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My name is Frank Lovelady, and I am a psychotic killer.
I don’t think I ever meant for my life to turn out this way, but I have taught myself to live with it. I killed my first man when I was sixteen years old. It was a long time ago, back in the seventies, in a small California Bay Area town called Los Gatos. I was part of the free wheeling teen-age drug culture that thrived in Los Gatos, back in those innocent days before guns and rip offs were common, when dealers would hand out acid tabs and joints as party favors.
But there was a dark side, even then. There were predators that stalked the party world, and one of them was named Les Jones. He was an ex-con who’d done time for manslaughter, though his sport and preoccupation was rape. He stalked like a demon through our parties, and in our fear we were powerless before him. He reveled in his reputation, and the sheer intimidating force of that caused young girls to submit to him without a fight. But he liked it when they fought. He tape recorded those rapes and played them for the amusement of his followers at parties.
I was at a party once when Les Jones played his recordings. Most of us were sickened, but afraid to say anything. We murmured about the need to do something, but the police weren’t an option –the girls themselves wouldn’t go to the police after Les Jones threatened them with death -- and no one had the nerve to consider anything else.
But I thought differently about things, even then. Killing him seemed logical. I felt called to kill this man; I felt as though I had been chosen to be an instrument of fate. Maybe that’s rationalization. But I knew that this killing needed to be done.
Late one night, I stood in the shadows behind his apartment building and watched him come in, surrounded by the boys who strutted in his shadow. I waited till I saw the lights go out in his apartment and saw his friends leave. Then I went to the sliding glass door at the back of his apartment, where I’d taped the lock open, and I went in.
The front room was littered with beer cans and pizza containers. The buzz of the television covered the faint sounds I made as I picked my way cautiously through the debris. I paused outside his bedroom, the door barely ajar, and listened. I heard his breathing, an occasional snore. I stood and listened for what seemed to be a long time. My heart pounded loud in my ears. My hands sweated and trembled. Then a sudden calmness came over me.
I eased the door open.
In the bed, lying on his back, one arm thrown over his head, the other across his chest, dressed only in boxers, lay Les Jones. He was a big man, powerfully built: six feet four inches tall, and a rock hard 240 pounds of prison honed body. He’d been listening to his tapes. A portable tape recorder lay on the bed. He’d masturbated into a wash cloth crumpled on the sheet beside him; the bleachy smell of fresh semen was still ripe in the air.
I stood over him, a stolen revolver clenched in my fist, the barrel only inches from his face. He stirred, slightly, then opened his eyes. He was still asleep, really, and I saw his eyes change as his mind woke to the fact that there was a gun in his face. He opened his mouth as though to speak, and the muscles of his belly rippled as he prepared to move.
I pulled the trigger six times as fast as I could.
His head split like a melon struck with a hammer. His eyes were destroyed, his nose shattered, and fragments of teeth flew from his mouth.
He was dead.
I picked up his tape player and the shoe box in which he kept his rape tapes, and then I went out the way I’d come in, through the back and across the lawn of the complex. Lights came on in other apartments as people woke to the shots. But I was too fast, and I knew the back streets and by ways of Los Gatos too well. I was long gone before the police arrived.
I went down along Los Gatos Creek to an isolated place right on the banks of the water. I made a small fire with leaves and twigs. Transients and homeless often did that down here, and the police mostly left them alone. I took the recordings he’d made of the women he’d victimized, and tore apart the plastic cassettes till I had handful after handful of recording tape. It all went in the tiny blaze, and I watched with a great and quiet satisfaction as the tape twisted and blackened in the pure flames of my fire. Screams, pleas, cries of pain…they all melted away.
I felt right. My hands didn’t shake at all.
I went home, crawled through the window into the converted garage where I lived beside my parent’s house. And the next day, at the high school, all everyone could talk about was how Les Jones got whacked.
I never said a word.
And I never told anyone about it.
Years later, when I was in the Army, I was interviewed by a psychologist before my assignment to Special Forces.
“Is there anything you’d like to tell me, anything we haven’t gone over?” he said.
“No.”
“How do you feel about killing?”
“That’s a strange question. I’m a soldier, it’s my job. It’s what I do when it needs to be done.”
It was a private matter to me, killing Les Jones, different from the killing I did in Special Forces as a special operations soldier, different from the killings I would do later, after the Army, when I was recruited by the Central Intelligence Agency. I would keep Les Jones to myself, unlike the others I sometimes shared credit with my team mates, even though I might be the one actually doing the killing.
The Special Activities Staff is the elite of the elite within the CIA. Only the very best who get through the rigorous screening are even considered. They run a selection course very similar to the one Delta runs. But I passed this one, where I’d failed the Delta selection course. Only in later years did it dawn on me that my psychological profile and vulnerabilities might have gotten me bounced off the Delta course. But it seems that the CIA was looking for something different.
I was assigned to the Ground Branch when I finished the Basic Operator Course, and I spent the next few years in intensive training: shooting, tradecraft, driving, explosives, undercover skills, surveillance, reconnaissance, all of the black arts of shadow warfare. And there was carefully graduated exposure in foreign venues – short trips alone and as part of a team, walking through the moves that we’d soon be doing for real.
Then I went about my main job, which was killing people.
Carefully selected targets, all of them, with massive surveillance to determine their exact routines and whereabouts so they could be taken out with minimal exposure to the operator. But no matter how much you prepare up front, the plan rarely works out as neatly as it does in the team room. Humans are the most dangerous prey of all, because they think, and they can change the way they do business. With all the options available to us, I came to prefer the simple hunter-killer method: insert into the general area with a clear work up on the target, track him (or her) and take them quickly on the street or in their home or place of work, then fade away and leave them like the victims of random street crime.
That technique works well in the dark world of the shadow wars, where battles are fought on the urban playing ground all over the world, in actions involving only a few men.
Or sometimes just one.
After some years with SAS, I was selected for an even more secretive operation: The Cells. We were small Special Operating Groups, assembled only when there was a mission of high enough risk and value to make it worth sending the very best. For the right kind of person, it was the perfect assignment: we worked when we worked, and when we weren’t working, we were off, free to pursue interests in our homes scattered across the country.
I settled in a quiet neighborhood in southwestern Minneapolis, a section of the city called Linden Hills. There were coffee shops, a bookstore, restaurants, a cooperative market, a butcher shop, small retail stores, all the amenities of neighborhood living, all within walking distance of my home. Linden Hills bordered Lake Harriet, one of the chain of lakes that ran through Minneapolis. Despite the harsh winters I loved it there, loved the life I had between assignments. I lived my cover as a travel writer for trade journals, even wrote a few articles and placed them in a variety of magazines, so that I always had clippings to show if asked.
And no one questioned it when I left for long periods of time on “assignment.”
The psychosis crept up on me, as it does with some psychotics. It takes years, a slow accretion of symptomatic behavior, a personality quirk gone awry, before the full blown psychosis emerges. The gene for mental instability is like the gene for hair color; at first you may have a full head of dark hair, but at a certain time, your hairline recedes, your color fades to grey.
Psychosis is like that.
Your world may be bright and full of color, but something changes; the world transforms to shades of grey, where every shadow has a hidden meaning in a language only you can understand. The genetic predisposition is to see the world suspiciously, to question motive, to see behind the shadows…that same predisposition is what made me so good at my job.
Nothing was hidden from me. I could always find who I was looking for.
Years of that stress, the stress I told myself I thrived on, contributed to my breakdown.
I remember only a few highlights of the breakdown: standing naked on my bed, a locked and loaded M-4 carbine in my hands, shouting at the walls, at the people I thought were spying on me; listening to the voices coach me, telling me to beware of the men stalking me like I had stalked so many others; eating a piece of pie in a restaurant and thinking I could hear the thoughts of everyone around me.
Then the Agency psychiatrists and some of my team mates came and took me away. I spent two months in a private hospital in the suburbs of Northern Virginia, where medication and round the clock supervision worked their magic.
Then I sat in the psychiatrist’s office and was told that for the rest of my life I’d be taking anti-psychotics. 5 milligrams of Zyprexa, every night before bedtime.
And with that, I was once again…normal.
You could never tell by looking at me or by talking with me that I’m psychotic. It’s like being an alcoholic – the signs are there if they’re drinking, but if they’re not, they’re fine. One day at a time.
I could have taken a medical retirement. But what would I do? I loved the quiet intervals between jobs, the writing, the reading, the coffee shops, the discussions with the small circle of people I cultivated for cover. But the quiet wasn’t enough. I needed my work to feel complete. I needed to be of use. And the Agency, well, it surprised me, but then again it didn’t. We are a secret fraternity and we take care of our own. I was still of use, and I wanted to play, and they still needed me.
So they put me in a Super Cell. We were specialists, only called when we were needed. I was a specialist within the specialists, so I was called less often, but often enough. I saw an Agency psychiatrist once a month when I was between jobs, just to monitor me and to make sure my medication was sticking. 5 milligrams is a small dose, really – some raging psychotics take up to 30 milligrams a day.
I was fine.
Really.
CHAPTER ONE
i.
Gigi’s is a jazz bar in downtown Minneapolis, nestled in an old brick building in the shadow of the Target Center sports arena. The music is good, old jazz and blues, and the performers who come in are top shelf. Gigi is the owner, a drop dead gorgeous woman in her forties who sometimes sings with her piano player. It’s worth listening when she does.
I’ve been coming here for a long time.
Part of living your cover is establishing a circle of people who think they know you, who will vouch for you, say that you are who you are. Who they think you are. Bars are good places for that: casual acquaintances and easy relationships fueled by alcohol, which dulls the memory, and makes fabulation easy. I don’t drink much, but sometimes I like to be around people who do. I wanted a bar that was small enough for me to be remembered, but busy enough where I would be remembered as part of a crowd.
Gigi’s fit the bill. I was surprised at how much I enjoyed my regular Friday night at the bar. It was a ritual I looked forward to each week. Today had been a late summer day, the sun lingering long in the sky, but with a hint in the air of fall, when the leaves turned and bathed the city in a gold-red light. I was comfortable at the bar on my favorite stool next to the waitress station. The piano player, Max, a bone-thin twenty year old, white as a corpse with lank black hair, who played like a soulful man in his sixties, took a break, and I tapped gently on the bar top to get the attention of the bartender. Louise looked up and smiled, and set another Bushmills rocks in front of me.
Gigi came out of her office at the far end of the bar, saw me sitting alone, and slid onto the red leather upholstered stool beside me.
“Hi, handsome,” she said. “New in town?”
“Very new, pretty lady,” I said. “I heard this was the spot for women and scintillating conversation.”
“Scintillating? That sounds sexy.”
I laughed. “It is.”
She raised her hand and called to the bartender. “Lou? Honey? Bring me a pack of cigarettes, please.”
Lou brought her a pack of Camel Lights. Gigi tapped the pack, opened it and took out a cigarette, then looked at me. I plucked a matchbox from the jar on the bar, lit a match and cupped it in my hand. She leaned into the flame to light her cigarette, the close light illuminating the fine array of lines around her eyes, beneath her make up, her full lips gripping the filter. She touched my hand to steady the flame, held it just a beat too long, then pulled back and drew on her cigarette.
“So stranger,” she said. “What brings you to my little place?”
“Music and a woman.”
“Ah. That’s a good combination.”
“I think so.”
“And what do you do, stranger?”
“I’m a soldier.”
She laughed, a girlish peal. “Frank, I could never picture you as a soldier. A poet, a novelist, yes. You’re too gentle to be a soldier.”
“Maybe I’m just a soldier tonight.”
“Alone on leave in a strange city?”
“That would work.”
“Weren’t you a soldier last week?”
“No, I think I was a sailor.”
“Ah, that’s right,” she said. She studied me, her green eyes large over a pronounced nose with a Gallic bump in it, a heritage from her French forebears. “So you’re a soldier, a soldier with an artistic past, maybe. So tell me why you became a soldier, Frank.” She touched my cheek, ran a red finger nail down the back of my hand, took my drink and sipped from it. “I think of you as an artist.”
“I became a soldier because I can’t juggle,” I said.
I was rewarded with her laughter, a rich chuckle that originated deep in a flat belly that had never known children.
“What does that have to do with being a soldier?” she said.
“Do you know the story of the juggler and the goddess?”
“No, baby.” She signaled to Lou to freshen my drink, turned towards me with her trim long legs crossed elegantly at the knee, barely creasing the black leather skirt she wore beneath a brilliant red silk blouse. “Tell me.”
“A long time ago, in India, there was a poor juggler. He loved a goddess, the goddess Kali-Durga. She was the Goddess of Death, but he felt a connection with her, a connection he’d felt all his life, and so he goes to her temple and stands in line to offer his respects. There’s all kinds of rich people there – wealthy merchants offering the finest silks and perfumes to the statue of the goddess, leaving only the best food and drink at her feet. And the priests, they stand by and nod in approval as they see everyone offering up the very best they have. So this poor juggler comes before her. And he takes out his juggle balls and his little cheap clubs and he begins to juggle. He juggles and he juggles till the sweat pours down his face. The priests and the rich merchants are outraged by his performance. They go to kick him out, and then, suddenly, the statue of the goddess comes alive, and steps down from the pedestal, and she wipes the sweat from his brow with her robe.”
“I don’t get it, honey.”
“He offered up what he did best, Gigi.”
“You’re more than what you do, Frank.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But I’m the best at what I do.”
She smiled and patted my hand. “You’re the best at telling stories, Frank. I wish you would write some of those down.”
“Not much market for short stories from a middling travel writer.”
Gigi stood, and I was struck by how tall she seemed. Her dancer’s training had stretched her posture, though she was actually only five four or so.
“Maybe you’re better than you think, Frank.”
“So is there any chance for a lonely soldier to hook up with a pretty chanteuse?”
“Keep trying, honey. Maybe one of these nights I’ll weaken.”
“You don’t know what you’re missing.”
The phone behind the bar rang and Lou answered it. “Gigi’s.”
She listened for a moment, then held the phone out to me. “Frank? It’s for you.”
I was surprised. Few people knew my routine well enough to find me at Gigi’s on a Friday night. I took the phone.
“Hello?”
“Mr. Lovelady?”
It was a man, hesitant, someone I didn’t know.
“Yes?”
“My name is Lewis Pound? My son Tom was in Special Forces with your friend Jim O’Neal?”
“I don’t know a Tom Pound.”
“You met him once,” Lewis Pound said. “You had drinks with him and Jim at Fort Bragg, after they came back from the Gulf, the first Gulf War…he remembered you…”
Jim O’Neal I knew. He was an old friend from my SF days, retired now, who worked as a contract civilian at the JFK Special Warfare Center doing something in Special Projects. He’d been, and still was, a high speed shooter, a runner and a gunner. During the first Gulf War, his team had been one of those inserted deep behind the lines to seek out Scuds and Saddam’s caches of chemical and biological weapons. Now, as I thought back, I remembered, barely, meeting Jim’s team mates at Bragg after the Storm.
“I’m afraid I don’t remember him. Sorry. How did you get this number?”
“Jim O’Neal said he didn’t know your home phone number. He said you lived in Minneapolis and that you went to this night club on Friday nights. I’m sorry to disturb you, but I need to speak to you about something important.”
“You’ve spoken to Jim?”
“Yes, sir, I have. I asked him for some help, and he said I should talk to you.”
“And why would he say that?”
“Because you’re in Minneapolis, and even though you’re not in service any more, he said you were the best there was at finding people.”
“Now you’ve got me confused.”
“It’s about Tom and his daughter, Mr. Lovelady.”
I was irritated. Jim had no business sending me a civilian for favors.
“What do you want, Mr. Pound?”
“I’m sorry…my grand-daughter has gone missing in Minneapolis. I was hoping you could help me find her.”
“Where’s her father in all this?”
“I thought you knew…Tom died. He had the Syndrome, from the war. Turned into cancer. I’ve been raising Luella since then.”
The Syndrome. The name for the assorted set of maladies that afflicted large numbers of Gulf War veterans, attributed to environmental toxins from the burning oil wells, but also linked to the hidden use of nerve agents by Saddam.
“I’m sorry to hear about your son, Mr. Pound. But I don’t know what I can do to help you.”
“Tom heard stories about you from Jim…he heard about how good you were at finding people. Jim said you always found who you were looking for.”
“Search and rescue is different than runaway kids, Mr. Pound. I’m sorry, I can’t help you.”
“Please! I’ve called the police out there, but they won’t do anything. They put her name in the computer in case they run across her, but they won’t look for her. I’m old, Mr. Lovelady. I never expected to bury my son. Parents shouldn’t bury their children, it’s supposed to be the other way around. It was hard for Luella and me, I’m alone, she had to take care of me as much as I took care of her. But she’s my blood and I was glad to do it, in Tom’s memory.”
“It’s a matter for the police. I can’t do anything for you.”
There was a long silence. I listened to an old man’s labored breathing from someplace far away.
“You could hear me out…maybe you could talk to someone…” The hesitance was gone, replaced by a bitter resignation.
“I’m sorry. I wouldn’t know who to talk to.”
A sigh. “I’m sorry to have bothered you, Mr. Lovelady. Would you take my number in case you change your mind?”
“I won’t be changing my mind. I’m sorry.”
“My number is 217-422-1212, I’m in Illinois.”
The part of my brain that is always ready to hunt memorized the number, visualizing it in big red letters and attaching the name Lewis Pound to it.
There was another sigh, more labored breathing. “I’d hoped you would be able to help me.”
“Sorry,” I said. “Good night.”
I hung up the phone. Gigi appraised me.
“Search and rescue? Just what are you into there, soldier boy?”
“Voices from my past, Gigi.”
“You’re like my closet at home, Frank. I never know what I’ll find in there.”
ii.
Later that night I wandered from the bar along the streets that led to the Target Center parking lot. There’s a life on the street between the well dressed people laughing their way from one club to the next: watchful clusters of young black men in baggy clothes, hands buried deep in their pockets, stroking concealed weapons; extravagantly pierced and tattooed boys and girls sitting outside a pizza shop, eating their two-dollar dinners; white girls in their teens having brief, harsh conversations with men in cars, who pulled away and left the girls standing there, nervously watching the passerby.
I wondered if Luella Pound was one of them.
That street life was there for the viewing if you looked for it; most people chose not to see it, brushing past the requests for spare change from the homeless and the veiled come-ons from the young hookers. There wasn’t much risk to the citizen. The cops did a good job of keeping the downtown streets safe. There was little reported street crime, and most of that was predators preying on the weak, the homeless and the lost who hid in the shadows and the alleys.
I wondered what Luella Pound was like.
I couldn’t remember her father. All I could come up with was a vague image of a stocky man with thick black hair cropped short on the sides and back, laughing over a beer in the Rucksack Inn at Bragg. I decided I’d call Jim O’Neal tomorrow and see just why he’d sent me a civilian to do a cop’s job.
I didn’t have any connections to the police department here. I thought it best to keep my distance from them. Cops have good eyes and ears, and a nose for things that weren’t as they seemed. The few cops I’d known became overly curious about my travels and my work. Something about me didn’t come across right to them.
I had to be cautious around perceptive people.
I looked up at the stars gleaming high above the lights of the city. It was a beautiful night. And time to go home.
I got my car from the Center parking lot, paid my fee, and then drove the direct route home. I sometimes liked to drive the Chain of Lakes at night, but this time I went straight down Hennepin to 36th Street, around Lake Calhoun and past Lake Harriet to my house. It’s a small two-bedroom with a den, only two blocks from the shops of Linden Hills on Upton between 43rd and 44th Streets, right around the corner from the library, where I spent a fair amount of time.
After I pulled into the garage, I stood outside. I liked it late at night. It was past two in the morning. No one was stirring. I could feel the presence of other people in the surrounding houses, people sleeping soundly in their beds. I was the only one awake, and I liked that. There was a whirring sound, and I turned to see a man on a mountain bike riding as fast as he could past my house, one hand raised in greeting. I waved, but he was already gone.
It was strange, but then, I was used to strange things.
iii.
I woke late the next morning and went to the Linden Hills Diner for a cup of coffee. I paid at the counter and took my cup outside to a sidewalk table, where I sat and scrolled through my cell phone’s address book till I found Jim O’Neal’s phone number. He was an hour ahead of me on the East Coast, which made it eleven o’clock his time. I punched in his work number and waited through four rings till his distinctive hoarse voice said, “Hello?”
His voice was hoarse because a bullet had grazed his throat during the First Gulf War, when he and his eight man team had an epic gunfight with a company sized element of the Iraqi Republican Guard. Jim’s team won. And the phone was always just answered, “Hello?” That way an accidental caller would never know they had just reached the Special Projects Unit at the John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center, where some of the best unconventional warriors in the U.S. arsenal hung their berets.
“Is there anybody left who calls you Moonbuzzard?” I said.
There was silence, and then a throaty laugh. “The fuck are you, Frank?”
“Getting fat in civilian land.”
“We’ll have to start calling you Fat Frank.”
“It’s good living and well deserved.”
Jim laughed. He wasn’t sure what I did, but he knew he didn’t need to know. That’s one of the pleasures of having friends in the community; you’re free to enjoy each other without the bullshit of “What are you doing?” or “How’s work?”
“So what’s the story on this Pound guy?” I said.
“He found you?”
“Yeah.”
“Not at home.”
“No. In my Friday night hang.”
“That’s all right, then.”
“What’s the story?”
“It’s a sad one,” Jim said. “Do you remember Tom Pound?”
“Barely.”
“He was on a split team in Kuwait, right after the Republican Guard pulled out. Caught a lot of toxins from the oil fires and whatever else was cooking off in there. He had a daughter he was raising on his own. Wife ran off. The daughter stayed with his father when he was away, the grandmother was dead. Anyway, Tom got the Syndrome and died of lung cancer. Young, late thirties.”
“That is young.”
“Tell me about it. His daughter, she stays with the grandfather. Then I get this call from the grandfather.”
“Lewis Pound.”
“That’s him. He tells me the girl and him had a fight. She’s a teenager, you don’t have any kids, you don’t know what they’re like when they’re teenagers. She runs off to Minneapolis. He gets a letter or two from her, then she falls off the map. The grandfather, he’s in a walker, he’s too old to go out and look for her, the cops won’t do anything for him, he’s desperate. So he goes through Tom’s old Rolodex and finds my name, calls me.”
“Why you?” I said.
“This guy, he thinks Special Forces is like what he sees in the movies, like we got all kinds of spy goodies we can use to find her.”
“So you put him off on me?”
“It’s not like that,” Jim said, heat in his voice. “You’re there in Minneapolis, you’re the best urban SAR man I ever knew, and whatever you’re doing these days, you’ve probably got better connects than I do to get the cops to take a look.”
SAR. Search and rescue. I’d done those, behind the lines during hot wars, as well as in other places when an agent or operator needed to be found and plucked out. Jim knew about some of those.
“I figured you’d do a favor for another SF guy,” Jim said. “Pound’s dead and there’s nobody else. Hell, if I was there, I’d take a look around to help the old man out. His wife’s gone, his only son’s dead, and his granddaughter is missing. He’s shit out of luck all the way around.”
“I need to steer clear of entanglements,” I said.
“Whatever, Frank. You do what you got to do. I’m sorry I sent it your way.”
We were both quiet for a time.
“I’ll think about it, Moon,” I said. “I’ll let you know.”
“Have a look around, Frank. What’s that going to hurt? You got time on your hands. Maybe you could get the cops to take a look.”
“I don’t like working with cops.”
“Why? You’re just a writer, right?”
I laughed. “Yeah, I’m just a travel writer.”
“Then go travel and write, motherfucker.”
“Fuck you too, Moonbuzzard. Stay in touch.”
“Let me know what you find. Tom was one of my best guys.”
“I’ll think about it and let you know.”
“Can’t ask for more than that. Take care, Frank.”
I pushed the end button and slid the phone into my T-shirt’s breast pocket. My coffee had grown cold. The owner’s wife, Barbara, was making the rounds with a fresh pot, so I emptied my cup into the gutter and held it out for more.
“You don’t need to dump it in the street, Frank,” she said. “I can get you a fresh cup.”
“Save you a trip, Barb.”
She refilled my cup and went inside, miffed at my sloppy behavior.
I thought about what Jim had said. We still did search and rescue in the Cells, but that wasn’t my cell’s specialty. We were good at finding people, but once they were found, they got lost – forever.
I sat back in my chair and sipped my coffee and let the sun beat down on my face.
iv.
Marcos Diaz was born in Minneapolis of Brazilian parents, devoutly patriotic as so many new citizens are, so it was natural for him to go into the military. Not just to serve his country, though that was a factor, but for the benefit of the GI Bill to pay his way through college, a big plus to a large, and less than wealthy, immigrant family.
Marcos earned his college money.
He enlisted, volunteered for the infantry, volunteered for the airborne, volunteered for the Rangers, and was assigned to the 3/75th Ranger Battalion at Fort Benning, Georgia. He was deployed to Somalia as part of Task Force Ranger, the ill-fated special operations unit that tackled the Somalis in the Battle of Mogadishu. He saw lots of action, saw some friends die, and caught a round himself. When his time was up, he came back to Minneapolis and enrolled in the University of Minnesota as a double major in English and Psychology.
I’d learned all this in a long afternoon chat one day outside the Linden Hills Diner, when Marcos laid his mountain bike against the wall and joined me at the table, the only one with a vacant seat, for one of the countless cups of coffee he drank every day. He worked part-time as a bike messenger and lived like a mechanical centaur on his bike downtown, ducking through traffic at high speed, the threat of a bashing with his kryptonite lock held high sufficient to keep the cars at a respectful distance.
I liked a lot of things about him. He was a combat veteran, hard working and honest, though he lived an alternative lifestyle that was completely foreign to me, and he could hold up his end of a conversation. I especially appreciated that he didn’t nose into my background, that he took me at face value.
We met on Saturdays for coffee and conversations, and today the subject was runaway girls.
“So what do you think?” I said, after I laid out the bones of the story. “Where would a girl go here in the Cities?”
“You hear a lot of weird shit about runaways, mano,” Marcos said. He was wearing 3/4 length cropped baggy camouflage BDU pants and a muscle tank top, his long legs kicked out in front of him as he sprawled bonelessly in his chair. “You see them all around, Uptown, Lyn-Lake, downtown. These little farm boys and girls, they want to see the lights of the big city, they’re tired of living down on the farm. So they hop a bus or catch a ride, come here, try to find work, hang out on the streets. Always in summer time. Things don’t work out, they find themselves taken in by the fucking pimps and freaks when it starts getting cold.”
“How would you go about finding a girl like this?”
“I don’t know, Frank. I’m no detective.” He sipped his macchiato and stared into space for a long minute. “I know where they hang, you could ask around, but these kids, they don’t trust adults or cops. Most people seeking them out don’t mean them any good.”
“Do you know any of them?”
“Not by name. I see some of the same faces when I’m working.” He held up one finger. “I know somebody.”
“Who?”
“A cop, Joe Spenser. I’ve seen him out on the streets talking to kids. He’s a good guy, I’ve had a couple of beers with him. He works out down at the Kali Group with Rick Faye.”
“I don’t like cops.”
“What you got to be worried about? You’re just asking about a friend’s daughter. Chill. They got no reason to stick their noses into your life.”
“Where can I meet him?”
“Swing by the Kali Group. He makes the kickboxing class on Saturday.”
“Little late for that today, isn’t it?”
Marcos looked at his oversized Casio G-Shock, a souvenir of his Ranger days.
“Yeah, mano, you’re right. Next time he’s in class is Monday night, six o’clock. You should come down, get a work out in.”
“That hand to hand stuff scares me.”
“Bullshit. I’ve seen you move.”
“That’s what they make guns for.”
“Whatever, dude.” Marcos drained off the last of his coffee and set the cup down. He stood and stretched. “I got to ride. If you want, I’ll see you Monday, introduce you to the man.”
“Thanks, Marcos. Take care.”
“Likewise, bro.”
He slid onto the saddle of his bike like a horseman and then was off, steadily picking up speed as he swept between the cars inching along on Upton.
It was obvious that getting involved in the business of Luella Pound was going to take more time than I wanted to give it. I finished my own coffee and walked across the street to the bookstore and looked in the front display window. There was a copy of a book titled No Other Option in the display, next to a hand written sign that said set in linden hills! I’d read the book. It was an action thriller set in my neighborhood; the author had either lived or spent a lot of time here. The story was about a special operator who came to the neighborhood to hide out. I had to laugh at that. It was the perfect neighborhood for an operator to disappear into. If only the writer knew.
I walked down 43rd Street till it curved round down to the Lake Harriet band shell. The trolley car was running, and it wheezed past me at the intersection at the bottom of the hill. Kids waved merrily from the trolley windows at passersby. It was a fine summer Saturday afternoon. The lake parkway was ringed with stop and go traffic, and a throng of people walking, biking, roller blading and running filled the pedestrian paths that circled Lake Harriet. I eased into the crowded walking path and strolled along, enjoying the sun on my shoulders and head, my eyes hidden behind sunglasses.
What to do?
I didn’t want to be involved. But something that Jim O’Neal had said nagged at me: “I figured you’d do a favor for another SF guy.” Special Forces is a fraternity; the flash and the green beret mark out a common experience, an experience most people couldn’t tolerate. It was true that you’d do what you could to help out a brother. And this one was dead. That made it heavy. I tapped on the Sky-Pager I wore at my waist. It was my electronic leash, ready to tug me back to the shadow world at any time. I wanted it to buzz and call me away, so I could leave this thing alone.
But that wasn’t happening right now.
So I had to do something else.
After a leisurely walk around the lake, I went back to the house and booted up my computer. I typed “runaway children” into Google and was appalled by the number of sites that came up. I followed a link to the National Organization for Missing and Exploited Children and found a wealth of information about runaways.
Now I knew more than I wanted to know.
And I still hadn’t decided what to do.
When in doubt, decide on something. It’s an old axiom, but true. I don’t dither in my work life, so why should I dither here? I picked up the phone and punched in Lewis Pound’s number from memory. It rang three times, and then he picked up.
“Hello?”
“Mr. Pound? This is Frank Lovelady.”
“Yes, Mr. Lovelady?”
“I’ve thought it over. I’ve got a name at the police department. I’ll see him on Monday, speak to him about Luella. I need you to do something today, though.”
“Of course!” he said. “What can I do?”
“I need you to get the latest pictures you have of Luella, her letters she wrote you from Minneapolis, any other information you have. Then I want you to bundle it all up and send it U.S. Mail overnight express. If you send it today, they’ll deliver it tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow is Sunday.”
“Yes, but Express Mail is delivered seven days a week. I’ll get it. Can you do that?”
“Yes, yes, I have everything here. I’ll do that right now, get it out to you.”
“That’s fine, Mr. Pound. You do that, and I’ll have a look around. I can’t guarantee anything, but maybe I can get the police interested in the case. Have you filed a missing person report in your hometown?”
“Yes.”
He gave me the name of the officer working the case and the case number. I gave him my address. Now I was armed with what I needed.
“I’ll be in touch, Mr. Pound.”
“Thank you, thank you very much, Mr. Lovelady.”
“Call me Frank,” I said. “All my friends do.”
v.
The next day, I went through my Sunday routine: pick up the paper, go to the Diner for coffee, breakfast, and a leisurely read, then back home to sit on my small porch, shaded by the big leafy maple in the front yard, and watch the flow of people heading down to the lake grow larger as the sun rose higher. A U.S. Postal Service truck puttered down the street, and slowed to a stop in front of my house. A portly letter carrier bounded out and brought me a flat rate Express envelope.
“Express Letter,” he said.
“Thank you,” I said. I took the envelope. “Sorry you had to be out on a Sunday.”
“The overtime’s good!” he said over his shoulder as he went back to his truck.
I slid my finger up the seam and opened the envelope. The first item on the slim sheaf of papers inside was an 8x10 headshot, a portrait from Sears, of a chubby faced blonde girl. She had good bones and brilliant blue eyes, and a faint petulant look to her mouth, the look of a child no one said no to. Once time or a diet shaved some extra weight off her, she’d be an attractive woman. I slipped the photo to the rear of the sheaf and read the letter Louis Pound had enclosed.
Dear Mr. Lovelady.
I’ve enclosed what I have. Here’s a picture of Luella we had taken last year. She wrote two letters, those are here as well. She kept a journal, but she took that with her, and there’s nothing else I have. There are a few snapshots of her with friends that she left behind, but those friends are all still here. I put in a copy of the police report I filed with our local police, too. Please call me if you need anything else. Thank you and God bless you for your help.
Signed, Louis Pound
Louis and Luella. I could see the problem. An old man in his late sixties, alone, no wife, saddled with a spoiled teenage orphan. It would have been tough all around. And so she got fed up and thought she’d strike out on her own at the ripe age of sixteen. You could be an adult at sixteen. I’d been there. Hard decisions needed to be made, hard actions taken. I’d done it, and it would be arrogant to think that Luella Pound might not be capable of doing it too. From what I’d read, the life of a teenage runaway was hard, but doable. She could work off the books as a waitress or a laborer or a domestic; she could be pulled into prostitution and the sex industry where her youth was a valuable commodity; she could be taken in by someone who’d trade sex for a roof over her head and money in her pocket. It would be harsh, but it could be survived. I’d lived on my own as a teen, sleeping in my old rattle trap car, living on sandwiches my girlfriend smuggled out of her parent’s house. Humans are resilient and always find a way.
I studied her face in the picture. Where had she gone? What would she do? I couldn’t tell. Her letters were short, and eloquent in what they didn’t say. She said she was fine, staying with friends and looking for work, not to worry about her. Not so subtly, she pushed the guilt button for the old man.
“I’ve got some opportunities,” she wrote. “Hopefully something will come of it. Don’t worry about me, Grandpa. I’ll be fine. Love, Luella.”
What sort of opportunities?
I tapped the stack of papers into a thin, neat pile on my lap, then watched the leaves of my maple tree rustle in the summer breeze.
When you hunt humans, you need to place them in the context of their daily life: where they live, where they work, what they do everyday, what their routine is. Even the most gypsy-like existence has a structure to it, and that structure circles around the basic human needs: a place to sleep, something to eat, shelter from the elements. When you find where your target does those things, then most of the job is done. The rest is just technique. I didn’t have much to work with in the matter of Luella Pound. A face, a few letters. And I didn’t have the luxury of the government’s formidable intelligence machine turning its all-seeing eye on her and tracking all the signs left in the currents of modern society.
This might be an interesting challenge.
I’d worked with not much more than this hunting terrorist gunmen over the water. Once, I’d been inserted into Damascus, Syria with nothing more than a picture and a neighborhood. It had taken some time, but I’d found who I was looking for.
I could do the same for Luella Pound.
CHAPTER TWO
i.
Dr. Thomas Marks liked his patients to call him Tommy. He enjoyed the informality, and perhaps he thought it fostered more intimacy with his patients than the more formal Dr. Marks would.
I called him Dr. Marks.
I resented the one day each month I spent with him, and I didn’t appreciate his attempts at building a chummy relationship. He had a job to do, and that job was to ensure that I was still capable of killing on demand, capable of keeping my mouth shut about what I did, and capable of being left on my own between jobs. He was a leash on me that would never go away, and I hated him for that. He sensed that, of course. That’s what psychiatrists do.
“How are you doing, Frank?” he said.
“I need a refill on my Zyprexa,” I said.
He nodded eagerly, his oversized head bobbing like a toy on a pencil thin neck. He took out a white plastic bottle from a drawer. No prescription refills for me: the Agency took care of all that. Zyprexa was expensive. A month’s supply of thirty pills ran almost two hundred dollars over the counter. But I didn’t have to worry about that.
He set the pill bottle down on the edge of the desk closest to me. I left it where it was.
“So, how are things going?” he tried again.
I shrugged. “How are things going for you, Dr. Marks?”
“I wonder how you’re sleeping.”
“Alone.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I sleep between eight and a half to nine and a half hours every night. Sometimes I take a nap in the afternoon.”
He avoided my eyes, nodding, smiling down into my file as he made a note. “That’s about right. Any side effects you’ve noticed? You look in good shape, you’re taking care of yourself?”
“Yep.”
He took a deep breath, closed the file folder and set his pen atop it, then folded his hands together and made eye contact.
“I get the feeling you’re not too happy, Frank. Is something bothering you?”
“I don’t enjoy this. I’m not happy that I need to come in here and get my ticket punched once a month.”
He smiled, grateful to have something to work with.
“I can understand that, Frank. But you’re involved in sensitive work…”
“I know exactly what I’m involved in. I take my medication.”
“Of course you do,” he said, soothingly. I almost laughed out loud at how easily he took the bait. “And you’re doing just fine. That’s why we only need to meet once a month. Just to make sure you’re still on track. That’s all. And if anything comes up…”
“Nothing comes up. Not even my dick. Is that a side effect?”
He hesitated. “Are you experiencing impotence, Frank?”
“I’m having delusions of impotence.”
He laughed, finally. “Good one. I’m glad to see that you’ve kept your sense of humor.”
“Something like that.”
“Alone those lines, are you seeing anyone, Frank? A woman friend, dating, anything?”
What a ham handed segue. Of course he’d want to know if I was seeing anyone.
“I like my solitude. I have plenty of company when I work.”
“That’s not the same thing as having someone in your life when you’re not working.”
I favored him with a thin smile. “And what would I tell them? Travel writer is thin cover when you’ve got someone in your hip pocket. I don’t need the complications. I have my books and my writing and right now that’s enough.”
He looked down. “Do you ever hear from your ex-wife, Frank?”
I hadn’t seen that coming. “No. And I don’t expect to ever hear from her again. She was fed up with me and my life. Last I heard she’d remarried and was getting on with her life. Good riddance and best of luck.”
“Do you miss having someone in your life that way?”
“What way?” I said. “Like an ex-wife? I don’t think so. I like my life just fine as it is. I have my work, and I partner with the best people in the world. When I’m not working, I have the time to do exactly what I like to do, which is read and write and listen to music and walk. That’s it. That’s not so complicated, is it? I don’t feel incomplete. I have good friendships to sustain me if I get hungry for the human touch. And I don’t. I’ve learned, the hard way, that it’s better for me to keep my distance. I’ve gotten used to that.”
Dr. Marks sat forward, eager, a hint of excitement in his voice. “Yes. That’s exactly right. You’ve grown used to it. But does that satisfy you? Don’t you feel the need for more connection than you have?”
I leaned back in the overstuffed arm chair and looked around his paneled office, his diplomas on the wall, a sickly fern near one window struggling to live on the dim light that filtered through the slats.
“I’m as connected as I need to be,” I said. “And that’s all for that.”
ii.
When I got home, I decided to go for a walk. I wanted to clear the last vestiges of Dr. Marks out of my head. I walked past the Linden Hills Diner, waved to Neil and Barbara, the owners, turned right and went up the hill to 44th Street, then crossed over and followed 44th down to Lake Harriet. I weaved through the slow moving traffic on the parkway and eased into the steady pedestrian flow on the walkways. It didn’t used to be this crowded on the Lake when I first moved to the Twin Cities. Back then, the only time the walkways got really crowded was after a summer concert at the band shell. But Minneapolis had been crowned as one of the best places to live in the country, and my little neighborhood written up as one of the most desirable in the Cities, and that led to inevitable gentrification. I’d paid $140,000 for my house. It was now appraised at almost half a million. If I’d cared to put it on the market, I could sell it in a day. That’s how fast homes went in Linden Hills. But despite the growing crowds of well tended yuppies elbowing out the older and funkier residents, I liked it here.
I shoved my hands in my pockets and strolled along, admiring the beauties out in their jogging shorts and sports bras. I watched the women in their summer clothing and thought of what Dr. Marks had said.
Connection.
I had connection here. I had my house, my regular haunts, the Diner, Sebastian Joe’s, Gigi’s Bar, the Bally’s gym where I worked out, Marcos and a few other people. I had a wide flung set of friends I kept in contact with via e-mail and the occasional phone call. I had connection.
Did I miss my ex-wife? Hell no. It was star crossed to begin with, and we were both glad when it was done. Did I miss having a woman in my bed? The truth be known, I’d had a few, but none that stuck around. Since the breakdown, I’d had less interest in sex, or maybe that was a side effect of the Zyprexa, though Dr. Marks swore up and down that wasn’t the case. Part of my lack of interest was the lingering wound I felt in the aftermath of the breakdown, a painful vulnerability I kept hidden away. It’s a terrifying thing when your mind turns on you. Having lived in a shadow world full of characters that would and could kill me, it was devastating when my mind began to manufacture more of the same.
Dr. Marks pissed me off. I disliked his fumbling at my brain and I wished I could be rid of him. But if I wanted to work, I had to put up with him. Whatever it took. I took a deep breath and held it, let it go. I did that ten times as I walked along, determined to enjoy my day as it came to me.
Of course I was connected.
iii.
The Minnesota Kali Group was the best martial arts school in the Twin Cities, and one of the best in the country. Rick Faye, the owner and head instructor, was a nationally renowned practitioner of Filipino kali and Bruce Lee’s jeet kune do. I knew Faye slightly, liked him as far as it went, but I kept out of the school. Marcos spent a few hours there every day, taking classes or working out on the heavy bags.
I stood in the door for a moment and took it all in. I’d spent a lot of time in martial arts schools when I was younger, so much time that I felt a wave of nostalgia when I stood on worn wooden floors and breathed in the odors of fresh sweat and battered canvas. I kept my own skills up by drilling on a heavy bag and a wooden dummy in the basement of my house. I didn’t want other people to know what expertise I had. It was an operational security issue. You never let people know what your full capabilities were. And why would a travel writer need hand to hand skills? Otherwise I might have come in and worked out, built a circle of friends around the practice of martial arts. Maybe that’s what kept me out of there, even though I felt tugged to join the class in progress.
There was that issue of connection.
Marcos was paired up with a massive black man at least six four and well over two hundred fifty pounds, who looked like an icebox with a bald head screwed into the top. They went through the intricate hand movements of a hubud exercise, where they threw punches and elbows at each other in a prearranged sequence, taking turns blocking and countering. They had good flow; their technique looked good. Marcos looked over and nodded, sweat running down his face. I took a seat on the wooden bench beside the door and watched till the class ended with partners taking turns kicking the heavy Thai impact pads. When they were finished, Marcos came over and flopped down beside me on the bench, mopping the sweat from his face with a bandanna.
“How you doing?” he said.
“Better than you.”
“Good exercise, bro. You should give it a whirl.”
“Looks too much like hard work.”
He laughed. “Hey, that thing we talked about? The guy, that’s him over there.” He pointed across the room at a trim fit man of medium build, in a muscle shirt and gym pants, toweling off and talking to the gigantic black man.
“Did you talk to him about it?” I said.
“I outlined it for him. He’ll talk to you.” Marcos whistled and called out, “Hey Joe! Over here!”
The trim man looked over and nodded. He had close cropped black hair with a smattering of grey at the temples and a thin, carefully maintained mustache. He raised one hand in greeting, then bent and picked up his gym bag and walked across the floor towards us. You can tell a lot about a fighter by how they carry themselves. This guy was deceptive till you saw how deep and dense his muscles were and how he moved with his weight on the balls of his feet, like a dancer – or a serious fighter. He came over and nodded to Marcos, then looked at me.
“Good workout?” I said.
“Yeah,” the trim man said.
“I’m Frank Lovelady,” I said. “Marcos mentioned me to you?”
“Frank’s the man,” Marcos said.
The trim man held out his hand. “Joe Spenser. How you doing?”
His hand was hard and callused as though he worked with his hands a lot.
“Thanks for taking the time to talk to me,” I said.
“Let’s wait and see if I do you any good first,” Spenser said.
He had cop’s eyes. He made no secret of his appraisal; he was accustomed to using his look like a weapon. He was used to sniffing out bullshit, that was clear, which meant I had to tread carefully.
“Fair enough,” I said. “Marcos told you I had a friend, he’s dead now, his daughter was being raised by her grandfather? She ran away a few months ago, came here to Minneapolis. The grandfather called me up and asked me to see if I could find out anything.”
“Did he report her as missing?” Spenser said.
“Yes.”
“Was her name put in the database for missing children?”
“I don’t know.”
“Once she’s in that system, if she has any contact with the police, they can ID her and who she belongs to. That’s about all you can do. You an investigator?”
“No,” I said.
“What do you do?”
His tone had changed, his focus on me.
“I’m a travel writer. I don’t have any background in this sort of thing, that’s why Marcos suggested I talk to you.”
He nodded in understanding, still appraising me. “You work for a magazine?”
“Freelance. I’ve got relationships with several magazines.”
“Sounds like a good job.”
“It’s not bad.”
“Yeah,” Spenser said. “Well, I feel for the grandfather. It’s a tough situation to be in, especially with a young female involved. We get a lot of runaways here in Minneapolis. Bright lights, big city, all that jazz, draws these kids from the country like moths to a flame. And a lot of them get burned. They come up here, most of them too young to work, end up on the streets, and then every shit bag in the universe comes down to take a piece off them. There’s a thriving sex industry here, if you didn’t know, and these kids get drawn in. Prostitution, both boys and girls, that’s big, but there’s also a more sophisticated deal – making videos.”
“Porno?” I said.
Spenser gave me a look as though I was stupid; I wanted him to think that way about me.
“Yeah,” he said. “Porno. The Feds have busted some big time rings out in the suburbs. They had whole houses set up to make movies with kids. Used to be, they’d rent a hotel room, move in and shoot the whole thing in a day, then move on. Now they’ve got whole production studios set up in houses. With computers and digital cameras they get broadcast quality from the get go. They load the stuff onto private computer servers for people to get it on the Internet. Custom made stuff, too.”
“I had no idea it was so advanced,” I said.
“Where do you live?” Spenser said.
“Linden Hills.”
He snorted in disdain. “You won’t see it there. The yuppies won’t tolerate that in their version of Minneapolis. Go over to Uptown, Lyn-Lake, Downtown, North Side. You’ll see plenty if you know what to look for.”
“Do you do much work with runaways?” I said.
“When I was in the bag on patrol, I made it a point to seek out these kids, get them hooked up with the various missions and ministries around here for kids. What with budget cuts, lots of those places have closed down – and there’s even more kids on the street now. I’m in SIU now, Special Investigations. I’ve worked with the Feds on a couple of their porno cases, but they like to stake out that stuff for themselves, and we don’t have the resources to pursue it at the level they do.”
“So what do you think I should do?” I said. “Is there an organization in the Cities I could talk to, or should I be handing out flyers, what?”
Spenser took his time answering. Even though he hid it well, he was trying to decide whether to take me seriously or not.
“You get me the information you got, a picture, name, whatever, I’ll see that it goes out the patrol guys at roll call,” he said. “I’ll make a couple of calls, check around some. I’d advise you not to go out looking for this girl yourself. You start sticking your nose into street business, come to the attention of some people, they’ll rough you up or worse. You could get hurt. Better to leave that to the professionals.”
It hurts, sometimes, to live your cover. It angered me to hear that kind of assessment coming from a professional – even though it was a validation of my cover and how harmless I worked to appear to him. I wanted to square off with him, tell him the things I’d done for my country, the missions I’d accomplished…and maybe that’s why he said what he did, to draw me out. Perhaps he sensed something about me he couldn’t put a name to. So I sat, my shoulders consciously slumped, made no eye contact, and took the blow to my pride.
“You’re the expert,” I said. “But I’d like to be doing something besides sitting around while you make calls, as much as I appreciate that. Would it hurt to make some flyers and get them out?”
He shrugged. “I’ve seen lots of people go the flyer route. Not much response unless there’s money attached to it, a reward, and then you’ve got every cockroach with a jones on calling you and claiming some of that money. Let me have what you got, I’ll look into it.”
I handed him a manila envelope with copies of Luella Pound’s picture and two letters. I’d kept the originals for myself. Spenser took out the photo and looked at it.
“Midwestern blonde,” he said. “No telling where she’d end up.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s a demand for girls like this. Not just here, but overseas, Japan, Middle East especially. White slavery, that’s what it is. Girls like this get picked up here and some fucking sheik pays big bucks to bust her open. Minneapolis is one end of a pipeline that runs that way because we’ve got all these Norwegians and Swedes here, nice blond kids. Big bucks for them.”
“Is that something the Feds would be involved in?”
“Maybe.”
“Would they talk to me?”
“No. You wouldn’t believe how many cases like this come up. They’d only be interested if they could connect her to something they’re working. And they wouldn’t talk to you about it.”
“But they’d talk to you.”
“Like I said, I’ll make a few calls.”
The conversation seemed over. Spenser slid the photo back into the envelope and slid the envelope into his gym bag.
“What’s your phone number?” he said.
I gave him a generic business card with my name, e-mail, PO box and telephone number.
“Fancy,” he said.
“Don’t be fooled.”
He gave me a strange look. “I’m not.” He turned to Marcos and slapped him on the shoulder. “See you Wednesday?”
“Cool, man. Thanks for helping us out,” Marcos said.
“I’ll let you know what I find out,” Spenser said to me. Then he slung his bag over his shoulder and stalked out of the gym like a big alleycat.
I watched him go. “Tough character.”
“I don’t think he likes you,” Marcos said.
“Why do you say that?”
“You got cop’s eyes, Frank. And cops don’t like guys who aren’t cops to have cop’s eyes.”
“I’m a writer, Marcos. I’m supposed to snoop around and find out things.”
“That’s what you say, Frank.” Marcos stretched, then waved to Rick Faye who was coaching a fighter in the corner of the gym. “What do you want to do?”
“Let me buy you some lunch. I appreciate you helping me out.”
“Sounds good, rich man. We can figure out what to do next.”
“We?”
“You’re not fooling anybody with your poker face, Frank. It don’t take a mind reader to see you mean to get some street time.”
I tugged at my nose. “There’s no need for you to get involved.”
“Hey, this might be fun, man. And you’re going to need somebody who knows their way around, you go snooping in the dark world.”
“Dark world?”
“They only come out at night, dude. So that’s when we’ll have to go hunting.”
A man, another student, watched us with interest. He was short and muscular, with pinched facial features framed with granny glasses. He sat on the floor and went through some stretches, and smiled and nodded when I caught his eye.
“Friend of yours?” I said.
Marcos waved to the man. “Hey, Rake. You get enough of a work out?”
Rake got up and picked up his bag and walked past us to the door. “Oh, yeah,” he said. He studied me with interest. “See you around.”
“Later, man,” Marcos said.
Rake walked like a wrestler, with a bear like roll exaggerated with his shortness.
“Interesting guy,” I said.
“You know him?” Marcos said, surprised.
“No. Why?”
“He’s a psychic, man. Makes his living doing astrology and tarot cards and giving readings. Kind of creepy, sometimes he’ll just come up and tell you shit that turns out to be true.”
“No kidding?”
“No shit. Buy me lunch and I’ll tell you about it.”
“Done deal.”
iv.
We ate at Figlio’s in Calhoun Square, in Uptown. Marcos was a regular with the wait staff and bartenders, and he chatted with them during lulls in our conversation, while we ate fried calamari and sipped Sam Adams. Figlio’s was a pleasant place in the mid-afternoon, before the after work crowd of young professionals pushed the bohemian neighborhood characters like Marcos into the corners. I liked the food here, and the attentive pretty waitresses, and the smoothly professional bartender who kept a watchful eye on the level of our beer glasses.
I tilted my glass up for a last swallow and signaled for a refill. “This guy, Rake…he’s a psychic you said?”
Marcos plucked a calamari ring from the tangle on his plate. “Yep. He’s a good guy, trains hard at the gym. Seems like a regular Joe, then he comes up with some of this creepy shit about what’s going to happen. But that’s what psychics do, I guess. I hear he makes a pretty good living at it.”
“You believe in that?”
“Yeah,” Marcos said. “I believe. I have an auntie back in Rio, she found out she had a cancer. So she went to this psychic healer in the barrio. This healer, he works on my auntie for an hour a day for five days. Then he sends her home. She goes back to the doctors, and they tell her that her cancer is in remission – all on its own. She’s still alive and healthy, and she brings that healer a meal every week. So yeah, I believe in some of it.”
I watched the bubbles swell into the head of my fresh beer. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d buy into that kind of thing.”
“There’s plenty of frauds and people who aren’t what they say they are. Doesn’t mean there isn’t some truth in there. You think it’s all bullshit?”
“No,” I said. “I don’t think it’s all bullshit. Like you said, there’s plenty of frauds running around out there, and you just have to sort through it all. I knew a guy, a military guy, he told me about the government’s psychics.”
“Government psychics? No shit? I never heard about that.”
“It was big time,” I said. “The CIA and the Department of Defense had a program, they called it STARGATE. They had psychics looking for nukes and hunting terrorists. Supposedly they were real accurate, and more useful than the satellites.”
“No shit?”
“That’s what he said.”
Marcos mulled that over. I thought of my own experiences with the military psychics, the warrior-shaman as they liked to be called. The STARGATE project cover had been blown big time back in the nineties by a handful of disaffected former players. A carefully crafted disinformation campaign swung into effect to downplay the real effectiveness of the unit and make a big show of shutting it down. But that was all distraction and deception to hide the real secret: there were several units of military trained psychics who worked hand in hand with tactical units like the Navy’s Development Group and the Army’s Combat Applications Group – and, sometimes, with us in the Cells. The military psychics could remote view details about targets that couldn’t be gotten to in any other way; they could provide details that could only be gathered by someone on the ground.
I’d done enough work with them to believe.
“What kind of psychic stuff does Rake do?” I said.
“Tarot cards, astrology, sometimes just straight readings. He says the cards and astrology are vehicles.”
“Maybe I should see if he could find Luella Pound for us.”
“You want to ask him?” Marcos said.
“Let’s have a look for ourselves first.”
“So it’s we now, huh?” Marcos grinned into his beer glass.
“Like you said, I don’t know these streets at night. I’m a homebody, most nights.”
“Except on Fridays.”
“Yeah, when I try to get Ms. Gigi to give me some love.”
Marcos laughed. “That Gigi, she’s good people.”
“Maybe we’ll drop in there tonight after we have a look around.”
“Sounds good to me.”
“What time you want to meet me at the house?” I said.
“Around ten. We can take your car, cruise the city, I’ll point out some places. Then we can park and go on foot to see what we can see, all up close and dirty.”
After our lunch, Marcos went his way and I went home. I went into the small study that served as my office and sat at my desk and stared into space. There’s a ritual I go through when I prepare for a mission, a mental focusing, a bringing of attention to the here and now that preps my mind for the tasks ahead, whether it’s doing a tactical reconnaissance like I intended to do tonight -- or a killing.
You have to have your mind right.
I was going to tackle the duality of the city tonight. Minneapolis was a city with two faces. In the light of day, it was one of the most desirable cities to live in. But at night, the city had a different face. I’d seen glimpses of it: slight, undernourished teens standing together on street corners; furtive drug deals done in plain sight of passing police; one time, a teenage boy running full speed down the street past Gigi’s, blood streaming from an open wound on his head. I never sought out the dark side while I was home; I got plenty of that in my other life. I liked the cleanliness and the order and the civility of my life here. It was my retreat from the chaos of the shadow world. I liked the duality of my life and, so far, I’d done a good job of keeping it compartmentalized.
Going out to search for Luella Pound was going to blur my boundaries.
But I said I’d do it, so I would. What’s a man without his word?
CHAPTER THREE
i.
In any act, there’s a moment when you actually decide to go forward. For me it’s a conscious decision, a gathering of my internal resources, a moment when I say, “Go.” While looking for Luella didn’t require the commitment a special operation did, it was good discipline to approach it professionally. I dressed for the job: comfortable running shoes, loose fitting Levis, a sweatshirt and a light leather jacket against the evening cool. My outfit could conceal a weapon, if I’d wanted to carry one.
I thought about it.
Marcos showed up on his mountain bike. He went everywhere on his bike, and the ride from his apartment in Uptown to my house was a short one. We stashed his bike in my garage and got into my car, a comfortable and inconspicuous four year old Toyota Camry.
I adjusted all the mirrors, got settled just the way I liked. “So, Virgil,” I said. “Where you going to start your tour of the underworld?”
Marcos looked at me for a long moment, then laughed. “You’re just full of surprises, Frank. You read Dante?”
“I been educated.”
“Lake Street,” he said. “That’s the entry to the underworld.”
I drove around Lake Harriet, the traffic sparse at this time of night, and then followed the shoreline of Lake Calhoun to 36th Street to Hennepin and the intersection of Hennepin and Lake. Uptown, at this intersection, was dominated by small boutiques, expensive restaurants, bars and coffee shops. It was an upscale part of town, anchored by the tony shops in Calhoun Square and the Gap right across the street.
“You’ll see the kids here sometimes,” Marcos said. “But this is more a place to play, to spend some money. The cops are aggressive about keeping them off the street around here. They’ll hang out in Calhoun Square till the security guards chase them out, or over there,” he pointed. “At the library. They don’t hustle for much besides spare change. They might sell a little.”
“Sell?”
“Dope. Not much sex action around here. No place to go. Can’t stop cars, no privacy in the day time, at night the cops are out in force protecting the yuppies who insist on their god given right to walk around the lakes at night,” Marcos said.
I turned right on Lake Street and headed east.
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Marcos said. “Lake Street changes the farther east you go.”
The upscale designer boutiques fell away behind us. The stores became run down, shuttered and battered buildings housing furniture rental stores and pawnshops and payday loan outfits. The color of the people shifted from white to black, and the young men gathered on the street corners wore their clothing and bandanas in the intricate display of gang sign. They watched the passing cars with the flat eyes of a predator, looking for the police cars, marked and unmarked, that cruised by.
“There’s a lot of drug dealing out here, on side streets. But until we get east of the interstate, there’s too many cops for anything open on Lake,” Marcos said.
We drove east of the highway, went beneath the grimy underpass and passed two winos who stood in plain view of passing cars and urinated against the sloping concrete walls of the underpass. Even the street lights were dirty here; the lamps seemed attenuated and dull, as though they were weary with shedding light on the things and people that passed beneath them. On the other side of the underpass, staking out pieces of the sidewalk, were dozens of street walkers, mostly black women with a few white girls, all of them in skin tight short shorts and halter tops, or else bursting out of short dresses. A short fat woman with her hair teased into a huge Afro waved at us as we drove by.
“Looking for a date?” she shouted.
Marcos waved back at her. “Not tonight, baby!”
“Come back later, then!” she said.
“Friend of yours?” I said.
“All God’s little sisters are beautiful in their own way,” Marcos said.
“So this is where the runaways would be?”
“That little girl of yours might be out here on Lake or over on Franklin, waving down cars just like that Afro queen. Or she could be selling crack on the corners, and that ain’t no pun. I just want you to get a feel for what life is like out here.”
On a corner ahead was a cluster of Minneapolis Police cars, lights flashing blue and red, all marked except for one white Crown Vic. We stopped at the light and watched as several officers handcuffed three teenage black males and put them in the back of the squad cars. Leaning on the hood of the plain clothes car was Joe Spenser.
“There’s your buddy,” I said.
“Let’s stop, check him out.”
I drove through the intersection and pulled back through a gas station parking lot to end up beside the unmarked car. Spenser watched us cautiously till he recognized Marcos.
“Joe! You working hard?” Marcos called.
Spenser was dressed for his street, in Levis with a wide black belt to support an inside the waist holster for his Glock 19, two spare magazines in speed pouches and his handcuffs. His black T-shirt was tucked in, and he had scuffed black jungle boots on. He leaned in the window and gave us both a cool look.
“Hey, Marcos,” Spenser said. “What are you guys doing down here?”
“I’m giving Frank the tour of the dark side of the force, brother man,” Marcos said.
“No place for civilians down here,” Spenser said. “Some of the young guns would just as soon pop you as look at you.”
“We’re being safe,” Marcos said.
Spenser caught my eye. “So what do you think of this side of Minneapolis?”
I shrugged. “Every city has its bad neighborhoods.”
“That’s true,” he said. “You’re looking for that girl.”
“That’s what I told her grandfather I’d do,” I said.
Spenser looked off to one side. “I put her name and picture in the database. If anybody has contact with her, it’ll come up.”
“I appreciate that,” I said.
“I put your name in the computer, too. You’re a real clean living citizen.”
“I keep my nose clean.”
“It’s going to get dirty you stick it in around here. Stay in your car if you want to look around. Let the professionals handle it,” Spenser said in a flat voice.
“The professionals wouldn’t be involved if it weren’t for a little pushing,” I said. I was surprised by the heat in my voice.
Spenser looked at me and said, mildly, “I said I’d take care of it.”
“I don’t want to seem unappreciative, but I think I can handle driving around, asking a few questions,” I said.
“Yeah,” Spenser said. “You do seem as though you could handle that.”
“What do you mean?” I said.
Spenser shrugged. “Watch out if you go down around 12th, 13th, 14th. The Crips had a shooting down there last night. They’re out looking for a Somali shooter.”
“The Somalis got a street gang?” I said.
“You bet,” Spenser said. “Tough motherfuckers, too. Not shy about lighting people up. I guess you grow up in Somalia, you wouldn’t be shy about it.”
“I sure as fuck know that,” Marcos said. “I been to Somalia.”
“I didn’t know that,” Spenser said, surprised. “What were you doing there?”
“Task Force Ranger, dude,” Marcos said. “Black Hawk Down. I was there.”
Spenser laughed and shook his head slowly. “I didn’t even know you were in the military.”
“Rangers lead the way, man,” Marcos said.
“Semper fucking fi,” Spenser said.
“You a Marine?” I said.
“One of the proud and the few,” Spenser said. “And Marcos a Ranger. I’ll be damned. What about you, Lovelady?”
“I fell out of airplanes while in fright,” I said. “A long, long time ago, in the green pastures of my youth. 82nd Airborne.”
Spenser gave me a thoughtful look. “I thought only bird shit and fools fell from the sky.”
“There’s some truth to that theory,” I said.
“Well, la di da,” Spenser said. He straightened up and slapped his hands on the Camry’s roof, a boom that sounded like a gunshot. “You two old paratroopers best get your asses out of here, before one of the bangers makes you for a narc car and puts some rounds in you.”
“See you in class,” Marcos said.
“Stay out of trouble,” Spenser said.
“Will do,” I said.
We pulled out into the street and turned right, continuing east on Lake Street.
“I don’t think he likes you,” Marcos said.
I grinned. “What gives you that idea?”
“You put a cop’s teeth on edge, Frank. You come off wrong.”
“How so?”
“You come off like a cop or something.”
“I’m not.”
“That’s what I said. But you come off that way, and it rubs cops the wrong way.”
“Can’t do much about what other people think,” I said.
Marcos turned in the seat and looked at me. “You don’t come off like Mr. Meek and Mild Travel Writer.”
“How many travel writers you know?”
“Just the one, dude. Just the one.”
Violent men have a distinctive physiology. Familiarity with violence, and the watchful preparedness that comes with that familiarity, gives one a certain look – a wariness, a physical ease, a whole array of body language cues that add up to: Don’t Fuck With Me. Spenser had that body language. So did Marcos. So did I. It’s something you can’t hide from people stamped with the same stamp. That’s what Spenser was bristling about. What need does a travel writer have to be violent? I had to be careful with that. Marcos sensed it, but he didn’t pry, one of the many things I liked about him. Something else seemed to bug Spenser, but I decided to let my unconscious mind worry at that like a dog on a tough bit of bone.
We drove into the neighborhood Spenser had warned us about. Knots of young men dominated the corners, boldly watching us, unafraid, their baggy clothes and hidden hands a sign that they were armed.
“You think she might be down here?” I said.
“She might be running with a gang,” Marcos said. “Black banger, a white girlfriend is a status symbol. Like having the best pit bull, or the latest nine.”
“I don’t know enough about this girl,” I said. “I don’t know if she’d fall in with a gang, or work a straight job off the books, or hook, or what.”
“You’re not going to get that from the grandfather,” Marcos said. “He’s only going to know what she wanted him to know. You don’t know no teenagers, that’s what they’re like. They got a life at home, nice and clean, and then they got their life with their friends. That’s a whole different game. Parents, grandparents, they’re the last to know about their kids.”
“You got any ideas?”
“I like the flyers. Print up a couple of hundred, hand them out. That way the bangers don’t think we’re cops and the hookers won’t think we’re freaks.”
“Too late for that tonight.”
“We could go to Kinko’s, but that’s up to you. We can do it another night. You seen enough?”
“I’ve seen enough.”
“How about a drink at Gigi’s then?”
“Now you’re talking,” I said. “Let’s do that.”
ii.
The lights were low in Gigi’s, and only a handful of night owls sat scattered at the tables and the bar. Gigi shared a table with Marcos and I, and we worked our drinks and listened to Norah Jones’s CD on the concert quality sound system.
“This girl has a future,” Gigi said.
“I’ve never heard her before,” I said.
“You’ll hear more of her,” Gigi said. “She’s a prodigy. So young, and to have that voice. Her father was Ravi Shankar, the Indian musician that played with the Beatles.”
“I didn’t know that,” Marcos said.
“T’is truth,” Gigi said. She favored Marcos with a slow, lupine smile. “I’m a fount of knowing and knowledge.”
Marcos tilted his glass of Sam Adams in salute. “Now there’s truth, beautiful lady.”
“I could get jealous here,” I said.
Gigi laughed, a girlish peal, and patted my knee. “You’ll always be my favorite, Frank. My mysterious and oh so noble Frank. Looking for a lost little girl.”
I shrugged.
Marcos laughed. “He don’t like it when you call him noble.”
“I need a fresh drink,” I said.
“Oh, honey,” Gigi said. She waved at Lou the bartender and pointed at my drink. “You’re turning red.”
My ears were burning, but I chalked that up to the Hennessey cognac I was drinking. It was a fine drink for late at night.
“You ever get those strays in here, Gigi?” I said.
“You mean the little runaways?” she said.
“Yeah.”
“They can’t afford anything in here, honey. So they don’t come in. I see them out on the street like everybody else.” She paused and lit a cigarette. “What are you going to do next?”
“The flyers, I guess. Recruit Marcos to run them out, make some late night drives and show her picture around.”
“Take some by the Greyhound station,” she said. “I’ve seen pimps hanging around there, waiting for those kids with their lost looks to get off the buses. They’re over there all day and all night.”
“That’s a good idea,” Marcos said. “The bus station is open all night. That’s probably how she got here in the first place.”
I looked at my watch. Twelve thirty. “We could swing by there before I take you home, Marcos.”
“I need my bike. It’s at your place.”
“We can go pick it up and I’ll run you back. Save you the midnight ride.”
“Cool, man.”
Gigi made a disappointed moue. “You boys are going to leave?”
“We’ve got to go be noble,” I said.
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