a copy for you guys.” 
 
    Rowe wandered to the window, talking. From it he had an unspoiled view of a chicken shack, a billboard with an ad for the DVD of Fingershredder, and the backside of a strip plaza anchored by a teriyaki carryout restaurant and a Vietnamese manicure salon, all topped by a jagged row of greenery. Eucalyptus and palm trees swayed like a dark crown over the tough little neighborhood. It was one of the last tough little ones in Culver City. He sighed with satisfaction. “She comes home with that picture and a jar of ashes. She just sits there on the money. Doesn’t go out, doesn’t do anything. Three months later—barely three months—she’s up for the murder of her own child. That doesn’t smell good either. See, what I’m saying is, if she didn’t kill the kid, then the kid’s death is related to Tenaway’s disappearance. It just is. Then there’s the sister-in-law thing, not to mention McGower, the business partner. He’s got to have something. The fact that the company’s not public is a hindrance to us, because—” 
 
    “Yeah, but they showed us their last audit!” 
 
    “That thing’s a piece of crap, it’s a hologram. Avery, you gotta take my word for it. You gotta.” 
 
    “How much budget do you need?” 
 
    Rowe stopped, surprised. He collected himself and plunged on. “Well, the policies were ten million each, right? Ten to the widow and ten to the company.” 
 
    “Right. But they’ve been paid.” 
 
    “Yeah, OK. Fifty. I need fifty thousand.” 
 
    “Thirty.” 
 
    “Fifty.” 
 
    “Forty.” 
 
    “Fifty.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, George.” 
 
    “Thank you, Avery. Thank you very much. I’ll stop in for everything in the morning.” 
 
    By way of tidying his apartment, Rowe took digital photographs of his whiteboards, then erased them. He packed a pair of pants, two shirts, a change of underwear and socks, his cherry rubber flip-flops, a bottle of insect repellant, and his toilet kit into a rough canvas bag he had defaced with random strokes of permanent black marker to make it look dirty and poor. He buried his digital camera and a handful of batteries in the bag. He stood in his shorts and bare feet and considered, then went to a drawer and got out a small paper kite kit, a ball of string, a miniature chess set, six brand-new Duncan Avenger yo-yos, and a collapsible plastic drinking cup that made a satisfying sound when opened and closed. He put those things in too. 
 
    He found his passport. He went to his computer and bought an airline ticket to São Paulo. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 – Improvisation for the Defense 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know,” I told Gary on the way to court after we left Eileen Tenaway at the jail, “I’m going to have about a fifteen-minute grace period with your team when they’re going to believe I’m a paralegal. I can scribble on yellow pads and look intelligent, thus convincing any onlooker I know what I’m doing, but your real law people are going to ask me something about some motion or use some acronym and I’m going to look blank and they’re going to know. You really should tell them something that won’t instantly undermine my credibility. And yours.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he said, knuckling his chin as he checked his mirrors for a lane change. “I’ll tell them you’re my mistress and I’m hiding you in plain sight.” 
 
    I spewed coffee all over the dashboard of his Mercedes. 
 
    “Easy, Rita.” 
 
    I blotted my skirt and the dash with a clump of napkins. “Relax,” he said, with a rough edge that sent a thrill through me. “Just whistle a happy tune. You’re a special assistant to me, and you do only what I tell you. Look, the law is no mystery, it’s mostly common sense.” 
 
    “But...you must admit there’s a lot of specialized knowledge involved!” 
 
    “Paralegals prepare documents, they look up stuff. And they prepare witnesses, so this is all very ordinary. Look, it’s just not that hard. I told my team I brought you into this case mostly for show, because I wanted a woman at the table. My real paralegal gets too nervous to sit at the defense table, so that made sense. You don’t have much trial experience, but you’re good at reading people. You help defendants relax, and you help your team. OK?” 
 
    “I actually studied psychology.” 
 
    “I sensed that.” 
 
    “I’m really nervous.” 
 
    “Be nervous, then. You don’t have to reveal your pathetic lack of confidence unless you want to.” 
 
    I sat there fuming. And I realized he was right. He and I were running a con, and the point of a con is not fooling people who don’t know any better. The point is fooling people who do know better. That I was capable of. My whole career was a con. My whole life, for God’s sake. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The rest of the defense team consisted of a young India-born lawyer named Mark Sharma who was cute and tried to walk with a swagger, a doddering white-beard lawyer in cowboy boots named Steve Calhoun, and the real paralegal, a round-shouldered thing in a beige cardigan sweater named Lisa Feltenberger. 
 
    “That’s it?” I said, remembering the cast of thousands he’d hired to help defend Roscoe Jamison. 
 
    “You have to understand,” Gary explained, “Roscoe wanted and expected a huge team. An ego thing. I made sure everybody had a job to do. It worked, for him, in spite of the problems it caused—the infighting, the resentments. I tend to feel too much hoeing ruins the rice crop.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Old Japanese proverb.” 
 
    I asked him about his surname, Kwan, which I always thought was a Chinese name. He told me there had been a mixup at his ancestors’ port of entry, and then he laughed and shrugged. I was impressed by his ability to just live with that odd contradiction. 
 
    Watching Gary handle the final stages of voir dire, or jury selection, I marveled at his ability to transform himself into whatever the instant demanded. Half the time he was an inexorable machine that flattened all obstacles without mercy, the other half a social worker dressed in a teddy bear suit. 
 
    Gary, unsure how to categorize a particular prospective juror, probing: “So your mother was arrested for shoplifting, but they realized they were mistaken and let her go?” 
 
    Prospective juror, a white man who said he was a short-order cook: “Yes.” 
 
    Gary, head cocked to one side: “And you say this has made you distrust the United States justice system?” 
 
    Prospective juror, enunciating extra clearly: “It’s more of a constitutional objection that I have.” 
 
    Gary, puzzled: “But they realized they were wrong and let her go.” 
 
    Prospective juror: “I took it very personal.” 
 
    Gary, coaxingly: “It seems to me you could also view it as an affirmation of the American justice system.” 
 
    Prospective juror: “All I know is they made my mother cry.” Gary, on his side now, gently: “Did anyone ever pay for that mistake?” 
 
    Prospective juror: “No, sir. No way!” 
 
    Gary, with quiet sympathy: “Thank you.” 
 
    To me, he muttered, “Keeper.” 
 
    The courtroom, the Honorable Gerald S. Davenport presiding, was in the Los Angeles Superior Court system, Airport Courthouse. I had never heard of this place. Gary told me it had been built to handle the burgeoning caseloads of West Los Angeles, which included Beverly Hills, where Eileen Tenaway allegedly committed murder. It was shiny and clean and up to the latest seismic code, which is good to know when you’re six stories above street grade in Southern California. 
 
    There is an Old Los Angeles and a New Los Angeles, and the definitions of those terms vary by individual. While the La Brea Tar Pits and the oil field along south La Cienega are all parts of everybody’s Old Los Angeles, Bergamot Station’s art galleries, for instance, could fall into either category. In Old Los Angeles buildings were interesting, if unsafe in an earthquake. And there was never enough parking. 
 
    This courthouse rose from a tract of land just south of LAX, one of those baked wastes worth millions. The building stuck up from the barren dirt cool and handsome, and its green glass and buff stone, its fine wood paneling, plentiful restrooms, and ergonomic seating made me feel like a citizen. You could view the whole city from the broad windows, glimpse the HOLLYWOOD sign on a clear day, follow, at eye level, the approach of jet after jet as they glided down into the teeth of the prevailing westerlies. The feeling of command over space was unmistakable, yet as I stood at the windows at recesses and watched cars circling the absurdly small parking lots hoping for spaces to open, I realized the place was as classically underparked as if they’d situated the building in the median strip of the I-5. 
 
    This was everybody’s New Los Angeles. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    After that first day, my life settled into a chaotic rhythm: jump out of bed at five and do my stretches before Petey woke, fix, eat, and clean up breakfast, throw the boy in the car, zoom to preschool thanking God for whoever invented preschool, plow over to the lockup to meet with Eileen for an hour, then off to court, where I would sit and take a deep breath, look at my watch, and be amazed that it was only nine o’clock. It was a straight shot across the 105 from the CRDF to the courthouse. 
 
    The money was already making a huge difference in my life, mostly because it made me feel calm no matter how hurry-up things had become. I had almost no time to shop, but managed to splurge on some new sneakers and toys for Petey—I got him a Slinky and an Etch A Sketch in defiance of the damn electronics, which caused him no little puzzlement. He’d play with them, but always with an expression like, There’s got to be more here, I’ve got to figure out how to turn this thing on. 
 
    I bought a spring-green sweater set for myself. I admit it: I like sweater sets, the fine-gauge kind that show off my breasts, with sleeves on the cardigan I can push up. They make me feel respectable yet sporty. 
 
    Perhaps needless to say, I’d redeemed Gramma Gladys’s brooch as soon as I could. Mr. puppy-shirt gladly took my $433—the four hundred plus interest—and I loved the sound of his door whispering shut behind me. I put the brooch back in the safe-deposit box for the next bad spell which I hoped would never come. 
 
    I briefly tormented myself with the memory of having gone to the ABC Mission down in South Central to ask for help with my utilities bill once, just before I’d defaulted on my credit card and hocked that brooch. They’d paid off my $246 debt to PG&E, thus forestalling our electricity getting cut off. The square-shooting black lady who runs that place was so good and kind to me, this desperate white chick. I sent a check for $500 to the mission and resolved never to lean on charity again. 
 
    The focus of my life became Eileen. With her, in the lockup, I began with simple relaxation—arm circles, leg swings, melt-into-the-chair—then progressed to basic concentration and elimination of distractions. Everything was a struggle. 
 
    I’d make small talk to try to relax her, which would work briefly. She seemed to enjoy talking about jail. She shared a cell with a pregnant African-American who had not been quick enough on the flush when the police raided her boyfriend’s apartment for methamphetamine. 
 
    “She’s twenty-two and she wears these incredibly thick glasses,” Eileen told me the second morning. “Her lawyer gave her a pen and a yellow pad and she’s writing a long letter to the Pope.” 
 
    “The Pope—as in, the Pope in Rome?” 
 
    “Yeah, she picked up some Catholic tract somewhere. She’s hoping he’ll send her personal advice and baby clothes. ‘He’s been through a lot too,’ she says.” Eileen cupped her chin for a moment. “She hasn’t asked me for advice. Hell, maybe I should write to the Pope.” 
 
    On the third morning I told Eileen, “You’re not working with me. You have to learn to manage your emotions, which doesn’t just mean keeping them bottled up. When I called you a baby-killer and a bitch at our first meeting, you barely reacted. Listen, acting is a social art, and it’s play. But we’re not even going to talk about acting. Because what the jury needs to see is the real you, the one they want to root for.” 
 
    “They’ll want to root for me?” Her eyes looked oppressed. 
 
    “Yes! That’s what actors always forget! Eileen, it’s death to be afraid of an audience. They’re not bacteria. They’re humans who want to see a good show, they want to be absorbed by a show. They want you to tell them the story they want to believe.” 
 
    I realized right then my whole paradigm. “A jury is a herd,” I explained, “but you win them over one by one. We’re going to tailor a manipulation plan for them.” 
 
    She smiled slightly. 
 
    “You don’t want to show tension,” I told her. “You’re in court, and you’re confused as to why you’re there. But you’re secure in yourself. You’re secure in your innocence. People are attracted to that quality. Before you can lay confusion and grief over that, you’ve got to be relaxed and easy.” 
 
    I noticed her chest was tight, she was taking short, constricted breaths from her upper lungs. 
 
    “I know you know what I mean,” I said. I was talking her language. “Now, I really don’t have to keep doing this with you, because you’re probably—” 
 
    She put her hand toward me and inclined her chin in a gesture of acceptance. Gary, who had come with me this morning and stood watching us from a corner, licked his lips and remained silent. 
 
    “OK, let’s just try something,” I said, scooting my chair nearer. “I don’t like meditation,” she warned. 
 
    People who appear dull or angry are always tense. If you get rid of the tension, you have a chance to see the real person. 
 
    “We won’t do any, then,” I assured her. “All I’m talking about is breathing. We’re only going to count our breaths. You know, breathing is very underrated in our society.” 
 
    Gary grunt-laughed. 
 
    Eileen looked at me as if she disliked me for making her like me. 
 
    “Gary, you join in too,” I urged. He smiled, crossed his arms, and remained standing. 
 
    I went on, “We’re just going to release our breath, just focus on breathing out, and let the in-breath take care of itself. We’ll let the universe feed us a little air, OK? Breathe all the way out now, all the way.” 
 
    Eileen did, and immediately took a half breath and held it. Her chest seemed tight as ever. I talked to her about slackening her stomach and letting her back widen so more air could come in. 
 
    After a few minutes I thought she was getting the hang of it. Her breathing became somewhat deeper both in and out. 
 
    “Eileen, next I’d like to do an improvisation Audrey Hepburn used to love to do.” 
 
    She looked at me with a spark. The spark had two parts, the first being an attraction to the word improvisation, the second being an interest in Audrey Hepburn. 
 
    She said, “Did you—” 
 
    “No, but I worked with her drama coach during a summer stock thing in Majorca.” The side of my face felt Gary’s incredulous stare. “Back when I was a kid,” I added. 
 
    “Yeah?” said Eileen. 
 
    Duh, I said to myself, I should have been dropping names from the start. “Yes, Dennis Hopper was part of that group as well. OK, we do this one standing up. Come here. I’m going to stand behind you. You stand upright. Now you’re going to feel my hands.” I placed my palms on her shoulder blades and felt her back muscles go rigid. “Now lean back a little on my hands.” 
 
    She remained upright. 
 
    “Just lean back very slightly. I’ll hold you up. Come on, it’s all right,” I coaxed, in the supergentle tone I used with Petey when he woke from a nightmare. 
 
    Still she stood. 
 
    “What are you feeling, Eileen?” 
 
    The deputy opened the door and ordered, “No touching!” 
 
    I backed off, saying “OK, let’s just talk some more.” 
 
    Looking impatient, Gary left the room. Eileen sat with me, relieved. When she flexed her body to sit I saw how sharp her hipbones were, through that dreadful orange suit. I said, “How’s the food in here?” 
 
    She snorted. “It’s not food, it’s garbage.” 
 
    “Maybe I can bring you something good. What would you like?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m getting my granola and some eggs and things delivered. Gary set that up first thing.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re not getting any Gift Packs.” 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    I told her about the sign in the waiting area that pictured clumps of junk food and toiletries. INMATE GIFT PACK, IF YOU ARE LOOKING FOR A WAY TO SHOW YOUR LOVED ONE YOU MISS THEM. CANTEEN CORRECTIONAL SERVICES HAS THE ANSWER. ORDER AN INMATE GIFT PACK. SELECT ONE OF THE PACKS BELOW AND IT WILL BE DELIVERED DIRECTLY TO YOUR LOVED ONE. THIS IS A GOOD ALTERNATIVE WAY TO DEMONSTRATE YOUR AFFECTION FOR THAT SPECIAL PERSON. BARE NECESSITIES PACK, COMFORT PACK, MEAT&CHEESE PACK, HOT&SPICY PACK, CHOLOLATE LOVER PACK, MEGA PACK. 
 
    “The prices start at ten dollars, I think. I could—” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t matter. Mostly I give the stuff to the other girls anyway. Tawny’s discovered flaxseed bread. She loves it.” 
 
    “Is there anyone from your family who visits?” 
 
    “I have no family.” 
 
    “Are your parents dead?” 
 
    “My mother died five years ago, and my dad lives, if you can call it that, in a nursing home in Palo Alto. He had a stroke and he’s pretty much a vegetable.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    I slammed the table. “If you’re so indifferent to everything, how come you didn’t just plead guilty and let them put you away in jail forever? What’s the difference?” 
 
    She stared at the wall, but her gaze went much farther. “I do want to be free, Rita,” she said in a quiet voice. “I want to work with you. I do. I do. It’s just hard. I can’t cry in front of other people. The thought of being on trial. The thought of them all thinking...But I know it’ll pass. Everything does. I hope I’ll be able to—to have some kind of life.” 
 
    With no window to the outside, the light in the little interview room was unvarying, and I found it disturbing that the shadows never changed, even slightly, as they would with a bit of daylight coming in. 
 
    I breathed, and realized there was even more depth to Eileen Tenaway than I’d thought. Searching for common ground, I said, “You know, my older sister and I took ballet when we were little. I wasn’t very good at it, but I liked it. My sister was the real dancer between us.” 
 
    Eileen looked at me as if surprised that I would speak about myself. 
 
    I continued, “One time we had a quarrel about our ballet outfits. Our mother came in to break it up, and I remember yelling, I want two tutus too!” 
 
    She laughed genuinely, with a lingering smile. “My sister always wanted what I had.” 
 
    I said, “We’ve sort of grown apart, my sister and me. Yet if she wasn’t there, I’d miss her terribly, you know?” 
 
    She nodded, somber again. 
 
    “Tell me about your sister,” I suggested. 
 
    Her face snapped shut as if a metal plate had dropped over it. Doomed, I thought, we’re doomed. Then suddenly it opened again, wide as could be, all her features quivering and raw, like the face of an adolescent in some tribal ritual that’s been going on for three days. 
 
    She uttered a gush of despair and fury so fierce that my neck tightened. She laid her head on the table and sobbed. 
 
    I touched her back and when she didn’t flinch I stroked it once, twice, then left my hand there. This close, I could smell her. She wore, I guessed, prison-issue deodorant, which gave off a Listerine-like odor. Or else it was the jumpsuit. Too bad. I wouldn’t want to smell like that. 
 
    The deputy opened the door again. I took my hand away. 
 
    At last Eileen looked up. I handed her a Kleenex. 
 
    “Norah’s gone,” she said emptily. 
 
    “You two were close once?” 
 
    “I—I tried to look after her. She was my little sister. She came to me whenever she got in trouble, which was a lot. The trouble she’d get into! But the more I helped her, the more she asked from me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh?” I coaxed softly. Her voice was cool and measured, in perfect keeping with her looks. It was a flexible voice, I thought, a possible asset. 
 
    “One time I helped her out of a very bad situation. It was bad. I put myself in jeopardy to do it.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I wish to God I’d turned my back instead.” She fell silent. 
 
    I waited. Finally I asked, “Well, how come?” 
 
    Eileen opened her mouth and said, “Because if I had...” She didn’t finish. 
 
    The metal sheet came down again and she said nothing more. After a time of sitting with her in silence, I left. 
 
    Gary met me in the corridor. “How did it go?” 
 
    I told him. 
 
    “You moved too fast.” 
 
    Defensively, I said, “Well, hell, we don’t have much time, do we?” 
 
    “No,” he agreed. “Keep going.” 
 
    “By the way,” I said, “how many men are you trying to get on this jury?” 
 
    “Six,” he said firmly. “I think half-and-half will be ideal.” 
 
    “I disagree. It’d be better to have more men than women, seven and five. Eight and four would be better, but maybe too obvious.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Most men are going to find it impossible to believe that a mother could kill her own child, versus women who know only too well.” 
 
    He looked at me, shocked. 
 
    I felt a surge of power. 
 
    He stammered, “That’s what our jury consultant said, but I didn’t believe him.” 
 
    Amid all this intensity my eyes and brain still registered Gary’s attractiveness. Actually, things were going beyond the liking-to-look-at-him stage. In the ongoing self-chatter that flowed endlessly through my brain, I had to admit the process was beginning, in spite of the fact that he was married, and often mentioned his wife, Jacqueline. Because I’d never met her, the wife was not concrete for me. 
 
    When I fall for a guy I first notice his way of holding himself, which has a real effect on his looks. He could be rough logger-jack handsome or slim sophisticated magnetic or boyish winsome, but his body language always grabs me first. Gary, I realized, was a combo of slim sophisticated magnetic and boyish winsome. His body language was like good wine: assertive yet not domineering. 
 
    Then the next thing occurs in my arms and legs, where I get a watery feeling when he crosses my mind or I see him. By now I’ve realized what a perfect person he is. Virile, intelligent, sensitive, protective, funny, appreciative, and loves kids. 
 
    Then he just steps into the crosswalk of my mind and stays, standing there commandingly, thrillingly, as all other traffic flows around him. I get annoyed at this stage, as you get annoyed when your upstairs neighbor plays her Eagles records over and over with the windows open. 
 
    Then I give in to the obsession and fall asleep and wake up to him, my pulse racing, and then when I see him my heart flies up on a songbird’s back and I grasp for the nearest support. 
 
    Well, I’d certainly impressed him by my analysis of the jury-gender issue. “Huh,” he said wonderingly. He touched my elbow almost respectfully and we walked down the corridor side by side. I considered turning my ankle and falling into him, but that would have been cheap, so I held myself in rigid control. Right-left-right-left. 
 
    Falling in love is such a pain in the ass. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 – Seven Men to Five Women 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Something began to change in me the day the trial began. 
 
    I wondered how Eileen would handle the stress. I’d been working with her for a week, Tuesday to Tuesday, and now it was Wednesday, go-day for everybody. I sat beside her at the defense table, watching and making notes. She appeared calm, which was good, and detached, which was bad. I wanted her to be fully present. I wanted her to be able to become distraught at times. It wouldn’t be realistic for her to be distraught the whole time, nor even possible, but I wanted her to have distraught handy, and she didn’t. 
 
    I watched the jurors watching her. I could see them trying to make up their minds right away, because being undecided is stressful in and of itself. I mean, think about it: You encounter a stranger. Friend or foe? You want to figure that out immediately. 
 
    For the jurors, breathless in their box, this would be one of the hugest experiences of their lives: deciding guilt or innocence in a murder case. 
 
    Gary had managed a ratio of seven men to five women, along the lines of my advice. 
 
    They were a working-class bunch, plus a few retirees. A couple were unemployed actors (none of whom knew me, fortunately), the rest were mostly people who have the sorts of jobs that pay you to go to jury duty. There was not an entrepreneur in the bunch, not a millionaire society matron in the bunch. To call this a jury of Eileen’s peers was a real stretch. “That doesn’t matter,” Gary told me. “I’d almost be more afraid of her peers anyway. Pack of dogs.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you,” I asked, “count as one of her peers?” 
 
    He just smiled. 
 
    Have I mentioned there were press all over the place? In the gallery, in the hallways, restrooms, cafeteria. There were only about fifty gallery seats for the press and other spectators in the courtroom, and they were all full. The reporters, lots from the Los Angeles media plus New York and even Europe, all shared a certain facial expression, a mix of tension and resentment: they were attentive, yet quick to boredom. Perhaps they didn’t think much of this assignment. After all, this was not like the Roscoe Jamison trial where they could hope for a race riot at the end. 
 
    During voir dire I’d gotten to know the rest of the team. I liked Steve Calhoun, the prophet-bearded old lawyer Gary had brought in. I learned that Steve, with decades of experience defending hopeless cases in the L.A. system, had become this Yoda who could craft an alternate-theory defense for anybody, depending on which way the prosecution’s spear aimed. His chin was deeply cleft, and he had an impressive scar on his neck, which he told me was “a souvenir from the VC.” 
 
    So he had fought in Vietnam. In other circumstances I would’ve asked him about it, but I didn’t want to get more personal with anybody than I needed to. 
 
    Steve loved to talk law. “You can use a collateral fatality from a police chase to your advantage if you know how to spin it,” he told me over a chicken Caesar at lunch one day. “Never be afraid of blood. The bloodier the better, that’s my motto.” 
 
    Then there was the boy lawyer Mark Sharma, who specialized in physical evidence. His parents back in India were waiting for him to come home and marry the girl they’d picked out for him when he was five. He had a moppish head of black hair and these hypnotic black eyes, and he spoke with an appealing Bombay lilt. He immediately saw that Gary’s and my relationship was close, and tried to make the best of it in spite of his natural jealousy. I was impressed. 
 
    The paralegal, Lisa Feltenberger, also seemed to realize I was on a special track with Gary. However, this made her defer to me more, which was fine. 
 
    Fascinated by everything from the bailiff’s gun belt to the prosecutor’s feline smile, I watched and watched. What happened in this room was real. What happened in this room was life, and it was death. I couldn’t get over it. Does that sound like the dumbest thing ever? It was so goddamned real. 
 
    The prosecutor, Tracy Beck-Rubin, was as formidable as she was unfashionable. She stood a thick-waisted five feet ten or so in her chunky heels, but violin-string straight, with an attitude of respect and calculation toward everyone. Her hair was a blown-out brown halo and her cheeks were fuzzy. She looked like a hungry comic-strip cat dressed in a lumpy suit and those scuffed Naturalizers. Her eyes missed nothing. 
 
    Looking down at my own much more perfect and expensive outfit, I felt unsettled—and fascinated. I was this little accessory to the proceedings, while she was a main player and could give a damn that her carnelian lipstick clashed with her gold silk blouse which clashed with her shell-pink nail polish. I couldn’t get enough of her. 
 
    Gary had mentioned to me that he’d often felt, as a non-Jew, an outsider in the L.A. legal system. “A Jewish lawyer never loses that hunger,” he said, when we talked about Tracy, “no matter if they’ve made it, no matter if they’ve made it ten times over. They look after each other, and I admire that. I’ve had to work double hard to earn my place here. Come to think of it, Tracy doesn’t fit the stereotype either—she didn’t go to Harvard or Columbia or UCLA, she put herself through some crap law school by delivering pizzas and walking dogs, and she washed out of Lewis & Rossberg and nobody thought she’d make a name for herself, but she has. She went over to the DA’s office and they saw she could work a jury. I was lucky to beat her on Roscoe Jamison. Trouble is, she’s got it in for me now.” 
 
    And indeed, when Tracy Beck-Rubin glanced toward the defense table, she aimed her gaze at Gary with teasing contempt. She was, I realized, the kind of girl I would have avoided in high school, a girl so frankly herself and so uninterested in pleasing others she seemed almost menopausal. 
 
    In her opening statement she welcomed the jury with a warm smile, then hit immediately and hard on the evidence against Eileen: her house, her child, her pills. 
 
    Gary had wondered which offensive strategy she’d take: Lazy Mom Who Gave Kid Pills to Shut Her Up, or Selfish Mom Who Wanted Rid of Kid to Attract New Mate. She went with Selfish Mom right off the bat: 
 
    “Yes!” Beck-Rubin said, with an open-handed gesture from her heart to waist level, a graceful yet decisive gesture, “For a woman like Eileen Tenaway, once the gravy train stopped—that is, once her husband was found mysteriously dead!—she wanted to find another one. She wanted to hitch herself to another rich, exciting man. Look at her, ladies and gentlemen. A very pretty woman—lucky to be so pretty—and she’d used her beauty to capture a top-level businessman, and she enjoyed the ride, oh, yes!” Then, softer, “Who wouldn’t? But enjoying the ride doesn’t entitle you to commit murder. We will show you, ladies and gentlemen, that Eileen Tenaway enjoyed that ride so much—the jewels, ladies and gentlemen! the first-class tickets! the champagne receptions with celebrities!—that she would do anything to have it again.” 
 
    Beck-Rubin settled her gaze into the jury box. “Well, we might ask, what’s wrong with that? Nothing! Unless she decides she’d be better off childless. Unless she decides a high-class man won’t look at her twice if he sees a baby in the background, no matter how far into the shadows she tries to push her! Little Gabriella!” 
 
    Tenderly, the prosecutor picked up a photograph from the defense table and held it before the jury. It was the same shot, mounted on posterboard, that Gary had brought to Eileen. “Gabriella Elizabeth Tenaway. We could try to imagine what the fullness of her life might have been like. But there will be no life for little Gabriella.” She held the photograph as if it were alive. “Never to learn her colors. Never to ride a bicycle. Never to kiss a boy. Never to win a scholarship. Never to play the guitar nor plant a tree nor graduate with honors nor negotiate a labor contract nor run for office nor give birth! Nor lay a cool cloth on the brow of her dying mother someday.” The jury gasped. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen. For Gabriella, everything is never.” 
 
    This speech pressed incredible sadness into the faces of the jurors, it bent their shoulders. A couple of the women and one of the actors blinked back tears. The others swallowed. 
 
    “But there is one thing Gabriella can have. Only one thing, and you are here, ladies and gentlemen, to give it to her. Justice.” The prosecutor belittled the scant evidence of an intruder: the ransacked house, a Starbucks coffee cup found by police on the little girl’s dresser, and a dirty baseball cap caught in the bushes outside. She talked about the effects of tranquilizers on an infant’s body, and she hinted certain things about Eileen’s social life—at least as far as she could between objections from Gary. The fingerprints and DNA on the items did not match each other, nor did they match Eileen’s, nor Richard’s DNA, which was harvested from a pathology sample from minor surgery he’d had not long before his disappearance from L.A. 
 
    “The defense will speculate that this so-called evidence came from somewhere. Somewhere. Right. Like from a garbage can on Sunset Strip! There are no other suspects, ladies and gentlemen, because there is no other murderer. She sits, charged with her crime, before you.” 
 
    Eileen sat quietly through all this. At times she shook her head no. We naturally knew that Tracy Beck-Rubin wanted to stir the jury’s emotions against her. But Eileen needed to have her emotions ready too, and she simply didn’t. If only I could have acted Eileen’s role for her. I sat twisting a fingerful of hair in frustration. 
 
    Yesterday I’d told her, “Here’s who you are in the courtroom: a proud woman, but a sensitive one. You’re a woman who had it all and now has nothing—nothing except your dignity and your honesty. You don’t understand why you’re here. You’re devastated that your daughter is dead. You almost don’t care anything about yourself—but what you want is to know who the hell did it? This should be in your heart all the time, because then it’ll show on your face. See the difference between being focused on Who the hell killed my baby? versus I hope I can convince them I didn’t do it. See the difference?” 
 
    Eileen said she did. 
 
    But she could not focus and carry it out. She looked miserable and cold sitting there, her beauty up front, dullness behind her eyes. Gary had wisely given the job of bringing clothes for Eileen to Steve Calhoun, who knew to pick dark, conservative dresses. Eileen had been strictly forbidden to spice up her hair or use any cosmetic but a little lipstick. She obeyed, but she would have had to wear a bucket over her head to conceal her God-given skin and bones and flesh. 
 
    I could tell the jury wanted to like her, but her beauty was off-putting, at least to the women. I could see them thinking, She must have brought this on herself somehow. 
 
    The rich and beautiful are not allowed to have problems. 
 
    Gary’s opening statement struck a gentle tone, a tone of reason. 
 
    “A terrible thing happened the night Gabriella Tenaway died,” he began. “Those of us who are parents can begin to imagine how Eileen Tenaway felt when she found her daughter lying still in her crib. But none of us can know what it’s like to lose a child, unless it has happened to us. To lose a child to murder. And certainly we cannot know how it feels to then be accused of being the murderer. Yes, a terrible thing happened. And then a second terrible thing happened, when the police decided to charge that little girl’s mother with the crime. During this trial I will show you what a cruel mistake that was.” 
 
    He went into almost as much detail about the evidence as Tracy Beck-Rubin had, only with a different slant: an intruder killed that child, and Gary promised to make it plain as day. 
 
    He held up his own photograph of Gabriella, this one a candid of her in a playground swing, laughing to the sky. “My colleague told us about all the nevers for Gabriella. And there are more nevers. Yes. The nevers are for that baby’s mother. Eileen Tenaway will never hold her child in her arms again.” He tolled his words slowly. “She will never comfort her again. Never bathe her. Never buy school shoes for her. Never sit in the audience watching her in the fifth-grade play. Never ground her for staying out too late. Never cry at her wedding.” 
 
    Every single juror exhaled in wistful sympathy, matching Gary’s sad, small smile. He knew that if they didn’t warm up to Eileen herself, he sure as hell would make them like him. And he did. 
 
    I sat there trying, via ESP, to get Eileen to cry, but it didn’t work. She sat, head slightly bowed, eyes veiled. The jury stared at her. 
 
    Gary’s voice intensified; he spoke not faster but more sharply. “The truth is, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, that Eileen Tenaway did not murder her own baby. It is an abomination beyond words that she stands accused, hauled into jail by the police, who found evidence of at least one intruder. But after the crime, the intruder was nowhere to be found. Eileen Tenaway, on the other hand, was right there. She herself called the police. Goodness, how convenient. The police came, they looked around, then a short time later, they came back and clapped her in handcuffs.” 
 
    He ran his hand behind his neck and slouched slightly. “Then on top of it, we have the district attorney swallowing the police’s theory like an oversized hamburger.” 
 
    The jurors smiled at the image, glancing at the robust figure of Tracy Beck-Rubin. At that moment I hated and loved Gary equally ferociously. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Gary said, now back to a restrained, reasonable tone, “in this case a theory just isn’t good enough.” He talked about time frame, police reports, forensic tests. He moved his body powerfully as he spoke, his shoulders and hips square, his hands emphasizing the points he made. “So we naturally ask: If Eileen Tenaway did not administer a fatal dose of drugs to her daughter, who did? We would all like to know, none more than Eileen Tenaway. Well, my job is to prove to you there is reasonable doubt in the state’s case against Eileen. And I will. Ladies and gentlemen, there is enough doubt to fill the Grand Canyon. But perhaps also we’ll uncover the real truth in this trial.” 
 
    He glared at Tracy Beck-Rubin and sat down. 
 
    All the movies I’d seen, all the television I’d watched, all the improvisations I’d done pretending to be in a courtroom—they were nothing compared to actually being present—feeling the vibes, seeing the players writhe and fight. The trial wasn’t so much a show, I realized, as a chess match, or a political campaign. Yes, that was it: who are the voters going to like more: Eileen Tenaway or Tracy Beck-Rubin? And who understands the voters better: Tracy Beck-Rubin or Gary Kwan? 
 
    I found myself thinking hard. 
 
    That first week, every night after putting Petey to bed I got on the Internet and reviewed famous murder trials, reading transcripts I downloaded from law school archives. I read about Tracy Beck-Rubin’s cases. How does she operate? Could her moves be predicted? I brewed coffee and downloaded newspaper accounts and magazine analyses of the Roscoe Jamison trial and read those too. 
 
    During a recess a few days in, I asked Gary again about the ball cap in the bushes. “Isn’t there some way we can try to find out whose cap it was? I mean, the DNA from the hair—” 
 
    “The DNA on the cap is only relevant to us because it suggests a stranger was around that night. Remember, Rita, we don’t have to prove anything. It’s not up to us to solve this case.” 
 
    “But if we could—” 
 
    “Our job is to represent Eileen’s interests.” 
 
    As far as keeping a low profile, I was aware of the reporters, and quickly walked away, eyes down, whenever one approached me. They were always trying to get close to the principals. All of us had to dodge the press. “It’s hard to hit a moving target,” quipped Steve Calhoun. 
 
    At least half of what went on zoomed over my head: reasons for certain objections, the little huddled conferences with Judge Davenport, the threats to make some motion or other. 
 
    But I liked it. And as the trial went on I got better at understanding things. 
 
    I realized that a trial is the tip of the iceberg, bobbing up from the ocean depths. There was much more ice beneath the surface. And the jury would never see it. As I read and thought and watched and tried to coach Eileen, I began to want to know about that big hunk of ice down there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 – Rowe Rocks the Baby 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    OURO PRÊTO, BRAZIL 
 
      
 
    For his guide George Rowe wanted an old person because old people tend to be better at keeping their mouths shut, and they tend to be inconspicuous. The old person had to be agile, because Rowe might want to do some walking in the hilly countryside of Minas Gerais, the France-sized mining region of Brazil. He had spent several unsuccessful days in São Paulo trying to get information from various ministries of records and certificates. The old person had to be male, because this was after all rural Third World. 
 
    Rowe did not know Portuguese or even Spanish, but he learned the words for good day, please, and thank you, and this served him all right. The guide would translate everything else for him. 
 
    He avoided the tourist-bureau guides who approached him as soon as he got off the bus in Ouro Prêto, which would be his base. He walked into town and ate a meal of sausages and grilled bananas at a café. The food smelled and tasted good. He watched the people in the café and on the street without staring. Portuguese, its vowels sandwiched tightly between hunks of consonants, sounded different from the more liquid Spanish. Rowe enjoyed the strangeness of the steep old colonial town, all blocky buildings and wavy tile roofs. The buses that clanked by were quaint in the sense of being mechanically obsolete but with good paint jobs. He enjoyed the forthright sounds of the language, the flash of a smile beneath a businessman’s Panama hat, the switch of the waitress’s bright-pink skirt over her wonderful calypso hips. He had never realized how much he liked the color bright pink. 
 
    Rowe left the café and went to the Escola de Minas, the mining college. There were several colleges in Ouro Prêto, and at this one he expected to find English speakers with common sense and current knowledge of the mining scene. After walking around and talking with a few people, he found himself having coffee with a middle-aged professor of mathematics who spoke English well. 
 
    Rowe introduced himself frankly as an investigator from America looking into the death of an American mining businessman. He made it clear he was eager to pay good money for the right guide. 
 
    The professor, a thin-waisted man with upsticking salt-and-pepper hair, was named Tony Ferré. He knew instantly who Rowe was talking about, since the discovery of Richard Tenaway’s body had occurred near Ouro Prêto and had been big news there—rich American run afoul of something, who knew what? He said he would like to be Rowe’s guide himself since he had lived in Minas Gerais all his life, but due to his teaching obligations he could not. However, he knew just the man. 
 
    As a token of goodwill, Rowe gave Tony Ferré two hundred reals—about a hundred dollars. Money is a very easy way to make your way around. In a city this size, about sixty thousand people, Rowe knew he could give money to people and even if they talked about it he would not attract too much attention for a while. 
 
    That night, Rowe went to Tony Ferré’s house for dinner. The professor lived in a small house on a slope that overlooked the town. The house was tidy, the table set. The professor introduced him to his wife and teenage daughter, who spoke only a little English. A chicken was stewing on the stove. Then he led Rowe outside to a chicken coop the size of a small cabin. Rowe noticed a chopping block with a patch of recent blood, and a pair of contented-looking cats lounging near it. 
 
    The professor rattled the coop’s wire door. An explosion of clucking. From the darkness burst a flurry of feathers and stinking guano dust, then a cloud of tobacco smoke and a little man. He was about a head shorter than Tony and had the same tiny waist and upsticking hair, only his was pure white. His face was seamed and very dark brown. He smoked a short cigar. His eyes were quick and candid and somewhat crazy. 
 
    Tony said, “This is Raimundo Ferré, my father.” 
 
    They waited while the old man set down his cigar and washed at a spigot. 
 
    Over dinner, Rowe did not talk much. He gathered that Raimundo generally preferred the company of chickens to humans, but lately he’d been bored. When young, Raimundo had been a laundryman and a garimpeiro, or independent miner, and these days he raised chickens and sometimes drove a taxi on the streets that were not too steep to drive on. Tourists with good lungs loved Ouro Prêto because you had the upper and lower cobblestone streets to yourself, and it was pleasant to hike around the clean, interesting neighborhoods. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    This part of Brazil was hot now. The high grasslands had been made more arid by logging and strip-mining. Of course, this had been, for the Portuguese explorers, El Dorado. They had found gold here, and they arranged for slaves to dig it up for them. The minerals had been replaced by blood and bones. Warm brooding fogs often wrapped the land and made everyplace feel secret. 
 
    Rowe told Raimundo he wanted to talk to some of the garimpeiros, the hardscrabble miners who worked ditches in the countryside looking for imperial topaz. He might also want to go to Itabira, where emeralds were excavated from deep shafts in the bedrock. 
 
    As his son had done, Raimundo nodded when Rowe mentioned the American businessman who had met his death around here half a year ago. “Yes,” he said, in a raked-gravel voice, “all the people, they knew of it.” 
 
    “Knew of what: the man going missing,” Rowe asked, “or the man turning up dead?” 
 
    “Turning up dead.” 
 
    The old man was perfect for George Rowe. Lean and quick, with tough hands and feet, good English because he had wanted to be a smart trader with the North Americans, and a sense of humor. Nothing funny had been said, but Rowe perceived this. He had learned that if you choose your associates with care and keep your own counsel, you’ll be all right. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The next morning Rowe and Raimundo walked out of town, on the road north into the hills. Their short-sleeved cotton shirts soon became soaked with sweat. Rowe carried two bottles of water and some other things in a paper sack. 
 
    Raimundo’s mood was buoyant. He had strapped a leather-sheathed hunting knife to his belt and put on a canvas sun hat. As they walked he told Rowe about Ouro Prêto, the town named for gold, the town that existed solely for the purpose of extracting gold from the mountains, so much gold that King Asshole of Portugal had to build a whole fleet to carry it away. That was the term he used, “King Asshole.” Rowe laughed when he heard it, and that gratified Raimundo. 
 
    Rowe felt good today too. The clean mountain air filled his lungs with optimism. 
 
    Raimundo asked Rowe, “Do you have interest in sexual tourism?” 
 
    Rowe walked along, his hands in his pockets, his sack beneath his arm. He thought about his last girlfriend. She was cute but difficult, always finding fault with herself and depending on him to cheer her up. At first he could improve her mood by complimenting her petite figure or her gentleness, but over time she required more and more cheering up, involving gifts. At first a bottle of perfume would do it, but over time the only thing that would work was a new outfit from some boutique, or a trip to Las Vegas. 
 
    It was too bad, but he’d had to get away from her. 
 
    He thought about the pink-skirted waitress in the café. He would like a simple, romantic relationship with a woman. Bawdiness was OK, but the crudeness of being a john turned him off. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said. “Business first, anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” agreed Raimundo. 
 
    In half an hour they came upon a couple of men digging a trench next to the road on a government right-of-way. The road itself was red dirt. 
 
    The garimpeiros showed Raimundo and Rowe how they scraped away the gravel and washed it in wooden trays, hauling water in buckets from a nearby creek. 
 
    Raimundo said, “They only find a few crystals a week, but it is enough for feeding themselves and their families. They give a little to the state agent so they can mine here.” 
 
    The men’s bodies were as hard and fat-free as the rocks they dug. They wore the kind of motley clothes you’d find in an Ozark storm shelter. One man’s T-shirt said BALLOU FAMILY REUNION beneath two donkeys wearing boxing gloves. Rowe didn’t like it that such clothes were all that these fine-looking men could afford. 
 
    He squatted and removed a photograph from his paper sack. It was of Richard Tenaway at a charity ball, smiling smugly into the camera, glass of champagne in hand. The men looked blank. Rowe took out another photograph, a larger one, of a man lying on a mortuary table. The picture showed just the naked upper body. The man’s eyes were half open and empty, his skin white and thick-looking. Stubble covered his jaw. The central fact of the photo appeared to be a purple gash in the middle of his forehead. He looked a little damp, as if he’d just been carried in from outdoors. His hair lay in greasy tendrils. 
 
    “Ah,” said the men when they saw it, and he could see they now realized it was the same man in both pictures. Raimundo translated, and Rowe learned that they had sold stones to Gemini’s local representative in town. The oldest of the garimpeiros had sold stones to Tenaway himself, but that was a long time ago. They also sold stones to another buyer, a big mining company. 
 
    Raimundo himself had never met Tenaway. He explained there were several mining corporations in the area: they sank shafts into rock and stripped dirt from hillsides to extract bulk minerals like kaolin and feldspar as well as the vastly more valuable emerald, topaz, and tourmaline. 
 
    The miners had heard of the unusual death of Richard Tenaway—an American of the sort who stayed out of real trouble. 
 
    Rowe would have liked to solve every aspect of this Tenaway thing, but he only had time now to focus on whether Tenaway had faked his death. 
 
    Granted, a death certificate had been produced, as well as the morbid photo of the dead body. Eileen Tenaway had returned from here with those things, as well as Tenaway’s ashes. 
 
    An expert at Fenco had told Rowe the photo was an actual color print, not digital, and it had not been manipulated. 
 
    Rowe asked the garimpeiros if they knew who found the body, but they did not. They suggested the police might know, since they had handled the situation. All the men shared a shrug at the mention of police. 
 
    Also visible in the picture was part of a floor, tiled in a complicated black-and-white pattern, as well as the corner of a device that looked perhaps like a heart-lung machine or an oxygen apparatus. Rowe had found out, though, that it was an embalming pump. 
 
    So the picture definitely had been taken in a mortuary. It didn’t matter which mortuary, really, but he wanted to know who had made the photo. 
 
    The two other investigators Fenco had sent over to look into the claim in the first place had simply walked around Ouro Prêto like adolescents, asking questions randomly of the police and whoever else they bumped into. They wrote things down and believed so much in their superiority to these backward people they thought if there had been a conspiracy it would be sitting there in the wide open. 
 
    Eileen Tenaway might have taken the photo (hence been in on the scam from the get-go) but Rowe felt she had not. She and her husband would have needed local help in staging it, and Rowe’s gut said it was not the kind of job Richard would entrust to his wife anyway. 
 
    Rowe bought three topaz crystals from each of the garimpeiros for thirty reals apiece, which Raimundo thought a fair price. The men were happy and urged Rowe to come see them again at their small camp. 
 
    The crystals were dry and only faintly amber-colored. He rolled the largest one back and forth in his palm. It was oblong, and even though rough, its planes showed the mineral’s natural order. Imperial topaz, he had learned, was called that because of its golden-orange hue, rare and unlike ordinary topaz, which is commonly yellow or blue. Rowe understood that when cut—when the outer rough bits were chipped off and the stone was faceted—it would be a tongue of flame. 
 
    Rowe and Raimundo returned to town and ate lunch in a different café than the one with the pink-skirted waitress, but this one also had a beautiful waitress. There was one plain one as well, who clearly disliked the beautiful one. Raimundo reached out and pinched the beautiful one’s ass through her skirt, which was blue stretch denim. She slapped his hand and flung an insult. Rowe would have liked to be slapped by that waitress too, but he kept his hands to himself. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for making the time,” he said when the buyer at Gemini Imports opened the office door. “This is Raimundo, my guide. He found these stones and thinks they’re worth something.” Of the six stones he’d bought from the garimpeiros, he drew only five from his pocket, having decided to keep the biggest one. 
 
    The gem buyer was a tall young Brazilian who spoke reasonable English. His name was Esteban and he was so happy to have educated company that he slobbered all over them. “Yes! Please be seated! What may I do for you? Would you like a snack, some coffee?” 
 
    Rowe had introduced himself on the phone as Tom Webber, a Canadian tourist. He smiled at Esteban’s use of the American word snack, with just a tiny hesitation, but then a going-ahead with it, a plunge into the word. Snack! 
 
    Rowe was here to take his measure. 
 
    Esteban looked at the crystals under a stereo microscope and said he would buy them, but they were not worth more than ten reals apiece. 
 
    “Never mind, then,” said Rowe, “I’ll buy them from him myself, for souvenirs. I’ll pay him more than that.” 
 
    Esteban offered twenty reals apiece. 
 
    Raimundo shook his head. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Rowe said. “Never mind.” 
 
    Raimundo suggested, “Forty reals.” 
 
    “OK,” said Esteban. 
 
    Raimundo was quietly beside himself with joy at Rowe’s profit. 
 
    After the sale, which Esteban paid with a note from a local bank, the men talked, and Rowe learned that Esteban was tired of Ouro Prêto and wanted to go to America, “or at least Miami.” 
 
    Rowe laughed so hard that Raimundo reached over and pounded him on the back. Rowe asked Esteban if he’d like to have a drink sometime. Esteban said he would. 
 
    When Rowe and Raimundo got back out on the street, Rowe asked, “Where do the delinquents hang out?” 
 
    Raimundo supposed they hung out where he had hung out as a delinquent. 
 
    “Take me there,” Rowe said. 
 
    They walked to a grotto below town where, Raimundo said, plans were laid, rendezvous kept, and alcohol drunk. He would not expect drug dealers, in the main, to hang out there, because they were grown-ups and had their own apartments. 
 
    Three hostile-looking boys about thirteen years old were sprawled on the cool rock of the grotto, smoking Marlboro cigarettes. 
 
    Raimundo immediately began talking Portuguese and laughing. The boys looked irritated, but what few brain cells of respect they possessed began firing, and they listened to old Raimundo. He launched into a story, fast and loud, which clearly had to do with dirty sex. 
 
    When it was over the boys smirked politely and looked at the two adult men questioningly. 
 
    Rowe pulled the miniature chess set he had packed in his luggage from his paper sack and opened it on a rock. The boys’ eyes opened wider, but they tossed their heads back and the one who appeared to be the leader—the one who took up the most space and held his belly most relaxed—said something roughly to Raimundo. 
 
    Raimundo said, “What do we want? And do you have any electric music pods?” 
 
    Taking a deep blue Duncan yo-yo out of his pocket, Rowe said, “Who makes up fake IDs around here?” 
 
    Raimundo translated as the boys watched the yo-yo. 
 
    Rowe slipped the loop on his finger and began limbering the ancient toy. The two subordinate boys looked at the leader to see if yo-yos were beneath their dignity. The leader remained neutral, and Rowe began to forcefully snap the yo-yo out and back, out and back, and they watched him. He snapped it straight down and made it sleep. He did half a dozen Around the Worlds, then five or six Rock the Babys. He would have done Walk the Dog, but you need a smooth floor for that. 
 
    He did Eiffel Tower and Split the Atom, and the boys, still trying to appear affronted, gleamed out smiles, and, finally, laughter. Their fingers twitched. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Rowe and Raimundo returned to the grotto the next day to meet the principal teenage forger in Ouro Prêto. Rowe brought wads of ten-real notes. 
 
    He was surprised to see a girl of about fifteen hanging out with the boys, all of whom were working on their yo-yo tricks. 
 
    Raimundo said, “This girl, she makes identifications card for the kids.” 
 
    “Do the police,” asked Rowe, “really enforce the drinking age? What is it, eighteen?” 
 
    “They don’t care very much,” Raimundo conceded. 
 
    “But kids like having fake IDs,” Rowe said. 
 
    “Yes. Her name is Maria Helena.” 
 
    Rowe handed Maria Helena a wad of reals. She put the money down the front of her blouse and stared at Rowe. She wore a tight red skirt and red sandals, and her blouse was pale green with red trim. She looked like the other curvaceous girls who walked with their mothers or boyfriends in town, except she wore an expensive-looking pair of sunglasses pushed up on her head, which, along with the bright stylish clothes, gave her a distinct look—an L.A. look, Rowe thought. Her clothes were clean and her black hair lay in a thick coil over her shoulder. No matter how much eye shadow she applied, Rowe thought, she could not ruin those searching deep eyes. 
 
    Rowe said, “Ask her who makes IDs for the grown-ups.” Before Raimundo could speak, she said sharply, “I do!” 
 
    Rowe pretended to laugh at that. “You have a camera?” 
 
    Her English came slowly. “I have three cameras and darkroom and computer and printer.” Her pronunciation wasn’t bad, though. “I have more of thing. Things. I have friends of mine also.” 
 
    Rowe said, “Look at this, please.” 
 
    Maria Helena sidled to him as he removed the mortuary photo of Richard Tenaway from his bag. 
 
    He watched her face carefully as she looked at the photo. In an instant chaos broke out in the grotto. 
 
    Maria Helena made a sound in her throat and fled, and the boys dropped their yo-yos and jumped George Rowe and Raimundo. 
 
    Rowe fought quickly and carefully, using enough force to throw off the two boys who attacked him but not enough to hurt them badly. He cursed when one of them picked up a rock. He ducked, but the rock caught him on the shoulder. 
 
    Raimundo held his own with the smallest boy, flurrying his fists in his face, until Rowe pulled the boy off and flung him down the hillside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 – Wistful for Pastrami 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LOS ANGELES 
 
      
 
    Relying heavily on Daniel and my friend Yvonne, I was able to juggle Petey’s schedule and mine through the course of the murder trial. Yvonne was a makeup artist I’d met at a shoot for the Bank of America ads I’d modeled for. Her workdays usually started ungodly early but ended midafternoon, so on days when I couldn’t take a long enough lunch to transfer Petey from his preschool on Beverly Boulevard to afternoon daycare on Highland, she managed to. 
 
    After the first week, I started working evenings with Team Eileen at Gary’s offices, and Daniel stepped in to pick up Petey from daycare (the fabulous Bear Care, in case you’re looking for a really good place with only analog toys like blocks and modeling clay and pogo sticks, no electronic diversions at all), run him in the park, then hang out with him at my place. 
 
    I gave their incoming cell numbers distinctive tunes, which I listened for hyper-alertly when my phone was not on vibe, which it had to be in the courtroom. Yvonne’s was “The Trolley Song” in honor of her addiction to romantic happenstance, and Daniel’s was “Dancing Queen,” a fun and totally gay song I’d loved since I’d first heard it on a seventies retrospective on public radio. 
 
    This tag-team setup barely worked, but it worked. Daniel and Yvonne were very good about not asking questions, and they both knew I’d make it up to them big time. 
 
    I’d expected this intense schedule to exhaust me, but surprisingly it didn’t. I felt enlivened by the all the excitement and, I must again add, the money. Before the second week was out, my rent and bills were current, I had scored a new frying pan, and Petey had a new Spider-Man jacket for cool days. 
 
    Now that the trial was under way, the sheriff’s department brought Eileen to the courthouse by bus every morning, along with whichever other female prisoners had court dates. They got them going early, around six, so now we met in her holding cell at the courthouse. It was a grim little chamber, with the obligatory deputy keeping an eye on us. I kept trying emotional-access techniques with Eileen and they kept not working. I started wondering about pure facial muscle control. We’d worked a little on body language, but in an organic, holistic way, not specifically. To think about abandoning the acting techniques I held in such reverence went against my grain, so more time passed than should have before I figured out a new way. 
 
    During the late-night prep sessions at Gary’s offices, everyone talked over strategy, listened to the jury consultants who gave Gary a lot of commonsense insights, revised lists of questions for witnesses, drew what-if diagrams, speculated on the reactions of the judge and jury. Both Gary and Tracy Beck-Rubin respected Judge Davenport, whose job was legal referee, talk-show host, and papa figure all in one. He was like this little dark cloud up there on the bench, but when he said anything, it was like a cleansing rain. “No, Counsel, you’re trying to oversimplify. I’m going to let him frame it another way and if he does it right, I’ll allow it.” He was solicitous of the jury, who were like a school of guppies, all heads pointing this way, then that. 
 
    I studied the snub-nosed Lisa Feltenberger and imitated her up to a point, but mostly I pretended to be a bit of a putz. “Oh, did we need that today? Yeah, I could go find it, probably, yeah. Hey, Lisa?” Vagueness worked. 
 
    Rapidly I became Gary’s preferred sounding board. We found ourselves alone in the office after everyone else had gone home, talking, talking. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “OK, well, call me if you need me,” said Mark Sharma as he backed toward Gary’s office door Friday night at the end of the second week. 
 
    “Just take care of that pinched nerve,” said Gary. Mark had been telling us all about his lumbar trouble. 
 
    “See you Monday,” I said cheerfully. 
 
    Mark shot us a sweet look and left. 
 
    “Go do some yoga,” Gary muttered as the door closed behind him. 
 
    I snickered, then felt bad. “He’s such a little bonbon,” I said. “Like he wants to be your puppy.” 
 
    “He gets on my nerves,” said Gary. “But he sure is good with chemistry—the toxicology and DNA.” 
 
    “I keep thinking he should date Lisa.” 
 
    “Oh, spare me an office romance. Can’t you fix him up with one of your friends?” Gary looked at his watch. “Hey, it’s nine o’clock and we haven’t eaten. How about you call in something from Jerry’s?” 
 
    “Mm,” I said, picking up the phone. “I feel so wistful about their pastrami. But I’ll have the chopped salad again.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” said Gary. “I’m getting Greek.” 
 
    We had discovered a common thread in our lives: dietary discipline. 
 
    After I phoned in our order, I said, “I can allow myself a pastrami sandwich or an order of fries like once every six months. Plus I love chocolate, but.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. I’m exactly the same way. If I have whatever I want I get so fat!” 
 
    I laughed, he sounded so much like one of my girlfriends. 
 
    I said, “But you’re so trim.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” He laughed. “You’re the skinny one!” 
 
    Music to my ears. “Oh, my BMI is eighteen-point-five,” I shared casually, “which is more than Kym LaFevre’s but less than Electra Stenhall’s.” (Kym being the supermodel and you’ve seen Electra in fifty percent of the decade’s noir films.) “I’d like it to be lower, but I go insane if I give up my microwave popcorn.” 
 
    “My BMI is twenty-five,” Gary confided. 
 
    I was semi-amazed that he even knew what BMI was, let alone cared about his. “For a guy, that’s quite low,” I told him. “You’re lower than Dirk Westaway, Chet Muldoon, and Hanson Krüg. They’re all in the high twenties. Even Vince Devereaux, I think.” I knew these statistics from Daniel, whose BMI was twenty-eight. Gary was pleased. 
 
    We just clicked, that’s all. 
 
    His phone buzzed and he glanced at the display, a smile lighting his face. “Hello, sweetheart.” Pause. “She is? Oh, now, listen”—Pause. “Now, Jade, I have to disagree with you on this. Mommy is not the meanest person in the whole world. There are millions of mommies who are much”—Pause. “Oh, my goodness. That does sound bad. Put her on, OK? Love you, sweetheart.” 
 
    He went to the window and stood against its glossy blackness, facing out, his arm up on the glass. 
 
    “And how’s your evening going?” he said. “Sounds like a bit of a power struggle.” Pause. “Well, you know enough not to let her win. Just tell her if she doesn’t settle down with one book or one doll, the bunny doll for example, you’re going to have to put the whole toy box away for a while. Then do it. She’ll settle down.” Pause. “Well, you have to follow through.” Pause. “I know. I know. It’s past her bedtime anyway.” Pause. “Yes, I can hear her. Tooth-brushing is not negotiable, of course not.” 
 
    I smiled at his tone and cadence, so similar to the way he talked in court: measured, unhurried, clear. 
 
    His back tensed. “I’m working.” His back relaxed. “Oh, really? I did two interviews today, which one was that? Oh? You’re being kind, I couldn’t have looked that good, I need a haircut! OK.” Pause. “Now, listen. Stop. Jacqueline. I—I can’t talk now. On the cell phone, you know.” His back tensed again. “I’ll be home as soon as I—” 
 
    I saw my own face in the night-black window, looking strained. My cheekbones are alertly high, my chin small—though thank God not receding—and this really helps me look youthful. But strain looks bad on me. I composed my expression. 
 
    Finally he said, “OK. You too.” 
 
    Goddamn. He’s a loving, caring, smart dad, and his wife thinks he’s a good lay. 
 
    My heart, instead of feeling squelched by this, only flamed higher with insane infatuation. 
 
    Our salads came. 
 
    As we ate we talked about how Tracy Beck-Rubin was going hard after Eileen’s socializing. She was calling all these witnesses who testified to seeing Eileen drunk in public (signifying Bad Mom) and how distraught she was when Richard died (to show how man-clingy she was). Then she was contrasting that with witnesses who told how calm Eileen was when Gabriella died (French for Uncaring Bitch, variant of Bad Mom). 
 
    Looking at the prosecution’s witness list, Gary said, “She’s gonna call Samantha Jacobi next.” Wife of studio head Jake Jacobi, famous for his fleet of seven Gulfstream jets, one for every day of the week. 
 
    “And Samantha Jacobi will say what good friends she used to be with Eileen.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And then she’ll shovel out the same crap, and—” 
 
    “Exactly!” Gary said. “And I’m going to come back on cross with, uh, How many times have you fed information to the celebrity columns? And she’ll say, Why, what do you mean? And I’ll press her, and finally I’ll let her know I’ve got that phone list from LA BackChat, and then we’ll see what she says. I’ll make her look like the queen of backstabbers, you know?” 
 
    “Excellent strategy, Gary.” 
 
    “I think so.” He munched the rye toast that came with his salad and rolled his desk chair in his habitual back-and-forth pattern on the rug. 
 
    “Want me to do any more research on that over the weekend? I have time.” Jeff was being better about doing weekends with Petey, which I didn’t know whether to be relieved or anxious about. 
 
    “No, we’re set on that.” He paused. “But actually, I would like to have another graphic. You know, like a thermometer graph showing the number of times Mimi Pappas quoted her, you know, and the number of times that guy from BackChat said she called him.” 
 
    I pictured that. “I think some of the jurors might take that as overkill,” I ventured. “Especially three and eleven.” I’d learned to refer to the jurors by their numbers. It was fun. “I mean, it’s—” 
 
    “It’s a good idea, and we’re going to do it. I’ll get Lisa to put something together.” 
 
    “But I was reading about California v. Trask, and the defense did something similar with the numbers of complaints against his subordinates, and it actually backfired.” 
 
    Gary looked surprised, then irritated. He said, “Rita. Listen to me.” There was that rough tone of his again. He said, “I am dismissing your suggestion. I want a graphic on Samantha Jacobi’s big mouth. That’s it.” 
 
    We ate in silence for a while. I didn’t mind that he didn’t care for my opinion; after all, I’d had about as much experience in the legal scene as he’d had breast-feeding. 
 
    I started thinking about Jeff, because I was feeling for Gary the same feelings that used to course through me for Jeff when things were good. How long ago that seemed. If only the alcohol hadn’t gotten hold of him. 
 
    He’d always blamed his drinking problem on his ‘upbeat personality’, which was bullshit, because in the first place his personality was not upbeat, but I could see how he rationalized that. 
 
    He’d come home all happy about something—anything—getting a word of praise from his boss, or having avoided running over a chipmunk. Then he’d get blasted on tequila in celebration, and then he’d remember he was angry about something. His mood would turn in a second, and then he’d take it out on me. 
 
    After we got to California I never felt safe when he was drinking. It was as if leaving our families in Wisconsin gave him license to forget himself. As if he knew my dad or brothers couldn’t just pop over in fifteen minutes and break his nose if I called for them. Not that I ever had. But still. 
 
    Upbeat personality my ass. 
 
    And yet, the good parts of the whole goddamn thing would creep, unbidden, into my mind at any time. The way Jeff looked when he came dripping out of the shower, so ripply and relaxed. How he used to let me massage his head with rosemary oil and then his hair would be all Valentino-like. How we used to go down to the beach and find a cove just big enough for making love—until the tide crept up, then it was time to go get fried clams and cold beer at the shack off the Pacific Coast Highway and drive home so happy. 
 
    How bitterly and finally that was all gone. 
 
    But now, whenever I was with Gary, I felt that same security and happiness. Yes, it was insane. I was happy spending time with a solidly married guy who talked to me in a rough tone. I loved fantasizing about him, and I loved fantasizing about the possibility of Jacqueline getting a painless yet fast-acting tumor. Yes! Or what if he caught her cheating on him? Oh, he’d probably be understanding and give her another chance. I wondered how I might plant evidence of infidelity, like in her car or their bathroom. Can you believe how unprincipled I was? I didn’t even know where they lived. I’d never met the woman. Love can make you evil. 
 
    Gary said, “Tracy thinks Detective Lahane”—the main cop in the case—“is all she needs, she thinks we’re going to be terribly damaged by him. She thinks the jury’s going to find him charismatic. A charismatic cop. Boy, she really hates me. She wants to break my—” He stopped, not wanting to finish the vulgarism. 
 
    “She couldn’t,” I said quickly. “They’re too big!” 
 
    He looked at me, his lips open, eyes darting. What a wench I was! Flirting with a married man, a married man who was also my boss, and who had a perfect alibi to be unfaithful? A man who’d said nothing to indicate he was unhappy with his wife? 
 
    Except there was something. 
 
    I swear there was something there. In his posture when he stood at the window talking to Jacqueline. He held that arm up as if to ward off a blow, to protect himself, or perhaps to hide himself. Did they have some kind of reverse-domination thing going on, perchance? 
 
    The office building was very quiet at this hour. My words about his balls hung in the air, unaddressed. 
 
    After a few eons-long seconds, he cleared his throat and said, “So I think I’ll focus in cross on Detective Lahane’s outstanding skill at convincing the DA to bring capital charges on circumstantial evidence.” 
 
    On the other hand, how horrible is it to have an affair? Was I just being too Midwestern? I know you’re not supposed to break up another person’s marriage, especially when there’s a kid involved. But really. It’s not like I’d be committing murder. 
 
    I thought those thoughts, then hated myself. I had to get my brain away from them. 
 
    “Gary, I’ve been looking into Tracy’s methods, you know?” When I’m freaked out I start talking like a Valley Girl. “Including talking to Deputy Scanlon at lunch sometimes?” 
 
    “Who’s Deputy Scanlon?” 
 
    “Uh, one of the bailiffs? And he told me—this is a rumor, OK, but I’m seeing it on the Internet too—that she’s been known to tamper with witnesses. The win-at-all-costs thing might be—” 
 
    He stabbed that away with his fork. “Oh, I’ve heard that too. They say she gave somebody a script once, but mainly she makes deals. That’s not tampering. Let’s say you’ve got this lowlife up for possession and assault, and you offer to drop the possession if he’ll talk about his old cellmate you’ve picked up for rape. That’s a deal. Now, if you somehow let that lowlife know what you’re looking for—what you wish he might have seen or heard—that’s wrong. That’s tampering. But it’s actually hard for a prosecutor to do that, because your opponent’s going to grill the hell out of the guy on cross, and unless you’ve really done a lot of work—a lot of tampering!—you’re gonna look bad, if not get busted for it. It’s a huge risk to take.” 
 
    He paused to eat some more salad. I chowed down mine. “I think with Tracy,” he said, “maybe there’s a finer line between dealing and tampering than there should be. I don’t know. I don’t know. In this case, what opportunity would she have had? To do what? There’s no such witness. See?” 
 
    He was so damn smart. “Yeah.” 
 
    “So that’s it.” 
 
    “Well,” I ventured, “since we’re on the topic of rumors...” 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “It was in Mimi Pappas’s column that the Tenaway fortune isn’t as big as most people thought.” 
 
    “How would she know that?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know.” 
 
    Impatiently, he said, “Well, Eileen made one payment to me when we got going, and I’ve seen her last Merrill Lynch statement. I think my bill’s gonna be covered, anyway.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “Rita, what is all this?” 
 
    I met his gaze. “I want to know what happened that night.” 
 
    He looked at me disbelievingly. He opened his mouth to say something. 
 
    We heard a sound in the outer office. 
 
    My heartbeat, already in high gear from being alone with Gary, went into firebell mode. 
 
    Gary glanced at his watch. He rose without hurrying. 
 
    Dread surged through me. “There’s someone out there,” I said needlessly. 
 
    The door swung open and a woman in the prime of her beauty walked in. She wore Ralph Lauren and Gucci, and, I thought I detected in the air, Caron’s Poivre. She carried a sleepy Jade in her arms. 
 
    “Jacqueline,” said Gary. 
 
    “We couldn’t sleep,” she said in a friendly voice, staring a hole straight through my forehead. 
 
    Gary said, “This is Rita Farmer, the newest member of the Tenaway defense team. Rita, Jacqueline Kwan.” 
 
    She was blonder than me, spritelier than me, and nervier than me. 
 
    Glancing at our empty salad boxes and scrawled notes, she said, “Looks like you were just wrapping up.” 
 
    “That’s a fact,” said Gary. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 – The Man in the Gallery 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the trial moved into week three, I found myself more and more relaxed in the courtroom. Gary and Tracy Beck-Rubin went at it like a couple of elk with antlers trying to knock each other into the next county. Besides the press, most of whom because of their limited wardrobes and shared cynical facial expressions had quickly become familiar to me, I noticed other regular observers. There was Padraig McGower, former partner of Richard Tenaway, now sole boss of Gemini Imports. He was there, Gary told me, to support Eileen. Gary had originally thought to call him as a character witness for her, but he was too concerned about what Beck-Rubin might pull on cross. 
 
    “Was Eileen having an affair with him?” I asked Gary quietly during a recess. 
 
    “Both of them have told me no,” Gary said, “but I would expect them to deny it. Tracy would probably grill him on his relationship with Richard. Practically everything about Gemini Imports would be fair game for her if I called McGower.” 
 
    McGower stood out. He towered over everybody, even Steve Calhoun, who stood six-three in his cowboy boots. And McGower looked even taller because of his brilliant, copper-fire hair, a red explosion starting immediately above his eyebrows, which were the same color. You could tell he tried to rein in the hair by combing a waxy product into it, but you might as well hold up a sheet of giftwrap to deflect a hurricane. With his broad back and sloping shoulders, McGower looked as powerful as a longshoreman. He wore perfectly cut suits—dark silk or pure featherweight wool, in deep cocoa browns or black, always matched with gleaming brogues. His tie tack was a white sapphire the size of a thimble. He looked purposeful even when he was just tugging at his pant cuff. 
 
    I wondered about him. Every time I glanced at the gallery, I saw him paying close attention, always focused on Eileen or Gary. Eileen watched for him every day, and when their eyes met they exchanged warmth. In the hallways at recesses I’d see him talking on his cell phone or standing patiently with his arms crossed. Being responsible for a multimillion-dollar company, how did he have time for all this? 
 
    One time I said to him, “Who’s minding the store?” 
 
    We stood at the windows outside the courtroom. It had rained in the night, and the ocean wind was chasing the spent dirty clouds over the hills to the desert, where they would evaporate before they hit Palm Springs. 
 
    He smiled, surprised. “I am minding it.” 
 
    I reported that to Gary and he said, “Uh-oh,” but then refused to tell me what he meant. 
 
    Another courtroom regular was a compact guy who looked maybe like an ex-Marine, with quick eyes and a spiral notebook in his shirt pocket. He showed up about a week and a half into things. He must have developed his dark tan by accident, because it immediately began to fade back to what I guessed was his normal whiteness. I hate guys who work on their tans. He had a bruise on his cheek as well, that first day or so, which also faded away. 
 
    He was cute in an ugly sort of way—he had this army-corps face and a crew cut, he was this very serious-looking guy who wore short-sleeved white shirts and wasn’t very tall, yet he carried himself in a relaxed, tension-free way. You’d look at a guy like that and expect him to give off rigidity, even suppressed anger, which is so common with military types. But this guy was just the opposite. 
 
    He looked happy. 
 
    I never saw him talk to anybody. Gary didn’t know who he was. 
 
    There was a painful absence of family at this trial. Where were the uncles and aunts? Where was anybody, besides this redheaded businessman, who professed to care about Eileen Tenaway? Where was anybody who shared Gabriella’s blood? 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    When Mark Sharma’s back acted up it made him feel ornery, a word he’d learned from Steve Calhoun. Steve was trying to be a mentor to the wispy lapsed Hindu, and Mark did appreciate this, certainly, because he was a super-smart boy, all of Varanasi had thought that! Mark appreciated Steve’s venerable wisdom, but Steve was not the one running the show. 
 
    Mark got down on his exercise mat, flexed his knees, and rolled his lower back from side to side as Lisa Feltenberger had showed him. Her brother was a chiropractor. 
 
    It was Gary’s attention Mark craved. It was Gary Mark wanted to emulate, it was Gary Mark wanted to tell his troubles to. Needless to say, it was Gary, also, to whom he wanted to be indispensable. He wanted to ride in on a mustang and slay the dragon. 
 
    He stretched his back, winced, and tried to relax. Because he had taken no time to exercise during this trial, he had put on a little fat around his middle, which made him look more mature. That was fine. He unbuttoned his pants and sighed. 
 
    No one could have worked harder on the physical evidence in the Tenaway case. He had checked every single minute of chain of custody, he had researched the testing laboratories, he had found lapses in police procedure, he had reviewed similar cases and written out condensed reports suggesting possible tactics for Gary’s use and amazement. 
 
    For Gary too was the son of brownish parents, or at least it could be said not standard white parents. Ethnic minority. And neither of them was Jewish. Gary had made it in the glamorous world of big-money legal defense in spite of that. How did he do it, Mark pondered incessantly. Certainly it had to do with bold action. Bold, independent action! Gary made people do what he wanted. 
 
    Mark Sharma wanted to come across well. He wanted to attract a wealthy American wife as Gary had. American wives look at you with more love if you are successful and televised. Lisa Feltenberger liked him and kept offering to come over and help him with his back, but the thought of her hunching over him digging her skinny fingers into his muscles was too dreadful. He wanted to charge clients two million dollars. He did not want to go back to Varanasi as his parents were ever more loudly insisting, to marry the little girl for whom he had made a flower wreath when he was five. Dowry or no dowry. He wanted to step up to bat and throw a no-hitter. 
 
    Who was this damned new paralegal? Who was this Rita, always at Gary’s side like a dog? What had been wrong with the original team? Rita did nothing. She acted like a mongrel to Gary and a duchess to everybody else. Why was Gary permitting her to spend so much time with him? 
 
    He lay on his exercise mat. 
 
    His back hurt like cotton-picking blazes. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    At lunchtime Wednesday of that third week my cell phone vibed and it was my agent. Marly said, “Sunshine, I know you haven’t heard from me forever—it’s just been a drought for your type—but OATBERGER WANTS TO SEE YOU FOR THIRD CHANCE MOUNTAIN! How’s that for a long-time-no-hear-from? Huh? Be at his office at ten tomorrow. They’re not giving pages in advance. As usual.” 
 
    Can a heart simultaneously soar and crash? 
 
    “Marly, I can’t.” 
 
    “What, hon? You what?” 
 
    “Can’t.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m not hearing you properly, Rita. There must be something wrong with—” 
 
    “Marly, listen. Petey’s in the hospital and he’s having surgery tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh, my. Um, who’s Petey again?” 
 
    “My son.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, is it—” 
 
    “It’s a heart operation. Open-heart surgery. He has to have it right away. I have to be there. I can’t do this audition.” 
 
    That night I sobbed my way through two pillowcases and half a box of Kleenex. 
 
    Petey wanted to know what was wrong. 
 
    “Mommy’s sick, baby.” 
 
    I remember the next day with crystal clarity. 
 
    I was in the courtroom, but in my mind I was being waved through Colonnade Studios’ main gate, my hair and face perfect, my clothes neutral, as you never know what you’ll be asked for: prairie maiden? gypsy crone? In my mind I strode into Serge Oatberger’s conference room projecting poise and quiet power. 
 
    In my mind he nodded to me and I met his lackeys. In my mind Oatberger and I talked, and he suggested I improvise a scene with him based on his rough-out of act one. 
 
    In my mind I was incandescent. 
 
    In my mind I wanted to kill myself. 
 
    In reality Tracy Beck-Rubin asked a witness, “And exactly what signs did you see of the defendant’s Valium dependency?” 
 
    “Objection!” shouted Gary. 
 
    Judge Davenport said nothing. 
 
    The whole courtroom looked at him. His face had gone gray and sweaty. He leaned forward on his elbows. “Uh, sustained,” he said weakly. 
 
    The clerk rose uncertainly. 
 
    Judge Davenport cleared his throat and said, “I’m afraid I’m not feeling well. Recess. Half hour.” He got to his feet and tottered into his chambers. 
 
    Half an hour later the clerk announced court was adjourned for the day. I looked at my watch. It was eleven o’clock. 
 
    I rushed to my car, flipping open my cell phone. I screamed to Marly, “I can audition for Oatberger! Call them and tell them I’m coming!” 
 
    “I’m on it.” 
 
    She didn’t even ask about Petey’s heart operation. For all she knew, he’d died on the table and I was getting on with my life. 
 
    She called while I was on the 405 to tell me they wanted to see me at two. I headed for home, where I changed into a simple beige dress and one-inch heels, and made it to the Colonnade main gate at one-thirty. 
 
    And this time it was all for real. 
 
    My heart clattered in my chest as I identified myself to the guard. Colonnade Studios! All that history, all the stars and directors who’d come through these gates! The air thrummed with the very essence of moviemaking: the excitement, the heartbreak, the smashes, the flops. Legends swirled everywhere. 
 
    However, as I drove in, something caught my eye in my rearview mirror. It was a silver Mercedes just like Gary’s. “Dear God,” I muttered, pushing down panic, trying to see through the glare on the windshield. Who was inside? The Mercedes followed my Honda to the parking area, then pulled past, deeper into studio property. Now I could see the person inside and it was a young non-Asian guy in a livery cap. OK. The stab of fear went away and only the excitement remained. 
 
    My heart throbbed so hard I felt my pulse in my toes. 
 
    Oatberger was flanked by Mel Santoro, his cinematographer, and two murky-looking assistants, one of whom offered me a bottle of green Gatorade. 
 
    I hate Gatorade, but everybody knows Oatberger loves it, so I accepted the cold drink and took a couple of wretched sips. 
 
    Oatberger quizzed me to see how familiar I was with his films, then he stood up with me and asked me to talk to him as if I were a ranch wife whose husband had gone to fight Pancho Villa across the Rio Grande. “Your name is Emily Rounceville, you’ve just given birth to your fifth child,” he said, “and I’m the rancher next door. I’m not a nice man.” 
 
    Nice or not, he was thoroughly tanned, with that signature shaved head. You could almost take him for a Moroccan, or maybe a burly Egyptian, with the right headwear. He wore little silver glasses, which made him look in a constant state of narrow, intense focus. 
 
    He began the improvisation by telling me he was kicking me and the kids and old gramps off our ranch. 
 
    I avoided doing the clichéd weary country wife posture of bracing my back with my hands. Instead, as I worked the scene, I shifted my weight from side to side as if my feet hurt. I had some indignation ready, as I knew Oatberger liked his heroines indignant. I underplayed it, though, wanting to let my emotion build slowly. 
 
    I sensed he was trying to goad me into playing it obviously, trying to push me into a crying rage, so I resisted. I held my temper back, showing it was there, but holding it as if it were an unbroken horse. Right then I got the idea to metaphorically be a proud mare, and so I imagined equine feelings. I lifted my head warily and flared my nostrils, shifted my hips. I loosened my jaw. 
 
    I talked in short sentences about how our families, his and mine, were close. When you’re close you don’t expect news like this. When you get news like this you got to think about it. You got to think what to do. 
 
    I looked at him as if I were planning to kill him with my teeth as soon as he turned his back. 
 
    If you ask me, I was incandescent. 
 
    Oatberger merely muttered, “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 – “Try gasping.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Judge Davenport felt better the next day, Friday, and the trial resumed. Marly left me a message saying Oatberger typically takes weeks and weeks deciding on his leads, which evidently was what I’d auditioned for. I couldn’t imagine what the hell I’d do if he wanted me back for another look before the trial ended. Even though I had carefully trained myself to think positive after auditions, I knew my odds were slim; Oatberger typically met with dozens of hopefuls per lead before making up his mind. 
 
    Tracy Beck-Rubin brought forth a Montessori mom who testified that Eileen had once pointed to Gabriella and said bitterly, “If she’s lucky, she’ll die young!” 
 
    Gary objected all over the place, but this wasn’t his day. Using witnesses as her colors and questions as her brushstrokes, the frumpy-cat prosecutor painted a picture of Eileen as Mom From Hell. You almost started to be glad Gabriella was dead and spared the horror of growing up Eileen Tenaway’s child. I watched the jurors gradually abandon their natural skepticism and start to climb into Beck-Rubin’s pocket. She could see it and feel it too, and it felt mighty good. 
 
    That night, an exhausted Gary took it out on me, half rightly. “Rita, whatever you’re doing with Eileen—it’s not working.” He paced his undersized office, the black dark shining in through the windows. I fidgeted at the conference table. “I’m busting my hump against Tracy every day here—and the judge!—and all we’re doing is losing ground. It’s obvious, I look at that jury and I see that they’ve totally gone with Tracy, they’re not even glancing at Eileen anymore, and when they do they look at her like she’s a toad.” He stopped pacing. “Do you agree with me?” 
 
    I sighed, “I don’t want to agree with you.” 
 
    He did not smile. “What are you going to do? What are you going to change? You’ve got to start pulling more weight around here, or I’m going to have to—” 
 
    “Gary.” I loved how the fury flashed from his eyes, but I didn’t want to hear him threaten to fire me. “OK. Calm down.” I toggled my pen in my fingers. “I admit I’ve been stalling. Afraid to try something different, maybe.” 
 
    He began to speak again, but I said, “I have an idea.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    On Monday morning in the holding cell I said, “All right, Eileen, to hell with feelings. To hell with life story, to hell with emotional touchstones.” To hell with Method, I’d decided over the weekend, time now to devote ourselves to pure technique. 
 
    “I agree heartily.” Fear had taken over her eyes. 
 
    All along I’d thought everything would fall into place if only she could bring forth her deepest feelings. Huh. “Here’s what you do,” I said. “This is what’s going on in your brain. Forget the grief. You’d been thinking all this time that because you’re innocent, they can’t frame you for it. You’ve been complacent that Gary would get you off. But now, to your alarm, you see the prosecution just might win!” 
 
    As I knew she would, Eileen agreed. “I’m frightened of exactly that.” 
 
    We both glanced around the horrible little claustrophobic sun-deprived cell. The deputy’s face hung in the window like a dark moon. 
 
    “All right,” I went on. “You must communicate that to the jury. I want you to change the way you sit. No longer just passive in your chair, like a good girl. I want you to move. Like this.” I brought my upper body forward, erect, and placed my relaxed hands on the table. “This is a good position to return to anytime you feel unsure what to do. Now watch.” I rocked back with a look of shocked amazement. “But not all the way back; I don’t want your shoulder blades to touch the chair ever again.” 
 
    “I like that,” Eileen said. “Gives me something to focus on.” 
 
    “OK. I want you to breathe audibly, sometimes, like people do when they’re upset. You’re feeling the walls of a trap closing in. It’s a trap!” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “At times cup your chin in your hand, as if you’re trying to listen patiently and understand the prosecution’s case. Then, after Tracy Beck-Rubin thinks she’s made some triumphal point, you shake your head firmly. You look at Gary like, How can they get away with such a lie? OK?” 
 
    She tried it, opening her eyes and mouth as wide as they could go. 
 
    “Too much,” I said. “Too much head-waggle, too much eyes. You want to underplay it. Trust me, you’ll be more convincing. You’re holding back your story, see?” 
 
    My student tried again, subduing her expression. 
 
    “That’s better. Obviously you can’t say anything yet. You can’t interject a word out loud. But let’s talk vocal presence.” 
 
    “Vocal presence?” 
 
    “Yeah, I learned this stuff from Meryl Streep. We did a scene together in one of Eastwood’s films. It got totally cut from the final movie because of a prop failure. Anyway, here’s what you do. You clear your throat from time to time, like you desperately want to speak, but then you remember you’re not allowed to.” 
 
    “Yeah! That’s good.” Eileen’s energy was rising moment by moment. She was getting it. 
 
    “Try it now. That’s fine. Good. And gasp, for God’s sake. Take in your breath at some outrageous piece of testimony, like you’re about to say, Oh, my God! But you catch yourself just in time. You swallow. In discomfort. Keep your hands visible, you’re not hiding anything. Try gasping.” 
 
    She gasped. 
 
    I said, “Softly. Remember, you don’t need to be loud for the jury to hear you. You don’t want the judge to think you’re trying to call attention to yourself. This stuff is coming out in spite of yourself, right? Try it again.” 
 
    She did, and came across perfectly. At last I’d hit on the right approach: not drag forth her emotions, but make her work to hold them back. 
 
    I told her that doing some of these things might bring sadness up, and if it did, let it. The jury would expect her moods to be changeable, since she was under tremendous stress. “So if you quietly start to cry, that’s all right.” 
 
    “I just can’t cry in front of—” 
 
    “Try to suppress it, then, get what I’m saying? But that only makes it worse. If you let your mouth twist sideways, that’ll suggest pain, and show you’re trying to keep it under control.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Try it. Good.” Eileen’s sideways mouth looked awesomely stricken. 
 
    “Let this happen when Gabriella comes up, but not when they’re saying how evil you are, because crying might look guilty—or desperate—right then. You believe the jury won’t let you down. It’s all you can do to not let your emotions totally take over and destroy what sanity you’ve got left.” 
 
    I paused to let all this sink in. Eileen looked at me gratefully. I watched her think. 
 
    After a while she said, “God, I miss my baby.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah.” We sat there missing Gabriella together. 
 
    After another while she said, “Should I look at the jury? I’ve sort of been trying not to stare at them.” 
 
    “Yes, go ahead and make eye contact now and then. As if you’re trying to see into their hearts. You’re not asking for anything. You’re not trying to appeal to them. You’re just wondering about every single one of them, Who are you? Do you have a just heart?” 
 
    “My God, Rita, I can do this.” 
 
    “Attagirl.” 
 
    “It’s paradoxical, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, it is.” 
 
    For the first time since I’d met her, she breathed freely, as if relieved of a burden. I lingered, basking in it. 
 
    Eileen rather shocked me by saying, “Almost feels like after sex, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Um,” I said. “Did you and Richard have a good sex life?” 
 
    “Yes, I’d say so. You know what we liked to do?” Seeing my face, she said, “No, I mean—I mean afterward. We’d talk.” 
 
    “It’s nice when a man talks to you after sex,” I remarked. 
 
    “Talking was a tonic for us. We’d lie there, propped on our elbows drinking old cognac, and we’d speculate on how often our friends did it!” Relish crept into her tone. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    She went on, “We’d talk about who was having an affair, and why. Richard always defended the guys. I rooted for the women, of course.” She paused thoughtfully. “That made for some tension, but you know...” 
 
    “Tension can be good for sex,” I said. “I’d think that in your set, the wives rarely leave the husbands because the money is too good.” 
 
    “Boy, are you right.” Eileen leaned forward confidentially. “If the guy’s mentally cruel there’s always a ski instructor at Klosters or a masseur at Cabo, you know? Or even, hell, the nanny. Who’s uptight about things like that anymore?” 
 
    “Comfort’s comfort,” I agreed. 
 
    “Besides, if you let him have sexual adventures you can always use them for leverage later.” 
 
    True. 
 
    “We’d hash over stuff that happened to our friends, like she almost died from a tummy tuck, his kid got caught bribing a professor, their parents got conned out of a fortune by some stranger on the Internet.” 
 
    “Schadenfreude can be fun,” I said. 
 
    She knew the word. “We liked feeling happier than other people.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. Knowing others were full-on miserable made you happier still. We talked some more, and I learned that Richard had been an exciting mate: athletic and bold, tall, with heavily muscled legs and back from rowing crew at college. Any man who rows crew you can assume is a disciplined man, and I found that interesting. 
 
    Eileen said, “You don’t get up at five a.m. every day of the week and row your guts out unless you have discipline, unless you can do delayed gratification. Richard rowed for the medals and, once he had them, the knowledge that other men knew it. Deep down, if only to themselves, they acknowledged his superiority. That was what he lived for. That and sex.” 
 
    Eileen understood all this about Richard. Nevertheless, she mused as we sat in that godawful interview room as the morning pressed forward all around us, invisibly, something had changed in him. She realized that one day. Was he less attentive? Yes, that was part of it. He hadn’t given her a new piece of jewelry in six months. She tried not to let it bother her. 
 
    Richard would never get old. He was a perpetual boy, with a boy’s enthusiasms for novelty, and a boy’s talent for getting away with things, and for being forgiven things. No matter if his face showed a crease or two, his whole persona was naughty-boy ageless. She, of course, aged, and I understood how strongly she would have felt the dread all trophy wives eventually feel: the desperation borne of a nonrenewable resource that was starting to get tapped out—her own physical beauty. 
 
    Then Richard left her, and then Richard was dead. I wanted to hear more, but it was time to go. 
 
    Eileen, that day, came across differently in the courtroom. Not startlingly different, subtly so. She didn’t use all the tricks we’d practiced, just a couple, once in a while. I could see the change, and most of all I could feel it. 
 
    So could the jury. She began to draw their attention. A few of them looked at her inquisitively, as if for the first time. Gary gave me a half-hug in the corridor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 – The Iceberg Reveals Itself 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had a lot of balls in the air, and one I kept dropping was Petey. I was leaning pretty hard on Daniel and Yvonne, but even when I was there for Petey I wasn’t. 
 
    At home all I wanted to do was study trials on the Internet, think about how I could learn the truth of Gabriella’s death, and fantasize ever more seriously on how I could begin a guilt-free affair with Gary. Some nights I’d open a bottle of Merlot with my Le Cork Weasel, the ingenious new corkscrew Daniel had given me. The thing was a real marvel of gears and levers and so on. I’d pour a glass, then use Le Cork Weasel to crack a few almonds in the shell left over from Christmas, because Petey had taken our real nutcracker to the park for some reason and lost it. The corkscrew worked great on the almonds, it was amazing. I’d munch the nuts, drink the wine, and brood. 
 
    In a weird way, the ever-present photographs of Gabriella Tenaway had begun to work on me. I wondered what kind of kid she’d have been if she hadn’t died. I decided she would become the kind of extraordinary fourth-grader who would read about a terminally ill child in some distant place like Pennsylvania and galvanize all her classmates to raise money for a new iron lung and a birthday party for the kid. She’d be the kind of seventh-grader who makes the most points on the basketball team but sits down in the big game because the coach broke his promise to play all the kids on the team, thus forcing him to put in the weakest kid, who shoots the winning basket anyway. She’d be the kind of teenager who would stay out late, but then learn ancient lace-making skills and proceed to repair her grandma’s wedding gown so she could wear it someday. I wanted a girl. Well, maybe someday. 
 
    As I say, even when I turned away from the Internet and played with Petey or read to him, he sensed my distance. And it pissed him off. 
 
    “I won’t!” became his favorite sentence. Didn’t matter what, I could give him two or three choices—because as a contemporary parent I knew the power of choice-giving—and he’d reject them all. 
 
    “I only eat chips!” he’d scream, dashing his chicken and lettuce to the floor. “I won’t go to school!” His will was strong. 
 
    So was mine. 
 
    When he began hitting—kids at school, and sometimes me—I’d quiet him down, explain, “We don’t hurt,” then tell him guilt-tripping stories about little animals who victimized other little animals until they themselves were victimized. Then they sorrowfully saw the light. He’d listen skeptically. 
 
    I prevailed, but it wasn’t fun. I found it harder and harder to keep my temper. I was starting to have abandonment fantasies: just drop the little bastard off with some sincere shepherd and go. Of course, his bad behavior was all my fault: I was a lazy, weak mom. Which I felt like shit about, but then it was just one of the many things in my life I felt like shit about. There was my failed marriage, the wound of which I pressed on regularly. Analyzing my relationship with Petey, the word enabling came to mind. 
 
    With Jeff, I’d certainly been an enabler, and in a really nasty way. Sometimes when his chips were down I’d pick a fight, knowing he’d probably go on a binge. Why did I do that? Maybe to feel superior to him. Maybe I was angry about his lack of respect for me. Over and over he told me I was too dumb to have a real career, that acting would probably be the only thing I could do. He thought actors were soulless pieces of meat. He tried to make this sound like witty teasing. These days I was temporarily making myself feel better about all this by fantasizing about Gary with my vibrator at night. 
 
    I was enabling Petey too. Whenever I’d snap in anger, my guilt, like a bottle of toxic slime, would spill all over the place. He could perceive that, and it pleased him, for reasons he didn’t understand yet. 
 
    I was starting to fuck the kid up. 
 
    One evening after a particularly acrimonious struggle over television-watching which I’d won by seizing the remote control and taking it down to the car and locking it in the glove compartment, Petey washed up by himself and went to bed oddly docilely. I turned on the computer and settled down to read case files on Trial TV’s Web site. This was now Tuesday night in the Tenaway trial’s fourth week. After an hour I went into the bathroom to pee and lifted the lid to find that Petey had dropped all my cosmetics into the toilet. 
 
    All. 
 
    My. 
 
    Cosmetics. 
 
    Into. 
 
    The. 
 
    Toilet. 
 
    To achieve this, he had climbed from the toilet seat to the toilet tank to the windowsill to the top shelf of the cupboard where I kept them, somehow transported them to the floor without much noise, then gone ahead and placed them in the toilet bowl. He had peed in the bowl either before or after adding my compacts of powder and eye shadow, bottles of foundation, under-eye whitener, my mascara, liner pencils, lip pencils and lipsticks, my tubes of blush, pots of gloss, vials of nail polish, my emery boards and nail files and clippers, my eye creams, my Visine, well, that was just to start. 
 
    I went to his room. 
 
    He was sleeping soundly, splayed on his Spider-Man sheets, his breathing even and deep, his small body as relaxed as if I’d given him a fatal dose of Valium. I stood there looking at him, breathing in his clean little smell—it would be merciful years before the rankness of puberty would set in—when the phone rang. 
 
    I stood there another moment, feeling oddly detached from my temper, which was rampaging through my chest like a fire-spewing elephant. I could not allow myself to lose it. I closed my eyes, breathed out, then turned and closed the door. 
 
    I answered the phone. 
 
    A man with a deep voice introduced himself as George Rowe, representing the Fenco Insurance Company. He addressed me as Ms. Farmer, and told me he’d been following the Tenaway trial. “I’d like to talk to you,” he said. 
 
    “Uh, I’m afraid I can’t,” I said. “How did you get my—” 
 
    “I understand you’re not to talk about the case, ma’am,” said this George Rowe. Although his voice came from the baritone register, he didn’t swallow his words, he spoke cleanly. “But,” he went on, “I don’t want to discuss Eileen Tenaway’s situation.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “I want to talk about her husband, Richard Tenaway.” 
 
    “Oh?” A current of excitement zoomed into me, replacing the elephant rage. 
 
    “Give me an opportunity to tell you what’s on my mind, then you can decide if you want to talk to me.” 
 
    It dawned on me that this was the cute-ugly guy in the courtroom with the pocket notebook and crew cut. “Yes, but how,” I demanded, “did you get my number?” My home phone was unlisted. 
 
    “I’m an investigator,” he said. 
 
    My God, I thought. The iceberg. 
 
    “Ms. Farmer, my business is helping people separate right from wrong. Sometimes it’s not so easy. Does that interest you?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yes, it does.” 
 
    “I thought it might.” 
 
    “How come? Have you been scrutinizing me?” 
 
    “Not in the way you think.” 
 
    My pulse accelerated. “I cannot betray Gary Kwan.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to.” 
 
    He gave me his boss’s phone number if I wanted to check him out. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Two nights later we met at the Hot-n-Tot, a diner down the PCH in Lomita. I’d worried vigorously about the ethics of this, but my curiosity about this George Rowe—and the iceberg—just barely overrode the worrying. His boss had assured me George was doing legitimate work for the insurance company, but still I was nervous. 
 
    I was charmed by George’s suggestion of the Hot-n-Tot. Retro in the real sense, it’d been established in the forties and had not changed since. I parked in back and looked around carefully, guiltily, clandestinely. A robin rustled under a bush and I about jumped out of my dress. 
 
    The restaurant was plain and smelled good inside, and the waning light was L.A.-golden-gorgeous. Usually on days like this I felt a little depraved going indoors, but not in a nice bright diner like this. 
 
    George Rowe had gotten there first and stood to greet me. I had the feeling he would have held my chair for me had we not been given a booth. I asked him to call me Rita. 
 
    He ordered coffee and a grilled ham sandwich, and I decided on cinnamon toast. My mouth watered, not only for the toast, but at the prospect of learning more about the Tenaways. I smoothed my dress, a lemon-and-lime palm leaf print I’d scored at a thrift shop in North Hollywood. Perfect, I thought, for a mysterious meeting with a deep-voiced stranger at a retro diner in Southern California. 
 
    “You may be wondering why I picked you out,” he began. “Why I’m trusting you with what I’m about to say.” 
 
    “Uh, yes.” 
 
    “In my business, hunches pay off.” He sighed as if he knew that sounded lame, though I found it thrilling. He added, “But you have to weigh the strength of the hunch against the possible payoff. I haven’t had a lot to go on. So here we are.” 
 
    In straight, compact sentences, he told me that Richard Tenaway’s life had been insured under a dual policy by Fenco, which had been obliged to pay $10 million to Gemini Imports and another $10 million to his widow, Eileen. 
 
    Fenco suspected a scam, but couldn’t prove it before they had to cough up the money. After all, the circumstances were suspicious. The guy had disappeared, Eileen’s sister Norah had disappeared, then the guy’s body gets found and twenty million bucks spill out of Fenco’s coffers. 
 
    Our food came, and George Rowe said, “But how dead is he, really?” 
 
    I liked his frankness. I smiled, fascinated. 
 
    He ate his sandwich in eager guy-bites, but used his napkin and chewed and swallowed before speaking. 
 
    “Since I came back from Brazil,” he said, “I’ve been attending the trial. I guess you’ve seen me in the seats. It seems to me you have a special relationship with Eileen Tenaway. She trusts you. I believe Gary Kwan is using you to prepare her to testify.” 
 
    A bite of cinnamon toast went sideways in my throat and I asked the waitress for water. 
 
    I asked him, “How would you know that?” 
 
    “Well,” he said, “you’re meeting with her in the lockup, and that’s one of the things paralegals do, they prepare witnesses. You are spending quite a lot of time with her.” He saw the look in my eyes and shrugged. “I wasn’t spying on you, just looking into things.” 
 
    “Well, yes, I am helping her prepare,” was all I said. 
 
    He went on, “My investigation for Fenco is a whole separate thing, legally, from the murder trial. So it wouldn’t be a conflict if you could help me know for sure if Richard Tenaway is really dead. If he’s dead, I can go on to another case. If not, there’s money in it.” 
 
    “For you?” 
 
    “For Fenco, first, of course. I suppose I’d get a bonus. And there could be a reward for you.” 
 
    “Not that I’m terribly interested in money, but how much?” He smiled. “I can’t say. It would be a percentage of anything recovered. Ten or twenty percent.” 
 
    “I see.” My mind, suddenly mathematically agile, calculated that ten percent of twenty million is two million. 
 
    “Usually,” he added, “only a small fraction gets recovered.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    He drank three cups of coffee during our meeting. I accepted one refill. We agreed that the mugs made the coffee taste better: thick porcelain, with the cheerful Hot-n-Tot logo splashed across them in red. I finished my buttery, fragrant toast. 
 
    George held himself easily but carefully, hands relaxed, fingers curled, like a boxer a little afraid of his own power to hurt. 
 
    We talked about Richard Tenaway. I said, “He must be, or have been, a man of great charisma.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” said George Rowe. “Everyone fell in love with Richard—women, men. He was handsome, but most of all he knew how to manipulate people so they didn’t even know he was doing it. I think he might have stolen money from his own company, but the people at Gemini are being very quiet about it. Even I can’t find out exactly what went on.” 
 
    I smiled in spite of being nervous, waiting for him to tell me what he wanted me to do. 
 
    He said, “All I know is, they’re really mad at him over at Gemini.” 
 
    I told him my main job was to work on Eileen’s murder rap and asked, “Are you sure that’s not connected with Richard’s disappearance?” 
 
    He tipped his head back and looked at the ceiling for a while. He drank some coffee. “Might be. Padraig McGower won’t talk to me anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah? I wonder about him. Like, is he really a benign family friend? Maybe he’s just faking being nice. Eileen seems to feel he’s on her side, though.” 
 
    George Rowe said nothing. 
 
    “Well,” I asked, “how can I find anything out about Richard Tenaway? It’s not like I can ask Eileen point-blank if she knows anything.” 
 
    “Of course you can. If the opportunity presents itself.” 
 
    “And you want me to create the opportunity.” 
 
    “Yes. You’re becoming girlfriends, right? She trusts you, right?” 
 
    “I don’t think she trusts anyone. I’m useful to her, that’s all.” 
 
    He nodded. “There’s got to be some way you can lean on her, or—” 
 
    “Trick her.” This came out in spite of myself. 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow and smiled. 
 
    Suddenly I felt out of my depth. “I don’t know about this, George. Really. I don’t want to jeopardize my work with Eileen.” It was fine for me to be curious about all this gnarly stuff below the surface, but now that I was supposed to actually be a player, I got scared. “I’m not sure I want to—” 
 
    “You know, it doesn’t take much looking to find out certain things.” He leaned forward, resting his arms lightly on the table. “I’m surprised nobody in the press has bothered to research you.” 
 
    I looked at him. “Oh, God.” 
 
    “I guess you’re too uninteresting to them, just a paralegal.” 
 
    Sweat sprang out on my palms. He knew I was a fake! I mustered indignance. “I can’t believe you would threaten me. And Gary.” 
 
    He sighed and looked down at the wood-grain tabletop. In a quiet voice he said, “This is nothing.” 
 
    “Well. I see.” 
 
    He looked up, alarmed. “That didn’t come out right. I mean, oh, Rita. All I meant was, I don’t consider this a threat. I’m so used to doing whatever is necessary to get the information I have to have that—ugh! Oh! I am a dunce. Not handling this well.” He touched his cupped fingers to his forehead. 
 
    I said, “What blew my cover? I mean, how do you know I’m—” I stopped. Maybe he was just trying to bluff me. 
 
    “An actress.” 
 
    God damn it. 
 
    He sat back on the leatherette seat as if to give me more space, but left his hands on the table, palms nonthreateningly up. “Nothing blew your cover,” he said in a gentle voice. “When I want someone to cooperate with me, I begin by just asking. But beforehand, I do a little homework just in case I need some—leverage. Your name, conveniently for you, doesn’t come up on an Internet search, because you haven’t been in any feature films. But your occupation is stated in your divorce papers.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    He passed his hand over his coffee cup against the waitress’s carafe. “I thought you were somebody who might be able to help me because of your proximity to Eileen Tenaway. But that’s where I found it out. Before I go into a meeting with anybody, I do a few routine document checks.” 
 
    “Document checks?” 
 
    “I have access to specialized databases.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “When I found out you were an actress and not a paralegal, I guessed what Gary hired you for.” He smiled. “He’s a smart lawyer.” 
 
    “He is smart.” 
 
    At last George Rowe said, “Look, here’s a promise. Even if you don’t help me, I promise I won’t expose you. All right?” His eyes were hopeful. “I don’t want to ruin my reputation.” 
 
    “Or mine?” 
 
    “Or yours.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    He looked down at the table again. “I guess I wanted to show off to you a little.” 
 
    I suppressed a smile and made no comment. He licked his lips. The awkward moment passed, and I thought we were finished talking. But he took something out of an envelope he’d brought with him. 
 
    “Knowing your real line of work, I want to ask you something about this.” He laid down a photograph of a man lying on a stretcher or table. 
 
    I picked it up and looked at it, then at him. 
 
    George said, “Is that man dead, or just acting like it? Can you tell?” 
 
    How strange. I picked up the picture. Then I almost dropped it. “Is this Richard Tenaway?” 
 
    “It’s him. It’s supposed to be proof that he’s dead, besides a death certificate signed by a Brazilian doctor. I tried to talk to the person who took the picture, but, uh, had no luck.” He glanced into the far distance, then returned his gaze to me. 
 
    I studied the picture. “Well, he sure looks dead.” I held it up to the light and slanted it away from the glare. Even in that condition, Tenaway was strikingly handsome, with perfectly balanced features that stopped short of prettiness. “If he’s not dead, that means he’s got some makeup on. The gash looks real. But I suppose it could be real and still he wasn’t dead. Somebody did something to his hair. His expression is good—the slack mouth, the eyes not quite closed.” 
 
    I looked at George. “Why does this picture mean anything? Even if it’s a fake, it’s still not proof the guy’s—” 
 
    “The picture is proof of nothing. But if you think it’s faked, I’m going to go back and be more aggressive in finding and questioning the photographer. See, if Tenaway’s alive, he’s probably got at least one set of forged travel documents. And likely whoever took this shot did the documents too.” 
 
    “Well—” I stopped and looked some more. As genuinely dead as Richard Tenaway seemed, there was something very slightly off about him. Not that I was an expert on corpses, but I did play Juliet in college. In case you haven’t actually seen the play, she lies there for a really long time after she’s dead. 
 
    What was the problem here? The pallor was right, the overall limpness was right. His eyes looked a little sunken, even. But— 
 
    I said, “May I show this picture to one friend?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 – The Corpse in the Photo 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I got home it was close to ten o’clock and Daniel was asleep on the sofa in front of the TV. A new show about an autistic Salvadoran immigrant with a talent for stand-up comedy was on. The autism forces the Salvadoran to deliver his gags with his back to the audience, and that’s what makes it so funny. 
 
    I muted the set and gently woke my best friend. 
 
    He sat up groggily and gave me a hug. “Hey, sweetie.” 
 
    I got him a Diet Pepsi out of the fridge and started to tell him about a police chase I’d seen on Sepulveda on the way home, but he interrupted with the single most heartbreaking line an actor can deliver: “My show’s been canceled.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Daniel!” 
 
    He slumped against my new IKEA cushions, despondent. “For a second when you woke me I thought it was all a nightmare.” 
 
    Not that it mattered, but I had to ask, “Did they give a reason?” 
 
    He rubbed his face. “What other reason is there? Ratings.” 
 
    “But I thought—” 
 
    “No. They’ve been in the crapper for weeks now. That’s all you get: weeks. Abilene Cop Shop is shut down as of this minute. No last episode, no goodbye party.” 
 
    I squeezed his arm. “Those parties are miserable anyway.” 
 
    “I know, but I can still complain about not getting one.” 
 
    “I’m very sorry, Daniel.” 
 
    He looked up. “Well, the bright side is I can give Yvonne a break and pick up Petey from daycare now. Preschool too, for that matter. At least until my agent lands me my next gig, which as you know could be never in this business.” 
 
    “Hey,” I cajoled, “be positive, huh? You’ll be working again in no time. With all your experience?” 
 
    He punched a cushion, his jaw tight. “Rita, there comes a point when experience is a liability. There’s so much fresh young chicken in this town! I see it every day!” 
 
    “OK, OK.” 
 
    “And I don’t even have a boyfriend to come home to!” 
 
    “OK, Daniel, honey, dear. Hey. Dear one.” 
 
    He calmed down and drank his pop. 
 
    I said, “I have to say I’m a little surprised you’d want to spend yet more time with Petey. I was thinking I ought to try to hire—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare.” He gripped my shoulder. “I need him. I’m not kidding, Rita. He’ll keep me occupied, between trips to the unemployment office. He’ll keep me sane. I just hope your gig doesn’t end soon, whatever the hell it is.” 
 
    “Mm, yeah.” 
 
    The muted TV showed the credits for the Salvadoran autist show, then a news teaser about the Tenaway trial. Daniel’s eyes caught the screen, which featured a snip of Gary Kwan talking earnestly into a picket fence of microphones. I feigned disinterest. Daniel, gazing at the screen, started to say something, then stopped himself. He sighed. 
 
    “What, hon?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “Not a damn thing.” 
 
    We hugged tight, then he went home. 
 
    I peeked in on Petey and found him asleep. The blind was up and the window halfway open, and because there was no screen, a few bugs had strayed in from around the security light over the fire escape. You don’t see many mid-rises with fire escapes, but I’d looked for one because of Petey. After all, you can’t expect to jump from the fourth floor. In the dim light I saw a Starbucks cup on the windowsill. I picked it up, took it to the kitchen, and found two cigarette butts and a dead moth floating in the dregs of a latte. 
 
    I couldn’t believe Daniel had been smoking in Petey’s room. Granted, he’d been upset tonight, and nicotine helps. But I’d asked him not to smoke in my apartment. 
 
    I pictured him sitting on the bed reading Goodnight Moon, one arm holding Petey and the book, the other fanning smoke out the window. 
 
    As I carried the cup to the sink, something jiggled in the back of my mind. But I was tired, my head filled with George Rowe. I threw away the cup and phoned Yvonne. 
 
    Waiting for her to pick up, I glanced at this week’s LA BackChat, which Daniel had left splayed on the footstool. A small headline said, “Bad stars for Gemini?” The item quoted an unnamed (but terribly reliable!) source saying the company was on the verge of going into receivership, and wouldn’t that put a crimp in Padraig McGower, the surviving founder and current chief executive? 
 
    I told Yvonne she was off the hook for picking up Petey, due to Daniel’s misfortune, but I wanted another favor. 
 
    “Now what, babe?” 
 
    “Can I come over tomorrow before dinner?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Don’t you just love a friend like that? 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Gary and I met at the court lockup in the morning. Mostly he talked over strategy with Eileen in his thrillingly authoritative voice, which I could not get enough of hearing. I diligently worked with Eileen, giving her feedback about her appearance in court yesterday and making suggestions for today. When Gary and I left, I said, “I really think I’m getting through to her. I feel we’re becoming...friends.” As soon as I said this, I brushed past a woman who gave off a very angry vibe. We were coming out of the elevator in the parking garage. I didn’t really see her face; her back was turned and she was looking away. 
 
    Gary gave me a reassuring smile, but said, “Watch your speech in public places.” 
 
    I am so madly in love with you, said my brain waves. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    My friend Yvonne was a big girl who dressed in flowing caftans which went with her flowing auburn tresses. “Flowing auburn tresses” was how her first boyfriend, age fourteen, had described her hair, and ever since she told me that, the words “flowing auburn tresses” went through my mind when I saw her. Today when she opened her door she had chosen a moss-green charmeuse caftan with some kind of magenta sash draped over her shoulders. I loved her style but would never have the guts to copy it. She had a booming, Brunhilde-type laugh, which created friends all over town. Her hands were pudgy yet delicate, with tapered fingers that worked miracles in the makeup studios of Hollywood. 
 
    Yvonne excelled in the business of making people prettier than they were, or uglier, or older than they were, or younger, lighter, darker, more Asian, less Irish, thinner-lipped, fuller-cheeked, sleepier, drunker, blotchier, bloodier, or all the way dead. Have you seen Waterflame Bayou, that up-from-the-grave flick with B. B. Ford and Cam Jeffers? Yvonne invented the makeup technique that gave the swamp zombies that convincing look of having their faces bitten by all those rattlesnakes. 
 
    She poured iced tea for us. Her tortoiseshell cat came in to meow hello. I laid the photo of Richard Tenaway on her breakfast counter. “I would be still more totally in your debt than I already am,” I said, “if you would take a good long look at this.” 
 
    She glanced at the photo, then at me. 
 
    “Isn’t this that guy?” 
 
    “What guy?” 
 
    “The diamonds guy. Tenaway. Eileen Tenaway’s husband.” 
 
    “Yvonne, I’m not sure,” I lied. “I just want you to look and tell me what your impressions are.” 
 
    She put her iced tea on a coaster. “Wait a minute.” She left the room and returned with a large fluorescent-ringed magnifier, the kind they mount with extension arms on walls in makeup rooms and toilet facilities at studios. She plugged it in next to her toaster oven, turned on the light, and slid the photo under it. 
 
    Details popped out as she focused the magnifying lens. 
 
    She scanned the entire photograph. She looked at the background, the embalming machine, the table, and the figure lying on it. Her cat, Robert, glided between the legs of our stools. 
 
    At last she looked up and said, “It’s a fairly good job.” 
 
    I set down my glass. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, this guy’s supposed to be dead, right? I mean, obviously this is a photo that’s supposed to show us a corpse. The guy’s lying on a morgue table and he looks like hell. Except for being so good-looking. Man, I could go for this guy in a big way.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    She pointed out various details. “He’s got foundation on. His nose is in good focus as you can see, and that’s how I know he’s got foundation on, because I can’t see the pores on his nose, they’re filled with makeup. Whoever did the job didn’t use stark white, they used about two shades paler than his skin—I’m guessing—and a finishing coat of white powder, which gives that true-to-death gray tone. Good job. They didn’t stop at the jawline, they used it on his ears and neck and body as well—what we can see of it. The eyes are good, they darkened them not only beneath and on the lids, but all around—near the bridge of the nose and out beyond the corners. It looks pretty real. The lips, too, are well done, they’re appropriately pale—don’t they look cold?” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. 
 
    “That’s a good technique, most people don’t realize how the blood leaves the lips after death.” 
 
    I sighed heavily. 
 
    Yvonne looked at me. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I just realized something. This guy could have makeup on, but he could actually be dead. You know what I mean? The plain fact that he’s made up to look like a corpse doesn’t mean he isn’t one.” 
 
    “Well,” said Yvonne, her eyes gleaming above the magnifying lamp, “he might be a corpse now, I don’t know. But he wasn’t one when this photo was taken.” 
 
    My pulse accelerated. “Why?” 
 
    She tucked a flowing auburn tress behind her ear. “When a person dies, their muscle tone goes away and the skin shrinks a little bit, hence the sunken-eye effect. We’re seeing just the hint of beard stubble, but you’d expect pronounced stubble after death, at least before decomposition gets going. Once the maggots show up, all bets are off.” 
 
    “Ew.” 
 
    “Except here. See this?” She touched the tip of her pinkie fingernail to Richard Tenaway’s upper lip. “See a little longer stubble?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Yet it’s not of a consistent length. But most of all look at this, see this sheen here, like a soft ridge just above his lip line?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “There’s a similar patch on his forehead.” She looked at me. “Rita, his makeup is slipping.” 
 
    “Well, so what?” I was thinking about the heat and humidity of Brazil. “It was really hot there,” I said. 
 
    “Rita. What causes makeup to slip?” 
 
    It hit me. “Perspiration.” 
 
    Yvonne handed me the picture and let out one of her operatic laughs. “No matter how hot it gets, corpses don’t sweat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 – Saturday Strategies 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Daddy!” shouted Petey, accelerating fifteen feet across the living room, vaulting over our spanking Swedish sofa, to wrap himself around Jeff’s legs. 
 
    It was nine-thirty Saturday morning, the beginning of Daddy weekend, and Jeff looked undrunk. 
 
    “Hey, big guy,” he said in his fake hearty way that didn’t fool Petey. However, the boy had no choice but to be crazy about him, given how boys want their dads, and especially given the treats and toys he invariably got showered with on Daddy weekends. 
 
    I looked at them. The contrast between the two couldn’t have been starker: the energetic boy, every cell in his body living in the present moment, and the listless man, half of him focused resentfully on the past, the other half peering fearfully into the future. 
 
    Jeff’s upper lip tightened with contempt—his signature expression—as he glanced around the apartment. I was beginning to feel a shade more confident about being an independent human in this world, and he clearly sensed it and didn’t like it. 
 
    “New furniture,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah. IKEA.” Besides the sofa, I’d gotten a new coffee table and two lamps. It had been a pleasure to drag the old stuff to the curb, where it sat for less than an hour before a scavenger loaded it into his truck. The Swedishness of the IKEA items coordinated nicely with my geometric rug and Daniel’s paintings. 
 
    Jeff said, “I thought the credit card companies had cut you off.” 
 
    Petey said, “Let’s go!” 
 
    “Actually,” I said calmly, “I paid cash for this stuff, and my credit card, singular, is paid off.” 
 
    “Well, this place is still a dump.” Right in front of the boy. Well, I was used to it. 
 
    In high school Jeff had been a baseball star and still looked it: solid body, broad nose, and wide-set blue eyes—he’d been handsome in a brawny way, competitive and brash. But something was different. What was it? His good edge had been rounded while his bad edge had gotten sharper. He wore the same weekend clothes every thirtyish straight guy in L.A. wears, untucked polo shirt with the name of some resort in the Grand Tetons embroidered on the left breast, cargo shorts, sneakers. 
 
    I didn’t respond to his comment, only made sure Petey had his backpack and Spider-Man jacket before he raced down the hall to the elevator and Jeff’s waiting black Mustang. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I drank another cup of coffee and ate some of the nutritious Swedish cereal I’d bought recently, I’m sure you can guess where. Every time you buy something from IKEA, you have this pleasant Swedish feeling for a couple of weeks. 
 
    Last night, I called George Rowe as soon as I’d left Yvonne’s. He was delighted to hear what she’d said. He came right over to pick up the picture and told me he’d be in touch. Before he left, he pulled a tiny windup dinosaur from his pocket and gave it to my son. Petey had never seen such a toy. The dinosaur ground its head up and down with a beensy fierce sound and waddled in a circle. I asked George how he happened to have a tiny windup dinosaur in his pocket. 
 
    “I knew you had a child, of course,” he told me. “But I always carry toys.” He looked shy and left. 
 
    Petey played with it for fifteen minutes, then put it in his backpack, where he kept his current favorites. 
 
    This Saturday morning, after seeing Petey safely off with Jeff, I went to meet with the defense team at Gary’s offices. Gary and Mark Sharma were planning the cross-examination of one of the prosecution’s expert witnesses, this one on toxicology. Mark was going to do the questioning. He said, in his liquid accent, “There’s no way she can be certain as to what was in the baby’s blood. I intend to be aggressive against her theories—all that drug half-life information, molecular bonding. I can confuse the jury by asking her about the percentage of Caucasians classified as poor metabolizers.” 
 
    “Huh?” I said. 
 
    “What is your goal?” Gary asked, finger poised at his cheek. 
 
    “My goal is to get her to admit the test results could be evidence of two other drugs, bromazepam or chlordiazepoxide. The jury won’t know what to think!” Mark drew in his cheeks to try to give the impression of dimples. Little chipmunk cheeks. 
 
    He had, I noticed, gotten his hair cut like Gary’s—short on the sides, long and almost floppy on top, a boyish cut that made Gary look vigorous. But it only made Mark, with his chubby cheeks and poufy lips, look regressed. Also, he had bought loafers similar to the Allen-Edmonds pair Gary wore, only his weren’t quite right. They were made of some exotic pebbled leather like manta ray or something, which was supposed to make him look individualistic. He didn’t understand shoes. 
 
    Poor Mark. He wanted so hard to be like Gary, to show he had balls, to succeed. It was so clearly written all over him—the way he looked at Gary with those spaniel eyes, the way he knocked his ass out trying to please him. 
 
    He was so loyal and so clueless. 
 
    Gary sat thinking. 
 
    Almost without realizing it, I plunged in. “But Mark, that’s just the problem: confusing the jury. We don’t want to mix them up, we want them to know exactly what to think. They’re looking to us to simplify and tell them what to think.” I glanced at Gary, who had shifted his attention to me. “We should hit hard on the couple of shaky links in that chain of custody—the envelope seal, the fallibility of the lab—any lab—and that vial that got juggled around. And we should hit on the police not doing a toxicology on Eileen herself. If she seemed at all guilty, plus the fact that she told them she felt sick and sleepy when she got up, and they still didn’t do a tox on her? All due respect, Mark, but we should leave the woman’s theories alone. Drug dosage and toxicity—she’s spent her entire professional life studying and developing those data tables, and she’s going to be able to deflect our attacks fairly well. That just stands to reason. And the jury’s going to think, well, hell, she didn’t kill the kid, why are they giving her such a hard time? We’ll look desperate.” 
 
    Gary cleared this throat. 
 
    I finished, “But! If we focus on possible contamination or tampering, plus bad judgment by the police, that’s something everybody understands. Everybody knows a simple mistake can change the course of history. The Watergate burglars left a piece of tape on the lock.” 
 
    Gary and Mark were looking at me with totally different expressions. Gary’s was a relaxed smile, while Mark had erased his self-satisfaction with that forced-blank expression people have when they’re trying to hide disgust or fear. Mark so, so wanted to be a team player, but this was the best he could do. I pitied him, he was so harmless and transparent. 
 
    Gary said, “I’ll handle the toxicology cross, Mark.” 
 
    I watched Mark exhale and look down at the tabletop, where he had untwisted a paper clip into a thin silver straight needlelike object. He rolled it on the table and looked up at me. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    When I opened the door for Petey that Sunday night, he was alone; I saw the elevator doors close in front of Jeff’s impassive face at the end of the hall. 
 
    As I dumped Petey’s dirty clothes from his backpack I asked him if he’d had a good weekend. 
 
    “Pretty good,” he said, busy searching in the front pocket of his backpack. “We went to a lady’s house. She has a pool and I went swimming with her dog.” 
 
    “How nice.” 
 
    “Her dog’s name is Dolphin.” 
 
    “She named her dog Dolphin?” 
 
    “They’re a lot funner than you.” He pulled out the windup dinosaur George had given him, looked at it for a moment, touched its head with his forefinger, then put it down and drew out his ScoreLad to play the new superhero game Jeff had given him. With a look of satisfaction, he turned it on. 
 
    The device booped and whick-whicked. 
 
    I said, “Honey, that’s not a nice thing to say. Wait a minute before you play with that. Did you stay overnight at the lady’s house?” 
 
    He looked at me impatiently. “No, we came back to Daddy’s with pizza. I had two Cokes!” 
 
    “My goodness, that’s a lot of Coke. But you’re a big boy. How did you sleep?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I watched Police Academy. Daddy fell asleep on the floor.” 
 
    “Oh? What did Daddy have to drink?” 
 
    “Barley soda!” 
 
    Barley soda. How creative. 
 
    “Bottles and bottles of it! They were lying all over the place.” Petey settled down to play his game and I unloaded the dishwasher and wished Jeff had approached life differently. He’d snowed the judge at the divorce, going to a two-week rehab and swearing he was clean for good. So on that basis he got Petey on weekends. 
 
    I thought about Jeff’s capacity for beer and tequila, and I thought about his zooming black Mustang, and I tried not to think about the L.A. freeways and slamming metal and screams and blood and a cop snapping a sheet over a small corpse on the pavement. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Very early next morning, I drove to the parking lot at Santa Monica and Rodeo where Gramma Gladys’s spirit, or part of it, hung out. 
 
    “Gramma?” I asked, getting out of the car so I could feel any possible vibes better. 
 
    A man in a filthy rain jacket and bare feet wandered among the parked cars. I glanced around for one of Beverly Hills’ plentiful security guards or cops, but saw none. The man veered toward the exit to Rodeo Drive. 
 
    After a minute a sparrow flew past my face, and I decided it was a sign Gramma Gladys was willing to listen, from deep within the spirit world. 
 
    To be polite, I made small talk about my parents and aunts in Wisconsin, then gushed out my worries. 
 
    “I’m doing the wrong thing in this weird job I took, I’m sure. What about the poor little dead girl at the center of it? But is she really at the center of it? All I want to do is make love to this guy, the main lawyer on the case. I told you about him. That’s all I want to do—drink sake and go to bed with him. But moreover, oh, Gramma, it’s so senseless. I’m in love with a married man, there’s nobody else on the horizon, nobody else I want in the world, and Jeff’s being a butthead. If anything happens to Petey, I’m going to have to kill Jeff and myself. Something bad’s coming, I just know it. And I’m scared. Oatberger will never call me. I should go back to Durability and get community playhouse roles in Blithe Spirit and Our Town. And I’m mad, mad at myself. I feel sorry for Jeff because he’s such a loser. Hah! A loser with a Mustang and a new girlfriend with a pool and a mermaid dog. I hate myself because I want to kick his ass, then wipe the blood off with a soft cloth. Maybe that makes me a loser too.” 
 
    I stopped. The sounds of the cars flowing through the intersection swelled and crested and receded. I listened. 
 
    I felt Gramma say, Just kick his ass and let him bleed! You gotta protect the boy. 
 
    “I know. But what if Petey turns out to be a butthead too? Think of some woman down the line, some son or daughter—” 
 
    Then you’ll have to kick his ass too. How do you think your uncle Tim got straight? Because he wanted to? Hell no! I kicked his ass until he got it right! The turd-butt! 
 
    “You mean when he left Aunt Cecilia and the kids and went to Wyoming—” 
 
    Who do you think hunted him down and brought him back? 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    I stopped at nothing! 
 
    “But I don’t know exactly how to—” 
 
    Suddenly the filthy man was right behind me. He smelled as if he’d just climbed out of a bathtub filled with sewage and muscatel. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said, “but who are you talking to?” 
 
    I felt Gramma Gladys waft away. 
 
    “Myself,” I told him angrily, “and you’re interrupting.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” he said. 
 
    “Ah, the hell with it.” 
 
    “Spare change?” He held out his hand, fingers slightly spread, as if he didn’t expect any change to fall into it but might as well make the gesture. 
 
    As I dug a five-dollar bill from my purse I asked, “How did you get this way?” 
 
    He clenched the bill in his greasy sore-encrusted hand and answered, “What way?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 – Wars and Warnings 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The prosecution devoted that week, the trial’s fifth, to the level of diazepam in Gabriella’s body, as well as time-of-death estimates, the tedium of which I can’t begin to describe. We were now nearing the end of February, and who knew how long Tracy Beck-Rubin was going to draw it out? I was amazed the jurors stayed awake, but I realized that Tracy Beck-Rubin must have figured that if she put a lot of juicy stuff out there first—like Eileen’s supposedly scandalous lifestyle—they’d pay attention during the boring parts. However, when Gary got up to do the crosses, he was brilliant, impressing even the judge, who kept swatting down Beck-Rubin’s objections. 
 
    Maybe Eileen really didn’t kill her own daughter. Whether she did or didn’t, there was something big in it for her if she kept her mouth shut. Did she know Richard had staged his death—did she help?—or was she handed, when she arrived in Ouro Prêto, the fake dead-Richard picture, a phony death certificate, and a closed casket she sent to the incinerator without opening? I wondered what George Rowe was up to. 
 
    Jeff came for Petey Saturday morning, and this time I could tell he’d been drinking from the look in his eyes (slight glaze plus avoidance of looking directly at me), plus I smelled gasoline on him. His same old stupid trick: he’d gas up the car and spill some on himself to mask booze or, when we were married, to cover up the bimbo at work’s perfume. 
 
    I was furious. I accused him, he denied it, I refused to let Petey go with him, and then a dreadful thing happened. 
 
    He pushed past me, grabbed Petey around the waist, tucked him under his arm like a football, and stalked out. 
 
    I followed, yelling, “You are not—not!—going to do this!” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    Petey yelled, “Wow!” 
 
    “Put him down, Jeff!” 
 
    “He’s my son,” he snarled, flinging open the stairwell door. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, what a loving father!” I shrieked. 
 
    Petey, at first amused by the whole thing, started to cry. I heard him wailing down the stairwell. None of the neighbors were dumb enough to come out of their apartments. 
 
    I was no match for Jeff in that state. 
 
    What would Gramma Gladys do? She would leave off shrieking, for one thing. 
 
    With a sudden calmness that amazed me, I returned to the apartment and called the police. 
 
    To make a long day short, Jeff got busted for drunk driving, I picked up Petey at the police station, and Jeff, I knew, would declare war. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Petey was not in bed that Tuesday night when I got home. He and Daniel were busy in the living room, putting the finishing touches on a sort of Ewok village they’d built of furniture and beach towels. Daniel explained that it was Commander Butch Peterson’s temporary quarters during the neutron wars. Petey was holed up in the command center, between the sofa and an armchair. Commander Butch Peterson was the name Petey, when under stress, liked to use as an alias. It was late, almost eleven, and something was wrong. 
 
    Daniel asked the commander to come out and meet with the emissary from the Teleflora System, but the chief wished the emissary to come to him. I looked at Daniel and received the cue to enter. The three of us huddled in the soft darkness, along with Benjamin Bunny, Petey’s bedtime companion. 
 
    Daniel told me that when he picked up Petey after preschool, the police were there. Speaking quietly, he said, “The teachers took the class for an outing to the park, and one of the kids got grabbed by a stranger.” 
 
    Petey said, “Ryan. Ryan. He’s my friend.” 
 
    “Ryan got grabbed?” Ryan was the same age as Petey to the month. When they played together they looked like brothers: same brown bowl haircut, same skinny-boy build. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Daniel. “But fortunately one of the teachers and a guy who saw what was happening came running over and stopped it. They had to physically rip the kid away from this woman. His arm got dislocated, but they said he’s going to be OK.” 
 
    “Who was the woman?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Daniel. “It wasn’t his mom or anybody he knew. Supposedly she drove off in a blue sports car. I couldn’t find out anything more because the cops were talking to everybody. The teachers were calling all the parents, but it happened at the end of the day and I guess they hadn’t gotten to you yet. This little guy here’s fine.” 
 
    Petey corrected, “Commander Peterson.” 
 
    Daniel said, “I’m afraid Commander Peterson, although unhurt, got a little shook up by the incident.” 
 
    Petey burst into tears and threw himself into my arms. 
 
    “Oh, honey, it’s all right,” I soothed, holding him close. 
 
    “I wish Ryan didn’t come to school today,” he sobbed. “Then it wouldn’t of happened.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, honey, Ryan’s arm will get better.” 
 
    “But my Spider-Man jacket got torn.” 
 
    “You tore your Spider-Man jacket? Where is it? Did you leave it at school?” 
 
    “I let Ryan wear it to the park and it got torn when the bad lady grabbed him.” 
 
    It didn’t strike Daniel, but my protective-mom adrenaline was surging and it rammed my gut like a paranoid rocket: the woman meant to snatch Petey! The boy in the Spider-Man jacket! “Petey,” I said, “did you know the bad lady?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Does Daddy’s lady friend have a blue car?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I left the command center and called Petey’s teacher at home, not caring what time it was. Moreover, as a mother herself I knew she’d be sleepless tonight anyway. Ms. Crayden told me the would-be abductress was white and wearing a headscarf and big sunglasses. One of the parents who saw the incident from across the park remembered seeing a similar blue sports car parked in front of the school that morning. “The police are looking into it,” said Ms. Crayden in her reassuringly brisk voice. “Let’s try not to worry.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I was shocked, on Saturday morning, to hear a knock and see Jeff through the peephole. 
 
    I debated whether to open the door. 
 
    Jeff called, “Hey, Petey!” and pounded. 
 
    “Daddy!” cried Petey, scrambling for his backpack. 
 
    I opened the door. “I thought this weekend was canceled.” 
 
    “Because of my arrest?” The curled lip. 
 
    “Yes.” I figured he’d have gotten out on bail, but didn’t expect him to have the gall to come here yet. 
 
    He slouched past me into the apartment and shut the door. I smelled neither liquor nor gasoline. 
 
    With smug triumph, Jeff explained that he’d called in a favor with a cop he knew and gotten the charge dropped. 
 
    “You can do that?” I asked like a naïve idiot. 
 
    “No, you can’t do that,” Jeff said, hitching up his cargo shorts. “Not everybody knows the right people. Come on, big guy.” 
 
    I could only watch in horror as Petey raced to the door. 
 
    Jeff let him out to the corridor, where he thundered down to the elevator. Jeff said, “You have to let me take him. It’s the law.” 
 
    Venomously, I said, “If you let anything happen to him, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Jeff laughed and slammed the door. 
 
    I wandered vaguely around the apartment, went for a walk, came back, drove to Gary’s office, where only Mark Sharma and Steve Calhoun were working, went home, vacuumed, looked at Trial TV for a while. They were doing a full-saturation job on the Tenaway trial, in spite of not having video feed from the courtroom. Judge Davenport hated TV cameras in courtrooms and wasn’t about to allow one in his, no matter how pruriently interested America was. It was odd to watch it all, occasionally catching a flash of myself in the background of a shot of Gary striding toward the press in the corridor or courtyard. I’d managed to keep my face away from the photographers, not that I cared all that much by this point. The whole thing was just so surreal. I turned the TV off. 
 
    I tried to read Nicola Glassmore’s latest novel, this one about a twelve-year-old girl who runs away from an abusive poverty-stricken broken home and just as she’s about to die from hypothermia gets adopted by a coven of crones in the woods who teach her the ancient ways of being kind to the earth. In turn, she uses her youthful agility to procure cliff-growing herbs for their healing potions. Usually I enjoy Nicola Glassmore’s books—I love all those Empowerment Of The Weak themes she uses—but this one I couldn’t get into. 
 
    The phone rang and I hoped it was Daniel, but I guess even he needed a break from Planet Petey-Rita. The person on the other end was a compassionate-sounding woman who said she knew who I was, whatever that meant. “My name is Janet,” she said. “I want to see you.” 
 
    “Uh, what about?” Holding the cordless, I hip-shoved the armchair, which hadn’t quite gotten back into place after the dismantling of the command center. 
 
    “You and your little boy are in danger, and I can tell you why. And what to do about it,” she added. 
 
    “Is this a joke?” 
 
    “No joke, Rita Farmer.” 
 
    “Does this have something to do with Jeff? Is he there? Put him on.” 
 
    “Meet me at the Starbucks on Santa Monica at La Brea.” 
 
    “Well—oh, for God’s sake!” 
 
    “Let’s just be low-key.” 
 
    Gramma Gladys would go find out what the hell this was about. 
 
    “OK,” I said. “When?” 
 
    “I’m here now.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    At the Starbucks a brunette in a flare-collared yellow top motioned to me and I joined her at her table on the plaza. She was smoking a cigarette in the sunshine and sipping from a frothy iced beverage, which competed for table space with her large pink purse. I wanted nothing to drink. 
 
    The main thing I noticed about Janet was her distracting amount of jewelry, which reminded me of the stuff Eileen had worn during her police interview. It had to be costume jewelry, though; this woman was no Tenaway. Janet, while pretty, looked hard-bitten and older than she probably was. Cheap, especially with that vinyl purse. A little thick in the body. Still, she hadn’t lost all the juice of youth yet. You know how there’s a litheness about a younger person that doesn’t go away even if her face betrays time spent on the streets, or too many nights alone with a bottle or needle? 
 
    She told me a wild story. 
 
    “Eileen Tenaway is insane,” she began bluntly. “She’s got a friend trying to intimidate you and other people, including I myself.” Her voice was one of those top-of-the-throat ones, not exactly high-pitched, but childlike and intense. It cut through the ambient clinks and fizzles and hipster music coming from the café, not to mention the engines zooming along Santa Monica. “You ask why? Because Eileen and Richard embezzled money and stuff from Gemini. They smuggled and stole and covered it up, and they cheated a bunch of people out of money, again including I myself.” She tugged on the sleeve of her smooth yellow top, something from Ellen Tracy, I thought. It was nicer than the purse. Trying to follow, I said, “Yeah, but what does—” 
 
    “Now she’s afraid. She wants to be convicted of killing her child, that way she’ll be in prison, safe from the people she’s cheated.” She looked at me from under her eyebrows as if daring me to believe her. “All of whom are very angry.” 
 
    “Including you yourself.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A Starbucks employee came out to us and reluctantly said, “I have to ask you to stop smoking. We’re no-smoking.” 
 
    “But we’re outdoors,” Janet said. “I’ve smoked here before.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make any difference,” said the black-aproned barista, clearly uncomfortable with the nicotine-squad thing. 
 
    “OK, I’ll put it out,” said Janet, not putting out her cigarette. That was enough for the barista, who went back inside. Janet kept smoking and talking. This Starbucks is attached to the nicest Target shopping center you’ve ever seen. Dozens of Hollywood transsexuals are addicted to shopping here. I noticed one old grim one sitting in a purple dirndl skirt and a tight scoop-neck top with a Starbucks venti and three teddy bears lined up facing him at his table. At first glance I thought he was trying to sell the bears, but then I realized they were keeping him company. A hard breeze eddied around the plaza, shifting, lashing the palms and baby jacarandas in their urban pots. 
 
    Janet was making no sense, but I listened. At one point she saw me looking at her gems and said, “Oh, this is nothing. You should see.” 
 
    I asked, “Why did you call me and how did you get my number?” 
 
    “You’re near to Eileen, and she’s got something I want.” 
 
    I studied her face. “Have I seen you in the courtroom?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    I said, “Well, if you want access to Eileen, why aren’t you talking to Gary Kwan? Or just go to the jail and ask to see her.” 
 
    “He won’t return my calls. And she wouldn’t see me, no way. Anyhow, it doesn’t matter now that I’ve got you.” 
 
    “You don’t ‘have me.’ Who gave you my home number, any—” 
 
    “Just forget that, OK? For now, just forget that, OK?” 
 
    I shook my head. “What does this have to do with my son? This danger you’re talking about.” 
 
    Another customer, two tables away, got up and stood in front of us. We looked up. 
 
    “You’re polluting my environment,” he said with cold pissiness. He wore a polo shirt that said Coppermill Glen or something and cargo shorts. Considering the carbon monoxide engulfing us from La Brea and Santa Monica, I thought his anger amusing. 
 
    “Well, my friend, fuck off,” said Janet in an elfin voice. His face flushed. He looked at me and I stopped smiling and stared at the brick pavement. 
 
    Janet shook out another Benson & Hedges from her pack on the table and lit it from the first. 
 
    “You stop smoking,” the man commanded, as he might speak to an annoying dog. “It’s against the law!” 
 
    “I have a personal arrangement with the government,” said Janet. 
 
    “You do not!” 
 
    “Call a cop on me, then, Rambo,” she said, flicking her little finger at the man as if he were a flake of pastry. “I’m sure one will come running.” 
 
    The man looked as if he might try to snatch her cigarettes away, but he thought better of it and stomped away, saying loudly, “Rude bitch won’t put her cigarette out.” Other customers glanced over indifferently. 
 
    Janet turned back to me. “You have to understand there are forces beyond your scope. If you get to know me, you’ll see that I’m a very deep thinker. I have certain connections. You are valuable to certain people. I’ve got a deal for you. Want to hear it?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” A bad feeling crept into my stomach. Connections. 
 
    “Get Eileen to tell you where a certain key is. Then you tell me where it is, and if I find it, there will be no trouble for you and your boy.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe this. I managed to say, “That’s not a deal, that’s a threat. You’re saying something will happen to Petey or me if I don’t get some key for you, right? You’re threatening me. What’s this key to?” 
 
    Janet sipped her cold latte or whatever the hell it was. “Look, I’ll cut you in and it’ll be a real deal. The key is to a storage locker. Inside the locker’s everything Richard Tenaway stole from Gemini. Stones and cash. There’s millions of dollars’ worth of stuff in there. I think about fifteen million’s worth. You should see!” The look in her eyes was penetrating yet blurry, exactly like I’d seen in my uncle Fritz just before he burned the barn and got diagnosed schizophrenic. 
 
    I almost wanted to talk to her about her problems, whatever they really were. But at that point I had too many people with problems in my life. 
 
    “Well, have you seen it?” I asked. 
 
    “In a way,” she responded, the same screwy look in her eyes. 
 
    So I got up, as Gramma Gladys would do right about now. “That’s complete bullshit,” I said, and walked away. 
 
    “Wait!” called Janet, following. “Think it over. It’s just you and me, Rita.” She seized my arm in a surprisingly strong grip. 
 
    I turned on her, flinging her arm away. She held her hand up beseechingly. “You’re nuts,” I told her. “You just made up the whole thing to try to get money from me somehow.” 
 
    Janet’s neck slumped and she stared at her shoes, a pair of sad sulfur-yellow Mary Janes. People walked by in their detached city way. I left her standing there in the sunshine and went to my car, which I’d parked two blocks down. Yet, just like my uncle, there was something sympathetic and lost about Janet. I almost liked her. 
 
    I circled the block to go the other way on Santa Monica. As I pulled up to the light I saw Janet unlock a royal-blue Audi parked on the side street. Blue sports car! I followed her, trying to see the license plate, but a bus cut me off. When I got around it she was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 – Rita Makes a Complete Fool of Herself 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rita, I can hardly understand you, you’re talking so fast,” said Gary. “You’re driving now? For God’s sake hang up and come over to the office.” 
 
    In the cool safety of Kwan & Associates, which this Saturday afternoon was deserted except for his dazzling presence, I did calm down. I started over about Ryan’s near-abduction while wearing Petey’s jacket, then my strange meeting with Janet. 
 
    “So should I call the police? I mean, they could look into...all this.” 
 
    Gary set his square shoulders back on his little office sofa, his unlogoed silk polo shirt draping glossily over his muscles. I had the feeling he wouldn’t wear cargo shorts if his life depended on it. He said, “You could call them, certainly, but I’m not sure exactly what you’d tell them, nor what you’d expect them to do. 
 
    You’ve already said this Janet didn’t fit the description of the kidnapper—” 
 
    “Only in that the teacher said her hair was blond, and this Janet’s hair was brown. There are wigs.” 
 
    “OK, there are wigs but the point is this: Los Angeles is full of crazies, every city is. They come out of the woodwork when they smell excitement and money. You don’t know how many screwballs have written letters to me—and to Eileen, and the police, and the DA. False tips, pleas for money, people wanting to get involved somehow. Psychics. Mind-readers. Lip-readers. Reward-seekers. Amateur detectives. They all watch Trial TV. As disturbing as it is, it’s nothing to worry about. You should have just hung up on this woman in the first place.” 
 
    “Except she knew my name and unlisted phone number.” 
 
    “Rita, listen to me.” He grasped my arm firmly, and my diaphragm, guts, and pelvic organs fibrillated as one. Looking into my eyes in an incredibly reassuring way, he said, “There is nothing to worry about. This incident in the park where the little boy’s arm got hurt—you weren’t there, you have no idea whether the woman was actually trying to abduct him or what. For all you know, there was a misunderstanding between that kid and her kid, or something, and the teachers blew it out of proportion. Even if it was an attempted abduction, they didn’t take your kid! It was a coincidence.” 
 
    I said, “But what about the blue sports car?” 
 
    “There are thousands of blue sports cars in Los Angeles. You don’t even have a license number. Forget it. You’ll never hear from her again. You were right to walk away. If Tenaway had stashed a bunch of loot from his company, do you think he’d talk about it to some nut wandering the streets? Do you think he’d put it in a storage locker instead of an offshore account?” Gary’s powers of reason calmed me. He concluded, “But go ahead and ask Eileen, if you want to, about this storage locker key. I guarantee she won’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” 
 
    “OK. OK.” 
 
    He released my arm almost caressingly. “I too know the power of parental paranoia.” He smiled, as did I. 
 
    We sat in silence for a minute, during which in my mind’s eye I saw Gary and me coming home to our lovely home after a long day in court and on the soundstage, respectively. I envisioned us cooking a gourmet dinner of organic salmon and heirloom pasta while Petey and Jade read their schoolbooks and practiced their dulcimers or looked at plant specimens under their microscope which they share without quarrel. I saw us taking family vacations to offbeat yet beautiful places like the Gaspe Peninsula or Kiev. If hard times ever hit, we’d tough them out together. 
 
    Maybe it was the stress, or maybe my heart was fed up with being Miz Nice Guy, but at any rate I still can’t believe what I did next, which was to start unbuttoning my blouse while holding Gary’s eyes with mine. 
 
    Slowly, his jaw dropped. He turned his head toward the door. “Rita, please.” 
 
    “Please what?” I let my blouse fall from my shoulders, revealing my cognac lace Victoria’s Secret bra and my acreage of unblemished skin above it. 
 
    His profile was beautiful. “Stop this and pull your shirt back on.” 
 
    I didn’t. I knew I was making an irrevocable idiot of myself, but something propelled me forward. Something? Yeah, hormones, for God’s sake. I hadn’t had a man in so long I’d practically forgotten how intercourse felt. Gary was so achingly right for me that somehow, at this moment, I was able to smush down every bit of good sense I was born with. “But,” I said in a smoky voice, trying to channel Ava Gardner in something like Mogambo, “I was just getting started. Don’t you—” 
 
    “Rita, come on.” 
 
    “Jacqueline doesn’t have to find out.” 
 
    “My God, Rita.” 
 
    “Gary, admit it: you want to. Don’t you?” 
 
    He scrubbed his face with an open hand. “Rita, there’s something I—” 
 
    “No, Gary,” I interrupted firmly. “This time I get to talk first.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” 
 
    “I love you, Gary.” 
 
    “Rita, I—” 
 
    Goddamn it, when Gramma Gladys wanted something, she went after it. 
 
    “You’ve stolen my heart,” I told him softly, “and it’s time I said so. There is not one thing about you that’s not perfect. You’re attractive, you’re brilliant, you’re brave.” I saw him shaking his head no, no. I pressed on, “You’re a great daddy, yes, you are, Jade adores you—and I know I’m being insane here. I know it. I have no idea about yours and Jacqueline’s intimate life, but—” 
 
    “Rita, I really need to—” 
 
    “And I’m sure she’s wonderful and everything, but—” 
 
    “Rita!” 
 
    “Please, Gary! I’m not asking you to leave your family.” My own lie stopped me for a millisecond. “To be honest, I would like you to leave Jacqueline. Take Jade and set up housekeeping with Petey and me. That’s my dream, OK? But at the moment all I’m asking is for you to—well—let me love you too.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Are you finished?” 
 
    I didn’t want to stop, because I didn’t want to hear what he was going to say. “You’re what my Gramma Gladys would call a man of intuition.” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “You’re kind.” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “You’re generous.” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    He paused, and so, at last, did I. 
 
    “I’m gay,” he said. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    When I could speak again, I murmured, “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “No.” His eyes met mine unflinchingly now, and his voice dropped. “I figured it out a long time ago. I got married anyway. Funny, I didn’t think I wanted a child. But we had one, and she’s wonderful. I really thought I could—you know. Make it work.” Slowly, looking at nothing, I buttoned my blouse. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rita.” 
 
    My chest felt like it had been kicked by a horse. “Gary, I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “It’s true.” He looked at me steadily. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “you sure can drop the bomb.” 
 
    “Well!” he replied. “I was under some fairly heavy fire, wasn’t I?” 
 
    I laughed weakly. 
 
    “I considered lying, but I—I feel I can talk to you. Actually, I feel quite warmly toward you, I’m sure that’s what you felt. If I were straight, you know—” 
 
    “OH, GOD, that hurts, Gary. Missed by that much.” I gripped my temple. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard that.” 
 
    “I’m just being honest, Rita. You feel safe with me, I feel safe with you. I don’t really talk about this.” 
 
    We paused, made coffee, and talked for more than an hour. The coffee aroma filled the air with comfort. 
 
    I was thunderstruck, of course, and more hideously embarrassed than I’d ever been in my life. Naturally I didn’t blame myself. I wanted only to throw all the office furniture through the window, then go home and cry. I forced myself to be low-key and accepting. Somehow I was able to hold my temper and be a listening ear for Gary that afternoon without wanting to commit suicide. 
 
    He told me he was tremendously relieved to be able to talk about it. He said he trusted me completely, which, again, made me feel both great and horrible. 
 
    I said, “Well, I have to ask, what’s the situation with Jacqueline? Is she in denial?” 
 
    “Totally. I’ve hinted at it, but she won’t see it yet, and frankly, I don’t want to be blunt about it. I know that’s dishonest. I’m thinking of Jade. I’m living a double life.” 
 
    “You mean you—” 
 
    “No, no, I’m not seeing anyone. Hell, I have no time these days. But as you saw when she dropped in the other evening, Jacqueline has a subsurface suspicion that something’s wrong, but she can’t bring herself to figure it out.” 
 
    “Seems like you ought to just tell her and let the chips fall.” 
 
    “I will. But … I’m … I’m afraid!” His eyes brimmed and his splendid chest heave with sorrow. “I fought it all my life. I fell in love with boys at school, but ran from them in shame. I dated girls. Japanese families aren’t big on diversity. I feared my own culture. And I was warped by it. My ancestors ought to punish me for saying that so harshly. I was so glad to be in America. Still, I suppressed my feelings for years—quite successfully! When Jacqueline agreed to marry me, I thought I’d beaten it. How can a married man be gay?” He waited for me to comment. 
 
    “That was pretty dumb, Gary.” 
 
    “Can you imagine I thought such a thing?” 
 
    He talked on, telling me that since Jade was born he’d only acted on his feelings with one wonderful guy. They’d met by chance, had a passionate affair, but the man couldn’t take Gary’s closeted lifestyle. 
 
    Because of course Gary’s celebrity was a problem. How many big-time defendants want a known homosexual defending them in the courtroom? How many jurors would have a hidden prejudice against a fag attorney? 
 
    “When this trial is over, Rita, I swear I’ll handle it with Jacqueline. I’ve been a deceitful bastard too long.” 
 
    “Well jeez, Gary, you don’t have to be St. Augustine about it.” 
 
    “When you were telling me how wonderful I am, it made me sick to my stomach.” He dropped his head into his hands. “I hate to break up my family,” he almost sobbed. “I feel that I’d find the courage to do what I have to do if I could just meet up with a good man again.” 
 
    I touched his shoulder, the shoulder I would never think of in the same way again. “You know, there are other options. Maybe Jacqueline wouldn’t mind if you—” 
 
    “She’d mind. Believe me, she’d mind.” 
 
    Well, it had been a mighty fine fantasy while it lasted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 – What Maria Helena Knows 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    OURO PRÊTO, BRAZIL 
 
      
 
    George Rowe carried toys wherever he went because everyone likes them. The sudden appearance of a toy makes people relax and smile. With a toy, a child can be bribed to stop crying and go away, or climb through a window and unlatch a door, or come back tomorrow with something from Daddy’s workshop. Also, tossing a kite into the air and flying it can be a distraction, if you need one. 
 
    The yo-yos and chess set had, by the skin of their teeth, helped with the tough boys in the grotto. However, the schoolgirl forger, Maria Helena, was not a child anymore, especially given her line of work, and it was work. 
 
    “Her father, he taught her the business of false documents,” explained Raimundo as he and Rowe hiked through the dark colonial town as night fell. “She is sixteen years old.” Rowe had been away in America for more than a month, and now he was back. Raimundo had found out some things in the meantime. 
 
    Ouro Prêto was especially beautiful in the evening, when the wind turned soft and the houses and cantinas threw their sparks of light over the hills. It was as beautiful as San Francisco, Rowe thought, his favorite city. He liked to drive the six hours from Los Angeles to San Francisco just for overnight. He would hike the headlands, glorying in the cool breezes, then eat spaghetti in North Beach with a couple of bail bondsmen and their wives, old friends. 
 
    Raimundo, in his questioning Portuguese accent, said, “Her father, he is in the prison now because he hoped he would do better to counterfeit American money. But—he found too much competition. Too much big fishs.” Raimundo said “hoped” in two soft syllables, hope-et. 
 
    “I see,” said Rowe. 
 
    This evening Raimundo wore his canvas hat and carried a stout walking staff, swinging it along with only a tiny tap as it hit the road. “He has two sons, worthless bastards who suck the money Maria Helena makes.” 
 
    “Two sons. They live there?” 
 
    “Yes, but they are drunks. Her mother, she sits in the wheelchair from polio.” 
 
    “I see,” said Rowe. “Dog?” 
 
    “No dog. Dogs are not a problem in any case.” Raimundo lifted his wiry brown arm. “There is the house.” 
 
    “At the foot of the hill?” 
 
    “Soon the brothers will be drunk for the night. They have television. The mother, she can not go down steps. There is a room below the ground. If I made photography I would build the darkroom there.” 
 
    “A cellar?” 
 
    “Yes. I have seen light come through a hole in the wall.” 
 
    “How big is the hole?” 
 
    Raimundo held his thumb and forefinger a few inches apart and shook his head. “Small. Only for air.” 
 
    “A vent?” 
 
    “A vent.” 
 
    Rowe said, “You tried to get her to talk to you again?” 
 
    “Once. No good. She is very like wolf.” 
 
    “You mean a fox?” 
 
    “No, I mean wolf.” 
 
    They walked on. 
 
    Raimundo said, “I told my granddaughter where Maria Helena goes with her friends. I gave her one bottle of rum to take to there tonight, also DVD of American movie called Shred the Finger.” 
 
    “Raimundo!” exclaimed Rowe, pleased at the ingenuity yet disconcerted, remembering the meek girl he’d met that first night at dinner. He didn’t expect she’d fit in to the delinquent crowd. 
 
    “My granddaughter, she thinks she can keep Maria Helena away until eleven o’clock.” He glanced sideways at Rowe. “She has my blood. More brave than you think.” 
 
    Rowe didn’t like to involve more people than absolutely necessary, but he didn’t have much choice at this point. 
 
    “We will tunnel in,” announced Raimundo. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Best way,” said his companion confidently. “You will see.” 
 
    “I thought we’d just knock on the door and do the police detective thing.” 
 
    “The family, they are on guard. The mother will not open the door. Even if so, why let strangers in to look in her house? Too risky. The brothers? They will rise up if we make trouble. Who knows?” 
 
    Rowe had already told Raimundo he did not want to use force or terror on Maria Helena or her family. “They’ll hear us,” he said. “And we don’t even have any tools.” 
 
    “You will see.” 
 
    Flanking Maria Helena’s house on one side was a neighboring home, on the other a steep bank down to another street. The front windows glowed golden, spilling lamplight in a soft pool toward the road. Rowe saw a flickering TV screen behind the thin curtains. The windows were open. 
 
    They crept up to the side of the house next to the embankment. The walls were masonry, like all the other houses in town, painted white, with the same cheerful red tile roof. Raimundo chose a spot behind a bush and between the two windows—thankfully dark—that overlooked the bank. He began scraping the rocky soil away with his staff. Only now did Rowe notice how sharp the staff’s point was. After Raimundo had loosened half a bushel’s worth of dirt, he set down the staff and drew two pairs of leather work gloves from his pocket. He put on a pair and handed the other to Rowe. 
 
    “Help me,” he directed in a whisper, and the two men got down on their knees and scraped the dirt away by hand. A half moon, which had begun to glow at sunset, helped them to see. 
 
    So it went: Raimundo would disrupt the dirt with his stick, and they would paw it away from the house’s foundation. The work went fast. Raimundo manipulated the stick in the soil expertly, prying up rocks, lancing the sharp end down again into the dry hole, loosening dirt by the bucket’s worth every few seconds. 
 
    Rowe marveled at the low-tech efficiency of it. Without metal tools striking rock, and with the night breeze riffling the trees, their work was almost noiseless. Raimundo whispered with a smile, “This is how a garimpeiro pays back another who has wronged him.” 
 
    Rowe didn’t know exactly what that meant, but Raimundo had the look of a hound on the scent of a rabbit. Rowe felt the same way, his breath coming deep, his nerves taut. More conversation would be foolish. 
 
    The predominant trees, whatever they were, gave off a resinous smell after the day’s heat. 
 
    Rowe supposed the cellar would have a dirt floor, and he was right. Raimundo dug down about seven feet, came to the end of the stone block foundation, then started going horizontally. He filled his hat with dirt and rocks, which he tossed up to the surface. Rowe kept the opening clear. He wondered whether any of the stones they were digging up were topazes or emeralds. 
 
    At last Raimundo slithered feet-first into the tunnel. Just before his head disappeared, he whispered, “Wait.” 
 
    Rowe strained his eyes trying to see the dark bottom of the hole. A rat or a night bird rustled leaf litter nearby. He paid no attention. His whole nervous system was attuned to that hole. The night breeze chilled the sweat on his face. 
 
    He wondered what he would find in Maria Helena’s workroom. Practically anything would do, he thought. He would carry away some incriminating things, perhaps ID blanks or stolen passports, or perhaps spoiled pieces thrown into a bin, or computer disks. Then he would approach Maria Helena in some neutral public place for a quiet discussion. If he were to find copies of the documents she might have made for Tenaway, so much the better, but he judged she was probably too careful for that. 
 
    He felt a tap on his shoulder. 
 
    Biting back a grunt of panic he whirled, already calming himself, prepared to find Raimundo laughing at him silently, having magically found his way out some other way. 
 
    Instead he was confronted by the angry countenance of Maria Helena herself. She hissed at him in Portuguese, but did not scream. Though her eyes were in shadow, he could just make them out. He detected absolutely no fear in them. She seemed to want to be as quiet about this extraordinary intrusion as he did. He could tell she recognized him from the grotto. 
 
    He collected himself almost instantly. He kicked a spurt of dirt quickly into the hole to attract Raimundo’s attention. He pointed to his chest, then to the hole, then further with the same finger, then held up one finger, to indicate an accomplice. He did not want her to be surprised by Raimundo. 
 
    The girl was fierce and amused in equal parts. Rowe saw something in her eyes, as if she were seeing the dawning of some special opportunity. 
 
    Raimundo appeared, said, “Euh!” then spoke to her in Portuguese. She stood in the deepening darkness with her hands on her hips, then spoke to Raimundo and walked into the house. 
 
    “Follow me,” said Raimundo, sliding down the hole again. 
 
    Rowe’s first instinct was not to go into a situation he could not quickly escape from. But he had perceived that amusement in Maria Helena’s face, as well as in the way she tilted her hips, so he took the risk. 
 
    Inside the cellar they brushed themselves off. Raimundo found a light switch, and Maria Helena descended the steps, closing the upstairs door carefully behind her. They spoke in low voices. 
 
    The cellar, capable of being blacked out as a darkroom, was crammed with all sorts of equipment—scanners, a computer, a small hand-driven press, paper supplies, plastic film, a stereo microscope, bottles of dye, and a strongbox that looked like it fell off a pirate ship three hundred years ago. The place smelled of the sharp chemicals of photographic processing. 
 
    A few photographs had been clipped to a wire strung across a corner. They were pictures of people at a festival, middle-aged Brazilian moms and dads from the working class, you could tell from their clothing, who had gotten caught up in the spirit of celebration. They looked violent, almost feral, dancing or throwing back a drink, inadvertently baring their teeth and gums in uninhibited joy. Maria Helena, evidently, had an eye for the decisive moment. 
 
    The girl perched herself on a worktable, Raimundo threw a leg over the one straight chair in the place, and Rowe squatted in the center of the room beneath the bare bulb. 
 
    Maria Helena’s face was classically oval, like the waitress Raimundo had pinched in the café, with a longish nose and peaked upper lip. The nose gave her face an arrogance beyond what showed in her eyes. Her body, Rowe perceived, was unspoiled by neurosis; no anorexia, no tight posture. She was one of those rare humans with unconditional self-confidence. 
 
    She spoke, and Raimundo said in English, “She understands what you want. She will tell you what she wants. We will find no thing here. She says if you threaten her you will not get what you want.” 
 
    Rowe asked Raimundo, “Where is your granddaughter?” 
 
    “Maria Helena says she made her go home.” He looked crestfallen. 
 
    “Ask her what she wants.” 
 
    He did, and as she spoke, Raimundo burst out laughing. “She wants to go to the film school in United States!” 
 
    Rowe did not smile. 
 
    “She wants to make film. Films,” he corrected himself. “About the way people really are, deep in the heart!” 
 
    The girl spoke at angry length, swinging one sandal-clad foot in a short arc. 
 
    Raimundo, chastened, told Rowe, “She wants to get away from the black market. She is more smart, I see, than her father. She does not want to live like this, work in secret. Good pay, but dangerous. She has some money in the bank she wants to give to her mother. Then she wants to go to America with ten thousand new dollars. From you! Ha! Ten thousand dollars. My friend, you must not—” 
 
    The girl spoke again. “I am learning English. Not good yet.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Rowe. 
 
    “I have travel papers,” said Maria Helena. 
 
    “I bet you do,” said Rowe, glancing around her factory. “How come you use old photography—not digital?” 
 
    Slowly, she said, “Old...? Ah! Because I can use thick paper. More thicker than for digital. Better for making emboss in passport.” Lifting her head proudly, she added, “I do by hand, under microscope.” 
 
    “I have to tell you, film school’s going to cost more than ten thousand dollars.” 
 
    She said, “I get to America, I get work. No problem.” She gestured to one of her photographs of the revelers. “The world is in that eye. That mouth. That foot. I want to find it. All of time is in one thing.” 
 
    “Your English is better than you think,” Rowe told her. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The next morning the three met in town at the bank Maria Helena had named. She watched as Rowe wrote out directions for a wire transfer from his Fenco account. She would not agree to half now, half later. “All now,” she said coolly, as if certain her luck had finally changed. 
 
    Rowe found himself helplessly charmed by this child racketeer. The money, though a huge chunk out of his budget for this job, was all right. If he didn’t spend it here and now, he might lose Tenaway entirely. Raimundo struggled to manage his shock that Rowe would hand over so much money to a little girl. 
 
    When the bank manager showed her the new balance in her account, they went to a café. The manager looked after them as they went out. Rowe had slipped him two hundred to keep his thoughts to himself. Rowe and Raimundo wore clean clothes and Raimundo had on a newer, city-type straw hat. At the café they ordered the sweet, boiling-hot coffee Brazilians love, bread, and soft white cheese that Raimundo said was a local specialty. It tasted good, but Rowe only took two bites; he was too keyed up. 
 
    Maria Helena spoke at length about Richard Tenaway, in Portuguese. The words poured out; she did not want to hesitate to find English ones, she explained through Raimundo. 
 
    Her story was as simple and heartbreaking as the landscape of Minas Gerais on a foggy morning. 
 
    “I am smart but this man, he made me stupid,” she began, and Rowe saw that, for her, that was the alpha and the omega of it. 
 
    Tenaway, last summer, had found her through the seedy conduits of the town’s after-hours taverns. He had wanted a new U.S. passport, and she agreed to supply it, for three thousand dollars. 
 
    Her method for American passports, which were next to impossible to forge from scratch, was to zero in on a tourist who resembled her client, and who planned to stay in Brazil for at least a week. She would get a look at the tourist’s passport, briefly stealing it if need be to make a quick photocopy. She was good at lifting wallets from day bags, and she had an arrangement with maids at certain hotels. But she would return the passport so it wouldn’t be missed. She would go to her studio and fabricate a replica of it that would fool neither a customs officer nor any government’s computer system. That was not the point; once the replica was exchanged for the real—during another secret visit—the tourist would believe he had his passport up until the moment he tried to use it. 
 
    Meanwhile, the original, perfect passport would have been used by Maria Helena’s client, then destroyed once past the border. This method guaranteed smooth transit for the client. But all this spying and thieving were risky. She was beginning to use some of the rough boys of Ouro Prêto to help her. But that was risky too. 
 
    When she delivered Tenaway’s new passport to him, he rejected it—the owner of the passport was not nearly as handsome as he. He insisted Maria Helena take a photograph of him and replace it in the passport. 
 
    Maria Helena had had to explain to him how one ought to change one’s appearance for a border crossing anyway—one should use hair coloring, new glasses, and makeup to alter the contours of the face. She teased him that he would have to make himself ugly to be successfully anonymous. 
 
    One thing led to another, and Tenaway took Maria Helena to a fine hotel in Belo Horizonte, where no one would know them. With an expressionlessness that Rowe recognized as buried agony, she told Rowe and Raimundo she had been a virgin. She had known enough to reject the dopey boys of Ouro Prêto for all the years of her life. Rowe felt a physical pang at that all the years of her life—for she would have been only fifteen then. 
 
    She gave herself to Tenaway, swept into bad judgment by his charm, his sophistication, his beauty, his promises. She called him Ricardo. They stayed at the hotel three nights in a row. She tried to explain that she had thought men’s promises could only be believed if they could deliver on them, and Tenaway clearly had the means to do so. He had promised to enroll her in film school in the U.S. He had pledged her his body, there in the high-priced hotel room with chocolates and lilies. 
 
    There had been a woman around him at first, Maria Helena knew, because she could smell her on him, but the second night she could not, and she supposed the woman, whom she never saw, had gone away. That night she noticed bruises on Tenaway’s knuckles but immediately forgot them as he told her about UCLA and Hollywood and sailboats and the rest of the horseshit a guy like that would ladle to an underage girl. 
 
    He was an important person, and he made her feel important too. He taught her about sex, though she had been studying it in magazines and on the Internet. She lowered her eyes as she talked about this, but seemed determined to get it all out. “Ricardo” had introduced her to light bondage, which she found to be intensely pleasurable. 
 
    Rowe wiped his face with his handkerchief. 
 
    Still not looking up, Maria Helena said in English, “For ten thousand dollars I tell you everything, I think. You are good men, I see now.” 
 
    Rowe and Raimundo exchanged glances. 
 
    Resuming her narrative in Portuguese, she told them that on the fourth morning of their affair Tenaway asked her to bring her camera and go with him to a funeral home, where he had bribed a mortician’s helper. There they staged the photo Eileen Tenaway had brought back from Brazil along with the pot of cremated ashes. The mortician’s helper applied the makeup, laughing all the while at the reversal of making a live man look dead. 
 
    Wiping off the makeup, Tenaway explained that he would take Maria Helena away the next day. She packed her satchel, said goodbye to her family, and rode the bus to the São Paulo airport. He, of course, never showed. 
 
    Two days later she returned home, narrowly in time to stop her brothers from convincing their mother to empty the bank account Maria Helena had signed over to her. At the time there were seventy thousand reals in the account, equaling perhaps thirty thousand American dollars. 
 
    The brothers knew that Maria Helena’s boyfriend, whoever he was, must have thrown her over, and they jeered at her. The mother had intuited everything and was already crying. She had not tried to prevent Maria Helena from leaving, because while she benefited from her daughter’s work as a forger, she knew Maria Helena too would end up in jail unless she got away. At that point, Maria Helena had not the courage to go to America by herself. But now she was sixteen, a grown woman, ready to make her way in the big world. 
 
    She sipped her coffee and spread some more cheese on a round of bread. She ate the bread with the cheese. 
 
    Rowe spent a moment imagining how it would feel to knock Richard Tenaway to the ground, flip him onto his stomach, steady him by planting a shoe on his back, pull up his head by his wavy pretty hair, and slit his throat wide open. 
 
    Old Raimundo scraped his chair and ordered a brandy for himself. His eyes showed that he was mentally transposing his own granddaughter into Maria Helena’s place. He gnawed his lips. Rowe asked for more coffee and watched the girl eat. Her table manners were nice. 
 
    Rowe took a Hacky Sack from his pocket and tossed it back and forth in his hands. 
 
    Maria Helena’s eyes lit up. 
 
    He handed her the toy, and she jumped up from the table, dropped the little soft sphere, caught it with her foot, then with a hop tossed it to her other foot, kicked it up, caught it in her hand, and sat down again, laughing. 
 
    Rowe said, “Where do you think he went?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 – Petey Stresses Out 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LOS ANGELES 
 
      
 
    I mourned Gary. I mourned the loss of the possibility of sex with him. I grieved for the stupid fantasy I’d built up about our lives and children merging. In the interstices, thoughts of tiny Gabriella kept coming at me. I wondered whether the dress she wore in the studio portraits had been her favorite garment, or whether perhaps she preferred a pair of red corduroy overalls. Sometimes, reading tales of unimaginable violence in the newspapers, I decided Gabriella had been a lucky child—she merely went to sleep—forever—had not been raped, strangled, mutilated. Could never be. 
 
    When Jeff brought Petey home Sunday night, he acted all confrontational, which meant puffed chest, lowered lids—you know that smug thing?—and theories as to why the world is not a perfect place. 
 
    “You’re just a plain old traditional bad mother,” he informed me as Petey dashed to his bedroom to play with whatever the hell new game Jeff had bought him for his ScoreLad. “He seems afraid of something. Maybe it’s that fag you’ve got for a babysitter. And look at this neighborhood, huh? You call this safe?” 
 
    “Lay off Daniel. What the hell are you talking about?” Discreetly, I whiffed the air for tequila or petroleum. He seemed straight, but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “Those characters hanging around the park.” 
 
    “You mean the old guys?” 
 
    The elderly men who monopolized the picnic tables played checkers and cards for money and were supposed to be kingpins in the Russian mafia. People said so, but I didn’t think it was a problem. Petey would one day be old enough to go there by himself. The men never talked to any kids. Once in a while you’d see a couple of druggies sitting in the dirt, but they kept to themselves. 
 
    Jeff scuffed the edge of his Nike sneaker on the rug, leaving a dirty line. “Obviously you can’t even afford a decent apartment for my son, even with all the child support I pay. What happens to all my money, besides buying shitty furniture? Do you snort it up your nose?” 
 
    “Jeff, what?” 
 
    As I think I’ve mentioned, he was a high-level accountant (practically CFO!) for a fancy restaurant chain. So fancy, in fact, they don’t even call it anything so vulgar as a chain, no, they call it a collection of restaurants. 
 
    He just stood there, so I said, “Your income is great, Jeff. And I’m glad you pay your child support on time. But guess what? I’ve been getting a little work. We’re doing all right. Petey might be a little anxious right now,” I conceded, “but—” 
 
    “Unlike your work,” he interrupted, sarcastic air quotes around work, “my position with Continental Pavilions will keep paying me year in and year out. What’re you going to do when your commercial for Joe Blow’s Used Cars goes out of syndication? No, Rita”—he chuckled nastily—“you’re a total, perfect failure. And I think Petey needs counseling. I’m setting up a date for him with Harold Saxby.” 
 
    “Who’s Harold Saxby?” 
 
    “That just goes to show, doesn’t it?” he sneered. “Harold Saxby is the most prominent kids’ psychiatrist in L.A.” 
 
    There was something going on as dangerous as it was obvious: Jeff was laying serious groundwork to challenge our custody arrangement. I felt my spinal muscles tighten. I didn’t know what to say or do. He added that he was taking Petey to San Diego for the Spider-Man World Convention two weekends from now, “to give him something to look forward to. I’m trying to get him centered.” 
 
    Centered? That had to be girlfriend-speak. I said, “Oh, it sounds like a perfect venue for that.” I could imagine how nice and calming a superhero festival, with its jumbo-trons and trinket-hawkers and sugared beverages, would be for a four-year-old. 
 
    Jeff added some more nasty comments and took off. 
 
    Later, Petey slammed his pre-bedtime snack of warm pudding to the floor and yelled, “I hate you! Daddy never makes me go to bed!” 
 
    As mildly as possible, I said, “I’ll bet not.” 
 
    He jumped up and yanked the electrical cord of one of our new Swedish lamps, toppling it to the floor, where to my astonishment he stomped on it with all his might, cracking it to pieces, from papyrus-style shade to geometric anodized-looking base. 
 
    “Petey!” Shocked not by the loss of the lamp but by the deliberateness of the destruction, I pulled him to me. His flushed little face was so appallingly full of malice, I could not speak. As if determined to push me over the brink, he socked me in the stomach. His sharp fist felt like an ice pick going into me. 
 
    “We don’t hurt!” I roared. 
 
    Then I slapped him across the face. 
 
    I wish I could say I did it before I knew what I was doing, but that would be a lie. I meant to hurt him. My baby boy! 
 
    For a second he stood absolutely still, eyes wide, mouth slack. Then he took that first deep breath of anguish, and the world split when he began howling. And for the first time in his life when in tears, he ran away from me. He hid under his pillow and would not let me touch him for a long time. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I spent that long dreadful night sleepless, berating myself as only a guilt-ridden mother can. I could have given him a concussion. I could have killed him. I was a hypocrite. Jeff was right: I was a plain old traditional bad mother. If I killed myself, would it do any good? No, my punishment was living with this memory for the rest of my life. After Petey permitted me to tell him I’d done a terribly wrong thing, he fell asleep. I checked in on him and rechecked. His face, now, was that of the tenderest cherub Michelangelo ever painted. 
 
    I wanted Gary. I wanted the thought of Gary to soothe me, but it didn’t, couldn’t. 
 
    I tried to read Heaven’s Dose of Comfort, which one of my aunts had sent me for my birthday the year before, but not even that collection of heartwarming stories could ease my agony. 
 
    It’s hard not to make eye contact with yourself when you’re applying mascara, but Monday morning I found it can be done. 
 
    When I met with Eileen I asked her about a woman named Janet and a storage locker key. She shrugged and shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know anyone named Janet,” she said, meeting my eyes with the practiced, wide gaze we’d worked on in the lockup. 
 
    I did not feel comfortable with that. 
 
    Court came to order. During the brief moments I was able to get my mind off my horribleness, I watched the trial and brooded. 
 
    Eileen was doing well, doing the strategy we’d settled on, even adding her own touches. One gesture she’d perfected was what I called the high-duck shrug in which, in reaction to some dubious prosecutorial point, she’d shrug up her shoulders while simultaneously ducking her head, as if she’d been startled by a low-flying fruit bat. Then immediately she’d straighten and look at either Gary or me with a rueful quarter-smile. It was a wonderfully expressive move. 
 
    By now there wasn’t much more actual work for me to do with her; my holding cell visits had dropped off, and I acted mostly as her quiet support. We didn’t talk much. 
 
    I watched her and wondered. I wanted to find out more about Gabriella’s death on my own. I wanted to skulk around looking for clues, I wanted to talk tough to shady characters. I’d vary my route home every night out of boredom, and as I’d pass through the ickier sections of Sunset or Pico, I’d wonder like a yokel, would any of these shuffling dirty characters know something? Would one of them recognize that ball cap from the bushes? 
 
    More rumors were cropping up about the financial difficulties of Gemini Imports, and I had to speculate yet again about Padraig McGower. Looking at his suave figure in the courtroom, it suddenly struck me that he might have killed Gabriella, as a way of getting back at Richard Tenaway for his embezzlement, if Tenaway did indeed siphon resources from the company. That crazy Janet may have been right about that, who knew? 
 
    It was possible McGower did it, or paid for it to be done. Yet he simply did not give off the creepy vibe you’d expect. If he had done it, that proved McGower knew Tenaway was alive somewhere, waiting for...what? Maybe nothing. Maybe he’d gotten away with everything. Except there were the life insurance millions, controlled by Eileen. I just couldn’t rationalize McGower putting himself at risk for the sake of vengeance. 
 
    “Maybe,” I suggested to Gary during a recess, “McGower’s just pretending to be supportive of Eileen. Why would he want to help her?” 
 
    “Goodness of his heart,” muttered Gary, reading a deposition on his laptop. We’d remained at the defense table as everybody else went to the bathroom or whatever. Eileen had been taken backstage to use the facilities in the lockup. It was the seventh week of the trial and it had begun to seem that we’d all be doing this forever, breaking only to get fitted for dentures and hearing aids and so on. 
 
    “Maybe,” I persisted, “she’s promised him some helpful information.” 
 
    He looked up and sighed. “And maybe a fleet of swans is about to carry this courthouse to a serene mountaintop.” His eyes were tired. 
 
    It was a beautiful image, but all I said was, “Never mind.” I wondered if right now George Rowe might be grappling with Richard Tenaway on some serene mountaintop. 
 
    “Look,” Gary said, “I have a little job for you.” 
 
    I defensively thought, Well, I am doing a job already, unless you’ve forgotten. 
 
    He said, “I want you to rent a house for Eileen in case she gets acquitted. The prosecution’s about to wrap up, and I really don’t think I’m going to belabor our defense. So it won’t be long, one way or the other. I have my plans, and I feel quite confident. Take the rest of the day.” 
 
    “What about her own house?” 
 
    “The press’ll be there like lice. She’ll be better off with a quiet place to decompress for a while. Find a place up a canyon somewhere. Or up the coast, but not too far. Private. Big. She can afford it. Sign a six-month lease. I’ll write you a check.” He went back to reading. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    When money is no object, things can happen so fast. In two phone calls I’d found a high-end rental agent with a good reputation, and before night fell I’d seen four houses and shaken hands on one: a posh Mission-style place up Topanga Canyon with a heart-stopping view of the Pacific, five secluded acres of gardens, and a pool with a high dive, all for only seven thousand a month. I brushed my hands on my skirt as I walked back to the agent’s Bentley, thinking, There now, that’s how you do business around here! Throw somebody else’s money around! 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Tracy Beck-Rubin began her summation on Thursday of that week, wearing her freshly pressed navy blue suit and, startlingly, a brand-new pair of navy Naturalizers. Puttin’ on the dog there, Trace. 
 
    I felt like lead inside, still so dark and heavy about Petey, who had awakened talking of the upcoming Spider-Man convention. Jeff was trying to turn him against me, clearly. What the hell could I do about it? Stick it out all nicey-nice until the kid’s eighteen? 
 
    I thought it was telling that Beck-Rubin spent so much time belittling the evidence she expected the defense to highlight: the forced lock, the Starbucks cup with a cigarette stubbed out in the dregs, the hat in the bushes—“nothing, really,” said she. “What we do have is evidence that the night this innocent child was murdered in her bedroom, the defendant staged it all after the fact. It’s been done before.” 
 
    Innocent child was murdered. 
 
    Child was murdered. 
 
    Bedroom. 
 
    The Starbucks cup. 
 
    The Starbucks cup. 
 
    Something stirred deep within my medulla oblongata. 
 
    Wham! went my brain cells. Slam! went my gut as I remembered the Starbucks cup and cigarette butts in Petey’s room the night Daniel’s show got canceled. Dear God! 
 
    At that instant I knew that the night Gabriella Tenaway died, evidence of an intruder had indeed been planted—but not by Eileen. And certainly not by Padraig McGower. No, this one had a woman’s touch all over it—a psychopathic woman’s touch. 
 
    I don’t know if I muttered anything to Gary; my heart was thundering out of my chest. I leaped from the defense table and tore out of the courtroom. I heard a shout behind me, but panic drove me and there was no pausing. 
 
    I don’t remember starting my car, gunning it out of the underground garage, and flooring it up the 405. I don’t remember anything until I pulled up at the preschool and stampeded to Petey’s classroom. 
 
    Where is he? Where is my boy? 
 
    There in the corner! He was mixing paint in a bean can, clutching a stained brush, gazing dreamily at a sheet of white poster paper the teacher had just clipped to his easel. 
 
    As I snatched him into my arms, startling the living hell out of him, I saw that the paint was a gorgeous, beautiful, wonderful, perfect shade of summer green, and as it flew out of the can and splashed down Petey’s blue sweatshirt and soaked into my toffee-brown suit jacket, it looked absolutely lovely. 
 
    “Wow!” he said. “Mommy!” 
 
    After making a nonsensical explanation to the teacher, I calmed down, stripped off Petey’s sweatshirt (thankful I’d put a T-shirt on him as well), returned him to the peaceful sheepfold of the classroom, dabbed my suit with a paper towel, and called Daniel on my cell phone from the school steps. 
 
    “Did anyone ever,” I asked, “come into the apartment while you were babysitting?” 
 
    He thought for a moment. 
 
    “Ever?” I pressed. 
 
    I heard his exercise video in the background. He owned the entire Hurts So Good series by that famous former POW, what’s his name? The guy who makes guys feel like they’re really in the army while they’re trying to do their hundredth push-up. “Again, you pussy! And again! And—” 
 
    “Just a sec,” said my friend, and the video went mute. “No, nobody ever came by. I mean, I never had any company over, if that’s what you’re wondering. Why?” 
 
    My throat eased. “OK. Good. I’m kind of embarrassed to tell you this, but I just made a fool of—” 
 
    “Oh, wait a minute, Rita, I mean nobody came over except that one night when the super stopped in.” 
 
    “The super? You mean the property manager? When was that?” A bird cheeped weakly in a bush next to the school steps. I glanced over. A baby had fallen—or been pushed—from a mud-daub nest beneath the eaves. Tiny and fuzzy, it was sitting on the ground uttering painful rapid cries. From the stone ledge two stories above, an adult swallow looked on in distress. The baby beat its beensy wings and rocked from side to side. 
 
    “Let’s see,” said Daniel. “It was the night my show got canceled. I was so busy feeling sorry for myself I guess I forgot to mention it.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, what was that about?” 
 
    “She said she was the building supervisor, and she wanted to check the security light outside Petey’s room, where the fire escape is. We chatted for a few minutes about acting and so on. She tested the light, it was fine, and she left.” 
 
    “She?” With sickening slowness, my heart grew cold. “My building manager is a guy. Did she introduce herself?” 
 
    “Well, maybe it was his wife or something. Funny, I don’t think she ever said her name.” 
 
    “Was she black?” 
 
    “No, she was white.” 
 
    “My building manager and his wife are black,” I said grimly. “Was she holding a Starbucks cup when she came in, by any chance?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “Was she smoking?” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Daniel, what?” 
 
    His voice took on his abashed confessional tone, which usually I found charming. “To be honest, Rita, she and I had a cigarette on the fire escape. She offered me one, and I thought what the hell. I know you asked me not—” 
 
    “Did you use the coffee cup for an ashtray?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. I must have—” 
 
    “Left it on the windowsill.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, God, Daniel.” 
 
    “If my littering was such a big deal, how come you didn’t mention it before?” 
 
    I didn’t answer, but made him describe the “super.” As his voice projected her face, hair, and mannerisms, a picture coalesced on my mental movie screen of the only person it could possibly be: Janet. I tried to remember the pack of cigarettes that sat before her on the table at the Starbucks on Santa Monica. The butt left in the cup at Eileen’s house was Benson & Hedges. When I asked Daniel if he could remember the brand the super offered him, he said, “I think it was Benson & Hedges.” 
 
    “Did she say something like, ‘I myself’ am this or that?” 
 
    “Yeah! She used that exact expression.” 
 
    “How about jewelry?” 
 
    “Well, she had these gigantic rhinestone earrings that looked like they were from my mom’s dress-up box.” 
 
    “Could they have been topazes? Or were they green? Emeralds?” 
 
    “They were amber-colored, I think. Plus she had this flashy faux-emerald pendant that was just too much.” 
 
    “How did you know it was faux?” 
 
    “I don’t know, you just don’t wear real jewels like that to your job in an apartment house.” 
 
    I made him promise to be extra-careful about Petey, our angelic little bastard. “Be sure to get there before school ends every day, OK?” 
 
    “I promise. But Rita, what’s this all about?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you soon. Just be careful with him.” 
 
    “Relax. Who’s going to mess with me?” 
 
    I looked up at the empty nest again. There was no way I could reach it to return the baby to it. As I stood watching the baby bird, it moved. With a burst of energy, it skittered into the bushes and was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 – Blind Date 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I reached Gary on his cell he was driving to the office after court. I explained my sudden exit from the courtroom. 
 
    He listened, then simply said, “That is a little strange. Well, be careful. This will all be over soon.” 
 
    I stared into the lightwell. “That’s all I get?” I asked plaintively. “‘Be careful’?” 
 
    “Rita, what do you want from me?” Gary’s voice was tired. “I’m trying to marshal my energy here. What I need is a goddamned night off from all this. Clear my mind. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry.” Then a brilliant idea occurred to me. “Come to my apartment tonight for dinner. I’ll fix my Gramma Gladys’s meatloaf. And—and—I have a friend I think you’ll enjoy meeting.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We’ll forbid talk of work. We’ll forbid worrying. We’ll have some wine. Come on, what say?” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “Gary, he’s cute.” 
 
    “Rita! Are you trying to fix me up?” 
 
    “Hell yes!” 
 
    “Well...all right!” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Daniel was, to my surprise, quite torn at the prospect of a blind semi-date with someone of my choosing. 
 
    “I totally trust your judgment,” he said fervently, “but I’ve just been so burned lately.” 
 
    I was scurrying around my apartment with the phone to my ear, doing the one-handed tidying dance. “It’s just for fun,” I told him. “Don’t get too keyed up. But he is wonderful. I met him not long ago, and I’m embarrassed to say I fell for him until—” 
 
    “Oh, Rita, you didn’t.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t have gaydar.” I swept my dust cloth along the bookshelf, swagging it in and out along the book spines. 
 
    Daniel said, “But you do, at least you have it better than any straight person I know.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m turning into a fag hag.” 
 
    “Hm. I don’t think so. You’re not old enough yet. If you hit menopause before you get married again, I’d start to worry, but—” 
 
    “Do not even speak it. Hey, remember when you were telling me about your ideal guy? This one qualifies. He’s handsome—though you’re handsomer—smart, mature, accomplished—” 
 
    “So how come he’s not claimed already?” 
 
    “Well—I’d say he’d be the best person to answer that.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    Whew. Hotfooted it through that one. I flicked a dead fly off a windowsill. Daniel still seemed undecided, so I briefly changed the subject. “Hey, I bought a new cartridge for the kitchen faucet. I’ll try to put it in this weekend so that drip’ll stop. But being a guy, do you think I’ll need any special tools? Because—” 
 
    “The only tool you need is a phone. Call a plumber. Or the landlord, for God’s sake.” 
 
    Daniel believed one hundred percent in summoning experts. “He’s out of town,” I said. “But I like doing things myself. Or trying, anyway.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the key phrase, isn’t it: or trying. Listen to me. Never do for yourself anything you can pay a professional to do. It’s always cheaper in the long run. You’ll try to fix it and screw it up and have to call somebody to come and fix not only the original problem, but the new problems you’ve caused.” 
 
    I said, “I’ll call a plumber if you’ll come over for dinner.” 
 
    He made a sound as if he’d just had a boil lanced. “All right. All right. Do you think I should wear my cashmere T-shirt, the periwinkle one?” 
 
    “Absolutely. You look gorgeous in it. And not too much hair gel.” 
 
    “Rita, I know how to do my hair.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I bribed Petey with McDonald’s and unlimited Spider-Man on his ScoreLad until bedtime, which I moved up to seven-thirty, by which time his little peepers were so tired they rolled shut like doll eyes. I made sure his window was locked tight. 
 
    I lit some candles and chilled a good bottle of Chardonnay to go with the crab dip, and stationed the Cabernet on the counter for use with the meatloaf. Gramma Gladys really did know how to make a great meatloaf—moist but firm, no ketchup, plenty of onions. 
 
    I’m not that much of a chef, if you haven’t noticed. I love good food, but I never learned to cook as well as I wanted. I never got that knack where you look in the cupboard, see what’s there, and throw a few things together with that indefinable cooking intelligence some people have. So I generally follow recipes. My older sister has that cooking intelligence. I could live on nuts and chocolate and red wine. 
 
    When Gary walked through the door and saw Daniel, they both stopped in mid-“Hi.” Their faces looked like they’d hit cold air. Frozen, stunned. 
 
    They stared at each other. I didn’t know what to do. 
 
    Finally Gary opened his mouth. Slowly, he said, “Whiskers on kittens.” 
 
    “Schnitzel with noodles!” exclaimed Daniel. 
 
    “Huh?” I said. 
 
    They looked at me. Daniel burst out laughing. For a few horrible seconds I couldn’t tell if it was real or fake, like one of those nauseating sitcom moments when one person starts laughing and then everybody joins in. 
 
    But he kept laughing, delightedly, and then Gary laughed too. “Heh-heh ha!” 
 
    “Guys, please. What have I just done?” 
 
    They ignored me. Daniel, smiling wide as a river, opened his arms, and Gary practically fell into them, still laughing. 
 
    There was a what-the-hell feeling in the air. 
 
    Whiskers on kittens. 
 
    Schnitzel with noodles. 
 
    Even I finally figured out the unbelievable. “Oh, don’t tell me.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Gary said, wiping his eyes. “We met at Sing-a-long-a Sound of Music.” 
 
    “In San Francisco,” added Daniel. “Castro Theater. Popcorn line.” 
 
    Gary said, “He wore little whiskers under his nose, that was all. Simple. Eloquent.” 
 
    My God, they were kindred Rodgers and Hammerstein buffs. I’d known it of Daniel, but only at this instant did I realize Gary was one too. Suddenly I remembered little moments when he’d quoted bits of lyrics—from The King and I, South Pacific, Carousel. I’d gotten used to discovering unexpected connections between people in L.A.—it’s a much smaller town than people think—but this was extreme. 
 
    As they broke their semi clinch, “How,” I asked, “did Gary make himself look like schnitzel with noodles?” 
 
    Daniel looked at me kindly. “Sometimes it’s best not to learn certain details.” Then he stepped back, hands on hips, and said, “I’ve known for a long time where you’ve been going every day, but never, like a dummy, did I connect it with Gary. I thought you were doing something else at the courthouse.” 
 
    “How did you know I was going there?” 
 
    “I followed you a couple of times. To the jail too. But I never saw you two together. I always lost sight of you going into the parking garage, and I never followed because I didn’t want to be too obtrusive.” 
 
    “Well—now you know.” 
 
    Daniel laughed incredulously. “Know what? You’re working for Gary, right? But what the hell are you doing—giving Eileen Tenaway tips on how to snow the jury?” 
 
    I looked at Gary, who said, “Um, yes.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Gary said, “I can explain it to you.” 
 
    I withdrew to open wine. Whatever was about to happen, I wasn’t going to make us all face it stone sober. From the quiet of the kitchen I heard Gary say, “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Softly, Daniel said, “I couldn’t wait for you. You know?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ve regretted it.” 
 
    “So have I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 – Nuts With Tips 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Joshua Tree again, Sally?” A woman in a kimono robe and tinfoil pincurls peeked from behind her apartment door. Her skin sagged, but her face was kind. “I see you got a new backpack.” 
 
    “Yes, I was about to call and let you know,” said her neighbor. “I’m leaving tonight. I’ll be back in a week, I think.” 
 
    It was now Wednesday of the Tenaway trial’s eighth week, and Gary Kwan had that morning launched into the case for Eileen Tenaway’s defense, sparking a new surge of press coverage. The woman named Sally carried a newspaper with Gary’s picture on it. 
 
    The other woman said, “Well, it’s getting dark now. You going soon?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Sally Jacubiak, a slightly built young woman with eyes that took a little longer to focus than most people’s, needed the desert. Her nerves were shot, just shot. She closed the door to her apartment, a gummy little place in a building on Crenshaw Avenue south of Olympic. If you opened the window for one second, oily black traffic dirt would settle on everything. One good thing the landlord had done was install tough security doors on every apartment last summer. There hadn’t been a break-in since. She threw down the paper and her sunglasses. 
 
    Sally wore her chestnut hair in a Ukrainian-style braid pinned around her head like a crown, and it was very becoming. Though her mother found many things to criticize about her, the hair was not one of them. “Our women know da best way to wear hair,” her mother would assert in her guttural accent. “Wedder they have a job or not.” 
 
    Well, that was a fact: Sally was unemployed. She received disability payments because her shrink had convinced the state she couldn’t work. She thought she would like to work, and she tried to attract job offers by sewing small magnets into her clothing and sometimes interweaving dried herbs into her braids, but no job ever materialized. Couldn’t was such a subjective term, she thought. There were plenty of things she could do, certainly, but none of them happened to bring her any income. 
 
    After she’d filled her new pack with her stuff and tried it on, Sally Jacubiak changed into her hiking shoes, placed the pack next to the door, set her keys on it, and turned to look at the telephone in her dining nook. She glanced apprehensively at the door, then made a decision. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Mark Sharma gazed at his increasingly portly, full-length reflection in the night windows of Gary’s office and asked briskly, “And your conclusion, Doctor?” 
 
    He shifted his weight, stepping one foot dynamically forward. He hooked a thumb into his belt loop, flipping his suit coat open in an assertive, comfortable gesture. “Please tell the jury exactly how your analysis showed the DNA from the ball cap came from a possible sex offender.” 
 
    Gary had launched the case for the defense brilliantly today, and in one or two days’ time, Sharma would be handling their witnesses on physical evidence. 
 
    Mark became aware of a phone ringing. Irritated, he ignored it, but it rang on. He strode to Gary’s desk. “Yes?” he said into the receiver, Gary-style. 
 
    “Um,” said a tense female voice. “I thought I’d get a machine. I wanted to leave a message for Gary Kwan.” 
 
    Something in her voice, an extraordinary urgency, made Mark Sharma hesitate. On a hunch, he said, “This is Gary.” 
 
    “Oh!” said the voice. “Well, I just want to tell you something that’s been, uh, well, I’m not supposed to—” 
 
    “Just tell me,” Mark interrupted. 
 
    “That little girl, Mr. Kwan? Her mother didn’t kill her. I think.” Sharma inhaled slowly and deeply. He grabbed a pen and wrote the number showing on caller ID on a pad of sticky notes. “You mean Gabriella Tenaway? What do you know about it?” he asked. “Norah Mintz knows something about it.” 
 
    “Norah Mintz!” 
 
    “Gabriella’s aunt. You know? She’s been, uh, quote-unquote missing.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Mark, his midsection tense with excitement. “You’ve talked to her?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s my friend.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “At the moment I don’t know.” 
 
    “Why do you think she knows something about this case?” 
 
    “She herself told me. We were watching TV and the trial came on the news. She said, ‘That kid was a brat, but her mother didn’t kill her.’” 
 
    Mark Sharma’s eyes narrowed. “Have you called the police?” Sally Jacubiak snorted. “They wouldn’t be interested. I’m not stupid, you know. The police never like to be wrong. They come after you.” 
 
    Hearing the instability in her voice, Sharma agreed, “Good point.” 
 
    “Mr. Kwan, I knew you’d be the best person to tell this information to. See, I once had a dog I rescued from a homeless situation.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “So you can see I feel strongly about injustice.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” 
 
    “I’m taking my life in my hands telling you this.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Norah used to be my housemate. She went away for a while, she never said where. I felt that rejection. I felt it terribly. I think she went with a man. She had boyfriends heck to breakfast.” 
 
    “But now she’s come back?” 
 
    “Just for a little while. I said she could room with me for a little while. I got a smaller place. I said why don’t you get in touch with your sister, and she said no way. She made me promise not to tell anyone she’s here. She went out, but she’ll be back any—” 
 
    “Where are you?” asked the young lawyer. 
 
    “Look, just talk to her. But Mr. Kwan, be careful.” The caller gave a number. “That’s her cell phone. It’s the best way to—” Mark Sharma heard a click. “Hello?” he said. “Hello.” He replaced the receiver. 
 
    Sweating, he began to calculate. 
 
    The information he had just received was astonishing, case-cracking, career-making. 
 
    If it was true. 
 
    For he had learned from Gary to be skeptical about anonymous tips in cases like this. Most nuts with tips were merely nuts. But this nut, he sensed, was special. If he could run this one down himself and prove something, Gary would have no choice but to— 
 
    He heard the ca-chick of the outer door. He thrust the note pad into his pocket, leaped away from Gary’s desk, and fell to his hands and knees. As Gary came in, Mark Sharma looked up and smiled, like a puppy caught chewing a slipper. 
 
    “Just stretching my back,” he said. “How was the play?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the floor in your office?” Gary asked, throwing his keys on his desk. 
 
    Sharma kept smiling. “The floor is harder in there.” 
 
    Gary said, “Huh?” 
 
    “How was the play?” Sharma asked again, getting to his feet. 
 
    “Oh, she was great in it.” Gary pulled out his swivel chair. “She played a daffodil.” 
 
    “She must have been very cute,” Sharma said enthusiastically. “The best daffodil!” He flipped back his hair with the fingers of one hand and subtly adjusted his crotch with the other. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I’d put Petey to bed and was drinking a glass of wine and cracking a few almonds in the gear teeth of my Le Cork Weasel when Daniel dropped in. He stood in my doorway, his arms stretched wide around an outer-space frenzy of dahlias, their bright blossoms bobbing like planetoids around the happy sun of his face. “Another small token of my thanks.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” I protested. He’d been showering me with gifts since that meatloaf dinner last week. 
 
    He helped me arrange the flowers in my two biggest vases, chattering all the while about how totally wondrous Gary was. They’d met for coffee once since that night, and I gathered it had gone well. 
 
    “I think you guys might have a future,” I commented. 
 
    “Yeah, but ’midst the ointment of my happiness ’tis a fly,” Daniel said, pulling out a dry stem. He was taking a Shakespeare refresher at Karen Bell’s acting studio. 
 
    “Oh, hell, their marriage has been dead for years.” 
 
    “But the little girl. Jade.” 
 
    I tried to take the positive. “Look, Daniel, for all you know Jacqueline’s a heroin addict and Gary will get custody and you’ll all live happily ever after. You love kids—you’ll love Jade. She’s like Gary with slightly less testosterone.” 
 
    The phone rang and I let my machine get it. Jeff’s voice, honking and drunk, spewed into the digital recorder. 
 
    “Hey, bitch, better line up your lawyer. And give your precious little boy a hug, because pretty soon—” 
 
    Daniel covered the speaker with his hand. “That bastard. Not even worth listening to.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Gary glanced at the papers on his desk. “Where’s that DNA comparison of the sex offenders and the ball cap?” 
 
    “I—it’s almost finished.” Sharma dropped his eyes. 
 
    “Mark, what?” Gary stared, hands open. “It’s eight-thirty. What’ve you been doing? I’m tired. I want to go over that. We need it tomorrow.” 
 
    Sharma turned. “I’ll finish it right now. I’m sorry. It won’t take long.” 
 
    “Sorry? Sorry? In the middle of a trial like this?” Gary did not bother to hide his contempt. “Get out of here.” 
 
    This was a shock. “But don’t you want me to—” 
 
    “No. Just give me your notes and go home. Give me what you’ve done so far.” 
 
    The junior lawyer stumbled from the office and returned with two pages of handwritten notes. 
 
    “This is it?” Gary scanned the pages. “This is all you’ve got?” The ice in his voice changed to heat. “God damn it! I take one night off last week and two hours tonight to go to my daughter’s play, and you drop your whole fish box!” Something, perhaps, his father used to say. “Steve gave me his analysis on final strategy this morning! Lisa took care of the PowerPoint by six-thirty tonight! Why can’t you handle a simple fucking assignment? I have other things I need to do! I’m trying to figure out...my life.” 
 
    “What?” said Sharma. 
 
    “Never mind. You’ve blown it, Mark.” 
 
    Sharma squeezed his eyes shut and wished to cover his ears. He ventured, “There was another anonymous call—” 
 
    “Shut up! I thought you had balls. Go.” 
 
    Sharma backed to the door. “See you...in the morning?” he nearly whimpered. 
 
    “Yeah, one of us ought to get some sleep.” Gary turned away. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Mark Sharma trudged down the corridor. He punched the elevator button. All he wanted was to get outside, to breathe the night city air. Anything to get away from the toxicity of Gary’s insults. 
 
    Why are the elevators so damn slow in this building? 
 
    He was angrier than he’d ever been, angrier even than when the president of his condominium association had accused him, in front of twenty-seven people at the annual meeting, of throwing garbage into the recycling bin. 
 
    As the elevator doors opened, he saw himself in a mirrored panel: chubby cheeks, wiry black hair flopping into his eyes. What a ridiculous haircut! Only a fool would wear a haircut like that. 
 
    He rode down to the lobby. The nights he’d sweated and worked over this trial! And here was one time—one time!—when he’d relaxed. He’d taken Gary’s esteem for granted. But there never had been any esteem, he saw now. 
 
    What a fraud Gary had been, all along. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Listening to Jeff’s muffled obscenities on my machine, I couldn’t help crying with frustration and anxiety. After a few long minutes of raving, he hung up. Daniel encircled me with his arm. I felt his strong muscles and smelled his warmth through his linen guayabera. Why must so many gay guys be so damn perfect? 
 
    The phone rang again immediately, and we looked at it as if it were a snake. But when I heard Gary’s voice I picked up. 
 
    “I hate to ask you this,” he said, “but is there any way you can come to the office and help me finish Mark’s work for him?” I could hear his fatigue. 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “I’ll give you the day off tomorrow. If I do it alone, it’ll be an all-nighter. I can’t reach Steve or Lisa.” 
 
    “What happened to Mark?” 
 
    “I fired him for the night.” 
 
    I looked a question at Daniel. He nodded. 
 
    Smiling, I said into the receiver, “Luckily for you, Daniel just stopped over with a third of a ton of flowers, and he says he can stay with Petey. So hey, I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Rita...” Gary said, then paused. “Let me talk to Daniel for a second.” 
 
    Daniel took the phone and listened. 
 
    “I love you too,” said my friend gently, tears filling his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 – Suite 7A 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Mark Sharma approached the glass lobby doors a woman rushed up from the night outside. She wore sunglasses and a melon-green T-shirt. Her mouth was frantic, as if she were talking to herself. 
 
    He pushed open the door. 
 
    She almost collided with him, but he stood firm in the doorway, sizing up this little situation. 
 
    “Is this Gary Kwan’s office?” she said in a cold fast voice. 
 
    This was not an occasion to be rushed through. 
 
    Her tight shirt drew his eye to her breasts. He noticed drops of blood on the green fabric. The blood almost appeared to be a red decoration, a pattern. But it was a spatter of blood, yes, there at her breast line, and what’s more there was a smudge of blood on her bare arm. The woman carried a shoulder bag; one hand was hidden in it. 
 
    “I have to see Mr. Kwan,” she said. 
 
    Sharma looked into her eyes, but her sunglasses were in the way. 
 
    As if she were joining him in an act of rare honesty, she removed the glasses. 
 
    The moment was very brief. 
 
    He saw fury and humiliation in her eyes, and he knew his own eyes showed the same. For one moment, with someone—a woman!—he felt perfect harmony. 
 
    He knew exactly who she was and what she had come for. 
 
    And it was as if lightning struck and split the core of him. He felt charged with destructive energy, and he was no longer the same old Mark Sharma. He was exceptionally alive. He stepped into the street and held the self-locking door open for her. 
 
    “Suite 7A,” he said. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Los Angeles is a funny place, I mused as I drove down Santa Monica, then veered right on Wilshire. From high in an airplane, the city is an untidy mottled blot spilling from the desert and the mountains all the way to the sea, indeed reaching out into the sea with fingers of piers, breakwalls, and, down at Long Beach, the monstrous wharves. 
 
    Then, closer, say if you are looking down on the city from one of the stone parapets of the Getty, or from a deck in the Hollywood Hills, the whole thing appears much more orderly, like a circuit board. The buildings line up neatly by the block, their pediments toe the level concrete. You see the crisp squares of parking lots, the clean recognizable shapes of the downtown skyline and the arenas. Cars and trucks flow like electrons along the neural gridded pathways. 
 
    But up close again, at street level yourself, how narrow and nasty the avenues feel when you are merely trying to maintain the speed limit. You see and smell the garbage cans, you hear the jarring sounds of millions of lives meshing, clashing—the chock-a-block storefronts—Chaldean cell phone shop by Haitian fruit market by Colombian taco stand. 
 
    The crosstown boulevards make their motley journeys from the stink and grandeur of downtown through the cheap gauntlet of low-end Hollywood, then the out-of-body luxe of Beverly Hills, out through the quieter wealth of the farther west side, to Santa Monica’s theme-park shopping streets, then, well, there’s nothing more but the astonishing beach underlining the ocean with its painted ships and Hawaii just over there. 
 
    I let myself into the building with the keycard Gary had given me. A few other tenants were up late; from outside I’d seen a spattering of lights around the different floors. 
 
    When I walked into the outer office of Kwan & Associates I always felt so excellent: glad to be doing something important, glad to be needed. Plus being with Gary always settled my nerves. 
 
    As I passed Lisa Feltenberger’s deserted desk, I smelled an odor I wasn’t expecting, thus I did not identify it consciously. 
 
    But my subconscious knew what it was. 
 
    Too, the place was silent, completely silent. Although the door to his office was standing open and his light was on, I heard no squeak from Gary’s chair as he habitually rolled it back and forth in a three-inch pattern on the rug. I heard no throat-clearing, no finger-drumming, no paper-rustling. 
 
    I stood at the door for a moment, cherishing the world as it was. Then I walked in. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Gary lay on his side halfway between his desk and the door. A huge ghastly smear of blood trailed from him to a place next to his desk. 
 
    Blood pooled in the rug under and around him, a pool of it, it appeared to have depth, that was the most horrifying thing, the pool of blood was not a flat spill but a pool, and even though I knew he was dead, I went to him, fell to my knees, and turned his face up. 
 
    My throat closed. 
 
    He was not cold yet, but he was no longer warm either. His eyes were open and his expression was a mix of bafflement and regret, as if he had spent himself trying to remain alive, then had met death with some measure of acceptance. 
 
    Somehow, a bluebottle fly had materialized—from thin air, it had to be, since I had never seen a bluebottle fly in that building, ever. It buzzed up from Gary’s nose when I turned his head. 
 
    I remember the fly, but I don’t remember recoiling. 
 
    The eternal message of the universe: this beautiful fit body was nothing but food for decay now. How quickly they work, the agents of rot, drawn by the rich powerful smell of blood. The smell filled the room, and I supposed more flies were on their way, hoping to lay eggs and have kids. 
 
    Gary’s pale blue shirt was cruelly soaked with blood, dark red like a howl from hell, much of it having originated, it seemed, from his upper belly. 
 
    A numbness I had never felt before came over me, my whole body from spine out to skin, and I rose and stepped to his desk. I read what he had written on his legal pad—a to-do list for the rest of his life: 
 
      
 
    Tell Jacqueline—ask for understanding. 
 
    Give her everything—start over if I have to. 
 
    Be best dad to Jade. 
 
    Show him I love him. 
 
    Let the chips fall. 
 
      
 
    Somehow my heart was able to ache within its ache. I considered taking the pad away with me or hiding it somewhere in another office, but I saw a dot of blood on it, and left it alone. The chips would fall. 
 
    Poor Jacqueline, unless she did this. Poor little Jade. Poor Daniel. 
 
    It didn’t enter my mind that the assailant or assailants might still be around. I felt totally, thoroughly, alone. 
 
    I walked to the outer office not feeling my legs under me. Lisa Feltenberger’s desk. Her telephone. 911. “I need the police. A man is dead. I believe he’s been murdered,” I began, then followed the dispatcher’s prompts. 
 
    “OK, stay where you are,” she said to conclude our conversation. “And don’t make any other calls on this phone.” 
 
    I took out my cell phone and called Daniel. 
 
    I told him. 
 
    “No, Rita,” he said, his voice small and brittle. 
 
    “It’s true. He’s lying in there bloody. Dead.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, give him CPR! You don’t know he’s dead! Go do it!” 
 
    “Daniel. Listen to me. Gary is dead. He is cold and dead and the flies are already coming.” 
 
    I heard a groan of primal anguish, then another. 
 
    Lisa Feltenberger’s desktop was very neat. Her pen mug said PARALEGALS DO IT WITH ALACRITY. 
 
    “Daniel,” I said quietly, “I need you.” 
 
    He managed to gather himself. “They’ll be there in a minute,” he said, his voice trembling. “What happened?” 
 
    “Daniel, I don’t know!” 
 
    “Who was there?” 
 
    “Well, Mark Sharma, that other lawyer on the team. I guess they’d had an argument. But by the time Gary called me, Mark had gone home, I thought. It had to be someone with access to this building. The security guy locks the doors at six when he goes home. Or the person was already in the building.” 
 
    “All right, don’t speculate to the police. You could be their first suspect, you know, since you discovered the—scene. Be careful what you say.” 
 
    I looked down at my hands. I hadn’t gotten any blood on them. I looked at my knees, but I must have instinctively avoided plopping down in Gary’s pond of blood. I was clean, I thought. Clean. What does that word mean, anyway? 
 
    Daniel’s voice now was expressionless from the shock, yet he had gone into some kind of hyperfunctioning mode, as somehow I had done. “Rita, listen. Don’t say too much.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I should go down and let them in.” 
 
    “Wait. Can you check the phone log right now? You guys have phone log software, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. Why?” 
 
    “He just called you. Your number will show up.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that? Even if I wanted to hide it, I don’t think I can erase numbers, so—” 
 
    “I want to know if any other calls came in.” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “Just look. Can you look?” 
 
    I went to the cubicle Gary had assigned me, where I’d spent hardly any time. I turned the PC on and clicked on the phone log icon. The day’s numbers popped up on a white-and-blue screen. Above my number, which Gary had called at 8:46 p.m., I saw Gary’s home number, then three other numbers I didn’t recognize. Mine had been the last one. 
 
    “Read them to me,” said Daniel. 
 
    I did. 
 
    “But Daniel, why?” 
 
    “I’m good friends with our technical consultant—former technical consultant—and—” 
 
    “You mean from the show? Abilene Cop Shop?” 
 
    “Maybe it sounds silly to you. But he’s a cop himself, and the stories he’s told me about how things can go wrong when the police get there and find it’s a VIP! They lose their minds. I want to protect you. He told me if anything heavy ever goes down to call him.” 
 
    “Well, for God’s sake, don’t! I don’t want a—” 
 
    “Rita, listen to me. Relax. Breathe. You’ve got to compartmentalize your emotions now. Put your shock in a box. Put your grief in a box. You’ll open them up when the time is right. There’s too much going on now. Too much danger. Hear me? Danger for you and for Petey. Your boy needs you, OK? I need you. Do you hear me? Whoever did this will not get away with it. I promise you. Now go down and meet the police. Do not call his wife. Do not talk to reporters. They’ll be there, you know, they have police scanners. Call me again as soon as you can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 – The Show Must Go On 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I remember things in shards. 
 
    The police asked me many questions, but not much about myself except what was on my driver’s license. I told them I was a paralegal, but that was the only lie I told that night. 
 
    The place filled up with cop-vibes, all these cops with their gun belts and forearms and black tactical shoes. 
 
    Detectives came in and looked carefully at what Gary had written on the yellow pad, and I realized they were going to treat that list as something of a Rosetta Stone. They stood talking to each other in neat sport coats of maroon and navy hopsack. 
 
    Fine, I thought. Maybe that’s exactly what it is. 
 
    It appeared Gary had been stabbed to death. “Looks like he put up some resistance,” a skinny-faced younger cop, high on the sight of a dead man, had said out loud in the corridor, “but the first strike incapacitated him to a large extent.” He was addressing his boss, the detective who would interview me in a minute. “I bet it was a surprise to him.” 
 
    I saw the eager servility in his face and thought, Boy, the beat goes on. 
 
    The detective shifted his weight toward the younger cop and said, “Be quiet.” 
 
    When a parent dies, the children cling together even if they’d fought like dingoes before. So it was with Mark Sharma and me. Not that we’d been overtly hostile, but there had been a lack of warmth, that’s for sure. He arrived about fifteen minutes after the police. A reporter had called him; Daniel had been right about that. We locked eyes and made a silent pact to talk later. 
 
    Up until tonight I’d thought he was a cute little thing, a guy who, if he’d been born American with big American muscles, would have excelled at college football then gone into industrial sales, where his commissions would be big enough to support a family and a country club lifestyle. I could see him hitting a four-iron or something to the green at Riviera. 
 
    I thought he lived to serve his master and role model, the gold-plated legal genius of L.A., but when I saw his face come through the door I realized he’d been a python all along. His lips were narrow and tight around his jaw. He moved smoothly and with more reptilian authority than I’d have thought possible. Even so, I felt relief. He would not have come if he were still somewhere washing off blood. 
 
    Insofar as the cops permitted him to, he took charge, organizing things in the corridor, thinking of logistics, thinking ahead. The police questioned each of us separately, around the corner and far down the next corridor. The detective who questioned me was bald with a sparse mustache and deep-sunken eyes, and he showed neither friendliness nor hostility. He jotted notes as I recalled the events of my evening. 
 
    Then he said, “Haven’t I seen you somewhere?” 
 
    I looked at him with my full open face. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you before.” 
 
    When a cop says that to you, you go pale even if you haven’t murdered anybody. 
 
    “Maybe so; I don’t remember,” I said. “Where?” 
 
    He wiggled his pen. His nostrils flared. “The library! You were telling a story to the kids at the library downtown!” 
 
    I smiled weakly. 
 
    He said, “Month or two ago. I took my kid.” 
 
    “What’s your kid’s name?” 
 
    “Mike.” 
 
    “I have a boy named Petey. Maybe they played together that day.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He watched me. “Gary Kwan was there with his kid too.” 
 
    “Oh! Uh—yeah!” 
 
    Mark came out and used his cell phone to call Steve Calhoun. It was appropriate for Steve, being an actual friend of the family, to go over and stay with Jacqueline. A cop said another cop had already been dispatched to break the news to her. “Hurry up,” said Mark into the phone, his Indian-homeland lilt a bit strained. “No, there’s much to be sorted out.” 
 
    I watched him work the situation, I watched him actually work the police personnel. Cops don’t always feel real buddy-buddy with defense attorneys, and I saw Mark Sharma busily striving to ingratiate himself. He asked them if they wanted coffee and sandwiches, and they actually said yes they did, so he sent for some, which a uniformed officer brought up. 
 
    It didn’t take the police long to be finished with us, maybe an hour. 
 
    Mark and I walked out together past the news trucks. He shooed the reporters away, “But I promise a press conference tomorrow!” 
 
    “When?” called out one. 
 
    “Two p.m.” 
 
    Late enough in the day to have a game plan ready, I thought, early enough to make the evening news. 
 
    In the cool dimness of the parking garage we stopped and faced each other. 
 
    I said, “I guess now’s as good a time as any.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Mark. 
 
    We stood at one of the fat concrete columns that held up everything. The garage smelled of rubber and old hamburger wrappers. 
 
    We evaluated each other narrowly, again like the orphaned dingoes. It was not necessary to go somewhere for a drink; that would have been vulgar, and moreover we were both tired and would have to get up very early tomorrow, if we could sleep at all. He was sweating. So, I guess, was I. 
 
    I didn’t trust him, but felt it wise to act as if I did. 
 
    I told him how Gary and I had met, and exactly what I’d been hired to do for Eileen. 
 
    “I’ve been giving her acting lessons all along. Helping her appear more sympathetic to the jury.” 
 
    “I knew it!” he exclaimed, but obviously he hadn’t. “You are not a real paralegal.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    He smiled. “I saw a difference in Eileen immediately. Yes, yes. She looked mean, at first. Juries are stupid. Gary understood this.” He gazed off into the distance with an expression of respect on his face, as if Gary’s ghost were standing in the shadows. “I admire that strategy,” he said. “I am in charge of the case now.” 
 
    “Mark, which case? Eileen’s? Or Gary’s?” 
 
    His confidence didn’t waver. “The case on trial now. You must understand that—” 
 
    “Mark, what did you and Gary argue about tonight?” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s how the lieutenant knew.” 
 
    “Yes, I told him Gary called me in after firing you for the night, as he put it.” 
 
    “That’s what he said?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s all he said about me?” 
 
    He was working me, just as he’d worked the police. 
 
    “But what did Gary and you—” 
 
    “We argued about whether to put Eileen on the stand.” 
 
    “I thought you guys were in accord on that. That she’s going to testify.” 
 
    “Gary had doubts. But we will put her on the stand. I’ll move for one day’s recess only. We must keep this trial on track.” 
 
    I half collapsed against the pillar. “Mark, one day? You’ve got to be out of—” 
 
    “Steve and I have already talked. He is—” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “—very supportive of me. I lead this team from now on. Rita, the murder of Gary will explode all over the city tomorrow. How long should I wait? We cannot make this jury wait. We cannot start all over again in three months with a new jury. We must act.” 
 
    I took my keys out of my purse. “Well, I guess it’s a good career move for you.” 
 
    For nonnative speakers of American English, sarcasm is the last thing they pick up. “Yes,” agreed Mark Sharma. “We will resume the defense of Eileen Tenaway the day after tomorrow. I will work tonight.” He patted his briefcase. “I have everything I need.” 
 
    I stared at him. How can I explain it? I’m always searching for the motive in people, always trying to peel them back and look beneath the surface. And that’s served me well as an actress. 
 
    Mark said, “The police will find Gary’s murderer. We will let them do their job. Your job, on the other hand, is finished. You may go back to your acting.” 
 
    I stood for a second, absorbing that. He watched me closely with his large black eyes. 
 
    “All right.” I turned to go, relief flooding me like cool water. Hey, everybody, I just got my life back! 
 
    But what the hell am I going to do for rent money! 
 
    “Sure,” I said over my shoulder. “Put her on the stand without me. She ought to be fine. Just fine, all by herself.” I strode toward my car. 
 
    “Rita!” Mark said. 
 
    I turned back to him. “Don’t bother asking her if she wants me, because I’m certain—” 
 
    “Perhaps you should stay on the team after all.” He tugged at his Gary-style forelock. “Eileen and I will discuss it. But if you do stay to help us, I will not pay you one thousand dollars per day.” 
 
    “I see. You snooped into Gary’s employment records.” 
 
    “He made me a partner in his firm. It is now my firm.” 
 
    That was news to me. But irrelevant right then. 
 
    I said, “You will pay me a thousand a day. It’s Eileen’s money, anyway, right? You owe me three thousand so far this week.” 
 
    “I’ll pay five hundred.” 
 
    I turned. “So long, Mark. It’s been good working with—” 
 
    “All right!” he shouted. 
 
    Once again I turned to his face, flushed dark with blood. “Mark, who do you think murdered Gary? Who could have come in like that, so quickly in between your leaving and my arriving? And why, for God’s sake?” 
 
    He fixed me with the kind of look I remembered from high school debate class, a best-defense-is-a-good-offense look. 
 
    “Who do you think did it?” he asked with a little upturn in his voice. 
 
    Fuck you. 
 
    I said, “Well, Mark, someone who doesn’t want him to defend Eileen. Someone who would benefit from him suddenly being out of the picture.” 
 
    He smiled. “Or someone who was angry that he would not cheat on his wife.” 
 
    Oh, fuck you, buddy. 
 
    “Or,” I suggested, “someone who lost his temper in an argument.” 
 
    The reptilian smile did not waver. 
 
    “Or,” he said, “someone with a completely different problem.” My mind was like an oven with too much stuff trying to bake in it. 
 
    I wanted to talk it all over with Gary. 
 
    “Dear God,” I muttered. 
 
    Standing there with Mark Sharma in the dead of night discussing savagery and blood and cops and impenetrable mystery—this was the Los Angeles I never thought I’d get to know. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 – No Toys Today 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    OURO PRÊTO, BRAZIL 
 
      
 
    “Uh-uh-uh!” was the sound Esteban, the gem buyer, made when George Rowe’s fists snapped into his upper gut, left-right-left. 
 
    Rowe punched him five times. The last two times Esteban made no sound because the first three had driven all the air out of him. 
 
    He toppled heavily to the floor of his office in the building on Ouro Prêto’s main drag and lay gasping. Rowe said, “If you yell, I’ll kill you.” He had brought no toys with him today. 
 
    A moment ago Esteban was certain he’d had the upper hand. He had figured out that this man who had introduced himself as Tom Webber from Canada had some money at his disposal, and he had figured out that Webber was not really a tourist. He had learned what Mr. Webber was after. And given that he would very much like to leave Ouro Prêto and settle in the Miami region near America, possibly with one of the fashion models who lived there, he had laced his thick fingers behind his head as he had seen his boss Richard Tenaway do, leaned back in his fine leather chair, and said, “I never said one thousand, I said fifty thousand.” 
 
    Rowe, sitting across the desk, had looked at him and sighed. He had, for this next meeting with Esteban, brought a thousand U.S. dollars in an envelope because he had been directed back to Ouro Prêto by someone in Berlin. He was getting tired. 
 
    In the past ten days he had journeyed to São Paulo, he had flown to Berlin, Helsinki, and Madrid, because the young Maria Helena had listened to Tenaway talking about all of those cities. He had promised to show them to her. 
 
    But Rowe had had nothing more than that to go on, and his contacts in those places had been of little help. They weren’t very good contacts. His gut had been uncomfortable the whole time, because it had told him Tenaway hadn’t gone to Europe in the first place. If Rowe had been Tenaway he would not have gone to Europe. 
 
    However, a gem dealer in Berlin had cheerfully shared the fact that young Esteban, the gem buyer in Brazil for Tenaway’s company, Gemini Imports, had accompanied Tenaway to Berlin on several business trips just before Tenaway had disappeared. The German and Tenaway met alone and he would not say what Tenaway had discussed with him. 
 
    For lack of anything better Rowe asked, “Did you like Richard Tenaway?” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” answered the dealer, an apple-cheeked multimillionaire. “Herr Tenaway was a most pleasant man. He possessed—charisma. Women liked him very much, I tell you! Like a little boy. He always looked like a boy ready to steal some chocolate!” 
 
    Herr Gem Dealer laughed a Bavarian belly laugh. 
 
    So Rowe had returned to Ouro Prêto to talk to Esteban. Rowe had come to see Esteban alone, without Raimundo, because Esteban spoke fairly good English. 
 
    With the promise of a bit of money, Esteban revealed that before Tenaway “turned up dead”—with American-style air quotes around that—he had shown a special interest in Esteban, the only full-time Gemini employee in Ouro Prêto. Esteban had become Tenaway’s buffer in acquiring copies of ownership documents to mines that had been locked up in local disputes—bad blood between families, or arguments between local authorities, the ecology people, and legitimate companies. Esteban had been the one to fill out the paperwork requesting these documents from local clerks in the various jurisdictions. 
 
    With these documents Tenaway analyzed the strengths and weaknesses of every player. He would step in with offers to the irresolute ones, getting them to relinquish their property or mineral rights to him, with all proper legal papers, then he would visit the stronger players and make them a deal, which always included something for Tenaway. 
 
    This went on until the Ministry of Mines wised up and put a stop to it. 
 
    Esteban gathered that the profit margin in these deals had been low, anyway. The main outcome seemed to be that one of the mine owners north of town had become quite indebted to Richard Tenaway. Esteban sensed Tenaway was holding this owner, a man named Pedro Rocha Grana, in reserve for some special role in the future. 
 
    Esteban thought he would, for this special work, receive extra money from Richard Tenaway, but he had gotten none. 
 
    He was angry at Tenaway and angrier at himself. So after this Tom Webber approached him to talk about Tenaway and promised him a thousand U.S. dollars, he decided he would not be taken advantage of again. He would be the one to take advantage. This little Tom Webber from Canada was amusing. The money, in an envelope, crossed Esteban’s desk, and they began talking, but then Esteban said he wanted fifty thousand, if Tom Webber really wanted to know something. 
 
    When Webber stepped around the desk, Esteban rose to meet him, thinking he would easily block a blow, but the shorter man had thrust his arms right through Esteban’s and gotten at his solar plexus. 
 
    After he had finished hitting Esteban, Rowe said, “You don’t know anything, do you?” 
 
    George Rowe did not like to beat up men stupider than himself. There was no pleasure in it, even if the man was bigger and stronger, like Esteban. The Brazilian was a smooth, heavy young thing with no clear idea how to protect himself, let alone land a hard punch in Rowe’s face. 
 
    That was how it was, though. Intelligent men tend not to get into fisticuffs with other intelligent men. 
 
    It was a pity Rowe could fight so well, could neutralize a man with a fast combination of traditional punches, or, if he felt it wiser, with an eye-gouge and a hard-soled shoe to the side of the knee, blowing out the joint like a Twinkie. If you did that you had to be prepared for screaming, because that’s what you’d get a whole lot of, until you got out of there. It was a pity he had developed those skills so well but rarely liked to use them. His drumming had helped with the fighting skills, the all-four-limbs coordination, as well as, of course, the rhythm. 
 
    When a demand is made with no commensurate offer placed on the table, that is extortion. Extortion requires direct action. 
 
    But Esteban did have something for this Mr. Webber. 
 
    Lying on the floor, he raised his hands like kitten paws. “I have an address.” 
 
    One day perhaps nine months ago, Esteban had photocopied one of a sheaf of shipping receipts he had found in Tenaway’s briefcase. He had snooped while Tenaway was in the men’s room. The receipts were unusual, showing a series of packages sent to an address in Tijuana, Mexico. Esteban had thought the photocopy might come in useful someday. But Tenaway had vanished before he’d had the chance to use it. 
 
    Rowe left the office with the photocopy of the shipping slip. It didn’t take a long night in front of a crystal ball for him to be fairly sure the packages had contained gems, possibly some cash, Euros perhaps. They would have been transferred from Tijuana to Los Angeles easily. It also stood to reason that somehow this Pedro Rocha Grana, a Brazilian mine owner with international connections, was going to help Tenaway resell the gems once he was ready to start that process. That was the beauty of it—with the gems out of Brazil, so much was possible: bulk sales in the U.S. or Mexico, or more-profitable small-batch sales through a dummy company. 
 
    All this fit Rowe’s feeling all along, that Tenaway would wait at the border until he could know whether it would be worth his while to return for the resources he had secured in Los Angeles. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 – When Chaos Comes 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A rancid haze settled over me the next day, which was Thursday. It was as if the whole city had turned poisonous—as if micro-bubbles of toxin were raining down on the city, green in color, the exact chartreuse of the mittens of the tiny bully in my first-grade class who had used them to mash snow into my dumb pretty little face that winter, over and over. When the snow melted, she used mud. 
 
    As Mark had foretold, news of Gary’s murder detonated in the city. The morning announcers shouted it over and over, their voices so glad that something really dreadful had happened last night, and I supposed everyone was talking about it over their coffee and muffins. I expected to look up and see skywriting: KWAN MURDERED. SURRENDER RITA. 
 
    Daniel and I had held each other and cried all night. 
 
    This morning I found myself composed: I felt strong, curious, willful. Nothing was a game. Nothing would be there for me if I crumpled. 
 
    Crumpling was a luxury you could have if there was a safety net for you. 
 
    I felt very unsafe. 
 
    True, I had Daniel, but he had his own shit to deal with. His ideal man had been returned to him, then snatched away. He was unemployed. He loved me like a brother, but he could not make life different for me. He could not manipulate my world as I needed it to be done. 
 
    In the wake of something like this I expected total chaos. Just last week, Steve Calhoun had said, “Only Mount Rushmore has a higher profile than this trial.” 
 
    But I learned this day a valuable lesson: when chaos comes, you carve it into chunks and address them one at a time. In this way all the parts are carried away and dealt with. By the police, the evidence-gatherers and -analyzers. By the coroner with his bone saws and microscope slides. By the widow in seclusion with her rage, bafflement, and little kid whose permanent footnote would be *Daughter of Murdered Lawyer Gary Kwan. By family in Japan, the friends, the broker, the barber. By the media, of course. We are all audience for the Spaceship Media. It chews you up and spits you out, then makes you watch. 
 
    When I dropped Petey off at preschool at seven o’clock, a man with a friendly face stopped us outside on the steps. “Ms. Farmer?” 
 
    He sported one of those straw porkpie hats that suburban dads used to wear to barbecues. Now they were in style with handsome black guys at Dodgers games. 
 
    “Yes?” I gripped Petey’s hand tighter, friendly face or no. 
 
    He handed me an envelope, tipped his hat—quaint gesture!—and said, “Thank you.” 
 
    I hoped the envelope would be full of payola—I don’t know—but I had a bad feeling this fellow was a process server. 
 
    The other moms and dads hurried past. Petey tugged against my antilock grip. I’d dressed him in a sweater this cool morning, having mended his Spider-Man jacket but left it, for now, in my sewing drawer. I released him into the school and went to my car holding the envelope. 
 
    As I unlocked the door, quick footsteps pounded behind me. 
 
    I whirled. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t catch you,” said Ms. Crayden, a large, Birkenstock-wearing woman, “but I wanted to talk about Petey for a minute. I’m afraid he’s gone back to hitting the other kids.” She angled her eyebrows apologetically, but her gaze was pretty direct. 
 
    “Oh!” I cleared my throat, “Well—” 
 
    “Rather a lot.” Ms. Crayden had been in this preschool racket for at least a decade and did not shrink from difficult facts. “It’s become an issue.” 
 
    “I see. Well—” 
 
    “Is there any trouble at home?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Things are fine at home, but you know his dad and I are divorced, and maybe he’s, um, feeling a little, uh—” 
 
    Dominantly, she set her hip against the fender of my car. “I’ve tried to work with him on it, but he hasn’t been cooperative. The other parents aren’t happy. Would you talk to him, please?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Because otherwise—” 
 
    “Yes! Of course!” 
 
    I went with her into the school and took Petey aside. I squatted down, gripped his little tan sweater, and got in his face. “Ms. Crayden tells me you’ve been hitting.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and mouth wide, the signal for an oncoming lie, so I quickly said, “We don’t hurt. OK? Remember we’ve talked about that?” 
 
    He hung his head. 
 
    I felt for him, because he didn’t have a little brother or sister to beat up. He had to go through this on his own: learning the exhilaration of hitting, the feeling of mastery hitting brings, then making the dismaying discovery that you can’t keep doing it. 
 
    “We’ll talk some more later, OK? Have I ever told you the story of the little panda bear who liked to hit other little pandas?” 
 
    “No,” he mumbled to the floor. 
 
    “Well, you’ll hear it tonight,” I promised grimly. 
 
    He brightened. “I’m going to Spider Con with Daddy tonight!” His eyes danced, and I could see he was already forgetting this scolding. 
 
    “No, honey, that’s tomorrow night.” I wished I could threaten him with not going, but no way would Jeff back me up. “Remember, honey, we don’t hurt.” I gave him a squeeze and left. 
 
    Outside in the car I opened the envelope. Legal papers spilled out—an attorney’s letterhead, Dear Ms. Farmer—Jeff was suing me for exclusive custody of Petey on the outrageous grounds of “risk of substantial harm.” 
 
    I pictured myself throwing the whole goddamned packet down a sewer. 
 
    I pictured myself cramming the papers down Jeff’s surly alcoholic throat. 
 
    I pictured myself blowing Jeff’s head off with a shotgun. 
 
    After I’d made him swallow the papers. 
 
    We don’t hurt. 
 
    Yeah, my ass. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    With grave sadness, Judge Davenport took the bench. He’d known Gary for ages. The jury’s faces all showed one degree or other of freak-outedness. 
 
    Tracy Beck-Rubin looked gray but determinedly unemotional. 
 
    The usual media huddled about, plus a bunch more in the farther corridors and the ground-floor lobby. Padraig McGower occupied his customary seat, towering tall even sitting down. As usual, he and Eileen met eyes. I watched. 
 
    The judge sent the jury out while he and the lawyers had a discussion in open court. Mark entered a motion to adjourn for one day. 
 
    “Don’t you want more time than that?” asked the judge, surprised. “Don’t you think it would be appropriate to show some respect to your boss?” 
 
    “I respect his memory,” answered Mark. “We will show respect by defending this client who has been promised a speedy trial. We are ready.” 
 
    And I guess we were. He and I had met with Eileen earlier, and I felt my bones chill as I stood by and listened to them. 
 
    Eileen, calm and perfectly dressed for court, had been told the news. Her expression was neutral when Mark walked into the holding cell, then it grew a little hard when she saw me. She focused her attention on Mark. 
 
    They discussed the pros and cons of waiting a decent interval, but there really was nothing that would change about the defense strategy. Gary’s murder had nothing to do with the question of whether Eileen had fed tranquilizers to her baby girl one night six months ago. 
 
    “But wait,” I said. “Aren’t we even going to talk about—” 
 
    Mark interrupted, “There’s no time to sit and speculate. We have work to do.” 
 
    He wore a fresh gray suit with a light gray shirt, and a silver tie like a sword blade down his shirtfront. He held his shoulders square and his head back. His small feet in their exotic shoes tapped with impatience and energy. 
 
    The arrogance had come over him. Yes, I thought, this guy’s got what it takes. He’d been the little follower, the cupcake-eater, and now he’s the king of the jungle. 
 
    Later I showed the custody-suit papers to Steve Calhoun. He was in the conference room that had been put aside for us, eating his twentieth roast beef sandwich of the trial, having hours ago come out of his initial shock about Gary. As Gary’s associates we would all be under suspicion at first. Until we were cleared. If we were cleared. He ate his sandwich steadily. Smelling it, I felt a bit sick. 
 
    For a few minutes we talked about Gary, then I showed him the papers. He looked at them and said, “Man, this guy hates you. How did you break his balls?” 
 
    “It’s a complicated web of bullshit, Steve.” 
 
    “Who did your divorce?” 
 
    I told him, and he said Jim was a good lawyer. “Just forward all this crap to him and forget about it for now. If your ex really thought your son was in danger, he would have had Protective Services on your rear already.” 
 
    My cell phone played “Fame.” 
 
    I thanked Steve, flipped open the phone, and left the room. 
 
    “Hi, Marly.” 
 
    “Hey, sunshine, it’s closing in, just like I told you it would.” 
 
    I rested my head on a cool steel seismic beam. “What’s closing in?” 
 
    “Fame, baby! No more scream auditions for you, I’ll bet the farm! Oatberger wants to see you again!” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Two police officers, one with a slight hitch in his walk from having been bitten by a Doberman during a wife-beating call the previous night, climbed the stairs to the third floor of an apartment building on Crenshaw Avenue near Olympic. The beater and wife lived in a house just a block away. He wondered if the guy had made bail. He wondered if the Doberman would pass quarantine. 
 
    Consulting her notebook, the other officer said, “This is it,” and stopped before a door. She knocked briskly and called, “Police.” She didn’t call with an exclamation point from deep in her chest, since this was not a warrant situation, merely a question-and-look-around situation. A phone call had been placed from this address to Gary Kwan’s office last night. “Ms. Jacubiak? Police.” 
 
    The next-door neighbor popped out and, touching her hairdo, which had come out of the tinfoil pincurls nicely this morning, touching it automatically in the presence of the male cop because he was a total hunk, said, “She’s out of town.” 
 
    She explained about Joshua Tree and next Tuesday, which was when Sally had said she’d be back. The cops stared at the locked apartment door. “But if you need to get in, Mr. Lee will let you in, I’m sure, you being the police and all.” 
 
    “Who’s Mr. Lee?” asked the male cop, rubbing the sore place on his arm from the tetanus shot. 
 
    “The landlord, he’s in—” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” they said, and went away because they didn’t have cause to request a warrant. 
 
    In the patrol car they got in touch with the park service and asked them to look for Sally Jacubiak’s car. They wanted to talk to her and any possible companions. It was a blue Audi, they said, and read off the plate number. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 – Third Chance Mountain 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Twilight settled on Los Angeles, the great swath of sun moving west and away. I crammed my Honda into the parking lot at Santa Monica and Rodeo and got out. There was no breeze; traffic surged and ebbed beyond the railing; fumes; more fumes. A heavy haze was solidifying into dark clouds. Gary had not been dead twenty-four hours. 
 
    “Gramma?” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    Rain is the castor oil of weather in Los Angeles. Everybody whines when it rains, they crash their cars on the suddenly slick roads, but they know it’s good for them. Rain replenishes the reservoirs and wets down the eager-to-burn undergrowth in the hills and wherever else the ground isn’t paved over. 
 
    Moreover, winter’s grip on the city is always deceptive—in spite of the desert factor, no one ever feels safe from the sudden storms lashing in from the Pacific, carrying over the cold beaches into the city like a foretaste of old age or sickness. Spring was fighting hard to take hold. 
 
    The first drops of a shower fell. A bit of a west wind kicked up. I remained where I was, feeling the rain on my face. 
 
    “Well, Gramma, if that’s the way you feel, so do I. The wheels are coming off my life. I’m trying to be like you. I don’t know. I feel like I ought to be in a modicum of control here. But every time I think I am, somebody gets murdered.” 
 
    I didn’t waste time whining about the man I loved and all that. “Should I just pack up my son and run away? I’m not a sissy, but I don’t want to be stupid. Maybe I’ve made a whole row of bad decisions without even knowing it.” 
 
    Gramma Gladys’s voice came with a brisk gust, Hell no! Don’t you dare run away. Stand and fight. You’ve got to take them all! 
 
    “But fight how? I mean, I can’t imagine myself—” 
 
    To the death, Rita. 
 
    The wind blew the rain away. I waited, not wanting to leave. Not wanting to think about fighting to the death. 
 
    I felt a plop on my sleeve: birdshit. I peered up to see a flock of pigeons zooming gracefully away over the darkening rooftops of Rodeo Drive, chasing the rain. I reached into the Honda for a wad of McDonald’s napkins I methodically accumulated in the console for juice box spills and the like. Console. That’s such a nice word. I wiped off the oily crap and noted to self to get to the dry cleaner’s with this fairly expensive jacket that Gramma Gladys would have really liked. 
 
    As I straightened up again to look at the sky, I heard a shuffle. A street guy rounded the car next to mine and came up to me, quite close, almost touching my sleeve. I pulled back. I hadn’t seen him coming through the parked cars. 
 
    He ran his fingers through his greasy hair, then wiped them on his windbreaker. He jiggled one palm. “Spare change, lady, for me and my dog?” 
 
    I sighed and held out a dollar, expecting to be thanked. I saw no dog. 
 
    Folding the dollar, he said in a completely different voice, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You only gave me a dollar this time. Last time it was a five.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Wasn’t I as convincing today?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I looked at him closer. It was the same bum I’d given money to before. Different coat. “Buddy, I’d like to be alone, OK?” 
 
    “I’m Vince Devereaux,” he said. 
 
    I looked again. For Christ’s sake, it was. As a member of the Screen Actors Guild I was entitled to vote for the Academy Awards, and I’d voted for him for best actor last year when he was in Storm Surge. He didn’t happen to win that time. I said, “What the hell?” 
 
    “I’m preparing for a role in a picture,” he explained. “Could you tell me exactly why you didn’t think I was as convincing today as before? I’ve been panhandling on and off for two months, and I really thought I was getting better.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “maybe you’re trying too hard.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    My answering machine was packed that night with messages from astonished friends who’d finally seen my face on TV or heard my name mentioned on the air as the person who had called the police to Gary’s murder scene. 
 
    “I didn’t know you’d given up acting!” said Yvonne in dismay. “Well, paralegal—paralegal, right?—’s a nice line of work, I guess. Call me if you want to talk. I mean, how terrible for you, last night. I’m kind of wondering, you know.” 
 
    Marly said, “Whatever you’re up to, it’s working! Oatberger himself called me again after he saw the TV report with you in it. He acted mad! He said, ‘This kind of actress I don’t need.’ But he wanted me to tell you he’ll meet with you at eleven o’clock Saturday, just like you asked. Isn’t that a kick? I played dumb about the Tenaway stuff. Which I am, because I had no idea. All I said was, ‘Well, at least she’s not sitting around the pool waiting for the phone to ring.’” 
 
    As I was deleting messages the phone rang again. I let the machine get it, but when I heard George Rowe’s deep voice I picked up. “George, I’m here.” I was so relieved I almost threw up. 
 
    He’d heard about Gary from his bosses at the insurance company. “I’d just made up my mind,” he said, “that Richard Tenaway wasn’t dangerous, then this happens. How—how are you doing?” I was touched by the concern in his voice. 
 
    “I’m OK. I guess I ought to be more scared than I am. My only worry, really, is Petey. I mean, if something happens to me.” I didn’t tell him about Ryan’s attempted abduction and the Spider-Man jacket, and I didn’t tell him what a little butthead Petey was being, and how guilty I felt about having slapped him, and the process server. But I did tell him about Janet, the strange threat she had made, and the even stranger request about the locker key. 
 
    He was silent, and I thought we’d gotten cut off. 
 
    “George?” 
 
    “Yeah. What did Kwan say about this Janet?” 
 
    “He told me not to worry about it, that the world is full of crazies.” 
 
    “Well, that’s true.” He fell silent again. 
 
    “Uh, George?” 
 
    “I’m thinking.” 
 
    I let him think. The kitchen clock, an old Sunbeam electric I’d gotten at a junk store, hummed. I smelled the fragrance of six pretty peaches I’d put in a basket. Petey was absorbed in looking under his bed with a flashlight for something. 
 
    George said, “Listen, Rita, as we already knew after your friend inspected that photograph, Tenaway didn’t die in Brazil. He left the country under an assumed name—stolen passport, which I’m sure he ditched immediately. I believe he’s in Tijuana, which is where I am at the moment. I’m very disturbed by the murder of Gary Kwan. It’s possible Tenaway arranged for the hit. It’s even possible he did it himself, but I just don’t feel he’s in California yet. He’s on his way, though, I’m sure. If not him, though, who the hell killed Kwan?” 
 
    “It was a messy hit,” I offered. 
 
    He spoke gently. “Yes, stabbing, right? You discovered the body?” 
 
    “It was terrible, George.” 
 
    “You have a lawyer?” 
 
    “Steve Calhoun is advising me for now.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “You remember the young attorney from the trial, Mark Sharma? He was with Gary just before it happened.” 
 
    “Did he do it?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I think he thinks I did, though.” 
 
    George Rowe sighed into the phone, a deep sigh that ended in almost a growl. “Well, the murderer was someone who wanted to disrupt Eileen’s trial, someone who thought Gary Kwan was about to get her acquitted and didn’t want that to happen. Or maybe Kwan had a mistress and she killed him, or maybe his wife did it, or maybe he had a gay lover or something, or somebody with an old grudge found him, or maybe it was the janitor.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Rita, you have to be very careful,” he said steadily. “Tenaway is out there and he’s doing business. I think he’ll jump the border as soon as the trial is over. If you see anything, call me. When you call, I’ll get to a landline and call you back on yours, OK? Do be careful.” 
 
    I said, “George, what does that mean, be careful? Detectives are always saying it in the movies, but now I don’t even know what it means. I can’t just lock myself in my apartment.” 
 
    “Essentially,” he said, “it means don’t take candy from strangers.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Watching, next morning, Mark walk the jury through key pieces of the physical evidence from the point of view of the defense, I saw he’d learned more from Gary than I’d thought. Even vocally he had modeled himself after his mentor. His voice was calm and measured, yet he brought out emotion with inflections and pauses for effect. This was a Friday, and he wanted to impress the jury so they could think about it over the weekend. 
 
    He hit heavily on the fact that no toxicology test was done on Eileen that awful morning, in spite of her having told the police she felt unwell, sleepy, peculiar. Of course, evidence of a strange drug could have done harm to the defense’s case as much as it might have done good. But in the absence of proof, Sharma could and did imply police negligence. He implied that a tox test could have proved Eileen was victimized that night, along with her daughter. 
 
    “So the only difference,” he said to a witness, flipping his coat back in a confident, Gary-like gesture, “was Eileen survived the attack, and Gabriella did not, isn’t that right?” 
 
    Tracy Beck-Rubin objected, but he’d made his point. 
 
    He cast delicious doubt on the police evidence with short, tight testimony from three expert witnesses, called to the box bam-bam-bam. 
 
    Beck-Rubin couldn’t achieve much in her cross-examinations, and realizing she was in trouble she kept her questions brief. She tried for maximum contempt effect, flipping her eyes heavenward, shaking her head in disgust, the whole can-you-believe-this-bullshit thing. It was a little too obvious for the jury, though; they only glanced at her dismissively. I could have given her some pointers. 
 
    Mark figured we’d probably only need two more days for the defense. “Fast and hard, like a good boxing match,” he said to the team in the conference room that afternoon. A two-or three-day defense would certainly contrast astonishingly with the belabored eight weeks of prosecution we’d endured. 
 
    The police were investigating all of us the same way, fast and hard. They interviewed Daniel, they talked to my neighbors in the building, and I’m sure Jeff was on their list too. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I had managed that morning to pack Petey’s suitcase for Spider Con. I made sure to get home with a few groceries in time to fix him an early dinner of a grilled-cheese sandwich, carrot sticks, and a large mug of hot cocoa, his favorite beverage. A tummyful of love. He was so excited about Spider-Man World Con he could hardly eat, but I cajoled him. 
 
    “Spider-Man never goes on a mission on an empty stomach. He needs the energy from good food.” 
 
    “Mmph,” said Petey, who was losing the last of his baby fat before my eyes. His arms and legs were so thin—little pipestems sticking out from his shirts and shorts. Watching him eat, I had one of those mommy moments where you’re alone with your child and a nameless wistfulness comes over you. What would occupy those little hands someday? A surgeon’s scalpel? A carpenter’s plane? An ice ax and loop of rope? I supposed the likeliest thing would be a computer keyboard, but I rejected that notion. His natural inclination toward climbing and jumping boded better for a future of conquering peaks, exploring oceans, well, who the hell knew, Olympic gold, why not? 
 
    I came back to the present thinking of Jeff. He’d served me papers trying to take away my boy—for no reason but to hurt and spite me. Steve Calhoun had called Jeff’s challenge a nuisance suit, but I thought of it more as a hate crime. 
 
    To be frank, however, I was still feeling sort of schizophrenic about Petey. I begrudged him going away for the weekend, but I did need a break. He hadn’t yet many friends who could come over and play, so he still depended on me a great deal for amusement. There was the hitting thing, but above all that, with a small child around, you’re never alone; you never have a scrap of total peace because as a mother your senses are always on alert, to one degree or another, even when the kid’s asleep. I badly wanted a couple of nights off. 
 
    Jeff had said he’d come for him at six-thirty. 
 
    I would have to be civil to him now and forever, tied as we were by the blood flowing through Petey’s veins. And even when our boy would be a man and all custody battles finished, he would marry and have children (fingers crossed for that order) and Jeff and I would be tied by their blood as well. 
 
    It’s really shocking, the long-term effects of the simple act of fucking. Moms and dads have learned this over and over through the ages. How smart we all are by now. 
 
    I pictured Jeff glaring at me across the aisle at Petey’s ball games, his commencements, his wedding. 
 
    Six-thirty came and went, then seven. 
 
    “He’ll prob’ly be here any minute,” Petey crowed anxiously. 
 
    I agreed. “He’s probably stuck in a traffic jam.” 
 
    “Daddy’ll just blast through that traffic jam! I wish I had a blaster, I’d just blast that traffic jam!” 
 
    “Into a jillion pieces,” I suggested. 
 
    “Jillion pieces!” 
 
    I popped a Mickey Mouse DVD into the player, but Petey insisted, “No! Spider-Man! The first one!” I knew every word of those movies. But I put it on, and he settled down to watch, one ear cocked toward the door. 
 
    Which remained silent. 
 
    At seven-thirty, I phoned Jeff’s office and condo and left voice mails, then tried his cell phone. No answer. 
 
    If Petey had been only three, I’d have been able to distract him, make up an interesting story, create some special fun that would have delighted him. But he was four and had developed the single-minded focus on an adult promise I’d hoped wouldn’t happen for a few more years. 
 
    His small dimpled face searched mine for reassurance. 
 
    That was a long night, during which I witnessed the six phases of juvenile disillusionment: 
 
      
 
    1. Giddy excitement. 
 
    2. Buoyant optimism. 
 
    3. Steadfast hope. 
 
    4. Creeping desperation. 
 
    5. Full-on desperation. 
 
    6. Sobbing despair. 
 
      
 
    The final phase lasts longest, approximately two hours or until loss of consciousness occurs, whichever is latest. Tonight it was midnight. 
 
    He came to at about six-thirty in the morning and brought an optimistic attitude to the breakfast table, then remembered Spider Con. 
 
    “Oh, Spidey,” he wailed. “Oh, Daddy.” 
 
    He’d begun grieving for Jeff. Good. 
 
    Daniel came to the rescue, brushing aside my almost incoherent gratitude. He swept Petey off in his turbocharged Porsche to the lovely boulder fields in the San Gabriels, to scramble around and later eat enormous chickenburgers at some hippie bar he knew. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “You bastard!” I let my anger flare just a little higher. “You think you can kill with money. Choke off the life in this valley.” 
 
    I listened to Serge Oatberger sputter a denial, my head turned away toward the dark line of trees at the edge of the open range, far beyond the walls of the conference room at Colonnade Studios. 
 
    I brought my anger down now from fire to frost, like water freezing on a pond, crystallizing so swiftly you can’t believe it or stop it. “I know it was you bought up all the heart medicine in the county so I couldn’t get any for Paw. Well, now he’s dead, just like you wanted.” 
 
    We went on with the scene, improvising as we had the first time. Appropriately, the conference room was as gloomy as the inside of a pine shed in the rain. 
 
    Sometimes you just know it’s the right moment to take a risk. 
 
    I craved this role of Emily Rounceville in Third Chance Mountain. Hell, if for no other reason I’d need work after the Tenaway trial. 
 
    In my first audition I’d been loose enough to let ideas come to me during the improvisation, and I’d used them. But I’d worked carefully; there had been a dab of don’t blow it in there, and afterward I’d wondered whether Oatberger had seen it. 
 
    Today I felt differently. Maybe I’d finally lived long enough to understand that caution has its drawbacks. 
 
    His lackeys were there, and once again I’d been offered Gatorade. I declined it. The blond-tipped bootlicker who’d offered it gasped slightly. Then Oatberger stumbled over a chair, and another tight-jeans had said, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Honestly. 
 
    Oatberger was a good actor. I perceived the equal parts evil and fear in his eyes, as the selfish rancher who long ago learned that money wasn’t good enough to buy an honest woman. Now he’d used it as a weapon, and it still didn’t work. 
 
    The lines in his forehead deepened, but his lips stretched into a smile. “You’ll think different,” he said, “once you’ve got used to my ways.” 
 
    I drew up the saliva in my mouth and fired it straight into his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 – The Last Witness 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeff never called or showed that whole weekend. After returning from my audition I cleaned the bathroom, made pizza dough, and crafted recriminations. “How could you break his heart like that?” I muttered viciously, jabbing the toilet brush under the rim. “You’re not a daddy, you’re a shit cloud.” 
 
    I didn’t think much about Oatberger. I was glad I’d jolted the hell out of him. The significance of that—being glad about it—escaped me at the moment. I figured, if spitting in his face doesn’t get me the job, nothing can. He’d sent me away with one of his signature scowls. 
 
    Back to Jeff. I pictured him on a bender with the new girlfriend—she’d probably convinced him to abandon Petey in favor of partying at her house with the pool and the dog named Tuna or whatever. They were clinking glasses and laughing maniacally. 
 
    Then, of course, I imagined him dead somewhere—perhaps at the bottom of that very pool with all the dog turds. Or perhaps he’d driven off the PCH, his last thought before hitting the rocks being, Let’s see, how many hours has it been since I last got laid? 
 
    “How could you be such a self-indulgent jackass?” I snarled, slamming the pizza dough around the kitchen. “Excuse? A reason? No. There’s no way you’re ever gonna get redemption from this one, asshole.” 
 
    When Daniel brought my boy home that night, all of Petey’s grief had been drained away, replaced by the relaxed happiness that always came over him when he was with Daniel. I’d pretty much gotten it out of my system too. Daniel looked like he’d worked off some of his torrential grief over Gary. We ate pizza and I heard all about the boulders and lizards and picker bushes. 
 
    On Sunday morning Daniel returned with the newspaper and an armful of comic books, and I went to the lockup to work with Mark Sharma and Eileen. (Weekend visiting for lawyers was another special privilege quietly scored by Gary, way in the beginning.) We went over her testimony for about two hours. She wanted to take the stand. It would happen this week. 
 
    Juries, you know, hardly ever get to hear the accused testify in major trials. Too risky, defense lawyers say. Well, let’s face it—any defense attorney will admit that most of the people they represent are in fact guilty. So it stands to reason a good prosecutor would make pâté of a defendant on the stand, even if the defendant’s story is well rehearsed. Gary Kwan had not permitted Roscoe Jamison to testify, even though Roscoe’s friends all insisted in public that he was dying to tell the truth. Roscoe had a good PR department, you gotta hand him that. 
 
    Moreover, even an innocent person can be made to look shifty or foolish by a skillful prosecutor. 
 
    Eileen seemed both weary of this whole show and supremely confident. Her back was straight. 
 
    When Mark left the room for a moment, she asked, “Do you think I’ve got it?” 
 
    Right then I saw something extra in her. I guess I’d call it a sort of forward gaze, an intentness, as if she were already feeling the heft of the trophy in her hands. There was secrecy in her look, though, as well. I found her just a little spooky. 
 
    I said, “Do you mean do I think you’re ready for the jury—and Tracy Beck-Rubin?” 
 
    “Oh, her.” 
 
    “Well, with that attitude, yes. You’ve got it. But just in case, we’ll be going over questions she’s likely to ask you. And I want to work with you on your voice.” 
 
    “Oh. I don’t want a lot of homework right now.” 
 
    “Look, missy.” I scraped my chair closer to hers. Cold fluorescent photons rained down on us. “The jury’s on your side now, clearly. Or at least they’re ready to be on your side. They can’t wait for you to talk to them. They really want to believe you. Remember Beatrice Rhinegold?” 
 
    Eileen looked at me quickly, a faint smile breaking on her lips. I said, “Whenever you take the stand—maybe Tuesday or Wednesday—your best friend from the old neighborhood will be sitting in the middle of the jury box. Place your voice to her.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The circus started up again Monday morning. The clangor of the media, the clench in my gut, my ongoing fascination with that chunk of the iceberg there below the surface. That iceberg was getting bigger by the day. 
 
    Gary’s funeral was today. Jacqueline, we were told, wanted only family members there. 
 
    “Where’s Padraig?” asked Eileen as soon as she joined us at the defense table. 
 
    I shrugged, looking. No sky-scraping red head in the gallery. This was the first morning he’d been absent. Not auspicious. 
 
    Eileen heaved a long sigh of distress. Firmly, I said, “We need you to be up. Focus ahead.” She nodded and gave herself a shake. She sat relaxed and erect. 
 
    Through skillful questioning of his witnesses, Mark presented the defense’s alternate theory of what had happened that night, developed by Steve Calhoun at a cost of roughly a hundred fifty thousand dollars (at least that was Lisa Feltenberger’s whispered estimate). An intruder or intruders had broken into the Tenaway house with larceny in their hearts. Eileen had awakened at the noise, naturally, but they sedated her with a date-rape drug like Rohypnol. 
 
    “Isn’t this type of drug especially useful,” a friendly Mark suggested to a witness, “because it doesn’t merely render the victim helpless, but it causes her to lose her memory of what happened to her?” 
 
    “Yes,” answered the forensic toxicologist. 
 
    Mark pestered his next witness, the detective lieutenant in charge, on why the police had not requested a toxicology test for her. He’d been thumping on that since he began on Friday. 
 
    “I can’t speculate on why no tox test was ordered,” answered the beefy homicide lieutenant reluctantly. He’d been good-humored with Mark at first, but quickly became guarded. His forehead shone with sweat. 
 
    “Any of several people could have requested it, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But it was not done?” 
 
    “I’ve already said that.” 
 
    “Therefore,” speculated Mark, “we don’t know exactly why Eileen Tenaway neither heard nor saw any intruder.” 
 
    Tracy Beck-Rubin objected. “Is there a question here?” 
 
    Judge Davenport sustained. 
 
    But Mark, once again, had made his point. “No bruises or obvious marks on her, to indicate a struggle?” he resumed in his let’s-suppose voice. “Wouldn’t she have struggled?” 
 
    Beck-Rubin kept objecting, but every time she did, Mark simply backed off and tried again differently. 
 
    He called a witness, this one a martial-arts expert, who testified how easy it would be for two people to subdue the small-statured Eileen merely by pinning her arms to her sides in a bear hug from behind, then forcing a drugged liquid down her throat. Or they may have given her an injection. 
 
    Several jurors nodded, an excellent sign. 
 
    Mark then called up a psychiatrist, who, answering Mark’s skilled questions, painted the rest of the picture the defense wanted: 
 
    Naturally, Gabriella wakes up crying. The neighbors may or may not hear her unconsoled shrieking—there is shrubbery between the houses, but why take the chance? Gabriella must be silenced. 
 
    But wouldn’t intruders have simply used the same mysterious drug on Gabriella they’d used on her mother? Well, we know criminals are not particularly intelligent life-forms. If they were, they wouldn’t be criminals. 
 
    If they’d only brought one dose of a drug along and they used it on the one competent adult they knew to be in the house, what would they do? They could smother the child, killing her outright, or, not seeing themselves as murderers, look for something handy to use. 
 
    They find the Valium, bury it in some ice cream from the kitchen, and feed it to the little one. How easy. How simple. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Mark continued, “whoever gave Gabriella the tranquilizer did not intend to kill her. We do not know.” That had become his mantra: We do not know. Brilliant to identify himself with the authorities. With all of us citizens. We. We do not know. We wish we did. If we did, we could put the correct individuals on trial. 
 
    “Then,” he said at one point, “they carried on with their plot to rob the house, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor!” shrieked Beck-Rubin. 
 
    Judge Davenport sustained. 
 
    Mark pondered. A calm flip of the coat. A stroke of the jaw. 
 
    “They might have carried on with their plot to rob the house.” 
 
    The judge almost laughed, and Mark kept going, conjuring the picture he wanted through his witnesses, one by one: 
 
    The intruders were sloppy. They left behind clues—the coffee cup, the cigarette butt, the hat in the juniper bush. 
 
    Patiently, Mark fired his affable questions. 
 
    Now, this scenario fits the facts, doesn’t it? 
 
    Home invasions happen in Los Angeles almost every day, unfortunately, don’t they? 
 
    I ask you, does this fit the facts: that a stable, well-balanced mother would murder her own child, then clumsily try to blame it on strangers? 
 
    He got a witness, a police psychiatrist, to say it: “No, that does not fit. It does not fit at all.” 
 
    “It does not fit at all,” Mark repeated, taking a wide, nothing-to-hide stance. “That’s what you said, correct? It does not fit.” Just brilliant. Gary would have been proud. Beck-Rubin was able to achieve next to nothing on her crosses. 
 
    At lunch recess I got on the phone with Jeff’s employer, Continental Pavilions. His secretary told me he hadn’t come into work. She acted fishy, though, not directly answering me as to whether she’d heard from him. 
 
    “Well, this is kind of confusing,” I said, “so if you’d—” 
 
    “I understand,” she interrupted. “Goodbye.” 
 
    So that was how it was. Next I tried his lawyer. He took my call, but said he had no idea where Jeff was. Which I’d basically expected—confidentiality and all—but I wanted him to know Jeff had gone AWOL, in case he didn’t. 
 
    “Well,” I suggested, “maybe we’d better file a missing-persons report, then.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” said the attorney. 
 
    I hung up. 
 
    Fuck it, then. In seven years I’ll have him declared dead and Petey can get his hands on his 401(k) for college. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?” Mark asked Eileen as court convened the next morning. 
 
    “Fine.” Her eyes were determined. 
 
    “Then we’ll swear you immediately. You’re our last witness.” 
 
    “Mark,” I suggested, “would it be all right if I moved the chart easel to the other side of the witness box? Then when Eileen turns her head to look at it she’ll still be in line with the jury, and they’ll see her face better. In case you use it, I mean, because—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, do it. If you have a good idea, act on it. I shouldn’t have to babysit you.” 
 
    Five minutes later Eileen took the oath. 
 
    Our star witness seated herself gracefully, wearing a caramel-brown dress of light wool, ordinary pantyhose, and gorgeous calfskin shoes, neat and spare, but very quietly elegant with that dress. The dress was new for the day; she’d told me Steve Calhoun’s wife had picked it out for her. It was perfect, giving her a warm, soft, yet substantial look. She wore plain gold ball studs in her ears, no other jewelry except her wedding set. She’d done the semi-French twist with her hair, and it looked pretty good. She’d gotten her roots touched up somehow—a smuggled box of L’Oreal, no doubt—and had on a bare sheen of lipstick. 
 
    She appeared rested, alert, and concerned. 
 
    I’d have hired her as prime-time anchor in a minute. I thought a strand of pearls would have completed the look, but then again it might have been overkill. What did I feel for her now? Only hopefulness and excitement. The thrill of taking the stage, as if I were taking it myself, striding out from the wings full of confidence. Guilty? Innocent? At this moment I did not care. 
 
    Mark set right off on the plan Gary had been considering, which was to merely ask Eileen to tell the jury what had happened that evening, “starting around dinnertime.” No speculating, no leading other than an occasional prompt for direction. 
 
    The instant Eileen began to speak, the little ambient sounds of the courtroom stopped. Her throaty voice sounded clean and calm. 
 
    “We went into the kitchen together,” she began simply. “I fed Gabriella some noodles and peas, and she drank some milk. I ate some chicken, but she didn’t want any. Some roasted chicken.” 
 
    Eileen was a mother, and she related the plain details of the last evening she’d spent with her child. Bath time, story time, bedtime. And yes, she was definitely projecting her voice, her self, to Beatrice Rhinegold there in the jury box. I could almost see Beatrice myself—a pudgy thing in glasses and a pullover sweater. 
 
    “I put her pink sleeper on her,” Eileen went on. “She seemed a little restless, trying to get comfortable, so I sat in the rocker next to her crib for a while. She settled down.” Eileen paused, and Mark asked softly, “What was the last thing you did before leaving her bedroom?” 
 
    “I kissed her.” 
 
    After that came the dreadful time, the time when time itself stands still and the things people convince themselves to do are things that only nighttime can accept. 
 
    Eileen had no narration for that time, and so in her testimony there was just a dark blank as Mark Sharma paused. 
 
    Then he asked, “And what did you do when you woke up in the morning?” 
 
    Still poised, she began. Her voice trembled, but bravely she kept her eyes lifted, and I saw her instinctively and slowly shift her gaze to different faces in the jury box. Any cabaret performer learns that if you fix on one person, everyone surrounding that person will feel spoken to or sung to as well. I hadn’t tried to teach Eileen that, feeling it might have been one too many things to remember. Plus often an amateur, trying that trick, will move her eyes around too much and look unnatural. 
 
    But she was doing it, all on her own, and it came off beautifully. 
 
    I pulled for my protégé, pulled hard for her. 
 
    Eileen’s voice broke, and as she spoke about finding the dead body of her daughter, she wept softly. The judge asked if she wanted a moment. 
 
    “No, thank you,” she said gently, managing to keep just enough composure not to break the spell. “I’d like to finish.” 
 
    The jury had stopped breathing, everybody had stopped breathing. 
 
    “I felt the whole world had come to an end,” said Eileen. “I knew if she was cold and stiff, she was dead, but I tried to pretend when the ambulance came she was still alive. I know it doesn’t make any sense, but I thought if I told them she was alive, she’d be alive.” 
 
    After a pause, Mark asked his final question. “Eileen Tenaway, did you give your baby that Valium?” 
 
    She lifted her head a notch higher. 
 
    Gazing over the top of Mark Sharma’s haircut, her profile to the jury, noble and sad, she said, “No, I did not.” 
 
    She was incandescent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 – Down the Rabbit Hole 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel Clements’s own incoming ringtone was “Sixteen Going on Seventeen.” He identified with Liesl von Trapp in that he all too willingly believed the blandishments of the older men who hit on him. Trouble was, he wanted neither a daddy nor a boy toy. Meeting up with Gary Kwan again had been too good to be true. He couldn’t think about that anymore. Except, of course, that’s all he could think about. 
 
    Daniel had never been a vengeful fellow; even when badly wronged he’d preferred to walk away from it. But now he saw that some wrongs were different. 
 
    He wanted to participate in what was left of Gary Kwan: his memory, his justice. Daniel used to believe in letting an expert do it. But now he would find out some things for himself. 
 
    And the point was this: his phone played the song, and he answered it to find Olin, the police consultant from Abilene Cop Shop on the line. Daniel pulled his grocery cart over to the oranges. 
 
    “So I checked those phone numbers, right?” said Olin. “One of them was for Steven Calhoun, and one of them was Lisa Feltenberger. Those are people on Kwan’s defense team for Eileen Tenaway, right?” 
 
    “Right. What about the third number?” 
 
    “That’s the unusual one. It belongs to a Sally Jacubiak,” and he spelled it. “Do you know her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, they’re looking into her.” 
 
    “Yeah, OK. I don’t know if it means anything. It could even have been a wrong number.” 
 
    “The guys on the case know the duration of the call, so I’d say it wasn’t.” 
 
    “OK. Uh, do you have an address for this Sally Jacubiak?” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Olin, do you still want to go out with me?” 
 
    “You know I do.” 
 
    “Then give me the address.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    An hour later Daniel, carrying a mixed bouquet from the Safeway, followed an elderly man into an apartment building on Crenshaw Avenue. He took the stairs to the third floor and knocked on the door of 3E. No one answered it. 
 
    Next door, 3G, flew open. 
 
    “I have a delivery for Sally Jacubiak,” he said politely, holding the flowers over his lower face in case she had been a fan of Abilene Cop Shop. 
 
    The woman, hair once again in the tinfoil pincurls, told him about Sally’s trip to Joshua Tree. She looked as if she’d like to eat up Daniel with a spoon. He gave her the flowers and turned away. As she thanked him, he heard someone throwing security bolts inside the door to Sally Jacubiak’s apartment. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I came home that night late and tired, having reviewed with the defense team all of our files and notes, making sure we’d done as much for Eileen as we could. We’d met at Steve Calhoun’s private office in Burbank, none of us eager to open the door again at Kwan & Associates. We helped Mark Sharma craft his closing statement. 
 
    It was almost midnight when I walked into my apartment. 
 
    Daniel was asleep on the sofa. 
 
    Just as I was about to peek in on Petey, the phone rang. I answered, expecting it to be Jeff. 
 
    “Hey, it’s Janet,” said Janet brightly. “‘Member?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, sweat springing out on my palms. 
 
    “Just wanted to warn you about something. They’re after you again.” 
 
    “Who’s after me?” 
 
    “You know.” 
 
    “No, I don’t, damn you. Who?” 
 
    Daniel stirred. 
 
    Janet suggested, “Better check on your boy.” 
 
    I rushed into Petey’s room, holding the cordless to my ear. 
 
    His bed was empty. The curtain fluttered at the open window. Cool, peaceful night air filled the room. 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    Down the rabbit hole. 
 
    “Daniel!” I called. Into the phone I said, “He’s gone. I have to call the police. Tell me—” 
 
    “Calm down,” said Janet. 
 
    Daniel stood in the room in his socks, his face bloodless, eyes huge. He crossed to the window and thrust his upper body out, then back in. “Shit, shit,” he said. A large vein popped out on his forehead as his color came back. “Who is that?” he demanded. 
 
    “Shut up!” I said. 
 
    “Hey, girl,” said Janet, “don’t worry. Petey’s safe!” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “He’s with me! Surprise!” Carefree intensity. 
 
    I couldn’t speak. 
 
    Janet said, “Yeah, yeah, everything’s OK! Had you going, there. He’s fine. For now.” 
 
    I willed myself to remain sane. I couldn’t feel my body at all. Every cell was focused on the voice on the other end of that phone line. 
 
    Off to the side, she said, “Hey, Commander Peterson,” and I knew she really had him. “Wanna say hi to Mommy? No?” 
 
    “Petey!” I shouted. 
 
    Daniel gripped my arm and put his ear close to the phone. 
 
    “I guess he doesn’t want to talk to you,” said Janet with a sympathetic inflection. “That’s kids for you. He’s busy watching fifty thousand shows on cable. You don’t have cable, do you?” Her voice went too fast. “Look, hon, whatever you do, don’t call the police. ’Kay? If you do, he’ll—well, it’ll be a real long time before you see him again. And when you do, he won’t be like you remembered. ’Kay? At all.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    “I promise I’ll do it. You’re being watched, so don’t even consider the police. Don’t even brain-wave the word. And keep your lunky dumb boyfriend out of this too.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Because what this is, Rita, is a fantastic opportunity for you.” 
 
    I stood looking at nothing. “What do you want?” 
 
    “All right. Remember that storage-locker key we talked about? ’Member that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Get it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Find out from Eileen where it is. She knows, believe me. Go get it. Then wait for me to call tomorrow after court. Give me your cell number too, I don’t have it.” 
 
    “How did you get my home number?” 
 
    “Memorized it while I was talking to Mr. Pepsodent. It’s on your phone. Cell number now.” 
 
    I gave it to her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “You’ll have your little guy back in a jiffy. All right, then?” 
 
    Desperately, I said, “He likes pizza.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that already. We’re great friends. We got some Frosted Flakes in here too, which I myself like. Potato chips, new DVDs—I’ve even got Fingershredder, kids are supposed to like that movie—oh, we’re having a ball. I just hope he doesn’t start crying too much. I’ve been a little weepy myself off and on. Well, he’s pretty happy for now.” 
 
    My throat tightened so hard my breaths grew ragged. 
 
    Janet said, “Rita, Rita, don’t make this such a big deal! Very little for you to remember: Key. No police.” 
 
    I’ll never know the number of years off my life that night took. When the phone went silent I spun on Daniel. “How could you have let somebody take him! What the hell happened?” Tautly, he told me he’d let Petey play his ScoreLad in his room, loud, after dinner. Daniel had managed to fall asleep on the sofa, lulled by the relentless beeping and crashing noises, which, as I well knew, blended into a horrid white noise after a while. 
 
    We inspected the window. Whoever had come for Petey had climbed up the fire escape and convinced him to open the window latch. Or— 
 
    “Have you been smoking?” I grabbed Daniel’s shirt and smelled it. “Did you—did you—” 
 
    Sinking under my grip, he said, “Yes. I sneaked out there to smoke while Petey was in the tub. I must have left the latch open.” The outside safety light had no bulb in it. 
 
    “Rita, I’m—” 
 
    “Don’t even talk! Don’t say anything!” 
 
    I could barely gasp enough air into my lungs. 
 
    “Call 911,” said Daniel. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Are you crazy? We need the police!” He got his cell phone out. Then my wind came back. I attacked him like a leopard. We struggled there in Petey’s bedroom, then when it became clear I would hurt myself in order to stop him, he gave up. 
 
    “He’s my son,” I panted, “and I’m not crazy. I’m not too distraught to think clearly. The woman is serious.” 
 
    “All the more reason to—” 
 
    “Shut up, Daniel! I know what she wants, and I’m going to get it for her. I know I’m supposed to call the police. They tell you to do that. But I know she’ll do what she said. I feel it and I know it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “God damn it! The Lindberghs went to the police and look what it got them. The Gettys went to the police and they got their kid’s ear in the mail. The Hearsts went to the police and it only encouraged the kidnappers to ask for more and more.” 
 
    He looked at me. “How do you know all that?” 
 
    “When you’re a mother you make it your business to learn this shit.” 
 
    “All right, Rita. I’m going now. There’s no apologizing for what happened tonight, so I’m not going to try. I know Petey will come back to you.” 
 
    “If you tell your cop advisor pal about this, I will kill you, Daniel.” 
 
    He looked at me as if he believed me. 
 
    And I meant it. 
 
    He left without another word. 
 
    In cold anger, I paced the apartment. I went to Petey’s room to look for his Benjamin Bunny that he slept with, but it too was gone. Oddly, that gave me some solace, because it meant Janet knew something about children. 
 
    The phone rang at two o’clock, and I grabbed it, my heart in my mouth. It was Daniel, sounding determined. 
 
    “Rita, I’m working on it.” 
 
    “Well, don’t, oh Daniel, for the love of God. Don’t fuck this up.” 
 
    “I just want you to know I haven’t abandoned you.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, abandon me! Please! And abandon Petey! You played a desk sergeant on a police show and now you think you’re supercop. I’m handling this. Stay out of it!” I hung up on him. 
 
    I paced and was angry. Then I paced and thought. I thought harder than I ever had in my life. Then I began to plan. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    At seven a.m. I was in Eileen’s holding cell, ahead of Mark. Sitting at the little table, Eileen met my cold fury with a determinedly neutral attitude, as if she’d been expecting something like this and wasn’t going to give any more than she had to—or wanted to. 
 
    I remained standing and said simply, “My son Petey has been abducted. I haven’t called the police. She wants the key to the storage locker. Where is it?” 
 
    Eileen looked up at me. She had on a wine-colored dress, which she’d worn earlier in the trial. It brought out her hazel eyes, sharpened them. She sat on that one for a moment. I watched her think, I watched her weigh pros and cons. Then she said, “She would do something like that.” 
 
    I leaned in. “Who? Who is she?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Eileen, she’s got some hold on you. What is it?” 
 
    “I know what she wants. She can have it. Yep, she can have everything that’s in that locker.” 
 
    “So there is a locker. Why did you pretend not to know what I was talking about before?” 
 
    “Rita, it was none of your business.” 
 
    “Well, now it is.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes.” She tapped the table. “Rita, try to bear with me here.” I almost slugged her. “Bear with you!” I hissed so the deputy wouldn’t hear, “My son has been kidnapped! Bear with—” 
 
    She sighed. “I’m trying to—I’ve made mistakes on several levels. I’ve had to bury my rage about Gabriella, or I would have died too, I’m sure of it. I guess you can really understand that now.” She gazed at her hands on the tabletop. She looked up. “I don’t think we can stop them.” 
 
    “Them who?” 
 
    “But if I really do get out of here—then maybe. Maybe. I don’t know about your little boy. Maybe he’ll be all right. But the point is, you and your son are not the last people they’re going to try to screw with. There’s no end to what they want. I’d like to stop them from hurting anyone else.” 
 
    “All right. Mark’s going to be here any minute. What’s in the locker, Eileen?” 
 
    “I guess you’re going to find out.” 
 
    “Where’s the key?” 
 
    “At the house.” 
 
    “Where at the house?” 
 
    “You’ll have to get Mark or the police involved, because Gary had my keys. I don’t know where they are now.” 
 
    “Fuck that.” I’d buy a chain saw and cut my way in, if I had to. Eileen, seeing “chain saw” in my face, continued quickly, “It’s in the garage. There’s a car under a blue cloth cover. Go in the backseat behind the driver’s seat. There’s a string lying on the seat. Pull it. The key’s on the other end. Did she ask you to find out where the locker is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Eileen shook her head again, then lowered it almost to her chest. She looked up at me with forced brightness, tears streaming from her eyes. “That bitch. That stone bitch.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 – The Key To It All 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tracy Beck-Rubin had, by the looks of her, gone without sleep last night to work on the questions she wanted to put to Eileen on cross-examination. Her cartoon-cat face with its blurry corona of hair was pouchy and anxious. It was clear to everyone she’d been put at a disadvantage by Eileen’s testimony. 
 
    Eileen sat with her head level, her body straight and balanced, symmetrical in the chair, her spine poised in space. Her face was relaxed yet with an exquisite wariness rooted in the corners of her eyes, a wariness meant clearly for Beck-Rubin. I watched the jury respond to Eileen, adopting wariness toward the prosecutor themselves. It was incredible. 
 
    This, the cross-examination—the unscripted, reactive challenge—was improv day for Eileen. 
 
    That morning, everything in the courtroom went on below the surface. I mean, Beck-Rubin went on the attack against Eileen, and Eileen withstood it, but heavy, heavy feelings ran through her; everybody perceived it. I tried hard to quell my natural hysteria about Petey, to steel myself to focus on the trial since I could do nothing for him except wait tonight for Janet’s call. Emotion coursed beneath everything that day like groundwater flowing from the mountains to the sea. 
 
    Eileen answered the prosecutor’s questions, showing her grief and pain just under the surface. Beck-Rubin bore in, holding in check her feelings of being one-upped, or trying to. She really didn’t understand how this shift had occurred. The jury didn’t understand. No one else did either, except me. 
 
    Eileen had taken everyone in that courtroom and massaged their cerebral cortexes with the same magic that makes us cry when Ingrid Bergman turns reluctantly into Paul Henreid’s arms on the tarmac. The same magic that makes us writhe when Anthony Hopkins discusses the flavor of human flesh with Jodie Foster. The same magic that makes us laugh when Diane Keaton disses Woody Allen. 
 
    Man, she had it. 
 
    I was glad Oatberger wasn’t there. 
 
    Beck-Rubin got going on Eileen’s use of Valium: “This designer drug—” 
 
    “Objection!” from Mark Sharma. 
 
    Beck-Rubin: “OK, this drug we’ve heard described as ‘designer’—you’ve testified you took it as needed. You needed it a lot, didn’t you?” 
 
    Mark, on his feet: “Object!” 
 
    Beck-Rubin: “Your Honor, I’m pursuing a valid line of questioning here.” 
 
    The exchange ended pointlessly with Eileen testifying that she used to take half a Valium tablet once or twice a month. She denied that she’d taken any the night Gabriella died. The prosecution had no one to say otherwise, no sheaf of prescriptions from ten different doctors to brandish, nothing like that. 
 
    In spite of my resolve, thoughts of Petey kept ramming through my brain. When I let myself feel too much, I heard a wah-wah-wah sound in my ears, like when a high wind buffets you. I think it was my blood pressure. Over and over again I forced myself into an approximation of calmness. I could only help Petey if I stayed sane and smart. 
 
    Next Beck-Rubin decided to hammer on Eileen’s habit of truthfulness, or lack of it. 
 
    “Have you ever read LA BackChat?” she asked in a scornful tone. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” answered Eileen with warm enthusiasm. “I used to pick it up every week!” 
 
    The jury broke into laughter at Eileen’s frank ardor for the trashy tabloid. 
 
    Irritated now, bitchy now, Beck-Rubin said, “But no more?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s hard to run down to the corner store to get it when you’re in jail, isn’t it?” 
 
    Mark Sharma sat still. It cost him effort to do it, but he could see Eileen was taking care of herself. 
 
    “Now.” Beck-Rubin paced in front of the witness box like a patient cougar sizing up a rabbit hole. “As we’ve heard, in the space of two years, LA BackChat has run fourteen items mentioning you. And we’ve heard testimony that showed you yourself placed calls to their columnists.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Eileen patiently. 
 
    “So you don’t deny making those calls, feeding gossip to this publication?” 
 
    Eileen looked at her. “I don’t call it gossip.” 
 
    Beck-Rubin stopped pacing, the toe of one pump touching the carpet. “What do you call it, Mrs. Tenaway?” 
 
    “Shaming the devil.” 
 
    The jury got it, and loved it. Tracy Beck-Rubin almost staggered from the impact of Eileen’s gentle wit. I expected a referee in a white shirt and bow tie to run in and throw a standing count in front of her eyes. 
 
    But she kept her fists up, wanting victory, now bearing in on something Eileen had said about Gabriella. That, at bedtime, she had seemed “restless.” 
 
    “When a child is restless, sometimes it gets annoying, doesn’t it?” prompted Beck-Rubin. 
 
    “Objection,” said Mark Sharma, crisply and instantly. “Sustained,” said Judge Davenport. “Come on, Tracy.” Beck-Rubin touched her hands to her hips and paused. Then she said, “Had you ever found yourself irritated by Gabriella’s restlessness?” 
 
    Mark looked anxious, but Eileen stared down Tracy Beck-Rubin as if she pitied her for her cluelessness and said, “She wasn’t alive in this world long enough for me to have ever been irritated by her.” 
 
    Collectively, again, the jury exhaled with satisfaction. 
 
    It was, of course, a barefaced lie—any mother will tell you that—but Eileen made it sound like the most beautiful truth ever spoken. 
 
    In Tracy Beck-Rubin’s hour of desperation I found her no less fascinating than ever. I sat there trying to put myself in her position. How would I handle it? The momentum has shifted to the other side, but it ain’t over. You gotta gather your guts and do the best you can. 
 
    She did, question after question, insinuation after insinuation, but Eileen held her own. 
 
    I was proud. 
 
    The defense rested. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Janet called at nine that night. 
 
    “First, let me talk to Petey,” I said, my vocal cords tight. 
 
    “Sorry, he’s sleeping. Wasn’t easy to get him there, and I’m not about to wake him up.” 
 
    “God damn you.” 
 
    “Whatever. So?” 
 
    I said, “I have directions to where the key is.” 
 
    She grunted in impatience. “I told you to get the key.” 
 
    “Well, I’m scared,” I said. “Plus you said this was an opportunity for me. You meant you’re going to cut me in, right?” 
 
    Cautiously, Janet said, “Yes.” 
 
    “For half, right?” 
 
    She paused. “Whoa. Whoa.” 
 
    “A third, then. Because without me tonight, you’re nothing.” 
 
    “Whoa. Still.” Then, clearly, she got smart; I could practically hear it over the line. “How ’bout ten percent?” she said slyly. 
 
    “Well, OK. Yeah.” 
 
    Obviously she had no intention of giving me anything. Maybe she even thought she’d kill me once we uncovered the treasure. My aim was simply to exert a measure of control over her: I wanted her to get used to negotiating with me. 
 
    “So,” I said, “we’re going to get that key together, and we’re going over to the locker, wherever it is, together. I’m your insurance, and you’re mine. See? It’s better for both of us this way.” 
 
    “But what if—” 
 
    “Look, Janet, you don’t want to hurt my boy, right, you just want your rightful property. Right?” 
 
    “Essentially.” 
 
    “Then drive over to that Starbucks right now, the one where we met before.” 
 
    I hung up without waiting for a response. 
 
    She’d ditched the blue Audi for a beige Toyota. The streetlights, pushing back the city darkness, helped me make out drivers’ faces. As soon as I saw her I ran over and jumped into the passenger seat. “Let’s go,” I said in a TV-cop voice. 
 
    Surprised, she stepped on it, and we peeled out east on Santa Monica. 
 
    “Turn around,” I said, “and go to Eileen and Richard’s house.” 
 
    She did it. Her eyes scanned the road like cat eyes, back and forth. I could smell the nervousness in her, there beneath her phony, insane coolness. 
 
    She was taking direction from me. 
 
    “My boy OK?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s fine, he’s fine.” She braked for a wheelchair person waiting in a crosswalk. 
 
    Coldly, I said, “I’m getting warped by all this stress. Janet, just swear to me my baby’s going to be all right.” 
 
    “Well, hon, that’s gonna be up to—” 
 
    “When I get stressed,” I interrupted, “I tend to start puking all over the place.” This was not true, but I wanted her to tell me more about where Petey was and who was with him. “In fact—oh, God!—right now I think—” 
 
    “Whoa!” cried Janet. “Hang on, girlfriend. I need you, OK? I guarantee your boy’s OK. OK? He’s fine.” 
 
    “But to think of him all alone, it makes me want to cut my throat.” I drummed my hands wildly on the dashboard. I wanted her to think I was unpredictable. 
 
    “Well, that one I can—I mean—he’s not alone, OK?” Janet maneuvered the car through the night traffic on Santa Monica. “He’s not? Who’s with him?” 
 
    “Uh...” 
 
    “You just said he’s not alone.” 
 
    “Well, he is and he isn’t.” 
 
    What the hell does that mean? I said, “I know you can’t tell me exactly where Petey is, OK, but just—I mean, but if he’s under some bridge with a bunch of drug addicts, because he has a phobia about filth and bugs and strangers—” 
 
    “Well, this person won’t bother him. I do not hang out with drug addicts. He’s not under a bridge, Rita, come on. He’s not in a particularly ghettoey area, it’s really a fairly nice neighborhood. And it’s quite a clean place, actually. I’ve been doing a lot of cleaning lately, actually.” She gave a short laugh. “Hey, I’m doing everything I can to make Petey comfortable.” 
 
    “Then would you do me the courtesy of calling there and letting me speak to whatever person is looking after him tonight? Because Petey has a—he has a heart condition where he needs to sleep with his feet elevated. And it’s way past his bedtime. Would you? Please?” 
 
    Janet let out a tense little sigh. “I can’t, really. I mean, I would if I could. But this person isn’t exactly able to talk to anyone.” 
 
    “You mean—” 
 
    “They’re really not in any shape.” 
 
    “You mean they’re drunk?” 
 
    “Uh...” 
 
    “Or stoned or something?” 
 
    “Uh...” 
 
    “Or deaf-mute? or what?” 
 
    “Mm, it’s a little more serious than that. I don’t want to lie to you, Rita, yet—” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “Just relax, Rita, ’kay?” 
 
    “You mean somebody’s there but that somebody isn’t alive.” 
 
    Janet sighed with relief. “Yeah, yeah. I must admit. But it was an accident.” 
 
    Now I really felt like throwing up. “An accident? You’re storing a corpse in the same place you’ve got my son? What kind of—” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Rita, it’s not what you think! Don’t go to pieces on me.” She braked emphatically to a stop at a red light. “Look, sometimes it’s necessary to hide a certain situation. Right?” 
 
    “Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Oh, my God.” Be rational, be rational.  
 
    “Look! Let me be clear. The body—this person—is not just sitting out on display. I’m not a sicko, OK? I’m being methodical, which is what you have to be when you’re trying to accomplish something. And what works in a case like this is Pine-Sol. Many bottles of Pine-Sol.” The light changed, but Janet didn’t notice. “I came upon that fact by chance.” 
 
    Be rational. “You have the green.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you. I’ve been running all over town buying more Pine-Sol. Original. I mean, the dumpster is the first place they always look—they never think of the bathtub! So I’ve been thinking I need to wait awhile. You’ve never needed to dispose of—uh—have you?” 
 
    “Of a dead body?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “No, I can’t say I ever have.” 
 
    We glided past the restaurants and wine shops of West Hollywood. 
 
    Janet said, “Plus I’m such a procrastinator anyway. But I’ve got the shower curtain drawn, I mean, so everything’s fine. Petey only needs to go in there to use the toilet. So as long as he doesn’t pull back that shower curtain, he’s in quite a wholesome environment, overall.” 
 
    For the first rime, I could smell the evil. This woman knew what she was doing. She really did. Order, for her, simply translated into chaos for everybody else. 
 
    “So,” I asked, “who is it?” 
 
    “Oh! It’s irrelevant. I mean, that person is not relevant to our situation.” 
 
    “I see. I feel calmer now.” Anything she blurted I might be able to use against her, if not now, then in the future. “Nice car,” I commented, in a changing-the-subject tone. “How’s the gas mileage?” 
 
    “Uh, it’s a rental.” She tapped out a Benson & Hedges and lit it with a purple plastic lighter. I noticed that the car lighter had been removed, indicating a nonsmoking vehicle. As if she’d give a shit. 
 
    “By any chance,” I asked, “are you dating a guy named Jeff?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “Just wondering. Say, I can’t wait to get some of that money and stuff. You said—what—fifteen million’s worth in there?” 
 
    “Probably a lot more. Yep, I think so. Oh, it’s gonna be great, Rita!” She bopped along, driving. The cigarette was warming her up. She took a long drag, then exhaled into the windshield. The smoke kicked back into our faces. 
 
    “Is it all in, like, boxes, or what?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “The stones are in plastic bags, heavy ones. Body-bag-weight plastic bags, then cardboard boxes.” 
 
    “How do you know how thick body bags are?” 
 
    “Just guessing, just making conversation. I myself do not know. I mean, they have to be thick so the body doesn’t fall out. I could’ve used one.” 
 
    “What’s the first thing you’ll do,” I asked, “once you get your hands on it all?” 
 
    Janet laughed as if I’d told a good dirty joke, then said, “Oh, I’m sorry. Like one?” She offered me the pack. 
 
    I could have grabbed the wheel and crashed us into any of hundreds of pairs of oncoming headlights. I could have brained her with the sixteen-inch pry bar I’d brought in my New Yorker tote bag. I could have jumped out and waved down a police car. 
 
    I took a cigarette. “Thanks.” 
 
    Up to then, I’d smoked about four cigarettes in my life, all in a stall in the girls’ room of my high school. I managed to puff this one down too. It was a communal act. 
 
    I was operating purely on instinct. I would not be a sniveling victim. I would not. 
 
    We got to the house around ten. The residents of Beverly Hills enjoy fine police protection as well as private security patrols. “Park on the next street,” I directed. 
 
    We walked along the sidewalk, shadowed by grand trees. I’d worn a sweater; it was just cool enough for it. The air smelled dark-night green, automatic sprinklers clicked and hissed. Close though we were to Santa Monica—just more than a long block away—we could barely hear the traffic. A beautiful night for a walk. 
 
    “The people here just shit money,” Janet whispered. 
 
    “I’ll bet,” I whispered back. 
 
    “I mean, I had a pony when I was a kid, but these people?” 
 
    The mansions in this part of town sit back from the street behind broad lawns, some behind garden walls. All the showbiz big shots were indoors watching their plasma screens or, in fairness, helping their kids with their homework. Or figuring out where their next mortgage payment of $21,000 was going to come from. 
 
    The Tenaway house, which I’d driven past out of curiosity when I began working with Eileen, had that upper-crust Tudor look, with half-timbers on the gables and all that. Fortunately, those Brits like to make hedges do for fencing. 
 
    We darted up the driveway and avoided the wrought-iron gate, finding a path to the garage right through the tall box hedge. In Beverly Hills you don’t really get acreage for your four million bucks, just a whole lot of location. The hedge sheltered the garage fairly well. 
 
    A breeze came up, tossing the trees and skittering the odd piece of litter. 
 
    We came to a doorway on the side of the garage toward the house. It was a very large garage, for six cars. 
 
    The sturdy wooden door was windowless and locked. I simply attacked it at the bolt with my pry bar. I’d never broken open a door before, but the molding at the latch splintered, and after a couple of shoves, Janet and I were inside. I’d brought a flashlight, and Janet had a tiny LED one on her key chain. 
 
    We flipped our lights around. The place smelled of grease and mold. Four cars, draped with heavy cloth covers, hunkered in the stalls like shrouded horses. One end of the garage was a little shop, with a bench and vise and red tool chests. 
 
    “Did they have a chauffeur to deal with all this?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “Oh, no, Richard just did it all himself very half-assed.” 
 
    I pointed with my light. “This car here.” 
 
    We tugged at the elastic binding and the blue dustcover slipped off the fenders, raising puffs of dust as it went. I threw it on the floor and we stood looking at a gorgeous Jaguar sedan with an almost flawless emerald-green paint job. I say almost flawless because a dent the size of a cantaloupe marred the right front fender. Janet went silent, and I glanced at her. She was staring at that dent in pure horror. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she breathed. 
 
    I noticed some scroungy stuff adhering to the dent. Bits of fluff, interspersed with dark crustiness. 
 
    There was a mighty ca-chunk inside my head as I understood something suddenly and strongly, albeit partially. 
 
    I looked at her, and she kept looking at the dent. 
 
    “You’re Eileen’s little sister,” I said. “You’re Norah.” 
 
    She kept looking at the dent. 
 
    “And this is your car, isn’t it?” 
 
    Instantly I saw it all, the mannerisms—the lost-girl aura of her—the arched brows, the tilt of the head, the curve of the lips—she did resemble Eileen. Not to mention the jewelry. Which was badda-bing authentic, not costume. I remembered the moment weeks ago—years ago?—when I’d asked Eileen about her sister. I remembered what she’d said: One time I helped her out of a very bad situation...I put myself in jeopardy to do it...I wish to God I’d turned my back instead. 
 
    This Jaguar, I realized, had been involved in a hit-and-run, some time ago. 
 
    “Did you know this car was here?” I asked. 
 
    “Shit.” Her voice sounded as if steam were escaping her throat with every word. “I thought he’d gotten rid of it. I fucking can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Who? Richard?” 
 
    A tight smile spread over her face and she nodded. “I guess he wasn’t looking out for me like he said.” 
 
    Deep down in my chest, I exulted. I was getting closer to figuring it out—the connections, the grudges, the petty shit between people that grows into holocaust. 
 
    I opened the rear door, leaned in, and retrieved the key just as Eileen had instructed. The air in the car smelled of leather and stale panic. 
 
    “Where to next?” I said. 
 
    We turned to leave. Norah, stewing over the car, was slow to get going, and I glanced around the garage again, noticing for the first time something looming overhead: a speedboat, perhaps twenty feet long, its wooden hull shining sleekly brown, like the belly of an animal just out of the water. Thick canvas loops from a hoist suspended it conveniently above the garage floor. Curlicue script on the stern said Little Gem. 
 
    “Is this their yacht?” I asked as Norah finally turned from the Jaguar. She had decided to cover it up again. 
 
    “Oh, no!” I think she would have found that question funny under other circumstances. “They had a real one down in Marina del Rey. Eileen sold that. This was just a little toy.” 
 
    The beautiful vessel gleamed there in the darkness. 
 
    We left the property. 
 
    “Oh, wait,” I said as we neared the street. “I left the pry bar. Fingerprints. You go on, I’ll just run back real quick.” 
 
    A few cars passed as I walked, but I looked as if I belonged in the neighborhood, no problem. 
 
    In fact, I had replaced the pry bar in my tote bag. I stole up to the house’s dark front door and slipped a small envelope through the mail slot. I had printed RICHARD on it, and inside, on a piece of notepaper, I’d written the address of the Topanga Canyon house I’d rented for Eileen. 
 
    George Rowe had speculated that Tenaway would return to Los Angeles after the trial, but I felt him coming closer now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 – Rita and Rowe Pick Up the Pace 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The storage locker was in Florence, off Central somewhere—I was starting to glaze over. En route, Norah’s and my conversation flagged. I ached for Petey. Was he asleep? Warm enough? Terrified? Had he drawn back the shower curtain? 
 
    I couldn’t believe I was trying to comfort myself by thinking, Well, at least a dead body can’t really hurt Petey. At least he’s not being babysat by a pit bull or something. 
 
    Norah fished a box of Jujubes from her purse and offered me some. 
 
    “Uh, no, thanks,” I said. A cigarette was one thing, but taking candy from a stranger? 
 
    “I love these,” said Norah, sucking. 
 
    Florence, one of South Central’s border towns, is never included in any maps to movie stars’ homes or anything like that. 
 
    Around midnight, street activity increases. Tonight the avenues buzzed with cruising crap cars like my Honda, plus the awesome metal-flake custom cars that crack built. It began to drizzle. 
 
    Norah turned off Central and followed an alley to a blind pig of a storage facility: rusted fence, new razor wire on top, some guy’s name on the sign. In one place the razor wire sagged, sprung as if someone had actually tried to storm it with brute force. There was no tidy guy in a clip-on tie checking IDs. Norah drove straight up to a junk-strewn yard where three old black guys were feeding wood from broken pallets into a fire in an oil drum. They squinted into Norah’s headlights unwelcomingly. Gravel crunched under the tires. 
 
    “Cut your lights,” I suggested. 
 
    She did so. She got out. I rolled down my window and watched from the darkness of the car. The leaping orange flames hypnotized us both for a second. They looked so evolutionary and beautiful in the misty night. How long ago had I last seen an open fire? 
 
    I heard her say, “I have a key for eleven.” 
 
    One of the guys, looking away from us, said, “Go ahead.” 
 
    She got back in and said, “I tried to bribe that guy twice. Bastard pretends not to remember me. Well, that’s good. I think Richard made a very, very special deal with him.” She eased the car around to the rear of a long cinder-block shed. “The trunk in this thing’s pretty big,” she said. “I can practically back in. To, you know, load up.” 
 
    I allowed myself a taste of hopeful relief. The show was almost over. In the time it would take to drive to wherever he was, Petey would be back in my arms. His dimpled smile, his fair-skies blue eyes. 
 
    The building had evidently served as a kind of preschool for vandals. Every surface was covered with the jumbled scrawls of taggers; there were no interesting drawings or scripts like you see in more prominent ghetto areas. Further, it appeared someone had tried to bash in the door to every one of these five or six lockers at one time or other; in the dim light I saw nickel-sized angry pits in the metal doors. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like a terribly secure place,” I remarked. 
 
    “Look closer,” grunted Norah, throwing the car into park. 
 
    She was right. Whoever had built that shed had built a bunker. Even the roof was concrete. Maybe a stick of dynamite would’ve busted into it. Maybe. 
 
    “Oh, boy,” murmured Norah, actually licking her chops. 
 
    She held out her hand for the key, but I retained possession. As I stepped around her and fitted it into the lock, her breathing quickened; I practically felt it on my neck. I glanced at her. Her upper lip quivered, and sweat glistened on her scalp beneath the nesting material of her hair. Her lids were low, and she wet her lips over and over, like a woman about to have an orgasm. 
 
    I paused, the key still in the lock. “So this was the depot for the cash and gemstones Richard stole from Gemini, right?” I said. 
 
    “Right,” she panted. 
 
    “How did you know about it?” 
 
    “I helped him.” She clutched my arm in a talonlike grip. “Open the door!” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    She said, “I caught him at it—I opened a carton by mistake. He was about to bring it over here. So he cut me in on it if I kept my mouth shut. I did. But then it went to hell. Took a while, though.” 
 
    Someone had pasted stickers for two goth-type bands on the door at eye level. In jagged black typefaces, one said BRASS POPOVERS. The other said RELAPSE. 
 
    The concrete room was bare except for a lightbulb overhead and a steel chest against the back wall. The chest was the kind they store lifejackets in on ferryboats, or stretchers and avalanche supplies at mountain camps. A large welded hasp hung without a padlock. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” I said. 
 
    “Help me, this lid’s heavy.” 
 
    I found a fingerhold and together we heaved it open. 
 
    And I learned that the odor I’d detected a second ago had been but a molecule or two’s worth that had escaped the chest. 
 
    Norah recoiled as the harsh light fell on what was inside. The body was tall, troublesomely so; someone had had to bend him at the knees to fit. His face was a mottled poufy mess, like a melting ice-cream cake. 
 
    But his wardrobe was impeccable as always, fine wool suit, silk tie—and the neat barbering of his thick red head of hair suggested the fastidiousness that wealth so often encourages. 
 
    Even as his flesh decomposed, Padraig McGower’s presence was commanding. 
 
    Where were the flies? As soon as I thought that, one zoomed past my nose. 
 
    And McGower’s odor was beyond commanding. 
 
    Could Pine-Sol have helped? 
 
    I staggered backward out of the concrete cell, vomiting before I knew I was going to. As it came up, I managed to bend over so it hit the ground instead of my shoes. 
 
    Norah wasn’t as fast getting out. Conveniently, she upchucked right on top of McGower. Which would be an improvement, because now I knew that the smell of vomit, compared with that of a rotting human corpse, is perfume. 
 
    She let the door slam shut behind her. 
 
    We stood in the drizzle gasping. Neither of us screamed. I’m sure neither of us could have gotten enough wind. 
 
    “So that’s his message,” Norah said with hot bitterness, her body rigid with fury. “Quite a fuck you, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Quite one.” 
 
    “Well.” She cleaned her teeth with her tongue and spat in the dirt. “You’ve got a job now, don’t you?” 
 
    “I guess I do,” I said, trying to ignore the stake of anguish that was piercing my heart. I would not see Petey tonight. 
 
    We got in the car. She adjusted her seat belt. “I’ll call you now and then for the next twenty-four hours. By then I’m gonna be sick of that kid. Find the loot.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t care. Do I look like I care?” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    George Rowe had left a message on my machine, giving a landline number to call him back. Standing in the kitchen I punched it in immediately. 
 
    “Rita!” 
 
    His baritone voice steadied me. I pictured his crew-cut self on the other end, sturdy and earnest and competent. 
 
    I plunged right in. “Petey’s been kidnapped by Janet who is Norah Mintz, Eileen’s sister and Richard’s former mistress, as I think you suspected already, and I got the key to the storage place and we went there but the only thing in it was Padraig McGower who’s been dead since at least Monday which was the first day he didn’t show up in court, and now I have to find the treasure for her or she’ll kill Petey because she’s been trying to get her hands on that loot for the better part of a year.” 
 
    I paused for breath, gazing out the kitchen window. The lightwell caught stray rays from the streetlights; they bounced around silvery in the narrow space. 
 
    After a moment, he said, “And it looks like Richard just beat her to it.” 
 
    I said, “No, I’m not sure he did.” 
 
    “You haven’t called the police?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Rita. Your child—” 
 
    “No, George.” 
 
    “Well then—” 
 
    “Richard’s here in L.A., all right. I thought he’d get moving before the trial was over.” 
 
    Rowe said, “I’ve been back and forth to Brazil from Tijuana.” 
 
    “Are you in Tijuana now?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m going to drive back to L.A. as soon as we’re finished talking. There’s no question he was embezzling from Gemini. The company never did reach actual solvency, in spite of all the showing off. Obviously McGower found out at some point, then he got involved in covering it up. They owe money to a couple of government guys in a town called Ouro Prêto, and to another mining commissioner in São Paulo.” 
 
    The gears of my mind meshed and clanked. “How did Tenaway’s scam work, George?” 
 
    He blew a sound of amazement into the phone. “I can’t believe you even want to know. I can’t believe you’re not talking to the police right now.” 
 
    “There are as many ways of being an angry mama bear as there are women in this world.” 
 
    He was silent, but I thought I could hear him smile. “You’ve changed, haven’t you?” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “Strong experiences can do that,” he said. 
 
    It was my turn to smile. Coldly. 
 
    He said, “Richard Tenaway bought gems from local miners in Brazil and Venezuela with funds from Gemini. Most of them got shipped to Los Angeles and elsewhere, like they were supposed to. But over time, in small batches, he diverted gems and reals—Gemini’s cash—mostly from Ouro Prêto, to another import company here in Tijuana. He had a deal with them where they bought from him but turned around and couriered the stuff to him personally in Los Angeles. Essentially, the gems were laundered, and the cash disappeared as if it were their cut. But the bulk of the reals got converted to dollars and went to Tenaway somehow.” 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “I impersonated a German gem buyer and was able to set up almost an exact duplicate of the system. I’d visited this guy in Berlin and copped a few of his cards. Then I came to Tijuana and presented myself as him and flashed a wad of cash in this company’s boss’s face. And I was able to, uh, review some of their records after-hours.” He sounded pleased with himself. He added, “The Mexican police and customs have their hands full with more dangerous problems.” 
 
    “What about American customs?” 
 
    “Tenaway tried to appear as open as possible about what he did. He went down and paid off the couriers with checks from his own company. That’s how McGower found out about it. But then I wonder about the cash. Either it was well hidden in the packages, or it didn’t go in the same packages. Or there was no cash. One of my sources here insists Tenaway must have put the money offshore. If he did that, he drew it out in the U.S. and stashed it in this locker you’re talking about. In fact, I think that’s the likeliest scenario.” 
 
    “But why would he—” 
 
    “Only if he’d been planning to fake his death for a while. If you’re dead you can’t get your money, even if your bank is somebody’s desk drawer in the Cayman Islands.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “The other Gemini managers were starting to catch on, and that’s why Tenaway decided to get out of town last year.” 
 
    “In a hurry,” I added. 
 
    “They always do. They always think they’ll get away with it for just a little longer. But it looks like they had a nosy Joe in accounting who got suspicious. I saw some letters. Since it hasn’t blown open, I guess McGower must’ve bought him off.” 
 
    “The iceberg emerges,” I murmured. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. So since he left without the treasure, he must have cleaned out whatever money he and Eileen had together. Now I get it. That’s what must have led to the faked death—he knew Eileen and Gabriella needed money. Even as he was sleeping with the sister in some rented villa in Rio.” 
 
    “Right,” said George Rowe. 
 
    I felt a stab of hunger and reached for an orange; I’d barely eaten anything since finding Petey’s bed empty. But I saw a chain of three tiny ants on it, so I rolled it on the counter to crush them. 
 
    Then I saw other ants around the fruit bowl. I set the orange aside and began smushing ants with my index finger. Little bastards: Argentine ants, the bane of California pantries. 
 
    I said, “Norah was the loose cannon in the picture, right?” 
 
    “So stupid and typical. He falls in love with her, leaves the wife behind, then all it takes is one dumb argument—about the money, probably—and he dumps her. Woman scorned. Only now he’s got two women scorned.” 
 
    “He thought he could handle it. Still thinks he can.” 
 
    Rowe went on, “McGower probably tried to take care of Eileen, but he’s been busy trying to keep the embezzlement a secret all these months. It was a fair amount of money—between twenty and thirty million dollars, all told. McGower did a sword dance through the audit the other company officers instigated.” 
 
    “Is that why he was hanging around the trial?” I crushed the crisp ants. 
 
    “I think he thought he might learn something.” 
 
    “George, I don’t think Tenaway has the loot.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “I think Eileen’s got it. Somewhere. If Norah and Padraig knew Richard was stealing from the company, Eileen did too. Had to have. Maybe she even disposed of it already.” 
 
    “No, I think it’d make more sense for her to sit on it than try to liquidate it.” 
 
    “You think? How come?” 
 
    “For somebody like her to sell off large batches of uncut gems? The execution would be difficult, not to mention the attention she’d risk attracting. At least for a while. Likelier she’d use the stash as a bargaining chip with Richard or McGower. Or both.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, remembering the day my bad credit shut me 
 
    out of buying groceries. I thought about Adil’s Pawn America and Gramma Gladys’s diamond brooch. Ant carcasses littered the countertop. “She’s hiding something until the trial’s over. When I talked to her this morning about the storage locker, she hinted that there’s some kind of cartel controlling things. She said she wants to stop them before they hurt anybody else.” 
 
    “Look, Rita, if you’d just get the police involved—” 
 
    “If I got the police involved they would eventually locate Petey’s body. George, I’m going to talk to Eileen in the morning. I can stall Norah if I have to, but I’ve got a strong feeling it won’t be necessary. The jury’s going to take the case today. And I think by this afternoon—I think—I hope—we’ll know a lot.” 
 
    “I’d have bet Tenaway would have stayed out of the country until the trial was over.” 
 
    “McGower tried to fake him out. Told him he’d help him if Richard would come and open that locker. They all needed—wanted—that treasure. Richard wouldn’t have left the only key with Eileen. He’d have kept one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 – Nobody Has It All 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few sleepless hours later, I showered and dressed in my taupe suit with the maroon flecks, which worked with my coloring. I remembered thinking that when I bought it: This works well with my coloring! Now I was living in a different world. 
 
    The rain had stopped overnight, and the morning broke out in eighteen-carat sunshine. The Los Angeles I looked on as I drove to the lockup was different still than any I’d seen before. A city where, beneath Miramax and Sony and gas prices and guys trimming dead fronds off palm trees with knives on sticks, lives were bargained for and appointments with death were kept. My life. My appointments. 
 
    I said nothing to Eileen, simply sat down in the chair across the interview table and held her eyes. Actually, I drilled in just above her eyes as if I intended to extract coconut juice from her forehead. 
 
    She looked away. “I had to keep you busy.” 
 
    I gripped the seat of my chair. If I stayed in it, I could not pick it up and slam it across her tired, wily face. Which would have been counterproductive. 
 
    “So you moved the goods after Richard ran away,” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Eileen, your baby sister is holding my boy.” My eyes felt dead. “All for some pretty rocks and wads of paper with oval pictures on them.” 
 
    “Rita, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Fuck you. We went to get the key together,” I added. 
 
    She cut me a sharp sideways smile. “Did she react when she saw the car?” 
 
    “Yes, she did. Like she was seeing a ghost.” 
 
    The smile widened slightly as she hooked an arm over the back of her chair. “I hadn’t planned that. Too bad it didn’t give her a fatal heart attack.” 
 
    “Would’ve been a nice coincidence.” 
 
    “Make no mistake: It wasn’t that she gave a damn about the victim,” said Eileen. “That car’s a huge piece of evidence against her.” 
 
    “Yes, I understood that.” 
 
    “And that’s when you figured it out—you realized she was Norah?” 
 
    “Yes. Tell me about the car.” 
 
    And she told me about a fucked-up night about a year ago, the night when everything changed. 
 
    “It was the middle of the night. I woke up to—there was this pounding on the front door, this slow pounding. Richard grabbed his pants and went down, and I followed. I was scared because you never know, people get shot by some asshole, you know? 
 
    “It was my sister standing there in her white mink coat—it was November—her face is all crooked, she’s drunk. She stumbles through the door, crying and talking about some party in Los Feliz she’d been to. She was on her way home—she had a condo in Brentwood—and she’d hit something on Franklin. The way she said it, I tell you, my blood ran cold. I go, ‘You hit...something?’ She nods and I can tell she’s going to throw up, and she does, all over my Kilim entry mat. 
 
    “Richard thought she’d hit another car, but I knew it was a person, I just knew it. We go into the kitchen and I make coffee and she tells us she’d been driving her Jaguar ‘in a perfectly straight line’ down Franklin toward Cahuenga when she felt a thud and someone in a down jacket and boots flew over the windshield.” 
 
    The down jacket explained the bits of fluff I’d seen still sticking to the dent. “Oh, my God,” I said. “So she didn’t—” 
 
    “She panicked and floored it out of there. Then she ran out of gas on Santa Monica.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “That was Norah. A fuckup from the word go. She’s there at my kitchen counter, drunk on her ass, and she’s telling us she just ran somebody over and she strokes the countertop and says, ‘I myself would like a kitchen like this.’ Always wanting what I had. Yeah!” 
 
    Including Richard, I thought. Including Gabriella? 
 
    “Richard asked how she got here, and she said she walked up from Santa Monica.” Eileen stopped and looked searchingly into the middle distance. “She always projected this appeal, that I could never figure out. Not exactly babe in the woods, not exactly wounded puppy. There was always a good-time aura about Norah. She tried to act so delicate. Which was a charade, when you think about it.” 
 
    “A party girl?” I suggested. 
 
    “With a smart mouth and a soft heart. Except when she gets in trouble. Then it’s number one all the way.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “The car, by the way, had been a gift from Richard. He says, ‘Where is it?’ I noticed she still had her stiletto heels on, so it couldn’t be far. We’re all sitting there looking at each other. Nobody’s saying it! Finally I do. ‘We have to call the police.’ She starts shrieking no no no, then she passes out. Richard carries her to the sofa and says, ‘We have to get the car.’ I’m like, Richard, do you realize how many times we’ve bailed her out of a mess? There was the lawsuit with the renter, then that crazy boyfriend—oh,” Eileen swooped her hand in a gesture of infinity, “and before all that was the shoplifting. All my life I’ve covered for her. I even used to take the blame, if I thought nothing else would work. When was it going to end? 
 
    “We argue and argue, and finally he tells me to go get the car! And I do! He siphons some gas from his Land Rover into a can and hands it to me and says, ‘Unless we’re lucky enough that it’s been stolen already, pour the gas in and drive it here. Leave your car wherever, we’ll get it tomorrow.’ And I went, and my nerves almost killed me. I found it in front of a cleaner’s, with that dent in the fender and some scrape marks on the roof. I got it home and drove it into the garage. It was three in the morning, nobody saw me. Richard put one of those covers on it and that was it.” Eileen looked at me, although her eyes were still on that night. 
 
    “All these thoughts went through my head: Why did he want to put us both at risk like that, without any discussion? He’d seen what a nutbag Norah was, he’d picked up the phone at all hours too. The next day we learn a student from USC was killed in a crosswalk on Franklin Avenue last night. An attractive young girl, Korean, I think. There was her picture in the paper. Nobody had seen the car.” 
 
    “How,” I asked, “did Richard react to that?” 
 
    “Good. He said good, with real relief in his voice. Student killed, no suspects. Good. That’s when I realized they were having an affair. And what’s more, they’d been at it for quite some time.” 
 
    I observed, “You’ve done an awful lot to protect your sister.” 
 
    “I sure have.” If I’ve ever heard a rueful sentence, that was it. 
 
    All the facts I’d gleaned, all the gut-level sensations I’d felt for weeks now—all of it made me decide this was the time to take the leap. 
 
    I said, “She planted that half-assed evidence the night Gabriella died, didn’t she?” 
 
    Eileen paused. Then she said, “She put me here, you know.” 
 
    “Tell me about that night.” 
 
    “I can’t—yet. But I think, Rita, you and I might have a chance to...do something about her.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “But we have to wait.” 
 
    “Depending on what the jury says?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Eileen, do you know where Padraig McGower is?” 
 
    I heard her catch her breath. Fucking fine. 
 
    After a moment, she said, cautiously, “No.” 
 
    I drew it out. “Would you like to know?” 
 
    She nodded, searching my face for something good, but knowing no good could possibly be there. 
 
    I thought about cute ways to put it, like, He’s occupying a very small sublet in Florence, or He sleeps with the fishes, but I finally just said, “He’s in that gray chest.” 
 
    She gulped and dropped her head. She mumbled into her hands, “Oh, my God. Padraig. Padraig.” She looked up. “I had a feeling.” 
 
    I reached across and took her wrist, then dropped it, remembering the vigilant deputy. Fuck Padraig McGower, and I bet you did. Richard’s back. Fuck Richard. We’ll deal with him. But first, but first—this: “Eileen, you’re a mother. Your child is dead, but you’re still a mother who gave birth and nursed your baby and watched the umbilical stub fall off. We are mothers. We have unity, you and I. You’ve got to help me.” 
 
    She lifted her head and cleared her throat. “Don’t mistake Norah. She’s not motivated by greed, she’s motivated by hate. Rita, I want to help you.” 
 
    Was that actual warmth coming from her? Actual sincerity? I wanted to think so. Maybe it was. I smoothed my sleeves, comforted by the fine feel of the silk-rayon blend. “Why,” I asked, “did Richard do this embezzling thing anyway? You two had it all.” 
 
    She watched me touch my clothing, and I saw she appreciated the fabric. “It looked like we had it all,” she said, “but really we didn’t. Nobody does.” She paused, thinking about that. “Richard was a good-looking bull, and he was a persuasive guy, but he was an atrocious businessman. He and Padraig became highly skilled at judging stones and bribing South American bureaucrats, but that only goes so far. They never had the guts to get into the business in Africa or Asia, where guys’ll kill you over ten feet of dirt. He and Padraig discovered that you can fool a lot of people by how you look. And”—she smiled crookedly—“by who you owe.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Yes.” 
 
    “We piled up material things, few of them paid for. The guys kept borrowing to build the business, they posted losses all the time, but all the while they’re drawing huge paychecks for themselves. People advised them to take the company public, but they knew it couldn’t stand up to that kind of scrutiny.” 
 
    I said, “So Richard decided to stock up a lifeboat.” 
 
    She glanced at me sidelong. “Yes, that’s a good way of putting it. And stocking the lifeboat caused the ship to sink!” 
 
    We both smiled at that witticism, but it felt uncomfortable. Eileen said, “Do the police know about Padraig?” 
 
    “Not yet, as far as I know.” 
 
    “He was never a match for Richard.” 
 
    I decided to go for the present tense and see what happened. Bit of a trick. “What motivates Richard?” 
 
    “What motivates Richard,” she repeated. “Well”—and the last of her pretenses fell away as she unconsciously lifted her arms to adjust her hair, which told me that he still moved her sexually—“if you ever meet him you’ll immediately see that he’s not a deep thinker. He’s a schemer. He likes sex, lots of it, and he was starting to like it younger and younger. Get it?” 
 
    I had eased her into it. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Your little sister, then young girls.” 
 
    “I even started to be afraid for Gabriella. Isn’t that unspeakable? He liked luxury and he liked sex. Not much more there, other than arrogance, which he kept fairly well hidden. He was so good with people. A smile from him bought a year’s worth of loyalty from some people, I’m not kidding. If he’d been a politician, I’m sure he’d have been president by now. He loved to get away with things. Deceit came so naturally to him.” 
 
    That was all good to know. At last I said, “Eileen, you’re going to be acquitted. I know it down in my gut: You could be free as early as today. I could tip off the police about what’s in that garage. I could do all sorts of things to fuck you up once you’re free. You’ve said you want to help me. Well?” 
 
    She looked startled, gazed at me intently, evidently did not find the hidden meaning she suspected, and relaxed with a touch of bitterness. “He tried to hold things over me too. He didn’t think I’d hide his retirement fund—that’s what he called that pile of stuff—from him, given my collusion in everything. He tried to hold that over me.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “Just wait. Just wait.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” I said in a hard voice. “It has to be today. When you’re acquitted—Gary told you about the house I rented for you, right?” 
 
    She glinted with amusement at my use of when, not if. “Yes, I’d rather go there than...home.” 
 
    “Today, Eileen.” 
 
    She looked at me, and I couldn’t tell if she was just putting me off for the moment, but she said, “All right, today.” 
 
    By the looks of her I saw I wasn’t going to get anything from her until she was damned ready. My child was still alive—I prayed—and her child was dead. Somehow that gave her the power to outstare me. I felt compassion for the pain she’d been through—would never finish going through—but that was beside the point today. 
 
    I said, “I want you to do something. When the trial’s over, I want you to speak to the press just for a minute. Say you’re glad to be free, but justice has not yet been done, blah-blah, OK? Then say you’re leaving the country tomorrow for a much-needed rest.” 
 
    “Where am I going?” 
 
    “Cayman Islands. Tell them that.” 
 
    Her hazel eyes glinted into mine. “What are you up to, Rita?” 
 
    “Just please do that. All right?” 
 
    “You want the world to think I’m only going to be in Los Angeles for one more night. And that I might be going to arrange a financial thing or two.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Could be good. Could be good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 – Daniel’s Mission 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unlike the police, Daniel Clements was not obliged to go on to another duty when Sally Jacubiak did not answer her door. 
 
    After his first reconnaissance with the flower bouquet, when he heard the locks rattling after his knock, he thought the nosy neighbor might be able to do him some good, somehow. Now that Petey had been snatched, he brought another bouquet and knocked, quite early in the morning, on the neighbor’s door. But now she wasn’t home either. 
 
    Last night, during the date he’d consented to go on with the former police advisor from Abilene Cop Shop, he’d gotten the guy talking about police work. He’d learned something important. 
 
    “Police work—investigative work, I mean,” said Olin, placing a rawboned elbow on their cocktail table at the Chuckwagon, a gay club in Studio City, “is largely a matter of taking dots that look random and seeing if you can connect them. If you’re looking for a line, you won’t see it at first. All you get are dots. There’s this dot here and that dot over there and you try to figure out the line. Sometimes there is no line, then you have to find more dots.” 
 
    “So,” said Daniel, “a fact is a dot?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “But if totally all you have is two dots—” 
 
    “Then you work like hell to find a line.” Olin laughed. “‘Cause what else’re you going to do?” He stared at Daniel’s chest hair peeping out from his orange Lycra bar shirt. “So, you want another mojito?” 
 
      
 
    Daniel’s dots were: 
 
      
 
    1. The call from Sally Jacubiak’s apartment to Gary Kwan just before his murder. 
 
    2. Petey’s abduction. 
 
      
 
    Both Gary and Petey had a connection to Eileen Tenaway. Eileen was in custody. Gary was dead. Petey was somewhere. Sally’s apartment seemed a reasonable place to look. 
 
    When the tinfoil-headed lady didn’t answer, he knocked on Sally Jacubiak’s door. No answer. He shouted, once, “Hello!” and put his ear to the door. Nothing. Or maybe there was a small sound, a bump or something, but he couldn’t be sure. For the sake of thoroughness he tried the knob, then inspected the door more closely. Steel, in a steel frame. No way could he just kick it in. 
 
    He returned to the street and walked all around the building, looking at it. He got into his car. He watched the lobby doors, thinking. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    In the courtroom I studied Tracy Beck-Rubin. She looked as if someone had tied her to a tree and left her there overnight. She had given her closing arguments for three hours yesterday afternoon, following her head-to-head with Eileen that morning. Prosecutors generally want time to prepare their remarks after the last of the testimony, but perhaps Tracy just wanted to get the damn thing over with. All she did was practically reiterate her opening arguments. Clearly this case had taken her to her limits. I took pleasure in her exhaustion. You wanna know exhaustion, lady? Stand in my shoes for fifteen minutes. 
 
    I wanted my boy back so bad I hurt all over, like the flu. Focus, focus. 
 
    Mark Sharma began the morning by making short work of his closing arguments, just as he’d pledged to. I was so intent on my plans, all of which hung by the merest of threads, that I hardly heard what he said. I thought about that house up Topanga Canyon, and about what might happen there later. 
 
    I can tell you Mark was forceful, precise, and passionate. The jury nodded madly. Eileen sat poised and brave. At last Mark stopped talking and sat down with sweat streaming down his neck, like a small, well-groomed horse. I looked at him sitting there so proud of himself. We were all so proud of ourselves, Team Eileen. 
 
    This was our triumph. Every member of the jury was looking at Eileen, openly and without anxiety. They appeared almost relaxed, yet clearly they wanted to get on with it and be the hell out of there. 
 
    Judge Davenport droned instructions to the jury, then it was time for an early lunch, only eleven-thirty. 
 
    I had a message from Daniel on my cell phone. “Just call me,” said his buzzy electronic voice. “Please.” 
 
    I phoned him back and he answered. I said, “Are you still trying to quote-unquote help?” I was in no mood. 
 
    “Yes, though you needn’t be such a bitch.” 
 
    People never understand. “Yes, I do need to be such a bitch.” At this point, being a bitch was all I could cling to. “I might as well ask how you’re doing, then.” 
 
    A shame-filled sigh. “Not well, I’m afraid. But I’m—” 
 
    “Now I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Will you be home tonight? That’s why I called.” 
 
    “Daniel, I don’t know. I suppose I’ll either be there or at the morgue identifying Petey’s—” 
 
    “Rita, don’t!” 
 
    “—his body, Daniel, or I may be at a house in Topanga Canyon trying to salvage what’s left of my life and his.” 
 
    He asked for the address, and I gave it to him. 
 
    After lunch the jury began its work, their absence from the courtroom as strong as a new presence. 
 
    Nobody left the building. 
 
    Mark Sharma and Steve Calhoun and Lisa Feltenberger speculated in low tones, their voices rutabaga-rutabaga in the hallway. I did not take part. The jury had already told me what they were going to do. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    After two hours Daniel felt foolish sitting in his car in front of Sally Jacubiak’s apartment building. He started up the silver Porsche and released the brake, but then froze because a woman walked out of the building, a woman wearing sunglasses and carrying a pink shoulder bag. Her jeweled pendant gave off sparks of sunshine. It was unmistakably her, the woman who had come to look at the light over Petey’s window. The woman he’d shared an intimate smoke with on the fire escape. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 – The House in Topanga Canyon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Until the jury actually did what I knew they were going to do, there was this unbelievable suspense effervescing through my system, like one of those retro bubble Christmas tree lights, bubble hot bubble red red. No amount of lawyer shows on TV could have prepared me for it. You have to feel it to believe it. 
 
    At two o’clock we got word there was a verdict. Not as fast as Roscoe Jamison, but close. 
 
    At two-thirty everyone was in court. 
 
    At two-thirty-four Eileen Tenaway was a free woman. 
 
    She burst into tears of relief. Mark put his arm around her and murmured something very earnestly. Everybody shook hands and slapped backs. 
 
    I was pleased on several levels. 
 
    Using my cell phone I sent a discreet text message to George Rowe, asking him to wait a few hours, then come to the Topanga Canyon address. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure what would happen there, but I knew I’d want him. 
 
    The jury looked pleased with themselves. The judge thanked them. 
 
    Some of them inclined their bodies eagerly toward Eileen, as if they wanted to talk to her, or touch her, but she turned away from them, already dry-eyed. She looked at the bailiff as if to ask, Really? and the bailiff nodded, thinking about clocking out for the day. He too was pleased. She aimed her eyes at the exit, the one for free citizens. 
 
    The press clamored. They wanted Eileen, but Mark held her back, talking in her ear. My thoughts surged around Petey. Maybe today. Maybe today. 
 
    The jurors poured out and I stood in the sun-washed corridor and listened to what they blurted into the microphones. 
 
    “I just thought she was innocent,” said Juror 2, a male middle school teacher who always wore little cap-toed sneakers to court in a futile attempt to be adorable. “I mean, at first I wasn’t sure? But by the time she testified, I was convinced.” 
 
    Juror 8, the guy who’d told Gary about his nonshoplifting mother during voir dire, said, “Yeah, me too. Those rotten cops better find out who killed her kid.” 
 
    Another juror, a female film technician, said, “I know she didn’t do it.” 
 
    A reporter asked, “How do you know?” 
 
    “I just know.” 
 
    Music to my ears. Dissonant music after all this, but music nevertheless. 
 
    The cap-toed juror broke in helpfully, “Well, they had this and that evidence, you know, but they didn’t really show she did it. I mean, show me, don’t tell me is how I’ve always felt about things like this. And I don’t want to be small, but Tracy Beck-Rubin—ugh. It didn’t look like she cared about Eileen at all. But Eileen, though—you could just feel what was going on inside her. You could...” He groped for words. “You could just feel she was innocent. It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    And there you are: the facts hardly count if you put on a good show. Does that make us all charlatans, then? 
 
    Mark bustled up, ready to talk, but the microphones wanted Eileen. Subtly, I took her elbow and pushed her forward. “I’ll meet you in the garage. Lisa will take you down.” 
 
    No one had spoken that day of Gary Kwan. For all I knew, no one had even thought of him. 
 
    I went back into the nearly empty courtroom. Tracy Beck-Rubin sat stiff and blank at the prosecution’s table, gathering papers and tapping them on the tabletop. Her staff of two stood watching her carefully, not quite knowing what to do. Hypnotically, she tapped her papers, dit-dit-dit. 
 
    Seeing my hemline in her peripheral vision, she looked up. 
 
    I said, “I admire you.” 
 
    She looked down at herself as if to check how much was left. When she looked up again, her pupils were small, her lids narrow. “Who are you?” she said. “Who are you really?” 
 
    I should have been ready for that. 
 
    Her gaze held steady. 
 
    Then I thought, What the hell. “Mostly,” I said, “I’m an actress.” 
 
    That baffled her. Then she broke into a smile. “Ah! Ha-ha! I’ve always felt that way myself.” Her assistants chuckled as the tension dissolved. 
 
    Then Tracy Beck-Rubin straightened, quickly stood up tall—the swivel chair went spinning away—and said, “Thank you. I love my job.” 
 
    As I left the courtroom for the last time, I heard her begin speaking to her subordinates in a brisk tone. 
 
    Mark Sharma grabbed my arm as I walked toward the elevators. “What the hell is she going to the Cayman Islands for?” 
 
    The press had taken off to file their stories. 
 
    I kept striding. He trotted alongside me as I said, “You told me if I had a good idea to act on it. I had one, and I did.” 
 
    “But what the hell—” 
 
    I stopped and faced him. “I know what happened the night Gary died.” 
 
    His eyes receded. Then he remembered to demand, “What, then?” His mouth snapped into a razor-clam line. 
 
    Amazing. His reaction told me he knew something and was afraid of telling it. Or afraid of me. 
 
    My anger flared. “I’m going to nail your ass, Mark.” 
 
    “I didn’t do a thing, and you can’t prove it.” That sounded ridiculous and he knew it. 
 
    “Liar. If the police beat me to it, fine.” The elevator opened. “But you’re going to get what’s coming to you, you treacherous piece of shit.” 
 
    I stepped in, and the doors closed before he could think of something to say. 
 
    My cell phone vibed as I emerged into the parking level. The signal was poor, but Norah and I were able to communicate. 
 
    I ducked behind a pillar so Lisa and Eileen, who were waiting at my car, would not hear. 
 
    “So how goes it?” said Norah. 
 
    “Let me talk to my son.” 
 
    “No can do, hon. What’ve you got for me?” 
 
    I hissed, “I want to talk to Petey!” 
 
    Norah sighed heavily into the phone. “He’s fine, believe me. Believe me.” 
 
    “God damn your soul to hell.” 
 
    “No more cursing, OK? Because it gets on my—” 
 
    “Just let me hear his voice.” 
 
    “Hey, kid! Say hey, OK?” 
 
    My boy’s voice came faintly through the tiny phone’s tiny speaker. “Hey!” 
 
    “Petey!” 
 
    “He’s busy, OK? You satisfied?” 
 
    “All right,” I said, forcing my brain—slicing it—into calmness. “What if I could do better than give you the treasure? What if I could give you Richard, too?” 
 
    “Don’t play with me, he’s—” 
 
    “I’ll tell you where to find him. Today.” 
 
    “I don’t want to walk into—” 
 
    “Walk into it, Norah, you’ll be glad you did. I’ll have everything under control. Go up Topanga Canyon in about two hours.” I gave her the address. “Leave your car at the foot of the road.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Topanga Canyon is a gorgeous hassle, spilling in steep-walled glory mile after mile from practically the Ventura Freeway all the way to the ocean. Its only highway, a two-laner, twists you up and around the motliest properties in Los Angeles. Old hippies have established the canyon as their goal-line stand against the Pizza Hut aesthetic, thus you will see wacky yurts with stained-glass cutouts of Jimi and Janis, hard by the herbal grocery stores which adjoin the pottery chimneys of the artisans which border the property lines of the movie people with their French Normandy horse stables and their natural-looking waterfalls, the waterfalls rarely visible from the road. 
 
    I’d always felt the word Canyon after anything makes it sound serious and mystical. The freeway signs abbreviate it CYN, without the period, which confuses nonlocals. “I’m looking for Laurel Sin Road?” they’ll say. “I guess.” 
 
    The house I’d leased for Eileen was a neo-Alamo with five bedrooms, killer views of the Pacific, and lots of privacy. She and I had dropped off Lisa at her health club in Santa Monica and stopped for a few groceries on the way. 
 
    I felt fairly calm at the moment, yet Petey, Petey, Petey, throbbed through my heart. Helpless little fellow, only four years old. Please God, let him live to see five. 
 
    I flipped open the control pad next to the front door and punched in the code the lease agent had given me. The alarm lights switched from red to green. I made a deal of showing Eileen how to work it. Doing this technical thing made a sliver of thought come into my mind, of the film Fail-Safe, and then I thought of On the Beach, and then Serge Oatberger popped into my consciousness, surprisingly, like he’d been waiting behind all the heavy furniture to spring out. Oh, Sergy. 
 
    Eileen had tried to start a conversation in the car but I’d squelched it, not wanting to discuss anything of consequence while driving. I was feeling very tunnelly, like I could only do one thing at a time. And she was fine with that, lowering her window and breathing in all the smells she hadn’t smelled in months. Her nose especially lifted when we hung our turn at the ocean and followed the PCH the few miles to the canyon road. 
 
    The day had really warmed up, into the seventies again. It wouldn’t be stifling yet, even though now, in March, we were practically into what Californians call summer. Actually we call January spring, but I don’t expect you to believe that unless you’re one of us. 
 
    I showed Eileen around the swanky house. Outfitted in custom paint colors—three shades of cream in one bedroom—and a cool mix of Mission and modern furniture, plus lots of built-ins, the place was comfortable and sophisticated. I sighed enviously more than once. 
 
    Eileen seemed to relax completely once we were inside, though she seemed a little fragile. She stuck close to me. Waiting for cues? Maybe not. Maybe I was telegraphing something. I put some mental energy into being neutral and innocent. The place smelled stuffy like a closed house does, so I turned the temperature down to jump-start the air-conditioning. “As you can see, it’s furnished and everything,” I told her. Casually but carefully, I peeked into every closet as we went, prepared for Richard to pop out. Although the alarm system hadn’t been disturbed, I wouldn’t have put it past him to have defeated it somehow and been waiting for us inside. 
 
    I’d simply figured, as George Rowe did, that he’d come for Eileen as soon as the trial was over. If she was free, he could squeeze the insurance millions out of her, plus have some time to move his stash out of the region, where, while liquidating it, he could wear a mild disguise and not be recognized. 
 
    If Eileen had been convicted, on the other hand, Richard would have had to figure another way of finding his stash. A way to negotiate with Eileen behind bars somehow. Or perhaps he’d try to blackmail Gemini out of what fortunes it had left. 
 
    When I’d left the note at the Tenaway house with the address of this house in it, I was figuring he’d let himself in after Eileen’s case went to jury but before a verdict. That way he’d be right there if she got acquitted, before she and the press and their cameras showed up at the house. 
 
    That’s what I would have done if I were him. 
 
    So I expected him to find that note and make his way here as fast as he could. I wanted him to confront Eileen about the loot, and I wanted to hear them discuss its whereabouts. I thought if anybody could get that out of Eileen, it would be Richard. Then, of course, all I’d have to do would be introduce him to George Rowe. 
 
    I suppose I should have felt afraid, but I was focused and supremely angry. Rage flowed invisibly through my veins like hot wax. “Oh, the groceries,” I said, remembering them. “Plus Steve’s wife packed you a bag, did you see it in the trunk?” 
 
    “Yes, he told me she did that. I’ll help you bring everything in.” 
 
    That was uncharacteristic, I thought—she was the type to let a lackey do it. 
 
    We lugged the stuff into the kitchen, one of those quarter-million-dollar ones with granite and Sub-Zero and Viking and so forth. Plus tons of pots and gadgets—I even noticed a Le Cork Weasel, just like I had at home—all nicely stored in cabinets that gave an old-growth redwood feel to the place. 
 
    “I’ll make some tea—would you like tea?” I asked, reaching for the kettle, which I found on a fix-it shelf loaded with screwdrivers, duct tape, scissors. 
 
    “Yes, please.” My companion stood leaning against the refrigerator, hugging herself with one arm. “You know, Rita, I’m anxious to talk to you.” 
 
    “Good.” I saw purposefulness in her eyes. 
 
    And I turned, kettle in hand, and caught my own eyes in the black glass of the microwave. In that split second I had to admit something exhilarating: I wanted to kill someone today. Yes, I’d just about figured I’d have to do that, in order to get my boy back. And if I had to, I’d do it with a goddamn song in my heart. 
 
    “What would you like to talk about?” I said, filling the kettle at the tap. 
 
    “Well, I know you’re worried to death about your son. Here’s the thing. Well, first, I really have to bring you up to speed.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    The water began to roil above the blue gas flame. 
 
    “I’ve told you about Norah’s hit-and-run and how Richard and I covered up for her. That...incident...seemed to break something loose inside her. It scared her, and she didn’t drink as much after that, but it was like something was gone from deep inside her—like a barrier was broken. She took a life, even though she hadn’t meant to. Then, everything went easier for her. As if she’d stopped being able to feel guilty about anything.” 
 
    I took the kettle off and poured hot water over the Chinese black tea bags we’d bought at the grocery. The tea bloomed prettily in the white mugs I’d found. 
 
    “Let’s take our tea into the garden,” I suggested. 
 
    We walked slowly along the stone paths and breathed in the damp smells, this early garden with all the awakenings just getting going in all those juicy green plant hearts. 
 
    Surreptitiously, I looked everywhere for the son of a bitch, even saying, “Oh, what an interesting little shed,” and flinging it open to find only the pool machinery. The pool was pretty fabulous, twenty meters long at least, with a deep end, a springboard, and a small high-dive platform way up there. The high dive cast a gallowslike shadow over the water. It made me feel creepy and I turned away from it. 
 
    I checked my watch; it was about four o’clock now, and the sun was slanting through a few clouds to the west. 
 
    I said, “You know we’re both in danger from Richard and Norah.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We know too much.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Walking this way with Eileen suddenly felt pleasant, almost sisterly. 
 
    “So,” I went on, “before they get their hands on us—” 
 
    She broke in, “We have to kill them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 – Daniel at the End of His Rope 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The apartment building on plain-Jane Crenshaw Avenue, near the equally unprepossessing yet arterially essential Olympic Avenue, stood four stories, with six units per floor. Like most of the neighboring mid-rises, this building had no fire escapes. Flat roof, however, which could be the ticket. If Daniel could know for sure Petey was in Sally Jacubiak’s place he’d get him out somehow, fuck it. 
 
    The apartment occupied the front corner, third floor, overlooking the street. The living room overlooked the street, anyway. Probably the other window was the bedroom. Quite exposed. 
 
    After the woman with the jeweled pendant disappeared from sight, Daniel drove quickly to a hardware store he’d noticed a few blocks away, bought a mason’s hammer and a fifty-foot hank of double-braided nylon rope, and hurried back. 
 
    With the rope over his shoulder and the hammer in his belt loop, and wearing his navy blue twill shirt, he looked vaguely professional. Assuming a repairman’s swagger, he walked briskly to the building’s rear. 
 
    The roof access ladder ascended from the gaggingly smelly dumpster enclosure, starting about twelve feet up. Iron rungs, well anchored. He couldn’t jump to it, and the dumpster was too full to drag over for a boost. 
 
    Other than bouldering, Daniel hadn’t free-climbed in years. As a teenager he’d done a lot in the Smoky Mountains back home in North Carolina. Then he sold all of his gear to help pay for his leap to Hollywood. 
 
    Now he ran his hand over the crappy stucco wall. Cracked and weathered, it gave the impression of finger- and toeholds, but the stuff was as insubstantial as exfoliated greenstone. Using the chisel end of the mason’s hammer, he chipped out bits of the wall, getting down to firmer stuff, holding his breath for the appearance of a manager or somebody. He chipped one-two-three as high as he could reach. 
 
    An elderly man shuffled into the dumpster enclosure carrying a plastic bag bulging with something disgusting. Without seeming to notice Daniel he poured the contents of his bag, which Daniel recognized as used cat litter, directly into the dumpster. Then he looked over and said, “Getting ready to paint?” 
 
    “Ah, sure am,” replied Daniel with a smile. 
 
    The man carefully folded his empty plastic bag in quarters, tucked it beneath his arm for next use, and went away. 
 
    Daniel had worn a pair of sharp-toed lace-ups this day, which wouldn’t do for gripping, so he kicked them off, shoved them inside his shirt, stripped off his lamb’s-wool socks, and started up barefoot, the grainy stucco cold on his toes. 
 
    Once he grabbed the ladder’s bottom rung he scaled it to the roof in seconds. Up top, the breeze tossed the surrounding oaks and sycamores. The neighborhood was heavily Korean, so he could see the tops of Korean business signs with their rectilinear characters. He saw in the distance a line of palms sticking up over some grocery lot on Olympic. Pigeons butted around in alarm. The rooftop had been graveled recently, so he put his shoes on and, skirting a narrow lightwell, strode to the front parapet. 
 
    This was a problem. He had thought to fix his rope to something on the roof and simply lower himself to the third-floor window, kick it in, and have a damn look. So what if it was broad daylight, people and traffic everywhere. He’d be risking getting stopped before he found Petey, but he couldn’t think of a better course of action. Now, he saw, it couldn’t work anyway, because the management had sunk thousands of bits of broken bottle glass into the mortar on top of the parapet, either to keep pigeons off (which it wasn’t) or to discourage burglars. 
 
    “But what about us heroes?” he muttered. The broken glass would saw through his rope. 
 
    He returned to the chasmlike lightwell. The opening was only about ten feet by three. The ten feet was good, the three feet was bad, because also the shaft was home to one wall-unit air conditioner per apartment, which narrowed the situation even further. These mechanical obstacles hummed their locustlike song up into the sky. Nevertheless, Daniel anchored his rope to a nearby steel pipe, tied himself in, and descended. He was just able to squeeze past the first air conditioner, which luckily was smaller than the others. He reached a pygmy-sized window just above Sally Jacubiak’s gurgling air conditioner. 
 
    Experimentally, he kicked the window, an eighteen-inch square of Plexi. It did not break. Was this the bathroom? No, you don’t put an air conditioner in such a tiny space. The kitchen, then, or the bedroom. 
 
    “Hey!” he called. “Petey! Hey! It’s Daniel!” 
 
    A few seconds later he heard a muffled voice. “Daniel! Hey!” 
 
    “Petey!” he shouted. A bolt of joy shot through him so hard he almost fell off the rope. He had sealed shut his emotions during the past thirty-six hours, not allowing himself to think what if about Petey, and now he felt the huge letting-go of that. He’d actually figured it out! Son of a goddang-gun. “Stand back,” he yelled happily, “I’m gonna break the window!” 
 
    He could not reach down to the window with the hammer, unless he were to return to the top and lower himself upside down, which was too dangerous without having someone on belay. He braced himself with one hand on the opposite wall, rared back, and slammed his heel into the cloudy plastic. A corner gave way. The rest crumbled easily, like rotten ice. Now he could hear Petey’s voice clearly, though he could not see him. He couldn’t wedge himself any lower because of the air conditioner, and in any event the window was too small for him to get through. 
 
    “Hey, buddy, you OK?” 
 
    “Yeah,” came the small reply. 
 
    “Good, stay that way. I’m gonna get you out of there and take you home. Wanna go home?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Can you reach this window?” 
 
    “No,” said the boy. “It’s too high.” 
 
    “Is there anything you can climb on?” Daniel inhaled, then felt like he needed to spit. “Christ, did a cow die in there?” 
 
    “No, a lady.” 
 
    “Oh, God. Look around you, boyo. Look around real good. Anything you can drag over to, you know, get up?” 
 
    “In the living room, but I can’t ’cause it’s locked, like.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, hey. Pete. See that air conditioner?” 
 
    The weather-stripping around it was gray and gapped like bad denture adhesive. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’re gonna push it out of the wall.” 
 
    “Yeah?” said Petey dubiously. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Eileen’s gait was tentative; it struck me that she probably hadn’t walked this many steps all at once in months. 
 
    “Eileen,” I said, “first tell me a few more basics. If we’re going to plan a double murder, I really should be familiar with more facts. I get it that Richard and Norah started up an affair at some point, I guess before Norah’s hit-and-run.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And I get it that they ran off together when the boom started to come down on Richard’s embezzling, but they had to leave the goods behind.” It felt so pulpish to say things like “the goods,” but that was really the most useful expression in this case. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Then their relationship hit the rocks and she took off.” 
 
    “He tried to have her killed.” 
 
    With a sudden burr of wings, a house finch flew across the stone path into a seaside daisy bush. 
 
    Eileen and I both started at that, then smiled thinly at each other. I said, “How do you know he tried to have her killed?” 
 
    “Oh, she was so stupid,” she said, her voice heavy with remembered annoyance. “She thought they’d come back to the U.S. and set up housekeeping together in Los Angeles. She thought she’d have what I had. Fancy house, fancy guy. She thought he was going to marry her, for God’s sake, and get her pregnant! When he told her he had no intention of returning to America, she couldn’t believe it.” 
 
    “She didn’t like Brazil?” 
 
    “Brazil per se had nothing to do with it, it just wasn’t in her game plan. He had the gall to get in touch with me and ask me to secretly sell off the gems he’d put away. He’d withdrawn everything from our joint accounts and taken it with him, but I had no idea he’d stockpiled cash as well as the stones in that locker.” 
 
    We kept walking, slowly circling the acres-wide garden and the pool. 
 
    “All I wanted was to be Mrs. Beverly Hills,” Eileen continued. She flipped a strand of hair that had gotten caught in a squint-line. In that gesture I caught a glimpse of the easy California-girl beauty that must have attracted the young Richard Tenaway. “I liked shopping and going to lunch. It was what I did, OK? I looked forward to fighting to get Gabriella into the top schools, you know, Wildwood, and Marlborough eventually, I think. I liked the parties. I liked flying into Tahoe for the weekend.” 
 
    She stopped walking and touched my elbow. I turned. 
 
    “That’s all I wanted,” she said. 
 
    We resumed our stroll. “Not much to ask,” I commented. Mercy, no. Simple little life. 
 
    Without irony she nodded in agreement. 
 
    “But back to Richard and Norah,” I prompted. 
 
    “Yes. I hadn’t known about his embezzling. I thought he was leaving on another business trip. He asked for my help packing. Then he essentially said, ‘They’re after me. I have to take you into my confidence.’ He gave me a key and the name of the storage place in case something happened to him. He said, ‘Honey, we’re going to be tremendously rich, very soon, for real.’ I said OK! Good! He said, ‘Just tell me you’ll do what I say, without questioning.’ I said I would if he’d get rid of Norah. That was my deal: I keep my mouth shut about whatever’s in that locker, and you quit your affair with my sister. 
 
    “He was surprised that I knew, like duh, you asshole, but he agreed. Well, Norah dropped out of sight, and I had no idea whether she’d taken off with him or he’d gone alone or what. Richard managed to get word to me to just sit tight and wait. So I did. 
 
    “Turns out they had left together after all, but after a few weeks Norah got on his nerves. He’d never really dealt consistently with her moods before. I didn’t want him to kill her, for God’s sake, but that’s what he tried to do. The guy he hired botched it. He fell off the balcony before he got to her, and she figured out what the hell almost happened. She got out of there and came back to the States pretty mad.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. But how do you know all that?” 
 
    “Oh, I got it out of her in dribs and drabs.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “That night.” 
 
    “What fucking night?” I wanted to slap her so hard. 
 
    “When Gabriella died.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I wish you’d get to that, you know?” 
 
    “We’re safe here,” she said. “There’s no hurry. No need for you to be impatient. You picked a wonderful spot for me. You know”—she smiled softly—“I guess I forgot to thank you for helping with my defense.” 
 
    Like finally. “Think nothing of it,” I said with a smile that tasted cold on the inside. 
 
    “Richard,” she said, taking up her story again, “suddenly had all sorts of problems, even though he’d supposedly vanished! McGower was after him—the whole of Gemini wanted to get him, needless to say, but McGower was the only one who knew how much Richard had betrayed everyone.” 
 
    “You mean how much he’d stolen?” 
 
    “Basically, yeah. So one day I get this call, Mrs. Tenaway, your husband has been found, and he’s dead. I believed it! I go to Brazil and they hand me a death certificate and a picture. They stick me in some hotel to wait for the cremation, give me some song and dance about why I can’t see the body. There was an autopsy, because of course Padraig wanted to make sure. The insurance company didn’t require it, but he wanted it. He believed Richard was dead because he wanted to believe it. He was sick of the unpleasantness, and he was just as glad as anybody for Gemini to get the $10 million death benefit. I mean, he could cover a lot of Richard’s tracks with that. 
 
    “I didn’t want to bring his body back. But I did realize something was up. So I found the funeral place and slipped the guy some money to let me see it. Well, it wasn’t Richard. Some doctor must have faked that autopsy report for a payoff.” 
 
    “Good Lord.” 
 
    “But you know what? I pretended it was him. On the spot, I realized what he was doing and why. I figured he’d stay in hiding until I got the insurance money, which was his way of saying he was sorry. Then, I think, he hoped I’d split it with him, once everything had blown over. Unless, that is, I decided to take off with Gabriella and the gems myself. But the thought of fencing gems in Singapore or wherever, dragging Gabriella all over the world as a fugitive from the law—and from Richard—didn’t appeal to me much.” 
 
    “Do you still love him?” 
 
    She gave me an evaluating look, as if I were a nosy new hairstylist. “I would like to love him again,” she said at last. “But that won’t happen. I have tried to love him for a very long time.” 
 
    “I see,” I said. 
 
    We walked along the pretty stone path. 
 
    “Isn’t that sad?” said Eileen. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Daniel had been perspiring heavily since he roped in. His right hand slipped on the rope, but he caught himself with his left. He dried his hands alternately on his pants and blinked sweat out of his eyes. How long before the kidnapper would return? Maybe Rita found the ransom stuff and this kidnapper chick had gone off to get it. 
 
    “Unplug the air conditioner, Pete, OK?” 
 
    “OK!” The machine went silent. 
 
    “Good job! Now find something like a stick or a tool. Something to poke with. See anything pointy?” 
 
    “Here’s an umbrella.” 
 
    “OK, take that and stab it around the air conditioner. You want to get it loose, see?” 
 
    If the unit was a good one, there would be a flange blocking him from doing that, Daniel thought, but it looked like a piece of crap, badly installed. 
 
    He thought of calling 911, but at this point that would likely use up more time than it would save. 
 
    A light went on in the corresponding window in the next apartment. Miz foil-head’s place. 
 
    He heard Petey chipping at the caulking around the air conditioner. The kid was fairly coordinated, for a four-and-a-half-year-old. Mostly his blows made contact with the puttylike weather-stripping, only occasionally missing and striking the metal. The umbrella tip began to pop into view and out. 
 
    The foil-headed lady unlatched her window, pushed it open, and peeped out. 
 
    “Police, ma’am,” said Daniel curtly, dangling from his rope. “Do you happen to have a key to this apartment?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Hey, aren’t you—weren’t you on, uh, that show with—” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Who’s in there? Is Sally back?” 
 
    “Ma’am, for your safety I have to ask you to stay inside with your windows locked. Right now.” 
 
    Petey kept at his chipping. After a few minutes Daniel called, “OK, Petey, now try pushing it.” 
 
    An earnest little grunt came to his ears. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Try some more.” 
 
    More grunts, the last of which threatened to turn into a wail. “The lady said she’d be right back!” 
 
    “Be calm, Petey, I’m here. Can’t budge it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 – The Fingershredder 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It occurred to me that Eileen, probably innocent of murdering her own child, had yet been plotting a bloodbath for some time. That was why I’d found her demeanor so mixed, so puzzling: she was trying to cope with her daughter’s death—by negligence or malice or both—but what was keeping her going were thoughts of murders she’d like to commit. With Richard and Norah dead, there would be no more conflict in Eileen’s life. Nothing but an empty peacefulness. 
 
    By our third circuit around the grounds I started to really worry about Richard. Norah was on her way for certain, and I’d promised him to her. George Rowe would show soon but I wasn’t sure he could make everything come out all right for me. My ears constantly attended to the cell phone at my waist, listening for 
 
    Daniel’s song, “Dancing Queen.” I knew better than to hope he would figure out where Petey was, but I couldn’t help it. 
 
    There was only one thing I could do to try to ensure Petey’s safety: find out where Eileen had stashed the goddamn loot and hook Norah up to it. An idea struck me—a crude idea, but it was an idea. 
 
    “Eileen, let’s take our mugs inside,” I suggested lightly. “I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling a little tired.” 
 
    I sort of guided us to taking seats on the thronelike barstools at the kitchen counter, placed so that guests could enjoy a drink and schmooze with the cook. 
 
    Such a pleasant room, this kitchen, all earth tones and granite, with those Spanish-style French doors leading out to the garden. 
 
    We’d left a bag of brown Bosc pears on the opposite counter, next to the sink. I got up, took a pear and bit into it, then said, “Hm, what shall we put these pears in, they’re so pretty?” I scanned the glass-fronted cupboards. 
 
    “Who cares, Rita, we need to talk about how—” 
 
    “Here!” I put down my pear and took out a heavy stoneware bowl. As I moved toward the bag of fruit I seemed to stumble on something. The bowl fell from my hands. 
 
    Cruck! It lay on the floor in three or four pieces. 
 
    “Oh, no!” I stooped to pick them up. “Here, maybe it can be fixed.” I laid the pieces on the counter. “In the meantime I’ll just—” And I turned to the fix-it shelf, grabbing the duct tape. 
 
    “Well, duct tape won’t—” Eileen began. 
 
    “No, I just want to keep the pieces together for when, you know—here, hold these pieces together, just nest them like that, and I’ll just wrap them up in—” 
 
    Zeck-zeck-zeck. 
 
    And before she knew it—almost before I knew it—I’d bound her wrists firmly together. 
 
    “Hey!” She dropped the pieces. 
 
    I jumped to her side, drawing the tape as I went. I whipped it over her head, bringing the roll around her, binding her upper body to the barstool’s back. 
 
    “Hey!” she cried again. “Rita! What are you doing?” 
 
    She struggled, kicking her feet. She tried to hop off the stool but only succeeded in knocking herself over. Thinking fast—I needed her conscious—I placed my foot at the spot I judged her head would hit the floor, and it cushioned the blow as she and the stool toppled to the tile. As she lay dazed I strapped her legs to the barstool’s legs. I moved very fast through all this before I lost my nerve. 
 
    She was so shocked she could hardly talk. “Rita! What the—what the—” 
 
    “Look, babycakes,” now talking still more like a pre-Code gun moll, “I have to know where you hid that loot. I’m not gonna fuck around with you anymore.” 
 
    “Well, to hell with you!” she bluffed, searching my face. “I’ll rot before I’ll—” 
 
    “No, you won’t rot, you’re going to tell me because I will kill you slowly if you don’t.” I kicked her in the stomach. 
 
    Yes, I did, I kicked her in the stomach. The blunt toe of my Banana Republic slingback sank into her gut, then rebounded away with a live-rubber feeling. 
 
    She cried out in pain, her mouth drawn like a fish’s on a hook, her eyes bulging. “Rita! I—I thought you were my friend!” 
 
    “Oh, you bet I am, just like Beatrice Rhinegold.” I picked Le Cork Weasel from its drawer. 
 
    “What are you—what are you—” 
 
    I thought of Petey. 
 
    I could do this. 
 
    “Where is the goddamn stash, friend?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know! It got stolen!” 
 
    I knelt to her. Very close. Burning, efficient anger coursed through me. 
 
    I drew deep on the spirit of Gramma Gladys. 
 
    I took one of her fingers—happened to be her right index—and, just as I’d cracked almonds with the sturdy gear teeth on my identical wine opener at home, I held the device upside down, inserted her fingertip, and squeezed the levers. 
 
    She shrieked, truly and horribly. 
 
    The hair on my arms stood up. I felt a sick rush of power. “Goddamn you!” I yelled into her face. “Goddamn all of you!” I bore down hard enough to make it really hurt. Then I stopped. She gasped for breath, and I saw a wet stain widening on her dress. Her urine ran to the floor. I’d scared the pee out of her, a wonderful accomplishment. She tried to head-butt me but couldn’t reach. 
 
    I checked her fingertip, which had gone fairly flat and was beginning to ooze blood. Didn’t look at all good. 
 
    “I will shred each and every one of your fingers unless you—” 
 
    “All right! All right! I’ll tell you. It’s in—” 
 
    A tremendous pounding on the front door shattered our special moment. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Petey could not budge the air conditioner. 
 
    “OK,” said Daniel, “I think I can sort of jump on it to loosen it. Wait a sec.” 
 
    He reached up the rope, hauled himself vertically, then slammed down on the unit with both feet. He felt the shock into his hips. The unit rocked, almost free now. 
 
    “Petey, look, it’s loose, but I can’t pull it out for you. I can’t get the leverage. You’re gonna have to tip it out, OK? You can do it.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Take the umbrella and jam it under it. OK? Jam it in really hard. Super strong. Super strong. Now hammer it in with something.” 
 
    “There’s a frying pan.” 
 
    “Yeah, hit it with that.” 
 
    Sounds of banging. 
 
    “Got it? Is it firm in there?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Now sit on the umbrella. Put your whole weight on it.” 
 
    “OK. I’m—” 
 
    And with the most satisfying demolition noise, the air conditioner tore loose. It teetered a moment, plummeted silently, then crashed into the paved drainage zone thirty feet below. It sounded like the engines exploding on the Titanic. 
 
    Petey’s head popped out and looked around. 
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “Help!” screamed Eileen, as the banging continued at the front door. “Help!” She struggled and squirmed, neck muscles popping. The banging ceased and footsteps spattered toward us, and Norah swept into the kitchen. 
 
    “What the hell? What are you doing here?” said Norah to her sister. She turned to me. “I thought—” 
 
    “What’s she doing here?” cried Eileen. “Oh, God! Norah, she’s trying to kill me. Help me!” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” I contradicted. “If that was the case I’d have finished stomping down your grave out there already.” 
 
    I left Eileen to hyperventilate on the floor and stepped around the cook-top island to Norah, who looked stunned. Still clutching Le Cork Weasel, I told her, “I’m doing the best I can to find out where she stashed the gems and money. I’d sooner kill you both, frankly, but if I do that I won’t know where to find Petey.” Norah looked at me as if I were insane. Which was odd since she was the insane one: a person who kidnapped and terrorized to get money, and perhaps for spite. All I was doing, by contrast, was torturing and terrorizing to preserve the life of my child. 
 
    My one comforting thought was this: If Petey’s alive now, he’ll likely stay that way as long as Norah remains here. 
 
    “Well, you’re not gonna kill anybody,” Norah told me. “If anything, I myself—” 
 
    “Help me!” Eileen grunted and struggled on the floor in her puddle of urine. 
 
    Norah said, “Where’s Richard?” 
 
    “Richard!” exclaimed Eileen. “No!” 
 
    “Well, he’s not here yet,” I confessed. “See, I thought—” 
 
    Eileen said, “You told both of them where to find me?” 
 
    “I had no choice. Shut up. Is my boy all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, for fifteen million bucks he’s fine, believe me. That kid sure can eat a lot of M&Ms.” 
 
    Ridiculously, compulsively, I broke in, “They’re his favorite, next to pizza and McDonald’s.” 
 
    “...out of house and home,” Norah was saying. “Yeah, we had some of that stuff too. You know, I sort of like the little bastard.” 
 
    “Please just tell me where he is.” 
 
    Norah said, “He’s so cute. You know what he said? He puts his hands on his hips and he says, ‘We don’t hurt.’ Very stern. Like he’s telling me his rule. What a little man.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. Keep it together, hold on. 
 
    “All I want is to get my property and get out of town.” Norah reached into her Barbie-pink handbag. 
 
    “Your property?” yelled Eileen. 
 
    “I can hear you, I’m right here,” said Norah. “You don’t have to holler.” She perched herself on the other barstool, extracted a Benson & Hedges from her purse, and lit it like Bette Davis, streaming the smoke sideways. “Well, sister of mine, we have all day to talk about this.” 
 
    She flicked her ashes directly on the floor. Now that’s a sociopath for you. 
 
    But before Norah had a chance to take a second drag on her cigarette, Eileen erupted from the floor, trailing duct tape like a George Romero zombie. She’d worked herself almost free, and she headed for the French doors to the garden, dragging the barstool by one foot. 
 
    She made it barely to the patio—Norah and I overtook her easily, but she, with the strength of desperation, managed to bash Norah in the mouth with her elbow, then turned, picked up the barstool, and rammed me in the chest with it. 
 
    I think she must have knocked me out for a moment, because when I got to my feet Eileen was free and the sisters were fighting like a couple of iguanas. Norah’s purse was tossing on its shoulder strap and she seemed to be struggling to grab something from it, while slapping Eileen’s face and neck with the other hand. 
 
    Eileen shouted, “You stay away from my money!” 
 
    “Oh, no, honey, you owe it to me!” 
 
    “You killed my baby! You go to hell!” 
 
    “I did not!” 
 
    Struggling there on the patio beneath the shadow of the high dive, they had forgotten me. I shook my head trying to clear it, fearing I’d faint, taking deep breaths, not knowing which sister to root for. Together like that, they showed those sisterly similarities you don’t always notice when they’re apart. For instance, Norah led with her left and so did Eileen. Each fortified her blows quite athletically, with power from the knees. They bared their teeth with the same hateful grimace. Very twinlike. 
 
    When I’d dropped down the rabbit hole after discovering Petey missing, I wondered what would be at the bottom. 
 
    This was it. 
 
    The sisters spewed recriminations as they fought. Norah shouted, “I sacrificed everything for Richard. He promised me that money.” 
 
    “No, honey, he promised it to me!” 
 
    “You never wanted me to have anything nice!” 
 
    “All you ever wanted was exactly what I had!” 
 
    I saw something move, out of the corner of my eye. It was a shadow in the pool’s shimmering water. A human shadow, the shadow of a man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 – Waiting for the Puppetmaster 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing Petey’s bowl of brown hair on his reedy little neck made Daniel so happy he couldn’t find his voice for a second. He cleared his throat and told him, “Don’t lean any farther out.” 
 
    “Come get me,” said Petey, reaching up one arm. He was still in his pajamas with duckies on them. 
 
    “Well, pal, see, I can’t get any farther down than this.” 
 
    The boy looked up to his friend’s dangling figure and the square of blue sky beyond. 
 
    “I’ll jump onto your legs and you pull us up, OK?” suggested Petey. 
 
    “No, Pete, that’s not safe. I won’t be able to control both you and the rope, see? Here’s what we’ll do. You’re gonna be Spider-Man. For real this time. I’ll show you what to do.” 
 
    “For real?” 
 
    “Real as can be. You wait there.” 
 
    With difficulty—his long legs in the cramped space worked against him, besides gravity—Daniel half hauled, half walked himself to the top. During this, he heard windows popping open and curious voices drawn by the smash of Sally Jacubiak’s air conditioner. 
 
    He flung himself onto the roof, then scrambled to check his anchor, the iron pipe. It was fine. 
 
    He wished he’d taught Petey to make a bowline, that all-purpose, lifesaving knot of cliff and sea. He could not risk trying to talk him through tying one around himself now, sight unseen, because one mistake, an under instead of an over, would cause the knot to slip apart the instant it took any weight. 
 
    Instead, he tied a figure-eight knot to make a stationary loop just big enough, he judged, for Petey to slip himself into. 
 
    “OK, Spider-Man,” he said cheerfully, “here comes the rope. Pull your head in.” 
 
    The rope dangled in front of the hole and Petey’s hand grabbed it. 
 
    “Now, Spidey, listen. Take that loop and step into it. Bring it up so it goes around your chest muscles.” 
 
    “I’m doing it!” called Petey excitedly. “I got my sneakers on!” 
 
    “Ready?” Daniel wrapped his end behind and around himself in classic belay position. 
 
    “Ready!” 
 
    “Grab the rope with both hands. Not the loop, the rope above it.” 
 
    “Like a loop?” Petey was suddenly baffled, his spatial circuits overloaded. 
 
    Daniel groaned softly. “OK, OK, just grab the rope and ease yourself out of the hole. I’ve got you.” Oh please oh please oh please. 
 
    The boy clambered from the hole and swung into space, his little hands clutching the rope too high. Daniel’s loop slithered off the boy’s slender body and dangled below. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I looked up to the high dive and realized that the man had been hiding by lying flat on the platform, way above the blue dappled pool. 
 
    Amazing. I’d searched that whole damned house and garden and missed him. 
 
    “Stop!” he called, almost lazily. 
 
    Eileen and Norah froze in mid-eye-scratch. The three of us stood on the pebbled walk and shaded our eyes as the man looked down on us, spraddle-legged, hands outstretched like a pharaoh or Elvis, the sun flaring behind him. The pistol in his hand caught the late light like a molten chunk. 
 
    He laughed to see our faces squinting up at him. 
 
    “You bitches,” he said, “would kill each other for a dead cat.” 
 
    Handsomer, squarer-cut, and trimmer-hipped than even his pictures showed, Richard Tenaway stood above this clutch of agitated women in contemptuous amusement and evidently complete relaxation. He was wearing only a white T-shirt and a pair of slim black pants, as if he’d thrown off a coat and tie a minute ago. 
 
    He said, “I’m going to straighten you out. Everybody’s going to get what they want.” 
 
    Under her breath, Eileen said, “The hell you will.” But she wanted to believe in him, it was there in her face, the longing to have some goddamn thing turn out solid today. He didn’t catch what she said. Norah looked at him fearfully. The breeze wafted the smell of pool chlorine. 
 
    He stood, crotch forward, and I saw that his crotch was absolutely central to him. In this moment, watching the man who had held such sway over so many lives, I understood everything. 
 
    For him to have sneaked onto the property—as I’d engineered and expected—and then waited, waited, listening as Eileen and I circled the gardens and pool—he didn’t even really know who I was—how insidious and cool. Then hearing, as he must have, Eileen’s screams from the kitchen—to have waited still, waited, to have known exactly what was going on—to know that if I murdered Eileen it would be for the money, then he would only have me to deal with. 
 
    And now to rise up above us as if he had created it all, like a grandiose puppeteer—he was pleased with himself and I could tell he’d been born pleased with himself, some men are. Women doing a fight dance below his feet! All we lacked were wet T-shirts and a mud pit. 
 
    There was, however, the question of his stash. The question of his murder of Padraig McGower. The question of his avoiding capture. 
 
    “So, you beat the rap,” he said to Eileen. 
 
    His widow, bedraggled, urine-stained, sore-fingered, and furious, said, “You know what happened that night better than I do.” 
 
    “No,” he responded, “I don’t.” Now he held his gun pointing up, like a SWAT guy at ease. “Who would I have heard it from?” 
 
    “Richard, come down here so we can talk,” said Eileen flatly. 
 
    He ignored that. “Norah, did you poison Gabby to hurt me? Were you trying to kill them both that night? Or Eileen, were you just taking the easy way out?” 
 
    What do you care? I wondered. 
 
    As if he’d heard my thought, he said, “I loved my little girl. I doted on her.” 
 
    “That’s what you used to call me,” said Norah wistfully. Eileen threw a hip forward. “Doted on her? Gabriella was just another piece of property to you, that’s all.” 
 
    He appeared to consider that. The sun slipped lower, behind his legs now. “Well, all I have to say is, no one fucks with my property. Least of all you two.” He lowered his gun barrel so it pointed first at Norah, then Eileen. “I won’t hesitate to shoot both of you. What happened that night? Tell the judge.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. He wanted to run his own little trial here. And the women obliged him, looking up at him, fearing him, fearing his gun, wanting him, wanting his gun. I watched, mesmerized. 
 
    Eileen said, “She came to the house, two months after you supposedly died. Fenco had just paid me my money. I was cordial enough, under the circumstances. I gave her a glass of wine. She told me what you’d tried to do to her, in order to get me on her side, I suppose, and—” 
 
    “What did I try to do to her?” Richard looked blank. 
 
    “The assassination attempt.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t pretend, dear,” said Norah nervously. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The only things securing the boy to the rope were his own two hands. 
 
    Aghast, Daniel called, “Hold tight to the rope every second!” He forced a confident smile through his inner panic. “Use your leg muscles to walk up this wall, Spidey! Hold tight and just walk up, I’m taking in your slack.” 
 
    Grinning, the boy obeyed. “Look at me!” he shouted. Then he decided to hand-over-hand it, like he’d seen movie heroes of all stripes do. 
 
    “No,” said Daniel extremely calmly, “just hold tight with both hands and keep walking.” 
 
    A shadow of strain crossed Petey’s face. He faltered, his sneakers slipping on the wall’s stucco facing, which was just as lousy here as on the outside. The boy gasped and looked down, one foot dangling. 
 
    Daniel deepened his voice to make himself sound calmer yet. “Don’t look down, Spidey. Look at me.” 
 
    Petey looked up desperately. 
 
    Daniel smiled. If he tried to haul him up, the boy might lose his grip entirely. “Spidey, you’ve got the muscles for this job. You’re almost here. You can do it.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “It was you that tried to have me killed,” Richard said to Norah. “That moron you hired, what a joke, as if I’d—” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said. The words just popped out. 
 
    Richard turned to me. 
 
    “Who are you? The one in the trial? That left me the note?” 
 
    “I’m a mercenary for Fenco,” I said. 
 
    “What?” said Eileen. 
 
    “Then I owe you one,” said Richard. “But I’m afraid right now—” 
 
    Eileen broke in, “Norah came to try to get the stuff you embezzled. You were smart not to have given her access to it, even though you were screwing her brains out every time my back was turned.” 
 
    Richard made no reaction to that. 
 
    “She asked my forgiveness for having stolen you from me. She came crawling. I forgave her, all right. I did! But when I wouldn’t agree to turn on you, she dropped something in my wine to put me to sleep. She knew there was a locker somewhere, and she thought she could find the key. She ransacked the house.” 
 
    “No!” cried Norah, hands splayed anxiously. 
 
    “Shut up!” snarled Richard. 
 
    Caution to the winds, Norah wailed, “Richard, you never appreciated my mind! I tried to help you! I gave you lots of ideas!” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Eileen continued, “Gabriella must have woken up, and that’s when she gave her the Valium in some ice cream.” 
 
    “Auntie Norah,” said Richard. 
 
    “I didn’t do it! I didn’t!” 
 
    “You were there.” Eileen crossed her arms. “Who the hell else could have done it?” 
 
    Norah paused as if listening to something in the distant trees. 
 
    “Quit stalling,” said Richard. 
 
    She looked up at him, and flung it in his face. “Padraig was there, and he did it.” 
 
    Richard glared at her skeptically, but I thought, Now I get it. At last I really get it. 
 
    “Once I’d gotten Eileen to sleep,” she said, “I started looking for the damn key. I couldn’t find it. I looked everywhere. Padraig was waiting. Finally I called him.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” said Richard, a terrible expression creeping across his face. “Back up. What was going on between you and him?” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” whispered Eileen. 
 
    “I can.” Addressing Norah, I said, “You seduced Padraig as soon as you came back from South America, right?” 
 
    Norah stood there trying to hold to some shred of honor. Hesitantly, she said, “How would you know that?” 
 
    “I put myself in your place. What would a screwed-up broad with good tits and no prospects naturally do? You’d whored yourself to Richard, then when that didn’t work out you whored yourself to his best friend. You came back to the States and decided you loved him.” 
 
    Everybody listened. “You told Padraig about Richard’s stealing,” I continued, “then the two of you joined forces.” 
 
    With a grotesque primness, Norah said, “He was very interested in what I had to say.” 
 
    “Fuck,” spat Richard. 
 
    Norah peered up at him. “We decided the right thing to do would be to recover all that stolen property.” 
 
    “How principled of you,” commented Eileen. 
 
    The afternoon sun shone in everyone’s hair, incongruent with the tenseness of their postures—Richard, thighs forward, Eileen with clenched arms—blood dripping from one fist—Norah in a half crouch, clutching her stupid purse like an Uzi. 
 
    “He must have been waiting for you that night, right?” I said. “The plan was for you to go over there, because you’d have a better chance with Eileen alone. Then when you couldn’t find the key, you called him and he came over.” 
 
    “So that’s how that highboy got turned over,” said Eileen. “That thing weighed a ton.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Norah, “I thought I was being thorough, but I discovered I didn’t know the first thing about ransacking a house.” 
 
    “Good God,” I said. 
 
    “There’s almost a science to it. Gabriella woke up at that point. I couldn’t calm her down.” Norah’s eyes drifted into the distance as she remembered the scene. I pictured it: the semidark bedroom, Gabriella in her big-butt overnight diaper standing up in her crib crying, clutching the top rail and shaking it with the full force of her little body, increasingly panicked the longer Mommy did not come. “The screaming was getting on Padraig’s nerves. He came in and said, ‘Let me try.’ I suggested he look for some cough syrup, then I went downstairs.” She threw up her hands. “Why didn’t you have any cough syrup? That always works with kids.” 
 
    Eileen had gone into some kind of fugue state. She stared at her sister. 
 
    Norah went on, “Well, like I say, I was in the kitchen opening all the canisters when Padraig came in looking for ice cream. He goes, ‘This is for the baby,’ and I thought how nice, he’s going to give her a treat—why didn’t I myself think of that? He didn’t say anything about Valium at that point.” Her voice dropped. “It was only later.” 
 
    Richard said, “I can’t hear you.” 
 
    “I said Padraig McGower killed your goddamn daughter!” Eileen’s eyes looked like blank tiddlywinks. Norah added, “He didn’t mean to. It was an accident! Don’t you see?” she appealed to us belligerently, “An accident!” No one spoke. She went on. “Later, Padraig said, ‘I only gave her a little more than what works for me. I didn’t give her any overdose.’ I go, ‘Padraig, you’re a two-hundred-pound man! She’s this infant! It’s like if you’d swallowed the whole bottleful.’ And he gets this look on his face like, Oh.” 
 
    Eileen spoke at last. “Why,” she pleaded, “did you put me through...all this?” 
 
    Norah lit a cigarette and looked as if she wanted to sit down on one of the pool lounges. But she remained standing, most of her weight on one heel, grinding it into the paving stone. Same awful yellow Mary Janes. “I’d gone too far, frankly—there was no turning back that I could see. Padraig thought everything would turn out OK if we just kept our mouths shut.” 
 
    She glanced at each of us in turn. 
 
    “So we did,” she finished. 
 
    After a moment, Richard said, “If I’d known all that, I’d have made him suffer more.” 
 
    “Well, it wouldn’t have brought her back,” said Norah. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that to me.” 
 
    To him. There you go. 
 
    Eileen twisted her hands as if she’d tear them off. 
 
    Norah, holding her cigarette, looked at her hostilely. “What do you want me to say? I’m sorry? I’m sorry! OK? All better now?” She stood there like a version of Eileen without a conscience, her life a wild mirror of her sister’s. 
 
    Eileen said, “You and Padraig saw that Gabriella was dead, then you tried to make it look like a burglary. You didn’t know how much of the evening I’d remember, did you?” 
 
    “I knew it’d be your word against mine,” said Norah. “I made it look like a stranger did it so you’d know I tried to protect you. I’m smarter than you think. In fact, now that I’ve come this far in life...I feel...empowered.” 
 
    Eileen spoke coldly to Norah. “Empowered, yeah. If I told the police you’d been there that night, you’d have tried to pin everything on me. You’d have talked to the police, you’d have tried to implicate me, and you’d have helped them get us on the insurance trick. You worked it out very well.” 
 
    The very air vibrated with craziness, danger, and the imminent death we were all trying to stare down in one form or another. 
 
    Eileen stopped and gazed at the treetops tossing so lightly in the late afternoon’s golden breeze. “All this self-justification,” she murmured. Then she turned to me. “Do you want to know the real reason I lost my baby?” 
 
    “Yes, Eileen.” 
 
    “I let myself get sucked into the greed. It’s that simple.” 
 
    She’d come to it at last. 
 
    My phone played “Dancing Queen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 – Prima Donna Stuff 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Automatically, I grabbed the phone from my waistband. 
 
    My companions stood startled by the burbling dumb song. 
 
    “Are you in a safe place?” asked Daniel. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Norah drew something from her purse. 
 
    Daniel said, “Well, get out of there and tell whoever to go fuck themselves. I’ve got Petey and I’m bringing him home. He’s all right, Rita.” 
 
    A tsunami of relief broke over me. “Petey. Safe? Oh, safe.” 
 
    As soon as the words were out of my mouth I saw, through my sudden tears, a look on Norah’s face: the realization that she no longer had control over me. An instant later she lunged, a foot-long knife upraised in her fist, Norman-Bates’s-mom-style. 
 
    And then I did something I hadn’t done since the beginning of all this. 
 
    I screamed. 
 
    The quality of my scream resulted from, I’m quite sure, my emotional release about Petey combined with the sudden prospect of my heart being sliced open by this psycho twit. My anger spiked in a straight line skyward, no ramping up, just pure instant outrage. The sound that blasted from my throat was the most genuine, tooth-shattering scream I’d unleashed in my life. 
 
    My scream resounded in Topanga Canyon. I’m sure it stripped needles off the cacti growing up in the rocks. Made baby condors plummet from their nests. Set off car alarms at the herbal grocery store three miles away. 
 
    Norah hesitated, driven back by the raw force of my cry. 
 
    Then, as if deciding to begin on an easier subject, she turned to Eileen, her knife still raised to strike. 
 
    Richard shouted a curse, set himself, and aimed his gun. Krak! One ugly sound, a punctuation mark at the end of the echo of my scream. 
 
    Norah collapsed like a sack of feed, the knife clattering off beneath a bush. She lay on her side, bleeding from her upper chest. One hand opened and closed spasmodically. 
 
    Eileen and I stood staring at each other in sudden we-are-fucked solidarity. 
 
    Then I looked up at Richard. 
 
    And an astonishing thing happened. He dropped his gun—it plummeted into the pool—silently grabbed his head, and tumbled from the diving platform. He hit the water headfirst. 
 
    The splash was tremendous. 
 
    Eileen and I stood stunned. 
 
    A noise like a bear scrambling through a thicket drew our attention to the garden wall, where after a second, a crew-cut head popped up. George Rowe’s arms grasped the top of the wall and he hurled himself over, landing on his feet. He dashed through the Japanese maples and calla lilies and launched himself, his legs still churning at top speed, into the swimming pool. 
 
    He swam to the bottom. The surface roiled. George’s head appeared, then Richard’s, his eyes white crescents. 
 
    “Hold him up,” George gasped. Eileen and I did so, by his arms, as George boosted himself out, spitting water. He hauled Richard out by the scruff of his shirt. 
 
    He knelt, listened for a heartbeat, turned Richard’s head to the side, looked inside his mouth, then cocked his head back. His hand came away bloody from the back of Richard’s head. He took a deep breath, sealed his lips to Richard’s, and blew. 
 
    “You bastard,” he panted, streaming water, “I want you alive.” 
 
    He continued the artificial respiration. 
 
    Richard’s eyelids fluttered. 
 
    “Goddamn cheating bastard!” George Rowe cried triumphantly. 
 
    Richard coughed. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I commented to no one in particular. 
 
    Sirens shrieked up to the house. 
 
    And with the arrival of the police, the sorting out began. 
 
    George spoke to them, quickly outlining what had happened. 
 
    They called an ambulance for Richard and Norah, both of whom were breathing. Richard was actually coming to; a cop stood over him cautiously. One of the other cops worked on Norah with stuff from a medical kit. 
 
    The police were pleased to have an important situation here, one that was pretty much wrapped up for them already. They had cracked the whole Tenaway case, all the jagged ugly parts of it, even parts they didn’t know anything about yet, right here in Topanga Canyon. They sorted and asked and jotted and called their bosses. 
 
    But who had called them? 
 
    I heard more car doors slamming. Daniel’s voice. I dashed through the house. 
 
    Petey leaped at me and I enfolded him and kissed his face and his hair and his hands and he squirmed so happily in my arms like a one-man puppy pile and I cried so hard! 
 
    “Mommy loves you,” I sobbed. “Oh, darling, Mommy loves you.” 
 
    Daniel told me, “I heard you scream, and I called the police and changed course for here. Glad you trusted me enough to give me the address this morning.” 
 
    I kissed Daniel and cried some more, then pulled myself together. Daniel told me he’d wait with Petey while I finished with the police. Petey clung to me, but I soothed him and Daniel wrapped him in a secure hug. Reluctantly, he let go of my sleeve. 
 
    I went back to the pool. 
 
    George Rowe was telling a detective, “You’ll find a knife under that bush and a Wrist Rocket in the scrub behind that rock fence.” He had taken off his shoes to let the water drain out. He stood in his wet socks. I wanted to put a blanket around him. 
 
    A Wrist Rocket, for God’s sake. I remembered boys wanting those for Christmas. My brothers killed squirrels and the occasional slow-moving bird with them. 
 
    “Yeah?” said the detective. 
 
    “Yes, I watched the interaction between those four for about five minutes. Tenaway had the women covered with that gun”—he pointed to the bottom of the pool, then to the high dive—“from up that tower. Norah Mintz pulled a knife and he shot her. At that point I shot him in the back of the head with a three-eighths-inch steel ball launched by my Wrist Rocket. I missed once before I hit him. The first pellet must have gone into those trees.” 
 
    The cop said, “You carry a gun, too, right?” 
 
    “No, I don’t, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “Why not? You’re a PI, right?” 
 
    “It’s against my employer’s rules.” 
 
    The cop laughed as one tough guy to another. “Are you kidding? You’d let a rule stop you?” 
 
    “It didn’t stop me. I wanted Tenaway alive.” George Rowe saw me listening and smiled a most becoming shy smile. 
 
    Eileen went away in handcuffs, her mashed finger wrapped up. But before she went, she wanted to speak to me. 
 
    I looked at this wreck of a woman, this Eileen Tenaway who had won every cakewalk she ever entered, except the last one. Back in custody after less than a day! They would charge her with insurance fraud, obstruction of justice, and God knew what else. She said, “My life is over.” Wisdom had come, late. 
 
    My heart breaking for her, I said, “No.” 
 
    “But I don’t hold it against you.” 
 
    I never did figure her all the way out. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The next morning in the midst of everything else, I heard from Marly. She dispensed with hello and simply screamed into the phone, “You got it! Oatberger wants you! For the lead! Emily Rounceville!” 
 
    “How about that,” I said, throwing my leg over the back of the sofa. I was tired even though I’d finally slept like a sow for nine hours last night. 
 
    “I knew it!” she yelled. “I knew he’d love you! I’ll start negotiations for you as soon as—” 
 
    “Wait, Marly.” 
 
    “What, hon?” 
 
    “I haven’t said yes.” 
 
    “Well—of course! We don’t have a contract on the table yet, but it’s just a matter of—” 
 
    “Look, I have to think about it.” 
 
    “What’s to think? Rita!” 
 
    “Tell him I’ll make up my mind by tomorrow. I’ll call you tomorrow. I’ve been through a lot lately.” 
 
    Enunciating very clearly, Marly said, “Rita, what is the matter with you?” 
 
    “Tell Oatberger I’ll consider taking the role if he’ll give Daniel Clements an audition. He’d be perfect for the hunky mountain man who saves the blind slave’s life. There’s always one of those in an Oatberger picture. Get his agreement in writing. Mind you, I’m not insisting he give Daniel a role, only an audition.” 
 
    Marly phoned back half an hour later. “He’ll see Daniel, sure. But he’s pissed that you’re pulling this prima donna stuff already. Who’s Daniel’s agent, by the way? I should get—” 
 
    “Is his agreement to audition Daniel in writing?” 
 
    “Yeah, Rita! I faxed his assistant after I talked to him and he faxed me back! God in heaven!” 
 
    Faxes fly like lightning in L.A. when people on both ends want something. 
 
    “Good, thank you very much. Now, Marly, I don’t know how to tell you this, but I don’t want that role. I do want to give you something for the work you just did for me.” 
 
    Stunned silence. 
 
    “Marly,” I said, “I’m quitting acting.” 
 
    No sound. 
 
    “It’s dawned on me”—speaking slowly so she could really hear—“that there’s another destiny for me out there.” 
 
    “Rita?” 
 
    “I’m not joking.” 
 
    “Rita!” Her voice pitched upward. “What is this destiny?” 
 
    “I don’t want to get into it now, Marly. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Oh God. Oh God. Oh God. I just put a deposit on three acres in Maui.” 
 
    “Counting on your commission for this fat deal?” 
 
    “And beyond! And beyond, Rita!” 
 
    “I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Rita, he doesn’t want anyone but you!” Her voice sounded like a thousand mice, on fire. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure he’ll find—” 
 
    “No! Rita! Listen!” 
 
    I hung up. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Daniel understood. He came over with sandwiches and cupcakes for lunch—I had no groceries in the house—and after we ate, Petey went to play Legos in his room. I told Daniel what had been building inside me. He listened quietly. 
 
    I said, “I’ve found out you were right, Daniel. Gramma Gladys was right. I’m smarter than a whole lot of people in this world. Smarter than I ever thought I was.” 
 
    He finished the last bite of his ham panini. I’d only nibbled my sandwich. The herbs on it smelled good, though. 
 
    “That’s my girl,” said Daniel. “So what’ll it be?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and said it aloud for the first time: “Law school.” 
 
    He smiled. “Rock on, Rita, rock on.” 
 
    “I’m going to spend the rest of my life nailing scumbags like the Tenaways and Norah Mintz. Not to mention Mark Sharma, that prick. And I’m going to keep my son and build a good life for us. No more auditions, scream or otherwise. From now on, the courtroom’s the only stage I want to act on.” 
 
    “I think you’ll be a wonderful lawyer, if you can keep your temper in check.” 
 
    “My temper?” 
 
    “Eat. I can tell you’ve lost weight from the stress.” 
 
    “Daniel, I’m going to be a star.” 
 
    We laughed together. 
 
    “You will,” he agreed. “Insufferable bitch.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Speaking for myself,” he said, “I’m thrilled Oatberger will see me. Thank you, Rita.” 
 
    “I am so in your debt, I can never—” 
 
    “Stop. Have a cupcake.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    That afternoon we all went to the Beverly Hills Police Department, where detectives from various jurisdictions talked to Petey as well as Daniel and me, at length. The homicide guys from downtown were there too. I asked the detective who interviewed my boy if he thought Petey ought to have some kind of trauma counseling, what with being abducted, having to hang out with Sally Jacubiak’s dead body, narrowly missing plunging to his death, etc. 
 
    “Nah,” he said, downing a paper cup of water in the corridor. “All that does is make ’em dwell on it. Let him deal with it his own way. I got kids too. Just be there for him, listen to him when he wants to talk. You know what I mean? He’ll be all right.” 
 
    And he was. 
 
    At home I cuddled him close and vowed to be the best mom I could be. I was wishing he had a halfway decent dad too when the doorbell rang. It was getting on to dinnertime and I thought I’d call for pizza, then replenish the groceries next morning. 
 
    Jeff stood in my doorway in a state of shaky but sober humility, accompanied by a scrawny, intelligent-looking guy wearing jeans and a USC sweatshirt. 
 
    “This is Manuel,” said Jeff, “my AA counselor and new friend. May we come in?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41 – Rewards Wait in Strange Places 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pleasantly shocked, I put some coffee on. Petey ran in to give his father a hug. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Spider Con,” Jeff told him. 
 
    Petey stared at him briefly, unaccustomed, as children are, to being apologized to by an adult. Then he went to watch a DVD on rock climbing Daniel had left for him. 
 
    Jeff looked the worse for wear, mostly of the internal kind. He was clean-shaven but his skin sagged and his eyes brimmed with pain and regret. I have to say I was glad to see the regret. 
 
    Sitting at the kitchen table with the watchful Manuel, Jeff explained that he scared himself the last time he had Petey—he got drunk and mad and almost smacked the kid with a chair. Petey had not mentioned this. Besides, Jeff went on, his boss had caught him drinking at work. He had gone to a motel to try to dry out on his own, thus his mysterious dropping out of sight. But it hadn’t worked, and his lawyer had guided him to Alcoholics Anonymous. 
 
    “And now,” he said, “I’m on my way to check myself into rehab. Because”—he swallowed—“I keep backsliding.” 
 
    “Are you going to rehab for Petey,” I asked in a nice voice, “or because your boss’s boot is up your ass?” 
 
    Holding my eyes as sincerely as he was capable of, he said, “For Petey.” 
 
    Manuel said, “Jeff.” 
 
    Jeff dropped his eyes. “Boss’s boot.” 
 
    He named a center in Malibu and said his company had arranged to pay for it. Moving his coffee mug in circles on the Formica, he apologized to me for the numerous wrongs he’d done me, carefully itemizing them, 12-step style. He told me he was dropping his custody suit as well. Finally I just said, “Everything’s OK, Jeff. Don’t worry about it.” There’s only so much of that kind of thing you can take. 
 
    He gathered himself and looked me in the eye. “Rita, I have to ask you something. Do you think, ah, you might be willing to give...us...another try when I come out?” 
 
    How did I know that was coming? “Oh, Jeff. I’m happy for you. I am tremendously happy that you’re going to get straight. But”—I glanced at Manuel, who looked away—“I could never go back to you. I’ve gotten stronger.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No, Jeff. Our marriage is really over.” 
 
    “I’ve never stopped loving you. All I want is one more chance.” 
 
    “I gave you lots of chances before the divorce.” 
 
    Manuel gave him an I-told-you-so look. 
 
    Desperately, my former batterer insisted, “But things are gonna be different.” 
 
    “Maybe. And I hope someday you find a wonderful woman to share the rest of your life with.” 
 
    Jeff drank his coffee and nodded slowly. “You were a good mother after all.” 
 
    “Uh, well, I wouldn’t overstate things,” I replied. “Neither of us was a very fabulous parent. But it looks like we’re both improving. Petey needs a good dad. You don’t have to be married to me to be a good dad to him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed unhappily. “Yeah.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I arranged to see Tracy Beck-Rubin at the district attorney’s the following Tuesday. “Yes, fine,” she said, “I’d like to talk to you.” When we met in her office I told her my feelings about Mark Sharma and Gary’s murder. “I just know he had something to do with it. I guess I don’t have any real—” 
 
    “Were you aware,” she interrupted, “that Gary Kwan taped his phone calls?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “He kept about a week’s worth at a time, I guess for his own butt-covering. We have Mark Sharma on tape claiming to be Gary in a phone call from a woman that night. She wanted to warn Gary about Norah Mintz. You know that knife she pulled on you? They’re running tests on it, and I’m betting—” 
 
    “Oh, my God. Norah. Oh, my God.” 
 
    “She’s not a very big girl. Do you think she’d had the strength to do it alone?” 
 
    “Hell, yes. She’s this savage monkey who literally stopped at nothing. Richard had to shoot her to stop her. She’d have surprised Gary, I’m sure. Probably just walked into the office, walked right up to him, and stuck him under the ribs with that knife.” 
 
    Tracy Beck-Rubin sighed and smiled cynically. “I wouldn’t put it past Mark Sharma to have been involved somehow. Well, when she recovers from her injuries I’m sure she’ll be ready to cooperate with us, given the situation she’ll be facing.” 
 
    “That is excellent, Ms. Beck-Rubin.” 
 
    “Call me Tracy.” She threw a foot up on her desk. Pantsuit today. 
 
    “Tracy. Thank you.” I turned to go. I turned back. “You know Gary hired me to help Eileen win over the jury.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That wasn’t ethical, was it?” 
 
    “It’s a moot point now.” She saw I had something else to say, and waited. 
 
    I said, “Uh, if I were to, uh, apply to law school? And get accepted and study hard and graduate and pass the bar and want to become a prosecutor—” 
 
    She flashed her large teeth. “Come see me.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    George Rowe shook his head and made an admiring exhalation. “How,” he asked, “did you get so many hunches that turned out right?” 
 
    We were having lunch at Dorsey’s, this roadhouse-style place in Hollywood that forthrightly serves items like frogs’ legs and liver-and-onions. I’d ordered the pot roast plate—I was just starving—while George requested spaghetti and meatballs. 
 
    I thought about George’s question, and realized something. “Well, I’ve trained myself to look for people’s motivations, you know—to put myself in their place. I didn’t just follow the money, I followed the heart.” 
 
    The place smelled great, and it was dark and comfortable against the glare and concrete of the high-noon city outside. I think we were both tempted to have a beer, but we stuck to coffee, which tasted fine. 
 
    We talked a marathon brain-dump about all we’d been through, and boy did it feel good. We even ordered dessert (pound cake with strawberries). 
 
    I told him about my meeting with Tracy Beck-Rubin that morning, and about my plan to go to law school. “I’m going to stop and buy an LSAT book today as a first step.” 
 
    “You’ll be a great lawyer,” he said. “With your intelligence and your...feeling for people.” He smiled that shy smile again. His eyes were gray, I noticed for the first time. A clear, calm gray. As I passed him the sugar for his coffee, his hand touched mine. I liked his hands, so strong and good. I liked, I realized with surprise, George Rowe. 
 
    He mentioned playing the drums in his spare time. I was, again, surprised—he didn’t have that animalistic look you’d expect in a drummer. Reading my mind, he explained, “Jazz and ragtime demand precise playing on the drums. You have to get your head into it. I like to get it right.” 
 
    Looking at his arms and shoulders, I could see it—the energy, the competence. “I’ve been missing a lot of gigs,” he said. “Maybe you’ll come and hear me play sometime.” 
 
    I found myself saying, “That would be...nice!” 
 
    He chewed some pound cake and swallowed. “How are you going to pay for law school?” 
 
    “Well. Yeah. Gary had promised me a bonus of fifty thou if Eileen got acquitted, but needless to say I’m not going to get it. I did save a lot of what he paid me.” I perked my chin. “I’ll work, and I’ll apply for student loans. I know it’ll cost a lot, but what the hell.” 
 
    George tapped the tines of his fork lightly on his plate. He said, “I can’t promise you anything right now, but remember I mentioned a possible reward from Fenco?” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “Rewards are given at the discretion of the directors. You helped us break the biggest case I’ve ever investigated. I’ve talked to my bosses. Depending on how much we eventually recover, you could get—well, some tens of thousands, I’ll put it that way.” 
 
    “Eileen’s acquittal be damned, then,” I said. 
 
    “So where,” said George, “do you think she hid the loot?” 
 
    “I have an idea, but of course we can’t act on it. I’m sure the police—” 
 
    “What’s your idea?” He leaned in, forearms on the table. 
 
    “It’s got to be in that garage. The place was so dusty I’m sure the police couldn’t have searched it thoroughly when they were investigating Gabriella’s death. I mean, what for, if the crime took place in the house? And I’m sure by now—” 
 
    George clanked down his cup and threw fifty dollars on the table. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “But we can’t—” 
 
    “We sure as hell can.” 
 
    In the car on the way, he said, “Suddenly I’m understanding something about Richard Tenaway. You read this in cop stories all the time, but I never understood it before. It’s the thrill that motivates him, just like it does me. The thrill of the hunt. He likes to be the one who gets away with something. It isn’t about what he gets. It’s the getting. Ordinary existence is too dull for him.” 
 
    “For you, too?” 
 
    George smiled. “Depends on what you call ordinary.” 
 
    “Well, this is certainly—” 
 
    “Here we are.” 
 
    Bright daylight, quiet street. The Tenaway house hunkered lonely behind its hedges. I tagged behind as George strode up the driveway and shook the iron gate. 
 
    “Here,” I said, “we can go through the hedge.” 
 
    He held the branches for me. I crawled self-consciously through the greenery, my butt swerving like an ape’s. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said politely. 
 
    “You’re welcome, ma’am.” 
 
    The wooden door was closed as Norah and I had left it, but still broken, of course, so we walked right in. 
 
    A row of windows over the roll-up doors let in plenty of sunshine. 
 
    George paced around, getting initial impressions. I watched him raise dust as he moved. 
 
    And then, before I even glanced up, I knew it. 
 
    “The boat,” I said. The Little Gem. 
 
    I’d remembered its gleaming hull, looking so sleek and athletic in the gloom. 
 
    “It’s the only thing in here that’s not dusty.” 
 
    “You’re right.” George trotted over to the winch controls. “Oh. The electricity’s off.” 
 
    He clambered onto a tool chest and, nimbly using a broomstick to nudge the cables through the pulleys, jacked the boat down an inch at a time. “I think you might have it,” he said. “Custom-made, I’d say. Beautiful.” 
 
    He hummed faintly as he worked. 
 
    “What’s that song?” 
 
    From his face, I could see he hadn’t been conscious of humming. With an abashed smile at himself he said, “‘My Foolish Heart.’ Victor Young and Ned Washington, 1949.” 
 
    When the Little Gem’s keel touched the floor, we clambered aboard. George flung open the engine compartment, revealing only the engine. He pulled up the seat cushions and there, neat as could be, were cardboard cartons stacked, looking heavy, courier labels still on them with Richard Tenaway’s name. The cartons measured perhaps a cubic foot apiece. There were ten of them per compartment, and there were four compartments, plus another, larger one in the bow. 
 
    George hefted a carton to his knee and cut it open with his pocketknife. He slit the plastic lining. I don’t think he meant to spill it, but he was as excited as I was. A rush of colored stones poured onto the polished deck. There were so many, and they fell and rolled so smoothly they sounded like water. They lay in a square sunbeam on the deck. 
 
    We said nothing. The stones were irregular and dull, being raw from the earth. But catching the sunbeam in clefts here and there, flashes of pure color ranged from deep amber to almost burgundy. 
 
    “Imperial topazes,” said George. 
 
    He opened another carton. This time—with a little smile—he spilled it on purpose, and a gout of green stones poured forth. 
 
    “Emeralds,” I breathed. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “My God.” 
 
    Impulsively, he opened another carton, then another. The stones piled up in the cockpit of the beautiful wooden speedboat. 
 
    “Stop, George!” 
 
    We laughed like pirates. 
 
    “Look at that one.” I pointed. “It’s huge. It’s—” 
 
    “Look,” said George. “I believe these are sapphires.” He kept opening cartons and spilling them. 
 
    Finally he stopped to wipe the sweat out of his eyes, and the spell ebbed. 
 
    “Too bad we can’t keep any of these,” I remarked. 
 
    He helped me down, his arm steady as a spar, and used his phone to call his bosses, then the police. “We’ll wait for them,” he said. “They’ll secure everything. I guess it was all stones after all, unless they find cash in the bow.” 
 
    I trailed my hand through the gorgeous riches and sighed, thinking of the women who would someday be adorned with these very gems, sparkling fire and ice. 
 
    George said, “Come here, please, Rita.” 
 
    He had moved to another, clearer ray of sunshine next to the workbench. He drew something from his pocket. 
 
    “It’s true we can’t keep those,” he said, “but look here.” He held out his palm. 
 
    A single lovely stone lay in his gallant hand. Like the others, it was rough, but it too showed a flicker of fire. Blood-orange, clean and deep. 
 
    “This one is mine,” George said. “I bought it from the man who dug it out of the ground.” He took my hand. His eyes shone with hope. “Maybe it’ll make a nice ring.” 
 
    I gulped in surprise. 
 
    Softly, he said, “May I kiss you?” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “Gramma Gladys?” I said. “I am, like, totally blind sometimes.” 
 
    The traffic surged on Santa Monica. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m ready. But it’s awfully tempting.” 
 
    I felt Gramma Gladys say, Wait until you’re finished with this college business! Then decide. 
 
    I looked up to the dry blue Los Angeles sky. A flock of pigeons passed directly overhead. Not one of them pooped. 
 
    “Thank you, Gramma.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    On my first day at UCLA, I was about to mount the stone steps of the law building with my new briefcase in my hand and a flutter in my heart. A car honked very loud right at the curb, dual-tone horns that made everybody nearby jump. I looked, and Serge Oatberger leaned out of a glossy black limousine, which his driver had steered right onto campus. “Rita!” he called, smiling. He stepped out and held the door open like a bellboy. “I want to talk to you!” The sun glowed on his bald tanned head. 
 
    He shouted as if we were a long way apart, but it was really only about thirty feet. The students around me stopped and stared. 
 
    I shook my head, amazed at this coincidence. Was it a coincidence? Serge was a theatrical guy. “No, thank you,” I said. Oatberger’s face reddened. 
 
    “Six hundred thousand dollars, Rita!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “You’re throwing away an Academy Award!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “I’ll give you a two-picture contract!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “You’re turning your back on a marvelous career!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “None of the other actresses thought to spit in my face!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re doing!” 
 
    At that I smiled. 
 
    The limousine idled like a giant black bug. 
 
    I said, “Yes, Serge, I do know what I’m doing.” I flung my words high. “I damn well do know what I’m doing!” 
 
    Still smiling, I turned and ran up the steps. I stumbled, caught myself, and kept going, right on time for my first class. 
 
    __________ 
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 Chapter 1 – Rita Meets a Bullet 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The picket line surged again, and the police, already nervous, got panicky. I know my heart was pounding. Those of us not in riot gear stayed at the edges and tried to contain the crowd. It was near noon and very hot. One protester, a rangy young woman with flower-child green eyes, stepped up to my face, shook her fist, and sneered, “How do you sleep at night?” 
 
    As if I personally had taken a blowtorch to the earth to make it hotter. As if I personally had chained a Malaysian ten-year-old to a machine that dangerously stamped out American waffle irons. 
 
    All up and down the picket line the protesters were doing their mightiest to provoke the cops, yelling, swearing—everything short of actually striking us. I felt especially uneasy wearing an ordinary uniform, no helmet, no riot shield. 
 
    Someone behind the line threw a bottle. I watched it arc through the air, safely over the heads of the front-line protesters, and explode in shards against a riot shield. My goodness, that could have been recycled. 
 
    And on that signal, the protesters’ fury amped into the red zone and they rushed us, blindly flailing their signs. Following orders, I stood my ground, narrowly missing getting brained by another bottle. 
 
    I heard the phot! phot! of tear gas canisters being fired, and more screaming. A plume of poupon-yellow smoke began to drift my way. 
 
    “Cut! Cut, goddamn it!” 
 
    The director flung his cap to the ground and almost hurled his bullhorn too. He leaned riskily over the scaffold railing and bellowed, “I didn’t want the tear gas yet! The riot squad’s supposed to move in as soon as the bottle breaks! Didn’t you hear me? Where’s Stuart? And then the tear gas after they pull back! You people look like a buncha drunken sheep down there! Where’s Stuart?” 
 
    His orange cap, embroidered with what looked like a stylized Tweety Bird, lay crown up on the oozy asphalt. We were here on a little stub of Eighth Street near the Los Angeles River, not that the river had any cooling effect, running only a few inches deep. The director continued to holler. “And they’ve got to get in front of the non-riot police! Right away, as soon as that bottle—which by the way, good throw, see if you can do that again—breaks, because—” 
 
    A squeal of feedback cut him off as the first assistant climbed up the scaffolding with his bullhorn. I heard him say calmly to his boss, “Look, we need to rethink this.” Then he announced, “Let’s break for lunch, the caterers are ready. Everybody back on set in forty minutes.” 
 
    I walked past the scaffold and the orange cap with the yellow bird, the logo for the movie we were all making: The Canary Syndrome, yet another conspiracy-theory film about who’s to blame for the fact that we’re all going to hell, and not soon enough. A lackey snatched up the cap and scampered up the scaffolding. Everyone was wearing the same cap; all the crew, that is. 
 
    Something clammy and protoplasmic nudged the back of my bare elbow. I turned to find a German shepherd the size of a minivan looking up (barely) at me. Panting cordially, he nudged me again with his nose. My friend Sylvan, in police costume as I was, held his leash. 
 
    “Hey, Rita,” said Sylvan. 
 
    “Hey. Where were you guys? I didn’t see you.” 
 
    “We were about to attack the flank, over there. If he’s going to get his money’s worth out of us, he needs to shoot some stuff of the dogs taking people down well before the tear gas, so the tear gas will make sense.” 
 
    “Man, you’re sweating like a Coke bottle.” 
 
    He laughed. Thick shouldered and at least six two, he said cheerfully, “It’s the dog days.” Perspiration poured from Sylvan’s heavy brown face and darkened his uniform this August day. He was an animal wrangler who usually worked off-camera with the actors and critters, but sometimes he got roles handling dogs himself if he fit the scene. Big Black Fucker was the politically incorrect yet crystal-clear casting designation his agent used. 
 
    “Thanks again,” I told him, “for helping me get this gig.” 
 
    “Least I can do. You’ve helped me out plenty. Glad that rumor wasn’t true about you being through with acting.” 
 
    “Well, I am. Basically.” 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    “I am,” I insisted. “I’m just doing little jobs here and there to help me get through law school.” 
 
    He smiled. “Once an actress, always an actress.” 
 
    I shrugged that off. “Are you doing just dogs on this one?” He handled rodents too. 
 
    “Just dogs, yeah. But I’ve got a hundred mice ready to start shooting tomorrow on a made-for-TV on Louis Pasteur.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I read he actually used dogs for his testing, but the producers think mice’ll be cuter.” 
 
    “Plus imagine the spin-off possibilities.” 
 
    Sylvan laughed. 
 
    “Wanna do lunch?” I asked. 
 
    “Nah, I’ve got to water and feed this guy and the other burly boys. Come on, King.” 
 
    The Canary Syndrome was supposed to be a labor of love for everybody involved (French for low budget), but at least the extras, which I was one of, got scale, almost two hundred dollars a day. 
 
    And as in all good low-budgets, they were making the few do for the many: there were only about forty protesters and fifteen cops, including Sylvan and the other two dog-handling officers. The cameraman had snaked through the scene with his handheld, guided by the belt by his assistant so it looked chaotic and tight-packed. The director shouted from above, one eye on the remote monitor that showed what the camera was seeing. 
 
    When Sylvan had phoned to give me a heads-up about the extras call, I thought I’d have a better chance if I dressed as a protester, given that I’m blond, fairly small, and, well—that clatter you’re hearing is my false modesty falling to the ground—pretty. I thought I’d make an unconvincing cop, so I put on an angry-looking outfit of tight torn jeans and a hot pink top. But first thing I knew I was hired as Police Sergeant I / Nonarmored, I guess in the name of diversity. 
 
    When I touched that police uniform, a special feeling came over me. A sense of potency filled my body, inch by inch, as I pulled up the pants and fastened them. They felt bulletproof. “Wool?” I asked the mohawked dresser in surprise. “Yeah,” she said, “it’s a great fabric, wool gabardine. The LAPD’s used it forever, that’s why they look so good. The shirts are tropical weight. Here.” 
 
    I drew on the short-sleeved shirt, with its badge and insignia, and it felt great. I put on the black socks and duty shoes, buckled the leather gun belt around my waist with the dresser’s help, put on the hat, and looked in the mirror. There behind all that officialdom was little old Rita Farmer. But my expression was clear and authoritative, and I looked powerful and proud. 
 
    I slipped my own small wallet into my back pocket, not quite trusting the security of the wardrobe room, a messy space rented in the same building providing the facade for the shoot. 
 
    The belt was so heavy, what with all the stuff on it—handcuff case and so on—that I thought the gun was in the holster already. But no, I had to see the prop guy for my fake gun, which looked and felt totally real. It must have weighed two or three pounds. “Are you left-handed?” 
 
    “No, right.” 
 
    He made me take off my belt, and he found a right-handed holster to replace the left-handed one. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any difference, you know,” I said. “I’m not even going to draw it, much less—” 
 
    “It does matter,” he said. “You’ll look maybe two percent more natural, having the gun on your handed side. It’ll feel different to you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “And from my perspective all those two percents add up.” He adjusted my cap with a quick tap, and I was done. 
 
    Man, did I feel good. I tried to imagine what I’d do if I were a real cop in some tough situation. Probably crap my pants. 
 
    Our tidbit of Eighth Street wasn’t far from Skid Row and downtown. A shipping office that had escaped blight was dressed as the headquarters of some evil multinational company, and this was the location of our protest scene. 
 
    The food on a movie set is usually quite luxe, but they’d cut even that corner. The one measly lunch wagon was overwhelmed by the crowd, so the caterers resorted to throwing wrapped sandwiches and poly bags of vegetable sticks to the throng, refugee-style. 
 
    I caught a sandwich, grabbed a Diet Pepsi from an ice bin, and sat down on a curb. The sandwich looked OK—ham and avocado ciabatta type thing—but as my mouth approached for bite one, a bug appeared between ham and bread. Hiya, bug. I watched its head emerge, feelers waving in the sunshine. It wriggled all the way out and began crawling along the ridgeline of a ham slice. I tried to convince myself it wasn’t a cockroach, merely some clean-living lettuce-dweller, because I was very hungry. But no, it was a roach, it was a roach—that disgusting oily brown carapace. As soon as I realized it I recoiled like a Winchester, the sandwich flying from my hand. “Oh, God!” 
 
    I almost dry heaved, but got a grip and forced myself to pick up the sandwich. The roach fell to the ground and zipped to a wad of gum for cover. 
 
    I’m not really afraid of bugs in general, although spiders aren’t my favorite. The best thing about my married years was that my husband, although an abusive drunk, would kill the spiders. Being divorced, upon finding a spider in the apartment I either had to slaughter it or adopt it as a pet. I’ve heard tell of people who scoop them up and take them outdoors, but that is so not me. When I had to, I’d kill them with one of my slippers, using my Gramma Gladys’s spider-killing chant: “Oh, little spider, got no mama, got no papa, wanna see God?” Smack! The key is not to hesitate. Do not hesitate. 
 
    I would have stomped on the roach for vengeance since they’re not yet an endangered species, but it was gone. I threw the sandwich into a trash barrel and trotted down the sidewalk to find something decent to eat. As soon as I got away from the cables and lights and gawkers, the mean streets pressed in, bleak and broken. The very air vibrated with low serotonin. I saw ugly hostile tagging all over the place, as if even the skilled graf artists had moved on to Pasadena. I jogged and jogged, finally turning north on Mateo, at least a through street. Where the hell was a market, a party store, a goddamn vending machine? I cruised past steel gate after brick facade after dirty plywood, my heart lifting for one second at a gas station that turned out to serve only petroleum products, a garbage-strewn parking lot. A drop of perspiration rolled down the side of my face and evaporated in the dry street heat. 
 
    It was nice to be putting so much mileage between me and the roach-wich, but the farther I went, the more anxious I got, what with having to be back for the next take. The blocks flew by and my sense of futility increased in direct proportion to my hunger. 
 
    Maybe I should give up, I thought, but then my inner voice demanded, Are you a quitter, then? 
 
    No, I answered. No quitter am I. 
 
    I trotted on. 
 
    Ah! An old enameled Orange Crush sign was almost covered over by a poster for some new brand of malt liquor, and the sign up top said GROCERIA. 
 
    The Mexican shop was dim, the windows plastered over with vivid signs, PINTO 79C, CORONO 3.99, and so on. But the proprietor smiled and his fruit glowed in heaps like treasure. My mouth watered cautiously. A girl of about eleven stood gazing from the shop’s doorway into the white glare of the street. She wore a turquoise cotton dress with yellow rickrack around the hem. Her face was dreamy. 
 
    A sign pointed to ready-made sandwiches in the cold case, but not wanting to tempt fate, I returned to the fruit and chose a nectarine and a banana, first examining them for bugs with careful paranoia. I saw a package of peanuts and picked up that too. 
 
    I got out my wallet to pay, but the storekeeper pushed the food to me saying, “No, no, you take. You take it, OK?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Suddenly the young girl cried out at something in the street. She grabbed my arm, pulled me to the door, yammering and pointing in Spanish. 
 
    On the opposite sidewalk a young black kid was trying to shield himself from blows coming from a couple of thugs, one fat-assed, the other lean, their faces shrouded deep under sweatshirt hoods. The fat-ass swung a length of two-by-four like an axe, overhand, pounding the kid’s shoulders and then, as the kid curled himself into a ball on the sidewalk, his back and legs. 
 
    You see this kind of thing all the time in movies and TV, the violent clichés we all have a beer by, go to bed by, entertain our children by. Just a few minutes ago I watched the picketers slamming their breakaway polyethylene signs on the cops’ helmets, and the cops unleash their spongy fake batons on their opponents. Everybody acted extremely fierce, with lots of grunting and wincing. 
 
    But this—this. The purposeful silence of the attackers. The sound of the blows in the suddenly quiet street, the sound so small compared to the amplified thwack! of movie blows, but so much more chilling, so much less tolerable: bone and muscle yielding to kiln-dried lumber. My spine contracted at each sick thud. 
 
    The other attacker was attempting to stomp the kid’s head. Someone’s son. A brown suitcase lay on its side next to him. 
 
    I had a mental flash of my own son. His trusting little face—had I packed his favorite dinosaur, the orange one, in his daybag this morning? 
 
    My blood pressure spiked and I found myself on the bright sidewalk. Found myself is exact: my legs took me there without any command from my brain. I heard more sickening blows and then the kid’s muffled pleas. The first attacker lifted the piece of timber again. 
 
    “Stop it!” I barked. 
 
    The pair looked over at me. I rushed into the street, dodged sideways for a car, and by the time I reached the curb, the attackers had dropped the two-by-four and taken off, fast. They separated, one darting down an alley, the other continuing up the street, then disappearing around a building. 
 
    The boy rolled over on the sidewalk and sat up, blood pulsing from beneath a flap of scalp. He looked to be fifteen or sixteen years old. He struggled to get up. I said, “Wait, don’t, you’re hurt.” Blood coursed down the side of his face, slick and so red in the L.A. sunshine. 
 
    He kept trying to stand. “Leave me alone,” he mumbled. He wore green camo pants and a white T-shirt, the shirt soaking up the blood like snow. Each of his breaths was torn with pain, but he spoke again. “They’ll be back.” 
 
    I looked around for help. A few passersby had stopped to stare; others hurried by. 
 
    The bleeding boy struggled, again, to stand. His eyes were confused. “Stay down!” I yelled in my mom voice. His skin was as smooth as boot leather and dark brown, his hair short-cropped. 
 
    “Hey, leave him alone!” a stranger shouted. 
 
    “Racist!” called another. 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “No, she no touch him,” contradicted someone else. 
 
    I comprehended none of this. 
 
    Automatically, I reached for my cell phone, always clipped to my waist, and found the prop gun in my hand instead. Surprised, I stared at it, its lethal-looking barrel leveled at the hearts of the bystanders. 
 
    The small crowd screamed and scattered. 
 
    The boy cowered on the sidewalk. “Don’t shoot, please don’t shoot,” his voice a terrified rasp. 
 
    As I stood in that street holding the gun, everything came clear at once. In the heat of the moment I’d forgotten I was dressed as a police sergeant. The storekeeper had tried to give this new cop free food, the little girl saw violence and drew the cop to it, this inner-city black teen surely would fear a cop—blond and pixie-faced though she might be—and the crowd saw a black kid bleeding with a white cop standing over him yelling. Yes, everything came clear. Perception is reality, just like they say in acting school. 
 
    Where the hell’s my cell phone? Oh yes, in my little changing basket, back in wardrobe. 
 
    The boy moaned. I knelt to him. “You’ll be OK, honey. Please,” I shouted, “someone call 911!” 
 
    But the street was empty now. Did the people here know what was about to happen? 
 
    “Hey, grocer!” I hollered. 
 
    The boy lurched from my arms and scrambled to his feet. 
 
    A dilapidated car pulled up to the curb. 
 
    Crak! I saw a flash inside. Photography? Paintball? I stupidly wondered. Crak! and again crak-crak! the sounds quick and flat in the silent street. 
 
    My young friend collapsed. The car sped away. 
 
    I felt a hot sting on my upper arm and flinched away from it but it stayed with me and I saw torn skin and blood starting down from my LAPD uniform shirt. 
 
    I knelt again to the boy. His eyelids fluttered. Blood seeped from a new wound in his side and poured, more ominously, from another in his neck. He tried to speak. 
 
    Supporting his neck with one hand, I pressed my other hand firmly over the bullet hole. “Help!” I shrieked. 
 
    Softly, the boy said, “I’m gonna die.” 
 
    “No, honey, you are not gonna die. You hang on, you hear me?” 
 
    “Officer.” He looked up at me, struggling to say something. 
 
    I bent my ear to his lips. 
 
    “Tell my grandmother I’m sorry.” 
 
    His eyes closed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 – Old Dogs Bark for New Tricks 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe grasped the brass ring, lifted it, and let it fall solidly on the strike plate cast in the shape of a wolf’s head. The wolf’s mouth was closed. 
 
    A sharply dressed old man answered the door. “Mr. Rowe, I presume? Come in.” 
 
    Rowe walked into the stone foyer of a house in Hancock Park. 
 
    Beginning in the 1920s, the old-money names of Los Angeles built mansions here of imported stone and fine brick, employing masons from Italy and Mexico to fit the basalt sills, build up the facings, and craft the chimneys. 
 
    This house was solid and nice, smaller than most in the neighborhood but with more stone. 
 
    “I’m Colonel Markovich.” The man’s face bore a wealth of small scars and spots of age. His eyebrows were like tiny white angel wings over his eyes, and the eyes were clear and blue. His bearing was straight. “I don’t have a butler,” he added. 
 
    “Then I guess he didn’t do it,” said Rowe. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    Rowe smiled. The old man made an I-get-it sound and smiled too. 
 
    Since he had left his job as an insurance investigator and gone into private practice, George Rowe had had plenty of work, some of it challenging, like tracking down the origin of counterfeit securities on behalf of a corporation that didn’t want the word to get out, or finding a politician’s stolen laptop. For the past few months, though, most of it had been pretty pedestrian: missing persons who’d clumsily run away from some crappy deal or another. This appointment, today, had the aroma of something different. 
 
    Markovich steered Rowe through an arch to a reception room, with leather furniture and books on the walls. Rowe stood waiting for what Markovich had to say. 
 
    “Do you like dogs, Mr. Rowe?” 
 
    “I like them all right.” 
 
    “Drink?” Markovich indicated a sideboard with two crystal decanters and some glasses. “Whiskey, brandy?” 
 
    It was one in the afternoon. “I guess whiskey,” said Rowe. 
 
    “A whiskey man, then.” Markovich poured off about three fingers’ worth for each of them. 
 
    A gently dangerous feeling hovered in the air; Rowe half expected a beautiful woman to stalk into the room smacking a riding crop against her palm. 
 
    After handing him his glass, Markovich led him to a sunroom that overlooked a smooth lawn. 
 
    “One thing, the grass is doing better now that Ernest is gone,” he said. 
 
    “Who’s Ernest?” 
 
    “That’s why you’re here. Have a seat.” 
 
    There was an eagerness about Markovich, something more energetic than Rowe might have expected from a snowcapped fellow like this. 
 
    “Ernest is my dog. To say that: Ernest is my dog, is to make a gross understatement. He is my dog, but he is much more to me than that. To call him a person would be a slur. I’ve known so many people with hideous souls, Mr. Rowe.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Rowe. 
 
    “Ernest certainly transcends the animal kingdom, but his line is straight to enlightenment. Pure clear light, pure atomic essence.” 
 
    This kind of talk made Rowe uncomfortable. He uncrossed his legs and made a move as if deciding whether to leave. 
 
    “Please, Mr. Rowe, I’m not a kook. I may be an odd sort, I grant that. But if you bear with me, you’ll see how things are. I’m serious about hiring you.” 
 
    Rowe sat back. 
 
    “Ernest disappeared two days ago.” The Colonel sipped his whiskey. “Of course I notified the authorities. But you know how it is.” 
 
    Rowe nodded. 
 
    “I need someone to find Ernest. A man like you: a serious investigator who gets results. Someone who isn’t afraid to take bold action on behalf of a client. I read about the Tenaway case.” 
 
    Rowe looked at him. “But my name barely made the—” 
 
    “I can read between the lines, Mr. Rowe.” 
 
    That felt good. “OK. Well, what happened to the dog? Did he run away?” 
 
    Markovich laughed, a Sunday-matinee laugh, a you-are-quite-mistaken laugh. “Oh no, Mr. Rowe, Ernest did not run away.” 
 
    “Have you checked the shelters?” 
 
    “He is not in any shelter. Hellholes. He is not in any animal rescue situation, not Ernest. When you begin your inquiry you’ll soon see the shelters are not the place to look.” 
 
    “Then—” 
 
    “Ernest was taken, Mr. Rowe.” Blood rose up Markovich’s neck, then into his jaw. He stopped and snapped open a white linen handkerchief. He wiped his face. “This has been the most upsetting occurrence of my life.” 
 
    “You were very fond of the dog.” 
 
    “Please don’t use the past tense. Yes. I won’t be so trite as to say I love him. Let’s just say I hold him in the highest regard.” 
 
    “So who did it? Any neighbors mad at you?” 
 
    “Your naiveté is almost cute, Mr. Rowe. Before I go into detail, are you interested in taking the case?” 
 
    “I’d like to learn a little more. Do you have, uh, a picture of Ernest?” 
 
    Markovich’s eyes flicked to a painting that looked like an abstract bunch of blobs, but on closer look depicted a beagle emerging from a fog bank. Just the pattern of the coat and a pair of rich round eyes, set against a shimmering sea-coasty sort of background. “That is Ernest as seen through the eyes of a master.” He named a painter Rowe had never heard of, not that that was saying much. 
 
    “But here,” said the Colonel. He opened a photo album to a glossy color photo of a male beagle posed in a commanding stance on a judging platform. Ernest’s full name, in black type in the border, was Ch. Ernest Jiggs Cognac V. The dog stood grandly, chin up, tail high, muscles poised. 
 
    “Good-looking dog,” said Rowe. “Stud?” 
 
    “Exactly. I showed him for four years. He’s eight now. He took seventeen all-breed best in shows, ninety-eight group wins, and hundreds of best of breeds. Do you know how valuable his semen is?” 
 
    “More than mine or even yours, I’d guess.” 
 
    Markovich ghost-laughed. “Isn’t that the way of it. Nine hundred dollars a shot. I used to charge only five hundred if I could take a puppy or two from the litter. Which I would do only if I thought the brood bitch was outstanding.” 
 
    “A valuable dog, then.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All pedigreed dogs have names like that, don’t they?” 
 
    “Yes. Some find it silly, but that’s the way it’s done. To show the lineage.” 
 
    The way it’s done seemed to fit Markovich on many levels. He wore pressed gray slacks, a navy double-breasted blazer, and handsome black loafers. His grooming was impeccable. He was a type Rowe respected. But this dog thing. 
 
    Markovich flipped through a few more pictures. “He’s a classic tri-color: white and tan, with a black saddle. Here’s his face full-on, take a look. See this?” 
 
    Rowe perceived that the dog’s muzzle was mostly white, except for a thin column of tan shooting straight up from the dog’s nose, flaring out and ending in a horizontal line on the forehead, where the white took over again. It looked like a perfect Doric column, and gave the dog a most intelligent look. 
 
    “Yes, I see,” he said. 
 
    “That’s his distinctive mark, that tan-inside-white blaze. Of course he’s microchipped too.” 
 
    “OK, yes. Uh…” 
 
    Markovich said, “I sense you’re not very familiar with the world of elite show dogs, Mr. Rowe.” 
 
    “Yeah, dogcatcher wasn’t what I had in mind when I came here.” Rowe rubbed the side of his neck. He had taken a few sips of the whiskey and felt quite warm. “I really don’t think—” 
 
    “I have enemies,” Markovich said bluntly. 
 
    Rowe stopped. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, as you say. There is a man named Nicholas Polen. Nick Polen. He and I were friends once. We both showed beagles, but we had an unspoken agreement that I could have the United States, and he could have the rest of the world. He’s a Pole living in Montreal. It worked well, until we both happened to fall in love with the same woman. Dreadful coincidence. She favored me. He challenged me to a duel. His Polish blood, you know. It was supposed to have been to the death. Should have been, anyway. We were almost middle-aged men by that time.” 
 
    “Pistols?” asked Rowe, his pulse quickening, an enjoyable ripple in his veins. 
 
    “Knives.” 
 
    “Knives? Not swords?” 
 
    “Daggers. Fighting knives.” 
 
    Rowe went silent with interest. The old dude had taken all this time to get to the good part. 
 
    “Well,” Markovich continued, “I won. I trained up for it, and you may be aware that back in ’44 I was awarded—” 
 
    “The Distinguished Service Cross for taking out a dozen Nazis with a bayonet and the butt of your empty M1.” 
 
    “Oh, so you did do a little homework on me.” 
 
    “You made it possible for your company to regroup and capture more than forty enemy soldiers. What happened in the duel?” 
 
    “Nick Polen drew first blood, but I drew best. I got him in the chest, and he fell, and I thought that was the end of it. The man was dead—I saw the life leave his eyes—and I walked away immediately, which is what you do. But they revived him. He’d stashed a small field hospital in a corner of the neutral property we’d agreed to meet on—a game park in Virginia. Just in case! Can you imagine that? Hidden in a copse of trees. I had no idea. They brought him back. Still, that should have been the end of it, you know.” 
 
    “Did you get the girl?” 
 
    “I did. We were married for thirty-six years.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing,” said Rowe. 
 
    “She died of a heart attack last spring.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Colonel.” 
 
    Markovich laced his fingers and looked at them, then unlaced them. His hands were as clean and straight as the rest of him, with coarse white hairs on the backs. He looked up. “I’m quite certain Nick Polen took Ernest.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “He’s never forgiven me for besting him.” 
 
    “Well, why would he bother you now, after all these years?” 
 
    “It’s more than trying to get back at me, especially now that Emily’s gone. He’s fallen on hard times. Beagles are all he knows. And he knows them, believe me. Polen’s a well-connected man, but he’s made some major blunders on the dog circuit. Some litigation, some things went against him.” 
 
    “As in…?” 
 
    “He was accused of bribing a show judge.” 
 
    “He got nailed?” 
 
    “No, he tapped himself out defending against it, and he beat it, but he never collected costs. I had nothing to do with that one. He’s carried a grudge against me all these years. Here’s his plan, I’m sure of it. He’s got an outstanding beagle stud named Rondo, about the same age as Ernest. He’s put by some of Rondo’s semen, but it’s a finite resource, you understand. Rumor has it Rondo’s got cancer and isn’t long for this world. Polen’s plan is to disguise Ernest as Rondo, claim a cure, and go on breeding him. I just know it. If he plays it right, he could make good money, set himself up for some new venture. He’s a bit younger than me, still in his seventies. I’m eighty-six.” 
 
    “Hm,” said Rowe. “Do you have any evidence of—” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe the intrigue in the show-dog world. I miss it terribly. But it wasn’t good for my heart. Are you a military man yourself, by any chance? You look like you might have been.” 
 
    “No,” said Rowe. “Private security, corrections. Then insurance investigation, as you know.” 
 
    “You keep yourself fit.” 
 
    “Try to.” 
 
    Rowe, though not tall, was built well, with sloping shoulders and a flat stomach. He wore his cinnamon hair in a crew cut and he favored short-sleeved shirts and leather shoes when on the job. He liked to wear nondescript clothing, it paid off so often. But he took pride in his body, running and lifting weights a few times a week. He liked morning calisthenics, and had followed the fitness routine of the Royal Canadian Air Force for years, after picking up a paperback book on it in high school. 
 
    “But what about DNA?” he asked. “Wouldn’t—” 
 
    “Yes, there’s DNA profiling. The AKC requires it if a dog is used more than a few times. But somebody’s suspicions would have to be raised for a good reason, because you can tell pretty quickly when the puppies are young whether they’re from good stock or not. Polen would simply breed Ernest—as Rondo—with a spay/neuter agreement, meaning that his progeny wouldn’t be allowed to breed, therefore would never need to be DNA profiled. He can sell his own spayed or neutered puppies for a thousand dollars apiece. When you think about it, it’s really the perfect dog crime.” 
 
    Rowe considered. “What about ransom? Has he been in touch with you?” 
 
    “No, but I expect he might make contact. I’ve been reading the classifieds in case he’s trying to send me an anonymous message.” Rowe searched the Colonel’s eyes. The man returned his gaze with depth and calmness. “Mr. Rowe,” he said, “there are many scenes out there. Most dog people are timid about breaking the law, though they’ll do many things just short of it. And they’re very credulous. Well, people in general are credulous. They want to believe they’re special, they want to believe they’re sharp, they want to believe there’s a great deal waiting for them in the hands of a handsome stranger.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Rowe. “Is Ernest insured?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How much is he worth?” 
 
    “Hard to say. In the States I could sell him for perhaps twenty thousand dollars, tops. But I could likely get much more than that if I were to sell him overseas. Upwards of a hundred, I’m sure, especially in Japan, they’re mad for champion show dogs. The Chinese now too.” 
 
    “OK,” said Rowe. 
 
    “Let me show you one more thing.” Markovich took the private investigator outside. They walked across the plush green lawn. Rowe saw an empty fenced kennel, a doggie shower and outdoor grooming table, the table nicely carpeted, all beneath the shady branches of an arbutus tree. A chew ball lay sadly next to a root. 
 
    Rowe asked, “Is Ernest your only dog these days?” 
 
    “Yes, I sold off my other animals. I do miss the excitement of showing, but I’m just too old for it now. Six years ago a mastiff nudged me at a show, and I fell and broke my hip. Oh, the champions I’ve bred. I don’t need any more money. Once in a while I breed Ernest, but only for someone special—for an old friend or two.” The colonel mused, “Why not rob a bank, why not take candy from a baby if candy’s what you want? If dogs are all you know, you’re going to look for a way out of your troubles via dogs.” They walked all the way to a vine-covered fence at the edge of the property. It was a white board fence with peaked finials on the posts, about eight feet high, Rowe judged. Jasmine vines crept over it, helped every so often by narrow trellises. Rowe saw a slab of unpainted plywood about two feet square nailed into the fence at ground level. 
 
    “That’s where they cut their way in,” said Markovich. “I had my gardener fix it like this until the fence man can come and repair it properly.” 
 
    “Did it happen at night?” Rowe asked. 
 
    “Oh, no, Ernest sleeps indoors. This happened in broad daylight, when I let him out that afternoon. Polen must have lured him out with a piece of steak.” 
 
    Rowe looked at the fence. 
 
    “I found meat scraps on the other side,” Markovich added. “I’d give anything to get him back.” 
 
    “If I find where he is, you won’t have to pay ransom,” said Rowe. 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll take the case? I don’t care about recovering any frozen semen that might have been collected from him. I just want Ernest. I’ll pay your expenses and whatever your usual fee is. Plus a hundred thousand dollars extra if you bring Ernest home.” 
 
    Rowe looked at the old man, the breeze riffling his white hair like the crest of a proud stork. He thought about the twelve dead Nazis and the knife-blade duel and the international world of purebred animals. And he thought about a hundred grand. 
 
    “I’ll take the case.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 – The ABCs of the Case 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hold still now.” The emergency room doctor injected my left upper arm with anesthetic as I lay watching. Needles have never bothered me. She told me she was a resident specializing in trauma. “Never been shot before, have you?” 
 
    The outside of my biceps, more or less, was where my skin lay open in a diagonal line about four inches long, like half of a sergeant’s chevron. The doctor was injecting lidocaine around its edges. The bleeding had slowed way down; the paramedics had bandaged it snugly for the ride in. It hurt like a large cut. I hadn’t really needed to ride in an ambulance, I thought. Looking down, I realized that the skin along the projectile’s path had been sort of vaporized along the way. Still, it didn’t look all that bad. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “this is hardly a bullet wound, I mean, it’s just a—” 
 
    “You got creased. It is a wound and it was made by a bullet, so you might as well make the most of it.” She wore black plastic Buddy Holly glasses and pink lip gloss. She pressed the plunger steadily. 
 
    “Come to think of it,” I remarked, “my little boy would be very impressed. But I don’t think I ought to tell him a bad man shot Mommy.” 
 
    “Oh, tell him! He’ll think you’re invincible for the rest of his life.” 
 
    I thought of Petey, his five-year-old face and his wise eyes. 
 
    It was good to be off the hot, dirty street. 
 
    The doc reached for another syringe. The linens on the gurney and the gown they’d given me to cover my breasts smelled clean and cool. 
 
    I asked, “Is the young man who came in with me going to make it?” 
 
    “He’s in surgery now, that’s all I know.” 
 
    She stepped out to let the anesthetic work, and a police detective came in to talk with me. The responding cops had questioned me quickly at the scene, but this detective, named Herrera, wanted to go over things more thoroughly. 
 
    “Ms. Farmer, we know you’re not a real police officer.” He smiled. 
 
    “Right, I never said I was.” 
 
    “So the uniform?” 
 
    “I told the first cops, I—” 
 
    “Tell me, please.” 
 
    This young detective wore his close-nipped black hair spiked down in front. His nose was flattened at the bridge and bulbous on the end, as if he’d been quite the brawler before giving in and joining the Academy. 
 
    “I’m an extra in a movie, we’re shooting on Eighth Street by the river.” 
 
    “What’s the name of the movie?” 
 
    “The Canary Syndrome.” 
 
    “What’s it about?” 
 
    “Oh, global warming and globalization and probably gamma globulin, I don’t know. I haven’t seen the whole script, only like a page. There were a bunch of us fake cops. Plus all these angry protesters. Of course, there were real cops there as well, you guys always have to be on hand when a street’s blocked off. So you should have some information from—” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” interrupted Detective Herrera. “And what were you doing way up on Mateo from there?” 
 
    “Uh, well, there was this roach, you see.” Suddenly I felt lightheaded. “This cockroach, because I think the budget for this one was a little too stingy, and this bug crawled right onto my ham, and I threw away the whole ciabatta. And I was so darn hungry. And, uh, then this little girl—” 
 
    “Back up. Where did you get the uniform?” His questions sounded harsh but his voice was not. 
 
    “From wardrobe. The wardrobe people. You can see it’s fake, I’m sure, plus my fake gun and all that. Wherever it is.” I realized the equipment belt had been taken off me, and I only had on the uniform pants. 
 
    “You know you’re supposed to turn in your gun to props before leaving the set for any reason. What happened?” 
 
    “I forgot!” 
 
    I don’t know if he was practicing interrogation techniques or what. His eyes kept moving over my face and hair and my covered-up chest. I began to doubt, however, if I ever would’ve convinced him that I was a paid performer in cop garb, not some scammer impersonating a cop for nefarious reasons. But a uniformed officer stuck his head in and told him two of the movie guys had followed the ambulance and wanted to talk to him. 
 
    “Tell them to come in here.” 
 
    I said, “I don’t think that’s a good—” 
 
    But there they were, crowding in, big fine Sylvan and little tweaky Stuart, the first AD. Sylvan gave me a wide smile and, after taking one glance at my arm, avoided looking at it. Stuart stared at it and turned gray. 
 
    “She’s bleeding!” 
 
    “I’m OK, Stuart. Thank you for coming. Thanks, Sylvan.” 
 
    “But aren’t they going to help her?” Stuart’s whole body trembled with empathy. If you can imagine a mutation between Peter Pan and Sylvia Plath, you’ve got Stuart. 
 
    Detective Herrera said, “They are helping her. Monday afternoons usually aren’t too busy here.” 
 
    “Where’s a doctor?” Stuart’s voice rose uncontrollably. “Get this person a doctor, for God’s sake!” 
 
    Sylvan grasped him under the armpit in case he fainted. “Man up here, buddy. Come on. Deep breath here, buddy.” Stuart clutched a sweaty sheaf of papers. 
 
    I told them, “The doctor’ll be back in to sew me up in a jiffy.” Brave smile. 
 
    Detective Herrera said to Stuart, “So she works for you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “As what?” 
 
    Sylvan prompted, “You have her on the list.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, here.” Stuart unscrolled the damp papers and jabbed at my name with a shaking finger. 
 
    “And did she,” asked the detective, stealing another look at my chest, tented over though it was, “have your authorization to leave the set in the uniform of the LAPD?” 
 
    “Uh,” Stuart looked up at Sylvan like a mixed-up kid, afraid to say the wrong thing. 
 
    I spoke up. “It was my fault. I should have either stayed on set, or gotten out of costume before taking off to hunt for edible food.” 
 
    “What?” said Stuart. 
 
    “There was a roach in my sandwich.” 
 
    Sylvan threw back his head and laughed. He had a great laugh. 
 
    “You’re kidding,” said Stuart. 
 
    “No, there was.” 
 
    Stuart slumped against Sylvan. “Oh, the liability!” he wailed. “I hope those bastards have insurance.” 
 
    “You guys can go,” said Detective Herrera. 
 
    “I’ll drop off Stuart and come back to wait for you,” said Sylvan. 
 
    They went out past a couple of badges idling in the curtained passage. Herrera told the cops something, and one of them said, “When I saw her standing there bleeding, I thought it was Annette. I swear to God, she looks exactly like her.” 
 
    “She does,” agreed Herrera. 
 
    “Who’s Annette?” I asked, but they didn’t hear me. 
 
    Then the other one said something about the kid being in surgery. Herrera said his name, Kip Cubitt. 
 
    “Cubitt?” I called from my table. “Is he related to Amaryllis B. Cubitt?” 
 
    Herrera stuck his head back in. “He’s her grandson.” 
 
    All of Los Angeles knew and respected Amaryllis B. Cubitt, founder of the ABC Mission in South Central. Using volunteers and donations and her own two hands, she helped needy people and unwed teen mothers of all colors. Angelenos listened to her brisk contralto voice on the radio, where she gave ass-kicking advice for free. “You’re paying a cable bill and you don’t have money to feed your kids? Wait on that!” 
 
    She went by the fullness of Amaryllis B. Cubitt, which, besides the satisfying ABC of it, just seemed to fit, like Susan B. Anthony or William Jennings Bryan. 
 
    Politicians loved getting their picture taken with her. Movie stars especially adored her, I believe because they crave authenticity above all: an antidote to their tendency to overdose on their craft. Some of them adopted the ABC as a pet charity—excellent for publicity. The actors and actresses came and went, of course, while Amaryllis soldiered on consistently. The mission held generic Christian services on Sundays. Which the movie stars tended to avoid. 
 
    The doctor returned and nudged over a rolling stool with her foot. She settled herself and began to flush my wound with saline solution out of a squirt-gunny instrument. “Does that hurt?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    A nurse came in, saying, “I can give you a hand.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lourdes,” said the doctor. 
 
    So the nurse assisted, dabbing gauze and so on. Nurses in the movies dab their gauze daintily, as if they’re afraid to hurt the person, but real ones dab it pretty firmly, I can tell you. The doctor breathed evenly as she worked, her eyes quick behind her glasses. 
 
    Detective Herrera came back. “You have a very protective friend out there.” He smiled, amused. He was good-looking with that tough-guy nose, but I didn’t have the energy. 
 
    I said, “You mean Sylvan?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He’s a good man.” 
 
    “The other one seemed pretty traumatized.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, Stuart. He has a delicate constitution.” 
 
    Herrera laughed. 
 
    Feeling steadier, I told him about my quest for a reasonably sanitary lunch, the boy on the sidewalk, the thugs and the two-by-four. 
 
    “I didn’t see their faces at all, unfortunately, what with the sweatshirt hoods.” 
 
    He asked about their height and weight, and I did the best I could, remembering the one to be short and thick-butted, the other much taller, maybe six feet, and thin. 
 
    “How do you know they were guys?” 
 
    “I don’t, I just got that impression. I can’t even tell you their race. Or races.” 
 
    “Did you see their hands?” 
 
    “Now that I think of it, they were wearing gloves. Yeah, like work gloves, leather work gloves. The heavier one’s sweatshirt was black with a white graphic on the front.” 
 
    Herrera took notes. “See any lettering?” 
 
    “No, I don’t remember, it was so fast. The other one’s sweatshirt was plain gray.” 
 
    “Pants?” 
 
    “Uh, blue jeans on the big-butt, and different pants on the tall one, maybe brown or black? I don’t remember.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “Shoes?” 
 
    “Sneakers, I think. Yeah, sneakers, mostly white. I don’t know what kind.” 
 
    “Clean or dirty?” 
 
    “Clean.” 
 
    “Go on with what happened.” 
 
    “Well, it was like my maternal instinct kicked in or something—” 
 
    “You’re a mother?” 
 
    “Yes, I have a five-year-old son, but I still get carded all the time. So yeah, I just yelled for them to drop it, and to my amazement, they did. I forgot about my costume. They took off running towards downtown on Mateo.” 
 
    His cell phone rang. He flipped it open. “Yeah.” He wanted me to hear him sounding tough and casual. “No,” he said curtly. “I’ve only been here for”—he thrust out his arm and checked his watch—“twenty minutes. Can’t somebody—” 
 
    He listened. “OK, I’ll find out, but then I’m going to come back and finish this interview with the female.” 
 
    He shut the phone. “Take your time,” he said to the doctor. “Don’t let her go anywhere, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    The doctor felt inside my wound with a gloved finger. All I felt was pressure. She said, “He likes you.” 
 
    The nurse put in, “They like all the cute gunshot victims.” She was fortyish and fairly pert. 
 
    The doctor used a forceps and a scalpel to cut away little bits of mashed skin. Competence radiated out of her. I watched without getting queasy, which made me proud. 
 
    One time I had, in utter desperation, turned to the ABC Mission. It was about two years ago, when Petey’s and my chips were seriously down. Amaryllis B. Cubitt herself paid off my electric bill and then handed me a ten-dollar McDonald’s card. Walking into that mission I felt like the lowest piece of crap ever to stumble the earth, but Amaryllis grabbed me by the scruff, as it were, and snapped me out of it. 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” she told me after listening to my angst. “You can come back if you need to. But judging by you,” she laughed, “you aren’t going to want to need to.” 
 
    I looked at her. 
 
    She said, “I predict you’re gonna get that commercial you just auditioned for. Either that, or I predict you’re gonna go out and get a job waiting tables so PG&E doesn’t ever again turn the lights out on you and your child. I also predict you’re gonna get with DCSS and collect that child support you’re owed.” 
 
    “I intend to pay this back,” I’d told her. 
 
    “Hmp,” she growled skeptically. “Well, sister, I’ll go ahead and predict you will.” 
 
    It was that kind of clairvoyance that commanded the respect of the city. 
 
    On that occasion, I’d felt a resonance with this tall, beautiful, arresting woman. Not love, exactly, maybe not even affection, since her hard-assedness verged on belligerence, but something deep. 
 
    And I had, in fact, made a point of paying the money back, plus extra. 
 
    The doctor began to stitch inside the wound, and at this point I looked away. “You have to put stitches down inside?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m pulling together the fascia first, that’s the sheathing around the muscle.” 
 
    “I want to say ow but I don’t really feel anything. Just, like, pulling.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    For the first time, I thought about how my arm would look later on. I asked, “Should I be worried about a big old scar? Will children at the beach scream and run from me?” 
 
    The doctor smiled. “You’ll have a scar, but it should be quite a thin line, if you let it heal well. Do you model too?” 
 
    “A little, but I’m getting out of the whole business. Going to law school.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I suppose we could still call in one of the plastic fellows for a consult, if you’re highly concerned about a scar.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s that important to me.” 
 
    “Do you have good insurance?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’d forget it, then.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “Your wound is fairly uncomplicated. I think you’ll be pleased.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    She pulled each stitch carefully. I felt the tugging in a general, dull way. It was nice to just lie there and have someone take care of me. 
 
    I thought about Amaryllis’s radio show. Whenever I caught a few minutes of it I’d remember how she’d made me feel: so much less like a loser, without even referring to God. You’d listen to her call-in program on Saturday mornings for the hell of it, for the pure entertainment of it. She was an anti-bleeding heart, which is to say she didn’t pity the people she helped. Neither pitied them nor bought their bullshit. 
 
    “Well, you see,” some sad sack would try to explain, “I can’t work because I can’t be away from my kids.” 
 
    “That’s a good excuse,” Amaryllis would say breezily, “and you’ve used it for a long time, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “So long that you’ve even got yourself believing it. Let me assure you, you’re the only one who still believes it. You got to get so you want that steady paycheck more than you want a knuckleheaded excuse. That’s all.” 
 
    She certainly was a fresh gust blowing through the shrillness of the city’s cult-of-victimhood advocates who’d never gone a day without food in their lives. 
 
    “You come see me tomorrow if you decide to get serious, and I’ll help you with the next step. I’ll be able to tell right away if you’re not serious, so don’t waste my time, OK, sugar?” 
 
    The doctor began stitching my skin. The feeling of tugging got sharper. My stomach jumped and I took a deep breath. 
 
    The doctor stopped. “You OK?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She recommenced her sewing. 
 
    Detective Herrera came back, and I described the bullets popping out at the boy and me from the derelict sedan in the middle of the day. 
 
    “It was like a horrible dream, the way the car just slid over to the curb like a big fish and then these shots.” 
 
    He questioned me closely about the shooters and the car. Again, I hadn’t seen any faces. The car was an old Buick, I thought, in a crapped-out beige, and I had not seen the license plates. “Except I think they were California, that’s just my impression. There was a driver, and somebody else in the backseat, but I don’t know if they were the only people in the car.” 
 
    As he questioned me, Herrera leaned in closer and closer. He wore a navy blue suit and a crisp white shirt, and I saw that his cufflinks were brass discs stamped .45 ACP. Ammo-links. 
 
    At this point the doctor stopped and, continuing to breathe patiently, turned and looked at him over the tops of her glasses. She said in a nice voice, “You’re interfering with my work.” 
 
    Most people would back off, but this detective ignored her and told me, “We have a book of cars we’ll show you when you come into the station. Can you come right after this?” 
 
    “Uh, I think so. You know, when the boy—” 
 
    The doctor interrupted, “Please lie still. Can you guys continue this interview later?” She sighed just the slightest, and bit her upper lip, and the nurse looked tense. 
 
    Herrera, irritated, said, “Fine. But let me ask you, can you tell about what caliber bullet that was?” 
 
    The doctor relaxed a little. “I can tell you it was a low-velocity civilian handgun load.” She blinked and looked up at him. 
 
    “You mean like a twenty-two?” 
 
    “Or possibly a thirty-eight, but no bigger.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “Anything bigger would have torn up her arm much worse. This is more like a simple laceration. I had to debride very little out of there.” She turned back to me. “By the way, have you had a tetanus shot in the last five years?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Lourdes, order up one, OK?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said the detective. He stalked out. 
 
    He left before I told him what Kip Cubitt said to me before he slipped into unconsciousness. I did not call him back to hear it, because suddenly I decided not to tell him. I guess it was wrong of me; the message could be terribly significant to the investigation. But I wanted to deliver my message to Amaryllis myself first. 
 
    As the doctor finished her work, I laid there and thought some more about Amaryllis. 
 
    People called her the Iron Angel, and invariably, the politically correct hand-wringers criticized her for being too tough. She’d give an individual help once or twice, say with drying out or getting a job, but if the person backslid more than once, that’d be the end of it. No more services, except for basic handouts like food and a cot in the shelter at night. She’d never see anyone starve. 
 
    Amaryllis defended herself against critics by simply saying, “There’s too many folks need help, in line right behind that fool. There’s no end to fools out there, but there’s only one ABC Mission. Plenty of folks right behind who want to try harder.” I always felt it had more to do with her belief in an individual. If you betrayed that belief, she took it personally. 
 
    She avoided government grant money, because she didn’t want to answer to government regulations. Any donations that came her way—and there were many, every day—had to be made with no strings attached. 
 
    The ER doctor swiped up with a last pad of gauze, and told me she’d put in four stitches beneath the skin and eight on the outside. 
 
    “Wow, they’re pretty widely spaced,” I noted. 
 
    She explained, “I put in as few stitches as I could, because with a wound like this there’s always a risk of infection. The less I put in there the better.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    She wrapped a soft bandage around my arm and taped it. “Keep it dry for two weeks until the stitches come out. See your family practitioner for that, OK? I’ll write you a prescription for a pain reliever. And here’s Lourdes with a tetanus booster for your other arm, so at least the pain will be symmetrical!” 
 
    I had felt drawn toward the Iron Angel, and after she helped me out, I’d half wished she and I could somehow become friends. Now I had a reason to go and see her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 – Rowe Smells Blood 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe walked down a spur of Eighth Street near the Los Angeles River. River seemed such an overstatement in this case. The watercourse was an over-engineered trickle most of the time, becoming an actual rolling, bounding main only during winter floods. Then it was not only capable of floating a skiff, but tearing up a full-grown tree if one happened to topple in. 
 
    Rowe went to the place The Canary Syndrome riot scene had been shot two days ago. It was Wednesday morning, and the sun was cutting through the midweek smog like a dull knife. He walked around, hearing his footfalls echo off the office building, noticing the chalk placemarks on the pavement where the actors and equipment had been. He looked up at the building, its windows clean and blank. 
 
    He walked west on Eighth and then turned right on Mateo, looking carefully at the buildings and the traffic and the people. 
 
    The bus station was around here somewhere. You get a lot of scuzz around bus stations, then there was Skid Row a few blocks northwest. 
 
    He found the grocery store across the street from where Rita and the young kid had been shot. 
 
    George Rowe was in love with Rita Farmer. 
 
    Not that she was in love with him. 
 
    He speculated she might be, but she insisted she wasn’t. They had dated, and she’d broken it off, though she’d agreed to a minimalistic sort of relationship: they could keep in touch. And they did, by phone. She seemed to enjoy their friendly talks. 
 
    When she’d called last night to tell him what had happened, his guts almost fell out. 
 
    He crossed the street. Blood was easily visible on the pavement. No one had washed the sidewalk there, because the business that fronted it, a hairstyling school, was vacant. A small sign said, WE WILL MAKE YOU LOOK BEAUTEOUS. TEACHING HAIRCUTS $10. Nobody’s business to clean up this blood. 
 
    Rowe squatted and looked at the sun-browned blood, now almost forty-eight hours old. Scattered around were scraps of bloody gauze and tubing the EMTs had left behind. The largest puddle of blood had flowed toward the curb—there had been enough of it to flow, not just spatter—in an accidental pattern that looked like a crown. The crown of the inner city, Rowe thought. He could smell the iron in it. 
 
    He turned toward the grocery store. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “That looks like a nice one,” said Petey from the backseat of our lousy-but-still-running Honda Civic. I knew he was pointing even though I couldn’t see his arm, him being secure in his car seat. 
 
    “Um-hm,” I murmured noncommittally. This was the fourth day on the dog thing. 
 
    “You know how come I want a dog?” his little voice piped. “I’m bored.” 
 
    Children need to be taught the concept bored, did you know that? They are born without the slightest clue of boredom. Some beastly little friend must have introduced him to the word. 
 
    I glanced to the side and saw a yellowish Chewbacca-looking thing lift its leg and pee on a spindly tree on Franklin Street. Pity urban trees everywhere, their trunks struggling to breathe under ceaseless showers of dog urine. 
 
    “Honey,” I said, “I’ll try and help you not be bored.” 
 
    “A dog would be someone to do stuff with.” 
 
    He’d started discussing this last weekend, and I feared an obsession was brewing. 
 
    “You have me,” I reminded him. “You have your little guy and gal friends. You have Daniel, who’s going to take you to swimming lessons this morning.” 
 
    “But a dog would be with me all the time. Any time I want to do something, my dog’ll be right there. We’d do so much stuff?” 
 
    “Well, honey, we’re not getting a dog now. They’re not allowed where we live.” 
 
    “Let’s move! Let’s go live with Daniel!” 
 
    “No, honey.” 
 
    “Well, I could really use a dog.” 
 
    What you could really use is a dad. Well, Jeff was trying. Staying sober. Though he was still a careless asshole, living in an apartment in Torrance. 
 
    Petey had developed the idea, perfectly reasonable to him, that my best friend Daniel and I should get married. Great, except Daniel was looking for a steady guy. It was fun to compare notes on guys, and lucky that we went for different types. 
 
    It was now two days after the shooting. When Petey had asked about my bandage, I told him I’d been walking through the forest and a stick fell on me. 
 
    To Daniel I feigned nonchalance about having been grazed in a drive-by shooting in L.A. But I was damn freaked. Daniel was suitably aghast, and more concerned with me coming down with post-traumatic stress disorder than any future danger. 
 
    I’d lived in L.A. for years and walked down tough streets before. I’d been stuck on roadsides at night with flat tires (twice). I’d done wash in coin laundries a little tipsy at one in the morning. Never any trouble except stares and an unsavory remark or two. 
 
    Obviously the would-be killers had targeted Kip Cubitt. But what if—somehow, somewhere—they decided to come back for me, the only witness? 
 
    When I told my former boyfriend George about it, I could tell it frightened him too. He went quiet, then said he had to go. 
 
    “Don’t do anything, George, OK?” 
 
    “I might look around, is all.” 
 
    I dropped off Petey and drove across town and down—way down—toward the ABC Mission. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 – Rita Delivers Kip’s Message 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Along the way, I thought about George, and the direction of my life. 
 
    There is true love, and there is false love, and running between the two is a lot of road. Then you throw in sex. 
 
    I don’t consider myself a highly sexed person, but I’d turned thirty this year (prolonged scream of agony) and I knew about women losing their minds around this time, because our hormones are pumping fast and free. That last surge before premenopausal deceleration. 
 
    I thought about George Rowe a lot. We’d gone out for a few months, and I knew he was smitten. I enjoyed him, deeply, but I needed time to decide if he was really the one. Moreover, I couldn’t devote as much of myself to the process—to him—as I felt he deserved, between Petey and law school and what acting work I could scrounge on the side. I believed then that I was finished with acting, except as it could help me get through law school. 
 
    I cared for George, and I admired him. He was straightforward, and rugged for real. A while back I’d dated a guy who tried to appear rugged by wearing safari shirts and a stubble, but all he did was whine about drafts and his diet. George, by contrast, wore ordinary grown-up clothing, shaved daily, and had once quelled a prison riot by walking up to a crazed inmate and grabbing a loaded shotgun away from him. And when a scorpion crawled onto Petey’s backpack during a picnic in the Santa Susanas, he flicked it off with his bare hand. (Needless to say, Petey thought he was Jesus.) And oh yes, he had saved my life on an earlier occasion using a slingshot and raw cunning. 
 
    This is not the kind of man you take lightly. 
 
    What about sex? The thought of him could stir me almost any time of day, yet we are not all rational creatures when it comes to romance. He wanted, ultimately, to marry me. But being divorced from a guy I’d initially thought was perfect in every way, I hyperventilated just thinking about using the words I and do in the same sentence. Married at nineteen, a divorced single mom at twenty-six—that’s a heavy trip. 
 
    I knew I ought to marry George, any idiot could see that, yet I couldn’t commit. I just could not promise him. I was desperate to feel sure about some things. And I didn’t know if I could ever completely trust a man again. 
 
    Since it wasn’t fair to keep him waiting, I felt I had to take the risk of him being free for the time being. 
 
    I’d started in at UCLA’s law school last year, amazingly having hammered the LSAT, helped by some great coaching by a lawyer on staff at the Los Angeles District Attorney’s office (another story, another time). 
 
    I fully expected to have to wait a year to receive serious consideration, but I put in a late application for the hell of it. In terms of getting what you want, any university’s such a bureaucracy, the closest things we have in America to communist-bloc countries—good old communist bloc. But somehow I vaulted over a raft of poor slobs on the fall wait list and got in. 
 
    I liked law school, and I got good grades that first year. But I didn’t know then how critically important acting would again become in my life, and how soon. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Amaryllis B. Cubitt was baking bread. As soon as I, ushered by a female security guard named Wichita, walked into the mission’s institutional kitchen, she dismissed her two floury helpers who had just turned an Everest-sized mass of dough onto a worktable. 
 
    She’d barely slept for two nights, but she was there, at eight in the morning. Her tall body was in a posture of emotional pain—a sort of writhe held to one side. But even the terrible calamity of her grandson taking two bullets, lying in the ICU, did not stop her from working at her mission. She had stayed at Kip’s bedside until early this morning, when the boy’s aunt and uncle had come in from Phoenix. They were sitting vigil now. Kip’s mom and dad were, evidently, not in the picture. 
 
    “The daily bread must go on,” she explained. “Nine in the morning’s awful late to be starting on it, but my main baker called in sick.” 
 
    The smell of young dough, tangy with yeast, was a comfort in that spotless, hard-lit kitchen. A commercial mixer hummed in one corner, its dough hook laboring in the tub. 
 
    Amaryllis was legendary for her perpetual motion: she’d give newspaper interviews while cleaning a row of sinks, hold meetings while sorting through clothing or even sweeping corridors. 
 
    She paused only to face me fully, wipe her hands on her apron, and shake my extended hand with a firm grip as I said my name. Her face was long and squared-off, with high cheekbones and a nose more beaked than broad. Native American blood, maybe Cajun. I remembered her eyes so well: inky-black and keen. 
 
    “Thank you for coming to see me, Rita Farmer.” She pursed her lips as if trying to place me. “Wichita said you wanted to talk to me about what happened on Monday.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you make biscuits?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I watched her clip off a hamster-sized chunk of dough with the edge of her hand, lay it on a baking sheet, and press three fingers in to make it more or less uniformly thick. “Easier than rolling and cutting,” she explained. 
 
    I joined in at her side, my fingers chopping dough from the mass on the table. Like pioneer women with fifteen more things to do before lunch, we worked fast. We laid out the biscuits in rows on long baking sheets. The work didn’t really bother the stitches in my arm. 
 
    I asked how Kip was today. 
 
    “He’s gonna make it, the doctors say.” 
 
    “Will he…be OK?” 
 
    Quickly, through tight lips, she said, “He might be paralyzed. They don’t know yet. You pray for him, OK?” 
 
    “OK.” Not that I was much of a praying woman, but you don’t explain things like that every time. 
 
    “I wish I could have saved Kip from getting shot,” I began. 
 
    “The police say you broke up a fight he was in.” 
 
    “I couldn’t call it a fight. He was being attacked by two guys with a hunk of lumber. I was in a police costume from a movie I was working on a few blocks away. Those guys ran, then the car came and the shooting happened. I didn’t get a look at who was in the car.” 
 
    “It hardly matters, sister, it hardly matters. Just another testosterone-soaked day on the streets.” 
 
    “Well, I wanted you to know your grandson wasn’t doing any violence.” 
 
    I don’t know what it was, but the whole environment of the mission felt different to me this time. The guard, this woman named Wichita who had taken me to Amaryllis, was a hefty type who’d barely mumbled to me. Her hair was an unsettling greenish-bronze color, either a self-dye job that went wrong, or just a bad choice at the salon. Wearing a gray T-shirt with SECURITY lettered in red, she looked aggressive and a little insecure—a bad combination for a security guard, I thought, and definitely a bad combination for that part of town. And what was that part of town? Due south of the financial district by five miles and half a world: South Central, on Compton near the tracks and Slauson. 
 
    Bums had been sitting lethargically on the steps outside. 
 
    Even the energy in the lobby had felt different. People were still greeting each other “brother” and “sister,” and saying Amen to everything in an active-listening way, and the schedule blackboard was crowded with writing, and there were the signs saying ZERO TOLERANCE FOR GUNS, DRUGS, ALCOHOL, AND TOBACCO. ONE HUNDRED PERCENT TOLERANCE FOR LOVE. 
 
    But there was—I don’t know, an ulterior feeling to the place. Amaryllis said, “They said you probably stopped him from bleeding out.” 
 
    “Uh, I just used direct pressure until the EMTs came.” 
 
    “Right there on the street.” 
 
    “I hope Kip has a lot of life ahead of him.” Our hands flew as we kept making biscuits. 
 
    “I thank you for coming to his aid.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    I held back, for a few minutes more. “Do you remember that you helped me once? About two years ago.” 
 
    She paused mid-dough-clip and looked at me again. We stood there holding our dough chunks. She was so tall—close to six feet, I’d say, and not lissome. Large joints, long bones, enough meat on them to enable her to sling around fifty-pound bags of sugar and flour. Beneath her apron she wore a white cotton blouse with lemon polka dots and a skirt that looked like it’d been cut from a canvas sail. She wore no jewelry at all. Beneath her gray-streaked natural, her brow bunched and her eyes sharpened in on me. 
 
    “Yes,” she said at last. “PG&E bill. Yeah.” Her eyes relaxed. “Actress. Commercials. Son named…Peter.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “I remember advising you to start a shoe fund.” 
 
    I laughed. “You were right.” 
 
    “Because,” with an edge of grimness, “the feet’s the last thing to stop growing.” 
 
    “He’s only five now.” 
 
    “You’re in for it, then.” 
 
    We laid raw biscuit after raw biscuit on the rolled metal sheets. “Amaryllis, I’m very grateful to you for that day.” 
 
    “You thanked me then, and you thanked me another time approximately one year later when you sent a letter and a check. You are thanked out.” 
 
    “I’m in law school.” 
 
    “Ha! Then you must be broke again.” This with a wide smile. One of her upper side teeth was capped with gold. When it flashed it reminded me of my Gramma Gladys, who’d had a gold one up there. 
 
    “Fall term starts next month, my second year. Money’s tight all right,” I admitted, “but I’m not broke. You know how it is. When I said I’m grateful, I meant—I was very moved by you. Not just by your generosity. But by you as a person.” 
 
    Amaryllis said nothing. 
 
    I went on, “I’d like to think Kip inherited that quality from you.” 
 
    “Mm.” Her eyes were far away. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who was after him?” 
 
    She heaved an impatient sigh. “Sister, the police asked me all that. Things happen in this life nobody can’t explain.” 
 
    “But—you’d like those people to be caught, right? When Kip gets better, maybe he’ll be able to help the police.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said halfheartedly, and with an inflection that verged on irritation. 
 
    Did her indifference come from an ingrained skepticism about the justice system? Yet she seemed like such a play-by-the-rules person. 
 
    We worked some more. I asked, “Do you hire your security guards from outside?” 
 
    “No, we couldn’t pay enough for that. Uniforms, benefits. Benefits,” she said contemptuously. “Our staff are folks who come here for help, then want to stay and work.” 
 
    We had shaped about three hundred biscuits, covering all six long baking sheets. I opened the oven and Amaryllis rammed home the biscuits. “Shut that thing before the temperature kills us both.” She punched a timer. 
 
    The way she stood there as she rested, shoulders down, eyes veiled, she was giving off the blues all over the place. 
 
    I leaned against the worktable. “Amaryllis, I’d like to help you. I know you have lots of volunteers, but is there anything I could do for you or Kip personally?” 
 
    Maybe she was unaccustomed to offers like that. After looking at the floor a long moment, she said, “No, honey.” 
 
    “You seem troubled,” I said bluntly. 
 
    She stared at me in surprise. 
 
    I added, groping, “Above and beyond what’s currently going on.” 
 
    She poured out a long breath. I waited. Her silence told me I was right about something. “Oh, sister,” she said, “maybe we’re finished talking. Is there anything else you want to tell me?” 
 
    Suddenly I wondered: “Are you mad I saved him?” 
 
    She opened her mouth but stood mute, considering what to say. Then, “You’re asking me would I rather he be dead than impaired?” 
 
    “I wondered that just now.” 
 
    “No, sister. I rejoice in Kip’s life no matter what he is, no matter what he does. It’s that—” She stopped, looking at the floor again. Wisps of flour lay like miniature snowdrifts along the hard gray tile. “It’s just that there’s no end to the grieving and the fear for your boys.” She looked at me closely. “Are you holding something back from me?” 
 
    “Kip wanted me to tell you something.” 
 
    She braced herself. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “After they shot him, he said, ‘Tell my grandmother I’m sorry.’” Amaryllis cleared her throat and bowed her head. Her hands clenched. Then she lifted her head, fiery eyes not seeing me or the clean, productive kitchen. Her stare burned all the way through the ceiling tiles, through the floor above, and however many more floors of offices or whatever, all the way into the summer California sky, all the way up beyond that. 
 
    “You promised!” she shouted to God. “You promised. Praise, all right. Praise to you.” Her tone fell. “But he’s not the one who let us down.” 
 
    Silently, I said an Our Father for Kip. In spite of this drama, I felt relief: I had done what I’d come to do. I should go now. 
 
    But I wanted to stay. 
 
    I waited patiently, quietly, then asked, “What did Kip mean?” Amaryllis swallowed and came back to the kitchen. “Sometimes men like to trick the young ones. Like to get them in a corner. So many stunts, so much fear.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    I said, “You raised Kip?” 
 
    “From the age of five. His mother died at the time.” She kept shaking her head. 
 
    I thought of Petey. Age five. I couldn’t imagine him doing without me. But of course he would. My aunts back home would take him in. He’d go to Wisconsin and become a little cheese-head. 
 
    “Violence?” I asked. “Or—” 
 
    “Brain hemorrhage. No good reason, just one of those things. Natural you might ask that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Was she your daughter?” 
 
    “No, my son Nathan Cubitt is Kip’s father. Prison,” she said in answer to my questioning look. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Sister, what do you care?” 
 
    I was not put off by this roughness. “Amaryllis, I held your grandson in my arms. Our blood fell together in that street. I care.” 
 
    “You mean you’re curious.” 
 
    “Sure I am. Is Nathan in for—good?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s not a lifer. No, he ought to be out by New Year’s, anyway. He pulled ten months for getting drunk at his own birthday party.” She stopped, waiting for me to give her the straight line. 
 
    Which I supplied. “Well, a man’s got a right to get drunk on his birthday, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Except he got into his car and drove three blocks until a parked police cruiser got in his way.” 
 
    “Oh, my.” 
 
    “Totaled both cars, no one hurt, but the police—” 
 
    “Went and got all sore?” 
 
    She smiled sideways. “Amen. He wanted me to come get him out, you know.” 
 
    My memory cells began firing. Something about this had made the papers, or else Amaryllis might have mentioned it on her radio show. “But you wouldn’t post bail?” 
 
    Having rested enough, she now went over to the commercial mixer in the corner, peered at the dough, then flipped off the switch. “These are gonna be dinner rolls, for with their hot dog or soup tonight.” She hauled that dough over to the worktable, and I thought we were going to set to chipping out rolls. But she stopped and put her hands on her hips. “I said to him and I said it publicly, ‘You do the crime, you got to do the time.’ No ‘yo momma’ on this one. I would have been mortified to bail him out.” 
 
    “Sounds like he’s not a bad guy.” 
 
    Amaryllis’s love for her son burst out all over her face. Her spine straightened. “He’s a good boy. It’s just that the brains skipped a generation.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. 
 
    She added, “Sometimes you love the dumb ones more.” 
 
    God, isn’t gut-level candor like that refreshing? I gestured questioningly toward the dough. 
 
    “No,” she said, “you’ve done enough. Time for you to run along.” 
 
    She walked me toward the mission’s cool tiled lobby. The building had originally been a junior high school. Rounding a corner to the main corridor, I saw Wichita talking with another security guard, in their red-lettered T-shirts. The other guard passed what looked like a thick roll of money to Wichita. They dropped their voices when they saw us, and Wichita crammed the roll into her jeans pocket. 
 
    I glanced sidelong at Amaryllis, who did not appear to have noticed. Looked odd to me, but what did I know of the inner workings of an urban rescue mission? Maybe there were special customs I was unaware of. 
 
    I stopped at the doors to say goodbye. I felt reluctant to leave. 
 
    Was I drawn to the Iron Angel’s special spirit? Was I morbidly fascinated with the strange energy of the place? Carried away by my drama with Kip? 
 
    “Um, Amaryllis, maybe I could come back and do some work.” She took my hand in her warm, strong grip. 
 
    “I told you, you’ve done enough.” 
 
    “I don’t feel I have.” 
 
    She stared at me, hard. “Is God,” she asked, “calling you to this place?” 
 
    I looked out to the white glaring street. “I don’t know.” 
 
    She lifted her shoulders in her polka-dotted blouse. She clasped her hands behind her and eased her spine. She straightened. 
 
    “Well then, you can come and serve soup Saturday noon. We’re gonna be short that day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 – Life With Gina 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The head-banging squeal of a garbage truck in the alley woke me at five the next morning. I got up and checked on Petey, who was profoundly sawing them off in his little bed, with Trikey, his stuffed triceratops, at his side. He had burned through his Spider-Man mania and gone on to dinosaurs just as most of the licensed Spider-Man merchandise I’d bought him was starting to wear out or get too small. 
 
    My son, I realized, was going to be a snorer. His five-year-old bronchial tubes were already configuring themselves that way, loosening from his chest wall, vibrating freely like the tailpipes on a tiny Harley. So be it. 
 
    I wondered if he’d start asking for dog pictures and models. The dog thing, I hoped, would pass soon, because I don’t like dogs very much, not that I’m therefore a cat person. I tend to feel animals belong in the barn, or the woods. 
 
    When I splurged these days, I tended to spend on my son. It was good for my budget that at least his Spider-Man sheets had a decent amount of life left in them. Or so I thought until that moment, when Petey rolled over and his blanket fell away. Suddenly he looked like a little homeless man wrapped in a shredded rag, which I realized was his Spider-Man top sheet. That sheet had been fine yesterday, when I’d stripped his bed and tossed the linens in the hamper. Now it looked as if—well, as if a T. rex had flossed with it. 
 
    Silently, I crept closer and inspected the shredded percale, with its pattern of webs and heroism. It was a shade bluer than the bottom sheet—hmm. The raw cotton edges of the tatters were tinged with indigo. 
 
    I walked out to the living room where my older sister, Gina, slept. 
 
    Holding my temper before drinking even a single cup of coffee is not an easy thing for me to do. 
 
    Gina, three years my senior, lay like a mermaid in the sheets, her glossy brown hair arrayed as if by strong eddies, her body curved, feet together, beneath the flowing folds of the bedding. She’d come in quite late last night. 
 
    Back last spring, no sooner had I gotten a bigger place—an upgrade from Petey’s and my cramped studio-plus to a real two-bedroom in the same building—than Gina phoned to say she was coming out for a visit. 
 
    “Wonderful!” I enthused, immediately on guard. “How long will we have you?” 
 
    She was vague on that. “I’ve just got to get out of Wisconsin! I just want to see you, it’s been forever!” She was working as a secretary to some grain-elevator executive and told me this was vacation. 
 
    “Oh, for a week or two, then?” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” 
 
    When she got here I put her on the fold-out after only briefly considering giving her my room. I knew her too well. 
 
    I showed her around L.A. on my time off from school and studying, and she helped with Petey. Within days, she’d begun to pick up certain California attitudes, like a strong sanctimoniousness against people whom she saw as behaving in an un-ecological manner. 
 
    “Look at the smoke belching out of that SUV. Call themselves patriotic. See that bumper sticker?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    “But it’s the people who drive electric cars who’re truly patriotic, because they save energy. The solar people.” 
 
    As the two-week mark approached, I asked Gina about her homebound flight. We were grocery shopping while Petey was doing a hike somewhere with Daniel. 
 
    “Well…” she began, smiling brightly with pent-up optimism. “Well…” 
 
    “I knew it! I knew it!” I flung the radishes into the cart. 
 
    “I love it here!” 
 
    “What happened to your job?” 
 
    “I quit!” She tossed her bangs. 
 
    “You did not!” 
 
    “OK, so what, I was fired!” 
 
    “What for?” I pulled the cart over to a quiet spot in Fruit. “My boss didn’t understand that I need a grace period.” 
 
    I sighed. “You mean you kept showing up late for work.” 
 
    She sniffed a plum. “Plus he was a troll. Plus he caught me playing poker online.” 
 
    “Once?” 
 
    Small voice. “No.” 
 
    “Oh, Gina.” 
 
    Her eyes got sly. “Well, he’s crying the blues now, I assure you.” 
 
    “What did you do.” 
 
    “I slipped a motel key into his suit pocket and I think his wife found it.” 
 
    “Good God!” 
 
    Her master plan finally came out: she wanted to stay with me just for a few weeks, in order to launch a career in Los Angeles as a torch singer. She’d start out singing in small clubs, and soon she’d be able to afford her own place, then after that it’d be onward and upward. Recording contract. Hey, world tours. 
 
    That was Gina. She was my sister. I loved her. 
 
    And I have to admit I was secretly glad she came to L.A. to pursue a dream. Only, I wanted her to chase the damn thing, not lie around my apartment. When she found out George occasionally played drums in a jazz combo, she thought he’d be able to get her gigs, but his group didn’t want a singer, so all he could do was introduce her to a few other musicians and a club manager or two. 
 
    The plain fact is, anybody who wants to make it in L.A. has got to find out a lot for themselves. 
 
    The apartment was more tuneful with Gina around, I’ll say that. She had a distinctive voice. Tone-wise, it was slightly nasal, but clear and true, like a traditional country singer—think June Carter or even Lynn Anderson. Yet she liked to sing the sad jazz ballads, which seem written for a cigarette-and-whiskey voice, or at least a throaty one, like Billie or Judy. Gina’s voice singing those songs, bending around the blue notes, was arresting. Different. 
 
    And now here she was, crooning Petey to sleep with “The Man That Got Away” and “Blues in the Night.” She’d haul the laundry down to the basement sobbing, “Love for Sale.” 
 
    At my insistence—“Any job!”—she found a position in a record store, up on Sunset, only nine blocks from our apartment on Curson, so she earned a little money, putting in about fifty dollars a week to the household fund. Which just about covered the “organic” label on the groceries she bought. 
 
    Thank God, though, she hadn’t given up chocolate, which we shared a passion for. We loved the gourmet stuff—the Godivas and the Peruginas and so on, and I grooved on the local Mrs. See’s—but mainly we were chocolate whores. Which was fortunate, due to our budget. Our roots were firmly anchored in Hershey bars and Three Musketeers. 
 
    Gina adored California, how progressive it was. She loved the concept of recycling, except she avoided the rinsing and sorting and stacking and hauling, leaving those little chores to Petey and me. 
 
    She loved the apartment. I’d furnished it from Ikea and junk shops with rugs to lie on while munching popcorn and listening to music, a couple of small bouncy sofas, plus some fun paintings Daniel had given me. He painted abstracts, which Petey kept trying to find order in. “See this part over here? I think it’s supposed to be the inside of a dinosaur’s stomach. In fact, I’m sure of it.” We got better daylight in this place too, thanks to a glass doorwall to a real patio, where I’d placed some herb pots for a bit of green. 
 
    As I knew she would, Gina shunned the unsexy bus system and acquired a car as soon as possible. A full-sized Jeep. Red. 
 
    “I need to get around, don’t I?” she protested, before I could even open my mouth. “I mean, this is L.A.! And it’s used! I only paid three Gs for it!” She was rapidly adopting the lingo. 
 
    “What, did you get under payments?” 
 
    “Yeah, they only wanted two hundred down.” 
 
    “Not an electric car, huh?” 
 
    “My God no, those things are expensive!” 
 
    Confidence is great, and I was glad she had a pile of it, right next to her talent. 
 
    But talent is plentiful and dirt cheap. It really is, especially here. Talented people roll into Los Angeles every hour of every day, you can see them flowing over the passes like hopeful lemmings. The real key to success, if you’ve got talent, is to combine it with relentless hard work. 
 
    Now, as Gina slept, I continued to hold back the cresting flood of my temper. True, we’re only talking about one ruined sheet, but how the hell did she do it? 
 
    I prepared a pot of coffee and mindlessly scanned the newspaper, when I was startled to see a picture of Amaryllis B. Cubitt and the headline DOT-COM PRINCE TO ENDOW ANGEL’S MISSION. Next to Amaryllis’s photo was a smiling shot of Khani Emberton, a former gangbanger made good—very good. He was going to give the ABC Mission five million dollars to start a real foundation, something that would generate income for the mission’s basic operating expenses, and more. 
 
    The Times recapped the story all of us Angelenos knew by heart: Emberton was the scion of a third-generation African-American welfare family from South Central. His mother was a drug addict, the all-too-typical story. Even she didn’t know who his father was, let alone where. 
 
    Khani had plunged into gang life at the age of eight, following his brothers, all of whom were dead or in jail. After his umpteenth stint in juvenile hall, Amaryllis picked him up in one of her regular neighborhood stomp-arounds. “I could see the boy had sense, under all that do-rag and basketball pants,” she said in the paper. 
 
    “She saved my life,” Khani Emberton said simply. 
 
    She took him in and started walking him to school herself. She fed him good food, taught him the gospel, and encouraged him to work and put himself through junior college. 
 
    He studied hard, and before he graduated he’d started a software company that enabled old computers to talk to new ones. There was enough worldwide demand for his products to make him almost a billionaire. 
 
    And now he told the Times that he wanted to repay the woman who’d made it all possible, as he saw it. 
 
    They were going to throw a big presentation ceremony three weeks from Sunday, after service, on the front steps of the mission. The Christian rapper Malcolm Cross was to perform, there’d be dancing and more music from the Hybrids, the famous band from Detroit. Plus plenty of food, of course. 
 
    Emberton explained, “I’m not the only one who’s done well from humble beginnings. Being public about this endowment is my way of telling my successful brothers and sisters they should do the same. It’s too easy for us to forget our roots, when our roots seem so shabby to us.” 
 
    The smell of the coffee finally penetrated Gina’s brain stem. 
 
    “Hiya, hon!” she said cheerily, waking up quickly. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    She scooted into the bathroom and by the time she came out I heard Petey stirring. 
 
    Gina is the most cheerful morning person I’ve ever known. “Oh, coffee coffee coffee!” she said, smiling, reaching for my favorite mug, a thick yellow hand-thrown one I’d gotten at some craft fair. She liked it so much I’d ceded it to her, it was just easier. “How was your evening?” 
 
    “Look,” I began— 
 
    “Mine was fairly productive! Sasha and I went to—mmm. You realize this coffee’s better than from that old machine?” 
 
    “Yeah, fortunate that you broke it. While we’re on the subject of—” 
 
    “Sasha took me to an art party, and—” 
 
    “They’re called openings.” Sasha was one of the handful of guys she’d met in jazz clubs and did stuff with. 
 
    “Gina, what happened to Petey’s top sheet?” 
 
    “Plenty of wine and stuff, and all free. They had these mini quesadillas?” 
 
    “That’s amazing. Did you hear what I asked you? You did the laundry yesterday before you went out.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. I wondered what you’d say about that. The thing is, I was economizing. That’s your favorite word, isn’t it—economize?” 
 
    “God damn it.” 
 
    “So, you know those old studded jeans of mine?” 
 
    “Those jeans aren’t ‘old,’ you got them just last—” 
 
    “They’re vintage.” 
 
    “They’re not even made of fabric, they’re like chain mail or something. You threw those in the wash?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a whole second load, so yeah, I put them in with that sheet. They didn’t come out too well either, if that makes you feel any better. I found the dry-clean-only tag in the bottom of the washer.” 
 
    “Gina, that set of sheets had a future, you know?” 
 
    Defensively, she said, “In case you didn’t notice, the pillowcase and bottom sheet are fine, they went in with the underwear.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you actually made his bed that way.” 
 
    Through this whole argument my sister kept doggedly drinking her coffee, getting that first dose down. 
 
    “What’re you so upset about?” she demanded. “Just buy the kid new sheets. He doesn’t like those ones anyway. He wants dinosaur ones, like they have at—” 
 
    “I’m not made of money!” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like Gramma Gladys.” 
 
    “You’re driving me to it!” 
 
    “You have plenty of money!” 
 
    I fixed her with a cold eye. “What do you know about my savings? 
 
    She gazed into her coffee mug, swirling the dregs. “Almost thirty grand.” 
 
    “You looked at my money market statement!” 
 
    “So what!” 
 
    I paused and breathed, trying to calm myself. Gina was perfectly serene. “Yes,” I admitted quietly, “I have about thirty thousand dollars in that fund. But do you know how much UCLA costs? That’s not even enough for a year’s tuition. And I’m only working as an extra, plus with the temp service.” 
 
    “But you’re getting financial aid.” 
 
    “I have to pay most of it back! Hardly half of it is scholarship money. The rest is loans.” 
 
    Gina considered that. “Where’d you get all that money, anyway?” 
 
    “Some of it I saved up—I know that’s a foreign concept to you, so let me repeat the phrase: saved up. That’s where you put money aside, where you live on less than you take in. And I received a reward from that insurance company, after the Tenaway thing.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Forty-two.” 
 
    “Forty-two thousand?!” 
 
    “George and I helped them recover millions, at the risk of our own—” 
 
    “OK, OK.” 
 
    “I have to make that money last.” 
 
    Petey ambled in, rubbing his belly. “You guys are loud.” 
 
    I kissed him and fixed him a pre-breakfast slice of seven-grain bread and butter. He wolfed it, then went back into his room. We heard the boopitty-boop of his damn ScoreLad. 
 
    Gina said, “I’m sorry about the sheet. Maybe I could—” she cleared her throat and forced herself— “buy a…new one for him.” 
 
    “OK,” I agreed. “That would be really good, Gina.” 
 
    Pleased to be finished with the quarrel, she poured herself more coffee, then together we folded her bedding and retracted the sofa. We made breakfast, fruit and eggs and more bread. She scrambled up the eggs beautifully, adding some parsley from the patio. 
 
    As we worked, I mused about my love life. I’d barely dated anybody since starting law school and breaking off with George. 
 
    “I’m thinking about sex a lot these days, you know?” I said. “I keep feeling guilty about George, and he’s quite good in bed, I must say, but—” 
 
    “Let me reveal something to you, little sister.” She turned the eggs onto a platter. “Lots of guys are a good lay. At least at first. After five years, no guy is a good lay.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Just trust me, I’ve known enough guys at different stages.” 
 
    “I think you’re just a nympho.” 
 
    “So what if I am?” Gina placed the eggs on the table with a flourish. 
 
    “Petey!” I called. Then, dropping my voice, “Being a nympho’s a liability in life, Gina. It is clearly not the road to—” 
 
    “Oh, I think it comes in handy enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 – Canine Desire 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe stripped off a piece of duct tape, tore it into fourths, and slapped up a color photograph of Ernest the missing beagle on a pole at the corner of Rossmore and Fourth, LOST DOG. REWARD. Rowe knew that if he put up a number, say $1,000, he’d be deluged with calls from people who’d gone out and stolen a beagle. He had already posted similar notices on lost-dog Internet sites, and he had phoned the shelters and clinics. 
 
    Methodically, sweating in the morning sun, he papered the intersections and supermarkets within a half mile of Markovich’s house in Hancock Park. The skin on his fingers got raw from ripping tape. Today being Friday, people ought to be able to see the notice all weekend. 
 
    He wore his customary outfit of short-sleeved cotton shirt with a chest pocket (maroon plaid today), plain pants, and brown leather lace-ups. No tie today. With his crew cut, he looked forgettable, harmless. 
 
    As he worked he occasionally talked to people about the dog. He stopped in for a chat with the greenskeeper at the nearby Wilshire Country Club, with its rolling acreage and tempting rabbits. 
 
    After he finished with the posters, he got in his car and returned to the area of the shooting incident involving Rita and the Cubitt boy. 
 
    True, the police were investigating. But they had only so much time for things like this, even attempted murder, and much depended on how full their hands were. 
 
    Rowe knew he was a good investigator. And he was determined that no more harm must come to Rita. He zeroed in on a bar he’d noticed on his first trip. 
 
    The strange little den, half house, half industrial shed, had no sign; he’d simply noticed people going in and out, sometimes carrying a bottle in a bag. He went up the three concrete steps. 
 
    Entering a place like this where you don’t belong, your impulse is to go slow. But you can’t creep in, never; you stride right into the darkness and establish yourself before anyone has a chance to react poorly. 
 
    The bar was hardly larger than a home kitchen. Grime-streaked blankets covered the windows, but the front door was open to the street, letting in the white glare. 
 
    He placed a twenty-dollar bill on the bar and said to the narrow-eyed black dude behind it, “Relax, I don’t even want a beer.” The man’s expression didn’t change, but neither did he reach beneath the bar for his baseball bat or whatever. The bar top was white laminate with gold starbursts, coated with gray stickum from spilled beverages and elbow dirt. No stools. 
 
    Rowe said, “My name is George. If I were a plainclothes cop, I’d be wearing a jacket, right, with my gun under it?” 
 
    The man nodded. He wore a shiny black shirt and had a bushy beard pulled tightly into his lips. He folded his arms. 
 
    Rowe asked, “Did anybody talk about that drive-by last Monday to you? Or the beating of the kid before the shooting?” 
 
    The man’s beard opened and he said slowly, “You’ve got to be kidding.” 
 
    Two other men sat at the only table, back from the door. They had stopped talking when Rowe came in. The place smelled of rotten wine and tobacco spit. 
 
    “Might as well share around,” said Rowe, stepping to the table and laying a twenty before each of the men. In some situations such a gesture would be an affront, but these men quickly slipped the money out of sight and looked hungrily at Rowe’s pants pockets. 
 
    “Don’t even think it,” he said, although they looked too stoned to pull anything. 
 
    “Were the guys,” Rowe asked, “that beat up the kid different from the guys that drove up shooting?” 
 
    “All I know,” said the bartender, “is they weren’t from here.” 
 
    “Where were they from?” 
 
    “All I know is if there was something to be known, I would know it.” 
 
    “Here meaning where?” 
 
    “This street. The Go Down Boys.” 
 
    Rowe hung out for a couple more minutes, then thanked them and left. 
 
    A block or so down, he stopped in a doorway to unwrap a stick of Doublemint and think a minute. This was not Kip Cubitt’s neighborhood, either: the boy lived with his grandmother down in South Central next to the mission. A gust of wind picked up a torn newspaper and skittered it along until a weed growing from a crack caught it. 
 
    He heard sudden, purposeful footfalls. He stepped from the doorway. 
 
    From the direction opposite where the bar was, two people came up to him and stopped. Seeing that one was a woman, Rowe might have relaxed except for the looks on their faces. 
 
    The guy said, “You’re not wanted ’round here, you know that?” He had been working on a crop of dreadlocks for quite a few years, it looked like; they flung around his face like stiff pasta. He was tall and excited. 
 
    “What’s it to you?” said Rowe, holding the man’s eyes with the central part of his gaze while his peripheral vision kept track of the man’s hands. Quietly, he dropped the pack of gum. He held his hands low and ready at his sides. 
 
    “Quit asking stuff!” cried the woman. 
 
    Rowe glanced at her—she was a meaty white girl with dull eyes overlaid by hectic anger. 
 
    The man shoved him. “Go on, now.” As Rowe regained his balance, the woman threw an overhand punch, which, awkward as it was, connected with his cheekbone. 
 
    Rowe dropped to a squat, momentarily baffling his attackers, then came up with a stiff-arm for each of them, intending to drive a gap between them through which he could escape. 
 
    He connected well, and the man spun easily, but the woman’s body weight gave her some serious inertia; she barely swayed. She whaled him again, this time putting some leg-drive into a sidearm punch, and he felt the force of the blow in his ribcage. 
 
    The man was back in his face, but not punching. “Go on, now!” he screamed, spittle flying. “Go!” 
 
    The woman dropped her hands in preparation to kick, and Rowe seized her wrist and pulled her smoothly and forcefully, like you’d pull the starter cord of a lawnmower. She gained momentum, staggering in the direction Rowe wanted, toward the protruding brick corner of the doorway. She writhed away from the brick but collided with the metal door with a smart thunk. 
 
    She collapsed, moaning, not badly hurt, and Rowe was glad because he would have been reluctant to kick out one of her knee joints or smash her face, her being a woman. He was old-fashioned that way. 
 
    As most fights do, all this had taken just ten seconds or so. Rowe spent an instant considering whether to hurt the man or just get out of there. A discussion at this point didn’t seem likely. 
 
    Rowe sidestepped the tall man and dashed away. 
 
    The hard soles of his shoes sounded like gunshots on the pavement. 
 
    He felt exhilarated. 
 
    He had made a mistake, but not a serious one; he was unhurt except for a sore cheek. He could have gotten inside the dreadlocked man and neutralized him with one or two blows to the body, in spite of the man’s greater reach. Rowe ran into very few men who could outfight him. Most times they underestimated him. 
 
    But the fellow on the street had not actually thrown a punch, so he didn’t warrant a flattening. Besides, experience told Rowe it might be useful to have been seen running from the neighborhood. 
 
    And beyond all that, it was worth a sore cheek to know that the boy Kip Cubitt was of great importance to someone. 
 
    That evening he put on his usual loungewear of shorts and T-shirt, this one a green Adidas he’d found in a bargain bin at the REI on Santa Monica. He slipped on his comfortable cherry-red flip-flops. 
 
    Sighing with hunger, he tore up and washed a head of romaine, dressed it with oil and salt and pepper, and cooked a large hamburger in a pan with a sliced onion. He ate at his kitchen table, listening to a Count Basie CD, then he cleaned up the dishes and went to the living room, where he usually had one or two whiteboards going. He made notes on a board with a green marker: 
 
      
 
    Beating intentional 
 
    Drive-by maybe mistake? 
 
    Kip en route? 
 
    Attackers from? 
 
    Local gang (Go Down Boys) not significant 
 
    Bartender unleashed Dick and Jane? 
 
      
 
    Next he settled down at his computer and shifted his mind back to dogs. 
 
    An avalanche of beagle information poured at him from the Internet: he waded through beagle-for-sale ads, beagle stud services, and he looked up beagle winners at dog shows. He learned that beagles came in two sizes, thirteen-inch and fifteen-inch, meaning their height at the shoulder. Ernest and Rondo, he found, were both fifteen-inchers. 
 
    Nicholas Polen, the Canadian breeder Markovich thought had abducted Ernest, did indeed have a Montreal address. While his most successful stud, Rondo, was a multiple champion, the other sons of bitches Polen kept seemed to be subpar. As a breeder, Polen had been a one-hit wonder, with Rondo. 
 
    He searched for other areas of income for Polen and found none, not that that meant there were none. He searched property records in the international databases he paid hundreds of dollars per month for the right to access. 
 
    He looked at a picture of the man on the home page of his stud service Web site. Polen, smiling slightly, was helping Rondo pose, one hand cupped beneath the dog’s throat, the fingers of the other lightly supporting the tail. Polen looked out proudly over Rondo’s back. In spite of his silver hair and perfectly pressed tweed jacket, he looked like a round-headed fourth-grader doing show-and-tell with the family dog. 
 
    And yet—Rowe discerned a glint of something in the man’s eye. Was it steel, or slickness? And, closer—was that a scar on his jaw? An unmistakable furrow ran impressively from his right ear to his chin. 
 
    Another photo showed Rondo at play, facing off against a large antique pull-toy beagle. 
 
    “Heartwarming,” muttered Rowe. He picked up the telephone and reached a friend who taught veterinary medicine up at UC Davis. 
 
    “Susan,” he said, “if somebody were trying to fence a hot beagle—pedigreed dog—how would they do it?” 
 
    “A hot…dog?” 
 
    “Yes, inevitable joke.” 
 
    “Sell a stolen purebred?” 
 
    “Yeah. If somebody wanted top dollar for it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you know purebred dogs have papers. You couldn’t sell a dog like that to an honest person without the certificate proving the pedigree. I suppose you could forge something, but you’d have to expect the rightful owner to report the theft. Word could get around fast, what with the Internet. Of course, a mature dog that’s already been in shows is going to be recognizable in photographs from its markings.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Rowe curled the phone cord around his finger. 
 
    “An experienced person could tell.” Susan’s voice was straightforward with an edge of Okie, from her roots around Salinas. A hammering-down on the Rs. “Breeders these days get their dogs microchipped or tattooed. The AKC has guidelines. There’s DNA tests too, especially if it’s a stud that’s been used multiple times.” 
 
    “The owner mentioned that. How do you get a microchip in, and where would it be?” 
 
    “You inject it subcutaneously with a large-bore hypodermic needle, at the shoulder, it leaves no mark. Then a clinic or a shelter with a scanner can read it. The larger breeders, they have scanners too, to keep their dogs straight.” 
 
    “Who decides what goes on the chip?” 
 
    “Oh, the chips are numbered, and all the owner does, once the vet implants the chip, is register the name of the dog with that number to the chip company. You send in a form. The chip company keeps track.” 
 
    “I see. Can a chip be removed?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Small matter to do that.” 
 
    “What about those puppy mills?” 
 
    “Ugh. The Romanian orphanages of the pet world. An outstanding dog’d be wasted at one of those. Is the dog in question male or female?” 
 
    “Male.” 
 
    “An unscrupulous breeder could use the dog as a stud in place of whatever stud or studs they have papers for—if it’s a better dog, of course. If he’s superdog, then the pups would be likely to have excellent characteristics, provided the bitch is good. Then the pups would bring a good price, and you could do a spay/neuter agreement with the buyer, thus negating their ever needing a DNA test. 
 
    “The owner made that same speculation.” 
 
    “You could probably get away with slightly inferior bitches, if the male’s blood is so good. That might give you some leverage as a breeder.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see. How’s Larry?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s great. Fat and sassy. You seeing anybody?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Well, it’s going to be your turn someday, George, you know that?” 
 
    Rowe thanked his friend, hung up, and gazed at the street from his window. His apartment overlooked a chicken shack and a billboard with an ad for a new movie about a nun who becomes a porn star, then gets into politics. He could also see the rear of a strip plaza where immigrant businesses took root and stayed: a Japanese teriyaki restaurant next to a Vietnamese nail salon next to a Honduran check-cashing place. Trees, lush eucalyptus and undulant palms, tossed a wreath of greenery over the neighborhood. Rowe liked unpretentious neighborhoods, and this was one. 
 
    Rowe loved all of California, and although his favorite city was San Francisco, he loved Los Angeles deeply. He loved how it strove to be all things to all people. And it damn near was. 
 
    In Los Angeles you can meet every kind of person, and every single one of them is working on a dream. Shop teacher, taco slinger, shoeshine boy, film student. The thing is, L.A. can deliver. 
 
    Even if one day you realize your main dream can’t come true—say you’re an actor and you wake up fifty and fat, well then you work up a magic act and do parties. If you lose your job selling cars, you walk into a hotel and learn that business from the bottom. If you have no green card you wash dishes for cash and save until you find another angle. 
 
    The city gave you suffocating smog one day and kelpy ocean wind the next. It gave you drug-addled crazies, Brahms trios, Chinese weddings with those true-red dresses, the Pacific Coast Highway, Marilyn’s crypt, rumba, bomba, soul, jazz, heart-stopping enchiladas, the sight of yachts leaving Del Mar basin in a freshening breeze. Tijuana just yonder, the Mojave just yonder, Yosemite just yonder, San Francisco a little farther yonder. 
 
    To release the residual tension of his day, Rowe went into the sound-curtained alcove occupied by his drum kit, and settled in to practice. 
 
    His snare drum wasn’t overly crisp, he had loosened the snares so they buzzed a little longer, to make an almost imperceptibly softer attack and finish. He moved his sticks around the kit, playing jazz patterns between snare, bass, tom, and cymbals. He experimented with some new transitions he’d thought of. 
 
    He hummed “You’d Be So Nice to Come Home To,” accompanying himself on the drums, and thought optimistically of Rita. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 – Off to Adventure 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel, my big happy actor friend, came by early on Saturday to pick up Petey. He and Gina drank orange juice while I got my boy ready for a ride in Daniel’s silver Porsche and a day in the San Gabriels. 
 
    Had Daniel been straight, Gina would have been all over him. As it was, she quizzed him about his feelings for Petey in a veiled way. “So what do you do with Petey all day?” 
 
    “Us guys do masculine stuff together,” he answered. “We like to go up to the woods and work up a sweat, generate some real BO.” He smiled his stunning white smile. 
 
    Daniel was preparing for a role in a micro-budget film, where he was going to be an auto mechanic stuck in a mountain town who gets mistaken for a serial killer by the father of one of the real serial killer’s victims. The grief-crazed dad chases the mechanic all over the high desert before the cops stop him, and it turns out his daughter isn’t dead after all, and in the end she and the mechanic get married. 
 
    Since Daniel was going to do his own stunts, as a good B-movie leading man would, he needed to train. 
 
    And since Petey relished climbing and hiking with Daniel, today would be a perfect day. They loved each other, and Daniel was a lot closer to a masculine ideal than Petey’s own dad. 
 
    “But why take a little boy along?” Gina asked. “Why not join a climbing club or something?” 
 
    “I do climb with grown-ups,” Daniel said, “but here’s the funny thing. Grown-ups look at a rock or a tree as an obstacle. Petey sees it as a possibility. He hasn’t learned to second-guess yet. I show him how to be safe, he shows me how to react to the rock like a lizard. Gina, it’s a perfect association.” 
 
    The menfolk took off, Petey launching himself down the front steps, braking his descent by the friction of his hands on the iron banister, as Daniel had taught him. 
 
    My ex-husband had been a star athlete in high school, but he possessed the imagination of a termite, and by this point in his life, all the spontaneity seemed to have been drained out of him by his accounting job at a restaurant chain. 
 
    On weekends when he had Petey, he’d usually do things like wash his car, visit his bimboesque girlfriend (who, granted, had a pool and a dog), or shop for new cargo shorts for himself. He used to do fun stuff with the boy, but he seemed to be plunging toward his dotage at thirty-two. 
 
    “How come you even care where they’re gonna be?” challenged Gina, as I carefully stowed the paper on which Daniel had mapped their day. “I thought you trusted Daniel implicitly.” 
 
    “My God, Gina, I do, he’s my best friend. But as a mother, I don’t care who’s taking my son out of my sight, I’ve got to know the details.” 
 
    She looked hurt. “Aren’t I your best friend?” 
 
    “You’re beyond that. And because of our ineradicable blood bond, you’re coming with me to serve lunch to the needy at the ABC Mission today.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in alarm. “I have cramps. I’ve already called in sick to—” 
 
    “I have some Midol in the glove compartment. Come on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 – Rita and Gina Sniff Around 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched the line of street people breathe deeper as they approached the soup pot and its vegetable beef comfort fumes. My instructions were to dip one ladleful from the bottom and one from the top per bowl. 
 
    “They get anxious if they see the first one come from the top,” Amaryllis explained. “We call the diners sir and ma’am in the food line.” 
 
    Gina got the job of wiping tables and bringing out more hot biscuits to the serving line. She hustled pretty well, once she got into it. 
 
    Amaryllis darted everywhere, checking the food, greeting diners, answering questions from staff. Lunch was an event. 
 
    The clientele were a motley bunch, as you’d expect. With some of them, I found my feelings torn between pity and revulsion. Neither emotion felt appropriate. 
 
    South Central Los Angeles is a huge swath of city, thousands of small houses flung down for working people of one color or another from the beginning. City Hall decided that we’re supposed to call it South Los Angeles, to try to sidestep the Crip-Blood connotations, but except for the obligingly PC media, everybody still calls it South Central. 
 
    “Man, oh man,” was Gina’s only comment as I drove us in past corner after corner full of watchful drug dealers—so young!—in their sports-logoed clothes, and hookers seeking shade under disintegrating awnings covering urine-stained doorways. 
 
    All the major gang wars happen here, and you’ll see murals to slain teens airbrushed on garage doors and minivans. 
 
    Underlying it all are the working people, making a hopeful go of it. Barred windows next to pots of petunias. 
 
    Specifically, the ABC Mission was located just off Compton Avenue, in the former Pueblo Junior High School. The school got so run-down that it would cost more to fix than it was worth, so Amaryllis had raised the money to buy it from the city. 
 
    Piece by piece, she set up shelters for men and women, a separate space for the single moms and their kids, a free store, a food bank, and a dress-for-success closet. The large classrooms were useful for all this. 
 
    When Gina and I had arrived, Amaryllis met us and told me that Kip had regained consciousness. “He’s talking, and the doctors say there’s reason to hope. The swelling on his spinal cord is going down.” 
 
    “Thank God,” I said. Gina nodded solemnly. We’re about the same size, but she got our dad’s high cheekbones and whorly chestnut hair, while I got the blond-and-blue combo via Gramma Gladys, on our mother’s side. 
 
    “Was he able to tell the police anything?” I asked. 
 
    Amaryllis looked at me. “He won’t talk to them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Believe that. He will not say a word to any police individual.” 
 
    “Well, did he say anything to you?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    A lanky brown man, smiling widely, came by and said without breaking his stride, “Luncheon must occur, praise Him.” 
 
    “Let’s get to it,” said Amaryllis. 
 
    How to describe the army of the needy that crowded into the huge cafeteria? They all were alike in that they had failed—if only for today, if only for one hungry hour—to look after themselves. And different in every other way. 
 
    The diners ate at the long cafeteria tables, the sound of eating and a little talking muted under the urgency of getting food down. 
 
    Many had lugged in a bundle or four. This was allowed at the staff’s discretion. Relatively few diners were dressed in tatters; most of the men wore plain cotton shirts, T-shirts, blue jeans, and the women dressed variously in pants or sweats or giveaway dresses. 
 
    “Some people,” said a volunteer at my elbow, a guy named Albert who said his people were from Colombia, “will never leave the street, even for a meal, because they won’t be separated from their stuff. Not even long enough to use an indoor toilet.” 
 
    Lots of the needy find their way downtown to Skid Row, because that’s where most of the services are. Too, that’s where the begging is best, at the interface between the commercial districts and the slum. 
 
    But more and more, the worst of the hopeless were ending up in South Central, near this last-ditch haven of the ABC. Addicts so far gone they sit in their own urine and feces, because nothing is worth any effort except getting drugs. You see addicted hookers with their children—the kids still soft and round, but the boys already with that swagger and fuck-you look, the girls heartbreakingly wise to what’s most likely in store for them. 
 
    I spoke to the people who came through the line. “Hello, sir. Good soup here.” 
 
    “Hello,” most said politely. “Hello. Thank you.” 
 
    The crazy ones either avoided eye contact or gave me a suspicious glare. 
 
    Some wore tattered gray bandages—say, on a hand—that were either protecting a wound, or had simply become a habit long after the wound had healed. 
 
    “What’s with the wheelchair thing?” I asked Albert. 
 
    “You mean why so many in wheelchairs, why so many who don’t look like they have bad legs?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, their health is bad, their coordination is awful, and one reason or another a lot of them receive a wheelchair. You see the amputations from diabetes. But others—well, they get their chair, it’s supposed to be temporary until they get well, but they hang on to it. They barter ’em, and they steal them from each other.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “When you’ve given up on your life, a wheelchair’s an easy thing to sink into.” 
 
    Eating with their small children on one side of the cafeteria was a group of mothers, chattering and laughing. Looking more closely, I saw there were actually two groups, sorted between Latina moms and African-American moms, speaking two languages. There had been morning classes in parenting and reading. The kids, all pretty tidy, mingled and ran around. 
 
    There are gang tattoos that women will have on their necks, which can be hidden or revealed. It’s a striking moment when you see one and realize, oh God, she belongs to this gang. I noticed a few of those. 
 
    Another couple of women with kids came through the line. Said one to the other, “So this guy says to me, ‘You speak well!’ Like he’s surprised.” 
 
    “Stop, stop, let me guess,” said her friend. “White man, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, my boss’s boss. They’re always shocked when you don’t sound like a sharecropper. I patted him on the shoulder and said, ‘You speak well too!’ You should’ve seen his face!” She laughed triumphantly. 
 
    I smiled in horror. Good God, how many white people must say stuff like that? 
 
    The pregnant ones all had that irrational upbeat glow you know so well, if you’ve been pregnant too. 
 
    Amaryllis, who had relieved Albert serving up glasses of water and iced tea, murmured to me, “They don’t have a pot to piss in, but they’re pregnant and happy.” 
 
    “What’ll they do?” 
 
    “If they stick with us, they’ll be able to get work. They’ll qualify for low-income housing, and they’re getting trained in how to look after each other’s kids so they can all work. We put ’em in trios.” 
 
    “And that works?” 
 
    “When it works it works. Some of them are gonna end up on the street no matter how much help they get, understand that. You can’t worry about numbers or you’d quit. You can only serve for the sake of serving and hope for the best.” 
 
    One man, holding his full tray, thanked Amaryllis with tears in his eyes. She looked him up and down and said, “You thank the Lord before you eat that, sir. He’s the one to thank. Dessert today is peanut butter cookies.” 
 
    Something in her matter-of-fact tone made me well up with emotion. I looked out at the diners, in their rags and delusions and dreams and rock-bottom neediness. “Amaryllis,” I asked, “why?” 
 
    “Oh, sister, don’t cry,” she said, almost gently. “Jesus himself assured us the poor will always be with us. So much of this poverty comes from drug abuse. A rock of crack costs so little, a dose of meth—so little. Five dollars this week, three next week. Heroin’s not much costlier. Funny,” she paused, thinking, “how gambling’s all but gone from here. Why put two dollars on a horse when you can get high? Hello, sir, have some ice tea.” 
 
    I put my smile back on and kept ladling. “Hello. Hi, ma’am.” Then the staff, as multi-ethnic as the people they served, came in to eat, and the food line kept going. Some of the men on staff looked very high-mileage, as if they’d bested their demons only after a long, perilous struggle. Some women appeared that way too, but then there were others with that ex-nun look, mild around the eyes but with a tough-set mouth. The women of service you see everywhere. 
 
    Finally us line workers helped ourselves. Gina and I took our trays to a table. 
 
    Gina, inspecting her nail job after its exposure to the harsh bleach water, said, “Black people make me nervous. I’m not supposed to say that, right?” 
 
    “Well, that makes you one of the more honest white people in L.A.” 
 
    “It’s because I’m afraid they hate us.” 
 
    “That’s what they think about us, of course.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Black people used to make me nervous too,” I confessed. “But then I realized it’s poverty that makes me nervous. Black has nothing to do with it. My friend Sylvan says that, and he’s right.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’d like to get to know a black person really well.” 
 
    “Well, L.A.’s your chance.” 
 
    The smallest group of workers was the security team, only three in number today, quickly identifiable by their gray-and-red T-shirts. There was an outcasty aura about them, like the kids who smoked in the johns in middle school. 
 
    I turned my attention back to my soup, hungry from having skipped breakfast getting Petey ready for his day. 
 
    Gina nudged me. “Look.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Those two.” 
 
    I saw the security guard Wichita and another one, a black guy with a lot of hair bundled under a knit cap, disappear through the swinging kitchen doors. 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    Gina dabbed a piece of biscuit into some margarine and ate it. “These are almost as good as Gramma Gladys’s. Those two went up to Amaryllis a minute ago and started talking to her. She started to look upset, like mad. Then she walked off, to the kitchen. They just followed her in. Was he the same one that showed us where the bathroom is?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I didn’t see his face either.” 
 
    I watched the kitchen door for a minute. Everybody in the cafeteria was talking and eating. 
 
    I stood up and said, “I wonder if there are any cookies left back there.” Gina started up too, but I signaled her to stay there. 
 
    I went to the serving line, which we’d cleared off fifteen minutes ago, looked around, then glanced in the kitchen door. I heard voices but saw no one, so I slipped in. 
 
    The three stood talking on the other side of a bank of storage shelves. I took one silent step forward and peeked through a gap between a carton of powdered milk and a stack of bagged rice. 
 
    “Nobody’s asking for the world,” Wichita was saying, sounding more animated than I’d have expected, from my initial dumb, furtive impression of her. “This is a win-win situation, Amaryllis, and we can’t understand why you’re fighting it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said the guy, tall and deep-voiced. “You’re acting like there’s a downside, and there isn’t.” 
 
    They sounded like a couple of junior executives, except for the menacing mood. Their backs were to me. I could see Amaryllis’s face, a study in tight resistance, lips compressed. 
 
    She shook her head as Wichita said, “Look, this place is so safe! For you, for everybody. The risk is so nothing!” 
 
    “That’s right,” added the guy. “The police haven’t set foot in here since you opened the doors. What’s more, the beta test is going great. You’ve really been great.” 
 
    “Denny’s right,” said Wichita. 
 
    Amaryllis said, “Things are about to change. You know. I’m trying to tell you. I won’t be able to—nor do I want to—” 
 
    “Hey,” interrupted Wichita, “you know the real risk that’s gonna come down unless—” 
 
    “Don’t you tell that to me!” Amaryllis stared hatefully at Wichita. “You know who hurt my grandson! Just the same as—” 
 
    “I don’t! I don’t!” 
 
    “We don’t,” agreed Denny. 
 
    “You’re lying dogs. I have no more to say to you!” 
 
    Denny said in a low tone, “Hey, let’s all relax here, nobody wants bad feelings.” 
 
    “Just think about it,” urged Wichita in an attempt to sound friendly. “That’s all.” 
 
    Amaryllis looked hollow. 
 
    The two security staff went out together. 
 
    Amaryllis stood there a moment. I heard her breathing, short and angry, then longer and more regular as she got hold of herself. 
 
    She walked out, and I waited a minute before hurrying through the back passageway to the dishwashing station, where volunteers clanged and splattered. I picked up a brush and joined them. 
 
    Lunch was over. Clearly, I’d be in over my head if I tried to interfere with whatever was going on. Yet I wanted to know what was going on. 
 
    When I saw Amaryllis head for the garbage bins, I strode over to help her wheel the bins to the alley. At first the stench out there halted my breath in my nostrils, but then a breeze came up, clearing the air while it lasted. I started to say something, but suddenly Gina appeared at our heels, pushing the last can out. 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” said Amaryllis. 
 
    Something moved stealthily in the weeds along the foot of the building. 
 
    “Oh, my God, there’s a rat!” Gina screamed. 
 
    To be sure. The creature emerged, gray and supple, its cold black eyes expressing ownership of this alley. Gina, in an unimaginable feat of gymnastics, leaped to the top of the dumpster, where she perched on its steel lid like a panicked monkey. 
 
    The rat sauntered to an ant-covered apple core, chomped it, then carried it in its mouth to a knee-high cluster of rags at the foot of a drainpipe, where it disappeared. 
 
    Amaryllis laughed so hard at Gina she almost fell over. 
 
    By force of will I’d kept myself under control, although the instant I saw the rat I wondered whether I could outrun it. 
 
    “Literally,” Gina confessed from the dumpster lid, “I think I’ve only ever seen one on, like, National Geographic.” 
 
    “Well, get down from there,” said Amaryllis, “because rats can climb.” 
 
    “And they’re attracted by the smell of herbal hair conditioner,” I added. 
 
    “Damn you,” said Gina. 
 
    “Forgive the swearing,” I said. 
 
    “Makes no never minds to me,” said Amaryllis. “Do you know we served two hundred twenty-three lunches today? Goodness, but it is hot! The dog days are in full swing.” 
 
    “What are the dog days, anyway?” I wondered. 
 
    Gina said, “It’s when it’s so hot.” 
 
    I looked at her like, duh. “I meant, is there some, like folk belief about dogs, or—” 
 
    Amaryllis said, “It’s about the dog star, Sirius. It comes up during August, and the ancient people blamed the heat on it.” 
 
    Something else rustled, and Amaryllis set her knuckles on her hips and watched. Gina clung atop the dumpster. A man rose from the pile of rags the rat had disappeared into, shook himself, and shambled toward us, talking fast under his breath. His eyes were unfocused. “I didn’t, I didn’t, I didn’t. The Cheerios man he ain’t got nothing on me—nothing!—because when brains were handed out all he got was a circle. I got brains, but you never cared about my luck, and you never bought me that trombone.” 
 
    The dirt on his face, neck, and hands was as worn in as if he’d grown it. He came closer. He stank unbearably; I could almost see the fleas. One wrist sported a filthy cloth bandage. 
 
    “Eric,” said Amaryllis sternly, “go around front and get you a hygiene kit. Take it in the showers and use it. Then we’ll be able to see who you are under all those layers of dirt.” 
 
    He mumbled something. 
 
    “I predict you’ll feel better if you do.” She took his arm, actually making full skin-to-skin contact, guiding him toward the alley’s mouth. He wandered away. 
 
    “That would be a dual diagnosis,” mused Amaryllis. 
 
    “Dual diagnosis?” said Gina, clambering down. 
 
    “Addiction and mental illness together?” I guessed. 
 
    “Yes,” said Amaryllis. She unlocked the dumpster lid and we flung it open. “You take someone in thinking they have a problem with addiction, then you realize they’re crazy too.” 
 
    “You keep peeling the onion,” I said. 
 
    “You keep peeling the onion.” 
 
    Gina piped up, as we lifted the cans and dumped them, “It’s the government’s fault.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I said. 
 
    Amaryllis sighed. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Gina, “they kicked everybody out of the mental institutions years ago, to save money. Mostly it was the Republicans.” 
 
    “Jeff told me something like that once,” I said. “But wasn’t it a little more—” 
 
    “Complicated than that?” broke in Amaryllis. She snapped the dumpster’s padlock shut. “In actuality, the Civil Liberties Union and the mental health advocates got together and decided that being crazy and free is better than being crazy and locked up against your will by the government.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    “That was the core of it. They got their way. It’s not necessarily a bad thing. I understand,” said Amaryllis, “how good it feels to lay blame. But the fact is, all the money in the world can’t persuade a person to get help when they don’t want it. You see this with Eric. My door is open to him, but he stays out.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “And you know, some folks outside aren’t ill or addicted. They just don’t fit in. They choose the streets with as much purpose as you choose to go to work and live in a house.” 
 
    The lean, smiling man who had called us to lunch duty stuck his head out and said, “Amaryllis, you’re needed on the phone.” 
 
    “This is the Reverend Bill Culpepper,” said Amaryllis in quick introduction as we trooped back inside. “Reverend Bill, will you please escort these two ladies out?” 
 
    “Amen, I will.” 
 
    I said, “I thought we could stay to help out with dinner.” 
 
    Amaryllis glanced at me. “I don’t think so. No, we’re fine for help tonight.” 
 
    The Reverend said, “But didn’t we just lose Tony and Juanita from the Saturday night shift?” 
 
    “No, Bill, I said we’re OK for tonight.” A look passed between them. He shut up. Amaryllis nodded goodbye to us and took off. 
 
    Gina and I exchanged glances, then went with the Reverend Bill. He wore an all-black outfit, little preacher shirt and pants, with spongy white running shoes. His eyes, behind aviator glasses, looked tired. The glasses looked as if they’d been bent and straightened out a hundred times. 
 
    He led us back to the lobby, where before saying goodbye, we looked out to the clusters of street people hanging out by the gates. 
 
    I saw, past the homeless, a dog slinking along. Then I saw another one, and another, all lurking at the edges. 
 
    Perhaps ten in number, they moved sinuously, a smooth river of dogs, led by an alert-looking dark one—a Rottweiler, I guessed, or mostly Rottweiler. He was big, not the tallest—there was a Doberman among them, and other large mongrels—but he was clearly the leader, watched by the others for cues. His short coat was full of burrs and twigs. All the dogs were dark in color. 
 
    Calmly, the pack hugged the scraggly bushes just beyond the gates, nosing along, checking the leader every few seconds. 
 
    The street people moved away from them, except for the man Amaryllis had called Eric; he squatted and held out his hand to one of the smaller dogs. He appeared to be offering something edible. The dog, pied with mange, approached to within about ten feet, sniffed, barked, then rushed. Startled, Eric jerked his hand away. The dog snapped its jaws shut on the food and the homeless man’s fingers, set his front legs, and tugged. Two other street guys ran over and pounded on the dog until it let go. It swallowed whatever piece of food Eric dropped. The leader barked once, and the dog ran to rejoin the pack. 
 
    The other street men gestured toward the mission, evidently urging Eric to go in and get help for his bleeding hand, but he moved away from them. As the Reverend Culpepper and Gina and I watched, he unwrapped the dirty bandage from around his right hand and transferred it to the left. The blood stopped dripping. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we do something?” Gina said. “Like, you know, rabies or something?” 
 
    “Oh, sister,” said the Reverend, and shrugged. “I know Eric. If he gets rabies, that’ll probably improve his mental capacity.” 
 
    It hit me: “Is that the pack? You know, that they talk about?” 
 
    “The notorious feral pack of South Central.” Reverend Culpepper looked after the dogs. “Yes. That’s them.” 
 
    This pack of dogs has achieved legendary status in L.A. for consistently eluding the city’s animal control officers, none of whom, as you can imagine, are pantywaists. Up until then, I’d never believed the stories. 
 
    “It’s unusual to see them in the daytime,” said the Reverend. “Mostly they move and feed at night. Did you notice the athletic fields?” 
 
    “What athletic fields?” 
 
    He laughed nonhumorously. “Yes, what athletic fields? When you leave, you’ll notice around back what’s become of them—gone first to weeds, then scrub, now there’s real trees growing on the fifty-yard line. The pack roams there sometimes, up to twenty strong, I’ve counted. I find myself more fearful of them than the gangs.” 
 
    “My God, I thought they were an urban myth. You know.” 
 
    “Oh, no, sister. Well, you see them.” 
 
    “I heard they live by the river.” 
 
    “They do,” he said. “They often take cover in the riverbed. From here they range to that rail yard”—he gestured easterly with a hand I saw to be mangled somehow—“then they find their way through the vacant lots and alleys to the river.” He dropped his voice. “Nobody knows how much time they spend on this property, though. Such a good hideout for them.” 
 
    I said, “I heard rumors that when a homeless person dies out there, unless somebody notices, the pack drags off the body.” 
 
    The Reverend cleared his throat. “There is truth to that rumor.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Gina and I said simultaneously. 
 
    He saw me checking out his hand. 
 
    “Have you always been a preacher?” I asked. 
 
    He held it up: instead of a thumb there was just a fused-looking stub. “Oh, me, I used to be a longshoreman, back in the day. This here got roped off just like a cowboy’s—you toss a loop, and if the slack disappears and your thumb’s in the way, goodbye thumb.” 
 
    He watched the dogs. “If we could clear those athletic fields and restore them to the community, that might expose the pack and help the city capture them. Looks like they’re headed east now, to the river.” 
 
    I observed, “That five million dollars coming from Mr. Khani Emberton sure will help.” 
 
    He peered at me carefully, kindly, through the smudged lenses of his glasses. “Amen, sister. And you have a blessed day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 – Feral Interest 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I took a slow, yogic breath of the clean Sunday morning air, then squatted and dead-lifted the Sunday L.A. Times from the mat. A photo caught my eye right away. For some reason it caught my breath too. Caught it tight. 
 
    You know how you see something quickly, almost subliminally, and your mind blots it out until you pull yourself together to deal with it? 
 
    I carried the paper to the breakfast counter. Gina started some eggs and gave me a mug of coffee. I drank some. 
 
    Then I looked again. 
 
      
 
    OFFICER KILLED IN GUN BATTLE 
 
    An LAPD sergeant was shot to death while on patrol on Mateo Street yesterday afternoon, then her fleeing killer was shot and killed by her partner, authorities said last night. According to LAPD sources, Sgt. Annette Soames, 32, and her partner, Officer Leroy Dent, were ambushed by a single gunman, who stepped from a doorway as they sat in their patrol car, having stopped at the curb to talk to a neighborhood shopkeeper. 
 
    Wielding a semiautomatic handgun, the suspect shot Soames, who was at the wheel, twice in the chest at point-blank range, then fired at Dent as well but missed, police said. Dent returned fire and fatally shot the gunman, according to a high-ranking department source. 
 
    Soames and the gunman, identified as Jerrol Bays, 28, of Los Angeles, were pronounced dead at the scene. 
 
    Dent said, “It looked like his goal was to kill Sgt. Soames and that was it. He fired at me without looking. I had a clear shot as he turned to run away, and I took it.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes for a long moment. Then I was ready to digest the photograph. 
 
    The department portrait showed Sgt. Annette Soames in uniform, hat off, eyes full of purpose and promise. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Oh, no.” 
 
    “What?” Spatula in hand, Gina came to look over my shoulder. “Hmp. There’s your doppelganger.” 
 
    The slain officer was a narrow-shouldered white woman who wore a chin-length blond bob, whose face was wholesome and spritely, with a straight nose and a pixie chin. Arched eyebrows, no glasses. 
 
    Just like me. 
 
    And she’d been shot on north Mateo Street, possibly on the same block as the little grocery store. 
 
    Just like me. 
 
    “Oh,” said Gina. “Oh.” 
 
    “It could have been me,” I murmured. “My God.” 
 
    “No,” said my sister, her voice hardening. “Whoever did it thought it was you.” 
 
    We stared at each other. Her face was as bloodless as plaster. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “Ump! Ump! Ump!” 
 
    George Rowe tried to block out the sound. 
 
    “Ump! Ump!” grunted the man running beside him. “Ump! Ump! Ump!” 
 
    The fellow was a pleasant sort, but he found it necessary to grunt like a pig with each footstep. This got on Rowe’s nerves, plus the guy couldn’t run faster than an eight-minute pace. They were headed south on Alvarado, approaching Olympic. 
 
    Once in a while Rowe joined a Sunday-morning running club for a good long workout. They met in MacArthur Park and ran into the city from there, covering eight to ten miles. The runners began in a group, but strung out as everyone asserted their own pace. They always picked some coffee shop as an end rendezvous point. 
 
    Rowe ran along, enjoying the city morning. He liked to be surprised by clumps of flowers growing in ugly places. He loved how hardy the California Golden Poppy was. The sight of one pushing its tough little stem through a crack in a curbstone delighted him. The orange of the petals hit his retinas with a special vibe he felt all the way through him. Growth is stronger than pavement. He liked the color orange. 
 
    Colonel Markovich had called last night, again, asking for a progress report. 
 
    “Nothing yet,” Rowe had said bluntly. 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid I’ve been singing your praises to a few key people, so the expectations are mounting!” Markovich’s voice was happy. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Colonel?” 
 
    “Ernest’s disappearance is big news in the canine community. The AKC has been in touch with me. They know you’re on the case, as do several of the top beagle people. Odd—I sensed a little nervousness in them.” 
 
    “You spoke of me by name to these people?” 
 
    “Yes—just a few.” 
 
    Rowe’s toes had dug into the decks of his cherry-red flip-flops. “I wish you hadn’t done that.” 
 
    “Ump! Ump! Ump!” 
 
    Rowe told his running companion, “Hey, I’ll meet up with you at the doughnut place, OK? Is it the one on Sixth?” 
 
    “Ump-kay!” 
 
    Rowe peeled off and went his own way, heading east on Olympic, feeling his heart pumping harder as he accelerated. His legs felt good. He sped up until he hit a good equilibrium between heart and legs. He thought he’d go all the way to the river, then north to Elysian Park, then down again to inhale some carbs at the doughnut shop on Sixth. This shop was new-agey in that it served whole-wheat fried cakes. 
 
    He sucked in the Sunday morning air, smelling a cedar hedge as he ran past it, then an old man’s cigar smoke, then hot ham grease from a diner. He thought about what to pack for a trip he was planning to make to Nicholas Polen’s house and kennel in Canada. 
 
    Usually he carried toys on trips, because he liked them, and because they’re useful for breaking tension with anyone, not just children. 
 
    He liked to fling a kite up while doing informal surveillance, because people saw the kite but not you. He liked wind-up toys that walked or rolled. He liked yo-yos and superballs. When he was a boy, his uncle had given him a rock-hard black sphere from his garage and said it was an original Super Ball. After playing with it for a few minutes, he figured out how to spin it into a wall to make it rebound to the floor and then accelerate back into the wall by itself. That ball was as close to a magic object as anything. 
 
    He hated batteries. 
 
    He liked toys made of metal—gyroscopes and jumping discs and wire puzzles. The older he got, the more he understood toys. 
 
    This trip was going to be a bit different, and he would need to do some shopping. 
 
    He reached the railroad tracks at the river and turned north, leaving what little traffic there was behind him. He slipped through a break in an Amtrak fence and pounded along on the gravel, watching two gulls fighting over a broken green melon on the opposite embankment. 
 
    Even this sluggish urban stream smelled—well, good. River water had an organic, fresh odor that reminded him of growing things. He skipped over the tracks and ran just above the channel’s sloping concrete wall. No rain had fallen in weeks; the river still flowed, less than a foot deep, around the usual junk—tires and chicken buckets and shopping carts. 
 
    Oddly, he heard a vehicle gunning its engine directly behind him. He had left the roadway five minutes ago. The vehicle must have gotten into the rail yard from a level crossing somewhere behind. The engine came on quick and hard, tires bit into the gravel, and his ears told him he had time either to turn and see the vehicle before it struck him, or jump for it. 
 
    He flung himself into space. 
 
    Peripherally, he saw a clunker of a beige sedan flash past, motor screaming. 
 
    Knowing how to fall, he tucked his body, shut his eyes, and tumbled, trying for an angled descent. The vehicle’s roar faded sharply as he rolled down the sloping concrete embankment. He felt the serial jolts of the fall as well as the ugly sensation of his bare arms and legs rolling over warm grit. His body came to a stop at the water’s edge. One arm splashed into it. 
 
    He was OK except for feeling like somebody’d taken a sledgehammer to each of his joints. 
 
    “Ohh.” 
 
    He heard a low snarl. 
 
    He opened his eyes. 
 
    There were twelve or fifteen of them, a few facing him in a line, the rest mixing behind. One near him was three-legged and looked to be mostly spaniel, a larger one was mottled, like an ash-bin Dalmatian, but its head was a shepherd’s. The dog that had snarled was a sizable burnt-shit-colored Rottweiler with a faceful of scars. It snarled again. 
 
    Slowly, he sat up. His arms and legs were shining with sweat and stuck over with dirt and ants, but they worked all right. Both of his elbows and one knee were bloody, but that was just the skin. His head was OK. 
 
    He looked up to the top of the embankment. The car was gone. He would’ve needed only a glimpse of the license plate to remember it, but he hadn’t gotten it. Well, well. A long time had passed since someone had tried to run him over, and in that case it was a spur-of-the-moment thing, involving a kicked-in motel room door, a Polaroid, and a guy who was having sex with a stripper instead of working late. 
 
    But this was certainly different, quite different. 
 
    The Rottweiler advanced, braced his front legs, and growled, baring its teeth. The other dogs in the lineup began to growl in their throats. Those that were moving wove in smooth unison through the brush that had sprouted in the dirt bars along the river bottom. 
 
    Rowe had to get up. The leader would challenge him, but there was nothing else to do. 
 
    He moved into a crouch. 
 
    The blood dripped from his elbows and knee, and he knew they could smell it. He could not outrun the pack through the brush along the riverbed. He had to climb the concrete embankment, but they’d attack him as soon as he turned his back. The leader was showing aggression, and Rowe had heard of this feral pack. 
 
    The dogs looked as if they’d been whelped in eat-or-be-eaten Mexican junkyards. Their eyes were intent, their bodies lean, except for the heavy-bellied Rottweiler. 
 
    The breeze shifted, and then he smelled them, rank with musk and sharp with stink. 
 
    He swallowed. 
 
    If they attacked, he might be able to vanquish the leader and escape at the cost of a few chunks out of him. Or they might take him down. How hungry were they? How bored this morning? How unified as a pack? 
 
    He knew they’d defeated the efforts of the city to live-trap them. Wary of people and people-smell, they hid away except when they thought they could score something. And he had invaded their morning’s lair. 
 
    He looked up again to the channel of blue sky. No one was around; the tracks stretched empty. Cars swooshed over the Main Street bridge in the distance. 
 
    Here in the middle of a city of four million people, he had plunged into the wildest, loneliest, most savage place he’d ever entered, including the exercise yard at Folsom. 
 
    He knew the pack did not force battles they couldn’t win. Why hadn’t some vigilante with a rifle come along and wiped them out? Well, what’s the point, he thought, as soon as you dropped the leader, the rest would vanish, only to regroup later. 
 
    The Rottweiler snarled and inched closer, forelegs low, foam dripping from its jaws, its bulging black eyes locked on Rowe. 
 
    Rowe took a full breath and let it out. Then he did the only reasonable thing. 
 
    He attacked. 
 
    He let out a piercing scream and lunged, fists up. The dog sprang. 
 
    Rowe met it with his fists, and he concentrated only on the dog’s jaws. He pounded its snout as fast and hard as he could, left-right-left-right, punching from his shoulders, driving with his legs. He could not allow the dog one shred of purchase on him, because once a Rottweiler latches on to you, you’re toast. Once he had seen what a Rottweiler had done to a human leg. The inmate at Folsom who had sustained the injury, years back, took pride in his calf muscle that looked like a shark had eaten most of it. 
 
    Rowe did not try to protect his belly and groin from the dog’s thrashing legs, he did not think about the other dogs who could circle behind him and snap through his hamstrings, because he knew he had to attack the lethal part of the emperor dog, and devil take the rest. 
 
    His knuckles tore open on the creature’s teeth; the dog’s lips showed blood too, and still it attacked. He knocked it off balance, and as it gathered itself to strike again, the Dalmatian-shepherd darted behind him. He screamed at it, and it cowered back, uncertain. 
 
    The lead dog leaped again, and this time Rowe took a bigger risk. He flexed his knees, raised his elbow, and aimed it to meet the dog’s throat. If he miscalculated, the dog’s fangs would be right in his face. 
 
    But he didn’t miss. Against the full force of his body, the dog’s neck felt as hard as a fencepost, but at the last millisecond it seemed to yield just a little. 
 
    The dog fell back with a yelp of pain. 
 
    “Yeah,” grunted Rowe. 
 
    It stared at him as if trying to remember something. The other dogs watched in stunned silence. 
 
    Rowe stood, hands on hips, panting. 
 
    The dog turned, and the sight of its stinking bob-tailed butt running away from him was the prettiest thing Rowe had seen all morning. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I no longer wanted breakfast. 
 
    It was time to consult Gramma Gladys. 
 
    I drove my Honda down to Santa Monica and headed west, the morning sun at my back, gold-washing every building and tree. Half-empty streets all the way to Beverly Hills. If you want a clear path to anywhere in L.A., pick early Sunday morning. Everybody’s at church. Haha. 
 
    I pulled into the empty parking lot on the west side of Rodeo at Santa Monica. All the boutiques still slept. I parked overlooking the intersection. 
 
    I rolled down my window. 
 
    “Gramma?” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    After a minute a bus honked, and I began to feel the spirit of my dead but still wonderful grandmother, who’d clawed her way out of poverty, loved fancy clothes, and would have gone mad for Rodeo Drive had she ever seen it, which she hadn’t, as her whole life long she never left central Wisconsin. 
 
    I loved her the more knowing she would have loved the spectacle of Rodeo as much as the shopping itself: the hordes of tourists dressed like toddlers in their shorts and sneakers taking pictures, so openly fascinated by the stores and the customers actually buying Dior and Hermes and Baccarat. You can see them trying with heartbreaking frankness to understand, to grasp, a fellow creature with the means to buy a pair of yellow leather pants with mauve insets at the hips and crotch for fourteen hundred dollars, and the will to do it. 
 
    Gramma Gladys, dead eleven years now, would have gone for Chanel and Halston if she’d had the dough, for sure. 
 
    It was inexplicable, this certainty of mine that she was there and had picked this place to commune with me. I’d first sensed it when I was facing the fact that I had to leave Jeff. I’d been so upset, so needing of advice and comfort, and I’d felt so alone, trying to hide a black eye with makeup and carrying on with it because I hadn’t wanted to admit I’d made a terrible mistake. 
 
    The only good thing that came out of that marriage was Petey. Gramma Gladys had listened and given me good advice then and ever since. 
 
    Now, this distressing Sunday morning, I began. “Gramma, there’s this woman and her grandson. Someone’s after them. This woman, Amaryllis, she helps poor people, and everybody loves her, except something’s going on, something bad, and I don’t understand what it is.” 
 
    I sighed. The traffic fumes wafting from the intersection weren’t overpowering at this hour. Faint car exhaust is baseline air in these parts. Eau de L.A. 
 
    Get to the point! I felt Gramma Gladys say. She’d never been the most patient person in the world. 
 
    The growl of an approaching airliner gathered in the soundscape, a jet coming in to LAX from Austin or Paris or Louisville. 
 
    “I think that now—they’re after me too. So what do I do? Fight? Run? If I stay, who do I fight? Gramma, I’m just a little white girl from Wisconsin, and these tribes in South Central—I’m not as tough as them.” 
 
    They’re just people, goddamn it! They’re no tougher than you! 
 
    “Amaryllis gives so much to others that I wonder if she bothers to look out for herself. You know. Which can be dangerous, and which I certainly know something about.” I realized I was on to something. “Everybody says they love her, Gramma. They love her like God—with plenty of fear mixed in! But I don’t know if anybody really knows her.” 
 
    The jet plane’s roar pulsed in the atmosphere. 
 
    Go back! I felt Gramma Gladys say. If you care so much, go there. Stand and fight. Never run! 
 
    “But what do I do?” 
 
    Just go there. You’ll see what to do. 
 
    “Just be myself, then?” 
 
    No! Don’t be yourself! 
 
    “Gramma, what do you mean, don’t be myself?” But it never did any good asking her to clarify. 
 
    I felt her spirit recede. 
 
    “‘Bye, Gramma. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 – Heroes in Tight Places 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Deep inside George Rowe’s sleeping brain a movie started up involving himself and Rita and a soft grassy field, her golden hair riffling in the wind, her small hand on his chest like a bird. He slept deeply, having worked for two days trying to figure out who had attempted to run him over at the Los Angeles River. He knew why. 
 
    His dream graduated to kissing, with Rita so lovely in that green blowing meadow. 
 
    Then a horrendous sound! And in his dream he thought something the size of the Kremlin must have crashed into Earth a few yards away, and he turned but there was only more soft meadow, but suddenly Rita was gone and something told him to run, and he ran himself awake. 
 
    He bolted upright. He smelled it, and he heard the shriek of the smoke alarm. 
 
    He grabbed his pants, already hearing muffled thuds in the apartments above and below. Dangerous acridity in his nose. From his living room came the gut-dropping sound of crackling flames. Dirty light from the street helped him see. 
 
    “Fire!” he shouted. “Fire in the building!” He crouched beneath the smoke and scuttled to the living room. He saw that something had crashed through his living-room window, and the thing had been full of burning gasoline. Holding his breath, he skirted the fire and seized his kitchen extinguisher. He grabbed a breath in the kitchen. 
 
    Flames leaped and boiled in the living room, the couch stuffing feeding them, his whiteboards moaning as the plastic buckled. 
 
    He pulled the pin and shot the white plume at the base of the flames, and the fire died back, but the canister quickly emptied. Fresh air blew in from the broken window, and the fire gathered itself like a hungry hyena and fed on it. 
 
    He ran into the corridor shouting and began pounding on doors. He found his cell phone in his pants and called 911. A tenant who worked as an EMT met him in the corridor, which was filling with smoke and panicked neighbors. 
 
    “Get the people downstairs out,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t go up! George!” 
 
    He sprinted to the stairwell—good air in there. He leaped up the stairs, gulped a big breath, touched the door, and opened it to the third and topmost corridor. 
 
    A gray haze chased people into the hallway. “Come on, come on,” he urged, forcing calm into his voice. “It’s OK this way. Go, go.” 
 
    He knew all the renters by sight and mentally checked them off. There were only twelve apartments. 
 
    Sven, the widower, stood motionless in his doorway, deciding whether to make an effort. 
 
    Rowe yelled his name in his face. 
 
    Sven put up an arm to fend him off. Then his knees buckled. Rowe caught him, maneuvered him over his back, and stumped down to the street. 
 
    A siren screamed up, and the firefighters took over. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The door buzzed at six-thirty Wednesday morning and Gina opened it to reveal George. 
 
    He strode in wearing clothes that were too big for him. 
 
    “You might hear something on the news,” he began. 
 
    Five minutes later I was throwing questions at him, thinking hard, trying not to freak out. 
 
    “You didn’t put yourself in danger, did you?” 
 
    He shook his head and smiled that shy, heart-melting smile. “No heroics. Everybody got out. The place is a mess, though. I got out with my wallet and keys and my cell phone.” 
 
    “Stay with us.” The words were out before I knew it. 
 
    He smiled again. “No, thank you, Rita. I’m crashing with my friend Gonzalo, over in Los Feliz.” 
 
    “Is that the trumpet player?” Gina asked from the kitchen. 
 
    “Yeah. He’s a neurologist too.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that!” Her eyes lit up, and I could tell she was thinking income. 
 
    “Down, girl,” I said. 
 
    I thought about those muzzle flashes coming out of that dark car at Kip and me. I said, “OK. You said you might just ‘look around’ after that drive-by occurred.” I used the passive voice in case Petey came out. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I got chased off.” He took a seat on the sofa. 
 
    “Was this connected, then?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m doing some other work too.” 
 
    “What other work?” 
 
    “I can’t discuss it.” 
 
    I looked at him. His guyness filled up the room, the way he took up space with such ease. Gina turned on the TV and pulsed coffee beans in the grinder. 
 
    I swallowed. “You’re in trouble because you tried to protect me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know that for a fact. Someone’s unhappy with my existence, though.” 
 
    “Then you’re a pair,” said Gina. 
 
    “What?” he said, turning. 
 
    “Didn’t you see the Sunday paper?” She scrambled through the recycle bin while he looked at me penetratingly. “Here!” She slapped down the story of Sgt. Annette Soames. “Law student look-alike slain in trigger-happy neighborhood!” 
 
    He looked at the picture and read the story carefully. 
 
    “George,” I said, “what happened to your knuckles and elbows?” 
 
    “Little mishap,” he murmured, reading. 
 
    “You look like you got in a fistfight with a pit bull or something.” 
 
    He coughed. 
 
    I felt my gut tighten. 
 
    Gina handed him coffee. “You like sugar, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    He folded the paper and looked up with an expression of total, extreme calm. “I think it might be good for you to leave town for a while.” 
 
    Fear ignited my temper. “If L.A. isn’t safe for me,” I hissed in lieu of yelling, because of Petey, “it isn’t safe for you!” 
 
    Gina said, “Aren’t the police investigating everything?” 
 
    “The police don’t know where to bear down yet,” said George. “I mean it, Rita, you should get out of town.” 
 
    “If you think for one instant that I’m going to run away from this trouble and let you face it alone! I’ll be damned if I will. Farmers don’t run!” 
 
    “You have to trust me,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t know me in the slightest.” 
 
    “What about law school?” Gina said. 
 
    “The hell with law school, Gina,” said George, “a law degree won’t help any of you if they throw a firebomb in here next. No, all three of you should go. You could drive out to Colorado. I have a friend who runs a ranch there. He’d—” 
 
    “Why don’t you get out of town, George?” I scream-whispered irrationally. “You go, OK? The women and children will stay and fight this!” 
 
    He smiled a little, amused. “I don’t run, either. They find you in the end.” 
 
    Gina said, “Look.” 
 
    The television showed a night shot of George’s apartment building in flames. A dazed-looking retiree said into the camera glare, “I don’t know what happened. I fell down. My neighbor carried me out. He saved my life. George, my neighbor, he saved my life.” 
 
    I turned to him. “No heroics.” 
 
    He looked away. 
 
    “‘Trust me,’ you say.” 
 
    He sighed. “I’d prefer it if you went away until I figure this out.” 
 
    I straightened to my full height. I felt galvanized by George’s opposition. “No.” 
 
    “I’m not going, either,” said Gina stoutly. 
 
    He took my hand. “Then at least send Petey.” 
 
    We exchanged a long silent look. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 – Kip Tries to Help 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Petey jumped at the chance to go on an airplane trip with Daniel, whose time was flexible until his movie started shooting in two weeks. Daniel’s job was to deliver Petey, that very night, to Aunt Sheila and Aunt Toots in Wisconsin, and do a recon on their living conditions before heading back to L.A. My aunts were joyful at the prospect of initiating Petey into the rural Wisconsin way of life. 
 
    I’d initially assumed Gina would take him, but she shook her head. “I’m somewhat on the outs with them.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    She sighed as if we’d been over and over this. “Remember that old black car they had?” 
 
    “You mean their prized vintage Rambler? That they kept in perfect condition?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. Well, I borrowed it last spring, and—” She paused. “Mistakes were made.” 
 
    “They let you use that car? I can’t believe—” 
 
    “Well, I sort of pre-borrowed it before getting total permission. Because my car was in the shop, see, and I needed—” 
 
    “Gina. What happened to the Rambler?” 
 
    She gazed at the herb pots on the patio, and beyond them to the side courtyard between our building and the next. 
 
    “Gina,” I said. 
 
    “It’s at the bottom of the quarry.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “They know where it is and everything! I mean, I didn’t try to hide anything after the fact.” 
 
    “Oh, my God!” 
 
    “Involving the Burris brothers and some other people and a case of Jack Daniel’s and a really fun time, I mean, Rita, it’s such a fun time with those guys. I kind of don’t want to go into the exact betting situation that led to the car going off the edge—nobody got hurt!—but suffice it to say Sheila and Toots are almost certainly still mad at me.” 
 
    “That’s the kind of idiotic shit high school kids do! Gina, you’re thirty-three years old!” 
 
    She suggested Daniel escort Petey. I said, “I thought you were suspicious of Daniel around Petey.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh, no. I mean, I wondered there, at first, not being any more familiar with the gay lifestyle than Mr. Johnson in typing class with that toupee. But oh, Daniel’s great.” 
 
    So that was a bit of progress. 
 
    Jeff, who knew nothing of the drive-by or anything else, was only too pleased to have his weekends free for the time being. I started to tell him a made-up story about Petey’s trip, but he didn’t even care to hear it. 
 
    Daniel said little. “Something heavy’s about to go down, right?” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “Is George in it with you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. 
 
    “Then you’ll be all right.” 
 
    At the apartment’s threshold I hugged and kissed Petey to the point of suffocation. He grabbed Daniel’s hand and never looked back. After I closed the door I cried until Gina finally yelled at me. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    As an opening move, I went to see Kip Cubitt in the hospital the next day, Thursday. 
 
    Kip’s eyes were bright and black like his grandmother’s and you could see the vigor deep inside. 
 
    He took my hand. “I don’t like to be alone.” 
 
    It was ten days now since he’d taken two bullets moments after getting the crap stomped out of him. He was propped up in bed. 
 
    The shooting had barely been reported on, due to some politician plunging his car off the PCH with a load of gay prostitutes in the backseat, which pushed all else into the shadows. So this was just another inner-city shooting. Both of our names had been withheld for safety anyway, so the public didn’t know that one of the victims was the grandson of the Iron Angel of Los Angeles. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Thank you for helping me.” 
 
    Now I could really see this young man. He was a little older than I’d thought, maybe seventeen or eighteen. His body was quiet, but those eyes were quick. Robust cheekbones, a fine chin, and I thought he was quite beautiful. 
 
    A white bandage clung to the side of his neck like a clamshell. I’d learned that the bullet had not touched his vertebrae, only the soft tissue in his neck. His voice was hoarse. I saw a shaved patch where they’d sewn up the flaplike wound on his skull. 
 
    “How’re you doing, Kip?” 
 
    “I’m doing very well.” He smiled. “I’m gonna be OK. See?” and he moved his body sinuously beneath the light blanket, like a careful tadpole. 
 
    “That’s miraculous,” I said. 
 
    “So says my grandma. But it was the doctors, you know. My guts are working almost right too.” 
 
    I had almost forgotten about the wound in his side. “I’m so glad.” 
 
    The usual paraphernalia of illness hung around the bed, but I noticed only one tube, snaking out from the covers. A nosegay of pink carnations decorated his bedside table. Kip said, “My grandma brought those first thing this morning.” 
 
    “They smell sweet, don’t they?” 
 
    I’d had to arrange for permission to see him, as, once out of intensive care, he’d been more or less hidden away in this unmarked private room, while the police investigated the shooting. 
 
    The room was nice and bright. We heard efficient voices on the PA system in the hall. 
 
    “I’ve been on my feet already, how do you like that?” 
 
    “That is excellent. Here.” I gave him a football magazine, a basketball magazine, and a secondhand copy of The Red Pony. 
 
    “Hey!” he said when he saw the book. 
 
    I’d looked for something with a black kid in it, but saw this and remembered how good it was. “I read this when I was your age. John Steinbeck.” 
 
    Ignoring the sports magazines, he said, “This is a good book. I read this oh, a couple summers ago.” 
 
    I smiled. “Well, then maybe I’ll take it back and get you something different.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” He clutched the novel, his long hands and wrists elegant against the hospital linens. “I want to read it again.” He looked at the drawing on the cover, of the white boy and the red horse. “This happened in the West, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Here in California?” He tried to remember. 
 
    “I think so, yes.” 
 
    “I hope I’ll be able to start back to school on time.” 
 
    “Senior year?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I hope so too, Kip.” 
 
    We sat for a while. Occasionally a gull or black crow would skim past the window, which otherwise was an exact square of blue. Wispy clouds today, up high. 
 
    I said, “Do you know that I’m not a police officer?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I understand you didn’t want to talk to the police.” 
 
    An agreeing grunt. 
 
    “Still don’t want to talk to them?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “You know we’re in this together.” 
 
    He looked at me questioningly. 
 
    I said, “They’re after me because they think I saw who shot us. I didn’t, though. They tried for me again. I imagine they’ll try again for you, too, don’t you think?” 
 
    He shrugged, trying for the tough thing. 
 
    “And they’re after your grandma, did you know that?” 
 
    His eyes darted to mine. 
 
    I went on, “I don’t know if anybody’s explained it to you like this yet. Your grandma’s certainly not going to tell you. You might think that keeping quiet will get you out of this. Maybe you feel loyalty to someone. But it’ll come at a cost, and the cost will be to Amaryllis. Because they’re messing with her.” 
 
    He heaved a sigh and looked away. 
 
    I had only the vaguest idea of what I was talking about. “And she would do it, Kip. She’d sell out for you, she’d die for you, you know that. But it wouldn’t be right. And it wouldn’t end there.” 
 
    Kip murmured, “What do you do when something bad’s got ahold of you? I didn’t know what to do. I tried to get away. I was trying to get away that day.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    I’m sure you know teenage boys are not the most articulate species, nor the most introspective. I waited hopefully but realistically. 
 
    He closed his eyes, and a long shudder ran through his body. I watched the blue square of window. Then I watched the sunlight brighten on the speckled floor, as a bit of mist or smog blew over. 
 
    My young friend opened his eyes and reached for the bed control. He pressed a button without looking, and the head of the bed moved higher so his head was level with mine. He cleared his throat, wincing slightly. 
 
    Quietly, he began, “One day this dude comes up to me and he says hey Kip, you want to make some money? I know what that means, so I say no. He says I’ll give you five hundred to take one bag from this corner where we’re at to a house in Brentwood. I say oh? He was, five hundred plus we do you a favor on top of it. You need some favor, we can do it. I say, I don’t know your gang. He says we’re not a gang, we’re an organization. We go and go, and he hands me the five hundred. I say in my head I can put this to college. He says you got a car. I drive my grandma’s car sometimes. I got my license.” In spite of his hurt neck, Kip shook his head at himself. “I was a knucklehead like any of them. Why me and why five hundred, is what I don’t ask him. I do it. He comes up to me next day and says what favor you want, and I say to have no more to do with you. Because I had thought about it, you know.” 
 
    I felt a surge of dread listening to this story, combined with a swell of love for Kip’s courage in telling me. “What was in the bag you delivered?” I spoke softly, as he had done. 
 
    “Drugs, ma’am. Half a kilo of coke, something. That’s a lot, you know, but still five hundred was too much for the job. I didn’t understand that either.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “Oh. School was almost out.” 
 
    “So a few months ago, like in May?” 
 
    “Yeah. Then this dude starts coming to the mission. I work there, I do the computers. People donate stuff, sometimes we can’t use it but I sell it on eBay, and the money goes in the mission account. My grandma pays me ten dollars for every hundred I convert.” 
 
    “Pretty good deal.” 
 
    “Yeah. But I say I don’t want to be a mule. Plenty of fools out there, you know what I’m saying? He asks me about the computers. He wants to know about the ABC’s accounting, and the stuff I’m doing on eBay. I’m like, well, I don’t know anything about any accounting. Then, ma’am, he says to me hey, we know your daddy’s in jail. So what? So if you don’t come with us, he’s gonna get hurt. I just laughed.” 
 
    “Did you know this guy?” 
 
    “I saw him around. He was older. Those kids that lived on Slauson’s uncle? That big family. His name’s Jerrol.” 
 
    “Jerrol?” I leaned forward. “Jerrol what?” 
 
    “Uh, Bay? Bays?” He saw my face. “What, ma’am?” 
 
    “Ahh.” 
 
    Jerrol Bays was the name of the gunman who murdered Sgt. Annette Soames. “Uh.” I shook my head, motioning him to go on. 
 
    “Well, then next week my grandma says to me boy, your daddy’s been cut.” Kip’s eyes narrowed at the memory, and he swallowed. “They cut my daddy, and it was my fault.” 
 
    “Somebody stabbed your dad in prison?” 
 
    “Yeah. He didn’t die, though.” 
 
    It took me a minute to internally deal with this information. Carefully, I said, “So they reached into prison and carried out that threat they made to you?” 
 
    Kip nodded, and told me the next time Jerrol came around he agreed to work for him. “I thought just until Daddy’s out. Maybe six months.” 
 
    “Did your grandma know about it?” 
 
    “She didn’t know why he got cut, and I certainly did not tell her I was running drugs!” He moaned. “Oh, that was a bad day.” He pulled himself together and went on. “I go to see my dad up at the Colony, I go with my grandma. He asks her to get me a Dr. Pepper and she goes out, and my daddy says, boy, get out of it. Go to your cousin’s in Phoenix. Don’t tell anybody when you go, and don’t tell them where. I say what about you? He says I’ll be OK. But if you stay, the both of us’ll wind up here or dead. So I tried to go. I got mixed up trying to find the Greyhound.” 
 
    “And they caught up with you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Tears welled in his huge soft eyes. “I helped my grandma. I was doing good, and one time I didn’t listen to her. One time.” 
 
    Kip Cubitt cried, and I reached for tissues and helped him wipe his eyes and his nose. 
 
    We sat together for perhaps an hour longer, speaking little. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 – Amaryllis Educates Rita 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Amaryllis shut the door and folded her noble, giraffelike thighs into the bare metal chair that served as her office throne and said, “Now what is on your mind, sister?” Her vibe was not friendly, and I sensed the same desperation beneath the surface, as if she had agreed to see me against her better judgment. 
 
    “I saw Kip yesterday,” I said. Today was Friday, going on two weeks after the shooting. 
 
    “Did you now.” 
 
    “I’ll get to the point. Kip’s in trouble—still. You’re in trouble. And I’m in trouble, just because some caterer got behind on his payments to the roach control company.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind. Look, the problem, whatever it is, won’t go away by itself. I’ve heard you say that on the radio.” 
 
    Amaryllis gazed at her knees, large knobs beneath the flimsy flowered dress she wore today. 
 
    I took it that this cluttered office was usually about as private as a dime store, what with people zooming in and out to drop off donations, pick up hygiene kits, cajole bus tokens, get on-the-fly advice. The shut door was keeping everybody at bay for a few minutes. 
 
    Some of the stuff people deemed worthy to donate to the ABC Mission were a stack of empty Easter baskets, four stacks of VCR movies (no porn, just crap movies nobody would have wanted in the first place, like You’ve Got Mail, Waterworld, Smokey & the Bandit 3, and Can’t Stop the Music), dozens of bars of soap, a clear plastic football filled with hard candy, a rubber lizard, hardback novels—none of which I’d ever heard of—with dust jackets that must have seemed alluring in 1965 or whenever, assorted used Bibles, bottles of shampoo. 
 
    An obsolete-looking laptop was in use on Amaryllis’s desk. 
 
    At last she said, “Some kind of trouble is worse than others.” 
 
    “But,” I pressed, “no matter what, you gotta attack it, right? You know Kip feels he let you down.” 
 
    “Truth is, I let him down.” 
 
    I waited, but she didn’t elaborate. “Well, Amaryllis,” I said, “it’s redemption time. Because you and Kip could climb out of this mess and shine a light on it, and now’s your chance. I’m here to help.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Mostly to save my own neck. Or you could be passive and let this…evil overwhelm you and Kip and ruin everything you’re doing.” 
 
    Amaryllis almost smiled. “Sister, how can you help us? You’re a little blond girl who doesn’t know squat about the way things work down here. I repeat, you don’t know squat!” 
 
    That got me mad: her scorn combined with her almost round-shouldered manner of defeat. Coldly, I said, “Yes, I do. I know that a bunch of thugs are trying to take over your operation. Right? They think they’ve got you over a barrel because they can hurt Nathan as long as he’s in prison. They tried to get Kip and his principles out of the way. Why was that? Are you gonna be easier to push around than a kid?” 
 
    Amaryllis stared at me, and as she stared, I remembered Gramma Gladys telling me not to be myself when I went to the mission. And I puzzled over that again, because myself was doing OK at the moment. 
 
    “I might be a blonde but I’m not a dolt,” I went on. “You’re running what amounts to a safe house here. Some drug boss or somebody thinks this’ll make a nice place to do business out of. Just talk to me, goddamn it! I can help you.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I have a brain, and I have resources, and I’m not scared.” Only one lie out of three. “Come on, sister.” 
 
    Amaryllis studied her knees again, her hands flat on her thighs, and I saw how similar Kip’s hands were to hers, long and thin and graceful. Hers had endured a lot more wear and tear, certainly, the knuckles large, the skin wrinkled and scarred with decades of kitchen cuts and burns. 
 
    She cleared her throat and said, “I want to shuck corn.” 
 
    “Amaryllis…,” I began wearily— 
 
    “Come along, sister.” She unfolded herself from the chair. “There’s half a pickup truck’s worth out there. Corn on the cob for dinner tonight.” 
 
    So we stood together in the shade of the building and shucked sweet corn from the rusted tailgate of a pickup that looked like the Joads had driven it in from Oklahoma. We tossed the clean ears into a gigantic food tub on casters, and the husks into one of the cavernous garbage bins. 
 
    Hands now busy, muscles engaged in food prep, Amaryllis seemed to smooth out. She began talking in a low voice. 
 
    “When my boy Nathan got sent up, he shared a cell with a man named Vargas, Dale Vargas, and I guess Nathan talked so much about the mission that the Whale started thinking.” 
 
    “Dale Vargas is called the Whale?” 
 
    “Dale the Whale, yes.” 
 
    “We had one of those in my neighborhood. Fat guy?” 
 
    “The Whale is larger than life in many ways. He’s an organized man, and he’s a bad-ass. Most bad-asses are half-assed, you know what I’m saying? But this one’s smarter than most. Not a fortunate thing.” 
 
    The raw corn smelled marvelous, refreshing as a long drink of well water. Good living food. We shucked in silence. 
 
    “It’s late in the season for sweet corn,” I remarked. The pearly texture of the naked ears, the feel of the clumpy silk—almost but not quite creepy—parting it with my index finger before making the first pull. “When I was little, I couldn’t break the ends off.” Amaryllis smiled, her gold side tooth glinting. “You’re from where?” 
 
    “Farm country, Wisconsin.” 
 
    Her smile widened. “You’re used to a shorter growing season, then.” She went on shucking. “Dale Vargas figured out that I, the famous Amaryllis B. Cubitt, have got control of a fair amount of money and goods that come through here. He’s out now He’s a drug dealer, what else? Standard street fare. He’s got big ideas, frighteningly big ideas. You know what? He wants to be the drug supplier for the whole of Los Angeles, the movie stars, everybody. Trying to worm his way in here, and he’s violent, not indiscriminately so, he’s very careful how he uses violence. Well, he has wormed his way in here, to an extent. Keeps trying to get money from me, tried to get Kip to fence stolen things for him on eBay.” 
 
    “I have an obvious question,” I said. 
 
    “And I will answer. When I said you didn’t know squat, I meant you don’t know the code of the ghetto. Why don’t I get the police involved? If I called, they would come, and they would take me seriously, because the mayor likes me, the chief of police likes me, everybody likes me because I do good and don’t try to leverage favors. But see here, sister Rita Farmer: police are dangerous if you’re working outside the regulations. If you have trouble, you can go to the police, but then they’re gonna want to look into your business. If somebody’s got something on you, they can turn the cops’ eyes bright on you. So people tend to handle things their own way.” 
 
    “In other words, nobody wants the cops’ help with anything, because they all have their own secrets,” I said. “Sometimes criminal secrets—their own addictions, their own motives.” 
 
    “You stabbed me in the arm,” said Amaryllis, “and now I’m gonna break your kid’s legs. You stole my money, now I’m gonna tell Dale the Whale you’ve got it in a shoebox under your wife’s side of the bed. Maybe you’ve got a warrant on you, you’re not going to phone the police about somebody else. Even simpler than that. I cut hair but I’m not licensed, so I’m not going to report that all my equipment got ripped off. My cousin’ll help me get it back.” 
 
    We went on shucking. The crisp sounds of it somehow took away the darkness of what we were talking about. 
 
    I remembered being little when, at dinner time, my dad would come to the back door from the garden with an armful of sweet corn. I’d push my brothers away to be the one to help him shuck it. (Gina was not to be found around mundane food tasks in that stage of her life.) The summer air would be as heavy and hot as molten iron, but the corn would be cool in your hands. Daddy showed me how to chew the white end of a corn husk and suck the sugar juice from its fibers. Then the corn would go straight into the boiling pot. “Holy mister,” Daddy would say, crunching into it. 
 
    “Holy mister,” my brothers would echo. 
 
    “Holy mister!” I’d pipe, then be told that girls couldn’t say holy mister. 
 
    “Well, shucks!” 
 
    Gramma Gladys would beam. “That kid makes ‘shucks’ sound like the dirtiest word you ever heard.” She’d reach over and pat me approvingly. 
 
    It seemed Amaryllis was remembering happy days too. “The corn,” she said. “Did you ever see it so big and fine?” 
 
    “Tell me more about the Whale,” I prompted. 
 
    “I’ve never seen the Whale.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He swims below the surface. I know him and he knows me. We are quite close, in fact.” 
 
    Amaryllis told me that Dale the Whale was a major networker in jail and out, but rarely did business in person. A perversion of guys like Lee Iacocca and Warren Buffett, he considered himself an important businessman who gets ahead using principles of commerce and economics. “But for him everything’s twisted: he uses those principles to—to—” She paused delicately. 
 
    “Screw over other people?” 
 
    “Amen. He reads business books, those ones people are always trying to get me to read?” 
 
    “Like Give Your Mice the Cheese They Need?” 
 
    “Yes. Ridiculous book.” 
 
    “Seven Pumpkin Seeds: The Zen Way to Grow a Company?” 
 
    “That one too.” 
 
    “And he’s got underlings to deliver drugs and money and messages?” 
 
    My companion nodded. 
 
    “Like Wichita and Denny?” 
 
    She stopped shucking and, once again, stared at me. 
 
    I said, “It’s obvious.” 
 
    “Oh, sister.” 
 
    “Tell me more.” 
 
    Amaryllis sighed, recommenced shucking, and went on talking. The Whale, she told me, is on the “1-2-3 System” from that book by the guy who brought International Acids back from the dead. “He needs capital, he needs location, and he needs manpower. That’s his 1-2-3. On top of everything else, he wants to put money into the collection box, then get me to pay him for jobs he didn’t do.” 
 
    Something finally broke on me. “The Khani Emberton money.” 
 
    “To make matters worse, yes,” said Amaryllis. “The Whale too, has plans for brother Emberton’s upcoming endowment. He wants that money for himself.” 
 
    I laughed incredulously, but Amaryllis only nodded. 
 
    I asked, “Has he threatened you over it?” 
 
    “He has vowed to get a confederate to kill my Nathan in prison if I don’t give him the money when I get it. Uh—” Her voice caught. 
 
    “But won’t the money be, you know…” 
 
    She cleared her throat, holding back a thunderhead of emotion. “Be tied up in a legal trust? No. Khani knows me. He trusts me to invest the money wisely.” Her voice was heavy with irony. “It’s uncertain if we will even have a board of directors. If I wanted to, I could draw the money out and use it for any purpose. The Whale himself suspects how vulnerable that money will be. Another reason the police will be of no help: even though the Whale did time, that was a freak occurrence. I understand he never carries anything incriminating on him—no drugs, weapons, messages, nothing. He’s a very clean person in that way.” 
 
    “Amaryllis, we have to stop him.” I shut up as the Reverend Bill Culpepper came out and stretched in the sunshine. He strolled over to us in the shade, which had narrowed as the sun moved west, bathing more of that side of the building in afternoon light. 
 
    “Sister Amaryllis, sister uh—” 
 
    “Rita,” I said. 
 
    “Hello,” he said. He stared at me, then at Amaryllis, then at me again with his habitually tired eyes. 
 
    Amaryllis said, “Would you excuse us for a minute, sister Rita?” 
 
    I walked off toward the scrub-covered athletic fields, then remembering the dog pack, veered behind the building near the alley where the dumpsters were. I sidled into it, realizing that Amaryllis’s and Reverend Culpepper’s voices were aimed directly into it. By a quirk of acoustics, I was able to catch what they said. 
 
    Bill Culpepper: “I was unable to clear that business you asked.” 
 
    Amaryllis: “Try again, brother.” 
 
    Culpepper: “I have tried again.” 
 
    Amaryllis: “Then you try a different way, brother, you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    Culpepper: “It could go bad for us.” 
 
    Amaryllis: “I have faith in you. You’re a reverend, aren’t you?” 
 
    Culpepper: “You ask a lot.” 
 
    He went away, and I stood thinking for a couple of minutes. What if Amaryllis is the real Whale here? Well, she’s got connections at all levels of L.A. society. 
 
    And standing there, trying to decide how deep to go to help this enigmatic woman, is how I wound up slipping beneath the surface to the second level of justice, with all its dangers, and all its savage satisfactions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 – A Breakfast Warning; Sheila and Toots 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George met me for breakfast at Good Mood the next morning, Saturday. He listened carefully to everything I told him about my visits with Kip and Amaryllis. “So,” I concluded, “we’ve got to learn more, and the mission is obviously the place. It’s like this vortex, with Amaryllis in the center.” 
 
    He nodded, chewing his French toast. He swallowed. “Might be a good place to have a look around.” The thick French toast was fragrant with cinnamon. My vegetable omelette was good too. 
 
    It put me off a bit that George hadn’t troubled to shave this morning. I’d never known him to skip a day; he was so fastidious. He ate his food steadily. 
 
    “We ought to find this Whale,” I said, “and, well…do something.” 
 
    George smiled. “I’ll look into him. Do you think he might hang out at the mission?” 
 
    “Yes, but Amaryllis said she’s never seen him.” 
 
    “That’s hard to believe.” 
 
    “Well, I believed her. I think we ought to, like, infiltrate the mission. Somehow.” 
 
    George laughed. “Now you want to play spy?” 
 
    “Well—yeah. I mean, I can’t think of anything better right now. Obviously somebody’s gotta have a talk with Dale the Whale. If he’s the one hurting all these people, putting a stop to him ought to solve everything.” 
 
    “That’s a big if.” 
 
    “You mean—” 
 
    “I mean there could be a lot of people interested in the Khani Emberton fund.” 
 
    At the next table a twentysomething couple was discussing getting wedding tattoos. “But if it’s a Japanese character we can say it means whatever we want,” said the guy. Both had very buff bodies. 
 
    “That’s not the point,” she muttered, looking glum. 
 
    He said, “The coffee here is excellent.” 
 
    It certainly was. 
 
    “Rita,” said George, “you’re jumping the gun. Let me look into this Dale Vargas first. We won’t know what we’re dealing with until I do. You just sit tight.” 
 
    “I want to go and talk to Amaryllis again.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He sighed. “Rita, you’re inexperienced. If you ask more questions, she could get suspicious. She might be a truly innocent victim of circumstance. Or not.” 
 
    I ate my omelette and thought about that. 
 
    “Look,” he went on, “I’ve been an investigator for half my working life, and I’ve learned how to move around undercover.” 
 
    My temper flared. “Maybe you could give me a few pointers, since I’m such a complete ignoramus.” 
 
    “Rita, come on. I’m not putting you down, I’m being real.” He looked out the window at a bicyclist fastening his wheels to a tree with a lock that looked like it could moor a barge. “That’s the difference between men and women, you women get so personal about everything.” 
 
    I got huffier, then realized he was right. 
 
    He continued, “Yeah, I could teach you some things about investigating. Mostly, you use a computer.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Well, no. Depending on the case, you do have to get out and look around. Talk to people.” 
 
    “I bet all it is is common sense.” 
 
    “Rita, all anything is is common sense. But you have to have know-how too. You use common sense to fly a helicopter, but you’ve got to know a few things about aviation first! Please.” He drained his coffee. “It’s so easy to make a false move, just a little lapse, and suddenly you go from being in control to big trouble. Or dead.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “I’m not calling you dumb or weak, OK?” he said. “It’s just that we don’t have time for you to go all the way through detective school before we move on this. So please—I’m asking you: stay away from the mission for now. I’ve got to run up to Canada on that other case I mentioned. By then I know there’ll be work for you to do here. I just want to keep you safe. OK?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    He looked at me harder. “OK?” 
 
    “OK!” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Daniel phoned around noon, as Gina and I were cleaning the apartment to Nancy Wilson singing “It Never Entered My Mind” on one of her blues collections. 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked. 
 
    “On the way home from LAX.” 
 
    “How did it go?” 
 
    “Petey’s going to be…fine with them.” But he spoke without his usual cheerful conviction. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Well, your aunts are…uh…eccentric.” 
 
    “Oh! Of course. They’ve both always been a little nuts. That’s just the family.” 
 
    He laughed. “Right. Well, it’s obvious they love Petey, they’re thrilled to have him. He seemed to take to them pretty well too. They paid total attention to him and made sure he was cozy. Nice room for him, with about a thousand pillows. Those girls are mad for shams, you know?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Neither one of them’s a big talker.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    He went on, “Sheila’s always going around in these army boots, digging in the dirt outside. Petey liked that. She said she’s going to make him harvest the pumpkins with her, if he stays long enough.” 
 
    “Well, good exercise.” 
 
    “Yeah! Their house is this incredible time capsule. Those mahogany moldings.” 
 
    “Yup. Do they still have the inlaid tables and the cream pitchers?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. Thousands of cream pitchers.” 
 
    “How was Aunt Toots?” 
 
    “Uh, fine, I guess. She’s really into crafts. I’d forgotten about crafts. Nobody in California does crafts, do they?” 
 
    “Not that I know of. What’s her thing now?” 
 
    “Was she into the beer can thing when you last saw her?” 
 
    “No, that must be new, what’s that?” 
 
    “Well, she rinses out her beer cans and then she uses tin snips to cut them into little models. She knows how to do a rocking chair and a little car, but the car takes two cans plus some of those brass things teachers used to stab papers together with.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “She’s got fourteen beer-can rocking chairs on a shelf, and sitting in each one is a dried-apple-face doll.” 
 
    “Oh, God. Are any of those in Petey’s room? They’ll give him nightmares.” 
 
    “No, no.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “I’m afraid they found his ScoreLad offensive.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “They acted pretty horrified of it.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “They seem to think he’ll go blind if he plays with it too much.” 
 
    “I think they’re getting that mixed up with another thing that if a boy plays with it too much he’ll go—” 
 
    “Rita!” 
 
    “Well, they’re probably right. For all we know, all these little boys with ScoreLads’ll be going around with white canes when they’re twenty-five. I hate the damn thing too.” 
 
    “Do you know their phone service goes in and out?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s the rural life, you know.” 
 
    “Well, anyway, I think Petey’ll be OK. He discovered this old gazebo that’s all grown over with vines, a fabulous hideout.” 
 
    “I remember that gazebo, Gina and I used to plot against the boys in it. Good. Did he cry when you left?” 
 
    “No, you know, he didn’t. He’s learned to be a pretty tough little guy. I told him his job was to take care of these two nice aunties, and he said, ‘Roger, I’m on it,’ and he took off into the field to pull up a rutabaga for dinner.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “He was disappointed they didn’t have a dog, in spite of your telling him they wouldn’t.” 
 
    “But Sheila and Toots seemed, you know, OK?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. They’re pretty vigorous—you should see Sheila’s biceps from all that woodcutting.” 
 
    “Well, they’re only in their sixties.” 
 
    “Neither of them ever married?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think they ever found guys who could handle them. I remember Toots telling me once, ‘Men are too much bother. If I wanted a man around here I’d buy a goat!’” 
 
    Gina, overhearing from the next room, laughed long and hard. Daniel muttered, “Sometimes I feel the same way.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Well, anyway,” he said, “Petey will be safe with them, and I’m sure he’s going to learn ten times more living with them than going to kindergarten in West Hollywood. They were very gracious to me.” 
 
    “They put you up, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, for both nights. Nice little bed in the den. I just had to avoid making eye contact with the taxidermized boar’s head in there.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, him.” 
 
    “Those tusks.” 
 
    “Yeah, my uncle Fritz shot him in Texas, oh, thirty years ago.” 
 
    “It’s an eclectic item.” 
 
    “That head is their most prized possession, believe it or not.” 
 
    “Well, they’ve got it pretty well secured, I’d say. Which is good, because Petey was immediately fascinated by it.” 
 
    “Daniel—” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You won’t tell anybody where he is, will you?” 
 
    “Of course not. Relax, Rita.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 – Guys Should be Ugly 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe fingered the wig. The sign on the plastic bin said ONLY $3. He gripped the copper-colored vortex of curls firmly, then clawed it all over. The curls loosened, then sprang into a psych-ward tangle. 
 
    “Hey!” said the thrift shop’s proprietor. 
 
    “I’ll buy it,” said Rowe. “These shoes too, and the sweatshirt. These briefs too.” 
 
    “I’m glad I didn’t throw those out,” said the proprietor. 
 
    Back at his friend Gonzalo’s house in Los Feliz Rowe dropped off his bundle in the bathroom, then went to the kitchen. 
 
    Gonzalo, the jazz-trumpet-playing neurologist, had gone surfing on this pretty Saturday afternoon because tasty swells were coming in from the south at Malibu. 
 
    Fending off the attentions of Tamiroff, Gonzalo’s assertive Russian wolfhound, Rowe opened the kitchen cupboards one by one. He collected a bottle of corn oil, two birthday candles, a glass baking dish, and a roll of paper towels. He found a few safety pins and a book of matches in a junk drawer. He went out to the backyard, sidestepping piles of Tamiroff crap, picked up a few egg-sized stones from a decorative bed, and brought everything into the green-tiled bathroom. 
 
    He stripped and sighed into the mirror. “Ugly bastard,” he said to his reflection. Proud of his strong physique, he was glad his face was rough. Broad forehead, round nose. Straight eyebrows. Jutting ears. Guys should be ugly, he felt, except when they smile. 
 
    He lighted one of the birthday candles and held it to the bottom of the baking dish, depositing a layer of soot all over it. When the candle burned down, he blew it out and set the dish aside. 
 
    Holding the wig over the sink, he combed corn oil through the scratchy curls with his fingers, then blotted the thing with a paper towel and set it aside. 
 
    He stepped into the pair of gray, ragged briefs from the bottom of the underwear bin at the thrift shop. He had sniffed them and shaken them out in case of roaches in the store; they were OK. 
 
    When he had stooped to pick up Sven in the apartment-building fire, he had split his pants. He took out those black pants now and repaired the split crudely with the safety pins, then put them on. He dropped the stones into the pockets, making the pants sag sloppily. 
 
    He slipped his bare feet into the thrift-shop shoes, a pair of beige vinyl boats. 
 
    The sweatshirt was gray and had a born-free type picture of a howling wolf on the front, with a spirit catcher emblem on the back. He rubbed some corn oil on his hands, then smeared them in the soot on the baking dish. He dirtied the sweatshirt with the resulting black goo, not overdoing it, paying special attention to the seams and underarms. 
 
    He made more black goo, then worked over his ankles, neck, face, and hands, and looked in the mirror. He moistened a paper towel and wiped off some of the black, leaving a greasy smooth dirtiness behind. 
 
    Next, he opened a plastic mouthguard case and took out a set of upper buck teeth and fitted them over his own teeth. These were not cheap plastic teeth from a costume shop; they were realistic chompers made for him by a theatrical dentist he had once done some work for. He kept them in a small kit bag in his car, along with a few other odds and ends. The once or twice he’d used the teeth, they’d worked well, very well. Only the two front-most teeth were really bucked out. The look was arresting, but not overkill. He stroked his stubble. 
 
    It was unfortunate for buck-toothed people that their buck teeth gave the impression of stupidity, but that’s the way it was. When Rowe wore these teeth, people looked at him with pitying condescension, then away. 
 
    Lastly, he eased the wig on. The oily tendrils hung into his eyes. He tucked the side curls behind his ears, creating a pathetic fast-lane kind of look. That was it. 
 
    He smiled at himself. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Rowe got off the number 53 bus ten blocks from the ABC Mission and ambled toward it, settling into a loser’s gait, low foot-swing. Then he changed his mind and perked it up a bit. He wanted to be down on his luck but hopeful, perhaps ready to listen to somebody’s gospel of change. 
 
    He stopped at a liquor store and paid for a pint of Richards Wild Irish Rose wine with two singles and change. 
 
    The only other white person in the store caught his eye: a skaggy pregnant woman buying a pint of bottom-shelf vodka. 
 
    Inwardly Rowe shook his head at the miserable series of choices the woman had to have made. She’d taken to the streets and gotten pregnant to boot, and still she was using; he could practically see the residue coming out of her pores—her skin had that unmistakable drugged-out slackness. 
 
    He left the store and walked along. Just before rounding the corner to the mission he unscrewed the wine cap and took a pull, momentarily forgetting his teeth and bumping them on the bottle’s threaded mouth. He swished the poisonous-tasting stuff around his mouth, and stepped over to the curb ready to spit it out. But a couple of young guys turned from a doorway to watch him, so instead of spitting, which would have looked odd, he swallowed it. Jesus, how many unknown chemicals were in it, each trying to cancel out the bad flavor of another. He uncapped the bottle again and discreetly spilled a little on his sweatshirt. 
 
    A serious alcoholic he’d known had once explained to him, with great patience, how fortified wine gives you the most alcohol for the money, and all you have to do is get to know the pricing at your local booze shop to decide which brand to buy. This man had made a point of dressing as cleanly as possible so that he could occasionally treat himself to better wine by walking into the family-style Italian restaurants of Oakland, which is where he lived, and sitting down at a table just vacated by diners but not yet cleared. He’d slug down whatever few ounces of wine they’d left behind, usually in the woman’s glass. He’d smell her lipstick on the rim as he drank, and he told Rowe to try it sometime, it was a turn-on. The friend was principled enough not to steal tips. 
 
    Rowe shook off that memory. 
 
    The foot traffic at night around the ABC Mission was fairly heavy; addicts find it hard to hold on to cars. The slow shuffle of the homeless sanded down their shoes as they formed pairs and trios to talk and smoke and scheme about where their next meal or high might come from. Lots of wheelchairs too, some powered, some piled high with possessions and pushed along by their owners. 
 
    He clumped up to the security person at the mission’s gate. He was surprised to be looking into the face of the tall dreadlocked black guy who, with the white woman, had chased him away from the Eighth Street district where Rita and Kip had gotten shot. 
 
    Well, well. 
 
    The fellow seemed all right; that is, calm and intelligent. 
 
    Rowe didn’t show his surprise; he kept his slovenly poise and said in a thick voice, “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Come in then, brother,” said the man kindly. 
 
    A short time later Rowe was chowing down a bowl full of macaroni and cheese and some green beans, drinking hot tea at a long table with other men. Almost all the roughly two hundred diners tonight were men. Rowe noticed that among the few women was the pregnant addict from the liquor store. She ate slowly, her head lowered to her dish like a dog’s. 
 
    All too typical, he thought. Spends what few dollars she’s got on that pint of liquor, then comes here to eat free. 
 
    The woman wore a pair of pink sweatpants, the waistband distended around her bulging belly. How far along was she, he wondered. Six, seven months? Her grimy feet sported a pair of parakeet-blue sandals. Her arms, sticking out from a tight Donald Duck T-shirt, were like broomsticks, and a dirty bandage covered probably some festering sore on an upper arm. She might have been pretty had she not let herself go; she looked to be about forty-five but was probably much younger. 
 
    He felt sorry for her and for the baby she was carrying. What a lousy start some kids get in life. 
 
    The sebaceous tendrils of the wig hung in his eyes. 
 
    Amaryllis B. Cubitt had gotten up in front to say a grace, then had taken off. 
 
    Rowe kept glancing around. He caught a look at a female security guard but didn’t see her face very well. Her fireplug build was right. 
 
    It was dark out now, and many of the diners wandered into the night because it was clear and warm, perhaps still in the seventies. If you had some cardboard—or even a plentiful supply of newspapers—you could insulate yourself quite well to sleep. That’s a fact he’d learned a long time ago. 
 
    He followed the rest down to the men’s dormitory, lingering slower and slower in the corridor until he was alone. He slipped away. 
 
    The mission’s business spilled into all the rooms of the former junior high. He wandered the halls, trying to get a feel for the place. He looked for doors with newer locksets. He found two, one at either end of an upstairs corridor. 
 
    The security staff were busy overseeing the bedding-down process, which was mostly handled by volunteers who were one of two types: mild-looking but very big sons of bitches, or little and ex-con-looking. As he moved, he kept hearing the same voices coming from the lobby and realized the custom of the security people must be to congregate in the front lobby whenever they didn’t have something else to do. That way they could keep an eye on the courtyard and the street out front, and handle anybody coming in or going out. He wondered if anyone patrolled the outer reaches of the property after dark. 
 
    It was easy to elude the security staff. He counted five of them tonight, four men and the woman. 
 
    He thought about those two locked doors and decided to wait, maybe until midnight when the security detail might go down by a couple more. 
 
    He found a hiding place behind a pile of donated junk near an open stairwell. No sooner had he settled down to wait, however, than he heard a commotion. 
 
    “Leave me alone,” a female voice rasped, over sounds of scuffling. 
 
    Rowe poked his head up. 
 
    The pregnant skag was being followed down the corridor toward him by a couple of bums he’d eaten dinner with. One said, “All I want’s a kiss, that’s all.” 
 
    The other drooled, “You’re so pretty.” 
 
    They plucked at her like gulls testing a piece of garbage. 
 
    “Get away from me,” she croaked, her voice practically shot, like the rest of her. Scared shitless. 
 
    Rowe sprang from his hiding place. 
 
    The two creeps and the woman were so startled they almost fell over each other. 
 
    “Leave her alone.” Rowe’s buck teeth helped him to remember to speak a little slurringly, as he had earlier in the evening. 
 
    “Easy, man,” said the first creep, backing away like the coward he was. 
 
    The second simply grunted and strolled off down the corridor, flinging over his shoulder, “Ugly bitch anyway.” 
 
    Rowe stared the two all the way down the corridor. The air in the corridor smelled of cardboard cartons. 
 
    He took the woman’s thin arm. She turned her face up to his. 
 
    Their eyes touched. 
 
    For seconds, neither could speak. Many, many seconds. Their faces were as blank, as stupefied as if they’d been smacked with a couple of frying pans. 
 
    At last Rowe choked, “Rita.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 – Latex, Transoms, and Ox 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing George’s face coalesce from beneath those greasy curls was one of the great shocks of my life. 
 
    I was too stunned to even laugh. 
 
    Both of us stood stoically gazing at each other in our horrible ensembles, then George guided me down a quiet corridor. 
 
    “You’re marvelous,” he murmured. 
 
    “You look as convincing as I do,” I said. He really did look atrocious. Further, I was impressed with how he’d changed his body language, ordinarily so strong, to that of an anxious loser: canted forward from the waist, his lower body lagging behind, as if he wasn’t quite of one mind about where to walk, let alone anything else. 
 
    He said, “I wouldn’t if I were trying to look pregnant. I told you to stay away from here.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. Who did you?” 
 
    “Who did me?” 
 
    “You know: who did your wig and makeup and costume?” 
 
    He laughed silently. “I did.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Way.” 
 
    “Awesome, George, awesome.” I have to admit, my heart was fluttering with pleasure, having run into him so unexpectedly. Goddamn it. “Down to the dirty ankles. The safety pins up the butt seam are inspired.” 
 
    He smiled with those horrible teeth. “I thought so too.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    It had taken me hours to get ready. With personnel! 
 
    My friend Chino, a costumer, brought over the pregnancy vest, essentially a leotard with a twenty-four-week foam abdomen built in, and the obnoxious Donald Duck T-shirt, in children’s large, which was just right for that my-tits-want-to-pop-out look. My slight build worked well here: the big belly made my arms and legs look spindly. 
 
    Gina supplied the pink sweatpants, having found them abandoned in the laundry room downstairs last week. She also furnished the blue jellies. 
 
    I told Chino I was planning to crash a party hosted by an ex-boyfriend and needed to blend in with the crowd. 
 
    “Some company,” he said. “What are you gonna do there—sabotage?” He had a cute mustache and a barrel chest. 
 
    “No, just some eavesdropping.” 
 
    “Oh.” Another journeyman in Hollywood, he got his start doing blood and gore effects for low-budgets, and moved into costumes after losing a chunk of his forearm in an explosive-squib mishap. 
 
    He did a lot of costumes for Half Fast Pictures, of Fingershredder fame, and we’d worked together briefly when he dressed me as a young mother for a detergent ad. He didn’t get much chance to design original costumes; mostly he combed the secondhand shops and went to estate sales. 
 
    Then my good friend Yvonne swept in, trailing her makeup trunk on wheels. She was wonderfully large and beautiful, wearing one of her signature flowing caftans, this one a Japanese-patterned silk in shades of gold and charcoal. Very cool. 
 
    Chino took off, with a thank-you bottle of wine from the interested hands of Gina. 
 
    I sat in a kitchen chair under the best light in the apartment, the bland fluorescent tubes over the middle of the kitchen. Yvonne supplemented with a small mechanic’s lamp that she plugged in and hung on a cupboard handle. 
 
    She pushed her sleeves up to her elbows and fastened them in place with rubber bands. She stood before me, hands on hips. “Now, then. What do you need?” 
 
    “A couple of years on the streets,” I said. “Drugs. Booze.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    She was a freelance makeup artist, one of the best in Hollywood. She was an unapologetic fat chick who loved life. 
 
    As she worked, she murmured aloud. “I’m gonna use this new liquid latex, it’s very thin.” She stretched the skin on my left cheek and painted on the cold liquid with a brush. The latex dried almost immediately. She released the skin. “See, this thin stuff makes the finest of wrinkles, nothing too much. We use a thicker brand for aging. I’m just making you look shopworn.” 
 
    “That’s it,” I encouraged. The smell of the liquid latex was sharp at first, then nothing as soon as it dried. 
 
    Yvonne did this over and over, in the right places on my face and neck, also my arms and hands. 
 
    “The hands and wrists have to show equal wear,” she said. 
 
    Gina was fascinated. “What’s that?” 
 
    Yvonne tossed an auburn tress from her eyes. “Mortician’s wax.” She molded a lump of it over the bridge of my nose. “I could give you a real honker, but I gather you’re going to be in close proximity with the people you want to fool tonight, so we won’t overdo it.” 
 
    “That looks good,” said Gina. 
 
    Yvonne dropped my chin with shadows and deepened my natural frown lines. “I’m adding tiredness lines here under your eyes, and the way I’m gonna do it will suggest bags. But I won’t actually thicken up bags for you, because that too, can be detectable on close-up.” 
 
    Yvonne used a fine brush to paint a line of red along my inner lower lids. “This stuff used to sting, but they’ve improved it,” she said. I’d never had it on before. She used a coarse stippling sponge with two shades of foundation to make my face mottled and weary. 
 
    Next she picked up a small palette kit with five rich-colored pastes. “Now I’ll use a little of this stuff—” 
 
    “What’s that?” queried Gina again. 
 
    “This is a bruise-and-burn wheel. I’m going to apply just a little of the darkest maroon to suggest an almost-healed bruise under her left eye here.” She dabbed it on and smoothed it with a foam-tip applicator. The applicators were like disposable plastic spoons, except with white foam tips about the size of a fingertip. 
 
    “I remember using makeup to cover a black eye,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that pretty well too,” said Yvonne, and named a male film star. “I’ve covered him up on more than one occasion.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” said Gina. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s sort of a postmodern Montgomery Clift. Goes out to leather clubs in search of rough trade. They give it to him, all right.” 
 
    Gina was dumbfounded. “You mean you’ve covered up bruises he got in gay clubs?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But he’s such a stud! How could he…” 
 
    I said, “Man versus myth.” 
 
    Yvonne shrugged and went on, “Bruises change with time, so this kit gives me everything I need to blend a bruise of any age. See, here’s red, sick-yellow, olive-green…” She rummaged through another drawer in the trunk. “Now we’ve got to make you dirty. Here.” She came up with two vials of soil-colored powder. “Let’s see, shall it be Flagstaff Umber, or Cheyenne Russet?” 
 
    “Skid Row Black,” I suggested. 
 
    “We call that ‘Chimney Sweep.’” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Her laugh rang out like an opera diva’s. I just loved Yvonne. She worked with the powder. 
 
    I’d already stripped off my nail polish and gnawed my nails short. Gina had mourned that, but I’d said, “For art, you gotta suffer.” Yvonne forced some grime under what nails I had left and reddened my knuckles. 
 
    “What else have you got in there?” Gina wanted to know. 
 
    “Apart from all this? Blood, sweat, and tears, honey! Blood, sweat, and tears.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’ve got fresh scab, blood capsules—here’s one I really like.” She held up a flat plastic container of Contac-sized capsules. “This kind has red powder in it, not liquid blood. You tuck it back in your mouth and when you crush it in your teeth a little bit, the powder mixes with your saliva, and you can spit blood over the course of a fairly long scene.” 
 
    “What if you swallowed one?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, they’re nontoxic. I mean, this month they’re nontoxic. Everything’s going to gang up and kill us someday, right?” She laughed again, her hands nimble and busy with tissues and puffs. 
 
    She painted some nicotine stains on my teeth with a tiny brush. “This stuff comes off with alcohol,” she mentioned, “so if you drink tonight, be careful.” 
 
    I sucked wind in and out through my teeth to dry them. 
 
    Even though hair wasn’t her specialty, Yvonne helped me darken mine with some water-soluble dye. I studied myself in her hand mirror. 
 
    “That doesn’t look right,” said Gina. 
 
    Yvonne agreed. “Your haircut’s too good. Even if we slicked it back, drowned-rat style, you’d still look too crisp.” 
 
    “Get my scissors,” I told Gina grimly. 
 
    “Wait!” cried Yvonne. She plunged her arms into the bottom of her trunk and came up with a dead poodle and a raccoon pelt—at least that’s what they looked like. 
 
    “These got wrecked during a murder sequence in Sumo IV—remember when the sumo trainer attacks the wasabi merchant after the kid throws the match and the bad guys win their bet?” She paused. “You guys probably didn’t see that one.” 
 
    “No,” Gina and I admitted. 
 
    “Well, anyway—” 
 
    “I like the raccoon one,” I said. I tucked my hair into a wig stocking and put it on. 
 
    Gina said, “That’s it. It’s very you.” 
 
    Yvonne held up the mirror and I had to agree. The jagged, short-fur pile made me look as if I’d tried to cut my own hair with a propane torch. 
 
    “Man,” said Gina, “you look vile.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Now, in the dim upper corridor of the ABC Mission, I whispered to George, “I thought you were going to start by looking into this Dale Vargas online.” 
 
    “I did, after we ate breakfast. A man by that name exists. He did time for check fraud at the Men’s Colony the same time Nathan Cubitt went in, they did overlap, so that part checks out.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s a project for me, all right—try to find this guy. But I think there’s something of interest to us right here, tonight.” He led me up the staircase. “You’re going to be my lookout.” 
 
    We ducked into a recessed classroom doorway. The door was solid oak. 
 
    “The other doors have windows,” I observed. 
 
    “Yes, and they’re not triple-locked. There’s another one like this at the opposite end down there.” He sized up the door. 
 
    “Is there a basement?” 
 
    “Yeah, there must be, for the boilers for the hot water.” He drew a leatherette case about the size of a checkbook from his pocket. 
 
    “You going to pick the locks?” 
 
    He glanced upward at the old-fashioned transom with a swivel pane. “I should, but on second thought, let’s save some time. Good old public-school architecture.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, “that’s like ten feet up there. You’re not going over it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good, because—” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    Well, I hadn’t come here to sit around and eat bonbons. I stifled my fear, and all I can say is, I’m glad I’m little, and flexible from my yoga. 
 
    “Can you take off that—fetus?” George asked. 
 
    “God, no, if we get caught—” 
 
    “Yeah, OK.” 
 
    I climbed his thighs and he boosted me to his shoulders. The transom window was about two feet by three—perfect classical ratio. I was able to push the pane in at the top, then pull it out fully at the bottom. Balancing on George’s shoulders, I clambered in, first my left leg, then my pregnant belly, then my right leg, then the rest of me. I had to hang on to the edge and drop down, about five feet. I could see just well enough to judge the drop. I landed OK. 
 
    I unbolted the locks and George came in. 
 
    Watery shadows danced on the ceiling from the traffic skimming by one story below. 
 
    The desks and American flag were long gone, though the chalkboards remained, even the trays holding pieces of chalk. The boards were empty of writing, however. The room smelled musty, and I thought I detected a machine-oil odor as well. 
 
    The room was unoccupied except for three black things that looked like overbuilt refrigerators. They said BROWNING in nice lettering across the fronts. 
 
    “Gun safes,” said George. 
 
    A chill gripped the back of my neck. 
 
    “This would be the glory hole, then,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe.” He sucked his hillbilly teeth. 
 
    “Can you break into them?” I asked. 
 
    “Not without a welding torch. Let’s move on.” 
 
    We went to the door. “How are we going to throw the deadbolts from the outside?” I asked. “I can’t climb out the way I came in.” 
 
    He again pulled out his leatherette case. 
 
    “You can pick a lock shut?” 
 
    “I can, yes.” 
 
    George fiddled with his picks as I watched the still-empty corridor. Glancing back at him, I remembered encountering Vince Devereaux begging on the street last year at Gramma Gladys’s parking lot; he’d been in homeless-guy costume and character, preparing for a role, and famous as he was, I didn’t recognize him until he said his name. People’s assumptions really work with you when you’re trying to fool them. 
 
    “There,” said George. 
 
    We walked down the corridor, flanked by the rows of lockers, all without locks—doubtless too much trouble to tear them out. “What could be stored in these?” I wondered. 
 
    George said, “I doubt anything of interest to us. These hallways are in use during the day for counseling and group meetings and so on. Some of the offices are up here too. No need to hide bodies in the lockers.” 
 
    We stopped at the other triple-locked door, which was recessed like the first. 
 
    George set himself back on his heels, thighs out, and I gripped his hands and began climbing him to the transom, when we heard a man’s voice. 
 
    “Hey, who’s there?” 
 
    George had half lifted me. He straightened his legs so that I more or less fell into his arms. He looked at me with a gleam, and began madly kissing me. 
 
    He grunted like a bear rooting for grubs, and I whined with pleasure like one of my neighbors did at night with her sleazy boyfriend. He couldn’t kiss me properly with those buck teeth, and his breath smelled of the awful wine he’d bought, but all that plus his corn-oil dirt couldn’t cover up what a virile damn stud he was. I dug my fingers into his strong shoulders like a white-trash cat and kissed him back in spite of myself. My pregnant belly got in the way somewhat. He gave me a tiny shake, as if to say, “So there!” He fumbled with his zipper. My pulse raced double-time. 
 
    A security guard in his gray T-shirt stomped at us. “Now why’d you two come up here?” He was a thick-boned Latino guy with blackwork tattoos on his forearms. 
 
    Slowly, we disengaged ourselves, grinning stupidly. 
 
    “Why do you think?” George said lewdly. I giggled. 
 
    “Well, get the hell away from here. Go outside in the bushes if you want to do that.” He shooed us down the staircase. “You, sir, are disgusting!” he said to George. “Can’t you see she’s expecting?” 
 
    “I like ’em that way,” he slurred. 
 
    We moseyed along. To our surprise, the guard didn’t march us all the way back to our respective dormitories, on either end of the main corridor, but peeled off to patrol another corridor. 
 
    I led us to Amaryllis’s office, which was also locked, but with only the regular type of doorknob lock. George took a Safeway card from his back pocket and slipped it easily. 
 
    “I don’t know if this is even worth it,” I said, “but—” 
 
    “We’re here, let’s make the most of it.” 
 
    “What are we looking for?” 
 
    “Anything unusual.” 
 
    “Everything in here’s unusual.” 
 
    Among the piled-high donations were half a dozen boxes of coconut cookies, four infant bathtubs, nested, a horse’s-head ashtray, a Parcheesi game from about fifty years ago, fat orange hanks of extension cords, and a tall pile of used Bibles. 
 
    George rifled through her desk drawers. “I’d like to find an address book. A phone list.” 
 
    I flipped open her laptop and powered it up. At the sound of its welcoming dwing-dwong! we caught our breaths, but realized the sound would have been barely audible out in the corridor. I clicked around, but without her password I couldn’t get into any of her files. I guessed she kept her address book with her, or on the laptop. 
 
    “Ah, here’s a locked one,” said George. He got out his leatherette kit again and in a second the drawer came open. 
 
    In it lay a thick brown envelope, with a string closure and a number scrawled on it in black marker. 
 
    “That’s tomorrow’s date,” I realized. I unwound the string and handed the envelope to George. “You look.” 
 
    “It’s cash, all right,” he said, drawing out a stack of hundred-dollar bills. Ben Franklin never looked so calm and neutral. You’re at the center of so many things, buddy, aren’t you? George quickly counted it. “Ten thousand.” 
 
    “We could buy a lot of fortified wine with that,” I remarked. He put it back and handed the envelope to me to retie. I started to wind the string around the paper circle, when he touched my hand. 
 
    “No,” he said, “the string was wound counterclockwise.” 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. 
 
    “These are the kinds of things you have to pay attention to. We could rearrange all this crap lying around here and I bet she wouldn’t even notice, but if she goes to untie this envelope again, she’ll realize it wasn’t like she left it.” 
 
    I wound the string counterclockwise. 
 
    “There was about an inch and a half left out,” he added. 
 
    He walked me to the women’s dormitory. “Do you suppose she’ll be here in the morning?” George murmured as we went along. 
 
    “Maybe, they have chapel every Sunday morning in the gym. I’d think she’d want to be here for that.” 
 
    “Let’s try to watch for her, OK?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Wichita, the security guard, was hanging around, talking to a volunteer who was handing out towels. 
 
    “Oh,” said George when he saw Wichita. He stopped walking. 
 
    “What?” We weren’t quite within earshot of them. 
 
    “Nothing. Rita?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    He looked into my eyes with such warmth. “You know I care for you.” 
 
    “Yes, George.” 
 
    He paused. “Good night, then.” 
 
    “Good night.” 
 
    In the women’s dormitory everyone was getting ready for bed. There were maybe twenty of us. A volunteer had put out a last-minute snack of taco chips, poured from a giant bag just past its sell date, donated by a grocery store. 
 
    Earlier, I’d stashed my vodka between the sheets of the cot I’d been assigned. The toothless black lady who’d taken the cot next to me watched me check for it. 
 
    “I could have helped myself to that,” she said. 
 
    “Uh,” I said, “well, want a slug?” 
 
    She smiled and reached for it. “It’s against the rules,” she whispered, “but we’ll be real quiet-like.” She wiped her mouth carefully on her sleeve before and after swallowing a third of the bottle. She handed it to me and I took a sip. 
 
    I said, “I’m DeeDee.” 
 
    “My name’s Pearl.” 
 
    “So, uh, do you come here often?” I asked like a complete total moron nitwit. 
 
    Pearl smiled, and it looked like even her gums were decayed. Her face was as seamed as a Texas ranch wife’s, and her long gray hair had been wild when I first saw her, at dinner. She’d just bathed, though, and had wrapped up her hair in her towel, which gave her a queenly look. She seemed to feel it, holding her head to me in profile. 
 
    “Way too often,” she answered. “But this is the nicest shelter I’ve ever been in, and that’s saying a lot.” 
 
    “What brings you here tonight?” 
 
    “Oh, I only come in when I run out of drugs.” 
 
    Well, that was frank. 
 
    “I like crack,” I ventured. 
 
    “Me too. You don’t happen to—” 
 
    “No. Wish I did.” I laughed world-wearily. 
 
    “I like to rock it myself. When I have the means.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, me too.” Whatever the hell that meant. “I like heroin too,” I added. 
 
    “For going to sleep I like pills.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Ox.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “You know. Downers. Oxycotton.” Pearl hugged herself. “Mm.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean OxyContin?” 
 
    “Whatever. You know, I don’t usually talk to white girls.” 
 
    I smiled. “Well, we’re all in it together, you know?” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    “So do you know the folks here, like the guards and stuff?” 
 
    “Not the guards so much. But Amaryllis, I know her from forever.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    Pearl recalled one of the old jazz clubs on Central Avenue, now defunct. “We all liked to go listen of a Friday night, Saturday night. People seemed to have more time in those days. Amaryllis always made friends. She was older than my crowd, but I did see her there, listening to Squire B. Jones, Gloria Rivers, artists like that would come through.” 
 
    “She’s made a lot of her life in this neighborhood, hasn’t she?” I suggested. 
 
    “She’s done a lot more than people know.” 
 
    “Good stuff or bad stuff?” 
 
    “Well, good, to my way of thinking.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Pearl tucked her chin and lowered her voice. “Like she helped a lot of girls. When they got in trouble, you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    “In trouble, like…?” 
 
    She stared pointedly at my pregnant belly. 
 
    “Oh, you mean she helped them get abortions.” I offered the bottle again. 
 
    “Thank you.” She drank. “Mmm. I mean she did it herself. Long time ago she did that. People in the old hood called her Nursey. She was a real nurse, went around in a white cap? She did abortions on the side, because of course it was illegal then. She’d do for all kinds of people, you’d be surprised. ‘Nursey, I’m in trouble,’ they’d say.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because she gave me one! Then she kicked my ass for being so stupid. And she said, ‘You only get one. No more ever.’ That was her rule. I straightened out for a while. There’s others that did better. And worse.” 
 
    She looked at me. Somewhere in her fucked-up depths, there still existed a weak glow of wisdom. 
 
    I laid down. Through that whole evening at the ABC, so many emotions coursed through me: the excitement of sneaking around, the fear of getting found out, the utter satisfaction of acting my way through every difficulty. I felt the way I’d felt when, in an insanely tough improvisation clinic in acting school, I’d drawn the short straw of Amanda Wingfield (the delusional mother in The Glass Menagerie) transplanted to a kibbutz on the outskirts of Tel Aviv. I mean really. 
 
    I knew nothing of Jewishness, let alone Tel Avivian culture, so I just plunged in and made Amanda get all spiritual in a generically middle-aged way. It worked. Seeing the faces of my classmates and teacher—well, not exactly seeing them, you don’t make eye contact out of your frame, but you’re damn well aware of their vibe. 
 
    I remember warbling, “One does wonder how the creator knew—how he knew—that a simple desert plant like this, this cactus—would come to symbolize hope! For so many!” 
 
    Feeling their credulity, my heart soared. It’s working! They’re buying it! I learned that you can fling total bullshit out there, but if you do it with every nerve in your body, they will buy it. 
 
    That’s the magic of acting. 
 
    And that’s how I felt that night at the ABC Mission. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 – George and Rita in Pursuit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning I followed Amaryllis’s voice to the cafeteria. Boldly, I strode through the food line. I’d slept carefully and avoided all but minimal washing, so my makeup was still good. 
 
    Actually, to say I slept is a slight overstatement. When the supervisor turned out the lights, I listened to the shifting and turning and cot-hinge-creaking, then I started to question what the hell I was doing. I did that for a long time; I’m so good at it. Then I thought about Gramma Gladys and told myself to shape up, for Christ’s sake, then I thought about Petey and sent him happy vibes. It felt appropriate to say a silent Our Father, so I did that. I’m sure I drifted off a few times, but those women snored like locomotives. 
 
    The Iron Angel herself slapped a whopping ladle of oatmeal into my bowl, saying, “You need extra, ma’am, being expecting. Get you some milk to go on this, OK? And you eat it all. Good Sunday to you.” 
 
    I dared flick my eyes directly into hers. 
 
    She didn’t know me. 
 
    I found a seat and ate heartily. George was at breakfast too. About half of the guys had slunk off at dawn, but I still had to really look to pick him out of the multitude of human wrecks there. We avoided each other. 
 
    I finished quickly and kept my eye on Amaryllis. When she left the serving line, I got up to follow her. However, with a hellish shriek, the toothless pillhead from last night collapsed into some kind of convulsive state right in front of me. 
 
    Pearl’s eyes locked on to mine as she writhed on the floor, then they rolled back. I knelt to her. Her head started ramming rhythmically into the tiles, so I balled up a cleaning rag a volunteer had left on the table and put it under her head. I heard someone shout for help. 
 
    I thought I should put something between her teeth, which I seemed to remember you’re supposed to do, but her jaws were clenched tight. 
 
    I held her hand as it tried to flutter off her arm, and said, “It’s OK, it’s OK,” over and over. In a few minutes, a volunteer and Wichita came up and took over. 
 
    Wichita flipped open a walkie-talkie. “We got one down in the cafeteria.” Pause. “I dunno, old.” Pause. “I dunno, maybe a OD.” She shut the device, lowered herself, hands on knees, and studied the woman with silent interest. 
 
    The guests of any shelter have medical troubles like you wouldn’t believe. TB, hepatitis, open sores, asthma, diabetes, cancer, schizophrenia. I’d known all this going in, and tried to keep away from germs, but you never know. Last night I’d felt that sharing the vodka with Pearl had been OK because alcohol kills germs. 
 
    A volunteer showed up with some first-aid skills, so I took off, but Amaryllis was gone. George too. Volunteers were moving everybody toward chapel, in the gym. 
 
    I hurried to Amaryllis’s office, thinking maybe she’d stop there before going on to chapel. 
 
    The office was unlocked and unoccupied. For the hell of it I tried the desk drawer that had been locked last night, and somehow I was not surprised when it rolled open. The fat brown envelope was gone. 
 
    I glanced out the window and saw Amaryllis, the envelope wedged beneath her arm, walking to a car in the narrow front parking area. A volunteer flagged her down, perhaps to talk about the medical situation unfolding in the cafeteria. Amaryllis stopped and listened, leaning against the car, a plum-colored Taurus with a clouded-over back window. 
 
    I dashed into the corridor, almost colliding with George. 
 
    “She’s leaving with the envelope!” I said excitedly. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “I don’t have a car!” 
 
    “Mine’s on the next block!” 
 
    “You brought your car down here?” 
 
    “It’s in a driveway down the first side street.” I pointed. “Meet me there.” 
 
    We separated, dashing for different exits. I had not simply Left My Car On The Street, but had approached a Latina grandma with penciled-in eyebrows sitting on her porch and paid her five dollars for the privilege of parking it in her driveway overnight. Which was no guarantee of safety, but a thief would have to be scraping pretty low to bother with my liver-spotted Honda anyway. 
 
    We arrived panting at the car at the same moment. Rapidly, George said, “I respect you as a woman and as a driver, but give me the keys.” 
 
    I tossed them to him and got in to ride shotgun. 
 
    It was lucky the volunteer had kept Amaryllis talking for a minute, because she’d just peeled out onto Compton when we came up. An ambulance zoomed the other way toward the mission. 
 
    “Looks like that rear windshield got busted out,” George remarked, “then replaced but they did a bad job.” 
 
    “It’ll make her easier to keep in sight,” I observed. 
 
    “More important, it cuts down on her rear view.” 
 
    Amaryllis headed north on Compton, then turned left on Vernon. 
 
    “Gotta stay well back, but I gotta make every light she does,” my companion grunted. I settled in for the ride. 
 
    It’s funny how you’ll be rolling along through the butt-ugly utilitarianness of South Central, when you’ll just see this gout of red bougainvillea spilling breathtakingly over a fence. Talk about gated communities, there’s a hell of a lot of fences in South Central. 
 
    Amaryllis turned out to be an aggressive driver. She beat lights like a NASCAR wannabe and jumped lanes at the slightest impediment. Shockingly, she leaned on her horn when a delivery van slowed down to get safely around a bicyclist. 
 
    “Jeez!” I exclaimed. 
 
    George laughed, his fake teeth glinting in the morning sunshine. There we were, a pair of scuzzes motoring along in my weather-beaten old Honda. At one point when we did stop for a light behind Amaryllis, a nicely dressed couple idling next to us looked over, then pursed their mouths in disgust. 
 
    I smiled widely and gave them a wave, and they snapped their eyes forward. 
 
    “I can’t wait to take a hot shower,” George said. 
 
    “At least you’re not wearing latex,” I said. “If I don’t get this stuff off of me soon, my skin’s gonna rot.” I rolled down the window to breathe the fresh morning air. 
 
    “It’s funny about you,” he said, looking at me sidelong. 
 
    “What’s funny?” 
 
    “You’re beautiful no matter what.” 
 
    “Shut up and drive.” 
 
    Amaryllis turned onto the 110 north and we all cruised through the city in easy traffic. “Ideally,” George said, “we’d have a couple of cars and take turns being the near car. Three or four’s even better. But we’ve got pretty good cover now, with the traffic. If she exits quickly we could miss her, though.” 
 
    We followed her through the tunnels and the long single-file lane to the 5 north, and on northward from there. 
 
    The I-5 up from L.A. is broad, bright, and hot. Through the San Fernando Valley the pocked pavement had been repaired with mustardy-looking patch material. I rolled up my window and flipped on the air-conditioning. 
 
    The parched mountains and dust devils make for a moonscape near where Route 14 comes in. This is Koyaanisqatsi country, where giant power-line towers march down the canyons, part of the mammoth transmission corridor that electrifies Los Angeles. 
 
    I wondered how Petey was doing in Wisconsin, with its soft fields and woods. 
 
    As the highway opened out into longer and longer straightaways, George allowed Amaryllis’s car to become a speck in the distance. 
 
    He said, “Two of her so-called guards are the pair that chased me out of the hood where you and Kip Cubitt were shot.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, the white gal and that tall black dude with the dreads.” 
 
    “Is his name Denny? Deep voice? He had his hair under his cap when I saw him.” 
 
    “Deep voice, yeah. I didn’t get his name. He had a brown leather wristband?” 
 
    “That’s him,” I said. “I’m starting to think Amaryllis’s story about Dale Vargas being the big villain is bullshit. She’s inside her own crime ring, George! She’s got to be. I mean, she might have some connection with this guy, but—” 
 
    “You gotta wonder who’s the real Whale. What the hell’s this money about? I don’t think she’s on her way to invest in mutual funds.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, suddenly reluctant. Because I still wanted to believe in her. 
 
    We entered the Grapevine, that towering pass you must climb to get to the Central Valley. Millions of years of geology fly by as the road cuts through layer after layer of canted-up rock. The Honda’s engine strained; better-powered cars chugged past us. “Come on, baby,” George urged. I flicked off the AC to take that load off the engine. The air here was cooler than back in Burbank. 
 
    We passed a car on fire in the breakdown lane of southbound, its engine burnt out on the task of making the miles-long grade. A cop stood at a safe distance with the morose family, watching the flames. 
 
    “I can still see her,” I said. 
 
    “Where the hell’s she going?” 
 
    “We’re eating up the miles, all right.” 
 
    I’m always struck by seeing actual tumbleweeds once you get to the valley, yes, there they are, beach-ball-like plants skeletonized by the wind, pulled from their roots to bump and skitter until they huddle against barbed-wire cow fences. Ravens, vultures, and hawks soar on the thermals rising from the valley floor. 
 
    The threatening mood ebbs as you roll deeper into the Central Valley. Multicolored oleander flourishes in the freeway median. Prehistoric-looking pump jacks suck up the last of the oil from beneath fields that have been cultivated around them. Onion fields, almond groves, grape fields, and it seems the world has gone forever flat. 
 
    “She going all the way to San Francisco?” George checked the gas hopefully. I knew how much he enjoyed that town. 
 
    But no, Amaryllis exited to a county road south of Bakersfield and headed east. 
 
    There was no traffic at this point, so we either had to follow her openly or let her go. “Hell with it,” said George, “I really don’t think she’s aware of us.” He stayed back maybe half a mile. 
 
    The purple Taurus kicked up a plume of dust and set off down a farm road. In the distance I saw a two-story house on the right. 
 
    “This dust is great cover,” George said. 
 
    Amaryllis turned in at the farmhouse. A light blue sedan, an old one, was parked in the yard. 
 
    “Memorize what’s on the mailbox,” said George. “We’ll just cruise by.” 
 
    “Seventeen Thistle Route. No name. She making a drug buy, you figure?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    I looked back at the house. Surely it was once quite nice, a little Victorian with gingerbread; now its angles lacked squareness. 
 
    This was a countryside of small farms and ranches—at least small by California standards, perhaps a couple of hundred acres apiece. Agribusiness hadn’t taken over everything. Some of the fields lay fallow, others grew knee-high greenery, I guessed spinach or peppers. 
 
    George stopped the car on a rise and we got out to view the house from a distance. To our surprise, the Taurus was already on its way back to the county road. 
 
    “That was quick,” I said. 
 
    “It was a money drop,” said George. “I don’t think she was on that property for thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Shall we try to catch up to her?” 
 
    “No, she’s done whatever business it was.” 
 
    Godforsaken was the word that popped into my mind when we looked at that house, sitting next to the dirt road that cut indifferently through the land. The pretty, tended green fields that lay in the distance made the house, surrounded by its dry patch, look all the lonelier. 
 
    By the time we went through the Grapevine again, all that remained of the burned car, the family, and the trooper, was a fire scar on the pavement and some white dust. Misfortune gets cleared away quickly in these parts. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 – A Lucky Path; Dangerous Money 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I called Aunt Sheila and Aunt Toots early the next morning, missing my boy. Toots answered. 
 
    “How’s Petey?” I asked. 
 
    “Fine,” she said in a guarded tone, which was more or less her usual voice. 
 
    “You’re so good to take him in for a while.” 
 
    “The law after you?” 
 
    I paused. “Of a kind.” 
 
    “Well, you just stick it to ’em, kid.” 
 
    I could have said, Yes, I robbed three banks last week, and a minute ago I shot a G-man, so I can’t talk long, and she would have said, Well, you skedaddle, then. You can always hide out here, you know. 
 
    Total family loyalty, coupled with a healthy strain of incuriosity. 
 
    “OK,” I said. “May I talk to him, please?” 
 
    Not bothering to muffle the phone against her bosom, she hollered, “Petey! C’mere!” 
 
    He grunted into the phone. 
 
    “Honey, how are you?” 
 
    “Lousy. They beat me.” 
 
    “Honey!” 
 
    Toots grabbed the phone back. “Goddamn it, Sheila told him to say that. Here, kid, tell her what’s really bugging you.” 
 
    Petey said, “They took my ScoreLad.” 
 
    Toots cackled and grabbed the phone. “That thing’s a brain-rotting piece of shit!” 
 
    “Toots, can you try to tone down the swearing just a little? For Pete’s sake?” 
 
    “We gave him a potholder weaving kit instead.” She laughed. “Now he can do something productive with his time indoors! Hah!” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I hate it!” Petey cried from her side. 
 
    “Here, put your head by mine,” said Toots. 
 
    I said, “Petey, honey, just give it a try, OK? Hey, what did you do this morning?” 
 
    “Ate ham. I drove the tractor! We went outside and did stuff.” Toots told me, “Ham and eggs and hash browns, the real kind. Manly food, the kind we eat every day! Ha! Yeah, he pretended to let Sheila drive the tractor, but it was really Petey doing all the driving, right, boy?” 
 
    “Right!” he shouted ecstatically. 
 
    That was life with Shelia and Toots. 
 
    George called later to tell me he’d spent half of last night looking up stuff online. “Then this morning I went downtown and did some digging in records and the library.” 
 
    “But Bakersfield isn’t in Los Angeles County, is it?” 
 
    “Right, but listen.” Whenever I heard his deep-water voice, something way down inside me relaxed. “The house is owned by Mrs. Diane Keever, age seventy-eight. Her late husband, Bruce Keever, bought the place about forty years ago. He died last year at the age of eighty-one. Right up until he died, he worked as an attorney in Bakersfield.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “For decades he worked as an ordinary town lawyer. Seems the wife never worked outside the home. Doesn’t that sound like a dull existence?” 
 
    “Some people prefer a quiet life.” 
 
    “But OK, before they bought that farmhouse, Keever was a district court judge in Los Angeles, one of the youngest ever appointed. Barely thirty, I think. A federal judge! That’s a prestigious position, a lot of power. Three years after getting that appointment, he resigned his seat with no warning, no reason—at least no reason given publicly—and moved his wife up to Bakersfield.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “Why did he abruptly do that, and start doing wills and divorces for the carrot farmers?” 
 
    “Yeah. And what connection does this Diane Keever have with Amaryllis?” 
 
    “The fact that the Keevers used to live in L.A. might be the thing.” 
 
    “But that was forty years ago.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. 
 
    “Does she live there alone?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She might not live there at all, she could be renting it out.” 
 
    “Maybe to some gangster.” 
 
    “What gangster would want to hang out in that place?” 
 
    “Any children?” 
 
    “None were listed in Keever’s death notice.” 
 
    “How did you learn all this?” 
 
    “Oh, property records are mostly online for free, and if you do the legwork, the bureau of records in any county is a treasure trove. I mean, some stuff isn’t online, you’ve got to physically go there and look it up. Sometimes even if I can find things online, I go in person just to get that extra feel. I hate hauling out to do it, but once I get in there, with all that musty old paper and ink, I like it. I can sort of feel the, the—life in those documents, you know?” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “And the libraries,” he went on. “You can get a lot from old phone books, and of course, newspapers. Keever’s resignation from the bench made the papers back then, not big but it was in there.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just go up to the house and knock on the door?” 
 
    He laughed. “You really should join my firm.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “You look great,” I told Kip Cubitt when I dropped in to see him at the rehab facility, a friendly place in the dauntingly huge L.A. County General Hospital complex. 
 
    He smiled and took my hand. 
 
    Places like this, you always notice if they smell clean. This one did. 
 
    My young friend had gotten stronger, though he still looked too thin. Wearing a royal blue track suit and blinding white gym socks, he sat carefully on the edge of his bed. He gestured for me to sit next to him. His eyes were quick and clear. I gave him a careful hug and handed him a paperback copy of Richard Wright’s Black Boy. 
 
    “I thought this was an amazing book,” I said. “Maybe you’ve already—” 
 
    “No, I haven’t.” He studied the picture on the front—a painful abstract—and read the back cover. 
 
    I said, “A young man who doesn’t fit in. Different time, different place, but some things stay true, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll read this one,” he said. 
 
    I asked, “Why do you think Vargas’s guys haven’t hunted you down here?” 
 
    He made a sound of rueful amusement and set the novel on his bedside table. “They saw I’m not ratting. I haven’t ratted on anyone and I never will, you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    “I’m glad you talked to me.” 
 
    “You’re different.” He ran his palm up and down his thigh. He squeezed his thigh muscle as Amaryllis might test a cantaloupe. “Plus, how would they know? I see it now that the Whale’s nothing but a bully, and he thinks he gave me a warning. They ought to kill me. But now he knows if they finish me off, my grandma will get more dangerous to them than the whole LAPD.” 
 
    I thought about that. 
 
    He eased himself to his feet, arms out for balance. He shuffled slowly to the window. We were on the sixth floor. He seemed to drag his left foot, and when he got to the window he cradled his left arm in his right and looked out at the world. 
 
    “You’re walking beautifully,” I said, remembering him lying in the street bleeding. 
 
    “Not bad,” he acknowledged. “They say I’ll be running before long. The bullets took a lucky path through me. You know my mama named me after Kip Keino?” 
 
    “He was a famous runner, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “Yeah, he was one of the first to come from Africa and kick it in the Olympics.” He sighed. “I’m kinda tired now. Had me three hours of therapy already today. Mondays they hit you hard. You know, I never used to be tired. Grown-ups would say they’re tired, and I didn’t know what they were talking about. Now I know.” 
 
    “I guess you’re grown up.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    That was a somber thing. 
 
    I asked, “What connection might your grandma have with a house in Bakersfield?” 
 
    He turned in surprise. “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “I’m trying to help you and your grandma, and that seems to be where it’s going.” 
 
    He turned back to the window and gazed at the high-rise medical building across the way, its glittering windows shielding all the little boxes of lives and deaths, then he looked down at the scrum of street traffic. A faint honk came up. 
 
    “That was one of the things I was sorry about. I used to go to Bakersfield for her every month. My dad did it before me. She counted on me to do it.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “It’s money, you know, right?” 
 
    “Yes. What’s it for?” 
 
    “Ma’am, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Ever see the people in the house?” 
 
    “No, I never did. They’re in there, all right.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    He turned from the window. “‘Cause every time I dropped that envelope through the mail slot—every single time—I heard it hit the floor and then somebody go Ruh! Like that. Like they just won something.” 
 
    “A man or a woman?” 
 
    “It’s a lady, I think. A mean one, judging by her voice.” 
 
    “Did the money belong to your grandma?” 
 
    “She always handed me the envelope.” 
 
    “What do you think was going on?” 
 
    He was silent, his soft deer eyes focused in the middle distance. At last he said, “You know my grandma.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you know that look of hers. There’s things you don’t ask questions, you don’t even wonder.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “It’s just about the nicest prison in California,” George told me as we cruised up the 101 to San Luis Obispo. “Low and medium security, education programs, rehab, team sports. Would you pass me my fries, please?” 
 
    It was now Tuesday, noonish. We’d driven through an In-N-Out next to the highway in Woodland Hills and thus were participating in that great American practice of eating hamburgers while driving. Plus we were doing it in California, on the Ventura Highway. In the sunshine. 
 
    “What a glorious day,” I remarked. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed George. “It’s always a glorious day with you.” 
 
    “You just can’t leave it alone, can you?” 
 
    He smiled apologetically. 
 
    To me there’s always a carefree, teen feel to sipping Coke from a waxed cup while the world flashes past your window. Yet for all the fabulousness, for all the privilege, our minds bore the burden of the faceless presence of Dale the Whale Vargas. It occurred to me that less than two weeks from now, Khani Emberton would sign over his five million dollars to Amaryllis. 
 
    George was a neat eater, no spills, which was nice, because he was wearing a beautiful pair of brown slacks with a first-rate weave. Little blue flecks in a chocolate-brown summer worsted, I thought. He told me he’d gotten them at a thrift shop and I was shocked. 
 
    “You can get great clothes at those places,” he said, embarrassed by my reaction. “Much better quality than some of the new stuff.” 
 
    “You just don’t seem the thrift shop type, that’s all.” 
 
    “Well, you know, I’m starting from scratch since the fire.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s such a shame. Have you filed with your renter’s insurance?” 
 
    “No, I don’t have any.” 
 
    “George, really?” 
 
    “I like to—handle things myself. I have some savings.” 
 
    He didn’t really believe in insurance, he told me, in spite of having worked as an insurance investigator and knowing the ins and outs. He didn’t like to go crying to anybody about anything, and that’s what it was when you filed a claim. 
 
    “Your drum kit!” 
 
    “Oh, everything, my files, everything. Fortunately I upload all my important computer files, so they’re safe. You know, when I was growing up, the other kids took advantage of the free paper and pencils the school district provided, but I always brought my own. They made fun of me, but then the coolest teacher in the school said, ‘I respect a man brings his own paper.’ I carry car insurance because I have to. I pay my dentist in cash, and the last time I needed a doctor was when I was thirteen, for a wrestling team physical.” 
 
    He’d warned me not to wear anything blue to the prison today, no jeans either blue or black, no sweats. No forest green or tan (guard colors), no blue chambray. “And one other thing,” he said, awkwardly. “No, ah, underwire bra.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “You can’t have any metal on you at all. They will find it. It’d be best for you to wear long slacks and a plain blouse. No jewelry, of course.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Now, as the Ventura unspooled before us, I said, “I understand why Nathan would have been sent there after his drunk-driving bust, but it seems like they would have sent Vargas to someplace tougher.” 
 
    He wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Remember what he went in for: check fraud. The guy’s violent, but he’s never had a real rap. No assault, no robbery, no possession. He slipped up just one time with a stolen ID and a checkbook. Only ninety days in the Men’s Colony—that’s a sterling record for the likes of him. Are you cool enough?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine.” The air-conditioning worked well in his yellow Beetle. Everybody’s air-conditioning was on today, even this close to the coast. It was probably ninety-five in L.A. now, at noon. 
 
    George said, “You got word to Nathan who we are?” 
 
    “Yes, I got Kip to call him.” 
 
    “And he really insisted on meeting you?” 
 
    “He did, George. And dammit, I’m part of this thing, you know? I want to see Nathan myself, I want to see what kind of guy he is.” 
 
    “He might open up more to me alone.” 
 
    “Well, I can leave the room or something.” But I didn’t intend to. I found myself studying his pants too much. I kept glancing at them, admiring his strong legs beneath that fine fabric, his trim hips, his wonderful, sensitive stomach. My heart had skipped when he said the word bra, can you believe it? Do not, do not, do not think about it, I told myself. 
 
    Forcing my mind away from—well, sex, I said, “Did Vargas, like, invent himself, or did he come up from somewhere?” 
 
    “Rita. Good question. He’s from Tucson originally—started small there. Unlike most small-time dealers, however, I don’t think he ever used. 
 
    “Eventually he got big in Tucson dealing crystal meth first, then cocaine and heroin. He’s a comer, all right. Police heat got too much for him in Tucson, so he left and turned up in L.A. a couple of years ago, as far as my friends in the police can figure. L.A.’s still a big coke town, but the best customers aren’t to be found at street level.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If you’re a dealer, the customers you want are the upscale ones, the lawyers and entertainment people—they like their deals quiet, and if they’re addicts, they’re regulars, and they pay. If he doesn’t want to move into bulk sales, they’re the customers that’ll do him the most good.” 
 
    “How did he get to the top in Tucson?” 
 
    “I think our exit’s coming up.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Nathan Cubitt had once, clearly, been a cheerful person. I don’t know how I knew that, but I did: remnants of a light manner were evident, but the man seemed to have been gnawed pretty hard around the edges. 
 
    The three of us met in a teacher’s-lounge-like room with vinyl furniture and a coffeemaker. Nathan, wearing his prison blues stamped CMC, had been brought in fairly casually by a guard. 
 
    “Laid-back place,” I’d remarked to George as we watched prisoners crisscrossing one of the peaceful courtyards, like college kids between classes. The grounds were very neat. 
 
    “It’s not,” he said. “That fence alone’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Why, it looks like an ordinary mesh fence with innocent-seeming razor wire on top!” 
 
    He’d smiled. “Plus eight thousand volts. And believe me, we’re being watched. My CO days don’t seem so far behind me right now. Corrections officer,” he preempted my question. 
 
    Now Nathan said, “Nice to have visitors in the middle of the week.” 
 
    “You mean this isn’t ordinary?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” said he and George together. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “your son sends his love.” 
 
    Nathan smiled eagerly, sadly. “How is he?” I saw where Kip got his slenderness and good face bones. Father and son’s lips were firm. 
 
    “Doing great. He and I have gotten to be friends. He’s walking, doing his therapy, being active. He’s reading. He’ll be home with his grandma soon.” 
 
    “We want to talk about Vargas,” George said. 
 
    Nathan said, “First, I want to speak to this lady. May I take your hand?” 
 
    I extended it without hesitation. 
 
    He engulfed my hand in his pink-brown mitt. His palm was rough. He looked into my eyes. “I know what you did.” 
 
    I said nothing, but made an open gesture with my other hand. 
 
    In a very soft voice, he said, “Thank you for my son.” 
 
    “Well…you’re welcome. Let’s hope he stays healthy. We’re here to try to ensure that, you know. Your mama too.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “About Vargas,” said George. 
 
    Nathan nodded, releasing my hand. “He was my cellmate for five weeks and two days.” 
 
    Seeing my puzzled smile, he said, “You keep exact track of time when you’re in prison. And with the Whale, I counted the days especially so.” 
 
    “As bad as all that?” George asked. 
 
    “And then some. He’s very smart, he puts himself up very high and people believe it. He left some books behind for me. They’re good books, but I can’t say I got into them.” 
 
    “Like what?” I prompted. 
 
    “About people telling each other stories, then they make a lot of money. They work together and they think outside the box and then—somehow—they make a lot of money. I haven’t figured out how the money comes. Stories about people agreeing. Making agreements. Sinajizing.” 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    Nathan tried to think of the right word. “Sinajizing,” he repeated. 
 
    George suggested, “Synergizing?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “You mean like running a business?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah. Somehow.” Nathan Cubitt’s tilted head indicated the perplexity of an uncomplicated mind trying to grasp the hyped-up metaphors of business self-help. 
 
    “I understand,” said George. 
 
    Nathan said, “The Whale’s a smart brother. I didn’t like him one bit, not one bit. He had a lot of followers in here.” 
 
    “Yeah?” said George. 
 
    “Yeah, they all can’t wait to get out and go to work for him.” 
 
    “The officers here tell me Vargas got a guy to knife you after he was out. And they say a guy named Masters was killed in the shower on Vargas’s orders.” 
 
    “Ooh, yeah, that was a bad lockdown.” Nathan wiped his face on his sleeve. “‘Course nobody told it was the Whale, but yeah, like I say. The motherfucker’s good at getting people to owe him, excuse me, ma’am.” 
 
    I said, “What did Masters do to him?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing!” Nathan glanced at George like, Innocent lady! “It was a control killing?” suggested George. 
 
    “Yeah, he called it, um, human resources management. He needed to show what he could do if he wanted to. I didn’t know there was so much blood in a body.” 
 
    “You saw it?” 
 
    “If you’re an old CO,” Nathan told George, “you know nobody sees anything in the joint.” He set his chin in his hand. “So much blood.” 
 
    George said, “The guy or guys who did it—did they owe Vargas some money or drugs, and he called in the debt by making them kill this guy?” 
 
    “That was it.” Nathan gazed at Rowe. “Seems like you know him too.” 
 
    “I heard about Tucson,” said George. 
 
    “The whole world knows about Tucson.” 
 
    I said, “What the hell happened in Tucson?” 
 
    Nathan gave George a look I wasn’t supposed to see, coupled with a microscopic head shake. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. 
 
    George sighed. “Vargas made his rep in Tucson by committing a very stylish murder.” Nathan looked away. 
 
    “A stylish murder? What does that mean?” 
 
    “I have to tell her,” said George. “Don’t worry, Nathan.” George looked at me for the first time as if I were another guy. No softness in his expression, no politeness. 
 
    He said, “Vargas picked four witnesses—gangbangers—to watch him kill his boss, the top drug lord in Tucson. Which he did by—uh.” He took out his handkerchief and wiped his upper lip and neck. “It was a torture killing, Rita.” 
 
    “Go ahead and tell me.” 
 
    “Well, all you really need to know is the first step. After tying the guy to a chair, he sliced away his eyelids so he couldn’t miss anything that happened next.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “He sent out for pizza for the witnesses, since he took about six hours to kill the guy.” He stopped. 
 
    “Then what?” I said. 
 
    “He let the witnesses loose in the city for a day, where naturally they told their buds what they’d seen. Then, over the course of the next week, they disappeared, one by one.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    Nathan put in, “After that he owned Tucson.” 
 
    “But like I say,” George added, “the police started to get too close. Nobody knew he was in L.A. until that check bust. I don’t know why he got so dumb that one time. Just an old bad habit, maybe. The LAPD wants this guy bad, as you can imagine, as does the FBI. Things are going well for him in L.A., though. He’s building up business here; he had contacts in the city already, of course, and he’s got them in Mexico.” 
 
    “Meat and Bones,” said Nathan. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the name of the cartel, or importation gang, he deals with.” 
 
    “Guys are so witty,” I remarked. 
 
    Both men shrugged. 
 
    Nathan said, “Furthermore, he bragged to me about taking out two guys that he said tried to threaten him about Tucson—they’d seen something, or said they had, which if that’s all it was, was stupid, because it just got ’em murdered. ‘Nobody’s gonna find them,’ he said.” 
 
    “Supposedly he did that in L.A.?” asked George. 
 
    “Yeah, my impression was he got somebody do it for him, and it was in L.A. somewhere.” 
 
    George found that interesting. Then he said, “Did you talk to him about Bakersfield?” 
 
    Nathan clamped his teeth down on his lower lip. 
 
    George said, “We know it’s Bakersfield and we know how much.” 
 
    “All right, then. Yeah, I talked to him about it. But it was before I got him pegged. He got me pegged first! I sure didn’t say much, but he kept at me. Once you say something about money to the Whale, he won’t let you alone. You get so you’ll tell him anything to—see, he figured out who my mama is. Cubitt’s not an everyday name. And he got to thinking, and he thinks, oh, this lady runs the biggest business in all the hood, I got to hook up with her. 
 
    “If you go bragging to the Whale about anything, it’s gonna come back and bite you hard. You let him do you a favor, your ass is like oh no, now you owe him. All I said was, I act as a courier, I have handled large amounts of money. I say this to let him know I’m nobody’s fool. My own man, you know. That’s all I wanted to say, that’s all I intended to say, but he kept at me and at me, and at me and at me! until I told him—way more than I should have.” He bounced his heel on the floor. 
 
    “What’s the ten thousand for?” 
 
    “I don’t know, faith, I don’t know. Mama just said one day, oh, last year some time, she said, you take this envelope and you drive it away out of town. She drew me a map with the exit on it and everything. I had done it maybe five times, second Sunday of the month, then my situation happens and I come in here, and I understand Kip took over handling it. Uh…” He paused. 
 
    George made an encouraging palm-up gesture. 
 
    Nathan said, “She did say one thing about it. She called it her reverse welfare payment.” 
 
    George and I looked at each other. Nathan shrugged. 
 
    I asked, “If Vargas knew about this ten grand going out every month, why didn’t he just take it? Follow Kip when he left the mission and rob him?” 
 
    “Now you sound like me.” Nathan looked at me sympathetically, as if recognizing another feeble-minded individual. “Einstein I ain’t, you know? But I have learned this, and I learned it from the Whale: The first principle of success is, when you see golden eggs, you don’t go after the eggs. You go after the goose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 – The Strügen Cycle Beagle 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe had never been to Canada; his impressions of it were: maple syrup, the Edmonton Oilers, curling, voyageurs, Indians pushed around, and French priests. A few Eskimos up top. These days, Canada was a nation of friendly underachievers. As a boy, Rowe had read a book about the fur-trading voyageurs and had briefly planned to become one. Then he had read a book about a falconer, then one about a race car driver, and the voyageur thing had receded, except he still thought about how tough those bastards had been. 
 
    As the bilingual airliner banked over the forests of Quebec there was the broad St. Lawrence winding its silver way to the sea, and Rowe considered the white men who’d first seen these things. Misfits, criminals, fucked-up guys looking for a new start, men who wanted to test themselves, men who found farming or running a grog shop just not enough. Men who found a wife and kids too much. 
 
    And he wondered the thing every postmodern man wonders: Would I have measured up? Tramping in wooden snowshoes through dick-deep snow checking traplines, shooting a cougar coming at you mad because you disturbed its fresh kill, knocking your own tooth out with a rock if the pain got bad enough because you were three hundred miles by water from the nearest trading post, where they’d only lend you pliers anyway. If you shot the cougar, you’d have to kill it instantly, since otherwise the time it’d take you to reload your musket would be your last half minute on earth. 
 
    Rowe valued decency. As soon as he stepped off the plane, he sensed decency coursing through all of Canadian culture. No one thing, simply a general feeling. The way people talked and looked: calm, reasonable. Little arrogance in Canada, little reason for it. 
 
    When he hit the air outside the terminal, the air smelled north. It smelled like it smelled when you got off the plane in Seattle—you can inhale the miles-away forests, even though the shuttle-buses and cop cars are slithering everywhere. He could smell the coolness of the river. It was August here too, and quite warm, but the river smell made it OK. 
 
    He rented a little white car of some kind and, following a map, drove to Nicholas Polen’s address in Baie-d’Urfé, in the part of the city called West Island. 
 
    This was Wednesday, not quite noon, not quite a day since he had sat talking with Nathan Cubitt. Compared with the pictures he’d seen of the city center, which looked quite European, here it looked American; all the outlying neighborhoods seemed to. In well-heeled Baie-d’Urfé, the houses ran the gamut from glass cube to faux-chateau. 
 
    Rowe stood on the doorstep noting how similar Polen’s house was to Markovich’s. Baie-d’Urfé was the Hancock Park of Montreal, and like Markovich, Polen lived in a mansion with lots of stonework, a walled lot, and a heavy oak front door with a fist-sized knocker. Markovich’s knocker was a wolf’s head, while Polen’s was a massive bronze fleur-de-lis. Rowe lifted the old heraldic symbol and let it go. 
 
    Kunnk! 
 
    “I’m Simon Westfield,” he told the man who answered the door. He flexed his knees very slightly, as he did when talking to a man shorter than himself. 
 
    “Yes, come in,” said Nicholas Polen, who had fought a duel with a knife. 
 
    The men shook hands. Polen seemed to have to remember to shake firmly. 
 
    “Let’s talk in the kitchen, my favorite room,” he said. “Would you like a glass of wine? I’m going to have one.” 
 
    What is it with these dog people and their midday alcohol? 
 
    The house was in flux. Furniture was draped or absent—bright, nonfaded areas of the carpets told that a shutting-down was going on. Rowe saw empty display cases, empty shelves with odd patterns of dust on them. Yes, he thought. I was right about one thing, anyway. 
 
    In the kitchen Polen took down two plain glasses, then opened another cupboard. In a furtive move, he filled the glasses from a large jug of Gallo red, trying to shield the cheapness with his body. 
 
    This house probably had a wine cellar in the basement, Rowe thought, which must be stone-floor empty. The kitchen featured expensive built-ins and finishes, but the table was a wobbly thing that looked fresh from a junk shop. Rowe noticed two marred places on the maple floor where the former table, a heavy trestle one, perhaps stone-topped, had sat for a long time. 
 
    Before it was sold. 
 
    No sign of a wife. 
 
    All right, then. 
 
    Polen settled them down to business right away. “I understand you’re only in town for the day,” he said in a somewhat pint-sized voice, which matched his small stature. “You say you’re interested in purchasing Rondo?” 
 
    “Yes. Interested.” Rowe took a swallow of the slimy, warm wine. At least it wasn’t Richards Wild Irish Rose. He set his glass down respectfully. 
 
    “Anyone who acquires Rondo would acquire a dynasty.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Mr. Westfield, I don’t know your name. Have you been in the business long?” 
 
    “I’m a spaniel man.” 
 
    “Oh! Fine dogs.” Polen spoke with a bare trace of a European accent. 
 
    “Cocker,” added Rowe. “All varieties.” 
 
    “Ah! Ambitious. You have had some success, or…?” 
 
    “Moderate. I don’t like to boast about it.” 
 
    “You’re then different from most dog people!” 
 
    Rowe smiled. “My mother is crazy about beagles, she’s owned one or two as pets, but now she’s retiring, and my dad’s dead, and she wants to go into beagles seriously. I’m lucky enough to have the means to help her.” 
 
    “She’d be starting at the top with Rondo.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here to determine. I told my mother she ought to start small, just acquire one or two fine pups, get some show experience under her belt, then build a kennel from there.” 
 
    “Good advice. But she’s impatient.” 
 
    “She is,” agreed Rowe. 
 
    “Women!” said Polen, with the air of a lifelong loser. 
 
    Rowe studied him. Polen wore khakis and a blue shirt with a fanciful bow tie. He ought to be a suspenders man, with that tie. He wore a belt, though, with a too-shiny gold buckle. 
 
    Markovich had said Polen had fallen on hard times. Rowe had expected to meet a confident man, a man of substance. Even bad financial trouble shouldn’t diminish a truly confident man. But Polen struck him as uncertain. 
 
    Rowe saw the furrow on the man’s jaw he’d noticed in the picture online, and wondered. 
 
    But for that, Polen looked like a professor of English—Canadian English. 
 
    “Been in this country long?” asked Rowe. 
 
    “Twenty-two years. I came over to work with some North American trainers and fell in love with the New World.” Along with that trace of European, Polen’s vowels were Canadian—those unbent vowels. I keem over. 
 
    Rowe suddenly grasped the man’s essence. He was someone who, his whole life long, had been worried about what other men thought of him, like a perpetual adolescent. And he’d acted accordingly. If Markovich’s tale of the duel was true, Polen had made his challenge not out of pride but fear. 
 
    Rowe had known other men of Polish blood, and they’d all been blacksmith-bellows-tough. Women too, for that matter. A timid Pole. This was a new species as far as Rowe was concerned. 
 
    He said, “Rumor has it Rondo is sick.” 
 
    Polen’s smile was too quick. “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “The beagle world is a small one.” 
 
    “Have you been talking to Markovich?” 
 
    Rowe was ready. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Polen stood up quickly, not like a man but like a teenage girl about to flounce out. “I’m not sure I want to do business with you after all.” 
 
    If Rowe had been a dog, he’d have bitten him. He rose to go. “Too bad.” His feeling had been right: Polen was an overgrown child, not even a terribly bright one. 
 
    Then Rowe paused, took something from his pocket, and placed it on the table. 
 
    Polen stared at it as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. 
 
    He burst into excited laughter. “It’s—it’s a Strügen Cycle Beagle!” 
 
    Rowe picked up the friction-powered toy. He revved it on the tabletop and the little tin dog, perched on a tin penny-farthing bicycle with a tiny outrigger, whirled its bitty legs madly and shot across the wood, straight for the edge. Polen cried out in alarm, but Rowe darted to the other side and caught it just in time. 
 
    It was an absurd little thing, but sublimely made, as all the best toys are. Rowe had paid a cantankerous woman in New Jersey almost three thousand dollars for it. When he spoke to her on the telephone, she hadn’t wanted to sell it at any price. The Strügen company of Bonn had only made a few hundred of these, before World War II, and they had delighted little Nazi children all through that horrible time. This was the only perfect specimen known in the world, presumably having been originally owned by an anal-retentive child now collecting Krugerrands, perhaps. 
 
    But Rowe had reluctantly let slip that he worked for the IRS, and that got the New Jersey toy maven to dealing. Unfortunate but convenient that so many private dealers try to fly under the tax collector’s radar. 
 
    Polen, his mood now joyful, said, “How did you know I collect—collected”—rueful change of tense—“beagle-themed toys?” 
 
    “Your Web site.” 
 
    “But I don’t say anything about—” 
 
    “The picture of Rondo with the pull toy.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “I made an assumption.” 
 
    “Ha! How did you find this?” 
 
    Rowe saw that Polen had broken into a full-body sweat at the sight of this toy. “Did some research online. Found this woman in New Jersey, and—” 
 
    “I know her! I know her! The witch! This is the one thing I could never get!” Polen took out a folded tissue and blotted his upper lip, then his forehead, then he blew his nose. Rowe did not particularly respect men who used facial tissues, although it was better than fingers and the ground. Polen said, ogling the toy, “Everybody wants the Strügen Cycle Beagle. This truly is the Holy Grail. This is the Holy Grail.” 
 
    Rowe was pleased with himself. Everybody has his sacred object of desire. 
 
    Rowe was lucky that his was Rita. 
 
    Polen’s was this stamped-metal trinket. 
 
    Polen said, “I guess you noticed all the empty shelving? I had to sell my whole collection. It’ll keep me going for a while, until I sell this place. Too big for me anyway.” 
 
    “What’s the matter financially?” 
 
    “I’ve had some debts. You don’t really want to buy Rondo, do you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to meet Rondo and see the rest of your dogs.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Ernest is missing.” 
 
    “You’re working for him!” Polen slapped the table. “You’re working for Markovich, aren’t you! He wants Rondo! He’s wanted Rondo for years! That’s because Ernest isn’t worth a damn. That dog couldn’t carry a show—couldn’t carry a breed!—if you—if you—I don’t know what! Shot him full of moon juice!” 
 
    “What’s moon juice?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m just saying.” 
 
    “Right. Well, Ernest was a champion in his day.” 
 
    “Tuh!” Spitless exclamation. “Ernest is not missing, I tell you. Oh, I’ve seen the notices on the club sites. But you’ve got to be an idiot to think somebody deliberately took that dog. Let alone me!” 
 
    “Why so?” 
 
    “Ernest is past his prime, he’s finished. Nobody cares about that dog!” Polen’s face was fiercely red. “They’d want my dog! They’d want Rondo! He’s not for sale to the likes of Markovich, however.” 
 
    “I haven’t said I’m working for him.” 
 
    “Well, you can meet Rondo and a few other dogs, but my current show team is en route to California.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Yes, for the Pan Pacific Canine Exposition.” Polen said this with a note of smugness. 
 
    “In Los Angeles?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Rowe chuffed with exasperation. “I thought you’d agreed not to show in America.” 
 
    “I had. I had. But Markovich is out of the business, he’s retired. End of agreement, as I see it. Neither Markovich nor I are young fellows. Once you pass seventy, all bets ought to be off.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Rowe. “Well, if Rondo’s so great, why isn’t he going to L.A.?” 
 
    Defensively, Polen said, “He’s got nothing left to prove. And OK, he’s a little slower than he used to be. You would be too, if you’d accomplished what he’s done.” 
 
    Rowe hooked his thumbs into his belt. 
 
    Polen said, “Well, you might as well come along.” 
 
    Rowe followed Polen outside, where four beagles were sleeping in the deep shade of an oak tree. Polen whistled and the dogs roused. Without barking, they ran across the grass to him, who mumbled endearments. 
 
    “This is Rondo.” 
 
    Rowe squatted to meet the dog. He’d studied his picture and was gratified to actually recognize him. 
 
    Rondo moved a bit slower than the other dogs, but even Rowe could tell the dog had been a champion: he carried himself like a retired head of state. Rowe offered his hands and the dog sniffed them calmly. He looked closely at the dog’s coat. 
 
    Polen was assertive enough with the dogs, guiding one firmly aside with a slight movement of his leg. Polen was their leader. They could never snicker at his bow ties. 
 
    When Rowe felt Rondo was comfortable with him, he rubbed his muzzle vigorously, then his back. Nothing came off on his hands, no dye, nothing. Markovich had thought Polen would try to pass Ernest off as Rondo. This was just not the case. The other dogs, Rowe saw, were females. 
 
    “I’ve heard he’s sick,” Rowe said again. 
 
    “Well, you see him. I wouldn’t entertain offers for a sick animal. It’d be unethical.” 
 
    This pathetic guy would tell any lie to get an edge, Rowe thought. But his gut didn’t feel he’d taken Ernest. 
 
    Rowe asked again, “What’s your financial trouble about?” 
 
    Polen considered for a moment, then went ahead. “You must know, Mr. Westfield, that nobody makes serious money in the dog business. If you don’t treat it as a passion, you’ll be sorry.” 
 
    Rowe listened. 
 
    “Some of us,” continued Polen, “have contrived other ways to get ahead. Unfortunately, it doesn’t always work out.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Gambling?” 
 
    Polen smiled in shame. 
 
    “For God’s sake,” said Rowe, “you’re losing your house because of gambling debts? Betting on your own dogs to win shows?” 
 
    Polen turned his back and went to the house. Rowe followed him in. 
 
    Polen poured more wine for himself and said, “I’m going to win the Pan Pacific.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I just know. One of my dogs will earn best in show. Beagles are being taken much more seriously in the top shows these days.” 
 
    “No more for me,” said Rowe, when Polen looked at him questioningly. “Is the story of the duel true?” 
 
    Polen shut the cupboard and looked at Rowe. “Yes. What do you know of it?” 
 
    “He got you in the chest.” 
 
    “That’s so.” 
 
    “And you survived because you’d hidden a medical unit nearby.” Polen said nothing. Rowe said, “You challenged him to a duel over a woman, but you behaved like a sneak.” 
 
    “I’d have instructed them to help him if he’d lost.” 
 
    “Where did you get that scar on your face?” 
 
    “Another duel.” 
 
    “My ass.” 
 
    Polen belonged to a category of non-handkerchief-carrying men who were too plentiful in the world, Rowe thought. Never meaning harm, but their fear leads them into slyness. 
 
    “One more thing,” he asked. “Who’s going to handle your dogs at the Pan Pacific?” 
 
    “Oh, my longtime man, his name is Gold. He’s gotten into breeding rough collies now—doing well, very well.” He gave an oddball, inappropriately hilarious laugh. “I think he could take breed at the Pan Pacific. Go ahead and look him up, he’ll show you my Copernicus Jumper and Mary Lullaby.” 
 
    “Won’t you be there?” 
 
    “Oh, of course, I’m flying in on Friday. But I’ll be in the stands; I get too nervous to be anywhere near the dogs on show day.” 
 
    “I see. Thank you, Mr. Polen. I’ll be going now.” 
 
    Rowe turned to the kitchen table and looked at the Strügen Cycle Beagle. Polen did not deserve to have this prize toy, but Rowe left it anyway, out of pity. 
 
    He walked out, shook himself, and returned to the airport. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 – Inside the House in Bakersfield 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt slightly forsaken by George when he went out of town on whatever other case he was working on. “The bad guys,” I whined on the phone, “right here in L.A. are trying to annihilate you. Us. Why do you have to go?” 
 
    “Besides that it’s business, I’ve committed to this particular client, and he’s paying me? I’m starting to tunnel on this Vargas-Cubitt situation. I’ll get a message to the Whale, but before I do, I want to be away from it for a day or two. You said you wanted to do more. Well, I’ve got an assignment for you, and I think you can guess what it is.” 
 
    “Bakersfield.” 
 
    “I think it’s safe enough for you to stick your head in there, so long as you’re cautious. Don’t reveal yourself, you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    “Yes. And then I’m going to poke around the ABC Mission again, because I’ve just got to learn—” 
 
    “Rita, no. Don’t go near there without me.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I’m asking you. Please.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Look, isn’t Bakersfield enough for now? See how it goes. But promise me—just for now!—you won’t go to the mission.” 
 
    “Well, OK.” 
 
    He’d gotten on his red-eye going “somewhere in North America”—so discreet!—and the next morning, Wednesday, I drove up to Bakersfield. 
 
    I passed the exit to the farmhouse and went on into town. I found the main senior citizens’ rec center and picked up a bunch of literature, including the business card of the activities director. 
 
    Then I asked directions to a pharmacy, where I bought a jar of Digest-All, a bottle of Vitamax Silver, a pair of support hose (medium), a seven-day plastic pillbox, a tube of hand cream, a tube of face cream, a thing of gel sanitizer, a bar of olive oil soap, a packet of rose hip tea, and a mug with a picture of a barefoot farm boy asleep on a haystack. All for only $18.78. 
 
    At the open trunk of my car I arranged the stuff in a wicker basket I’d been using for bathroom towels. I tied a yellow grosgrain bow on it and headed out to the farmhouse. It was eleven o’clock. 
 
    Typical dog-day weather in the San Joaquin Valley: ovenlike heat. The land lay flat as if the sun had hammered it that way. The tumbleweeds blew, and the long irrigation channels flowed siltily. 
 
    In the distance the worn gray house, a couple of hundred feet back from the road, stuck up from its weedy patch like a tombstone. My pulse quickened at once again taking a matter into my own hands. I pulled all the way up to the house. 
 
    The whole way there, the whole morning, the weight of this errand had grown. It’s one thing to imagine yourself walking into what might turn out to be a scorpion jar, and another to actually do it. 
 
    But long before all this began, I’d gone hunting for a dark place inside myself. I’d found it, used it, and now I knew where it was. As an actress, I had a leg up when it came to pretending not to be afraid. And I knew that the key thing, when the chips go down, is to get fierce, stay fierce, and fight with everything you’ve got. 
 
    Nothing stirred in the house as I mounted the board steps, though as soon as I’d stepped out of the car, I’d sensed a sudden alertness behind the weathered walls. The sky-blue sedan was parked there as before. It was a dusty Impala. 
 
    Red-winged blackbirds trilled from the swaying tips of willows growing in the drainage ditch across the road. 
 
    I felt a flash of anger at Harper Lee for making me think of Boo Radley at this moment. 
 
    I saw the mail slot in the door, although of course there was the rural mailbox on a post at the road. 
 
    From a distance 17 Thistle Route looked merely forlorn; up close it was almost malevolently decrepit, its sun-baked planks showing only the ghost of a paint job. Where I’m from, when a house begins to decay, the paint starts to flake, then it blisters off in the summer humidity. At this house it appeared that the paint had simply desiccated in place and fallen away in granules. A piece of board trim veered away from the doorway at the top, its rusted nailheads extruded by decades of slamming. 
 
    I rapped, and after a full minute, I heard someone approach stealthily. The door creaked inward, and a stout Asian woman stood staring at me, hands on hips. 
 
    Smiling blandly, my purse dangling beneath the brimming basket, I exclaimed, “Good morning! I’m Sharon Pressley from the senior center!” I held out my card. “Somebody’s got a birthday this month! May I bring this in?” 
 
    The woman’s face did not change one molecule, but her posture softened just perceptibly. She wore a blue service dress, black leather sneakers, and a silver crucifix the size of a pair of scissors around her neck. Crow-black bun hairdo, with two tendrils hanging down from the temples. This part gave her a slightly Spanish look. The Philippines, then. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, and shut the door firmly in my face. 
 
    “Great!” I responded. 
 
    I heard muffled voices, then a minute later she returned and reached for the basket. 
 
    “I take it.” 
 
    “Oh, but no!” I got in her face like a jolly fistful of firecrackers. “It’s my job to deliver this Friends of Bakersfield assortment personally. They’ll have my head if I don’t report that I actually came in and personally—” 
 
    “OK, OK.” 
 
    She stepped backward and I went in, my shoes all but sliding out from under me on the slick board floor. It was lusterless, just worn smooth from years of cleaning. 
 
    A bone-thin woman sat in the front room, her hands gripping the padded arms of a wheelchair. 
 
    “Diane!” I exclaimed, striding to her, in one smooth move setting the basket within her reach on a low table and drawing a straight chair near. “Happy birthday. Look. Presents!” George had advised me to tumble right in, no hesitation. Although Diane Keever’s natural impulse was to recoil—hell, anybody’s would be—the force of my do-gooderism overcame her. She smiled suspiciously. 
 
    I went on, “It’s so wonderful to meet you. I’m Sharon Pressley, from the senior center.” 
 
    “How do you do?” said Diane Keever. “What is all this?” 
 
    Blue Dress watched. 
 
    “We have a new director,” I explained, toning down my volume and pace, segueing into pure warmth and sympathy, channeling a relentlessly compassionate Greer Garson or Florence Henderson or some such. “Do you know Kevin John Wilson? He’s the new director, and he made a decree! A decree went out from him that the BSC would locate every citizen over—well, let’s between us girls say a certain age!—and check the public census records for birthdays. ‘No homebound senior is going to celebrate their birthday without some senior cheer, not while I’m in the driver’s seat!’ That’s what Kevin John Wilson said.” 
 
    “Neneng invited you in?” 
 
    “You need this things,” said Neneng, poking in the basket. 
 
    Her boss said, “My birthday is in March.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh! Oh, my goodness.” I sat there helpless. “Oh, my goodness.” 
 
    Mrs. Keever took the opportunity to be magnanimous. “It’s all right, dear.” 
 
    “Well, mistakes do happen, don’t they?” I trembled on the verge of embarrassed tears. “I’m so sorry to have barged in here like this—what must you be thinking? My goodness. Well, I know one thing: the basket stays!” 
 
    “It’s all right,” she repeated. Then, as if from an unused portion of her brain, a hospitality reflex awakened. “Well, ah…would you like some tea, before you go, Mrs. Pressley? Some iced tea?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, please!” I fanned myself delicately. “I’d love to visit with you for just a minute or two, Mrs. Keever.” I decided to switch to that after having used her first name just once, to achieve initial disarmament. 
 
    “Neneng, bring us some tea and cookies. The good ones.” 
 
    I was tremendously pleased that the old delivery trick had worked. 
 
    The house wasn’t as bad on the inside as out: once fine, now frayed, but clean and tidy nevertheless. Basic cleaning, I realized, can go a long way. The furniture, the wallpaper, which was a charming old pattern of green vines against a rosy beige ground, all were holding up more or less OK. The Keevers had had good taste. 
 
    Mrs. Keever was well turned out for the day. Her pure-white hair was nicely waved and combed back from her large ears, she wore a peach silk (or perhaps easy-care polyester) blouse and a soft knit skirt. Her skinny legs were encased in white-person’s-flesh-color support hose, and she wore Minnetonka-type little shoes. A battered aluminum walker was stationed near the hall. 
 
    One gnarled hand sported a fairly whopping diamond. Silver button earrings. She cared about the way she looked, and in fact, her face was quite fine; she even wore a little lipstick. This was a woman who carried on the routine. 
 
    She sat straight and studied me with wary clarity. She was plainly thirsty for company, yet there was an antisocial vibe about her. 
 
    I oriented my chair so as not to face her directly, more like side-by-side. But I kept myself in front of her so she wouldn’t get the feeling that any part of me was out of view. A subliminal thing. “Someone at the center said your late husband was a lawyer in town.” I made my body language open, nothing crossed, open relaxed hands, slightly forward-leaning posture. “I do remember the name.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    I showed her everything I’d brought, with narration. “And the lavender in this lotion makes it double as cologne!” 
 
    When George and I had talked this over, we’d tried to think of a foolproof pretext for me, but it was hard. 
 
    “Well,” he’d said at last, “you’ll just have to figure something out.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do once I get inside?” 
 
    “Observe. And if it feels OK, mention Amaryllis and see what happens.” 
 
    Of course, Mrs. Keever might not be living there, but we also felt it was a pretty good bet, especially as George could find no alternate address for her. 
 
    So right now, step one was good. Either Mrs. Keever or this Neneng was receiving the ten thousand a month from Amaryllis. 
 
    It was very hot inside that house, but a few windows were open, allowing a stifling breeze to push through the screens. Like all old people, Diane Keever barely sweated. 
 
    What was the money for, what was it for? Did Neneng take it to the bank for her mistress? Was there a gigantically fat mattress upstairs? Did the envelope go from here to somewhere else? 
 
    Well, my goal was to simply make friends. As I talked about the lotions and so forth, I glanced about the room carefully for evidence. Of something, anything. Bricks of heroin, slave manacles? It was an ordinary living room, not very big. 
 
    Diane Keever was suspicious, and Neneng was a cold-eyed one. My impression was she lived in. Neneng looked late-fortyish, maybe as old as fifty. Realistically, Mrs. Keever was no drug dealer. But Neneng was a person to figure out. 
 
    “You haven’t been over to the senior center yet, have you?” I asked my hostess. 
 
    She paused. “I still don’t think of myself as ‘senior.’ Isn’t that funny?” 
 
    “Not at all! We’re all just kids, really. All our lives.” 
 
    “You’re very young.” 
 
    There was no television in the room. A baby grand piano had been wedged into a corner. Mrs. Keever saw me look at it, then at her crabbed hands. 
 
    “I don’t play much anymore,” she said. 
 
    A book, Grieg Lyric Pieces, perched on the music stand. 
 
    Heavy on her feet, Neneng carried in a wide silver tray with the tea and cookies. She seemed respectful enough of Mrs. Keever. 
 
    As she served us, I gestured to Mrs. Keever’s wheelchair. “Is it arthritis?” 
 
    “Yes. Just osteo, but it’s really got me, as you can see.” She said it tight-mouthed and bitter. Perhaps a drop of self-pity in there too. But I wondered: If her mind is sharp and she’s got this evidently faithful servant, doesn’t she at least get out a little? 
 
    Neneng said, “It rheumatoid.” 
 
    “These aren’t the good cookies,” Mrs. Keever said. 
 
    Neneng said, “More in oven.” 
 
    Mrs. Keever’s hands did seem to have that tight redness of rheumatoid, just like Gramma Gladys’s. Her knees too. 
 
    “I used to play, quite a lot,” she said. “Now Neneng plays, don’t you, Neneng?” 
 
    I found that hard to believe; Neneng seemed as musical as a crocodile. 
 
    “Shit itch me,” said Neneng. 
 
    She teach me. 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “I brought all this information on the wonderful activities we do at the center.” 
 
    “I should have volunteered there, when I was younger,” Mrs. Keever mused. 
 
    “Well, we’d love to see you now.” I shuffled through the flyers. She said, “I don’t…interact…much.” 
 
    “I would think an intelligent, attractive woman like you would have lots of friends!” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, brushing away the compliment. “No.” 
 
    “I it,” said Neneng. 
 
    “Neneng takes care of me. I couldn’t do without her.” 
 
    Neneng nodded possessively. “I drive.” She left the room. 
 
    The tea was good. The shortbread-type cookies tasted rancid. “They are terrible,” said Mrs. Keever, grimly amused at my attempt to hide my reaction. “I’ve never gotten used to them. She puts duck fat or something in the dough.” 
 
    “Plus oregano,” I guessed. “How long have you lived in Bakersfield?” 
 
    “Oh, a long time,” she said vaguely. 
 
    I took her hand gently and said quietly, “Please consider me a new friend.” She squeezed my hand rigidly and stared at the floor. 
 
    Then I got her vibe. It wasn’t antisocial, it was angry. Beneath that fine-lady facade was a crust of anger and resentment. 
 
    Why? 
 
    “You know,” I ventured, “senior activities today aren’t what they used to be. In the old days it was cutting paper dolls and watching television, but now we’ve got dance classes—even for wheelchair folks!—we’ve got ice cream Thursdays, and sometimes Harold does Elvis. Our handyman.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Neneng returned to check our glasses. 
 
    “Neneng, please play something,” asked Mrs. Keever. 
 
    The sullen Filipina said, “I have to?” 
 
    “No,” said her boss. “No, of course not. But I’d like to hear some of the Grieg. Just a little something. You pick.” 
 
    Neneng looked at me hatefully, heaved a bone-rattling sigh, and stomped over to the piano. She yanked the heavy tufted bench; it made a hideous screech on the wooden floor. 
 
    Neneng laid her buttocks over the bench. The blue fabric of her dress smoothed and strained against her back as she opened the keyboard and reached to turn pages in the Grieg book. 
 
    She touched a few chords to warm up, then, peering at the complicated-looking music, began to play. 
 
    BALDWIN, said the logo above the keyboard. The instrument, of polished walnut, gave forth several pure notes. 
 
    The room instantly became lighter, brighter, cooler. 
 
    At first Neneng played a small melody, high on the keyboard. Then the sound deepened into full, ringing chords. 
 
    The air came alive. God stepped in. 
 
    Mrs. Keever tipped her head back, to open her ears to the wider room—the sound came to us from every direction as it poured from the piano and swelled against ceiling, walls, floor. 
 
    I’m not a classical musician, but I felt Neneng’s playing was extraordinary. 
 
    The music lightened and returned to the original melody, only this time the melody was prettier—somehow—I don’t know. 
 
    Then it diminished to a few wistful droplets. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Neneng dropped her hands into her lap and bowed her head for two seconds. Then abruptly she rose, the bench screeching out from under her. 
 
    Mrs. Keever came back from wherever she’d been transported to. “Thank you, Neneng. That was very good.” 
 
    I could only stare, smiling. 
 
    Neneng, stone-faced, stood at the piano. “Tuner man come yesterday.” As if that explained it. 
 
    I made a sound of amused bafflement. 
 
    Neneng returned my gaze. “I have knack,” she muttered. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’d do without her,” said Mrs. Keever. “She comes from a terrible place in the Philippines. A lot of family depend on her.” 
 
    “What was the name of that piece you played?” I asked. 
 
    In a blunt voice, Neneng answered, “‘To Spring.’” 
 
    “How beautiful.” 
 
    Now I could understand how Mrs. Keever could stand to isolate herself in this wasteland of a home. With music like that, I could exist happily in hell itself. 
 
    Neneng stalked out, and we heard cookie sheets sliding from the oven. The smell that wafted in was no better than the taste of the first batch. 
 
    While listening to Neneng, I’d noticed framed photographs lined up on the piano. 
 
    One was of a young, fine-boned woman. The shot was professional; it looked, in fact, like a film studio starlet shot: burgundy drape, professional hair and makeup, jewels, a silk strapless gown that looked like pouring milk, perfect lighting, and I realized it was Mrs. Keever in her twenties. What a shot. She gazed frankly into the camera, an amused smile on her lips. Everything about her was hot except for that cool smile. What a hell of a shot. 
 
    I saw a picture of a man I took to be Mr. Keever, receiving a plaque from a local-looking politician. 
 
    Then there were pictures of another beautiful girl, ranging from toddlerhood through first day of school, on up to her teens. A few were snapshots—astride a new tricycle at Christmas, stepping off a balance beam with a determined grin—then a series of school portraits with missing teeth, then long burnished hair like a pony’s coat, then new breasts and a spark of adolescent defiance, then—no more. No college picture, no wedding picture. No womanhood picture. 
 
    I wondered. 
 
    Through this whole visit I’d tried to feel what was going on. I almost started to wonder if George and I had imagined Amaryllis’s whole errand here. 
 
    I’d observed Mrs. Keever closely, Neneng too. The two women were tied in an unusual relationship, what with their isolation, mitigated by the beautiful piano music. Very tough to read. Was Neneng a conduit for money going overseas? 
 
    I needed to pop a question or two, but I wanted to be ready to make for the door at any moment. I asked to use the bathroom. 
 
    When I came out, Neneng had taken the tea tray away, perhaps to replenish the cookies—some family recipe from her village in the wilderness of Mindanao? Mrs. Keever sat waiting for me with a sourer expression than she’d had before. 
 
    I picked up my purse. “I have to be going. You know, my sister lives in Los Angeles, and sometimes I go down to visit her. Sometimes I take our seniors on little junkets down there, to a ball game, you know, or to a show, or to the races at Santa Anita. Because I realize lots of people have connections in L.A., from past times.” I paused. “Do you?” 
 
    “No.” She dropped the word like a brick. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    She stirred uneasily, shifting her wasted thighs in the slinglike seat of her wheelchair. 
 
    “So many nice people in L.A.,” I commented. “I have a friend who works down there—his name is Dale Vargas.” 
 
    Mrs. Keever looked blank. She wondered what my angle was. Man, she was a jawbreaker. 
 
    I said, “There’s another friend of mine—Amaryllis B. Cubitt. When I’m in L.A., sometimes I stop in and volunteer at her—” 
 
    Mrs. Keever made a startled, incoherent sound. “Guhh?” 
 
    Neneng appeared from the kitchen as if shot from a popgun. She was holding some kind of pronged knife, not in attack mode but not not in attack mode. 
 
    “What is it?” I said. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Why did you come here?” said Mrs. Keever angrily. Instead of Boo Radley, I’d gotten Mrs. Dubose. 
 
    “I—I—to deliver your basket!” 
 
    “Don’t give me that.” 
 
    I followed her eyes to my purse. Shit! I’d left it on the entry table. They could have looked at my ID while I was in the bathroom, and seen that I was not Sharon Pressley. 
 
    Both of them were enraged, and scared shitless, even Neneng with her shining knife. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    Neneng demanded, “Who send you?” 
 
    Finally I said, “No one sent me. I’m trying to help Amaryllis.” 
 
    “Hah!” said Mrs. Keever. “In that case, go!” 
 
    Neneng chimed, “Go!” She kept tight hold of her shank. 
 
    I went, escorted out by Neneng, who gave me a haughty shove at the doorstep for good measure. I waited to feel the knife plunge between my shoulder blades, but it didn’t. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 – Behind Mysterious Walls 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My adventure in Bakersfield was still reverberating in me when I called my aunts the next morning, Thursday, to check on Petey. 
 
    Sheila answered and told me my boy had adapted to the potholder kit with a vengeance. “He’s made twenty-seven of them and counting. Toots is cutting new loops as fast as she can. Pretty soon she’ll have to go out and buy some.” 
 
    “Dear God. What do you cut loops from?” 
 
    “Old socks, you cut them crosswise. We’re running out of even new ones, though. She thinks she’s gonna sell all these potholders on the computer. We don’t even have a computer.” Like Toots’s voice, hers was as demure as a wolverine’s. “Hey, you know that old rotten shed we used to use as a corn crib? Me and Pete are gonna tear it down today!” 
 
    “Oh! Cool.” 
 
    “We’re gonna rig it with chains and pull it down with the tractor.” 
 
    “He’ll love that.” 
 
    “Yeah, then I think we might burn it.” 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “This ain’t California, honey, you can damn well set fire to your own shed if you want to.” 
 
    “Why not just burn it in place?” 
 
    “I want to save the copper from the eaves, there’s this copper sheeting. I can sell it. We’re gonna tear those off once the roof’s down. Pete’s gonna help me, right, Pete?” 
 
    I heard him laughing in demonic anticipation. 
 
    Sheila went on, “On Saturday we’re going to the church carnival.” 
 
    Petey seized the phone. “I’m getting a dog!” he shouted. 
 
    “What!” 
 
    Sheila grabbed the receiver back. “A corn dog. We told him we’d buy him a corn dog at the carnival. Pete, it’s a food you eat, not a real dog. We told you that already.” 
 
    “Whatever became of Reeve?” I asked, remembering their dauntless little terrier. 
 
    “Oh, old age. He couldn’t walk anymore.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Had to put him down?” 
 
    “Yeah, I shot him last year. Buried him next to Mashy. More or less on top of Mashy, actually. You don’t have to get a dog down as deep as you do a horse. Haven’t gotten another dog yet.” 
 
    “I see.” I should have known Sheila wouldn’t have given the job to a fancy-pants veterinarian with a hypodermic. Mashy used to pull their pumpkin cart before they got the tractor. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    That afternoon, George called from some airport hotel where he’d gotten stranded overnight. I told him all about Diane Keever and Neneng. 
 
    “Good work,” he said in his steady baritone voice. 
 
    “Really?” I stood watching Gina fuss over the herb pots on our patio. Peppermint runs rampant if you let it, we were learning. Golden streamers of sunlight were spilling into the apartment. Some kid in the alley was throwing a glider in the air over and over, just the glider swooping in an arc above the back wall. 
 
    “Everything helps,” said George. “We now know she’s got some kind of personal connection with Amaryllis.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m still digesting what I took in.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I have a question. How hard would it be to find out Diane Keever’s last name before she got married?” 
 
    “I can try it right now online.” 
 
    “Can I just do it myself?” 
 
    “I’ve got subscriptions to certain databases, so let me look it up for you. I’m logging in right now, I’ve got my laptop.” 
 
    “Oh, you bought a new one?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a—” 
 
    “Don’t bore me with the details.” 
 
    He laughed. Faint sounds of keystrokes. I heard him breathing, patiently and evenly, and fancied I could feel his warm exhalations on my cheek through the phone. “It’s amazing how much work these databases save. I’ll have to search by county. Are we assuming they got married in Los Angeles County?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s reasonable. Didn’t Bruce Keever’s death notice say he was born in L.A.?” 
 
    “That’s right, it did. Why do you want to know her maiden name?” His voice was so rich, so intimate to me. 
 
    Down, girl. 
 
    I said, “That picture of her, that semi cheesecake shot I told you about? I just wonder if she was in the studio system when she was young. That picture is important enough for her to see every day.” 
 
    “So what if she was an actress back then? It’s interesting, but how can it help our—” 
 
    “I just want to know. I think it might help me figure out her deal. Somehow. George, one thing I’ve realized that’s different between you and me is that I can size up a woman pretty quickly. I get her, you know? But I’m not that astute about men.” 
 
    “I think you’re pretty astute about me.” I heard the smile. 
 
    Not easily diverted from my point, I said, “I mean in general. Oh, I can figure men out, but it takes me a while. You, on the other hand, decipher men as quickly as I do women. You’re always so insightful with guys.” 
 
    “Hm. Here it is. Her name was Diane Ratkinson,” and he spelled it. “They were married on February 4, 1950.” 
 
    “OK. Thanks. Now about Amaryllis.” 
 
    “Need some records on her?” 
 
    “No. It’s just that I want to confront Amaryllis with what we know, or some of it. Tell her we know a few things. I want to do it today.” 
 
    I heard him blow a breath away from the phone. “Don’t.” 
 
    My adrenaline surged defiantly. “I will.” 
 
    “Dammit, Rita.” 
 
    “You can’t command me, George.” 
 
    “Command, hell. As far as I can tell, you’ve always done exactly as you please. But you’re being stupid, Rita. Forgive me, but you’re being stupid.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because you’re not listening.” 
 
    “OK. What? I’m listening now.” 
 
    He gathered his temper, I could almost hear this little whoosh. I really can be a brat sometimes. Calmly, he said, “I’m trying to tell you it’s more dangerous over there than I thought. I won’t tell you not to go. But if you do, be as careful as you possibly can. If you mention Diane Keever, don’t say too much.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “I can just feel it. Remember, you can always reveal knowledge to a subject, but you can never un-reveal it. It’s so much better to listen than to tell.” 
 
    Gina began to sing “Stormy Weather,” low and slow. 
 
    “What haven’t you told me about Amaryllis?” I asked. 
 
    He sighed again. “Here’s the whole warning. Remember that Sunday morning when we were over there? When that woman had her seizure or whatever, I considered it a good distraction, and I took off for the basement. I’d already found a door to it, and other than that second locked classroom, it was the only part of the building I hadn’t gotten into yet, so I went down there while the security people were calling the ambulance and so forth. They all sort of herded toward the cafeteria to see if somebody was going to die, I think.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It’s not a nice place. There’s a little room-within-a-room made of gypsum board down there.” He paused, expecting me to get it, I guess. 
 
    “Well, what’s in it?” 
 
    “Nothing. They used two-by-fours to create an air space between the drywall and the concrete block wall. Walls and ceiling. There’s a heavy rug on the floor.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “And there’s a steel ring bolted into one wall.” 
 
    “Explain it to me in baby talk.” 
 
    “The room is totally soundproof. You could scream until your throat burst.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “It’s brand-new.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because the walls are perfectly clean. Not a stain, not a smudge.” 
 
    “Oh, God.” 
 
    “Yet.” 
 
    “God, God.” 
 
    “So now I’ve told you. They’ve got plans. I’m beginning to wonder if Vargas came up against somebody even more vicious than him: Amaryllis. Do you hear what I’m telling you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think—I just might, ah, wait a little.” 
 
    “That’s my girl.” 
 
    “I’m not your girl.” 
 
    “I know, I know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 – Rowe is Nobody’s Fool 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rowe got back to Los Feliz and did his laundry, then he put on his bum disguise in Gonzalo’s bathroom. He’d have time to find a new apartment as soon as he got these two cases resolved. 
 
    Gonzalo happened to be home this afternoon, reading a neurology journal in his den. The weather had clouded over, and he was feeling like cozying up in anticipation of cooler fall times. Tamiroff, the ninety-five-pound wolfhound, sat in the backyard quietly chewing the picnic table. 
 
    Rowe said nothing to his friend before going into the bathroom with his stuff. When he came out as the buck-toothed lowlife, he sneaked into the den. Gonzalo, absorbed in his reading, didn’t notice. Rowe made a sudden move, as if to spring. 
 
    Gonzalo saw him, screamed, and reached for the five-shot revolver he carried in an ankle holster. Rowe knocked it out of his hand, laughing. 
 
    When he heard Rowe’s laugh, Gonzalo stared hard, then sank into his chair grasping his heart, too weak from the ebbing of adrenaline to get up and take a swing at him. “You about fucking killed me, buddy.” 
 
    Rowe was pleased. 
 
    He took the bus to the ABC Mission and went in, but said he didn’t need a bed. 
 
    This was, now, the fourth time he’d been to the mission. After the first night, he’d stopped in every day, just to be seen by the guards, especially Wichita and Denny. He’d gradually cleaned himself up, and would just stand looking at the bulletin board for a while before wandering out again. He’d missed only two days when he went to Canada. 
 
    Today he’d made himself look even less derelict, though Gonzalo’s reaction had told him that between the wig and the buckteeth he still didn’t look like George Rowe. Cleaner hands and face—he’d shaved—and better pants. He’d omitted the Richards Wild Irish Rose gargle. 
 
    After wandering here and there, he found Wichita in an empty classroom playing with an Etch A Sketch someone must have donated for the kids. 
 
    He had looked up Wichita’s criminal record thanks to the fact that Wichita was her real first name and that Internet databases let you search using first or last. She’d done fourteen months at Chowchilla for carjacking. For Denny, he could find nothing without a last name. 
 
    Rowe waited until she noticed him. 
 
    “May I talk to you, ma’am?” 
 
    She looked up from the teacher’s desk. “What you want?” She had been drawing a robot with what looked like a flower coming out of its head. 
 
    Quietly but clearly, he said, “Do you know where I can get some clean smack?” 
 
    After a moment, with a little smile, she said, “Why do you ask me? I’m just a security guard.” 
 
    He smiled back, self-consciously and unsuccessfully trying to keep his upper lip pulled over his long teeth. “‘Cause you look like you’re nobody’s fool around here.” 
 
    She smiled wider. “I’ve seen you around.” 
 
    “When I say clean, I mean really clean.” 
 
    “You don’t look like you use.” 
 
    He laughed uncomfortably. “Guess you know a wino when you see one.” He eased himself onto a student desk, feet on the seat. “But look, I’ve straightened up my act. Pretty much. Thing is, I used to deal, but I’m out of it. Doing other things.” 
 
    She stared at him, and he watched the gears start to clank in her mind. Her forehead was high and rounded, lending her a belugalike appearance. 
 
    “What’s up?” asked Denny, striding into the room, dreadlocked and dark-skinned, the locks up in a yellow Rasta hat. 
 
    Wichita gave him an irritated look. She turned back to Rowe and repeated, “We’re just the security force.” 
 
    “If you want to buy,” said Denny, “you can hit the street.” He had a gap between his front teeth that made him look more innocent than he was. 
 
    Rowe maintained eye contact with him. “I don’t want street quality, it’s not dependable. I hear things. I know there’s better quality coming from somewhere around here. I want to buy before the cut. If possible.” 
 
    Denny asked, “What’s your name?” 
 
    “James.” 
 
    “I’m Denny, then.” 
 
    “Wichita.” 
 
    “I was telling this lady that I’m working on my own self, I’m pretty straight now.” 
 
    Wichita said, “Who you need clean smack for?” 
 
    “Friend.” 
 
    “He used to deal,” she said to Denny, meaningfully. 
 
    “But no more.” Rowe held his hand out as if stopping a bus. “Too dangerous, too much risk for a single operator. Never, ever again will I deal, even as a soldier—there’s no source, no organization in the city that’s safe.” 
 
    “How much did you used to do?” asked Denny. 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “No reason. Fuck off, then.” 
 
    “I just want three goddamn grams! I’m trying to be a goddamn customer!” Rowe wiped his face. “About fifteen thousand a week, if you’re so interested. Mostly coke.” 
 
    “That’s not so big,” said Denny. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Rowe agreed. “I was comfortable. Worked in stolen guns on the side.” 
 
    “Yeah?” said Denny. He wanted to ask a question, but second-thought it. 
 
    In spite of the Etch A Sketch, the classroom appeared to be used for adult reading. The teacher had posted a grown-up’s alphabet on a bulletin board using cut-out magazine pictures: 
 
      
 
    A is for Avalanche (National Geographic) 
 
    B is for Brooklyn Bridge (Time) 
 
    C is for Condom (Playboy) 
 
      
 
    And so on. 
 
    The room smelled of something sweet and faint—the teacher’s cologne? Rowe pictured her: very young, very idealistic, like some of the women who came and taught school in the prisons. If she were one of the old ones whose idealism was hardbitten, she wouldn’t wear so much cologne. None at all, probably. 
 
    “I was an uptown boy,” Rowe added. “Had a few clients in Beverly Hills, Hollywood, Bel Air.” 
 
    “What happened?” Wichita looked him up and down with the frank interest of a child. 
 
    “Well, I made one bad friend, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” said Denny suspiciously. “What exactly do you mean?” 
 
    Rowe shook his head at himself. “I sank almost all my money into my house, in the Valley. Art, rugs, coins, you know. It’s what you do instead of a bank, you know what I’m talking about. This guy, he thought I cheated him on a deal, and he torched my house. I couldn’t claim insurance, the same reason I couldn’t put my money on a tax return.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see,” said Denny. “Too bad.” 
 
    “So I decided to get out of dealing. I could develop lots of my clients again, of course, since there’s so much turnover in this business,” he laughed, “but those days are behind me. I was in bad shape for a while, I owed some debts besides, after the fire. I fell into the gutter, but I met a good woman while I was down there, believe it or not.” 
 
    “That’s who the H is for,” said Wichita, pleased with herself. A child who wore wet-looking red lipstick. 
 
    “You’re a good guesser, ma’am. I’d been there before, but I never met anybody like her.” 
 
    Bit by bit, Rowe revealed himself, pressing their credulity just enough, giving them just enough to stay interested. “My friend Gonzalo, over in Los Feliz, he’s gonna let me work construction for him. That’s where I’m living as of, uh, yesterday, to tell you the truth. Finally convinced him to not write me off anymore. I can make good money with him.” 
 
    “Good enough to support your old lady’s habit?” Denny demanded. 
 
    “Well, I’m not gonna quite, you know…I mean, there’s always stuff that fell off a truck, so to speak. Little of this, little of that. Anyhow—” 
 
    “You sure you’re through with dealing?” asked Wichita. 
 
    Firmly, he answered, “Dead sure. I’ve gotta look after my girl. I’ll buy for her, but I won’t deal. I can’t afford another narcotics rap. Damn bitchin’ policewoman nailed me when I wasn’t even carrying.” 
 
    Wichita and Denny shared a meaningful glance. Denny tightened his mouth. 
 
    “What if, James,” said Wichita, “there was a way you could deal again—in safety?” 
 
    “No such way exists.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Well, let me tell you something!” 
 
    Denny grabbed her arm. “Wichita, I gotta say, I gotta say.” 
 
    “Ow! The Whale needs another white guy! Goddamn it!” 
 
    “Let’s not go too fast here, OK?” 
 
    She snatched her arm away. Rowe noticed the traces of deep bruises on it, from his own hands, where he had grabbed her and slammed her into the door on Mateo Street. She didn’t recognize him at all. He almost smiled. 
 
    “We’re supposed to be recruiting!” she hissed. “This guy’s got experience! I haven’t had a bonus in forever!” 
 
    Denny looked like he’d like to bash her mouth shut, but clearly her status was greater than his. He restrained himself and had to simply plead. “Come on, Witch.” 
 
    Rowe said, “You guys—I’ve heard of Dale the Whale, OK? Half the city has.” 
 
    “We’re not called ‘guys,’” said Wichita with hot dignity. “We’re all vice presidents. Denny and I are executive vice presidents. I respect the man. He thinks new. He don’t just go, oh, look at me, I’m at the top of the pile, all you all a bunch of dirt—no. You treat him with respect, he treats you with respect.” 
 
    She was white—didn’t even look like she tanned easily—yet she’d adopted a style of talking that she must have considered street-black. 
 
    “You don’t have to go on and on,” warned Denny. 
 
    “I been around drug dealing for a long time. Long time,” said Wichita, who looked to be around twenty-five years old, “and never I’ve seen something like what he does. He’s got a whole master plan, but he carries it all up here.” She tapped her temple, and Rowe was certain she’d seen the Whale do just that. She settled her hips more comfortably in the teacher’s chair. 
 
    “Can’t be anything new,” Rowe said contemptuously. 
 
    “Hah! James! Just listen! The bad boys in the old hoods—they all go strictly by territory. They go, oh, this is my corner, you get the hell outta here or I’m gonna shoot choo inna ass. No. The Whale, he goes by days of the week, you understand that?” 
 
    “Witch—” 
 
    “Get out of here, Denny!” she shrieked. “I’m talking to this man, goddamn it! Just go, get your ass outta here!” 
 
    He did, his back hard and angry. 
 
    “Each dealer,” she resumed eagerly, after a little goodbye eye-roll, “rotates through common territories. It’s a rotation, you see?” She pronounced the word carefully and strongly, as if a host of meaning lay within it, as if she were explaining a scientific principle. “So you got five days on, two days off, which you must take, except for if a regular customer can’t wait. So no one gets burned out. Because of course you’re on call twenty-four/seven when you’re on your five days on. We are not like any other organization out there. We are innovative. We do sinajizing.” 
 
    This time Rowe nodded in comprehension. “But don’t the customers get confused who to call? Which day it is?” 
 
    “Regulars who got your number, they’re different. All this prevents turf wars. He’s trying to bring every gang in L.A. into this. Scheduling’s the main challenge. The Whale is first and foremost a peacemaker. What do you think of that?” 
 
    The Whale must have a whole lot of charisma to make anyone think his rotation system made sense, but slowly Rowe said, “Well, that sounds new.” 
 
    “He takes care of his people. You get arrested, he gets you out.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    Wichita paused uncertainly. “Well, he can explain it to you. Don’t you think you might want to get back into it, just a little, you know? Maybe”—she realized she could go further—“if we give you clean shit for your old lady, then you’d do a little for us? I need a bonus so bad!” 
 
    Rowe pinched his lip. “So you won’t give me shit before the cut unless I agree to deal? Not just pay?” 
 
    “OK, I’m not the Whale, I can’t make the final say. I’ll talk to him and see what I can do. You think about it, James, OK?” 
 
    “OK.” He turned to go. 
 
    She looked after him. 
 
    He turned back. “Say, is Amaryllis B. Cubitt the Mrs. Whale?” 
 
    Quickly, “What you want to know for?” 
 
    “A man has eyes and ears, and he wonders things. She seems like a nice lady.” 
 
    “Well,” said Wichita, “if you want to keep your eyes and your ears on you, you keep ’em shut.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “I’m saying?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 – Earth Puppets and Archives 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I wondered and wondered about Diane Keever. What the hell was going on in that house? I thought about the disquieting Neneng, her rancid cookies, her mastery of Grieg, her pronged carving knife. 
 
    Today was Friday, and I lingered over my first cup of coffee at the breakfast bar while Gina showered. I guiltily reveled in my vacation from Petey, or his from me. I missed his assertive little spirit, his tiny quandaries and victories, yet life was so easy and peaceful without him. No worry about making a nutritious breakfast; Gina and I could eat leftover popcorn or nothing if we wanted to. Certainly I didn’t miss that damn ScoreLad. 
 
    But oh, the feeling of his soft-bud mouth kissing my cheek at bedtime! How fleeting it all is! When he was a newborn, Jeff would lie on the bed shirtless and place Petey bellydown on his bare chest, and Petey, no bigger than a puppy, would relax into that feeling of total security, riding gently up and down on his daddy’s breath. 
 
    Those days were so gone. 
 
    When I weaned him I felt a physical change, a hollowness that had never been there, beneath my sternum, before. I felt the relief of not having the responsibility of suckling him and yet! He needed me less! Never again would I nourish him so directly and so completely. Weaning, I realized, was not merely an act of rejection on my part, it was the act of training him to reject me. When my milk dried up, I’d wondered, well, maybe that’s it. No more babies for me? 
 
    Shit, if I thought about these things too much I’d bust out cryin’. 
 
    I went back to brooding about the Keever house. 
 
    The piano? The instrument itself could not possibly be a place to hide contraband, nothing so crude—it sounded beautiful, full and resonant, no bundles of drugs taped inside it. Microdots, perhaps. 
 
    The photographs atop the piano intrigued me. I tried not to give them a whole lot of weight—I mean, any idiot could focus on family pictures. I really should be looking into Neneng. But how? Who was she? I didn’t even know her last name. Maybe that was her last name. I typed “Neneng” into a telephone search and didn’t come up with anything. 
 
    When I’d mentioned Dale the Whale, Diane Keever made no reaction. Amaryllis’s name had triggered the angry reaction. Mrs. Keever had made a questioning sound in her throat, as in, Why would you bring up her? Or was it—Why would you bring up her? She emoted anger, but why anger, unless it was solely directed at me? Amaryllis was dropping off ten grand in cash to her house each month. How could you be angry at someone who was doing that? 
 
    I remembered Nathan saying his mom called the money her “reverse welfare” payment. Why? Because she was black and Mrs. Keever was white? Because she felt sorry for Mrs. Keever for some reason? 
 
    I should look beyond the goddamn pictures on the piano, but they were all I had. The young girl—I’d noticed a resemblance between her and Diane, a straightness of the mouth, sort of a similarly set line. But that could be my imagination wanting to glom on to something. Maybe not a daughter, but a doted-on niece, or a foster child? Did Bruce Keever find himself taking on the result of some client’s ulterior relationship? 
 
    Had the girl turned into an ungrateful, drug-using bitch teen who ran off to Thailand and had then been disowned? What the fuck, what the fuck. 
 
    Then I dwelled on the luscious photo of what appeared to be a young Diane Keever. I’d been struck so hard by the expertness of the picture, her beauty, her self-possessed expression, and by the questions it raised. 
 
    Gina came out wearing my newest top, a grasshopper-green scoopneck jersey. She looked terrific in it, and she knew it. 
 
    “I love this top!” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t give you permission to—” 
 
    “But doesn’t it fit me better than it fits you? You’re a little shorter-waisted than I am. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Oh, just wear it. Where are you going?” 
 
    “I can eat something with you, I don’t have to be there until eleven. Equinox, a few people are getting together.” Equinox was that new organic, low-emissions chain of espresso bars. “I’m so in love with that place, the one on Highland. The guy making the drinks told me if somebody comes to work wearing Nike shoes, they get fired on the spot!” 
 
    “The people who make the drinks are called baristas. And he was joking, for goodness’ sake.” 
 
    “No, no, he was serious.” 
 
    “So what’s going on at Equinox? A meeting for that environmental thing? What’s it called again?” 
 
    “It’s not a thing, it’s a movement.” She shook out her hair and felt it for dryness. “The longer it gets, the more it takes forever to dry. It’s called EP.” 
 
    “What’s it stand for?” 
 
    “Rita, you don’t know? My God, I thought you were so hip. Earth Puppets.” She looked at me for a reaction. “Earth Puppets,” she repeated. 
 
    I burst out laughing. 
 
    “That’s the point,” she said. “They started out as actual puppeteers, doing environmental marionette shows in schools? And then they just grew into a movement. People hear the name and laugh, but they’re dead serious. They fly under the radar of the authorities.” 
 
    “Earth Puppets,” I said, marveling. “That’s what they should have called the demonstrators in The Canary Syndrome.” 
 
    “It’s going to change the world, that picture. I’m so proud you’re a part of it.” 
 
    I just laughed. 
 
    She went on, “Well, a few of us are getting together this morning to—” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “I’m thinking of getting involved. I mean, they’re a coalition, you know, not like a party or anything. They’ve got much higher goals than that, they’re more like individual cells that form and carry out education, and…” She trailed off. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Like go on missions.” 
 
    “What kind of missions?” 
 
    “To save the earth in—various ways.” 
 
    “That’s what they told you?” 
 
    “Rita, the earth is in desperate need of saving! In case you haven’t noticed. Look, they’re not a terrorist group, OK? They just try to get people fired up about the environment. They hold rallies and stuff, OK?” 
 
    “OK, OK. But hon, you know we’ve got quite a mission right here.” 
 
    “You haven’t asked me for much help yet. It’s just been you and George.” 
 
    “Just wait. I’m going to need you soon. Hey, is Toby involved in the Earth Puppets?” She’d been regaling me with tales of the wondrous Toby, her brand-new boyfriend. 
 
    “No, he’s not interested yet. But I’m working on him. Oh, God, he’s so wonderful. I want to bring him over. Not a bartender, not a musician, but a regular guy with a day job and a driver’s license and seemingly no ex-wives.” 
 
    “What’s so attractive about him?” 
 
    “He lets me talk. And he’s a boxers guy. You should see his butt, it’s like a Michelangelo sculpture. I like boxers guys, briefs guys creep me out.” 
 
    “Me too. Wait a minute, have you slept with him already?” 
 
    “No, not quite exactly yet, I forgot my diaphragm the other night.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Is George a boxers guy?” 
 
    “No comment. Bring Toby home soon.” 
 
    “You’ll love him. He’s sweet. He’s kind. He looks like a little boy when he smiles!” 
 
    “Does he pick up the tabs?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, he’s quite the gentleman.” 
 
    He’d wandered into the record store the other week and started up a conversation, she told me, and they’d hit it off. He’d taken her on a couple of jaunts out of L.A.: down the coast to San Diego, up the coast to Santa Barbara where Gina had seen her first sea otter. “It was so CUTE, Rita! He just revolved in the water and floated on his back, looking at me. He was so CUTE!” 
 
    “I know, otters are very cute.” 
 
    “No! They are not ‘cute.’ They’re CUUUTE!” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s like I want one, you know?” 
 
    “Typical first reaction.” 
 
    “You are so unromantic, you know that? No wonder George is having such a hard time with you, poor guy.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “No, you shut up.” 
 
    “No, you shut up.” 
 
    “Anyway, Toby’s really opening my eyes up about a lot of things, both social and—” 
 
    “What does he do, anyway? And what’s his last name? Toby what?” 
 
    “Toby Phillips. He’s a consultant.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, he works with, uh, various organizations.” 
 
    “To help them do what?” 
 
    “Maximize their potential.” 
 
    “Huh, sounds like Dale the Whale. All this business bullshit.” 
 
    “You can belittle just about anything I do, can’t you? Just about anything I like.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I wasn’t really being serious.” 
 
    “Toby is very romantic. I’ve told him about you, and he didn’t say anything snide about you.” 
 
    “Once again, I apologize.” 
 
    “In fact, he’d like to meet you.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “He asked about you. Because he’s interested in me. In my life. He wants to get to know me better, and you’re family, so.” 
 
    “Have you met his family yet, or any of his friends?” 
 
    “Uh, no, but it’s only been two weeks.” 
 
    “Has he lived in L.A. long?” I continued our customary third degree about boyfriends. Sisters can wring blood from any turnip of a topic. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I think so. He doesn’t talk much about his family.” 
 
    “Well, do bring him. How about tomorrow night?” 
 
    “I don’t know. His work schedule is kind of unpredictable.” 
 
    “OK, whatever. I feel I know him now just about as well as you do.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” she laughed. “I haven’t told you the best part.” She looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “He’s black!” She looked victorious. 
 
    I understood. 
 
    I said, “Well, hey, you did it. You made friends with a black person.” 
 
    “Not just friends. But I’m not using him, Rita.” 
 
    “Well, you’re pretty proud of yourself. Hey, I’ll see you later, I gotta go over to campus.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “To look for a ghost.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    In a surge of ecological feeling I took the bus across town to UCLA. The bus sort of sucks, because you have to expend personal energy guarding against the assorted dirt and weird behavior and cell phone conversations. The main good thing about it is the virtuous feeling you get. 
 
    As you’d expect, the UCLA arts library, housed in claustrophobic quarters in the Public Policy Building, has a huge collection of books on the art and business of making films. I searched on the computer, didn’t find a title that looked right, so I plunged into the stacks, looking for some kind of reference book on starlets from the old days of the studio system. I picked up a few tell-alls from the era and checked the indices for the names Keever and Ratkinson, no good. 
 
    I trudged to the reference desk and waited until the veteran-looking librarian was free. A nattily dressed guy near retirement age with a really good manicure and the snowcap of a Montblanc pen peeking up from his shirt pocket—I thought if anybody could help me, he could. 
 
    “I want to find out if a certain person was ever an actress with one of the studios back in, oh, the late 1940s, I’d guess. I know her name, but I’m sure she would have used a screen name.” 
 
    He thought for a second, finger on cheek. “You say you have her birth name?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “None of these books is going to help you.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    He peered at me over a pair of reading glasses with sun-yellow frames and said, “Mario Salvio.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Mario Salvio”—he said the name as if presenting me with a platinum ingot—“wrote for The Hollywood Reporter from 1932 to 1962. He was a compulsive list-keeper. He sort of became the archivist of the studio system.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    “He made friends with every secretary in Hollywood—that’s what administrative assistants were called back then, you know, secretaries—and he collected data from them. He actually photostatted every contract anybody signed with MGM, Paramount, Fox, RKO, and Warner Brothers. Probably a lot from Columbia and Universal as well, though they were smaller, and not really into the studio system per se, where the product’s controlled from conception to distribution.” 
 
    “How did he get away with that?” 
 
    “They say he was a most charming fellow. He left his papers to the university.” 
 
    “I see. Well, how do I—” 
 
    “They’re in the archives. Not in this building. Not open to the public without an appointment.” 
 
    “Oh.” I summoned forth the spirit of a young Shelley Winters, that disappointed softness she did so well. “Oh, gosh.” 
 
    He exhaled stressfully and looked at his watch. “I’m on lunch as of…now. Follow me.” 
 
    He was the perfect blend of prissiness and alacrity: My job is essentially beneath me, but I’m glad in spite of myself to have an unusual request where I can show off my own personal arcane warehouse of knowledge, the full scope of which you will never grasp. 
 
    We walked across sunny Dickson Court to the Schoenberg Music Building. 
 
    “Wait here.” He indicated the benches in the stark lobby. 
 
    “I can’t come too?” 
 
    “Since you didn’t make an appointment, it’ll be quicker if I just do it for you.” 
 
    “Oh, OK.” 
 
    He took out his Montblanc and an index card. “What’s the name?” 
 
    I spelled it for him, and he disappeared into the bowels of the building. 
 
    The windows had just been washed and I had nothing to do but watch the students walk by, in their denim and earphones and all those T-shirts of semihorrible UCLA blue. I’m sorry, it is just the weirdest blue. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later my librarian returned, looking as if he’d hiked across the Mojave: his tie was crooked, his wispy locks mussed, his eyes bright. He handed me back the index card. 
 
    Beneath Diane Ratkinson’s name he had printed: PARAMOUNT, 1948-1950. VERA LUXON. 
 
    “Standard contract,” he said. “She either washed out or got pregnant. Now you can search that name elsewhere to find out if she was ever in a picture or what.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said fervently, squeezing his arm in gratitude. “That must have been quite the ordeal, you were gone for so long.” 
 
    He withdrew his arm. “No, not really.” 
 
    I looked at him in surprise. 
 
    “My boyfriend works down there.” He winked and strolled away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 – Fool’s Gold 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe was so used to sizing up guards and security systems that, like a career burglar, he did it almost subconsciously. He smiled at that thought. 
 
    The security at the Pan Pacific Canine Exposition was haphazard—everybody who had business there was supposed to have an ID badge on a neck string, but no guards were stationed at the chutes to the arena floor. The guards, wearing blue blazers with whatever company’s crest on the pocket, randomly patrolled about with good posture. Usually, private security people are easily outwitted, but he’d noticed a sharp eye or two among this bunch. 
 
    He bought a program. The beagles would begin in the ring in a few minutes. This was an invitation-only competition, like the Masters or presidential fund-raising dinners, featuring only the cream of the litter from all over the world. Still, more than two thousand dogs were entered, and brother, that’s a lot of dogs. The vast arena floor was sectioned, by thigh-high playpen type fencing, into thirty or so small rings, where all the breed competitions were held. 
 
    Nice that the dogs were so beautifully clean—of course they would be—and unsmelly. Rowe had a sensitive nose. 
 
    He saw the logistical challenges of moving all those dogs and their handlers in and out of their competitive rings on time, giving them space to wash and groom, space to wait, well-isolated space to relieve themselves, which in this milieu was known by the euphemism “exercising.” 
 
    He took all this in. 
 
    Not that he was planning anything except talking to Orlando Gold, handler of Nick Polen’s dogs, and looking at the dogs, but it was wise to have options. 
 
    He had never seen so many calm dogs in his life. Rowe knew how perceptive most dogs were—they picked up vibes people didn’t even know they were giving. To make it all the way here, handler and dog must have proved themselves many times elsewhere. Every single dog he saw was lovely—clear-eyed, smoothly brushed, beautifully proportioned—and eager to compete. 
 
    He walked through one of the exhibit halls. He saw, for sale, a nearly life-size raccoon made of soft plastic that squeaked in pain when chomped; a DVD called Rescue Dog! True Tales of Heroism in the Andes; dog treats shaped like slippers, a thousand books about puppies, a portable dog therapeutic Jacuzzi that cost $678.95, and a cleaning kit for same ($16.95 extra). He stopped looking at merchandise. 
 
    He settled down in the stands near ring 22 and watched the day’s judging for thirteen-inch beagles. He could hear the ring coordinator call for the dogs. The judge was a pudgy woman in a pantsuit. He checked his program against the numbers on the handlers’ arm bands and focused on Orlando Gold, number 8, a white man with a bronze tan and blond-tipped hair. He was, Rowe perceived, an elegant fellow in the pejorative sense of the word: tall and thin, wearing a form-fitting suit of a light-absorbing fabric, black velvet or velour. White shirt, straight black tie with a gold stripe—he looked like a backup singer for Elton John. He didn’t make excessive gestures, it was just that what gestures he did make were carried one-tenth of an inch too far. 
 
    When Gold trotted down and back to show the judge the dog’s gait—it was one of Polen’s, a female—he was graceful on his feet, matching his stride to the dog’s natural movement. 
 
    The judge inspected the beagles, opening their mouths, running her hands over their shoulders and rumps. 
 
    Polen’s bitch came in first, and, smiling professionally, Gold grasped the blue rosette ribbon and put it in his pocket. 
 
    Rowe followed him from the arena but lost him in the crowded exhibit hall en route to one of the grooming areas. Polen had mentioned that Gold bred and showed his own collies, so he roamed around until he found that grooming zone. 
 
    It was a maze of cubicles, assigned one per handler or owner. 
 
    “Do you know where I can find Orlando Gold?” he asked a woman who was currying a zonked-out-looking Pomeranian. 
 
    “Down at the end,” she said shortly, intent on her dog. She murmured to it as she worked. 
 
    Rowe thanked her and walked on toward the last cubicle. 
 
    Hearing a sound inside, he paused, stood on tiptoe, and peeked over the high partition. A very large, exceedingly gorgeous collie stood on a grooming platform, its neck leashed to the safety post. 
 
    It was the Lassie-type collie, deep-chested and proud. The head was fine, the expression calm. Odd to call such a silky-looking dog a rough collie, but Rowe knew the white-and-sable outer coat was coarse to the touch. The undercoats of these dogs were thick and soft as sheep’s wool. The coat was a big part of the collie’s appeal. 
 
    A beautiful woman with a strangely excited expression had just plugged in a large set of electric shears and was advancing on the dog. 
 
    Although Rowe was very close, both dog and woman were unaware of him. She was a dark-skinned black woman with a trim waist and pretty calves. 
 
    The dog looked at the woman quizzically, but held still. Its legs trembled. 
 
    She parted the collie’s coat at its withers and switched on the shears. The dog twitched at the hornetlike sound. 
 
    “Oh, now, you know me,” she crooned. She wore a striking black-and-white dress, like a life-sized yin-and-yang symbol, that fitted her perfectly. 
 
    Rowe stepped into the cubicle. 
 
    The woman sprang back and shut off the shears. “Who are you?” The hand holding the shears, he noticed, was quivering. 
 
    He smiled and said, “You’re not supposed to be here, are you?” 
 
    Before she could answer, a blazered security guard came in, one of the sharp-eyed ones. 
 
    “Where’s your badges, please?” 
 
    Rowe slapped his chest and looked down. “Damn,” he said, then smiled and extended his hand. “I’m Dr. Garner, veterinary staff.” The guard, a mustachioed older dude, hesitated, then reached out to shake. 
 
    “Sorry about the badge, I must have left it at the clinic.” Rowe stepped to the collie, cocked his head and squinted at it, then ran his hands over the patient dog as he had seen the judges do. He felt the dog’s strong chest and shoulder muscles. “This guy here’s fine. Mrs. Robertson, let’s move on. What about your bitch over in Hall G?” 
 
    The woman looked at him in mute gratitude. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Let’s go check that ear discharge,” he said. “I’m sure I can get to the bottom of it.” 
 
    Lightly, he took her elbow and guided her to the nearest deserted spot, a crapping zone used by the miniatures. 
 
    Well, Rowe reasoned to himself, she was a beautiful woman caught in an ambiguous situation, and his instinct was to get the both of them out of there. It was what good P.I.s in the movies did, all of them, and invariably it worked out for the best. 
 
    The woman turned to him. She certainly was a dish, with a perfect complexion, a graceful neck, and not much age on her. She looked faintly familiar. Rowe noted that her panic had been replaced by relief. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, breathing, meaning it. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m Cici Emberton.” 
 
    How very interesting. He paused, thinking. 
 
    She said, “Oh, you recognize me?” 
 
    “You’re Khani Emberton’s wife?” 
 
    “Yes”—she tossed her head with irony—“I’m Mrs. Khani Emberton, big-shot wife of the biggest self-made nigra in L.A.” 
 
    He nodded neutrally. “My name is George Rowe. I’m thinking of doing some business with Orlando Gold.” 
 
    “You’re not going to buy a dog, are you?” She looked genuinely alarmed. 
 
    “I don’t know. You might as well tell me what you were doing.” 
 
    “You’re not an actual vet.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I was—I was—” She stopped, deciding whether to lie. 
 
    “You were going to ruin that dog’s coat. How come?” Someone had spilled a bit of kibble on the concrete floor; she nudged the dry bits with the toe of her black-and-white shoe and said, “I suppose if I said it’s a secret, you’d threaten to go to Orlando and make up some story about me.” 
 
    “You wanted to play a trick on him?” 
 
    She looked him in the eye. “Not a trick. I want justice.” She glanced around. At the far end of the crap zone a handler set down a toy poodle, which squatted to make its deposit. “This isn’t a nice place to talk.” 
 
    “It is awkward,” Rowe agreed. “Look, if you convince me that you’re really after justice, maybe I can help you out. Maybe you can help me too.” 
 
    She smiled slightly, looking at him. Where had Emberton met her? She sure didn’t have much of South Central clinging to her. Rowe guided them to a storage room he’d spotted earlier. 
 
    The room, really a large closet, was crammed with bales of cleaning rags and drums of antiseptic. He flipped on the light, and they sat on the bulging bales. The bales were soft, and Rowe, propping himself on an elbow in a nonthreatening posture, felt like a Bedouin in a tent. 
 
    She noticed, and, as if to call him on it, said, “I know you have the upper hand.” 
 
    He did, but perceived she could be quite a cat if pushed into a corner. 
 
    “Yes, I was trying to ruin that dog’s coat,” said Cici Emberton. She wasn’t afraid of being alone in this little room with him. There was, Rowe now heard, a hint of street in her speech—“trying” sounded like “trahn.” It stood out, given how polished she looked, and how nearly perfect her grammar was. “If I shaved a nice big X in Conqueror’s fur, he wouldn’t be able to show him for a year. Wouldn’t hurt the dog, only Orlando.” 
 
    “I see,” said Rowe. 
 
    She folded one neat leg beneath her, smoothing her skirt. The air smelled of clean cotton. “He thinks this is Conqueror’s year. It might be, I mean did you see that dog?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He’s very vain about that dog. And I do believe he has some money riding on him.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    “Well, I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “What did Gold do to you?” 
 
    “Took me for a fool. And I was. I was a fool,” she mused, her voice quieting. “But you don’t mess with Cici. My last name has nothing to do with the fact that you don’t mess with me. I know what I am: I’m a child of Watts, OK? Look me up on the Internet”—grimness took over her tone—“you find that out first thing.” 
 
    Rowe smiled, liking her. 
 
    “Don’t give me too much of that,” she said, tipping her head back and looking at him through half-lidded eyes. “You’re a white man. You’re not going to understand.” 
 
    “Maybe not. You don’t know me, either. You don’t know I won’t try to screw you over.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. No, I’d like you to understand. Some-goddamn-body to understand.” She patted her foot on a rag bale. “Ragpicker at least would have been a trade my daddy could’ve done,” she mused softly. “Well, at least he gave a damn, thank the Lord.” 
 
    Cici Emberton’s voice strengthened, and now Rowe could hear, beneath the street, the sweet inflections of the West Indies. 
 
    “Khani and I met at a school dance. He’s a star. He loved me at first sight.” 
 
    He nodded. “Is this where you’re going to tell me how you learned right from wrong?” 
 
    She glared at him. “You really don’t understand, do you? Mr. Rowe, it’s been hard for me to come out from the hood!” She said it deep and blue, from her gut. “I mean, everybody wants out from the hood, right, but the hood’s your comfort zone too, you see? When I became his wife and he got so successful, I had to change. We got a big house—houses! Martinique! We had staff.” Her voice accelerated. “Suddenly I’m going to opening night at the opera and eating foy grass with chopsticks or some damn thing, trying to talk to these people. What do you talk about? You don’t talk about the rhinestone tips you’re gonna get on your fingernails, because that’s not classy. I found that out. 
 
    “I don’t ski. We don’t have kids yet. I don’t speak Swiss or some language. The men can always talk business. Nobody thinks less of Khani because he came from the streets. But somehow, they think less of me.” Her eyes softened with hurt. “OK, I said to myself, I’ll fit in. I worked at it. Nobody knows how I’ve worked at it.” 
 
    “Vocal coach?” intuited Rowe. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Fashion—uh?” he gestured, taking a further risk. 
 
    “My tasteful outfit! Yes! Haha! You can spend a lot and still look like hell. There’s people who’ll help you with that.” 
 
    In the cocoonlike atmosphere of the closet, Cici Emberton opened up, and he listened. He learned that she had observed other multimillionaire wives talking about their horses and dogs. She was afraid of horses, but she decided to get a dog that she could dote on and talk about. It had to be a special dog. One of the women had introduced her to Orlando Gold. 
 
    Collies were making a comeback, she’d learned. “Nobody in that bunch has pit bulls, nobody.” 
 
    Orlando Gold had made her think she was latching on to him, while all the time he was latching on to her. He’d charmed her, being refined, graceful, and white—“but easygoing, you know, an easygoing white man”—and she’d learned about dogs from him, and she’d bought a dog from him. 
 
    “He wanted me to sleep with him, but I stopped short of that, thank the Lord!” She laughed bitterly. “That’s one thing I kept! The integrity in this ring!” She held up her rich gold band. “Orlando wanted me to invest in other dogs, show dogs, so he could win more. I said no to that too. Some of the other women, they invested, yeah, he was quite the stud. I paid him ten thousand dollars for a collie dog he said was a champion. I took the dog home and before the week is out, the thing poops on our bed. Khani was so mad! I thought the dog had a nervous problem. Poor Shasta. I take her to the vet, and the vet says, ‘This dog ain’t sick, she’s dying of old age! She’s going into organ failure, and she’s got arthritis too.’” 
 
    Gold, Cici Emberton went on, had pumped the dog full of amphetamines. “He gave me pills to give her, vitamins. Well, they weren’t vitamins, they were speed. Soon as they ran out, she crashed. I confronted him, and he denied it. But I could tell he was lying. Tried to hand me more pills!” 
 
    “How did you know the pills were speed?” 
 
    “The vet told me. Should have figured it out myself. That poor thing had to be put down.” 
 
    Of course Cici had been furious, but Gold had weasled, and wouldn’t give her any of her money back. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Rowe, “why he played such a rank trick on you. Did he think you wouldn’t ever figure out the dog was old and worn out? Why not sell you a good dog?” 
 
    Cici said, “He took me for a dumb nigra. That’s the simple why. If he saw me at this show, he’d die. He thinks I’m too embarrassed to act on him. That old dog was no good to him, so he fixed her up and unloaded her on me. Do not mistake me, the ten K is not the point.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Rowe. “Why don’t you just sue the guy? I’d think your husband would be glad to—” 
 
    “Oh, he offered! But I said no, I want to handle this myself. I made the mistake.” 
 
    Rowe really liked this woman’s spirit. “Where’s Gold staying?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, he lives over in Glendale, so he’s not at a hotel. But the in crowd hangs out at June’s, that bar across from here? I heard he’s on the prowl every night.” 
 
    “OK. Tell you what. Meet me in this closet again tomorrow morning. Say ten o’clock.” 
 
    “The herding group goes out at eleven.” 
 
    “Plenty of time.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “Collies are the new ocelots,” Orlando Gold said earnestly, then took a sip of a pink drink from a champagne flute. Rowe watched and listened from a few feet away in the crowded bar. 
 
    “The new what?” The well-dressed woman was drinking a similar cocktail. Her silver hair was pulled back smooth and held by a pearl fastener. She wore more pearls around her neck, as well as gold bracelets and rings. 
 
    “Remember how women in the sixties used to walk up Fifth Avenue with an ocelot on a gold chain? Diamond collar?” 
 
    She laughed. “Are you old enough to remember that?” 
 
    “Well, I read about it, I’ve seen photographs. Oh, they were gorgeous!” 
 
    Rowe saw Gold’s manner—ingratiating, affable—and he heard his oily tone. Beneath that, he saw the pridefulness in his eyes, and the opportunism. Gold was the kind of person who considered every new acquaintance a potential mark. If he hadn’t been good-looking, with that thin, refined face and long upper lip, his shtick would have been much harder to pull off. 
 
    People were talking dogs everywhere. 
 
    Gold wore the exact same hairstyle Rowe had noticed on certain other male dog handlers—nipped short and pushed up in front, stiffened with goo, the frost-tipped hair being like a little tiara. Rowe could not understand this hairstyle. He sipped his beer. 
 
    The woman tittered faintly in Gold’s face. He was ladling the shit, all right. He called, “Two more Kir Royales here!” 
 
    Rowe edged closer and heard, “… and I’m telling you, the opportunities that open up when you invest in show dogs—well, I’m talking international opportunities. Ever been to the St. Petersburg Winter Carnival?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Well, they put on an amazing dog show there, you know, as part of the week. And the festival itself—it’s just beyond words. The people, all the big society people of Europe, go every year. They fall all over you when they learn you’re a member of the AKC. Ever watched the aurora borealis from a hot tub for two?” He chortled subtly, and the woman dropped her eyes in discomfort. 
 
    Rowe waited until the woman went to the powder room. He approached Gold and introduced himself, using the name Simon Westfield. 
 
    Gold said, “Oh, you’re that guy Nick told me about.” He looked Rowe up and down with distaste, pursing his mouth at Rowe’s plain pants and shoes. “I’m a little preoccupied right now,” he said in an uptight voice, sipping his drink. 
 
    “Yes,” said Rowe. Guys like this couldn’t make a muscle if their lives depended on it. He talked to Gold about Markovich. 
 
    Gold knew who Markovich was, of course, and he was aware of Ernest’s disappearance. “What about it?” 
 
    Rowe said, “Markovich thinks Polen took the dog, or arranged for it to be taken.” 
 
    Gold laughed a genuine, unforced laugh. “Ernest the beagle is retired from the ring, but you can bet Markovich’s put up hundreds of units of his semen. A champion sire’s lifespan is almost irrelevant these days.” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem concerned about that part of it. He misses Ernest’s companionship.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Shit happens.” 
 
    As they talked, Gold kept one eye out for the woman. Rowe had noticed, however, that she’d slipped her purse and wrap off the back of the bar stool before going off. 
 
    His feeling had been growing that Polen, whatever else he was up to, was innocent of dognapping Ernest. And this Gold had other rackets going; he was running all over the dog show handling other owners’ dogs, Polen’s two among them, and he had his own prized collies to look after. He had, it appeared, investors to keep happy, and he had sub-par dogs to barter to people who didn’t know any better. 
 
    “You seem to have a way with the ladies,” Rowe remarked. 
 
    “Oh…” Gold waved his hand. 
 
    “I bet some of them are—fringe benefits, in your line of work.” 
 
    “Ha!” Gold warmed up now, helped by the next Kir Royale. The one at the woman’s place sat giving up its bubbles. “Well, it’s a pretty good position to be in, I have to admit. It’s amazing what these rich women’ll do just to have some fun.” Rowe snickered encouragingly. Gold went on, “It’s amazing how far a few good manners will get you. And clothes, you have to look good, rich broads notice. If you look nondescript, they won’t even see you.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Rowe. 
 
    There was a certain charisma about Gold; you had to have something going for you to relate well to dogs—yet there was an overwhelming slyness about him, as well as something stunted. Rowe supposed Gold and Polen got along splendidly. As far as Rowe knew, Gold hadn’t killed anybody, he hadn’t beaten up a woman, he hadn’t gotten drunk and crashed his car into a preschool; he was just a sleaze. 
 
    “I bet a lot of these folks,” Rowe said, “while they’d like to have a show dog for bragging rights, probably aren’t going to actually show them.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Gold smirked. 
 
    “I saw that your collie, Conqueror, won breed today. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you. He’ll wipe the floor with the herding group tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “And tomorrow night?” Rowe asked. 
 
    Gold just smiled. 
 
    Rowe said, “Polen let slip that he gambles on his dogs.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “It didn’t seem to work out for him.” 
 
    “Hey.” Suddenly Gold was force-nine huffy. Rowe almost winced at how easy this was. 
 
    He said, “Polen trusted you. He’s trusting you now. And you’ve got reverse money on his dogs.” 
 
    Gold made a move as if to jump to his feet, then, really noticing Rowe’s sloping shoulders, thought better of it. He jutted his chin and said, “Hey, buddy, I have just one thing to say to you—” 
 
    “Who carries the bets? How does it work?” 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 – Mrs. Emberton Throws Rowe in the Deep End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That Saturday afternoon, Gina went to work at the record store, which needed all hands on deck as it prepared to release Quint Watkins’s long-awaited next album. They were doing some kind of bait-and-switch giveaway of the original Shenanigans—remember them, they had that TV show where they drove this bus around, fighting crime with music? Weird band. 
 
    I took the opportunity to do a day spa for myself, starting with a bubble bath. I lounged in the suds with my clay skin-tightening mask on, thinking about Amaryllis and Mrs. Keever. 
 
    The phone rang, and I let the machine get it. But in two seconds I was slushing from the tub, running for it without even grabbing my towel, because Aunt Toots’s voice had a life-and-death pitch to it. 
 
    “I’m here! Aunt Toots!” My clay mask fractured around my mouth. 
 
    “Rita, is that you? God damn it!” 
 
    “Yes, yes! What is it?” 
 
    “Petey’s on the roof!” 
 
    “Oh, my God! Can’t he get down?” 
 
    “Hell yes he can get down, but he won’t!” 
 
    I breathed. “OK, what’s the matter?” I stood naked, dripping suds. 
 
    “He says he’s busy!” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Exploring. He says he’s being Chet Glaston.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Who the hell’s Chet Glaston?” 
 
    “He’s a famous mountain climber.” I brushed bits of clay from my face, trying to make them fall on a coaster. 
 
    “Oh. Well, he’s crawling all over the chimney using just his fingers and toes. I’m having a heart attack.” 
 
    I pictured their stone chimney. “Oh, he’s bouldering. Our friend Daniel taught him that.” 
 
    “God damn it!” 
 
    “How did he get up there?” 
 
    “First he climbed the maple tree and then he swung onto the roof from the branches!” 
 
    “Really? Wow.” 
 
    “None of you kids ever did that.” 
 
    “The tree wasn’t as big then.” 
 
    “You don’t seem very upset!” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “I want to call the fire department but Sheila says no, let him stay up there until he cries to come down. I said I’d ask you what to do.” 
 
    Maybe because it was impossible for me to deal directly with the situation, I felt calm. “Are you prepared to send up sandwiches and candles? Because for all I know—” 
 
    “God damn it, Rita, we need help here!” 
 
    I’d spent all five years of Petey’s life worrying about him, and the past year and a half—as he grew out of toddlerhood—absolutely freaking out if I thought he was in the slightest bit of danger. That’s typical, I guess. But now I felt almost elatedly calm. Petey had spent so much time climbing and roughhousing with Daniel, that for the first time, I felt confident that he was OK. 
 
    “Oh, Toots, I’m sorry he’s being such a pain in the ass.” I thought for a moment. “You know, the psychology you should not use is Gramma Gladys’s Old You’re Gonna Fall And Crack Your Head Wide Open. That’s totally useless on him. What you’ve got to do is lure him down with something even more dangerous than climbing on the roof.” 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    “Like, I’m trying to think of—” 
 
    She interrupted, “Hey, I’ll tell him we’re gonna dynamite that stump in the pumpkin field.” 
 
    “That’s excellent, Toots. Uh, do you guys actually have dynamite?” 
 
    I wondered if Gina and I would someday wind up like Aunt Sheila and Aunt Toots. Then I wondered whether that would be a good thing or a bad thing. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” said Toots, “we use it on stumps all the time. One time Sheila moved a boulder with it, but it didn’t go in the direction she wanted. Hah! A fella brings it around to us.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “It’s so useful. Sheila said if she got stuck on a desert island with only two tools, she’d want her Sawzall and a crate of dynamite.” 
 
    “Really. Well—OK, I guess you know what to do now.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rita.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “I’m glad I never had kids.” 
 
    “But you love Petey, don’t you?” 
 
    “This is not the best time to ask me that.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    She growled, “Of course I love the little shit! We both do.” 
 
    When I was pregnant with Petey, I couldn’t remember what it was like to not be pregnant. Then, half an hour after he was born, I couldn’t imagine life without him. I could barely remember life without him. 
 
    I climbed back into my womblike bathtub. I lay back, smelling the pretty lavender oil I’d poured in, and I thought about childbirth and how small Petey had been—barely five pounds, barely there. Holding him, I felt the dark mystery of the place he’d been before he pushed his way out of me. I could not imagine him not existing. 
 
    I dozed. 
 
    I bolted upright. “Oh!” I said out loud. 
 
    After I finished my bath, I put on my kimono and went to my computer. I got on line and searched on “California abortion law.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    George Rowe passed a photographer’s booth where a woman and two dachshunds had composed themselves in front of a woodsy backdrop. The jolly photographer had rigged a fishing pole with six feet of line and baited it with a foxtail; he jerked it to and fro, and the dogs’ eyes followed it eagerly. The woman smiled. He squeezed his shutter. 
 
    It was now Sunday, the final day of the Pan Pacific Canine Exposition. Rowe watched Orlando Gold enter the arena with yet another client’s dog, this one a Bedlington terrier, which had made it to the terrier finals. The detailed printed program, plus a quick Internet search of Saturday’s winners, had made it easy for Rowe to figure out Gold’s logistics for the day. Gold walked tall with the curly silver terrier, his stride steady in spite of all those Kir Royales last night. He and the Bedlington were early for the finals and would wait on the sidelines. 
 
    Rowe knew that Gold’s prize collie, Ch. Conqueror Whitehill Face the Music, would be relaxing in his crate in cubicle 729, along with Polen’s two beagles, one of which would be competing in the hound finals this afternoon. 
 
    Rowe met Cici Emberton at the storage closet. Her eyes shone with excitement. Today she had on a peach-colored outfit with a towering matching hat—very attractive, and clever besides: people would notice the hat and not so much her face. She carried the electric shears in a flowered tote bag. 
 
    Most of the cubicles were empty, as most of the losers in breed had gone home last night. 
 
    Yesterday Rowe, from ringside, had watched Polen’s male beagle, handled by Gold, come in third in the fifteen-inch category. He had compared the dog’s profile with a picture of Ernest and immediately seen that the slope of the dog’s forehead was slightly different, and the muzzle just a tad shorter. A beautiful dog, but not Ernest. 
 
    The woman with the Pomeranian was in her cube fluffing its amber fur. Rowe noted that the name strip on her cube said, MRS. LAURIE FURTADO. The dog reared, and the woman said, “No. Four on the floor. Good girrrrrl.” 
 
    When Rowe and Cici passed by, she lifted her head and stared at them. Then she set down her comb. 
 
    Gold’s dogs stirred in their crates. “Hello, kids,” said Cici. 
 
    Rowe turned to the doorway, intending to block any possible view in. He almost bumped chests with Laurie Furtado, who said, “Excuse me,” in an on-the-muscle tone. 
 
    “Yes?” he said calmly. He heard Cici behind him talking to the dogs in a voice intended to sound casual. 
 
    “Ah,” said the Pomeranian-owning Laurie Furtado, whose lustrous bangs and small eyes lent support to the cliché of people looking like their dogs. “What is your business here?” 
 
    Rowe never minded monkey wrenches of this kind. 
 
    “I’m Dr. Garner, veterinary staff, Mrs. Furtado. May I help you?” 
 
    The woman only stared hard at him. Rowe watched her brain register something. Slowly, she said, “There is no veterinary staff at this show. The show vet is off-site. I know him: Dr. Baer.” 
 
    Rowe smiled. “Well, I can assure you, I’ve been hired. The committee made the decision to add me as a floating doc, so to speak, just Thursday. There’s a virus going around Southern California that they were a little nervous about.” 
 
    “Well, d’you have your badge?” 
 
    “I’m very bad about that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Who’s she?” 
 
    “Ma’am, may I ask what your interest is? You understand.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, Orlando”—here she sighed ever so slightly, ever so fondly—“asked me to keep an eye on his dogs while he’s doing terriers. So that’s what I’m doing.” 
 
    Rowe threw back his head and laughed deeply. 
 
    Startled, the woman added, “I mean, Orlando’s got all his hopes riding on this collie, he told me so.” 
 
    “And a good bit more,” muttered Cici under her breath, behind Rowe. He laughed louder to cover it. 
 
    “Haha!” Rowe caught his breath. “How narrowly we escaped a misunderstanding, Mrs. Furtado!” 
 
    She looked at him beadily. 
 
    “Mr. Gold stopped me in the concourse,” he said, “on his way with the Bedlington and he asked me to do a quick check on Conqueror here. Mrs. Robertson, I wonder if—ah, thank you!” Cici released the dog from its crate and as it leaped gracefully to the grooming platform, she bit back a smile. 
 
    “My assistant,” he explained professionally, as Laurie Furtado took in Cici’s outfit with a flat expression. “Now then, let’s see.” Now convinced, Mrs. Furtado said worriedly, “I hope he’s OK.” 
 
    Cici piped up, “I believe Mr. Gold mentioned a rectal problem, doctor.” 
 
    “So he did, so he did,” said Rowe, cutting her an evil look. “Hm. Well, without gloves, I’ll only be able to do a visual examina—” 
 
    “I have disposable latex gloves!” exclaimed Mrs. Furtado. “I use them to shampoo Ginger.” She ran down to her cube and stampeded back before Rowe and Cici had time to exchange more than a look. 
 
    Suddenly sweating, Rowe drew on the gloves, as Cici guided Conqueror’s head into the safety leash. “Yes, OK,” he asserted, amping himself for the task. 
 
    Mrs. Furtado watched, quite concerned. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Tail, please, Mrs. Robertson.” Cici lifted Conqueror’s tail, and Rowe had no choice but to steady the dog’s hips and peer at its butthole. “Rectal area looks normal,” he observed. 
 
    Next, he looked skyward as casually as he possibly could, and took a deep breath. He parted the dog’s hair and gently inserted his right index finger into Conqueror’s anus. The dog flinched, but Cici held his head confidently and murmured, “Good boy, good boy. It’ll be over soon.” 
 
    Not fucking soon enough. 
 
    The dog’s sphincter closed tightly around Rowe’s finger and he felt the animal’s warmth through the thin glove, disgustingly reminiscent of intercourse. He felt inside the dog’s rectum. “Uh, prostate appears OK. Hm. Hm.” He withdrew his finger and stripped off the gloves without looking at them, tossing them into the wastebasket. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he remarked, “if diarrhea is the problem, or not. I’ll have to speak to Mr. Gold again, and perhaps get this big guy into my office for further testing after the show” He smiled jocularly. “That OK with you, Mrs. Furtado?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said. “Sorry to have bothered you. But—you know. I heard one time somebody drugged somebody else’s dog so it couldn’t compete.” 
 
    “I’ve heard those stories too,” said Rowe. “Well, no bother! You were just being a good neighbor.” 
 
    Mrs. Furtado went away. 
 
    “Quick,” muttered Rowe. 
 
    Cici was already plugging in the shears. 
 
    Rowe knew the dog would not be hurt, but he couldn’t bear to watch. He stood at the doorway. He knew that in the nearly deserted area, the angry sound of the shears would prick up Laurie Furtado’s ears; indeed, she was on alert, her face squinched in puzzlement, when Rowe and Cici swept past on their way out. 
 
    Three minutes later they were striding along Twelfth Street in the sunny morning, talking. Cici’s happiness was complete: she had achieved her goal, and she was grateful to her new friend. Rowe felt sorry for the dog but not at all for Orlando Gold, so it balanced out. 
 
    They walked fast for a few blocks. 
 
    “Yes,” said Rowe, “you owe the hell out of me for that rectal thing.” 
 
    “It was all I could think of at the moment. Listen, you said yesterday you thought maybe I could help you in return. I haven’t forgotten.” She gave him a look that was half arch, half tough. 
 
    “Let’s duck in somewhere and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    They were in L.A.’s fashion district, where wholesalers used the cheap spaces of run-down warehouses and old mercantile exchanges to sell everything from handbags to jeans to perfume. Rowe had gone running through the area many times. 
 
    Cici snorted at the jeans displays: oddly, all the butts of the mannequins faced the street. 
 
    “You know why that is,” Cici said scornfully. 
 
    “No, but I like the custom.” 
 
    “Males own these stores, you know. And guys like to see what they like to see, which is women’s asses. Women want to see jeans from the front, like they’re looking into a mirror.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Rowe. 
 
    They went into a cafe and sat on high stools and ordered coffees. Cici ordered a bagel too, saying, “I’m hungry, but I’m too jazzed to really eat.” Rowe knew his appetite would return after the memory of Conqueror’s rectal exam had faded. 
 
    “You and I,” he began, “we have a friend in common. Amaryllis B. Cubitt.” 
 
    Cici smiled quizzically. 
 
    He said, “She once helped someone dear to me, and now I have an interest in her.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “That big donation your husband’s making will take the mission to a whole new level.” 
 
    Cici’s face clouded. Her peach-fuzz suit jacket and the black soft blouse she wore beneath formed a kind of cup, like a cup made of petals, for her breasts. He saw how well-fitted clothes make a woman not just more attractive, but more secure in herself. Yes, that was it. He thought of how Rita looked in those short-sleeved sweaters she liked to wear. He sighed. 
 
    “Do you know Amaryllis well?” he asked. 
 
    “Not as well as I’d have expected to by now. I mean, she’s like my foster mother-in-law, but…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Cici hesitated. Rowe prompted, “Is she a little hard to get friendly with?” 
 
    She nodded to him. “You got it. Actually, that’s an understatement, you know? Hard is the word for her. She’s the Iron Angel, OK, she helps people, but if there’s a soft side to her, I haven’t seen it. It’s like, I do good things, so I have license to be a bitch. Let me tell you, one-on-one, she’s rugged.” 
 
    “So you haven’t spent a whole lot of time with her?” 
 
    “No, not really. Khani sees her pretty often.” She nibbled her bagel, which had been sliced, toasted, and buttered. Rowe smelled the good hot bread. 
 
    He said, “You seemed a little—I don’t know…something—when I mentioned the five million.” 
 
    His companion said nothing. 
 
    “Do you know if anything unusual is going on with Amaryllis?” 
 
    Cici’s gaze sharpened. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m concerned there may be some illegal activity surrounding her. Something trying to get at her.” 
 
    Cici sighed. 
 
    “About the five million,” Rowe said. “Do you know how the fund will be set up—you know, how the money will be controlled?” 
 
    “You’re concerned about someone stealing it? Or you want to get in on it?” 
 
    “I don’t want to get in on anything. I just want to protect Amaryllis.” 
 
    Cici Emberton swirled her coffee, then looked up. “Well, Khani’s been worried about her too.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Mind you, I don’t wish the woman ill. In no way. I’m not sure I should tell you this, since it isn’t public information yet.” 
 
    “If you don’t know by now that you can trust my discretion, I’ll just point out that you owe me big-time, Cici.” 
 
    She smiled into her coffee. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Does it have to do with Khani’s gift?” 
 
    “He came home last night and said Amaryllis told him to call off the gift. Just call off the five million!” Cici smacked her palms. 
 
    “Really,” said Rowe. 
 
    “I know, I know,” said Cici. “Khani asked her what’s wrong, and she wouldn’t say. He says are you sick? Do you need a doctor? Did some doctor tell you you have cancer? Is that why? You ain’t gonna leave us now, are you? He was quite upset. She wouldn’t say anything. He says, is there trouble? She wouldn’t say. Next he asks her if she needs the police, and that got a reaction out of her. No way, she says. He’s got private security, you know, so he offers that to her. But she says no.” 
 
    Rowe asked, “What does Khani think is going on?” 
 
    “He told me he got the feeling she was ashamed of something. And afraid of something too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 – The Lady Shoots Up 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George called me Monday afternoon and told me to meet him in my derelict persona that night. 
 
    “It’s time to meet the Whale. Ten o’clock.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I let them know I might want to deal drugs for them, and I just got word he wants to see me. He wants to meet you too, my heroin-addicted girlfriend.” 
 
    “Why would he want you to deal drugs for him?” 
 
    “He thinks my skin color can help his organization. So our objective tonight is to make friends with that human cesspool. This time, make yourself look a little cleaner, like we’re living under a nonleaking roof.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    We managed to talk about different things, then I asked, “How’s your other investigation going?” 
 
    “Interestingly, it’s beginning to dovetail with this one.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I’m finding out that L.A.’s a smaller town than I thought.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Gina helped me suit up; I knew I’d need her for that if I ever returned to the ABC in my bum disguise. Yvonne had, at my request, left some tubes of latex and scrapings from her bruise wheels, saying, “Sure, you guys can re-create this. It’ll take you longer, and it won’t look as good, but you’ll achieve your basic effect if you don’t get too ambitious. I mean, everybody takes a course in makeup in acting school, right?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Wear long sleeves next time so you won’t have to do your arms, those are hard. Plus, intravenous drug users, if that’s what you’re going for—they wear a lot of long sleeves anyway, so you’ll be consistent.” 
 
    Chino had said it was OK for me to keep the pregnancy vest for a while, so I was good there. 
 
    I made sure to lighten my face a bit, and I omitted the dirt. I filed the chew marks off my nails. 
 
    George and I rendezvoused at MacArthur Park and bused it from there. I almost laughed to see him wearing an extremely wrinkled but clean white shirt, and a striped silk tie, warped from improper cleaning. He seemed much less loser-esque, having cleaned himself up, combing his wig and washing his hands. The wig was still fairly oily and excellent, but the reddish curls now swept back farther from his face, making his lips over the buck teeth appear more protruding than ever. He looked like he could actually hold down a job. 
 
    We got off the last bus and headed down Compton on foot. “You’re waddling very well this evening,” George complimented me. 
 
    We passed beneath a billboard for Megaton Pictures, the studio making The Canary Syndrome. It was a funny name for a small, upstart studio, I thought. But in Hollywood, it’s go big or go home, you know? 
 
    He said, “I learned something interesting today about the Keever family.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “They had a daughter.” 
 
    I knew it, I just knew it! “Where is she?” I asked. 
 
    “She died shortly before her father quit being a judge. She was fifteen. I checked her birth certificate too, she was definitely their daughter.” 
 
    I took that in. “How did you find that out?” 
 
    “I looked up Bruce Keever’s interment information because it wasn’t in the death notice. I wondered if there was any significance to that. Found that there’s a family plot at Forest Lawn. The first grave is occupied by Deborah Keever, died 1965. Bruce Keever was brought down here and buried next to her.” 
 
    “So her birth year was—” 
 
    “Nineteen-fifty.” 
 
    The year Diane Keever left the studio system. “Yeah,” I said slowly. “Of course.” 
 
    We arrived at the mission’s front gate. 
 
    He peered into my skag face with concern. 
 
    I said, “George, something’s dawning on me, and I—I need to think. I might have something, but I still don’t understand how it fits into—” 
 
    A deep, melodious voice called, “Hey, hey, James!” and a man came to the gate. When he flung it open, it rattled like Satan’s teeth. 
 
    “Come on, DeeDee,” George said. “This here’s Denny.” 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    There was an air of expectancy about the mission that night. Everybody seemed quieter—waiting for something. 
 
    Denny ushered us, in true French-courtier fashion, to a room upstairs to wait for Dale the Whale. The room was the one George and I had been interrupted breaking into: the second of the two with fortified locks, the first having been the strange room that was empty except for the gun safes. 
 
    Wichita met us at the door with a smile for George and a sudden look of disgust for me, like a medieval fishwife finding a rotten carp among the trout. 
 
    “I’ll get him,” Denny said. Wichita waited with us silently. This room was in the back of the school, overlooking the dark, ruined playing fields. I thought about the feral dog pack and wondered where they were tonight. 
 
    All the windows were open. The Los Angeles night air whispered in, flavored with traffic noise and the random shout. The windows were the pull-in kind, along the whole length of the room, just like at schools all over America, just like at Rutherford B. Hayes Junior High back in Wisconsin. This had been a science room—there were lab tables with sinks and gas valves, a ceramic eye wash fountain, and a periodic chart way above the blackboard. A side door led to what must have been shared teachers’ offices between this classroom and the next. I could almost smell the spilled acetic acid and hear the clink of the pipettes. I liked science. 
 
    This was definitely a hideout now, streety grunge with Cheetos wrappers and old newspapers in the corners, as if the wind had blown them there. Someone had dragged in a tattered black leather sofa and a few motley chairs. A half-acre-wide coffee table had been made from a mahogany dining room table, its legs amputated above the knee. 
 
    There were two gun safes in this room too. 
 
    I sensed something, and turned from the windows. As Dale the Whale Vargas glided into the room, the air before him seemed to compress in concentric waves, as water would before a massive sea creature. 
 
    “Hello. Hello,” he said in a soft voice, like a priest’s. 
 
    The Whale was fastidiously groomed—clean-shaven, perfect manicure. 
 
    “Hello, I’m James,” said George, extending his hand. But the Whale wouldn’t shake it. He didn’t explain, just ignored it with a smile. 
 
    You don’t shake hands with a deity. 
 
    The Whale cruised the room lazily, pausing before each of us. I didn’t expect him to acknowledge me, but he did. “Hello, ma’am. How are you this evening?” 
 
    “That’s DeeDee,” said George. 
 
    “Hello,” I mumbled. 
 
    Vargas’s movements were deliberate and fluid, and I saw his way—by being so soft, his viciousness, when it came, bit more horrifyingly still. 
 
    Wichita and Denny remained standing. The straight butt of a pistol stuck out of Wichita’s waistband, the bulge of it crammed into her pants. Over his SECURITY T-shirt, Denny wore a loose sport shirt that flapped around his middle, so I couldn’t tell if he was armed. 
 
    The Whale was a sizer, all right. Maybe three hundred pounds, and only five-foot-four or so, about my height. Even his knees were fat, straining the fabric of his Dockers-type pants. I foresaw diabetes in his future. He wore a thick silver chain around his neck that looked like an anchor chain. I realized it was probably platinum. Matching baby-anchor bracelet. 
 
    He’d splashed on some kind of minty aftershave, but when he passed me, I detected an undercurrent of perspiration, and I swear to God, his very sweat smelled mean. 
 
    Behind Vargas, three more men came in, all dressed in the gray security guard T-shirts. They were wearing their jewelry tonight, typical ghetto bling, the pavé diamonds spelling out nicknames: SPUD, JAKE3, RUMY. It looked fake but was probably real. I wondered which level of vice president they’d attained. One was black, one Latino, one white, or whitish, anyway. I saw the flat meanness of the street in their faces, with an undercurrent of fear of their boss—little strain lines around their eyes. Their eyes wanted to see something happen. 
 
    “Phones on vibrate, people,” said the Whale, still moving. “This place is a pigsty. Crud in the corners. Did your mothers develop you individuals this way? Looks like a meth shack.” 
 
    The vice presidents scurried to clean it up, a five-minute flurry involving brooms and a garbage bag produced from somewhere. 
 
    Vargas turned to George. “OK, so what have you got for me? I can give you fifteen minutes. Go ahead and sit, people, sit, sit.” 
 
    George took a chair at a right angle to the sofa, which he must have perceived to be the power throne. The sofa looked greasy. The Whale remained standing. 
 
    “I need clean heroin for DeeDee,” said George, “and—and if the only way I can get it is to sell a little bit for you, then OK.” 
 
    “Why not get it from somewhere else?” 
 
    George hesitated. “I understand you’ve got a never-before system.” 
 
    The Whale laughed. 
 
    George’s body language was great—a little round-shouldered, yet with head high, trying to break out with some confidence. 
 
    I hung at the edges. 
 
    “Is she the main reason?” The Whale made a soft gesture in my direction. 
 
    “She’s the only reason.” 
 
    “Isn’t money another, naturally? Honestly, now.” 
 
    “Maybe so.” 
 
    I rasped nastily, “He’ll be dealing full time before you know it.” George gave me a deadly look, as planned. 
 
    The Whale laughed. “Ambition! He admits it. Nothing wrong with a little healthy greed as well, time to time.” 
 
    George just smiled fleetingly. 
 
    “Where do you come from, Jim?” George was taller than him, but lighter by many pounds. Then the Whale said, “Jimmer,” and seemed to like how that sounded. The nickname was a definite ranking thing. “Jimmer,” he repeated. “You kind of came out of the blue.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” George said. 
 
    “What else you do?” 
 
    “Got some honest work now, construction.” 
 
    “What are you going to do if you don’t like it?” 
 
    “Go back to busting warehouses, I guess.” 
 
    Vargas laughed again. “What you steal?” 
 
    “Electronics, you know. Get a guy to resell the TVs.” 
 
    The Whale said, “Everybody wants to work with us, but we don’t take just anybody. You’ve been almost vetted.” 
 
    George looked like he was about to say, “I’m honored,” but changed his mind because of that almost. 
 
    The Whale didn’t sit, just kept slowly moving through the pools of light around the room, cast by a few mangled lamps. He was keeping his overhead low, that’s for sure. 
 
    His face was childlike, and he wore a little smile. Button nose, his cheeks packed tight with meat, like that kid with the funny voice who did all those sneaker commercials. Pale skin, his hair Hitler-straight and combed slick. He was dressed like a yuppie on casual Friday. 
 
    Like the Whale, I kept moving, acting shifty and weak. I tried to skirt the brightest of the light. I went over to look at a bulletin board with that wild-hair picture of Albert Einstein thumbtacked to it. 
 
    A couple of the others took seats, finally, but nobody sat on the sofa, except Wichita perched herself on its broad arm. She watched the Whale adoringly, and at one point when he passed her, he reached out to touch her brittle-looking hair. Yeah, I see. 
 
    The sofa seemed massive and alive. 
 
    I had the sense something was going to give. 
 
    “I have to say, your ideas intrigue me,” said George. 
 
    “I’m the guy to be with?” Vargas sounded very assimilated—I caught a tiny bit of barrio inflection, that was all. 
 
    “Seems like you’re taking out some of the competition. What I hear.” 
 
    “Oh, no, no,” said the Whale, troubled. “Competition, that’s not my thing.” He paused and put up one foot on the coffee table and leaned on his knee, town-meeting style. “Let me ask you. What made America great? Not competition. What was it?” 
 
    “The cotton gin?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Unions!” declared George firmly. 
 
    “Hell, no,” still in his baby-blanket voice. “Guess again.” 
 
    “Surround sound?” 
 
    “No! Cooperation is what made America great. Not competition. Competition never did anything for anybody. Have you ever read a book?” 
 
    George looked at him attentively. 
 
    “Did you read about the railroads? The railroad companies were starting to compete, making their own size tracks, so that only their own trains could run on them. They tried to shut each other out that way. But then somebody said, hey, if we all make the same size track, we can all run anywhere! Everybody made more money, and that’s what made America great. You try to think creative. I plow my profits back in. I’m gonna write a book.” 
 
    The Whale was an interesting guy, I had to admit. I was almost starting to like him, his charisma was that ingratiating. His feebleminded followers were like a creepy little cult, hanging on his words, deferring to him. 
 
    George pulled a clipping from his back pocket. “Do you want to know what impresses me the most about you? This.” He laid the clipping before Vargas. “I admire a man who can bring off a cop killing this well.” With slow vitriol, he said, “Sgt. Annette Soames.” 
 
    The Whale smiled, amazed. “Haha,” he laughed softly, “you give me too much credit. I was nowhere near that extermination.” 
 
    “Well,” said George, “I knew this particular one. She busted me for a moving violation, then planted shit on me to jack up her numbers. She wanted to be like the guys. I always thought I’d get her someday, but then I saw this.” 
 
    The picture of pixie-faced, blond-bobbed Sergeant Soames lay there, its edges tattered from George’s pocket. The Whale looked at it approvingly. 
 
    “Word gets around,” said George, “so I just want to say I admire the way you handle things. I can’t tell you how happy I am this Sergeant Soames is in her grave.” 
 
    The Whale just smiled, thinking. Then he said, “Denny,” and pointed to the middle of the table. “H.” 
 
    Denny went to one of the gun safes and punched in a code. He brought a baggy to the table and set it in the exact center. The baggy contained a fist-sized amount of white powder. 
 
    I let my eyes light up. I stopped moving and everybody watched me breathe. 
 
    George said, “She got some bad shit ’n’ almost died. I can’t have that again. If I can get her on clean shit, at least, you know. I don’t have any illusions about getting her off of it, even before the baby comes.” 
 
    “I,” said the Whale, “am all about clean shit. And unity. People say no, unity’s not possible, you can’t do that. But I can, and I do.” 
 
    “He does,” said Wichita. This evening she wore a necklace with BEEATCH spelled out in the same pavé bling as the guys. Plus yellow eye shadow, and that stupid T-shirt. 
 
    Well, I thought, he’s certainly got a diverse team here, quite unusual in South Central, where hatred between the Latino-Americans and the African-Americans is a staple. 
 
    Vargas asked George, “Do you use?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good business. Then you won’t mind getting tested.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “None of us use, a matter of professional conduct. None of us are supposed to use,” he corrected himself. “We’re about to initiate random drug tests for our staff, vice presidents on down. Anybody who won’t get tested doesn’t work for me.” 
 
    George coughed to hide incredulous laughter, and I simply turned my eyes down to keep my composure. Drug testing for drug dealers. Yep, this guy’s the bellwether, all right. 
 
    “Wouldn’t bother me,” said George cheerfully. “Pee-type test, like parole?” 
 
    Every now and then, one of the vice presidents would pull his cell phone out of his pocket and check the display. Occasionally he’d leave the room through the teacher’s door, then come back a few minutes later, looking antsy. 
 
    “We got business to do,” one complained carefully. 
 
    “This is business,” said the Whale. “You guys need to learn how to handle recruitment. You don’t think creative enough.” 
 
    They looked at their knuckles. 
 
    “I saw a rat by my car,” said the Whale. “Too many damn rats in this neighborhood.” 
 
    “There’s rats everywhere,” said Denny. 
 
    “Well, I better never see one in here. That’s why you’re supposed to sweep up after yourself. You leave garbage around, you’re gonna get rats.” He kept smiling, really a nice smile, and the vice presidents responded, smiling slightly through their cultivated toughness. 
 
    I saw that this bunch was a cut above the boneheads selling on the street corners, but just barely. That’s the kind of staff the Whale was after—smarter than the average thug, smart enough to be charmed by his manipulative shtick, but not intelligent enough to see through it. 
 
    “Pretty good place to do business, though,” remarked George. “You got creative.” 
 
    The Whale laughed. “I did, I got creative! Hahaha!” 
 
    Someone knocked, and Denny went to the door. The Latino guard who’d interrupted George and me from breaking into this very room came tottering in, almost hidden by a stack of huge white cardboard food boxes. A wonderful smell wafted along. “Let’s see,” said the Whale. 
 
    “Hey, I only bring the good stuff,” said the guard, opening them. Half of the boxes were full of saucer-sized quiches, others contained sliced cheeses and fresh fruit, and others were crammed with chicken skewers. 
 
    Wichita brought the two biggest boxes of food to the Whale. Rolls of paper towels appeared. 
 
    He arranged the food on either side of him, spread paper towels across his lap, and began to eat, slowly, with both hands. Wichita hovered over him, making sure he had everything he needed. 
 
    Someone handed around Blue Bolts, the teenage caffeine drink in those phallic bottles. 
 
    “Any ice cream tonight?” asked Wichita. No one answered. She sighed, “I love Tülky’s, I just love it. It’s that new brand from Denmark, it’s the best.” 
 
    “Do you know,” asked the Whale, “they’re a subsidiary of Frito-Lay, and they make the shit in Pennsylvania?” 
 
    Wichita sulked. “I don’t care, I’d kill for some Tülky’s right now. Their cocoa-peanut swirl? Mmm!” 
 
    George took a quiche on a paper towel to be polite. “DeeDee, have some food.” 
 
    I shook my head, craving heroin. 
 
    “You need to eat.” 
 
    Glassily, I took an orange quarter and sucked it indifferently. I ogled the heroin in the center of the table, which was in the center of the room, which had become the center of the universe. 
 
    As the Whale ate, he cleaned his hands constantly with paper towels, rubbing them so vigorously in his palms that they shredded. 
 
    “The premoistened towelettes,” he said at one point, and Wichita jumped up and retrieved a fistful from one of the lab cabinets. Vargas opened each foil envelope with fingertip delicacy. I thought about the Tucson drug boss whose eyelids he’d sliced away before killing him inch by unspeakable inch. 
 
    And I remembered what I’d read about murderers often being obsessed with cleanliness, and I remembered what Amaryllis had said about the Whale never actually carrying drugs or weapons. Yeah, I thought, just surround yourself with people who do, and maybe you’ll be OK. Unless one of them turns on you. 
 
    “You guys order in good stuff,” George remarked. 
 
    “Oh, this is free!” said Wichita, gulping grapes. She reached over and popped one into the Whale’s mouth. She couldn’t do enough for him; he was like this big delicate baby she wanted to take care of. “It’s wedding food. The caterers bring it by sometimes if they got a lot left over.” 
 
    One of the guards, ebullient over the food, said, “They think they’re feeding the homeless!” 
 
    Vargas remarked, “These are inappropriate dishes for the homeless. Too rich, make them throw up.” Everyone nodded. “We do enough for them,” he added. “And bigger plans.” 
 
    “Yeah?” said George. 
 
    The Whale addressed me. “You like heroin, don’t you?” 
 
    “Very much,” I said in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “Check her, Witch,” said he. 
 
    Wichita, who had been en route for more food, lunged at me and seized my arm. Roughly, she pushed up my sleeve and inspected my inner arm. “Nothing!” she barked over her shoulder. I was glad Gina and I had applied some patchy latex on my arms anyway, just in case. 
 
    I shrank from Wichita, Bambi-like. “I use my feet,” I whispered. 
 
    “Let’s see.” 
 
    Just before I’d walked out the door, Gina had said, “Wait. You need tracks.” 
 
    “Oh my God, yeah.” 
 
    “I was watching that doctor show, the one in Amsterdam, where the needle exchange clinic is this floating barge and—” 
 
    “Right, what’ll we—” 
 
    “On the show it just looked like red dots along the vein. They showed a close-up. Really red little dots. And on this show the person’s veins in their arms were no good, so they used their feet.” 
 
    So now I lifted my foot in its zap-blue jelly sandal. “Here.” 
 
    Wichita said, “You are such a compost heap,” and turned away, muttering, “…while yo’ pregnant, unbelievable, talk about trash!” None of the men seemed to give a damn about that. Denny came up and said, “Let me look.” He knelt and took my foot in his hands and looked it over carefully. I began to sweat, but maintained good breathing. “Well, you haven’t wrecked these veins yet,” he remarked, looking me directly in the eye. The veins on my feet happen to be quite prominent. Denny looked at the Whale and nodded. 
 
    “How do I know your shit’s as good as you say?” George asked Vargas. 
 
    Every pair of eyes in the room turned toward me. 
 
    Of course. 
 
    They expected me to shoot up. 
 
    My guts went into panic mode, but outwardly I kept calm, thinking rapidly. 
 
    “I don’t have my works,” I rasped. 
 
    “I’ve got ’em,” said George. 
 
    I cannot describe my shock at that. I couldn’t have spit if my life depended on it. 
 
    “Help yourself,” said the Whale. 
 
    Denny brought out a small digital scale and set it on the table. George knelt before this little shrine to happiness and death. Had he planned this? What the flying freaking fuck was he doing? 
 
    I pasted an anticipatory smile on my face, feeling desperate yet playing along; George had an improv going, and I had to support it. 
 
    “What percent is it?” he asked. 
 
    “My standard’s fifty,” said the Whale, “but this here’s seventy-five.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said George, gratefully. “That’s real good.” 
 
    He used his jackknife blade to scoop a bit of the heroin onto the scale. The heroin was quite fluffy, easily spoonable. The readout pulsed, and he scooped a tiny bit more. He drew a syringe from his shirt pocket. The bastard. And a metal teaspoon. Bastard! And a rubber ligature! 
 
    I retreated to the shadows beyond the lab tables and sweated harder. 
 
    “That’s a nice knife,” said Vargas. 
 
    “You like it?” George folded it. “Here, it’s yours.” 
 
    The Whale’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” George proffered the knife, a large folding hunter like my brothers carried. The handle was especially beautiful, a rich zebra-striped wood. “The pawn shop hasn’t gotten it yet, good thing!” 
 
    “Nobody gives me anything,” said the Whale, and I almost thought he was going to cry. “Everybody asks me for stuff.” 
 
    “Well, this is just a token. A courtesy to you.” 
 
    Vargas reached for the knife and turned it over in his hands. He opened and closed it. He hefted it in his palm, then he opened it again. 
 
    So fast that I almost doubted I’d seen it, he raised his arm and, with a perfect movement, flicked his wrist. I heard a thock! and turned to see the knife sticking into the bulletin board, smack in the center of Albert Einstein’s throat. 
 
    Wichita laughed delightedly. 
 
    Denny clapped and said, “Good shot, boss!” 
 
    The other vice presidents concurred. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said the Whale feelingly. “I was actually aiming for his left eye. It’s a good miss, though.” All the vice presidents looked jealous of George. I could see them wondering what they could give to their boss. 
 
    “You take that knife back, Jimmer. I ought not to carry a blade. But I sure do appreciate the looks on that knife. Good balance too.” George pulled the knife from Einstein and put it in his back pocket. He returned to the table, tipped the heroin into the spoon, and came to me, cupping the dose in his hand. He winked at me. And with that wink, I breathed. Everything would be all right. In a second I saw the trick: he set the spoon down and brought an old-style metal lighter from his pocket. Carefully he opened it, and I saw he had a second bit of powder hidden in the lid of that lighter. 
 
    I felt like grinning. Home free. 
 
    But then he fumbled. 
 
    I saw it in slow motion: a thread from his pants pocket had caught in the lighter’s hinge, and in almost dropping it, the hidden dose spilled out and dissipated in the air like Disney dust. 
 
    He breathed, “Shit.” He licked his lips and then met my eyes. Gotta do it now. 
 
    “So,” he flung over his shoulder, “I won’t need lemon?” 
 
    “Nah, nah,” said Vargas, lazily. 
 
    I wondered what the hell that meant. 
 
    “What’s the other twenty-five, then?” George asked. 
 
    “Standard mannitol,” came the answer. 
 
    George turned on the tap at the nearest lab sink, and once he saw it was working, he screwed down the flow and added a few drops of water to the heroin. 
 
    He sparked his Zippo. The mighty flame was enough to illuminate half of a biker bar, and he held it resignedly beneath the bowl of the spoon. 
 
    I took the ligature and began to tie it around my left calf. 
 
    “Nah, honey, let’s just skin-pop you tonight, since this is better than the shit you’re used to.” 
 
    He said it so earnestly that the Whale laughed in his soft way. “What’s so special about her to you?” 
 
    George looked over at him flatly. “Her mind.” 
 
    The Whale laughed again, slightly uneasily. 
 
    The whole time, George and I were behaving as if we did this two or three times a day. We communicated with our eyes. 
 
    Trust me, said his. 
 
    I could kill you, said mine. 
 
    You’ll be all right. 
 
    Take care of me. 
 
    I will. 
 
    There’s always been, of course, much over-the-top hysteria about street drugs. Before we had Petey, I’d smoked pot with Jeff a few times and felt ho-hum about it. That was the sum total of my experience with illegal substances. 
 
    At the moment, what scared me more than the heroin itself was that my alertness was about to be compromised while in the company of these lowlifes. 
 
    And I realized why George had wanted me here: I was, in effect, his job reference. 
 
    I held the teaspoon as he shifted the lighter. He murmured, “We can just use your arm, since we don’t need a vein.” 
 
    Bizarrely, I recognized the spoon as an Oneida pattern like the one my best friend’s mom had back in Wisconsin. Maybe from his friend Gonzalo’s kitchen—then I realized: Gonzalo the neurologist and jazz trumpet player, that’s where he must have gotten this pristine syringe—it even had a plastic cap—probably the doctor had even given him whatever harmless powder he’d intended to substitute for the heroin, and showed him how to inject it. 
 
    We crouched there, and the heroin and water melted into a skim-milk-like potion. A small, salty smell rose up. 
 
    “Act,” breathed George. 
 
    And with that, I snapped into feeling like the most depraved person in the whole world. I felt so horrible for what I was about to do to my poor little unborn foam fetus, I almost cried. I rubbed my foam and mourned my lack of integrity. I grieved for the shitty, shitty birthright I was handing to my child. 
 
    But I wanted that heroin. Too bad, tyke, Mama’s got to fix. 
 
    “Hey,” said Wichita, “whatchoo doin’, knittin’ a sweater over there?” 
 
    George jacked the insignificant-looking puddle into the syringe. I suddenly understood the intimacy of shooting up. I actually kind of got into it: it’s like taking a sacrament, a powerful, devilish sacrament, and you want to hide, and you want to fully experience it. And I understood then how depraved you have to be to do it on the street in broad, unfiltered daylight. 
 
    George shielded me with his body as he grasped my left arm, stretched my skin with his thumb, and with a quick motion, thrust the needle beneath my skin. 
 
    He began to hum something, and I realized it was “I’ve Got You Under My Skin,” Cole Porter’s night-rhythm song of—well, addiction. Suddenly I was deeply scared. 
 
    George injected only a little, then withdrew the needle, squirting the rest invisibly down my arm; I smeared it off as if some blood had escaped. I put my finger over the hole and he replaced the equipment in his pockets. We returned to the group. 
 
    “Let the lady have a seat,” said Denny. 
 
    I felt the drug hit about one minute after I sat down: a warm glow started somewhere in my middle and grew outward from there. 
 
    Suddenly my fear and manufactured self-loathing were gone, and I felt nothing but serenity and acceptance. And I felt beautiful. Everything was beautiful. I looked down and my skaggy hands were beautiful. My needle-tracked feet were beautiful. 
 
    “How is it, DeeDee?” asked George. 
 
    “Mmmm.” I hugged myself like a happy platypus. 
 
    Everyone in the room looked so nice and attractive—their jewelry sparkled so—and there was no trouble. Deep down, of course, I knew everything was fucked up, same as when I walked in, but the difference was I didn’t care. 
 
    The nearest I’d come to such a feeling was when I’d gotten a shot of morphine after I hurt my back once—I knew the pain was there, but suddenly I was totally indifferent to it. 
 
    I smiled lovingly at everybody. 
 
    One of the guards looked wistful, and I could tell he wanted some. Yeah, it’s only a matter of time, buddy, before you give in to this again. 
 
    Satisfied that we were for real, the Whale welcomed George into his organization. 
 
    “From now on you don’t have to worry about her. Get him a bag, Witch. Take yourself a couple of ounces, Jimmer. Gonna start you small. Keep an eye on you.” 
 
    As I drifted on my cloud, I heard quite clearly George and the Whale talk terms and conditions. 
 
    One by one, the vice presidents drifted out, but the Whale evidently found something resonant in George—who had been, of course, outthinking him, trying to be as resonant as possible. Wichita hung around. 
 
    “I don’t want to get in too deep,” George said. “Wichita told me your organization’s safe. But how can it be?” 
 
    “This type of business—the street level business—is just a paving stone for me,” he said. “I have a vision for Los Angeles. The people, they need their drugs. One day, and I’m thinking ahead here—all drugs will be legal. Look around, you know it’s true. The signs are there: high prices for American pharmaceuticals, low standards of living in the countries that produce marijuana and dope, growing tax burdens for new immigrants. I’m not saying you can’t go out and get busted. It happens. Wichita was really talking about the future, and I’d say she misspoke.” 
 
    Wichita scowled. “I still get my bonus, you promised.” 
 
    “So,” Vargas went on, “drugs will be legal. And whose network will already be in place? Who will already have revolutionized drug sales? Who will have been the peacemaker of Los Angeles, because gang wars are so last week? Our children will have that legacy.” 
 
    “I see,” said George. 
 
    “What I’m after is unity. You, Jimmer, I dress you up, say an outfit like mine, nice polo shirt—lose that crazy white shirt and sorry-ass tie, nice try, though—you could drive a BMW through Bel Air making deliveries. Nobody looks twice: clean white man in a BMW. The people up there say they’re not racist, but they are, they prefer a white dealer. Through my rotation system, I can build unity throughout this city—no arguments over turf! I implement strict schedules, good management, cooperation—it all fits, you see how it all fits? It synergizes! It’s like a movie!” 
 
    I listened vaguely. It was hard for me to grasp how the Whale’s rotation system was supposed to work. 
 
    George nodded. Solemnly, he said, “You’re a cross between Che Guevara and Bill Gates.” 
 
    The Whale startled him with his shout. “My Lord! My Lord! You get me! You get me, brother!” 
 
    “Every great man’s hands have to get a little dirty,” said George. 
 
    “But you want to know a secret?” said the Whale. 
 
    Respectfully, but with great anticipation, George said, “Yes.” The Whale was about to reveal something big. 
 
    Possibly something that could really nail his ass. 
 
    “I guess I’m like a lot of people, who do one thing but deep in their hearts, they wish to do a truly magical thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    The Whale leaned in. “Eventually, what I really want to do is direct.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 – A Thug By Any Other Name 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George took me home, where I slept like a sow until ten in the morning. Before she left for work, Gina fixed me some coffee and I took a bath. 
 
    George called around noon. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “When I first got up, I had a fierce headache, but now I feel normal.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “Except I want more heroin.” 
 
    I heard him swallow. 
 
    “Just kidding,” I said. 
 
    “Goddamn it, Rita.” 
 
    “You have no right to swear at me! You should be crawling on your knees over broken glass begging my forgi—” 
 
    “Listen, I didn’t want to talk it over with you in advance, because I thought you might freak out.” 
 
    “You know me so well.” 
 
    “I brought the kit along as a contingency. Gonzalo helped me.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure they’d suggest that you fix, I just thought it was a possibility to be prepared for. Didn’t you expect it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Your naiveté is showing, Rita.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not naive!” I cried, deeply insulted. “I’ve smoked dope! Several times! I’m not little Baby Darla here, I’ve hung out with hoods.” 
 
    “Yeah? Who?” 
 
    “Well—my ex-husband.” 
 
    He laughed. “OK, OK.” 
 
    “What was the lemon thing? You asked the Whale something about lemons.” 
 
    “Oh, if you’ve got heroin that’s poorly refined, you need a little acetic acid to get it to melt, and you can get that from lemon juice or vinegar.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “It probably wasn’t necessary for me to ask that, but it added to my credibility. I really was hoping that stuff was good. But I called to tell you something. Remember I found out about Deborah Keever, the dead daughter?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “And I told you I checked her birth certificate?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, this morning I got my hands on her death certificate as well.” 
 
    “Yeah? I’ve got a very funny feeling about what you’re going to say.” 
 
    He was surprised. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Did she die under suspicious circumstances?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “As far as the attending physician was concerned.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “It just says under cause of death, ‘cardiac arrest.’ Only that. No reference to a police report, either, for example. Nothing.” 
 
    “Cardiac arrest? What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    “I guess it means your heart stops beating.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty general term, isn’t it? I mean, if that’s all it means, then everybody who dies, dies of cardiac arrest. You’re dead when your heart stops beating.” 
 
    “Well, it struck me as odd too. Fifteen-year-old girl. I know sometimes kids die suddenly of heart disease, but you’d think in that case they’d do an autopsy. But they didn’t.” 
 
    “Where did she die?” 
 
    “St. Irene’s Hospital, in Westwood.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it. I’ve never even heard of St. Irene.” 
 
    “It’s been a nursing home since the eighties. It was a small private hospital to begin with.” 
 
    “A loony bin?” 
 
    “No, a regular hospital.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “Rita, you’re on to something, but you’re not telling me.” 
 
    “I—I can’t even bring myself to verbalize it, yet. Even to myself.” 
 
    “Well, what would you say if I found a financial oddity? Because I did go deeper.” 
 
    A smile broke over my face. “Ah.” Good old competent, smart George. 
 
    “You’re smiling,” he said. 
 
    I fought with my face. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Yes you are, I can hear it. Anyway, get this: Bruce Keever paid sixty thousand dollars to the doctor who signed that death certificate.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “The day before he signed it.” 
 
    “Oh, my God. The day before?” 
 
    “Do you think Keever could have had his daughter quote-unquote murdered by this doctor? I’m trying like hell to—but the daughter’s death might be totally unrelated to this Amaryllis thing—” 
 
    “Oh, no. It’s not unrelated.” 
 
    “Rita, tell me!” 
 
    “I just can’t. I can’t right now, George. Give me—just a day. I have to think. How the hell did you find that out, anyway?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve learned that financial records can yield exceptional information, if you can get your hands on them. I started with Piedmont Commerce Bank, because in the 1960s half the professional people in L.A. had accounts there. I’ve got a contact in Piedmont’s morgue—their old paper records. Both Keever and the doctor had accounts there.” 
 
    I said, “Keever being a judge and all, you’d figure the family was a real pillar-of-the-community type.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. The wife served on the symphony board, and he was active in two or three charities himself.” 
 
    “Reputations, then.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He waited. “Now you’re quiet all of a sudden.” I kept thinking. In my continued silence, he went on, “Did the mother or father kill the child—maybe accidentally—and then bribe the doctor to cover it up? But why postdate the death certificate? I don’t get it at all.” 
 
    “George, I think we’re holding it in our hands.” 
 
    He said, “Another possibility is that the payment had nothing to do with the child’s death, it could be just coincidental, the settlement of a personal debt.” 
 
    Except that I had one piece of information he didn’t have. And as a woman, I had to check it out myself before I even spoke it to another soul. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “No, sister, Amaryllis is meeting with the scout troops this afternoon. There’s no interrupting her when she’s with the children. Then she’s got her Tuesday radio program to do.” 
 
    “Oh.” I shifted the phone to my other ear. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” said the Reverend Culpepper, “she’ll be in, business as usual. Ah, is it something important?” 
 
    “No, no.” 
 
    “Well, you have a blessed day.” His signature tagline. 
 
    I wanted badly to talk with Amaryllis, because it was time, it was time. I was dismayed to have to wait, but then I remembered that I’d promised Gina I’d cook tonight. She was bringing her new boyfriend Toby home. 
 
    I vacuumed the apartment in a thinky, fuguelike state. 
 
    Gramma Gladys was on my mind. Before picking up some groceries, I dropped in at the parking lot at Rodeo and Santa Monica, to commune with her spirit more for courage than for guidance. 
 
    I called her down through the smog as the drone of L.A. life surged around us. She counseled patience, and warned me to take nothing for granted. 
 
    Just when you think you’ve got it sewed up, that’s when everything goes to hell! I felt her say in her bitterly wise way. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    At home I prepared Gramma Gladys’s baked pork chops, a homey dish guys love. 
 
    Gina came home from work and hustled through the shower and into a pretty outfit she’d scored at Madwoman in the Attic, my favorite resale shop. It’d been tough to get her to save money, but as soon as I mentioned that I’d spotted Calypso Henderson there browsing the vintage bowling shirts last month, she was into it. Calypso’s latest movie, where she plays a nurse’s aide trying to infiltrate a terrorist network but it turns out to be the Pentagon all along, was a hit at Cannes, and she’d signed a whopping contract for her next film. 
 
    A word Gina had gotten into lately was cachet, which of course usually comes with a really high price tag. People chase all over L.A. for cachet, they go broke trying to trap it and own it. Sometimes cachet is, I admit, worth the price, but once in a while you can get it for cheap, like at Madwoman. Gina had scored a two-piece Rhonda Tripley ensemble—you know, with the hand-done geometric lace—which she’d accessorized with a copper lunch box as a purse. She looked as chic as they come. 
 
    I put some Art Pepper on the stereo and felt lonely for Petey. I wondered how the dynamiting had gone. 
 
    My sister swept into the living room, trailing a beautiful fragrance. “Is that the dregs of my last free sample of Chanel No. 5?” I asked, knowing full well. 
 
    “I love Chanel No. 5,” she said, “it makes me feel so adult. Do you really like my hair?” 
 
    “It’s just so different.” 
 
    “I used Gramma Gladys’s secret weapon: Dippity-Do.” 
 
    “They still make that?” 
 
    At Halloween time when we were little, we’d build a spook house in the basement for the neighborhood kids, featuring a feel-the-corpse-in-the-dark exhibit. We’d mix Dippity-Do with a handful of rubber bands (his guts), and we’d have cold fruit cocktail (brains), and there were other things too, as we thought of them and could score the ingredients. I remembered the excellently slimy Dippity-Do well. We thought it was hilarious. Gramma Gladys’s hair would stay put in a typhoon. 
 
    “But my real question,” I said, “is why?” 
 
    Gina tossed her stiff tendrils. “Toby’s got dreads, and I was just feeling like looking a little less smooth, myself.” She sighed. “He’s so wonderful! He knows all the words to ‘Squirrel on the Barbie.’” 
 
    “That’s quite a credential.” In case you’ve been in a coma for six months, “Squirrel on the Barbie” is that allegorical Aussie pop song about global warming. 
 
    The door buzzed and she flung it open to welcome Toby. 
 
    “Hiya, honey!” she trilled. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, stepping in. 
 
    She pulled him by the hand to meet me, and it was good that it went so fast, TobymeetRitaRitaTobyHaha! because the guy who walked into my apartment, kissed my sister, and shook my hand was Denny. 
 
    It was absolutely him, his dreadlocks long and loose, his smile ready, his hand large and warm as he shook mine. 
 
    One time I played a poker dealer in a TV ad for some Indian casino near Palm Springs, and I had to keep a neutral expression while a guy at the table laid down a thousand-dollar bet on what turns out to be a bluff. I was glad for that experience, as well as the many insane concepts Petey had put to me as he came along as a human, because now I drew on that skill to keep my face friendly and open. 
 
    “So good to meet you,” he said, and it was Denny’s deep, bluesman voice, this fucking guy was Denny, phony guard at the ABC Mission, sidekick to Dale the Whale Vargas. The guy who, with Wichita, had tried to intimidate Amaryllis as I’d listened behind the bags of rice, the guy who, last night, had held my foot and inspected my fake needle tracks while I prayed to God for survival. 
 
    My heart surged into my mouth and I said brightly, “Hi, Toby. I’ve heard so much about you.” 
 
    “Don’t believe half of it,” he responded, smiling. 
 
    I withdrew to the kitchen. 
 
    What the hell was going on? I’d seen no recognition in his eyes, no calculation. He was totally this guy named Toby. He was wearing a pressed sport shirt with a red-and-yellow Kente type weave and a pair of Levis. No sign of the homeboy gold chains. He’d politely slipped out of his loafers at the door. 
 
    What the hell, what the hell, what the hell, I thought as I poured smoked almonds into a dish. The guy had two identities: Toby the consultant, and drug-den criminal Denny. What for? Was it just coincidence that he’d walked into the record store and struck up a conversation with Gina? 
 
    At a furious pace, I reviewed the time Gina and I had gone to the mission to serve lunch. He’d been there, he’d been there! I hadn’t really seen his face. How had that gone down, again? Gina had seen Wichita and him hassling Amaryllis, then I’d followed the three of them into the kitchen. I’d eavesdropped from behind the rice, but I hadn’t seen his face! I’d looked up as their backs were disappearing into the kitchen, I’d heard his voice and followed, but had not seen his face. 
 
    Had he seen mine? Gina’s? Gina had not, to my memory, gotten a good look at him that day either. He and Wichita were all the way across the cafeteria, at least sixty feet away, when Gina had noticed them arguing with Amaryllis. Maybe she hadn’t seen his full face at all, with those dreadlocks flying around. 
 
    But maybe he’d seen her. Fallen for her at first sight, or what? And decided to make it his business to find out who she was. And where she worked. And who her sister is. 
 
    What the hell, what the hell, what the hell. 
 
    This guy carried out orders from the most dangerous drug boss in Los Angeles. When I really interacted with him—just last night!—I’d been, of course, DeeDee the pregnant skag. If I’d have let him, he probably would’ve skin-popped me himself. Mainlined me, for that matter. 
 
    What else had he done for the Whale as one of his top thugs—oh, ’scuse me, executives? How many people had he gotten hooked on drugs? Had he committed murder? I remembered him smirking as George and the Whale gloated over the slaughtered Sgt. Annette Soames. Had he carried out that execution, been in that car? Had he blasted the bullets that drilled into Kip and me? Had he beaten and kicked Kip, before I blundered into the scene? 
 
    Then it hit me: twins! Oh, my God, maybe he’s a they! Yes! Identical twins! My whole body relaxed at the possibility. I’d seen all the twist-of-the-twin movies, and even watched Daniel’s pirated reruns of The Patty Duke Show, so I knew how hideously twins can diverge. 
 
    Yet as I opened the oven to check on the savory pork chops—I’d thrown in a few sprigs of fresh thyme—yum—I also realized what a far-fetched, desperate idea that was. 
 
    I went back to the day of Kip’s beating. One assailant had been short and fat-assed, the other taller and thin—Wichita and Denny? I’d been thinking that for some time, even though at first I’d thought both attackers were guys. A malevolent bitch like Wichita could’ve swung that piece of lumber. Then I remembered George talking about Wichita and Denny driving him out of the same neighborhood a few days later. 
 
    OK: my sister was going around with a dope peddler, this thug, this criminal-mastermind wannabe. My God—was she using? How could I tell? You don’t start injecting right away, do you? Plus I’d heard how wily drug users are, at first, before the drug really takes hold and starts to show. What kind of danger had she just let in through that door? 
 
    Dinner, for me, was a bit of a strain. 
 
    During salad, Toby referred to his dad having been in the army. “You’re an only child?” I asked, taking a flyer. 
 
    “Yes, how did you guess?” 
 
    Damn it to hell, that destroys the twin theory. “Oh, I don’t know. Something about your confidence level, maybe. I’ve found that only children have a certain—confidence.” 
 
    “Hm,” he said, relentlessly smiling. 
 
    “Toby, what do you do, exactly?” I asked, cupping my chin attentively. I wanted to hear about his “consulting work.” 
 
    He swallowed—my food, my wine, at my table!—and said, “I help companies manage their inventory and personnel.” 
 
    “Ah. Like…” 
 
    “Like helping them design ways to anticipate customer needs, and then stock or restock accordingly. These potatoes are delicious.” 
 
    “Thank you! Gina and I have had our troubles working for bosses, haven’t we? Do you get along well with your boss?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, he’s—you know, he’s a regular guy. We get along real well.” 
 
    “So if a client has a problem with an employee, what do you advise?” 
 
    “Well, it all depends on the situation.” 
 
    You know, acting can get pretty emotionally heavy; even in a doughnut commercial you can be called on to summon both agony and ecstasy, not to mention what you have to draw forth to do Streetcar or Lear. You let your emotions surge, and you feed off the emotions of your comrades. Actors and actresses talk about “working dangerously,” which means taking risks that you’re not sure you can pull off—throwing in a physical bit on the spur of the moment, or asking for something new from another player. 
 
    But never, while speaking memorized lines and pretending to be somebody else, had I felt anything remotely like the danger I was facing now. 
 
    I hadn’t been terribly afraid of Denny while at the mission, because George had been there. 
 
    But now, with the son of a bitch sitting in my apartment acting like a charm boy, I was beside myself with fear. As the dinner went on, however, I remembered how great it is to transform your fear into cunning. I realized: If he really doesn’t know who I am, then I have an advantage. 
 
    “Let’s say,” I said, “somebody’s not performing up to snuff. Not doing their job with enough—alacrity.” 
 
    “Well,” Toby responded, “first of all you have to make sure they fully understand their job, you know, maybe you have to do some, uh, retraining. You try to bring them up. You try to think creative.” 
 
    Jesus H. Christ, one of the Whale’s favorite sayings. “What if,” I wanted to know, “they don’t come up?” 
 
    “After a point, you gotta, you gotta make a change. You gotta terminate ’em.” 
 
    “Or if they get caught stealing from the company?” 
 
    “Termination for sure.” 
 
    “No second chances, is that your motto?” 
 
    He sat back comfortably in his chair. “Not so much a motto as a necessity. What’re you going to give a thief a second chance to do—steal again?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Isn’t he cute?” said Gina. “He’s got so much cachet. You and George and us ought to go on a double date, you know? What do you think?” 
 
    “Who’s George?” asked Toby immediately, smiling. 
 
    “I’ve got strawberries for dessert,” I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 – Kitchen Work of Different Kinds 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Meal tonight—dig it, sister!—going to be jambalaya.” Amaryllis beamed like a lighthouse. Before her lay an unbelievably huge pile of raw shrimp, heads on, blind black eyes, netted so recently from the sea that they made the sharp-edged, institutional kitchen smell as salty and cool as the wharves up in San Francisco. 
 
    “We got fifty pounds to clean here, so let’s get at it. This is just some of what we got today, the rest is in the walk-in. Three hundred pounds we got this morning.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. The shrimp curled onto themselves, heads touching their tails, their undersea feelers tapered to delicate points. “Where did it come from, so fresh? Do they have a shrimp fleet out of L.A.?” 
 
    She shook her head. “All I know is a man drove up in a freezer truck and said, I need to not have this load anymore. It ain’t spoiled. The Reverend Bill Culpepper told him, OK, we’ll help you unload.” 
 
    “That would seem a little suspicious, don’t you think?” 
 
    She just smiled to herself. “One thing I have learned after all these years: when it comes to carrying out your mission, don’t tempt fate. Jesus did not advise us to ask every last question that comes into our mind.” 
 
    “I guess he didn’t.” 
 
    “Faith, he didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, I have a few questions to ask you,” I said with a smile, “and I don’t give a flying crap about Jesus this morning, frankly.” 
 
    She gazed at me, hands on hips. “Get an apron, then, and work with me. We can talk. Steve, Katy?” She dismissed her two helpers, who took off, casting uneasy glances back at me. They were civilians, they were OK. 
 
    Knowing that at this hour—two o’clock, lunch all done and cleaned up—she’d probably be prepping food for dinner, I’d sneaked into the kitchen via the back passageway and the alley. All I wanted was not to be spotted today by Denny, twin or no twin. Amaryllis had been surprised to see me walk in from that direction. 
 
    I’d intercepted Gina last night before she left to go out clubbing with Toby, but just as I’d pulled her aside in the kitchen, he came in, looking for something to wipe up coffee he’d spilled. I shut my mouth and tried to use telepathy to warn Gina, but she misunderstood, thinking I didn’t like Toby. “See ya,” she said curtly, and although she did catch my final, desperate vibe, she’d already committed, and was gone. I’d thought too late of feigning a cerebral hemorrhage or something. 
 
    Thank God she’d returned safely, barging in at three in the morning, and falling into her usual deep slumber. We were going to have a long talk before she went out with Toby again. 
 
    I watched Amaryllis gather herself to begin working on the shrimp. Food was therapy for her; I would be patient. I wrapped a heavyweight apron around myself and tied the strings. Amaryllis handed me a short knife, and we set to work. I stood across from her, the fifty pounds of shellfish on the worktable between us looming about two feet high, a pink mountain of protein. 
 
    If you’ve cleaned shrimp, you know how fussy the work is. 
 
    To clean a shrimp for cooking, you twist off its head, grasp the first ring or two of shell, rip those away, then pull the body from the rest of the shell by the tail. Then you take your knife and make a delicate slit along the gut line and try to strip out the icky thing in one piece. If you love the sweet ocean taste of the critters, you knuckle down to the work with a minimum of bitching. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Amaryllis, reading my mind, “when I went back to visit my Cajun side, the boys would tote in their mess of shrimp or crawdaddies and all we’d do was tear the heads off and drop them into some spiced boiling water. We’d throw the lot onto a table—you strow it with newspapers first, bottle of Tabasco on the side? Everybody dives in and peels for themselves. Now that’s good eating. If we did that here, a food fight would break out, I’d stake my life on it! Haha!” 
 
    These shrimp were the kind that are rosy, not pearl-gray, when raw, their bodies as long as Amaryllis’s sizable thumb. Her fingers moved rapidly, throwing tender pink body after tender pink body into an ice-filled tub. “Got to keep them fresh, like they were still alive,” she muttered. 
 
    “How’s Kip?” I asked, preliminarily. 
 
    “Better and better. After this job is done, I’ll go and spend some time with him. Going to bring him home next week, no later, the doctor says. He’s been reading those books you brought. Over and over, he’s been reading them. But you didn’t come to talk about Kip.” She made eye contact only with the little shrimps. 
 
    “My friend,” I began, “I was reading too, the other day. History. You know I’m a law student, well, I was reading some legal history of the state of California. Had to do with abortion law.” Amaryllis worked silently. 
 
    “Before 1967,” I went on, “abortion was illegal in this state. Between 1967 and ’69, a panel of doctors could recommend abortion in special cases. Then in 1969 the state supreme court entirely liberalized abortion laws.” 
 
    Amaryllis said, “I’m going to cut up some sausages too, once we’re finished with this. Got to have hot sausages in jambalaya, I feel.” 
 
    “I’m most interested in something that happened in 1965,” I went on, “when girls and women in L.A. didn’t have much choice when it came to terminating an unwanted pregnancy. I learned that some women, especially if they had medical training, helped others by providing secret abortions. The local abortionist was often an RN, a woman who knew a lot about medicine and who might have assisted in abortions, or seen one too many young girls with a coathanger wire up her vagina, bleeding to death.” 
 
    Amaryllis swallowed. “My secret ingredient is dill pickle juice. I use also bay leaf, and plenty of salt and pepper, of course. The key to a jambalaya is the slow simmer, you know, because that brings out the flavor.” 
 
    We continued to rip the heads off the shrimp, strip off their protective shells, and slice into their bodies. 
 
    “There are,” I said, “lots of women walking around L.A. today, silently grateful that they didn’t become mothers when they were in junior high or high school. Women of position and achievement. Mothers today, many of them, and grandmothers, who had children at the right time: when they could provide for them. They’re not going to go on TV and shout about it, and I’m sure they wouldn’t rush to be a character witness if their back-alley abortionist winds up in court for some reason.” 
 
    Amaryllis just kept listening. 
 
    “It was sheer luck I didn’t get pregnant when I was a teenager. I had hormones and about half an ounce of horse sense. It was luck, Amaryllis. But by my day, abortion was legal. Would I have gone through with a pregnancy, or would I have killed my own flesh and blood? I’m glad I didn’t have to find out.” 
 
    Amaryllis was skipping ahead in her mind, wondering how much I knew, and how much I’d say. 
 
    “One morning a fifteen-year-old girl woke up vomiting, and she’d missed her period, and she went oh shit. Well, that happens all the time, doesn’t it? Except this girl was the daughter of a federal judge, and her parents had high expectations. By the look of her, she had high expectations of herself too—I’ve seen the determination in her eyes, the set jaw. She was a gymnast. She went to a good school, bound for college, I’m sure. She was horrified to be pregnant.” 
 
    “Properly, you should have ham in a jambalaya as well,” commented Amaryllis. “Jambon, you know, that’s ham in French. But I’ve got no ham right now.” She paused. “Even if I did have ten or fifteen pounds, I think I’d reserve it for breakfasts. Then you’ve got the great tomato debate: in or out? Cajuns say out, Creoles say in. I’m one-fourth Cajun but I do like tomatoes, so in they’ll go.” She surveyed the mountain of shrimp. 
 
    I resumed, “Somehow this girl found her way to you. I bet her mother was instrumental in this, having given up a film career when she became pregnant at age nineteen. But I don’t understand something. With the judge’s position, you’d think the parents could’ve gotten a doctor to do it. A white doctor uptown. Why did this girl come to you?” 
 
    Amaryllis said, “You can call her Debbie, for that was her name.” Her fingers still flew over the shrimp. The mound was still dauntingly large. Amaryllis’s face was like a carved version of itself, solid and hard. 
 
    “Deborah Keever, yes,” I said. “She came to you, but something terrible happened, and she didn’t survive. Judge Keever was able to cover it up, but nobody—not them, not you—was ever the same. And you’ve been paying for it from that day to this.” 
 
    Amaryllis bowed her head as she had when, weeks ago, I’d delivered Kip’s message of apology. Then she lifted it, at last meeting my eyes. “You got quite a bit of it, and I am surprised and sorely dismayed. You don’t have all of it, though. Nobody does.” 
 
    “Are you feeling any relief?” 
 
    “Not yet. I expect I will. I’m surprised at you. The main facts have been floating around out there forever. But nobody’s figured it out before—nobody’s cared to, I guess.” 
 
    “It seems like a few different kinds of trouble are converging on you right now.” 
 
    “Yes,” was all she said. Tired, tired voice. 
 
    “I’d like to help you.” 
 
    A melancholy smile skewed her lips, but she was tougher than to cry. Her hands continued their work on tonight’s dinner, but slowly now. The shrimp bodies plopped softly. 
 
    “Amaryllis, tell me what I don’t know. Then we can work out what to do. You realize we’re in this together, don’t you?” 
 
    She sighed heavily. “Federal judge doesn’t mean they had it made, you know. He didn’t want to be in any white doctor’s debt for giving Debbie an abortion. No, he went to the colored part of town to find somebody he could pay and be done with it. Somebody who wouldn’t even know who the family was. I had a good reputation; he found me through a black man he’d done a favor. Anyhow, everybody knew me.” 
 
    “They called you Nursey.” 
 
    Her widely spaced eyes flicked to mine. “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “A wise old junkie told me. You helped her out one time too.” 
 
    “Oh, my. Well.” She chewed her lower lip. “Bruce Keever knew me as Nursey, and I knew him as Mr. B. Didn’t know who they were until—later. I did the procedure for the girl; she wasn’t the only white child I’d helped, for sure. It went fine, no problems.” 
 
    “It did?” 
 
    “Healthy girl, no problems. I made my field as sterile as possible, every time, and I boiled all of my instruments. Funny—Mr. B., he paid in advance, you know, and he expected me to charge him a high amount of money because he wore a nice suit, but I said no, my regular fee is all I want.” 
 
    “How much was that?” 
 
    “One hundred dollars, for someone who could pay it. Back then a bill went a long way, you know. The mother brought the girl.” She leaned to the pile of shrimp and raked five or so pounds closer to her. Our aproned bellies were turning damply pink. I glanced into the waste bin, where hundreds of severed shrimp heads stared back at me with their peppercorn eyes. 
 
    “Afterward, I counseled her,” said the Iron Angel of L.A. “I asked if she was done playing dangerous, having sex with no protection. I love him! she says. She barely knew what sex was. You got to insist he wears a rubber, I told her. I told all the girls that, of course. And like all of them, she was shook up, especially after. It’s not nothing, undergoing a D&C on the kitchen table of a black lady in South Central without anesthetic.” 
 
    I listened. 
 
    “She says yes, yes, of course, I will. I will. Nobody promises as heartfelt as a scared young girl. Her eyes were like pie pans. I said that’s it, honey. Remember you only get one.” 
 
    I listened, staring at the pink curled shrimp in my hand. 
 
    “But then her daddy, Mr. B., came around again, four or five months later.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yes, she’d gone and conceived again, oh, it was springtime then. I said, ‘No, sir, only one to a customer.’ It was partly to protect myself, you understand. Repeat business can get dangerous. It was not a job I liked to do. It was a job I felt it necessary to do. I saw too much. Too much womanly misery, and too much misery of the children no one wanted.” She sighed heavily. “But the man insisted. He didn’t want to find somebody else. Trusted me, he said. I said no. Then he offered me ten thousand dollars.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “A queenly sum!” 
 
    “I’ll say.” 
 
    “The man bought me, sister Rita, he bought me. Ten thousand to me then, in 1965? It was like a million. I did the abortion. Again, the mother brought her. But this time…uhrr.” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “The girl panicked partway through. She was pretty stoic the first time, but this time the pain got to her, and the trauma. Also, she was a little farther along this time, twelve weeks or so. She struggled to get off the table, and before I’d got her calmed down, she’d been perforated. I knew exactly what had happened. She began bleeding more, and all of a sudden it was chaos, the girl was bleeding, I couldn’t control it, the mother was cursing me and her daughter, and I was trying to save the girl’s life. She needed surgery, of course. I told the mother she’s bleeding internally, more than what you see, we have to get her to the emergency, and the mother said yes, yes. I got her loaded into the backseat of that car—big black Lincoln, I can still see it, like a fair hearse itself. I started to get in too, to go with her, you know, but the mother stepped on it before I could.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” I stared at six boxes of Morton’s salt on a shelf behind her. One was out of line, and I felt an impulse to walk over and tap it into place. 
 
    Amaryllis said, “I waited all night for the police to come.” 
 
    “But they didn’t?” 
 
    “Instead, later, I received a package with another ten thousand dollars in it, and I knew what that meant. This was one week later. I knew the girl was dead.” 
 
    She wiped her hands on her apron, finger by finger. “When I saw a picture of the judge in the paper telling he was quitting being a judge, then I knew who they were. Later on, I learned the mother had taken Debbie home, didn’t take her to the hospital immediately. Hoping she’d get better overnight. No way was that going to happen, the girl needed emergency surgery. By the time she got to the hospital—I don’t know how many hours, maybe even the next morning—it was too late. She did actually hang on for another day or two. I’m not sure how they eventually lost her, but I suppose sepsis played a role, as well. I learned all this later, many years later.” 
 
    “From Mrs. Keever?” 
 
    “Yes, from her.” 
 
    “The Keevers preserved their reputation.” 
 
    “They managed that, yes, at the cost of their daughter’s life.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault, Amaryllis.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, it was. I made several mistakes, sister. Shouldn’t have done the second on Debbie. Shouldn’t have begun until she was mentally ready. I don’t think she wanted to go through it again, I actually think she might have wanted that baby. And when she got agitated, I should have withdrawn my curette instantly. It was stupid of me to leave it in while I tried to settle her. I made a very bad error. The memory of that girl writhing on my kitchen table hangs over my head to this day.” 
 
    Amaryllis went on to tell me that she stopped being Nursey, she stopped doing abortions, and she used the money from Bruce Keever to found the ABC Mission, beginning with a soup kitchen. 
 
    “I’ve tried to atone,” she said. “There never is any atoning, though. It’s just my life.” 
 
    She heard nothing more from the Keevers. “I understood their hearts were broken. Nothing could bring back their daughter, and they didn’t want to see my face or hear my name. That’s the way it was for all those years.” 
 
    “Did things change when the judge died?” 
 
    “Right, when he died, about a year ago? Mrs. Keever came after me. The woman has been angry—and righteous so—and messed up, and obsessed. Been a recluse for most of her life since they moved to Bakersfield. I believe the judge protected her from the world.” 
 
    “And the world from her,” I added. 
 
    “That’s one way of thinking of it.” Aimlessly, she picked up a shrimp and muttered, “Yeah, I got to work.” She cleaned it, then another, then I joined in again. My fingers were sore from the sharp shells. 
 
    “The woman is very nearly a physical shambles,” said Amaryllis, “but I’ve never met a more calculating individual.” 
 
    “You haven’t met the Whale?” 
 
    “Not yet,” she said wryly, glancing over at me. “He comes and goes at night, you know. I’ve got the place in the daytime, he’s got it at night. It’s like we rotate through here. Of course, he’s got more than that, he’s got my integrity under his thumb. I don’t care to meet him in the flesh.” 
 
    “You’ve acquiesced to his demands, some of them, because of his threats to Nathan.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “And so now Diane Keever has been extorting money from you?” 
 
    “She knows that without help in her old age, she’s likely to have to go into a nursing home. The good ones are very costly, you know. That sidekick of hers is costly.” 
 
    “Neneng.” 
 
    “Yes, that one, I wonder if she sends a lot of money away somewhere. She’s got some kind of hold over Mrs. Keever, I don’t know what. The judge, once he went up to Bakersfield, he never made very much money. I think if somebody couldn’t pay, he’d say oh well, catch me next round, you know? I think he was trying to atone too, in his way. Never saved up much, from what I understand. Now the widow wants money, she thinks it’s her due, and there’s nobody stopping her. She knew I had access to money, everybody knows it.” 
 
    “But you couldn’t give her a huge lump of money.” 
 
    “That’s right, not all at once. I’m embezzling money from my own mission to pay her the ten thousand a month, ten thousand being what I got for killing her little girl. Ten thousand twice, actually. I’m repaying it over and over, in order to avoid being shown up for what I was: a brand X abortionist. If she makes trouble for me in public, I won’t have the spiritual gall to deny it. Me, the Iron Angel. What would that do to my mission, do you think?” 
 
    “So you’re paying her money that was donated or raised by other people?” 
 
    “I do consider it reparations, and I will go on paying it as long as the woman asks. Of course, someday I’ll have to pay it back to my mission; I’ve kept all my own books. Don’t really know how I’ll do that, sister Rita Farmer. It’s not a pretty picture, to be solving extortion with a new dishonesty. I rationalize by saying I am needed here. The mission must go on no matter what.” 
 
    We talked about Dale the Whale Vargas, and his feeling that he needs the ABC Mission as a safe, unspotted base of operations. “You know he wants his hands on the Emberton money,” she said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you want to know the kicker?” 
 
    I realized it: “So does the widow Keever.” 
 
    Amaryllis spanked her palms together and laughed bitterly. “She read a news story about this upcoming gift, and she sent this Neneng to tell me that money must be hers. She’s a sinister one.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Neneng had better watch out, all I have to say.” 
 
    “Neneng? What do you mean?” 
 
    Amaryllis looked to the pantry shelving, and I could see her mind had turned away. “Rice,” she said, “is always tricky when you’re feeding so many, but you’ve got to have rice in jambalaya. I’ll have to time it exactly right so it doesn’t get gummy.” 
 
    I remarked, “I bet most of your guests won’t notice if the rice is a little gummy, or care.” 
 
    She gave me a shocked look. “Sister, everybody deserves rice cooked right!” 
 
    Then she slumped in exhaustion, elbows on the worktable, head down. “I told Khani not to give me that money after all. It cuts my heart to refuse it. But I wouldn’t want the Whale to force it away from me, holding Nathan’s life over my head.” 
 
    I moved to her side of the table and touched her shoulder. Her shoulders began to shake, but she made no sound. After a long time, she stopped trembling. 
 
    She looked up and murmured, “I think I’m losing my mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 – Rowe Digs for Truth; Petey Takes Initiative 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s a disappointment,” said Colonel Markovich, in his no-nonsense, old-guy voice. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed George Rowe, shifting his cell phone to his other ear while lifting a bowl of dog food from Gonzalo’s kitchen counter. “I think Polen’s troubles are pretty far-reaching, beyond the dog business. That doesn’t help you, though.” Gonzalo’s dog, Tamiroff, had been shoving his muzzle at Rowe’s waist from the instant the dog heard him open the bin of dry food in the kitchen closet. The Russian wolfhound’s bowl was a mighty steel vessel now brimming with a pound of food to which Rowe had added some warm water to make juice. The smell excited the dog and made Rowe want to hurl. 
 
    “Easy, boy,” he said, lowering the dish. 
 
    “Do you have company?” asked Markovich. 
 
    Rowe ignored that. “One reason I think so: Polen’s not all that bright, you follow what I’m saying?” 
 
    Markovich liked that. “He always did try to get by on charm, rather than brains. I don’t say he didn’t work hard.” 
 
    “Yes, he seems a fairly well-organized guy. But based on meeting him, looking over the dogs at his house, and the ones this Orlando Gold showed for him, I don’t think he’s harboring Ernest, and frankly, I don’t think he had anything to do with Ernest’s disappearance.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Look, against my advice, you put the word out that you’ll give a huge reward for Ernest’s return, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but you yourself put up those flyers that said ‘reward.’” 
 
    “But I didn’t specify how much.” 
 
    “What’s that got to do with it?” 
 
    “Anybody who’s connected to the professional dog scene—certainly among the beagle people—knows you’ll give fifty grand for Ernest’s return. That’s like offering a ransom, no questions asked.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So if you’re the thief, after you forged your documents, you’d have to sell a hell of a lot of puppies from him, or shots of his semen to make it worth it, or why not just return him anonymously and take your fifty K? And if there was a conspiracy, you’d think one of the plotters would have turned for that money by now. I now realize that your public offer of the reward was a good move.” 
 
    “What are you saying? He could have been taken out of the country and resold before I got the word out.” 
 
    “Well, conceivably, but—” 
 
    “The Chinese have all the money these days.” 
 
    Rowe paused. “Look, the chances—” 
 
    “I think you should go to China. I’ll pay, of course.” 
 
    “Colonel—” 
 
    “The circuit over there is small, but incredibly lucrative.” Markovich’s voice got energized. “Moreover, they’re starting to breed dogs, good show dogs, and bringing them over here to compete. Hm. Know what? We should go together, I could help you.” 
 
    “Wait, I’m not so sure—” 
 
    “Yes,” said Colonel Markovich briskly, “let’s do it. China’s got to be the place. Got to be. Time for me to get involved. Makes me feel young to be around you, Rowe, you know that? Let’s get over there and hunt down those beagle rustlers, what do you say? Your passport up-to-date?” 
 
    “Oh, God,” muttered Rowe involuntarily. He was annoyed with himself for not having found this one stupid dog yet, and he was irritated by Markovich’s desperate theories of intrigue, and he wished to just back out of this case and focus on Dale the Whale Vargas. 
 
    That, however, would be admitting defeat. 
 
    He’d never thrown over a client before. The controlled pleading in Markovich’s voice—the man’s thirst for the chase not to end—moved him. Steadfast persistence paid off, Rowe had learned this. He liked Markovich, and shit, maybe he was right, maybe Ernest was this very minute peeing against the side of some Ming temple. 
 
    He took a nice slow breath and felt better. “Look, Colonel, if Ernest is actually in China—or who knows what overseas country—” 
 
    “China. It’s China. Stands to reason, the more I think about it, the more I realize—” 
 
    “OK, China. If he’s there now, he’ll be there next week. Let me look into things a little bit from here first, before you go buying tickets to Beijing.” 
 
    “A week?” 
 
    “A few days, then, OK? Just let me work on this new angle, OK?” 
 
    “All right,” said Markovich, satisfied. Then, “Oh!” he muttered. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I just remembered a doctor’s appointment I have in an hour. I should get moving.” 
 
    “Anything wrong?” 
 
    “Just a checkup. Blood work.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Rowe could not be upset with Markovich. It was because of the quest for Ernest that Rowe had met up with Cici Emberton, and learned the crucial fact of Amaryllis’s reluctance to accept Khani’s huge donation. 
 
    Tamiroff had licked his dish and gnawed on it for good measure. Rowe washed it and then went outside to pick up the shockingly large dried feces with which Tamiroff had mined the backyard. It was a disgusting chore, but he did it for Gonzalo as a way of thanking him for his hospitality. Rowe also did some cooking, though Gonzalo was a fancier cook. He used vermouth in things. 
 
    No wonder dogs get arrogant, Rowe thought: humans seem obsessed by their crap. As he scooped up a newer, moister piece of shit near the back board fence, he stopped and looked at the fence. 
 
    Built of heavy cedar planks, it had been chewed by Tamiroff in places. 
 
    “Oh, you idiot,” he said to himself. 
 
    As soon as he was finished, he washed up and drove over to Hancock Park. He checked his watch and parked around the corner from Markovich’s house. 
 
    He strolled up to the white board fence between Markovich’s house and the next one, to the broken place through which Ernest had disappeared. The brown plywood patch was still there, having been nailed from the inside. 
 
    He squatted and looked closely. He carefully fingered the splintered edges of the hole. 
 
    He heard a skateboard in the distance, and waited until the kid passed, his wheels thunking over the seams in the pavement. 
 
    Swiftly, he leaped, grabbed the top of the fence, and scrambled over, scissoring his legs to avoid the pointed finials. He dropped to the lawn. The house was quiet; Markovich had gone to his appointment. 
 
    He went to the garden shed, found a hoe, and went back to the fence. He pried off the plywood and squatted again. Touching a knee to the ground, he realized that chicken wire had been installed on the ground bordering the fence, to prevent the dog digging out, and the grass had grown through it. 
 
    The fence had been chewed from the inside, not sawn, not kicked in. The fibers of the wood had been forced outward, and the hole was just big enough for a beagle to get his chest through. 
 
    Why would Ernest escape? Restless spirit. Why do dogs go on the run? To see new things. 
 
    Rowe looked around. The yard was like the grounds of a high-class mental institution, everything soft and fine and clipped and just so. 
 
    Hell, who wouldn’t want to get away from this? Who wouldn’t want to walk on the wild side, before you’re too old to waddle after the mailman? 
 
    A man suddenly appeared from the other side of the house, hedge shears in hand. He was a grim-faced Japanese guy, wiry and unafraid. He stared at Rowe, then approached. 
 
    Rowe smiled and asked, “You the gardener?” 
 
    The man nodded, looking at the fence. A smirk crept over his face. “You here to fix fence?” 
 
    “Yeah, the dog got out. Dogs are a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “Better dog gone,” said the gardener quietly. 
 
    “He used to dig up your plants.” 
 
    The gardener nodded. 
 
    “Did you see him get out?” Rowe asked. 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “Didn’t you tell the boss?” 
 
    The gardener looked down at his work shoes. 
 
    Rowe smiled promptingly. “The dog chewed all that wood away?” 
 
    “I—I help a little.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    When Gina came home from work that evening, I waited for her to change into her knockaround skort and sweatshirt and get some ginger ale. I’d put a tuna casserole in the oven. 
 
    “Toby thinks it’s cute that I like ginger ale,” she said after taking a gulp. “You know what’s cutest about him? He—” 
 
    “Gina, we have to talk.” 
 
    Her guard went up instantly. “Now what?” 
 
    “About Toby, actually. Why don’t you sit down with me?” 
 
    She remained at the breakfast bar, hands on hips, looking at me as I sat cross-legged on the sofa. 
 
    I said, “I’m really concerned about you seeing him.” I talked fast, because I could see that already she’d made up her mind that she didn’t want to hear it. “I think he’s involved in—” 
 
    “What? What is he involved in?” 
 
    Flatly, “I think he’s a criminal.” 
 
    It’s unfair that between the two of us, I’m the one with the reputation for a quick temper, because Gina’s can flare just as fast. Maybe not as high, but just as fast. 
 
    “Oh, right, Rita, right.” She shoved her glass. “Toby: a criminal. He’s as much of a criminal as I am! What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    “Gina, listen to me for just a—” 
 
    “You’ve never liked any of my boyfriends!” 
 
    “That’s not true!” 
 
    She took the boyfriend ball and ran with it. “You don’t like Toby because he’s black! You’re scared of him because he’s black! Admit it!” 
 
    “Gina, I don’t give a damn what color he is!” I bounced to my feet. “The fact is, I think he’s heavily involved in drugs! Because—” 
 
    “The fact is, you are a racist! You, Rita Farmer, are a racist! Listen to me saying it, I am finally saying it!” 
 
    “Finally? Gina, I’m not! I—” 
 
    “That’s what all racists say!” she yelled. “Hah! He’s black, so he must be a drug dealer, because all black people are druggies! Plus you’re jealous because he’s such a stud!” She was working herself up into a real thoroughbred lather. 
 
    We stood toe-to-toe in the living room. 
 
    “Gina, for God’s sake—” 
 
    “Finally I make friends with a black person, and you can’t handle it!” Her spit flew like mad. 
 
    “You are so full of shit!” I screamed in her face. “If you’d just shut up a minute and listen to—” 
 
    “You? Listen to you? You’re the one who’s full of shit!” 
 
    “His name—” 
 
    “He’s a good man, I can tell! I know men, believe me! All you—” 
 
    “Gina, please!” 
 
    “All you want is a chance to slander a good man!” 
 
    She grabbed her purse and stormed out, still yelling, ears firmly shut. 
 
    I slumped against the door. I suppose if I’d played a video of Toby committing an axe murder, she’d say the images were doctored. 
 
    I wiped up the ginger ale she’d spilled and did yogic breathing to compose myself. I’d blown it, I’d put her on the defensive, and I’d let her get me off track. 
 
    The phone rang and I grabbed it, hoping it was her on her cell. It was Petey, sounding desperate. 
 
    “Petey! Sweetheart.” 
 
    “Mommy!” he screamed. “Aunt Sheila’s gonna kill me! Aunt Toots won’t hide me!” 
 
    “Honey, calm down, Mommy’s here.” 
 
    “She’s really gonna kill me, she guarantees it this time!” 
 
    “Oh, Petey, what did you—” 
 
    Toots grabbed the phone. “He traded our boar’s head to some kid for a puppy!” She spat the word puppy like a glob of rotten food. 
 
    I pictured the boar’s head, wild-bristled and fierce, mounted on a walnut board, high on their den wall. 
 
    “The boar’s head,” Toots repeated, “that Uncle Fritz killed just before he had to, you know”—she dropped her voice—“go away.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh—” 
 
    “It’s the last good memory we have of him!” 
 
    A long time ago, Uncle Fritz had burned down the barn then beaten up the sheriff. A doctor had said he was mentally ill, and he went to Mendota, the state mental hospital down in Madison where, I believe, he still was. 
 
    “A puppy?” 
 
    “Yeah, he made friends with a kid over on the Rawson place, and they made a trade. Just a little mongrel, cute as shit, but we can’t keep him.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because we want the head back!” 
 
    Petey wailed in the background. “Oh, relax, Pete,” growled Toots, “get manly here. I don’t know exactly what Sheila’s gonna do to you, but you’ll have to take it like a man. Haven’t we taught you anything?” 
 
    He stifled his wailing, and I heard frenzied yipping. Petey’s little voice piped, “She’s white and her name’s Whitey!” 
 
    Toots told me, “Sheila’s beside herself. She’s putting her boots on to play Elvira Gulch over here. Gonna get that head back if it’s the last thing—” 
 
    “Toots,” I interrupted, fascinated, “how did he get his hands on it?” 
 
    “Well, he was goddamn clever, I have to admit. He climbed the wainscoting and on up the shelving, then he hung from a rope he hooked to the crown molding. He made a block and tackle with some parts from that old wringer washing machine out back. He really wanted that head.” 
 
    I muttered, “He really wanted that puppy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 – Women Join Forces 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took an intervention from Khani Emberton to get Amaryllis’s butt into my ugly old car and ride with me up to Bakersfield. 
 
    “I want to emphasize that I’m not doing this for myself,” she said, smoothing her skirt as I peeled onto Compton. 
 
    “I don’t give a damn,” I said. “I’m just glad Khani was able to ram some sense into your head.” 
 
    “It wasn’t sense I was lacking, sister,” she said humbly. “It was courage.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    This was Friday. George and I had visited Khani at his mansion in Baldwin Hills last night, the meeting arranged by Cici, who had brought home George’s message to her husband: Amaryllis is in crisis and considering giving up. 
 
    People call Baldwin Hills the black Beverly Hills because so many affluent African-Americans live there. It’s not far from South Central, and it’s literally uphill from it, so there you go: movin’ on up. The houses are really nice, plus you can get a view. 
 
    Khani quickly grasped the whole picture when George and I laid out what was going on at the mission: that Amaryllis was totally under the thumb of drug boss Dale the Whale Vargas, who was using her safe haven as a base of ever-widening illegal operations. 
 
    Unconsciously showing his street savvy, Emberton didn’t ask why we hadn’t involved the police. All George mentioned was, “The guy’s too clean for the police to get him on anything good.” 
 
    “We can help her, but she’s not ready to let us,” I told our host. “We figure a kick from you might convince her.” 
 
    Khani’s eyes were intent. “How can you help her?” 
 
    George answered, “In your position, the less you know, the better.” 
 
    Emberton looked at his wife. Cici said firmly, “They would not be in our home if they were not trustable.” 
 
    “I feel that,” Khani said. 
 
    I thought Cici looked tense, but never having met her, I didn’t know her normal state. A look passed from her to George—anxious? conspiratorial?—which he answered with a calm nod of reassurance. After that, she seemed to feel better. A surprisingly sharp jolt of jealousy galvanized my skin. I took a breath and let it go. 
 
    “All right,” said Khani, “how do I approach this?” 
 
    I advised, “First of all, you can’t treat her like your surrogate mama anymore. She’s not in control of anything right now. She’s scared and practically paralyzed. You can’t be nice to her. You can’t even talk about the five million. You have to shame her into taking back control.” 
 
    Our host nodded. “I can guilt-trip her, yes, I do believe it. Do you know I haven’t canceled that endowment ceremony for Sunday?” 
 
    “Oh, my God, I thought you had,” I said. “Sunday? That doesn’t give us much—” 
 
    “Keeping my hope alive,” he interjected, “though I despaired of convincing her.” 
 
    Until we talked through the situation, I hadn’t fully realized how many threads were entwined around Dale the Whale Vargas: the Whale as parasite on the Cubitt family, the Whale as enemy of civilized life in Los Angeles, the Whale versus Sgt. Annette Soames, the Whale versus George, the Whale versus me. All that was enough; we left out the stuff about Amaryllis’s abortionist background, and the grief-fueled predations of Diane Keever, which formed, essentially, the root from which the whole sick grapevine grew. 
 
    The Emberton house was a whopping Colonial, somewhat like Graceland without the vulgarity, all bright carpeting and yellow furniture, all of it coolly retro. I looked around for servants, but I guess they were in the background. Cici had put out some almonds and olives, and Khani handed around glasses of iced tea. 
 
    “The Iron Angel simply needs to know,” I emphasized, “that if she’ll trust us, George and I can help her stare down the devil.” 
 
    “I think I can couch it in those terms,” Khani said with a smile. “May I threaten her with my disappointment, as well?” 
 
    “Great idea,” George and I chorused together. 
 
    “For she’s the one who gave me courage, truly,” Khani went on. “If she’s faltering now, she’s giving in because Satan seems so strong. But his is false strength, I learned that.” He sat back in his chair, his eyes on a distant memory. “It’s my duty to honor Amaryllis B. Cubitt by kicking her ass, just like she kicked mine.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Now, in the car, Amaryllis’s eyes were wet remembering Khani’s surprise visit that morning before breakfast. She didn’t need to tell me what he’d said. She was struggling, there in that front bucket seat. She was scared shitless. It was about eleven now. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re so nervous,” I said. “I mean, you’ve met Diane Keever since—the terrible night.” 
 
    “Oh, no, sister, I haven’t. Neneng was her proxy at all times. I’ve never been inside that house, only up on the porch. Never wanted to.” 
 
    We swept through the hot countryside on the downslope from the engine-shearing mountain pass, and into that valley of tumbleweeds, vineyards, carrots, and oil pumps. 
 
    “How do you know she’ll be there?” Amaryllis objected uneasily. 
 
    “You know as well as I do that she’ll be there.” 
 
    I drove on, keeping a lid on my own unease. This meeting, this job, was mine, George and I had agreed. It made sense: I knew these women, and moreover, I knew how women behaved in company. I really could have used some chocolate right then. 
 
    The farmhouse was as desolate as ever, with its ghostly peeling paint and sagging porch. 
 
    Neneng pulled open the coffin-lid door. “Remember me?” I said, stepping in before she could slam it. 
 
    The meeting was surreal and to the point. No introductions were needed. 
 
    “I’ve been expecting you,” said Diane Keever from her wheelchair in its spot across from the piano. She was no less fierce today. 
 
    “You have?” I was surprised. 
 
    Neneng shot hate-rays at me. 
 
    Mrs. Keever said, “They’ve been here.” 
 
    Amaryllis and I glanced at each other. “Who?” I said, helping myself to a seat. Amaryllis did so as well. Neneng remained standing. 
 
    Mrs. Keever addressed Amaryllis, “The two from your gang.” 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    The tension in the room was enough to bend steel. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I realized, “Wichita and Denny! Was it a short fat white girl and a thin black guy?” 
 
    Mrs. Keever said, “They didn’t leave their cards.” 
 
    I said, “They wanted to know about the money?” 
 
    “They talked about drugs. It’s the same as money, these days, I guess.” 
 
    “Where were you?” I asked Neneng. 
 
    She looked at the threadbare rug. “I hide.” She fingered the daggerlike silver crucifix around her neck. 
 
    Diane Keever said, “They kept asking, ‘What are you about? What are you about?’ They said something about a golden goose, and the eggs rolling downhill, as if I was supposed to understand something. They said, ‘What’s your racket?’ The girl, she said something like, ‘We have to think outside of the coop.’ I had no idea what she was—” 
 
    “The Whale’s getting impatient,” I said. 
 
    “Who’s the Whale?” 
 
    “This guy we need to bring down together. Together,” I repeated. “Those two he sent? They’ll come back soon to do worse than frighten you.” I thought for a minute, then said, “His name is Dale Vargas, I believe I mentioned him when I was here before. Dale the Whale. Actually, I see he’s becoming more like an octopus, reaching into everybody’s world. None of us, individually, have been able to defeat him.” 
 
    “Who is he, exactly?” Mrs. Keever insisted. 
 
    I answered, “Somebody’s little boy who grew into a monster. He murdered at least five people in Tucson few years ago, and he arranged for other murders here in California. He tried to kill Kip Cubitt, Amaryllis’s grandson. I was nearby that day, and he almost got me too. His big idea is to unify all of Los Angeles via the distribution and consumption of street drugs. While he was in prison with Nathan Cubitt, Amaryllis’s son, he found out about the hush money she’s been paying you.” 
 
    “Your son Nathan was the first messenger?” Diane asked. Amaryllis nodded. 
 
    “And now,” I went on, “the Whale’s got his hands around Amaryllis’s throat. He’s taken over the ABC Mission by night, running his drugs and weapons and dealers through it. He wants the five million Khani Emberton has pledged to the mission. And now it looks like his soldiers are trying to find out what’s behind Amaryllis’s monthly payments to you.” 
 
    Amaryllis sat in stony humility, staring at the photographs of young Deborah Keever on the piano. 
 
    Mrs. Keever was like a bag of radioactive bones, danger-poison forever. Neneng paced slowly, her hands twitching. When she passed the piano, she reached out and, with one finger, struck one key. Binnng! The note crystallized the air in the room. 
 
    The blood rushed through my body, pounded up through my neck and into my head so hard that I thought I was going to have a stroke. 
 
    If someone had walked in with a machine gun and started shooting, I’d have welcomed the change in mood. 
 
    Finally, Amaryllis spoke. 
 
    “Diane Keever, I asked you a long time ago for forgiveness. I didn’t expect it, and you didn’t give it.” Her eyes softened as she used all the courage in her body to look straight at her. “That’s all right. But I do ask you again: Forgive me, please, for causing Debbie’s death.” 
 
    The old lady was waiting for it. 
 
    “No.” She savored that one short word like a spoonful of buttercream. 
 
    Amaryllis nodded and looked at her knees, knobby through the cloth of her flower-print skirt. 
 
    “Now that that’s settled,” I said, “we need to be utilitarian here.” 
 
    “You can go back to hating me later,” said Amaryllis to Mrs. Keever. “I predict I will endure your hatred and unforgiveness as long as I live. That is my life.” 
 
    “Mrs. Keever.” I leaned forward, glancing at the studio photo of her on the piano. “I want to know why you left Paramount.” 
 
    Mrs. Keever opened her mouth. “Ah?” She stopped, stunned, trying to figure out why I was asking. 
 
    “Under the name Vera Luxon,” I added. 
 
    She sighed. “I’m sure you’ve guessed why.” She turned her gaze out the window to the flat, hardworking land. I could see her remembering. “It was a great life,” she said after a few minutes. “The studio did everything. They put gorgeous clothes on me, they worked with my skin and hair, they even helped me learn to act. All they asked was that I show up on time, don’t take drugs, and don’t get pregnant.” 
 
    “Two out of three, right?” 
 
    “Right. Bruce and I got married immediately, but I’d broken a rule that only the stars got away with breaking. I thought I could go back to Paramount after I had Debbie, but they didn’t want me. I’d lost my opportunity.” 
 
    “Did you like acting?” 
 
    “Ohh,” she breathed, suddenly animated, “I loved it. I loved it. They had plans for me, you know. Mr. DeMille—Mr. DeMille!—noticed me one day walking across the lot, and he asked my name, and he said to his assistant: ‘Watch that one. She’s got it!’” 
 
    Amaryllis broke in, “Let her sign your autograph album, sister Rita, and let’s move on. What are we gonna do?” 
 
    But I hadn’t finished listening to our hostess. “Go on Diane,” I urged. 
 
    “I poured everything into Debbie.” Diane Keever clasped her bony hands. “If I couldn’t succeed at the thing I loved the most, I was bound and determined she’d have the chance to.” 
 
    “And that’s why it was so important to end her pregnancies,” I suggested. 
 
    “I’m not ashamed of that. I paid for my role in it.” She brought herself to look at Amaryllis fully. “It makes me sick to see you.” No one spoke for a minute. 
 
    Then Diane Keever said, “I hoped that maybe Debbie would go into acting. I know it’s wrong to expect your children to live out your own unfulfilled dreams. But sometimes—you can’t help it.” 
 
    What a sad waste. Note to self: Don’t be a stage mother. I felt a short, intense gush of gladness that Petey was male: never to have periods, never to see your archenemy in the exact same prom dress as you, never to get pregnant and feel the pull of that insatiable little barbarian growing in your belly. 
 
    “Were you in any pictures?” I wanted to know. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I played little bits, waitresses and people’s younger sister, but I never starred in anything. My biggest role was in Silver Wings Over Okinawa, the war picture with Jack St. Hodge? I played a USO barmaid, and I remember I had twelve lines in that film, more than I’d ever had before. But I was already pregnant, and I just made it through shooting before I started to show.” 
 
    And then something sensational happened. Diane Keever sat up straight in her wheelchair, shoulders back, and said, “Major Diggs, if the enemy captures you, remember that Mary Ann will wait for you, no matter how long it takes. She told me to tell you that.” Her eyes focused tenderly on the invisible face before her. 
 
    Then, from the side of her mouth, she muttered in a rough voice, “Oh now, honey, no Japs are gonna get their hands on me!” 
 
    She gazed up into the Major’s eyes, her body yielding just perceptibly. She whispered, “Good luck, Mike.” 
 
    Her glance followed the invisible officer across the room and out the door. She lowered her eyes and sighed, clearly in love with Major Diggs herself, but too noble to move in on her friend’s man. She lifted her head, and she was the elderly Diane Keever again. “Wow,” said Amaryllis. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” I murmured. I could practically hear the shells exploding in the distance. I stared straight ahead, thinking. An idea crept into my brain. Wait, no way. Well, maybe. Maybe yeah, maybe this is it. 
 
    Amaryllis said, “The Whale’s reign of ruination has got to stop.” Like Khani Emberton, Mrs. Keever did not ask about getting the police involved. Little wonder, the homespun extortionist. 
 
    She did say to Amaryllis, “But this Whale—he’s just a criminal. He doesn’t deserve your money, he’s just trying to horn in.” 
 
    “So you’ll work with us?” 
 
    The widow nodded. “I want to protect my income.” 
 
    She was talking about the ten thousand a month from the coffers of the ABC Mission! Damn you, I thought. Amaryllis looked wretched. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Can you two commit to tomorrow night?” I asked. 
 
    “If we don’t take the son of a bitch out before Sunday,” said Amaryllis firmly, “I’m backing out of that endowment ceremony. What’s your plan, sister Rita?” 
 
    “It’s not coherent yet, but now that both of you are in, I’m getting ideas every minute.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Gina had not spoken to me in two days. That wasn’t terribly unusual for Gina, actually; she always had to stew after an argument, and I’d really put her on the defensive about “Toby.” I was worried about her, but there was no way she was going to listen to me until she was ready. Besides, I knew hell was going to break loose soon at the mission, and Toby/Denny would be out of the picture one way or another. 
 
    So I’d kept quiet, knowing they weren’t supposed to go out again until Saturday night. 
 
    When I got home from Bakersfield, I made coffee, got out a yellow pad and a pencil, and set to work. I thought about the picture of Albert Einstein with the knife sticking in his throat, and I thought about how clean the Whale liked to keep his hands, and I thought about Diane Keever talking to her Major Diggs. 
 
    After a while, pieces of plan began to coalesce in my head. My whole being was focused on the end goal of seeing Dale the Whale sitting in the back of a police car with a stunned expression on his face. 
 
    At seven o’clock, Gina came home, looked surprised that I hadn’t started dinner, then flung herself on the sofa in a melodramatic swoon. “Ohhhh,” she moaned. 
 
    I sat swiveling to and fro on my bar stool at the breakfast counter, deep into my planning, biting my knuckle, oblivious, writing. Yes, yes, a plan was jelling. 
 
    She sighed heavily a few times. She sat up and finally broke her silence. “Rita!” 
 
    “I—I’m thinking, hon. Uh.” 
 
    “Rita, I need to talk to you.” 
 
    I looked up. “What about?” 
 
    “Toby.” 
 
    Aha. “What about Toby?” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s exactly who he says he is,” she blurted. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She hauled herself up and joined me at the counter. “He’s not a ‘business consultant.’” 
 
    “That’s what I was trying to tell you!” 
 
    “He’s involved in some kind of secret thing.” 
 
    “Yes. What happened?” 
 
    “We were out walking, just down on Melrose, and we passed by this couple of cops, and I swear one of them recognized him. There was like this I know you! in his face, you know? Toby turned away and ducked us down an alley. He is smooth, very smooth, you know.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He just laughed it off, but suddenly he was sweating. I said, that cop looked like he knew you, and he said oh, he’d had a run-in with him one time, he was a son of a bitching cop. I go what kind of a run-in?, but he wouldn’t say. I got this feeling all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Gina, he works for Dale the Whale Vargas. He’s an enforcer.” She stared at me, mouth open, one of her slow gasps beginning. I said, “That cop probably knew him from some drug bust or assault charge or something. He’s this ‘Denny’ I’ve been mentioning, at the ABC Mission.” 
 
    She completed her gasp. “Of Wichita and Denny? Oh, my God. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    I could only laugh incredulously. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” she said. “I am so creeped! Look at my hands, they’re shaking!” 
 
    “Well, hon, now that you know, you’re going to help us nail the Whale. Calm down, now. This is complicated, and I’m trying to figure—” 
 
    “Oh, my God, I’m remembering, oh my God, all these little moments when something wasn’t quite right, you know, some little glitch that I couldn’t figure out, but now it all falls into place. He never likes to go out in the daytime. Like a vampire! He didn’t even want to walk around on Melrose, I sort of dragged him. He’s been mighty curious about you and George. Oh, my God! That’s why he wanted to date me! He didn’t even care about me!” 
 
    I said, “He saw us at the mission that day we helped at lunch, I realize. But as it happened, neither of us saw him very well. I really didn’t get a look at his face at all. Now, maybe it was a pure coincidence that he walked into the record shop and asked you out. Or, he might have zeroed in on us somehow.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Gotten suspicious of us, somehow. Maybe we looked too…focused.” 
 
    “I think we should just talk to the police,” said Gina. “Get them involved.” 
 
    I threw down my pencil. “Maybe we could convince them to raid the ABC Mission. Then what? They’d find some drugs and guns, and Amaryllis would get in trouble, and maybe they’d make a few more arrests. But as far as putting a stop to the Whale—nailing him for murder, and attempted murder, and conspiracy? I’m sorry, honey, but that won’t do it. He’s got more buffers than the Godfather. His hands are clean, incredibly clean. Might as well try to nail Petey for bank robbery.” I stopped, horrified. 
 
    Gina commented, “Suddenly you’ve got that thousand-yard stare.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Because I could all too easily envision my little boy as a bored, alienated teenager dropping down from the ceiling and making off with a sack of cash before the wide-eyed tellers could react. Oh, God, please let that not be my future. Note to self: Lesson for Petey: We don’t steal. 
 
    I came back to reality. “OK, shut up for a minute while I get George over here. We’ve all got to get together on this.” 
 
    “You shut up,” she said reflexively. 
 
    “Because until that murderous asshole is locked up, we can’t ever feel safe. I can’t bring Petey back. Can’t have my life back.” 
 
    I picked up the phone. “Plus I gotta call Sylvan and ask for a favor,” I remembered. 
 
    “The animal wrangler guy?” 
 
    “Yeah, and Chino again, and Yvonne. Yeah, that ought to do it.” 
 
    George said he’d come right over. Then I reached Sylvan. “Doing anything tomorrow night?” I asked. 
 
    “Want to catch a show?” he suggested. 
 
    “I want to catch something else,” I began. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 – Rita Rises to the Depths 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I need ten minutes of your time,” George Rowe told Dale the Whale, “but I have a select feeling it’ll be a good ten minutes.” Vargas, pleased to see him, indicated one of the chairs in the science room. “What do you have for me, Jimmer?” 
 
    It was past midnight now, on Friday night, and Rowe and Rita had finished working out their master plan. She was getting some sleep. 
 
    A couple of male vice presidents, stripped to the waist, were busy at a lab table, weighing mannitol and heroin on digital lab balances, and mixing the powders together in stainless steel bowls, like you’d mix flour and sugar to make a cake. It was a warm night. 
 
    “First of all, I sold the two ounces and I have your money.” 
 
    “That was quick. But I don’t handle funds directly, you know. Put it in that drawer there and I’ll have my account man take it in the morning.” 
 
    “OK. Second, most important, this: you know I like weapons, and you know I can bust into places. Your organization already has firepower, but if you want to get bigger, you don’t want any heavier of an arsenal lying around than what you absolutely need.” 
 
    “That’s right!” 
 
    “I propose firepower on a just-in-time basis. You don’t want to over-inventory. Like the heroin. You do just-in-time with that, mostly, right?” 
 
    “That’s right, too risky otherwise.” 
 
    “An opportunity came my way yesterday. So I put my brain to work on synergizing. And I came up with a plan for more guns, exactly when you need them, all hinging on reliable resupply.” 
 
    “What’s your plan?” 
 
    “Let me just say these three words: U.S. Olympic Shooting Team Training Camp.” 
 
    “Ahh.” The Whale sounded as though he’d just gulped a cold beer after five sets of tennis. “You think like I do, Jimmer.” 
 
    “I can come in tomorrow night, no earlier, and tell you all about it.” 
 
    “Why not right now? I’m not tired.” 
 
    Rowe said, “I needed to hear the interest in your voice. Now that I have, I’ll go ahead and procure a sample for you, to prove what I said.” 
 
    “Little Jimmer.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What is your goal?” 
 
    “To move up.” 
 
    “No, I mean your ultimate goal.” 
 
    “To be honest? You’re too smart not to know, Dale. Sure, I want your job someday.” 
 
    “Hahaha! That’s the honesty I would expect from a person like you! Come on in tomorrow night. Midnight sharp.” 
 
    Rowe let out a long breath. The most important point was established. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “What about my boy?” Amaryllis wanted to know, her voice metallic with anxiety as she swept the mission’s long kitchen floor. “My Nathan behind bars, at the mercy of those thugs that do for the Whale.” 
 
    “George got word to him to commit some infraction that would get him put in isolation for a few days,” I explained, straightening a stack of clean towels. “He’s done it, and now George knows he’s safe. We can proceed.” 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, he spit on the warden’s shoes! What difference does it make? Now, listen. Your first job is to make Wichita disappear tonight. Ideally for the whole evening, but she’s gotta be out of there no later than eleven-thirty. I know you own the day and the Whale owns the night, but you’ve got to work late tonight, you’ve got to require her help on some critical errand.” 
 
    Amaryllis’s broom had a wooden handle and bright purple straws. I’d never seen such a broom. “What about the rest of the guards?” she asked. “I can’t get rid of them all.” 
 
    “I know, I just want to reduce their numbers.” 
 
    “Well, Saturday night, most of them are going to be out making deliveries anyway.” 
 
    “OK. But see what you can do specifically about Wichita, she’s the loosest cannon among them.” 
 
    “Amen to that.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “Gina, you’re going to make sure Denny’s busy all night.” I talked to my sister as she chopped parsley for some tabouli she’d decided to make for lunch. Saturday now. The day of The Night. We were expecting a few friends. “Take a drive somewhere, then stop for dinner.” The fresh green herb smelled good in the kitchen. 
 
    “What do I do if he wants to bail early?” 
 
    “Well, you guys have been sleeping together, right?” 
 
    “I am not going to sleep with that creep tonight or ever again. I’m only doing this for you. I never want to see him again after tonight. My God.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. But you’ve got to keep him away from the mission at least through one a.m., and that’s cutting it close. Do whatever you have to do, just keep him with you.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    By late afternoon, everything was set: 
 
    Gina had scored tickets to tonight’s exclusive Earth Puppets benefit concert up in Ventura, featuring Shock Baines, Denny’s favorite jazz saxophonist. At the proper time, Amaryllis was going to send Wichita out with the ABC van to pick up five gallons of Tülky’s ice cream for the mission, which I’d remembered was Wichita’s favorite brand, which was going to be left over from a private party hosted by Khani Emberton, who was going to make sure she got pleasantly delayed in the process. 
 
    My friends Yvonne and Chino showed up, and after we ate Gina’s tabouli, they helped me get ready. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    By six o’clock I was alone in the apartment. I drank some water and stood on the patio, going over tonight’s sequence in my head. I listened to the sounds of North Curson Street, my little street in West Hollywood—cars whooshing by, sparrows chittering in the trees, a siren way off in the distance somewhere, a kid laughing out by the curb. 
 
    And as the lemon light of this Los Angeles late-summer day disintegrated into evening, my feelings arranged themselves in layers, like one of the big sandwiches at Canter’s or someplace: excitement laid over fear, laid over wondering, laid over feverish thinking to make sure I get everything right, plus mustard. 
 
    I waited, and the lights came up in the city around me. I thought about my fellow humans here in Los Angeles. Night in L.A!: everybody with their dreams, everybody with their heart’s desires. The sky deepens into that blue-vein color and you evaluate your day, what you’ve done and—you can’t help it, you relax because the earth is relaxing, even if you can only allow yourself a little relaxation, because you have much to do yet. Because everybody knows night here in Los Angeles is unlike night anywhere else. 
 
    You look out for excitement when it’s nighttime. Excitement could be coming straight at you—in the form of an out-of-control druggie driving a carjacked Porsche at 110 mph—or in the form of a handsome stranger in the candy line at the movies who turns to you with a smile and a funny question. 
 
    Movies, movies, movies. You’ll be driving at night and you’ll gain altitude on an overpass and you’ll see searchlights sweeping the sky at a premiere, and your impulse is to follow those swinging cones of energy to their roots. Something new is happening there, something is happening that has never happened before. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    George, as Jimmer, picked up me, as DeeDee, at ten o’clock, and we drove to MacArthur Park where I would catch a bus to South Central right away. He would get moving half an hour later. 
 
    On the way, to break the tension, I asked George how it was going living at Gonzalo’s. 
 
    “Oh, fine,” he said. “I was looking online at apartments the other day.” 
 
    “If all my stuff had gotten wrecked in a fire, I’d be so lost. What’s been the hardest?” I asked, thinking I could surprise him with something, buy him a little something. 
 
    “You know,” he said, “I had stuff, and I liked some of it quite a lot, but I just don’t bond tightly with property. You can replace just about—” He stopped. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I do miss one thing.” He shook his head at himself. “Funny. A little blue china bowl I had. Just a little blue bowl from when I was little. My mother gave me soup in it when I was sick.” He smiled inwardly. 
 
    My heart turned for him. It was getting harder and harder to keep my emotional distance. 
 
    “Boy, it’s been hot,” he said, changing the subject. 
 
    “Yeah, the dog days. I want to see Sirius.” 
 
    “The Dog Star—in Canis Major. You’ll have to stay up pretty late to get a glimpse of it, I think.” 
 
    Then he got quiet. “You know,” he warned, “once I get in there with him, it could go very fast.” 
 
    “Yes. We’ll all be ready.” 
 
    He shook his head. “This plan’s got way too many moving parts for my taste.” Then he brightened. “Well, nothing’s fail-safe, is it?” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    At eleven-thirty, I tiptoed up to the ABC Mission through the back alley, as I had the last time. Now, at this hour, the exterior door to the kitchen corridor was locked. 
 
    This time, however, I had a key. 
 
    And I was glad for that, because of the feral dog pack; I heard them baying along the edges of the grown-over athletic fields out back. 
 
    I slipped inside, toting a duffel bag containing clothing and a few supplies. I didn’t intend to meet up with anyone, but I’d gone to the trouble of becoming DeeDee just in case. If someone accosted me, I could be searching, confused, for the dormitory or a bathroom. 
 
    Amaryllis had suggested I hide in the small kitchen office, but I saw a light under the door—perhaps a volunteer working late—and kept moving silently on my ugly rubber shoes. I didn’t want to have to talk my way out of anything. All I needed was a place to change identities and wait until I was needed. My heart was pounding, and I realized I was beginning to like the feeling of adrenaline. 
 
    I skirted the dormitory area, hearing the homeless guys snoring and coughing like a thousand grampas with TB. The women were quieter, but not by a whole lot, I have to tell you. 
 
    I kept going, away from any activity. At a place where two corridors joined, I heard a couple of guards chatting, coming my way, and I quickly slipped through an unlocked door. Which turned out to be the stairwell to the basement. 
 
    I had seen—and auditioned for—enough teen-scream flicks to know Don’t go down the basement, but I had little choice at the moment. 
 
    The institutional-cleanliness smell of the mission gave way to that verging-on-turpentine smell of mold in a dry climate. In California, you rarely smell the typical dull mold reek in dark places; here it’s a thinner, old-dirt type of smell. 
 
    I descended the concrete steps, the metal railing cold under my hand. The lights, a series of caged bulbs, were on. Hm. The stairwell emptied into a concrete-block corridor, which led ahead to the main boiler room or whatever it was. Now I was hidden and I knew I didn’t have to be here long. 
 
    I felt calmer. 
 
    Until I saw a bright red spatter on the concrete floor. 
 
    And another one. 
 
    Just as I had done when, seeing Kip Cubitt being beaten, I rushed into the street without even stopping to go Oh, God, I quickened my pace, following the blood trail, so hideously fresh, glistening wet, so very totally red. 
 
    And I realized that the blood was not exactly in droplets; it had been tracked along, smeared from the soles of someone’s shoes. 
 
    The boiler room was a tight mishmash of pipes and ducts, rusted tanks and rivets and gauges. There were five-gallon buckets here and there, drizzled with the institutional gray paint they’d held, and in one place it seemed a few of them had been arranged in a little meeting circle. 
 
    The blood trail disappeared beneath a steel door that was held shut by a sliding bolt the size of my arm. 
 
    I put my ear to the door. Nothing. 
 
    I slid back the bolt. 
 
    A scuffing sound as I opened the heavy door, and a soft moan. 
 
    As the door swung open, I saw it had been lined inside with thick drywall, with an air space about two inches wide between the drywall and the inner surface of the door. The doorway was gasketed with weather stripping. 
 
    Someone was cringing on the floor in there. It was a woman, her back against the bright white drywall, beneath a dangling lightbulb, bleeding from the face. The walls of this soundproof chamber were no longer pristine, as George had seen them; one awful smear of blood traced an arc away from the woman, as if her assailant had brushed a hand against the wall upon leaving her. 
 
    The woman’s hands were cupped at her face. Her legs stuck out in front of her like doll legs, black shoes pointing straight up, and she wore a blue service dress, and her black hair was done in a bun, with two tendrils coming down from the temples. She shrank from me. I reached and tilted the bulb to see her better. 
 
    “Neneng?” 
 
    She mumbled something through her blood-wet hands. Her forearms were bloody up to the elbows, and her wrists, I saw, were cuffed with a plastic zip tie. Blood had dripped from the tips of her elbows into her lap. I saw, also, that her ankles had been bound with a zip tie. 
 
    Above her head was the steel ring, bolted into the wall, that George had mentioned. My feet sank a little as I stepped in: an incongruous plush rug, in corporate-office beige—another sound muffler, just as George had said. Neneng hadn’t been fixed to the ring, but the simple sight of it made my flesh creep. 
 
    I realized she didn’t know me in my DeeDee makeup. “I’m Rita,” I said. “I came to see you and Mrs. Keever.” 
 
    She grunted in comprehension. 
 
    I squatted and tried to see where her wound was. She was bleeding from the center of her face. For a moment I thought, oh, somebody punched her in the nose, but then I saw that she had no nose. 
 
    It was simply gone, sliced off. 
 
    My stomach dropped, and I rocked backward from the impact of the sight. 
 
    She was breathing mostly through her mouth, but now and then some air escaped from the hole in her face, bubbling blood as it went. 
 
    “Oh, God, oh, God,” I murmured, my whole body cold with horror. 
 
    “Help me,” she gurgled around her hands. 
 
    I got out a small towel from my duffel and folded it into a pad. She pressed it to her face as I rummaged again in my bag, wildly, listening for anyone coming. In a few seconds I grabbed the fingernail clippers I knew to be in the bottom, the only cutting tool I had. 
 
    I set to work on the zip tie around her wrists. It was tight, and the blood made things slippery. There wasn’t the amount of blood you’d expect at a slaughterhouse, but it was in the way, and I wondered whether this woman could simply bleed out right here, direct pressure or no direct pressure. 
 
    Her shoes scraped anxiously against each other as I worked. I heard my own breathing in my ears, and I smelled the wet dankness of her blood. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. It was slow work using the nail clipper, its tiny jaws gnawing away the tough plastic bit by bit. 
 
    “They surprise me. They take me.” 
 
    “They who?” 
 
    She shook her head. “They ask me—uhhhh—my people in the Philippines. I tell them of my family. They ask about drugs—they think I send drugs. I no send—guh”—she gulped, swallowing blood—“I no send. They say I a drug dealer, they ask who, who, where, where send money. I say no, no. The fat man cut me. I no understand.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “He say you sit, you think. I come back.” 
 
    “Oh, Neneng.” I worked the tiny clippers as hard as I could. 
 
    “It OK.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He no cut my fingers. Help me leave here before he come back.” 
 
    I hurried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 – Rats Hate Pandemonium 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe knew everything was set. He had taken care of his final preparation many hours earlier, at dawn, when he had quietly entered the mission to meet someone and do a bit of work. He allowed himself the hopeful thought that when all this was over, maybe he and Rita and Petey could take a little vacation, maybe a camping trip. They all enjoyed the outdoors. 
 
    For good measure and the hell of it, he’d told the Whale, “I’d like this meeting to be private, just this once. I trust you a hundred and twenty percent, but you understand I can’t run risks, what with vice presidents I don’t know very well yet.” 
 
    Vargas had said, “All right.” 
 
    “Ah, good. I was afraid you’d say, ‘I trust these individuals with my life, so if—’” 
 
    “Oh, no,” interrupted the Whale. “Actually, I don’t trust them equally myself.” 
 
    The shirtless vice presidents, whom Rowe realized were shirtless to make it harder for them to steal heroin as they cut it, had listened without comment. 
 
    Now, nearing midnight at the ABC Mission, Rowe stepped into the chemistry room and greeted Dale Vargas, who was sitting on the sofa reading a book in the dim light. 
 
    The Whale smiled. “I love a man who’s early!” 
 
    The clock said 11:55. The Whale was alone. 
 
    Shiny blackness pressed in from the bare windows. The room smelled foody and stale, as if someone had eaten a bacon pizza here recently. Vargas did not rise, but closed his book. The boldly lettered title: Leadership Is Only Gut-Deep. 
 
    This time, Rowe did not extend his hand to shake. Vargas noted it. “You’re learning my customs.” 
 
    “I’m a quick study,” Rowe boasted quietly. 
 
    “I see you looking at my book. This is a good book, you know this gentleman, Irving Sessions? He invented the Hydro-Cooker, and then all those choppers that women buy, one for every kind of food. He’s a multimillionaire, and he wrote this.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Rowe. 
 
    “He has an empire.” 
 
    “I should say.” 
 
    “You know how I got my start reading?” Vargas’s hands holding the book were so pink and chubby they looked like baby hands, except for the scale of them—along the lines of moon gloves. Rowe noticed what looked like a smudge of blood on the heel of one hand, where you might miss washing if you’re in a hurry. 
 
    “How?” asked Rowe. 
 
    “From my great-aunt Lois. She started me on the newspaper, then she stole some books out of the library for me and said, Now you read these! Yours to keep, not every boy gets books to keep!” Vargas laughed. “The Little Red Hen. I’ll do it myself, said the Little Red Hen. Now that’s a lesson I’ve never forgot. I’ll do it myself. My aunty taught me that books can make you powerful and smart. Maybe she had a different path in mind when she started this little guy on reading, but I learned that any path can come easier by reading.” Vargas’s eyes danced. “You hear what I’m telling you?” 
 
    “I do,” said Rowe. He glanced at the bulletin board with the picture of Einstein with the slit in his throat. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Neneng got a jolt of energy when her hands came free. It took me another few minutes to unbind her ankles, at which point she jumped to her feet. 
 
    I told her, “I can get you out of here, but I have to stay and capture the fat man. That’s what I came for.” 
 
    She nodded. “OK, which way out? I wait outside.” 
 
    “No, don’t wait! You have to get to a doctor as fast as possible. Get on the bus uptown and go to the medical center, or flag down a cop. Ask anybody to point the way.” 
 
    I could not interrupt tonight’s enterprise for any reason, because I had no way to get a message to George. He was going to launch the whole thing, and he needed me, otherwise he’d very possibly die at the hands of the Whale. I had to get going; my time was getting short. 
 
    “Bleeding is less,” noted Neneng, her voice hoarse but strong. She was one tough broad, I’ll tell you. 
 
    “Where—where is your nose?” I thought I could wrap it up for her. 
 
    “Thin man, he kick it out the door.” 
 
    “What thin man? What was his name?” 
 
    She shrugged. We searched the bloody floor outside the little room among the buckets and junk, but did not find her nose. I pawed around, noticing the opened package of zip ties on the floor. 
 
    “Never mind,” said Neneng. “I go.” 
 
    “Up the stairs, then turn right.” I told her how to get out to the street via the gym, which wasn’t used at night. 
 
    “I hide outside,” she said. “If a policeman see me, they come in here. First, you kill the fat man. Then I go to doctor. Police can come then.” 
 
    She staggered off and I heard her clumping rapidly up the stairwell. 
 
    I checked my watch—shit!—12:02. I was supposed to be in position by now, and I still had to change clothes and get upstairs to that chemistry room. I washed my blood-slick hands in a nearby scrub sink and dumped out my duffel. 
 
    As fast as I could, I scrubbed off my latex and makeup, pulled off my raccoon-pelt wig, brushed my hair, and changed my clothes. As I worked, I wondered who Neneng’s “thin man” was. It couldn’t be Denny; he and Gina were probably just starting back from the concert in Ventura, sixty miles up the coast. I turned to race upstairs, then froze in my tracks as I heard someone rapidly descending the stairwell. The steel-and-concrete staircase gave off one low bong per step. 
 
    I leaped to a hiding place behind a tanklike turbine thing. The person’s tread quickened and didn’t sound heavy enough to be the Whale’s. 
 
    From the shadows, I peeped out. 
 
    A man came in, a thin one, and he didn’t have dreadlocks. He was black and he wore black clothing, and I could see a rim of white at the back of his neck. Oh, no way. 
 
    Perceiving the door to the little room to be wide open, the Reverend Bill Culpepper spun around with a loud “Huuh?” Yes, it was the one-thumbed former stevedore who pestered Amaryllis about various chores and said “amen” a lot. 
 
    I almost made a sound of startlement; I almost popped out to say hello. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he panted. “Shit. Shittin’ Jesus, shittin’ Jesus.” He stepped to the little room’s threshold, not wanting to look, looking, then staggering back a few steps. His eyes were stark as they scanned the suddenly menacing jumble of pipes and junk, rife with hiding places. 
 
    He stood in a pool of murky light for at least a full minute, breathing audibly, trying to calm himself. My pulse pounded as the seconds raced by. I have to get moving. 
 
    I watched him get hold of himself. He moistened his lips and swallowed. He spoke again, this time with malevolent self-assurance. “OK, where are ya, bitch? Where are ya?” 
 
    I watched him reach a lean hand to the top of a metal cabinet and feel around. He drew out a slim knife about a foot long, like a kitchen fillet knife. He looked relieved, as if he’d expected it too, to be gone. 
 
    Now armed, he squared his shoulders and decided to prowl the boiler room. In the dim light, I saw the ropiness of his neck muscles. 
 
    I stepped from the shadows. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Rowe thought about how often he’d successfully used toys to distract, charm, or divert. Vargas was immune to toys in the typical sense, but Rowe knew that Vargas considered weapons to be the ultimate toys. Which is, of course, the way of it with men prone to violence. 
 
    Vargas went on, “Reading a book just opens up your entire mental capacity.” 
 
    Rowe nodded. 
 
    “You’re looking neater, Jimmer.” 
 
    “I realize grooming is important.” 
 
    “But if you’re going to be working Beverly Hills and beyond—Hollywood Hills and the like—I do foresee that in your future, you’ve got to step it up a notch higher.” 
 
    In fact, Rowe’s clothes tonight were almost as nice as the Whale’s, and he had shaved. He still wore the ridiculous reddish curly wig and buck teeth, but he had washed the wig and combed it nicely. He looked, he thought, like a high school class president. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “Freeze! Drop it!” I commanded in the deepest, toughest voice from my inner universe. 
 
    Culpepper stared me all the way from the peak of my LAPD hat to the bright oval shield on my chest, down to my thick-soled black tactical shoes. 
 
    The shock to his system was so great, I don’t think he could’ve moved if he wanted to. 
 
    Given the fact that my gun was fake, I had no choice but to make this work. “Drop it!” I barked again, and the two seconds it took him to decide to do it felt like a week. 
 
    The knife hit the floor point first, doinng, and clittered to the corner. 
 
    Covering the Reverend with one hand, I hit the fake transmit button on my fake radio and barked, “Got him! Send the guys down!” 
 
    When I’d received my two hours of coaching for my work as a police extra in The Canary Syndrome, they’d shown us how to take down a suspect and apply handcuffs, which some of us were supposed to do with the protesters. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything—” Culpepper began in a high voice. 
 
    I over-yelled him, “Get down! Down, down down!” as if I were so excited I might pull the trigger without knowing it. “Facedown, spread your legs, goddamn it!” 
 
    He was the Whale’s money man, I realized, which is why he’d been part of the interrogation of Neneng. 
 
    The gypsum powder clinging to the raw wallboard absorbed and pinkened her blood that had been smeared on it. 
 
    Once you’ve ordered your suspect down, you kneel on his back and grab up his wrists one at a time. In the case of the Reverend Bill Culpepper, I used a handy zip tie from the package on the floor, reserving the steel cuffs on my belt for my work upstairs—if I got there in time. I talked loudly, harshly, and cursingly. 
 
    He talked back. “Oho, now, what you want to do this for? I’ve done nothing, praise God.” He’d blipped right back into his phony preacher persona. Who ever gets fooled by that stuff? Well, I had been, for a while. 
 
    “There’s been a little mix-up, sister officer, is all. I just came down here to check on—these machines, you know…” He actually put a cajoling smile into his voice, even as he grunted with my knee in his back. 
 
    I worked as fast as I could, fumbling for a moment with the stiff zip tie. 
 
    It was then he decided to struggle: I felt his leg slide sideways, as if to gain leverage to flip me off. 
 
    My anger flared so strong I almost saw it, like a bright-gold curtain billowing in my face for a second. 
 
    I bashed his face into the floor with my elbow. 
 
    He really wasn’t expecting that. 
 
    “Oooh!” A primal, unnerving squeal. His body flexed enough for me to finish cuffing him. “Oooh!” 
 
    “Pile of scum.” I zipped the plastic strip tight against his wrist-bones and half kicked, half rolled him into the little white soundproof room. 
 
    My heart was going like a string of firecrackers. “Scream as loud as you want, you goddamn coward! You’re all cowards.” 
 
    I used a second tie to attach his wrists to the heavy steel ring. This took some doing, as I didn’t want to face him and have to reach around him, but it’s amazing how pliant even a strong person’s body is when they’re discombobulated from pain and fear. I was able to yank him into position and lock that second tie. 
 
    “The Whale upstairs,” I told him, stepping back, “just let slip that you were the one that took care of those two guys.” 
 
    “H’h,” he spat. He knew enough not to say anything incriminating. But he didn’t say, “Which two guys?” like an innocent person would. He knew which two guys, all right: the sorry dead sons of bitches Nathan Cubitt had referred to, the ones who’d tried to threaten the Whale about what had happened in Tucson. He writhed, damning me to hell. 
 
    I didn’t bother to glance at him as I headed for the door, although just before I slammed it, I said, “And you have a blessed day!” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “I know you don’t have all night,” said Rowe, one thigh up on a lab counter. 
 
    The Whale rose laboriously from his seat, went over to the next lab counter, turned on the faucet, and bent to drink from it. He kissed the back of his hand. “So?” 
 
    Rowe began, “Self-defense is what we’re mostly about.” Vargas loved that. “It all boils down to self-defense, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I mean,” Rowe went on, “even the demise of Sgt. Annette Soames was self-defense in a way, wasn’t it? In a proactive way?” The Whale laughed, and Rowe joined him, his lips retracting from the fake buck teeth. 
 
    “You really hated her!” observed Vargas appreciatively, still not saying anything incriminating. He studied Rowe, standing now only a few feet from him. “You know, I’d like to spot you some dental work at some point, some point soon. Your spirit feels wrong for that mouth of teeth. No offense, as I know a man can’t help the way he’s born. Yeah,” he mused, looking at Rowe closely, “the teeth don’t fit you, somehow. They don’t seem right, somehow.” He approached Rowe, his belly rolling from side to side, his nose lifted slightly, as if detecting a new odor. 
 
    Instantly, Rowe pulled a large semiautomatic pistol from beneath his shirt. With a smile he held the muzzle up, finger on the guard. The Whale’s attention snapped to the gun. “Ever seen one of these?” Rowe asked with enthusiasm. “It’s a Siegfried Series B, forty-five caliber. It’ll stop a grizzly bear, not to mention the chump on the street. The fishing guides up in Alaska actually use these for backup. I put some hollowpoints in.” He dropped the magazine, showing that it was full, then rammed it back home. 
 
    It was a beautifully made gun: polished stainless steel, sharply checkered walnut grips. 
 
    “Four-and-a-half-inch barrel,” said Rowe, “enough to aim, but not so much to get in the way of concealed carry.” 
 
    The Whale admired the gun. “I thought you said U.S. Olympic team.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I thought they used small caliber. Rifles, twenty-twos, I’ve watched it on TV.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s mostly, but they’ve added a large-bore division. Because more and more combat shooters are starting to compete. So, given your plans for expansion and eventually being legal, you need weapons that, if they’re traced, won’t lead back to you or your people in any way.” 
 
    Vargas nodded. 
 
    “Here,” and Rowe passed the gun, butt-first, to Vargas. “The safety’s off.” 
 
    The fat man took it comfortably, and, like everyone who grasps a new gun, he wrapped it in his palm and looked at its profile. 
 
    Rowe coughed loudly. 
 
    The lines of the gun were smooth, the machining perfect, and the satin finish made the steel glow. 
 
    A scuttling sound occurred near the front blackboard, near the door to the teacher’s office—the sickening, unmistakable movement of a large rodent. 
 
    The Whale turned alertly toward the sound, shifting the gun in his hand. 
 
    A large gray alley rat nosed along the wall. It moved steadily, as if on a mission somewhere. 
 
    “Kill it, Dale!” shouted Rowe. 
 
    As reflexively as he had flicked the knife at Albert Einstein, Dale Vargas extended his arm and, leading the moving rat by just a hair, squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The rat leaped straight into the air, came down on four feet, and rushed for cover under the nearest cabinet. 
 
    The report concussed Rowe’s ears, and after a moment the wafting gun smoke opened up his sinuses. 
 
    “Hell!” cried the Whale. Then he laughed at the splintered hole in the baseboard where he’d missed. “Hahaha!” 
 
    Rowe took back the gun and replaced it in his waistband. “You almost got him.” 
 
    “I hate rats so much.” The Whale was still laughing. “Get that broom, will you, Jimmer? See if we can poke him out of there.” 
 
    Rowe stood watching Vargas. 
 
    Vargas said, “You’ve got to be hard on a rat, or else in three days you’re gonna have his kids dropping down into your cereal. Ha!” 
 
    Rowe coughed again, loudly, in the direction of the teacher’s door between this classroom and the next. 
 
    That door opened, and Diane Keever appeared, sitting expectantly in her wheelchair, which was pushed forward by Amaryllis. 
 
    Mrs. Keever looked at the men. “Where’s the bingo?” she asked querulously. She twisted around to Amaryllis. “You said there was bingo.” Her hands plucked at a checkered wool lap robe. 
 
    “Wrong room, I guess,” said Amaryllis. She let go of the chair and stepped to the side. The Whale was too surprised to speak. 
 
    Rowe set himself, aimed the Siegfried Series B at the old woman, and fired. 
 
    The report was, again, earsplitting. The frail Mrs. Keever rammed backward in her seat, and a gout of blood and tissue burst from her chest. Her head, having whipped back, now wobbled forward, as if she were trying to see her wound, but suddenly her eyes went blind. Blood seeped from the corners of her mouth. 
 
    Dale the Whale stood speechless, eyes bulging. His jaws worked silently. 
 
    “Uff!” he grunted at last. 
 
    Amaryllis stood impassively as Mrs. Keever took one last ragged breath. Her head tipped sideways, and her eyes rolled back. She stopped breathing. 
 
    Amaryllis turned the wheelchair sideways as if to leave the way they had come in. 
 
    “Wait,” said Rowe. 
 
    “What the fuck,” shouted the Whale, “did you do that for?” 
 
    “I hate being interrupted,” Rowe said. 
 
    “Little Jimmer, Jesus Christ, she’s just an old lady! What—what—wait a minute, isn’t she the one—the one from—goddamn it! Goddamn it, what the motherfuck is going on?” 
 
    Rowe strode to the main classroom door and flung it open. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    George gave me a wink as soon as he opened the door, to signify so far so good. I’d barely made it, sprinting all the way from the basement, my heart in my mouth as I heard the shots. Others in the building hadn’t reacted yet. 
 
    Still catching my breath, I swaggered in, took a wide stance, and told Vargas authoritatively, “You’re under arrest! On the floor, facedown.” 
 
    George said, “Oh, hello, Sgt. Annette Soames! Hello, hello!” 
 
    Seeing me, seeing the policewoman back from the dead, stunned the Whale into incoherence. 
 
    “Ahhh, waugha!” he cried. 
 
    With his bulging eyes and stopped-open jaw, he looked like the guy that mistakenly eats the radioactive potato chips in Up For Down, that French existentialist sci-fi movie that was so big last year. 
 
    “I survived,” I said, “thanks to my body armor. The department put out my obit anyway, thinking it’d make you feel more relaxed. You tried to have me killed. I take that personally, you know? And now I’m busting your ass, and it’s a true pleasure.” 
 
    He managed to blubber, “What for?” 
 
    “For the murder,” said George, “of Mrs. Diane Keever here.” 
 
    “What! But you shot that old lady!” 
 
    “Get down! On the floor facedown, down, down!” I shouted, flexing my crotch and aiming my gun with both hands, like cops are taught. By now I felt like an old pro. 
 
    Vargas stood perfectly still, beginning to come out of his shock—I could see his mind regaining function. I honestly believe his brain had been so overwhelmed that he hadn’t even heard me command him to drop. He had no volition, yet, over his body. I was afraid he’d lose control of his bowels, he was that gut-level astonished. And with a guy his size—well, you don’t want to think about it. 
 
    “Your fingerprints are on the gun,” said George, “and powder marks are on your hand.” 
 
    I glanced over to the inert figure of Mrs. Keever. Blood dripped from the seat of her wheelchair. I thought I saw one of her fingers twitch, but I couldn’t be sure. Amaryllis stood there stolidly. 
 
    “What—,” gasped Vargas, still standing there flat-footed, “what about your prints?” 
 
    George edged nearer to him but kept a body’s-length distance. “Here, can you see this?” He held out his right hand, showing the clear, flexible tape, courtesy of Yvonne, he’d placed on his fingers and palm. She used it, she said, for temporary face-lifts because it was elastic, like real skin. “My prints,” George said, “aren’t on the gun. Only yours. Powder marks on me, then, are irrelevant. You’re cooked, my friend.” He spat out his buck teeth. 
 
    “I knew it! I knew it!” cried the Whale. 
 
    “You knew my ass,” said George. “Now get on the floor and take the cuffs, or Sergeant Soames will have the pleasure of shooting you as you try to run.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Sylvan Burrell lurked in the bushes, close to the mission’s ground-floor windows. He enjoyed his occupation as an animal wrangler, which, since the day he started nine years ago with one well-trained dog, never stayed the same from one hour to the next. He had wrapped up his work with the police dogs on The Canary Syndrome, then he had done the TV gig with the hundred mice. Fortunately, this time he hadn’t needed to train the mice to attack humans. Not that it was difficult to do, it was just too weird: the best technique he’d found was to release the mice into an open, coffin-sized packing case, strip to his Speedo, smear his body with peanut butter, then lie down in there with them. They’d swarm him and nibble the peanut butter. So long as he stayed mellow, they never bit. You do that a few times, then the next time you release them, they rush for the nearest human, looking for peanut butter. Sylvan felt that he should be able to find somebody who liked the kinkiness of that situation enough to do the job for him for free. He hadn’t, though. 
 
    But tonight was different still than anything he’d done before. He had been told by George Rowe not to panic when he heard shots, although he was prepared to lose Norway 433. “It should be OK, but we might get unlucky,” Rowe had said, as they worked together in the early dawn hours to create a rathole and a PVC tunnel into the chemistry lab, using a tangle of vines beneath the window as cover. “The guy’s a pretty good shot, but the gun’ll be new to him and he won’t have had any practice with it.” 
 
    “OK,” Sylvan had said, “though I prefer my animals to die from natural causes.” 
 
    The night had cooled off significantly, and he felt comfortable waiting. He smelled the greenness of the shrubs that had taken over the football field, and he was glad to be part of something exciting, although neither Rita nor her friend George Rowe had told him quite what it was. Rita had asked him for this special favor, and he had done it because he liked her. He thought she was a good actress and felt a little baffled as to why she was going to law school. 
 
    On and off, he heard dogs barking, mostly in concert as a pack—that is, he didn’t hear fight sounds. So there was a group out there, with a strong leader. He knew about the feral pack of South Central, but had never seen it. 
 
    He had released the rat on George’s cue cough, which he’d clearly heard through the open pipe as planned. He’d baited the tunnel’s mouth at the classroom, so the rat headed straight up. 
 
    He’d heard the shooting. He knew that the sound of gunfire wasn’t terribly unusual in South Central. You heard it, you perceived whether it was near or far, then you either ignored it or took cover. Simple instinct. 
 
    Now, as he waited, decked out in his black SWAT-looking outfit with his equipment—flashlight, a belt pack with rat treats in it (yogurt candy drops), his cell phone, a loop of light rope, work gloves, and the holstered black canister of pepper spray he always carried if he had to go into South Central—a woman hurried along the side of the building, almost bumping into him. 
 
    This was, quite oddly, the second person he’d encountered out here; just a few minutes earlier he’d caught sight of another woman, wearing a dress that looked wet in front—it was hard to see in the dark, with only traces of light coming into these shadows from the street. She’d been hunched over, holding her face as if she were crying, but he’d heard no sound. She’d moved silently away and disappeared around the corner. 
 
    The second woman was a short, big-butted white girl. She stopped and looked him over. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name’s Sylvan,” he answered cheerfully enough. 
 
    She said, “The goddamn van broke down on Vernon and I had to walk back. I got ice cream to pick up! Do you have jumper cables?” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Hey,” she said, peering again at his equipment and so on, “what you doing here, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m a wrangler,” he answered. 
 
    Wichita pushed out her chest. “A wrangler? You mean like a bounty hunter?” 
 
    He didn’t get what she meant. He tried to make it plainer, because she must be a little slow: “There’s a rat upstairs, and I’m here to make sure he doesn’t get hurt.” 
 
    “A rat?” Wichita exploded. “Who’s the rat? That bucktooth guy? He’s up there with Dale! Goddamn it, I knew that son of a bitch was a rat from the beginning!” 
 
    She took off running. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 – The Whale Founders 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Whale, coherent now, on the tile floor now, amped into bitter anger as he struggled against the cuffs. “So you’re the rat,” he sputtered at George. “What did you do—get caught with that shit on you and turn on me? I want my lawyer!” 
 
    “You don’t get what’s happening,” said George. He thrust his knee deeper into Vargas’s back and I latched the cuffs on the man whose wrists were almost too stout for them. 
 
    “I was a bigger fish than you all along,” George explained. “I was just pretending to suck up to you, so I could take over. I’ve engineered everything, as you can see.” He left the Whale beached on the floor for the moment. 
 
    Vargas understood. “You guys couldn’t get me by the rules, so now you’re setting me up for murder.” He twisted his head to glare at me. “You’re a crooked bitching cop, you’re in his pocket.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Quite a profit center it is too! And I’ve got Culpepper down in that little room, and he’s just given you up.” George looked at me sharply. I gave him a look that said, Yeah, I’m gonna improvise here. As he realized that I’d really handled something down there—he still didn’t know what—comprehension took over, then delight. 
 
    The Whale flopped onto his side, to better interact with us. “What happened, did he let her get away? Son of a motherfucker!” 
 
    I went on, “Yeah, we’ve got him on kidnapping and assault, of course you know that since you were in there too, using the knife on that poor woman, and he’s gonna yell his ass off about you. He’s already babbling about those two bodies from last year, the guys who were gonna cut a deal with us on what you pulled in Tucson. He called it ‘Thinking Inside the Box.’ Pretty funny. I’m sure you invented that term, right?” 
 
    The Whale’s panic rose in his eyes like blood, but at the same time I saw him begin to calculate. With blinding swiftness, he got a grip and started to deal. 
 
    “Culpepper’s got nothing on me that won’t pull him down too!” he said rapidly. “I’m the one that can get him! You want the CEO? I just promoted him! He’s the one that knows which dock down there that barrel went off of. Man, that thing sank like a tombstone.” He stopped, almost smirking. “I won’t say more right now, but just you talk to him about that. Just say, ‘Hey Reverend! Which dock? Which dock again?’” 
 
    I remembered the one-thumbed Culpepper telling me he’d been a stevedore. Of course: docks, docks plural, down there, well, the Port of Long Beach? 
 
    I took a risk. “Before or after the strike?” I asked, the side of my face feeling George’s surprise. 
 
    “Hah! During! I never had my hands on anything in that barrel!” 
 
    Now we knew that by checking the wharf schedules and zeroing in on the docks most isolated, and likeliest to be deserted during last year’s much-publicized labor strike, at least two of the Whale’s victims should be found. 
 
    That right there was huge, huge for us. Frame him for murder, get his guard down, then move in to pry some real information from him—information on a capital offense we could give to the police. 
 
    The horror of Neneng and the extra advantage that Culpepper gave us were unexpected, but I’d seen a way to use them. And it worked, dammit, it worked. 
 
    In a confidential tone—he even managed a sly look—the Whale offered, “I’ll give you Culpepper and fifty grand, cash, apiece, and my whole operation if you let me go now. I was thinking of moving to Seattle, anyway. Let me go, I swear I’ll give you everything.” 
 
    I was happy. And I have to say, he was so invitingly conspiratorial, I almost wanted to take the deal. 
 
    Suddenly I remembered what Gramma Gladys had communicated to me: Don’t be yourself! Well, I certainly had not been myself, I’d taken on the aspect of a pregnant junkie, then a dead police officer. I suppose if I’d thought it worthwhile to impersonate a one-eyed Laplander, I’d have done that too. 
 
    Yes, I was happy, and naturally I thought we were home free. 
 
    But I’d forgotten the other thing Gramma Gladys emphasized to me, something about just when you think… 
 
    The process of Everything Going To Hell started with a crash at the door. I turned. 
 
    Wichita, all tight T-shirt and stomper boots, tore into the room like a mad buffalo. 
 
    “Hold it!” she commanded, and my heart went cold to hear her crazed tone and just the whole damn oh, shit of it. She waved her pistol, which looked insanely big—like it could hold about fifty bullets. George had told me she carried a 9mm Conti-Boch, which meant nothing to me, except that it sounded aggressive. 
 
    I glanced at Amaryllis, whose nostrils were flaring at Wichita’s unexpected, disastrous return. She remained near Diane Keever’s crumpled body. And because of the bedlam that happened next, that was the last I noticed of her, until later. 
 
    My fake gun was holstered, and I knew that the only thing left in George’s were blanks. Nevertheless, Wichita couldn’t cover us all at once, and she couldn’t shoot us all at once, and there were a few of us to shoot. 
 
    Her face froze as she realized that very thing. All she’d wanted to do was save her boss—her boyfriend, sugar daddy, whatever. 
 
    George was already reacting, moving subtly out of Wichita’s central vision. As she glared at me, trying to decide what to do, he dropped behind the longest lab counter and crab-walked in a second to the other end, only a few feet from her. 
 
    He looked back at me and his eyes said, Do something now! 
 
    I drew my gun, wound up, and hurled it at her as fast and hard as I could. It struck her shoulder, even though she saw it coming. She also saw George leap from behind the black-topped lab counter. 
 
    She knew, probably, just about as much about gunfighting as I did, but she knew how to pull the trigger, and boy, that’s what she did. He grabbed for the gun but she was fast, and with those massive haunches, she had a low, stable center of gravity. Her gun spat fire as he lunged for her wrist. 
 
    I rushed forward, but something like a well-padded locomotive slammed me from behind, and I went down headlong, skidding on the floor. The Whale was up, and after plowing me out of his way, he belly-flopped onto the George-Wichita pile, handcuffs and all. 
 
    Bullets flew around the room like popcorn as Wichita’s gun snapped this way and that. 
 
    George, I perceived, would have gotten Wichita in hand in another instant, but the thrashing bulk of the Whale threw everything into question. 
 
    I couldn’t believe we’d been in total control just a few seconds ago, and now were fighting for our lives. What should I do, lie there and wait for the shooting to stop? No, no. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet and hurled myself into the fight for Wichita’s gun, attaching myself to the Whale’s back and circling his throat with my arm. I pulled my forearm into his windpipe as hard as I could. I wanted to kill him, and next I wanted to kill that fucking Wichita. 
 
    Her gun kept going off. 
 
    The Whale’s skin was slippery, he was sweating and so was I. The whole world was pouring sweat. 
 
    A bullet zinged past my ear with a terrifying whine. 
 
    I’d been expecting the volunteers down in the dormitories, if not whichever few guards were on duty, to have stampeded in here by now. But of course, all they’d heard were gunshots, and I guess it’s like when you suspect a fire behind a door—you feel for heat, and if you detect it, you don’t open it. What idiot would? 
 
    All the more surprising, then, when so much more hell broke loose. The door banged, and this time I heard a voice I really did not want to hear. It was Denny’s, and here he came through the door pointing a big-ass gun, and he wasn’t alone. 
 
    This was a very bad thing. 
 
    And it was an impossible thing: I was counting on Gina to keep this guy away! Where was my sister? A horrible image of her lying somewhere with her throat slit by this criminal asshole flashed through my mind as I kept struggling to strangle the Whale. 
 
    At first all I heard was yelling, lots of it, guys’ voices shouting syllables that didn’t register on me at the moment; I heard Wichita beneath it all, screaming and flapping like a chicken because George had probably busted her arm getting the gun away, which he had done just as Denny came; and when the shouting coalesced into words, I heard, “Police! Police! Drop it, drop it, get down, get down!” 
 
    “Huh?” I said. 
 
    It was the real deal: these guys behind Denny, to my astonishment, were the actual LAPD, they had guns and SWAT armor, and they poured into the room, five or six of them, and it was extremely chaotic for about thirty seconds until everybody stopped, and Wichita’s gun scuttled to the floor and we all obeyed the order to get down on the goddamn floor and shut up. 
 
    The few seconds of gunshot-free silence that followed were so beautiful to me I cannot tell you. 
 
    Then, from my facedown position, with a cop’s requisite knee in the small of my back, I heard George, totally inexplicably, laughing quietly. 
 
    “Shut up,” said a cop. 
 
    Denny said, “It’s OK, Ang, let him up. Let her up too. No, not her—the little one.” 
 
    The knee lifted away, and I scrambled upright. 
 
    My mind worked ferociously to try to figure out what was going on. And what had been going on. 
 
    Denny—a cop? 
 
    He was in plain clothes, the others were in uniform. 
 
    If he was a cop tonight, he’d been a cop all along. 
 
    The whole fucking time! While he was hanging out with Vargas and Wichita and his family of thugs, while he sat at my dinner table and told that shit about his so-called job, everything. 
 
    I stared at him, and he smiled slightly in my direction as he handled the action in concert with an LAPD lieutenant, who was calling out Miranda rights. 
 
    Behind me, I heard someone crying. 
 
    Denny knew exactly what had happened, he knew exactly who everybody was, and he knew who he wanted to take into custody and who he didn’t. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” George told him good-naturedly as he brushed himself off, “you sneaky son of a bitch.” He stretched himself and moved his neck from side to side. Wichita whimpered in her shackles. I wanted to kick her in the head, the murderous wench. 
 
    Slowly, Amaryllis rose from where she was—essentially she had draped herself over the slumped form of Diane Keever, covering her head and torso, like a human blanket. She unfolded herself and stood upright, looking down at the old widow, panting as if she’d just outrun the hounds of hell. 
 
    Mrs. Keever was crying. 
 
    Amaryllis asked, “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Mrs. Keever, “help me up.” 
 
    Amaryllis extended her sturdy brown arm, and the parchment-pale hand fitted itself on it, and slowly, dripping blood, sweat, and tears, Diane Keever rose to her feet. 
 
    “Get the medics over here,” said an officer. 
 
    “No,” I said, “it’s fake blood, she’s OK. All she needs is a towel.” Yes. Diane Keever had just acted the role of her life. And she’d done it beautifully, triggering the compressed-air squib with her hand under the lap robe at the exact instant George fired the blank at her chest. I hadn’t seen it, but I knew it looked fantastic (George confirmed this later), especially since Chino had added, inside the condom full of fake blood, bits of pink sponge that blew out along with the blood. Just great. We had scored Diane’s white blouse with a razor blade over where Chino had taped the squib, to make sure the explosion looked good, and I sure wished I’d seen it. 
 
    And now Diane Keever was crying. She spat out Yvonne’s now-spent blood capsule and clutched the wad of paper towels I handed her. Too overcome even to wipe her face, she took a tottering half step and threw herself into Amaryllis’s arms. 
 
    “You covered me,” she sobbed, her body wracking so hard I feared she’d disintegrate. “They were shooting real bullets, and you covered me.” 
 
    Amaryllis held her, and looked over her head, her eyes a mile away. “I didn’t have time to think about it.” 
 
    I contradicted, “Yes, you did.” 
 
    “You made the choice,” sobbed Mrs. Keever. 
 
    “Stop crying now,” Amaryllis scolded, and I could see that all the years of guilt were gone, vanished. Banished. Her face was clear and exhausted, and until that moment, I hadn’t realized how much of her had been held tight by the past. 
 
    As for Diane Keever, she wept with the release of decades of hatred and anger. Amaryllis had, with her single act of self-sacrifice, plucked her out of the hell she’d built for herself for so many years. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” I shouted, “Neneng!” 
 
    Denny stopped me. “You mean the woman—” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “She’s OK, we found her outside. She’s on the way to the hospital now.” 
 
    “Minus her nose!” 
 
    “What?” said George. 
 
    Denny said, “She said, ‘Doctor make new.’ She’s a tough little lady. What’s her name again?” 
 
    “Neneng.” 
 
    “We also collected the guy in the priest outfit—Culpepper. It was you who zip-tied him down there, right?” 
 
    I admitted it. 
 
    “What?” repeated George. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later.” 
 
    Denny said, “We’d have been in here sooner except for Ms. Neneng, she kept pointing towards the basement, so we thought the surveillance guys were wrong when they told us the first shot came from up here.” 
 
    “With Culpepper’s and Neneng’s statements,” I suggested hopefully, “you’ve got Vargas on kidnapping and maybe even attempted murder.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Denny said. 
 
    George added, “And you’ll want to check the Port for a couple of bodies in a barrel.” 
 
    Denny asked the LAPD officers to go ahead and take Vargas and Wichita to booking. You never saw such a pair of stupefied faces in your life. 
 
    The Korean-descent officer named Ang stood back from me and said in amazement, “You’re a dead ringer for Annette, I can hardly believe you’re not her.” 
 
    Still, I couldn’t smile. I was well aware that I’d been impersonating a police officer, on purpose this time, which is a crime by definition. True, I was doing it to try to nail a bad guy, but they had me dead to rights. 
 
    Then Detective Herrera, the guy who’d questioned me as the ER doctor sewed up my arm, sauntered in, and the circle, for me, was complete. 
 
    “Just like you to show up,” Denny told him, “well after the last ricochet.” 
 
    Herrera said nothing, he just looked me up and down as if trying to decide whether to be angry or turned on. 
 
    Denny told George, “I’ve been working on bringing down Dale Vargas since Tucson.” 
 
    “You’re FBI, then?” asked George. 
 
    “That’s right. Special Agent Milton Fairbarn.” We all shook hands, and he smiled a good guy’s smile, wide and relaxed, so different from the calculating smiles he’d given at my dinner table, and from the scowls he’d thrown around the mission. “I had no idea what you guys were doing.” 
 
    He told us he’d infiltrated the Whale’s organization by getting hired as one of the few civilian guards at the ABC Mission. Eventually, he met Vargas and became a vice president. 
 
    I interjected, “It was Wichita and that Jerrol Bays guy, wasn’t it, who beat up Kip Cubitt, then came back shooting?” 
 
    “That’s right, they were a little team. When Jerrol bought it after murdering Annette, I stepped into his place as Wichita’s sidekick.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah.” 
 
    That got him a lot of face time with Vargas, plus he was able to limit some of the damage Wichita was bent on doing. “Not all,” and that gave him pause, “but some.” 
 
    He’d checked George and me out, and started watching us. “We realized you guys were after the Whale too—and we knew you were a PI and you”—he pointed at me—“were not a drug addict!—and I was about to call you off when we thought we might as well see how you were going to do it.” 
 
    I took that at face value, but George said, “Bullshit, Agent Fairbarn, you wouldn’t have left us alone out of pure curiosity. You were coming up too empty for too long.” 
 
    “Don’t push it, Rowe.” Then he laughed, sweeping his dreadlocks out of his face. “I must admit, I’m impressed. You got him before we did, you surely did.” 
 
    I realized I wasn’t going to get counter-busted. This time. Agent Fairbarn told us they certainly could have gotten Vargas and all the vice presidents on possession and assorted assault charges long ago, but they wanted Vargas for murder—or at the very least, conspiracy—and it looked good now. Other agents were, this night, rounding up the rest of the vice presidents. 
 
    “I have to ask,” I said, “how you knew I wasn’t a real drug addict?” 
 
    Denny said, “The needle tracks on your feet were wrong for heroin.” 
 
    “They were?” 
 
    “Yeah, they were consistent for intravenous cocaine, but not heroin, so I knew something was wrong. With coke, you get the tiny red dots inside pale skin, but with heroin the marks are usually darker—browner, you know—and wider, like a piece of brown worm along your vein. You must have looked at the wrong picture on the Internet. I realized you were faking it, and that made me even more curious about you two. I’d already begun to date Gina, thinking she was the one mainly looking into things—having seen you two nosing around the mission that day—but then I realized it was you, and you really confirmed it that night with the needle tracks.” 
 
    “So my pregnant-addict disguise didn’t fool you.” 
 
    “Oh, it did, at first, you were very good. It was only your muscle tone that tipped me off, your body wasn’t slack enough when I held your leg. Then I looked closer at your tracks. Really, you’re an excellent actress, do you know that?” 
 
    George offered Denny the Siegfried. “Want to shoot a real corpse with it and pin it on Vargas?” 
 
    Another laugh. “A bit of an end run, perhaps!” He shook himself—“Uffuh!” He had to come down from his adrenaline high too. “Nah, we’ll just dredge up however many poor bastards are underwater at the Port. And we’ll do some bargaining. That ought to be enough to put him away for a long time.” 
 
    At Fairbarn’s prompting, George explained how he’d placed one live round in the chamber of the Siegfried, then filled the magazine with blanks. “I had to have a hole in the rat or a hole in the floor to make him think the gun was live, so when I shot Mrs. Keever he really bought it.” 
 
    “Were you guys going to let him go once you’d scared the shit out of him?” 
 
    “Oh, no; I was going to call the LAPD with the information and hope this citizen’s arrest would hold up. Rita here was going to just disappear, so we wouldn’t have the cop-impersonating problem, and those two ladies would go away as well. It’d be just me and the Whale, his word against mine. I didn’t know how much, if any, information he’d spew, but I knew he’d be one scared little boy. I’m glad we got him to mention the Port.” 
 
    “Which,” said the agent, “I bet’s going to hold up.” He told us he’d been en route to Ventura with Gina when he’d gotten a text message from surveillance that something was up at the ABC, so he’d turned back, stuck close in to L.A., keeping the protesting Gina with him. Upon receiving a second message fifteen minutes ago, he’d ditched her at a bar downtown and raced here to join the SWAT guys who’d been called in. “I’ll make it up to her,” he promised brightly. 
 
    “That’ll take some doing,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 – Rowe Unleashed 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe walked into the Los Angeles night exhausted but happy. The breeze felt good on his face and dried the sweat under his arms as he and Sylvan walked to Sylvan’s ’80s-vintage Buick Riviera out front, talking. Sylvan was carrying Norway 433 in the crook of one arm and getting his keys out. 
 
    The lights of Los Angeles pushed back the black night sky. Sirius had not yet risen in the southeast. The heat wave was broken, and the star would continue to edge lower in the sky, and the ghosts of the ancient Romans were no doubt happier. 
 
    Rowe and Sylvan picked their way through the zombie-army flow of street people, some in wheelchairs, some pushing shopping carts crammed with plastic bags of God knew what—all of them feeling unsettled by the recent police activity at the ABC Mission. 
 
    Rita had accepted a ride from Agent Fairbarn to rendezvous with Gina and get home. Before going, she had kissed Rowe on the cheek, and that had added to his happiness. Simply the touch of her lips on his cheek. 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way,” she had warned. 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    She gave him one of her looks. 
 
    Now, as Sylvan was about to unlock his car, he stepped back to let a man aimlessly piloting his power wheelchair go by. A black dog sat alertly in his lap, and as they cruised abreast, Rowe got a nervous feeling about the dog, but it was too late. 
 
    With an eager snarl, the dog sprang, startling Sylvan. It chomped Norway 433 right out of his grasp. 
 
    “Hey!” Sylvan shouted. 
 
    The rat was too heavy for the dog to really run with; it simply gave it a hard shake and dropped it on the pavement, then stood over it, ready to kill it again if it moved. 
 
    Rowe grabbed the dog by the collar and Sylvan picked up his rat. 
 
    The wheelchair guy said, “Oops!” 
 
    Rowe held the dog back. 
 
    “Hey, leave my dog alone! Give him to me!” The skinny guy and the dog both smelled pretty pungent. 
 
    “Fuck you,” muttered Sylvan, squatting. 
 
    In the distance, they suddenly heard the feral pack set up a baying. Rowe judged they were roaming the brush directly behind the mission. 
 
    Sylvan held the limp body of Norway 433 in his large hand. “I spent a lot of time training this one,” he remarked sadly. 
 
    The baying increased. Rowe pictured a scruffy jackrabbit leading them flat-out. 
 
    “Your rat dodged a bullet tonight,” Rowe said, “only to have this damn dog—” 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    The dog’s collar, he realized, felt substantial in his hand. It felt like good leather. Very dirty, but good. There was no tag dangling from it, only a ring from which a tag might have been torn, or pried. 
 
    He inspected the medium-sized black dog. It was a male. 
 
    “Give me back my dog!” demanded the wheelchair guy, his eyes glassy, his meager body slack in the chair. “Here, Whizzer!” 
 
    The dog ignored him. Rowe said, “Sylvan, this dog looks like a beagle, but it can’t be, can it? Because it’s black.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” Sylvan said, finishing his sigh of grief over Norway 433, which he laid for the moment on the roof of his Buick, “every stray dog turns black sooner or later.” He cut an angry look at the dog. “It is a beagle. Why?” 
 
    “I want to take it inside to wash its head and see his markings. See, I’m looking for a lost beagle for a client, and—I have a feeling.” 
 
    “Here.” Sylvan took a wet wipe from his belt pouch. “Let’s see.” Rowe passed him the collar to hold while he scrubbed its forehead. Under the streetlight, beagle markings began to show. The dog flinched and sneezed, but Rowe carefully wiped off the grime to reveal a distinct tan-inside-white blaze, resembling a Doric column. 
 
    “Ernest,” he said. 
 
    The dog wagged its tail. 
 
    “Goddamn.” 
 
    One of Ernest’s ears had been torn, and there were a few notches in the other. He’d definitely lost weight. 
 
    “Gimme back my dog!” demanded the wheelchair guy fearfully. “He’s a service animal.” 
 
    Rowe told the man in the chair, “This dog is a runaway. The owner wants him back.” 
 
    “No, he isn’t!” 
 
    As the feral pack ran in the brush behind the mission, ever closer, Rowe could distinguish individual dog voices, all sharing the joy of late-night aggression. 
 
    “He’s my service animal,” insisted wheelchair dude. 
 
    Rowe placed Ernest in the man’s lap to calm him. The dog’s tattered ears pricked toward the sound of the pack. 
 
    “Well,” said Rowe patiently, squatting instinctively so that his head was lower than the man’s, “the owner is a nice guy, and he has a right to get his pet back.” 
 
    “Whizzer will be well taken care of,” Sylvan put in. 
 
    “Yes,” Rowe agreed, “he’ll get a bath, get cleaned up. Good food to eat.” 
 
    Wheelchair dude, crestfallen, said, “Back to captivity, eh?” 
 
    Rowe said, “Well, yes. But you know, there’s a reward.” 
 
    “How much?” asked the man with sudden alacrity. 
 
    “A thousand dollars.” 
 
    With street instantaneousness, wheelchair dude held out his hand. 
 
    “Well, I don’t have that much on me at the moment,” said Rowe. “Give me the dog, and I’ll bring the money to you as soon as I can.” 
 
    “When?” said the man. 
 
    Sylvan watched all this. 
 
    “Well—tomorrow,” said Rowe. “Or Monday, at the latest, when the banks open.” 
 
    “No way, man, no way.” 
 
    Sylvan said, “Tomorrow for this man might as well be next year. What’s your name, buddy?” 
 
    “Benny.” 
 
    Rowe said, “Benny, I could—” 
 
    Benny broke in, “I give you guys this dog, there’s no way you’re gonna come back here and give me a thousand bucks.” 
 
    “Yes, I will,” said Rowe. 
 
    Quietly, Sylvan asked Rowe, “How much money do you have on you?” 
 
    “About a hundred, I guess.” 
 
    Benny shouted, “I’ll sell him to you for a hundred!” 
 
    Rowe fished out his wallet and counted out all his currency, $112, and handed it to Benny. 
 
    The man folded the money into a wad and shoved it inside his filthy shirt. 
 
    The dog looked at Rowe curiously. 
 
    Rowe reached for his collar, but Benny pushed the dog’s rump and yelled, “Go free!” 
 
    Ernest plunged to the ground and bolted for his feral brethren. “Goddamn!” exclaimed Rowe. Them again. The pack. 
 
    Benny looked after the dog with a crazy grin. “I’d just as soon he keeps his freedom, like me.” 
 
    Rowe had never before wanted to punch a handicapped person. 
 
    “Goddamn it!” 
 
    Benny activated his chair and rolled away into the shadows. Rowe turned to Sylvan. “I’ve got to catch that dog!” 
 
    “Shit, bro, that pack is vicious!” 
 
    “You think they’ll kill him?” 
 
    “Hell no, he’s a hound! They’ll kill us!” 
 
    Already running, Rowe tossed over his shoulder, “They’re not so tough! I’ll split a hundred grand with you if you help me get him!” 
 
    “What!” Sylvan grabbed a noosed catch pole out of his trunk and sprinted after Rowe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 – Hair of the Dog 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gina and I sat up late into the night, talking as fast as our mouths could move, talking about everything—talking and laughing and crying with relief. We consumed a bar of Cadbury Dairy Milk as an hors d’oeuvre, before starting on the gin and Wheat Thins. Gina had begun a martini thing after she and Daniel and I watched All About Eve on cable one night. 
 
    I sipped about half of my martini, and Gina got up to make more. “It’s so good you have this jar of olives,” she commented. “And toothpicks. You’re so organized. If this were my house I’d have had both things but we’d never be able to find them. I think you should let me wear your aqua Noni Xon dress with the belt to the endowment ceremony tomorrow.” She looked at her watch. “Today, I mean.” 
 
    “I’m wearing that dress.” A fantastic raw silk number I’d gotten for thirty-eight dollars at Madwoman. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I like gin,” I said, inhaling the juniper. 
 
    “It’s part aromatherapy.” Gina poured the gin over the crackling ice without measuring. 
 
    “It’s very generous of you to have bought Tanqueray, you know, top shelf.” 
 
    “I used your credit card.” 
 
    “God damn it.” 
 
    We laughed like maniacs and drank more gin. 
 
    When the door buzzed well after 3 a.m. and I saw George standing there, I almost fainted. Standing, actually, is an overstatement; he was bracing himself against the doorjamb as if his legs were about to buckle. 
 
    There was a smear of blood under his nose, and his hand left a blood print on the doorjamb. His plaid shirt was torn, hanging from one shoulder, caveman-style, and he’d—thank God—lost his wig. A bruise was coming up in the exact center of his forehead, and I saw his pale knees, abraded red, beneath the torn cloth of his pants. Deep welts striped his arms like barber poles. 
 
    The first thing he said in answer to my speechless stare was, “I’m fine. I figured you two would still be up. Sirius is rising.” 
 
    That’s when I noticed the dog, a weary-looking thing with the head of a beagle and the body of some kind of black hound, tethered to George’s hand by a length of clothesline. It panted and looked up at me with pleading eyes. 
 
    “Who is it?” said Gina, drying her hands in the kitchen. She got a load of George and said, “Gosh, you look like you tried to get away from a Russian hooker without paying.” 
 
    He was too tired to crack back, but he was smiling, and I knew he’d won more than one important battle tonight. 
 
    “Could you keep this fellow until the kennels open, like maybe ten o’clock? I’ll come back for him.” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “Let him in. Them in,” said Gina. 
 
    Once inside, he asked for water for the dog, then drank two glasses himself. He waved off my warm washcloth and box of gauze. He took me to the patio and pointed to a star just peeking above the treetops of West Hollywood. “That’s the Dog Star,” he said. “Soon it’ll go below the horizon and we won’t see it again until next year.” 
 
    “Dogs come and go,” observed Gina, wise with gin. 
 
    I looked at the star, barely breaking through the night glow of L.A. The mysterious fragrance of night-blooming jasmine wafted along from somewhere. 
 
    We went to the living room where, holding the unbelievably smelly, suddenly restless dog by the collar, George sat on the floor and told us about his client and the missing beagle, and an action-movie chase, tonight. 
 
    “It’s a beagle? The whole dog is a beagle?” Gina was dumbstruck. 
 
    George’s eyes glazed over as he described dashing after the feral pack through the thorny scrub behind the mission, across the freight yards of Vernon, down the ravine to the Los Angeles River and up again, over bottle-strewn streets, between buildings where ziggurats of discarded box springs had grown. Sylvan had helped him, and between the two of them, they’d managed to head off the pack, cut Ernest from it, and bring him in alive. 
 
    “At one point, they led us into a cul-de-sac and then turned on us,” he said. 
 
    “Good God,” I said. 
 
    “I never climbed so fast in my life. We made it to a rooftop, then got down a stairwell. We caught up with them in the next alley and used some garbage cans to choke down their flow, so to speak. Sylvan’s a master with that noose stick.” 
 
    “Is Sylvan OK?” 
 
    “Yeah, he went home. I went to Hancock Park and tried to return Ernest here to his owner, but the house is locked up and nobody answered my pounding. So, I’ll put him in a kennel in the morning until I can find my client.” 
 
    “What about Gonzalo’s place?” I asked warily. “Doesn’t he have a backyard over in Los Feliz?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s also got a wolfhound that mangled the last dog who came to visit. I can’t take the risk. Please, Rita. Gina? It’s only for the rest of tonight. You can close him in Petey’s room.” 
 
    “We could put some newspapers down,” suggested Gina helpfully. 
 
    “Why didn’t Sylvan offer to take him?” 
 
    “His kennels are full, and he doesn’t want this guy handing along any fleas.” 
 
    “Fleas, oh, great. Better they all jump off here.” 
 
    Gina commented, “Yeah, and he could have picked up some other disease or something that Sylvan wouldn’t want passed to his dogs.” 
 
    “Wonderful, wonderful,” I said. 
 
    Gina volunteered, “I bet I could give him a bath.” 
 
    “Rita,” George pleaded. 
 
    My sister piled on, “Don’t make it such a big deal, Rita. We can handle this little favor for George, can’t we? I mean, he took on the whole feral pack tonight! I’ll get the newspapers out of recycling. I sort of forgot to put them out last week!” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    When George came by at 10:15 that morning, I was still logy with gin and sleep—the few hours I’d caught—and he grabbed the dog and split fast, spewing thanks over his showered and shirted shoulder. 
 
    Gina and I had given Ernest some hamburger, and she had in fact attempted to give him a bath, but in the end couldn’t even coax him into the tub. We made a bed for him from an old flannel blanket I’d been planning to take to the mission. Gina had heard him growling in his sleep, but hadn’t thought much of it. 
 
    When we inspected the small bedroom after first coffee, Gina remarked, “I think that dog’s got a personality disorder.” 
 
    “God damn it,” I said. “I mean, real God damn it.” 
 
    The dog had, with careful precision, rubbed much of his stinking black dirt on the rug, on Petey’s bed, even the walls along the baseboards. He’d slept, if at all, on Petey’s bed, which looked like a bucket of old, old sewage sludge had spilled on it. The last surviving Spider-Man sheet was unsalvageable. The frayed flannel “dog” blanket was untouched. 
 
    It took one and a half bottles of Mr. Clean and every rag I owned to clean and deodorize Petey’s room after Ernest. It was not a happy job. But at last we were done, Gina threw open the window, and you’d never know a canine had been around. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The afternoon endowment ceremony was a glorious convergence of high spirits, sunshine, TV cameras, music, and potato salad. 
 
    Kip Cubitt was at his grandmother’s side in a tan suit. He walked haltingly, but tall and free. No more fear of the Whale, no more fighting off the coercion and the thuggery. 
 
    Khani Emberton and Amaryllis B. Cubitt stood on the steps of the mission and said all the things you’d expect about The Heroism Of Ordinary Folks, and How We Can All Make A Difference Together. 
 
    I yearned to hear an ethereal pearl or two from Amaryllis’s lips, but she kept it all on the surface. 
 
    What I did observe, however, was new depth in the Iron Angel’s eyes. The old hardness was gone, and with it the guilt, the remorse, the dread—and the empty space left behind was enormous. Amaryllis seemed surprised by this, and I could see her beginning to fill that space with joy. Simple joy. That was what I saw. 
 
    I envied her, because I believe she had let go of the past entirely, and was now focused on today like no one I’d ever seen. 
 
    It had taken a bullet-studded cataclysm to open that door for her. 
 
    I wondered what it would take to open it for me. 
 
    As I say, there was picnic food, and perhaps three hundred people—streeties and swells alike—were fed. 
 
    Diane Keever, as straight and proud in her wheelchair as Kip was without one, attended as Amaryllis’s special guest. George steered her around. 
 
    Afterward, Gina and I grabbed trash bags and picked up litter with the rest of the volunteers. We lingered a few minutes with Amaryllis and Mrs. Keever, both of them looking ungodly fresh. 
 
    Neneng would soon undergo the first operation of several to reconstruct her nose from her own facial tissue and skin, Mrs. Keever told us. “Doctor make new.” The stoic piano virtuoso would be scarred, but she’d have a nose. 
 
    “Trouble is, she doesn’t have insurance,” said Mrs. Keever. “I’d pay for it, except I need—” 
 
    “You need what?” Amaryllis broke in, formidably. 
 
    “Except I need to give all that money back to your mission.” 
 
    “No,” said Amaryllis, “you use that money to pay her bills, which I predict will add up. That’s a good enough use of that money, I judge.” 
 
    I asked Mrs. Keever how she intended to get by, without Amaryllis’s payments. 
 
    She gazed up at us with a smile, and suddenly I saw the face of Paramount’s Vera Luxon in that terrific photograph. I realized I’d never seen Mrs. Keever’s smile except in that shot. Right now her smile was fresh and real and it transformed her whole face, and she said, “I’m going to act again.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” said George. 
 
    “She isn’t,” I murmured, feeling my own face lift in a smile. 
 
    “First, I’m going to get my knees replaced,” she told us in a steady, sweet voice, “then I’m going to refresh my skills with workshops in L.A. I’m moving here with Neneng, after I sell the farmhouse. I’ll gain weight, round myself out, and I’ll get an agent, and I’ll start going on auditions as a character actress. I can play Kindly Grandmother or Evil Grandmother!” She bared her teeth in a snarl to show us, and she was transformed again, and I thought yeah, that character could stir arsenic into your Ovaltine. 
 
    “Well—go for it!” was all I could say. “Go for it!” 
 
    I thought again of that tremendous photograph of her on the piano. Now, though, she was more beautiful than ever, that was a magical fact. 
 
    I watched George watch Mrs. Keever admiringly. I guess he really goes for actresses! 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    George Rowe found the Japanese gardener trimming a bush in Colonel Markovich’s front yard at nine on Monday morning. 
 
    After a brief conversation, Rowe learned that Markovich had gone into the hospital for a minor heart procedure and was expected to be home tomorrow. 
 
    For his part, the gardener learned that Ernest the plant-digging beagle was coming home and he’d better look for a gardening job that would suit him better than this one. Today. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Gina learned that Special Agent Milton Fairbarn, unfortunately, was leaving Los Angeles for a new undercover assignment elsewhere, location not disclosed to us. I asked her, over coffee on Monday morning, if she was sad about that. 
 
    Dismally, she said, “Oh, my God, no. I could never date a guy named Milton. I mean, Milton? Come on.” 
 
    I realized his name had nothing to do with it; she was just sour-graping it to save face. Which was OK, I mean, I’d probably do the same thing. 
 
    I flew to Wisconsin Monday night. 
 
    Petey knocked me on my butt with the velocity of his greeting. 
 
    Aunt Sheila had been forced to pay a ransom of twenty-five dollars to the Rawson family for the return of Uncle Fritz’s boar’s head. Whitey, the puppy, had run away. 
 
    “As in, back to the Rawson place,” Aunt Toots muttered under her breath. 
 
    “We’re very, very tired,” Sheila said. 
 
    They both did look a bit glassy. 
 
    Back at home, my boy raced to his room to settle in. Then I heard him calling me. 
 
    “What’s this? What’s this?” he demanded, pulling his toys from under his bed. 
 
    I’d forgotten about his stash of toys and lost balled-up socks down there. Moreover I hadn’t realized the dog could have squeezed himself under that low bed, but of course he would have taken it as a challenge. 
 
    Trikey, Petey’s stuffed triceratops, had been chewed thoughtfully from head to tail, especially the head. It had not been decapitated, exactly, but it certainly looked like a much different species now. 
 
    “And look at my Lego bag, Mom! Look at my combo snorkel and diving mask! Who’s been in here? Mom!” 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell him a dog had been in his room, as in, we had a dog while you were gone but took him away before you came home. I just could not try to explain that, because I knew it would only traumatize him. Gina was at work, or she might have blurted the truth. 
 
    So I closed my eyes and lied, “Honey, I don’t know. It might have been the vacuum cleaner, you know?” I opened my eyes. “Yes, I was vacuuming under there while you were away.” 
 
    He stared at me, hard. “A vacuum cleaner did not do this. Look—there’s like slobber marks on Trikey, see?” 
 
    “I just have no idea, honey, it’s a mystery. Gosh, that’s too bad about Trikey. Maybe we can write to Santa to request a replacement.” 
 
    Sadly, he said, “I don’t want another Trikey, I want a dog.” Hell, hell, hell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 – Wrapping Up With Zing 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On Wednesday morning, George Rowe delivered Ernest, bathed and flea-powdered, to Colonel Markovich. 
 
    The Colonel was overjoyed, as was Ernest, who wagged so hard Rowe feared he’d snap his spine. 
 
    He shook hands with Markovich’s retired-RN daughter, who had come from the East Coast to look after him for a couple of weeks. 
 
    Rowe had spent a lot of time thinking about the Colonel and his lonely world, and his heart moved with compassion for the old man. He understood what the venerable war hero wanted, and what he didn’t want. 
 
    “How do you feel?” he asked, taking a seat with the Colonel on the sun porch. 
 
    “Wonderful!” Markovich laughed. “I haven’t a care in the world now that Ernest’s back. And a clean bill of health! Except for having to find a new gardener! The son of a gun didn’t even give notice.” He certainly looked chipper. 
 
    And he was dreadfully curious. 
 
    “I went to China on my own,” began Rowe with quiet intensity. 
 
    Markovich bolted upright in his armchair, where the daughter had tucked him with a blanket and a cup of tea. “Yes?” 
 
    “I realized you were absolutely right about the Chinese situation with champion dogs. You and I had spoken of flying over there together. I didn’t want to disappoint you, but the more I looked into it, the more I realized this situation called for speed.” Rowe sipped his shot of good whiskey, which the daughter had cheerfully poured for him at her father’s direction. Ernest followed her in to the kitchen, thinking treats. 
 
    “Aha, of course,” said the Colonel. “I understand.” 
 
    “My contacts in the LAPD put me in touch with CS-35, the unofficial arm of Interpol that operates in places where, for obvious reasons, Interpol can’t,” Rowe went on. “I’d been building relationships in the State Department on another case, so we were covered there. Between those organizations, I was able to, uh, synergize a strategy using a team of computer hackers operating out of Denmark.” 
 
    The Colonel’s eyes widened. “Very impressive. Even I haven’t heard of CS-35. Was there code involved?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” responded Rowe. “You know how tricky the Chinese numerical system is, being abacus-based, very foreign to the American mind.” 
 
    “I never understood it myself.” 
 
    “It pays to be on the good side of cyber-mercenaries. Well, it turns out there’s this cartel based in a village in the upper Yangtze Delta—” 
 
    “Brutal region.” 
 
    “Very,” agreed Rowe. “Posing as a veterinarian, I made my way there, only to find that the cartel runs essentially a clearinghouse for abducted champions the world over. I saw breeds from everywhere—Peruvian Hairless, Caravan Hounds, Kai Kens, Redbone Coonhounds—you name it. I was able to trace Ernest with the aid of a freight manifest obtained by the Danish team, starting at the open-air meat market—which term, Colonel, I hate to use, but that’s exactly what it was—to a house controlled by one of the old tribal families deep in Manchuria. Intermarriage had resulted in a peculiar strain of aggression among the local people.” 
 
    “I can imagine! Please go on, Mr. Rowe.” The old man’s eyes glittered. 
 
    “Well, the place was more fortress than cozy home, if you understand what I mean. It took some doing, but I finally made my way in.” He paused. “Via—uh, well,” he stammered. 
 
    The Colonel leaned forward, his cup and saucer balanced perfectly on one blanketed knee. “Go ahead, I’m unshockable.” 
 
    “Via the bedroom of the mistress of the house.” 
 
    “You dog, you!” 
 
    Rowe chuckled modestly. 
 
    “Was she pretty?” 
 
    “Lucky for me, yes.” 
 
    “Oho! Haha!” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” 
 
    “Well, what happened?” 
 
    “Uh, afterward, you understand me, she led me straight to the underground kennels. Ernest was there. He’d been in a fight or two.” 
 
    “Yes, I saw his ears!” 
 
    “Judging by the looks of the other dogs, Ernest gave as good as he got.” 
 
    “I’d expect that of him.” 
 
    Yes, thought Rowe. A blind date might just work out between Markovich and Mrs. Keever. My God, yes, a possible Hollywood ending. But that could wait. 
 
    “Finding Ernest, of course, was merely the tip of the iceberg. I had to get us both out of there safely.” 
 
    “How did you do it?” The old man clasped his hands. “A fortress in Manchuria! Oh, do go on!” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I was surprised to see George at my door again in the middle of Thursday afternoon. I’d just folded a load of laundry and had been reviewing the syllabus for one of my law classes, thinking about getting over to UCLA and buying my books. The doorwall was open, and the sunshine streaming through the plants on the patio brought a hint of autumn coolness, over the fragrance of the madly lush basil. It was September now. 
 
    “Actually,” he said, “I’m here at the request of Petey.” His bruises and welts were beginning to fade, and all of his energy was back. 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “He called me up.” 
 
    “He’s not supposed to use the phone!” 
 
    Petey piped, “I used it at Aunt Sheila and Aunt Toots’s! They trained me on it.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” I said. 
 
    “I called people. My friends. Ronnie Rawson.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I can use the phone and I want my own phone and Mr. Rowe is a private investigator, everybody knows that, and he’s gonna teach me how to be one too so I can solve what happened to my toys!” George gave me a wink over his head, and there was nothing I could do. 
 
    “We gotta find clues!” Petey tugged his hand. 
 
    I felt the cold creep of guilt in my gut, and I realized my boy had crossed a threshold, whether I was ready or not. My free exercise of parental fibbing—well, those days were over. 
 
    “Wait,” George told him. He eased himself to the living room rug and told the boy, “Before you investigate, you’ve got to gather your facts.” 
 
    Petey plopped cross-legged, rapt. 
 
    “It’ll help when you learn how to write, but until then—” 
 
    “Would you like some coffee?” I asked in defeat. 
 
    George smiled up at me. “I’d love some, Rita, thank you.” 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “I stopped for doughnuts.” 
 
    “Doughnuts!” shouted Petey deliriously. 
 
    I made coffee and poured milk and threw down some pillows, and the three of us ate fresh doughnuts around the coffee table in the afternoon’s glad golden light. 
 
    “Now, you’ve got to seize your opportunities,” George told my boy. “And a man needs the right equipment.” He drew a very nice folding magnifying glass from his pocket. “Here, this is yours.” The leatherette cover was ball-glove smooth. 
 
    Petey stared. “For keeps?” 
 
    “For keeps. You’ll need it. Don’t lose it, now.” 
 
    “No way!” Petey gripped the tool tightly. 
 
    I smiled to see that George was just a little awkward with the boy, but Petey loved him. Plainly, it wasn’t the gifts: Petey perceived something in George, some quality that resonated with him. 
 
    “You can’t be reckless,” George went on, “but don’t be afraid to be bold.” 
 
    I listened to this man who loved me talk to the son I loved, and I watched the boy’s face looking seriously into his. Once, George’s knee accidentally touched mine and I felt that zing. He pretended he didn’t feel it, either. 
 
    We helped ourselves to more coffee and milk and doughnuts, and the sun kept piling in, and for a long time that afternoon we talked about truth and secrets and mystery, and the many, many ways there are to get to the bottom of things. 
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    Get a book group guide for The Extra here.
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 Chapter 1 – Rita Off Balance 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A hairy forearm mashed my face. I gurgled, “No!” but couldn’t scream. I scuffled, keeping my footing, trying to find some leverage, my hiking boots scraping the dry earth. If I don’t break his grip soon, I’m dead. But he held me tight from behind, now thrusting his hip into the small of my back, forcing me further off-balance. 
 
    I smelled his astringent aftershave as well as the Altoid he had popped just before he came at me. 
 
    Why, why, why? 
 
    And that’s what he wanted to know, as he suddenly released me and asked, “Am I supposed to be trying to kill her or what?” He wiped his face with the crook of his sleeve and looked toward a patch of shadows beneath a tree. 
 
    I picked up my script where I’d dropped it. 
 
    “Daniel, it’s a dream sequence,” an urgent voice answered from the dappled darkness, as if that explained it. “It’s ambiguous what your motivation is. Mostly the scene is from her emotional perspective.” 
 
    “Because if I’m supposed to be sexually assaulting her—” 
 
    “No, this attack transcends sexual assault! You and Rita are supposed to turn this sequence into a sort of dance. A sexual dance, but still a dance. I realize I need a choreographer. Let’s go on.” 
 
    Daniel, my best friend, turned to me. “You OK?” 
 
    “Yes, you supported me just right.” 
 
    Some unknown bird squawked irritably. 
 
    An urge to laugh came over me, and I coughed to cover it, avoiding Daniel’s eyes. 
 
    The bare dirt of an overused picnic area in Griffith Park was a stand-in this October Saturday noon for a wooded dell in the Pacific Northwest. The dry leaves on the eucalyptus trees rattled in the wind. 
 
    “Let’s move ahead, OK?” said the voice. 
 
    “OK,” said Daniel. He turned aside and muttered, “Jesus, Rita.” 
 
    I understood. 
 
    We turned pages and went on to some dialogue. 
 
    “I want to find my center again,” I said, reading from my perfectly formatted script, putting a “languid” tone in my voice, as the script needlessly called for. “If I can do that, I’ll be safe forever.” Odd how, in the film business, where everything begins with words on a page, a pretentious ball of cheese like this can be made to look just as clean and professional as a new BMW. 
 
    Daniel responded “hollowly,” “Your center isn’t there anymore.” 
 
    I turned to him. “Did you take it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where is it now?” 
 
    “I put fangs on it and set it free.” 
 
    It’s customary to do a script read-through indoors, seated at a table in a studio, or in somebody’s living room if the project is low budget. But the writer-director in question, Kenner de Sauvenard III, insisted we do this outdoors. He’d lured us to the park by pointing out that my six-year-old son Petey could play nearby while we worked, thus eliminating the need for a sitter. 
 
    Boy, yeah, save twenty or forty bucks on child care, what a think-ahead guy. He did spring for sandwiches from Fat Slim’s, though, plus a cooler full of juice drinks and bottom-shelf Chablis, which he was withholding until we’d gotten through the first act. 
 
    Why the forbearance? Why were Daniel, a successful TV actor, and I, a busy law student, spending this pretty Los Angeles Saturday in submission to the lousiest lines I’d ever read, including student scripts based on tortured poetry while in acting school a decade ago? For no pay, no contract, no nothing? 
 
    Because Kenner’s brother Lance de Sauvenard was dating my sister Gina, that’s why. They sat on a blanket, fingers entwined like tenth-graders, watching us sweat in the afternoon sun. Gina had read in some earlier scenes, and every so often Lance made a note on a yellow pad. His job would be cinematographer. 
 
    I’d done some acting in Hollywood, commercials and voiceovers and the jobs around the edges you take when you’re trying to hustle a career. I was putting most of that behind me as I studied for my law degree, which I wanted for security for my little boy and me—and because I’d been bitten by the crime and punishment bug a couple of years ago. 
 
    Life in California had agreed with Gina, a relative newcomer to this seductive, challenging city. Her skin glowed, the sun had touched her chestnut hair with copper, and her waist was trim from organic eating and the occasional spin on my bike around our West Hollywood neighborhood. 
 
    She and Lance looked good together, I had to say. He was beefier than his older brother in a playground sort of way, enthusiastic and cheerful. Wavy auburn hair and a quick smile, great teeth. 
 
    I appreciate good cheer in a guy. 
 
    Reflexively, my eyes scanned the picnic area for Petey. He climbed and swung from tree to tree like a gibbon, viewed by an awed group of little Mexican girls and their mothers, who were spreading tablecloths for a birthday celebration. 
 
    He spotted one of the mothers holding a piñata uncertainly beneath a tree, and scrambled over to help. 
 
    “Use a buntline hitch!” Daniel called to him. Daniel, my treasured buddy, had been teaching Petey knots on their frequent climbing and bouldering excursions in the San Gabriels. 
 
    In a minute the piñata was dangling at the precise right height for the diminutive girls and their sawed-off broomstick. 
 
    “Gracias!” called one of the little girls as Petey swung away. 
 
    “OK, gracias!” he called back. 
 
    Everybody smiled. I was proud of my boy. 
 
    Daniel and I went on reading, and when Kenner stopped us again to give me some bit of micro-direction I said, “Kenner, you know, this is only a read-through.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” he agreed quickly. “And I’m really grateful to you two for doing this; your skills are really amazing. You’re amazing people, Rita and Daniel; you are amazing to the max.” 
 
    That sounded like suck-up bullshit, but then he said, “I am fortunate.” 
 
    He said that sentence with such quiet feeling that I forgave him the whole thing. I could even overlook the fact that his safari shirts were monogrammed. That was Kenner: he’d act like a self-important boor, then he’d open up this little portal to the sincere good guy inside, and you’d regain your respect for him. 
 
    We were, however, doing this read-through solely as a favor to Gina. 
 
    Daniel and I gamely worked to bring the proper gravitas to this hyper-grim art film that Kenner expected would “go big at the festivals.” The script was studded with montages like: “Flower petals, pinecone symmetry, Christopher and Ingrid feeding each other raven meat.” 
 
    As we read the existential-angst dialogue, I felt increasingly uncomfortable as I realized that Kenner’s hopes were rising by the minute that Daniel and I would actually do this movie. 
 
    Then I turned a page and saw a stage direction calling for the character of Ingrid to be bathing in a “Stygian pond” the next morning, and immediately my nude-scene radar activated. Sure enough, after a few more lines: “(She rises, moving smoothly to the shallows where Christopher waits, also free of clothing.)” 
 
    Which marked the end of Act I. 
 
    I looked at Kenner, who was watching me hopefully. 
 
    I said, “You know I can’t actually do this picture, so there’s no point in me telling you I don’t do nude scenes.” 
 
    He shrugged in a good-natured way. 
 
    I helped Gina spread out lunch. 
 
    “So, what do you think of Night for Dark?” Kenner asked, sipping Chablis from a plastic cup. 
 
    I had to admire him for that, having the guts to ask such an open-ended question about his own script. Most beginning writers are too cowardly to be that frank. Instead, they’ll prompt you with something like, Do you think it has potential? or, yet more craven, Which of its strengths do you like best? 
 
    Which of course you can always answer something nice to, because even a blank sheet of paper “has potential” and even a dismal, cliché-ridden piece of crap “has strengths,” if you count that if placed under running water it will hold together better than the leading facial tissue. 
 
    Kenner perched on a picnic table, his legs crossed like a thoughtful talk show host, awaiting our answers. He was built like a tomato stake, great vertical presence without much visible flesh on him, very different from his stockier brother. He looked as if he existed on vegetable broth and high-fiber crackers. 
 
    “He’s by far the healthiest guy I’ve ever known,” Gina had told me before I met him. “No tobacco or alcohol, no croutons from a box, you know? Lance is a little more normal, which is why we get along so well. He likes Tater Tots.” 
 
    Kenner, with his spirited green eyes and whirl of jet-black hair, possessed the pale, translucent skin of an artiste. That kind of skin works well on a woman, but a guy can look creepy with skin that pretty, unless he has a strong jaw and a wide smile, which saves him. Kenner had those attributes. 
 
    His script was about a repressed architect and his slutty girlfriend who go to the woods to search for a shaman who’s supposed to lead them on a vision quest to heal their lives or die trying. There was also a primitive chanteuse-type character who was to help guide everybody along by singing harmonically inverted Gregorian chant. 
 
    Gina was going to star in that role. Who knew if she’d be able to execute harmonically inverted Gregorian chant, but she could do a killer rendition of “I Fall in Love Too Easily.” 
 
    My sister was clearly in love: relaxed and happy, unable to find fault with much of anything. Which was nice. We should all be so in love at all times. 
 
    Sitting at the picnic table as I encouraged my skinny boy Petey to eat at least the turkey slices he’d suspiciously pulled free from the zucchini coins and spiced cheese in his sandwich, I realized the right thing to say to Kenner. 
 
    “It’s a very ambitious thing you’re going after,” I told him sincerely. “A full-length feature film as a first effort.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “Even Serge Oatberger had to start somewhere.” 
 
    I refrained from pointing out that the legendary Oatberger had begun as a director of public-service commercials for FEMA. 
 
    “And on a shoestring,” Gina put in. She flipped her hair. “Was that a mosquito? Are there mosquitoes here? I hate mosquitoes.” 
 
    The day had been warm and sunny, though as the afternoon waned I felt autumn giving way to the opening credits of winter. The wind carried the zesty aromas of the park’s assorted shrubs. 
 
    Visitors to Los Angeles cannot detect our seasons, but after you’ve lived here awhile you become attuned to them. Fall is the driest season, of course, and the jacarandas have blown out long ago, and you miss their mist-of-Avalon purple. The city’s random irises are as forgotten as New Coke, and the scarlet bougainvillea are struggling along, dropping their papery flowers, which skitter along the sidewalks until they meld with the stomped hamburger wrappers and automotive chaff. Sycamore seeds—don’t talk to me about sycamore seeds. All waiting for rain. 
 
    And you get a bit of a shudder when you remember the Santa Anas, which you’ve completely forgotten about, because the collective memory of Los Angeles forgets the Santa Anas as soon as they stop blowing. Just as you forget the feeling of a numb mouth until the dentist creeps up behind you with that syringe. 
 
    “Hey!” called Lance. We turned to see him standing on his hands on a neighboring picnic table like a high diver preparing to do one of those Olympic somersaults, daring us to dare him to flip off. 
 
    Petey sprang to his feet. “I dare ya!” 
 
    Lance flexed his arms and launched himself. His body formed a graceful arc as he brought his feet down, and he landed easily, coming up laughing. 
 
    “Wow!” said Petey. “I want to try.” 
 
    “I’ll show you,” said Lance. 
 
    “Finish your lunch first,” I ordered. “No breaking your neck on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “How much of a shoestring?” Daniel asked Kenner. “What’s your budget for this one?” Even he was trying to be kind to the day’s auteur, with that addition of “this one.” 
 
    “Thirty,” said Kenner quickly. 
 
    “Thirty thousand dollars?” Daniel’s trained voice remained neutral, but his skewed smile said it all. 
 
    “I’m really challenging myself. Lance’ll do the camera work; there’ll be no other crew; we’ll use all natural light. The cast will be responsible for makeup and wardrobe. Postproduction will definitely eat up the money.” He tried to act casual, but the light of obsession burned in his eyes. 
 
    I’d known Kenner and Lance were serious guys when it came to the environment—Kenner, especially, had gotten behind some effective programs, including the Great Plains Ungulate Habitat Restoration Project, and, overseas, he’d thrown himself into the difficult situation of toxic agricultural runoff in developing countries. I’d checked him out on the Internet, and he really was the main guy behind the Ungulate Initiative. 
 
    I respected him for acting on his principles but realized he must be a horrible manager of his own money, not to have more at hand to make his film. Obviously he hadn’t gotten any of his rich relatives or pals to pony up money to help him make Night for Dark. Even they could tell it was a dismal, self-indulgent vanity project. 
 
    “So you two—Rita, Daniel.” Kenner drew himself into a tall, respectful posture. “I think—especially after today’s work—very highly of your skills.” 
 
    Daniel coughed lightly. 
 
    “Very highly of you both,” Kenner went on, “and I know you’ve said no; OK, I have ears, I heard you. But I have something else for you. In addition to three full days at SAG scale, plus travel expenses and a forty-dollar per diem, which where we’re going is more than enough, believe me, I’m offering you...”—he paused for effect—”one percent of the gross...apiece.” 
 
    The swallows had begun their late-day swooping after insects, so graceful, so clean. 
 
    “Kenner,” Daniel said, “even if you get this movie all the way to completion—editing, production, package design—you know if any distributor picks it up at all, it’s going straight to Japanese DVD, don’t you? And it doesn’t even have any porn in it, and—” 
 
    “That’s why I put in that nude scene,” Kenner interrupted lamely, not meeting my eyes. 
 
    “You’re not even gonna recover costs,” said Daniel, relentlessly. 
 
    Kenner’s posture broke a little, and he struggled to retain his composure. “It’s just so difficult, when you care so much about something.” 
 
    There was that affecting side of him again. 
 
    He looked from beneath his eyebrows like a pleading puppy. “Please think about it, OK? Could you at least promise me you’ll think about it? When this film comes out, all of L.A. will be at our feet!” 
 
    Daniel looked at me, and I looked at him. I forced myself to say what I had to say. “Kenner, we can’t.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    That night Daniel phoned. “What a joy that was,” he said. “Is Gina mad that we told Kenner no?” 
 
    “Hell no, she’s in love; she hasn’t been mad in weeks. Not that she doesn’t have a temper, believe me.” 
 
    “Her temper could never be a match for yours, though.” 
 
    “Why, thank you.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    I said, “I’m just happy our ordeal in the north woods is over.” 
 
    “Yeah, and we never had to go deeper into the forest than Griffith Park.” 
 
    A quick darkness passed over my heart just then, like the shadow of a falcon that momentarily startles the primal shit out of you. I paced the apartment, checking the windows. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 – Who Would You Save? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mom, you know what Cole did at Lemuel’s birthday party? He stole Kimber’s cupcake. I told Mrs. Adjemian, I told on him!” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah!” said Petey. 
 
    “What did Mrs. Adjemian do about it?” 
 
    “Nothing!” Puzzlement. 
 
    I watched the thoughts and emotions flow across his little face beneath his brown bowl haircut—the righteous outrage about the cupcake, the slyness when he boasted of tattling, his baffled reaction to the unsatisfying denouement. 
 
    “Were you hoping to get Cole in trouble?” I set my paper cup of iced tea on a bench and shaded my eyes to see him better. It was brightly sunny in San Diego today. 
 
    “Well—” He stopped, then flared. “But he stole her cupcake!” 
 
    “I know. I bet Kimber could have handled the situation by herself, though.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Honey, it’s bad to be a thief; you’re right about that. But it’s kind of lousy to be a tattletale.” 
 
    A baboon screamed nearby, and Petey took off toward Monkey Trails. 
 
    George and I followed at a brisk pace, barely keeping him in sight. 
 
    “You see the fine line a parent must tread,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t want a bully for a kid,” he commented, “but neither do you want a whiny little snitch.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    The sounds of the zoo wrapped around us as we flowed along with the Sunday afternoon crowds—the metal-on-metal cries of the monkeys, the guttural murmur of the warthogs, the dead silence of the sloths. All overlaid by human chatter and the flapping of the pigeons and gulls, the scavenging species that plague, or enhance, every coastal city. 
 
    We did Monkey Trails, then George said, “Let’s stop here for a minute.” 
 
    “Look, there’s Tiger River!” said Petey. “Tiger River!” 
 
    “Yes, just a second,” said George. “I have something for you.” 
 
    Standing there unbuttoning his breast pocket, smiling faintly as he drew something from it, he looked thrillingly like—well, like no one else. You couldn’t categorize George Rowe, except to say that he was what Rudyard Kipling must have had in mind when writing “If—”: He kept his head while those about him were losing theirs and blaming it on him. He filled the unforgiving minutes with action and sincerity. He didn’t look too pretty, and he didn’t act too big. Sloping shoulders. Cinnamon crew cut. 
 
    He was unashamed to value physical strength in men and beauty in women. He judged men, women, and children alike by the straightness of their bearing. He held chairs for women. Nothing about him ever seemed too quick, yet he could move in a flash. We shared a fondness for blended whiskey and smoked salmon ever since an angelic bartender in San Francisco put some in front of us after a particularly grueling day of museum going. 
 
    He wanted to marry me. 
 
    I knew I ought to marry him. 
 
    Petey strained over the railing to see the tigers. 
 
    “Here, Petey,” said George, “try this.” 
 
    He handed him a small telescope. “It’ll help you see the animals better. It’s yours.” 
 
    The compact brass instrument in Petey’s hands was tarnished and pitted with wear, as if from a thousand sea voyages. 
 
    He looked up at George. “For keeps really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Petey, honey,” I prompted, “what do you say?” 
 
    “Thank you!” he piped, quite taken aback by the heft and beauty of the spyglass. 
 
    George showed him how to use it. “The lenses work together to make your eyes stronger when you look through it. If you keep track of it and take care of it, it’ll serve you forever, just like your magnifying glass.” 
 
    “Did you find it in a pirate’s cove?” 
 
    This year Petey was a pirate maniac. 
 
    “No, I came across it when I was clearing out some things.” George was always honest with the boy, the result being that Petey trusted him completely. 
 
    Petey began to use the spyglass as we walked into Tiger River, adjusting the tubes in and out. He quickly got the hang of it. He pointed it down the pathway, then at me. 
 
    “Up close, it’s only blurry,” he observed. He trained the glass on a tiger resting on a ledge, then jumped slightly when the animal yawned. “Wow!” 
 
    He scampered ahead. 
 
    “You know the way to his heart,” I commented as we walked along. 
 
    George looked crestfallen. “You mean giving him things?” 
 
    “Oh, no! His father gives him things all the time. If it were that easy, Petey’d want to live with Jeff and his girlfriend. Ugh,” I added routinely at the thought of Jeff’s girlfriend, some little biscotto he picked up in his relentless quest to find a totally subservient woman. 
 
    “No,” I said, “it’s that you treat him like an adult. You expect him to understand things.” 
 
    A bigger kid stared enviously at Petey’s telescope, and he quickly slipped the red cord, which George had thoughtfully added, around his neck and glared at the kid, who backed off. 
 
    George told him, “Private investigators use telescopes and binoculars to do surveillance. You can get into a quiet place and peek out. You can watch somebody from a long way away, but they can’t see you, if you’re hidden away.” 
 
    “Plus you have to be quiet,” Petey asserted. 
 
    George had been training my boy in the folkways of private investigation for the better part of a year now. 
 
    “Do you ever get nervous,” George asked as we walked along, “that he’ll turn his new techniques on you?” 
 
    “My life is an open book,” I responded. “Actually it’s a dog-eared copy of Reader’s Digest. I can’t afford to have secrets.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “Though I can’t say I’ve always been comfortable about it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Petey had to follow his own star, I felt. 
 
    I said, “He’s coming to love you.” 
 
    “That’s a plus.” George sighed, and I knew what he was thinking. 
 
    I wanted Petey to develop in his own way, and his way to deal with my on-again, off-again relationship with George was to keep his own relationship with the man constant. 
 
    Petey loved the wonderfully talented Daniel and used to urge me to marry him, but he’d finally accepted the fact that Daniel likes guys as much as I do, and while this made us compatible in one important way, it excluded marriage. 
 
    George was a wonderful man, plus he had good chest hair—not too gorilla—and he dressed like grown men used to dress in olden times: short-sleeved sport shirts and plain pants, leather belt and shoes, Twist-O-Flex watchband. But that, God help me, that’s what bugged me. “He’s too good to be true,” I’d muttered to Gina on more than one occasion. 
 
    “Just because the once-and-forever-flawless Jeff turned out to be an alcoholic batterer,” she’d remind me, “doesn’t mean—” 
 
    “I know, I know.” Jeff and I had married out of high school, terribly in love. He was the handsomest boy I’d ever met—those lake-blue eyes—and smart, and ambitious. He courted me, which my family appreciated. He brought little gifts and didn’t pressure me too much for sex until we were engaged. By which point no pressure was needed. 
 
    My ever-practical Gramma Gladys made sure I got birth control, and Jeff and I had a great time being two healthy young humans on the threshold of the world. 
 
    He’d always been a drinker, but I’d had no experience with alcohol and what it could do to people. I forgave and forgave and forgave, but after Petey was born and Jeff didn’t quit drinking I ended the marriage. 
 
    Could I love a man unconditionally again? 
 
    Somehow, just as things would get going swimmingly between George and me, something would happen. I’d lose my temper, usually, over nothing, and declare we were finished. 
 
    I craned my neck to keep Petey in sight. 
 
    He had learned an unsettling lot about surveillance—“the oldest form of the profession,” George had called it, winking at me over his head—and fingerprints and ways of hiding things, and ways people have of lying. 
 
    He was learning what fraud was, and chiseling, and confidence rackets. 
 
    Today, as we paused to buy popcorn, Petey remembered a question for George. “What’s money laundering?” 
 
    George folded a paper napkin into his pocket. “Let’s say a little boy named Gus steals a dollar from his sister’s purse. Let’s say his mother sees he has a dollar today that he didn’t have yesterday, and she says, ‘Gus, where did you get that dollar?’ And Gus says, ‘Tommy and I made a lemonade stand at his house, and this is my share of the profits.’ That’s money laundering: stealing money, and then pretending you came by it fairly.” 
 
    Petey asked, “What’s a lemonade stand?” 
 
    George laughed. 
 
    I wish I could laugh, but it really is sad kids don’t spontaneously do those sorts of things these days. I blame it on computer games and stranger-paranoia. 
 
    At first I instructed Petey to call George Mr. Rowe. After a while George told him to call him George, but Petey stuck with “Mr. Rowe.” More comfortable with it somehow. 
 
    It was a good day at the zoo. 
 
    On the way home, Petey seemed to sense an improved dynamic between George and me. 
 
    From the backseat of George’s yellow VW Bug—a good innocuous car for a PI, I’d learned—Petey said, “Mr. Rowe, if Mom and Miss America got attacked by tigers, which one would you save?” 
 
    “I’d save your mom, Petey.” 
 
    “Mom, if Mr. Rowe and me got attacked by tigers, which one would you save?” 
 
    “Uh, I’d save both of you.” 
 
    “No, if you could only save one!” 
 
    “Uh—” 
 
    “What if me and Aunt Gina got attacked by tigers, which one would you—” 
 
    “That’s enough!” 
 
    Back home, I glanced around the apartment as we trooped in. Gina saw the purposefulness of my gaze and headed me off. “Don’t bother getting your white glove out, I didn’t clean.” 
 
    “But you promised you’d at least sweep the patio and get to the grout in the bathroom. I’ve let those jobs go because you’ve been promising you’d do them.” 
 
    “I didn’t promise, OK? I basically said I’d do them, but it’s not the same as making a promise.” 
 
    “Dammit, Gina, that grout is ready to spawn the next Ebola! I’m—” 
 
    “Making a promise is when you really seriously say something, like ‘I do’ when you’re getting married.” 
 
    I threw down my purse in defeat and went into the kitchen. Petey crashed for a nap, George accepted a beer, and Gina helped me put out some fruit and hummus. She didn’t want to eat because she was meeting Lance later. 
 
    I asked her, “Well, what did you do all day?” 
 
    “I read The Treasure Among Us, Carson Plover’s latest book; I couldn’t put it down until I finished it.” She described it, and like the first Carson Plover book—I forget the title—this one put out some good ideas along with genuinely wacky ones. One of Plover’s good ideas, I thought, was for rich countries to help poor countries learn to get richer, because rich countries eventually clean up their environmental acts. The most admirable but least workable one, it seemed to me, was to dismantle all the earth’s armies and use the collective savings to construct a gigantic membrane over certain carbon-spewing areas of the globe, which would let out the carbon buildup but intensify certain sun wavelengths that would power portable energy turbines. The turbines could be used in even the poorest of developing countries. The lack of armies would be a boon. 
 
    Gina said, “I’m going to start a petition to make a new law requiring your tombstone to say whether you died with carbon credit or carbon debt. Then, like, Petey’s grandchildren can look and know who did this!” 
 
    “What about people who get cremated?” George asked. I cut him a look. 
 
    “Cremation’s iffy in the first place.” She checked her watch. “Lance is taking me to the Slamming Clam for dinner; we’re going to plan our Washington trip.” 
 
    I hadn’t heard about any Washington trip. “You going to lobby for the environment or something?” I asked, devouring hummus on a wedge of pita. I’d resisted the junk food George and Petey inhaled at the zoo. 
 
    “No, Washington state. We’re going to scout locations for Night for Dark! It’s such a fantastic project. Kenner’s so wonderful, and Lance is cute as a BUG, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I hadn’t heard about this trip before,” I noted casually. “Is the record store giving you time off work?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” she said, equally casually but with a certain evasive coldness. “Lance knows all about how to find good locations for movies. You know he’s knocked around Hollywood a bit.” 
 
    “He has?” 
 
    “Yes, he scouted locations for two of Drew Wong’s kung fu movies, plus he did camera work for Fusion of Fact and Earth. That documentary on the Earth Puppets.” 
 
    “Yeah, you made us watch that.” 
 
    “Well, he’s not as much of an Earth Puppet as I am. Anyway, I’ll be his assistant, and tonight we’re going to plan our route. He’s already got a list of what Kenner needs.” 
 
    George asked, “Where in Washington are you going?” 
 
    Gina scarfed a melon chunk. “This’ll take the edge off until we actually eat. Lance said something about his family’s land, some town that starts with an H. Like Hackett or something? It’s like the Sauvenards own their own whole river. Harkett, that’s it.” 
 
    “You going to tent camp?” George asked. 
 
    I laughed, but Gina shocked me by saying that’s exactly what they were going to do. 
 
    “My God,” I said, “you don’t even know how to put on bug repellant. You quit Girl Scouts when you found out there wasn’t a Barbie badge, and—” 
 
    “Shut up. Lance’ll handle everything, don’t worry about it. We’re going up to Seattle first; he wants me to meet his mom. I hear she’s quite the character.” 
 
    After she left, George said, “I don’t know how to ask this tactfully, because she’s your sister and I know you love her, but—” 
 
    “Why do I put up with her?” 
 
    He sipped his beer. “I mean, she’s still crashing here on your pullout, and it’s been over a year since she came to L.A., and she hasn’t made good on her dream to become a professional torch singer. And it seems she just quit her job.” 
 
    “And she screws up the laundry and doesn’t clean and is careless and gets these sudden crazes about God knows what?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, she’s a great cook, and she takes care of Petey when I ask her to.” 
 
    “That’s true. What else?” 
 
    “George, she’s my sister!” 
 
    He smiled. “Being your sister ought to get her only six months of crashing on your pullout, not a year.” 
 
    “You don’t know sisters,” I muttered. 
 
    He watched me steadily. “There’s something else, I can feel it.” 
 
    The old emotion was like an animal awakening, and I braced myself. 
 
    He said, “It happens to you when you’re thinking about her, like a deep feeling that comes up. It’s—dark.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    At first it was only shame and pain, but when I was still quite young I found that when I mixed in resolve, that hardened it up and made it bearable. 
 
    “Rita, are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. It’s just that there’s this—this chamber inside me, where if I open it, I remember again.” 
 
    “From a long time ago? I’m sorry—you don’t have to—” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I do, now.” I took a long breath. 
 
    He sat openhanded, listening. 
 
    “One day when Gina was nine and I was six,” I began, and I had to do this, I had to remember it because it was the only way I could get the chamber closed again, “we went to the playground together. Gina didn’t want me along, she wanted to go with her friends, but our mom made her take me. It wasn’t any fun because she refused to play with me. She took off from the playground, and I followed her through a fence where they were building some new apartments. There was a pit for the foundation. She called me stupid and threatened to throw me in. I got mad and shoved her as hard as I could.” 
 
    I could tell it without crying because I’d cried for years and that part was finished. 
 
    “The sound of her hitting that dirt—I’ll never forget it.” After a minute I went on. “Her injuries were terrible; I can’t even go into it.” 
 
    Gently, George said, “But you didn’t mean to hurt her like that.” 
 
    “I know, but I meant to hurt her; I remember that distinctly. I was in a rage. I meant to push her over, but I thought she’d sort of roll down and get a skinned knee, not—plummet.” 
 
    “Still, you were only six years old. How could—” 
 
    “I know, I know. It didn’t make any difference, though. I knew what I’d done. I tried to kill myself. I banged my head against the wall in our room until I saw stars. My dad came in and stopped me; he told me the whole house was shaking. He said, ‘You’ve got to be stronger than this.’” 
 
    George took my hand. 
 
    I went on, “As she hung on in the hospital, I promised God I’d do anything as long as He spared my sister. Anything. I promised Him I’d never let her get hurt again. I’d do whatever it takes.” 
 
    He said, “I see now.” 
 
    “In most families the older sibling looks after the younger one, but in our case it’s the opposite. I know we argue and fight sometimes, but none of that matters.” 
 
    We sat quietly, then George said, “Would you die for her?” 
 
    “Don’t bet against it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 – Gina Meets the Matriarch 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gina knew enough to unfold her napkin immediately and place in on her lap; she’d have totally shriveled if the servant had made that move for her, which he’d looked poised to do. 
 
    Lunch today at the Sauvenard estate was terrine of salmon with chives, wild rice pancakes, young parsnips with celery—a weird but delicious combo—and a very nice chardonnay. Gina and Lance had driven the last leg from Portland this morning. Today was Wednesday, and lunch had gotten going at the merciful hour of one o’clock. 
 
    Mrs. Bertrice de Sauvenard was what polite boutique clerks call “statuesque” and what Gramma Gladys would have called “built like a brick shithouse.” Contrary to Gina’s expectations, Mrs. de Sauvenard wore a daring raw-silk dress in slap-your-face blue, cut to fit her perfectly. She was closing in on seventy, an old broad not afraid to show it off. She had a few curves left, too. 
 
    Her jewelry was not gorped-up old lady stuff but a sleek neckpiece of coiled gold with a carved slab of dark-red stone—jasper?—for a pendant. A ring or two, and a pair of black satin heels. Really OK. 
 
    Oh, and the hair: crinkled, like Lance’s, but iron-gray and worn long and loose down her shoulders. Those piercing eyes wanted no eye shadow, but the lips enjoyed plenty of lipstick. 
 
    Lunch was a riot. They drank wine and talked about dozens of things. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard recollected taking a sailing trip in her 24-footer in the San Juan Islands, alone, where she encountered a sudden violent squall. As she sprang to take down her mainsail, a gust caught her and tossed her overboard. “And if I hadn’t had my safety line, well, it was tough enough to hand-over-hand it back to the boat and over the transom; thank God the wind shifted right then and I caught a minute’s lull!” 
 
    Gina said, “Wow. How long ago was that?” 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard looked at her. “It was last week, dear.” 
 
    Lance said, “She used to crew on racing yachts.” 
 
    His mother said, “I’m not in shape to race anymore, but I still have the body weight to crew!” and laughed. 
 
    Gina, in turn, told about the time she and the Burris boys got a buzz on and decided to take off from Durability, Wisconsin, in the middle of the night in search of the Bonneville Salt Flats to see a) how fast Ed Burris’s souped-up Trans Am would go, and b) how wide a doughnut it would do. “When the beer and Kahlua wore off, we took a ton of NoDoz. I don’t really do speed,” she added. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard said, “Ha! Did you get there?” 
 
    “Of course,” Gina replied. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It topped out at a hundred and fifty-five miles an hour. Great car. Great car. Yellow and black, those big fat hood stripes, you know? Ed took it down to eighty before he tried the doughnut.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Immense. I’m sure you could see it from space. Then he let me drive it and I got it up to one thirty-five before he told me to take it down.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did, it was starting to get away from me a little bit.” 
 
    Lance interjected, “A modicum of good sense, the girl has!” His smile was as joyful and uninhibited as his mom’s. 
 
    Lance told his mother the latest updates on Kenner’s movie, and his own recent root canal, and his need for just a little more, uh, this month. 
 
    His mother made a slight head motion that Lance seemed to understand in a favorable way. 
 
    “The boy I can’t say no to,” Mrs. de Sauvenard murmured thoughtfully. 
 
    Lunch concluded with coffee and cherry trifle. Gina, who had never eaten trifle, decided that she would like nothing more than to eat trifle once per day for the rest of her life. The custard part was sublime, the cherries magical sweet spheres. She fell madly in love with Mrs. de Sauvenard. 
 
    The dining room overlooked a rather untamed garden, with a view of the city beyond. The Space Needle looked like a beensy UFO from here. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard was enthusiastic about Gina’s dream of being a torch singer. 
 
    “You just need a good break or two,” she commented wisely. 
 
    “You said it.” 
 
    Then the old girl caught her off-guard by saying, “I don’t see why a woman can’t be a torch singer and a good wife at the same time.” 
 
    Lance laughed and took Gina’s hand. 
 
    “No reason at all,” Gina agreed. 
 
    After lunch, Mrs. de Sauvenard sent Lance downtown to see somebody named Leland, who Gina assumed held the purse strings. 
 
    Gina reached for her sweater, but Mrs. de Sauvenard said, “You stay here with me.” 
 
    Lance was already out of the room. 
 
    His mother took Gina to a cozy study where the radio was playing. Mrs. de Sauvenard listened to a business report for a minute, then turned it off. 
 
    A butler looked in inquiringly. 
 
    “Ah! Would you like more coffee, dear? Some brandy?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” Gina was enjoying the view, from this room, of purple-shouldered Mt. Rainier, impossibly massive in the crisp light of the autumn afternoon. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard went over to a low-backed sofa and slipped off one shoe and tucked her foot beneath her. She patted the place next to her. 
 
    Gina expected the woman’s expression to harden now; this was, after all, going to be The Talk. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard said, “Call me Bertrice.” 
 
    Gina smiled guardedly. 
 
    Bertrice said, “You’re waiting for me to drop the act.” 
 
    Gina burst out laughing, suddenly—inexplicably—at ease. The woman’s eyes gleamed. “How well do you think you know Lance?” 
 
    “I guess you’re about to tell me something new.” 
 
    She loved that. “Haha! Yes. Well, he’s a wild child, you know that? My little feral creature! That’s what I always used to call him, my feral creature. None of his girlfriends has been up to the task. I’ve got nothing against golddiggers, mind you; just don’t give me a simpy one!” Mrs. de Sauvenard’s face was lively, yet her general expression was intense, and Gina got a quick glimpse of Kenner, the other son, in it. “God, I hate simps! Do you think he’ll change and ever settle down?” 
 
    “I like him the way he is, actually.” 
 
    “Excellent! Because here’s what you need to know: the Lance you see is the Lance you’ll get. He needs a woman like you who won’t try to water him down. You’re half feral yourself, aren’t you? Driving the Bonneville Salt Flats! The salt’ll chew up your bearings, I bet you found that out.” 
 
    “We did!” 
 
    They laughed and Bertrice mused, “It’ll be nice to have a woman in the family to talk to. There’s something about you I just feel comfortable with. You’ve got spunk, you don’t overthink things.” Then her mood did change, and she sighed. “He might run around on you, you know.” 
 
    “Let him try.” Gina’s tone was suddenly taut. 
 
    That delighted Bertrice. “Ha!” Then she asked, “You want kids?” 
 
    Gina pushed back her bangs. “I like kids. But—I don’t know if having a kid is in the cards for me.” 
 
    “Good.” Bertrice paused again. “Lance was always the risk-taker, the fun one; God knows how many times we rushed him to the emergency room. While Kenner took after his dad, very grown-up, always thinking about other people. To his own detriment at times, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Gina smiled neutrally. 
 
    “Listen, honey, take something from me: stick with that jazz singer idea—don’t ever run a business.” 
 
    “Yeah? Tough row, huh?” 
 
    “It’s hell. Don’t be impressed by all this.” Her wave encompassed the mahogany, the silky sheers flanking the window, the mountains beyond the plate glass, the family holdings wherever they all were. “I’m so sick of being worried! I don’t love this goddamn company. The boys just found out it’s worth less than they thought. Well, times are tough for businesses like timber and mining. All those Carson Plovers out there chaining themselves to trees, you know.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes,” said Gina, looking away. 
 
    “People always trying to put a muscle on you, your own people, even! Hard when you don’t know who you can trust.” 
 
    Gina unconsciously bit the side of her thumb as she thought about that. “Is somebody giving you trouble right now?” 
 
    Bertrice gazed upon Mt. Rainier. “That’s the hell of it: I’m not sure! In an organization of this size, you never know who might be in cahoots, you know? The money doesn’t mean so much to me. What bugs me is getting fleeced! By God, I hate sneaks! If you’re going to rob me, face me down in the street! Man-to-man!” 
 
    Gina said, “I know a guy who might be able to help you.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I offered Kenner something to drink when he stopped over Saturday evening at seven to pick up a notebook he’d left here. We hung out at the breakfast bar sipping grapefruit juice and talking about his movie. He’d gotten over Daniel’s and my refusal of his movie offer; he was already upbeat about some unrealistic-sounding new possibilities. 
 
    About the only thing I’d thought of to help Gina prepare for her trip to the Great Northwest was to lend her my flashlight, which I did, plus some spare batteries. She’d bought a sleeping bag and a canteen at the Army-Navy Store on Hollywood Boulevard—rough blanket supplier to the stars—and at the last minute I wrapped my heating pad in a grocery bag and handed it to her. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s gonna be electricity where we’re—” 
 
    “I know, but just in case.” I’d felt totally like Gramma Gladys. “You’re going to check in with me every day, right? Either phone or message or you’re going to get your ass to civilization and find an Internet connection, right?” 
 
    “Right, yes.” 
 
    “Every day.” 
 
    “Yes, Rita, every day, I promise.” 
 
    “Because I’ll have a heart attack if—” 
 
    “Don’t worry!” And she was out the door. 
 
    Now Kenner pulled out his phone and said, “Lance has sent back some great photos.” Though teeny, the pictures were indeed beautiful. Kenner explained, “He found the old summer camp we got packed off to, looks like it’s been abandoned for—gosh, years. Man, check out that dripping moss, isn’t it great? Here’s one Gina must have taken—look at him hanging by his knees!” 
 
    Gina always wanted me to like her boyfriends, naturally—but not too much. Naturally. Well, no danger with this one; I already had a boisterous, charmingly immature man in my life: Petey. 
 
    This evening I’d gotten him started, by the way, drawing a picture of one of his pirate action figures, using a nice new sketch pad and a set of colored pencils I’d bought on special at the UCLA bookstore that afternoon. I’d been so desperate to get the kid weaned from that damn beeping ScoreLad. His dad kept buying him new games for it, all these proto-criminal amusements. 
 
    My goal was: if the kid was going to be a typical boy, I preferred he create violent material rather than consume it. 
 
    In his room, he squinted at the fist-sized pirate figurine under his little desk lamp and worked on his drawing. He’d been a pirate for Halloween last night, in keeping. They’d had a party at school, then at dusk I took him up and down the street for trick-or-treating. He looked very masculine in his costume; I’d penciled him a swarthy beard, heavy eyebrows, and a scar on one downy cheek, and tied a sash around his waist to hold his dagger. 
 
    Kenner lounged at my breakfast bar like Fred Astaire, with that ultra-slim build and mature manner. He was thirty-three and only two years older than Lance, but they were such a contrast: stocky, rambunctious Lance, slender, serious Kenner. They shared the quick smiles, the spirit of engagement with the world, plus they clearly loved each other in that brother-vs.-brother way guys have. Kenner was so introspective. At Griffith Park he’d lost track of everything but the script reading. In spite of my certainty that Night for Dark wouldn’t hold an audience’s attention for six minutes, I had no doubt that he’d get it made somehow, if he had to kidnap a cast and rob a bank. 
 
    “Someday,” he said, “I want to be able to tell everybody in L.A. to kiss my ass.” 
 
    “I guess that’d be great.” 
 
    “They’ll do it, too.” 
 
    Kenner’s phone played “Bison Blue,” last year’s hit tune about the toxic effects of discarded toner cartridges. He checked the display casually, then said, “Oh, excuse me.” 
 
    He took the call while I went into the kitchen and pretended to re-alphabetize the spice rack. 
 
    “Yes, hi!” said Kenner. “Well, the reason I called—” Pause. “Oh, God, I hate those shareholder meetings! If there’s anything more stultifying than—” He changed his tone to a combo of grudging and wheedling. “Yeah, OK, I can do that for you. Heck, I could fly out to New York tonight, if that would—tomorrow, then. See, I do these things because I love you. Remember that. Now how about the reason I called?” Pause. “OK.” He was clearly disappointed but putting a good tone on it. “That’ll be helpful. Oh, you did? What did he need it for? Yes, I see. OK. Well, thanks, Mom, goodb—what? Yes, I’m still here.” He listened. “Oh, really? H’h! Well, whaddaya know?” I heard him slap his thigh. “He never said a word to me. Well, did they say—no? OK, well, I’ll just have to throw him the world’s most outrageous bachelor party!” 
 
    I stopped what I was doing, the jar of rosemary in my fingers. 
 
    Kenner said, “I just cannot believe he didn’t tell me. Oh, she’s great, I think so too. Gina’s great.” 
 
    I ran into the living room. 
 
    “From the look on her sister’s face, she didn’t know either.” He laughed. “OK, talk to you soon.” 
 
    He turned to me, a huge smile splitting his face. “Did you know?” 
 
    “No!” I was too stunned to say anything more. 
 
    Gina hadn’t told me first. 
 
    I consider my sisterly intuition to be beyond excellent; there have been times when I knew what Gina was going to do before she knew what she was going to do. 
 
    I cannot describe how off-guard this caught me. I stammered, “I mean, I knew they were serious.” I set down the rosemary jar. 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t true. This was so unlike Gina. This was just totally out of character for her. Don’t overreact. 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t pop the question,” Kenner speculated, “until they left town.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it; dread gripped my heart. Something was wrong. “Uh,” I said, “do you think they went up to get, like, your mom’s permission or something?” 
 
    “I doubt it, I think that was sort of a side conversation. Lance went primarily to try to get cash out of her, and she gave it to him.” 
 
    Gina’s getting married. “Wow,” I said out loud. “Wow.” Don’t overreact. 
 
    I didn’t want to betray how upset I was to Kenner; after all he was the guy’s brother, and I didn’t want to give the impression I didn’t like Lance. 
 
    Gina had not called me today, which had been OK up until now. Despite her promise, I hadn’t really expected her to check in every day—I’d have settled for every other day. Gina was Gina, plus who knew what cell coverage was like in the backcountry? But not calling me with the biggest news of her life? 
 
    I sure as hell hoped he got her a really nice ring. 
 
    I pulled myself together. “Where, uh, exactly did they go after Seattle, Kenner?” 
 
    “The pictures are from the Harkett River area. Silver Coast owns most of it.” His mother’s company. “I’m happy for them. Gotta say, I wish he’d told me, but I’ve been predicting it! Yep, I’ve been predicting it! Hey, shouldn’t we toast them?” 
 
    “Oh, good idea.” I went to the kitchen and poured two glasses of the red wine George and I hadn’t finished with our spaghetti the other night. 
 
    We clinked and I started to feel calmer, although the wine had a slightly toxic vibe; that spaghetti dinner had ended badly. I glanced at the orangish stain on the wall over Kenner’s shoulder. 
 
    He and I spent half an hour talking about Lance and Gina, forcing ourselves to be happy for them. When he changed the subject to his film again, I was relieved. Kenner and I were, on a crude level, each losing a sibling. 
 
    As soon as he left, I called Gina’s cell. She didn’t answer, and I yelled to her voice mail, “Hey, sis! Fantastic! I’ll never forgive you for not telling me first! I’ll be your maid of honor, but I won’t wear chiffon! Callmee callmee callmee!” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Sunday, I left basically the same message again. I did laundry and finally cleaned the grout in the bathroom, starting to worry about Gina; then I picked up Petey from a play date at his friend Ryan’s and cooked us some hamburgers and green beans. 
 
    After I got him to bed, I stayed up late studying race theory as it relates to the California Penal Code. Whenever I thought of Gina, my feelings vacillated between excitement and growing concern. I exchanged e-mails with two other students in my study group, and I read the night’s headlines on CNN. 
 
    I looked at the clock: midnight. No call yesterday, no call today. 
 
    I reached for the phone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 – Rita Packs Her Knife 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe’s morning was not going well. His flight from LAX had boarded late, the flight attendant had spilled coffee on his shirt because the plane hit an air pocket next to Mt. Shasta, then they had sat on the tarmac at Sea-Tac for an hour waiting for a gate. 
 
    In the concourse a teenager horsing around in an airport wheelchair knocked down a pregnant woman, and Rowe sprinted after him. Rowe gashed his shin as he hauled the kid out of the chair, his blood boiling at the sight of the kid’s smirking, zitty face. He twisted his collar in his fist hard, really scaring the kid, who yelped to his mother, who rushed over intent on head-butting Rowe into a cleaning cart. 
 
    He gave her a murderous look, handed the kid over to security, and took off amidst the mother’s yelling. The pregnant woman seemed OK except for a bruised arm. She was yelling too. 
 
    Women yelling. 
 
    He picked up his rental car and exited the airport in a spitting cold rain. 
 
    On one hand, he wished Rita were like other women he’d known—calmer, more reasonable. Rita was calm and reasonable until she got angry, which she freely did. He laughed short and bitter as he steered the car through the maze of airport roads. 
 
    But he knew better than to wish Rita different; without her unpredictable temper she’d be—well, predictable. 
 
    He couldn’t stand a mealy-mouthed woman. He was doomed, then. You either settled for less or kept chasing wildcats. He sighed. There was only one wildcat for him. 
 
    How could he have been so stupid? 
 
    The rental car’s GPS was a straightforward female. She said, “Slight left to stay on access road.” The rain strengthened, and he fumbled for the windshield wipers and the defogger. 
 
    Just a week ago Rita had let him into her deepest heart, telling him the story of Gina’s accident. The next night, she’d invited him over. 
 
    She had cooked a fine pot of spaghetti, and Petey was sleeping over at a friend’s, and Rita had melted over the big, beautiful bouquet he’d brought—all deeply colored flowers like she liked, red and purple and orange. He opened some wine and they ate and talked. 
 
    At one point he noticed her smoothing her pretty yellow sweater. 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “That sweater you’re wearing, it’s new, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, they were having a huge sale at Macy’s last week. Do you like it?” 
 
    “Yes! It’s exactly like—” He stopped. That was his mistake right there. 
 
    “It’s exactly like what?” she asked, munching a sesame breadstick. 
 
    “Oh, just...like...another one I saw—the other day.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    He smiled, hiding his panic. “Here, let’s have a little more wine.” 
 
    “Where did you see a sweater just like this the other, quote, day, unquote?” 
 
    The garment was distinctive, golden-yellow and smooth across the breasts, with a deep-orange stripe down the sleeves. He loved that shade of orange, like the California Golden Poppy, which is why he’d really noticed the sweater in the first place. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, “just another lady had one like it.” 
 
    “You can tell me, George: someone else you’re seeing?” 
 
    Her affect was so easy, he thought he could be honest. “Yes, someone else I’m seeing.” 
 
    They had agreed on an open relationship, although he didn’t think Rita was seeing anyone else. 
 
    “Do I know her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Honey, I don’t have a problem with it! I really don’t.” She smiled genuinely. “I’m this loose cannon in your life, and she’s probably a steadier presence, not to mention brilliant and gorgeous.” 
 
    He’d made the further mistake of relaxing then. He helped himself to more tomato sauce so that his pasta would come out even. 
 
    “Well, I guess she’s steady. Brilliant? I don’t know that I’d say that.” He laughed. 
 
    Twirling her wineglass stem offhandedly, Rita said, “But gorgeous?” 
 
    He knew enough not to speak of the woman’s sex appeal, so he said, “Well, she’s—nice. Sweet. She’s a sweet person. She’s no you, though.” 
 
    “Sweet tempered?” 
 
    “Mm-hm.” 
 
    “Sweeter tempered than me?” 
 
    In his business, private investigation, Rowe was able to lie smoothly, make up totally fake personas, and handle shifting situations, even dangerous ones, easily. But with Rita, he found he couldn’t. This realization came as a tremendous shock. He had never tried to fib to her before, had never tried to weasel. His equilibrium was disturbed. Oh God. 
 
    “Rita, let’s talk about something else.” 
 
    “I see,” she said lightly. “In what other ways is Miz Sweet Nameless Thing with Big Tits in Tight Yellow Sweater superior to me?” 
 
    Perhaps she was joking, pretending to be jealous. Even if so, he didn’t like it. He felt manipulated, so he went ahead and hurt her, using the same light tone. “She’s a better cook, to be perfectly honest. And she gives great backrubs.” 
 
    That was it, boy. 
 
    “Oh-ho! Well, what the heck are you doing here, then? Go eat with her! Go stay at her place tonight! Get a backrub! Better looks, better temper, better food, better sex!” She jumped up, overturning her chair. 
 
    He’d felt driven to it by her insecurity. Well, the wine had been flowing, he’d been feeling mellow, and his guard was down. 
 
    Now she was shrieking. “Ha! You want to see some sweet temper, I’ll show you sweet temper!” 
 
    He rose, furious too. “Rita, I’ve been damned patient with you for two years. This is getting old, you know? All your fears about marriage—I think they’re just a bullshit excuse!” 
 
    “A bullshit excuse for what?” 
 
    “To lead me on! I don’t think you love me at all!” 
 
    She screamed, “Now you’re calling me a liar?” 
 
    “Don’t put words into my mouth! God damn it! You create these dramas just for the sake of—” 
 
    The plate of spaghetti barely missed his head. 
 
    That snapped the mood, and, careful not to step in the mess, he went to her and tried to soothe her. “Rita, Rita.” 
 
    She pushed him away. Now she was crying on top of it, those tears of fury he knew so well. Mad at him, mad that she was crying, mad that she was mad. 
 
    “Rita, I’m sorry.” 
 
    She wasn’t ready to make up. “Sorry, hah! We! Are! Finished!” 
 
    He sighed. “Again?” That got her madder still, and he realized the evening was unsalvageable. 
 
    Why did he dig himself even deeper by psychoanalyzing her further? “Come on, we had such a great day at the zoo on Sunday—and a great night, I thought, by the way—but you couldn’t let it be. Couldn’t let it last like that. All you want to do is hang on to your baggage.” 
 
    She flew at him and slapped his face. 
 
    He took it motionlessly—it always stings more than you expect it to—then turned and walked out. 
 
    “Right on exit ramp to Four-oh-five East,” said the GPS lady. The GPS lady had no temper. The worst she could express was disappointment when, if you missed several prompts in a row, she would resignedly murmur, “Recalculating.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Daniel. “I mapped it online. We’ve only got seventeen hours to go. I still don’t understand why the sheriff or the Forest Service couldn’t just launch a search right now.” 
 
    A custom pickup truck in flamethrower yellow blasted past us from behind. I glimpsed the crown of a cowboy hat in the driver’s seat. A happy cowpoke skinnin’ it along fast in the night. 
 
    “Because I was honest,” I said. “The deputy asked if they were overdue to have physically emerged yet—that’s how he said it, ‘physically emerged from the wilderness’—and I said no before I realized I should have lied. They’re supposed to be up there for a week at least, I told him, but my sister promised to call, and she’s missed two days.” 
 
    “But that didn’t cut any ice with him.” 
 
    “Right. I cannot tell you how thankful I am that you’re—” 
 
    “You’ve thanked me a dozen times already,” said Daniel, “and we’re not even to Fresno.” 
 
    We flew through the ink of the Central Valley night, cars flowing like individual photons along the snake of the I-5. You look up to the solemn sky, and your eyes adjust and stars emerge, and there’s a meteor, skipping its excited way to oblivion. Daniel’s Porsche was new and fast. 
 
    It’d been about three in the morning when we’d crammed Petey and an afghan in the back, which he found thrilling—a space just his size—and I’d thrown a hastily packed bag into the trunk next to Daniel’s duffel and camping gear. 
 
    “Thought you might’ve wanted George to help you in this,” my friend remarked. 
 
    “A) he’s out of town somewhere on a new case, and b) we broke up.” 
 
    “Oh, Rita.” 
 
    Daniel was the kind of friend who would drop everything and drive you twelve hundred miles to an appointment with destiny, no questions asked. Well, maybe not no questions; if his job on the new cable series had already started, I’m pretty sure he’d have simply done one sleepless night helping me pack and reassuring me I could handle this myself. The new show was called The Devil You Know, a drama about a team of exorcists who solve old crimes by communicating with the spirits of dead convicts. 
 
    “What was it this time?” 
 
    “The usual,” I said. “He said something insensitive and I went insane.” 
 
    “Well, are you going to apologize?” 
 
    “Hell, no! Not unless he apologizes first.” 
 
    “He probably did, but you didn’t hear him.” 
 
    “H’h.” 
 
    “Well, maybe he’s just not the guy for you after all.” Daniel was trying to bait me, but I didn’t fall for it. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said curtly. 
 
    My plan, such as it was, was to show up at the sheriff’s office in Harkett, Washington, and demand, beg, or half of each that they launch a search for Gina and Lance. And as I said to Daniel on the phone just hours ago, “If they won’t do it, I’m packing my hiking boots and my Girl Scout knife.” 
 
    The wind rushed silently by the windows. The stereo was playing soft jazz, some MJQ, mellow vibraphone. The music melded with the smell of the car’s leather interior. The seat felt sublimely soft. 
 
    “You know she’s OK, don’t you?” said Daniel. I knew his vocal overtones so well I could tell he was just doing his job of being reassuring, whether he believed it himself or not. 
 
    “No. My intuition does not say that.” 
 
    The sharp, stabbing point of my distress had dulled to a general heartsickness. 
 
    “Well, you know you’re not going to be able to just walk into the woods and start looking for her yourself, don’t you?” He accelerated to pass a Greyhound bus, breathing in with pleasure as the car’s horsepower pressed against our backs. 
 
    “Who says?” 
 
    “Rita, you don’t want to get yourself in trouble too, do you? Then you won’t be any good to Gina or anybody.” 
 
    I didn’t respond to that. I had no intention of getting into any trouble. 
 
    Who ever does? 
 
    Daniel asked, “What’s Kenner doing?” 
 
    “He thinks it’s all a big joke. He thinks Lance has crapped out on him, that Lance and Gina are holed up somewhere, partying, using the expense money he gave him. Maybe they are! But I can’t just wait.” 
 
    “But where is Kenner?” 
 
    “In New York. He said his mom needed him to take care of some business there. I guess he left, what, yesterday.” 
 
    “I find that a bit odd.” 
 
    I looked at Daniel’s gorgeous profile as he drove and thought how funny life was: we’d make a great couple. Or would we? I suppose I’d find a way to fuck it up. Well, we did make a great pair anyway: a great couple of friends. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “he said he’d get worried if we don’t hear from them by mid-next-week. You know, those brothers—I think their relationship is sort of Lord of the Flies-esque.” 
 
    “Seems to have worked well for them.” 
 
    “Ha, yeah.” 
 
    When Daniel got sleepy, around Tracy, I took over driving and he conked out in the passenger’s seat. Petey snored in back, and I felt competent behind the wheel of the Porsche. My, how that beast wanted to go. You touch the gas and before you know it you’re doing 95 and the car feels glued to the road. The LED of the state-of-the-art radar detector Daniel had installed glowed reassuringly green. I was taking care of my two unconscious guys. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Around eight in the morning I pulled into a truck stop south of Sacramento and we all unkinked and washed up. We went into the restaurant, which smelled of relatively fresh grease, and ate gigantic breakfasts. Daniel ordered chicken-fried steak, which he said is the only thing to eat at a truck stop, but I saw one go by, enrobed in its white glop, and decided on toast and eggs. 
 
    Petey, at the window seat, wanted silver dollar pancakes. After carefully spreading purple jam on each one, he tipped them into stacks of three and ate them like dollhouse hamburgers. Then he got out his colored pencils and sketch pad. He drew a bright silver milk tanker as it idled at the gas pumps, complete with the shiny big-tit girls adorning the mud flaps. He had not, apparently, smuggled his ScoreLad along against my decree, so I had to be happy with what I got. Daniel was impressed. “You even got the trees reflected in the tanks,” he told him. 
 
    “I want to run around,” Petey said. 
 
    “OK, let’s go outside,” I agreed. “My legs need action too.” 
 
    Petey raced the perimeter of the weedy lot next to the truck wash, stopped, agape, to watch a truck emerge from it, ran another lap, then came panting to me. I chased him around a little, then we walked to the gas pumps where Daniel was filling the car. 
 
    “Mom, look!” Petey, eye to his spyglass, pointed to the far side of the picnic area where a teenage girl had just trudged her goth self over to a trash bin and thrown in a pop can. “She’s not recycling!” 
 
    “Petey, stop!” 
 
    “But Mom—” 
 
    “I have had it with you, buddy! No tattling!” 
 
    Daniel took the wheel again, and all through that long day we alternated driving as the grandeur of the American West rolled past the windows. Petey got good at sketching on the fly. 
 
    Around Portland the sky, which had since Redding been stomped-newspaper gray, opened up and a screaming rain drenched the dust off the cars and trucks and highway signs. I didn’t know it at the time, but the rain would keep falling all the way to Harkett, and then it would keep falling steadily for at least the next week and a half. For all I know, it’s still raining up there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 – Rowe Meets an Equal 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard had driven herself, and the first thing she said to George Rowe was, “You could’ve taken rooms downtown, somewhere nice; I’d have reimbursed you, of course.” 
 
    He answered, “I like a low profile.” 
 
    Big urban hotels have parking valets, more staff hanging around the lobbies—too troublesome to come and go. 
 
    He’d picked a hotel in Renton used by mid-level business travelers. Renton seemed a neither-here-nor-there kind of place between the airport and downtown, but it hummed with office parks, light industry, and a colossal blunt-blue Ikea. Rowe had gotten a suite with a conference area. 
 
    For this meeting he had put on a jacket and tie. 
 
    He took Mrs. de Sauvenard’s white wool coat and hung it up, the soft material warm in his hands. She was standing next to the round-topped conference table watching him, her head turned slightly over her shoulder, and he was reminded of a sculpture he’d once seen in a museum, of a curvaceous woman draped in a straight Grecian-type garment; the combination of the statue’s swelling bosom, lush bare arms, and don’t-shit-me expression had made him wish he could know her. 
 
    She had looked good in the coat, too. 
 
    It was one thirty in the afternoon and his guest seemed relaxed. 
 
    He had prepared hot coffee in the room’s machine, and she accepted a cup. “Such a drizzly day,” she said. As he poured, she took a transistor radio from her purse, fiddled with it, and set it on the table, the sound turned low. 
 
    “I have to hear the commodity quotes,” she explained. “They’ll be on in a little while. I always need to hear copper at close.” She poured a cream thimble into her coffee and swirled it. 
 
    “OK,” he said. 
 
    As soon as his butt hit the chair, she launched in. 
 
    “I didn’t want to get into it on the phone, Mr. Rowe. I like to see who I’m dealing with.” 
 
    He nodded agreeably. 
 
    “I was lucky that Gina mentioned you. I like that girl! At first, when she went on about how good you were, I thought maybe she was exaggerating. I couldn’t have my own security people check you out, because I’m a little strapped for trust, you see.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So I appreciated your putting me in touch with those other clients. They’re certainly fans of yours for life!” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “I never knew the show dog world was full of such skullduggery.” 
 
    “Neither had I.” 
 
    “Ha. OK, here’s the beef: I’ve got a sneaking suspicion that a fellow who works for me—a lawyer, his name is Leland Harris—is scamming me.” 
 
    “What’s he doing?” 
 
    “I keep a pretty close eye on my accounts, let me say first. And Leland being my late husband’s right-hand man—chief operating officer—well, when Big Kenner died, Leland was so helpful, working day and night to make sure the company was safe. When you’re a private company of this size, there are great advantages. Not having to answer to shareholders—little piranhas!—but of course then the downside is you’re on your own in a crisis. 
 
    “From lumber, it’s easy to diversify into other building products, paper products, and from there into real estate development and the construction business itself. Of course, such isn’t really diversification in my opinion—I mean it’s all in the category of harvesting raw materials and making them into things. They’re all related. The environmental movement against American logging has really hobbled us. True diversification for us would be—oh, I don’t know, buying up some digital technology, or retail. Which doesn’t really excite me. We do have some mining interests,” she said thoughtfully, “and those are doing all right. A bright spot, there. I’m not gonna touch foreign debt securities.” 
 
    Rowe liked Mrs. de Sauvenard’s brisk frankness. 
 
    She had on a black dress of some lustrous fabric, with maroon dots the size of dimes. The maroon dots looked so true against the black that Rowe wanted to touch the dress. 
 
    She went on, “I’m running this company out of a sense of obligation to Big Kenner, and to the boys. Big Kenner said before he died, ‘Don’t sell anything!’” 
 
    Silver Coast, Inc., was one of the smaller timber companies, Rowe had learned, though with annual revenue of half a billion dollars, it was no pop stand. “Your husband died of leukemia, right?” he asked, to show he’d briefed himself, and she nodded. 
 
    “Didn’t take him long once it got hold of him. You know”—she turned toward the window—“terminal illness actually became him. He got more...transparent, somehow. Isn’t that an odd thing to say? True, though.” 
 
    She sighed, paused, and continued. “I consider myself more of a steward of Silver Coast than anything. I keep trying to get Lance to take over, but he’s not interested yet.” 
 
    “What about Kenner?” 
 
    “You’d think, because he’s the oldest. The scion. I hate that word, it sounds—phony. We hoped he might go into it, yes. I have to hand it to him, he is more dutiful than Lance; he’ll go on whatever business errand, knowing I’ll make it worth his while sooner or later. He’s in New York now attending a meeting with one of our industrial partners.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Because, you know, at quite a young age Kenner had an interest in the business. He was so cute! His eleventh-grade project—yes, I think it was eleventh grade—he put on a suit and came downtown and Big Kenner let him look at the company ledgers, showed him around the various departments. He wanted to do a report on the structure of a diversified company—isn’t that something, ‘The Structure of a Diversified Company,’ I remember that was the title. He felt so important, looking through all the minutiae. ‘Analyzing’ it, he called it. ‘I was analyzing,’ he said.” 
 
    “Back to Leland Harris.” 
 
    “Leland came to me, oh, last year, with a proposal for an investment. Yet more diversification! In Asia, you realize, you’ve got the man on the street thirsting for more American-style prosperity, and in lieu of that, if they can’t get it because of corruption and so forth, the black markets keep them pacified with American culture, you know, bits of it, what they can afford today.” She sipped her coffee, hands steady. A handsome woman, thought Rowe, with a hell of a head of hair: damn-the-torpedoes gray, and down past her shoulders, but it didn’t look wild. Dramatic. 
 
    “A hotel in Bangkok was Leland’s proposal. Now Bangkok is a world city, but still it’s the Wild West when it comes to regulation. This hotel, well, Silver Coast would be a silent partner—it’d be a luxury hotel to rival the Burj Al Arab in Dubai. Which already I have a hard time with because of the demographics if nothing else. I mean, moneyed people travel through Bangkok, but it’s no Dubai. Why not Dubai in the first place, I ask, if we’re talking hotel investment. ‘Well, not all opportunities are equal,’ he said, and I understood that. Those woman-stoning Arabs make me queasy anyway. 
 
    “So he painted a pretty picture, and we flew there so I could view the site and meet the other principals. They were almost finished with the demolition, an entire city block. One of the others I already knew, he’d been a broker in exotic woods back when we were dabbling in that, so I was comfortable with him. Oh,” she interrupted herself. “My report, wait a minute.” She reached for her little radio and turned up the volume. They listened to a network quoting commodities prices at the close. “OK,” she said, “they’ll break for the local news; then they’ll come back with—” She stopped, listening. 
 
    “...the dead hiker was identified as Theodore Watkins, thirty-seven, of Tacoma. Watkins had been reported missing on October twenty-seventh when he failed to show up for work as an assistant professor at the University of Washington. According to a Quilmash County Sheriff’s Department source, the body was discovered in the Harkett River gorge, on private timberland bordering the river. Deputies said it is unclear whether the death was—” 
 
    “Oh, I hate it when people trespass on our property,” remarked Mrs. de Sauvenard. 
 
    “...are searching for a man seen in the area around the time Watkins went missing. The man is described as white, medium build, with a prominent dark mark on the left side of his face, possibly a birthmark or scar. He was last seen wearing a brown jacket. Deputies stressed that the man is not a suspect at this—” 
 
    “How do you know it was your property?” Rowe asked. 
 
    “Private timberland bordering the Harkett River—that’s a Silver Coast holding.” 
 
    “Weren’t Lance and Gina supposed to go to the Harkett area after seeing you?” 
 
    “Oh, I suppose so. Yes, I think Lance said something about it, having to do with Kenner’s movie? The Harkett wilderness is a big place. But maybe Lance’ll meet up with that man with the mark on his face and hold him for the police! Ha!” 
 
    She drummed her perfect fingernails on the fake-alabaster inset on the tabletop, back to thinking about the hotel in Bangkok. “I tell you, the deal was good, you know—if we put in twenty million and guarantee backing for another ten, we own twenty-five percent of the place. I mean, that’s huge, and I had our real estate guys go over it. Everybody thumbsed it up. Every objection I made, Leland met them, one by one, like a good salesman. By the way, Leland oversees the boys’ trusts, and he’s proved himself to be nothing if not scrupulous. You know...” She paused, thinking. “His head is shaped like an eggplant, Leland’s is. It’s oblong and jowly, with this little crown of hair on top. I suppose he was bullied in school, if his head was shaped like that from the beginning. Maybe his mother had a difficult delivery.” 
 
    Rowe laughed softly. Mrs. de Sauvenard smiled at her weird thought. 
 
    He said, “And you let him handle the deal even though you still had misgivings?” 
 
    “Mr. Rowe, I’m not like my late husband. Big Kenner was totally data driven; he never followed a hunch in his life. And he built up this successful company! He might have foreseen the impact the environmental people were about to have on us, just from, you know, the Zeitgeist, but he didn’t. No data. 
 
    “Me, on the other hand, I look at the data, OK, you’ve got to keep track of your prices and so on”—she gestured at the radio—“but I have to tell you, I steer by the seat of my pants. I get a feel for something, I go for it. My gut never felt right on this one, but Leland was so persuasive, and I thought, ‘Bertrice, you know, Big Kenner would go for this deal. It’s diversification; the numbers look good; what’s up your tail?’ So I signed. That was, let’s see, eight months ago.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “And now I think: Could this whole thing be a con? A big giant con with me as the mark? As of two months ago, construction supposedly began, meaning management ought to be in place, meaning the deal should have hit some international news organ by now. But it hasn’t. The first three million dollars of Silver Coast money went out in April, April sixteenth, I believe. Now we’re not talking hundreds of millions of dollars here. I can absorb a loss of a few million, OK? But the core issue is, if Leland has actually turned crooked, then this is either the tip of the iceberg, or he’s just getting started. I can’t feel safe until I know. This is shitty coffee, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rowe agreed. “But I’m a bit of a coffee whore, myself.” 
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    “What else aroused your suspicions?” 
 
    “It was one thing, just one little thing. I caught him in an inconsistency: in a conversation we had in my office, he referred to the Ratchaprasong district as the one where our hotel will be, but I clearly remembered it’s the Ratchathewi.” The words rolled from her worldly tongue. “I pointed this out, and instead of just saying, ‘Oh, right, I misspoke,’ he got rattled, almost angry at me for pointing out his mistake. Very unlike him. He started to sweat; he actually stammered. 
 
    “Now, the Ratchaprasong district, which is really part of Pathum Wan, borders the other district, Ratchathewi. And they’re both in the central, upscale shopping-and-hotels part of town. But they are two different places. I don’t know if Leland thought one jumble of Thai syllables is the same as another, or whether there’s something else going on across the canal from this building site, or what. But when I was a girl, I traveled the world with my little suitcase—nobody carried backpacks then, except fur trappers, but I would have if they’d been in vogue—and heck, Bangkok was great! Met some wild Europeans there! And I made friends with this great gal who ran a fabric shop. 
 
    “If, today, I were to go over there myself and start snooping around and asking questions, well, the other business partners would get nervous; it just wouldn’t work. Besides, what would I do? How could I find out whether this deal is real?” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re already pretty sure it isn’t.” 
 
    “Maybe I was taken to—my gosh, a phony job site.” 
 
    “It’s possible.” 
 
    “Mr. Rowe, I have to have something to go on. Yes, I could simply tell Leland to back us out of this, but then what? I need to know if he’s being honest. That’s the key.” 
 
    “And you’re not into getting one of your other lawyers, or accountants, to look into it in case there’s a conspiracy?” 
 
    “That’s also why, of course, I didn’t want to receive you in my home.” She fingered her brow, distressed. “I hate to think ill of Leland, just hate to. You know, he took Kenner under his wing when Kenner came in to do that school project—I believe he took him out to lunch, everything. Big Kenner and I were grateful to him.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I think Big Kenner never should have given Kenner that video camera. He forgot all about business and went insane with that camera right from the start, and then we had to go and send the boys to visit their cousins in Los Angeles. When he came back, all he wanted to do was move to California and make movies. Both boys were crazy for California at that point. Eventually they found their way there, doing one thing and another. Kenner got involved with some environmental causes; he tries to keep a low profile on that with me. But I don’t care what he does as long as he’s happy. Now this movie bug seems to’ve gotten hold of him again. Big Kenner could never say no to him.” 
 
    Her voice brisked up. “Enough reminiscing. So what do you think, Mr. Rowe? Am I being paranoid?” 
 
    “It’s never paranoid to double-check a major business deal.” 
 
    “Whenever you depend on people, they can develop an advantage over you.” 
 
    “I guess so.” Rowe cleared his throat. “Do you pay Harris enough?” 
 
    “Oh hell, yes, for a sub-billion-dollar private company? His base salary, let’s see, it was five seventy-five last year, I believe, plus he got one-fifty as a bonus for engineering the acquisition deal with Kolko Silica. A mom-and-pop mining company in Nevada, actually turned out very well for us. So that’s what, seven and a quarter, besides his expense account and all the other perks guys at that level slobber after.” 
 
    “OK. Given the distances and the variety of partners, it might take some time to thoroughly check out the hotel deal, but—” 
 
    “You’d begin by going to Thailand, then?” 
 
    “Let’s think this through. The deal could be phony, but Harris could still be honest.” 
 
    “As in, he could’ve been duped, and me along with him?” 
 
    “Yes, possibly. He could really believe in the deal, in which case he’s being stupid with your money but not guilty of chicanery.” 
 
    He saw she hadn’t thought of that. 
 
    “That doesn’t necessarily explain his getting flustered about the names of the neighborhoods in Bangkok,” he added. 
 
    “Well.” Mrs. de Sauvenard looked cautiously relieved; then she thought some more. “Mightn’t it be, also, that in the process of trying to deceive me, he’s also being duped? Both possibilities true?” 
 
    Rowe smiled. He liked dealing with smart people. 
 
    “Well, hell.” She gazed again to the window, through which filtered the mother-of-pearl light typical of an overcast day north of the forty-fifth parallel. “I suppose you and I ought to talk terms, then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 – Jurassic Nature 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Civilization kept thinning out. All Monday we drove ever deeper into the forested Northwest and the rain lashed harder as we neared the coast, and we saw storm damage—branches down, sprays of bright yellow chips across the highway where a tree had been sawn up and shoved to the shoulder. 
 
    The radio intermittently told that the Harkett and Quilmash rivers were rising fast. Evidently this volume of rain was unusual even for here. Late Monday afternoon the announcer read a report about a fishing boat missing off the coast, and a bad highway wreck. Daniel and I exchanged grim glances. 
 
    Needless to say, all the while in that car, at the rest stops, in the toilets, my psychic orientation was toward my cell phone, which remained distressingly inert. 
 
    Petey was stoked to be going camping to maybe join up with Aunt Gina and Lance, rain or no rain. Having him along prevented me from dwelling aloud on my worries, a fact I’m sure Daniel appreciated. 
 
    We were in just about the farthest reaches of the Pacific Northwest, a place and time, I realized, not all that removed from Lewis and Clark. I mean, really—granted we were driving this outlandish vehicle on a modern road, but two feet off the shoulder the wilderness pressed in with the aggressiveness of unchecked growth. 
 
    And that was the main impression you received in these parts: growth. 
 
    At one rest break I stood in a picnic zone beneath a maple tree whose yellow, falling, plastering leaves ranged from normal size to over a foot in diameter. A fantasy tree, a Jurassic tree. Then I looked around and realized all the trees were like this—we were surrounded by them. They loomed into the road, growing toward the greater sunlight afforded by the road clearing itself. A few other trees were interspersed. “Some of these are hemlocks,” Daniel commented, fingering a spray of flat needles. 
 
    Kicking a lump of leaf litter, my driving moccasin sank in, then uncovered the frighteningly rapid decomposition going on just below the surface of the fresh-fallen leaves. The leaves on top were dead, brown, and intact, but just below them aggressive decay was occurring. The leaves in the next layer were thinner, slicker, maroonish in color, and dotted with oily-looking gray slugs, fingernail length. Some of the leaves were whitened, skeletal. Then the next layer below that was black, squishy, wet. Finally below that was loamy stuff, where the worms and such-likes were working hard. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Petey, cantering up to see what was holding my attention. 
 
    We’d kill for dirt like this in Los Angeles. The word fecundity occurred to me, not that I’d ever used it before. Was that the right word to describe this? I could take home bales of this dirt and sell it out of my trunk. 
 
    I’d paid attention to dirt in my life, having grown up in farm country, central Wisconsin. 
 
    “Soil in the making,” I told my boy. We watched the pattering rain wash the new earth from my extended loafer. 
 
    Living in L.A., I definitely missed the autumns of Wisconsin, the glorious crisper-drawer afternoons, the gold and red woods between farms, the stone outcroppings in the higher country, everybody’s apples and squashes coming in like mad, neighbors thrusting jars of applesauce into your hands every five minutes. 
 
    “Man, this is fall in spades,” commented Daniel, who’d grown up in North Carolina, with its deciduous forests and rucked mountain ranges. 
 
    We stayed that night in a motel about ten miles from the town of Harkett. Daniel worked to keep my spirits up; he insisted we go out to the pizzeria across the road for dinner, where Petey discovered garlic bread. He ate three huge slabs of it before I cut him off, fearing asphyxiation from the fumes in our room that night. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    It was mid-morning Tuesday when we spotted the Quilmash County Sheriff’s Office on the highway just south of Harkett. Stubby gray building, five-storey radio antenna. 
 
    I went in while Daniel and Petey played catch with a mini football on the graveled parking apron. The rain had transmuted, for the moment, to a bone-penetrating mist. SHERIFF HAROLD P. CRAIG, read the lettering on the door. 
 
    A uniformed female deputy sat alone with the dispatch radio. 
 
    “They’re all out,” she told me, chomping a wad of gum the size, I could plainly see, of Petey’s fist. 
 
    “Yeah?” I said, the vinyl flooring creaking under my weight. 
 
    “On calls, busy.” 
 
    I had a vague auditory déjà vu; her voice reminded me of somebody I’d recently talked to, but I couldn’t place it. 
 
    This woman, whose desk plate said: DEPUTY O. GROLECH, was butchy, but not in the lesbian sense. Here again is where my country background came in handy making sense of something. 
 
    There are rural women who just don’t look or act girly—in fact, you plunk them down in some gay women’s bar, they’d probably find their way to the pool table and fit right in. At least for a while. 
 
    Such women are distinguishable from lesbians by their clothing and accessories: When given the choice between a mustard-colored sweatshirt appliquéd with a silver unicorn versus a tweed blazer, they choose the sweatshirt. Offered a rainbow wristband or a Precious Moments pendant, they choose the Precious. Also you get your high ratio of comfort-fit jeans in rural areas, as well as the hairstyle Gina and I had decided should be called the demi-mullet: fluffy in front, razored short over the ears, with more fluffy curls spilling down the neck. 
 
    But asked whether she’d prefer to have sex with a man or with a woman, this straight rural chick would look at you like you’re crazy. Is there a choice? 
 
    These are the country women who Get Shit Done from coast to coast. 
 
    There is, by the way, no corollary with country men. Guys who lean toward Ralph Lauren sweaters and Judy Garland records, let alone Armani slacks and Montgomery Clift movies, get the hell out. 
 
    I explained that I needed help finding my sister. 
 
    As Deputy Grolech listened, she slowly shook her head. She sported the demi-mullet in kitchen-sink blond, and she wore tiny cloisonné ladybug earrings. As long as I kept talking, I wouldn’t have to hear what she had to say, which obviously wasn’t going to be to my liking, so I kept on for a bit longer than I would have otherwise. 
 
    “...so you see, my sister and her—fiancé, given that I know they’re in the woods someplace around here, up by the river, I guess, and the fact that they’ve stopped being in touch...I mean, it seems pretty certain they’re in some kind of trouble, and the point is, Gina, well, she’s not very experienced in the woods. Lance is, I guess, but who knows if he got hurt or something and she’s—” 
 
    The deputy gave me a flat look. “You haven’t said whether they’re due to have physically emerged yet.” 
 
    “Yes!” I lied, ready this time, “They were supposed to be home last week! On Thursday! It’s been five days now, so I’m sure you can understand why I’m so—” 
 
    “That’s a different story than you told the first deputy you talked to the other day,” she remarked ominously. 
 
    I was stunned. “How—how do you know?” 
 
    “Because that deputy was me!” 
 
    Christ, that’s the voice hers reminded me of. All through that first phone conversation I’d thought I was talking to a guy. Hers definitely was a sump-pump voice, but seeing her in person, I didn’t connect it. 
 
    “So now you’re lying to a sheriff’s deputy,” she said, leaning back with satisfaction, the springs in her ratty office chair agreeing with her wholeheartedly, eeahhh, eeahhhhh! 
 
    I dropped my hands and gathered myself to begin apologizing and pleading when the door swung open and a guy in uniform walked in. Rain dripped from his hat—I glanced out the window and saw that Daniel and Petey had retreated to the Porsche—and rain splooshed off his jacket as he stripped it off. 
 
    He was manlier than Deputy Grolech but somehow less intimidating. His pants and shoes were smeared with mud; his hands were wet and red, his eyes glassy, as if still processing a situation twenty miles back. He wore a gold six-point star on his chest and three gold stars on his shirt collar. 
 
    “Uh, Olive,” he said, before he really saw me, “I need you to call up Mike Two Thrushes and see if his backhoe’s in running order and if his trailer’s OK. You know, if he got the transmission fixed. He’s got a Cat 420, right, with the stabilizers and—” 
 
    “No, his is a Kubota. Got no stabilizers. Al Henning’s the one who’s got the Cat out that way, and he’s still laid up with the burns he got trying to fix Marlene’s breaker box over at—” 
 
    “Yeah, OK, well call up Mike anyway, OK, we got a real need out there. I’m afraid the river’s gonna wipe out half of the south end if we don’t—huh?” 
 
    Deputy Grolech nodded toward me, and he turned. 
 
    “Sheriff Craig,” I said. 
 
    He looked at me earnestly, tiredly. 
 
    I launched into my spiel. 
 
    Listening, he eased himself over to the counter and leaned on it. I stood awkwardly in the center of the reception room feeling exposed and unintelligent. My coat hung open. 
 
    “...and deep in my gut I know something’s wrong, and I need help finding them,” I finished, more efficiently this time. 
 
    He sighed, looking out the window at the steady rain. “Ma’am,” he said, “I understand you’re worried sick about your sister and her fiancé.” 
 
    Deputy Olive Grolech broke in angrily, “They’re not even due to have physically emerged from the wilderness yet.” 
 
    He held up a hand. “Let me tell you something, Ms. Farmer: Odds are your sister and her fiancé are OK. Odds are real strong that they’re holed up in their shelter, waiting out this storm. They’re not stupid, are they?” 
 
    “No, they’re not stupid.” 
 
    He smiled encouragingly, a man near exhaustion, trying to politely handle one more goddamn thing. “I wish I could call up a search for them right now. But my men and I’ve been up for thirty-six hours, and there are still people we know are stranded on the far side of the Harkett out from town, because a tree took out that bridge where the S bend and the elk herd are? Residents, some of them with medical needs. The river’s swelling already, all heck’s breaking loose out there, and Noah says nothing but more storms on the way.” 
 
    “Noah?” I asked, startled. 
 
    “Noah,” said Deputy Grolech contemptuously. “N-O-A-A. The national weather thing.” She creaked her chair again. 
 
    The sheriff said, “One thing I will tell you: I will do everything in my power to help you, but I’m afraid I have to ask you to do a very difficult thing first.” 
 
    “Absolutely. What is it?” 
 
    “Be patient.” 
 
    Dammit. “What about, like, helicopters?” 
 
    “The Coast Guard’s got theirs, all both of them, out on the Strait and in the ocean looking for two missing salmon boats, nine people missing. And shuttling trauma cases to Port Angeles and Seattle.” 
 
    Something at the core of my brain kept me from flying into hysterics. I understood abundantly that tears and yelling would not, right now, do any good. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 – Rowe Digs; Rita Plunges In 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Keeping moving was the key for me. 
 
    As Daniel drove on from the sheriff’s post, I pictured Gina crushed by a tree, her hair matted by rain and mud, her eyes staring vacantly into the uncaring wet sky, Lance either crawling for help or lying there with her, their fingers touching in a final gesture of love. 
 
    I pictured Gina lost, panicked, plunging through the woods in a wide arc away from any road or trail. Why hadn’t I given her my compass, as well? I fingered it in my pocket. 
 
    We heard a radio report—my heart leaped—that a hiker had been found somewhere, but it was just his dead body, some poor guy from Tacoma; the signal was engulfed again by the forest before we could decipher more. 
 
    I thought about Gina’s down jacket—pink—and plastic $1.98 poncho that she’d insisted would be adequate against the elements. As we were saying goodbye next to Lance’s car on Curson Street in the warm West Hollywood sunshine, it was hard to believe anything more could be necessary. Her stupid little sneaker-boots with mauve piping. 
 
    “It’s soft cherry,” she’d said irritably, “not mauve. You’re just being a bitch calling it mauve.” 
 
    “God,” I muttered. 
 
    “Huh?” Daniel steered us up the forest roads. 
 
    As long as I was in motion, on mission, I was OK. As soon as we stopped for any reason—to eat, rest—the knot in my stomach tightened like spring steel. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    George Rowe straightened his collar as he strode through the lobby of the Sauvenard Building on Fourth Avenue downtown. 
 
    Over the years he’d experimented with different color combinations in his quest for a foolproof phony uniform, and had found that forest-green pants with a beige work shirt, such as park rangers and Boy Scouts wear, with brown work boots and belt, worked best. He could be a pest control guy or a janitor, an electrical expert or a window-washer, a government air-quality tester or a gardener. He’d slung an official-looking photo ID around his neck. The ranger color combo had a calming effect on people; much more so than navy blue, it made them relax and assume that his motives were solidly benign. Good posture was essential, of course. 
 
    He’d learned the answers to all sorts of questions when tricked out this way. Children playing on the street tell you which tree has the best view of a certain backyard; building guards confide their favorite loafing spots; hookers tell you who they think gave them AIDS; car salesmen reveal the true markup as well as who they get their dope from. And you can clamber all over roofs and basements, everyplace. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard had furnished him with a key card to the building. She’d rooted in her purse for her master interior-door key. “I’m afraid I always go in during business hours when everything’s open. My main office is at home, you know. But here it is; you’re in luck.” 
 
    She had summoned Leland Harris to meet her at a restaurant in Ballard for lunch today, the day after she had met with Rowe in his hotel. Rowe had watched him leave from a doorway across from the garage exit: silver Jaguar sedan; tufty silver hairdo; tanned, moonish face. 
 
    Harris’s admin went to lunch whenever he did, Mrs. de Sauvenard had told Rowe, and probably locked the office behind her. 
 
    “Ever eat at her desk?” he’d asked. 
 
    “No, Big Kenner discouraged that—he wanted people to refresh themselves away from the office, plus he hated smelling hamburger wrappers in somebody’s trash while he was standing there talking to them. So it more or less became policy.” 
 
    Rowe had asked his new client to obtain, as quietly as possible, the transfer records on that first payment of $3 million. He wanted to know which bank in Thailand the money went to, and what company’s name was on the for-the-benefit-of line. 
 
    The office layout was as convenient for his purposes as Mrs. de Sauvenard had described—an older building with narrow corridors and discrete office suites. Silver Coast took up the upper four floors of the ten-storey building. 
 
    He nodded politely to the employees he encountered in the top-floor hallways—mostly young guys in smart shirts and ties talking to each other in numerical sentences, assistants plugging themselves into their music devices and plucking at their spiky bobs. 
 
    Harris’s office spoke of him, as all offices spoke of their owners. Quickly but attentively Rowe scanned the framed photographs and certificates, noticed the crystalline trophies for whatever business or charity triumphs. 
 
    Several pictures of Harris with Big Kenner. (Rowe could see Big Kenner’s charisma: frank expression, no arrogance, straight bearing.) Harris with Mrs. de Sauvenard, standing on a sailboat deck, her hand authoritatively on the wheel, hair streaming, him squinting seriously into the sun like a good matey-o. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard was right, Harris’s head did look like an eggplant, smooth and soft, but with a sheen of individuality—what was the expression on his face: defiance? Maybe a bit of underdog-made-good. Yeah, he was a striver. 
 
    And oh yes, there was the wife. 
 
    Half a dozen photographs of the beauty to the beast. Smoking hot, a knockout, a trophy to be sure, Rowe thought, though he knew he wasn’t supposed to objectify women like that—a girlfriend prior to Rita had told him so; thank God Rita was different. Didn’t need to act preachy about the differences between the sexes. Rita. Rita. Goddamn it. 
 
    Harris’s wife possessed a cascade of shining honey-melon hair, gigantic, knowing eyes, a naughty twist to the mouth; oh, she would have slashed male hearts to ribbons starting in kindergarten. 
 
    He had learned from Mrs. de Sauvenard that Kitty Harris was the former Kitty Holtmore, of the San Francisco branch of the family. Rowe didn’t know the name. Mrs. de Sauvenard had told him that Kitty’s grandfather had invented something in plastics in WW II, “but they were West Coast old money to begin with.” 
 
    After a look in the credenza—file drawers with nothing of obvious interest, a stash of energy bars, a fresh shirt, deodorant—Rowe rifled Harris’s coat closet and desk; nothing was locked. The rug was lose-your-shoes-in-it plush. He turned on Harris’s computer using the passcode Mrs. de Sauvenard had given him. 
 
    Of course he hadn’t time to read every file in the man’s system, but he searched on a handful of likely keywords. He found nothing, except legitimate-seeming e-mails about this Bangkok deal. He printed out a few and folded them into his pocket. 
 
    This guy Harris was either hiding his activities in plain sight or operating this scam from a different computer. Or he was innocent. 
 
    Rowe would dig deeper into the hotel deal once he got the money-transfer information from Mrs. de Sauvenard. At this point he mostly wanted to get a feel for just how dirty this guy might be. 
 
    What could be going on in Leland Harris’s life that he’d want to risk his good name as a lawyer in order to pull some monkey business for money when he was already making a good salary, and his wife was loaded to boot? 
 
    No weapons, no weird paraphernalia, no black book tucked into a crevice. 
 
    Often when a person is involved in one illegal thing, he or she is involved in others. 
 
    Dope addiction can lead to blackmail. 
 
    Blackmail can lead to gambling debts. 
 
    Gambling debts can lead to thievery. 
 
    Thievery can lead to illegal investments. 
 
    Illegal investments can lead to money laundering. 
 
    Money laundering can lead to con rackets. 
 
    Rowe sighed, brushed his hands on his pants, and started for the door. 
 
    Then something on a side table caught his eye. He’d missed it before, something bright peeking out from beneath a sheaf of Silver Coast financial printouts: the corner of a magazine or catalogue with a yellow sticky note on it, as if the printouts had been thrown over it to bury it. 
 
    Carefully lifting the business papers, he slid the magazine out. 
 
    OCEAN STANZA CUSTOM YACHTS, in bold white letters over a stunning sailboat cutting through a heaving sea, the boat piloted by a brawny executive type, a pre-orgasmic-looking babe on his arm. 
 
    The picture stirred Rowe in spite of the cheesiness of the models. He loved to see well-crafted sailboats slicing through the waves, so noble and free. 
 
    The yellow note was stuck in the middle of the picture, bisecting the mast. In babyish letters and green glitter ink, the words “Pretty Please?” Below that, a full-sized lip print in scented burgundy. 
 
    “Ah,” said Rowe. 
 
    Using the machine in the outer office, he photocopied all thirty-six pages of the slick brochure, finding a second sticky note inside on the page featuring the company’s flagship motor yacht, a low-slung 160-footer that slept twelve, aside from crew. This sticky note had a star drawn on it, and another SWAK. He made sure to get a good image of the salesman’s business card stapled to the front. 
 
    Guys think their offices are sacrosanct, just because there’s a bugger with a badge eating corn curls in the lobby. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Daniel pulled up at a place called GB’s Garage, a sorry-looking gas station-plus market, beyond which we could see only forest and a narrowing of the road into it. 
 
    In the rain and gloom, I thought I could make out that the paved road turned to dirt. 
 
    We’d driven past a hardware store and one hair salon after the sheriff’s post. 
 
    “I guess that was town,” I remarked. 
 
    “What town?” Petey said. “There weren’t any houses.” 
 
    “The people here live very spaced out,” I told him. 
 
    “Are there any kids?” 
 
    “I’m sure there must be a few.” Petey and I got out and Daniel backed his Porsche to the single gas pump, which looked like it’d been installed in 1930. 
 
    Petey and I clumped up wooden steps to the market. A bulletin board was nailed next to the door, its wooden frame trimmed with eye-catching green festoons. Moss, I realized ickily, there’s moss growing on this bulletin board, shielded though it was by the porch roof. The notices were the usual stuff about babysitting and hauling and secondhand washing machines. 
 
    The place was so dark I hesitated to try the door, but its greasy knob turned in my hand and I went in. 
 
    The market, too, I guessed, had been built long before fluorescent tubes and modern candy racks were invented. The floor eased disconcertingly beneath me as Petey ran to a plywood bin filled with random Chunkies and Almond Joys. 
 
    One metal-shielded lightbulb burned weakly over the middle of the floor; everything else was shadows. Suddenly we heard breathing, and Petey and I both jumped. My eyes, adjusting now, scanned the store for a dog or a wolf, I guess because the breathing didn’t sound entirely human, and I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. 
 
    Then I heard a cough, and saw a pile of laundry behind the cigarette counter move slightly. 
 
    “Hello?” I said. “Hello.” 
 
    Daniel came in saying, “The gas pump’s off.” 
 
    “It’s busted,” answered the pile of laundry in a phlegmy voice. 
 
    It was a woman who, as her characteristics emerged from the shadows, made Deputy Grolech look like Holly Golightly. Either she had a wad of snuff tucked in her lip or a tumor was pushing it out. Below that, her jowls moved loosely. A polka-dotted kerchief turbaned her head, and plastic-rimmed glasses caught the light from the filthy window. 
 
    “Truck or Joey could fix it, but shit, all I can sell you is groceries. Best selection in town!” She made a grandiose gesture, cough-laughed, then spat violently into a cardboard box filled with torn-up newspapers. She looked like she had three sweatshirts on. 
 
    “I see,” I said. 
 
    “Let’s go back to the other gas station,” muttered Daniel. 
 
    “You go; we’ll get some food.” 
 
    “Get twice as much as you think we’ll need.” 
 
    “I want to go with you.” Petey ran after Daniel. 
 
    I piled six loaves of bread, a tub of peanut butter, Vac Pacs of salami and bacon, canned beans and potatoes, two dozen eggs, a heavy box of raisins, two packages of toilet paper, and two pounds of coffee on the counter. The food actually appeared fresh, although the light was too dim for me to check expiration dates with any level of politeness. 
 
    Politeness, there you go, I’m worried about appearing polite in a place like this! But I had an agenda. 
 
    I told the woman I was hoping to meet up with my sister and her friend, and described Gina and Lance. “Have they been through here?” 
 
    The woman pondered, finger on chin. Though her face seemed to sag to the right, the snuff-tumor, on the left, balanced things out. A dusty TV set sat unplugged on the counter near her, its blank screen dully reflecting me and the store behind. 
 
    I added, “I’m sure you can’t remember everybody who comes in here; I’m sure lots of people—” 
 
    She cackled. “Oh, I can, I sure can remember everybody who comes through here! All five of them since last week, ha-ha!” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    Politely. 
 
    Having milked the moment, she said, “Red BMW?” She enunciated BMW in a fancy-pants way while lifting her little finger. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Naw, I don’t remember them! Haha!” 
 
    “OK,” I said coldly, “I’m going. What do I owe you?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she said placatingly, realizing that her audience was about to disappear, “they were here. Bought some stuff last week, middle of last week.” 
 
    “Have they been back?” 
 
    “They’re still in the forest.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    She shifted on her stool. “‘Cause everybody who stops here on the way in stops here on the way out. We’re the first civilization going backwards, and even if they sniffed their nose at this place the first time, they come in like starving dogs on the way back. Everybody needs their Coke and Cheetos after the woods.” 
 
    I realized the wisdom in that and turned and grabbed a big bag of potato chips and a fistful of candy bars. I went to the cold case and hauled a twelve-pack of Miller and a six-pack of Coke to the counter as well. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” she said. “If I was rez, I could sell you liquor too.” 
 
    Whatever that meant. Reservation? “Uh, that’s OK. Did they say anything about where they were going, exactly? I’d really like to find their campground or whatever.” 
 
    Another cackle. “Here, get one of these maps too. Aren’t any real campgrounds up that way. It’s primitive, just a few trails and Forest Service roads. That car a you guys ever been on a Forest Service road?” Daniel’s embarrassingly effete Porsche. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure it has, probably.” 
 
    “You’ll rip out your oil pan before you even get—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Nothing to be done about that now. 
 
    “Go up to the north fork of the Quilmash, you can camp in the state forest there; they’ve got campgrounds. That’s twenty-six miles up the road.” 
 
    “Oh.” That wasn’t going to do us any good. 
 
    “If Joey was here, he could tell you, maybe, something more.” The woman seemed to be trying to warm up to me. I exuded friendly understanding. 
 
    She went on, “I misplaced my sister in the woods one time too. Couple years back. Two and a half years July, in fact.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Eventually found her. Had a run-in with a cougar.” She waited. 
 
    “Yeah?” My heart sinking. 
 
    “That runty male that lives in them ledges up the ridge? He took her dog; she was walking up there with Ricky. All she saw was that dog’s hind legs getting dragged into the salal. She goes after it, gonna get Ricky back! Yelling. She slides down a slope, busts her hip, didn’t find her for three days. Lucky the cougar got full on Ricky.” 
 
    I swallowed. “Is your sister OK now?” 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    I got out my wallet. 
 
    “Like I say,” continued my hostess, “Joey might know more. He ’n’ that fella Lance—that’s his name, right?—had quite the conversation.” 
 
    I looked up from the money in my hand to find her peering at me closely. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “Hey.” 
 
    “What is it?” I touched my hair in case a bat had gotten into it. 
 
    “You were on TV.” 
 
    “Uh—” 
 
    “Callahan Square! Callahan Square!” 
 
    No way. 
 
    “I seen you on TV!” She slammed her arm on the TV set. “This here’s broke or I’d have it on right now!” She glanced at a 7UP clock over the beer case. “Yep, I’m missing it now. You were on the one where Skeeter Callahan comes back from Iraq and tries to kill Daronda’s cousin because he thinks she poisoned Professor Shoalt three years ago. And because he’s messed up from Iraq.” 
 
    I gaped at her, dumbstruck. 
 
    “You played the nurse who tries to take his blood sample in the hospital after they—” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I said. 
 
    “—take him in when the police Taser him, and he comes to while you’re trying to take his blood!” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. “I was on the screen for all of two minutes.” 
 
    “But it was so funny! You were so funny, the stuff you said to him.” 
 
    “Well, it was lines from a script, you know.” 
 
    “No, but you were really funny, you came up with the funniest sayings.” 
 
    “I’m amazed that you remember me,” was all I could say. 
 
    “Wait, I gotta get your autograph! Wait till Leslie hears about this!” She could not come up with a pen, pencil, or paper—the grocery bags were plastic—so she tore open a bubble pack of school supplies, and I poised the new Bic Stic over a ticket stub I found in my purse to Down Yellowknife Way, the new Serge Oatberger film starring Chet Muldoon and Electra Stenhall. She was good but not great in it. 
 
    “May I sign this to you?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah! Yeah!” 
 
    “Well, what’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Lydia. So pleased to meet you.” 
 
    I wrote, “To Lydia, best wishes from your friend Rita Farmer.” 
 
    “Rita Farmer,” she marveled when I handed her the stub. “Rita Farmer. Pays to have a good memory!” 
 
    I’d done that soap opera bit part two years ago, part of my moonlighting as I embarked on a law degree, toward a new career. 
 
    Infused with the energy of a brush with Hollywood, Lydia now could not get enough of me. I asked about Lance and Joey. 
 
    “Yeah, Joey knew Lance from way back, when they went to camp together.” 
 
    “Yeah?!” 
 
    “Yeah, Joey was surprised to see him. Camp Saskee-wee-wit.” She warmed even further to me. “They talked; yeah, well, you prob’ly know that camp. Very high-toned; the Richie Riches from Seattle all got sent there to get tough.” She coughed. “Joey was a charity boy, you understand. Seems this Lance fellow played some kind of a prank on Joey back then. Joey was pissed off about it, I remember him coming back from camp that year so mad—gosh, such a long time ago now, but he never said what it was. Funny this Lance should come through here again after all those years.” 
 
    My suspicion surged. “Where’s Joey now?” 
 
    Lydia spat a long beige squirt into her box. Her teeth were reddish-brown, like the betel-nut chewers of the South Pacific. Is that it, betel nuts? I played Nellie in high school, curling my hair like Mary Martin’s on the CD and padding my bra with Kotexes cut in half. 
 
    “The hell knows? Maybe huntin’, let’s see, it’s still OK for late buck. Him and his dad’ve been arguing about something for days now. Well, Truck’s never been the same since his accident.” 
 
    “Accident?” What other kinds of crap happens to people around here? 
 
    “Oh, huntin’, last summer. The idiot shoots a rabbit, comes up to it, it’s still alive, he clubs it with the butt of his gun, and it goes off, half in his face. Messed him up, but mostly mental, if you ask me. He’s my brother and I love him, but. First Truck goes off without telling me, now Joey. The gas pump busts, and I’m here selling no gas. No garage work gettin’ done either, I’m sure you notice. Turned away a brake job this morning.” 
 
    When I went out, the bright-green moss garlands on the bulletin board looked like they’d grown an inch longer since I’d gone in. The moss thrived on the heavy moisture in the air, and the wood that hosted it was decaying because of the same. The wet giveth, and the wet taketh away. Yeah, that was written all over this place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 – Rowe Tries a New Tack 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe kicked a small scuff into the toe of one of his new shoes, thus reducing a bit of their smarting freshness and knocking down their resale value by perhaps $325. The pair had cost him $378 including tax; his suit, shirt, and tie, $1,256. The fellows at Nordstrom had fitted him out nicely this morning, now Wednesday. Because his wristwatch was not obviously expensive, he could not wear it, so he had made sure to get the substantial leather slip-ons. (The watch would travel in his pocket.) The shoe man had suggested a fruity-looking, thin-soled pair, but George wanted something high vamped, thicker soled, yet refined. Shoes make a difference, especially to women. Kitty Harris would no doubt be sensitive to such things in a man’s presentation. 
 
    He had pondered the question of costume for this meeting—should he go the cliché route of navy blazer and duck pants? Storm-jacket casual? No, he decided, a yacht company vice president would wear a good suit. Double-breasted, classic, suggesting the British tradition. Big seafaring country, that. He chose sepia tones and oxblood, believing that gray and black might come across too cold. 
 
    Checking his reflection in the elevator doors as he rode up to the Harrises’ penthouse, he looked like a man used to solving difficult problems firmly but tactfully. 
 
    “Thank you for making the time for me, Mrs. Harris. Guy Seaver, Ocean Stanza Yachts.” He was exactly on time, having introduced himself to the doorman below one minute before two o’clock. 
 
    “Mr. Seaver.” 
 
    The force of Kitty Harris’s sexuality walloped him before he even crossed the threshold. She was as poised as a ballerina, with half-lidded eyes and a mouth that looked like a live ember. Stepping to shake her hand, he caught a fragrance of flowers mixed with pepper. 
 
    She showed him to a white-carpeted living room that overlooked Puget Sound. The jagged Olympic Mountains floated over a layer of mist beyond. One of the enormous ferryboats was coming in, pulling its wake behind it, a long strand that remained defined for at least a mile into the Sound. 
 
    “People would kill for a view like that,” he commented, smiling. She returned the smile. 
 
    The rich, he knew, adored gossip and drama as much as anybody. Toys can excite them too, and if they really get into a particular one, they develop a long-term passion for it unbridled by budget. 
 
    “I’ve prepared some coffee, would you care for some?” She hugged herself with one arm, waiflike. She might have been forty, maybe older, given the intense focus with which such women keep themselves up. She could still pull off the waif thing. A hot waif, that was her. 
 
    “I’d love some coffee.” These Seattle people did adore their coffee. 
 
    She went to get it herself; they weren’t overboard on the domestic help, then, probably a housekeeper who came in mornings, and caterers as needed for gatherings. 
 
    He took a seat on one of two white couches placed at right angles, both affording a view of the Sound. 
 
    She returned with coffee and a plate of pink cakes, and after another pleasantry or two Rowe got under way. 
 
    “As I mentioned on the phone, Mrs. Harris, our representative Thomas Plunkitt reports to me, so he’s not fobbing you off on a peer.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “He asked me to follow up with you. I’m not certain how detailed your discussions were”—he hesitated the slightest bit—“but I understand our model L330 had come up.” 
 
    “Yes, oh what a gorgeous boat!” Her voice was throaty and he felt himself get warm. “But just a minute, Mr. Seaver.” She was not ready to talk about the L330. “You’ve, ah, you’ve hotfooted it over something, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Uh?” He remained calm. 
 
    “Exactly uh—why doesn’t Tom Plunkitt want to rep your yachts to me anymore?” 
 
    She didn’t appear all that brainy, but she was sharp enough about certain things. The right things, for his purpose. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “It’s a matter of project management, ma’am. Plunkitt’s got—” 
 
    “I’m Kitty, please.” 
 
    “Kitty”—he returned the smile—“and I’m Guy of course. Here’s the situation: Plunkitt’s got a client down in Long Beach whose vessel is fairly far along, and now the project has taken a real leap in scope. I’m afraid he’s a bit overwhelmed right now.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Yes.” He glanced away, inviting suspicion. 
 
    “Come on, Guy.” Her warm, frank tone made them old friends who never kept secrets from each other. 
 
    This was fun. 
 
    She clinked her cup and scolded him, “You don’t expect me to believe that, do you? A yacht salesman working on commission—what’s his commission, five percent, ten percent? On fifty-million-dollar boats?” 
 
    “It’s—between those two numbers.” 
 
    “Yes. Any salesman at that level’s going to sit on his neck to keep working with more than one client at a time. My husband and I? Serious prospects. I just don’t believe Tom asked you to take over this potential sale.” She smiled triumphantly in response to his crestfallen look. 
 
    Rowe hemmed and hawed. She waited eagerly, pleased with herself. 
 
    My God, what a narrow life, if this is the kind of thing that blows your skirt up. 
 
    At last Rowe bit his lip. “Can you keep a secret, Mrs. Harris?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed luxuriously. “Oh, yes. “ 
 
    He sought to channel Cary Grant being amused by any of his beautiful leading ladies. 
 
    “The truth is, Mrs. H—Kitty—that Tom Plunkitt’s under internal investigation. I’m not supposed to discuss it, but naturally you’d wonder. I don’t like to keep owners in the dark.” 
 
    He could see that she appreciated being called an owner, even though she wasn’t one. 
 
    “Ohh,” she purred, “please have a cake and do tell.” 
 
    And just in these few minutes Rowe realized what a puppet on a string a sales rep is. No matter the level. Because clients, some of them, are marionette-loving people; they love to play. Killer reps had to be cold, even with their clients, and they could only take on the stronger ones, ones that didn’t demand their asses kissed but would drive a hard bargain and enjoy the fight. He’d known one such high-end rep, a private aircraft broker in San Francisco. The guy and his buddies were barracudas who enjoyed making a kill, and who concealed their contempt for customers only when dealing directly with them. A customer who was an equal was, for these fellows, rare. That was how they preserved their self-respect. 
 
    All this he perceived at a deeper level after just a few minutes with Kitty Harris. He forked up a bite of snow-white cake, its pink frosting buttery on his tongue. The cakes were about two inches high, with lemon sugar between the two tiny layers. 
 
    She was, fortunately for him, a schmoozer. She enjoyed being sold; she genuinely enjoyed a skillful sales process. “Do tell,” she encouraged again. 
 
    And she was bored. 
 
    The apartment was so quiet he could hear the wind whistling past the skin of the building. 
 
    “Frankly, Kitty, I need your help.” He cast an uncomfortable glance downward to his beautiful shoes. He’d never owned shoes this expensive before. He really liked them; they felt good on his feet. God keep me from ever turning into a dandy, he thought. 
 
    “Well—if you think I can help.” 
 
    He set down his plate. “What I need to know, Kitty, is, well, did Plunkitt bring anybody along with him when he met with you?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “Did he take a phone call, or make one, might you remember?” 
 
    “Well—no, I don’t believe so. He seemed to give me his undivided attention. Except...when I left the room, for all I know he could have made a call.” She was getting into it. “He certainly had the opportunity! Yes, he certainly could have made a call.” 
 
    “Did he seem nervous?” 
 
    “Yes! Come to think of it, he did seem uneasy, the second time we met.” 
 
    “Your husband was not available for these preliminary meetings, I presume?” 
 
    “Oh, no, Leland’s far too busy to bother with this sort of thing.” After checking his cup, she poured herself more coffee and bloomed some cream into it. 
 
    “And you met Plunkitt here, in your home?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    His voice full of dismay, Rowe asked, “He didn’t bring up our jet and fly you to our facility in San Diego?” 
 
    Slowly, “No.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate. We like to spoil our special clients with all sorts of goodies!” 
 
    Seeing her face, he almost said, There, there, but he did say heartily, “Ho, we’ll make up for it! I’ll see that we host you like royalty very soon. Wait till you see our operation; we’re quite proud of it.” 
 
    Kitty Harris’s good cheer returned. 
 
    He permitted himself the pleasure of thoroughly noticing her beauty. 
 
    The smiles, really, just flashed out of her. Her grooming was impeccable, and her body, in a slim sweater and slacks, moved easily. She was one of those women who exuded sex appeal not by contrivance but by making the most of the healthy body and appetites she’d been born with. Yeah, he thought, it’s the appetites more than the looks. 
 
    He was disappointed when she left the room to refill the coffeepot. 
 
    An unusual painting hung in the room, next to a clutch of small potted trees. It was entirely pale blue, a hundred different shades of pale blue. The painting looked almost alive, actually, like a bright miasma out of which anything might materialize—a dream window. Rowe decided he liked it. 
 
    He allowed his hostess to top off his cup, but he let it sit. He smoothed his palms on his thighs. “Now, this is very confidential, Kitty. Even Plunkitt doesn’t know he’s being investigated. We’re in the early stages, but we’ve been given a lot to go on by another client, whose initial payment was...” He hesitated. He sighed. 
 
    If Kitty Harris’s butt had gotten any closer to the edge of her seat, she’d have fallen off. “Yes?” 
 
    “We suspect Plunkitt was trying,” Rowe said with well-here-it-is flatness, “to engineer a rather egregious theft from that client.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re mortified.” 
 
    “Oh, my God! What kind of theft?” 
 
    “Let me put it this way: it involves a serious breach of trust.” 
 
    “Oh, my God! And he was right here, talking to me just like you’re doing! Honestly!” She paused, catastrophizing. “We could have been next! He probably was targeting us! Son of a bitch!” 
 
    Rowe listened sympathetically. 
 
    “Now that I think of it,” Kitty Harris said, “he was sort of smarmy. There was something about him that just didn’t add up, you know what I mean?” 
 
    “You’re very astute.” 
 
    “You know”—she leaned sideways and stretched her catlike back—“it’s just so upsetting how people think that because you’ve got money, it means you’re stupid, you’re easily fooled.” 
 
    “Outrageous. Gives all of us a bad name. Now,” Rowe resumed, “in your discussions with Tom, had things progressed to the stage of discussing money, given the outlines of what you wanted? Had he given you any type of quotation, either orally or on paper?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “I have to ask you, if he calls again, would you play a little role for me?” 
 
    Kitty Harris, quickly passing through horrified-victim mode into revenge fantasy, nodded, shivering with delight. 
 
    “Just tell him you’ve changed your mind and won’t be commissioning a vessel right now.” 
 
    “Yes! That’ll serve him right. Can I—sort of take my time about it, Guy?” 
 
    He pretended to consider. 
 
    “Pretty please? Lead him on a little?” 
 
    “Yes. Excellent idea.” 
 
    They just kept smiling, so broadly and happily, together. Rowe said, “You’ll crush him, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, how sad!” Savoringly. 
 
    They laughed. 
 
    “But I do want my yacht, of course, Guy! I do want things to progress!” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “Because you see, Leland said to me, ‘Honey, you’ve got a special birthday coming up next year’—I won’t reveal which one, Guy! Leland said, ‘I want to commission one hell of a toy for you!’” She shook her head emotionally, looked down to her lap, then up at Rowe, her eyes brimming. “He loves me so much, you see!” 
 
    All this horseshit about Plunkitt and the yachts was, of course, merely to afford Rowe a look inside the house, meet the missus, and see if she might open up, just as she was doing. No money had changed hands, and it was utterly unbelievable that Leland Harris would commission a yacht costing $40 million or more, at his pay rate. Billionaires buy fifty-meter motor yachts, not sub-million-dollar-a-year earners. 
 
    “So,” Kitty went on, “it’s become my project to look into a yacht for us—one of my projects, I should say. I’m just about as busy as he is, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    “So the yacht was Mr. Harris’s idea all along?” He gauged her reaction as he pressed her on the lie, and she was good. 
 
    “Yes, yes! I’d never think of asking for such an extravagance.” 
 
    “What a wonderful thing for him to surprise you with. I would imagine you two travel quite a bit together.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, all over the world.” 
 
    “Given that Mr. Harris holds an important position with—uh, Silver Coast, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, he pretty much runs the place.” Now she gauged his reaction with a sly look. 
 
    When Rowe returned her gaze with an open expression, showing he had no real knowledge of Silver Coast, she added in a mock whisper, “The old bat who owns it has no idea how brilliant he is.” 
 
    He chuckled. “She losing her marbles?” 
 
    “Definitely. Leland’s keeping that whole outfit solvent, and she doesn’t even know half of what he does.” 
 
    “I bet he’s bringing new ideas, new ventures, to the table?” 
 
    “All the time. Well!” She wanted to get back to talking yachts. 
 
    “Now,” he obliged, “in order to be sure the L330 is the best yacht for your needs, I’m wondering where you tend to travel the most often. That is, are you a real North Atlantic fan, you know, heavyweight crossings between America and Europe a la the great liners, or—” 
 
    “Oh no, I like the warmth. Seattle’s cold enough for me! I’m more of a let’s-send-the-yacht-someplace-and-fly-to-meet-it kind of person. I just love the Mediterranean—oh! Greece! Italy! Oh, the Riviera!” 
 
    “Which is why our longest-range model would be your best choice.” 
 
    He began to worry that he might be appearing to listen too intensely, so he relaxed and looked around the room casually. 
 
    He noticed the painting again, and found himself staring frankly at it. You could see the texture of the canvas as well as the paint that added dimension to it. 
 
    Rowe learned stuff all the time. 
 
    “I see you like the picture,” said Kitty Harris. “It’s a Gene Delwaukee.” 
 
    Even Rowe knew who Gene Delwaukee was. Successful artist, respected, subject of PBS specials, and so on. Famous for his handsome seamed face, his gaunt figure, and the large, subtle abstracts he painted. 
 
    “Yes,” Kitty went on, “this is Delwaukee at his peak, I feel, perhaps ten years ago. I saw this canvas and wanted it, and Leland picked it up for me when it came on the secondary market.” 
 
    Rowe noticed two tiny humps of plaster dust on the molding below the picture, where the mounting screws must have been set. “You got it recently, then,” as if he knew something about the art market. 
 
    “They delivered it last month. Yes! I think it pulls the room so together, don’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely. What a generous guy your husband is,” Rowe said warmly. “I’m very impressed he could just—you know—up and buy something like that. Well, we’re here talking fifty-meter motor yachts.” He gave her a full-on look. “I’m sure there’d be no problem funding such a purchase, would there?” Her face clouded for a painful instant. 
 
    She retrieved her smile. “Oh no. No problem at all.” 
 
    “After all, only an elite group of individuals and families have the means to acquire such a vessel.” 
 
    “Well, yes. But I’m used to things like that; you see, I’m a Holtmore.” 
 
    “Ah!” He gazed at her admiringly. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    She adjusted her already smooth hair and flung an arm over the back of her soft couch, lifting her upper body and rounding her chest. Boy, oh boy. 
 
    They talked yachts. He’d memorized most of the sales brochure, and BS’d his way through the rest. She nibbled at a cake. He ate another. 
 
    “I think one reason I like that picture,” he remarked, “is it reminds me of the light in Southeast Asia at a certain time of day: late morning, I think. I look at that, close my eyes, and I almost think I’m in—Bangkok! What a city. Up-and-coming these days. Have you and Mr. Harris ever been there?” 
 
    “No, but I’d love to go someday. We’ve been to Hong Kong and Singapore. Oh, the shopping, the shopping!” She laughed at herself and winked at him. 
 
    Rowe had to be careful. She was married and a subject in an active investigation; even one quickie with her would be against his code, and dangerous to boot. 
 
    And then there was Rita. 
 
    He was through with Rita. 
 
    Finished, he reminded himself. 
 
    Rita. 
 
    His cell phone vibrated in his pants pocket and he knew that would be Mrs. de Sauvenard with the banking information on the $3 million. 
 
    Harris was not in a position to buy a yacht unless it was with his wife’s money. That couldn’t be the case, however, because Rowe had found out that while the Holtmore name still opened doors on the West Coast, the family fortune had been thoroughly squandered by Kitty’s father. He’d had four daughters, and in that competitive environment Kitty Holtmore would have easily convinced herself to latch onto a promising MBA or law-school type like Leland Harris, eggplant or no eggplant. 
 
    And he’s in sexual thrall to her, and he’s working like a donkey to appease her increasingly extravagant tastes. When work isn’t enough, a donkey can turn to crime, and then the picture changes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 – Gina and Lance go Wild 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gina knew that when she really put her mind to something, she achieved results. Given a bit of luck. This had happened many times before. But now was different. 
 
    Lance was remaining cheerful. His dignity prohibited either of them from uttering the L word: lost. 
 
    What is lost, really, but a frame of mind? Yes, a frame of mind, which means it’s a matter of choice. We can choose to be lost, or we can choose not to be lost. Choice and semantics. 
 
    They had grown so close so soon that they did not need to voice these thoughts. In spite of being wet and dirty, they touched each other often. 
 
    Lance had constructed a shelter of fir boughs, which he’d stripped from trees by hand, overlapping them like shingles so the water ran off. It was a decent little lean-to. 
 
    Sitting on his haunches beneath it as the rain thrummed on the ground all around and streamed from the trees, he mused, “You know, I just thought I’d remember this territory. Thought I’d just remember it in me bones, you know?” When he wanted to be light, he talked Irish like that, saying me for my. In me bones. His eyes roved the foggy woods like a mystic’s, non-judging. 
 
    Gina, at his side, listened supportively. 
 
    “But things change,” he went on. “The trees are bigger; the sightlines I used to know are gone. Bushwhacking shouldn’t be this challenging, the route I was trying for. Well, this isn’t such a bad place to spend some time! It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Smell the air.” 
 
    Gina said, “I’d just as soon get back to the car.” Then, guiltily, she agreed, “Yes. Yes, it is really beautiful here, sweetheart.” The air did taste great, she had to admit, so fresh and cedary and wholesome. Her butt was cold. 
 
    Not having thought about it all that much, she had expected the terrain in Washington to be similar to the rolling, benign land of Wisconsin where she’d camped out with her cousins in pup tents in the woods back from the farm with its mature canopy, open forest floor, and lazy streams. 
 
    But this was the fucking mountains, steep and rocky. The trees were second growth and the understory was a thicket of glossy-leaved shrubs, mini trees, and vines that caught your ankles. Where was the ground, even, half the time? They’d struggled over great stretches of old slash, treetops and downed rotten logs and mold-slimed limbs the size of your waist, where your planted foot suddenly slides into a tangle of twigs with no real bottom. 
 
    They had been lost for four days. Lance had stuffed his pockets with candy before they’d left camp on Saturday morning, so at least they’d had that. Touchingly, he had used his belt knife to divide the last two candy bars, one Snickers, one 3 Musketeers, so that Gina, who couldn’t make up her mind which she wanted, could have half of each. 
 
    He saw her admiring the knife, a rugged beauty with a checkered wood grip and a hunting blade. “Yeah,” he said, “I could dress out a moose with this.” He paused, laughing. “If one came along and fell over dead in front of me!” 
 
    She reached out to stroke his cheek, his auburn stubble prickly to the backs of her fingers. 
 
    Today, Wednesday, dawned their fifth day in the woods. Last night and this morning they’d spent in this little lean-to, where Lance had made a teensy fire of what bits of dry lichen and punky wood he could scrounge. He could not make a really good, warming fire or it would have burned down the shelter. There they rested, hungrily. 
 
    The place certainly was rife with wild creatures, which they could hunt and eat if they knew how. They’d heard many more birds and mammals than they’d seen, of course. Little screams in the night. 
 
    “We just need a weather break, that’s all,” Lance said. “Then I’ll be able to get a bearing on something.” 
 
    He had led them cross-country to try to find a particular waterfall on a particular tributary of the Harkett River, but which tributary he didn’t remember, exactly. He’d brought no map or compass, preferring to use the seat of his pants, which had never failed him. He had a great sense of direction, and he had roamed these woods as a boy (though that had been summertime). Besides, he liked the serendipity of wandering. 
 
    Now, the November rain had flattened the daylight so much he couldn’t even tell west from east. The moss on the trees? Elsewhere you can tell direction by the fact that moss grows predominantly on the north side of trees and large rocks. But here, moss engulfed the tree trunks more or less uniformly. He found that an interesting fact and pointed it out to Gina. 
 
    She nodded. There were not too many flying bugs in these woods—she guessed the rain was keeping them down—but plenty of really icky ones at ground level. You’d kick aside a rotting branch in order to squat on a level place to pee, and find segmented creatures and stomp-proof beetles. She had begun whining fairly soon, on their first day of tramping around photographing locations for Kenner’s film. 
 
    Lance had actually found her aversion to dirt and bugs cute, and had made a game of protecting her from it all the best he could. He held branches for her, allowed her to boost herself on him to get across big logs. He even slung her over his shoulder to cross small creeks. The bigger ones were too dangerous for that, and he simply held her arm and they waded, slowly, together. 
 
    Whining had benefited Gina in the past, many times: when a picnic got too anty, when a fireworks night got too cold, when a cloudburst wiped out her hairdo—all such occasions warranted whining, and whoever she whined to usually helped her: sprayed the Raid, brought her a blanket, got her back to the car. And outta there! 
 
    However, once she and Lance became lost with only what was in their pockets to sustain them, she’d left whining mode. Lance could not push a button and cure her discomfort and fear. You can’t whine about the big stuff. They both wished for food, of course, but they didn’t lack for clean water to drink; Lance’s red jacket, when spread wide under the rain, caught enough to quench an army. Plus there were pristine-looking rocky rivulets all over the place. 
 
    Gina’s plastic poncho sucked. Whenever she raised a hand to grab a branch or wipe her face, cold rain streamed down her jacket cuffs to her elbows. The poncho with its little hood was at least keeping her head and shoulders somewhat dry. Her down jacket had gotten wet around the waist, where the poncho gapped and flapped. The moisture was creeping upward. Her lower pant legs were wet, and her feet were wet, but Lance had insisted that she don a pair of his wool socks that last day when they’d set out from the tent, so her feet weren’t cold. But the fear in her bones was growing: if they stopped moving today with no hot food, no sizable drying fire, they’d be in trouble. 
 
    Moreover, Gina did not like to pee and poop in the woods. One huge reason she really wanted to get back to the car was to reunite with her stash of tampons. She was feeling PMSsy and could only shudder at the idea of being out in the woods in this extraordinary situation with nothing between her and total pelvic savagery. 
 
    “Are there any more Certs?” she asked. They had reserved the breath mints for last, after eating the more-substantial chocolate items. 
 
    “No, that was it last night. Alder-roasted Certs, my specialty.” He cleared his throat, and she knew he was sorry. 
 
    “The little hiking I’ve done before,” mentioned Gina, “I seem to remember, like, trails. You know, trails through the woods.” 
 
    “Well, this isn’t public land. You gotta bushwhack or you don’t go. Except for around the boys’ camp.” 
 
    “I wish we’d stayed there.” 
 
    Gina’s head ached. The old fracture along the left side of her skull from her fall into the construction pit, so long ago, always acted up in cold weather. Her head hurt down into her neck. 
 
    “Things change,” he said vaguely. “I wonder if I’ve lost my touch. But don’t be scared, honey; I’ll get us home.” He paused. “It’s funny. This is Silver Coast land, you know. My family owns it, so in a sense, we are home.” He smiled, his white teeth gleaming through his stubble. “That makes me feel better.” 
 
    It didn’t make Gina feel better. Now rested, they set out, leaving their little shelter behind. Lance’s waterproof pocket watch said two thirty. The pocket watch, of some rare Swiss make, was one of his personal touches that Gina liked. 
 
    She looked back once, missing the shelter already, but the woods had swallowed it. 
 
    Softly she sang, “Here’s That Rainy Day” until Lance suggested she switch to “You Are My Sunshine.” An intolerable song, but she sang it for him because she loved to see his face as he listened. 
 
    Fairly soon, they came to an enormous log that served as a footbridge across a chasm. The log was seventy or eighty feet long. The river pounded below. Which river? 
 
    “Could be the Harkett,” speculated Lance. “Either that, or it’s one of the larger tributaries to the Quilmash. Unlikely to be the latter, though, given where I think we are. Where I hope we ought to be. I wonder who made this bridge.” 
 
    A little piece of trail had materialized near the bridge, took up on the other side, but then quickly reverted to wilderness. The bridge was merely a tree that had been felled across the river, then planed or chopped smooth on the upper side so you could walk on it. An insubstantial-looking railing made of branches had been added. 
 
    Lance stood looking for some time after they crossed it, looking at the trail where it disappeared. 
 
    He decided they should work their way around a rock outcropping to another ridgeline. 
 
    As they scrambled up a short slope, Lance’s boot slipped and in catching himself he grabbed violently at a rock with his bare hand. He didn’t yell out, but when Gina saw the cut she was shocked; the gash ran almost the whole way across his left palm and welled instantly with blood. He let it bleed, shaking the drops from his hand. “Clears it out this way,” he explained, forcing himself to wink at her. “Plus I’m right-handed, so that’s lucky.” 
 
    Her heart went out to him, he was being so brave. She thought of the first-aid kit in the car, God knew where. 
 
    Lance cupped his hand to the rain, and the cold rainwater mixed with the blood. He shook it off again and again. 
 
    She began to remove her poncho, but Lance read her mind and said, “No, don’t give me any of your clothes for a bandage. Help me pick some moss.” 
 
    She peeled handfuls from a tree, the clean moss coming away in easy clumps. He balled up some in his hand and they continued their difficult path. 
 
    Lance kept having to use both hands, however, and the moss kept falling out. She gathered more for him, but the bleeding did not seem to slow. 
 
    As they scrambled along, he said, “Our land butts up against the whole Harkett Wilderness Area, and there’s only like two trails in the whole Harkett. To come across one of those—well, that’d be lucky.” He laughed. “Either lucky, or thirty miles of bushwhacking!” 
 
    “Is that smoke?” Gina said suddenly. “I smell smoke.” 
 
    Lance had halted ahead of her and was looking at the ground. “Somebody took a crap here. Kicked a hole with their boot heel, made their deposit, then stomped it over with leaves. See the Vibram marks?” 
 
    They looked up to find three scraggly people staring at them. 
 
    “Hey!” exclaimed Gina. 
 
    The people were silent. 
 
    Gina said, “Are you lost too?” 
 
    “We’re not lost,” Lance contradicted. 
 
    The three people looked at each other. Mostly it was the flanking two, a man and a woman, looking at the man in the center. He lounged a step forward of them, his posture kinked in a rebel slouch. He was tall, maybe as much as six feet five, and lean. A gray-brown beard crawled over his face, growing high on his cheeks. He wore a dirty buffalo plaid black-and-white jacket. 
 
    Gina noticed that Lance’s teeth had begun to chatter; she saw his jaw do a flutterlike spasm as he worked to keep his lips closed. 
 
    “Were really lost,” Gina blurted, her reserve crumbling entirely. “We’ve been lost for four days!” 
 
    The slouching man, she perceived, commanded the attention of his mates exactly like Ed Burris used to do back home in Wisconsin. Every greaser slacker deferred to Ed because he was the only one who wasn’t afraid of anything. Vibe-wise, he treated life as one big prison yard, kill or be killed, where any show of fear was fatal. There was always a sense of dangerous fun around such guys. 
 
    The second person was a woman with a biker-chick aura to her, standing beneath a gigantic umbrella like golfers use, yellow and red panels stark against the unremitting green gloom. She looked like she might be friendly. She was smoking a cigarette, holding it elegantly in fingers lengthened by white nail polish. White nail polish, out here. Oh, brother. 
 
    Gina added the unnecessary sentence, “Are we ever glad to see you!” 
 
    The third scraggly person, a small guy with copper skin, a heavy face, and his hair pulled back in a ponytail, noticed Lance’s hand. 
 
    “Do you need help?” he asked softly, his voice barely audible above the barrage of rain. 
 
    “I’ll say we do,” said Gina. She couldn’t understand why Lance didn’t speak up. “Were you looking for us?” 
 
    “Why should we be looking for you?” said the woman, who wore maroonish-brown lipstick (in these woods! in this rain!) but no eye makeup. 
 
    As they stood shivering in the brooding beauty, Lance did something strange: he shucked off his jacket, saying, “I’m hot!” 
 
    Gina said, “What?” 
 
    The slouching man said, “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Yes, I am, I’m really hot!” 
 
    “No, you’re cold.” 
 
    Gina picked up Lance’s jacket and put it around his shoulders. When he didn’t move, she stuffed his arms into it like a two-year-old. His eyes looked odd. 
 
    Slouching Man said, “He’s hypothermic. So are you, your lips are blue. Let’s go.” 
 
    A trail materialized beneath their feet. Lance stumbled once. He tried to take his jacket off again, but Slouching Man grabbed him and said roughly into his face, “Pull yourself together, buddy. Come on.” The rain eased to a wet mist. 
 
    To Gina’s surprise, the group hiked only a short distance when the brush gave way to a clearing. A couple of small tents were set up, as well as a head-high tarp strung between the trees. A clothesline beneath it drooped under the weight of three pairs of wet socks. The clearing was small, maybe only thirty feet across. Gina noticed another tarp pegged down over a pile of stuff that looked oddly angular. 
 
    The guy with the ponytail, who, Gina saw, was younger than the other two and very slightly built beneath his jean jacket, went over to some smoldering coals beneath the shelter of a tremendous evergreen. He stirred them with a stick and added three pieces of split wood. The woodpile was in the shape of a doughnut around the base of another massive tree. Spruce trees? They shed the rain like the spruces she’d known back home. 
 
    “I’m Gina Farmer.” She extended her hand graciously as she thought Mrs. de Sauvenard, or Gramma Gladys, would do. 
 
    None of them stepped forward to shake her hand. 
 
    “I’m Dendra,” said the woman. 
 
    “Dendra?” repeated Gina, and Dendra nodded. “Dendra. Hi.” 
 
    Slouching Man did not introduce himself. 
 
    The slight man said, “I’m Alger Whitecloud,” so Gina understood that he was Native American. His eyes were bottomless, black and quick. 
 
    Slouching Man gave him an irritated look. 
 
    Alger Whitecloud ducked into one of the tents, a blue nylon dome spattered around the bottom with duff kicked up by the rain, and came out with a striped wool blanket. He sat Gina and Lance on a log in front of the campfire, put the blanket around them, and kindled a second fire behind them. This was an amazing strategy. The second fire leaped to life, and within minutes their fronts and their backs felt warm, and soon they were warm through and through. 
 
    Alger’s vibe was palpably better than Dendra’s and Slouching Man’s. He was not high status in this group, but somehow his own inner status glowed out from him. 
 
    The smoke from the fire rose and mingled with the low-hanging mist. 
 
    Lance came back to himself. “Thank you guys.” He smiled at each one. 
 
    None of them replied. Lance helped Gina up. Alger pushed the small fire into the bigger one. 
 
    They stood swinging their arms near the fire. 
 
    A chipmunk dashed across the clearing, chittering. 
 
    Slouching Man came over and told them, “You all can go head and get warm here, and eat something, but then you can go head and move on. We’ll help you find your way down to the highway.” 
 
    “OK, great,” Gina responded, standing squarely in the smoke of the campfire. She didn’t care; the warmth felt good and the smoke smelled savory. 
 
    Finding people willing to share their fire was good. 
 
    Why, then, did Gina feel uneasy? The vibe here, aside from that emitted by Alger Whitecloud, was simply not friendly. Grudging, that was the word that occurred to Gina. 
 
    She felt a sudden need to be extra-nice, to make up for their unfriendliness and to appear nonthreatening to these people. Why, though? Why would she feel uneasiness off of these recreational hikers? Gina had heard of feral individuals. Feral tribes? Were these people feral? 
 
    “So you guys are camping here,” said Gina, standing awkwardly near Lance and the fire. “Pretty spot.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Dendra, watching her. 
 
    Smoking seemed to be something that Dendra did to claim some space and to occupy herself: keep the cigarettes dry, shield the lighter’s flame from the wind, cup the fuming butt beneath your hand against the rain. 
 
    Gina understood something about outdoor smoking right then: it’s a triumph of you over the elements. That little flame is so elemental. She almost wanted one. 
 
    Gina smiled warmly. “We’re Earth Puppets!” 
 
    The group was silent. Gina felt like an idiot standing there smiling. 
 
    At last Slouching Man said, “We’re Earth Puppets too.” 
 
    “Yeah? No kidding!” 
 
    “Yeah,” asserted Dendra, “we help the trees.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Slouching Man. “We take care of the trees.” 
 
    “That is so great! Lance, isn’t that great?” Gina felt tremendously relieved. “Kindred spirits!” 
 
    These campers had brought with them some interesting-looking climbing equipment, cables and rigging and hasps, hung on pegs driven into the trees. The trees were so magnificent and so alive that Gina took for granted they felt pain when the pegs were driven. A big-ass Coleman cooler hunkered like a closed casket beneath another tree. Its white plastic lid had been painted with poorly adhering olive-green paint. 
 
    How had they carried that thing all the way into these woods? 
 
    “We do trail maintenance,” ventured Alger, and Slouching Man cut him a look. “I see you noticing our tools is all,” he added. 
 
    Lance said, “I hadn’t really noticed anything.” 
 
    Simultaneously, Gina said, “Well, that’s funny; we sure didn’t see any trails to here!” 
 
    “We’re volunteers,” said Slouching Man, as if that explained it. Then he said, “Do we have something for his hand?” 
 
    Alger Whitecloud, smooth of chin and black of ponytailed hair, squatted to Lance and inspected his torn palm. He picked away the bloody moss that clung to the wound and said with a look of concern, “We use kerosene, OK?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lance without hesitation. 
 
    “Because this needs to be closed. It’s cheap, and it kills whatever.” 
 
    Gina made a sound when she realized. 
 
    Alger motioned Lance to come into the shelter of the green tarp, where he pulled some stuff from a duffel on the ground. 
 
    From Lance’s body language Gina saw that he was bracing himself as much to show fearlessness as to absorb the shock-pain of the kerosene. 
 
    Lance held out his hand, and, gently, cupping Lance’s hand in his, Alger Whitecloud poured a small stream of liquid from an aluminum bottle into his palm. 
 
    Lance clamped his jaw and stood rigid as the chemical hit his open wound. 
 
    Beads of sweat popped out all over his face. 
 
    Alger took a piece of white cloth and blotted Lance’s hand until the bleeding stopped altogether. He then pushed the edges of the wound together and squeezed a line of Super Glue along the line. “Works like a charm,” he said. 
 
    Lance held up his palm for Gina to marvel at. 
 
    Alger finished by placing a piece of duct tape over the wound. “By the time this falls off, you’ll have new skin under there.” 
 
    Lance gave Gina a quick smile as his color came back. 
 
    In a few more minutes he really was OK, curious and upbeat like normal. He thanked Alger. “You’re a good medic, dude.” 
 
    Alger Whitecloud’s face was broad and exquisite: wide cheekbones, round eyes with a graceful, upslanted crease at the outer corners. His forehead was low, the pulled-back hair smooth. 
 
    Lance was studying Alger too. He seemed about to say something. 
 
    Gina got a sudden vibe. 
 
    Recognition dawned between the two men. 
 
    Gina saw this clearly, but Alger shook his head quickly at Lance before turning away. 
 
    Lance put a chipper expression on his face. 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” said Slouching Man. 
 
    “Nothing, Bonechopper,” said Alger. 
 
    “Nothing always means something. You always say the opposite of what you mean. Do you guys know each other?” 
 
    “So that’s your name, Bonechopper?” said Gina, extra-friendly. “Bonechopper what?” 
 
    The men ignored her and gravitated toward the campfire. They stood in a triangle around it, the flames becoming a sort of primeval barrier between them. 
 
    “I think it’s a case of mistaken identity,” Alger said. “People are always thinking they’ve met me before, I’m such an average-looking guy.” 
 
    “You?” said the tall man they now knew as Bonechopper. “You’re a full-blood, and with that hairdo? You look like a fuckin’ werewolf homecoming queen.” 
 
    Dendra laughed harshly. Alger, Gina now saw, was Dendra and Bonechopper’s pet that they kicked when they felt like it. 
 
    Dendra smoked constantly; Bonechopper and Alger smoked too. The camp brand appeared to be Marlboro Reds. Alger’s blue jean jacket, wet about the shoulders, steamed from the fire. With his sleek ponytail and a cigarette in his lips Gina thought he looked vulnerably sexy. Bonechopper, who badly needed a barbering, just looked sloppy. 
 
    Gina, wanting to ameliorate things, said, “Well, I’d be surprised if one or two people around here didn’t know Lance, or somebody in his family! De Sauvenard’s practically a household name in this state!” 
 
    Lance’s shoulders slumped ever so slightly, and he gave her a level look that she had never received before. 
 
    Dendra and Bonechopper stared at Lance. 
 
    “You’re a de Sauvenard?” asked Bonechopper. 
 
    Lance shrugged. 
 
    “Well,” said Bonechopper. “Well.” 
 
    “Your family’s done one hell of a lot of logging around here,” said Dendra. “I mean, my gosh, all this land—” She stopped. 
 
    Lance said carelessly, “Oh, the family really doesn’t do much logging anymore. Hardly any, in fact.” 
 
    Oh, hell, Gina thought. 
 
    Here we are, miles from nowhere, at the mercy of these people, these ecology people, and now, finding out he’s a de Sauvenard! De Sauvenard’s a dirty word to ecology people! Unless they know about the Great Plains Ungulate Initiative and so forth. Dear God, would these people chop our bones first and ask questions later? Why hadn’t she thought before she spoke? Not every Earth Puppet cell was totally peaceful; she’d learned that in meetings, when people talked off to the side. 
 
    Actually, she didn’t fear Alger; he seemed like a pretty steady person. Didn’t Native Americans, by and large, have good holistic values? And she could probably take Dendra if push came to shove. 
 
    Gina thought of saying something about how much she and Lance loved the books of Carson Plover. Yes, she’d talk about that next. She and Lance would do well to give the impression that Lance was not really part of the dark, tree-decimating side of the family. 
 
    But suddenly Bonechopper’s face changed. His beard opened, and a harmonica-wide grin broke from it. Thoughts Gina could not read raced across his features. 
 
    “Whaddaya know? Lance de Sauvenard, then.” He lunged around the fire toward Lance. She flinched, but Lance did not. The tall man shoved out his hand. “Bonechopper Bjornquist.” 
 
    Lance shook his hand with his good one. 
 
    Alger Whitecloud looked on impassively. 
 
    Then Bonechopper Bjornquist started talking, and he kept on talking for a very long time. Relaxed and excited, he began with his own birth, which was in the bed of a pickup three hundred miles northeast of Skagway, Alaska, “which actually makes me Canadian, but Dad just kept driving until we got to Alaska.” 
 
    Dendra got some beers out of the cooler and passed them around. Everyone sat on the logs in front of the fire and ate awesome steaks and fried potatoes, cooked by Dendra and Alger on a Coleman stove beneath the tarp. Bonechopper said the steaks were bear. Gina did not believe him. 
 
    How did they hump all this stuff out here? And why? 
 
    Dendra got out some pot and a long pipe. The already dim day faded into night. They sat around the fire and stared into its bright aliveness, passing the pipe. Bonechopper talked the whole time about his life in Alaska and then here in Washington, working in fish canneries and as a snowplow driver and bar bouncer. “The last thing you want to do is put a move on a guy, more like you want to convince him how much money he’s gonna have to spend to deal with an assault charge plus a DUI. But if I was drinkin’ myself, my judgment stopped being all that great.” 
 
    It was a peaceful, good time. Gina was relieved at how Bonechopper’s mood changed when he learned who Lance was. Local names still carry weight in a lot of places. Slowly it dawned on her that these people were probably growing marijuana around here. That was it. She knew lots of it came from the Northwest. That served to relax her too, now that it was clear what was going on. 
 
    A wind came up, blowing away the fog, and the forest shook drops from every branch tip, but due to the canopy of the huge spruce, they stayed fairly dry. Gina didn’t want to imagine the night without a fire ever again. Where there was fire, there was safety. 
 
    “This pot is mellow,” said Lance. 
 
    “Super-mellow,” echoed Gina. 
 
    “This is the life,” said Lance, as the mist again engulfed the campsite, making the fire a golden bubble of light and warmth. Alger, from time to time, left the bubble and came back with split pieces of wood to feed the fire. 
 
    Lance and Gina spent the night rolled together in a couple of thick blankets beneath the tarp. Bonechopper had said, “Good night. In the morning you all have breakfast here with us, then we’ll show you the way to the road.” 
 
    Bonechopper’s and Dendra’s voices from the fire droned Gina into semi-consciousness. 
 
    But, later, as she drifted in the warmth of sleep, Gina was roused by a strong burbling sound, like a creek, above the steady dripping of the rain. They were near a branch of the Harkett, Alger had told them that, but she’d been aware of no creek so close by. Glugga-glugga, went the noise steadily, like water coursing through a culvert pipe. But there could be no culverts here, deep in the woods, could there? Glugga-glugga! 
 
    Eventually she went to sleep, her head pillowed on Lance’s biceps. He stroked her hair and kissed her as she slept. 
 
    She roused again in the middle of the night to more gluggas, only now they seemed to be coming from a different direction. A strange place, these woods. Then, when a gust of wind brought the thrumming drops heavier, she felt what must have been a small earthquake. Just one bounce, like she’d felt at times in California. If she’d been in a regular bed off the ground, she thought, she probably wouldn’t have felt it at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 – Rowe Displays That Flair 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe sat in his underwear typing furiously into his laptop. Bertrice de Sauvenard had gotten him the information he wanted, and now he was checking the validity of the Thai bank that had received her $3 million. 
 
    The bank was real, he found by checking its ratings online, as well as doing some triangulation using the names of its president and board of directors. They had legit reputations, none of them under investigation for anything; all he found were a few old corruption charges, but no convictions. Par for the course. 
 
    He crunched into the second half of his wheat-oat bagel upon which he’d spread peanut butter. He drank his coffee. Hotel rooms were always depressing in the morning unless you could open the window. He didn’t like his sleep smells to mingle with his food smells. 
 
    Here at the business travelers’ hotel in Renton, he had defeated the window’s Perma-Bar Safety Unit with the largest of his lock picks and a drop of shampoo as a lubricant, plus a strong shove. 
 
    He breathed the cool, moist air, looking down at the parking lot, gridded with white stripes, a few cars hunkering in the steady rain like patient bugs. 
 
    Next he turned to the company that had received the check, Dashwood-Choudry Enterprises. This was a more complex thing. 
 
    He found references to a British businessman named Jonathan Dashwood who had done real estate deals in Malaysia and Indonesia, and another named A. N. Choudry who seemed to have connections with the Thai government, but he could find nothing about Dashwood-Choudry Enterprises. The company did not have a Web site. It could employ one person or thousands, as far as Rowe could tell. 
 
    He sought more information on the principals, and finally hit a vein when he searched on “Jonathan Dashwood sealed.” 
 
    Bribing a government—a mayor, some minister—to seal potentially incriminating documents from courts and the press was a common enough trick. Sometimes, of course, sealing was done for legitimate reasons. 
 
    So Rowe got this one hit, a story in the International Herald Tribune to the effect that an Indonesian court had sealed plea and sentencing documents in a fraud case involving Mr. Dashwood four years ago. Two other principals in the case were Ivan Platonov of Irkutsk, Russia, and a Chinese gun merchant who had been, and still was, in prison in Egypt on an unrelated conviction. 
 
    Rowe used the same search on A. N. Choudry but got nothing further. 
 
    He went back to the name Ivan Platonov, because it was ringing a bell. 
 
    Indeed. Platonov was a post-Gorbachev sleazeball, he learned, who’d made a killing when the Soviet Union fell, from his position as a provincial magistrate by simply deeding the region’s three best copper mines to himself. 
 
    “Copper?” Rowe said out loud. 
 
    He phoned Mrs. de Sauvenard at the special number she’d given him. 
 
    “Do you,” he asked, “have any connections in Siberia?” 
 
    “Well, in a way,” she answered, not surprised by the question. “I have a man who covers Eastern Europe and Russia for me.” 
 
    “Does he speak Russian?” 
 
    “I believe he does.” 
 
    Rowe told her what he’d found so far. “If Dashwood-Choudry Enterprises is a front, this Ivan Platonov could be the key guy. Would Leland Harris have had any dealings on your behalf, involving Siberian copper or, to your knowledge, this guy specifically?” 
 
    “Gosh, I don’t know. That would’ve been while Big Kenner was alive. I do know the name Ivan Platonov: he helped himself quite plentifully to the treasures of northern Russia, as I see you’ve found out. I would have thought he’d have gone into retirement by now. You say he’s linked to this Dashwood-Choudry company?” 
 
    “Well, he’s linked to Dashwood, anyway. Seems the two have committed some fraud along the way. I don’t know what kind.” 
 
    Rowe wanted to get in touch with Silver Coast’s Eastern European agent himself, but due to Mrs. de Sauvenard’s caution, he had to settle for instructing her to do so. He told her what questions to ask, exactly what information to get. She rang off excitedly. 
 
    He turned his attention back to Leland Harris’s personal finances, and the question of the expensive Gene Delwaukee painting Kitty Harris had gloated over. 
 
    He researched the picture online and was beginning to think that pursuing this avenue would be more trouble than it could possibly be worth when he came across a catalogue from an art auction house here in Seattle that listed the painting in a group offered two months ago. 
 
    Phoning such an auction house to discuss pictures would have been awkward, and it’s much more difficult to gain trust over the phone. It can be done, but your odds are always better in person. He got dressed in his nice suit and drove downtown. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Seattle was socking in for an early winter. All but the diehards had winterized their boats or taken them out, and the waters of Puget Sound were slaty and ominous. Mt. Rainier, the empress, had receded behind the clouds. The knowledge of her being here, so majestic and so hidden—the identity of the city—made some people feel comforted, and others uneasy. Ferries blasted their foghorns, and the gulls cried like lonely garbage-pickers. 
 
    Leaving his car in a street spot in the design district, Rowe got out and walked, enjoying the drizzly city streets. He dodged one puddle only to land in another. He laughed at himself and walked on disregarding puddles. 
 
    A young man dressed in chic black with metal glasses greeted him at the auction house, two floors in one of the sleekly renovated warehouses. The glasses looked like something Rowe might have made in shop class, only he was sure they must have cost a mint. The man was clearly an assistant, from his slight swagger to his clammy handshake, exactly the level of employee Rowe wanted. Glancing beyond the outer office into the empty main one, he saw that the bosses had gone to lunch. Just right. 
 
    Rowe introduced himself as Tom Webber from Beverly Hills. 
 
    “I’m putting together a pied-à-terre for my boss, who bought a place in”—he named the Harrises’ building—“and I’m just getting my feet wet in Seattle.” He laughed ruefully, gesturing at his fine shoes. The assistant, whose name was Adrian, smiled with respectful sympathy. He had already given Rowe the onceover and noticed everything. “And,” Rowe went on, “I just unpacked a crate and went aaaahhh!” He threw a hand up as if reeling from an evil jack-in-the-box. 
 
    Adrian snickered in anticipation. 
 
    Rowe said, “And I find three pieces I didn’t even remember he had—two Anna Kottlers and one dusty old Gene Delwaukee! Right in my face.” 
 
    Adrian suggested coffee and asked Rowe to sit. 
 
    “So,” said Rowe, sliding himself onto a smooth leather couch and accepting the Danish-type cup and saucer offered, “I’m in the area picking up swatches and business cards, and I saw your sign and thought I’d drop in.” Rowe gave a vague description of the “Delwaukee” painting. “I like to give him good advice. What would you think of him selling it?” He furrowed his brow, peeping at Adrian over his cup rim. “Or should it be the other two? None of them, take my word for it, will work at all in the new place.” 
 
    Before Adrian had a chance to respond, Rowe went on, “He’s coming in tomorrow night for a few nights, and he’s going to ask me where’s the best place to go for drinks in Seattle, and I’m afraid I’m quite helpless!” 
 
    Adrian smiled and began to speak, but Rowe added, “I’m not talking about leather clubs, mind you; I’m talking about a real place where all the best people go.” He cocked his head, waiting, half smile. 
 
    “Oh, take him to Mijimi,” said Adrian expertly. “It’s right downtown, but it’s not downtowny, you know. They used to have the place filled with art glass...” He paused, eyebrow raised, and Rowe interjected, “I hate art glass!” 
 
    “I know,” said Adrian warmly. “Ugh, it’s so all over the place here—but thankfully it changed hands, and they’ve totally redone it, and it’s fantastic. The drinks are perfect, and—” 
 
    “But what about the clientele?” Rowe demanded. 
 
    “—and I was about to say, everybody in the know goes there. The right people. The top people.” Adrian’s eyes sparkled a deep, unnatural blue. 
 
    “The ones who donate to the opera, not things like Peruvian peasants?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes!” 
 
    “But not too many of them?” 
 
    “Oh no, just the right amount.” 
 
    Rowe flicked a pretend bead of sweat from his brow and winked. “Thanks.” 
 
    The two gay men sat together in friendship. 
 
    “So I’m thinking about that Delwaukee,” said Rowe. “Does your firm have any recent history auctioning them?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Adrian rolled his eyes. 
 
    Seeming not to notice, Rowe asked, “For a good price? I mean, you did well?” 
 
    “Ha. Yes and no. I mean, the winning bid for the last one was fantastic; it—” 
 
    “Don’t disclose the number to me! I don’t want to get you in trouble.” 
 
    “No, no, of course. But, oh, if you only knew the—” Adrian stopped himself, and Rowe nodded in somber approval. But Adrian found a way to go on. “Well, in fact, a neighbor of...well, one of your boss’s new—uh, well, suffice it to say, not all auctions have happy endings!” 
 
    Rowe clutched Adrian’s arm. “Oh? What happened?” 
 
    Adrian wriggled with pleasure. “Well, it had nothing to do with the Delwaukee per se; it’s just that it never ceases to amaze me how some of the very top people don’t pay their bills!” 
 
    “Oh, my God. Wait. You said a neighbor...my boss—one of my boss’s new neighbors?” 
 
    Adrian looked at Rowe in silent affirmation. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” said Rowe. “I was there! I was in their home! I know who you’re talking about! I’ve seen their Delwaukee! A neighbor of my boss? Here in Seattle?” 
 
    “I can’t say names!” 
 
    “Oh, God, you don’t have to! His head is like an eggplant! She’s a pygmy who thinks she’s Edith Piaf!” 
 
    Adrian screamed with laughter. “Yeesss! Oh, my God, you’re right, his head is just like an eggplant, and she is exactly a cut-rate Edith Piaf, that is hilarious! Aaaahhh!” 
 
    “Aaaahhh! I’ve seen that very painting; they had us over for coffee! They did nothing but brag about it! You mean their check bounced?” 
 
    “Those people’s check bounced higher than Giselle Isleworth’s hair!” 
 
    “Oh, my God. I saw her on Broadway.” 
 
    “Which show? Kickin’ It to the Kittens?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “I have her autograph.” 
 
    Rowe laughed. “You win, you win!” 
 
    “They let him send a van for that painting before they ran his check. It’s not like he was some unknown guy in town, you know. Would you believe he’s trying to work out an installment plan? After the fact!” 
 
    As Rowe strolled to his car, he thought about acting. Before meeting Rita, he hadn’t paid much attention to his little charades and impersonations, the tricks he used to pull people off their guard. He would have called it bluffing, not acting. A simple wad of hundreds was Rowe’s preferred method of gaining information, and with certain individuals in certain subcultures it worked impeccably. 
 
    But at times he did have to pretend. She had pointed out to him just how much make-believe he used, and how good he was: posing as this or that to win somebody’s confidence. Doing these pretend things came naturally to him; he didn’t really feel he worked at it. Knowing Rita had deepened his understanding of it. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    He allowed his heart to dwell on Rita the woman. Rowe supposed that when most men think of the woman they love, they start with the face, then the main guy-attractants, breasts and butt. But when he thought of Rita, he thought of the small of her back. Yes, the part of a woman’s back well below the bra line, where the ridge of the spine dives into pliant flesh. 
 
    In Rita’s case, her fitness made that flesh firm, the muscles smooth, not hard—and she had just enough body fat that the two muscle groups, left and right, were like heavenly small cushions curving narrower and narrower until they came to that mysterious, wonderful place where you could again see a little bump of spine before the flare of her hips began, then the 3-D curve of her buttocks. 
 
    His breath caught just thinking about the drama of Rita’s backside. A place where so many lines of the body come together. 
 
    He felt deeply mournful. Ridiculously. Although he knew he could wait out his whole life for her if either of them had been in a prison cell, such was not the case. He really ought to move on. Common sense said so. A flat loss. No sugar coating. 
 
    Nothing to take away from it but painfully happy memories. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 – Camp It 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Petey ran ahead, halted dramatically, focused his telescope, and called, “I think there’s dinosaurs in these woods!” His voice almost burbled, it was raining so hard. 
 
    Thanks to Daniel, we were prepared for this curious weather. 
 
    Petey wore a wide-brimmed waterproof hat that Daniel had bought for him on the road, and he’d zipped himself into his weather-tight secret-agent jacket (lots of cool pockets) his dad had given him two Christmases ago. It had been so big then he couldn’t wear it, but he’d grown into it and now it fit perfectly. He wore his little jogging pants and leather sneakers. In that getup, with that brown waxed canvas hat with its chin strap, he looked like a little mountain man. 
 
    By way of helping us decide what to bring, Daniel had simply said, “It’s gonna be more challenging than you think.” 
 
    I kept expecting thunder and lightning, but this was no front moving through; this was simply a weather system that had decided to park here, and like a Greyhound bus, it wasn’t moving until it was damned ready. 
 
    All our feet were damp, but that was about the worst of it. Daniel and I wore good parkas with sweaters underneath. 
 
    Because Daniel had left even his Smoky Mountain accent behind when he came to Los Angeles from North Carolina, I kept forgetting his roots. His mountain instincts had led us up a rutted road, which the Porsche was barely able to negotiate. 
 
    “Forest Service road,” Daniel had muttered. “Pretty old. Been a while since they last graded it.” He steered skillfully. 
 
    “I’m surprised how wide it is anyway,” I remarked. 
 
    “Well, this is second growth here, mostly, believe it or not. They had to get some tremendous wagons through here to harvest what they cut a hundred years ago.” 
 
    “This is second growth?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m seeing some pretty awesome stumps in there.” 
 
    It was true. As big as the trees around us were—two or three feet in diameter at the base—the moss-covered, rotting stumps among them were even wider, five, six, eight feet across. 
 
    Daniel had stopped when the road became too rough to risk the car. 
 
    “From the map,” he said, “it looks like the origins of the Harkett River are somewhere above us. If Lance wanted pretty photographs, I bet he might have headed up this way.” He smoothed a crease in the map. “Looks like a little lake off to the east, too.” 
 
    Up to this point we’d been traveling roughly northeast from the town and the main highway. Shortly after we left the market and garage, the two-lane road crossed the Harkett River on a low trestle bridge. The river tossed and foamed just a foot below the Porsche’s tires. 
 
    “Wow!” said Petey. “I like bridges.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Daniel. “We’ll have to do a bungee jump from one someday.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Petey’s innocent little voice. 
 
    “Daniel,” I murmured. 
 
    “Well,” Daniel began, “you find yourself a big tall bridge, and you get yourself this special long cord, elastic cord, you see, and—” 
 
    “Look at that big eagle!” I shouted, pointing through the windshield. 
 
    “Where?” cried Petey. 
 
    “There, over there! Oh, he flew. We have to keep a sharp eye out for more; they’re the size of pterodactyls in these parts.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Daniel coughed and did not resume his graphic description of bungee jumping but launched into the story of the most interesting summer job he’d ever had, when he helped a college professor put together the partial skeleton of an allosaurus the professor had dug up in South Dakota. Petey was spellbound. I guess all this biomass was getting him off pirates and back into dinosaurs. You work with what you got, as Gramma Gladys used to say. 
 
    Although en route here I’d pictured myself simply running headlong into the woods hollering for my sister, the reality, the vastness, of the terrain sobered me up to listening to Daniel and trying to follow his plan as he developed it. Looking back, I realize he was mostly trying to keep me focused on clear goals. Make camp. See that Petey eats something. Show him how to take a whizz in the woods and how to kick a cathole with his sneaker. 
 
    Once we stopped to make camp, that little car turned out to be a clownmobile, with two small tents spilling out, a little cookstove, and a tarp to cook beneath. Case of freeze-dried stews and vegetables to supplement the groceries I’d bought. 
 
    We had searched in an upward-slanting vector (that’s the best I can describe it) all Tuesday afternoon and Wednesday, and today, Thursday, we had decided to aim toward the lake, on a more or less descending route. 
 
    Daniel thought Lance and Gina might have taken a different road in. 
 
    “Then why don’t we—” 
 
    “Because if they’re lost they’re not going to be with their car. The car isn’t all that relevant to us right now. I grant you, it’d be good if we could find the car first and start there, but we could spend a week looking for it. And they won’t be with it. For all we know, it’s just ahead of where we had to stop, but in all this rain there’s no such thing as fresh tire tracks.” 
 
    Now, as we hiked, I occasionally called out in a lighthearted voice, “Gina! Lance!” As if my voice could carry more than twenty yards in this denseness of vegetation and atmosphere. My cell reception had conked out somewhere near the grocery store and GB’s Garage. 
 
    Petey, totally undaunted by the rain, kept seeing dinosaurs, pterodactyls (my fault), and other forest monsters. “It was a giant—thing!—that was like a giant—squirrel—with horns! It ran really fast, you guys missed it.” 
 
    “Now, were they horns or tusks?” Daniel queried earnestly. “Because if it had tusks, that species is much more dangerous than—” 
 
    “Tusks! He had tusks!” 
 
    “All right, then. Keep your wits about you and carry on.” 
 
    I loved Daniel so much. He trudged doggedly along. I watched him for a minute, appreciating him. His face, with its high forehead and slightly dented temples, wasn’t the standard pretty-guy Hollywood mug; his face sort of roamed the borderlands between lady-killer leading man and off-center-looking character actor. A compelling face, which, I guess I’m trying to say, could go either way. 
 
    Level ground was scarce in these parts. The forest ebbed and flowed around us as we moved through it, the treetops sometimes towering entirely out of sight in the hovering mist. 
 
    The Eskimos, everybody knows, had invented dozens of words for snow, depending on its condition, and I thought that the natives of this region must have correspondingly done the same for rain. It misted, or it showered, or it poured or it lashed, or it abated briefly so that a wind could come and make the trees shake themselves off (onto you). Nut-sized drops that hammered your shoulders. 
 
    “I think we’re on a trail,” I remarked. “Is this a trail?” 
 
    We’d been finding fairly easy walking for the past few minutes. 
 
    “No, Rita,” said Daniel slowly. “This is an overgrown two-track.” 
 
    “Hey!” Petey yelled from ahead. “Hey!” 
 
    “Some new dino species, no doubt,” Daniel murmured. 
 
    A mother can tell the difference in pitch, timbre, and intensity between a dozen “Hey!’s” that sound identical to ordinary humans. “No, he’s found something.” 
 
    Furthermore, I could tell by his “Hey!” that Petey had found neither Gina nor Lance nor an ice-cream stand staffed by friendly pirates. But it was something. 
 
    We followed his voice to a break in the scrub. 
 
    My son was standing with his hands on his hips, fearlessly gaping at something much taller than he was, much bigger and heavier. It hulked shaggily in the relatively bright clearing. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    There were others. 
 
    Perhaps six or eight of them—one much bigger than the rest. Beyond them I could see a wider clearing—no trees or even scrub: a great big hole in the land. 
 
    A lake. Cabins. Their flat fronts consisted of two small windows flanking a door with a tongue of moss-covered steps going up to it. 
 
    Daniel said, “An old fishing camp, I guess. Must be good fishing in that lake, huh? Trout, I guess.” 
 
    The cabins really did look more like mangy buffalo than buildings. 
 
    Ferns grew everywhere thigh high. 
 
    “Gina!” I called hopefully. “Lance!” 
 
    Daniel looked at me and his face said, You don’t have to do that just for show; obviously they’re not here. 
 
    No one was. 
 
    Except us. 
 
    Then it hit me: “This is the place in the pictures! That Kenner showed me on his phone! They were here!” 
 
    Yes, I recognized it now: the eating pavilion, the chin-up bar from which Lance had hung upside down for a photo taken by Gina. For some reason the lake had not been depicted. 
 
    “Oh! Hey!” I called, dashing idiotically this way and that. “Hey! Hey Gina! Hey Lance!” 
 
    “Hey!” Petey echoed. “Hey, Aunt Gina! Hey, Lance!” 
 
    “They’re not here,” said Daniel patiently, taking my arm. “Why don’t you rest a minute?” 
 
    Petey scampered around indefatigably. The relatively gigantic clear space afforded by the lake—such long distances to see across—got him using his spyglass in almost an ecstasy. He ran to the pebbled beach and watched the rain fall on the water. The water was incredibly clear; you could see rocks and snags on the bottom as it descended from the waterline for a long way. He scanned his spyglass back and forth. 
 
    Then he seized a rusted two-wheeled barrow, tried to pull it behind him like a rickshaw, but a wheel fell off. Something fascinated him in the intensity of the still-brilliant red paint on its underside, and he got his pad and colored pencils from his daypack to draw it. 
 
    “But,” said Daniel, “let’s see if they’ve left a note or anything.” 
 
    The sky paled and the rain eased a bit as Daniel and I inspected the camp. 
 
    We found nothing in the cabins but bare wooden bunks and lots of dead flies. A bathhouse and a mess hall and the semi-collapsed pavilion, plus a stone fire pit. 
 
    Daniel made out a decayed sign over the mess hall that said: CAMP—something illegible—IT. 
 
    “‘Camp It,’” he read. 
 
    Below that, the sign said: WHERE BOYS BECO, and there the sign looked like it had been chewed off by an angry bear or, perhaps, a tusked squirrel. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I remembered, “the animatronic laundry pile at the grocery store told me the name of this camp, Skee-wit-wit or something. Yeah, this is the old boys’ camp Lance and Kenner talked about.” 
 
    “I was realizing it probably wasn’t a guys’ fishing camp; the urinal trough isn’t very high.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “You know, that wasn’t a very nice thing to say about a sincere fan of yours.” 
 
    “Don’t start with me.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    Petey came running up. “Mom, what’m I gonna do? I forgot my pencil sharpener!” 
 
    “Here, honey.” I opened my Girl Scout knife as Petey handed over his brown-umber pencil, its little lead flat to its cone of cedar. Whittling the wood, I said, “This is how they sharpened their pencils in olden times.” 
 
    Petey watched closely. “I want my own knife.” 
 
    “Well, soon enough, honey.” 
 
    After Petey dashed off, Daniel said, “Well, you’d think if Lance and Gina had stumbled upon this and needed shelter, they’d have stayed.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That’s a good sign.” 
 
    “It is?” They could be dead somewhere. 
 
    “Rita.” Daniel took my arm and turned me to him. Beneath the dripping bill of his parka hood, his blue eyes shone with kindness. “The sheriff was probably right, you know. They’re OK somewhere.” 
 
    I gazed across the lake. 
 
    A fish jumped, its silver body curving clear of the water. Was it rising to catch prey on the surface? Or leaping in panic to evade a larger predator moving in from the depths? 
 
    It flopped back into the water with a violent splash. 
 
    “I wonder how come this isn’t a camp anymore,” Daniel said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 – What Bonechopper Wants 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gina woke to the sound of Lance’s tense voice a little ways off, then Bonechopper’s too. She listened for a while before giving serious thought to opening her eyes. 
 
    “You realize we don’t earn much money,” said Bonechopper. 
 
    “Earn? You guys are poachers,” said Lance. “I heard you last night. I can’t imagine you had to go to such trouble way out here.” 
 
    “The law sneaks around.” 
 
    Poaching? Gina hadn’t heard any gunshots, just the weird bubbling. 
 
    Bonechopper said, “We do what we gotta do.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a simple rationalization.” 
 
    “You could help us get out of this life. Into a more honest situation.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, now, Mr. de Sauvenard. My friend.” 
 
    “Look,” said Lance frankly, “you and Alger and Dendra helped us. Come right down to it, you probably saved my life.” 
 
    “Damn right we did! You were at death’s door, my friend.” 
 
    It struck Gina that when Bonechopper said “my friend” he didn’t mean it. 
 
    “Well,” said Lance, “I was hypothermic, I realize.” 
 
    “Your girlfriend was pretty cold too.” 
 
    “Yes, she was.” 
 
    Gina breathed lightly, listening, smelling the wool of the blanket pulled up to her nose. She lifted the blanket half an inch with her chin and cold morning air poured in. 
 
    “I thank you,” said Lance, “and I’m glad to give you guys some money in gratitude. I’ve got about three hundred on me. Here, take it.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Bonechopper, “if I take that, you’ll think the deal’s done.” 
 
    “Deal?” In the space of that one short word, Lance’s voice grew ice-rock hard. 
 
    Bonechopper said, “You can arrange to get us more. I was hoping you’d think your life was worth more than that.” 
 
    “This land belongs to my family. These are my fucking trees in the first place.” Lance’s voice sounded bigger, and she realized his upper body had bristled the way it did sometimes; she could picture his chest thrusting out like he did in jest, only this time he was really angry. Lance was a well-built guy, and Gina could hear the iron in his voice. 
 
    She heard chuffing sounds from the direction of the fire, and realized that Alger or Dendra must be blowing on the coals to kindle them again. 
 
    “Hey,” said Bonechopper a little unnerved, “don’t get the wrong idea. I was just hoping you’d be able to do a little more for us, given how your family’s so well off.” 
 
    “Don’t threaten me.” 
 
    “I am not threatening you. Hey, cripe, we’re buds. Take it easy.” Backpedaling. “Come on, let’s get Alger to make us something to eat. Alger! Dendra! Break-faaaast!” 
 
    Gina knew well enough that she and Lance were at the mercy of these people, at least as far as reliably getting out of the woods went. Or—she paused to think a second—were they? 
 
    She sat up and yawned loudly. She scrambled from the blanket. Lance came over and told her, “As soon as we eat, we’re getting out of here.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just leave now?” 
 
    He looked at her face, which had grown gaunt in the last five days, notwithstanding the good meal they’d had last night. “Because we need the food. The weather’s trying to clear; see that ridge over there?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “We couldn’t see it yesterday afternoon, so that’s proof. It’s a long way away; I think it’s part of the Harkett gorge. There’s a little waterfall coming down from that cleft, can you see it?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s pretty.” 
 
    “It’s the one I remembered. Wish I could get a picture of it for Kenner, but my camera’s gone; it must’ve fallen out somewhere. My cell battery’s dead, so I can’t take any more pictures, but at least I have a better idea where we are. I have to tell you, for all my fucking up where were at, this place is beautiful.” 
 
    She smiled, loving him. “It is, sweetheart.” He was so irrepressible, so spunky. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her. She whispered, “That Bonechopper’s a big bluffer.” 
 
    Lance smiled, the stubble on his chin spreading taut, but his eyes were not smiling. “We still need to get out of here.” 
 
    “How is your hand?” 
 
    “Fine.” He held it out. The tape was holding, no blood, no swelling. “They’ve got to have a pickup stashed around here. I mean, this is not a permanent encampment. Those eggs were fresh, and they’ve got too much equipment and stuff to’ve carried it in without Sherpas.” 
 
    “But how could they drive a truck through these woods?” 
 
    “I bet we’re close to an old logging road, or even a firebreak. When they’re trying to stop a wildfire, they’ll just doze a road right through the forest, usually along a low ridge if they can.” 
 
    “Would the keys be in it, though?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Let’s go find it.” 
 
    He looked at her with admiration. “We can’t both just start spooking around; they’ll get suspicious. You stay here, make nice, and I’ll slip off like I’m going to take a dump. If I don’t find their truck—with keys—in a few minutes, I’ll climb that ridge while it’s clear and get a look down the Harkett, and then I’ll know for sure which route we should take. I can do it fast, and I’ll come right back.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “You sure you’re OK staying?” 
 
    “Yeah! I’m not scared of them!” 
 
    He kissed her. “That’s my girl. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes, I promise.” 
 
    Gina touched his back as he went off. She then joined Dendra, who gave her a coffee can full of warm water. She took it into the bushes to wash up. 
 
    Her period had not come yet, so partly thank God and partly oh hell, could I be pregnant? She couldn’t worry about that right now. She’d never been dirtier in her life. No hot shower for how many days now? Five? 
 
    Rita must be getting a little worried. 
 
    Gina washed with the warm water and dried herself with her sweatshirt. She wished it was hot summer and she could go for a dip in the river, which she now heard rushing close by. Shivering, she pulled her jacket back on. 
 
    She wished she and Lance were alone in a safe, warm place. 
 
    The breeze shifted and she smelled a sharp cedar smell, so unusually clear and astringent, as if thousands of pencil sharpeners had been emptied just on the other side of these shrubs. 
 
    The shrubs, she now noticed, had been somewhat trampled. 
 
    She parted them. 
 
    What she saw made her put her hand to her chest. She stepped backward onto a root, stumbled, caught herself, and looked again. 
 
    A great tree lay before her, its cut end next to the stump. Jagged splinters stuck up in a line across the stump. The tree was far larger than any near the clearing. The cut end glistened with golden droplets. The wood was the color of rose gold, encircled by bark wider than Gina’s hand. 
 
    She saw that the tree’s crown, far from where she stood at the stump, lay in pieces, cut away from the main trunk. And the trunk itself had been segmented to lengths of about twenty feet. They lay in an almost perfect line, barely separated. There were four of them. 
 
    “Oh, there you are.” 
 
    She whirled. 
 
    Dendra stood beneath her red and yellow golf umbrella sucking on a cigarette, watching Gina. “All freshened up?” she asked, as if this scene of botanical carnage was not lying before them. “Where’s Lance?” 
 
    “Uh,” said Gina. “Uh.” She couldn’t help starting to cry. 
 
    “What’n the heck’s wrong?” Dendra came toward her. 
 
    Gina lunged to the stump and slapped it with both hands. “This! This is wrong!” Her hands came away gummy with sap. She flung out her arms, angry at herself for crying. “What’s wrong, you say? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, that?” Dendra was genuinely calm. 
 
    “It—this—this makes me sick, to see such a beautiful thing lying on the ground like this. Ugly! What’s going on?” Even though Gina had no experience with logging operations, she knew this was a strange deal: just one tree down, no clear-cut, no logging camp with checker-shirted guys running around in spiked boots. 
 
    Dendra’s non-reactiveness to the slain tree was unbelievable. Wonderingly, Dendra said, “Hey, hey, babe? Hey, take it easy. My gosh.” 
 
    But now Gina was sobbing. As much as she wanted to stop, she couldn’t, just yet. These woods were so thick, and the rain was so heavy, and these people were so weird. 
 
    Gina instinctively went toward the shelter of the golf umbrella, and Dendra, moved by Gina’s distress, put her arm around her. “Hey, babe, it’s OK,” she said, in her many-a-peace-pipe-smoked voice. “Don’t you see? We’re just doing what we know how. To survive.” 
 
    “You’re not Earth Puppets at all!” accused Gina. 
 
    “Oh, hey, in a way we are. In a way, everybody’s an Earth Puppet.” Dendra flicked away her butt and exhaled smoke luxuriously. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Gina, getting a grip. “Earth Puppets don’t do this to trees.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, you’re right,” Dendra agreed. “No Earth Puppet would ever achieve this level of honesty. Look, what’s your problem? That we’re cutting trees at all, or that we’re doing it on property that isn’t ours?” 
 
    Gina was at a loss. 
 
    “Essentially,” Dendra explained, “we’re freelance loggers.” 
 
    “But you just said this property isn’t yours.” 
 
    “Look. You know how the Animals Foremost people liberate the minks and the chickens and stuff? We do the same with trees. These trees are being grown only to be cut down by machines and turned into two-by-fours and pizza boxes. By clear-cutting, mind you, where a hundred acres comes down all at once. You should see what that looks like, you want to talk ugly, if you haven’t yet seen one. At least they do replant.” 
 
    Gina stood snuffling, trying to understand. 
 
    Dendra said, “Bonechopper and Alger used to work in the mills. Bonechopper even used to log for Silver Coast, matter of fact. It’s a tough life. You ever seen that TV show on logging? It’s all true, the bosses work the guys like borrowed mules, and half of them don’t know what the hell they’re doing. So the rest of ’em never know when a log’s gonna bust loose on ’em or what.” 
 
    “Why’s he called Bonechopper, anyway?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dendra laughed, “it sounds axe-murderish, but it’s not that at all. His real name’s Rusty. Rusty Bjornquist. They were driving the last of the logs on Lake Quilmash, to the mill, you know the mill’s right there? So Jerome Del Valle, he was feeding logs in from the raft, and he slipped on a buckskin log and got his leg caught in the conveyor. He’s like thirty seconds from the debarker, it’s like this maw? Giant steel barbs, they just grab the logs and claw the bark off it; anyway he starts to go up the incline, screaming his bloody head off, his leg’s getting tore up, and you think about a human being going into that debarker—what a god-awful way to go.” 
 
    She paused to chuckle, picturing the situation, her stomach bouncing beneath her jacket. 
 
    “Renny Zed was on the switch inside, and since he was stoned at all times, everybody knew why even bother yelling to him? So Rusty thought fast and just grabs his axe and runs across the boom, climbs up in there, and takes off Jerome’s leg. Or takes him off his leg, more like. One blow, he’s real proud of that. The leg goes in, Jerome stays out, and on top of that he got full disability. He sent Rusty a case of Jack Daniel’s from the hospital. That mill’s defunct now.” Dendra smiled perkily. She was not pretty, but she had a decent smile—all her teeth were there, anyway. “Rusty can make that axe practically play music. It’s—it’s melodious, how he uses it. Anyhow, from that day on, he became known as Bonechopper. Jerome became Peggy.” 
 
    “Peggy?” 
 
    “As in peg leg, get it?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah.” 
 
    “Plus, you should see him with a chainsaw.” 
 
    “Peggy?” 
 
    “No, Bonechopper. And see, that’s what we’re all about. We cut trees one at a time, by hand with chainsaws. It’s much more humane. Hey, if you wipe yourself with toilet paper, you use timber products. It’s a fact of life.” 
 
    “I wish I had toilet paper.” 
 
    “I should’ve lent you some. Sorry.” 
 
    Indicating the tree, Gina asked, “How’re you even going to get this out of here?” 
 
    “There’s a Forest Service road just over—” Dendra pointed. 
 
    “Oh?!” Lance was right. She listened for him, but the woods were silent. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe just a hundred yards. We’ll winch it up when the truck comes—that’d be Jack, our outlaw trucker! There ought to be a show called Outlaw Truckers. Or else we’ll cut it into bolts for shakes.” 
 
    “Bolts for shakes?” 
 
    “Hunks to take to the shake and shingle mill. You can get three hundred bucks for a pickup’s worth these days, price of cedar.” 
 
    “Oh. How come I didn’t hear anything last night, except this weird—” 
 
    “Ha! That’s how we muffle the chainsaws: they put a hose from the exhaust into a bucket of water. Sounds like a babbling brook, la, la, la, instead of a Husky 372xp with a bored-out cylinder. Just in case the law comes around, and they do sneak around. You work at night, and nobody’s the wiser.” 
 
    Gina listened dumbly. 
 
    “Hey,” said Dendra, “looks like somebody’s feeling better! Come on, let’s eat. But so anyway, where’d Lance go, huh? Did he tell you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 – Rowe Analyzes; Gina Makes a Dash 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Rowe missed his little apartment in Culver City. It wasn’t much bigger than this suite in the road warriors’ hotel in Renton, but it was Los Angeles, it was warm, it was home. There he could wear his cherry-red flip-flops without his feet getting cold. The building, in one of the last sketchy neighborhoods in Culver, had burned last year but then been fixed up again, and he got his old apartment back. It overlooked a parking lot and a strip plaza of crazy little businesses. He missed his new drum set, in its sound-curtained corner, a nice maple-shelled set with the sweetest little toms. It was three-thirty in the afternoon and he had been back from his interview with Adrian for about an hour, working on his notes. How long would this one take? His fingers twitched and he drummed a three-against-four pattern on the hotel’s urethaned desktop; then, absently, he shifted into a five-against-eight, like in “Kevlar Dreams,” recorded just this year by Bent Jim Hoagland, with Christy Dawson on drums. Rowe admired the great Christy Dawson, his touch, his restraint on the skins. He stretched his toes in his wool socks. 
 
    He thought of Rita’s sister Gina and the ambition she brought with her to L.A. to be a torch singer. He wished he’d been more successful helping her find gigs, but the pickup jazz combos he played in usually didn’t need a singer. He imagined Gina yodeling the blues in the spectacular woods with Lance, and he smiled. As much of a pain in the ass as she could be, she was fun. 
 
    He sorted his thoughts on the Bertrice de Sauvenard-Leland Harris situation, also missing the whiteboards he used back home, where he could live with a case visually. The boards, one or two of them, stood on their easels in his living room, always ready to map out his ideas. 
 
    He opened the large spiral sketchbook he used when on the road. 
 
    HARRIS IN DEBT, he wrote in bold letters. 
 
    Beneath that: 
 
      
 
    BANGKOK HOTEL – MRS. DE S. QUESTIONS 
 
    $3M OUT – WHERE TO AFTER BANK? 
 
    HARRIS CO-DEPENDENT W/WIFE’S TASTES 
 
    CHOUDRY CLEAN – DASHWOOD DIRTY 
 
    STAY ON PLATONOV 
 
    STAY ON $ TRAIL 
 
      
 
    Rowe considered going to Thailand for a quiet conversation with the bank manager who had received the $3 million from Silver Coast on behalf of Dashwood-Choudry, the purported hotel development company. If he could only know where the money went from there. 
 
    He drummed his fingers in frustration. He knew the value of remaining cautious at this stage, if he really wanted to figure this out and not just scare Harris into dropping the whole thing, only to regroup with some other scam. Bertrice de Sauvenard didn’t want to just fire the guy—she wanted to nail him. Rowe liked that attitude. He’d just have to figure out this puzzle within a limited range of motion. 
 
    His cell phone buzzed and Mrs. de Sauvenard said in her straightforward matronly voice, “I’ve got Blaise on the case, my man in Eastern Europe? He’s based in Prague. I caught him just as he was going out to dinner. Said he remembered entertaining Leland and a few commodities traders a few years ago in Moscow. He acted cagey when I brought up the name Ivan Platonov.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “But after I pressed him—well, threatened him, to be honest—he caved, he admitted Platonov had ‘been there.’ I was not pleased, on several levels.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “That meeting led to a deal, a major deal by which we were able to broker copper from Russia to India. Now this was, remember, a time when India really looked like it was about to get its act together on infrastructure.” 
 
    “Copper cabling,” Rowe realized. 
 
    “Exactly. Rural electrification for the subcontinent at last!” Sardonic laugh. “Well, we did do quite well there for a short time, until all that nonsense in Mumbai, but the deal, you see, reflected extremely well on Leland. Talking to Blaise and learning that Platonov, that robber, had been ‘at’ that dinner, that evening of carousing in the name of business—which I have no inherent problem with, by the way—” 
 
    Rowe smiled listening to her. 
 
    “—I knew that he, Platonov, was the reason we’d done so well. Not Leland. It’s easy to do well when your business partner’s margin is close to a hundred percent!” 
 
    “Yes,” murmured Rowe. “Leland got all the credit.” 
 
    “Naturally. And oh the bonus he got that year! He got four hundred thousand; that was the highest Big Kenner had ever given. I think that went quite a ways in developing his taste for luxury. So!” Her voice took on a brushing-its-hands-off quality. “Having built up so much confidence in Leland, I gave him free rein from that moment on. Such a trusting soul am I!” 
 
    Rowe said, “But we can’t jump to—” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not jumping, heavens. I went back through the books and reconstructed that deal. Had to get out my magnifying glass, little goddamn Sherlock Holmes here. Platonov was in on it, plain as day; there was his name in the fine print!” 
 
    Listening, Rowe drifted to the window. Rain was spattering down on the few cars in the parking lot. He saw his rented white something-or-other. When he’d gone out this morning he’d found faint green mold lining the window gaskets. Man, he thought, the moisture just wants to claim everything. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard went on. “Blaise apologized, but you know it’s water under the bridge. Furthermore, he told me that since that deal he’s kept as far from this Platonov character as he can, because he heard he’s gotten in with the Russian mafia pretty heavily.” 
 
    “Oh?” Rowe found this fact of quiet interest. 
 
    “Violent company to keep! Guys who come and go internationally, enforcing the rules they like. I guess the government wasn’t crooked enough for him! Ha!” 
 
    “Does Platonov speak English?” Rowe asked suddenly. 
 
    “I believe he does. Blaise said he distrusted translators.” 
 
    “Must be fun when he does business in China.” 
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    “Harris got a little drunk on that big bonus, I guess,” said Rowe, “and now he’s struggling pretty bad. His personal finances are what’s driving him, I believe, his situation with his wife, trying to please her. She’s quite the little—uh.” He found himself unable to utter the phrase. 
 
    “Cock tease.” Mrs. de Sauvenard said it. “Yeah, Kitty. That’s obvious, that’s her whole focus in life. Well, her family can’t be of any help to them anymore. You know, they’re really a pathetic couple. I’ve had them out on my boat. They both get seasick.” 
 
    Smiling, Rowe said, “Yet she wants him to buy her a yacht.” Bertrice de Sauvenard hooted. “A status symbol that makes you vomit! That’s her all over! But now listen, you were trying to tell me that just because Leland and Ivan Platonov misbehaved together in the past, that doesn’t necessarily mean they’re in cahoots now with this hotel deal.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Except that as soon as I hung up with Blaise, I sat there and I thought: can I get access to our headquarters’ phone statements on the computer?” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It was something Big Kenner used to keep an eye on, but as I told you, I started leaving minor things like that to Leland and the other directors. Well, Big Kenner’s password was still good. I scanned down the calls from Leland’s number, and in the past two months he’s phoned both Moscow and...” She paused for effect. “Zurich.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    “Zurich several times, same number.” 
 
    “Is he supposed to be doing any company business there currently?” 
 
    “No! We’ve scaled all that back!” 
 
    “So you suspect him of doing a little bit of alpine banking?” 
 
    “I certainly do.” 
 
    “OK, well, we need something more solid on this guy. Can your source in Prague, this Blaise, get me Platonov’s phone number? A cell number?” 
 
    “Leland’s calls to Moscow were made on a landline, that’s how I knew it was Moscow.” 
 
    “That’s irrelevant. Were there a lot of calls, or only a few?” 
 
    “Just a couple, and they were short. I’d think he’d want to minimize his contact with Platonov, you know, for deniability.” 
 
    “OK. Please try to get me that number, landline or cell, whatever. And Mrs. de Sauvenard?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If it’s all right with you, I’ll be entering your building downtown again tonight.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Alger Whitecloud and Dendra prepared a gigantic skillet of bacon and fried potatoes, which they held for a little while as they all waited for Lance. Then they went ahead and ate, Bonechopper muttering through his beard into his steaming cup of coffee, “Son of a bitch thinks he’s playing a little game with me.” 
 
    “He said he’d be back soon,” Gina insisted, again. 
 
    But she was terribly worried. The minutes passed with Dendra chattering about an anticipated trip to town, where she intended to get a pedicure and some new tops and maybe hang out at her mom’s for a while. “She’s getting up there, so when I come over”—self-righteous inflection—“I make sure to do whatever laundry she’s got, along with mine.” 
 
    “You’re such a great daughter,” said Bonechopper. 
 
    She glared at him. 
 
    “When was the last time you helped the old girl out, anyway?” prompted Bonechopper. 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “It was three months ago you went over there.” 
 
    “Well,” Dendra said defensively, “I’d get to do a lot more for her if you’d come and live there with me, rent free!” 
 
    Bonechopper spat into the campfire. “Dendra, it’s a twelve-by-sixteen-foot shed she lives in. And she hates my guts.” He got up, spanked his thighs, and said to Gina, “He’s really not coming back. How do you feel about that, little girl? Your badass boyfriend running out on you? Come on, Alger, let’s go find our friend Lance.” 
 
    Gina rose and spanked her thighs too. “I’m going with you.” 
 
    “No.” Bonechopper and Alger simply turned and hustled into the woods, with no preparation. Gina trotted after them, but they moved like wolves and lost her within minutes. She walked back to the clearing. 
 
    The morning mist solidified into drizzle. Gina hugged her crappy plastic poncho. 
 
    Dendra tried to make more conversation, but Gina was busy tumbling into a horrific depression. Dendra shrugged and went to the pile of angular-looking equipment beneath the pegged-down tarp, extracted a chainsaw, and trudged away with it in the direction of the murdered tree. The chainsaw was longer than Gina’s arm and looked heavy as Dendra listed under its weight. She returned, got a five-gallon bucket and about a six-foot length of garden hose, and stood with her hands on her hips. She was fairly well built, with meaty thighs and a deckhand’s wide walk. She had donned a pair of heavy brush chaps, thick-soled boots, and an orange helmet with a black mesh face shield. “Hey, c’mon, sunshine. Wanna help me buck some bolts offa them logs?” 
 
    Gina just stared at her. 
 
    “C’mon, the people need shakes, you know? Gotta put something on their houses to keep the rain out, don’t they?” 
 
    She lumbered off, and Gina soon heard the vzzz-VZZZ of the chainsaw starting, then the steady, camouflaged glugga-glugga. 
 
    Gina sat on the ground beneath the kitchen tarp and began singing, softly, “The Man That Got Away.” The singing calmed her a little. She didn’t know what else to do. 
 
    She sent ESP waves to Lance. Have you hurt yourself again, darling? She gathered all her energy, imagining it like a glowing ball of daffodil-yellow electrons surrounding her. Here is my beacon. Feel my beacon. Come back to me. 
 
    Bonechopper and Alger had taken off in the direction of the ridge, so perhaps one of them had seen Lance go that way after not finding a vehicle. She supposed that because they knew the terrain, they could overtake him. 
 
    This thing was degenerating. 
 
    She smelled the exhaust fumes wafting from Dendra’s saw, and marveled at how sharp her sense of smell had become in the woods. She remembered that when she and Lance had met up with the three timber thieves, she’d caught a whiff of Dendra’s shampoo. The gas fumes smelled extra-unnatural. She lived in Los Angeles where everybody breathed engine exhaust all day long, yet there she was never aware of it, unless she was standing right next to an idling bus or something. 
 
    Suddenly she remembered the road that Dendra had said was just yonder. Christ! She leaped up, not wanting to discuss leaving with Dendra, who as she worked on the tree was between Gina and the supposed road. Go, said her inner voice. 
 
    One good thing about not having luggage: you don’t have to screw around gathering your stuff. 
 
    Gina crept through the shrubs, skirting the area where Dendra was working, trying to make as little noise as possible. Peeping through the branches, she could see the logger chick working cumbersomely in her chainsawing gear, smoke drifting from beneath her mesh face shield. She can fit a cigarette in there? Gina marveled. Under other circumstances Gina might have really hit it off with Dendra. She smelled the cigarette smoke. 
 
    Dendra stopped the saw to kick a massive cedar round free from its last splinter. Gina froze, then moved slowly. Still the leaves and branches made slithering sounds as she moved through them, and twigs crickled beneath her feet. 
 
    The hell with it. Seeing an opening in the vegetation ahead, she broke from the thicket and ran. Behind her she heard Dendra yell, “Hey! Gina! Stop! Shit!” 
 
    Seconds later an unimaginable thing happened: an explosive noise, trailed by a sickening bizzz! as a bullet tore through the vegetation right next to her ear. 
 
    She kept running, her feet magically nimble over the forest duff and debris. The road! Yes! Rutted to hell, but it was gravel and a clear way to run. The light-gray sky was above her head now instead of the ominous forest canopy. Instinctively she followed the road downhill, her body surging with adrenaline, her legs pumping hard and free. She and Rita had always been fast runners. She heard another shot, but it seemed far behind and sounded, somehow, halfhearted. 
 
    Gina ran until she was out of breath, then she walked as fast as she could. The road began to climb, however. Was she going deeper into the mountains? She knew already that these dirt wilderness roads formed a web, linking to each other around mountains and ridges, not for the purpose of going anywhere but simply to access the terrain. What cop would possibly want to come up here to look for tree thieves? You’d belly out your car in two minutes. She listened for Lance’s voice. Every time a bird called in the distance she paused briefly to listen, thinking it might be a garbled syllable from the love of her life. There was no way to know how to get to the paved highway. Well, as long as she stayed on the road she was less lost than she had been. 
 
    That fucking Dendra. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 – War Paint 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had long known that Petey’s favorite place was “outside,” but even I was surprised at how he was glorying in this strange trip through the woods. The rain simply pounded down on us, and he raced through it laughing as if we were at Sea World getting endlessly drenched by Shamu. 
 
    Best of all, there was no one to tattle on here. 
 
    Petey didn’t yet miss his stuff at home, and he took my lighthearted explanation of our trip—going camping with the idea of surprising Aunt Gina and Lance on their camping trip—at face value. For the hell of it is a perfectly good reason to children. I love children for that. 
 
    We’d left the boys’ camp in the direction Daniel reckoned was likeliest for Gina and Lance to have gone, toward the Harkett River. We found it, crossing the gorge on a log bridge that had been thrown down in the middle of nowhere. My breath caught when we came to the bridge, a beautiful, solid trunk spanning the gorge at a narrow point, perhaps seventy feet across, the river foaming far below, the craggy rock walls dark with continual spray. Petey loved it; he loved the drama of it, hanging on the railing as Daniel and I stood in the middle of the bridge and scanned up and down the watercourse, looking. Daniel told us the rock walls were basalt, a hard, fine-grained rock that had poured from volcanoes as the dinosaurs watched. 
 
    The railing wobbled under Petey’s weight and I grabbed him. I took a deep breath. He stood still. 
 
    “Watch how fast this water is,” said Daniel, as he dropped a chunk of wood. It made a hearty splash in the center of the river where the water was smooth and powerful—that is, all its power intact, none spent smashing into rocks—then bobbed up, moving swiftly downstream. It drifted to the side we’d come from, slid down a smooth rock, and disappeared. 
 
    “It couldn’t have sunk,” I wondered. 
 
    “Watch,” said Daniel. 
 
    The chunk, which was about the size of my head, reappeared a few feet downstream, like a cork in a tub, then seemed to move backward—that is, upstream—then disappeared again. 
 
    A couple of seconds later it reappeared in the same place it had the last time, and began the cycle again. 
 
    Petey was appalled and fascinated. 
 
    Daniel said, “It’s caught in a hydraulic.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I said. 
 
    “It’s a standing wave in a river. See how the water slopes down from that flat rock, then almost bulges up in that eddy? You’d think the water there ought to be calm, but it’s not. That chunk’s being carried in an up-and-down circle.” 
 
    “Wow!” Petey thought that was cool. “It’s science!” 
 
    “It certainly is. That’s a small hydraulic. There are much bigger ones in this river, man-eaters, count on that. I suspect there’s one further downstream, see where I’m pointing?” 
 
    “Yeah!” said Petey. “I wouldn’t want to fall into something like that!” 
 
    “People do, sometimes,” Daniel said. “Kayakers really don’t like them.” 
 
    “What happens?” I asked. “How do you ever get out of it?” 
 
    “Eventually the river decides to spit you out. Your orbit degrades. Sometimes”—he shrugged—“you die before you get free.” 
 
    We left the river and took a snack break on the other side, sheltering next to a huge boulder. Petey kept noticing all the things kids notice—things adults consider little or unimportant but which are really things adults just tend to stop seeing. Why is this? Do we lose some of our curiosity about the world? 
 
    I guess it makes sense: long ago you learned that if you jump off the top of a fence without bending your knees, it hurts. You now know how to jump off the top of a fence. You learned how to tell a starling from a grackle, so you don’t have to look closely at those birds anymore. You learned the basic properties of mud. Mud is mud. 
 
    So you more or less stop seeing things in an exploratory way, and although this saves time, you miss stuff. 
 
    “Look, Mom, you can paint with this rock! It’s a paint rock!” 
 
    “Oh, cool, honey.” He’d pounded a fist-sized brown cobble against a storm-gray basalt boulder, pulverizing some of the softer brown rock against the harder rock, the powder of which immediately mixed with the rain, forming quite a lovely reddish-brown liquid, which he finger-painted on the gray rock. 
 
    Daniel came over. “Hey, do like this.” He showed him that if you paint beneath an overhang, the rain won’t wash it away. Daniel drew a crude skull, which Petey immediately copied. “Outline your hand,” encouraged Daniel. “It looks very petroglyphic.” 
 
    Petey became absorbed in the orange cast the pigment gave his skin. 
 
    “Hey, war paint!” cried Daniel. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Daniel stroked two bold diagonals across his own cheeks. “Wow!” Petey immediately smeared his own face. “How do I look, Mom? Where’s your mirror?” 
 
    “In my toilet kit. You guys both look extremely tough and manly. Not ridiculous at all. In fact, looking at you, the word ridiculous would never enter my mind.” 
 
    Daniel smiled. “We look fearsome, then, right?” 
 
    “Since that’s the point of war paint, yes. Extremely fearsome. Fearsome to the nth. You know that stuff is never gonna come out of your clothes.” 
 
    “I feel,” remarked my friend, “that I’m never gonna come out of these clothes. Let me see that stone, Petey.” 
 
    Petey handed it over. “It’s special.” 
 
    Daniel inspected it. “Gosh, these stones on the surface are all glacial till; who knows where this particular rock got carried from. I don’t know if this is a ferrous clay or what. Haven’t noticed others like it.” 
 
    “It’s not clay, it’s a rock,” Petey said. 
 
    “I know, but it might’ve been clay before the earth’s guts made it into rock.” 
 
    “Oh.” Petey dropped the stone into one of his secret-agent pockets. I didn’t want to know what other forest elements he’d stored in there. 
 
    Opening my senses, I gazed into the woods. How many different shades of green were there? A hundred? A thousand? 
 
    The fresh smell of earth came up to my nostrils. It occurred to me that although plants and animals were living, expelling waste, dying, and decaying all around us, there was never a smell of rot, only a heavy, wet freshness. I guess if we’d come upon a four-day-old elk carcass, it’d be high. But nothing consumable by the bugs and moss and ravens lasted long. The forest is a terribly efficient place. 
 
    We got going again, following a creek that was supposed to get bigger, then join the Quilmash River on the other side of a high ridge. “I don’t know what the hell they were doing,” murmured Daniel, “but given the way the weather’s been, they might have wanted to gain elevation, to try to see better where they were. If they have a map and compass, I don’t know how they could’ve gotten lost.” 
 
    “I fear that’s the point,” I said. 
 
    Daniel and I were keeping track of our whereabouts quite well with map and compass, taking bearings, dealing with declination, and navigating around obstacles. I’d had a general idea of how to do it, left over from Girl Scouts when Mrs. Vorhazy, Becky Vorhazy’s mom and leader of our troop in Wisconsin, took the dozen of us out to Sammond’s Pond, told us to get out of the van, then drove away after saying, “There’s a shortcut to town over that hill. Go, go!” 
 
    We obediently trudged off, realizing that somehow Becky had managed to remain in the van. 
 
    Mind you, Mrs. Vorhazy had given us no training whatsoever in the use of map and compass; she must have felt that direct experience would be the best teacher. We stared at the coffee-stained AAA map she’d tossed to us, then followed the red ends of our compass needles, believing that they must point the way home. I guess we were all ten or eleven. 
 
    We wandered the gently rolling woods for a couple of hours until we heard an automobile horn honking at signal-type intervals. We followed the sound to Mrs. Vorhazy’s two-toned Dodge van where she’d parked on the other side of the pond after having run to town to shop for ballerina shoes for Becky. 
 
    In those days, adults did things like that without getting sued or even questioned. You never even thought to mention it to your parents. My brothers died laughing when I told them about it; then they showed me how to really find your way cross-country with a compass, map or no map. 
 
    My reverie was shattered by a harsh sound from above. It sounded like a death rattle, not that I’d ever heard one. Some hermit dying in his tree house? We looked up. We heard it again. 
 
    Petey pointed to a spaniel-sized black bird that had just settled on the tip of a huge hemlock. 
 
    The bird gazed down at us, flapped its wings—whump, whump—and uttered its harsh, tragic cry again. 
 
    “I’d say that’s a raven,” said Daniel. 
 
    “No wonder Poe wrote that poem,” I commented. 
 
    “I don’t think he likes us,” said the war-painted Petey, before resuming his front-running course. 
 
    “Well, I don’t like him. Or her,” though I couldn’t readily imagine such a bird tenderly laying an egg, let alone feeding young. That black, curving beak looked like it could carry off a spring lamb. 
 
    “Reminds me,” said Daniel, “of a carny I used to work for.” Once again Petey yelled, “Hey!” in a certain voice, and I hustled up to him. 
 
    He stood in a rocky spot holding a camera in his hands, a digital one, quite small, in a plastic shock case. He tilted his hat back and said, “Here’s some blood too.” 
 
    Indeed, in an area recessed from the weather, the light-grained rock showed a red smear that could have been a handprint. My stomach dropped, and I immediately scanned the area for more blood, but of course the rain would have washed away any more. That rain would have washed away evidence of a hog butchering. 
 
    Daniel examined the camera. “Ansel Adams he ain’t, but look at these shots.” He pressed the button advancing the pix across the screen as Petey and I crowded in to see. “A grotto,” Daniel narrated, “and a bunch of ferns. A pretty crick. Ferns. A meadow, a falls. A lake. That’s the lake we were at, Rita. The boys’ camp. And there’s Lance.” 
 
    I got light-headed when I saw the same pictures Kenner had shown me on his phone. 
 
    Then I remembered what the grocerywoman, Lydia, had said of Lance and Gina, something like “they went in, but they haven’t come out yet.” 
 
    “If they hadn’t come out of the woods, according to that bat at the store,” I wondered, “how could Lance have transmitted these pictures to Kenner?” 
 
    “When we’re in the valleys, no way,” said Daniel. “But I suspect if you get high enough, I mean you really scale a peak, or find the top rim of the Harkett, higher than we were, you might get cell reception. He must have transferred these shots somehow to his cell phone. I doubt he’s got a sat phone.” 
 
    “A sat phone?” 
 
    “Satellite phone.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” I then had the brilliant idea of using the photos as a sort of breadcrumb trail: if we could follow it backward, we’d end up at Lance’s car, and just maybe— 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” said Daniel, “but look—we’ve obviously been on a pretty good track here. If I were them, I’d keep going this way, at least for a while, because see that ridge? There’s gonna be easier walking up there, and you’d think you could maybe see something, some way to find a way out if you were lost.” 
 
    Petey piped, “You guys think they need first aid?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think they might,” I muttered. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Gina panted along the forest road. In some places the plants reached so far into the roadway she could almost touch them with both arms. She ran past open clear-cuts covered with lifeless stumps and heaps of slash that were slowly giving way to new green brush and saplings. Odd how one type of environment followed the other, demarked by violently straight lines following no real land contours. 
 
    The water in the ditch bounding the road rushed high and churningly brown, cutting into the roadside, crumbling it in places. 
 
    She’d been going for perhaps twenty minutes when, jogging, she rounded a narrow bend and ran smack into what felt like an iron post planted in the middle of the road. After she bounced off, she saw it was Bonechopper Bjornquist. 
 
    “Hey, hey, little lady!” he said in a fake-amused voice. “Why so far from home?” 
 
    Alger Whitecloud was with him, and before Gina, half-dazed as she pushed herself up from the mud, even had a chance to register what was going on, a familiar voice rang out. 
 
    “Gina! Hello!” 
 
    She had imagined, so vividly, Lance calling to her that for an instant her brain thought the voice was his at last. 
 
    But the voice, though similar to Lance’s, was a bit more Adam’s-appley, somewhat taller, looser. “I’m so glad to see you!” it said. 
 
    “Oh, my God! Kenner!” 
 
    Kenner de Sauvenard grabbed her up in his long arms. She hugged him tightly. “Oh my God, oh my God!” 
 
    He released her and stood there cool and lanky, dressed in foul-weather gear, slightly stooped under the weight of a backpack whose black extension collar loomed behind his head like a crow. Rain dripped from the brim of his handsome Indiana Jones-type hat. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Gina asked as rain pooled around her feet. She fingered her filthy plastic poncho. Godforsaken place. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Looking for you and Lance, naturally!” Kenner’s great wide smile. 
 
    “How did you know we were lost?” 
 
    She glanced back and forth between Kenner, Bonechopper, and Alger, scanning their faces for clues. 
 
    “We were looking for Lance too,” said Bonechopper, “when this guy answered our shouts. Another de Sauvenard, we understand.” 
 
    “Lance is my brother; I told you,” said Kenner, puzzled about these guys. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he’s back at camp,” Bonechopper asserted. 
 
    “Then let’s go!” said Kenner. 
 
    Gina gripped his arm. 
 
    “I’m not going back to you guys’ camp,” she told Bonechopper. “Dendra tried to shoot me! Kenner, we’ve got to get out of here and—” 
 
    “What?” Kenner turned to Bonechopper. “Who’s Dendra?” 
 
    “She shot at me!” 
 
    “What the hell’s—” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Bonechopper, drawing an ugly black pistol from his coat. “Shut up, you both.” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” Kenner’s hand went up to chest level, palm out, automatically. “Hey, hold on. Everything’s OK here. No need for a gun. I thought you guys knew where my brother was.” 
 
    “He’s back at camp, like I said.” Bonechopper did not put away the gun. 
 
    “No, he isn’t!” cried Gina. 
 
    Bonechopper’s eyes had gone flat, almost blind looking. “One de Sauvenard’s as good as another,” he said vaguely to himself. Was he insane? Gina could not read Alger Whitecloud. He had not spoken. He was very calm. She couldn’t tell if it was a good calm or a bad calm. 
 
    The cold rain slathered down on them, and Gina wondered if the wet would—could—disable Bonechopper’s gun. As if suddenly thinking the same thing, he positioned his other hand above it, his fingers cupped over the barrel like a little awning. It looked ridiculous and perfectly lethal. 
 
    Alger Whitecloud, who had mended Lance’s hand, given Gina a blanket, and cooked bacon, cleared his throat. “The safest thing for you two right now is to come along with us.” 
 
    Gina looked at him. He seemed disturbed by this gun business. 
 
    His eyes met hers. “Trust me.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    George Rowe cracked his knuckles as he hot-wired his way into Leland Harris’s digital accounts using the codes Bertrice de Sauvenard had suggested. 
 
    It was a quarter to ten at night, and the floor was quiet except for a cube area near the elevator where two young engineers worked in front of a computer screen, excitedly having lapsed into their native Asian tongue. They didn’t even look up when Rowe, dressed in his generic service tech’s outfit, strolled by. 
 
    Sitting there in the dark, scrolling through Harris’s professional life, he found that Harris was an online spender on stock-picking newsletters, cashmere socks, cigars from the Dominican Republic, hair-growth compounds, wrinkle creams marketed to upscale, virile, middle-aged guys, and Clint Eastwood DVDs. Eventually Rowe found an account linked to an outside bank, which he realized must be Harris’s personal expense account. He paid his American Express through it, as well as the other bills. 
 
    Rowe looked for anything that might suggest a Swiss account: a blind account number, a notice from Credit Suisse, perhaps. 
 
    He reasoned that Harris’s expense account could be a laundering place for funds from just about anywhere in the world. Because it was buffered from his home and anything shared by his wife, the account could allow him—and her, for that matter—a measure of deniability if it ever came to that. 
 
    Rowe looked for unusual deposits and found none, just the monthly reimbursement for Harris’s Amex. This was a fairly unusual setup, he knew: only in a family-owned company could you find something as lax and convoluted as this sort of account keeping. 
 
    Perfect for Harris, perfect for any sharp operator who could keep his greed in check. A guy who could do that could rob a place like this blind, over time. Time was the critical thing, of course. Trying to hurry the process was where they tripped themselves up. You get away with one small thing, you get bolder. Age-old story. You start to lose respect for your boss. 
 
    Rowe reflected on that and realized that the very first thing you must lose in such a situation, however, is respect for yourself. 
 
    He went back through the months and looked again at the deposit list, scanning for the name of the bank in Bangkok, the names Dashwood, Choudry, Platonov, anything. He looked for checks to the auction house that sold Leland Harris the Gene Delwaukee painting. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He got out his cell phone and started to punch Mrs. de Sauvenard’s private number when he stopped, his eye arrested by the word Harkett on the screen. 
 
    It was in a list of transfers he’d almost scrolled past. 
 
    “Harkett First Savings,” the line item read. Five thousand U.S. dollars to an account there. Rowe clicked through to the name of the recipient, a Gilbert Boyd. 
 
    “Harkett,” he muttered. Wasn’t that the name of the jumping-off point Gina and Lance were going to start their location-scouting trip? Wasn’t it, by the way, the Harkett gorge where a hiker was found dead last week, when he and Mrs. de Sauvenard were waiting to hear the commodities report on her radio? 
 
    He looked at the rest of the transfers in the list, all of which had occurred in the last two weeks. 
 
    There were fourteen of them, all for the same amount, $5,000, and they all went to different financial institutions. Some to branches of big national banks, others to small savings and loans named after towns unknown to him. He mapped the towns on the Internet and found them all to be in the Olympic Peninsula area, maybe about a seventy-mile radius. 
 
    When he clicked through to the receiving account, he saw the name Gilbert Boyd again. And again. And again. 
 
    Every single transfer was for the benefit of this Gilbert Boyd. 
 
    They added up to $70,000. And counting, he thought. Probably going to stop at a slightly rounder number, $75,000 or $100,000. 
 
    Realizing that his hands had grown sweaty with excitement, Rowe sat back and dried them with his handkerchief. 
 
    This was definitely a turn. In this line of work you sometimes found yourself following a promising avenue, only to bump up against a blind brick wall. Then you glance down and see a sewer cover ajar, and it’s an invitation, and you’ve just got to pry up that sumbitch and climb down there. 
 
    Who was Gilbert Boyd? And why might he warrant getting paid $70,000 by Leland Harris, and why might the guy be allergic to the kind of attention a large deposit into one bank account might draw? How might this relate to Silver Coast’s $3 million payout to this Bangkok deal? 
 
    Everything, he had learned by this point in his life, was related to everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 – ‘Your Son Will Die!’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bertrice de Sauvenard set aside her book, Raising Hell in the Serengeti, by the woman cartographer who’d explored Africa by motorcycle, and hoisted herself by an elbow to reach her ringing bedside phone. 
 
    “Yes?” Expecting to hear George Rowe, she was caught off-guard by a subliterate-sounding person saying something about her son Kenner. 
 
    “What’s that again?” she said. “What about Kenner?” 
 
    “Yeah, he is,” said the voice. 
 
    “He is what?” 
 
    “In trouble.” 
 
    “What happened? Who is this?” She sat fully upright in bed. 
 
    “We got your son.” 
 
    “Who’s got my son? What the—” 
 
    The voice seemed to pull itself together. “Mrs. de Sauvenard, we got your son Kenner and we demand one point two million dollars.” 
 
    She exhaled, relieved. “Oh, for God’s sake.” Smiling faintly, she sat up cross-legged. 
 
    “What?” The voice was male and sounded somewhat drunk. It was a rough, dumb voice, suited, Bertrice thought, for lodging not-guilty pleas in night court, or haranguing barmaids about onion ring portion size. 
 
    “Oh, my,” she said. “Well, ah, where is he?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s someplace very safe.” Pause. “Heh-heh. For the moment.” 
 
    “I see. Well, where do I send the money?” Her bedroom was done in creams and grays, with a bit of the Asian flavor so many West Coast homes have. Straight fir trim, simple precise joinery. 
 
    There was a long pause. “I think you should drop it in the green trash can behind Fourteen East Alder Street, Harkett, Washington.” 
 
    “All right. Aren’t you going to tell me how long I have to deliver the money before you kill Kenner?” 
 
    “Yeah!” said the guy. “By noon tomorrow.” 
 
    “My, that isn’t much time. Maybe,” she suggested innocently, “I should call the police to help me.” She adjusted a pillow behind her back, glanced at the clock, and checked to see if there was any brandy left in her bedtime snifter. There was a little; she reached for the glass. 
 
    “No!” shouted the caller sternly. “No police. We’ll be watching. If you call the police your son will die!” 
 
    “Really?” She cradled the glass in her warm palm. 
 
    “Really, lady!” 
 
    Bertrice could restrain herself no longer. She burst out laughing. 
 
    The person on the other end was silent. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard set down her glass to wipe her eyes. “Oh, Jesus Christ! Haha! Put Kenner on, OK?” 
 
    “He—he’s not here,” said the voice uncertainly. “I mean, he can’t come to the phone.” 
 
    “I know Harkett; Kenner, are you listening? I’ve been through there a time or two, you know. Is this one of your old camp friends? Playing an old-boy camper prank on me?” 
 
    “God damn it,” said the person on the other end. 
 
    “Kenner, is that you? Are you trying to disguise your voice? It is you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No! I’m not Kenner; I’m—” The voice stopped. 
 
    “You’re the ringleader, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Damn right I am!” 
 
    “All right, then, how much is Kenner paying you to make this call? A six-pack and a ten-spot? Carton of cigarettes? Honestly, put him on, OK? I’m serious now.” 
 
    “I told you!” The caller was getting upset. “One point two million dollars!” 
 
    She liked that “one point two million,” such a sophisticated number. Bertrice faintly heard another voice in the background. A woman’s? The voice seemed to be prompting. 
 
    “In unmarked twenties!” the caller demanded. “By noon tomorrow!” 
 
    “Kenner, I know you must be listening. Look, I love you. Mommy loves you more than you know. But this is not going to work, OK? I know you need money for your film but I am not buying into it. This is one of those things you’re going to have to do on your own. Maybe I can help you brainstorm ideas to raise money from investors who’re really knowledgeable about movies. Are you listening? Kenner?” 
 
    A curse and a click. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    That day, Thursday, was a long one. Daniel, Petey, and I slogged all the way back to our camp and washed up. Given the clear, sweet water of the lake, we’d been able to keep reasonably clean. Following good camping practice, we scooped lake water in Daniel’s collapsible plastic basin and carried it fifty paces or so from shore, where our runoff would percolate clean before rejoining the lake. Daniel and I washed mostly in cold water to save fuel, while I warmed a pot for Petey and showed him how to scrub off with a soapy bandanna. His hands retained the stain of the red-brown war pigment, and his and Daniel’s faces required much distressing scouring to remove it. 
 
    Then we fixed a huge hot meal of fried eggs, beans, and potatoes. I used my old Girl Scout knife to open the cans and slice the potatoes. The can opener worked pretty well. And gosh, a sturdier blade you will not find this side of Army Ranger school. 
 
    The food tasted terrific; even Petey wanted seconds. 
 
    Well after dark, we left camp in the Porsche. Petey curled into a ball of sleep instantly in the back. I made sure to power-jack my cell phone, keeping up the battery just in case. 
 
    The sheriff’s post in Harkett was lit inside by only a desk lamp. Leaving Petey in the car, Daniel and I walked in together. To my slight relief, Deputy O. Grolech was not on duty. 
 
    An exhausted-looking male deputy got up, took Lance’s camera in his hands, and looked at it soberly. His name badge said S. MINOR and he had a straight nose and a prominent forehead. I went through the whole goddamned story of Lance and Gina again, getting more emotional this time. The deputy said, “Yeah, Olive and the sheriff mentioned something about this.” 
 
    The radio buzzed and crackled; he kept an ear toward it. Deputy Minor was maybe only twenty-five, but his face showed the wear of wisdom gained a little too young: he had that look that expected nothing of you. I couldn’t imagine how one adapts to the uniform and the weird demands of public safety. 
 
    “We’d like to help,” he said, just as the sheriff had, “but the whole darn town of Harkett’s falling apart. There was a blowdown this afternoon in the north end, and every officer’s out there, every fire, every rescue, every cop from all the mutual aid towns that can come, which isn’t many ’cause they’re all in the same situation we are. We’ve got the power company guys, the linemen, they’re all out there, and more are coming in from Tacoma and Olympia. We’re gonna be working through the night, cutting people out of their houses—there’s trees down like you wouldn’t believe, big ones. Big ones, ma’am. They don’t put down taproots here, you know. Don’t need to, how wet it is.” 
 
    He rubbed his gaunt cheek. “Just when we get on top of one thing, you know...” He trailed off and looked me in the eye. “Sheriff Craig’s in-laws are trapped in their trailer. You gotta open those things like a sardine can; you gotta lift the tree off and cut, and hope you’ve got everything cribbed up well enough so something else doesn’t give way while you’re at it. The Seattle stations’ve sent TV crews out there, but you know what? I hope they brought supplies, because it looks like the highway’s gonna wash out any minute. They still haven’t found the fishermen. I expect the Coast Guard’s gonna call off the search before midnight.” 
 
    “Good!” I said, “because then maybe they can—” 
 
    “The Harkett’s at higher flood than my wife’s granddad’s ever seen it, and he’s ninety-four. We’re gonna need every helicopter for rescue work in town.” 
 
    “But what about my sister?” I whispered. 
 
    “We’re gonna get out there to help you as soon as we can. But this is a cataclysm. I’m awful sorry.” 
 
    He questioned me closely as to where we’d found the camera, and Daniel helped me pinpoint it on the map. 
 
    “That’s Silver Coast land,” Deputy Minor muttered to himself. “Rough country.” He sighed into his hands. “Really rough country up there.” 
 
    I stood silent, my heart breaking. Daniel took my arm. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    We wanted more groceries, but no place was open. By the time Daniel steered the car onto the bridge over the Harkett—the curve of its lower course that ran through town—the river was lapping and pushing at the timbers on its upstream edge. Snags were beginning to catch on it, foaming the water around them. 
 
    At first light the next morning we carried as much of our stuff up to the boys’ camp as we could, so as to use the place as a base. We moved into the least moldy cabin, which according to wood-burned lettering on the door was Badger Cabin, and struck off for the upper Harkett again. 
 
    By now Petey was onto the vibe that things were getting rather life-and-deathy. I regretted having dragged him along on this insane trip, but there was nothing I could do about it now. 
 
    We made good time toward the river gorge and its log bridge, on our mission to reach the next ridgeline beyond the Harkett, where Daniel guessed we’d have a chance of spotting something: Lance’s red jacket, Gina’s yellow plastic poncho. Smoke from a fire? The rain flung itself so steadily, I doubted Prometheus himself could have kindled a blaze. 
 
    Daniel carried his daypack with drinking water and some safety equipment. 
 
    Today Petey did not run ahead; he moved steadily between Daniel and me, a serious expression on what I could see of his face beneath that hat, which was acquiring quite the wilderness patina of creases, dings, and dirt. He seemed somehow protective of me, checking to see that I’d made it over a log he’d vaulted easily, sticking close to me when we stopped to rest. 
 
    Have I mentioned the sounds of this forest’s treetops as the wind ebbed and flowed over the land? The trees always told you the wind was coming before you felt it, for the tops of the trees were like their own ecosystem, moving in wavelike synchrony. The sound was much louder than a sigh. You’d hear them begin their long hypnotic phrases, whfffwhfffffff, like some prehistoric chorus that never had to pause for a breath. 
 
    The trees were unsettled this morning; the wind swirled. 
 
    I remembered a certain huge stump that looked like Orson Welles in Touch of Evil, and knew we were near the river chasm. I pricked my ears away from the tree sounds to listen for the roaring water. 
 
    A minute later my heart leaped when I heard someone screaming. 
 
    The three of us rushed forward, scrambling headlong through the brush. 
 
    Breathless, we broke from the trees at the lip of the gorge. Big swift Daniel almost flew over the edge, given his momentum. We pulled up and listened. 
 
    Another cry came, terribly hoarse, as if the person had been screaming on and off for a long time. The voice was so raw I couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman. “Gina!” I hollered. “Gina? Lance?” 
 
    Words solidified: “Help! Oh Lord a-mighty, oh Lord a-mighty, someone hear me! Please, oh, oh, oh!” The cries faded into moans. 
 
    “Where’s it coming from?” Petey asked frantically. Strangely, he looked up into the treetops that overhung us, as if the voice might be coming from there. 
 
    For between the roar of the river as it smashed into the rocks in its bed and ripped at the slabs on its banks and the fact that the rock walls of the chasm reflected sound as absolutely as mirrors reflect light, we could form no idea of where the person was. 
 
    Petey got down on his stomach and GI-crawled to the precipice as Daniel had taught him long ago: the safe way to check out a cliff. 
 
    Daniel yelled strongly, “Where are you?” 
 
    An instant of disbelieving silence, then, “Here! Here! I’m here! Beneath you! Oh Lordy!” 
 
    “It’s a guy!” Petey said. 
 
    We all flopped down to look. 
 
    A man who was not Lance was clinging to a protrusion in the cliff face about thirty feet below us. “Oh Lord come get me! Help me,” he groaned. 
 
    “OK, calm down, buddy,” said Daniel in a steadying voice. “We’re here now.” 
 
    The man’s face was contorted in pain. His head was bloody, one side of his face ripped raw. My heart turned. He was clinging to the rock with both arms, his army-type wool jacket providing some friction, perhaps. His lower body was hanging into space and, craning my neck, I could see dark blood on one leg of his jeans. 
 
    “I’ve been here all night, oh help me, I’m dying.” 
 
    “Oh, hell,” breathed Daniel, looking closely at the rock between the man and us. 
 
    There was a terrifying amount of empty space in that river chasm. 
 
    Petey was distraught. “We’ve gotta get him out of there! Hurry up, Daniel, let’s go down!” He scooted one leg over the brink. 
 
    Daniel yanked him by the pants away from the edge. He grabbed Petey’s shoulders and turned him man-to-man. His fingers dug into Petey’s jacket, and I saw my boy wince. 
 
    “Listen to me, both of you.” Daniel’s eyes burned at us. “The last thing we’re going to do is hurry.” 
 
    “But he’s hurt,” said Petey, desperately. “He’s yelling.” 
 
    “Pete, when rescuers hurry that’s when they get in trouble themselves. They can die. Don’t listen to his yelling. Don’t let it upset you. You can do that. OK?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “Now you two do what I tell you. Keep calm and don’t rush. Rita, empty this pack completely. Give Petey the rope, the yellow webbing, and one of the carabiners. Give me the space blanket. Get the first-aid kit ready, but try to stash it with the rest of the stuff where it won’t get wet. Get the empty pack ready to be the friction point for the rope where it goes over the edge. Petey, decide which of these trees’ll work for an anchor, take the webbing and tie a tensionless hitch.” 
 
    Daniel went to the precipice and got down on his hands and knees. “My name’s Daniel,” he called to the man. “I’m coming down to help you. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Joey!” 
 
    “Joey, I need you to be calm and hold on.” 
 
    “Oh, Lordy, I’m so tired. I’m busted up!” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I bounced offa that ledge! My leg’s busted.” 
 
    “You’re gonna be OK.” 
 
    As we worked, Joey seemed to calm down; his cries became less frequent, and not as loud. 
 
    Daniel organized our rescue operation smoothly and swiftly. He called encouragement to Joey and gave clear, unhurried directions to Petey and me. 
 
    He checked Petey’s knot holding the length of webbing. “Good. Now teach your mom how to belay me while I tie in.” He fiddled with the carabiner and the rope. 
 
    Petey said, “Mom, you do like this with the rope around you, like this.” He showed me how to use my waist as a capstan in case Daniel should come off the rock. “Don’t let him have too much slack.” 
 
    From Daniel, at the cliff’s edge: “Pete, I need your hands.” Petey scuttled over. 
 
    Sweat and rainwater dripped from Daniel’s nose. “Sit down and make sure the rope stays over this bag, you see? It’ll keep the rock from cutting it through.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “Stay clear of the edge. Don’t do anything else unless I tell you, OK?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “Listen, Rita and Petey. The rope’s not long enough for me to get the whole way down to him. I’m gonna have to untie and downclimb and get him up to where I can tie him in. If I do that but can’t find a free route up, you guys’ll have to haul him up by yourselves.” 
 
    “We can do it, right, Mom?” 
 
    I sure as hell hope so. 
 
    Joey by now was no longer talking, only moaning. 
 
    Daniel carefully picked a path downward, watching his feet under him, his eyes searching, his large hands gripping the wet rock expertly. His hands were white against the rock, and the hairs on the backs of them stood out dark. 
 
    His head disappeared over the edge. 
 
    “Mom, that guy looks bad,” said Petey, looking down. 
 
    “He’ll be OK.” I payed out the rope as Daniel descended, keeping it taut against his movement. 
 
    “Mom, now he looks dead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 – Rivers and Tides 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gina supposed she ought to feel lucky that Bonechopper hadn’t simply shot her. 
 
    The river roared so loudly she felt engulfed by the sound itself, pounding deep in her sternum. Her bones ached from sleeping on the rocks. She had never been treated so crudely, not even by the Burris brothers on a bad day. 
 
    She stood thinking on an islet in the middle of the Quilmash River, just as it approached the Harkett River to merge with it. Bonechopper, aided by Alger while Dendra held her and Kenner at gunpoint, had rigged a cable spanning the river directly above this place, a gravel bar with nothing growing on it. 
 
    He had fixed some sort of sliding rig to the cable, then taken Gina by the waist caveman-style and zipped out to the islet. He had dropped her, then hand-over-handed it back to shore, some fifty feet distant. The other shore was about the same distance away. The cable went clear across, Alger having run to a point upstream, forded the river, and received the cable end, weighted with a heavy hasp, that Bonechopper had heaved across. 
 
    She was far too short to reach the steel strand without the extra length of wire Bonechopper had used to slide along it; she had attempted to pile rocks so she could climb up to it, but the big ones were too heavy and the smaller ones not stable. If she tried to swim it, the violent current would immediately sweep her downstream into the churning rapids. Moreover, the water was ice-cold; Lance had told her these rivers were mostly fed by snowmelt from the peaks. What she could see of the Harkett River ahead was whitewater even worse than here in the Quilmash. 
 
    Bonechopper had returned with a heavy blanket, a piece of thick plastic sheeting, and some beef jerky, which he tossed to her without even setting foot on the gravel. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do when the tide comes in?” she demanded. 
 
    “There is no tide here, you idiot,” said Bonechopper. 
 
    “My ass there isn’t!” 
 
    “Well, I guess you’ll see.” 
 
    Isolated from the whole world here. No way off, except at the whim of these tree-murdering assholes. She knew damn well rivers were affected by the tides; she’d seen a documentary on tidal activity up the Amazon. If a river that big got tides, surely this one would. 
 
    She’d wrapped herself in the blanket, then the plastic, which kept her more or less dry. There was no way to stake out the plastic like a tent. She had watched the whitewater slam relentlessly against a boulder on the upstream side of the islet, the drops spraying straight up like a shower of marbles, and she watched the river race by on either side of her, dizzying, and she watched it foam on downstream, smoothing over deep pools, then showing its strength again when rocks came up. 
 
    Last night on this islet had been terrifying as she waited for the tide to claim her. 
 
    She had paid money to see movies where stuff like this happened. That one last year about the army nurses who’d gotten separated from their unit in Iraq and tried to hike back to base through the mountains, except they met up with mercenaries from New Zealand who suddenly developed other plans for them. Kym LaFevre and Dirk Westaway had been pretty good in it. 
 
    Yesterday as she and Kenner had marched to the log poachers’ camp at the point of Bonechopper’s gun, they had managed small chunks of communication. 
 
    “This day is not going according to plan,” commented Kenner from the side of his mouth. 
 
    Gina was grateful for his grace under pressure. Given the immensity of the Harkett wilderness, Gina’s mind reeled at how improbable it was that Kenner would turn up like this. 
 
    Every so often she would pretend to stumble, and when Kenner would take her arm their heads would be close, and the sound of the rain muffled what they said. 
 
    Kenner didn’t waste time asking for the play-by-play. “Where’s Lance?” 
 
    “Went off to try to find their truck, didn’t come back. These guys are timber thieves.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “How did you know where to look for us?” 
 
    “The pictures Lance sent.” 
 
    “You know this area that well?” 
 
    “Well enough.” 
 
    These tree-killers were a bunch of liars—Alger chief among them. “Trust me,” he’d said. “Safest thing for you two right now is to come along with us.” When they got to camp Gina had stood there staring at him, waiting for him to do something, to defy Bonechopper—for that was the vibe she got, like he was going to stand up to this creep—but after a moment’s hesitation all he’d done was help set up Gina’s captivity, efficiently and with a minimum of talking. His face was expressionless the whole time. Wishful vibe-sensing, that’s what she’d done. 
 
    If this was safety, she’d take dangerous any minute now. 
 
    Dendra had jeered at her. 
 
    “Fuck you all!” Gina had hollered as Bonechopper returned to shore after dropping her stark supplies. 
 
    That night she’d gnawed hungrily at the jerky and cupped water from the river to drink. It tasted great, she had to admit that. 
 
    There had been no tide. 
 
    In the morning, above the river’s roar, she had heard a commotion from the direction of the camp, which ended in a terrifying howl: “Nooooooo!” Then a husky, torn-animal gurgle. 
 
    She hoped the person howling was Dendra, but deep down she knew it was Kenner. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The guy named Joey was not dead, though at times I feared our rescue might finish him off. 
 
    I don’t know how Daniel did it, but after he untied himself from the rope and climbed the last ten feet to the protrusion to which Joey clung, he managed to lift him by the arms and muscle him up to a side ledge within reach of the rope. 
 
    He couldn’t find a quick, safe way up for himself without the rope, so Petey and I set ourselves and began the task of hauling Joey to safety. 
 
    Barely conscious by now, Joey was just able to fend himself off the sharp projections once Daniel got him going. 
 
    My back and arms burned with the strain. 
 
    Petey helped me haul, and every few feet of rope we gained he made a loop and knotted it so that it couldn’t all pay out again if I lost my grip, which I did once. 
 
    “Uhhghh!” grunted Joey when that happened. 
 
    “Rita!” Daniel shouted from below. “Hold him steady!” 
 
    “Goddamn it, I’m doing the best I can!” 
 
    “Easy, Mom,” said Petey. Six years old. 
 
    He helped me drag the injured man to the sheltering canopy of our anchor tree. Then he untied the loops he’d made and lowered the rope to Daniel. In a minute Daniel was with us, and he and I set to work on Joey with the first-aid kit. 
 
    Joey was a young guy in pretty good shape, strong-looking upper body, which I guess was what saved him. 
 
    I was ashamed to feel horribly impatient that we’d gotten stuck doing this rescue, while Gina and Lance were God knew where. Of course we had to do everything we could for this man. 
 
    I asked him, “Did you see a guy and a gal hiking around here?” 
 
    He grunted unintelligibly and rolled his head from side to side as Daniel checked him over. 
 
    “Some of this is gonna hurt, buddy,” Daniel told him, “but guess what, you might be sleeping in a bed tonight. Gonna carry you as far as I can, but we’ve got a lot of ground to cover. What happened—you lose your balance hiking along here?” He checked Joey’s pupils and grunted with satisfaction. “His brain’s OK, I think.” 
 
    Daniel had learned emergency medicine during his mountaineering days; he’d once told me his motto: “Stabilize the bones, keep ’em out of shock, and book like hell for the trailhead.” 
 
    He cut poles for splints as I comforted Joey, wiping the blood from his face and speaking soothingly. Petey coiled the rope and dressed it with a neat holding knot. 
 
    Joey’s left lower leg was twisted almost backward while blood seeped from a long gash in his thigh, through his shredded pants. I wished Petey hadn’t seen how it looked when Daniel cut away that torn pant leg. 
 
    Joey grunted with the pain. His head lolled, and he seemed to slip in and out of consciousness. I smelled his blood and his musk, his sweat and his fear. 
 
    “What happened, buddy?” asked Daniel, trying to keep him alert. 
 
    “Mom,” said Petey. “Mom.” 
 
    I ignored him, helping Daniel wrap bandages around Joey’s thigh wound. “Once we get this bleeding stopped,” said Daniel, “then we can deal with the lower leg.” 
 
    “Mom,” Petey insisted quietly. 
 
    I whirled on him. “What, honey?” 
 
    He stood unruffled, rain dripping from his hat. “There’s somebody else down there.” 
 
    I dropped the bandage and, holding Petey tightly, I bellied over to the drop-off. 
 
    He pointed downstream and all the way to the bottom of the gorge. There I could just make out a pair of legs in blue jeans bobbing on the river’s roiling surface. 
 
    “Looks like they got their head stuck under a rock,” Petey observed. 
 
    “Oh, my God.” I pushed down hysteria. “Give me your telescope.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “Every once in a while,” Bertrice de Sauvenard told George Rowe, “I like to do a three-day weekend, just by myself. A retreat, you know? Most times I go sailing, and usually weather like this doesn’t bother me, but right now—well, I’m tired of beating into the wind.” 
 
    Rowe nodded. 
 
    She looked relaxed, wearing black slacks and a gray turtleneck with a string of creamy pearls around her neck. The slacks had some kind of silver thread running through the cloth. “The staff loves it when I surprise them with paid time off!” 
 
    Friday afternoon at the Sauvenard estate felt restful to Rowe, too. He didn’t care for the fabric swags and the antiques; he just liked the feel of the quiet home overlooking the busy city and the mountains beyond. From here the Seattle sky seemed to glow with more energy than the dreary sky of Renton. 
 
    His client had never heard of a Gilbert Boyd in Harkett. She said, however, “Funny that Leland should have a connection all the way out there; whatever for?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think it’s a good sign,” said Rowe. 
 
    “Harkett,” she mused. “He’s transferring Silver Coast money to some guy in the sticks? How could this have escaped Don’s monthly audits? This would certainly stand out.” 
 
    “Your accounting guy goes over every senior officer’s expenses once a month?” 
 
    “Well, I’d say he takes a snapshot, anyway. I believe he gets a little more thorough every quarter end.” 
 
    “Harris knows that, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “So if he moves money in, then out again quickly, there’s not necessarily going to be a noticeable spike.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together, then blew out a breath. “God, you know, all the underlings have to jump through such hoops to get their expenses covered, while I suppose our treasurer could take off with a hundred and fifty million dollars and be in Brazil before we know it.” 
 
    Rowe laughed. 
 
    “You gotta watch both ends, that’s for sure,” said Mrs. de Sauvenard. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So can you find out who this Gilbert Boyd is?” 
 
    “That’ll be my next step.” 
 
    “Harkett,” she murmured again. “I know it, of course, used to be a healthy little settlement, now it’s mostly a welfare town, what’s left of it. One of Silver Coast’s largest holdings is out there, bordering the gorge. Been thinking of selling it, but who’d want forty-five thousand acres of timber you might never be able to log? My land’s effectively controlled by the environmental lobby. They’d love for me to kiss their bran-muffin asses, but I won’t do it!” 
 
    “I’d like to talk about Ivan Platonov again.” 
 
    “The corrupt Russian copper baron! I have his number for you.” She passed him an index card. “Do you think Leland could be working more than one scam on Silver Coast?” 
 
    Then she clapped her hands. “Oh, my gosh! I wonder what else my Kenner’s up to! Do all roads lead to Harkett now?” Rowe asked for clarification, but she put a hand out. “Wait, I hear something.” They listened to a faint chime coming from somewhere outside the room. 
 
    “That’s the front gate,” she said. “Who could it be, ringing today? I’m not expecting—” 
 
    “Let me go check,” said Rowe, rising. 
 
    “No.” She patted his shoulder. “Wait here; I’ll just be a minute.” 
 
    Rowe didn’t know when he’d enjoyed a client’s company as much as Mrs. de Sauvenard’s. He sat back down. 
 
    There had been a non-reigning Bavarian prince for whom he’d located a wayward daughter (ski bum in Aspen), and that guy was definitely fun: meetings aboard his private jet which the prince himself had at one point taken the controls of, in order to buzz the new Cunard liner as it plowed across the ocean. 
 
    Rowe remembered the people on deck, bundled up against the North Atlantic wind, pointing and marveling at the plane as much as the people on the plane were marveling at the massive ship. “Must leave quickly,” said the prince, banking the jet sharply, “in the event the crew decides we are terrorists.” 
 
    “What could they do?” asked Rowe. 
 
    “Today? Don’t you think a ship such as that has anti-aircraft guns? Ach, a ship such as that is well prepared!” 
 
    Yes, the prince had been a cool dude, but he decided he liked Mrs. de Sauvenard better: she was so—intelligent, so politically incorrect. 
 
    She returned carrying a colorful, dirty, scuffed box. It was a Budweiser twelve-pack, sealed shut with duct tape. “Well, this is unusual,” she said. 
 
    Rowe looked at the beer carton, taped on one end. From the way Bertrice de Sauvenard held it, it obviously contained something much lighter than twelve cans of beer. She set it on the corner of her desk. 
 
    “Quite a scruffy girl there at the gate. She gave me this, saying, ‘Now you’ll see we’re serious.’” 
 
    “A girl?” Rowe asked. “How old?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know—a young woman, OK? She looked a little—feral, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Unkempt?” 
 
    “That too. Ha!” 
 
    “Have you been threatened lately?” 
 
    “Heavens, no.” She opened her desk drawer. “I’ve got a blade in here somewhere,” she muttered. 
 
    “Wait.” He leaned forward and inspected the parcel closely. It didn’t smell of chemicals; it wasn’t leaking anything oily—that was favorable, at least. “It’s not ticking, but it sure looks suspicious.” Here in Bertrice de Sauvenard’s private study, an aristocratic room, a clean, composed room, the taped-shut beer carton looked as menacing as a Hell’s Angel shambling into a Kennedy wedding. Something. 
 
    “You mean maybe it’s a bomb?” 
 
    “Well—maybe. We ought to call—” 
 
    “Nonsense!” She drew a flat box cutter from her drawer. Rowe put a hand out as if to stop her, then let it drop. 
 
    A strong sadness came over him. 
 
    It was not dread. 
 
    It was sadness. 
 
    The box would be opened, and it would change everything. He could not have explained how he felt to anyone. 
 
    Except possibly Rita. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard paused, looked at him, then back at the box. She muttered, “Well, I can’t not open it.” She sliced through the tape and flipped open the lid. 
 
    “Huh!” She half-pulled, half-dumped a crumpled safari shirt onto her desktop. 
 
    Much of the khaki shirt was soaked through with a dark red liquid, which had dried and stiffened the crumples. It looked like a piece of roadkill. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard did not recoil. 
 
    Rowe stood up. 
 
    “Huh,” she said again. 
 
    Rowe thought there might be something wrapped in the shirt and did not want Mrs. de Sauvenard to handle it, so he stepped forward and began to uncrumple the shirt. 
 
    Both of them could smell the blood, as well as the dampness that rose from the shirt. 
 
    Rowe tried to block her view, but she crowded in. She watched him smooth out the cloth. He knew he shouldn’t be doing this with his bare hands—he should be using nitrile gloves—but if he didn’t, she would. 
 
    She reached in and plucked up one of the cuffs, saying, “Aha! Yes, it’s Kenner’s, all right, here’s his monogram. Ha! You see how determined he is.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Rowe felt in the shirt’s pockets, nothing. No amputated finger, no toe, no ear. Well, OK. 
 
    “Don’t you see?” she said. “Kenner’s been bugging me to invest in this movie he wants to make. I said no. Now he’s enlisted some lowlifes to stage a kidnapping for ransom. This is ridiculous, it’s laughable except for the fact that I really ought to be angry. No has always meant no with me.” 
 
    Rowe stared at her. 
 
    “Mr. Rowe, I know my boys.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “You said the woman who delivered this told you—what again? ‘Now we’re serious’?” 
 
    “Yes. Look, I received a call last night from someone claiming to have abducted Kenner and demanding—get this—one point two million dollars. I just laughed. I mean, really.” 
 
    “Where did they ask you to send the money?” 
 
    “Some street address in Harkett, I don’t remember it.” She was getting annoyed. 
 
    “Harkett, for God’s sake? Have you heard from Lance?” 
 
    “No; actually he’s supposed to be out that way too, with Gina. Huh, I bet Kenner’s got Lance in on this gag too.” Speechlessly, Rowe gestured to the shirt. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard laughed. “So he cut his finger and dripped blood on his shirt! So what!” 
 
    “This is rather a lot of blood. Not a few drops.” 
 
    “Well, guess what, Mister Detective: it might not even be human blood. Right?” 
 
    That was so. 
 
    “From what’s on the news,” she said, “I don’t think they’re having a very pleasant campout.” 
 
    “There’s too much going on in Harkett, Mrs. de Sauvenard.” 
 
    “Do you know what that country’s like?” 
 
    “I guess pretty rough. I’ve never been out there.” 
 
    “It’s about one step beyond the covered wagons and longhouses. Look, I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong. Let’s just let Kenner’s—tantrum—play itself out. That’s what I say.” 
 
    “But if this thing with Kenner’s related to what Harris is up to—” 
 
    “I don’t care if it is! If I give in to this, I’d be a fool.” She touched his arm so reassuringly, so motherly, he was almost convinced. 
 
    But he excused himself and took out his cell phone. Neither Gina nor Rita answered her phone. He knew that if no one else was keeping track of Gina, Rita would be. 
 
    He tried Daniel’s number. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    That was enough for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 – A Body in the River 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the aid of Petey’s telescope, I could not ascertain whose upper body—if any—was connected to the bobbing pair of legs in the river. I could not tell if the butt was male or female; I could not tell what brand of jeans. 
 
    Joey was too incoherent to tell us what happened to him, or whether he had had any companions. 
 
    “If we get him back to the boys’ camp, get him warm and hydrated,” Daniel said, “I bet he’ll come around. Good thing he was wearing such a good coat, or he’d be dead from hypothermia.” Joey had been able to sip some water, and at moments he’d mumbled urgently as if trying to tell us something, but he couldn’t get the words straight. 
 
    “We’ve got to recover that body!” I said. 
 
    “Right now,” Daniel said evenly, “I need you to keep helping me.” 
 
    As he eased the last of Joey’s torn jeans from beneath his broken lower leg, both bones of which had to’ve been snapped at the same place, he said, “Petey, I need ten smooth stones about one inch by one and a half inches.” 
 
    “I’ll get ’em!” He hustled off. 
 
    “What are the stones for?” I asked. “So he won’t watch?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Gently, he removed Joey’s boot and sock. 
 
    Joey went out cold when he got a look at his grotesquely crooked, swollen leg. It really is shocking to see a human limb with an angle in it like that. 
 
    “OK, he’s providing his own anesthesia,” said Daniel. “I’m gonna straighten this leg right now. Rita, can you hold his thigh just above the knee? Hold it tight. I gotta align the foot with the kneecap.” 
 
    I did so, getting some traction from the thigh bandages we’d installed. 
 
    “He’s getting a little shockier,” Daniel noted, grabbing the space blanket and spreading it over Joey’s upper body. “See how he’s sweating, but his skin’s pale and cold? Well, let’s get this done.” 
 
    He grasped Joey’s splayed-out foot with one hand and wrapped the other around the ankle. In one smooth move he pulled the leg and turned the foot so the toes pointed straight up. The sound of the broken bones was like dense, splintered wood grating against itself. “The foot looks good; the blood supply’s OK. You all right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “OK, now you hold his foot and ankle just like this while I apply the splints.” 
 
    I did so, feeling the weird instability of the leg bones and the creepy sensation of the broken pieces shifting slightly as Daniel worked. Joey’s foot, long and hairy, was clammy. 
 
    “Gonna splint only the lower leg so I can carry him better, then maybe I’ll put on longer sticks when we get back to camp.” 
 
    As soon as Joey was as first-aided as he was going to be, I repeated, “We’ve got to recover that body!” 
 
    “Rita, we can’t! Come on, we’ve gotta get this guy out of here. That leg could get infected before long. I’ve got some antibiotics in my kit in the cabin, and I want to start him on them right away. Whoever’s down there is dead and we can’t help them.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Look, we’ll come back as soon as we can. That’s the best we can do.” 
 
    Petey watched me for calming cues, which somehow I was able to give. You always can do it for your kid. “Everything’s all right, honey.” I managed a reassuring smile. “Our mission now’s to help Daniel, OK?” 
 
    “OK!” he shouted, picking up Daniel’s daypack, now lighter from the water we’d drunk and the first-aid supplies now on Joey. It occurred to me that maybe Petey would never get his inside voice back again, with all this free and easy outdoor yelling. 
 
    “Pete, stash that rope here safely someplace,” Daniel told him. “We’ll need it when we come back.” 
 
    Petey dropped the pack and ran with the rope to a cedar tree. He shinnied up and hung the tidy coil from a branch stub. I helped him get the pack on his shoulders and snug the straps. 
 
    Daniel reckoned we were perhaps two miles from the camp. Two miles is so nothing when you jog it around your neighborhood in West Hollywood. It hadn’t even been all that hard hiking it here. But thinking about toting Joey through the dripping, tangled forest, two miles seemed like two hundred. 
 
    “Rita, help me stand him up. Come on, buddy, you just gotta stand so I can get under you. Hey!” He slapped Joey across the face. The man moaned, roused, and realized what was required of him. With our support, he grunted to a more or less vertical position, and in one move Daniel squatted and took him over his shoulders. 
 
    He stood up, squared himself, and our eyes met. 
 
    This is how we made it to the camp: 
 
    Petey carried the daypack and scouted the easiest route for Daniel and his 180-pound load of deadweight, while I held branches, trampled vegetation to make Daniel’s footing easier, and served as a portable post. I’d stand firm on the other side of a log, and he could reach for my shoulder to steady himself as he eased over it, Joey’s splinted leg sticking out awkwardly. I did what I could to keep the leg from catching on anything. 
 
    It was late afternoon by the time we got Joey back to the camp, pausing a few times for Daniel to rest. 
 
    Our evacuee groaned the whole way but seemed to rouse at one point, during a rest stop. “I tried to save ’im,” he mumbled, his eyes momentarily clear, as if seeing something again. 
 
    “Who?” I asked. “Joey, you tried to save who?” 
 
    “Unnhhn.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    George Rowe did not waste time returning to his hotel room in Renton. As his car waited in the Bainbridge ferry holding lot downtown, he sprinted uphill to a convenience store on First Street for a few toiletries and some food. He also picked up a second cell phone there, using one of his fake IDs. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard had, in the space of five minutes, outfitted him with foul-weather gear, a rucksack, two banded packs of hundred-dollar bills (“Never hurts to have extra!”), a map of the forests of the Olympic Peninsula, and a bottle of Canadian Club. “You’ll need it, believe me.” She smacked his shoulder. “Keep me posted. If you see Kenner, tell him to shape up. Life doesn’t have to be that serious. Hugs to Lance.” 
 
    She suggested a route through Bainbridge Island, across the Hood Canal, thence around the tip of the peninsula and down to Harkett. 
 
    As he paced the upper deck of the gigantic car ferry, he relaxed himself and breathed the good salt air of Puget Sound. The city got littler, and he faced forward to the snaggled peaks of the Olympic Mountains. 
 
    When Rowe was a boy, he’d had a storybook that told the tale of Pandora. Every time he read it, he’d been horrified at the naughty Pandora and her lack of self-control. There she was, her golden curls so rich and innocent, her hands busy as she sat on that ornate carved chest, stupidly determined to satisfy her curiosity in spite of all warnings. 
 
    Then: disaster. How harrowing the release of all those sting-tailed demons. 
 
    Then he would read the next story, that of Perseus cutting off the heads of gorgons, and feel better. No moral ambiguity there. 
 
    He thought about Bertrice de Sauvenard and the sealed beer carton. She was Pandora, and like Pandora she was destined to open that box. And evil came pouring out. 
 
    It suddenly struck him that evil in this world must come pouring out; it cannot be held back by wishing, even by avoidance. It will not be denied because, if all else fails, it will force its own way out of any box, no matter how tightly sealed. 
 
    Opening the carved chest had not even been Pandora’s fault, he realized as he watched a gull skimming the choppy surface of the Sound, though she had gotten the blame, all right. 
 
    The task had simply fallen to her. 
 
    Bertrice de Sauvenard had somehow understood that subtlety when she sliced into the duct tape. He hadn’t, until now. 
 
    He drummed his fingers on the railing wet with salt mist. The ferry had chugged into open water, and the sharpening wind blew the other passengers indoors. The gulls, so oddly nasty on the city streets, looked clean and normal out here on the water as they soared alongside the boat. 
 
    Mrs. de Sauvenard had given him a stout wool shirt to wear beneath the rain jacket, and he was perfectly comfortable in this combination. The wind bit at his face, but he was warm. 
 
    The steel railings rattled in the sea wind. 
 
    He took out his phone and saw he had great reception here on the open water. He sheltered himself in the lee of the wheelhouse and tried Gina’s, then Rita’s and Daniel’s numbers again. Nothing. He left messages and folded up his phone. 
 
    Taking out the phone he’d just bought, he decided to place a certain call a bit prematurely. 
 
    This call should rightly be made with him staying in Seattle, where he could keep an eye on Leland Harris. 
 
    But that was impossible now. 
 
    Moreover, his feeling had been growing that there was much more treachery to this Harris character than had met the surface yet. This call would either confirm suspicions or prove them quite wrong. 
 
    He cleared his throat and gathered his thoughts, considering contingencies. What he was about to do was dangerous, and could result in major fallout. However, it seemed worth the risk to gain what information he could—and to see just how far he could push the situation. When he was ready, he used the digits on the index card Mrs. de Sauvenard had given him and reached Ivan Platonov with gratifying ease. 
 
    “Ya?” said a deep, unhurried voice. 
 
    “Ivan, this is Leland Harris in Seattle. Where are you?” The connection was usefully staticky. 
 
    “I am in Moscow. What do you want? Is middle of night.” Blunt Russian accent. 
 
    Ching: Platonov and Harris are current associates. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t know where you were. I—I have a problem. I’m not sure I want to go forward with this.” 
 
    “What is wrong?” 
 
    Ching: they’re conspirators. 
 
    “She’s asking too many questions; she’s getting suspicious.” 
 
    “You haff to go through with this.” 
 
    Ching: the person they’re conspiring against is his client. 
 
    “I—I don’t know if I can. Mrs. de Sauvenard, she’s really turning into a bitch over this.” 
 
    “A bitch? Bitch how?” 
 
    “She’s asking for the money trail. Wants more documentation on the three million.” 
 
    “Harris. Fuch her. Fuch her. You can handle her.” 
 
    “But that’s the problem. I put a bug in her phone. She’s talking to a detective.” 
 
    “Eh?” That, followed by some guttural Russian swearword. 
 
    Rowe ran his hand through his crew cut, back and forth, looking at the thick white marine paint on the ferry railing. He decided to take the risk: “I’m thinking maybe she should have her...sailing accident...sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Now is too soon.” 
 
    Good Christ. His hunch had been right. 
 
    Rowe said, “Ivan, then I have to get rid of the detective. Do you understand? I need more money. I need a bigger share.” 
 
    Platonov said, “The deal is done. No going back and talk again.” 
 
    Slowly and distinctly, Rowe said, “If you don’t agree to negotiate, I’ll blow up this deal. I can get more from the FBI and INTERPOL’s corruption bureau for your hide than I’m getting from this deal. I’m not a wanted man! You are, Ivan! Ivan? Ivan?” 
 
    Rowe shut the phone. He watched a young couple in shearling coats walk past him, leaning into the wind, laughing, his arm around her waist. Rowe tossed the phone into Puget Sound. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    I pondered Joey’s statement, I tried to save ’im. 
 
    What did it mean? That he saw the person in distress down in the river, tried to climb down but fell? Was the other person a companion who’d done something foolhardy? 
 
    While Daniel rested, Petey and I worked to make Joey comfortable in Badger Cabin. 
 
    We made a warm bed for him with Daniel’s and my sleeping bags, piling some extra clothing under his leg to elevate it, and I refilled our water jugs from the lake and added purifier tablets. I held Joey’s head and helped him drink from a cup. His color came back, and he was able to swallow an antibiotic pill and a codeine pill. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and fell asleep. He looked a lot better. The scrapes on his face had cleaned up nicely. 
 
    Petey roamed the camp and returned with news of a cabin we’d missed before. “There’s like cool stuff in it!” 
 
    The cabin sat back in the woods, engulfed in English ivy that someone must have planted for decorative purposes beneath the windows in the days before everybody knew the stuff would take over the world. 
 
    This two-room building had been camp headquarters; now dungeonlike, daylight seeped in greenishly through the ivy. 
 
    The commandant’s desk was littered with mouse turds and dead bugs, the blotter—quaint item!—having been gnawed for nesting material. Still visible on what remained of the yellowed top sheet were little obsessive doodles of checkerboards in blue ink. 
 
    The floors of these places were surprisingly firm, made of thick boards. Our footsteps thumped authoritatively on the un-rotted planking. 
 
    Reflexively, I looked for a phone. Of course there was none; no telegraph key either, for that matter. But Petey was right: on a wooden table sat an incredibly cool radio thing with dials and knobs and a three-pound-looking Bakelite handset. There was no battery or generator connected to it, and the thing was a wreck anyway, corroded and wires sticking out and all, but still it had that old-time gravitas of stuff built in the days before microchips and focus groups. 
 
    Yellowjacket nests the size of softballs, abandoned for the winter, hugged the rafters. Petey eyed them respectfully, having once conducted an experiment at Plummer Park on exactly how much poking with a stick a yellowjacket nest will sustain before coming alive. At the person with the stick. 
 
    Back of the office was a storeroom, equally musty. 
 
    I braced myself for bats to swarm out of the cupboards and told Petey to hold the door open. There were no bats, and my heart lifted when I found a suitcase-sized metal box filled with first-aid supplies. While the adhesives were petrified and the aspirin ancient, clean bandages abounded, along with gauze, scissors, and even a Red Cross handbook. 
 
    The wooden cupboards housed motley junk, moldering stacks of papers—camper files, I supposed—but a couple of metal cabinets looked promising. I opened the first to find bales of tent canvas and a stack of navy-blue T-shirts with CAMP SASKEE-WEE-WIT in white rustic log letters and the camp emblem, a pair of crossed hatchets beneath a raccoon’s face. The coon stared frankly, as they do when you come upon them. 
 
    We heard Daniel calling. 
 
    “It’ll get dark in a couple of hours,” he told us when we joined him. “I don’t think I can hump him all the way to the car tonight. It’s at least twice as far as from the river to here. I looked in his wallet; he’s a Harkett guy, Joseph Preston. If we can get him through the night, I’ll be able to get him out at first light tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then we’re going back to the river,” I said. “Now.” 
 
    He dropped his head in weariness. 
 
    “Daniel, I have to know.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Petey can stay here with Joey. We’ve got to at least pull that body out, secure it somehow, even if it’s not practical to carry it here.” 
 
    I’d been tuning into my deepest sister-to-sister gut ESP, especially since Petey had spotted that body, but so far I wasn’t getting a clear reading. I wasn’t getting a She’s dead and you know it reading, but neither was I getting a She’s sitting in a Starbucks in Reno or wherever the hell she and Lance eloped to reading. The inner crystal ball was cloudy. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Deep shadows had overtaken the river gorge by the time Daniel and I hiked to the lip. 
 
    The body was still there, a dark shape in the foam. 
 
    Daniel said, “This ain’t gonna be easy.” 
 
    “Can we use the log bridge? You know, as an anchor somehow?” 
 
    He had carried three more coils of rope and some climbing hardware. “Well, we’ve probably got enough rope,” he said, “but we need another anchor point. It’s about ninety feet clear down there.” He considered. “Because if you come off the rock, you’d just pendulum from the bridge and slam into the other cliff.” 
 
    “I could belay you from a tree like we did before,” I suggested. 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    “Rita, I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “You mean...” I scrutinized him for the first time since we’d set off with Joey, and yes, he was spent, his face corrugated with strain lines, his body sagging. He had dug deep to heave Joey out of this gorge to safety, and he was thinking about the four miles facing him tomorrow. 
 
    So often, I am a dummy. 
 
    “You can do it,” he urged. “You can get down there, anyway. The route’s not that hard. See how it’s a much more gradual descent from here? It’s like a staircase, almost, the way the ledges form a series. You can practically walk down, and with me belaying you, you’ll be safe. I’m worried that if I come off, I’ll get good and banged up, with my body weight against your belay. You’re not that experienced.” 
 
    I remembered losing my grip as Petey and I hauled up Joey, his anguished grunt. 
 
    Daniel finished, “You’re so little, you’d be easy for me to handle. You should at least be able to determine—who it is. Then either leave the body there or see if you can get this piece of webbing through their belt and then around a rock to keep it from getting lost downstream.” 
 
    I squared myself as he had done. “OK, let’s do it.” 
 
    With Daniel belaying me from the bridge, the line feeding through an anchor point at a tree above me, he could see me and my route as I picked my way down the wet cold rock. Have I mentioned that it was still raining? 
 
    Like. 
 
    A. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    “Don’t use your knees,” Daniel called. “Keep your weight over your feet!” 
 
    Should you ever have to downclimb a wet cliff in a river gorge to identify a dead body, remember this truth: every possible route you could take is five times harder than it looks from above. 
 
    Surprisingly, once I got going I wasn’t afraid; my brain had all it could do to figure out where to put my feet next. I slipped once, but Daniel’s belay caught me instantly, and I barely bumped an elbow. My heart, however, leaped into my mouth, and I felt the sick rush of panic until I calmed myself and continued. 
 
    As I descended, the river’s roar increased in proportion to Daniel’s voice diminishing, so that when at last I arrived at the water’s edge, I couldn’t have heard a jet engine twelve inches from my head. 
 
    I could tell the river had risen since we’d first spotted the body—now only the feet were visible above the surface. They were bare, and I realized the current must have ripped the shoes and socks away. 
 
    I edged over the slick boulders. The feet didn’t look like Gina’s, but dread sank its talons into my heart as I reached out and grabbed the jeans. 
 
    I expected to have to haul with all my strength against the current, but the vector of my tug must have been just right, for the body shifted and the current seemed to surge and lift it. I tugged again, and the body, which was intact, flopped facedown on the flat rock next to me. 
 
    It was clothed in a red rain jacket, it had a short dark-auburn haircut and a sturdy neck, and even before I turned the head to see the water-warped face with its five-day stubble and eyes so wet and clear they looked like he’d just put his contacts in, I knew it was Lance de Sauvenard’s. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 – A Signal on the Log Bridge 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel and I stood on the log bridge high above that magnificent, terrifying river, the gorge a fissure in the earth’s great composure, and he held me while I cried. 
 
    I cried for Lance and I cried for Gina—no, that’s not accurate; I cried to her, because my ESP, though thrown for a violent jolt here, was not registering the absence of Gina on this planet. 
 
    She was here, somewhere. Somehow. Her resonance was still here. 
 
    I keened for her return. 
 
    From the vibe of Daniel’s arms, the protective curve of his shoulders, I knew he believed Gina was gone: washed downstream, her body maybe to turn up in Harkett at the bend in the river, bobbing like a bedraggled Hiker Barbie against a stony beach where Harkettonians bring their picnic baskets in the dead of summer when the rain eases to high overcast and the temperature soars to a blistering sixty degrees Fahrenheit. 
 
    What a godfuckingforsaken place. 
 
    A couple of years ago I’d have been a total mess for days after what I’d just done and seen. 
 
    Two factors were working for me, the main one being that I had to keep looking for my sister. 
 
    The second factor was the rush I was feeling doing these things. It was akin to the feeling I’d had on a couple of other occasions when I’d broken through the surface of life and taken drastic risks, even perpetrated violence. I’d experienced maximum adrenaline and decided I liked it. I liked how alive it made me feel. 
 
    All that coursed through my mind and heart as I stood on that bridge with Daniel. 
 
    I’d begun the process of pulling myself together and thinking we’d need to use Daniel’s flashlight to find our way back to Badger Cabin, it was getting that dark, and Petey was alone there with Joey, and I knew Daniel’s mind was skipping ahead too when a curious warbling sound occurred. 
 
    We both heard it. I stiffened. 
 
    What the hell was it? Not a bird. A totally unearthly tone, yes, it was becoming clearer as our ears focused in on it and the thrumming of the river receded. 
 
    “It’s coming from your left hip,” Daniel remarked. “Burt Bacharach.” 
 
    “Oh, my God!” I cried. 
 
    After George’s and my final fight I had morosely listened to a retrospective of ’60s music on the radio and been captivated by the ode to lost love “Walk On By,” sung by Dionne Warwick. 
 
    Bitterly, I’d programmed the theme into my phone as my incoming ringtone. 
 
    I frantically dug my phone from my front jeans pocket, opened the zip plastic bag I’d been using to keep it dry, and as “Walk On By” swelled into greater coherence, flipped it open. “Hello?” I shouted before I even got it to my ear. 
 
    The signal was weak, but George’s deep voice poured into my soul. “Rita, where are you?” 
 
    Normally, it’s easy to answer a question like that. 
 
    My heart responded in a bifurcated way, remembering our fight, which was sparked by, as I remembered, his appreciation of somebody else’s tits in my goddamn sweater. Well, honestly, it was because he was seeing someone else, which was supposed to be OK with me. I’d thrown a plate of spaghetti at his head over that? Well, the point was, of course, that it wasn’t OK with me. 
 
    The other half of my heart began to throb with an incredible longing for him, a desire for him to be here and help me and Daniel figure out what the hell to do next. 
 
    “I’m standing over the Harkett River with Daniel looking down at—” 
 
    “I’m en route to Harkett now.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “I’ve just been with Mrs. de Sauvenard. She’s concerned about Lance and Kenner.” 
 
    “What in hell were you doing with Mrs. de Sauvenard?” 
 
    “I’m doing some work for her. Gina connected us.” 
 
    In another minute, talking fast in case our connection broke, 
 
    I told him the basic, incredible facts so far. “And there’s no way we can get help yet from the sheriff or the Coast Guard or anybody.” 
 
    “I’ll get in touch with the state police and whoever else I can. I have to get to you. You’re in more danger than you know.” 
 
    How could that possibly be? I thought, handing the phone to Daniel, who described in fairly clear terms how to find Camp Saskee-wee-wit starting from the highway bridge in Harkett. 
 
    Our signal was lost again in the swirling storm clouds. 
 
    I saw I had messages to retrieve, but they’d have to wait. It tore my heart to think that one might be from Gina. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Petey was snoring in my arms, and I guess it was about two in the morning. The two of us huddled together beneath his sleeping bag in one of the wooden bunks in Badger Cabin. I dozed fitfully in spite of my fatigue. It really is hard to sleep with a snorer, no matter what his size. 
 
    Daniel breathed regularly, fully, in exhausted deep sleep. 
 
    Joey seemed to drift in and out, groaning occasionally. 
 
    He’d been remarkably alert when Daniel and I had returned from the gorge, talking with Petey, who was drawing a dead frog he’d found and brought in on a moldy shingle. Joey seemed to sink back into semiconsciousness when we came in, though. Daniel checked his pupils and said he was OK as far as that went, but he was concerned about the intermittentness of Joey’s alertness. 
 
    I lay there and thought about Lance. He was a surefooted guy if there ever was one, practically a gymnast. I’d seen him walk on his hands down a banister. Joey said he’d tried to save him; well, I guess even a surefooted guy can get into trouble. Just because Joey couldn’t save him didn’t mean he wasn’t a hero for trying. 
 
    But I tried to reconcile Lance being dead in the gorge with the blood we’d encountered where we’d found his camera. A confrontation, perhaps? With this Joey Preston, perhaps? Then a pursuit to the gorge where the final struggle occurred? Or the blood could have been Gina’s, or Lance’s in an unrelated mishap. Was Joey enough of a man to overpower the muscular, agile Lance? Moreover, why the hell would he want to? Was this Joey the same one Lydia referred to at the shithole grocery store? 
 
    I roused to a small sound, like a mouse scritching. I heard a soft klunk, then George’s voice right in my face, whispering, “Rita?” 
 
    I just about had a heart attack. He’d made his way to the cabin and come in totally silently; I’d only heard him as he approached my bunk and evidently set down a bundle of his stuff. 
 
    It was pitch-black outside; he’d found his way from the road, he whispered, by the light of his keychain flashlight, Daniel’s directions, and a small compass. 
 
    “My God, I don’t believe it,” I whispered back. 
 
    “We’ll talk in the morning.” He climbed into the bunk above Daniel, which creaked loudly but didn’t wake any of the guys. 
 
    Seconds later, it seemed, he added his baritone breathing to the male cacophony inside that little cabin. 
 
    I lay wide-awake now, thinking of his virile presence up there a few feet away, the body I’d missed after I threw him out. I hoped his other girlfriend was sobbing into her pillow. I hoped he still loved me. 
 
    To some women, I think, George’s face would seem thuggish. He’d once told me that he felt men ought to look ugly except when they smiled. He’d had his nose broken once or twice, I believed. So what? Except for Daniel, every handsome guy I’d ever known was so in love with himself he could barely walk a straight line. 
 
    George’s body was powerful and compact, like the wrestler he’d been in school. Narrow hips, flat stomach. That was another thing: he worked out to keep in shape, not to build those bulging ab muscles that make sixty percent of all the guys you see in L.A. look like they’ve had implants. Maybe they have, come to think of it. They’re so proud of their abs, in their tight T-shirts. 
 
    For George, a flat stomach was enough. Time to go for a run. 
 
    So what the hell was my problem? He was considerate; he listened; he was sweet in bed. 
 
    I’d gone over it all so many times with Gina, who one night all but handcuffed us together and phoned for a mobile justice of the peace. 
 
    Sure, I would have been madly in love with George, hell, I’d have been his wife by now, if my first husband hadn’t betrayed my love so badly. Wrong of me to hold on to it, I knew. 
 
    It wasn’t fair for me to keep blaming Jeff for my reluctance to commit to George, but here’s the thing: What do marriage vows mean if they don’t mean anything, which they don’t? 
 
    Moreover, what got totally destroyed was my belief in my own powers of judgment. I’d thought Jeff was terrific, said, “I do,” and lived to regret the whole thing except Petey. Ribbons on the church pews, honestly. 
 
    Fear was clouding my heart: If wedding vows, pledging fidelity and respect and all that, wouldn’t satisfy me, what could George possibly do to prove his sincerity? It was like I was waiting for a goddamn sign or something. 
 
    Grateful though I was for his coming to our aid, part of me totally hated that I now had to cope with his presence, hence all this other shit all over again. 
 
    I was a damaged, irrational bitch. 
 
    It was impossible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 – A Mystery in the Shed; Alger Returns 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel was up at dawn preparing to evacuate Joey Preston when George poked up from his bunk. Daniel grinned. Joey was still sleeping. 
 
    I disentangled myself from the stirring Petey and joined them outside for a powwow. We dashed through the rain to the nearby mess shelter, where we sat in the lingering warmth of sleep on the splintering wooden picnic tables. George told us that he’d driven past what he thought was a pretty lake in central Harkett until he saw a drowned cow and realized that was central Harkett. 
 
    “The sheriff’s office is underwater. City Hall is underwater. Good old stone building, now’s gonna have a nice high-water mark on it.” 
 
    “What about the road into here?” I asked, remembering how high the water was when we came through. “The bridge?” 
 
    He rubbed his jaw as Petey came running up to join us. “It was part of the river, essentially, covered with water. I got out and checked it, and I found the actual roadbed was only under about four inches of water. The river’s wider there, see. So I got back in the car and made a run for it.” 
 
    “Wow!” said Petey. 
 
    “Oh, you should have seen it!” George told him. “The spray must’ve gone a mile high!” He paused, silent. “As soon as I crossed it, I heard a tremendous crash, like a huge, uprooted tree had slammed into the bridge and torn it to matchsticks.” 
 
    Daniel and I exchanged pale glances. 
 
    “I stopped the car to investigate.” 
 
    Petey asked, “What was the sound?” 
 
    “A huge, uprooted tree had slammed into the bridge and torn it to matchsticks.” 
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    George shrugged. “I’d stopped in Port Angeles for more food,” he told Daniel, “like you asked, plus a couple of sleeping bags. I carried in almost all of it, except some food’s still in the car. We can hike back for it any time.” 
 
    I said, “Petey, please go and make sure the lake looks OK.” He swiveled his head to the lake, which was right there, and said in a puzzled tone, “It looks OK, Mom.” 
 
    “I mean, go check it from another angle, like from the boat launch. Any fish jumping? Maybe we can catch some later.” 
 
    “OK!” He sped off. 
 
    George said, “Not being able to reach the sheriff’s office here, I phoned the state police as soon as I hung up from you guys. I told them about this Joey Preston—critically injured evacuee—and about Lance. They said they’d do what they could, when they could. At this point, even if they wanted to send a fleet of Hummers in here, they couldn’t. For the time being, we’re alone here with whoever else is in these woods.” He told us briefly, shockingly, of Kenner’s bloodstained safari shirt landing on Mrs. de Sauvenard’s desk. 
 
    “She thinks it’s a prank, and she may be right. He’s been obsessed by this movie he wants to make, right? We know he needs money. But given the ambiguous circumstances around Lance’s death, the fact that Gina’s missing, and then the shirt to the mother, plus a demand of ransom money to be delivered to an address in Harkett—which as I mentioned is underwater now—I need to figure out what’s going on here.” 
 
    He looked at Daniel, who was shifting from foot to foot, as was his habit when processing new information. George said, “You’ve done a hell of a doctoring job on that guy.” 
 
    “If the leg doesn’t get infected,” Daniel said, “he might really come along. I don’t know. He seemed lucid as of last night. I suspect he might feel better when the swelling goes down some, I hope another day or so. The codeine in my mountain kit’s almost gone, I only had a few pills.” 
 
    “I brought a bottle of ibuprofen.” 
 
    Daniel practically hugged him. 
 
    You know, it’s funny about guys. Most straight guys are terrified of fags, but George was so secure in himself he didn’t have anything but respect and affection for Daniel. I suppose if Daniel had been a shrieking wuss, George wouldn’t have liked him, but then, neither would I. 
 
    As for Daniel, he didn’t have to play power games with anybody. Being tall and gorgeous and athletic and unflappable helped. 
 
    “The police,” said George, “will know they need a helicopter as soon as they realize that bridge is out. I didn’t see any choppers working the flood area, but I didn’t see anybody in distress there either. So I guess the Coast Guard’s busy elsewhere.” 
 
    “Couldn’t they send a floatplane?” I suggested. 
 
    Daniel looked at me like, Wow, and George said, “That is why I love you.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Let’s hope somebody on the other side thinks of that,” said Daniel. 
 
    George was smiling at me. 
 
    He did not bring up the spaghetti-throwing episode, nor did I. 
 
    We returned to Badger Cabin, where George gently interrogated Joey Preston. Daniel went to prepare breakfast while I lingered, listening to George and Joey. 
 
    “I was hiking,” Joey said, “just by myself, you know, doin’ some scoutin’ for huntin’, and I seen this guy—actually I heard him first, he was hollering, and I went to see. He’d gotten hisself stuck, uh...” 
 
    “Yeah?” said George softly, from his squatting position next to Joey. “Stuck where?” 
 
    “On the rocks, by where I was. By where you guys found me. I tried to grab his hand. He tried to jump for my hand, kinda, but he fell. He just fell down the rocks into the river.” Joey’s face crumpled. “Oh, Lord, Lord, I tried to save him.” 
 
    I sneaked into the interview by taking Joey’s hand and asking, my voice as soft as lotion, “Might it have happened a little upstream of where we found you?” 
 
    “Ohh.” His eyes widened. “Well, yeah, it could’ve been, now that I remember. I think it might’ve been just a little up from there.” 
 
    “And then you sort of took a misstep, when you tried to climb down to him once he was in the river?” 
 
    “Ma’am, that was exactly it.” He sank back with a look of relief. “I’m obliged to you guys, you know, there’s a falls down just a little ways, a big one. I was so scared I’d fall in and go over it.” 
 
    “Did he tell you his name?” George asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t know who he was. Have no idea.” 
 
    “Joey, are you the same Joey who works at the garage in town?” 
 
    His eyes flipped wide again, but just for an instant. “No, that would be some other Joey.” 
 
    “Do you happen to know him?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” He said this stoutly. 
 
    “He’s lying,” I said when we joined Daniel outside. 
 
    George waited. 
 
    “Even though Lance’s body,” I said, “was well downstream of where we found Joey, he didn’t know that. He had no idea where Lance ended up, all he was trying to do was hang on to that cliff. When I suggested maybe things happened differently, he agreed, realizing that we must know something more than he thought we did. And he doesn’t know this other Joey who works at the garage? The town has like fifty people in it. I guarantee you everybody knows everybody, so either he knows that other Joey or he is that other Joey, and in that case he’s got a grudge against Lance.” I related what Lydia at the store had told me about Lance having played a camp prank on Joey. “Besides, he’s just got lying mannerisms.” 
 
    “Like what?” George wanted to know. 
 
    “Like I don’t know, he was hesitant, not being straight with us.” 
 
    “He’s in pain,” George said. “He’s had a bad shock, and he’s scared.” 
 
    “It’s his vibe, he’s hiding the truth,” I insisted. 
 
    “Furtive,” put in Daniel. 
 
    “So you guys think he killed Lance, then dumped him over the cliff? Or just sneaked up behind him and pushed him over?” 
 
    “Yeah!” I said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Daniel. 
 
    “For what reason? Because Lance pissed on his sleeping bag when they were ten?” 
 
    We shrugged. 
 
    Petey was busy with his telescope, focusing it on the opposite shore of the lake, then into the woods back of the cabins, as if hunting the mutant dinosaurs he kept fantasizing about. He’d dash for cover under some trees or the stone-paved mess shelter and get out his pencils and pad to draw. 
 
    He was having an absolute ball. 
 
    George said, “Let’s not paint Joey too evil yet.” 
 
    We all worked together to prepare a breakfast of canned bacon and beans, bread, and coffee. The guys ate prodigiously, then set off for the gorge to see if they could retrieve Lance’s body. 
 
    Daniel had helped Joey Preston go to the bathroom and wash, and he made sure he was as comfortable as possible in his bunk. Given that the bridge to town was destroyed, we could be caring for him for days. I brought him some food, and he was able to sit up and eat a fair amount, two slices of bread and two rashers of bacon. Daniel had told me not to give Joey coffee, because of the mild blood vessel-constricting properties of caffeine, but he wanted it. 
 
    As soon as they left, I gave Joey about three fingers’ worth in my tin cup. 
 
    “What the hell,” I said, handing it to him. The guy could up and die any minute with some mysterious internal injury. 
 
    Though he looked better today, his color having improved still more overnight. He was a thirtyish guy with a dumb, pink-cheeked, scared face. Was he a murderer? 
 
    “I guess my cigarettes got ruined,” he said after slurping down the coffee. 
 
    “Yeah, Daniel found them crushed in your pocket.” 
 
    “Got any?” 
 
    “No, sorry.” 
 
    “Sure wish I had me one. Any dope?” 
 
    “Can’t help you there either.” 
 
    His shredded pants were a bloody pile in the corner where Daniel had tossed them; Joey now wore Daniel’s spare pair of briefs beneath the sleeping bag. He also wore a Camp Saskee-wee-wit T-shirt and did not want more covering on his upper body. Like many beefy guys, he gave off a lot of heat. 
 
    Joey’s arms were thick and rosy and looked like they could carry a sick calf or sling seventy-pound bales of alfalfa for three hours before lunch, like the farm boys back home. Good ole boy arms. The little finger on his right hand was bent out sideways from an old, unfixed break. 
 
    Needless to say, I was anxious to resume searching for Gina. But I understood the importance of getting Lance’s body to safety, if for no other reason than decency. 
 
    I wandered the camp, poking into new crevices. I thought I’d carry a stack or two of Camp Saskee-wee-wit T-shirts back to Badger Cabin so they’d be on hand if we needed them, but before getting them I noticed a small shed we’d missed before. I thought it might be an outhouse, but the shape was wrong, too wide. 
 
    Petey had evidently found it and used it for climbing practice, as fresh sneaker prints his size were clearly visible on the low metal roof. 
 
    He had apparently tried to get inside but found the door, warped in its frame, too hard to budge: this from his footprints in the mud before the door as he must have shifted back and forth, yanking on the handle. I was surprised he hadn’t figured out a way to force his way in, given his headstrong will and increasingly strong body. 
 
    And then I saw one of his sneaker prints squashed over by a man-sized boot print, and wondered why Daniel had been here too, and not mentioned it. Little Grand Central Station here. 
 
    I grasped the rough, weathered handle, planted my feet, and yanked. On my third effort the door whumped open, vibrating tong-tong-tong on its hinges. The shed was small enough that the open door provided enough light to see by. The floor was sand. A few junky hand tools lay around, plus a lawn mower and a metal gas can, circa God knows when—the mower looked like my grandpa’s, with a cast-iron housing and exposed spark plug. The rusted machine looked so incongruous here, but I imagined the camp had been a much better manicured place in the old days. Of course they’d have mowed the rodent-and-snake-harboring weeds around the cabins and mess shelter. 
 
    I turned to go but paused to notice one more thing: a bright bit of orange plastic. 
 
    I bent down to find myself jaw-to-jaw with the rugged housing of a chainsaw. Now this was a much more normal item to see in these parts. 
 
    Except for one thing: the saw was very clean, no rust, looked nearly new, and smelled of fresh two-stroke mix. It was a hardy-looking Stihl, with a slick bar guard and everything. 
 
    Living on the farm in the summer, I was no stranger to chainsaws. If your farm abuts a wood, you need a chainsaw every so often: to keep the beeches and sumac from taking back your alfalfa fields, to cut up whatever hardwood the storms bring down. 
 
    My brothers had received basic training on Uncle Fritz’s Husqvarna chainsaw, and at my insistence they’d taught me. At one time in my young life I’d harbored the ambition to Work In Wood. 
 
    Who the hell was storing their nice Stihl with a two-foot bar in this shed? I touched one of the cutting teeth: very sharp. I opened the fuel cap: full. The chain oil reservoir was full too. 
 
    Hmm. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Gina had expected to go insane, stranded in the middle of the Quilmash River, which swept endlessly, dizzyingly, past. She was warm and dry enough with the blanket and tarp, and she chewed the loathsome jerky to keep her energy up. 
 
    Gramma Gladys used to say hunger is the best sauce, which she’d probably ripped off from Plato or somebody. 
 
    Well, it was true, unless all you had to eat was jerky. It probably wasn’t even normal beef jerky; probably was weasel jerky or coyote or some other disgusting thing. It tasted of musk. 
 
    Yes, she should be miserable, just like she had been the first night. 
 
    Yet she wasn’t. The river had somehow begun to work on her. Very odd. She had spent her second night on it—in it—against her will, and by rights she should have been growing more and more enraged and frightened, second by second. 
 
    They had done something terrible to Kenner. She’d felt tremendous love and gratitude toward him when he showed up hunting for her and Lance. Had they killed him? 
 
    An odd calmness had come over her. Beyond odd, really, it was a—well, it was fucking serenity, she admitted to herself. 
 
    The river continued to rush by, but it was no longer dizzying. As she sat in her cocoon of warmth, she began to feel rooted in place. She watched the river, and she watched an unusual bird that seemed to live in it. 
 
    The little nondescript bird hopped and flapped among the rocks at the water’s edge, diving briefly right into the drink, clearly searching for something to eat. Only ducks were supposed to do that, she thought. This bird looked like he belonged in the trees. 
 
    What would they eventually do to her? 
 
    Maybe just leave her here forever. 
 
    Bizarrely, the thought did not disturb her. 
 
    She stared at the wire stretched directly over her head and thought this must be the sort of thing they do to torment people in dictator-run prison camps. Except if there was a river like this one involved, it might not work. 
 
    Every so often she would hear, and almost feel, the rumble of a larger rock moving in the riverbed nearby, rolling, pushed by the current. She imagined the rock resisting the current, then, as its force built up, heaving over once, to lodge where it was, for now. 
 
    She sat on the gravel bar wrapped like a monk, her hair wild, her eyes quiet, and watched her little bird friend. 
 
    She decided the bird’s name was Quinine. Maybe the Q-U-I construction came to her because of being in the Quilmash River. 
 
    Every now and then she would lose sight of Quinine as he flapped off to some other area. 
 
    It was obvious these log thieves thought a captive Sauvenard could do them some good, but then why make dear, thin, sensitive Kenner scream like that? 
 
    She went back to watching Quinine, so busy among the treacherous rocks. She tossed a fragment of jerky his way, but it fell into the whitewater and he ignored it. 
 
    She had become sensitive to any sound not made by the river. From the campsite, she could hear Bonechopper’s and Dendra’s voices occasionally. Alger Whitecloud, deceitful bastard, was too soft-spoken to hear. She did not pick up Kenner at all. The morning had been quiet up top. 
 
    She heard a rock clack on the bank. The rain had stopped and the rocks up there were more or less dry. 
 
    Calmly, she looked up to see Alger Whitecloud scrambling down. His eyes looked dangerous. 
 
    She thought he would perhaps throw her some more foul jerky—how ’bout a goddamn apple, asshole?—but he had brought the zip rig with him. 
 
    He clipped in and in a second was standing next to her. 
 
    “Whaddaya want, you bastard?” She felt protective of her space. Insane, she thought, I’ve gone insane. Maybe this torture was working after all and she’d already gone totally nuts. Without a mirror she couldn’t tell for sure. 
 
    “I’m getting you and Kenner out of here.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve had it with Bonechopper. He’s crazy, doin’ stuff to innocent people. I’m leaving. They don’t know it yet.” 
 
    She spoke no more, just shucked herself out of her tarp and blanket, kicked away the last chunk of jerky, and grabbed him. 
 
    “Hold on to this.” He entwined her wrists in a piece of webbing slung from his shoulder. Up close she could see tiny red veins crisscrossing the whites of his eyes. 
 
    He headed toward the opposite bank, away from Bonechopper’s camp, hand over hand. The cable here sloped upward and it was hard going. Gina felt Alger’s shoulder muscles straining beneath his jacket, his legs kicking for momentum, his breath coming hard. His jacket smelled of tobacco smoke. 
 
    Quinine, below in his little surf area, looked up at them. 
 
    Alger grunted, “Help me,” as they approached the bank, and she kicked too, and was able to catch a protrusion with her ankle. Then with another oomph she was able to snag a rock with her legs, giving Alger the boost he needed to haul them to level ground. 
 
    “Hide in the trees,” he said. 
 
    “Kenner’s alive?” 
 
    “He’s alive. When he wouldn’t let them cut into his arm for a blood—donation—they broke his arm, then Bonechopper broke his nose, and they got all the blood they wanted from there.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “Now they’re talking about cutting off his finger, sending it to his mom. I’ve had it. Stealing cedar’s one thing. This other shit, we’re talkin’ life in the pen.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I want to try to get my job back at the mill.” 
 
    “How’re we gonna get out of here?” 
 
    “Soon as I get Kenner loose, we’re gonna double back and meet him. We can ford the Quilmash about a mile upstream, then I’ll get us all to the truck. Unless Dendra let it get too low on gas, the dumb witch. I gotta be careful getting Kenner loose; they got him shackled to a tree.” 
 
    “How’re you—” 
 
    “Hey, relax, I’m an Indian. I know quiet. I move like a deer.” 
 
    He grabbed the cable again. Before he zipped away to the other side, he said, “Remember to tell them in court that I set you free.” 
 
    She hung out with the gigantic cedars. The air was cold and moist; she could see her breath, but it was still above the freezing point. She looked toward the ridge Lance must have headed for. It was dusted white with snow. Her eyes felt cold looking at it. 
 
    The sudden physical movement of her rescue stirred in her belly a tremendous hunger for something decent to eat. A grilled-cheese sandwich and a cup of coffee would go great right about now. A nice apple. She got to thinking about Gramma Gladys’s apple cake, with its crunchy sugar-cinnamon crust on top. Her stomach wept. 
 
    A shout from the other side of the river. Another shout, a panicked voice—she scurried to the riverbank to see. 
 
    Alger Whitecloud, scrambling down the rocks, screamed, “Run!” 
 
    He flung himself into the river. 
 
    Bonechopper Bjornquist appeared, drew his gun, and fired at Alger as he tumbled in the whitewater, downstream toward the big-running Harkett. 
 
    Bonechopper fired three times, the sound of the shots almost lost in the roar of the river. Gina hadn’t thought anything could be as loud as a gunshot. These rivers up here were something. 
 
    Bonechopper saw her. 
 
    She took off into the trees as more shots popped from his gun. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 – The Teeth of the Gorge 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If, two weeks ago, you had told me I’d be pacing a ramshackle children’s camp twelve hundred miles from my neighborhood in West Hollywood, wishing for a hot shower and a place to store a dead body, I’d have—well, come to think of it, I wouldn’t have dared laugh. Fate is cruel enough without tempting it. 
 
    Petey was helping keep the increasingly restive Joey Preston occupied by bringing him bits of the environment to comment on. Joey must have looked thrillingly tough to Petey, with his scraped face and muscled arms. 
 
    “That’s a Doug fir cone,” pronounced Joey. “You know why? It’s got all these little mice hiding in it!” 
 
    “Where?” craned Petey. 
 
    “See all their little tails sticking out?” 
 
    “Oh,” said Petey. “So it’s not real mice.” 
 
    “The Indians thought so.” 
 
    “Yeah? Were they dumb or something?” 
 
    “Oh, gosh, no. They just looked at things different. Now this here’s something special. Where’d you find it?” 
 
    “Over in the trees.” 
 
    “Base of a big cedar?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Base of the tree have white splashes on it?” 
 
    “Yeah! I think it’s poop!” 
 
    “No, it’s puke!” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “It’s an owl pellet.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Let’s break ’er open and see.” 
 
    “Wow! Little bones.” 
 
    “That’s a bird’s skull.” 
 
    “Mom, look!” 
 
    “That’s nice, honey. Wash your hands.” 
 
    At about eleven the guys returned carrying Lance’s body wrapped in a length of tent canvas from the storeroom. 
 
    It was a chilling sight, that long bundle over George’s shoulder. 
 
    Petey was still indoors with Joey. 
 
    I directed the guys to the equipment shed, because it seemed the coldest, tightest shelter and the sand floor made it, I thought, somewhat drier than any other building. 
 
    “Yeah, this’ll have to do,” grunted George. 
 
    They’d moved pretty fast, taking turns carrying Lance over the increasingly worn-in trail from the camp to the log bridge at the gorge. 
 
    Both guys were pale from their effort. I made hot coffee for them and we hunkered in the kitchen cabin. George said, “I examined him. Didn’t take his clothes off, but it’s clear he was beat to hell in that river. He wasn’t strangled, and I don’t think he was shot.” 
 
    Daniel said, “He got a bad cut on his hand somehow, and it was mended with an adhesive and duct tape. I doubt he could have done it himself.” 
 
    “Was he...had he gotten—you know—” I asked. 
 
    “No, not yet,” said Daniel. “Even scavengers don’t get down to the bottom of that gorge too often, I guess.” 
 
    “The body’s starting to decompose,” George added, “but these cold conditions are retarding it. I’m sure a medical examiner’ll be able to determine the actual cause of death.” 
 
    “I want to find my sister.” 
 
    George finished his coffee and looked at me. 
 
    Daniel started to say, “You stay here and we’ll—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t all go,” he protested. “Somebody has to stay here with Petey and Joey.” 
 
    “That would be you,” and I walked out. 
 
    As the door croaked shut, I heard George say, “She’s got to.” 
 
    As he and I hiked toward the river, George hauling Daniel’s rope and tackle, I said, “I know we need to look downstream.” George was silent. 
 
    The terrain along the gorge’s lip was fairly easy. We began at the log bridge and went downstream from there. If I hadn’t been so intent on my single purpose, I’d have been awed by the treacherous beauty of the mountains and the river slicing through the forested ravines. 
 
    The absence of the rain after the days of storm was like the presence of a friend. George and I hiked over the boot-high scrub and bare rock, our eyes on the swirling river far below. 
 
    Mostly I found my eyes drawn to the eddies and jags where a person might lodge. 
 
    Every so often we’d see a big snag—a tangle of branches or a root ball—and get out Petey’s telescope to check it out. 
 
    I didn’t want to be looking for Gina’s dead body, because I still felt she wasn’t dead. I hoped maybe we’d find her clinging somewhere like Joey Preston. 
 
    Or, preferably, combing her hair in a cave next to a campfire, an elk haunch roasting on a spit, having decided to go native, beyond Earth Puppetdom. 
 
    George helped me over a fallen tree that was sticking halfway into the gorge, and I thought of the chainsaw, which I’d moved to make room for Lance’s body. 
 
    “Hey, you know, I found something in that shed I forgot to men—” 
 
    “Gina!” George shouted, pointing. 
 
    “What!” I followed his finger across the gorge. 
 
    A small figure in a filthy pink jacket was running, stumbling, scrambling madly across an open area toward the precipice. 
 
    She heard George’s shout, spotted us, and screamed, “Help me!” 
 
    “Wait!” George called to her over the voice of the river. “Stop! Calm down!” 
 
    I felt mad with joy, yet why was my sister in such distress? 
 
    Gina dashed this way and that at the lip of the gorge. “Where’s the bridge?” she shrieked. 
 
    “Go that way!” We pointed upstream. George hollered through cupped hands, “It’s less than a mile!” 
 
    She sped off in that direction, and we hustled the same way on our side. 
 
    I hadn’t seen my sister move so fast since we were kids. Her hair streamed back like it used to do when she speed-skated the ice rink in Wisconsin. Her feet were a blur. 
 
    In a few minutes we’ll be hugging. 
 
    In a few minutes we’ll be safe together. 
 
    In a few minutes my world turned upside down. 
 
    With a short cry, Gina suddenly veered away from the river and began running in the opposite direction, back downstream. 
 
    “No, keep going!” I shouted. 
 
    Then I saw why she had changed course. 
 
    A hairy creature burst from the forest and rushed for her. A bear? Bigfoot? It moved like a gorilla but was dressed in a plaid jacket and work jeans. 
 
    It carried a gun in its hand. 
 
    My brain was barely able to process these things with any coherence. 
 
    Gina came to a cleft in the lip, and with a final desperate look at me standing across from her with my mouth open, she began climbing down the nearly sheer face of the gorge. 
 
    “No!” I screamed. 
 
    “His gun’s empty!” yelled George. “He’s insignificant to you now!” 
 
    That was George: totally competent, totally clear in the face of chaos. 
 
    Except I didn’t think he was right about the creature being insignificant to Gina. 
 
    The tall, hairy thing reached the place she had begun her downclimb and roared swear words onto her. He looked around the ground, but there were no loose rocks, or I’m sure he would have tried to stone her. 
 
    I don’t believe the creature was aware of George and me. 
 
    Gina was descending, slipping, catching herself violently on protrusions, her arms wrenching behind her this way and that, slipping again, toward an undercut place in the rock wall. With sudden crystal clarity I could see what was about to occur: she was about to die trying to cross this river to us. 
 
    I could not let that happen. 
 
    I began my own downclimb, at the same time yelling, “Back off, asshole!” 
 
    “Rita!” shouted George. “No, goddamn it! Stop!” 
 
    I caught a glimpse of the ape-man retreating into the woods. 
 
    Gina slid to the undercut and plunged from it. She landed on her side on a rock—I heard her scream—then rolled off into the roaring foam. She disappeared entirely. An eternal few seconds later her head bobbed up as the river took her. 
 
    I was already a third of the way down. I kept going, managing to stay a foot or two ahead of George’s grasping hand. 
 
    “Goddamn it, Rita, you’re gonna die too!” he yelled. 
 
    Gina was lost in the whitewater below. 
 
    I was now halfway down. Somehow my eyes managed to scan downstream for my sister as well as look for footholds. 
 
    I saw her. 
 
    Gina had caught herself on a rock, or been caught, slammed into it, on the near side, our side, of the river, maybe only a hundred feet downstream of where she fell in. The current was pounding her; she looked like a rag doll in a washing machine. 
 
    Her head was above the water, her face a mask of agony. She seemed to be holding the rock with one arm. 
 
    She was alive; she was still alive. 
 
    In another minute I reached the river and began scrambling over the rocks toward her. George was far behind me now. 
 
    A truck-sized boulder loomed. I clambered to the top and was en route down using only the friction of my hands and boot toes when I lost my grip. 
 
    Lost my grip. 
 
    A brief blank space of pure helplessness. 
 
    I don’t remember the shock of the glacial water. 
 
    I don’t remember how long I was under. 
 
    I do remember the quiet fury of the river bottom, the water clearer than ice, the glowing brown gravel that my hands automatically pushed away from me, and then I was tumbling ass over end in a fury of slapping white, gulping as much water as air. 
 
    I fended off rocks with my feet. 
 
    I swept past Gina, her pink coat a smear in my peripheral vision. If she was calling to me, I couldn’t hear it. 
 
    Sideways, I slid over a smooth, shelflike rock and splashed into a calm pool, only to be pushed under by the wave over my head. I was carried underwater against my will. Panic rose inside me like a monster that wanted to take my oxygen. 
 
    Suddenly I was in the bright foam again, same spot, and I gasped a breath, looking downstream for the next hazard, when again I was forced underwater. And I wasn’t traveling downstream. 
 
    Yes, of course: the hydraulic Daniel had pointed out from the bridge yesterday. 
 
    It was massive. 
 
    And I was in it. 
 
    Down I went again. 
 
    Scraped along the bottom, going upstream. 
 
    And up to the surface. 
 
    Gasp. 
 
    Down again. 
 
    Underwater, all I knew was chaos, the rocky bottom, slick, hard rocks like bowling balls. I struggled to think. The water was so icy, most of my sensations were suspended. 
 
    What had Daniel said? Sometimes the river spits you out. 
 
    Sometimes you die. 
 
    Well, yeah. 
 
    I hadn’t the stamina to wait to be spit out. Somehow I had to break the cycle, which had gone on for what—a minute? A week? 
 
    I needed leverage. I could get none while on the surface, I reasoned. So the next time I went under I flailed all my limbs, trying to push or jerk myself out of the cataclysmic prison that held me. 
 
    These thoughts, actually, were no more thoughts than the panicked vagueness that flows through your mind when you’re fighting your way through a nightmare. The water pounded my ears. 
 
    In the bare instant I felt one knee make contact with the bottom, I pushed off as hard as I could. 
 
    And my God, I was free: moving in the current again, my head above water. I tried to orient myself, feet downstream, tried to see what was ahead, when the current slammed me into what felt like a cow fence. I lodged there. 
 
    I was stuck in a big snag, the naked network of a root mat from a huge tree, the dirt having long been washed away. A skeleton of reddish roots, tough and old as bone. 
 
    My jacket was gone. The roots were knotty, and the current pressing my body against them made me feel I was going to get pushed through the root mat like cheese through a grater. 
 
    I clung there trying to breathe between surges of whitewater. The water broke over my head in a rough pattern, one-two-three-smash!-one-two-ka-three-smash! 
 
    I tried to crawl upward, but the current tore at my lower body like dogs. My boots were gone. My socks were gone. 
 
    Never in a million years could I have imagined this happening to me. 
 
    My arms began to burn, though my fingers felt numb. With a blast of will, I twisted my fingers into the roots, hoping they’d cramp up and hold me. All I wanted was not to join that deadly flow again; my red hands clung to those roots like two raw little crabs. 
 
    Turning my neck, I was able to see Gina upstream, still clutching the bank. 
 
    But I was on the wrong fucking side of the river. In the tumult we had switched sides, so to speak, and now Gina clung to the bank I’d tumbled from, while my root mat jutted from the other side—the ape-man side whence Gina had come. 
 
    How was George going to rescue me? 
 
    The water surged over my head. One-two-three-smash! 
 
    I saw George to be roughly equidistant from Gina and me: she on his side of the river, though farther upstream than me. He continued to clamber, forced by the configuration of the cliff face to angle downward between us. 
 
    But ah! I saw rocks, a sequence of rocks, a practical footpath of them across the river a short way from me. 
 
    And I furthermore realized that because I could see no more whitewater beyond the line of rocks, they formed the lip of the falls Joey Preston had referred to. 
 
    Well, I didn’t care how big the drop was, because George was about to save me via that rock path. I caught sight of him downclimbing steadily, almost to the river level now, keeping safe, being methodical, but visibly hurrying, coming to me. 
 
    My God, I love him. 
 
    One-two-ka-three-ploosh! 
 
    Is this my limit? My breasts were getting strangled, my hip bones smushed, my lungs compressed. 
 
    Gina can’t last much longer either. 
 
    I could see her and she could see me, and I realized with sudden horror that she was nearing death. Her eyes went duller and duller as the river pounded her, her head lolling into the whitewater, then up again as she choked for breath. She was about to lose consciousness. Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck. Her face splooshed into the foam again. 
 
    As did mine. 
 
    God in heaven, we’ve got seconds to live at most. 
 
    My arms and legs felt increasingly numb from the cold water; 
 
    in fact my entire body felt extremely queer, like pins and needles deep in my guts. 
 
    As George continued his way to me, I mentally said farewell to my sister. He could not save both of us at the same time. 
 
    I had failed her. 
 
    What did my inner vow matter—the one where I told myself I’d take care of her forever, I’d never let her get hurt again? That vow was shattering to pieces like the water in this river. 
 
    I’d let her come up to these crazy woods in the first place. 
 
    I’d rushed to her rescue five minutes ago but had screwed that up like a professional idiot. 
 
    I hated myself with every fiber of my being. 
 
    I choked, my nose full of frigid river water, my vision dimming. 
 
    Nothing to do now but tell her goodbye. 
 
    My fingers began to slip from the root mat. 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
    When I open my eyes, he will be leaping the stones across the falls. Ten more seconds and he will be here. Ten more seconds and I will be in his arms. 
 
    Farewell, dear beautiful, brave, fuckup sister. Lance should’ve steered clear of you. Or you of him. 
 
    Had my mind been able to leap forward, I might have pictured the future without Gina. No one to tell the worst of my troubles to (a boyfriend or husband can listen to some troubles, but not the worst ones; they just can’t handle it), nobody to share gin and potato chips with, nobody to pick up cheap chocolate when I forgot, nobody to yell at over the red towel with the whites in the laundry. Nobody to sing Petey to sleep with blues songs filled with allegories about sex and death. 
 
    Hold on, hold on, all I have to do is hold on, I told myself. George is coming. I love him with all my heart. Yes, he is mine, and I am his. It had been true all along, hadn’t it? Only you hadn’t believed it. 
 
    OK. Now. 
 
    I opened my eyes, a smile actually coming to my lips, ready to release myself to his strength. 
 
    I gasped with shock. 
 
    For his figure was not getting larger; it was getting smaller. 
 
    He had turned upstream and was working his way toward Gina. 
 
    What the hell! 
 
    I watched in total denial as he set himself against a rock. He wedged his body somehow, then stripped off his jacket, wrapped one sleeve around his forearm, and flung the other sleeve to her. 
 
    My fingers slipped entirely from the cold wet roots. Desperately, I caught myself with an elbow. 
 
    Gina could not reach the jacket sleeve; evidently her free arm had been disabled somehow—I could not see it in the whitewater; I could only see her face slipping ever more frequently into the killing foam. 
 
    The river sounded like a thousand wolves howling for our lives. 
 
    I couldn’t feel my legs at all now. I tried to swerve my hips to see if they’d simply been ripped off by the cold, boiling current. 
 
    I could not believe George would save Gina instead of me. I simply could not believe it. 
 
    I thought he loved me. 
 
    I thought he thought Gina was a pain in the ass. 
 
    Maybe he was secretly in love with her and was only nice to me to try to get her to notice him. 
 
    Now I could hear him calling encouragement to her. 
 
    Fuck, fuck, fuck, said my obscene little heart. 
 
    Or had I gone insane and none of this was happening? 
 
    Yeah, well, fuck you! Fuck both of you! 
 
    To wait was to die. 
 
    From far above I heard Daniel and Petey shouting. Fat lot of good they can do me while Daniel ties his knots and shit. 
 
    Yeah, well, fuck all the whole goddamn bunch of you. 
 
    And my old friend anger came to me. My old enemy. 
 
    It knew I needed it. 
 
    Fair rage, the double-edged sword of my life. Rage, the red curtain that rose from below my eyeballs when I needed it most. 
 
    It was now imperative that I emerge from this river to dump George for the last and final time, if I didn’t kill him—and Gina—first. 
 
    I don’t know how I did it. 
 
    I honestly don’t. 
 
    But I do know that my body was suddenly filled with something like molten knives, because I could feel every cell of it again. 
 
    I could feel my blood cutting through my veins: yeah, I was all here. 
 
    I threw my body weight onto my elbow—if I broke it, I didn’t care; I would endure a body full of broken bones if it gave me the chance to tell George and Gina what I thought of them. 
 
    The river gave me nothing, no respite. It was not going to cough me up on its own. 
 
    I swung my legs upward and from there, I couldn’t tell you. I was on all fours on a flat rock, facing upstream to see George haul Gina from the river by the shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 – Our Strong Place 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since those moments in the river, I’ve thought many times about anger. 
 
    OK, I have an unpredictable temper—to other people. But in fact my temper is predictable—whatever sparks it, sparks it. I’m never surprised by it. What sparks it? Any threat to Petey. Either of us being dissed. 
 
    Getting passed over for a role, however, never sparked my temper. God, actors can’t afford that—the gutters of Los Angeles would be running with blood every single day if the tens of thousands of us got mad whenever we didn’t get a part. 
 
    I’ve had to manufacture anger for parts in a couple of commercials and one radio voice-over. 
 
    The best one was probably an instant-latte commercial in which I portrayed a crazy mom about to crash her minivan into the school principal’s office but who gets turned aside at the last second by a crossing guard proffering a steaming cup of nonfat hazelnut Arabica. The crossing guard was the spokesman for the product, so my part was small. But it had to be intense. 
 
    I remember preparing for my key shot in the vehicle mock-up on a soundstage. It was fun to use some Method, dredging memories of Jeff calling me a whore when he was drunk. 
 
    Every time, his anger and the release of it was the most important thing in the world to him. Ah, how he underestimated mine! 
 
    When you act, you have to sort of digitize emotional samples and have them ready at an instant’s notice. 
 
    If you need to begin a scene in a calm mood, then work up to anger, the scene itself should give you what you need. But if you need to start hot, so to speak, it’s good to use Method. 
 
    I loved being that crazy mom, foaming at the mouth without simultaneously scolding myself, Get a grip; you’re going to regret this. I veritably chewed that steering wheel, flinging my hair, my eyes practically squirting blood. It was great. 
 
    But my moments lodged against a root mat in the Harkett River rocketed to the top of my rage queue. 
 
    Never had I been so angry. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    Petey—God bless my boy—ran to me with Daniel’s parka as soon as I reached the brink. The wisp of warmth from Daniel’s body made it feel like an electric blanket, for the moment. 
 
    I’d retained my jeans and oatmeal wool sweater, though the sweater was ripped to hell. My clothes clung to me icily. I suppose I’d been in the water five minutes. 
 
    I had stormed across the stones at the lip of the falls, then upclimbed that rock face barefoot, my teeth rigid in my head, on pure adrenaline—surprised that my rage surge had lasted that long, but I guess it just lasted as long as it knew it had to. I had no fear of falling, no intention of it. I didn’t even feel confidence. I had no thought at all as to what I was doing. 
 
    That was interesting. 
 
    I seized a tree branch and was ready to brain George with it as he struggled up from the gorge, helping Gina with the use of the climbing rope Daniel had thrown him. 
 
    Petey screamed, “Mom!” 
 
    I dropped the branch but flung myself at George, raging and crying. I wanted to destroy him for abandoning me, and I wanted to lose myself in him. 
 
    Panting, he pinioned my flailing arms. 
 
    “Rita! Listen to me.” He shook me roughly. His voice thundered in my face. “Goddamn it, pull yourself together!” He held me still. 
 
    I blinked up at him. 
 
    “I knew you couldn’t live without her.” His voice was savage. “Since it was impossible to save you both, I saved the person you would have saved.” 
 
    He kissed me hard on the mouth, then released me. 
 
    Gina was safe. I turned to her. 
 
    Dear God, there she was; she was safe. 
 
    By rescuing her, George had just given me the biggest gift he possibly could: my sister’s life. 
 
    On the farm whenever somebody barely missed getting run over by the mower, or plunged screaming from a treetop only to land on a soft juniper, Gramma Gladys would say under her breath, “All’s tits that ends tits.” 
 
    Except all was not tits. 
 
    I knelt to Gina on the forest duff where Daniel had laid her. Her condition seemed similar to Joey’s when we’d pulled him up: a glassy expression plus a messed-up limb. In Gina’s case it was her left arm that had taken the brunt of something, or, more accurately, her shoulder. 
 
    Her pink down jacket had gotten shredded by the rocks and the current, and all that remained of it was part of the front with the zipper, and the collar. Clumps of wet down stuck to her like a chick just out of the shell. 
 
    Her arm was skewed and her shoulder had a horrible weird bump in front. “That’s the head of the humerus,” Daniel muttered. “It’s dislocated. Petey, stand away.” 
 
    Her face and head looked all right, no obvious gashes, anyway. Her legs looked OK; she was moving them, writhing in pain. Her jeans had stayed on, but she was barefooted like I was. 
 
    Like Lance was. 
 
    Daniel, carefully removing the remnants of the jacket, spoke quickly. “I don’t like the looks of her side here.” 
 
    Her belly and breasts were red in great blotches, where they’d been pounded against the rock she’d been hugging, and a frightening swelling was coming up on her left side above her hips and around her back. 
 
    Her eyes briefly met mine. She registered recognition—she smiled, sort of, and then I could see a bruise rising on her cheek, the swelling already causing her mouth to lop to the side. 
 
    Other than that, her beautiful face was unharmed, her whirly chestnut hair a sleek wet mass next to it. 
 
    Then I noticed the ring. An honest-to-God eyepopper, it was a starburst of white diamonds surrounding a pink pearl the size of a champagne cork, on her left ring finger. Daniel worked it off her finger, saying, “Her hand could swell; here, hold this.” 
 
    I zipped it into Daniel’s parka pocket. 
 
    George turned to me. “Are you really all right?” The hoarse hope in his voice reached straight through my chest wall to my auricles and ventricles. 
 
    By now I was totally freezing, but I said, “Yes. I can wait here while you guys take her back.” 
 
    Daniel had brought little in the way of first-aid supplies. He unrolled a bandage he’d stuffed into his pocket. 
 
    “We came running as fast as we could.” 
 
    “But why?” I asked. 
 
    “Petey got a feeling,” was all he said. 
 
    My boy reappeared with two good sticks about two feet long. He handed them to Daniel without a word. 
 
    “Good,” said Daniel. “I like a man who sees something needs doing and does it.” He bent to my sister. “Gina, you’re safe now.” He spoke in a low, clear tone. “You’re going to be all right. Can you talk to me?” 
 
    “Uhhnnnhhh,” a guttural sigh. 
 
    “Check her tracking,” George quietly suggested. 
 
    Daniel glanced at him, a little surprised. 
 
    He held his finger a foot in front of her face. “Gina, follow my finger with your eyes.” 
 
    She was able to do so. 
 
    “OK. Her pupils are the same size,” noted Daniel. 
 
    A rasping sound came from her throat, and she opened her mouth. We made out the words, “It huuurrtssss.” 
 
    “It hurts where?” Daniel asked, feeling her neck, her shoulders, running his hands beneath her back. “I’ve gotta reduce this dislocation.” 
 
    “Everywhere.” She gave him a faint look, like, Moron. 
 
    I understood. As I knelt there, my body coming back to itself, I felt like a bus had slammed me full-on. My front hurt; my back hurt. It wouldn’t be until nightfall when I’d realize the extent of my pulled muscles, bruised ligaments, and general beat-uppedness. 
 
    “My dine?” she mumbled. 
 
    “What?” Daniel strained to hear. 
 
    “No, you’re not dying, honey,” I said, deciphering her words just as I used to do with Petey’s baby talk. 
 
    “No, not yet!” said Daniel, forcing humor into his tone. “We’re gonna carry you home, but first I’m gonna help your shoulder so it’ll feel better.” 
 
    George, kneeling at her head, pushed down on her collarbone. The nail on his right index finger had gotten torn; blood from it smeared Gina’s white shoulder. 
 
    “Deep breath, Gina,” said Daniel. She took a ragged gulp of air, her scared eyes on his face. “Now let it out real slow.” With a smooth, fast move, Daniel pulled her arm straight out, and with a slightly creamy sound that mingled with her cry, the ball slipped back into its socket. 
 
    I grabbed her other arm to keep it from flying into the guys’ faces in reaction. She fainted. 
 
    Stone-faced now, Daniel probed her shoulder with his fingers. “I think she might have a fracture in there too, maybe a piece of scapula’s broken off, I can almost feel something in there. I don’t know.” He laid the arm across her stomach. 
 
    “As it turns out, Petey,” Daniel told him over his shoulder, “we’re going to reserve these good splints you cut. The long bones of her arm are OK. But I’ll need you to carry them with us and add them to the surgical supplies back at base.” 
 
    “How ’bout her legs?” Petey queried hopefully, wanting his splints to be put to use. 
 
    “Her legs are OK.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    The pain that put her out brought her around again. My stomach turned to see her suffering so. 
 
    “You gotta...” she mumbled. 
 
    “Yes?” I encouraged. 
 
    “You guys gotta get Kenner.” 
 
    “Kenner? You mean Lance?” 
 
    “...Kenner...” 
 
    “Where is Kenner?” 
 
    “Over...over...” She faded out. Then she came around again, getting agitated. “I’m gonna die, I’m gonna die.” She thrashed, and George covered her legs with the silver space blanket. Her eyes were scared as hell. 
 
    Looking at her, facing the grimness of the situation, I was getting ready to freak out myself. 
 
    Seeing this, George took my arm and talked to me in a low voice. “You’ve got to calm her down and make her think she’ll be all right.” 
 
    “But will she?” When I crouched so that Daniel’s parka hem touched the ground, I stayed warmer, so I did that. 
 
    “She’ll have a better chance if she believes it.” 
 
    I knew he was right. 
 
    I creaked upright, went to her, and crouched again. “Hon.” I took her hand and smiled, loving her. Jesus, I thought, I have to act as if. Act, I told myself. Just act. “We’re taking care of you; you don’t have to worry about anything. There’s just one new rule, though: no talk of dying.” I couldn’t merely mouth the words; she was searching my face for the truth. 
 
    So I made myself believe them. 
 
    “No,” said Gina. “I feel so bad.” 
 
    I continued to smile, not overdoing it. My Method at the moment was remembering the way I reassured Petey when he needed it: totally calm, a totally fearless benevolent force for good. “Your system’s been through a shock. Believe me, you’re going to feel better. We’re going to get you to a doctor as soon as we can.” I stroked her head and promised, “It’s all going to be all right. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Gina,” said George, “who was that man who was chasing you?” 
 
    “Uhnnh. Bone.” She made an effort. “Tshop.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Choppeh.” 
 
    I said, “Bone chopper? The guy’s a bone chopper?” 
 
    “Uhm.” 
 
    “Good Christ,” muttered George. 
 
    “Wuz Lance,” she said, finding my face. 
 
    Where’s Lance? 
 
    When I didn’t answer immediately, she focused her eyes on me harder. 
 
    Right there, Method failed me. 
 
    She saw. 
 
    I could do nothing. 
 
    She dragged in a breath and I thought she’d never let it out. 
 
    When she did, eyes closed, its weakness was louder than a shriek. 
 
    Daniel said, “We have to move.” 
 
    In spite of his parka and my crouching strategy, I was very cold, my bare feet almost numb as I crouched on the forest floor, my toes gripping the moist earth. 
 
    I was aware that the ground was no longer sopping wet, it was simply wet, the vegetation still dripping. But the porous duff beneath the big trees was only damp. A little breeze had come up. I shivered, my neck rigid against the cold. 
 
    Daniel shucked his fleece shirt and said, “Guys, socks off.” 
 
    In unison, the three put butts to ground, stripped off their shoes and socks, their naked feet comically white there in the dimness of the foggy forest, then replaced their shoes. 
 
    Yes, it was getting foggy—the breeze was pushing it in, just like I’d seen it come over the hills of Marin from the ocean—I could almost feel it on my face. 
 
    I took Petey’s socks and forced my feet into them, shocked that they almost fit, albeit stretched to their limits. 
 
    I then placed Daniel’s socks on Gina’s feet, while George worked his over her hands. “Fresh this morning, anyway,” he muttered cheerfully, and I saw that he had, as well, quickly stripped to his bare chest, handing Petey his jacket and two shirts. Petey turned to me with them. 
 
    “Keep your T-shirt,” Daniel advised. 
 
    “Won’t need it between here and camp, we’ll be sweating. Put them on, Rita.” 
 
    “Take my secret-agent coat, too, Mom,” said Petey, anxiously stripping like the big boys. 
 
    “No, stop.” 
 
    George held Daniel’s parka open to shield me somewhat, and I peeled off my sopping sweater and donned his clothing, still warm from his body. His overshirt, of thick wool similar to Joey’s army coat, felt sublimely toasty. 
 
    Keeping my wet jeans on, I stepped into the sleeves of Daniel’s fleece pullover and wrapped the shirt around my butt and waist. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I said, “thanks, guys,” knowing my job was to hunker here until they could come back for me with my spare clothing and, more important, footwear. “My river sandals are at the bottom of my bag,” I told Daniel. 
 
    George then draped Daniel’s parka over Gina’s back and tucked her good arm into it. She came more alert. 
 
    “Lance,” she muttered hopelessly. “Lance.” 
 
    Daniel cleared his throat. “We don’t know for sure what happened to him. We found him in the river. There’s a man we rescued who said he was walking along, saw Lance in trouble, and tried to help him, but he couldn’t, and Lance fell into the gorge. That’s all we know.” 
 
    Gina nodded faintly. 
 
    “This guy’s name is Joey Preston. Did you meet up with him?” 
 
    She gave him a confused look. 
 
    “Petey,” said George, “your assignment is to take care of your mother while we get your aunt Gina to safety.” 
 
    Petey looked up at him and nodded. He stared at George’s powerful torso. He had loved to wrestle with George, who’d gently shown him a technical move or two. 
 
    George had shown me some moves as well. Not that kind, the self-defense kind. He’d been shocked one night when I’d related how a sketchy-looking guy had shoved me in the parking lot at the Ralph’s on Sunset and then tried to grab my purse. 
 
    I’d shoved him back, and he was too drunk or too sick from needing a fix to hurt me enough to make me relinquish the purse. 
 
    If you live in L.A. very long, you’ll be accosted for money so many times you get used to yelling, “Back off!” really loud to the ones who get too insistent. The unarmed ones, anyway. 
 
    Your radar gets a workout, trying to sense which screwed-up, filthy bums are harmless and which one in a thousand will come after you, eyes furious and implacable. 
 
    You’re never supposed to resist in the event of robbery, but I’m like fuck you. Especially if it’s a purse I really like. 
 
    So George had made me practice the eye gouge, the nose push, the throat slam, the groin grab-and-twist (easy, girl), the backward head butt, and the knee blowout, over and over, until I felt pretty comfortable with them. And basically, he confirmed what my gut already knew about dealing with a determined attacker, be he robber or rapist: fight back every time; fight with everything you’ve got; fight like a rabid animal. 
 
    I wished I’d known those moves when I was married. Isn’t that just an insane thing to think? But if you’ve tried making a life with an unpredictable alcoholic, you know exactly where I’m coming from. 
 
    George told Petey, “Make sure your mom rests and stays warm, OK? Don’t let her run around.” 
 
    With a pointed glance upstream toward the log bridge and the dark woods beyond, he added, “It looks a little warmer over here, deeper in the shelter of the trees.” 
 
    “OK!” said Petey, escorting me in my awkward getup to a grove of young firs. 
 
    The men set off, George taking the first turn carrying Gina, piggyback. She was able to hold on to his neck with her good arm. Daniel spotted her from behind lest she fall backward. As they began to move, she moaned. 
 
    Hearing her, seeing her distress, and realizing what she was going to have to go through to get to camp, Petey turned gray. 
 
    “Mom, oh, gosh, Mom.” 
 
    I hugged him, and instead of pulling away as he’d been occasionally doing—growing into such a big guy and all—he buried his head into my side. I told him, “Honey, she’s going to be OK. When somebody gets hurt, it always looks bad at first, doesn’t it? Remember when you cut your arm on that broken glass door?” 
 
    “Yeah!” He looked up. “There was blood all over the place!” 
 
    “You bet there was.” 
 
    “I thought I was gonna die!” 
 
    “You bet you did.” 
 
    “But I made it!” 
 
    “That’s right, and so will Aunt Gina. We just have to stay in our strong place.” 
 
    “Our strong place.” He understood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 – Gina, Buddha, George, Whiskey 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Badger Cabin was rapidly becoming Bandage Cabin, given that now Gina was ensconced there opposite Joey Preston. 
 
    Using a length of rope and some of the tent canvas from the storeroom, George rigged up a privacy curtain across the cabin. 
 
    I helped Daniel remove the rest of her shreds of clothing and figure out how to keep her warm. She was only semi with it. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Daniel, “she’s bleeding from the pelvis.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, let me see.” 
 
    He looked at me desperately. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, once I’d gotten a better look at Gina’s naked lower body, “it would seem she’s gotten her period.” 
 
    His “oh” reflected a world of mixed feelings about women and their bodies. Well, you can’t expect guys to deal easily with this kind of thing. 
 
    I touched her cheek to try to get her attention. “Gina, are you expecting a visit from Aunt Flo?” 
 
    “Huh?” inquired Daniel. 
 
    “Girl code.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” Gina was able to help me. She squirmed a little and realized. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Hey, no problem.” 
 
    I’d brought a small stash of tampons, but I thought inserting anything would be a bad idea. 
 
    “Is your pelvis hurting?” Daniel said. I so admired his poise in dealing with this issue. 
 
    “Ev’thing fuckin’ hurts.” 
 
    I cannot tell you how overjoyed I was to hear her talk like that. However, I had seen her alarmingly bruised and swollen side, so I was taking nothing for granted. I went to the storeroom and grabbed another of the seemingly endless stacks of T-shirts. I folded one into a nice comfy pad for Gina. 
 
    “Ahhh,” she sighed. 
 
    “Softer than Kotex,” I remarked. 
 
    “Hurts to breathe,” she said, after her sigh. 
 
    This frightened me but Daniel said, “She might have a cracked rib, but it can’t be too bad or she wouldn’t want to breathe that deeply. Her lungs seem OK. And she doesn’t have a fever...yet. I’m worried about a spleen or kidney injury. She’s holding steady, though, good pulse, so I guess I shouldn’t borrow too much trouble. I’d expect you to have a cracked rib or two yourself.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’re not, really.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    She had not forgotten about Lance. I expected her to weep, but all she did was murmur his name once or twice. Then she fell silent, and her eyes went far away. I believe she needed all her resources just to survive. I’d piled my sleeping bag and other warm things on her. 
 
    By now it was late afternoon—what a long day this Saturday had been! I rifled the storeroom back of the commandant’s office hunting for clothing, more first-aid supplies, anything we could use. 
 
    Daniel hadn’t thought to ask George to bring more stove fuel, and his bottles were running low. 
 
    So George, Petey, and Daniel went into the woods hunting dry firewood, which we could at least burn in the sheltered fire pit to heat our food and—God is good—water for coffee. George had brought a two-pound can of Maxwell House, which Daniel and I, hoity-toity L.A. people, would have turned up our noses at a couple of weeks ago but which we now consumed with the kind of gratitude you feel for a lung transplant. It tasted fantastic too. 
 
    So yeah, mark it right next to Gramma Gladys’s saying about hunger being the best sauce: Desire is the great coffee leveler. 
 
    The temperature dropped even lower—I guessed down near forty—but I was coping with it OK in my own long underwear, pants, and layered sweaters. A drizzle came and went. As kids do, Petey seemed immune to the cold, but I kept an eye on him. 
 
    Remembering the blotter pad on the commandant’s desk, I thought the office could yield more dry paper for tinder. 
 
    Methodically, I went through every drawer in the desk and file cabinet, uncovering a trove of rodent-gnawed paper, old field mouse nests, as well as a recently vacated one, judging by the scurrying sounds when I opened the drawer. 
 
    ROSTERS, one drawer was marked. 
 
    CAMPER FORMS, another one said, but it was empty. 
 
    The rosters were so neatly organized it took me only a minute to look back through the years and find the Sauvenard name. 
 
    Both boys were there. 
 
    And there also, for one same summer, was the name Joseph Preston. 
 
    A chill crept up the back of my neck. 
 
    I knew he’d lied. The son of a bitch. He was the same Joey from the garage, my fan Lydia’s son or nephew, whatever. I left the rosters intact and stacked up the blotter pad with the bits of cardboard and the like I’d found. 
 
    I realized if we needed to we could tear down bunks and the cabins themselves to burn for cooking heat. 
 
    A pile of musty clothes had been left behind in a cabinet, perhaps by camp counselors, some Levi’s and flannel shirts. I could wash these in the lake, without soap, which we were conserving in case Daniel had to make a solution of it to flush wounds again should they become infected. Also some wool socks that I got excited about until they fell apart in my hands, victims of moths. 
 
    And then I recoiled when something furry brushed my arm deep in the cabinet’s shadows. I took a breath, then cautiously proceeded to uncover a neat stack of three raccoon pelts, complete with tails and faces, the eyes empty holes in their black masks, the noses shriveled and hard. They’d been stored carefully, interleaved with brown butcher-type paper. I sank my hand into the irresistible fur, which was slightly prickly on the surface, buttery as thistledown beneath. 
 
    Flipping one over, I could see two small holes in the pale-fawn skin where the bullets had gone in. Well, I guess the camp counselors had had to do something to pass the time. I found no basketry supplies, but I did discover an unstrung yellow fiberglass bow with a red grip, no arrows. 
 
    The pelts had been beautifully tanned and preserved, and instead of the repulsively musky smell of practically everything else around here, I caught the aroma of the tanning liquids on the skins, somewhat like kerosene-soaked cork. Hard to describe the smell of those hides, except that they brought something back to me from childhood. The warmth of animals, the finality of death, the cycles of autumn hunting and harvest. However, the little blind faces creeped me out. I left them. 
 
    Kenner, Gina had mumbled, was somewhere in these woods. If she had really seen him, we needed more clues where to look, and I sure as hell didn’t think we should spend a lot of time hunting for Kenner when we had two serious candidates for evacuation. 
 
    I would really have expected Gina to be an emotional wreck after all this, but she seemed to surrender to the situation. 
 
    Not give up—no, she’d clung to that rock as stubborn as a barnacle; I well knew that part of her—and she wasn’t about to give another inch to the forces of destruction and decay that seemed to want to claim all of us, as well as everything in this camp. 
 
    But she wasn’t going to waste energy resisting what already was. 
 
    That was it: to accept the situation you’re in and work from there. Not to struggle in the net. 
 
    So Gina Farmer was a pain in the ass and the Buddha all together in one person. 
 
    I wrung a fresh rag in cold water and went to her, George following. I doubled the cloth and laid it on her bruised cheek. Her cheek looked like a past-ripe mango. 
 
    “Ohh,” she breathed with the small comfort. Then she looked up, the fingers of her left hand working. “My ring,” she whispered. 
 
    “It didn’t get lost.” I extracted the dazzling jewel from my pants’ zip pocket. “Here, I’ll put it on your right hand so it doesn’t get stuck.” 
 
    “Beautiful,” she breathed with utter sadness. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “You have it to remember him by.” Then I said, “Gina, you mentioned Kenner.” 
 
    “Kenner,” she repeated. “He came for us. God bless Kenner.” 
 
    “He came to the woods? You met him in the woods?” Mumbling, stumbling over words but keeping track of her account, she was able to tell us about getting lost, she and Lance. “Don’t know how. Instead of going back, we just got loster and loster.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I encouraged. 
 
    “Then we got saved by renegade loggers.” 
 
    Renegade loggers? George and I exchanged glances at this. 
 
    “How many loggers?” George asked. 
 
    “Mmm, three. Like the Burris brothers, only meaner. The one.” She described a rescue that morphed into captivity. George and I listened. 
 
    “So now they’ve got Kenner.” She spoke with much effort. “The one good one has the ponytail. I love Alger, he helped me get away. He must be dead...he went in the river. I love Kenner. He came looking for us.” 
 
    George said, “Get away from where, exactly? Can you tell us?” 
 
    “Corner of two rivers.” 
 
    “The Harkett and the—?” 
 
    She thought. “Quinine,” she said at last. 
 
    “The Quilmash?” 
 
    “Yeh.” 
 
    “How did they hurt Kenner?” 
 
    A sound of surprise came from the other side of the canvas partition. 
 
    I had forgotten Joey Preston over there. 
 
    George hadn’t. 
 
    “Broke his arm.” She glanced at her own messed-up shoulder. “Beat him up. Gonna cut bits off him next.” 
 
    “They want money from his mother,” George told her. Gina snorted faintly against the absurdity of that thought, and came a bit more alive. “They don’t know Bertrice. She’ll be here any minute with a boxa hand grenades.” 
 
    George laughed out loud. 
 
    “Joey,” he suddenly called, “who are the loggers? Tell us about the loggers.” 
 
    A cough, then silence. 
 
    Outside, I told George, “He knows Lance. They went to this same camp together, I saw the rosters. He lied about not being the same Joey the woman at the store told me about.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said George. “Plus he seemed to do a double take when we brought Gina in.” We walked down the muddy path toward the lake. Or limped, in my case. Man, I was sore. 
 
    I asked, “So what’s the deal?” 
 
    “I asked him if he’d seen her before, and he said no.” 
 
    “Did you believe him?” 
 
    “No, but maybe I’m getting paranoid. I expect everybody to know everything in these woods.” 
 
    In cities, the features that draw humans together are coffee shops, bars, and churches. 
 
    In the wilderness, I now realized, it’s views and cool rocks. Rivers usually offer both. Plus, you need water, you need to get from one place to another, you go to a river. Bridges are an especially acute focal point, even that dangerously half-assed log bridge lying across the Harkett. Especially that one. 
 
    I turned to George. Fragments of the forest were sticking to his hair, his clothes. He’d washed up and bandaged his fingertip, but you can’t keep the woods off you for long. 
 
    His sloping shoulders made him look somehow more muscular than other men. If a guy has squared-off shoulders, sometimes his shirts hang straight down and he looks like a tree. But the way George’s shoulders were, you could see how strong his neck was, plus you could see his back muscles through his shirt, which is nice. He once told me he was “built funny” but said it was a useful body type for a wrestler. 
 
    I said, “Thank you for what you did.” 
 
    He smiled into me, into my soul. “She’s your blood. I was in an impossible situation, really. If I’d saved you and let her die—and she would have, without a doubt—you’d never have forgiven me.” 
 
    “That’s not so.” 
 
    “You’d say everything was all right, but deep down you’d feel guilty. To be the one who survived, due to me. And you’d hate me for it. I couldn’t live with you hating me, even for an instant. 
 
    “And I figured you could save yourself, if you had a good enough reason to—and wanting to kill me was a good enough reason. Like Petey once said, ‘When Mom gets mad, she can do anything!’” 
 
    I coursed with shame that while floundering in that river I had not thought of living for my son. It was my selfish self I’d wanted to live for: My life, my vengeances, my unfulfilled desires. My fury. 
 
    Well, I didn’t have to confess that to anybody. 
 
    Daniel caught up with us. “We need to discuss going after Kenner.” 
 
    “Yes,” said George slowly. 
 
    Daniel seemed to catch a certain vibe and said, “Maybe that ought to wait. It’s almost five now. Want to eat in about an hour? We’ll talk it over after dinner.” 
 
    “Great,” I said as he went to check on the invalids in Badger Cabin. 
 
    Petey was, I saw, sketching the view from the rickety steps of the kitchen cabin, darting in occasionally to sneak M&M’S. George had brought a gigantic bag of peanut. 
 
    George looked at me carefully. “You look like you could use a shot of whiskey. Would you like one?” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh, yes, please, and how ’bout some smoked salmon to go with it?” 
 
    He smiled with a secret, reached inside his coat, and pulled out a bottle of Canadian Club. 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    Then he proved he was God by reaching for my hand and leading me to Kestrel Cabin, the one farthest removed from the others. 
 
    He pulled open the door, smiling shyly, that tentative smile on his rugged face that never failed to melt my heart. At some point today—I guess while Daniel and I were tending to Gina—he’d swept the cabin clean and laid a carpet of Camp Saskee-wee-wit T-shirts (facedown) in the center of the floor, just big enough for two people to sit on. 
 
    The stump of a candle burned on a bean can lid. 
 
    He’d spread a clean red bandanna and covered it with small pieces of flatbread, each topped with a glistening chunk of smoked salmon. The oily, sweet smell made my mouth water so suddenly it ached. 
 
    “A little something before dinner,” he explained, daring to watch my reaction. 
 
    All I could do was shake my head. Then joy took over. Visceral happiness. 
 
    In ordinary life this little picnic—a bottle with no glasses, food eaten off the floor with our hands, no bevnaps or ice, no jazz on the stereo—would seem as bravely pathetic as a roasted rat served forth in a concentration camp barracks. 
 
    Suddenly I understood the romance of roasted rat. 
 
    George had been careful not to create a sex nest—the T-shirts just kept our butts off the cold planks; he hadn’t brought in a sleeping bag or anything. This was simply a goddamn tribute of love. 
 
    As if he needed to do anything more. 
 
    We spent a magical hour in that cabin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 – Fear Like a Brick 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’ll be easy enough to get to the confluence of the Harkett and the Quilmash,” said Daniel, tracing a line on the map with his finger, “but I don’t see how we’re gonna find their camp—provided they’re still there—with any kind of stealth.” 
 
    “Stealth’s not a problem,” said George. “Our problem is speed. We want to rescue Kenner, but—” 
 
    “We don’t want to rescue Kenner,” I broke in, “we have to rescue Kenner!” 
 
    The map, bathed in the cold glow from Daniel’s battery lantern, lay flat on the one un-rotted picnic table in the dining pavilion, which was, frankly, spooky at night. Damp darkness nibbled at the map’s edges, and I felt apprehensive. Sea monsters flopped in the lake with sudden splooshes that echoed off the hillsides. An owl hooted over and over, three hoots, then a pause, then three more identical, impersonal, insistent hoots. If that was a mating call and I were a girl owl, I would really not be interested. Show me some emotion. 
 
    I guess it was about midnight. A bush rustled nearby and I reacted in spite of myself. George said, “Just a rodent, maybe a weasel.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “The way it moves.” 
 
    “I thought you were a city boy.” 
 
    He laughed shortly. “I’ve done a little...time...in the woods too.” 
 
    “Were you a scout?” asked Daniel. 
 
    “No. Look, I think we need to challenge an assumption here. We’ve got two gravely injured people. If we get them to our cars, then down the mountain to the washout near town, I’m sure we can get help from there. Or if one of us hikes back to the gorge, even tonight, we might get a cell signal again, and maybe somebody can get a floatplane in here. How much time do we want to spend trying to get to Kenner, when we only have a vague idea of where he might be, and when every hour we delay getting Gina and Joey to a hospital may be crucial?” 
 
    “George, we have to,” I said simply. “We’ve got to try. He comes out to these woods in the storm of the century; he risks his neck looking for his brother and my sister; then he runs into these creeps who’d just as soon kill him, which puts him categorically in more danger than either of them!” I nodded fiercely toward the dark shape of Badger Cabin. “Frankly!” 
 
    “I agree,” said Daniel. “I think it’s only right we give it a shot. Gina and Joey are both stable. Joey’s body is really trying to heal. Those long sleeps he takes during the day? Big part of the healing process. I say you and I try for Kenner at dawn, George. If we can’t get him by noon, we switch our priority to further evacuation efforts here.” 
 
    “OK,” said George. “Rita, you good with that?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    That was the easy part. 
 
    Hunched in the gloom near the embers of our cook fire, we proceeded to argue about what to do. 
 
    “A simple plan’s the best,” I said helpfully. 
 
    “Well, we can’t just blunder into the area and start shouting for Kenner,” said George. 
 
    “You’ve gotta sneak up on them somehow,” I said, “scope them out and locate Kenner exactly, then—” 
 
    “Then what? Stage a raid? They’ve got weapons.” 
 
    Daniel said, “George, don’t you carry a gun?” Oddly, I noticed his voice shaking. 
 
    George answered, “I do, sometimes.” 
 
    “Well, what about now?” 
 
    “Look, even if I did have one on me, a gun is not some kind of magical tool. A gun is not going to rescue Kenner. I’ll sacrifice Kenner’s life rather than risk a shoot-out with some backwoods clowns, where we all could go down.” 
 
    He sighed, watching a squat brown bug crawl along the snap cuff of his jacket. “The ramifications of pulling a gun on somebody are huge. Let alone shooting them. People don’t understand that. They don’t understand what a liability a gun is, even way out here. I know this situation seems like Deliverance, people in the woods making up their own rules, but it’s not. The law is here, regardless, witnesses are here—even if the only witness is you.” He flicked away the bug and glanced at me and Daniel in turn, and I thought I detected the faintest contempt. “It’s only in the movies where good guys with guns solve everything.” 
 
    Something was dawning on Daniel. 
 
    And on me. 
 
    Daniel was a true guy, a strong, smart guy, but he was still Daniel, whose motto back home in West Hollywood was, “Let an expert do it,” for everything from washing your car to filing your taxes. He was still the guy who liked to drink martinis while memorizing the dialogue in All About Eve. He obsessed about hair products. He would spend ten minutes explaining to you why you should prefer Rodgers & Hammerstein over Lerner & Loewe; he wore neon-orange Lycra T-shirts to the bars; he could not relate to power tools. He would drive across town for tiny cupcakes in designer flavors like prickly pear and curried maple to serve at a party, if he didn’t have the affair catered altogether. He spent more on clothes than George spent on rent. He knew the difference between piqué and percale. He was semi-famous for playing a minor yet recurring and endearing role in a popular police sitcom now in reruns. He was about to start shooting a new TV series where he played a professional exorcist’s husband who devised custom exorcism equipment in his home shop. 
 
    He was, in short, still a gay Hollywood actor. 
 
    I loved him so much. 
 
    I saw him now confronting his limitations. 
 
    He was confident in the woods. He could orienteer; he could climb and spelunk and haul half-dead guys with broken legs up from dangerous ledges unroped. He could reduce dislocations and set bones. 
 
    He was tremendously brave. 
 
    Yet I could see the fear in his hooded eyes, in the stiffness of his shoulders, as the reality of what he and George were about to do hit him. 
 
    This wilderness stuff is one thing. Confronting bonechopping kidnapping criminals who carry guns and axes was another. 
 
    He was feeling it like a brick between the eyes. There in the lantern light George could see it too. 
 
    I had gotten Daniel into this. I had asked him to accompany me to these woods and he had done so without a second’s hesitation. 
 
    Earlier today, he had helped Joey to stand on one leg for a few minutes, leaning on him, to keep his circulation up. Joey didn’t like it—he moaned with the pain—but he did it. 
 
    Daniel was a hero. 
 
    He was my friend, and I realized that I could not expect him to go with George, who knew his way around violence. 
 
    But he would. For us, he would put himself in a different kind of danger than he’d ever dealt with before. And I could also see, just below the surface, that he would do it to avoid the remotest possibility of George thinking him a wuss. 
 
    As the guys discussed this incredibly delicate situation on their hands, I pictured them coming upon the loggers’ encampment and this bone-chopping leader simply executing Kenner with a bullet to the brain before they even had a chance to do anything. 
 
    I pictured them creeping along and suddenly being picked off by some three-toothed wilderness sniper. 
 
    I considered urging George to go alone. But Daniel wouldn’t allow it, and although George would do it, and even might insist on that plan himself, a solo guy in the woods approaching a stranger’s camp is like a guy hitchhiking alone: a warning sign, not what you want. 
 
    Excusing myself, I walked silently to Badger Cabin. 
 
    Joey’s and Petey’s snoring rocked the rafters. 
 
    “Yes, I’m awake,” Gina muttered in answer to my soft question. “Who could sleep in here?” 
 
    I knelt to her, and we had a brief, whispered conversation. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    In the dawn’s grayness, I turned over in my creaking bunk (Petey having graduated to his own) and felt ready for coffee. Gina moaned alarmingly. “Ohhh.” 
 
    Daniel and I sprang to her side. My sore muscles screamed. She gripped her head with her good hand. “It hurts so bad, oh God.” 
 
    “Where?” questioned Daniel. “The side of your head?” 
 
    “Ohhh,” groaned Gina, “I feel like I’m gonna vom.” 
 
    I grabbed a bucket and held it to her. 
 
    She retched weakly, but nothing came up. 
 
    Daniel, pale, muttered to me aside, “The headache and the nausea together all of a sudden—she could have a slow-bleeding contusion. A brain bruise.” 
 
    “That’s really serious, right?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah.” He checked her eye tracking. She did not follow his finger well at all, but “her pupils are equal; that’s puzzling if she’s got cerebral bleeding. Gosh, I don’t know.” 
 
    Gina retched again, then sank back. 
 
    Daniel looked at me like, Now what? 
 
    Oh, fuck waves were coming off him all over the place. 
 
    I said, “Here’s what we do. You and George go for Kenner this morning. But hurry.” My voice faltering, I added, “I’ll be able to look after my sister. Right, Gina?” 
 
    She reached out, but not to me; she gripped Daniel’s arm. “Don’t leave me. For the love of God don’t leave me.” She drew him close and rasped, “Rita doesn’t know what she’s doing. You’re the only one with real medical skills, in case something...happens.” She whimpered, “I’m scared, please don’t leave me, Daniel.” 
 
    Reading his face, I knew he was picturing Gina dying on our hands. Then he was picturing Kenner getting chopped to smithereens. 
 
    Calmly, I said, “I have an idea.” 
 
    I sure as hell better have an idea; I laid awake half the night figuring out the details. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 – Rita in Disguise 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ready?” George asked cheerfully. 
 
    “Almost.” Today was not going to be a picnic, though he and I were pretending otherwise. 
 
    I wanted to spend a few minutes communing with my boy. It was eight-thirty in the morning—Sunday morning, it occurred to me, the idea of days of the week even having names anymore striking me as absurd. I had just completed a very busy hour scurrying around the camp, preparing. The sun, behind uncertain clouds, had turned the sky white and the lake silver, and you could just barely see shadows. Isn’t that amazing, I thought—to realize you haven’t seen a shadow in days and days. The landscape looked different, more 3-D. Petey had been aware of that, being such a keen observer. 
 
    I plunked down next to him as he sat cross-legged on top of the picnic table, curious about his drawings. He’d been “taking bearings” with his telescope, drawing, climbing, exploring, living the kind of existence that anybody—boy, girl, tadpole—would envy. My heart, for all its trouble lately, had a happy, glowing place in it for Petey. 
 
    I was proud of him; he’d been a terrific team player. He’d learned how to stay calm, and he was getting fairly wise about the dangers of this world. Too young? 
 
    There had been no way to prevent him from seeing Joey’s and Gina’s injuries and their suffering, but hey, that’s life too. Moreover, both of them were being quite stoic, and Joey was really coming along. The gashes on his head and thigh were starting to heal, and Daniel said that the fractured lower leg bones seemed stable for now. 
 
    It was all right. At age six, before we’d even gotten here, Petey was already quite experienced when it came to unusual events. 
 
    He was in the middle of drawing a new picture when he heard me approach. He flipped his sketchbook closed. 
 
    “What are you drawing, honey? Let me see.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His flatness shocked me. The other day he’d asked for more “regular black pencils,” which happened to be unobtainable in the wilderness, though Daniel was able to give him the stub of a Ticonderoga #1 he’d found in his kit somewhere. 
 
    Petey had enthusiastically shown off his pictures to me before, realistic drawings of ravens, a dead frog, the vista across the lake—I loved his free outline of the mountain ridges beyond—all the nature pictures interspersed with ones of muscly guys lifting big rigs over their heads, the figures crude but a hell of a lot better than the stick people most little kids draw. 
 
    Having had my gag reflex pressed to the max by L.A. parents boasting of their children’s extraordinary gifts, I’d resolved when Petey was still in swaddling clothes to keep his talents in perspective. 
 
    That said, I realized that my boy did seem to have a flair for drawing. To my cautious gladness, he hadn’t been whining at all for his (damn) ScoreLad, which I’d made sure had stayed home. Could he possibly be...outgrowing it? O happy day. 
 
    But now he was refusing to show me a picture. 
 
    “How come, honey?” 
 
    “I’m not showing this to anybody till it’s good and ready.” 
 
    “Yeah? OK. How come?” 
 
    “Because it isn’t finished.” He seemed grim, and I realized he’d been quiet since last evening. 
 
    “Is anything wrong, honey?” 
 
    He shrugged. “You look weird.” 
 
    “I do, don’t I? It’s just for fun.” 
 
    He gave me a fishy look. Kids always sense more than they can understand. In fact, I was staking everything today on the alterations I’d made in my appearance. But I couldn’t get into that with him. 
 
    I asked, “May we borrow your telescope today? It’ll help us on our mission.” 
 
    “OK.” He handed it over. 
 
    “Thanks, honey. See you later. Gimme a kiss?” 
 
    “No.” He turned his back. 
 
    Oh God, he’s freaked out. He knows. 
 
    Well, if we don’t come back, Daniel will make sure he’s taken care of. Good education, good start in life. Petey would grow up to be discerning in underwear brands and musicals. 
 
    What the hell kind of thoughts were those? 
 
    What kind of mother would leave her beautiful child and walk off into a dangerous situation armed with nothing more than a costume, a rusty hatchet, and her wits? 
 
    This kind of mother. 
 
    Me. 
 
    Look at yourself, Rita. 
 
    Yeah? So what? 
 
    Life, I realized with a sort of slamming sound inside my head, amounts to more than playing it safe for the sake of the kids. 
 
    I loved what George and I were about to do. I was confident. I didn’t want to die today, and I felt we had a more-than-even chance. But we had to have guts, and we had to be ready to improvise. 
 
    As he and I set off hiking along the brink of the Harkett River north toward where the Quilmash came in, I was silently grateful that neither of us had yet said something idiotic like, I sure hope this works. 
 
    Because it had to work. 
 
    Angry-Zeus clouds roiled among the towering peaks, threatening to overcome the scrim of high white sky. I hated to even think it, but it felt like snow was coming. I watched the drizzle anxiously, looking and feeling for the sharper, heavier wetness that signified sleet. 
 
    What George and I were doing was exactly like the astronauts boarding the first moon rocket, or Jonas Salk injecting himself with the polio virus: if it worked, we’d be heroes; if it didn’t, we’d be dead. 
 
    Well, Kenner had walked into these treacherous woods in appalling conditions trying to find his brother and my sister, not worrying about his own safety. 
 
    I’d simply misjudged him: he’d seemed so casual as to the whereabouts of Gina and Lance back in my apartment in West Hollywood, I thought then that he didn’t care. Well, we’d both been stunned by his mother’s revelation of Lance and Gina’s engagement. 
 
    I tripped on a stick and in catching myself felt the deep soreness in my body from yesterday’s pounding in the river. The zingyness of my excitement compensated for my lack of sleep. 
 
    We paused at a deadfall zone, a swath of trees blown over by some insane wind, now a hazardous melee of trunks and tops and snags perhaps a quarter mile long. 
 
    “Quicker to go around it,” George said, and I agreed. 
 
    We took no care as to the noises we made when approaching the place where the Harkett River met the Quilmash. The land began to slope downward. 
 
    He said, “I can’t believe you were willing to leave Gina, now that she’s so sick.” 
 
    He hadn’t gotten it yet. I told him, “I have a feeling she might improve quite a bit after we’ve been gone about an hour.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You guys are good.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You could tell Daniel was scared last night.” 
 
    “It was just that I couldn’t ask this of him, on top of everything he’s done already. I felt I needed to—step up.” 
 
    “Needed to?” 
 
    “Wanted to.” 
 
    George just smiled. 
 
    That he could smile at a time like this. God, I loved him. Gina had told us what this Alger had said about being able to ford the high-running Quilmash upstream from the encampment. So we at least knew which side the camp was on. We found the ford and waded in. It’s amazing how hard it is to keep your balance in fast water. The penny-in-your-mouth taste of fear surged through me as the cold current cut through my jeans into my shins. I focused on the opposite bank. 
 
    I felt better when we clambered up the low bank and continued toward the growing sound of the big rapids where the two rivers crashed together. 
 
    George now began chattering aloud about what he was seeing and hearing, in keeping with our goal of appearing unsneaky. 
 
    “There’s another raven, that makes seventeen so far today. Now listen to that little call—that’s a spruce warbler. You know, my favorite animal in Bambi was the owl. Wise old owl, he never got his hands dirty. Like a mandarin, he didn’t have to. Then I grow up to be an ornithologist, isn’t that something?” 
 
    I made no comment. 
 
    “Watch that branch,” George cautioned. “Huh, guess I don’t have to tell you to watch it in the woods, eh, Sacagawea?” 
 
    I took the lead in the hike, in keeping with the role I’d assigned myself. 
 
    Presently our ears picked up something different from birds: human voices, arguing. 
 
    We stopped immediately. Since the voices went on, evidently unaware of us in spite of our efforts to be obvious, I signaled that we should be quiet, to listen. George nodded. We continued slowly and silently as possible. I placed my feet carefully, rolling heel-toe. George moved as deftly as a salamander, dislodging neither twig nor stone. 
 
    “Who says I don’t?” demanded a female voice that sounded like it’d been born pissed off. “You’re the boss until things start going to shit, right?” 
 
    “Things are not going to shit! I’ve got everything under control.” A hulking guy voice that used volume in place of reason. Somehow I felt I knew the voice, and I realized that it reminded me of Ed Burris’s voice back in Wisconsin—the leader of the hoody gang of brothers Gina had sometimes hung out with. The voice of a guy smart enough to raise a lot of creative, attractive hell but too dumb to avoid getting busted from time to time. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I ought to go along and follow Alger,” said the female petulantly, seeking to be convinced otherwise. 
 
    George and I huddled next to a soft-needled sapling whose young green seemed to glow against the vibrant ochre of the forest floor. We kept listening. I touched one of the sapling’s branch tips with my finger. So alive. 
 
    I’m going to miss this place, I realized with surprise. 
 
    “You do that and I’ll kill you.” The guy grunted and spat. I smelled stale woodsmoke, as if a campfire had just smoldered out. “We get that money, even half of it, even a tenth of it, you’ll be kissing my hairy ass from here to Las Vegas.” 
 
    “Everybody’s abandoning us!” 
 
    “Good! The more for us!” 
 
    The conversation devolved a little further, and George touched my sleeve. Time to reveal ourselves. 
 
    We stood and moved forward, slowly and noisily. 
 
    “Do you know the spotted owl is the only species,” George asked in a clear voice, “that mimics the call of the mockingbird?” 
 
    “Who’s there?” said the female. 
 
    We moved to the edge of their clearing and stood side by side, him smiling, me stone-faced. 
 
    “What in the hell?” said the woman to me. “Which casino did you excape out of?” 
 
    I gave her a cold look and folded my arms. 
 
    Filter-tipped cigarette butts littered the clearing like mashed beige bugs. 
 
    She looked to George for a clue, then to her guy. 
 
    The guy was the tall ape-man who had chased Gina into the river. 
 
    I wanted to spring at him and gouge his eyes out. 
 
    “Hey, civilization!” exclaimed George, sweeping his arm like an explorer showing something to the fellow with the camera. “Uh, may we come in?” Without waiting for an answer, he strode up to them, hand extended. “I’m Tom Webber, University of North Dakota. This is my assistant, Mary Two Loons. We’re doing fieldwork!” 
 
    George wore Petey’s telescope around his neck and carried a small notebook and pen. He had shaved and put on Daniel’s navy watch cap, pulling it down over his ears. He also wore Daniel’s parka instead of his own, which he’d worn yesterday when we’d glimpsed this ape-man on the other side of the river—and he, perhaps, had glimpsed us. 
 
    George looked and acted like a semi-rugged, clueless scientist. 
 
    And I? I figured that to be safe, I’d needed to change my appearance drastically today. Moreover, we needed an excuse as to how we’d found this camp. Which we’d keep in abeyance, for now. 
 
    I’m a natural blonde, a paleface from prairie country. 
 
    This morning, my plan required that I borrow Petey’s brick-colored “painting stone” and grind some off, making a paste with water. I split the paste into two parts and added some fine black dirt to one portion. This I mashed into my wet hair. I combed it through, wiped my head on a Camp Saskee-wee-wit T-shirt, then combed it again. 
 
    I checked myself in my tiny mirror. Now my hair had a reddish, mixed-race appearance. 
 
    Using a bit of T-shirt as an applicator, I then covered my face, neck, and hands up to the elbows with the original bronze-toned paste. I rubbed it in, then rinsed most of it off in the chilly lake, leaving only the trace of the color. I checked myself in my mirror again and turned to George. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he’d said. “You do appear somewhat Native American. But I don’t know.” 
 
    “Wait; you don’t have nearly the full effect.” I went to the storeroom to continue to assemble my look. 
 
    Over my synthetic long underwear top I put on two of the moldy flannel counselor shirts I’d found. Over those I laid—yes!—the raccoon pelts. I draped one over each shoulder, yoking them together with shoelaces through the eyeholes. The tails dangled down my back. 
 
    Then I went to the toolshed. I’d been there to retrieve something already, and now I needed one more thing. 
 
    Wrapped in his canvas shroud, Lance was no longer himself. The death-odor came up, which even if it’s faint as in this case, if you’ve smelled it before, you recognize it instantly. In case you’ve never been around a decayed corpse—which I regrettably had—the closest thing is the greasetrappy, rotten-meat smell from the drains and floors at a substandard hash house. Which I also knew. 
 
    I’d expected the odor to be worse, but I guess George was right about the cool conditions helping. The temperature on the floor of that shed was probably forty degrees max, maybe only thirty-five. A propane deep freeze would’ve done the trick, but you can’t have everything. 
 
    I grabbed the hatchet I’d spied lying on a stack of plywood and got the hell out of there, slamming the door behind me and exhaling hard. 
 
    A handful of lake gravel served to buff the rust off the hatchet head, then I honed it roughly by rubbing the edge, both sides, on a flat, wet stone. The good old hickory handle was in good shape, and the head was solid on it. We weren’t gonna cut paper with it. 
 
    I strapped my tooled leather cowboy belt—good and sturdy; do I know how to pack for a camping trip or what?—over the shirts, and stuck the hatchet in at my hip. The belt also served to anchor the raccoon tails. I jammed my rain hat over my hair to protect the color from rinsing out in the drizzle, and went to find George. 
 
    The difference between simply wearing a costume, as Petey did on Halloween—little boy dressed up as tough guy grubbing candy—and living your role is the difference between playing hopscotch and deciding you’re going to qualify for the Olympic track team. You must give yourself utterly to your new persona and be willing to do whatever you have to do to achieve your goal: in my case, getting a murderous bunch of crackers to believe I was a mute half-breed Indian of indeterminate origin. 
 
    The weight and suppleness of the pelts over my shoulders, hugging my waist, felt good. Having lost my jacket in the river, I needed the warmth. Moreover, I felt—armored. Armored against the elements, armored against a knife slash, armored against the reality of my own little duplicitous personality. 
 
    My reasoning was this: I knew, of course, that today’s Native Americans dressed in modern clothes, but I also knew that sometimes they put on regalia. I knew nothing of the local Indians’ tradition in this regard, but I also knew that just like other cultures, the Native population had to harbor its share of eccentrics. If a female Indian tracker wanted to wear pelts over her modern clothes, by the Great Spirit, she would. 
 
    As George studied the map, I closed my eyes and thought for a minute. “Let the threads give it to you,” a wise TV director had once told me. Yeah. I squared my shoulders and flattened my face by letting all my facial muscles droop. I let my eyelids hood my eyes, which I kept sharp and quick. 
 
    I realized George had been watching me, incredulous but not daring to raise any objections. He did say, “You remember Gina said this Alger had a ponytail. D’you think any of these people could be Indian?” 
 
    “Meaning, maybe they’ll see through me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I laughed. “Because I have zero firsthand knowledge of being part Indian?” 
 
    “Yeah. What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Now you’re the one assuming that life is like the movies. Where I’ll make some misstep, some tiny blunder, and they’ll realize I’m faking being an Indian and set upon us with their chainsaws?” 
 
    “Well—yeah.” 
 
    I faced him. The morning was actually, unbelievably, brightening. The drizzle eased off, not having turned to sleet. It was still damn cold. I hadn’t seen the sun clearly in a week. Weeks? I felt an odd inner vibe and realized I was apprehensive of the sun hitting me in the face with no curtain of clouds mitigating it. 
 
    “This is going to be a quick situation,” I explained. “I’m not going to engage in some discourse about native American legends and folkways, nor BIA politics or anything like that. I’m barely even gonna talk. I don’t even know the names of the tribes around here, let alone what pelts are appropriate to wear after Labor Day. But I do know this: the Indians made it up as they went along. There was no central database. If some women were weaving cloth like they always did for three generations, and the matriarch said one day, ‘Hey, from now on we’re going to put a red stripe down the middle,’ they did it. Things changed.” 
 
    “How do you know the Indians made it up as they went along?” 
 
    “Because EVERYBODY makes it up as they go along!” His face got this faraway look like he was hearing a new sound. He said nothing. 
 
    “It’s you,” I added, “who’s gonna get unmasked.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    And so here we were now, with the crazy idiots Gina had escaped from, who might still be harboring Kenner. No sign of him in the clearing, except in the eyes of the logger chick, which shifted uphill once or twice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 – Bonechopper in Control 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had thought that George’s boorish-ornithologist act would last a bit longer than it did. Well, it lasted long enough for these two individuals to introduce themselves to us in return. 
 
    George experienced a slight lapse. “Your name’s Bonechopper?” he asked incredulously. “Your name is Bonechopper?” 
 
    “What’s your problem with it?” He lit a cigarette, blowing the smoke toward us in a plume that whirled upward with the wind. The woman was smoking already. 
 
    George cleared his throat. “Well, it’s just that I’ve never heard the nickname before.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s short for Bonechopper of People Who Bug Me.” 
 
    “Ah,” laughed George, “good one!” 
 
    I studied this couple. First impressions take barely a moment, but you don’t need a hell of a lot more time to form a pretty thorough second one. 
 
    As I gazed with my half-lidded, half-breed eyes, I reviewed what I knew about them: they were “renegade loggers,” according to Gina, which I gathered didn’t mean the same thing as wildcatters; they were wood thieves. Given the amounts of money that must be involved to make such a miserable line of work rewarding, we were talking offenses on the order of felony, as well as trespassing, malicious destruction of property, un-ecological camping habits, and God knew what else. 
 
    Heavy enough. Now add kidnapping. Before I began studying law, I thought kidnapping meant snatching somebody from their regular habitat, taping their mouth shut, and dragging them off to a secret location. 
 
    But I learned in first-year law that kidnapping simply means holding a person against his or her will. Therefore, you can kidnap somebody in their own house. In California, kidnapping was just short of a capital offense. 
 
    So these wood crooks had turned into people crooks, based on the opportunity presented to them by the happenstance of running into some Sauvenards in the woods. 
 
    They had been quarreling hard. The woman, who had just called herself Dendra—what a weird name, appropriate for here; weren’t dendrites plant parts?; hey, I’m studying law, not biology—realized she’d given me a clue by glancing uphill, and now she trained her stare resolutely at George and me, back and forth. The skin on her face was pale and saggy, the mark of a heavy smoker. She held her cigarette cupped under her hand, as if keeping it dry, even though the drizzle had subsided. Force of habit. 
 
    From those initial apprehensive glances, I sensed that Kenner was not dead. If they’d killed him, they’d have buried him or otherwise disposed of his body, and they’d be out of these woods. 
 
    So it was good that we were all here together, and at the same time it was bad that we were all here together. 
 
    Dendra was defiant but scared. It appeared to me that while she might have the stomach for casual cruelty, whatever they’d done to Kenner had challenged her threshold. But she wasn’t ready to bail. She wasn’t a quitter; she wasn’t the type to suddenly see the light and repent, join the Tupperware sales force. 
 
    She was the type that considered quitting anything tantamount to failure. A stubborn streak, that was it. Gosh, yeah, the not-able-to-let-go-of-the-plan-or-your-man no matter how to hell things are sliding—that was a combo I realized led to a whole lot of grief in this world. 
 
    In short, there wasn’t going to be a wedge into Dendra. I saw her sizing me up just like I was her. What did she see? A part-time Hollywood actress and full-time law student dressed up like she’d just crawled out of a rotting log? 
 
    No, it was clear from Dendra’s worried bafflement that I had her fooled; I had both of them fooled. She was trying to figure me out at the level of how dangerous is this Indian, rather than is this person an Indian in the first place? I swelled my chest confidently against my raccoon pelts and spread my feet slightly farther apart. I worked to project intelligent savagery. 
 
    As for Bonechopper, I knew him too: a marrow-bred badass who’d recognized the Sauvenard name and seen opportunity in it, just add water. And violence. 
 
    How could I tell these things? Their postures, for one. Pure defiance, pure self-justification, chins out, Dendra’s inclined slightly toward Bonechopper—and their eyes. The eyes always reveal how much people need from you, and how much of themselves they’re trying to hide. Dendra was trying to hide her greed, and for some reason needed me to believe it. A shred of shame, I guess. The instant she’d seen us, she’d frozen in place, her knees locked, a posture most women believe is strong but actually betrays tension as well as being useless for action. 
 
    Bonechopper’s legs were slightly flexed, his arms at his sides, fingers curled. As well, he had turned slightly, so that his body was side-on to us: a male’s unconscious reaction to an anticipated threat—the body side-on is a smaller target than full-on. Bonechopper didn’t give a fuck about us, her, or anybody else. Up close, he was a scraggly guy in a filthy work jacket. 
 
    You learn a lot about body language and psychology in acting school, and then if you want to get good you learn more on your own. Moreover, acting self-selects avid students of the human condition. 
 
    I felt my heart accelerate as George talked with Bonechopper. 
 
    “I sense you two would be just as happy being by yourselves,” George said, “and believe me, I can appreciate that! Truly!” He leered at me, then grinned to Bonechopper. “Truly, I can!” 
 
    He was so unconsciously good. People use extraneous words when they feel weak or insecure. 
 
    George babbled about birds and field counts, making up species like the spruce warbler and the “mullet-headed lesser heron,” which almost made me break character. 
 
    “We’ll be moving right along,” George said, turning uphill, where Dendra had first glanced. But quickly, his timing perfect so that they had an instant to feel sudden panic but not react, he turned back to them. “But first, I wonder if I might ask you, have you seen any ravens around here this morning?” Bonechopper answered slowly, “Seen ’em and heard ’em. Down by the river,” he added, flipping his cigarette butt. “That way.” 
 
    Dendra flipped her stub too. “Lots of ’em! That way.” 
 
    “Ah! Thank you! Lastly, any, ah, hummingbirds today? I ask because I’m studying a particular species—” 
 
    “Which one?” interrupted Bonechopper. 
 
    “The, ah, the red-tailed.” 
 
    “You mean the rufous?” 
 
    “Yes, yes!” 
 
    Bonechopper’s eyes narrowed like a lion’s. “I oughta just shoot you now.” 
 
    “Oh, do it later, later,” said George, as if he thought Bonechopper was joking, also during the short course of that sentence dropping from batty scientist to defeated trickster. He hung his head. “No such thing as a rufous hummingbird, right?” 
 
    “Sure there is,” Bonechopper told him. “But I do know that all the hummingbirds are in Mexico this time of year. They only come around in the summer. My aunt used to have a feeder.” 
 
    Bonechopper wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, dragging it through his beard. “Them other kinds you said, I never heard of. What a stupe to come in here like that,” he jeered, as George dropped his head even further in chagrin. 
 
    Then George looked up at Bonechopper calmly, all George now. 
 
    “I think you can guess why we’re here.” 
 
    I watched Bonechopper process that, and it didn’t take long. 
 
    He drew a gun from his coat, a hulking black semiautomatic, the same as he’d waved about yesterday at the riverbank. This time the slide was not locked open and empty. 
 
    He leveled the barrel at George’s belly. 
 
    Because George was within striking distance—barely—I knew that he could disarm Bonechopper if he wanted to. Intellectually I knew that, but my adrenaline spiked as if we’d just stepped on twin cobras. 
 
    Without hurrying his speech, George said, “We brought the money.” 
 
    Dendra inhaled audibly. Bonechopper stood still for many seconds, staring at us. 
 
    “Get down,” he commanded at last, gesturing with his gun. 
 
    “No,” said George, “I’m not going to hit the dirt for you. I’m unarmed.” 
 
    “Where’s the money?” 
 
    “Not on us.” 
 
    “How did you find us?” Dendra was stunned. 
 
    “I know how,” said Bonechopper, looking at me. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    George jerked his thumb at me. “She guided me here.” 
 
    Dendra stared at me, really taking a look now at this backwoods Indian. 
 
    “Look,” said George. “Mrs. de Sauvenard is nobody’s fool. You think she’s just gonna drop off a million-two in somebody’s trash can? Which, by the way, is underwater.” 
 
    “What?” Dendra’s afternoon was not getting off to a good start. 
 
    “Yeah, the whole town of Harkett’s flooded. The houses are submerged up to the satellite dishes. Above that, some of them.” 
 
    “What about the people?” 
 
    “I guess,” George responded, “the authorities either got them out or gave them swimming lessons.” 
 
    Bonechopper’s gun twitched. 
 
    With experience, I’ve learned that any situation involving a firearm heightens the senses. 
 
    As this conversation went on, I heard the distant spirit-rattle of a raven, as well as the pointillistic chips of tiny brown wren-looking things that darted in and out of the bushes. 
 
    “My mom’s there,” Dendra said. “In Harkett. She’s getting up there.” 
 
    “I’m sure the neighbors helped her,” said George. 
 
    “The neighbors hate her,” said Dendra. 
 
    “I’m sure that wouldn’t make any difference at a time like this.” 
 
    “You don’t know the neighbors. She might be dead.” Her eyes were speculative, looking into a future without her mother. “She might be dead at last.” A smile crept to her lips, which she quickly pressed away. 
 
    Bonechopper said, “She was supposed to keep an eye on that can in the alley. You guys didn’t drop the money there before the water rose, did you?” The corners of his eyes were deeply creased. 
 
    “Of course not,” said George. “It’s safe.” 
 
    “You brought all of it?” 
 
    “You asked for ‘one point two million,’ right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Well, that’s how much I brought. Do you know how much a million-two in hundreds weighs?” 
 
    Bonechopper shook his head. 
 
    Dendra licked her lips. 
 
    “Twenty-five pounds. Who wants to hump that much deadweight through these woods? The money’s under armed guard in Chelming.” A town name I didn’t recognize, but our new friends seemed to. “I have the authority to release it to you once Kenner de Sauvenard is in a safe situation. My name really is Tom Webber,” he added, “and I’m a professional abduction negotiator.” 
 
    “Yeah?” said Dendra, impressed. 
 
    “Shut up,” said Bonechopper reflexively. 
 
    Dendra said, “Really, how did you find us? You must have run into—” 
 
    “Shut up!” Bonechopper told her fiercely. “Shut your goddamn face!” 
 
    “Run into who? We haven’t seen anybody except you two since we left Harkett.” George flicked his thumb toward me. “Mary Two Loons found you. I’ve known her for years. She can find anybody in the woods. And she’s led me straight here.” 
 
    Bonechopper and Dendra glanced at me with respectful puzzlement, as well as the veiled fear a proper witch should command. 
 
    “Now I need to see Kenner,” said George in a businesslike tone. 
 
    “Bring the money first,” countered Bonechopper. 
 
    “You want some of it right now?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “I’m gonna open my coat, OK?” 
 
    Bonechopper shifted his weight, kept his gun on George’s stomach. “OK.” His finger, I saw, was squeezing the trigger tightly, so the safety must be on. I guess the guy knew himself pretty well. 
 
    George drew a banded packet of currency from his coat. “That’s five thousand.” He tossed the packet at Bonechopper’s feet. It hit the toe of his black, scuffed logging boot and lay there, pristinely, on the ground. A packet of hundred-dollar bills looks as natural in the forest as a sequined cocktail dress. 
 
    Bonechopper kept his gun pointed at George, but he did glance down at the money with the same pride as if it were a record fish he’d just landed. 
 
    Dendra snatched it up. “It feels real,” she told her man. “Smells real.” She handed it to Bonechopper, who hefted it in his hand—a brief caress—and put it inside his black-and-white plaid coat. The white squares were stained with filth, especially in front, probably from chainsaw grease. 
 
    George had gained some trust by not flipping the packet of money into Bonechopper’s face and trying to grab the gun, which Bonechopper had been ready for. 
 
    Now the forest ape-man patted his coat where he’d stowed the money and said, “OK.” 
 
    A lovely pair, they were. 
 
    “Why did you pretend to be a bird guy?” asked Dendra, lighting a fresh cigarette with a yellow plastic lighter. White nail polish, what a trip. The lines on her fingers were black with forest schmutz. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure you were the people we were looking for. Rather than be confrontational, I thought we’d just try to have a look around first.” 
 
    Dendra exhaled a huge lungful of smoke. “I hate confrontation.” 
 
    “Come on,” said Bonechopper. 
 
    Judging by how intently they were trying to act casual, I doubted either of them had seen that much cash at one time. 
 
    We all hiked a short distance uphill, into thicker forest, George and I following Dendra, with Bonechopper last. He had put his gun back inside his coat. 
 
    George had told me stories of the miracles he’d seen a banded stack of hundreds do, but I’d thought he was exaggerating. 
 
    Silly me. 
 
    Kenner was sitting limply at the base of a cedar. He must have done some problematic yelling, because his mouth was covered with a strip of duct tape. Wire cable encircled his body and bound it to the tree about a foot and a half in diameter. His hands were in front of him, wrists circled with duct tape. 
 
    He was wearing his bright-blue hiking jacket, and I tried to figure out which arm they’d broken, for Gina had told us about that, but I couldn’t. 
 
    “Turn him loose,” said George, as I began to slowly stalk around the tree, to see how the cable was fastened. Any kind of cable is stronger than rope, but this looked quite thin. Quite doable. 
 
    Kenner’s eyes were sunken, and his skin, always very pale, looked wax-white. I remembered him at Griffith Park, having so much fun, his body vibrating with intensity about his picture, that sewing-machine leg of his bouncing up and down as he sat on the picnic table. Now he was worn-out physically and at the end of his emotional rope. What goes through your mind when you’re taken hostage? I couldn’t imagine. 
 
    Crusted blood had dried black beneath his nose—it must have been very hard for him to breathe, his mouth being taped shut: his sinuses were whistling with the effort to get enough air. 
 
    At least the forest air was so rich in oxygen, I guessed we all needed less of it to adequately nourish our cells than with L.A. air. It really felt like that. Denser. 
 
    Kenner’s eyes perked up when he saw George and me, though his body remained slack against the tree. 
 
    I hoped he knew enough to gather what energy he had left, to know that we weren’t going to dick around very long. 
 
    He did not recognize me. 
 
    “Hey,” snickered Bonechopper, nudging him in the thigh with his boot, “you look a lot different from when I first saw you. Fancy boy?” Then, viciously, “Nobody gave me shit. Never had no fancy camping stuff. You shoulda seen the shit he had in his pack! Stupid tent like a pair of panty hose! Binoculars I can’t even pronounce! Porro prisms. Never had no million dollars! Fuckin’ nancy boy! H’h! Not so fancy now, huh? Look at me, ya pussy!” 
 
    Kenner refused and got a kick for it. He made no sound. 
 
    “Turn him loose now,” repeated George evenly. 
 
    “Well, now,” said Bonechopper, coming back to himself, “how are we gonna work this?” 
 
    “You’re going to free him, then we’re all going together to get the money in Chelming.” 
 
    Two chunky metal fasteners secured Kenner’s cabling. It wasn’t immediately clear to me how they worked. The cable bit into his upper arms in spite of his jacket. 
 
    “No,” said Bonechopper. “You go on back for the money, then you can have him. Bring the rest of the money.” 
 
    “Chopper—” began Dendra. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    He had, I perceived, gotten drunk on the feeling of that deck of bills in his pocket. 
 
    Yes, after all, he was the one with the gun, the five thousand dollars, the knowledge of how the iron latches worked—easy to anybody familiar with them, I’m sure—and the captive. He was the super-smart one who’d figured out we weren’t looking for rufous hummingbirds. 
 
    Totally in control. 
 
    Such a dangerous position to be in. 
 
    Just where we wanted him. 
 
    He saw me finger the head of my hatchet. As he drew his gun again, I heard a tiny click; the safety catch. 
 
    OK. 
 
    Showing very good judgment, he covered George while saying, “I don’t like the looks of Loony Tunes and her tommyhawk. Give it over to Dendra.” 
 
    I shrugged and nodded, drawing the hatchet, and as Dendra came over to me, cigarette in one hand, the other outstretched, I stepped in close and slammed the flat of the blade into her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 – A Savage Place for Boys 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel Clements carried a grocery bag crammed full of burnable trash from the kitchen cabin to the unused cabin nearest the lake. This way, if a plane or helicopter should fly over, he could quickly light it to begin a signal fire. As he crossed the clearing, he kept an ear out for the return of George and Rita. His breath puffed white in the cold, still air. 
 
    Gina had come back to herself shortly after Rita and George had set off to try to rescue Kenner. Daniel felt less worried about her, which was good, because he was worrying hard about George and Rita, and a fellow can only manage so much concern at a time. 
 
    Petey had created a primitive hunting sling from one of the camp T-shirts—stretchy fabric that stored energy nicely—and was lobbing stones into the lake, learning relationships between launch trajectory, force, missile mass, and splashdown. Even though the rain had stopped, the boy still wore his flat-topped brown hat. He reminded Daniel of an Appalachian banjo picker he’d known, a stalk-necked guy who never removed his hat, even to eat. 
 
    Daniel turned toward the medical cabin to check on his patients when he saw a man standing at the edge of the woods. Just standing there, a knife sheathed on his belt, his hands quiet at his sides. Daniel realized he must have stepped from the wet woods and waited to be seen. A wilderness courtesy. 
 
    “Hello,” Daniel greeted him. 
 
    The man stepped forward, and they talked. Daniel had been wondering about the Indian Gina had spoken of, the guy with the ponytail who’d helped her escape from the kidnappers, then gone “into the river.” 
 
    One shoulder seam on the guy’s jean jacket was torn down like a tongue, and the knees of his pants were busted through, but his flat-boned brown face showed no distress, no hunger. 
 
    Daniel smiled. “You’re the Indian. Your name’s Alger, right?” 
 
    “She’s here, then.” Alger’s voice came low and calm. 
 
    “Yes, she made it.” 
 
    “What about her boyfriend?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. 
 
    “Did you find him?” 
 
    “Yeah, in the river.” 
 
    “Ohhmm.” A sad exhalation. “What did you do with him?” Daniel inclined his head toward the shed, and Alger nodded. 
 
    “My name’s Daniel.” They shook, looking into each other. 
 
    Petey came running up. “I haven’t seen you before!” 
 
    “I’ve seen you,” said Alger mysteriously, but he wouldn’t answer Petey’s immediate barrage of questions. 
 
    The two men went to the kitchen cabin, where Daniel made hot coffee. The Indian drank two cups in a row, gratefully, but refused the bread and sardines Daniel offered. Alger smelled of woodsmoke and cooked meat. 
 
    “Squirrel for breakfast?” Daniel guessed. 
 
    “Porcupine.” 
 
    “They’re good.” Daniel then noticed some quills Alger had saved, bundled and stowed in the sleeve pocket of his jacket. The tips poked out like stiff fur. “Can you really catch fish with porcupine quills?” he asked. 
 
    “No, I save them for regalia. I never go to the woods without a couple of real fishhooks and a little bit of line. Have you guys been fishing here?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’m sure you found the bridge washout.” 
 
    “Yeah. I came here to chill for a while and figure another route out. Don’t want to run into—you know.” 
 
    “You’ve had it with them, huh?” 
 
    Daniel explained how George and Rita went off to try to rescue Kenner. “As soon as they’re back, we’re all getting out of here.” 
 
    Alger Whitecloud knew Camp Saskee-wee-wit from his boyhood. “I grew up on rez land over by Portal Bay, but my father wanted me to meet white kids. They had scholarships to here, and he actually filled out the forms and got me one.” 
 
    “So you became a charity boy, too.” 
 
    Alger looked at him but asked nothing. 
 
    Daniel said, “I bet you had to kick plenty of ass here.” Alger laughed. “Just a couple of guys. Do you have any tobacco?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. Wish I did, but I stupidly gave it up just before we came here.” 
 
    “That’s OK.” 
 
    Petey poked his head in. “May I have some M&M’S?” Daniel handed him the almost-empty bag. “Go ’head and finish ’em. What are you gonna do now?” 
 
    “Work on my pictures. There’s—interesting stuff around here.” 
 
    “Boy, you said it.” 
 
    Alger asked, “Where is Gina?” 
 
    “The next cabin.” 
 
    Alger studied Daniel’s face. “She’s not OK, right?” 
 
    “Do you, ah, know any—ah—medicine?” 
 
    Alger smiled at his awkwardness. “You figure I might know some Native American healing folkways?” 
 
    “Well—do you?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “But I was a medic in the Army in Afghanistan for a year and a half.” 
 
    “Oh!” Daniel then noticed that one of Alger’s shoulders was lower than the other. 
 
    Alger said, “Yeah, a sniper got me there. I’m OK.” 
 
    It was the kind of “I’m OK” movie tough guys try to emulate after they’ve been blown up by a gasoline bomb, but Daniel realized he’d never hear the authentic thing. 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, I was lucky.” 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Dendra collapsed vertically, like an unwanted building imploded with dynamite. 
 
    George had once told me, “Nice guys never expect you to hit them in the face.” 
 
    Maybe Dendra was a nicer guy than I’d thought. 
 
    Before she hit the ground, George kicked the gun from Bonechopper’s hand with enough force to send it flying down the hillside. 
 
    Knowing George could take Bonechopper—I was confident that he could handle any unarmed man, no matter what inequalities in reach and body weight—I leaped to the tree and fiddled with the clasps. They weren’t like climbing hardware, they were different, so I set myself, aimed the blade of my hatchet, and gave the cable a good whack, my ears ringing with Dendra’s delayed-reaction shriek. 
 
    I suppose I’d broken some bones in her face. She ground the back of her head into the forest floor, holding her face and screaming really hard. 
 
    I whacked the cable again and again. 
 
    George and Bonechopper punched and wrassled. The cable popped in two with a satisfying toing! 
 
    In a second Kenner was standing, ripping the tape from his mouth and gulping air. I stripped the tape from his wrists, which hurt him; he clutched his left forearm. “It’s Rita,” I muttered. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Kenner said, his eyes widening. 
 
    George had not yet neutralized Bonechopper. The dude was tall and sinewy and fought dirty; I saw him trying to rip George’s mouth with one of his filthy fingers. I was about to split his skull with my hatchet when he went down from a solid blow to his head from George’s elbow. Out cold, for the moment. 
 
    “Let’s go!” shouted George over Dendra’s screams. “Go!” 
 
    The three of us scrambled downhill—a slippery slope indeed, and I was going down it in more ways than one—to the rude path near the river and set off retracing our way, George and I supporting the wobbly Kenner. 
 
    There was something else about Kenner, something dark, I now perceived. Something black and hopeless, a desperation that did not lift when he was freed, though his energy seemed to surge. 
 
    He pointed. “There’s a road this way!” 
 
    “No,” George said, “he’ll expect us to take it, then. We’ve gotta go overland back to the camp.” He looked back. “He’s gonna come after us,” George guaranteed, moving strongly. 
 
    The trees and bits of sky wheeled over our heads as we fled; our breath streamed white behind us. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just kill him?” I said irritably. 
 
    “Rita!” protested George. 
 
    “When a dangerous animal attacks you,” I said, “you kill it!” 
 
    “They didn’t attack us! We attacked them!” 
 
    “Nobody takes my hatchet!” I yelled defensively. “We needed it!” 
 
    Indeed, that was part of the plan. The hatchet was for cutting Kenner’s bonds, if any, in a hurry. Not for slamming anybody’s face, but hell, you do what you gotta do. My gut told me that if I relinquished that hatchet, we’d never get Kenner out of there. 
 
    Because of course George did not have $1.2 million in cash; he only had a couple of packs of hundreds given him by Mrs. de Sauvenard. 
 
    It was not our problem that these people were desperate assholes. 
 
    Kenner panted, “Thanks. Thanks. Where’s Gina?” 
 
    “She’s safe,” I told him. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Where we’re going.” 
 
    Kenner nodded with gladness. 
 
    He cradled his left arm in his right. 
 
    “How is it?” I asked. 
 
    “They broke my arm and fucked up my elbow,” he panted. “Hurts like hell.” 
 
    The forest of broken bones. 
 
    I tucked the arm inside his jacket for him, to better support it. 
 
    We hustled through the woods. Eventually Kenner began to move as if his hiking boots weighed twenty pounds apiece, and we stopped next to a freshet spraying down like silver from a cleft. We drank handfuls of the ice-cold water, the droplets splashing our chins, then moved away from it to let Kenner rest for a minute, the better to hear anyone coming. 
 
    “Those fuckers,” muttered Kenner, the stubble on his pale jaw like charcoal smeared on paper. 
 
    George needed to explain something to me. “I didn’t kill him, Rita, because I didn’t want to kill him. Jesus! I knocked him out, and I hope that when he comes to he’ll give it up, or assume we went down the road Kenner indicated. But he could be insane enough to try to overtake us. We have to count on it.” We all pricked our ears but heard no one. 
 
    “I really wish things had gone differently,” George went on, “but I have to say, I admire your technique in coldcocking Dendra back there. The lack of hesitation.” 
 
    “Why, thank you, George. I hope she’s spitting teeth.” 
 
    “That is so unladylike to say.” 
 
    “H’h. A lady’s supposed to do stuff like that while holding her nose, right?” 
 
    “Right,” he laughed. 
 
    Yeah, I thought. A lady’s still a lady as long as she doesn’t relish the violence she commits. Goddamn slippery slope. 
 
    At last Kenner pulled it together to ask the question I’d been dreading. “Where’s Lance? Do you guys know?” 
 
    I was momentarily paralyzed, but George said, “We’ve gotta get moving. Now.” 
 
    Kenner hauled himself upright, his body as spare as a praying mantis’s—with the disproportionate strength of such an insect, I felt—and blocked us. “I said where’s Lance.” 
 
    George glanced the question to me. I said, “We found him in the river, Kenner. He’s dead.” 
 
    Kenner was silent for a moment, his eyes wild. He threw back his head. “Nooooo!” His volume was almost as earsplitting as Dendra’s. 
 
    “Damn it,” said George tightly. “Be quiet!” 
 
    Simultaneously, we heard an unmistakable crashing in the woods behind us, the sound of a large animal suddenly changing direction, having just caught a better whiff of its prey. 
 
    “That’s him,” said George, already moving. “Come on!” 
 
    It was then that I realized how tangibly different it is to be pursued by a wounded animal, rather than one who is merely hungry. That extra surge of dread. 
 
    “He’s no more than three minutes back,” said George, as we all dashed on, Kenner admirably quick, given his sudden shock. Those brothers were so close. 
 
    George muttered, “If we make it back to the camp, Daniel and I’ll have a chance to stop him. He’ll realize he’s beat, and I’ll be able to talk to him. Right now all he can see is a million dollars running away from him.” 
 
    “All we have to do is get to the log bridge,” I panted, “and still have those three minutes between us.” 
 
    “What?” said George, his legs pumping hard. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Daniel took Alger Whitecloud to Badger Cabin. 
 
    The cabin smelled of musty wood and fresh air, as Daniel believed his patients needed it. He’d made sure they were covered well against the draft from the four inches of open window. This morning, when Gina had begun to feel better, he had temporarily shut the window, then washed her hair in a basin and rubbed it dry. That seemed to help her feel quite better, but she’d fallen silent, had refused the water, flavored with a little sugar, he’d offered her. And now she didn’t look well at all. 
 
    Alger washed his hands in the bucket of clean water Daniel kept in the room, then knelt to Gina and examined her. “Does your stomach hurt?” 
 
    Her eyes flew open as he probed her abdomen and swollen side. She smiled thinly. “Alger. I’m glad he didn’t kill you.” 
 
    “Me too.” To Daniel, under his breath: “She feels hot.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Daniel. The men stood up. 
 
    “She might have an infection building somewhere inside,” Alger said quietly. “Maybe a spleen laceration as you’re guessing, but maybe a viscus rupture, which would—” 
 
    “Gut rupture, you mean?” 
 
    “Yeah, which would be gravely serious.” 
 
    Daniel’s mouth went dry thinking of an internal infection. Alger speculated, “Could be a lung contusion, you know; that can cause a transient fever, which she could get over by herself. The shoulder looks OK for now. You’ve been pushing fluids?” 
 
    “Yes, but no solid food.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “But she hasn’t been drinking enough today. She seems—indifferent, sort of.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve done as much for her as can be done. She needs to be evacuated.” 
 
    “I know. As soon as they get back, we have to move.” 
 
    “Who’s breathing over there?” Alger touched the curtain. Daniel inclined his head, and Alger drew it back. 
 
    “Joey.” 
 
    Daniel saw that they knew each other, and by Alger’s lack of reaction Daniel knew he was very surprised. 
 
    “Hi, dude,” said Alger after a moment. “Funny to see you here. What happened to your leg?” 
 
    “What’s funny about it?” said Joey, propping himself upright in his bunk. He rubbed his elbows. 
 
    Daniel explained, “While we were looking for Gina, we found Joey in some trouble.” 
 
    Joey Preston said, “I had a mishap.” 
 
    Alger stood in silence for a minute. 
 
    Unnerved by Alger’s quiet stare, Joey went on, “I seen Lance de Sauvenard in trouble at the gorge, and I tried to help him.” 
 
    “You tried to help him?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Alger!” 
 
    Daniel asked, “What’re you guys talking—” 
 
    “Hey, man, everything’s OK,” said Alger. “Come on, I’m sorry, fuck it.” He knelt to Joey. “Let me see your leg.” 
 
    Joey permitted him, wincing as Alger carefully felt it with his brown, tree root-like hands. 
 
    “Did you set this?” 
 
    Daniel nodded. 
 
    “Good job.” 
 
    In a fluid move, Alger settled himself on the floor, cross-legged, next to Joey’s bunk. Alger’s manner was easy and matter-of-fact and Daniel could see Joey relax a little. 
 
    He knows nobody believes him, Daniel thought. What a position to be in. 
 
    “Been a long time,” said Alger to Joey, “since we were here. Was this your cabin?” 
 
    “No, I was in Marmot.” 
 
    “I was in Kestrel both summers I came. The jokes we used to play on each other, eh?” 
 
    Joey closed his eyes. 
 
    Alger went on talking. “You had it tough around here.” 
 
    Joey said, his eyes still closed, “It’s just ’cause you were an Indian that you didn’t get it worse.” 
 
    “If I remember right, you were little for your age back then.” 
 
    “I guess I was.” 
 
    Daniel realized that Alger was intent on learning what the hell Joey Preston was doing with Lance de Sauvenard at the river gorge and he was setting out to do it like a smokehouse puts flavor into meat: slowly but penetratingly. 
 
    Alger said, “You know I wasn’t in on any of it.” 
 
    Joey now looked at Alger cuttingly. “But you sure as hell didn’t do anything to stop it.” 
 
    Alger shook his head. “Too much to ask, dude.” 
 
    “Were you the camp scapegoat, Joey?” Daniel asked. 
 
    Alger said, “This was a savage place for boys back then, you know? You don’t know. Lance de Sauvenard—what a little cannibal. The parents sent them here to toughen up, but that guy didn’t need it. He victimized the counselors. Not a violent guy, necessarily, but a treacherous one.” 
 
    Joey Preston cleared his throat. “He wasn’t so tough.” 
 
    “He got you so mad, though.” Alger spoke quietly, persistently, and, Daniel thought, compassionately. He was a different sort of guy. Daniel barely knew him, yet he found himself admiring the Indian in the torn jean jacket. 
 
    Alger said, “Guys got a kick out of how mad you’d get; your face would get—I swear—his face would turn purple, he’d get so mad. A little kid with a Welch’s-purple face.” He didn’t smile. 
 
    “What’d they do to him?” asked Daniel. 
 
    “The madder a guy gets, the funnier it is. You know. Oh, they pushed him into stinging nettles. If there’d been poison oak around here, he would’ve got pushed into that too. They put ex-lax in his desserts.” 
 
    “I’d just as soon not discuss it,” said Joey. Blood was rising up his neck. 
 
    But Alger kept going, in his low voice that sounded to Daniel like the voice of a massive tree, if one talked. “How old were we? Twelve, thirteen?” He neither fidgeted with his hands nor twitched his legs, simply sat motionlessly and comfortably. “Lance de Sauvenard had a Polaroid camera, he swiped it from his grandpap or something, and he and some guys rigged the shower, and we knew Joey habitually jacked off in it every chance he got, so it was easy to get pictures of him doing it. Lance rigged it.” 
 
    Joey said nothing. 
 
    “The older brother, he was OK; I don’t think he got into shit like that anymore. Lance got two really good pictures and he threatened to mail them to a girl in town. Joey had said he liked her, which was a mistake. He was just being honest, trying to get the other guys to take him seriously, but that was—” 
 
    “A big mistake,” Joey finished. “How great that your memory’s so good.” His eyes fixed themselves in the middle distance. 
 
    “Memory’s a funny thing,” said Alger as if agreeing with Joey about something important. “To keep Lance from sending those pictures, Joey here became Lance’s slave. Did everything for him, brought him his food, did his cleaning detail for him. Even the counselors called him Lance de Sauvenard’s bitch.” 
 
    “Good God,” said Daniel, who had had problems of his own on the football bus. 
 
    “Lance promised him he’d give him the pictures on the last day of camp. But he used a stamp and envelope from his parents, got the Grolechs’ address from the phone book in the office, and mailed them to Olive Grolech anyway, didn’t he, Joey?” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” 
 
    “He did it as soon as Joey became his slave. So when Joey finds this out, he knows that the whole time he was his slave, Olive already had the pictures. Ah, hey, that was a long time ago.” 
 
    “I’d almost forgot the whole thing.” The casual smile on Joey’s grape-juice purple face looked grotesque. 
 
    “Well, Olive’s a deputy now, she married Chip Lawson, then got that divorce. It’s rest in peace for Lance now, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Daniel here says you guys bumped into each other out at the river gorge.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Funny coincidence,” said Alger Whitecloud patiently. 
 
    “Yeah, it was.” 
 
    “And he got in trouble at the edge and you tried to save him.” 
 
    “That’s what happened, yeah.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 – Like Ten Thunderclaps 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Run!” urged George from behind. “Run faster!” 
 
    Kenner and I tore through the undergrowth, dodging trees and leaping logs like rabbits. 
 
    A couple of times George pulled even with me and took my arm to try to boost my speed with his, but I shook him off. Together, over that uneven terrain, it didn’t work. 
 
    We came to a place I remembered from our trip in, the stretch of deadfalls: hundreds of yards across, a jumble of colossal pickup sticks ready to shift, roll, and trap an ankle or leg beneath their tonnage. 
 
    We could skirt it again, but it lay directly between us and the log bridge and I didn’t want to take the extra time. It was here that my lighter body weight and yoga-fueled agility served me well. This, I thought, is why you do it. Why you work out, why you watch what you eat. So you can leap three-foot-high logs, one after the other, and not lose your balance. 
 
    I scampered ahead of the guys, not lighting on any one log long enough to dislodge it, not slipping far enough down any crevice to catch a foot. 
 
    A long green twig came lashing at my eye as I plunged onward, but my senses were so heightened that my eye snapped shut just in time. Sharp sting on my lid. 
 
    Funny how you get so...acute...at times like this. 
 
    I scrambled and jumped, heedless of anything but speed, glad that I was putting distance between me and the guys—all the guys—because a special job waited at the bridge and I wanted to do it myself. 
 
    I ran faster still, aware of the burning in my lungs but not caring. 
 
    The deadfall zone now behind me, I made it to the river, remembering enough landmarks to know which way to turn to find the log bridge, for somehow I’d strayed from the faint path we’d beaten. 
 
    The huge cedar trunk spanned the chasm. It had been felled from the camp side of the river, and I guess it was about thirty inches in diameter, its adzed surface narrower than that but nice and level, its flimsy railing wobbling uselessly as I dashed the sixty or so feet across. 
 
    I pawed away a cluster of ferns, holding my breath for an anxious second—yes, there it was, just as I’d left it. I uncovered my carefully cached prize, hauled it free, and set it heavily on the ground, each of my movements beginning a split second before the last was finished. 
 
    Its blaze-orange composite engine casing glowed bright against the espresso-brown dirt. I squeezed the safety trigger and flipped the choke full on. The T-shaped starter handle felt just right in my fingers. Forcing myself to calmness, I pulled smoothly. The cylinder gave that satisfying chuggly resistance as it gulped fuel, then I pulled again and the spark fired, and the fucker roared to snarling, timber-chewing life! 
 
    I flipped down the choke and revved the throttle—such an easy saw. 
 
    By the time George and Kenner got to the bridge, I’d begun my top cut. 
 
    To tell you the truth, I didn’t know a hell of a lot about felling trees, but I did know how to cut up downed ones. When you’ve got a log suspended on both ends, you cut out a wedge on top first until it starts to compress. 
 
    George and Kenner zoomed across to me, and I allowed myself a microsecond’s worth of pleasure to look up. 
 
    In the dictionary next to the word ecstatic ought to be a picture of George Rowe’s face at that moment. 
 
    “Goddamn!” he shouted. “Keep cutting!” 
 
    Seeing my plan, he positioned himself below, ready to take the saw for the final cut. 
 
    I cut a nice big V out of the top of that log, the chips flying. I kicked the wedge out, and it bounded down the gorge’s rockface—silently to me, as my ears were filled with the saw’s aggressive vvvvrrrrRRRR! 
 
    “Pass it down to me now!” George yelled, extending his hands. 
 
    I glanced toward the woods and saw no one, so I figured there was enough time to do this my way. 
 
    I dropped down to them, the saw still running. 
 
    “Out of my way!” I shrieked. 
 
    It’s miraculous how people instinctively shy away from a growling chainsaw manipulated by a woman dressed in raccoon skins. The guys scrambled backward and formed a human chain as I wedged myself between a couple of rocks, George’s hand locked on my belt, Kenner holding to a root with his good arm, his legs laced around George’s midsection. 
 
    “Here he comes!” Kenner’s voice pitched upward in excitement. 
 
    A sudden, total peace came over me as I realized, peeking up to see Bonechopper emerge from the woods and snap his eyes left and right, that I had enough time to finish the cut. 
 
    My hands guided the heavy machine evenly as the fountain of yellow chips gushed on. I felt George’s steady knuckles at the small of my back. The job was awkward; the sharp chips sprayed downward into my face, but I shifted position slightly and kept on. The resinous smell of cedar swirled with the acrid exhaust fumes. 
 
    Chainsaws take time to make a big cut; you can’t force them. I’d reached to my limit first, starting the cut away from me, so to speak, and drawing the saw ever closer and higher, doing a sort of diagonal thing because the log was wider than the saw was long. A down and dirty way to make a cut, but good enough for the purpose today. 
 
    The log creaked. It was a long creak, a wood-fibers-splitting-down-the-length creak. 
 
    Bonechopper halted as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 
 
    “Look who’s cutting timber now!” I hollered. 
 
    He decided to chance it. With a samurai-like cry, he launched himself across the bridge, his boots thundering straight at my face. 
 
    As the mighty Stihl reached the conclusion of the cut, the saw moving freer as the volume of wood decreased, a sound like a rifle shot split through all other sounds. 
 
    The log lurched. 
 
    Bonechopper stopped on his heels, perhaps only fifteen feet from me. 
 
    The cut end began to ease clear of the stub. With astonishing agility, he spun and rushed for safety, his boots pounding bam-bam-bam just ahead of the increasing incline. 
 
    He made it to the bank as the last resistance from that end gave up and the whole damn thing plunged into the gorge. 
 
    The sound was like ten thunderclaps piling one on the other, and more terrifying still was how the earth shook in response, as if flinching away from a life-threatening injury. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 – Think Revenge 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel told Alger Whitecloud, “Kenner or no Kenner, as soon as they get back, we’ll get organized and carry these two out.” 
 
    “I saw your vehicles.” The two men were warming themselves at the fire pit in the mess shelter. They’d scrounged more wood from deadfalls, Alger showing Daniel how to pry chunks of heartwood with a sharp stick. The semi-decayed wood smoked considerably but gave off BTUs. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Daniel, “we can get ’em to the washout, and if nothing else, I can cross the river with a safety line and hike to town for help. What’s left of town, anyway. Bound to be people around.” 
 
    “That’s a good plan,” said Alger. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “Except for one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “There’s another bad front coming in.” 
 
    “There is? I know it’s colder, but—” Daniel ducked out to inspect the sky’s high, even overcast. “We even had some sun today. How do you know?” 
 
    “Nothing supernatural, believe me; I just know the skies. The feel here. Air pressure’s dropping, can’t you feel it in your head? The wind’s shifted, east wind now, never good. I think we’ll get snow tonight. Don’t you feel it?” 
 
    Daniel tried to tune himself in. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    Alger smiled. “You can’t really put your finger on how you know stuff.” 
 
    Daniel understood that. It’s true, he thought, people read signs without knowing how they read them, or even exactly what they’re reading. 
 
    He thought in his own life how, when he and some friends would arrive at his (current) favorite restaurant, the Ironmonger in Beverly Hills, without a reservation, he could tell right away whether they’d get a good table: obvious factors like the number of people crowding the bar, which maitre d’ was on duty, the expression on the face of the maitre d’ before he caught sight of Daniel, the expression on his face after, his expression once Daniel slipped him a fifty. Then other, more subtle factors such as who was accompanying Daniel—were they industry people or family in for the week from North Carolina? If industry people, were they better known than he? Lesser known? How many limos were nestled at the curb, what’s the level of intensity in the bar, is a megastar in Booth One? 
 
    Yes, he could read these countless signs and instantly know whether he and his party would be granted a table, how soon, and if so, whether they’d be seated in Siberia or not. 
 
    How could he do this? Years of experience. 
 
    That’s all it ever is. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Our old friend ass-kicking rain caught up with us just before we reached camp, a slow spatter that built within five minutes to a lashing storm. 
 
    George said, “I don’t like this wind.” 
 
    Daniel and Petey joyfully met us as we slogged into camp, Petey wrapping himself around first my legs, then George’s. He’d been worried, no doubt about it. 
 
    It was a quarter to five by my watch, a long day for him to have waited. 
 
    Kenner’s eyes floated over Petey’s head unacknowledgingly, as people often do with children. I remembered being sort of invisible to adults at times myself, which never bothered me; to the contrary, it’s an advantage, just one of the very slight edges the world offers children. 
 
    As I was past being surprised at anything, I took Alger Whitecloud’s presence here in stride. He and Daniel took Kenner to Badger Cabin to see what they could do for his arm. 
 
    Petey seemed a bit horrified at Kenner’s condition. “He’s so—like—hollowed out,” he whispered to me. 
 
    “He’s been through a lot,” I said, squatting so I was looking up to his face, under the brim of that hat. I stroked his warm cheek. “When grown-ups have harrowing experiences, they tend to look real tired.” 
 
    “What’s a harrowing experience?” His blue eyes blinked with earnestness. “Like when we rescued Joey?” 
 
    “Like what he went through waiting for someone to find him.” 
 
    Petey paused. “What if we’d gone another way?” 
 
    I shrugged and lied. “He’d still be waiting, I guess.” 
 
    “No, Mom, he’d be dead.” 
 
    My precious boy. 
 
    He squared himself, and to my minor shock it was exactly how George squared himself: a straightening, a little shoulder roll, then a settling into manly readiness. “I’m hungry,” he said. 
 
    The pang I felt was so complex: love, wistfulness, amusement. No question that Petey idolized Daniel, had for years. But a shift was going on: Petey was connecting with George on a cellular level. 
 
    I said, “Everybody’s hungry, I think. I’ll wash up in a few minutes, then I’ll cook up some grub. But I’ll need a man to open some cans for me.” 
 
    “I’ll do it!” 
 
    “Think you’re muscular enough?” 
 
    “You bet!” 
 
    “Better check to see if we even have any canned food left. Report back, OK?” 
 
    “OK!” 
 
    Alger Whitecloud came over to talk while Daniel went into the woods to cut some new splints for Kenner. Alger palmed a chunk of wood like a basketball and rolled it into the coals. “Thank you,” I said, “for rescuing my sister.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Wish I’d done a better job of it and gotten Kenner too.” He looked me up and down. “She’s your blood sister?” 
 
    “Oh!” I said. “You mean—” 
 
    “What tribe?” A smile crept over his face. 
 
    “Damn, I didn’t fool you?” I kicked the dirt. “Is it my face? The skins?” 
 
    “The skins are good! Your color’s OK; you could have gone darker, actually. The problem is the way you move, the way you stand.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not in character anymore.” I settled my face and body to show him, drawing on the spirit of my inner raccoon. 
 
    “That’s better,” he laughed. 
 
    George came over, followed by Daniel. George and I related what had happened at the outlaw camp and then at the log bridge. 
 
    Daniel looked at me in true horror. “You bashed somebody in the face with that hatchet?” 
 
    “With the flat of it,” I corrected. “I didn’t use it, you know, in a bone-chopping way.” 
 
    Alger said, “If Bonechopper lost you at the river, he’ll leave. He doesn’t know about the washout, so he’ll think we’re moving out right now. He’s gonna get out via the fire roads, the other side of the mountains, with or without Dendra.” He hooked his thumb into his braided leather belt. “I have a feeling she’s woken up to his real self. Her morality wouldn’t win any trophies, though.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I prompted, suddenly seeking to feel better about having walloped her. 
 
    “She’d sell her mother for a beer, no kidding. Ehhh—” He made a dismissive sound. 
 
    I said, “So I guess that was one of you guys’ chainsaws I found in the shed here.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Stihl. That I found in the shed.” 
 
    Alger rubbed his back against one of the mess shelter’s corner supports, a peeled log almost as wide as he was. “That can’t be one of Bonechopper’s.” 
 
    “Why not? It’s got to be.” 
 
    “We’ve never used this camp. Too far from the road, too hard to get logs out. We’ve never used it.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Plus he only uses Huskies.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “That’s a mystery.” 
 
    Indeed it was. 
 
    Daniel and Alger returned to Badger Cabin to treat Kenner’s arm. 
 
    I dipped a pot of water from the lake and went to one of the unused cabins. I stripped, shivering like mad, my breath puffing white even here, indoors. My native skin tone came off fairly well with my bandanna as a scrubber. I gave myself a quick all-over wash with the icy water, shivering until my lips were going buh-buh-buh-buh. I combed water through my hair with my fingers; a real shampoo would have to wait. A Camp Saskee-wee-wit shirt served as a towel, and it felt so great to rub my head hard with it. I hung it on a bunk rail, looking around the room, feeling the boy-energy that somehow lingered there. 
 
    I put my normal clothes on. Since the raccoon-pelt vest added wonderfully to my warmth, I donned it again. My belt kept the tails from flopping annoyingly as I returned to the fire pit. 
 
    Petey touched the fur, unsure whether it was appropriate garb for his mom or not. 
 
    A sharp cry issued from Badger Cabin. Petey clutched my pelt. 
 
    “It’s OK, honey; I think Daniel and Alger just put Kenner’s arm to rights.” 
 
    Indeed they had. About twenty minutes later a pale Kenner, his arm strapped in a cloth sling, was helped through the rain to the kitchen cabin by Alger, while Daniel came over to us. 
 
    “Kenner’ll be OK,” he said. “Alger, he was a medic in the service, he took that arm and said, ‘I’m gonna give ya the old one-two, Kenner,’ and he went ca-ruunch! and there it was, straight as Vince Devereaux.” 
 
    I smiled. The actor Vince Devereaux was famous for his womanizing. 
 
    Daniel went on, “I think he’s got some torn ligaments in his elbow, but the whole arm’s got blood supply and feeling, so he’ll be OK.” 
 
    George asked, “How did he act when he saw Joey?” 
 
    Daniel looked at him, something dawning. “He was surprised. Very surprised. As in like really shocked.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “Not a word, at first. Then I explained that Joey had come upon Lance in trouble at the gorge and tried to help him but to no avail. Joey didn’t say much. Then Kenner seemed to pull himself together, and he started asking Joey questions about Lance’s last moments. Which, as I say, Joey didn’t have a lot to say about.” 
 
    “Hm,” said George. 
 
    “Then Kenner asked where Lance’s body is now.” 
 
    “Did you tell him?” 
 
    “Yes. But he didn’t say he wanted to—see him.” 
 
    “Hm,” was all George said, again. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Daniel asked, but George didn’t answer. 
 
    He didn’t really have to. Because a realization was creeping over all of us like a thousand tarantula hatchlings. It can’t be, I thought. It can’t be. 
 
    Daniel said, “What I thought odd was what he kept trying to ask Gina.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “‘Did you and Lance get married? Did you two get married in secret?’” 
 
    It had never occurred to me to ask that, given—everything. I hadn’t thought through the fact that if they had, she’d be a widow. “Well, what did she say?” 
 
    Daniel looked away. “Rita, she’s not doing so well.” 
 
    That was puzzling; she was supposed to have quit faking extremis hours ago. 
 
    I started to walk to Badger Cabin, then I started to run. A bolt of lightning struck a rock ledge back from the cabin, and I saw the spark leap the gap between two rocks. Very different from the kind of weather we’d had so far—this was the first lightning. The thunderclap was immediate and earsplitting. No rain. 
 
    Gina was conscious and glad to see me. But she was terribly pale and her covers were soaked with sweat. I changed her menstrual T-shirt pad and saw that her period had stopped. Very little flow, I guess her body was really trying to conserve. I washed my hands in the bucket, then returned to her side, drying them on my jeans. Alger, who had followed me in, took the bucket out. 
 
    The vagueness in my sister’s eyes stunned me to my roots. I took her hand. “We’re gonna get you out of here real soon, hon. Real soon. Hon, you’ve just gotta hang on.” Hearing myself and looking at her, I realized that hanging on wasn’t going to be enough. I saw the full cup of water on the stool next to her, water critical to keep her hydrated and her blood pressure up, as Daniel had explained to me. 
 
    “Have a drink, honey.” I smoothed her hair and lifted the cup to her lips, but she turned her head. 
 
    “Hon? Not thirsty?” 
 
    She looked at me dully. 
 
    “Oh, but you’ve got to drink. It can help a lot. Gina, you’ve got to fight.” 
 
    She opened her mouth and I poured a sip in. Her lips were dry. She closed her mouth. Swallowing took a lot of effort. Her mouth was a weak line. 
 
    Was my sister going away from me? Was this it? 
 
    A sudden harsh din rocked the cabin, as if a herd of elk were taking clogging lessons up there. 
 
    I looked out the window at a total whiteout. Very strange, not like a blizzard, but something shiny, almost like it was raining white plastic. “Hail,” I muttered. Big hail. Golf balls. Fortunately an overhang deflected the hailstones from the window glass. 
 
    I looked up to the unceiled roof. The boards quivered but held strong. No raindrops inside here, no ice. I closed the window all the way, shivering. 
 
    George entered the room, having ducked in just as the hail started. I looked at him desperately. He said quietly, “We can’t safely evacuate her now.” 
 
    He took my elbow and we went to the little vestibule where the patients couldn’t hear us. Not that they could’ve with the hail anyway. 
 
    “But she’s—I think she’s dying,” I said, forcing myself to that word, my guts shredding. “This hail won’t last. I’ll carry her out on my own back if I have—” 
 
    “Listen to me. Alger says snow’s coming. She probably wouldn’t survive the carry, no matter how we did it. We’ve been talking. Daniel’s on his way out.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Daniel’s hiking out for help. He’ll drive to the washout and swim the river. He’ll be all right. By now Harkett’s got more help in town. The military, whatnot. Rescuers ought to be here before the night’s out.” 
 
    “He’s out there now, in this hail?” Which was slackening as I spoke, thank God. 
 
    “Come on. He knows how to handle himself in the wilderness, you know that.” 
 
    “Why’d he go alone? I could’ve gone with him. Or you or Alger.” 
 
    “Gina and Petey need you. We need Alger’s medical skills. And you need me.” 
 
    I looked at him and instead of making a wisecrack, I said nothing. 
 
    It was true. 
 
    I returned to Gina’s side. 
 
    She was in distress, pain, and despair, and I couldn’t imagine it; no, I’d never suffered as she had, never suffered as she was doing now. 
 
    She’d been lying here knowing that the love of her life was dead. She’d had time to absorb that, think about it, yet her condition was not permitting her the normal luxuries of tears, pacing, grabbing fistfuls of your hair, and flinging yourself around the room with it—the normal comforts of grieving. Screaming it out, pounding it out. 
 
    I stroked her hair. She sighed under my hand. 
 
    Without Gina, what would I do? 
 
    Who would I talk to about Gramma Gladys and the rest of the family, who would I yell at for stealing my clothes and my last dab of good perfume, who would consume popcorn and wine for dinner with me during Petey’s daddy weekends? Who would let me do her coiling vortex of hair in crazy styles for the hell of it, who would listen to my endless agonizings about love and marriage, who would cook breakfast eggs with cheese and onion that were so good even Petey would eat them? 
 
    Who would I root for, no matter what? 
 
    Who would root for me, no matter what? 
 
    I patted her face not very gently. The coolness of my hand opened her eyes. 
 
    “Hey!” I said, picking up the cup of water. “Drink a little more, please. I hold it, you drink it. It’s important, Gina; you’ve got to decide now. You’ve got to decide to stay with me.” 
 
    Slowly, she said, “I’m not gonna leave you.” 
 
    She moistened her lips with her tongue, and I tipped some more water into her mouth. She sputtered but swallowed most of it. 
 
    “There you go, hon.” 
 
    Blinking slowly, she drank the whole cup. 
 
    Speaking to myself as well as her, I said, “The best fuck you to a fucked-up world is to thrive in it.” 
 
    She watched me steadily, her eyes brighter, I thought. She seemed to remember something. Something she wanted to do? 
 
    “Think revenge, honey,” I told her. “I’m gonna help you fight, you hear? We’re not done.” 
 
    Her lips moved, and I caught the single word, “Revenge.” Whatever it takes. 
 
    I didn’t want to leave Gina, but Alger came in with more water and patted my shoulder in a guy way, thump-thump. “Good job. I’ll be here now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 – Petey Cracks It 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much food left in camp; George had made Daniel take the last of the bread and peanut butter, so as darkness fell I cooked up all the remaining canned stuff Petey had found: chicken, kidney beans, and tomatoes. They were coming to a simmer in the biggest pot. Petey stirred. I scrounged through the food boxes. The cabin wasn’t at all drafty, so I kept the window and door chocked open while we cooked with the last of Daniel’s stove fuel. 
 
    George was out with my hatchet, scavenging what dry wood he could find for the fire pit. The hail had changed to rain. 
 
    “Your hatchet?” George had asked when I offered it to him. 
 
    “Yes, my fucking hatchet.” 
 
    Kenner was more or less tending the warming fire. 
 
    Petey was in and out; everybody was scurrying around doing things; I couldn’t seem to keep track of anybody. 
 
    I kept uneasily glancing out the dirty window of Kitchen Cabin. After a few minutes I saw Alger hurrying out of Badger Cabin, fumbling with his belt. He took off for the privy. 
 
    I fiddled with the stove for a minute. I looked out the window again. From the other direction Kenner appeared, with his bright-blue jacket and slung-up arm. He stepped stealthily to Badger Cabin, looked around, then went in. 
 
    I realized the whole goddamned thing right then. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I told Petey. 
 
    I raced through the rain, which was turning to sleet. 
 
    Kenner was standing, his jacket streaming water, in the little anteroom, his forehead pressed against the wall as if gathering himself for a difficult task. Or as if silently mourning something. 
 
    Or both. 
 
    He remained motionless as I stepped in, then looked up as I shut the door. 
 
    “Hey Kenner,” I said real friendly-like, “whatcha doing?” 
 
    He smiled. “Oh, nothing. I just wanted to visit with Gina for a minute.” 
 
    “Visit with her?” I took up a position in the doorway to the bunk room. 
 
    “Sure, what’s the matter?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    He feigned surprise, which I read like a book: the too-wide eyes, the lifted brows, the drawn-up posture, the finger curled in a huh? gesture. 
 
    You can’t act innocent, I’d learned long ago. You’ve got to either be innocent or believe yourself so innocent that your mannerisms pass the fiercest scrutiny. 
 
    I stared at him coldly, my jaw clenching. 
 
    Indignantly, he said, “I’ve got a right to talk to her.” 
 
    “You’ve got shit. Get out.” 
 
    He smiled faintly. 
 
    Then he leaped at me. 
 
    Odd how ready I was. 
 
    I sidestepped and tried to seize his broken arm but missed. He shoved me, and as my head snapped backward into the wall, I felt his hand on my throat. Because he was fighting with only one arm, I was able to bring my hands up. I raked his face with my fingernails, searching for his eyes. I scuffled for leverage. 
 
    I guess he wasn’t ready for that much resistance. Hadn’t he seen me in action against Dendra? He recoiled slightly, and I considered for a nanosecond whether I wanted to do the groin grab-and-twist or try for his splinted arm again. I decided on the arm, and succeeded in seizing it. I moved with it, rotating my whole body, taking him with me. I yanked on the arm as if it were a scarecrow arm that I expected to rip clean off. 
 
    His scream practically punctured my eardrums. 
 
    He sank to his knees. I released his wrist as George burst in, Alger right behind him. 
 
    Kenner retched with pain, clutching his arm. 
 
    “She attacked me!” he howled, blood welling in the furrows I’d dug in his cheeks. “For no reason!” 
 
    The guys looked at me. 
 
    I commented, “Alger, you might have to straighten that arm again.” 
 
    If George hadn’t been George, I really think he would have laughed. 
 
    As it was, he cleared his throat and said, “Kenner, tell us what’s on your mind.” 
 
    We had all spilled, more or less, into the bunk room, where Gina and Joey lay. Joey, for all the commotion, had kept pretty quiet. Gina was out of it again. 
 
    Kenner, gasping, still on his knees, pointed at me. “Get her out of here. Aren’t you guys gonna do something about this?” 
 
    I actually didn’t think I’d hurt him that bad; after all, his arm was braced by the splints, which I’d forgotten, or I would have gone for the groin. I never knew a guy to scream so loudly: way better than I could ever do, even in the ideal conditions of an audition. There was a slasher-flick director or two I could introduce him to. A guy who can specialty-scream like that could do well for himself in Hollywood. Mind you, we’re talking journeyman acting here, nothing big, but a living. 
 
    He cradled his injured arm and gave me a baleful look. She hit me first. 
 
    George folded his arms and waited. 
 
    “Get her out of here!” Kenner insisted. Nobody reacted. 
 
    Kenner changed tactics. “You wanna have it out?” He scrambled to his feet and tore down the canvas divider between Gina and Joey Preston. 
 
    He pointed to Joey with a quivering, Dickensian finger. “Here’s the guy we need to have it out with!” 
 
    “Yeah?” said George. 
 
    Joey lay there tensely, his eyes wide, his good leg twitching under Daniel’s maroon sleeping bag as if it wanted to take off on its own and hop out the door. 
 
    Suddenly I was sorry I’d hurt Kenner, because now I doubted my suspicions of him vis-à-vis Gina. I, too, was suspicious of Joey, had been from the get-go. I mean, really, who in God’s name would believe his story about just bumping into Lance in the middle of nowhere, trying to prevent him from falling into the deepest and most dangerous river gorge for miles around, but—oops! 
 
    I mean, come on. 
 
    “Come on!” Kenner said. “Alger, you know what his motive was! Revenge! We were all at summer camp right here, and Lance played some stupid pranks on Joey that he never forgot, isn’t that right, Joey?” 
 
    Joey said, “Kenner, why are you doing this?” 
 
    Kenner went on, “Lance humiliated him, over and over he humiliated him, isn’t that right, Joey, ya big baby? Alger, you were here!” 
 
    “I know about that,” acknowledged Alger in his calm, low voice. 
 
    Kenner went on, shaking his finger at Joey Preston like an infuriated headmaster, “You were a warped little kid even back then! Lance and Gina happened to come through town after all these years, and you saw your opportunity! You followed them, you spied on them, and you waited for a chance at Lance alone! You stayed patient for days, didn’t you, you son of a bitch. Then you got him. One little shove, at just the right place over that river. But he almost took you with him, didn’t he? Just by the grace of a blind, stupid God you got saved by these people!” 
 
    “Fascinating accusations,” said George, “but—” 
 
    “OK, I know it’s just an ‘accusation.’” One-handed air quotes accompanied by sarcastic chimp lips in case we missed it. “But it’s true! Look at him lying there like who, me?” Kenner was getting more and more amped. “I bet there’s evidence somewhere! You people found this guy clinging to a rock, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    “Well, did you search him?” 
 
    I stood there remembering. “Daniel said he looked in his wallet for ID. The wallet’s over there. I actually don’t know whether Daniel thoroughly—” I broke off, looking at Joey’s cut-up jeans, still lying in a clump next to the wall, dark with dried blood. 
 
    Kenner’s voice flattened contemptuously. “Well, don’t you think it might be a good idea to look? Maybe you could start there, you know?” 
 
    George went to the jeans and nudged them with the toe of his shoe, as if prodding for mice. 
 
    “Go ahead!” urged Kenner. 
 
    George looked at Alger and me, then to Joey. Joey shrugged inscrutably. 
 
    George picked up the jeans, which Daniel had scissored up the side seams. Gull-wing-stitched Levi pockets. 
 
    He pulled out a pale-blue book of matches with a mustachioed chef on the cover, fifty-three cents in change, a wadded cash register receipt. “Four dollars and ninety-five cents, breakfast burrito.” He fingered the receipt. 
 
    The last thing he extracted from the wrecked pants was an unusual-looking pocket watch. It seemed elegant and yet rugged at the same time, on a short fob of navy-blue cord, I guess nylon cord. 
 
    George peered at it carefully. 
 
    “That’s Lance’s watch!” Kenner yelped. With the blood from his scratches running down his face, he appeared to be crying blood, which I found a little unnerving. 
 
    Joey looked stunned. 
 
    George held the watchback to the light. “Engraved with a large S, flanked by smaller L, E. Lance Ellis de Sauvenard.” 
 
    I knew it all along. 
 
    “You bastard!” Kenner was beside himself. 
 
    Yep, that was the catch, see? If Joey had simply come upon Lance and tried to help him, how did Lance’s watch come into Joey’s possession? He robbed him, that’s how. He mugged the guy in the woods, coming upon him by either chance or design, knocked him out with a rock, then threw him over the precipice. Or maybe there’d been a struggle. Maybe Lance was unconscious and came to at the last instant when Joey was heaving him over the cliff and grabbed onto his killer, damn near taking him with him. 
 
    The facts gave the lie to Joey Preston’s confused expression. George turned to me. “How much cash was in Joey’s wallet?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Daniel checked it for ID when Joey was unconscious; he didn’t say anything about money in it.” 
 
    “Well,” said Joey, as George picked up the billfold from a wooden box that was serving as Joey’s bedside table, “check it out. Ought to be about eleven dollars in it. Broke my last twenty a week ago when—” 
 
    “One hundred,” counted George, “two hundred—” 
 
    Joey made a sound as if he’d just lost his footing on a glacier. 
 
    “—three hundred—” 
 
    “Bastard!” shouted Kenner. 
 
    “Be quiet,” said Alger. My nerves were shot too, with all this yelling. 
 
    “—and eleven,” finished George. 
 
    Kenner’s eyes were stark wild. “You killed my brother! That’s proof!” 
 
    Joey stared at him, practically hyperventilating in utter terror. “You know that’s not true,” he panted. “Where’d that money come from?” 
 
    In that dim storm-lashed cabin, the bunch of us were like some diorama of the human condition, one wounded man lying on his beggar’s pallet, immobile, shrinking from his accuser, helpless to flee, the other standing over him like a berserk prophet with that bony paper-white finger and bloody face, and the rest of us the witnesses, the chorus. 
 
    All the guys had hunter-gatherer stubble, and the testosterone was so thick in the air that I thought I’d start growing a beard any minute. 
 
    Kenner lurched at Joey, but George had already interposed himself between them. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” Kenner was intent on Joey’s throat. 
 
    George fended him off, and Alger grabbed him carefully from behind so as not to hurt his mangled arm further. “Easy, friend,” muttered Alger. Kenner struggled in his grasp. “Easy.” 
 
    I heard an effortful sound behind me. 
 
    We all turned around. 
 
    Petey had crept in and was sitting cross-legged on the floor next to Gina’s bunk in his flat hat. His mouth was hanging open, and his hands clutched and unclutched in front of his belly as they did when he was trying to figure out something. His brain was working ferociously. 
 
    His mouth snapped shut, his lips a rosy downcurve. He seemed to have to either pee or tell me something, some information he desperately wanted to express, but clearly, he didn’t know how. 
 
    “You guys,” he said pleadingly. “You guys.” 
 
    “What is it, honey?” 
 
    George asked, “Are we not getting something?” 
 
    Petey nodded vigorously but made only a distressed squeak. 
 
    We stood there looking at him. 
 
    “What, honey?” I said again. 
 
    Suddenly his eyes flashed. “Wait a minute!” he shouted. “Where’s my pencils, where’s my pencils?” He jumped up as Gina gave a sigh, her eyelids fluttering. 
 
    Alger knelt to her. 
 
    “Her pulse is weak.” 
 
    “Oh, God.” I jumped to her side and took her clammy hand. 
 
    Kenner and George stood motionless. 
 
    “Come on, Mom!” called Petey, stampeding out the door. 
 
    “Go,” said George. 
 
    I thought Gina made the slightest of nods. 
 
    So I followed my wild boy through the sleet, the icy wetness collecting on his hat and running off in a little flume behind him. 
 
    Something had to be carried through. 
 
    But what? 
 
    He skidded on the steps of Kitchen Cabin. Inside, dripping all over, he ripped open his sketch pad so hurriedly that he tore some pages out, scattering them on the floor. He took up his cross-legged position, dumped out his rainbow of pencils, selected the plain Ticonderoga stub that Daniel had given him, and began to draw. He sketched a few strokes, then lifted his chin, eyes closed, to visualize, then went back to it. 
 
    I glanced at the scattered sheets. One picture caught my attention like a fishhook to the eye. I picked it up. 
 
    A drawing of a gray-haired man in a tan shirt or jacket, with a mulberry-colored splotch on his face, standing in some bushes. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    He glanced up in irritation. “I don’t know.” Skritch, skritch went his pencil. 
 
    “But honey.” 
 
    “It’s a guy I saw around here with my telescope. Give me, it’s not done yet.” 
 
    “Is this the picture you didn’t want to show me before?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “The bushes still don’t look right.” 
 
    “When did you see this man?” 
 
    “A bunch of times! He was standing right there, I thought you guys saw him too, I thought you knew who he was.” 
 
    “Did he talk to you? Honey—” 
 
    “Don’t bother me for a minute, Mom!” 
 
    I put the drawing of the man with the mark on his face inside my jacket and ran to Badger Cabin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 – A Dead Man’s Last Defense 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The guys were hanging in sort of suspended animation: a four-way impasse. George and Alger weren’t going to let Kenner at Joey, and I think George was trying to figure out a way to isolate Kenner to better get to the bottom of this Joey-vs.-Lance thing. 
 
    Gina’s eyes were open now, watching steadily—and she looked somehow...stronger. I’d thought she was dying; was she dying? 
 
    As much as I wanted to simply comfort her, I felt compelled to be part of this crazy situation with the men. 
 
    “Look at this.” I displayed the picture. 
 
    Alger spoke immediately. “Hey, that’s Truck Boyd. That’s your dad, Joey, scar on his face and all. I saw him hiking around here last week. He was up along the Quilmash. Not far from—” He broke off, thinking. 
 
    All this thinking going on. 
 
    Slowly, Alger said, “You and him are the best trackers in the county. Kind of a coincidence that...” He trailed off. 
 
    I cast a fearful glance at Gina, who watched, her bum shoulder swaddled, the bruise on her cheek deepening. She was covered with my sky-blue sleeping bag, her massive mane flowing back like spilled silk. 
 
    At home she liked to use a real tortoiseshell comb that had come from Gramma Gladys’s dresser top. “You girls go ahead and take that stuff now,” Gramma Gladys had told us as she lay dying of liver cancer, her ice-blue eyes gleaming with secrets until the end. 
 
    Had Daniel made it to his car yet? I pictured him striding through the forest. Go, Daniel, go. 
 
    “Boyd?” said George. “Petey drew that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Boyd?” he said again. “Is Truck a nickname?” 
 
    The answer came from Joey Preston. “Yeah.” Slow and resigned. “His name is Gilbert Boyd. He’s my father. I got my stepdad’s last name.” 
 
    George silently took that in. I remembered Lydia at the garage-cum-grocery saying of the broken gas pump, “Truck or Joey could fix it.” There was something of significance to George about Joey’s dad. “Gilbert Boyd,” he said to himself. 
 
    Joey went on, “Truck left when I was born, and my mom married Bill Preston. He adopted me, then he died when I was ten. Truck showed up after a while, Mom took him back, and he bought the garage. I’d been Preston too long to change it.” 
 
    “I see,” George said, then muttered something I didn’t catch. He was talking about something else entirely, I saw, talking to himself. 
 
    Believing, however, that George was really listening to him, Joey bit the cuticle of his thumb, then mused, “Actually, I didn’t want to change it, I guess I wanted my father to remember that he’d abandoned me. Just a little somethin’ in the background, you know? He tried to work himself back into my life, you know, I don’t know what for, really. Try to live his life through mine. He was always on me to do my homework, saying, ‘Practice makes perfect.’ 
 
    “That was something about him: practice. He’d never do anything new just right off the bat; he’d always make a dry run first. Like if he got new fishing tackle, he’d take it out to Lake Quish first, actually put his halibut boat in that dinky little lake and try out the tackle, rig it different ways, run it up and down, before going out to saltwater. Not gonna catch anything in Lake Quish with a halibut rig, I’ll tell ya! Not unless the Loch Ness monster’s in there!” 
 
    Petey burst in. “It’s snowing!” 
 
    Everybody’s heads swiveled. It certainly was snowing, fast-dropping icy flakes swirling in the strong wind. Petey, little California boy, had seen frost and snow once or twice on trips to our ancestral Wisconsin and the mountains in California. He still found it exotic. 
 
    The sound in the cabin had changed; now instead of the car wash-like thrumming of the sleet against wood, there was the haunting, spirit-world scouring of wind-driven snow. 
 
    Petey handed me his sketch pad. 
 
    “I held it upside down through the snow.” 
 
    I flipped it over to find a (nice dry) sketch. 
 
    Hastily done, but unmistakable: 
 
    The interior of this cabin, Joey’s bunk, Joey asleep in it—muscled pink arms, eyes two tiny crescents—the clump of bloody jeans. The jeans were being held up in one hand by a thin, tall man. The man’s other arm was slung tight against his body, and that hand was dropping something small and circular, with a dial and hands, into the pocket. 
 
    The object was clearly falling into the pocket, with speed lines trailing it. 
 
    The only color in the picture was a fast-scribbled hatching of bright blue on the tall man’s jacket. 
 
    The drawing had been done from an odd perspective, and I realized Petey had been looking in the window, peering through the fresh-air opening Alger had maintained. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I said. 
 
    I looked at Kenner, whose face above the collar of his bright-blue jacket had developed exactly the glazed oh, fuck expression you’d expect. 
 
    George remarked, “Good picture, Petey.” 
 
    “It isn’t really done,” said my boy, scuffing the toe of his wet sneaker on the floor. 
 
    “Petey!” I said. “Why didn’t you just tell me, why did you go to all the trouble of drawing this?” 
 
    He opened his mouth and shouted from the pit of his tormented little gut, “BECAUSE YOU SAID NOT TO TATTLE!” 
 
    All I could say was, “Oh, my God.” 
 
    He pushed his hat back. “But you didn’t say I couldn’t draw what I see.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “I thought Mr. de Sauvenard was giving Joey presents. But now I think he tried to make it look like Joey stole that watch.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Yes.” 
 
    “Besides,” added Petey, “it’s realer if you draw it.” 
 
    George asked, “Presents? Did you also see him put money into Joey’s wallet?” 
 
    Petey glanced worriedly at me. 
 
    “It’s OK,” I said. 
 
    He worked his head up and down. “Right after.” 
 
    “There ya go,” I said. 
 
    We all stared at Kenner. 
 
    He shrugged, trying to appear casual. Then he actually smiled, and it was the exact same smile I’d seen on his face at my apartment when he’d learned from his mom that Lance and Gina had gotten engaged. Slimy, insincere smile. 
 
    Kenner knew it wouldn’t do to act angry anymore. 
 
    “Hey,” said Kenner, clinging to one last denial, “kids make up things all the time.” He tried for a careless tone. 
 
    It’s funny, I thought, how lying turns a good-looking person like that so butt-ugly so fast. My stomach oozed downward into my pelvis as I realized how right I’d been all along, ever since I saw Kenner sneak into that cabin. What I hadn’t realized then was the extent of his treachery. I thought it was just Gina he’d been after, not figuring that he also wanted to frame Joey for Lance’s...murder. Yes, murder, that’s what it was. And I hadn’t realized he’d already been in that cabin alone, earlier, doing just that. 
 
    Observed by my invisible mini Leonardo here. 
 
    “Hey, little guy,” said Kenner, trying again, squatting to Petey’s level. “I like you.” 
 
    “I don’t like you.” Petey’s eyes were beady. 
 
    “That was a fun little game we were playing there, wasn’t it?” He reached for Petey’s shoulder as if to pat it. 
 
    Petey stepped sideways and said out of the corner of his mouth, “I’m not six months old, you know.” 
 
    My heart surged with as much love and pride as I’d ever felt for him. 
 
    Kenner gave up on Petey. I saw his boots start to orient themselves toward the door. 
 
    George and Alger were ready for violence. Alger’s lanky ponytail had flopped in front of his shoulder; he whipped it back. 
 
    I said, “So you had to unwrap the canvas around Lance, then paw through his clothes to find that watch, didn’t you? Must have been a pleasant task. One-handed, no less.” 
 
    Kenner shot me a filthy look. 
 
    “In fact, I think I can smell him on you,” I pressed. 
 
    Kenner swallowed. 
 
    “Kenner,” said George, “why don’t you just get it off your chest? I might be able to help you if—” 
 
    He stopped as Kenner reached behind himself and drew a knife from his waistband. 
 
    “Get back!” he said, feeling us closing in on him, though none of us had moved. 
 
    “I see,” said George patiently, unmoved by the sight of the blade. 
 
    It was a medium-sized hunter, an expensive-looking knife. 
 
    “That’s Lance’s knife,” said George. “I thought about removing it from his belt. But I didn’t want to take away a dead man’s last defense.” 
 
    Alger, off to the side near Joey Preston, nodded with guy-spirit. 
 
    I said, “Come here, Petey.” He ran to me and I held him behind me. I felt his head poking out around my hip. I forced myself to calmness. He could always feel my vibe. Christ almighty, Kenner had had that knife on him a few minutes ago when I stopped him from coming in alone. Rita, said my inner bitch reluctantly, you’re better at hand-to-hand than you thought. 
 
    “I didn’t kill anybody,” said Kenner, breathing fast. 
 
    “I know you didn’t,” said George. “Put down the knife.” 
 
    “He had to have,” I contradicted. 
 
    “No,” said George. “This is getting tiresome.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized how tightly he’d been gathering himself until he sprang at Kenner. He planted one foot on the floor—boom!—then kicked Kenner’s knife out of his hand with the other. 
 
    Alger scooped up the knife as George grabbed Kenner by the storm flap of his jacket and rammed him against the wall. 
 
    “All right, you son of a bitch.” George was breathing hard now, his face flushed, neck tendons popping. Sweat glistened on his scalp beneath his umber-colored crew cut. 
 
    Kenner was dead-pale. His hand crawled along the wall behind him. 
 
    George said, “You came up here three weeks ago and tried to hire Joey Preston to kill your brother, didn’t you?” He shouted into Kenner’s face, spraying him with drill sergeant-esque spit. Kenner shut his eyes and mouth tight to avoid it. He really did look like a shitless recruit. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Joey spoke up, “No. George, uh—” 
 
    “Shut up,” George cut him off. “Kenner, you offered him money—a lot of money to the likes of him—didn’t you? More than a hundred thousand, but not more than half a million.” 
 
    Kenner’s eyes flew wide with shock. “How did you find that out? From Leland?” 
 
    George smiled not nicely. 
 
    “Kenner couldn’t have that much money,” I said. “He’s practically broke; he wanted to make his movie for what, thirty thousand?” 
 
    “Oh, Lord,” said Joey Preston. 
 
    “Yes, he does,” said George. “He was broke, but not anymore. He’s working a deal with Leland Harris—Bertrice de Sauvenard’s most trusted advisor—to siphon cash from Silver Coast and split it. Phony real estate deals. Russian copper.” 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “In fact, your bank account, Kenner, has just under two million in it right now, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” spat Kenner. 
 
    George gave him a shake, jostling his broken arm. “Keep your spit to yourself.” 
 
    “Ow! Owow!” 
 
    “And you and Harris have a deal to get rid of your mother next, don’t you? With Lance dead, you’d be the sole heir. Except possibly for Gina, in case they’d gotten married, or even if she was pregnant. Which is what made you come rushing up here as soon as you found out about the engagement—to hunt her down and kill her yourself, because your hired assassin was long gone. Good thing Rita figured that out when she did.” 
 
    Petey looked up at me. “You saved Aunt Gina.” 
 
    “Be quiet, honey.” 
 
    George jostled Kenner again. “How did you get Harris to go along with your plan? What did you have over him?” 
 
    Nonspittingly, Kenner repeated, “Fuck you.” 
 
    “I’m the only reason you’re alive, you narcissistic son of a bitch!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kenner’s hand kept crawling along the wall behind him, back and forth, like a white spider. 
 
    “Because I left you out of it when I told Ivan Platonov that Harris was planning to screw him!” 
 
    Kenner went dead silent, as a person does when absorbing a huge impact. 
 
    I didn’t quite know what was going on, except that the game, for Kenner, kept changing. 
 
    And he skillfully kept adapting. 
 
    While he’d been grateful that George and I had fought those wackos in the woods and got him out of there, that rescue, I saw, was nothing to him compared with what George had just told him. 
 
    “Oh, Jesus. Oh, Jesus.” Kenner looked at George with sudden weak-kneed amazement. I believe there was some unconditional gratitude in there as well, but he was hiding it. “Oh, Jesus. You know about Platonov. When did you find out about Platonov?” Kenner was eyeing George with an amount of respect I’d never seen in him before. And he was curious, and I realized that he now viewed George as something of an equal. Somehow, he now felt safe in George’s grip. 
 
    Isn’t it insane: to be literally rammed up against a wall, your body fucked up, your brother dead (though this makes you happy), your plans unraveling because of the concerted efforts of a team of people who’d just as soon see you in hell—and suddenly feel pretty OK with things? 
 
    “All right,” said Kenner, reading my mind. “You all think you have the upper hand? No. I have the upper hand.” 
 
    Having edged out from behind me, at my side now, Petey remarked, “But both of his hands are lower than Mr. Rowe’s. How—” 
 
    I clamped his shoulder. 
 
    “Leland Harris,” said Kenner, “will soon wind up wishing he were dead a lot sooner than he’s going to be. But he’ll never give me up.” 
 
    “Why not?” said George, relaxing his grip to give Kenner enough breath to tell us what he now wanted to tell. 
 
    “We both have our needs,” he began, enigmatically. 
 
    “You feel above the rest of us,” said George. 
 
    “I am above the rest of you. I’m much more intelligent, and, of course, I’m an artist.” 
 
    “You’re a selfish, greedy bastard.” 
 
    Kenner laughed dismissively. 
 
    “I need what I need. OK. And you know what? My family knew it too. Lance once said he’d do anything for me.” He glanced at each of us, meaningfully, in turn. “My mother said the same thing.” 
 
    My God, I thought, this is what a real live monster looks like. George said, “Get to the point. Your relationship with Harris began when you were in high school. You found out something about him back then, didn’t you, something he thought he’d gotten away with?” 
 
    “Did my mother tell you about my school project?” 
 
    “Yes, but she doesn’t know the underlying story.” 
 
    “Neither did my dad.” Kenner cleared his throat, actually smirking with pride. “Here’s who you’re dealing with. It was way back in high school. I went to my dad’s firm and did a project on the company, I researched the financial history and did a report for my class. Dad let me in on the books; I hung out all morning in the file room, looking through all these old transaction ledgers. Leland didn’t know about it until lunchtime, then he came charging in to see what I was doing. Nobody else was there. I looked up at him and said, ‘I know.’” 
 
    “H’h,” George grunted. “Your mom remembers that day. She thinks Leland liked you, she thinks he took you under his wing.” 
 
    “Ha. Of course I couldn’t have analyzed every ledger in one morning, and half of it I couldn’t understand anyway; it’s just that I happened to come across a book that had fourteen pages razored out from 1979. And I wondered why. The ledgers had been bound after they’d been typed. So I traced the carbons.” As Kenner talked I could smell and taste those ’50s-era offices, Dictabelts still lying around, the air cool, the linoleum floors waxed to a heel-clicking shine beneath the secretaries’ feet. Uniform paper coffee cups. Desks with their incandescent gooseneck lamps. The big shots glassed in like sharks in aquariums, their offices carpeted with the latest in stain-resistant synthetics. 
 
    “I found the carbons in another file, I guess Leland must’ve forgot about them or thought they weren’t kept very long. I found that somebody had funneled money from the sale-leaseback of ten thousand acres of timber in Oregon into a blind account in—ding!—Switzerland. I thought that was really glamorous, and obviously unusual, and I’d put the carbons in my notebook to show my dad and I was sitting there pondering it when Leland came running in, and from his face I knew he’d done it. The total amount was about eighty thousand dollars, which was a nice chunk of change back then. Starter money for something. Nice chunk of change now, for that matter.” 
 
    “Then,” said George, “he wanted to be your friend.” 
 
    “He wanted to be my friend in the worst way!” Kenner laughed, savoring the memory. “I didn’t know how to leverage what I knew, so I just kept my mouth shut and remembered something my dad told me: ‘Information is power, and he that’s got the most will always win.’ There were times when I half-forgot about those ledger sheets.” 
 
    “But eventually you decided to act on them.” 
 
    “Yeah. I waited until I needed Leland for something big.” 
 
    “Your film?” 
 
    “The time was right.” 
 
    “Showed some patience there.” 
 
    “I always was mature for my age.” 
 
    Through all this, even when he laughed, Kenner’s eyes were cold, un-animated. They were, I realized, the eyes of a sociopath. He was exactly like the self-justifying killers on the TV programs: always coolly insisting on their innocence, endlessly, tirelessly writhing to find a way out even when on a cellblock. 
 
    George said, “Come on, Kenner, the film was your excuse to move on something you’d wanted to do for a long time: eliminate your family for the money.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, no, no, it’s not like that at all.” 
 
    “Knowing the esteem Leland was held in by your mother, I guess he was easy to blackmail.” 
 
    Kenner smiled wryly. “Oh, he got right on board! He told me how strapped he was personally, and we—we sort of teamed up.” 
 
    “My God,” marveled George. 
 
    After a pause, Kenner said, “Leland was already working on even better ideas for getting money out of Silver Coast than I could dream of.” 
 
    “Did they include murdering your brother and mother?” 
 
    “I didn’t kill anybody. You’ll never put that on me.” 
 
    I thought George was going to strangle him, but he said, “Joey Preston,” still in Kenner’s face, as if he wished his words were shotgun pellets, “it’s time to tell us. Did you kill Lance de Sauvenard?” 
 
    “I did not! Oh, Lord, I did not!” 
 
    “Then who did? You were there!” 
 
    “Oh, Lord a-mighty!” He lifted his face to the rafters, to his God out there in the howling, scouring storm. 
 
    George shouted, “You can’t protect him anymore! What happened to your father? What happened between you and Gilbert Boyd the day Kenner de Sauvenard showed up at your gas station?” 
 
    “Oh,” moaned Joey, squeezing his temples. 
 
    “It’s all going to come out anyway,” said George. 
 
    “He’ll kill me,” said Joey. 
 
    “Who—your dad?” 
 
    “No, Kenner! He swore he’d kill me if—” 
 
    “He’s not gonna kill anybody!” George gave Kenner an extra shake, like a dog with a barn rat, to prove it. 
 
    Joey said, “That’s easy for you to say. I can’t protect myself!” 
 
    “Agh!” cried Kenner. 
 
    “Here,” said Alger, handing Joey the knife George had kicked out of Kenner’s hand—Lance’s knife. He did this seriously, almost ceremonially, holding the blade with his fingertips and presenting the handle across his arm. 
 
    Joey took the knife and seemed to relax. 
 
    Boy, I thought, talk about the thin veneer of civilization. A stick, a stone, a knife: a village. 
 
    What happened next proved it even further: as George gave Kenner that shake, he must have let up on his grip. A man in captivity will always be ready for an opportunity, half-assed though it may be. 
 
    Kenner wrenched himself free. As George reacted with a gasp, Kenner was already in the anteroom; his boots bam-klunk-bam as he bolted out the door. The storm raised its voice, then the door banged shut. 
 
    “Let him go,” said George. “He won’t last long out there by himself; he’s going to have to walk all night to keep from freezing. There’s no way we’d track him in this weather anyway.” 
 
    “Artists like to have experiences,” I noted helpfully. 
 
    George put his hands on his hips. “I hope he enjoys this one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 – Joey Mans Up 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took Joey Preston only a few minutes to tell us what we needed to know about the plot against Lance de Sauvenard. “No use holding out now,” he said. “Kenner came up here like you said, three or four weeks ago. Says you look like you’ve seen better days. H’h, look at me, I’m a grease-monkeyin’, deer-trackin’, halibut-fishin’ son of a bitch. I never had better days. Got my dirty coveralls on, he’s there in his clothes. In his car. Mercedes diesel, says it’s been modified to run on kitchen grease! That guy could afford any kind of fuel he wanted for that thing! I go what’s up? He tells me—Joey’s voice hushed down with genuine, sad horror. “Says remember little Lance, the bastard? His own brother he calls that name. I remembered Lance all right. Yeah, he made fun of me and I never liked him. Well, Alger, you were there. He destroyed me in this town, you want to know the full truth. He sent—that girl in town—those pictures of me.” 
 
    Joey Preston shifted his hips in his bunk and hiked himself a little straighter. “How do you get over something like that when people don’t let you forget it, all the way through school, all the way beyond school, up to the present day? Here we are, still talking about it! Kenner says well, now’s your chance at him. He’s gonna come through here in a little while, few days, a week from now.” 
 
    “What did you say?” asked George. 
 
    “I told him I thought about Lance de Sauvenard most days.” 
 
    “Kenner offered you money.” 
 
    “Hunnerd thousand now, hunnerd thousand later. You won’t believe me.” 
 
    “I’ll believe you.” George was standing with his fists on his hips, planted in the center of the room so manly and intelligent. Petey mirrored his body language. 
 
    “I says no.” Joey’s eyes were soft and wondering. “I can’t kill a man for any reason. I hunt for food, not for pleasure.” 
 
    “All right,” said George. 
 
    “But Truck overheard our talk. Always did try to make my business his.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Too much of a novelty, this stranger comin’ through, he sneaks up behind the bushes to listen. Kenner leaves, he says who was that? I tell him Kenner de Sauvenard. Oooh, a de Sauvenard! In that case you’re an idiot, he tells me. ’N’ why’s that? Because we can all benefit from you doin’ somethin’ you do every fall anyways. What’s the goddamn difference? He puts his face right in mine, and you know he doesn’t look so good since that accident with the rabbit gun. Kind of made me sick to look at him, tell you the truth. He says, hell, what’s there to it? You track it, you get it in your crosshairs, you pull the trigger. Only this way, you don’t have to field dress it, quarter it, and hump it to the road! You don’t eat it, but you’re set for life! I says two hunnerd grand isn’t necessarily set for life. Truck says you don’t do it, I will. You’ll do bullcrap, I says. We argued pretty hard over it.” 
 
    Joey wiped his face with the sleeve of his counselor-sized Camp Saskee-wee-wit T-shirt, twisting the sleeve in one hand and ducking his face to it. 
 
    “I thought that was the end of it, but sure enough, here comes Lance and his woman, just like Kenner said. Couple weeks later. Everybody stops at our place, you know, especially city people, they see those woods ahead. I see the look in Truck’s eyes and I go to Lance, you know, there’s dangerous beings in these woods. Tried to warn him. He didn’t get it.” 
 
    George said, “So Lance and Gina take off into the forest. Your dad goes after them?” 
 
    “Not until a couple days later. We argued some more. Looking back on it, I’m pretty sure Truck got right on the phone to track down Kenner, to cut his own deal with him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said George, “he got in touch with Kenner before Lance showed up. He opened accounts at twenty banks, from Harkett to Bainbridge.” 
 
    “OK, that’s what he was doin’ instead of fishing, then.” 
 
    George said, “Then Kenner got this Leland Harris from Seattle to deposit five thousand dollars in each one.” 
 
    Joey said, “One thing, Truck’s not stupid. He’s a chump, but he’s not stupid. All that money in one place’d make people talk.” 
 
    “What’s a chump?” asked Petey from my hip. 
 
    “Quiet, honey,” I said. 
 
    “A chump,” answered Joey Preston kindly, “is a guy who sells off his dignity.” 
 
    I began to like Joey Preston. 
 
    “What happened at the gorge?” prompted George. 
 
    “Well, you know Lance had got a head start into the woods. He got mixed up with Bonechopper’s gang, I’m sure that was quite the sidelight for him. Time Truck caught up with him, I’d caught up with Truck. If I’d been one minute later it would’ve been over. There were the three of us having it out on the lip of the Harkett gorge. I knew Truck hadn’t taken his gun along; I wondered why. I think Kenner told him not to use a gun, wanted the death to seem like an accident.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see,” said George. 
 
    “He’d already whacked Lance a good one, and Lance was there dazed. On his hands and knees, I remember, trying to clear his head. It all happened pretty fast. I got into it with Truck, tried to walk him away from Lance and calm him down. He caught me off-guard. I really didn’t think he’d try to kill me. I thought I could talk to him.” 
 
    “But he turned on you?” said George. 
 
    “He had him a club he’d made from a tree branch, and he just whaled me with it, straight to the head. So quick, so sudden, I saw stars. Next thing I know I’m halfway down the gorge, on that ledge, my leg is busted, and I see this—something—flying past my head. It was Lance, screaming. I call to my father to help me. He looks down at me and says Boy, I want you to think about what you just did. Like I’d done something wrong! Well, to him I did, trying to stop him from doing something he wanted to do. I go Truck, help me. He just—turned away. My own real father. That was it.” 
 
    “Wow,” murmured Petey, without his usual exclamation point. 
 
    Joey said, “I’m gonna hear that scream of Lance’s for the rest of my life. Don’t seem to bother my sleep, but I think about it.” 
 
    I said, “And you’ve been lying here all these days fighting with your conscience about giving up your father?” 
 
    I noticed that George hadn’t quite put himself that far into Joey’s shoes yet. He shot a respect-ray in my direction. 
 
    Joey Preston said, “Yes, ma’am, I could’ve been of some more information to you. I knew you all thought I did it, you and Daniel anyway. I don’t blame you. For all you know I’m making this all up right now. Weren’t no eyewitnesses, no security cameras out there in the woods. Not yet, anyway. They got ’em in the stoplight in town, I can tell you.” 
 
    “I know you’re not lying,” said George quietly. 
 
    “I gotta admit Truck’s not much, leaving me to die on that ledge. But even if he’s a true murderer, he’s still your father, you know? I was lyin’ here hoping—I wouldn’t have to give him up. Somehow. I don’t know what I was hoping.” 
 
    “Joey,” I said, “I found a chainsaw in the equipment shed.” 
 
    He opened his eyes. “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    “Would you have any idea whose it was?” 
 
    “Gosh, I’d expect there’s prob’ly a lot of old junk lying around this—” 
 
    “It wasn’t old, it was modern and clean and full of gas and oil. Quite the mystery, I feel.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “Would it be a Stihl brand, by any chance?” 
 
    “With a two-foot bar. Well cared for. Sharp.” 
 
    “Oh boy. Well, you caught me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Joey twisted his forelock in his fingers. “That’s my saw.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “Ma’am, you see this camp?” He paused, evidently waiting for me to answer. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, Joey, I see this camp.” 
 
    “No, I mean really see it. Truck and I were fixing to dismantle these cabins for their old growth. These beams, haven’t you noticed how good they are, how high the ring count is per inch, how solid? The planking too.” He gestured. 
 
    “Uh—” 
 
    “This wood is three-hunnerd-year-old Doug fir. The cedar’s at least a hunnerd, a hunnerd and fifty, the shakes and shingles outside, in my estimation. Built out of anything else, these cabins would’ve melted down in ten years. In this climate? I toted that saw in a couple days before this whole business started. Was gonna get going right away, but it started raining so hard I’d have drowned the engine. So I left her.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I hadn’t realized how practically every stick in every cabin was sound, beneath the dust and dead bugs. I should have been amazed at the hardiness of these buildings. 
 
    Joey said, “The moss and lichen on the exterior pieces are nothing, you just scrape that off and get virgin wood. You know how much people in cities pay for this stuff?” 
 
    “You were gonna steal it?” asked Petey, shocked. 
 
    Joey looked at him steadily. “If I left this wood here—well, the way I see it, it’d be criminal to leave it. A real honest-to-God waste.” 
 
    “So you’d sell it?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes ma’am, sell it. Truck and I agreed to split whatever we got for it.” 
 
    “And you’d do what—buy a new pickup with your share?” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Joey answered patiently, “no, not to buy a pickup truck with. I’d—I’d just as soon not say, actually.” 
 
    “That’s too bad, Joey,” I said. “Because we’re well past the point where anyone gets to keep any more secrets.” 
 
    He cleared his throat and thought for a while. Then he manned himself up. “Well, if I don’t tell you, you’ll think somethin’ bad.” He sighed. “You might have noticed how run-down the sheriff’s office is.” 
 
    “I guess so.” I remembered the floor creaking beneath me, and I remembered the disapproving squeak of Deputy Grolech’s desk chair. 
 
    “It’s just a prefab. Nothing to it. Now I suppose it’s a total loss from the flooding. Well, I was gonna make an anonymous donation so they could fix it up. Sheriff Craig, he don’t shake down strangers who come through here, so he’s got what he’s got. Be nice for him and the deputies to have a better place to work out of.” 
 
    It hit me. “The deputies.” The girl in town. “Deputy Grolech?” 
 
    Joey looked away. 
 
    George looked at me. 
 
    I remembered the sturdy Deputy Olive Grolech and her demi-mullet hairdo, her beefy shoulders, and her ladybug earrings. 
 
    I said, “I think it’s lovely of you to want to do something nice for Olive and the other personnel at the sheriffs office.” 
 
    He gave me an embarrassed nod of thanks, still in love with Olive Grolech, still too humiliated to even speak her name. 
 
    “Uh, in any event,” I told him, “I borrowed your saw.” 
 
    “You borrowed my Stihl?” 
 
    Petey’s hat moved at my elbow. He took it off to listen, his face lifted to the roof. We all became aware that the storm had slackened. It was quite dark now. 
 
    “What’s that?” said my boy, his frequency tuned slightly higher than the rest of ours. 
 
    “Honey, I don’t—” 
 
    A searchlight hit the cabin, then our ears and sternums felt the concussion of a gigantic helicopter pulverizing the air directly overhead. 
 
    Petey clutched my legs, but we grown-ups all heaved a collective sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 – Bertrice’s Epiphany; Sheriff Craig Works the Angles 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bertrice de Sauvenard had never liked Kitty Harris, but at a time like this, you bake something and take it over. Yes, even though one could afford to send anything, a homemade nut bread or a meat loaf delivered personally carries human warmth. The little things. 
 
    She put the foil-wrapped meat loaf in the Harrises’ cavernous fridge. 
 
    Kitty was sitting on one of her white couches staring knob-shoulderedly through the window at the Space Needle without seeing it. 
 
    Bertrice knew it was too early to say, I know you can’t believe this now, but it will get easier with time. It will. 
 
    The circumstances were just too bizarre, just too impossible. So she simply took the stunned Kitty’s elfin hand and sat holding it. 
 
    “Why?” said Kitty. “Why?” 
 
    She’d lived a night of hell and looked it, that first wave of shock and grief. It was barely eleven in the morning now; the family hadn’t gotten in yet. 
 
    Why? was a question Bertrice de Sauvenard certainly could not answer, though she could take a pretty goddamned good guess. Why indeed would someone wait next to Leland Harris’s car in the Silver Coast parking garage last night, shoot him five times in the chest, then cut out his tongue and toss it on the hood of his Jaguar? 
 
    Robbery had evidently not been a motive. 
 
    “What was he doing at the office on a Sunday night, anyway?” asked Kitty, her voice trembling. She mashed a tissue to her eyes. The tissue box was a silverplate boutique cube that was holding its polish well, under the circumstances. “Not that he isn’t dedicated, you know,” she added reflexively. 
 
    “I imagine,” Bertrice suggested in a gentle tone, “he was working on the hotel in Bangkok, his pet project. They’re half a day ahead over there, so he was talking to them on their Monday morning.” 
 
    The police were questioning everybody, of course. Bertrice had expressed shock and disbelief. She said nothing about Ivan Platonov or George Rowe; she wouldn’t until she had spoken to Rowe. She had not heard from him since he hurried off three days ago. 
 
    The all-sky-blue picture Bertrice had heard of hovered serenely on the wall. Maybe it would give Kitty some comfort, she had wanted it so badly. But for now Kitty sat lost in grief, and Bertrice tried to think of something nice to say about Leland. 
 
    “Leland knew so many ins and outs, business-wise.” 
 
    “Mmph,” responded Kitty. 
 
    “I remember how good he was to Little Kenner when he came in to do that school project.” 
 
    Faintly, Kitty said, “What?” 
 
    “You remember, don’t you?—when Little Kenner came in to do a report on Silver Coast for his high school class? I remember him all skinny and nervous in his suit and tie. Big Kenner made a big deal out of it, I remember somebody took pictures, there’s even one in the lobby, like mayor-for-a-day. Leland took Kenner to lunch, took him under his wing, and told him all about the company. I would’ve thought—” 
 
    “He never mentioned that,” said Kitty. “Not that I remember. How nice.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Big Kenner told me they spent quite a bit of time together for a while after that. You remember how they used to go off and talk at our picnics, so seriously! In fact, I sometimes wonder if Leland felt Kenner was the son he never had.” 
 
    Kitty Harris made a baffled sound. She remarked with the exhausted candor of grief, “I don’t think he even liked your son.” 
 
    “Really? Really?” 
 
    The Harris condo was already starting to get stuffy. The housekeeper lurked nervously with nothing to do, and Bertrice persuaded Kitty to give her the rest of the morning off. Tomorrow she’d need her more. 
 
    When Bertrice got out of there, she left her car at the Harrises’ building and walked, wanting to walk, drinking in the salt air that was blowing in off the Sound, wet with minerals and growth. The fierce early winter storm had passed, and the city seemed even cleaner and more wholesome than usual. 
 
    She wore driving moccasins and her favorite coat, the white wool that swung and made her feel like a movie star, and it was good to walk, the air tasted so lively and pure. She swung her hands in their black kid gloves. 
 
    My God, she hadn’t taken a deep breath in days. Now she straightened her back, expanded her chest, and let the cool air rush into her body. Her mind, she realized, must have been a bit muddled, because the world appeared quite literally clearer now. The edges between buildings and objects were more distinct; the crimson jacket of a man walking toward her vibrated with redness. 
 
    She turned uphill, wanting the resistance, her legs strengthening against the sloping concrete sidewalk. The enormity of Leland Harris’s assassination began to sink in. God, how abominable. Never again would Leland pluck at his sprout of gray hair atop his eggplant head; never again would he saunter into a subordinate’s office with his stupid greeting, “Hey there, hi there, ho there!” Never again would he order a new suit, vomit off the stern of Bertrice’s sailboat, make love to Kitty. 
 
    Her thoughts jumped to George Rowe. She had hired him as an investigator, and he was turning out to be a protector as well. As soon as they’d uncovered the Platonov connection with that phony hotel deal, this had happened. Did it have to happen? 
 
    She realized that Harris had been more of a threat to her than she’d imagined, perhaps still was. God in heaven: perhaps still was. She didn’t even know what that meant, but she felt it. The sidewalks were busy with early lunch seekers. She kept walking uphill, and soon had more elbow room. 
 
    Embezzlement was one thing. Fraud was one thing. What had been Harris’s ultimate goal? 
 
    The pieces were trying to fall together in spite of her reluctance to acknowledge them. 
 
    Leland Harris wanted more. He wanted the ultimate more: control of the Board of Directors. 
 
    Her boys wanted more. Kenner had always been the needier one. 
 
    Yet she and Big Kenner had loved them equally—hadn’t they? Had given to them equally, at least? 
 
    Hadn’t it all evened out, over time? 
 
    Kenner had never been satisfied with her efforts on his behalf. Could that be why she favored Lance? You’re not supposed to favor one child, but you do. Big Kenner had favored Kenner. She had favored Lance. 
 
    That’s just the way it worked. 
 
    Big Kenner was gone. Little Kenner was now no one’s favorite. 
 
    You have to be your own favorite. 
 
    Her thoughts swirled with the breeze whipping around the buildings of Seattle. Kitty had said, “I don’t think he even liked your son.” And this was just so odd, so against the impression Leland had given her and Big Kenner. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    A link existed, somehow, between Kenner and Leland that she didn’t understand, though it had begun a long time ago. They had something...unsavory...in common. 
 
    How could skimming from her wealth have ever satisfied Leland Harris? How could she ever satisfy Kenner? 
 
    She thought about Kenner’s stunt with his monogrammed, blood-soaked shirt. Everybody after her money. The money. Big Kenner’s money. 
 
    But until this moment she hadn’t realized that to Kenner—and to Leland Harris—she had stopped being an ATM to tap and tap and tap. 
 
    She’d become an obstacle. 
 
    This realization struck her so hard she staggered. She put out a gloved hand to steady herself against the nearest building. She felt the coldness of the stone facade through her glove. Her fingers gripped the rough rock as if it were a cliff she must not lose hold of. 
 
    Her phone rang in her purse. 
 
    She knew who was calling, and while she did not know exactly what George Rowe would tell her, she knew that in a few seconds nothing would be the same, ever. Which version of hell would be hers today? He would want to meet with her in person, but she would insist he tell her now, for she wouldn’t be able to bear the delay. 
 
    She eased her eyes to Puget Sound, there at the foot of the street, the water so blue today after having been chopped lead for weeks. She thought of her little sailboat nudging on its mooring lines. The thought of being buoyed by it, slicing through the waves, the fact that the boat would be there, the salt water and islands and the open sea beyond would be there—always—no matter what happened today, were the only things that gave her the strength to pluck that phone from her bag and answer it. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Harold Craig eased himself through a jagged hole in the plate glass window of GB’s Garage, the floodwaters having done their blind blundering damage and receded. The concrete oil pit was still full of water, of course, a witch’s brew of floating grease and crud. The high-water mark reached almost to the tops of the roll-up doors. He picked his way through sodden clumps of junk, wood scraps, metal jumbled on the mud-coated floor. Good soles on his duty boots, but still he moved carefully. 
 
    He had, of course, been the one to handle the case of the dead professor from Tacoma who’d been pulled out of the Harkett gorge a little over a week ago. He’d interviewed the two climbers who’d found him, and they’d described having seen a man with a mark on his face in the area. The only man in Harkett with a mark on his face noticeable from a distance was Truck Boyd. However, he’d gone over to the garage and talked with Truck and not gotten the intuition he knew anything. The overall problem being that nobody knew exactly what day this hiker had died, nobody knew whether he’d fallen on his own or been bashed or pushed—the coroner had not determined that—nobody knew anything. 
 
    It was harder to read Truck’s face after his disfigurement, but what beef could he have with some stranger from Tacoma? 
 
    But now there was this whole other thing that had happened in the gorge: Alger Whitecloud had straggled into town and given him a long interview at two o’clock this morning. In hindsight maybe he should have pressed Truck Boyd harder on the dead hiker, but a guilty person isn’t going to help you anyway. Sheriff Craig would be talking to others in the case later today when he drove to Seattle. 
 
    He found Truck Boyd’s metal desk under a sheet of filthy wet plywood. He heaved away the trash. 
 
    Sheriff Craig’s hands were large and he believed himself to be clumsy, so he took care with the wet paperwork he found in Truck Boyd’s desk. Truck, he figured, would have sneaked into town, wanting to take certain things with him, but found the garage underwater and had to leave everything. 
 
    The sheriff went through the desk methodically. Boyd’s receipt books were unopenable, the paper too thin and sodden for the pages to separate. He felt something small inside a plastic zippered night deposit bag. It was a spiral-bound pocket notebook, its pages sturdier and only damp. 
 
    On the first two pages Boyd had written the names of local banks, each followed by an account number, and the amount “$10.” 
 
    Alger Whitecloud had told him what the private detective had said about the deposits by the Silver Coast executive in Seattle. (The executive suddenly and dramatically deceased, he had learned this morning.) No reason for Truck to have noted the five-thousand-dollar deposits here, this was just his method of keeping things straight. Sheriff Craig expected the accounts would be emptied out by now. Boyd would just have had time to do that. 
 
    On the third page of the notebook—it had been new, purchased for this reason—Boyd had signed his name once. Then on the fourth page he had signed a new name, Mike Stone. He signed it different ways: Michael Stone, Mike Stone, Michael P. Stone, M. P. Stone. Then he had settled into Mike Stone, Mike Stone, Mike Stone. 
 
    “Huh,” said Sheriff Craig into the empty space of the ruined garage. 
 
    The sheriff knew Truck Boyd’s penchant for caution and practice before committing himself to anything. When Boyd had bought a new truck from the Ford dealership in Port Angeles, he’d taken not one, not two, but three test drives. Long ones. This story had been told by the salesman to one of his deputies. 
 
    No telling at this point, but Sheriff Craig got a strong feeling that Truck Boyd could have tracked that random hiker and killed him for practice, before doing it for money. To see if he could do it, before promising Kenner de Sauvenard he’d murder his brother for him? It’d fit Truck’s personality; he’d want to test his technique. A dry run. Might never know, though. 
 
    The Lance de Sauvenard case was another thing entirely. 
 
    If Sheriff Craig had to disappear with a murder on his hands, a hundred grand in his pockets, and a mark on his face, he’d head for Canada, as high in the territories as he could go. He’d’ve headed for Canada as soon as he walked away from Joey Preston on that ledge. 
 
    The sheriff thought about Truck’s leaving his own son to die like that. He cleared his throat. Human cruelty didn’t shock him anymore. 
 
    He cleared his throat again, the sound echoing across the mud-slathered floor. 
 
    He took the notebook to his car and got on the radio to Border Patrol. Not that he thought Truck would be all that catchable at this point. Maybe he, Sheriff Craig, would go up to Canada himself for a working vacation soon. 
 
    Later, he parked his car at the Harkett bridge washout and got out to take a look. Be a while before the county’d get to fixing this. He’d need to inspect what was left of Camp Saskee-wee-wit soon. Too bad it got abandoned; he’d been a camper there too, had learned to swim there. Learned how to skin out a raccoon there. 
 
    He tried to remember what had shut down the place. Something about money—some accusation that the director had taken the funding and gone to Hawaii or someplace. Old man de Sauvenard had gotten so mad he simply shut the place down. 
 
    He checked in at the post. Deputy Grolech told him that the Forest Service had just picked up Kenner de Sauvenard. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He tried to mug a couple of hikers for money at the Hooked Pass trailhead, except the hikers happened to be a cop and his wife from Portland. They’d been in the backcountry waiting out the storm and didn’t know the bridge was out. Forest Service is in now, from over Dewlap Mountain.” 
 
    “OK. What about Rusty Bjornquist and the female?” 
 
    “Dendra Biswell. I was just gonna tell you!” Deputy Olive Grolech got irritated easily. 
 
    Sheriff Craig waited. “OK, what?” he finally said. 
 
    “I took it upon myself to stake out Dendra Biswell’s mother’s house this morning even though it’s a wreck from the flood and Mrs. Biswell isn’t even there, she’s at the shelter, and sure enough.” 
 
    “They showed up there?” Sheriff Craig was baffled. 
 
    “Yeah!” Deputy Grolech cackled like a triumphant grouse. 
 
    “Why the hell would they—” 
 
    “Looking for money or stuff to sell!” shouted the deputy. “Mrs. Biswell took her jewelry with her, though! Dendra and Chopper thought they’d grab what they could and get out of town. But I grabbed them!” 
 
    “You—” 
 
    “I mean,” Deputy Grolech’s voice leveled off, “I called Emmons for backup, OK, but I got ’em. Dendra’s face got messed up bad, I think Bonechopper must’ve hit her, though of course she wouldn’t say.” 
 
    “Good work, Olive.” 
 
    That was the thing about deputies: the best ones had the ability to think exactly like scumbags, which was unsettling if you considered it too much. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 – Rita’s Touchstone 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I rested my forehead on the cool windowpane in Gina’s room. 
 
    My sister slept. Her expression was totally peaceful, which it had been, come to think of it, ever since the Coast Guard medic jumped out of that helicopter, pulled off his helmet, and said with a big smile, “Hi, my name is Jim! Need some help?” She and Joey Preston had been admitted here at Harborview Medical Center in Seattle late last night, and they both should recover completely, doctors said after X-rays and tests. They planned to operate on Gina’s shoulder either tonight or tomorrow morning. 
 
    “Not that much to do in there,” said the orthopedic surgeon, a robust woman with a toothy smile. “She needs a little cleanup is all.” She said she’d be repairing a little fracture at the head of Gina’s humerus, as well as a couple of ligaments in her shoulder, the names of which went over my head. 
 
    They had found no significant internal injuries in Gina; the CT scan showed a slight laceration to her spleen, which was essentially healing itself, as Alger had said such an injury might. In spite of the fluids we’d helped her drink, she’d been quite dehydrated, which helped explained her torpor during George’s inquisition of Kenner. 
 
    She was snug in bed, an IV line in her arm, and the doctor had said that after the surgery she’d be good to go in a day or two. I had safety-pinned her dazzling ring inside my bra for safekeeping. I couldn’t help wondering how much it was worth. 
 
    They were going to put hardware in Joey’s leg this afternoon. I wondered whether the police would charge him with anything, like conspiracy. He’d discussed murdering Lance with his dad, yet how could he have known for sure what Truck was going to do? I wanted to talk it over with my law school study group; my brain was tired. 
 
    I hadn’t really slept yet, though I’d dozed against George’s shoulder as we waited for the initial tests to come back on Gina. 
 
    Daniel, who had guided the helicopter to the camp, was back in Harkett with Petey, to try to figure out how to extricate Daniel’s Porsche and George’s rental car from the wilderness. Petey’s appetite for challenge was limitless. 
 
    “Can you get her ready?” the Coast Guardsman had asked, as he and Daniel worked to package up Joey. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Dehydration or no dehydration, the prospect of rescue had immediately improved Gina’s condition. “Get me out of here,” she said, smiling faintly at Jim the Coast Guardsman. 
 
    When I drew back her sleeping bag, I was startled to see a long knife in her fist. A single-edged kitchen knife and quite rusty, but it came to a sharp point. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, relinquishing it and speaking slowly to conserve her strength, “Petey found it somewhere. He wandered in here with it the other day, and I convinced him to hand it over to me. I’ve kept it. Forgot I was holding it.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Exhausted and hurting, she grasped my sleeve. “At first I thought Joey might try something with me—I don’t know how, but I didn’t like being alone with him during the day. But then I started wondering about Kenner. When I heard—” She coughed painfully. 
 
    “When you heard our fight?” 
 
    “Yeah. He wanted to kill me, just to make sure of his inheritance. And you know what?” 
 
    I lifted a curly tendril from her brow. “What?” 
 
    She dropped her voice, which only made the guys go quiet to listen better. “I wanted him to come for me. This is the only way I could have killed him. I wanted to kill him; that’s what I wanted to do. I was gonna shove this knife right into his belly. Would’ve been a good angle, up into his chest then. I hoped.” 
 
    “I wish you’d had that chance. Gina, did you and Lance get married?” 
 
    “I wish we had. Wish to God we had.” 
 
    Now she was safe and we would go back to Los Angeles together. 
 
    I thought it would take me a week to get totally dry. I’d taken a hot shower and changed into the cleanest clothes I had left, which I’d snatched under my arm just before I hustled Petey into the helicopter: blue jeans and my black turtleneck sweater. Yet still I felt wet. 
 
    It was like phantom limb pain. Phantom damp feeling. 
 
    Well, a week back home in West Hollywood should cure me. That or a weekend in Death Valley. My God, yeah, that’s what I needed: I’ll get Daniel to detour us through Death Valley on the way home. Because suddenly I wanted to bake myself on the hundred-and-ten-in-the-shade flats of Furnace Creek where they get 1.7 inches of rain per year, not per hour. The very idea seemed preposterous right now: How could such a desiccated place exist? 
 
    George had gone to the lounge at the end of the hall to make some phone calls. 
 
    Gradually, as my head and eyes cooled, the street below solidified in my vision. 
 
    I watched a woman walking up the street across from the hospital. She stood out from the other pedestrians because of the stunning white coat she had on, but beyond that—there was something in her posture: unusually erect, yet lively, with no trace of stiffness or awkwardness. You know how some people are just extraordinary and you can tell it from any distance? 
 
    Something about a person’s carriage, her presence. I couldn’t see her face, but this woman was extremely attractive, with a self-possession that far exceeded that of the rest of the people schlepping along. Well, she sure had good taste in clothes, with that soft riffling white coat and the black accessories. 
 
    I studied her gestalt, because that’s what actors and actresses do constantly: Why and how does this person achieve her effect? 
 
    She wasn’t young, I don’t know—fifty, sixty? Iron-gray hair swirled in a barely contained updo, buffeted by the wind. She would look good with a well-dressed, successful man at her side. 
 
    Or not, I realized. 
 
    She was complete the way she was, although a man would complement her. The right man, anyway. 
 
    The right man. That was always the trick, wasn’t it? 
 
    I wondered how I would look in that coat. Not that great, I had to admit: you need some height to wear a coat like that, you’ve got to give the fabric room to move. I’d look like a wigwam with feet. 
 
    The right man had been angling for me; he’d been there in plain sight. He hadn’t given up on me, though I’d rejected him any number of times. 
 
    He’d never tried to force it, and that, I think, was his key attribute: he was a very patient man. George wanted me, and he hadn’t panicked when things looked grim. If he hadn’t gotten me, he would not have committed suicide or turned to junk food and become a sad, tubby, unshaven drunk. 
 
    He’d have squared himself and gone on. 
 
    A complete man. A whole man. 
 
    How many such men had I known in my life? Off the top of my head I could only think of three. 
 
    Daniel. 
 
    Petey. 
 
    George. 
 
    “I never knew what the hell love was,” I told my reflection in the window, superimposed over the small figure of the woman still striding along the street in the surging cream coat. 
 
    I’d known mother love, sure, that fierce tenderness that eclipses your life as soon as you give birth. 
 
    I’d known familial love. I’d risked everything for Gina. But that was just such a given, such a constant. You’d do anything for your family, and you’re secure that they’ll be there for you. 
 
    I’d known friend love. Daniel and I were each other’s Stonehenges: the place you go for comfort, healing, and weird celebrations. 
 
    I’d known infatuation—God, don’t talk to me about infatuation. I’d known passion; I’d known sex. Yeah, yeah. 
 
    I’d known basically-giving-a-shit, would-walk-across-the-street-to-tell-him-the-building-was-burning-down love. 
 
    And I guess it’s fair to say that I’d known hate. On so many levels. I’d known all that. 
 
    But deep, true, rich, romantic love? 
 
    I was like a blind and deaf person feeling the ocean lap my toes and thinking oh, what a nice bathtub. I’d had no idea. 
 
    George, by saying nothing—making no drama out of it, not head-butting his way into my spotlight—he had shown me what love was. 
 
    Love was service. 
 
    Love was a smuggled plate of smoked salmon. 
 
    Love was being there, and being really there, and being fully there. 
 
    Love was that, and because of that, it was infinitely more than that. 
 
    I still didn’t know, but at least now I knew that I didn’t know what love was. And I knew that the person I needed to explore the question with was George. 
 
    Those thoughts had taken only seconds to race through me, as the woman in the white coat neared a corner, but right then something happened. She appeared to stumble, and veered to steady herself against a building. My heart caught, watching her lean there trying to pull herself together. 
 
    After a minute her head swiveled slightly; then she opened her purse—not too big, not too small, black like her other accessories—and withdrew a cell phone. 
 
    She listened, phone to ear; then she brought her other hand up to hold the phone in place, as if the first hand wanted to throw it away. 
 
    She spoke a few words, a question. 
 
    She bowed from the neck and listened for a minute, two minutes, three. 
 
    And gradually she straightened, her head coming erect, and I could see she was a woman with a hell of a backbone. She continued to listen to whatever devastation was coming to her through that little device. Her expression cleared and she nodded slightly. Yes. Yes. I accept it. I accept it. 
 
    I turned from the window feeling too much like an intruder, which for me is saying a lot. I had been privileged to witness a display of...what? Dignity? Grace? For all the pain that woman was enduring, I felt uplifted. 
 
    If a woman’s complete, she’s complete. Saying yes to George didn’t mean that I had to stop being a complete woman. Was that what I’d been fearing? 
 
    A few minutes later he came in, somberly, quietly. 
 
    “You OK?” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” He smiled softly at, perhaps, the same human mysteries that had been on my mind. 
 
    We kissed, and I felt his vitality, his giving of his life force to me through his kiss, his mouth, his body. His hands settled on the small of my back. He had washed this morning too, but I found myself searching for the woodsy guy-musk he’d emitted for the past couple of days, and I thought I caught an essence of it, there somewhere on his neck, a crushed-herb smell wafting from the vicinity of his top shirt button. 
 
    When I looked out again, the woman in the white coat was gone. 
 
    I’ve thought about her a thousand times since. You might say I’ve used that experience—those few offhand minutes observing a stranger being brave, being complete—as a touchstone. 
 
    George held me away from him, looking at me, sensing something new in me, seeing what I was feeling. 
 
    All he said was, “I know a nice place where we can get some lunch and talk.” He offered me his arm. 
 
    __________  
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    The lure of easy money casts its spell over everybody, and as Elnice and Solita grow closer, they encounter treachery and danger where they least expect it. The saboteurs intertwine, innocent lives hang in the balance, and as Elnice risks everything to dig deeper, she learns the value of rejecting safety—and living life to the max. 
 
    Buy it HERE. 
 
      
 
    I am Calico Jones 
 
    Four Short Stories 
 
      
 
    These four short stories are close to Elizabeth’s heart. Love stories? Happy endings? Tough breaks? We got ’em. If you’re a fan of the Lillian Byrd crime novels, you’ll be delighted to finally know what Calico Jones thinks about when she’s tied up, awaiting execution at the hands of geopolitical terrorists. Regrets? She’s had a few. The three other stories explore a range of lesbian experience from wacky to warm, from heartbreak to hilarity. Says a reviewer: “You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, you’ll want to go camping.” We might add, you’ll never feel the same standing in front of a bank teller again. 
 
    Buy it HERE. 
 
      
 
    Go-Go Day 
 
    Four Literary Tales with a Dash of DARK 
 
      
 
    If a story by Flannery O’Connor and a story by Chuck Palahniuk got together and had kids, they would be these intense, bitingly sharp tales. Elizabeth Sims digs into the heart of humanity, with characters who start out knowing what they want, and end up knowing what they need. Their paths are rutted and dangerous. In “Dixon Amiss,” a lithograph pressman gets a visit from a couple of guys with a life-changing message for him. Regina, a routinely shamed student in “The Cashmere Club” has a shitty life, but seizes a chance for a strange yet comforting makeover. The manchild at the center of “West Forkton Days” teaches himself a searing lesson about chance, love, and art. And the heroine of “Go-Go Day” yearns to be doted on, yet seeks ultimate liberation on her own terms. These are stories for readers who love to think—and who love life. 
 
    Buy it HERE. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth Sims Short Stories Twinpack 
 
      
 
    Get both collections of short stories—I am Calico Jones and Go-Go-Day—in one stylish, economical package! 
 
    Buy it HERE. 
 
      
 
    For up-to-date everything about Elizabeth and her books, visit: 
 
    www.elizabethsims.com 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth’s Amazon Author Page


 
   
  
 

 THANKS 
 
      
 
    THE ACTRESS 
 
    I’m grateful to my family and friends for their love, support, and belief. 
 
    To my readers, thank you for your enthusiasm! 
 
    Special thanks for excellent expert help to Jennifer Slimko, Philip and Monika Lenkowsky, Kate McNamara, Angela Brown, Margaret Baker, M.D., Ann Rosecrants, Solomon M. Cohen, and David Sims. 
 
    I’m indebted to my agent, Cameron McClure of the Donald Maass Literary Agency, and to my editor at St. Martin’s Minotaur (the original publisher of this book), Kelly Ragland. 
 
    Thank you to the Los Angeles Police Department; the Beverly Hills Police Department; the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department; the Los Angeles District Attorney’s office, especially investigator Mel Wesson; the Los Angeles Central Library, especially the Children’s Literature Department; and U.S. Customs and Border Protection. 
 
    Above all, thanks to Marcia, for everything. 
 
      
 
    THE EXTRA 
 
    I’m grateful to my family and friends for their love, support, and belief. 
 
    Special thanks for excellent expert help to Margaret Baker, M.D., Angela Brown, David Hiltz and Lesley Hiltz of Starbuck Torbay Beagles, Joy Glover, C.N.M., Philip Lenkowsky, and Monika Lenkowsky. 
 
    I’m indebted to my agent, Cameron McClure of the Donald Maass Literary Agency, and to my editor at St. Martin’s Minotaur (the original publisher of this book), Kelley Ragland. 
 
    Thank you to the Los Angeles Police Department, especially the Narcotics Division, and the Los Angeles Mission, especially the Reverend Larry C. Brown. 
 
    Above all, thanks to Marcia, for everything. 
 
      
 
    ON LOCATION 
 
    I’m grateful to my family and friends for their love, support, and belief. 
 
    Special thanks for excellent expert help to Margaret Baker, M.D., Paul Crawford, Weldin’ Rod Hibbard, and Mary Jane Hilker. 
 
    I’m indebted to my agent, Cameron McClure of the Donald Maass Literary Agency, and to my editors at St. Martin’s Minotaur (the original publisher of this book), Kelley Ragland and Matthew Martz. 
 
    Above all, thanks to Marcia, for everything.


 
   
  
 

 COPYRIGHT 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, places, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    The Rita Farmer Mystery Series Novels 1-3. © Copyright 2019 by Elizabeth Sims. All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
    Published by Spruce Park Press. 
 
    Cover design by TreeHouse Studio. 
 
      
 
    Copyright notes: 
 
      
 
    The Actress: A Rita Farmer Mystery. Copyright © 2008 by Elizabeth Sims. All rights reserved. This book was originally published in hardcover in 2008 by Minotaur Books. 
 
    E-book published by Spruce Park Press. 
 
      
 
    The Extra: A Rita Farmer Mystery. Copyright © 2009 by Elizabeth Sims. All rights reserved. This book was originally published in hardcover in 2009 by Minotaur Books. 
 
    E-book published by Spruce Park Press. 
 
      
 
    On Location: A Rita Farmer Mystery. Copyright © 2010 by Elizabeth Sims. All rights reserved. This book was originally published in hardcover in 2010 by Minotaur Books. 
 
    E-book published by Spruce Park Press. 
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