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"The world is suffering—
The cause of suffering is desire."
The Buddha (250 BCE)
"Go without hate, but not without rage.
Heal the world."
Paul Monette
PROLOGUE
Panorama City, California, July 4th
A fat woman stepped out of the meager shade of a withering lemon tree. "Madre de Dios, esta muy caliente a hora," she whispered; Mother of God, it is hot! She turned the hose on herself for a long moment. The cool water caused her huge breasts to bounce like beach balls in the blue patterned dress. She shook like a lazy, wet dog and went back into her home to open another can of Cerveza.
The sun had scorched the tattered roofs of the bleached-out, pastel barrio homes, causing tempers to flare and copious amounts of cold beer to vanish. There was no wind, and the 106-degree temperature squatted on the San Fernando Valley like a living thing. Filthy fans whirled like perpetual motion machines in splintering window frames. Even the ice cream carts were sweating.
Harvey Street is a few blocks East of Sepulveda Boulevard, and several north of Saticoy. That summer day, four brown boys in white, sleeveless undershirts ran back and forth through the lawn sprinklers, playing soccer with a flaccid volleyball. They were all under ten years old.
The smallest began to gasp. The largest stopped the game at once, ignoring the howling protests of the other kids, and ordered his tiny friend to sit. No one dared to challenge him. The leader's name was Manuel, but his friends called him "Loco."
Loco was a dark, wiry boy. He looked around, searching for something, anything to do. "The air is foul with smog. Take a moment and rest your lungs."
"We were winning," another boy said. "It is not fair to stop now."
"You would have lost anyway," Loco said. He pounded his chest like an ape, drawing laugher from the others. "I personally would have defeated you. Unlike you, I was only pretending to be tired."
The spell was broken. The boys sat quietly in the cool mist from the lawn sprinkler, waiting to be chased away, wondering what to do next. Loco fixed his eyes on a battered fence surrounding a lot overgrown with weeds, land that held the wreckage of a former crack house. His eyes narrowed. He rose.
"No, Loco," said Jose. He was pudgy and round and had a flat Indio nose. His family had recently arrived from Guatemala. "Don't even think about it, ese. No entres alli!"
"Why not go?"
"Malas cosas an pasado alli," Jose said. Because bad things have happened there.
Another boy said: "A monster lives in that house. I can hear noises at night from my bedroom window. Mi mama dise que los ninos que entran alli nunca salen!" My mother says children who go in there never come out again.
"You mother is a fool," Loco said. "The North Hollywood Boys use that house to party."
"That alone should frighten you," Jose said.
"Todos ustedas son corbardes," Loco said. You are all cowards. He threw back his head. "Yo soy un hombre valiente!" I am a courageous man.
The others watched him stroll across the blistering blacktop, his wet sneakers making a sound like sloppy kisses. He approached the boarded-up lot. The old fence had been tagged more than a dozen times. Loco paused by the huge NHBZ sprayed in black paint. He could hear other boys following. He resisted the temptation to look back over his shoulder. A man must be careful of his reputation.
Loco kicked at a board, careful not to pierce his shoe with a rusty nail. He swallowed his fear and prepared to step through the space and into the fetid blackness.
"Espera cara mi aqui si quieres," he called out, bravely. Wait for me here if you want to. He moved through the fence.
The smell hit him instantly, a stench like bad sandwich meat. Loco recoiled. Something dead was rotting away. His mind conjured bloodless human bodies in grotesque poses, stacked together like butchered pigs. He almost ran, like a foolish woman.
He told himself the gang arranged such things to strike terror into the neighborhood. It was probably just the carcass of an animal, something they had found dead in middle of the road. He approached, and forced himself to look down. It was a decaying possum, stiff with rigor mortis, horrid teeth bared in a final act of defiance. Loco pinched his nostrils and moved past it, going further into the gloom.
Broken, splintered boards lay scattered about, along with rags and cans of spray paint. His eyes became accustomed to the gloom. The NHBZ logo was everywhere. Empty whiskey, wine, and beer bottles lay in shattered piles. Some baseball bats were arranged in a neat row along the edge of the porch. The front door, smashed down long ago by a police assault, lay flat in the dusty living room. Loco felt something go snap beneath his feet. He looked down.
Although Loco had yet to do drugs, except for a bit of weed, he recognized the burnt glass tube as a crack pipe. Cocaine had destroyed his life. His father had gone to prison, and his mother had gone to rehab. Now he lived here, with his aunt. He spat in the dirt and wiped his hands on his jeans.
Loco went up the steps and into the house. Used condoms lay everywhere, along with small compact mirrors, cut straws, and tiny brown bottles which had once held mysterious powders. The NHBZ had been quiet for the last few weekends. It probably wasn't crystal Meth. If they had been smoking or snorting crystal, there would have been violence and people would have gone to the emergency room.
CRAAAAACK. A board snapping. Dios Mio! Was that someone coming through the back yard toward the house?
Loco tried to move quietly, but quickly, back to the front of the building. He tripped. His elbows came down onto a faded stack of Penthouse magazines. Dust flew up and into his nostrils and he fought back a sneeze. Something many-legged and hairy ran across his arm and down into the magazines. Loco stifled a shriek.
The tarantula was huge. He was fortunate not to have been bitten. He slipped back out onto the front porch, dashed for the fence. Behind him he heard several gang members stumble into the house from the back entrance. They were obviously drunk. Loco knew that he had nearly been caught. He blew out a long breath and then pushed a board aside, seeking the friendship of sunlight.
A face glared at him from the other side. Loco gasped.
It was Jose. "Loco, are you okay, ese?"
"Yo estoy bien, idiota!" Loco hissed. "I am fine, you idiot. Estaba facil, it was easy. Now get out of the way, some of them are right behind me."
Giggling, the four boys raced across the street and back into the tepid water. Loco washed his face and hands and tried to cleanse himself of the sweat and fear. He could still smell the stench of the dead animal that lay rotting near that cursed house.
"Tu eres llamado Loco?"
The boy turned. He saw a tall, powerful gringo with a shaved head and a nose ring. He was considerably older, and he sat behind the wheel of an old Dodge Dart. He seemed tense.
"They call me Loco," the boy said proudly. "Why?"
"Escucha me," the man said. He spoke badly, with a piss-poor accent. "Tu mama me a mandado." Listen to me. Your mother has sent me here to find you.
Loco narrowed his eyes. "I don't live with my mother," he said with a sneer. "My mother is away. That woman is my aunt. Go away, pervert."
He turned his back. The boys, emboldened by their number and their distance from the vehicle, began to jeer. They called the man maricon, faggot, and other names. He did not seem angered.
"Suit yourself," he said. He gunned the engine. "I was only doing her a favor."
"Do us a favor and fuck off," Jose said. The boys laughed again.
"Just so you know, Loco," the man said, "Tu gato a sido atropellado." Your cat has been hit by a car.
Loco stepped back, shaken. He regained confidence. Said: "Como se parese migato? Estrano." Okay stranger, you tell me what my cat looks like.
"Right now? A bloody black and white bag of shit," the stranger said. He shrugged with indifference. Then, in broken Spanish: "Gato gordo. Negro con ples blancos."
Loco loved his animals. He approached the car warily.
"Corre!" shouted another boy. Let's run away!
But Loco moved closer to the car. He leaned into it urgently. In low tones, he said: "When did this happen?"
The muscular stranger grabbed the boy by the hair and yanked him into the car. A woman appeared in the back seat and tried to jam a rag over his mouth. Loco struggled. "Ayudame!" he screamed. But the car was already away from the curb, gone with a squeal of brakes and a blast of black exhaust. The rag covered his nose. It smelled foul, thick with a chemical stench. The world spun away.
The gringo police came. They brought an older officer with Mexican blood. He acted very concerned. They put rows of yellow tape everywhere in the yard, and took a lot of pictures. They used this excuse to roust the North Hollywood Boys, although they already knew that this particular perpetrator was a white man. They saw every neighbor willing to talk to them, and then they went away again.
The aging detective of Mexican descent spoke to Loco's aunt, Blanca, even held her while she sobbed. He stayed the longest. One could see he was deeply troubled. He assured Blanca that he and his department would do all they could to find the boy.
As he and his partner walked back down the sidewalk, the Mexican-American detective lit a cigarette. He swore under his breath.
"What's the matter?"
"I'm getting too old for this shit."
"I know," said the partner. They got into the sedan. He started the car. "It sucks, doesn't it?"
"Damn right. One more kid who was born to end up on a milk carton."
The story made the evening news, but it wasn't unusual enough to dominate the headlines for long. Not with Iraq in flames and the economy in a slump.
ONE
Northridge, California, August
It was an ugly, sweltering summer. Maintenance had set the thermostat in the booth for seventy degrees, but it was humid as hell and I was soaked with sweat. The heat of the San Fernando Valley rivaled a nasty season in a faraway place like Nashville or Miami.
"Good evening. You're on the air live with Mick Callahan, so be sure to turn your radio down." I watched a drop of perspiration roll from the tip of my nose to splat on a lined yellow note pad, smearing the ink where, for the last two hours and forty-five minutes, I'd scribbled catch phrases, reminders, and first names. I looked up and through the tinted glass partition, at my date.
Leyna was a tall and slender blonde, an intellectual who preferred dark colors and wore glasses. She tucked her legs up on the sofa. Leyna was reading a limited-edition hardback copy of 'The Collected Works of Albert Camus," an author I dislike, although I'd no burning desire to confess. She felt me staring; caught my eyes and smiled warmly.
Who's the man? And it's about time.
The caller spoke. "Is this Mister Callahan?"
"Last time I looked, it was."
"Call me Kevin," the man said. A long expulsion of breath followed his name. He had the frail, scratchy voice of a heavy smoker. "You're talking about love again tonight, right?"
"Right," I said. "What does that word mean to you? Who do you love?"
A pause. "Don't laugh at me, okay?"
"Nobody's laughing, pal."
"I love my dog."
Let's not go there. "Okay. And what's your dog's name?"
"Her name is Lassie."
No kidding.
The man coughed harshly. He was quite ill. I heard a dog barking in the background as if alarmed. "She loves me unconditionally. I've been real sick. Lassie, she's been right by me the whole time."
"What's wrong?"
"My lungs are shot."
"But you're smoking."
"Not that much," Kevin said. "I've cut way down."
"With damaged lungs?"
"It's hard to quit, you know?"
"With the dog there. With Lassie there."
"Yeah," Kevin said proudly. "She's always right by my side no matter what. That's why I love her."
I sighed. "I'm going to make two observations here, Kevin. And you're probably going to get all pissed off when I do. Ready?"
Guarded. "Okay."
"One, if you really loved your pet you would do everything you could to safeguard your health so you'd be around to care for her. Smoking with a lung problem doesn't cut it."
"I know, but like I said, it's really hard to quit."
"Two, have you read up on the health repercussions of second-hand smoke?"
"The latest research is saying that's all bull."
"Maybe it is, although I doubt it. You're probably not just killing yourself, maybe leaving your loved one homeless, you may actually be killing the dog, too. She didn't ask for a pack-a-day habit, did she?"
Dial tone.
"Well, too close to the bone that time. Like I said before, love is not mere companionship, and it is not necessarily unconditional. It's a very complicated interactive experience, best defined as an action. It is not a feeling, it is something you do. Anyway, let's all just take a deep breath here . . . sorry, Kevin." I winced. That was one bad joke.
I left a beat for the hoped-for audience chuckle. "Look, let me put it this way. I had a stepfather who used to beat me. He made me fight other kids for money. I have come to understand that he thought he was teaching me to be a man, but I certainly wouldn't call that love. Would you? Obviously that was a rhetorical question. Okay. We're going to go to a commercial. Back with in a moment."
My fingers fed a CD to the board. A huge musical chord sounded, followed by several females chanting "Mick Callahan Live" like porn stars approaching orgasm. Three consecutive commercials would now play, one for an electronics store, one for an Arena Football team, and one for a crooked political candidate.
I winked at my date. We had been seeing each other for nearly two long, very frustrating months. Apparently Leyna Barton had also read, and often referenced, an ancient, dog-eared, first edition copy of 'The Rules.' She came from Beverly Hills, and thus a higher caste, so we hadn't gotten into the damned ballpark, much less to first base. This date was going to be different. She had greeted me with a long kiss, and whispered "tonight's your lucky night" into my hot-and-bothered ear. It was damned difficult to keep my mind on work.
Only ten minutes to go. The calls had been coming in regularly, but my message wasn't getting across. Singing opera for the deaf? I made a few more notes, decided to get back on the soapbox. The commercial for the corrupt politician ended.
"Oh sure," I said, before I could stop myself. "I'm going to run right out and vote for a candidate who is facing imminent indictment for perjury and obstruction of justice. This clown would sell his grandmother for more status. Oops, I shouldn't have said that. Just cost the station some money."
The phones lit up. I glanced down at the winking lights. "Those of you calling in please be patient. I'm going to run my mouth for a second. If you don't like it, you can always go back listening to Howard Stern."
Leyna flashed me a seductive grin.
"Okay, love. Erich Fromm quantified it, Freud and Jung and Saint Augustine and Paul the Apostle tried to write about it, we have self-help books up the wazoo on the subject. But what do we really know? Not a hell of a lot, right? Most of us don't even give the matter much thought. Why is that?
"We live in a culture that wants us to eat fast-food for every meal, refuses to accept that delay of gratification is the cornerstone to all dignified living, and peddles us some kind of gooey excrement as erotic mythology with every popular song, television show, and feature film. Many of us think meaningless sex is love, or maybe helpless adoration. Some of us believe that love should be completely unconditional, like it is some kind of constitutional guarantee or government entitlement. It's not. 'I should just be loved for who I am' is one of the most selfish, not to mention downright foolish, things anyone ever said. What was it that idiot therapist Fritz Perls spouted back in the seventies? 'I'm not in this world to live up to your expectations, and you don't have to live up to mine, and if we meet somewhere along the way it's groovy'? Excuse me?"
I checked on Leyna, who seemed as entranced as I'd hoped. I modulated to a higher key.
"I'm no prude, ladies and gentlemen. Most of you know I blew myself out of the Navy and nearly killed myself and my career, all behind drugs and alcohol. This was back when a few of you had actually heard of me. But that kind of selfish, hippie idiocy has left us a complete social catastrophe to clean up. Okay, now I'm going to go on a rant."
I switched the microphone off and clicked on my telephone headset. Leyna was now watching with rapt attention. Like a dork, I got up and strolled around the booth, still talking. I could feel her eyes roaming my frame and it felt a bit silly, like a high school jock passing by the cheerleaders. All I need is a few more hormones and some fresh pimples.
"Don't worry, guys, I'm going to take a final caller or two, but let me get the rest of this off my chest. We have had more than thirty years of unbridled narcissism in this culture. For the uninitiated, Narcissus was the Greek boy in the myth who fell in love with his own image in a pool of water. That irritated the Gods, so they froze him there to see nothing but his own reflection forever. Healthy narcissism is thinking you're a pretty good person, or that you look nice in that outfit. Unhealthy narcissism is to be so trapped within our own wants and needs that we are unable to connect and properly empathize with the feelings and needs of others. Otto Kernberg once called human evil just a kind of malignant narcissism.
"Living creatures are not objects, people. They are not things. And as much as we would like them to serve us unconditionally, they cannot. In fact, it is precisely the tension between us, the struggle to meet one another's needs without surrendering our own integrity, that produces adult love, real love that promotes growth and solves emotional problems, love that matures people and breaks down their infantile concepts and selfish impulses. I can recommend a great essay, although it reads about as easily as the Chinese phone book. It's by a Jewish philosopher named Martin Buber, and it is called 'I and Thou.' Go find it."
I sat down behind the console. "Okay. End of lecture. That diatribe probably pissed somebody off, so I'll take another caller now." I selected a button and pressed it.
"Good evening, you're on the air live with Mick Callahan."
"Hi Mick, I love your show," the woman said. "My name is Trudy."
"Thank you, Trudy. What's on your mind?"
"I was just thinking about how my marriage failed. And I was thinking about what you said just now."
"Yes?"
She chuckled ruefully. "The marriage ended with a lot of accusations, you know? You never gave me this or you never listened to me about that. Well, that and oral sex."
I cringed. "Excuse me?"
"Passing each other in the hall and saying 'screw you.' That's a joke."
I laughed. "Back to the divorce. The marriage degenerated into accusations, and a kind of stuck feeling? Just the same issues over and over?"
"On both sides."
"Right."
"Funny thing is," she said, "my ex and I get along okay, now. It's like we are better friends than we were husband and wife."
"And what do you make of that?"
"Being married brought some things up in both of us that weren't there before," she said, thoughtfully. "Something happened. And we both got really locked into what we weren't getting, instead of paying attention to what we could give."
"Brilliant," I gave her applause. "Thank you for saying that. Because that is one of the points I have been trying to make all week, and it feels great that somebody understands."
"Cool," she said, suddenly sounding very young.
"When old patterns surface," I said, "we revert to being frustrated children. We fall into habits created when we were the most egocentric we were ever intended to be." I looked down at her name on the note pad. "Thank you for calling, Trudy."
"Thank you, Mick," she said.
I killed the line and glanced at the clock. "It looks like we have time for one more caller. But now my phone is dead. Come on, somebody. I'll take the third caller right after this word from one of our sponsors."
I slipped in another CD, a musical spot advertising a chain of furniture stores. Leyna was watching with frank appreciation. The lonely cowboy shoots . . . he scores! Yo, there is a God. I kept one eye on the phone bank and began to pack up my things. For an expert on the subject of love, I'm sure objectifying this enchanting young woman. Can we spell hypocrite?
Line one flickered, then died. The second lit and continued to blink. "Hold on, please, I'll be right with you." I punched the line back to 'hold,' shoved the rest of my papers into a briefcase, located the computer mouse and lined up the pre-recorded nighttime programming so it would start with one click. The commercial faded away. I dropped back into my chair just as my fingers killed the CD and flipped the mike back to 'live.'
"We're almost out of time tonight. I want to wish everyone a romantic evening." I grinned at Leyna and continued speaking. "From now until dawn, we're playing cool jazz and classic blues. I will be back with you again tomorrow evening from nine to midnight. But before I go, I promised I'd take one last caller."
I opened up the line. "Hello, you're on the air."
Traffic sounds, far away. Perhaps someone on a cell phone?
"Hello? Anyone there?"
A muffled chuckle followed the question. A man's voice. A chill jogged up my back. After a few seconds, the caller broke the connection with a gentle click. I shook my head and covered. "Just my luck, the last caller on a night devoted to the subject of love ends up doing horny breathing into the telephone."
I flipped off the lights and clicked the mouse. The computer started a choral station ID, which then led to hours of automatic jazz programming.
"Good night, everybody," I said. Hey, girl . . . here's my best FM voice. "This is Mick Callahan, signing off and thanking you for being with me this evening. I hope you'll join me again tomorrow night."
Just as the clock hit the hour, my cell phone rang. I put my briefcase on the console and flipped open the telephone.
"It's me."
I pictured a thin young man with a burn scar covering half his face. "What's up, Jerry? Are you in town?"
"No, I'm still in Nevada, just messing around online."
"I'm in a little bit of a rush tonight." A pause. "Are you okay?"
"Me? I guess so." Jerry was slurring his words slightly, like he'd been drinking again. "I just wanted to talk."
"No luck, huh?"
"No luck, Mick." Jerry's voice caught on a strip of barbed wire. "It's like she never existed."
I looked up. Leyna was growing impatient. "Look, Jerry, I have an important business meeting I have to get to." That lie hurt. Don't be such a dick. "Can I call you back tomorrow or something?"
"No, it's okay," Jerry sighed booze into the receiver. "I've just been staring at the monitor for hours. I can't find a trace of Mary, Mick, and I'm damned good at this. There's no driver's license, credit card, phone bill, store card, nothing. Maybe something bad has happened. I want to know if she's okay."
"She'll turn up."
"Maybe. I guess I just needed to whine to somebody. No big deal."
"I'll try to call you back in an hour or two." The second lie hurt worse than the first. "Take it easy."
"You too."
I closed the phone again and stepped out of the booth, briefcase swinging at my side. "A girlfriend?" Leyna purred, somewhat coolly. She had been filing her nails, and the file was poking up out of one fist like a miniature erection.
I shook my head. "A friend from Nevada, kid name of Jerry. He's a hacker. He's been searching the Internet, looking for a girl who helped us out of a mess. She up and disappeared a few months ago. He really had a thing for her."
"That's romantic."
"I'm not sure he'd look at it that way. Good show?"
"Good show."
"Suitably impressed, Madam?"
She nodded. "The lady is impressed. Do you want to stop for a coffee somewhere to unwind, or just take me home?"
I put his arms around her. "That depends."
Leyna giggled. "On what?"
I kissed her. She kissed back, pressing her lean body against mine. Finally, we broke away. "It depends on whether or not I'm staying with you in the 310 area code tonight."
Leyna raised her hands to cup my face. She stroked my ear and whispered, "818, you're invited."
I locked up rapidly; we walked down the plushy carpeted hallway, through the metal security door and past the empty reception desk. I flipped the exterior lights over to motion detector mode, made sure the coffee maker was off, and opened the front door. We stepped outside, into a reasonably pleasant evening. The odd quirk about L.A. heat waves is that the parking lots and backyards end up cooler during the night than the buildings they surround.
I passed my hand in front of the motion detector and the parking area lit up. My dusty old blue Chevy was halfway down the row, standing alone. Her shiny black BMW convertible was beside it. I put my right arm around her waist and shifted the briefcase to my left hand. Leyna snuggled in close. Our hips bumped as we walked along, lost in lust.
"My car or yours?"
Leyna wrinkled her nose. "Mine, of course."
The bushes near her BMW stood tall, grew thick. One rustled a bit, just a flicker of movement. I caught from the corner of my eye and hesitated, almost causing Leyna to stumble. The hairs on the back of my neck fluttered. I responded to something deep in my mind, the voice of my abusive stepfather: Stay awake, damn you, boy! You got to keep your eyes peeled . . .
I shifted my weight and rolled Leyna around to the left. Another rustling sound. My mouth went dry. The quicksilver ice of adrenaline pumped through me as I used peripheral vision to track the brush. I kept my face turned forward, towards the BMW.
I spoke in a normal tone. "Where is your apartment again, above or below Wilshire?"
Leyna looked puzzled. After all, I'd driven her home several times. "Below, are you tired, or something?" We were almost to her car.
"Get down!"
The brush exploded. I shoved her onto a small patch of dirt near the asphalt. Leyna howled as she scraped her knee and elbow.
I was facing a strange apparition: One huge ape of a man dressed entirely in dark clothing. He wore a navy watch cap pulled down over his head, and his features were covered with a plastic Halloween mask that had been spray painted black. One arm was stretched out towards me, as if pointing to something back at the radio station. A prominent tattoo on the forearm showed a black stick figure in a circle of reddish fire.
"What the . . ."
But then, in that giant fist, Leyna saw the small gun. She screamed.
"Shut her up," the man whispered. "One more sound and I splatter your brains all over the car."
I stood quietly, taking the measure of my opponent. Watch his eyes, boy, the eyes always tell you what's coming. I figured the man for six four. He probably weighed two-fifty, maybe thirty or more pounds more than me. Maybe there's a way out of this. See what he's after.
"I don't have much money. You can have what I've got."
"How much?" the big man hissed. The whisper was theatrically exaggerated, the sibilance of a large snake.
"I'd have to look," I said. "Maybe sixty bucks."
"And the Beemer?"
"Sure. And the car."
A black glove pointed to Leyna. "Maybe I'll take her, too."
"Not a chance." I shook my head but did not move my body. "Don't even think about it."
"Why not, motherfucker?"
"Do you want the sixty bucks, or not?" I asked, pleasantly. "No hassles that way."
"I'll take whatever I want. Including her."
He is going to kill you both, he's only playing around. "Relax. Don't worry. I can't identify you."
"Huh?"
"I'll just tell the cops we got jumped by some steroid junkie with shrunken balls who thought he was Zorro."
The eyes behind the mask widened slightly. The gun moved a fraction higher. The man tensed, debated pulling the trigger. I went in very low, swept my right arm up and away. The gun fired once, but I barely heard it.
I slammed into the man, drove him back into the Chevrolet and head-butted the Halloween mask. He grunted. Take this bastard down hard, my stepfather whispered, or you're dead.
I bounced off a solid wall of gym-rat muscle. He clawed desperately for purchase as the gun came back down. Leyna now had her purse open, her cell phone in hand. She was screaming for the police. Her voice seemed to come from another dimension.
To my horror the .22 started to shift towards Leyna, so I grabbed the thick wrist and let my body go slack. My weight forced his arm down towards the dirt. Another POP followed as I freed my left hand and grabbed at the crotch of the black jeans, clenched my fist fiercely and twisted the testicles. The man bellowed and brought the gun down on my forehead. The world whistled the National Anthem.
My eyes filled with blood but I knew better than to release the gun hand so I used my body weight again and dragged the man into an awkward position; he ended up bent in half with his knees buckling. I forced the gun hand inward and began to pressure his fingers, trying to force the guy to shoot himself in the stomach. Teach him not to fuck with you, kid.
The man released the weapon and swung. He caught along the right side of my jaw. I fell backwards and forced the gun to spin away across the pavement towards Leyna. I kicked up at the attacker, but the bigger man dodged. I got up, spun around on one knee and got back to my feet. Now do it, just do it! I was probably quite a sight by now; face contorted with anger and smeared with my own blood.
A cold, weirdly comfortable flower of rage blossomed. Without the gun, the man was just another mean-spirited bully, like all the ones I'd downed in a dozen pointless fights as a kid, or during the dark days of my drinking career. He was my stepfather, Danny Bell.
"Okay, asshole." I wiped the blood away. "Let's dance."
POP.
The two of us turned towards her, startled, and discovered that Leyna now had the little .22. She squeezed the trigger again and it went POP another time. That bullet shattered one of the white lights high up on the lamppost, plunging the area into darkness. She lowered the gun further. It hit me that the first bullet had gone up into the sky. She was getting a feel for the weapon, trying to zero in. I looked back at the bad guy.
The man in black leaped impossibly high, rolled across the roof of the BMW, and raced back into the thick brush. He was gone so quickly it was as if he had never existed.
"Leyna?"
She did not answer, just clung to the now wavering pistol.
"It's over. He's gone."
Leyna dropped the gun and sank to her knees. I was still feeling half berserk from the confrontation. I walked in circles for a few moments, kicking at my car and swearing; tense, dizzy, and shaking from unused adrenaline. Finally I sat down next to her. I ripped a piece of my shirt away and held it against the scalp wound. "You okay?"
Leyna didn't answer.
I shrugged. "That's a dumb question, right? Me neither."
Moments passed. Heavy tires roared down the deserted alley and into the dusty parking lot, fierce headlights pinned us. LAPD in a good old black and white, bright colors whirling on top.
"Keep your hands where we can see them."
I pointed with a weary arm to the fallen pistol. "Only one gun here, guys. It's a little twenty-two. He jumped us and then ran off into the trees."
"Did you call us, ma'am?" the other cop asked. He was approaching fast, one hand on a holstered Glock. Meanwhile his partner examined the darkened area and ran his flashlight beam through the flattened brush.
"Footprints here, Larry," the partner said.
"I got shell casings," the one called Larry said. He picked them up with a pencil and dropped them into a baggie. He resembled me a bit, similar in build with the same dark hair and eyes, but more Italian than Irish in appearance. He also had a long, straight nose that wasn't broken, unlike mine. He squatted down next to Leyna. "Someone tried to rob you? Then fired at you?"
"I shot at him with his own gun."
"What did he look like?"
I suddenly felt sick, but hurling in front of Leyna was not an option. I put my head between my knees. "He was a big son of a bitch, bigger than you and me. I'd make him six three or four, and going about two fifty and change."
"What was he wearing?"
"Dressed in black, spray painted some kind of a generic Halloween mask to cover his face. Tattoo on the forearm, a little stick man in a ring of flames or something like that."
"Was he after money?"
"Maybe."
"The BMW?"
I raised my head, answered without thinking. "Maybe her."
Leyna gasped and shuddered. She pulled away from me. The cop looked at her, puzzled. He eyed my lacerated forehead. "You need me to call an ambulance for that?"
"No. Just a scalp wound. I don't have a concussion or anything. Don't sweat it." Another police car rolled up. The young cop waved them away and they drove off again. The San Fernando Valley gets pretty busy on a Saturday night.
The cop asked for some ID and we gave up our driver's licenses. He began writing in a notebook, then paused and chuckled. "I thought I recognized you. You're Mick Callahan, that radio guy. You were a Navy Seal, right?"
"Half-assed. I made it through BUDS and jump school." Damn, I get sick of that question. "I washed out while I was still on probation."
"I wore the trident," the cop said, proudly. "Only did one hitch, though. I didn't much like getting shot at."
"Yeah, me neither."
"You used to be on television too, didn't you? You got fired for getting in a fist fight one time."
Jesus, you're not doing me any favors, here. "Yeah, but that was all a few years ago."
The cop shook my hand. "Officer Larry Donato," he said. He spoke in short, choppy authoritarian sentences that belied the wide-eyed, pleasant expression on his face. "I used to watch your show when I was a kid."
When you were a kid, huh? "Gee. Thanks."
The cop tore some paper out of his book. "Hey, can I get your autograph?"
"As long as it's not on a ticket." I was hoping Leyna was impressed. I looked. She wasn't. I signed.
Donato took the paper, folded it, and stuck it in his shirt pocket. "Thanks a lot."
"You're welcome."
Larry chuckled. "Funny story, Mick. My cousin says she busted you once, but let you go. Nice girl, tough as nails. Works Hollywood, mostly in prostitution. Name of Darlene Hernandez. You remember her?"
"Yeah." I shrugged, genuinely embarrassed. "I did a lot of things when I was drinking. Getting arrested wasn't usually one of them. It stands out in my mind. Uh . . . tell her I said hello."
Leyna Barton blinked. Her jaw dropped open. I struggled to save the situation. "It was a long time ago, Leyna. I had some serious problems. I don't drink any more, you know that."
Larry Donato gave me his card. "I'm not kidding. I really was a fan. Take this and hold onto it. It has my cell number on the back."
"Why?"
"In case you need to reach me."
"What for?"
"A favor. Whatever. I'm a cop, remember? And I'm thinking you might need me."
Leyna Barton said, "Why is that?" She was pale and seemed one pubic hair from emitting a shriek.
Donato chuckled. "He pisses people off sometimes, Miss Barton. It's part of his act."
I sighed. "Oh, give me a break. Couldn't it have been a simple armed robbery?"
"Maybe."
"But?"
"Why a little twenty-two, except maybe to keep the noise down? This parking lot is pretty out of the way. Me, I'd say the perp knows you. Otherwise, why was he right here waiting?"
I had one eye on Leyna Barton. I was losing ground rapidly. I felt like kicking Donato in the shin.
"Hey, it seems to me somebody was out to do you for personal reasons."
"Think so?" It was the partner. He had just tuned in. "Maybe they should come with us and see some mug shots."
"You see too much television, Bobby," Donato said. "Besides, they said he was wearing a mask, didn't they?"
"Oh. Right."
I was watching the death throes of my love life.
Leyna went grim. "You really think this might have been something personal, Officer Donato?"
"I'd say it's more than possible. This is the parking lot of a radio station, lady. Not a lot of cars around here, so we sure can't rule that out."
They filled out the rest of the paperwork in a hurry. "You guys don't need to come down to the station," Donato said. "It's not like I don't know where to find you if I need you."
"Thanks." I tucked the business card into the pocket of my jeans. "And thanks for this, too."
"Don't mention it. Thanks for not laughing at me when I asked for your autograph."
"I never laugh at people with guns."
We were both numb and exhausted, but I followed Leyna home, over Benedict Canyon and down below Sunset. When we parked, I approached her car and tried to lighten the mood with a joke. She got out in silence. I walked her to her apartment building, but she stayed two feet ahead on the pavement, head down. She would not kiss me goodnight.
"You act like that was my fault," I protested. "What the hell did I do wrong?"
"I don't know." Leyna looked down again and far away, into some other reality. "You had an expression on your face, something I'd never seen before. You scared me."
"He was going to kill us."
"I know. And I thank you for fighting back." Leyna punched her code into the keypad. The gate buzzed open. She stepped through and let it close behind her. Her apartment was the first in the row. For a long moment, I thought she was going to go in without looking back. Finally she turned.
"I can't see you any more," she said.
"What?"
"I'm sorry."
"You're kidding, because I fought the guy?"
"No, Mick," Leyna said, as she entered her apartment. "It's not that. It's because you looked like you enjoyed it."
She closed her door. I waited until I heard the series of clicks from her deadbolts. I waited until her porch light went off. I waited until I finally got the message, and then went back out into the night alone.
This sucked. I drove the long way home, watched the city lights from the top of the canyon until my eyes grew weary.
At home, I tossed for an hour, consumed by guilt about having not called Jerry back and some vivid sexual frustration. I finally slept heavily, dreamed feverishly; became lost in a pastiche of fantasy and memory . . .
Snapshots: A boy, fist-fighting other kids for money; a Seal jumping from a hovering black chopper; one lost weekend and an explosion of random, meaningless violence; a tall, hellish fire cackling up a wooden skeleton towards the unforgiving stars, until it finally burned a ragged hole in the fabric of the universe.
TWO
I came to face down on a damp bed feeling rode hard and put up wet. The knuckles of one hand were raw. I had a sharp pain in one rib and a sore lower back. My forehead was throbbing and a small lump had formed above my right eye. I moaned into the pillow and rolled carefully over onto my left side. The day was already scorching.
I slipped my legs out from under the damp, twisted sheets and swung my feet to the wooden floor. I got down, rolled over and pulled my knees up to my chest to stretch the lumbar muscles, then twisted the rib back into place and popped the lower back.
"You looked like you enjoyed it," I muttered. "What a bitch."
I sat up, crossed my legs and did some meditation. I've never had enough patience for Zen, but have gradually become comfortable with a brisk form of visualization. I followed my breath, rode the dragon, and opened my eyes again.
The modest house wasn't much, but it was mine. I'd purchased the 1950s-style, three-bedroom, one and a half bath, North Hollywood property only a few months before. The down payment had come from my first signing bonus in three years. I had a cozy, fenced front yard, a small pool, and a sunken fireplace with a thick rug. I'd given it a Southwest décor, with pastel colors and Navaho designs, to remind me of the desert. It had finally started to feel like home.
I finished meditating, padded to the bathroom in my underwear, leaned over the sink and checked for damage. The chipped mirror reflected a small scab between my short black hair and broken nose. I popped two knuckles back into place, but with a wince and a hoarse groan, and ran some cold water over my scratched hands. I took a shower and searched for Murphy.
Murphy, named for Murphy's Law, was a torn-up, ancient male alley cat that had moved in to my motel room while I was doing a brief radio stint near my home town of Dry Wells, Nevada. I hadn't wanted a pet, but couldn't leave the battered old feline behind. Now Murphy, one ear missing and the other nearly chewed away, was lazily grooming on the back porch. I brought kibble and water. Murphy did a purring square dance move between my legs and gulped his food.
After some strong coffee in a tall mug, a protein drink with creatine, and a bowl of oatmeal, I felt ready to face the day, one I'd intended to start in a different bed. I strolled into my small office—a madhouse of books, papers, and memorabilia—and booted up the computer.
He stopped lovin' her today . . . Some classic George Jones whined out through large, brand new speakers. I'd been a virtual technophobe until that one long Memorial Day weekend in Nevada. Jerry had opened my eyes. I'd upgraded the computer promptly upon arrival in L.A., and now regularly used video-conferencing, as well as high-speed DSL for research. I pulled up the email. Hal Solomon, my AA sponsor, wanted to reach me.
What the hell are you doing in Australia, old man? Hal was a retired investment banker, media mogul, and sometime venture capitalist. He now traveled incessantly, as if the grim reaper had his name on a warrant. I checked the time and called via the Internet. He was online, as expected. After a pair of false starts, we connected. Hal's silver hair and patrician features formed on the over-sized monitor.
"Good morning Callahan," Hal said. "You look like hammered owl excrement."
"I love it when you try to use my pithy little western phrases. Only you would change shit to excrement."
"Call me a fecal alchemist. Seriously, you look like you relapsed and thoroughly insulted half of Los Angeles."
"You got the latter part correct. He was big enough to be half of Los Angeles."
"Who?"
"I don't have a clue. He jumped my date and I as we left the radio station last night. The guy had me by a couple of inches and maybe thirty pounds."
"That's big," Hal said. He winced and bent forward for a moment. "Oh."
"All you okay, Hal?"
"Certainly," Hal said. "A bit of stomach trouble."
"That's been happening a lot, lately."
"It's probably just from the change in diet. How is Miss Barton doing?"
"She was fine when I took her home. A little rattled, obviously. Oh, and she arbitrarily decided to dump my sorry Irish ass."
"I see," Hal said. His face flickered, returned to normal. "I suppose all this would explain the sad, cruelly battered countenance I see before me now. Really, no idea who it was?"
"Just a big bastard with a strange tattoo. I guarantee you his nuts will be swollen for days."
Hal snickered. "You and your temper."
"That's what she said."
"Who?"
"Leyna Barton. And that's why she decided to end our semi-transcendental relationship, just as it had begun to blossom."
"Son, you lost me."
I leaned forward, head on cupped palms, and stared down at the keyboard. "You know how it is. I've told you about my childhood. I guess I lost it and went a little berserk. It upset her."
"Oh."
"I was starting to think I'd left the anger behind, but it came back fast."
Hal blinked. "Did you tell Leyna about Nevada?"
"No." I sat back in the tan executive chair. It rolled away from the desk. "I guess I wanted to keep that part of my life for later. She's a rich city girl, you know? And here I'd be describing that ugly mess with the Palmer family, Donny Boy, a mess of dead people. Jesus, it was a melodrama. I guess I was afraid that would turn her off."
"At the risk of sounding predictably sage, you know you can't run away from who you are."
"I'd like to."
"Get in line."
"Leyna has class, you know? A college education, and not from the crummy schools I went to. She's the real deal."
"Meaning you're not? Come on, Mick. That's pretty neurotic."
"Hal, I'm just a cowboy with a diploma, and that's not very impressive at the core, is it?"
Hal shook his head. "Some people think highly of you for solving a murder and eliminating a drug ring. Of course, what do we know?"
"I almost got Jerry killed before I figured things out."
"That man was your friend," Hal said. "You didn't want to believe he was responsible. How is young Jerry these days?"
"He's still searching for the girl who helped us get away. No luck so far, but he keeps trying. Me, I just want to forget about it."
"That will take some doing, Mick. Lowell Palmer and his family were as evil as they come. Good riddance."
"Donny Boy and Frisco got away."
"Still, I submit that's a fair amount of work for one weekend."
"Oh, hush, I'm blushing like a schoolgirl."
Hal laughed, winced again. What's wrong with him? Is this worse than he's letting on?
"I'm just pointing out that had young Ms. Barton known the whole story she might not have reacted so badly last night." The screen went blank. It came back in flickering colored squares that eventually normalized. "After all, you have been seeing her for some time."
"So you're suggesting?"
"That you just try to remember something. That you are not of some inferior station in life."
"Think I should call her?"
Hal shrugged. "No one has ever accused me of being an expert on the female, but it would certainly seem worth a try."
"I'll think about it. Now what the hell are you doing down in Australia, Hal? I thought you were in Greece."
Hal smiled. "I have far too much money, you know that. My last hedge against the dollar paid off handsomely. Now I must find ways to divest myself of such an embarrassing sum before I am exploited by beautiful young ladies the world over."
"That is one problem I do not have. Right now I would strike out with a crack whore on Sepulveda Boulevard at three o'clock in the morning."
"Ah, sweet memories."
I laughed out loud. "Fuck you, old man. By the way, one of the cops that took our reports last night was a kid named Larry Donato."
"Yes?"
"He's somebody's cousin. You remember me wanting to track down a vice cop named Darlene Hernandez for my Ninth Step, because I thought I should make an 'amends' to her?"
"Vaguely," Hal said.
"God, I must have held you totally mesmerized with my life story, if you've already forgotten."
"Don't get smart."
"I was in a blackout one night, wandering around Hollywood for some damned reason, probably looking to score some cocaine. When I came back to my senses I was in a coffee shop on La Brea with this pretty brunette who was an undercover vice cop. She was just going off duty. I walked up to her and offered fifty bucks."
"Now I remember." Hal reached across his table for a cup of tea, stirred it. "You were so ashamed when you did your fourth step."
I rearranged some papers near the keyboard. "Let's just say it wasn't my finest hour. Anyway, as you'll recall she could have busted me, but she didn't. She had seen me on TV and didn't want to ruin my career. I felt like I should look her up and apologize for my behavior that night, but you said not to."
"I still think that. An amends is a change in behavior. The best thing you can do for the young woman is to keep your life in order."
"And maybe say thank you?"
"If you happen to run into her." He bent forward and grimaced, then shook off the distress. "Damned stomach. Anyway, I don't think I would go out of my way to remind her that she failed to do her civic duty that night. She could have been severely reprimanded for not arresting you."
"Asking for trouble, right?"
"Asking for trouble."
"God knows I keep running into enough. Where are you, anyway?"
"I am ensconced in Perth." He sipped his tea. "It's quite lovely, actually, if a bit cold. It's winter down here."
I glanced out the window at the haze. It was going to be a smoggy day. "I envy you. This summer is going to be brutal. Well, I've got a couple of private clients this morning. I'd best get going."
"Shalom," Hal Solomon said. "You are valued. Be at peace."
"I'll try." I cut the connection, sat for a moment looking down at the desk. You're not from some inferior class, right? I dialed Leyna Barton's telephone number. She answered on the third ring.
"Hi, it's me." That was just brilliant, Callahan; fresh and imaginative. "How are you feeling today?"
"Mick," Leyna said, quietly. "Please don't."
"Don't what?"
She left me listening to a dial tone.
Well, that certainly went well.
I went outside and locked up the house. A battered, dark blue station wagon pulled slowly to the curb; the tailpipe rattled and coughed up one large, black fist of smoke. A short, sturdy Hispanic woman got out and slammed the dented door. Her sleepy cousin drove away. The woman approached me. She had leathery skin and an angular, bony body. She carried a green plastic bucket filled with cleaning supplies.
"Morning, Blanca."
"Good morning, I sorry to be late."
"No problem. I'm just on my way to the gym. How are you doing today?"
Blanca did not meet my eyes. She shrugged. The bucket of supplies rattled. She muttered something in Spanish that sounded like 'God is in his heaven' and moved to step around me, toward the door. I turned sideways and let her pass.
"Blanca?"
She was all business. "You no set the alarm?"
"I left it off. You have your keys, right?" I opened my car and tossed the gym bag into the passenger seat, turned to face her. "Blanca, have you heard anything from the police?"
Her face went dark and pinched. "No, sir."
"Damn, it's been over a month now, hasn't it?"
"Si." Blanca fumbled for her keys. Her shoulders slumped forward and she looked down at her purse as if fascinated by the contents. I tried to comprehend her pain.
"Please, don't give up hope. Perhaps they will find the boy soon and bring him home."
"I pray to God."
* * * * *
Golden Gym is located near the intersection of Victory and Laurel Canyon boulevards. It is a funky, cramped space devoted to hard-core body building and cardiovascular exercise. Several treadmills, spaced only inches apart, face a bank of three television screens. One is perpetually on MTV rap videos, one stays on CNN Business News, and one runs soap operas all day.
At the back of the parking lot a large billboard featured radio station call letters—and my face, smiling into a microphone. I found it hugely embarrassing, and it hadn't even gotten me laid.
Inside of the gym there were rows of recumbent bicycles, stair climbers, and efficient and well-maintained exercise machines. One entire corner was devoted to the use of free weights. It was an odd gene pool: Haughty starlets and porn actors mingled with trainers, actors, and steroid users with giant muscles and pimpled skin. I was just one of the minor celebrities who worked out regularly.
I strolled through the glass doors, bright blue canvas gym bag over my shoulder, nodded to the ripped kid at the turnstile. I didn't see Ronnie.
I stuffed the gym bag into an empty cubicle and got on the treadmill. Ronnie Sanders was a tall, handsome black man who had played wide receiver for the San Diego Chargers. He was often late. Sanders had also worked briefly as a social worker. It was nice to have someone to talk to.
Given a choice between generic rap music, "As the Stomach Turns," and business news, I watched the stock market rise and fall while talking heads alternately expressed joy and consternation. Ronnie walked in. He was wearing tight red spandex with blue piping.
"Ronnie. What a surprise. I should have heard your clothes coming."
"Callahan, my man," Ronnie said. A slap of the palm. "Are you ready to enter the house of pain?"
"I'm not sure I'm ready for Sesame Street."
Ronnie wandered off to get a plastic mat. I ran for two minutes, slowed to a walk for three, and then left the treadmill and dropped onto my back on the mat. Ronnie stretched my hamstrings.
"Jesus, I am old."
"Probably the drinking," Ronnie said.
I heard my right knee snap into place. "Yeah, probably. That also indirectly accounts for the broken nose, the cracked ribs, the bad jaw, and the flattened knuckles. I don't know exactly where the stupidity came from."
"That part is genetics." Ronnie flipped me over onto the stomach and stretched both legs again. He stopped and eyed a livid, reddish mark on my calf. "I've been meaning to ask you. What the hell is this?"
"What?"
"This nasty-ass scar, that's what."
"It's a long story. Some dumb redneck chased me around with a crossbow a few months ago. He got lucky."
"Looks like it hurt like hell."
"It did."
"What happened to him?"
"He stopped breathing."
Ronnie paused for a second, but did not press for details. He slapped me on the back. "Let's get to it."
We hit the machines briskly, both of us used to the cross-training routine. Moments passed in that odd silence only male friends enjoy, although from time to time we spoke.
On the leg press, I said: "Funny thing."
"What?"
"All the psychology classes I've endured, the books I've read, the papers I've written, the shows I have done on relationships, when it comes to women . . ."
"I got a Master's, you got a Ph.D. and between us we don't know dick. Move your feet out a little wider, Mick. That's cool. Now what's been going on?"
I grunted with exertion. "I'm just venting, man. They want you to be strong and tough and protective, right?"
"Right. Until they don't want you to be strong and protective."
"And if you are, they get scared."
Ronnie helped me up and led the way over to the bench press. Over his shoulder: "Is this the part where you explain who the fuck banged up your face last night, and why?"
I flopped onto the bench and tested the weight of the bar. "I can't answer the 'who' part. I guess the 'why' was for money. I'm not even sure about that."
"Somebody try to hold you up? Hope it wasn't a brother."
"Beats the hell out of me . . . and by the way, he did." I took a breath and started fifteen repetitions. Ronnie waited for me to finish, gasping.
"You're a little weaker today," Ronnie said. "That's probably from the adrenaline. Your muscles are sore. So what happened, Mick?"
I shrugged but stayed flat on my back. "I don't know. Some idiot in a mask jumped out of the bushes. He had a gun."
"No shit?"
I did another fifteen, grunting and expelling air. "It was over in a couple of minutes. That girl I've been seeing? She watched me break dance with the guy. She says it scared her. Now, she doesn't want to see me any more."
"Man that sucks."
The last set. "No kidding. I thought she was going to bat her lashes and call me her hero. Instead, I get dumped on my ass."
"Women," Ronnie said.
"Women."
The workout was brisk and efficient. I was in the shower, dressed, and back outside the front door a little over sixty minutes. I paused at the counter to buy something to drink that wasn't laced with suspect herbs or diuretics.
I noticed an attractive brunette standing outside the entrance. She wore sunglasses. She was dressed in gym shorts pulled up over a pair of dancer's tights, beat-up white tennis shoes with the laces untied. She carried a bottle of water, some tiny headphones, and a sweat towel. She looked good. Suddenly it struck me that she was staring up at the billboard at the back of the parking lot.
I walked through the doors, intending to be cool, but got a case of nerves. The girl turned to look at me, sunglasses obscuring her eyes. To my utter horror, I blushed.
"I've looked better," I said. Oh Jesus, that sounded SO arrogant. She snorted and walked past me, entered the gym through the turnstile and never looked back. Smooth, Callahan. Really smooth.
I walked to the car feeling self-conscious. I got in the Chevy, turned over the engine, popped in a George Jones cassette and crossed through two open parking spaces before heading towards Laurel Canyon Boulevard. I passed an old woman in a VW, a black Volvo station wagon, and a man reading the newspaper in a red, wide-body Ford truck.
The light at Laurel Canyon was tricky; it took a long time to change. I was humming along with the music, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel. The red truck pulled up behind me. I finished my drink and waited.
The light changed. I drove straight on ahead, past the rear parking lot of the department store. The truck waited a moment and followed. I stiffened. Don't be paranoid. The guy is waiting for his wife to get out of the damned mall.
I went right, then right again into the next lot. The truck drove past without turning. In the rearview mirror, I saw a large, tanned forearm with a tattoo on it. I caught reflecting sunglasses and close-cut blond hair. It was no one I recognized.
The truck went to the next driveway, turned in, and meandered towards the side entrance. Then I backed out of the parking space. Feeling foolish, I turned around and drove back towards Laurel Canyon. The truck did not follow, but the driver definitely watched me drive away, his face impassive behind mirrored lenses.
I crossed Laurel again, re-entered the parking lot behind the gym, and headed back to Victory. I checked the rearview mirror every few seconds. The red truck did not follow. As I passed the gym it suddenly occurred to me yet again that my face was on a billboard, thirty feet high. I was a minor television celebrity for Christ's sake. So what if someone recognized me? I laughed out loud at my own foolishness. Still, I'll admit I glanced in the rearview mirror on and off for a few more minutes.
I saw private clients in a quaint, middle-class area originally developed by denizens of the entertainment industry who worked in and around Universal Studios. It is still called Studio City. I rented a small two-room office in a nondescript, gray office building on Chandler. I pulled into the parking garage below the building, trotted up the stairs and went in through the back door.
The small one-person office with waiting room was furnished in beige and forest green colors. It was designed to feel as comfortable as an apartment. A crowded wooden bookshelf dominated in the waiting room. I found an Isaac Perelman CD, put on the stereo. I gathered myself, and then opened the outer door. A brunette woman, wearing purple clothing, sat quietly, reading Premier Magazine. She looked up and smiled.
"Hello, Janice."
"I heard the music."
"Good. Come on in." I sat in my rocking chair, and Janice assumed her customary position on the smaller couch. "How was your week, Janice?"
She did not make eye contact. "It was okay. You know."
"Actually, I don't know. Why don't you fill me in?"
One tear.
"You're crying, Janice. Are you feeling sad?"
"Yes."
Wait. Give her a moment. I kept my face impassive and eyes kind. After two very long minutes, she spoke again.
"The dream is back."
"Does that surprise you?"
"I don't know. I guess I thought that since we had talked about it, since we kind of understood it, maybe . . ."
"Maybe it would stop happening."
"Yes."
"Did you write it down, as we had discussed?"
"Yes."
"Read it to me," I said. "If something has changed, even the smallest detail, we want to know about it."
But it hadn't changed. A dark man with movie-star looks would creep in the window and force himself upon her. She would resist, but ultimately enjoy the experience. The dream was an unconscious attempt to deal with sexual neurosis, and was a fairly common female fantasy. It was entirely harmless, in and of itself, merely an expression of a deep wish to be liberated from inhibitions.
Janice seemed incapable of accepting that part of her. She experienced the dream as ego-dystonic, found it extremely disturbing. For a moment I wondered why the dream was now coming nightly, and what might have changed in her life, then smiled as gently as possible, and leaned forward to close the distance between us.
"Janice?"
"Yes, Mr. Callahan?"
No eye contact. "We have been working together for several weeks now. Have you come to trust me?"
"I think so."
"May I ask you something personal?"
Her eyelashes fluttered. She examined her lap as if looking for lint.
"Have you found yourself attracted to anyone in particular, lately?"
Her face turned bright red. Janice nodded briskly. She began to cry.
"May I ask the name of that man?"
But we both already knew the answer.
* * * * *
. . . The boy woke up lying on a square of carpeting; the carpet lay on thick strips of metal. He was blind and deaf, his head covered with thick cloth, perhaps a sack of some kind. There was a gag in his mouth that still reeked of the chemical used to subdue him. He knew he was back inside the van.
He fought back tears and tried to avoid throwing up into the gag. If he did, he knew he would drown in his own vomit.
Loco had very vague images of what had happened during the last couple of weeks. Whatever the man and woman had used to drug Loco had also stolen large chunks of his memory. He knew that he had been photographed because he remembered the flash of the camera. He knew he had been kidnapped because he remembered the large man with the shaved head and body piercing.
He heard a rumbling sound, something like the coughing roar of a large beast. He cringed, and then realized it was only an engine starting nearby. The floor below him began to tremble and shake. It slowly came to him that he was lying in a vehicle that had begun to move. Loco wondered how far away he was from his aunt Blanca, his home, and his friends. He told himself to be strong. He told himself someone would come for him. He told himself to be patient.
And then he cried.
THREE
"You can get pissed off at somebody you really love?"
"Hell, yes." I was pacing the booth with the headset on, feeling claustrophobic and bored, wishing Leyna hadn't dumped me. "I think it might even be easier to get furious with someone you love. That person is more likely than anyone else to ring your chimes, right?"
"Okay. Thanks. I just wanted to know, because my girlfriend and I fight all the time."
I stopped walking. "Well, hold on, if you argue once in a while, that's fine, but all the time?"
A woman's voice, shrill and angry in the background: "Carl, that's just bullshit and you know it!" I grabbed the tape-delay button and cut the offending word. Got to practice that more often. The station, which ran on a three-second time delay, had the beeper and also "caller ID," to avoid scatological pranksters. Half of them had their phone numbers blocked anyway. Sometimes technology sucks.
"Carl, old buddy? Sounds like you got your hands full there."
"Yeah," the caller said, dryly. "Now she wants to fight about how often we fight. One more question?"
"Sure, go ahead."
"How come every time she reads a self-help book, I'm the one who has to change?"
That was a good one, and got its due. I laughed heartily. "Put her on for a moment, Carl."
"Hello?"
"Hi. This is Mick Callahan, and you are on the air. It sounds like it was frustrating you to listen to Carl talk and not be able to interject."
"Yes," she said, suddenly shy. "Gee, this is weird."
"Being on the air?"
"Yeah."
"What is your name?"
"Gina."
"Well, Gina, what do you two usually fight about?"
"All kinds of things," she said, now seemingly tongue-tied. Her boyfriend was silent in the background.
"What were you fighting about tonight?"
"I don't remember now," she said with a giggle.
I did my best to cover the dead air, and my poor choice. "Most couples are not fighting about what they think they're fighting about. There are always underlying issues, generally relating to our childhood experiences."
"Okay."
"You can think of those issues like plates in the earth that shift seismically from time to time and cause earthquakes in the relationship. The trick is to understand one another well enough to see those quakes coming. We have to either head them off, or at least process them in a more adult manner."
"I see," she said.
"Good. Thanks for calling."
"Thank you for the advice."
That was three pounds of uncut, semi-profound bullshit, I thought. And no matter how you slice it, my country ass is in deep trouble tonight. I took another caller.
"My name is Gene," the man said. "I was thinking about the sixties. Free love, whatever happened to that idea? That we could all just, like, hang out together, get high, and kick back. I really thought that was cool. I mean, the closest thing we have now is that Burning Man Festival out in Nevada. You're from Nevada, right?"
"Right," I said, somewhat cautiously, "from up north, around Dry Wells."
"I just thought you might have gone to that Burning Man thing out there. It's coming up again."
"I know a little about it. As the old joke goes, I spent a year there one weekend. I was pretty blasted at the time, and I had just gotten thrown out of the Seals for fighting."
"For what?"
"I know. Kind of like getting tossed out of a casino for gambling, isn't it? Anyway, it's a blur, but the Burning Man Festival kind of represents everything I have tried to change about my life, so I'm not enthusiastic about attending again."
"If you can remember it, you weren't there?"
"I do recall that it's pretty pagan, and originated near San Francisco."
"Look, I loved it. People come together and paint themselves blue, man. They run around naked and create art with just their bodies, or whatever is lying around. You can make a statement. Take 'shrooms or acid, smoke a lot of great weed, all kinds of good shit. Oops."
This time I didn't move quickly enough. The offending word went out over the air. "Careful, I don't want the FCC down on my neck. I don't have Stern's deep pockets."
"Mick, check it out again, might be more fun sober."
"I doubt it. I think I wandered around in shock the first time, and I was pretty wild back in the day. It just seemed too hippie."
"Huh?"
"Sorry. My stepfather was a real redneck who served in Viet Nam. He didn't care much for that lifestyle. I think that rubbed off on me."
"Those were the good old days," Gene said wistfully. "We had our priorities straight."
"Oh, really?" I said, dryly. "Is that so?"
"Yeah, we were out to change the world back then. We stood for something. Now look at what's happened."
"I hate to echo a conservative like George Will, who is just to the right of Attila the Hun, but think it over, Gene. Let's take a closer look at what free love and recreational drug use in the nineteen sixties have given us here in the 21st Century. Ready?"
"Okay. Sure."
I went off on a rant. "We got AIDS and some new forms of sexually transmitted diseases that are highly resistant to antibiotics. We got pot that is up to twenty times stronger than what John Lennon smoked. We got miles of inner cities devastated by a cocaine and crack epidemic and now also reeling from the abuse of crystal methamphetamine, Vicodin, and Oxycontin. We have truly staggering levels of drug addiction nationwide, a total disintegration of the nuclear family without a logical, disciplined replacement on the horizon, and the genders at war in a way previous generations never dreamed could happen."
"Yeah, but . . ."
"I'm not finished yet, Gene." I got up and began to pace. "We have lost respect for men, for integrity, and to an extent even for the women feminism was intended defend. Someone explain to me how pornography has liberated the ladies, okay? We have reactionary fundamentalists manipulating some news outlets and trying to turn the clock back. Wars, deficits, apathy. And listen, I recognize that I contributed to this chaos. We all do. Our politicians are sleazy, corrupt, and we no longer revere Congress, the Senate, or the Presidency. And you want us to run off to some festival in the desert to re-live the glory years? Come on. That's what we got from the last time around. We got screwed. We're a mess, Gene."
Gene paused. "Okay," he said finally. "But we did get some freaking great rock and roll music."
I roared. "Okay, I'll have to give you that one. We certainly did. And it's also a good thing that we learned to question our government more than we ever had before. Thanks for calling in."
I cut the line, sat in the chair, flipped through some CDs, spoke over the musical introduction. "And here, just for the Hades of it, is a song from Gene's favorite flashback. It is a little piece by Cream, with Eric Clapton on guitar. It's called 'Sunshine of Your Love.' I'm Mick Callahan, and I'll be back with you in just a moment."
The music rocked on and I reached into the small refrigerator near my feet, grabbed a Diet soda. The air-conditioning kicked in and a soft rush of cool wind blew past my shoulders. If that doesn't stir something up, I don't know what will. If it stays dead tonight, maybe it's time for another career change.
Line one. I took the call during the song. I couldn't hear the voice at first, just noise; the cacophony of competing rock music and some static, voices murmuring in the background. Someone was trying to call from a bar or a night club.
"Hello?"
Slurring words, trying to whisper: "I need you."
I glanced at the caller ID, jotted down the number. It was long distance, a 909 prefix; so somewhere out towards San Bernardino, Pomona, or maybe even Claremont. Was this a prank? "Please, speak up. Don't waste my time."
"I need your help," a woman said. She sounded drunk or drugged. "Don't you remember?"
I didn't, not at first. "Who is this?"
She broke the connection, as if startled by something. I frowned, looked at the telephone number, and after a long moment tossed it. Eric Clapton played the last lead licks and the record came to an end.
"Gene, that was for you and your faded, graying hippie buddies. I'm Mick Callahan and I'll start taking calls again in just a moment, but first, a quick word from one of our sponsors." I started a new CD; a short commercial for an expensive skin-care product. I slumped forward in the chair, elbows on the console. After a few seconds I reached into the trash bucket, extracted the telephone number, and put it in the pocket of my jeans.
Line one again. I grabbed it, with one eye on the timer. The commercial was nearly over. "Hello?"
"Is this Mick Callahan?" It was another woman, not the same one.
"Yes. Can I help you?"
"I just wanted to say thank you for sticking it to that idiot who called you about the Burning Man Festival. I saw part of a documentary on it once, and it is a Pagan ritual that would be an affront to our Lord Jesus Christ, were He here to see it. Those naked heathens turn my stomach. It says in the Bible that . . ."
I cut her off. "Sorry lady, the commercial is nearly over. Thank you for calling. Let me know when the rapture starts, okay?"
In the nick of time: "Mick Callahan, here. We have just a few minutes left, so I wanted to mention something else that has been on my mind." I looked down at the phones, swearing silently. Nobody, damn it! "We're really busy this evening, and I have so many callers I am going to clear the decks and take caller number five." Can you guys tell I'm lying through my grinning teeth, here? I certainly hope not. "I have two tickets to the opening night of the new James Bond movie to give away, so caller number five gets the last question of the night and two hot tickets. Come on folks, hit the phones and let's see who wins."
I played a disc with an out-of-tune version of the theme from Jeopardy. "Okay, I'm waiting. Time is running out here. Let's get to it. Somebody wants those tickets."
Bupkis, zip, nada.
"How many James Bonds have we had so far?" I asked, desperate to kill more time. "The stone-aged ones had Connery, then some other British dude, Roger Moore, Pierce, and the new guy. That's not all? Tell you what, then. The first caller to name all of the James Bonds, in precisely the right order, wins a second pair of tickets. The clock is running."
Dead air, deep fertilizer. I played a gag CD that featured a host of southern-sounding voices chanting: "Shucks, Mick, I don't know" in unison.
The phone lit up. "You're on the air, caller. Can you name them in the correct sequence?"
"Don't you remember me?" It was the drugged girl again. "I'm so sick. I just want to die."
And that's when it finally hit me. I took us off the air. "Mary? Where are you? I'll pick you up."
"I told them I wouldn't do any more porn, so I'm broke. I had to bum quarters to call."
"Where are you? Please think."
"A called Oranges, maybe? Something like that. I'm sick. I really fucked up this time. Fancy is going to kill me."
"Who?"
"Fancy." She started to cry.
"Stay right where you are."
I put her on hold, stopped the music. "We're out of time, ladies and gentlemen. Tomorrow night I will trot out the same question, so anyone who wants to do the research can win the tickets. Anyway, what the heck are you doing up so late on a week night? Go get some sleep. I'm Mick Callahan, and I'll talk with you again tomorrow evening."
I started the jazz tapes and went back to the telephone.
"Hello?"
She was gone. I slapped my hands on the console; dug into the pocket of my jeans for a business card, dialed a cell number. "Larry? This is Mick Callahan."
"Did you think of something that could help us out?"
"Not exactly. I need a favor, a big favor. Can you have somebody run down a telephone number for me?"
"Come on, Mick. You know I can't do that. You're not a cop."
"It's a professional thing, a client of mine. I know she is in a club or a bar in the 909 area code. She said something about Orange being in the name."
"Try an operator," Donato said.
"I think it's a pay phone. This is important. I'm not kidding when I say it might be a life or death situation."
"Oh, man."
"Please help me out, here."
"Give me the number," Donato said with a sigh. "I'll mark it as following up on a tip." I read it, heard Donato type something into a computer. "Orange Grove Bar in Pomona, on Gary and First. Looks like a really cool place."
"What?"
Donato chuckled. "I'm being a smart ass. It looks like the kind of place you want to check out when you have a bodyguard, an AK47, and some Mace. That's a very sleazy hood. You want I should call the Pomona PD?"
"No thanks, Larry."
"Hey, I'm off duty the next couple of days. Call me if I can help."
"I owe you one."
"Stay out of trouble, big guy."
I tried to call the number. The phone rang and rang.
I packed up my things, locked the studio, and ran through the parking lot. I threw my briefcase into the trunk of the car, removed a black case and took out my Smith and Wesson 357. I grew up with guns, but don't really like them. They have a nasty way of escalating matters.
There were two speed-loaders in the bag, each one filled with six hollow point cartridges. I slipped some bullets into the chamber and spun it, tucked the gun in my belt. I got in and fastened the seatbelt, fired up the engine, roared out of the parking lot and onto the 101 Freeway.
I opened my cell phone. Jerry was on the speed dial. I got his voice mail and flipped the phone closed. I put both hands back on the wheel and headed for Pomona.
FOUR
The city raced by, a wide smear of colored lights and gray concrete. I drove down the freeway in silence, knuckles white on the wheel, gripped by vivid memories of Dry Wells, Nevada and how much I owed Mary. I took the 101 Freeway, then the San Bernardino. Only the presence of the loaded gun tucked into the waist of my jeans kept me from speeding.
The drive took less than an hour. I didn't know the area well, but well enough to get onto one of the main drags.
I drove past nice homes with pruned trees and manicured lawns and then down towards the bleaker ghetto neighborhoods, where the middle class, single-family houses gradually gave way to crumbling apartment buildings, boarded up rental properties, and vacant lots piled high with trash.
Graffiti popped up, left and right; the usual obscenities and some gang signs I didn't recognize. Broken black men with wine bottles sat forlorn on the gummy sidewalk, brown paper bags in their clenched fists.
In the 1960s Pomona had been bordered by orange groves and rolling hills; relatively free of smog, only recently developed. Like so much of Southern California, it had fallen on hard times towards the end of the 20th Century. Now it was smoggy swamp of racial tension, poverty, and gang violence known primarily for its yearly hosting of the Los Angeles County Fair. And sure as hell, a tall Caucasian dude was going to get noticed.
I pulled over to the side of the road, parked directly beneath a street lamp, turned off the engine and checked my watch. It was nearly two in the morning. The sky shook as one large, noisy LAPD chopper flew low overhead, racing east. I shoved the gun into the back of my belt, pulled my shirt out to cover it. I opened the door and hit the street as the droning helicopter faded away.
The funky bar sat sandwiched between a dilapidated joint called the Montclair House and a long, dark alley filled with cracked plastic cans. The neon sign had two oranges sitting in the holes of the capital letter B. The block was nearly deserted. I spotted four nodding needle junkies on a bus bench, leaning sideways. One still had his upper arm tied off with a length of rubber hose. Someone was smoking a joint on a rusty hotel fire escape and the sickly sweet odor of marijuana clogged the humid air.
I crossed the street, moving diagonally, my cowboy boots scratching at the asphalt like wooden matches. I walked up to the door of the bar, took a deep breath and went in.
The Orange Grove was deserted, except for the short, pudgy, balding man in a stained brown apron who was cleaning up. An incongruously white goatee flowered on his warm, chocolate face. He looked up and immediately dropped one hand out of sight beneath the wooden bar. My stomach tightened but I walked closer, expression neutral and hands in plain sight.
"You lost, son?" The man spoke pleasantly enough, but his posture made plain that he had me covered. "I'm only asking because you don't look all that stupid."
"Truth is I'm probably both. I'll bet you can tell just by looking that this isn't my customary neck of the woods."
"You got that right."
"I'm looking for a girl."
"Who ain't?"
"She's white, around twenty-five years old, maybe five foot seven, brunette, unless she changed her hair around. The lady has got a serious Jones, usually for the sleepy stuff."
"She got a name, this white girl?"
"Sometimes she lets people call her Skanky."
The bartender nodded solemnly, eyes locked solid. He looked down at my empty hands. "Now, I ain't saying it's her, mind you, but a working girl like that been in and out, from time to time."
"Where can I find her?"
"Gotta ask why you want to, son."
"I'm a friend, Pops, not her family or the law. She wants to clean up. She called me, so I'm here. You know how it is."
"I see it from time to time."
"Can you help me out?"
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