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Prologue
Midnight. The young man in the torn Armani suit ran through the desert sobbing like a schoolgirl. His name was Calvin, and he was barely twenty-four years old. He tripped and fell, rose again. The shadowy earth was an uneven mix of rocks and earth, dried sage and cactus. His Gucci shoes were tattered and full of sand.
Calvin risked a look back over his shoulder. He saw a small group of people watching from a flat rock, next to the giant red Hummer. The presence of one man in particular made his stomach roll. Calvin paused for a moment, bent forward sharply at the waist and spewed what was left of three shots of Skyy Vodka and a few cocktail sausages. Bright headlights pinned him there, alone on the pocked surface of a moon.
By the Hummer, someone said, "That is how a man drowns."
The voice was low and raspy, with only the faintest of accents, and it carried. The speaker was a huge man, nearly seven feet tall and very fit. His grey eyes were as clear and cold as those of a sled dog. He wore his hair in a buzz cut.
"What you mean, Nicky?" The blonde took a pull on her tepid bottle of Crystal. "I not understand."
Nikolaou Argetoianu spat at her feet. "Slut, you are in America. Learn to speak English."
The girl flinched. "I am sorry."
Nicky ignored her, cupped his hands and shouted, "Wait, Calvin, perhaps I have another deal for you. And then you do not have to die tonight. You are interested in this new deal?"
The terrified young man in the distance was still vomiting. Finally, he stood up a bit and waved one hand. He was interested all right.
"A man drowns because he panics," Nicky said to the girl, who hugged herself as if against a nonexistent cold. "He forgets the water will hold him up, and that most things work out when one stays calm. You see? Now, watch."
Nicky yanked the hunting rifle to his shoulder, aimed and fired. The silenced weapon emitted a muffled chuffing sound, and a spray of earth appeared inches from the terrified runner's feet. The boy called Calvin jumped up, pinwheeled his arms, falling backwards into the sand like a snow angel.
"Listen to me," Nicky called. "I'll say this one last time. Are you listening, Calvin?"
Calvin sat alone in the sand, crying and praying. Finally he sat up, took a deep breath and forced himself to respond. "Please. Anything." Calvin hated the weakness in his voice almost as much as the urine staining the crotch of his expensive trousers.
"Oh, but of course you are frightened. This is because I killed your friend, yes? You must understand our position, Calvin. You two were scamming us. Mr. Big Paul Pesci cannot allow such a thing. He must remain a man of respect. So my superiors decided that something had to be done."
"Please don't kill me."
"Do not beg. Now stand up."
Calvin stood up.
"Walk this way." Nicky's voice became both gentle and firm. "And I promise we will not kill you."
The blonde took another step backwards, closer to the Hummer. "Nicky, I don't feel too good. Can I go lay down in the car, please?" She knew what that very sudden tone of kindness meant, and she suddenly wanted to be somewhere, anywhere else.
Nicky frowned, as if pondering something. He scratched his fashionable stubble. "I can never get this one thing straight, is it 'lie' or 'lay'?"
"Excuse me?"
"No. Stay here, little bitch. And keep your mouth and legs shut until I ask you to open them again."
Nicky tossed the rifle to the third figure. "You, keep him covered." The muscular man named Lucky complied mutely. He glared down the scope and tracked Calvin. The rifle made a small red dot flicker on the kid's sweaty forehead.
"Calvin, I said come closer. Quickly."
The kid in the desert shivered like a man with the flu. His last shred of courage deserted him. He stumbled back toward the red Hummer. Why did I let you talk me into this, Rudy? Why? We had enough money to go home; we didn't need more. Why did I let you get us caught?
Calvin kept his eyes on the ground but tripped anyway. He stared down at the shadowy dirt, forced himself back to his feet and kept walking.
Nicky cleared his throat. "As I was saying, your partner had to be executed. His disappearance will serve as a message to other grifters that it is most unwise to fuck with Big Paul Pesci. I take no pleasure in such things. Violence is one of the more unpleasant parts of my job, Calvin. It is an ugly necessity of life, nothing more."
Calvin was weaving like an extra in a zombie movie, but he was making progress. Nicky checked his watch. "Come on, hurry up."
The kid paused, perhaps twenty feet away. "What is it? What's the deal?"
"Wait there."
Nicky sighed dramatically. He moved to the left a bit, so Lucky would have a clean shot, and stomped out into the dried sage. As Calvin watched the tall man approach, a stress flashback loosened his bowels. He saw his lover and partner screaming in terror.
"Where is it?"
"What? What?"
"Where is the item that was with the cash?"
"What item? Please!"
"The disc."
"Disc? I don't know what you mean!"
"I think you do."
This seemingly amiable giant had clutched a screaming Rudy's hair in one hand, yanked that handsome face back, and used a saw-toothed hunting blade on the exposed throat. One clean swipe had nearly severed Rudy's shrieking head. A second cut had done so.
And then the man called Nicky had left Rudy to rot in the bloody sand and drove further out into the desert. He'd been toying with Calvin for at least thirty minutes now, ordering him to run around in circles, sniping at his feet with the hunting rifle, laughing good-naturedly.
Nicky closed the distance rapidly, boots snapping twigs and silencing insects. The night took on an even bigger chill.
Calvin raised a flat, thoroughly useless palm. "Stop right there."
The giant called Nicky grinned. He had long, white front teeth. The better to eat you with, my dear. "Relax, Calvin. As I said, I am here to offer you a deal."
Calvin pictured Rudy again. The pain, the blood. "I'll take it."
"No, no," the huge man said and chuckled. "You must hear me out first, and then decide."
Calvin cringed. "One option is you shoot me down?"
"Oh, no. Much worse."
"That's just great," Calvin sobbed. "Okay, then what's my other choice?"
Nicky reached into his pocket. He produced a small pair of garden clippers with wicked, shiny blades. Smiled. "You carry a message for us."
"A message?"
"We do not like wasting our time on something as mundane as locating stolen property. We have better things to do, you see. But we will not rest until this item has been returned to us, yes?"
"We didn't know. We thought it was just money. Just money."
"Oh, it was much more than just money, my friend."
"This fucking disc you keep asking about? I never saw it. We don't know anything about that . . ."
"Okay, here is the deal. I want a message to reach whoever holds our property. The disc. Perhaps then he will send it back and save us all a great deal of pain, time, and trouble."
The boy wailed in terror and misery. "What do you want from me?"
"Nothing much, my little thief." Nicky clicked the garden clippers. He showed large, white teeth. "Just hold out your fingers."
One
"I know who I am," the new client said. His voice cracked. He lowered his head and rubbed the left knee of his new slacks like a fortune teller struggling to get an image from a crystal ball. "This can't be happening."
Clearly it was happening, so I couldn't offer much in the way of reassurance. He was battling himself, close to tears, so I just sat back in my chair and opted to wait him out. Sometimes silence works better than words. In fact, it can be a counselor's best friend. Ticking seconds rapidly gain weight and a minute creates a black hole in the universe.
It takes a lot of effort to repress and divert those pesky emotions we'd all rather not have to examine. They want to express themselves. Don't believe me? Just turn off that television and take away alcohol and drugs and sex and spending and gambling and eating and exercising and all those expensive hobbies and fetishes and obsessions and your deeper feelings have a way of rising to the top. Handle them. Piece of cake, right?
Quentin was a slight man with short grey hair. He'd turned fifty years old and lost both of his parents in an automobile accident within the same year. Quentin had been married twenty-four years. He and his wife Suzanne had three children; a daughter in middle school; a boy who played high school football; and the oldest son, who was now in college studying law. Quentin had followed a beloved uncle into the film business, and was currently producing and distributing documentary films and DVDs. He was miserable, despite being rich, active in his church, and dedicated to his family, or at least he claimed to be. He was also three weeks into a hot and heavy extramarital affair.
Despite my second career hosting talk shows, I still get most of my clients through personal referrals. It's not difficult to keep the two occupations separate. To me, they are two very different worlds. Show business is a job, counseling my vocation. Doing radio and television just lets me make enough money to offer a sliding scale that goes from a hundred and fifty dollars an hour down to free. I do the pro bono stuff, mostly chemical dependency, on my own time.
My poor client Quentin was tied up in emotional knots and grappling with the decision of a lifetime. Finally, I gave him a nudge.
"This must be a very painful choice."
Quentin's tired eyes overflowed. He touched the tear on his right cheek with two fingers and sobbed. I weighed the possibility of leaning forward to touch his hand, but it didn't seem necessary. He was probably integrating the situation and beginning to accept responsibility. That would be step one in the long process of properly dealing with a rather large mistake.
Let it be.
I glanced out the window, where a light breeze moved a row of patterned green leaves across a pavement damp from sprinklers. Spring was inching into a long, hot summer. I'd been in Los Angeles for almost a year. I was back on the radio, although my job wasn't secure. This was what I'd fought hard to achieve, but now that I had something of an entertainment career and a practice again I found myself longing to be back in Nevada. Doing what? I had no idea. I've always been restless and maybe more than a little crazy.
As if reading my mind, Quentin raised his head. His mouth turned down at the corners like in a clown painting. "Do we ever really know ourselves?"
I weighed my response. "I can offer you a personal, highly subjective opinion. Like most great truths, the answer is probably yes and no. We don't really know ourselves but can figure a lot out by cool and steady observation."
"Mr. Callahan, I never thought this could happen to me."
"Mick. A friend of mine says your conscious mind may be on a diet, but your unconscious will keep stopping for a cheeseburger and fries."
A thin smile. "You're saying Patty is junk food?"
"She is a human being." I shrugged and smiled back. "Still, maybe that's an apt metaphor. She has admitted she tends to pursue married men. And junk food can taste damned good sometimes."
"What should I do, Mick?"
"I can't answer that for you. It's your life. However, I can tell you some things that might help you decide on a course of action."
"Please do."
I had his full attention and the advantage of the moment. "Someone once wrote that integrity is 'obedience to the unenforceable.' That's a solid definition. It means that we all need a code to live by, something we can turn to when things go dark. Without integrity life can turn you inside out."
"I'm a Christian." A bit defensive. "I have my beliefs."
I opted not to go there. "I'm not here to debate theology with you, Quentin. However, it seems to be that there is a qualitative difference between dogma and integrity. One comes from the outside, and is hammered down our throats from an early age. We believe because we've been brainwashed to believe, or to be kinder maybe because it comes naturally. We get upset when someone makes us question dogma because our world is rooted in it, kind of like a foundation. Are you with me?"
"Yes."
"Okay. In my opinion, integrity is something that comes by trial and error, it's open to new information on a daily basis, and is chosen from the inside. As my sponsor always says, 'there is no outside answer to an inside problem.' The spot you're in now demands real integrity that can translate into decision making and action. Mere faith won't cut it."
Quentin struggled with that for a long moment. Had I insulted him, or perhaps his belief system? Well, yes and no. His features gradually darkened. I could tell that he wanted to be angry with me, maybe find an excuse to reject that statement and storm out of my office for good. I held back, for fear of setting him off, and let him digest things.
"So I have to give her up."
I almost didn't hear him, his voice was so low. I pretended not to. "Excuse me?"
"I have to give her up." It wasn't a question. He was trying a difficult sentence on for size. I didn't respond. Quentin said it again. "Give her up." He screwed his face up like a little boy and wiped his nose. "But I can't do that."
"You can do whatever you decide to do."
He didn't seem convinced. I allowed some more space. Way down the block a squeal of tires followed by silence announced that someone had narrowly avoided a fender bender. The clock ticked forward. I wanted a drink of water but sensed it was important to remain still.
"Oh, God," Quentin whispered. "Oh, God."
Time was running out. If I didn't strike now, I sensed he might not be back. I went for the throat. "I'm going to offer some final thoughts, Quentin. Just listen and consider what I'm saying. This won't fly. What you're feeling is similar to a physical addiction. It will pass."
"You promise that?" A trembling lower lip.
"Objectively, you have been seeing this woman for a matter of weeks. Weigh that against all those years with your wife. You tell me."
"I see."
"You've been honest in business, a good dad, and a man who believes in life having a purpose greater than the satisfying of appetites. The right stuff is in there, just look for it. If you dig deeply enough, your integrity will tell you what to do."
"Okay, okay."
"We'll have to stop here."
"Okay." Quentin took out his pen and began to write me a check. I got up and went over to my laptop to check for E-mail. I found one cancellation for the following Monday, and a note that I saved for later. Came back, sat down.
"It may be old-fashioned, but when I'm looking at marital issues, I always start with what is best for the children. They didn't ask for this mess, and have no vote. You've been married for a long time, Quentin. Your wife deserves a chance to keep it all together."
"I know that . . ."
I pressed on. "Your sons will look to you as an example of manhood, for better or worse. Your youngest, Mandy, is female. If you are found to have been unfaithful to her mother, you have cheated on her as well. She may never forget, much less forgive."
He looked stricken. I ignored that. I was hurting him for surgical reasons. "Now let me give you some painful statistics. Around eighty-five percent of new relationships that begin with an affair will not succeed. The essential trust necessary has already been damaged. Your girlfriend will watch you lying to your wife, and never believe you when you say you're working late. You'll go through every day knowing she cheerfully jumped into affairs with married men."
He was absorbing the trust issue, I could feel it. He was probably already jealous of her, and vice versa.
"So, if you do leave your family and want this new relationship to work, you'll need immediate and serious therapy to pull it off. I will give you the number of someone new who can be neutral and might be able to coach you through. But believe me, the odds are not good."
I had his full attention. I bored in further. "Also, she is too young, Quentin. I tell men that if a woman is under thirty she's too small, throw her back. Let's do the math. When you are sixty, she will be thirty-four, so when you're seventy, only forty-four. I've seen people beat this one, but it is rough. And the most likely outcome is that she'll eventually leave you for someone younger, and you'll have a heavy burden to carry."
"You're probably right." I wasn't telling Quentin anything he didn't already know. It just helped to have it coming from the outside. That made it a bit easier for him to focus on the truth.
"When we drift into an affair, it is usually because we've ignored the signs that our marriage has gone off the tracks. We feel so disconnected from our spouse that we withdraw that mysterious spark of attachment and allow it to begin to flicker elsewhere."
"Yes." He closed his eyes as if to soak in that idea.
"You probably started with harmless flirtation, right? Then some private time and sharing personal information you would otherwise have held back. And being in the same church group created a kind of false intimacy. You stopped talking to your wife about the things that matter. A crush became an emotional affair and then finally sex. But what if the proper connections had been nurtured months or years ago? What then? You've had crushes before, but never allowed an affair to start, right?"
"There was a woman in the choir maybe ten years ago," Quentin said. "She was married, too. We talked about it, but never did anything. She and her husband went into therapy."
"I rest my case. She did the right thing. And it would have been smart for you to have followed in her footsteps back then, for your own sake. Once the communication clears up, we often rediscover why we're together and save things."
"I don't like hearing this, but I get your drift."
"What I'm saying is that it's generally more about the problems in the existing relationship than the appropriateness or desirability of the third party in a triangle. There's still a chance you can fix this thing."
"You've seen it work out?"
"Lots of times." And that was the truth. People constantly amaze me with their resiliency and capacity for change. In fact, that's what keeps the work so interesting and rewarding.
"Can we still be friends, Mick?"
"After this?" I shook my head. "No. My advice is to lose her phone number. Send no E-mails, arrange no more meetings."
"That seems cold."
"Every young woman has read a dozen articles warning her not to get involved with a married man because he usually stays with his wife. Her friends will spank her and remind her that what she did was foolish and wrong."
"I can never speak to her again?"
"If you want to call her once to tell her you're going into therapy to try and save your marriage, keep it brief and not romantic in any way. Believe me, if she really cares about you, she'll get it. She may even be relieved."
Quentin cocked his head. "I don't understand that remark."
"People have affairs for lots of reasons. One reason younger women pursue older men who are married is a buried wish to take Daddy away from Mommy."
"Ouch."
I stared at him. Quentin's face was pink with shame. He'd deserved it. "Our time is up, Quentin. You have the card I gave you? Joan is a good marital therapist. Call her, set something up and take your wife in for a few appointments." I also told him about a book by John Gottman, PhD that I often recommended. Quentin found some tissues and wiped the tears from his face. His jaw settled. He looked like a man on a mission.
"Do I ever tell my wife about the girl?"
Now just "the girl," no first name. We'd won some ground. "That's another one I can't answer for certain, but my gut feeling is no. I'd just keep your mouth shut. It doesn't seem fair to unburden your conscience at her expense, especially if you decide it's completely over."
"I should go, it's late." Quentin looked me up and down as he decided on his next move. I'd stung him, but helped him at the same time. Finally, he said, "Can I come back?"
"Of course you can." I opened my appointment book. "How about next Saturday? We could keep this as a regular time."
Two
Later that night I drove to the Kitty Kat Club, a dump located in a grey strip mall out by the Burbank Airport, just north of Vanowen. It's pretty much the same as any other bar of its kind; a darkened, neon-addled pit reeking of urine, smoke, and alcohol. The female dancers are a cut above average, mostly because a drunken businessman on the road with an expense account is generally the best tipper. I know, because I've had a few of those working girls as clients. Well, and I used to be a regular customer, but that was a long time ago.
When I pulled in, the parking lot was nearly empty, except for a Jeep Cherokee with rental plates, a panel truck, a BMW, and a geriatric station wagon that looked like it had been tenderized with a ball-peen hammer.
I drove to the back of the lot and parked sideways, so I could see the entrance and the alley at the same time. I turned the radio down and watched the door for a while. Eventually I heard my own voice. I should be used to that by now, but I'm not. I winced as I listened to myself pitch a brand name comfort mattress for the station. That reminded me that my job status was shaky again. Did I even care? I shut the car off and sat listening to some crickets and the ticking of the engine.
The Bone was back. Unbelievable. . . .
There are moments in life that have an odd, almost leaden resonance to them. They give you the distinct feeling that a decision you're about to make could have magnificent or devastating consequences. This was one of those moments. I had no reason to feel so scared, no logical reason at any rate, but my gut was a plastic sack full of ice cubes. I hadn't seen Bud Stone in nearly nine years. I'd loved him like a brother through boot camp, leaned on him when we suffered through Hell Week in the SEALs, hated him for hitting on an officer's wife I was seeing at the time, even knocked him flat one Tequila-fueled night in San Diego. I washed out of the Navy because of that affair, and we'd eventually lost touch, but Bone proudly wore the trident until grievously wounded in Iraq. Then he'd returned to civilian life. Other than an occasional E-mail or phone message, I'd not heard a word from him in years.
Until now.
As if on cue, a man in a business suit opened the door with the ponderous gravitas of the dedicated inebriate. When he stepped outside, under the lights, his bald pate gleamed like a polished diamond. He struggled to light a cigarette, but couldn't hold the match steady. Finally he walked over to the rented Jeep, stood weaving like a cobra and searched his pockets for the keys. The door opened again and I instinctively slid down in the seat, out of sight. The drunk looked vaguely like Bud Stone, but I couldn't be sure. And Bone wasn't the type to wear a suit.
Two other customers emerged; both broad shouldered, with buzz cut hair and tight, stylish jeans. One wore a cowboy hat and a wife-beater tee with Old Glory on it, the other a faded green windbreaker. The two looked reasonably sober, though pretty worked up. They stood near a black Nissan, talking in low tones. Meanwhile, the drunken businessman leaned on the hood of his own vehicle and projectile vomited into some night blooming jasmine. I got a good look at his face, and it wasn't Bud Stone.
The guy in the windbreaker stayed blocking the door. The cowboy strolled after their mark, cracking his knuckles.
Two thugs mugging a drunk. Great.
This was clearly none of my damned business. I was here to see an old friend, not to get my nose broken again. Ah, shit. I made a show of getting out of the car like a man who'd had a few, whistling and mumbling to myself, figuring maybe a witness would be enough to throw a monkey wrench into their plans.
It didn't work. The guy on the door just leaned back, folded his arms.
"Closed, pal. Take off."
I looked at my watch, started walking. "Don't let them bluff you, bro. Last call is one-thirty."
"You don't hear so well? It's my bar, and I said take off."
I kept moving, hands loose at my belt loops to show I was harmless. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the cowboy closing in on the drunk. "One beer, a look at Tina's tits, and I'm out of here."
I was on him now, maybe two yards away. A brief, confused look crossed his face. "They ain't got any Tina."
Cowboy popped the businessman who looked like Bud; hit him once on the jaw. The drunk went down in a heap. Cowboy was lifting his wallet before he hit the ground, maybe looking for credit cards. My guy went for something in the pocket of his windbreaker, probably a small gun. I feinted giving a kick to the nuts. When he raised his thigh and got off balance, I ran him into the door, slammed my elbow into his temple a couple of times. He dropped hard, but still breathing. I spun and sprinted for the cowboy. He was already up, crouched with his hands loose like a man who'd gone a few rounds.
"This ain't smart," he said, not unkindly.
I sighed. "I know."
"Then don't throw down."
I pointed to the drunk, who was struggling to sit up. "Give the man his stuff back, and then maybe we can talk."
Cowboy studied me for a long moment. I saw him replaying how quickly I'd dropped his partner. He opened the wallet, took a twenty and held it up. "Figure I should get a few beers out of this. I walk away now, we straight?"
I shrugged. "He'd just blow it anyway."
Cowboy nodded. He went back towards the club, eyes on my face. He took the long way around, to avoid getting close. Picked up his friend from behind, under the arm pits, and half dragged him over to one of the trucks. They got in and drove away.
The businessman that looked like Bud was back on his feet, leaning against the rental car. His suit was speckled with vomit and some blood from a cut just over his right eye. He glared at me.
"Buzz off, man. I didn't ask for your help."
"True enough." I raised my arm, pointed. "There's a Motel Six just down the road. Check in and sleep this off. Otherwise, a squad car is going to nab you, and you'll spend the night in a cell and lose your license."
He wiped his nose and spat, turned to open the car, and then I heard him mumble something obscene.
"What?"
"I said . . . thanks."
I nodded. "Try AA. It works."
"Not for me."
"Give it ninety meetings in ninety days. Keep at it. This is no way to live."
"That so?" He got in, slammed the door and started the engine. Now he felt safe. "Yeah, well fuck you too, Mother Teresa."
I watched as he backed out, clipped a metal trash can, and finally managed a U. He drove out of the lot onto Vanowen, then floored it to well over the speed limit. It was no surprise that he went the wrong way, down toward the next line of strip clubs. I crossed the lot.
Some Rick James tune was thumping, scratching, and growling at the other side of the entrance. That tired old one about a girl being super freaky. I opened the dented metal door and went inside.
Bud Stone was parked alone at the end of the bar, before a half-empty pitcher of warm beer, watching two bored girls pretend to have lesbian sex. He wasn't wearing a suit. The years hadn't been kind. Like the drunk, his hairline was trekking steadily towards Bolivia, and his massive chest drooped a bit. He still had huge guns straining his tee shirt; arms festooned with tattoos and clumps of thick, reddish hair. Bud Stone worked out harder than any man I'd ever known. And he was one of the good guys, even after two combat tours. I owed him. A lot.
Bone saw me coming, and his face split into that familiar, toothy grin. "Well, if it ain't Mick Callahan his own self!"
"Was last time I looked."
We shook hands, palms slapping together, grips hard and short. "You're in good shape," Bone said. "You've been hitting the iron?"
"I go over to Golden Gym, on Laurel Canyon, but only three or four times a week these days. Know the place?"
"Yeah, I know it. I know right where that is."
"You could meet me there some time."
"Sure, let's do that. Well, then." An awkward silence ensued. Finally, he motioned for me to sit down. "Want a Coke or something?"
"Not at five bucks a glass. How are you doing, Bud?"
"I'm a happy camper." Bud didn't lie well.
I slid around him, so my back was to the wall. The two dancers saw they'd lost our attention and slithered off to bother the only other patrons, three drunken Hispanics in work clothes.
"Same old Mick."
"What?"
He grinned. "What did you call it, Hitchcock fixation?"
"Close." My face felt hot. "But it's the cowboy, not the director. Wild Bill got shot in the back playing cards. I just hate to turn my back to a room. Like to see what's going on."
"Okay, bro, I got a riddle for you. Picture this, okay? You are on a horse, galloping at a constant rate. On your right side is a sharp drop, and on your left side is an elephant traveling at the same speed as you. Directly in front of you is a galloping kangaroo and your horse is unable to overtake it. Behind you is a lion running at the same speed as you and the kangaroo. What must you do to safely escape this highly dangerous situation?"
I grinned. "Okay, I'll give."
"Well, son, the very first thing you better do is get your drunk ass off that merry-go-round!"
We laughed loud and warm. The homely waitress sauntered over wriggling her fake breasts. I gave her cash for the cover charge without being asked. "Just bring me some ice water with a slice of lime in it." She started to remind me that I'd be paying for booze. My eyes told her I already knew. Bone watched her haunches as she walked away.
"Killer body, with a face designed to protect it."
I grabbed a swizzle stick from one of his dead soldiers. "Been a long time, Bone."
"A few years. You may not recall, you seemed pretty blitzed, but we said howdy at Burbank Airport one night. I was on my way to Vegas. You were going to tape that show in Denver, that one where you punched some guy on live TV."
I winced. "That was my downfall."
"Every time I saw that clip replayed on the news shows, it cracked me up all over again. The guy was an asshole, Mick. Had it coming to him."
"Let's talk about something else. I'm reformed."
Bone wasn't going to let me off easy. "Then I heard about that stuff up in Nevada, where you busted up some kind of drug ring. I was hoping the good publicity would kick start your career. Damned glad to see you land on your feet here in LA."
"You ever listen to my show?"
Bone grinned hugely. "Not often. You know me. I've tuned in now and again, but I'm way past saving."
The girl brought my ice water and slipped away. Bone and I clicked glasses. "To old times, bro."
"Mostly good times."
We caught up a bit more. Showed off a few scars like boys who'd played high school football together. The Navy had done a hell of a good job fixing his bum leg. Finally, Bone looked around for a moment, as if embarrassed to finally have to come to the point. "Mick, you said one time that if I ever needed help, you'd have my back. Did you mean that?"
"I'm here, Bone, just like you asked." He was calling in the favor of a lifetime, and we both knew it. "Even though it's way past my bedtime."
"I need you to do me a solid."
"What is it you want?"
"For you to watch out for somebody who means a lot to me."
"How serious is the situation?"
"Hey, it's probably nothing, man. I just want you to look in on her the next few weeks, maybe make sure she's okay."
"Most things aren't that simple."
"Well, it's that and if necessary maybe scare some bad guys away. It's become sort of a mess."
"Rats. We were fine until that last part. Who is it?"
"My girlfriend." He reached into his shirt, produced a photo of an attractive young woman. I leaned closer. She had bottle-blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and a nice figure. In the picture she wore glasses, but I was willing to bet she had contacts in the bathroom cabinet. One of those ubiquitous LA actress/model/dancers.
"I thought you were married."
"I am."
I stared at him for a stiff minute, trying to decide what, if anything, to say. I deal with this sort of soap opera all day long, but Bone wasn't a client. I decided to skip the lecture unless he asked for my thoughts. "What's your wife's name again, Wendy? What the hell happened?"
"What happened? Well, I guess real life doesn't measure up to combat. It gets dull. I made a mistake, bro. I became a statistic. I started to take Wendy for granted. My son is all grown up, moved away to New Orleans to get in on reconstruction stuff after that second hurricane. I started fooling around now and again, nothing serious."
"And your wife found out."
"Not about the light stuff. It was a lot worse than that. I got serious about one of them, and my wife saw a couple of hot E-mails. It got pretty ugly. She left me last year, man, and went to stay with her mom. Maybe I didn't mention that in the card I sent at Christmas, I don't know."
"No, you didn't."
"It took me months to convince Wendy to come back, but she finally did. We're doing okay again, at least lately."
I looked around the bar. "You sure about that?"
He ignored the barb. "That girlfriend I mentioned? She ain't there to tempt me anymore." Bone shrugged, but his eyes glinted. "Got involved with some yoga teacher, even said she wants to have kids with the prick. I was going to lose out to a granola eater. Can you believe that? Cheated on while I was cheating on my wife. Anyway, it finished us, but that's who this is about. The girlfriend."
"I'm listening."
He handed me the picture. "You keep it, okay? Just so you'll know her when you meet her. Her name is Brandi, last name DeLillo, originally from Omaha. You can probably tell she was in the life a ways back, but she got herself into a program, and now she's in school at UCLA. It's over, but I still give a shit."
"Bone, the obvious question is why me? Why not watch out for her yourself?"
"Figure you owe me?"
Back in the day, Bone stood by me in numerous barroom brawls, even took the rap for a DUI hoping to protect my ultimately failed status with the SEALs. There were other incidents, including a couple of things I should have gone to jail over. Still could. Those days had to stay buried. "Yeah," I said, without resentment. "I owe you."
He looked down. "I got myself in a little trouble is why. Nothing I can't straighten out. I'll watch out for Wendy, but I can't be two places at once. So I'm only asking you just in case, if you know what I mean."
"Like as in case you do time? Get blown the fuck up? What?"
"That doesn't really matter, does it? You don't need to know."
I shook my head. "We're old friends, Bone. I keep my promises and pay my debts. But if you want me to get involved in something where there's real risk, I have to know the whole story. It's better that way."
"Can I count on you to keep your mouth shut? Even to the law?"
"Give me some money."
"What?"
I held my hand out. "Give me some money."
Bone shrugged, dug around in his pockets and produced a ten-dollar bill. I tucked it into my jeans. "Okay. Tomorrow, when I go to the office, I'm putting you down as a cash client."
"Huh?"
"Then anything you tell me will be kept confidential, unless you're planning a murder or molesting kids. Sound okay?"
"Okay." He looked down at the bar, moved some moisture around with his fingertips. "I was a cop for a while. I should know better than to be in this fix. I did something really stupid, Mick."
"What, and why?"
"Why? Money, what else? The what of it is that I wanted to help Brandi with her school. I wanted her to think I was cool, look up to me and be grateful. Okay, and maybe give me another chance. Anyway, I gave myself all the same lame excuses we all use when we're young, dumb, and full of come."
"You're not that young anymore, Bone."
"Yeah, but I'm still dumb and horny."
I checked my watch. "Just tell me what happened. I wasn't kidding about this being past my bedtime."
"I was shooting pool with a guy I know, and he said he was sure he could make a big score through a pal of his, some guy named Toole. He just needed some cash to make the first buy. Said it was an easy double-your-money type thing, okay? Piece of cake." The waitress wandered our way again, and Bone fell silent. He resumed when she vanished into the ladies' room. "And you know something funny? I can't believe I went for it, because I hate those fucking drug dealers, I really do."
"Go on."
"I sold a couple of my old cars, borrowed from a few people, and gave him my stake. He went to make the move. I was supposed to get paid the next weekend."
"Let me guess. He disappeared."
Bone picked at his fingernails. "Dumb, huh? Faber never showed up for work after that. Neither did this Toole guy. They just left my sorry ass twisting in the wind. Mick, I got cocky. I figured they'd never risk pulling a fast one on someone like me. Looks like I was wrong."
"How much money are we talking about, Bone?" I was running numbers through my mind, wondering if I could float him a loan instead.
He mumbled something. I stared at him until he managed to say it louder. "It's maybe a hundred and change."
My shoulders slumped. "Oh, man."
"I know, I know. Like I said, dumb."
I slapped his leg. "So face up to it, work hard, pay everybody back."
"I'm trying to do that, but it gets worse."
"Doesn't it always?"
Someone came in the front door. The hair on my neck fluttered. It was the cowboy from the parking lot. He saw us and waved at me. No sign of his friend, who was probably waiting outside to rearrange my facial features. This night had started bad and was going downhill fast.
"Some of the money I borrowed, like maybe fifty grand, it was from the Pesci crew." He expected me to recognize the name. "As in Big Paul Pesci, who I hear is one bent-nose, spaghetti-chomping motherfucker. And he doesn't go to a shrink like that guy used to on TV, okay? I figured the vig was low enough that if I doubled the fifty in a week and paid everybody back I'd still come out thirty large ahead of the game, enough to cover all of Brandi's tuition. I meant well, man. I really did."
Cowboy sat at the other end of the bar. He flashed a shark grin and wriggled his fingers. I waved back this time, with a growing sense of anxiety. All I needed now was my name in the newspapers because of a fight outside some strip bar. My ratings had slipped, my radio job was getting iffy, and that could really flush it all down the toilet.
Bone didn't notice. He finished his beer. "Anyway, I missed the due date, so Pesci sent a couple of folks by my place of employment to adjust my attitude."
"Did they?"
"They tried, but I adjusted back some. I'm sure they're a bit pissed. Anyway, here is the rest. Fucking drug dealers, I hate those pricks. Some clown name of Rico Diaz from Guatemala? It seems he sold a bunch of primo smoke to this Toole fellow, who took down his man and skipped town with the whole shipment of weed I was supposed to be helping to buy."
"He sure about that, that he's gone?"
"At least it looks that way, which is just as bad. So this Diaz, now he also likes me for repaying his money, too. Mostly because I'm the only asshole anyone can find."
"How much do you owe there?"
"Another fifty."
I rubbed my temples. "Jesus, Bone. So you have yourself on the hook for a hundred and fifty thousand dollars, and it's to the mob and a drug ring?"
He forced a shark smile. "Genius, isn't it? Like I always said, you're going to fuck something up, do it big-time."
"Why not go to the police? Wear a wire on both crews."
"Not a chance. These folks play too rough, even for witness protection, and I like having my balls attached to my crotch. I'll find a way to get the money together. In the meantime, Mick, you can help put my mind at ease by promising me you'll look after the girl. Just in case anything bad happens. If they can't get to me and my wife, they may go after her. Okay?"
"Wow."
"Like I said, I'll find a way to make this right. Do this thing, Callahan. Please. I don't want to have to worry about Brandi, too."
"She already got sober, right?"
"More than a year ago."
"I know a lot of women in the program."
"She doesn't really go to those meetings much anymore."
"Just a backup plan. I'll ask a friend to keep an eye out, maybe." I patted the photograph in my pocket. "Okay, Bud. If anything happens, I'll help her out. You have my word."
He sighed with relief. "Thanks, Mick. You have no idea how much better I feel."
"Bone, what are you going to do?"
"I'll figure something out."
"Like what?"
He stared at me. Something in his eyes said he was enjoying himself more than he was letting on. Warriors always have a hard time packing it in. They want to recapture living on the edge. Hell, I was more that way myself than I wanted to admit.
"Never mind," I said. "Way better I don't know."
"True."
I looked around the room, thought for a moment, leaned closer to Bone and whispered in his ear. He nodded, slammed his fist on the bar. "Well, I got to piss like a racehorse. I'll call you next week, tell you what's up."
"You do that. Take care of yourself, Bone." We slapped palms.
Bone wandered off, in search of the toilet. I slid off the bar stool and considered my options. Cowboy was waiting for me, grinning like a possum licking peaches off a wire brush. His friend was probably right outside, maybe in the bushes by the trash cans. I checked my watch, thought about things, and decided to just get it over with.
I walked straight past Cowboy without looking back, paused briefly in the doorway, and then went outside. The night air was crisp and welcome after the stench of the bar. I listened carefully, heard the guy in the windbreaker quietly change positions in the brush.
After a long moment, I moved further out into the parking lot. Heard the door open and close again behind me.
"I thought we were straight," I said, still facing the other way.
Cowboy belched and chuckled. "Guess I lied."
He rushed me from behind, boots in deep gravel, while Windbreaker clanged past the metal trash cans to jump me from the right. Things slow down a bit when you can see the fight coming. I tend to feel pretty calm.
I dropped low, spun around, and my shoulder hit Cowboy in the lower belly. He gave up a whinny and a burst of foul breath. Tried to grab at my face, gouge my eyes. I straightened up, got my knees into it, and brought him high into the night before slamming him down on the pavement. When he hit, I heard the air whoosh out and something go CRACK, maybe the plastic handle of a hidden gun. I kicked his head, made sure he was down and out for a while.
I turned slowly, looked. Windbreaker lay facedown in a pile of trash, writhing in pain. Bone had slipped out the front of the bar, jogged down the alley, and ambushed him for me. My friend removed a pair of brass knuckles, shook his fingers. We stood, chests heaving, staring at each other under the stars. Bone grinned.
Kind of like old times.
Three
One hour later, I was in my small house in the San Fernando Valley, talking to my sponsor, Hal Solomon, via Tag World. The connection was especially good.
"What I want to know," Hal said from the computer screen, "is how you manage to create so much drama without even breaking a sweat."
My best friend, virtually always in a suit and tie, currently wore a thick pair of red pajamas that somewhat robbed him of intrinsic dignity. His silver hair was freshly washed, almost sparkling. The camera showed me a large bed and part of a rustic executive suite in the background. If memory served, Hal was at a lodge somewhere in Canada, ostensibly to learn how to fly fish. Or maybe it was upstate New York.
Personally, I figured he was there because of the cuisine. Hal was comfortably rich and semi-retired. He could do any damned thing he wanted on a daily basis, and generally did.
"Without even breaking a sweat? Hal, you almost sounded like a country boy."
"I've been hanging around you long enough."
"I'm not at all sure the world can handle two opinionated, sober, educated rednecks."
"Promise me you won't get dragged into anything messy. I realize this fellow is an old friend, but things have been somewhat peaceful of late. This is indeed a welcome change."
"I know that."
"Was that the sound of you giving me your word?"
"Hal, I have no intention of getting into trouble."
Hal sighed. "Semantic judo. You should have become a lawyer instead of a therapist."
"I should have become a lot of things."
"So, young stallion, the television show is on hold and you're still on a contractual probation at the radio station. Yes?"
"True, and so I should stay out of this."
"Unless you're tired of paying a mortgage and having a pot to urinate in, I would think that a reasonable proposition. Look, I'm still not sure I understand what exactly has gone wrong at work. Can you fill me in? Is it your ratings?"
"My ratings are decent, Hal. They've slipped a bit, that's all. The manager doesn't like my act all that much. He's got a thing for this so-called conservative commentator, a bozo named Zachary Marks. He's been pushing the guy to take over my time slot, one of the best for late-night talk."
"So he has no legitimate reason?"
"Okay, one. Maybe his numbers are sort of closing in on mine, but the guy's a first-class prick, and ignorant as a bullfrog."
"One of many, although their numbers seem to be shrinking. Only a few brave souls still admit to having voted such incompetent thieves into office."
"A bit late. If this country had turned any further to the right it would have met its own ass coming the other way."
"Your manager, this Bill person, is it a matter of politics with him, or just advertising dollars?"
"He'd never admit it, but it's just about the money."
"Then it would behoove you to shake things up a bit, get your ratings back up where they belong."
I leaned back in my desk chair, rolled from side to side. "I know, I know. The truth is I'm a little bored with the show. Maybe I need to take on a partner or something. Two hours can be one hell of a long time all by your lonesome."
"I noticed that the last time I was in the ER."
"Don't remind me. I thought we'd lost you. Still feeling okay?"
"Fit as the proverbial fiddle." Hal glanced at his watch. "I'm going to have to jump off soon and get my beauty sleep. Have you managed to patch things up with Ms. Hernandez?"
"She won't call me back."
"You're still fighting."
"She is."
Hal stared at me. He required a better explanation than I was prepared to offer. I drummed my fingers on the rim of the computer keyboard. Sergeant Darlene Hernandez and I had been an item for several months. At first things had gone wonderfully, but as soon as some of the initial chemistry wore off, as is so often the case, we started to bicker; senseless, low-key arguments that left us exhausted and hurt and confused. I call them "evil twin" fights, because afterwards you can't even remember what started it. Your evil twin just takes over, sticks a hand up your behind and starts running your mouth. To Darlene, it had something to do with our relationship being only about sex. To me, it had something to do with her trying to encroach on my precious freedom to be driven and self-absorbed.
"Callahan?" Hal was still waiting.
"Sorry. I was just thinking 'physician, heal thyself.' It's amazing I can know so much about psychology and counseling and so little about keeping a woman happy."
Hal chuckled. "Not that I'm a black belt in these matters, but I'd say you've made a critical error right there, stallion. It is not possible to keep a woman happy. In the final analysis, they've got to make themselves happy, just like the rest of us. All we can do is be there for one another in a pinch, and perhaps be friends."
"I'm going to think of a good argument the second we sign off."
"I doubt it, Mick. And one other thing, at the risk of sounding like a broken record . . ."
"Hal, they don't play records anymore."
"Don't nitpick." He leaned forward, closer to the camera. "You have a fierce anger that is rooted in your childhood, needless to say. I'm no therapist, but it seems to me that if my stepfather beat the feces out of me on a regular basis and forced me to fight other children for money, I might have a tendency to confuse love and hostility."
I grimaced. "Hal, I'm not the one starting the fights here."
"But you'll damn well finish them?"
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"It means that when Darlene lashes out at life, maybe you instinctively think about winning the battle instead of loving her through an emotional experience."
He stared, I stared. "Old man, sometimes I just want to strangle you."
"Take your best shot," Hal said, then laughed and touched the computer screen with his fingertips. "Just do it now, not the next time we're in the same room."
I grinned. "This fellow is selectively courageous."
Hal leaned back in his chair. "How are those nightmares?"
A shrug. "Some okay, some terrible. I don't dream about him very often anymore, if that's what you mean." The man in question being Donny Boy, a violent psychopath who had nearly killed me on two occasions, and was now fortuitously six feet under the Nevada desert. One of my finer achievements. "Most of the time they're fighting dreams. No surprise there."
"I wish I could help you get a good night's sleep," Hal said sadly. "What do you think these bouts with the demons are really about, counselor?"
"A man named Robert Simon wrote a book on forensic psychiatry called Bad Men Do What Good Men Dream. He views human behavior as nothing more than a continuum from the rare instances of extreme good, all the way in an arc to the thankfully rare instances of extreme evil. He says we're all capable of just about anything under the right circumstances. I happen to agree."
Hal sighed. "I learned that when I examined my own drinking and drugging history, and finally did a fourth step."
"As did we all. Anyway, Simon makes the simple observation, similar to Freud's, that our dreams solve problems, work out violent and inappropriate impulses, and therefore protect us against our antisocial tendencies. Any good therapist learns rapidly that some part of him completely understands his most disturbed clients in a very visceral, sometimes upsetting way. Like bad dreams." Of my violent past; getting tossed from the Navy SEALs for drinking, brawling, and that affair with an officer's wife; the humiliating crash of my television career. Booze, drugs, and rage. Sex. Booze, drugs, and rage. On and on.
"What about understanding Darlene, then?"
I hate it when Hal uses logic on me. I sighed. "I hear you. Her anger may have nothing to do with me. I'm being too self-centered when I react that badly."
"You said it, not I."
"You manipulated me into saying it."
He cocked his head. "Promise me you'll try again. She's the finest young lady I've ever seen in your company."
"Well, that's certainly true enough. That's a promise I don't mind making. I haven't given up on her. Not yet, anyway."
"Glad to hear that."
"Hey, did Jerry e-mail you those pictures of his little palace at the beach? He's surrounded by sand, surf, healthy young ladies in tiny string bikinis, and enough sunshine to give a rattlesnake a bad case of sunstroke."
He laughed. "The lad is probably in heaven."
"Jerry likes California a lot more than Nevada, that's for sure, and the security job lets him consult and telecommute more often than not. I think he is one happy camper."
"Are they going to do that work on his face?"
My hacker friend was badly disfigured. His foster mother had gone psychotic and burned his face with a hot iron. The new job in aerospace security had a nice package of benefits, and Jerry had recently consulted a plastic surgeon about having the scars removed.
"I don't think he's made a decision yet."
"Odd. That would seem to be an obvious call."
"Actually, I can understand what gave him pause, Hal. We are what we are."
"True enough." Hal checked his watch. "I have to run, Cowboy. We have an early day tomorrow, and I've been promised some great scenery. You getting to meetings lately?"
"Not really, hope to fix that this weekend."
"A likely story. Stay sober, and watch that temper."
"Over and out."
I checked my E-mail and then walked out of the room. The house was so silent I could hear a low, moaning wind whistle through the yard. Leaves scraped the windows. Up until recently, I'd had company—one scarred up, geriatric tomcat I'd called Murphy, short for Murphy's Law. The old dude had passed away in his sleep, and I hadn't had the heart to adopt another pet.
I made a club soda and lime in the kitchen, took it into the living room and channel surfed. After a time, I turned both the television and the lights off and sat alone in the dark, sipping and thinking. I missed Darlene and the gentle vibe of a female in my home. My thoughts briefly caressed her skin. I made them change direction.
Damn, Bud Stone was in a hell of a mess. My old friend had clearly been finessed, but by whom? The easy answer was his so-called partners, Faber and Toole. It seemed likely they still had either his money or the drugs, or both, and thus offered a way to take Bone off the hook. I didn't want to get very deep into this. My situation at work was already precarious enough. Why get arrested due to some misunderstanding? Or killed, for that matter. Hey, you can't work if you stop breathing.
I went back into the office, sat down at the computer. I sent a quick note to my agent, Judd Kramer, asking about the status of my contract with the station. Then I e-mailed Jerry to locate two ex-cons named Joey Faber and Frank Toole as quickly and quietly as possible. I didn't say why. I checked and found Larry Donato online. Darlene's cousin had once helped out with a messy situation, got mistaken for me and shot. He'd ended up in a wheelchair for his trouble. Hal had set him up to run his own company supplying off-duty cops for private investigations and security. We connected and his face filled the screen.
"Larry, how goes it?"
"It goes," Donato said. "Have you heard from Peanut?"
My old sober pal Suzanne Walton, whom I had once dubbed Peanut, had dated Larry for a time. Peanut was currently living in Dallas in order to care for her mom. "Nothing lately, not since her birthday. You?"
He shrugged. "I think she bit off more than she can chew. Her mom is a piece of work, and still boozes it up."
"Well, we are what we are."
Donato yawned. "What can I do for you, Mick?"
"I may need someone to keep an eye on a girl, Larry. She's an ex-stripper, used to see a friend of mine. I'll let her know what's happening."
"Any rough stuff?"
"Maybe, but I doubt it."
"Let me think on who. Can I call you guys tomorrow?"
"Tomorrow is fine. You can just let Jerry know."
"How are you and Darlene getting along, Mick?"
"Touch and go."
"Ouch. Okay, talk to you soon."
" 'Night, Larry." I stretched, meditated, and crawled into bed with my mind still buzzing. We'd get Faber and Toole. Hell, Jerry could find anyone, any time. He'd tracked me down for a gig in my hometown of Dry Wells when I was struggling to make a comeback, after years of alcohol and drug abuse. That short job had taken us from acquaintances to friends when a young girl was murdered. Jerry had persuaded me to investigate. We were lucky to escape with our lives. Hal had found consulting work for Jerry, who had opted to follow me to California and live at the beach.
I reflexively reached over to the other pillow, petted thin air, and then remembered Murphy was dead and gone. The towel I'd kept there for him to sleep on was now packed away in a box in the garage. I missed that mangy old coot.
Well, and Darlene.
Women. I'd spent years working my way up to being a talk-show host and media therapist, crashed and burned and come back again, written hundreds of thousands of words in term papers, and past a certain point, still didn't understand anything about them. So fascinating, so emotionally fluid, so mysterious.
I rolled over and tried to go to sleep. My mind replayed horrific images, pictures of several violent incidents from my return to Dry Wells, the Burning Man Festival in the high desert. I remembered fear, blistering heat, the salty taste of fresh blood, the wicked crunch of bone, and the flat splat of a bullet striking meat. Think about a Bach cello solo, then some flowers in the breeze. Let everything else fade. My pulse sprinted anyway. Easy, let it go, get some sleep.
Another tough choice. Except I didn't feel I really had much of a choice. Bud Stone was an old friend. I owed him. Yet somehow my sobriety had become almost as violent as my drinking career.
It made no sense for me to risk getting seriously involved with Bone's messy situation. It would be far smarter to just hang back and hire someone to look after his stripper girlfriend.
Come on, Callahan, do the smart thing for once in your life. Just back off. Let this one go. Stay out of it.
Yeah, right.
Four
"Okay, let's talk about impulses."
I was pacing the studio, wearing a headset to keep my hands free, trying to keep my energy level up. Sixteen minutes to go, and the show felt flatter than the ass-end of an anorexic stripper. Lift some, damn it. Lift.
"It's a natural impulse to hop out of the car and punch the crap out of the guy who cut you off in traffic, right? But we learn, or hopefully we learn, to restrain that natural impulse. Therapists call this 'impulse control,' and if you didn't have it, you'd pee in your pants. Well, impulse control has a lot of functions. It can keep you from sleeping with your neighbor's wife, punching the hell out of your kids, stealing from the company you work for, right? So, it has a lot of uses."
The caller was a young man from Encino named Don. "How is that different from having a functioning conscience?"
"Good question. I'd say because it gives us choices, not motivation. Look at it this way, Don, a sociopath can have some impulse control, albeit pretty poor in most cases. He could refrain from killing someone in the heat of the moment, and wait for a better time. A conscience would keep most of us from committing murder in either case."
"Got it."
"Thanks for calling."
I checked the clock, reached for the console and brought up some background music. "Go grab a snack, guys. I'm Mick Callahan, and we'll be right back after this brief message."
I popped a commercial into the deck and stretched. I looked out through the glass partition, and saw Zachary Marks coming in to tape an interview with the Mayor. The station manager, a rotund bald spot named Jim O'Brien, was sucking up like the oldest whore at the Chicken Ranch. As I'd told Hal, O'Brien wanted the station to go right-wing talk, despite the current political climate, a posture which struck me as a little like betting heavily on tech stocks back in 2002. Still, Marks had a loyal following and ARB numbers that now rivaled mine, though God knows where they came from in a city as liberal as Los Angeles.
O'Brien saw me, gave a halfhearted wave. Zachary Marks acted like I wasn't there. The Mayor nodded the way people do when they know they've seen you somewhere before and figure they'd best be polite. I went back on the air and brought my theme music up as I spoke.
"I've got time for one or two more callers, and that's about it." I glanced down at the phone. Three lights were blinking. I chose the middle.
"Hi, you're on the air with Mick Callahan. Make sure your radio is turned down. What's on your mind?"
A female, low-voiced with a slight drawl, kind of scratchy and sexy. "You were raised in Nevada, right?"
"Yes, up near a small town called Dry Wells."
"Were you born there?"
Something about her voice was familiar, but I couldn't pin it down. "I'm not sure," I said. "I think so." That was an honest answer. "My stepfather wasn't exactly forthcoming about such things."
"I'm curious; do you have any family still there, or anywhere else?"
"Not that I know about, ma'am. Did you have a comment or a question on tonight's topic, by any chance?"
"No, thank you."
Dial tone. "Okay, then I will consider myself dismissed." I found another blinking light. "Hello, you're on the air."
"I love your show," an older woman said. "And tonight's topic." She sounded sincere. "I just want to toss out a question, and see how you respond. What are we?"
"What are we, in your opinion?"
"Violent, selfish, down and dirty, kind of evil."
"So you're saying Freud was right, and we're all just a raging ball of destructive id in a thinly wrapped package, ready to explode?"
"That's it exactly. Sometimes I think we're all kidding ourselves, you know? If I'm good, I'm just wasting my time trying to pretend to be a bad girl. If I'm evil, there's nothing society can do to reform me. I'm one of the bad guys, and that's it."
"I see where you're going, and I'm enough of an existentialist to agree with that to an extent, but even if it's wishful thinking I'd like to believe we can grow out of things and change. For example, I think I have."
"Think, or know?"
I laughed. "Touché, what do any of us really know about ourselves? Have a good night and thanks for calling."
I checked the time. "This is Mick Callahan, and tonight's discussion was about who and what we are. Now it's time to wrap things up. Stay tuned for news on the hour, and then some cool nighttime jazz to help you sleep. Thanks to that last caller, I'm going to offer a new twist on Callahan's thought for the day. It comes from Walt Whitman. 'This is what you shall do: Love the earth and sun and the animals, despise riches, give alms to everyone that asks, stand up for the stupid and crazy, devote your income and labor to others, hate tyrants, argue not concerning God, have patience and indulgence toward the people . . . and your very flesh shall be a great poem.' Good night."
I dialed down the music, started the pre-recorded news disc, and removed the plastic headset. The door to the recording studio was already closed, and as I watched, the red light came on. I knew I was being neurotic, but I had a sinking feeling in my stomach. Maybe I'd be out of a job again soon. My agent was scheduled to have lunch with the brass to raise the issue of a new contract. I didn't want to think about how I'd cover my mortgage if they failed to renew. Hal would certainly help out, but accepting money from him would be yet another exercise in humiliation.
Those thoughts made me queasy. I packed up my stuff, grabbed my briefcase, and left the soundproofed room. The hallway was empty and, as usual, the receptionist was long gone. I went out into the parking lot, and the motion detectors kicked on. Shadow to bright light. I briefly flashed on the night I'd been jumped by a masked assailant. My skin rippled.
I crossed the lot without incident, tossed my briefcase in the trunk, and stood there for a long moment. Opened my cell phone, started to dial Darlene Hernandez but closed it again. What do I say? I'm sorry, but I'm so screwed up I can't handle how screwed up you can get?
I heard tires crunching gravel and looked up. A white Toyota with rental plates cruised slowly down the alley. A pretty woman sat behind the wheel and stared back at me. She had long, dark hair and large eyes and wore a jeans shirt and jacket with what looked like a cowboy string tie. I smiled and waved, just in case I knew her. Although she clearly recognized me, the girl did not react. The car went behind a concrete wall and I turned back to my own vehicle. That's probably what's left of your fan club, Callahan.
I got in, slammed the door, and drove home. Along the way, I turned on the radio. I'd left it set on a Classic Rock station, and noticed it was playing an ancient hit called "Dust in the Wind." That got my Buddha going. In the scheme of things, what the hell were Darlene and I fighting about, and why did it even matter? All we are is dust, blowing in the wind. Carpe Diem, seize the day. Besides, what kind of man would I be if I simply backed down from a woman's emotions?
Be a man, Callahan. Enough is enough.
At least I now had something to talk about. As I took my exit from the freeway, I dialed her cell number.
Darlene, in her lightly accented English. "Hello?"
I hung up the phone. Okay, so what if I'm a coward. No one has to know. My cell phone rang. Oh, shit. Caller ID.
"Callahan? Did you just call me?"
"I'm sorry, Darlene. I hit the memory button by mistake."
She sighed, a feathery breath that sparked a memory and lit my candle. "Jesus, you're a terrible liar."
"I am, aren't I? See, that and my lack of big boobs is probably why I never get out of traffic tickets."
"I was just thinking about you." She was in a bar or something, probably with a few colleagues. I could hear male voices, arguing in the background—something about a perp who was a real scum bag. Some of Darlene's fellow officers spoke like extras on a bad cop show.
"Missing me?"
"No, not exactly, just thinking about you."
I pulled into my driveway, went into the house. I closed and locked the front door. "You there?"
"Yes, I'm still here. Are you home for the night?"
"Just walked in."
Too much time passed. We both coughed nervously, and that made us laugh. "I don't understand what's happening between us. You're the shrink, Callahan, can you explain it?"
"Maybe." I stuck my neck out. "Can I try that in person?"
"Sure, in a public place and during daylight hours." She covered the phone and sent someone away.
I took a shot. "I was hoping for some oils and a fireplace and candlelight."
"Keep dreaming, Cowboy."
"Noon tomorrow for chili burgers?" I was reminding her of how we'd first met for lunch, hoping to strike gold.
"Not tomorrow and most assuredly not there." She remembered, too. "In fact, I'm having a pretty crazy week. I'll have to call you."
"Darlene, you're making me work too hard at this." Do you have some balls, Callahan, or what?
"Like you're some kind of cake walk?"
"I didn't say that. Don't twist my words."
"Don't tell me what to do."
"Time out."
"Look, Mick," she said quietly. "I will call you sometime tomorrow. I promise. Let's not fight about making up. Deal?"
"Deal. Don't let them grind you down." But she had already broken the connection.
Well, that went well. Now, with a little luck, I'd have to do some difficult couples counseling that week, just so I could feel like a complete hypocrite.
I put the phone down and found a vegetable drink in the fridge. I walked out into the backyard. The motion detector kicked the lights on. It was cool, and a light breeze rippled through the palm trees at the end of my small property. I sat in a lawn chair and looked up at the stars. They just don't look the same in the city. Hell, everything in the sky seems smudged and greasy when you're staring up from a yard in LA.
Careful what you pray for, you just might get it. After years of busting my hump, I was feeling homesick. I'd grown up in the northeast part of Nevada, just outside of a nothing little town called Dry Wells. My mother died when I was just a boy, and I couldn't really remember her. Despite the ugly part of those memories, and ugly was pretty much the largest part, visiting there again had reawakened the country boy. Now I missed the smell of sage, the silence, and the flat and open heat of the desert.
So what if you lost this gig? Maybe that's not so bad. Sell the house—hell, it's already worth twenty percent more than you paid for it—pack yourself up and go home for a while. Think things over.
I sipped the drink, felt sleepy. Damn, I missed old Murphy, too. At least the cat was a living presence. I'd thought having my own house would bring comfort, but some nights it only seemed to accentuate my loneliness.
My stepfather Danny Bell emerged from the shadows in my mind and whispered: Callahan, you're just like me. Your problem is you don't fit anywhere, with anybody.
I tried to think of a comeback . . . and failed.
Five
"Okay, who do you want first, bro?"
"Are you done already? Damn, you're the best, Jerry."
"Flattery will get you everywhere. Are you going to get us back in trouble sometime soon? I'm starting to find the good life a little boring."
"You're a sick guy."
"There's only so much money, pussy, and sunshine a country boy can stand, you know what I mean? I like the superhero-sidekick thing we got going. Let's kick us some ass. Let me hear you say 'well, that should stir things up' one more time."
"Relax. Unfortunately, I may be about to step on my dick again."
"I was hoping you'd say that. Is your camera on?"
"Oh. Sorry." I flipped the equipment around, yawned, and sat back with my cup of double espresso. "Do you have pictures for me?"
"Does a bear shit in the woods? Have a look."
I squinted. The mug shot that appeared on the monitor was of a dark-eyed man in his late twenties, with a buzz cut designed to hide a badly receding hairline. Poor bastard. He had pig eyes, a pug nose, simian brows, and a large jaw that looked like it had taken a pounding in a boxing ring.
Jerry said, "Meet Mr. Joey Faber. Joe was born and raised in a dinky town up near Sacramento. His mother drank like a fish, married three times, and beat the shit out of him. According to state records, Child Welfare Services came to their trailer so often they should have been charged admission."
"Never took him away from her?"
"Twice, but always gave him back to his loving mommy. Couldn't make it stick for some reason. Social Workers are always overworked, underpaid, and poorly supervised. The State records are a mess."
"State records?" The kid seemed to be able to hack anyone, any time. Legal or illegal. Which often made me wonder if someone else just as good could follow the trail back to Jerry's computer and get his sorry ass arrested.
"Don't ask."
"Ask what? Okay, go on."
"Faber lifted cars as a teenager, broke into a couple of homes, just small-time shit. Got caught a few times, prosecuted once. When he was sixteen did half a year, unfortunately in the kind of place that cranks out seasoned cons with very sore assholes."
I was still studying the face. I knew Jerry would send me a file with all the facts and numbers anyway, so I just let the information wash over me while I tried to get a sense of the man we were discussing.
"You listening?"
"Yeah. So what happened when he turned eighteen?"
"Faber decided to be all he could be."
"The Army took him?"
"You know how it was, Mick. We'd just gone into Iraq. They would have taken Paris Hilton if she'd buffed up and sworn off pink."
"He got sent over there?"
"Quicker than a politician can lie."
"Combat?"
"He saw some action backing up the locals in and around Basra. Faber got one purple heart."
"IED?"
"Strangely enough, the kind where you actually get shot. Incident report says insurgents ambushed a truck he was driving. The unit got into a firefight."
"How did Faber do?"
"No John Wayne–heroics or anything, but they wrote him up okay. He returned fire, may have hit one of the insurgents, that sort of thing. His commanding officer skimped on praise all the way around. Maybe the boys half-assed it."
"Can you find out more?"
"Not without risking prison."
"Screw it, then."
"Here's something interesting, though. Just a few weeks later they changed his papers and sent him home."
"Any reason given?"
"None."
"So you figure . . . ?"
"That he got in hot water, of course, kind of like you and the SEALs."
"As in fighting?"
"Bet on it, because there are write-ups after he came home, both for fighting and boozing. Army records show him reprimanded three separate times, and he finally got a Dishonorable Discharge after doing less than two years."
I drummed my fingers on the desk. "Wonderful. A violent drunk with military experience."
"Alert the media. And hey, you turned out okay."
"Funny. What happened to him after the service?"
"I lose him for a year or so, but then he turns up in Nevada."
"Go on."
"I tracked him through the next period off credit card receipts, parking tickets, the post office and stuff like that. Faber started in that little dump near the California border, the one by the lake, and then bounced around working at a few different casinos. You know, Jackpot, Elko, Sparks, Lake Tahoe, and finally Vegas."
"He lives in Vegas?"
Jerry chuckled. "You were expecting maybe Little Rock? The guy is mobbed up, Mick. Are you going to tell me what's going on soon, or what?"
"Or what."
"Prick."
"Look, I just expected him to be located here in LA for some reason. Who does he work for in Vegas?"
"The last couple of years he's been working for an outfit called The Valley of Fire Corporation. According to their payroll records, Faber works in security. I guess they own some new casino and resort that's going up in a toilet called Loose Change, out by the Paiute Reservation near Moapa."
"Did you run down who owns this Valley of Fire Corporation?"
"Does a bear shit in the Vatican? Is the Pope living in the woods? If you dig through a mountain of legal bullshit, Valley of Fire turns out to be run by a very bad individual. The guy is one of the last of the outlaw Italian boys, from what I can tell. The rest have gone legit or caved in to the mobs from Russia and Eastern Europe."
I leaned back in the chair and examined patterns in the ceiling. "Okay, so we're looking at Big Paul Pesci."
"So you already knew that. Now you're beginning to piss me off."
I took a few moments and filled him in on Bone's story, though I knew Jerry should stay out of it. He'd already had my back a number of times; maybe too many. And this situation felt like it could go south in a hurry.
"How do you figure on handling this one, chief?"
I shrugged. "I called Larry Donato to put someone on the girl. Beyond that, who knows? I just want to gather information and see where it takes me. The only thing I see for certain is that I can't let my friend go down hard, not without trying to lend a hand."
"Donato already has that biz up and running? Cool of you to toss him some work. All his guys are qualified cops and ex-cops."
"That's what I was thinking." I rubbed my temples slowly, and my weariness probably showed.
Jerry cocked his head. "You have a lot on your own plate these days, Mick. How's it going at work?"
"It doth proceed. Excrement inevitably rolls downhill, yes?"
"Now you sound like Hal."
"I learned pedantry from a master."
"You wouldn't be looking for something to distract you from the mess at the station, by any chance?"
"There's that. But Bone is an old buddy, Jerry. You know how it is."
"I know. And if you need me, I'm in. I just don't want you trying to handle too many problems at the same time, especially if it gets hairy."
"Tell me about the other guy, Frank Toole."
Jerry shuffled papers. "He's a 'Southie,' born in the slums around Boston. No juvenile record I could find. Did one bit in the Marine Corps, got an Honorable Discharge. Two arrests, one for assault and battery, charges dismissed when the victim refused to press charges. The second beef went to trial. Toole was nailed for contracting to do a hit, but a high-powered Vegas lawyer named DeMartini got his ass out of that one by claiming it was entrapment. Oh, and that Toole was actually looking to get evidence on the guy who wanted to whack his wife and planned to turn him in and write a book about the experience. The jury bought it. The scum bag walked."
"Easy on the tough-guy talk, Jerry."
"Why? Can you tell I've been practicing?"
"Toole was already connected by that point, is that what you're telling me?"
"No way Toole could have afforded DeMartini on his own, Mick."
"And this attorney does a lot of work for Pesci."
"Give the cowboy a prize."
"You have addresses and other information on these clowns if we need it, right?"
"My man, I could steal their identities and fuck up their credit in a heartbeat, just say the word."
"Who knows, maybe we will." I got up, paced and stretched. "Okay, likewise the stripper?"
The picture arrived a second later. She was a real looker.
Jerry said, "Brandi DeLillo was born Barbara Ann DeLillo, in Newark, New Jersey. She's twenty-eight years old. Brandi dropped out of high school, moved to Atlantic City, then Nashville, and finally Vegas. She did a six-month stint in drug rehab, under court order. Prior to that, our girl had a couple of busts for prostitution and some speeding tickets, but other than that she's clean."
"Credit history?"
"Brandi tends to live large, but you'd expect that from a working girl. In the past few months she has paid off and closed down some credit card accounts, downscaled to a less expensive apartment. She's drawing pay as a waitress, so maybe she dumped her sugar daddy and plans on going back to college to become a surgeon."
"What?"
"Hey, she's probably got great hands, right?"
"Very funny."
"Thanks. Oh, and Larry Donato just e-mailed me. He's going to give us Dave Lopez to watch out for the girl. Lopez has a lot of free time the next couple of weeks and needs the extra money."
"Sounds good." I sat down again. The computer announced that I had mail, too. "Thanks, Jerry. Great job, as usual. I'll look this stuff over and let you know when I decide my next move."
"Our next move?"
"Jerry, I have a bad feeling about this one," I said. "Other than hiring Lopez, I'm thinking maybe I'd better keep this one simple and take care of it on my own."
Jerry shook his head. "What was that? You're cutting in and out. Can't hear you. I'll call back when I'm packed and ready to drive up."
"Hold on a second . . ."
The screen went dark. Jerry was gone.
Six
"You must understand one thing," Nicky said. "An organization such as ours survives by demanding absolute loyalty." He held up his glass of red wine, swirled the glass and sniffed the bouquet before continuing. "And absolute honesty as well."
"Honor among thieves?"
"Quite."
The young attorney nodded vigorously. His collar was overstarched so the action made his neck itch. The two muscle men on either side of him did not respond. They were too busy searching the restaurant with lidded, suspicious eyes. They reminded the attorney of giant lizards. Maybe aliens from a dinosaur planet.
"Very nice," Nicky said. He put the glass down without finishing it and tapped a brief note on his BlackBerry. "I shall have to order a case for my collection. Are you sure you don't want to try it? This is a fine California Cabernet. It would be superb with any red meat."
Jacob Mandel shrugged. "I've never cared much for alcohol."
"But a man must have a vice. Yours?"
Mandel weighed the question, visions of a fat retainer dancing in his head. "I've been known to smoke a bit."
"Marijuana?"
"Never," Mandel lied. "Only tobacco. I have a weakness for Cubans."
"Wonderful. I have a few aged Cohiba in my cellar. As you know, they are exceptional, and no longer manufactured."
"I'm impressed. They're impossible to find these days."
"I'll send some over before the ink is dry on our agreement."
The taller of the two bodyguards sat up in his chair. At six foot two, Lucky was still several inches shorter than Nicky. He stretched, popped his neck, and spoke through clenched teeth. "Three o'clock."
Nicky sighed. "Lucky, what is it now?"
The second man got up, as if to head for the bathroom. His name was apparently Andy. He answered the question. "That couple over there, pretending to be cuddling? They're cops, Nicky. The broad works vice."
"I shall refrain from asking how you know that, Andy. Sit down and relax, please. I was almost finished anyway." Nicky snapped his fingers, and a waiter appeared from nowhere. "Check."
Mandel squirmed in his chair. He hadn't expected the police to be on to their arrangement, at least not so quickly.
"Relax, counselor," Nicky said. "It's not you. We're often followed and photographed. In our organization, we consider this a badge of honor."
Mandel focused on the fat, six-figure retainer again. What the hell. He leaned back in his chair.
"Do you know Shakespeare?" Nicky asked.
Mandel shrugged. "Not much call for him in law school."
"A man in our line of work should be wel rounded, Mr. Mandel. He should know his classical music, Shakespeare, some poetry. This is in order not to become an absolute barbarian." Nicky fixed his gaze on Andy, then Lucky, as if to say, You see what I have to put up with?
"Makes sense, Nicky. Where would you suggest I begin?"
"I enjoy the tragedies myself," Nicky said. "Macbeth, Othello, and Hamlet in particular. They are studies in human weakness."
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