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ONE




 


I woke up sweating. My
pulse was racing. I blinked my eyes — once, twice, three times.
They showed me nothing but blackness. I ripped at the sheets coiled
around me, panicking. Finally, I freed myself of their loops. I sat
up, letting my legs fall over the edge of the bed, rubbing at my
eyes, waiting for them to adjust to the dark. After a moment, I was
able to make out the curtained square of the motel room window, the
low rectangle of the nightstand, the female curves of the lamp. I
put two fingers to my wrist and felt my pulse, willed it slower,
slower, slower . . .

I reached for the glass of
water I always keep on my nightstand — even in motels. Especially
in motels. My fingertips brushed it, almost knocked it over, found
it again. I drank it in one gulp. For a moment, I considered
calling Gracie, but I thought better of it. Instead I sat listening
to the wind prowl around the motel parking lot, rattling the leaves
across the pavement. This was nothing to wake Gracie over — I’d had
a nightmare, that was all.

More specifically, I’d had
the nightmare. The same one that had been plaguing me for years,
waking me up in the middle of the night with my heart pounding,
just like this. Only this time it seemed more vivid — closer, if it
was possible for nightmares to get closer.

I rubbed at my temples
until the last shreds of night-terrors left, then went to the
window, pulling the cheap curtains aside. Across the motel’s quiet
little parking lot, the wind was pushing a stunted palm tree
around, making its shaggy head rattle. A frond detached, dropping
to the pavement. I stood and watched, staring at the palm tree,
then past the palm tree out at nothing. There was nothing to look
at except shadows. But the shadows went on for a long way. I could
sense him out there, somewhere inside them. I imagined I could see
him — just a little ghostly glow, far off, a dim firefly dying out
in the night air. I was close.

I said his name in the
dark: “Vernon Green.”

I wondered if he heard.
Could he feel me, closing in? Was he out there, somewhere, awake in
the dark? Afraid?

I let the curtains fall
back and lay down.

I was a long time getting
to sleep. I lay a while, eyes open, trying to remember the
nightmare. It was gone. It was funny, the way it broke up into
fragments and drifted away. I couldn’t seem to remember any of the
details — couldn’t seem to remember anything about it.

Later, I wouldn’t think it
was so funny.

When I woke again, the room
was full of pale dawn-light. The cell-phone chirped at me from the
nightstand. I picked it up. “Hello?”

“Lance? Are you all right?
I had — I had a bad feeling. I had a dream — that you had been
shot.”

“Yes, Gracie. I’m fine . .
. Gracie?”

She sounded like she was
near tears. I imagined her laying in her narrow little bed with her
blankets piled over her, and cold-cream smeared all over her face.
Did she still use cold-cream? We were both silent for a moment, and
then she continued.“I’m sorry. But it was awful — you were shot,
and you fell apart. I had to put you in a suitcase, because you
fell apart. I couldn’t find all of the pieces, and . .
.”

“It must have been a very
large suitcase.” I sat up, crossing the hard indoor-outdoor carpet
to the bathroom.

She laughed, despite
herself. “It was a normal-sized suitcase.”

“I must have been very
small, then. Am I usually a dwarf when you dream of me,
Gracie?”

I flipped the fluorescent
lights on in the bathroom, staring at my sagging bulldog-face in
the mirror, the mess of gray hair falling down over one
eye.

“You’re usually a
punching-bag when I dream of you, Lance.” I could almost hear her
smile. “Or a tree-sloth, if I want something better
looking.”

I felt my sense of humor
sliding away. The eyes in the mirror were tired. They wanted to
rest. I squeezed them shut and opened them back up, pleading with
them to just see this one last case through.

“I’m so close, Gracie. I
can feel him.”

She was silent for a
moment. Then: “Just be careful.”

I snorted, almost
disgusted. How many years? And always, the same line. It didn’t
mean anything, anymore. “I’ll be sure to keep my limbs screwed on
tight, so I won’t fall apart on you.”

“Very funny, Lance. But I
was thinking. Maybe . . . I’m not doing anything, really. Just
sitting at home and staring at my computer screen, or looking out
the window. Maybe . . . maybe I could come out there. Help you find
him. I could ride along like I used to, sometimes. Keep you
company.”

“No, Gracie.”

“Why?”

“This is something that I
have to do alone. I can’t — ”

“I’ve known you for so
long, Lance. It would be almost like being alone, even if I were
there. I just — ”

“I don’t think you’re clear
on the concept, Gracie. Being alone involves one person. One
singular being, without anyone else. Because having someone else
there would mean that they were there together. And together is the
opposite of alone.”

There was another long
moment of silence. I had just opened my mouth to ask if she was
still on the line, when she blurted out, “How many years, Lance . .
. and you still condescend to me. When will it stop?”

“I . . .”

But she had hung up. I set
the phone on the counter and started the shower. I stripped down,
avoiding looking at my aging body in the mirror. Mirrors are for
the young and those with what it takes to grow old gracefully,
without knotted scar tissue and a gut from too many years spent
sitting in cars. I stood under the cold water of the shower, my
teeth chattering. I pressed my head against the hard tile. Close. I
was close. My hands balled up into fists. I rolled my knuckles
along the tiles. Just a day, just a few more days. Slowly, the
water heated up. I raised my head and let it pour down on me,
trying to remember the nightmare, trying to keep the details in my
head, because they seemed important, seemed relevant, seemed . . .
I must ask Gracie about it, must tell Gracie about it . . . I
drop over the side and for a moment I seem to be suspended in the
air, the sun reflecting off the glass of the helmet, reproducing
itself in the water droplets on the glass. I see my hand
outstretched toward the sun, enclosed in the metal of the glove.
Then the splash, muted through the metal and glass of the helmet,
and the water closes aquamarine over me, the sun becomes a hazy
golden ball, going away.

 


I shut off the water and
dried myself with the cheap motel towel. I shaved, dripping
condensation. It was hard to get at the stubble in the creases of
my neck. I cut myself, and stanched the flow with the stiptych
pencil in my travel case. The mirror-face, smeared with mist,
watched me shave with powder-blue bloodshot eyes. This is my last
case. All my searching ends now. I can feel the end, so close. But
can he feel me coming?

I dressed with the lights
out, in the morning haze that bled through the curtains, harnessing
the Browning hi-power underneath my left shoulder, over my starched
white dress-shirt, tightening the palm-tree tie that Gracie bought
me one LA Christmas, and covering the gun with my black
chalk-striped jacket. Somewhere along the line, chalk-stripes came
into style again.

I went outside. The morning
air was cool and desert-dry. I climbed into my Ford Taurus and
pulled out of the motel lot, driving over a palm-frond with a
crunch, blinking into the light as my eyes struggled to adjust. The
little white motel dwindled to a thin strip in the rear-view, and
then was gone. I took out my notebook and flipped it to the
address. I rubbed my finger over the ink. I had him this time.
Nothing in five years, and now — now I had him solid. All of a
sudden, someone answered my ad in the Times, the reward ad, and
told me he had some information. Nothing he was willing to part
with over the phone, but he had given me enough to assure me of his
credibility. He knew Vernon Green. Knew where he lived, what name
he was using. I was close. And afterwards, I would retire on the
little bit of nothing I had saved up, and . . .

I started thinking about
Gracie. About what she would do if I retired. She had been my
secretary when I first got my own office. She had been there when
the place reeked of new paint and sawdust, with a tiny hat perched
atop her winding hair, with gloves on. Nobody wore gloves anymore.
How many years, since people had worn gloves? When was the last
time I’d seen Gracie in gloves? Where would she go when I shut the
doors forever, and stopped doing pick-up work for the insurance
companies, missing persons work on people who didn’t want to be
found, loss prevention?

I had a terrible image of
her alone in her too-yellow little kitchen, staring out the window
the way she stared out the office window, the way she had for . . .
And why had she never quit? Even after Sarabeth Green died. We’d
sat in that office together. Me rolling a letter opener back and
forth across the blotter. Her staring out the window at the street,
turning her head to glare at me when I stopped rolling the fucking
letter opener and reached for the flask in my jacket. My drinking
seems strange now, even to me. But then . . . everyone had whiskey
on their breath then. Men in suits, half-drunk all the time trying
not to think about whether the milkman was fucking the wife they
neglected, or whether she would find out they were doing the same
to their secretaries. Or maybe it was just boredom. Or maybe we
drank because . . . I drank because Sarabeth Green was dead.
Because she was dead, because I was in love with her, and because
after the whole shitstorm hit the papers, I didn’t have a customer
for three months. Three months solid. Then they forgot. Just like
that, they started to come in, and everything was okay again, and I
hadn’t gotten anyone murdered. Every once in a while, I’d get a
funny look from someone . . . but that was all. Just a
look.

For three months, Gracie
stared out the window and took half-pay. I opened her lunch-box
when she was in the bathroom once. She had bread and butter. And a
thermos of grape juice. Before Sarabeth Green was killed, Gracie’d
had cucumber sandwiches and fresh-squeezed orange juice every
day.

So I thought about Gracie.
I wondered if she had money to retire on. I wondered where she
would go. I worried about her sitting in that kitchen alone, and I
thought about how gray her hair had gotten. And then I thought . .
.

And then I thought about
Vernon Green in my office, and Sarabeth’s picture, and how it had
all started.
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She hated him. She stared
straight into the camera, her lips lightly parted, her eyes half
closed, her arms across her chest. Her hatred showed in her face
like lust — it flushed her cheeks and pursed her lips as if
preparing them to be kissed. It moved violently in the darkened
hollows of her chocolate-colored hair. I found myself lifting the
picture closer to my face, studying her — memorizing the exact red
of her lips, the dark green of her heavy-lidded eyes, the crescents
of her cheekbones, the smooth line of her jaw, the arch of her dark
eyebrows, the snub and slope of her nose, the uplift of her small
chin. Close-up, the hatred radiated from the picture like heat. I
could feel it on my face. Consciously, I creased my brow in
thought, and brought a hand up across the stubble of my chin. The
other hand, holding the picture, shook a little. I set the picture
back on my desk. My fingers looked for something to do, found a
pen, and tapped it on the blotter. Mr Green cleared his throat
politely, and I looked up at him.

“When was this
taken?”

His hands were on his
knees, his fingernails scraping at the fabric of his
slacks.

“Two days before she . . .
before she disappeared. That’s why I brought that one — it’s the
most recent. It was . . . ” He looked out the window. “December.
The twenty-third. She disappeared on Christmas day.” A twitch hit
the corner of one of his gray-blue eyes — the sudden darting down
of an eyelid. He reached up as if to rub it away. “Christmas day.”
He pushed his hand through his short blond hair. “He is testing me.
He has always tested me — through her.”

I almost asked him to
elaborate, then thought better of it.“That’s three
months.

It’s hard to guarantee any
results — any positive — ”

He cut me off with a wave
of a long, thin hand. “You’ll take it. I know.”

I nodded and glanced
sidelong at the picture. “I’ll need this . . . ” My fingers slid
over its corner possessively.

“Of course.” He leaned back
and crossed his arms.

“Was there . . . that is .
. . did she give you any indication that she was leaving you? Had
she threatened to leave you before?”

He shook his head firmly.
“No. There was nothing. She never said that she

wanted to leave
me.”

He started scratching at
his pants again.

“Had she been acting
strangely? Had she changed? Was she quiet around you? Nervous? Had
her habits changed in any way?”

“No. No. There was nothing.
She wasn’t always happy — not that anyone is. She had moods. But
they always passed. She was a good wife. She came to the church. It
wasn’t a sacrifice for her. She embraced it. She learned to love
the strictures of the church — she lived the life well.”

He was masking something.
Everything he said was brittle. His words floated on the surface. I
decided to shove him under.“Had you fought . . . was something
wrong between you? Was there anything? Be honest with me, now. It
could help me find her.”

That was when he gave me
the lie that let me justify going after her. If you asked me if I
believed it, I wouldn’t be able to say — it was so long ago, you
see, and I wanted so much to find her. I wanted the case. So maybe
I made myself believe him. Maybe I fooled myself. Or maybe I never
believed him at all, and it just didn’t matter to me. Maybe I was
that sick over her picture. Through the pebbled-glass door to my
reception area, I heard Gracie humming, and the click-click-click
of the typewriter. And because I was looking into Vernon Green’s
eyes, the sound seemed to come from inside him.
Click-click-click.

“She was a prostitute,
before she met me. She’d owed some money to one of her pimps — not
really owed him, of course, but he saw her shopping in Beverly
Hills one day, drove by her, as he said it, just as she was coming
out of one of those stores on Wilshire, and followed her back to
our house. And then, right on our doorstep, he told her that if she
didn’t pay him $5,000, he would go to me and tell me her history.
Tell me what she had been doing all those years before she met me.”
A shadow passed across his face. “She didn’t know what to do. He
gave her a month to come up with the money, and she couldn’t do it
on her own — I give her her own account, and she had a little bit
of money there, but nothing touching the amount that he wanted. So
she ran. She couldn’t take it — couldn’t bear me finding
out.”

I glanced down at the
square of photograph on my desk and back up at him. “And how did
you find out?”

“After he couldn’t get the
money from her, he came to me, threatening to tell my associates
that I had been married to a prostitute. He said he had proof —
that he had pictures of her. He showed me one . . . ”

“What was this man’s
name?”

He gave me a sixteenth of
an inch of teeth. “He wouldn’t tell me that. But the picture was
credential enough. She was recognizable — barely.” The typewriter
in the reception area gave a loud clack! and he turned, as if it
annoyed him. The typewriter upset him so much that he had to
readjust his position, shifting uncomfortably in the chair, picking
a stray mote of dust from his slacks, smoothing the creases.
Finally he caught me watching him and looked up.

“What did you do, Mr
Green?”

“What’s that?”

“About the
blackmailer?”

“Oh, I paid him, I had to.
I have a reputation. As a businessman, and with the church back in
Utah.”

“And you haven’t heard from
him since?”

“No. He seemed
satisfied.”

“Blackmailers hardly ever
are, in my experience.”

He gave me a look that
meant he didn’t give a damn about my experience, so long as I found
his wife. “I just want my wife back. I just want Sarabeth. I can’t
live without her. And I don’t care what she’s done . . . before. I
know she loves me.”

That last part was the lie.
The rest of it had truth to it — was almost, in fact, true, if you
shifted a few of the details around.

“I’ll find your wife for
you, Mr Green. You can be assured of that. There are very few
places a woman like her could hide. If she is alive, that
is.”

He started at that. “Of
course she is. She has to be. Why . . . ”

“She was despondent when
she left you. Her past had caught up with her. She had no place to
go, and she knew that she was going to be exposed. In that
situation — ”

“No. She would never take
her own life. Not now that she’s become a member of the
church.”

I had a few things I would
have liked to say to him about that church bit, but I refrained.
“You know her maiden name, of course.”

“Hauptlaander.” He spelled
it for me.

“There is the matter of
money. I only take one case at a time, and I don’t come cheap. I
have bills to pay, and a secretary who likes to have a nice new hat
every once in a while.”

He took out his checkbook,
and I stared at her picture while he scribbled. I knew that he
would be paying me for nothing. Whatever the case was about the
blackmail, whatever had caught up with her from before, she would
never come back to him. Not willingly. She hated him more than
anything in the world. The look she gave him in that picture should
have stuck him dead.

But I didn’t mind finding
her.

And getting paid for
it.
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I jerked the car off the
highway. The side road had come up suddenly — I almost hadn’t seen
it. The tires barked going around the corner and skidded on the
loose rocks at the side of the road.

Almost there. The palm
trees rose off to the side of the highway in leaning rows, shaking
their mangy heads in the breeze. Some were dead and drying in the
heat, sticking up out of the ground like the fingers of a buried
giant. A sun-faded billboard showed a woman in a red-and-white
striped bathing suit waving in front of a pool and said, in almost
illegible white letters, Welcome to Thousand Palms.

I guided the car through an
open wrought iron gate and down a wide neglected boulevard
scattered with sharp fronds blown down in the windstorm of the
night before.

The few trailers left in
the place looked like weathered rock outcroppings. They had become
part of the landscape. Lot #39 came up on the right hand side. I
glanced down the cul-de-sac, seeing the small aluminum Airstream
trailer sitting under two badly leaning palms. There was no car in
front. I pulled the Ford into an empty lot a few hundred yards past
the trailer, parking it behind a dumpster full of dry grass
cuttings and plant litter, out of sight of the main boulevard. I
shut the engine off and just sat there for a moment, staring at the
cinderblock wall next to the car. A lizard made its way up the
wall, stopping every few seconds and jerking its head around,
looking for predators. It made the top of the wall safely and
started doing push-ups in the hot sun. I looked at my watch. Nine
a.m. I was supposed to meet the guy at nine forty-five. The
informant, the man who would lead me to Vernon Green. A voice on
the phone . . .

“I know where he
is.”

“Where who is?” But my
voice had caught. I knew who he meant.

“Vernon Green. Although
that isn’t the name that he uses anymore.”

I stepped out of the car.
The tops of the palm trees hissed and crackled in the hot wind.
Immediately, I began to sweat. Thousand Palms was as silent and
empty as the desert that surrounded it. I wanted to take off my
jacket, but the shoulder holster prevented me.

The trailer sat in the
middle of a circle of dead grass littered with palm debris and a
broken lawn chair. The lock on the front door was an easy one. I
had it open in under a minute. The interior was a single room with
a small partition separating a tiny kitchen area. The main living
and sleeping area was filled by a fold-down wall bunk, an old
leather armchair, and a minuscule television set. The walls were
wallpapered with western scenes — cowboys lassoing calves, Indians
on horseback — like the walls of a ten-year-old boy’s room. The
smell from the trailer hit me in the face — the reek of cheap
cologne and cigarettes riding on a ground swell of sheared
copper.

I found him on the floor,
halfway in the bathroom, his snakeskin boots sticking out into the
living room. If he was my informant — and I imagined that he was,
the way he fit in with the decor — he didn’t have much to tell me.
Someone had shotgunned him in the back of the head and left him in
a pool of his own blood. The pool wasn’t even dry. He had been made
to lay down and lace his hands over his neck before he was shot, so
there wasn’t much left of his hands either. Several flies walked
across the bones of his knuckles and the soft valleys in his
skull.

Nothing in the trailer had
been moved, nothing torn apart. His wallet was still in the back
pocket of his black cowboy slacks, and what was left of his wrist
had a thick gold identification bracelet on it. The motive hadn’t
been robbery. I reached down and pulled the wallet out of his
pocket, flipped it open —

And almost dropped it on
the floor.

I’d run into this man once
before — when Sarabeth died. He was the blackmailer that had caused
her to run. The cops had pulled him in after Sarabeth died and run
him round and round. His name was Gary Hill. He was a pimp, an
ex-bull rider who had lost his nerve and started working a
different circuit — way back in the 1950s. I couldn’t say that I
was sorry to see him go — I just wished that it had happened a few
hours later, after he had told what he had to tell.

I put the wallet back in
his pocket, and went to pick up the phone.

My hand hesitated with the
receiver halfway to my ear. I dropped it back on its

cradle.

“This is as good a grave as
any for a while, Gary,” I said to the scuffed snakeskin boots. “The
last thing I want is to bring the cops into this again. You just
hang tight.”

The flies buzzed. I left
him to them.

The park was as silent as
it had been on my arrival — so quiet it seemed nobody had ever
lived there, that the trailers really were nothing but rocks in the
desert. I was breathing hard, and sweating: it is tough seeing a
dead body, even if you aren’t too upset about the person’s passing.
I closed my eyes and leaned up against the rough trunk of one of
the palm trees for a moment. I see the dark snake of the air
hose winding above me through the water, small and large globes of
air that float up past me, their delicate surfaces shimmering. It
is growing darker, dull green above me now and black below. In one
of my hands is a large diving flashlight, of corroded copper. I
turn it on.

The nightmare again.
Fragments of it came back to me sometimes, shadows against the
flaming desert sun.

I straightened, and walked
back to the car, keeping an eye out for any signs of life in the
place. There was nothing. It was a place that they stuck people to
die, or maybe a place where people stuck themselves. A big, tacky
graveyard where instead of laying under a tombstone, you lived
inside of one. A place where they put people like me, after we
retire, or like Gracie . . .

Gracie. I had been thinking
about her a lot, lately. About her and how she always sat, staring
out the window. I would keep having to remind her to find something
to do.
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“Do you think I pay you
just so you can sit and stare out the window all day
long?”

Gracie looked up at me
guiltily. “I was just — ”

“Just nothing. Here. I want
you to look up all the women with the last name Hauptlaander in
California.” I spelled it for her. “They should be between the ages
of forty and sixty, with a daughter who disappeared. I’m guessing
you can narrow it down to just one. The name’s rather
uncommon.”

“I’ll get right on it. But
. . . is it all right if I go to lunch, first?”

“Well, all right.” I tried
to sound reluctant.

She smiled at me knowingly.
She started to get up, leaning heavily on the desk.

I reached over and handed
her her crutches.

“Thank you.” She slid them
under her arms. I found myself looking at the bottom of her dress,
where that one smooth leg came out — looking at that leg, and then
that space where the other one should be, but wasn’t. My eyes
shifted away from there to her hand, wrapped around the handle of
the crutch — the perfectly painted scarlet nails, and the thick
calluses across the balls of her hands, from where the handle
rubbed. Guiltily, I looked away — right into her face. She was
smiling at me, as if she didn’t know I was staring. But her cheeks
were red. She must know — it must hurt her, that I still look. A
year — a year, she had worked for me, and still I couldn’t get used
to it. There was just something about it, that place where that leg
should be.

She crossed the room to the
door, swinging that one saddle shoe — she couldn’t wear heels — a
heel — the way that other secretaries did.

She stopped in the doorway,
shifting her crutches. “Lance . . . ”

I was watching Vernon Green
down in the street, getting into his car at the curb. A dark green
Buick. A fifty-eight. “Yeah?”

“I have a bad feeling about
him.”

“Yeah? What kind of bad
feeling?”

Down on the street, the
green Buick backed up sharply, tapping the bumper of a Lincoln
behind it, and then jerked away from the curb into
traffic.

“He just doesn’t seem well.
He seems sick.”

I looked at her. She was
very serious, her mouth a straight red line.

“Maybe that’s why it’s so
important to him. Maybe he won’t be around much

longer, and — ”

“I’m serious,
Lance.”

I grinned at her. “I know.
I know. He’s a little touched.” I tapped my finger against the side
of my head. “But you would be, too. If your wife had run off and
left you, and if you had heard all those things about her hooking
before you were married . . . you would be too.” I knew she had
been listening to Green and I talk.

She nodded, and went out.
She paused in the hall, shifting her crutches again, reaching to
shut the door. I crossed the room and closed it for her, and our
eyes met for a moment. She opened her mouth, and I knew she was
going to say something about being too nosy, or how she shouldn’t
worry me with her ideas, or whatever. I put a finger to my lips and
closed the door.

After that I shoved my
hands into the pockets of my slacks and stood in the middle of the
room, staring out the window and down into the street, thinking
about where to start looking. I had a feeling that Sarabeth Green
had not gone far — but she would have gone far enough to be sure
that her husband and the blackmailer could not find her. I had a
hunch that she was somewhere in the sprawl of suburbia, inland of
Los Angeles, or maybe south, say San Diego. It was just an idea,
but somehow it seemed right.

I watched Gracie moving
down the sidewalk to the little park at the corner, where she
always sat and ate her lunches. Why didn’t she get one of those
prosthetics? Then, maybe, she could have just a cane. She could
wear slacks, or something, then, and people wouldn’t stare at her
as much. I wouldn’t stare at her as much. Maybe I would even be
able to forget about it.

I had to stop myself from
thinking about it, because I started to wonder what it looked like
— how much of it there was, and what it looked like at the end, and
. . .

I went in my office and
stared at the picture of Sarabeth instead.
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I started the car and
backed out of Thousand Palms. At the entrance to the park I stopped
for almost a minute. Which way to go? There had to be some way to
find him. I would not — I could not let him slip away from me
again. I would find him. I closed my eyes . . . The beam of the
flashlight is just a haze around my hand, through which air bubbles
disturbed by my descent rise. I can hear the hollow sound of my
breathing in the helmet, and the burble and coo of the inky water
around me. Right. I would go right. I stomped on the
gas.

She came out from behind
one of the palm trees, a couple of hundred yards from the entrance.
She ran into the street waving her arms, right into the path of my
car, and I had to yank the wheel hard to keep from slamming into
her. The passenger-side wheels slid in the loose gravel of the
shoulder and the steering wheel shuddered under my hands, trying to
rattle itself free. The car slid sideways, the tires raking
uselessly across the gravel and dirt. Finally it came to a stop,
halfway off the road, perpendicular to the yellow line, the back
bumper less than half a foot from the jagged stump of one of the
lifeless palms.

The girl walked calmly over
and got in on the passenger side.

My hands were still clamped
around the steering wheel. I had come so close to hitting her that
I could feel the impact — I could see what would have happened, as
real as if it had.

“What the hell is your
problem?” I yelled, not looking at her. If I looked at her, I would
have hit her. I hardly knew what she looked like. She was still
just a blur in the road to me.

“You wouldn’t have stopped
if I just stuck my thumb out.”

She was right.

“Another car would have
come along.”

She was rooting around in
something — a purse, maybe. I still couldn’t bring myself to look
at her.

“I’m hungry. Are you
hungry?”

“Another car would have
come along,” I said again.

“But not another car with
the great Lance Bailey, PI in it.”

Now I looked at her. She
was thin, with short blonde hair that stuck out all over her head.
She couldn’t have been more than nineteen. She smiled at me,
showing me a chipped front tooth. She found what she was looking
for in her purse — a tube of lipstick. Turning away from me, she
flipped the vanity mirror down and began applying it. She shouldn’t
have — her lips were almost comically red already. She was aware of
me watching her. It was a performance. Finally she finished, and
kissed a napkin from the purse.

“He’s dead. Gary, I
mean.”

“Yes.”

“Are you
hungry?”

I guided the car back onto
the road. “What does any of it have to do with you?”

“There’s a diner down the
road a bit. I think it’s ‘Joe’s’ or something like that. Everything
else is kind of far.”

“What does — ”

“He took care of me. And I
know something about it.” She stared out the window. “And I’m
broke, and hungry. Okay?”

“How do you know my
name?”

But she was done talking.
She kept her head turned away from me.

Joe’s was a dilapidated
cookie-cutter diner. It had been a Denny’s, as was obvious by the
shape of the sign over the place. Someone had just cut a new chunk
of plastic for it with “Joe’s” on it in sloppy red paint. The place
had what seemed like a mile of parking lot around it, with several
big rigs and a few dust-covered cars with out of state plates. At
the far end of the lot was a gas station, with a couple of rigs
idling out beyond the diesel pumps, belching black out of their
stacks. I slid into a slot in front of the diner. The girl —
whoever she was — was out of the car before I was, and had already
picked us out a table near a sooty window by the time I came
inside.

“Do you eat
meat?”

I brushed aside a wilted
piece of lettuce that had migrated down to the vinyl

seat. “Yes.”

“Meat is filthy,” she
stated flatly.

I glared at her and opened
my menu.

“My name is Ella,” she said
to the plastic back of the menu.

Nothing on the menu looked
appetizing. I kept thinking about the flies crawling across the
back of Gary Hill’s head. I flipped the menu down onto the Formica.
“I really don’t care what your name is. All I care about is what
you know. And I’m in a hurry. And I am not hungry.”

The waitress came by and
took our orders. Ella ordered half of the breakfast menu. I had
coffee and toast. She’d gone through two Cokes before the waitress
came back with our food. Every once in a while she would smile at
me over the rim of her glass. Every time she took her lips off the
end of her straw there was more lipstick on it. She didn’t say
anything until she had finished a steaming plate-full of
eggs.

She set down her fork.“Gary
said that you were going to give him five thousand. Is that
true?”

“No.”

“Well, that wasn’t exactly
what he said, either. What he said was that once he told Vernon you
were offering twenty-five hundred for him, and that he was going to
turn him in, he could get Vernon to offer four or so. Then, he
could get you to up it to five.”

“So he went to
Vernon.”

“He’s dead, isn’t he? Who
do you think killed him?” She picked up her butter-knife, pried the
foil off a container of jelly, and started smearing it around on a
piece of toast.

“He should have put the
information in a letter and stuck it in a deposit box, to be opened
and forwarded to me. Then he could have told Vernon about the box,
and Vernon wouldn’t have been able to kill him. That’s the way
blackmail usually works, isn’t it? At least in the
movies.”

She stopped spreading the
jam. Her hand was poised halfway to her mouth. She had picked the
polish from her nails until there was just a few flecks of red
left. “I don’t know how it works in the movies . . . ”

“Well, I can tell you how
it works in real life. In real life, someone blows your fucking
brains out in a trailer to keep your mouth shut. They leave you
facedown on the bathroom floor in a pool of your own
blood.”

She snapped a crescent moon
into the toast and chewed.“I’ll take five thousand, and I’ll show
you where he lives.”

“You’ll take the
twenty-five hundred that was offered. Not a penny more.You’ll get
it when I find him, and no sooner. In the form of a cashier’s
check, made out to you, in the mail.”

She finished the rest of
the toast and sipped at the Coke, her eyes moving over my face.
They were a dark brown, the color of mud or chocolate. She wiped
her hands on her jeans.“I’ll take five thousand. And I’ll take you
to him. I’m sticking with you the whole way. Otherwise, I say
nothing. I don’t have any place to go, you see — I need all five.
Twenty-five hundred isn’t enough. I can deal with nothing, if
that’s how you want to be. I’ll hitch a ride with one of these
truckers, and after he’s done raping me I’ll get to a phone booth
and call the cops. I’ll tell them where Gary Hill is and why, and
how you don’t care. I’ll make your life fucking difficult. It’ll
hit the papers, and Vernon Green will be gone the moment that it
does. And . . . ” She paused, watching for my reaction. I was
trying not to have any. “And you don’t look so good. Maybe this is
your last shot. You want to blow it because you’re a fucking
cheapskate? I sat out there all day and all night behind a fucking
palm tree waiting for you. Gary got shot yesterday morning. I
haven’t eaten or slept since. You owe me for my time.”

I showed her the palms of
my hands.“You win. Five thousand. But we go there now.”

She shook her head. “He
won’t be there now. This is Tuesday. Tuesdays he’s gone until
around nine at night. He makes a run every Tuesday.”

“What kind of
run?”

She shook her head. “I give
you nothing for free. That’s my policy.” The waitress came by with
the check. Ella looked at it and then pushed it across the table to
me. “Thanks.” She stretched her arms. “I’m tired. You have a motel
room or something around here? Someplace to stay? I could use a nap
or something.”

“How do you know where he
goes?”

“Gary did his research. We
staked him out. Well, Gary did. Mostly, I just slept in the back
seat.”

“You don’t seem too upset
about Gary getting it the way he did. Or maybe you just get over
things fast.”

She shrugged, sliding out
of the booth.“He took care of me. And he took a cut from me selling
my ass. A big cut. And every once in a while, he would slap me
around. Not much, but enough that I couldn’t fucking care less how
he got it, or how much it hurt. In fact, if it means that I get the
five grand that he was looking to collect from you, then I’m as
happy as if I’d gotten a pony for Christmas.” She pushed open the
glass doors. The heat slammed into us. The sun seemed huge and
close, hanging just over our heads. She squinted into it. “And if
all your money gets me out of this fucking desert, then my life
will be complete.”
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I was halfway back to the
motel before I noticed the car in the rear-view mirror. It was a
dark red Suburban. It would grow a bit in the mirror when I slowed
down, and shrink a bit when I sped up — but it always stayed close
enough. Ella noticed it too.

“Friends of
yours?”

I shook my head. “I don’t
have any friends.”

The Suburban swelled in the
mirror. I stomped on the brakes, and the tires screamed on the
hottop. The ford bucked and fishtailed. The Suburban bore down on
us, swerving sharply at the last moment to avoid clipping the
Ford’s bumper as it slid to the left, its tires tractionless as
glass. The Suburban went past us with a roar of its engine. I saw
the face of the driver as he came alongside us, his teeth clenched
under the expressionless black rectangles of his sunglasses. Then
he was gone.

Ella had her hand over her
face.“Goddammit!” she yelled through her fingers. “What the fuck is
wrong with you!” A thin line of blood ran down the crease between
her palms and toward the knob of her wrist. “You made me hit my . .
. ”

“Let me see it,” I said.
“Is it broken?”

She glared at me with
watery eyes.“No, it isn’t broken. Just bleeding.
Asshole.”

I straightened the car out
and sped toward the motel. “There’s napkins in the
glove-box.”

She opened the glove-box
and took out the napkins. She wiped the blood off her hands and
then pressed the napkin to her nose and tilted her head back. She
wouldn’t look at me. Angrily, she rubbed at her watering eyes. For
a moment, she looked like she was crying. I imagined her somewhere
else but just this way — trying to stop her nose from bleeding and
rubbing away the tears. And I was sorry that she had been hurt —
now or at any other time. But it was just for a moment. She quickly
went back to being just another problem for me to solve.

I pulled into the motel
parking lot and took out another room, next to mine, for Ella. The
woman behind the counter — who had hated me the moment she laid
eyes on me the day before — glared out at the car. “How old is
she?”

“My granddaughter is
nineteen.”

She squinted her
lead-colored eyes at me in disbelief, but scrawled out a receipt
for the room, took my thirty-five dollars and slapped the key down
on the counter, turning her fat backside to me as soon as she had
my money in her fist.

I dropped the key in Ella’s
lap. She looked at me from over the wad of napkin.

“Thagks.”

“You said he’ll be back at
around nine o’clock?”

She nodded her
head.

“Then we go to wherever
this is at eight, and wait for him.”

“’kay.” She got out and
went to her room, still holding her head up. The heat

had increased since a few
hours ago, and the paint on the car’s hood writhed. I ducked into
my own room, cranked the window unit up to full, and sprawled
across the bed. Every inch of me itched to move — I wanted to run,
to drive, to shoot. I pictured Vernon Green, tried to sense where
he was, tried to see him sitting, or driving. But his face, which
had been so sharp in my mind over the years, would not come to me.
It was just a shadow. Above me, the water is midnight blue, and
I can just barely make out the coiling drop of the air hose. I seem
to be falling faster now. Even through the metal of the suit and
the thick quilting of the undersuit I can feel the cold of the
water. My breathing is a steady rasp. I move the flashlight back
and forth through the water, but everywhere it is the same. Black
and lifeless. But not lifeless!

I shut my eyes, squeezing
the lids together hard, making the blackness behind them explode
into red and orange stars.

A dim shape moves along the
side of the beam as I swing it around — just the impression of pale
scales, the curve of a fin.

“Lance?”

I opened my eyes again.
Gracie was standing in the doorway. I blinked. With the daylight
streaming in all around her she didn’t look real. She swung the
door shut and smiled down at me. Even in the dusky light of the
room it hurt me when she did it — when I saw the long grooves on
her throat, the fine vertical furrows about her mouth, and the
age-jaundiced whites of her eyes. She had on a shapeless purple
dress that I had seen a hundred times before. Her prosthetic leg
was darker than her real one, like the tanned leg of a mannequin,
with a steel bar for an Achilles heel. My heart was hammering away
fast against my ribs.

Something about the look I
gave her killed her smile, and she stammered. “I always was better
at finding you than you were at finding other people, Lance. I was
so worried about you — this morning — I couldn’t stay away. You
didn’t sound well.”

I stood up and walked
toward her. “I feel fine, actually.”

“You don’t look so hot . .
. ” She broke off, her hand smoothing the side of

that pathetic, shapeless
dress. When I was close enough I caught the back of her head and
pulled her across the short space between us. And I seemed to live
that moment — movement — in slow motion. Gracie made a kind of odd
intaking cough and her eyes widened in an expression almost like
fear. Then I could not see her anymore but I could feel the paper
lightness of her skin, the polished curves of her teeth, could
smell the faint perfume of dried roses that I had always hated but
that now made me crush her to me, hand at her back feeling the
thick bra, the latticed ribs washboarding under the fabric. She
made a high-pitched sound like a sob into my mouth and dug her
nails into the back of my neck. I slid my hand down to the small of
her back and forced her hips against me. The clunky plastic of her
prosthetic leg was hard against my shin.

She gasped, pulling her
lips away from mine and burying her face against my shoulder. Her
coarse hair caught in my mouth. She said something I could not
hear, and bit me gently.

“What’s that?”

She pulled her head back
and looked up at me, clamping her thighs around my legs. I could
feel the buckles and straps around her thigh.“It seems like we’ve
been married for years, Lance . . . I mean, we’ve been together.
One way or another. Why don’t you fuck me? I want you
to.”

I tore her
dress.
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She had small lines around
the corners of her eyes. She might have had a dozen or so gray
hairs. Her forehead was a bit creased, and she wore very
old-fashioned silver-rimmed glasses.

Otherwise, she was
Sarabeth. The resemblance between them was not just passing, not
just family — it was chilling. It raised the hairs on the back of
my neck. My fists clenched for a second in my pockets. For a
moment, I had found her. The moment passed and left me
cold.

Sarabeth’s mother leaned
against the doorjamb in a blue-and-white checked house-dress and
watched my face as I recovered, as if she was used to stunning
people simply by opening her door. She smiled at me patiently and
arched an eyebrow, as if to say Well . . .

She had been easy to find.
Gracie narrowed her short list down the same day I assigned it to
her, and called Peggy Hauptlaander to set up an appointment for the
following day — two-thirty. She lived a few miles North of Santa
Barbara, in a small well-tended working class trailer-park just off
the highway.

I extended a hand to her.
“Mrs. Hauptlaander? I’m Lance Bailey. I’m a private detective. My
assistant Gracie called you yesterday evening.”

“It’s Ms. Hauptlaander, Mr.
Bailey. And Peggy will do, too.” Her eyes held a cool irony, as if
she had seen everything in the world and chose to think it was all
rather amusing. She extended a hand and led me past her into a
living room carpeted in baby-blue shag. The walls held a few framed
photographs. A large canary-colored couch took up most of one side
of the room. There was a blue Formica coffee table with a stack of
The Atlantic Review, a chromium ice bucket, and an antique-looking
bar set on it. A highball glass on a coaster was half-empty. Across
from the couch, instead of a television set, was a large blue-neon
wall clock. I had a vision of Peggy Hauptlaander sitting on her
couch, sipping at her highball and watching the second-hand of the
clock slide around for hours at a time.

“Please have a seat, Lance.
Would you like a drink?”

“Yes, that would be very
nice, thank you.”

“Scotch?”

“A gin and tonic, if you
have it.”

“Sure I do.” She went into
the kitchen. She moved with a certain athleticism and grace, and I
realized that although I had had an image in my mind of her as an
old woman, she was actually quite young and healthy, definitely on
the young side of fifty, possibly closer to forty. She must have
had Sarabeth when she was very young. She came back a few minutes
later with an overlarge gin and tonic fizzing in a heavy crystal
glass. She set it on the table in front of me. Apparently the bar
set on the table was just for show. She settled in on the couch,
twisting to face me.

“All this is concerning my
daughter, Mr Bailey, am I right?”

I nodded, reaching for my
glass and taking a long sip. “I’ve been hired to find her. She
disappeared in Los Angeles, some months ago.”

“Hired by whom?” She had
the careful diction of someone who had fixed her grammar later in
life.

“By her estranged
husband.”

“Husband!” She clapped her
hand over her mouth in surprise — or to stifle a laugh.“I never
would have imagined that my Sarabeth would have gotten
married.”

“Why is that?”

“Well, one hopes that one’s
children will learn from one’s own mistakes. I’ve been married
myself — three times — and it has never panned out for me. In fact,
I’ve never known any woman whose marriage worked — for her, that
is. I would think that Sarabeth had the sense to take up some other
pastime — like gardening. It’s much more worthwhile. What is her
husband’s name?”

“Vernon Green. He’s a
Mormon, from Utah. A businessman.”

She picked up the highball
glass and knocked back about half of its contents, and swirled the
rest of it around in the bottom of the glass.“So my daughter was
playing wife to a Mormon.” She drank the rest of her highball and
stood up.“Just a moment. I want to fix myself another drink — it
looks like I’ll be needing it.”

She walked across the room,
and her nyloned calves disappeared into the kitchen. I raised my
voice to reach her around the corner. “You seem surprised by
everything I’ve told you about your daughter’s life. What were you
expecting?”

She came back in and sat
down — a little closer to me this time, sipping the top inch off
her drink and locking eyes with me over her silver-rimmed grandma
glasses. She set the drink down on the table and folded her hands
in her lap. “I haven’t heard from her since she was sixteen years
old. To be honest, I thought she was dead until two weeks ago. She
was a very angry girl — and for good reason. I wasn’t much of a
mother to her. I didn’t teach her very much — besides perhaps how
to be beaten, or how to do makeup. That was about the extent of my
lessons to her: how to be beautiful, and how to be abused. I
certainly didn’t teach her how to run away. She must have learned
that one from her father. He left when she was six.” She paused,
and one hand came up, covering her mouth for a moment, before she
forced it back down to her lap. “I’m sorry, Mr. Bailey. I shouldn’t
drag all of this up for you . . . or is this what you came for?
Another?”

She was gesturing toward my
empty glass. I handed it to her and she went into the kitchen with
it. I stood up and walked around the room, looking at the pictures
on the walls. There were none of Sarabeth. Most of them seemed to
be very old. There were a few daguerreotypes: stiff women with
hands folded lacily in their laps, glaze-eyed babies and men with
vests. One small black-and-white showed a dark-haired little girl
sitting astride a pony in front of what looked like a barn door.
She wore a cowboy hat and had a shiny toy six-shooter strapped onto
her puffy dress. She grinned into the camera happily. The pony
looked bored. The girl could have been Sarabeth or Peggy. I guessed
that she was Peggy, by the age of the photograph.

Nylons whispered behind me
and she was standing at my shoulder. She was nearly a foot shorter
than me — five feet four or so. She put the drink in my hand. “If
you’re looking for pictures of Sarabeth, I put them in a photo
album in my bedroom. I used to keep them out here, but I started
missing her too much.” She scanned her eyes over the pictures as if
those of her daughter might suddenly reappear on the
wall.

I nodded. “What happened
two weeks ago?”

“Hmm?” Her head turned back
toward me. I felt uncomfortable, being so close to her.

“Two weeks ago. Did you
hear from her?”

She nodded and crossed to
the couch, seating herself and picking up her own drink.“She sent
me a postcard. Not a store-bought one, just a photograph with a
stamp and writing on the back. It was a photograph of her —
standing in front of a building and a row of palm trees. She looked
better than I had ever seen her.”

“You still have the
postcard?” Unconsciously, I had leaned forward and brought my face
parallel with my knees. I checked the motion and relaxed back into
the couch.

Her eyes narrowed. “What
does her husband want from her?”

“I think he is concerned
for her safety.”

“Really?” She turned one
corner of her mouth up in sarcasm. “I think that she is probably
more concerned about her safety, don’t you?”

“I don’t believe that he
beat her, if that’s what you’re implying. I don’t think that Green
is the type.”

She gave me an odd look, as
if somehow she had just read a thought of mine, or had glimpsed the
wall through my head. “Perhaps not. You seem like you might be able
to tell.”

The breakfast that I had
picked up at a greasy spoon just off the highway didn’t seem to be
sitting well with my alcohol-and-quinine lunch. She uncrossed and
recrossed her legs, turning away from me as if ashamed of her
insight.

I spoke to her profile: “I
can give you my word, Peggy, that when I find your daughter, I will
let her decide what to do. If her husband beat her — if for any
reason she does not want to be found — then so be it. But
sometimes, I think, people want to be found, that’s why they run.
They want someone to come and find them. Why did she run from
you?”

One slender, red-tipped
hand made a sweeping gesture, taking in the room around us. “She
didn’t want this. She wanted more than watching men coming in and
out of my life. She met a boy at school — fell in love with him. I
never thought much of him. He was just another second-rate Don
Juan. A high school drop-out. The only future he could have given
her was an unwanted child.”

“What was his
name?”

“Jeremy Bloom. I don’t
think that they lasted. It was very romantic, though — she left on
the back of his motorcycle on one of those gorgeous, cloudless
nights with a million stars.” She hit the highball again and faced
me. “He got himself stabbed to death two years later. Outside of a
bar in San Francisco. It made the papers.”

“Was she still with him
then?”

“Who knows? Probably not.
I’m sure his charm couldn’t have worked on her for that long. It
was mostly in the way he lit his cigarettes.”

Outside I could hear
someone’s lawnmower going, and the sudden squeal of a child’s
joy.

“Was he the only reason
that she left?”

“He was the catalyst — or
maybe just the excuse. I was drunk all the time. I lived in a
trailer. I would have been the town tramp, only this is a very big
town. Sarabeth was too smart to stay with me until I could destroy
her. But she was just dumb enough to go running off with some boy
on a motorcycle, to god knows where.” Her red-painted mouth
tightened.“Probably to another place much like this — if not worse.
It wasn’t what I wanted for her, even in my worst moments, when I
hated her for hating me — which she had every right to do.” The
silverrimmed glasses had slid down her nose, and she pushed them
up. Her eyes were a bit glassy from the drink. They met mine, and
she turned her face from me suddenly with a motion that was almost
a jerk.

“You blame yourself for too
much,” I said quietly.

“I can’t change anyone
else. I can only try to improve myself. I hadn’t had a drop of this
for almost ten years, you know.” She stared at the glass in her
hand.

“Then that postcard came.
It should have made me happy, I suppose. I thought that it had. I
don’t know what’s wrong.”

We were both silent. She
lifted her gaze from the glass and set it on the clock on the wall,
looking at it or past it or at nothing, her hand curled around the
glass. The silver-rimmed glasses looked alien on her face. They
were, I realized, a disguise. She wore them like a spy wears a
mustache. When she put them on, she felt like someone else —
someone she was struggling to be. They were supposed to make her
look wise or bookish, but they failed. She just looked like a
beautiful woman in glasses.

“You wouldn’t believe how
much faster that clock moves than the one at the factory,” she
said, almost whispering. “Eight hours at the factory is like fifty
anywhere else. You just do the same thing, over and over again. It
seems like it’s never going to end — sometimes you think that it
never will — they’ll just keep you there forever. But eventually
the buzzer goes off, and you get to go home.”

I shifted, and she turned
toward me, blinking as if she had forgotten that I was there. I
cleared my throat. “May I take a look at the postcard your daughter
sent you?”

“I’ll get it.” She got up
and went out. Her walk was controlled and self-consciously
straight.

While she was gone I
considered taking the clock off the wall and tossing it out the
window, then maybe going out and buying Peggy a television.
Television at least conceals its true purpose.

She came back in and sat
down, running her fingertips over the small rectangle that she held
before handing it over to me.

Sarabeth was leaning
against a palm tree, smiling into the camera. Her hair was massed
highlights and shadows, and her green eyes seemed to glow. She wore
a yellow sundress and grass-strapped sandals. Behind her, the palm
trees stretched back in a line toward a building in the distance,
which I could see only a corner of. She was standing in front of
parking lot. Sunlight gleamed off the chrome and glass of rows of
cars behind her.

She was a different
Sarabeth from the first one I had seen. She looked younger. I
turned the card over. The postmark was Los Angeles, April eleventh
— around two weeks before. The handwriting was smooth and elegant.
I had a sudden image of a young girl practicing her cursive
somewhere, making perfect loops and whirls.

Mom —

I was thinking of you
today. I hope that this gets to you — I don’t even know if you
still live at the park, if this will ever get there, but I wanted
you to know that I am okay now. Really. I got a job from an old
friend of mine. You remember Jenny? We ended up meeting again in
Los Angeles. She’s helping me out. Maybe I could even see you . .
.

 


Her name was signed neatly
underneath. Sarabeth Hauptlaander. I turned it over and looked at
her picture again.

“When did you receive
this?”

Her eyes went far away.
“Two weeks ago Saturday. I remember I was in the garden, weeding my
roses. I had just bought some redwood bark to use as a ground
covering. The postcard was the only thing that came in the mail
that day.

I read it, then I got in my
car with it and the two of us went down to the bar and had a
drink.”

“You seem to remember quite
a bit from that day.”

“Nothing else had happened
to me for a long time. I go to work, and I come home and read.
Always alone.” She raised an eyebrow at me.“Don’t look at me as if
you’re afraid I’ll get maudlin — I like my life. I prefer to be
alone. One day you may prefer it yourself. And I have Twain and
Fitzgerald to keep me company. I’ve started in on Hemingway, too.
And sometimes, there’s an all-night game of mahjongg with the women
from the factory. I remember that day because I had thought that my
daughter was dead. In any case, I had thought that she was dead to
me. And now, I know she is alive.”

“Do you know who this Jenny
is?”

She nodded. “It’s probably
Jenny Gault. They went to high school together. Until Jenny ended
up in reform school, that is.”

“For what?”

“She liked to hang out with
a gang of boys that were into joyriding. She got busted as an
accessory to grand theft auto.”

“Sounds like she was just
trying to have a little fun. I stole a few cars as a kid myself. I
was just lucky enough not to get caught.”

She smiled. She seemed to
have sobered completely. She gave an impression of strength and
competence. I had the feeling that she had looked long and hard at
herself and decided to salvage the parts she had liked, and to
throw the rest away. I wondered if it would work.

“Were you ever a policeman,
Lance?”

“Never. I started in this
business working for an insurance company.”

“Do you like the police? I
mean,” she corrected, “do you believe in them?”

“No more than in anyone
else. I don’t want to be their gopher, or an extension of their
arm, if that’s what you’re asking.”

She leaned in a bit closer
to me. “You have a face like the screen inside a confessional.
People must pour out their weaknesses to you constantly. Perhaps
you should have been a priest.”

I laughed. It seemed loud
in the small room, and nervous. “I think that I lack certain
primary prerequisites for the job, actually.”

“Maybe.”

I stood up and handed the
postcard to her. “You’ve been very helpful, Peggy.”

She stood, holding the
postcard in both hands, looking from its picture to me. “Let her
know that I’d like to see her. If you find her.”

“I will.”

The door closed behind me
and I went out past rows of white, red and yellow roses open to the
sun. There were no weeds showing through the thick furry coating of
bark at their roots. I felt her watching me walk away.
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Gracie’s skin, in the
late-afternoon sunlight that managed to push its way through the
curtains, had a translucency to it. It seemed that at any moment, I
would be able to see the filaments of muscles beneath, or the cut
death-lines of her skull, straining to get free. I had a vision of
her in layers. I could see the convex circles of her irises beneath
the wax-paper eyelids. Under the covers, I slid my hand into the
hollow of her thighs and upwards, and she stirred, a faint smile
coming to her lips. I ran my hand up over her pubic mound, over her
stomach, against the jut of her lower ribs, along the ribs and
back, then back down, down her thigh — but not quite low enough to
feel it, what was there at the end of that stump, the little . . .
She opened her eyes and found me. She shifted, pressing against
me.

“I’m not as pretty as I
was, Lance. You should have had me before. I was much better
then.”

I didn’t answer. I just
held her. I didn’t want to talk about it. It bothered me . . . and
something else was bothering me. I couldn’t . . .

I try to swing the light
back, catch it again, but it is gone. The first shock of panic hits
me, like freezing water bursting through the glass of the
helmet.

“Lance . . .”

“That’s me.”

“When the business . . .
when you retire . . . what will you do? I worry about
you.”

My breathing quickens. My
breath catches. I choke and sputter. It occurs to me that something
could have happened up top — maybe there isn’t any more air coming
down the hose. That’s why it seems hard to breathe! I choked
because that was the last of the good air. Now it’s getting thin,
dirty with my exhales. How much time?

“I don’t know. I hadn’t
really thought about it. I guess that it never seemed like it would
end, so I didn’t make any plans. I just kind of went along. I have
some money in the bank, but . . . I guess I’ll just stay at home.
Or I could travel a bit, I suppose. What about you?”

She put her head up on her
hand and smiled at me. Her eyes looked young.“I don’t
know.”

“You put something away,
didn’t you?”

The smile went
away.

“Didn’t you,
Gracie?”

She shook her head. “No,
Lance. I . . . ”

“I never paid you
enough.”

“It isn’t that. I like nice
things. Clothes. A nice apartment. And I guess I thought . .
.”

“What?” If she brought it
up, maybe I could just agree to it. That would make her feel all
right — it would make it better for her, if she knew that I felt
that way about her, and . . .

She didn’t say anything for
a moment, just held herself against me, and I noticed how hard that
was — how big my stomach had gotten, so that it always seemed to be
in the way. But Gracie would not notice, of course.

“I guess I thought you
would get over her.”

I looked at my watch. It
was only four-thirty. There was nowhere for me to go. Not for
hours. And maybe this would be the last time. Maybe it wouldn’t
work out my way, and Vernon would end me instead of the other way
around. Anything could happen.

“Lance, why didn’t you ever
. . . before. Was it because of my . . . because . . . ”

I kissed her hard enough to
make her stop thinking about it. I wanted her to know that that
wasn’t it. I had never cared about that. About what was wrong with
her. And in a way, it had been right. So right. Because it made her
more like me. It made us the same — her on the outside, and me on
the inside. The same.

The beam of the flashlight
is just a ball of light, dim. It seems separate from me, like it is
falling near me. It is falling fast, the light — I can tell by the
bubbles that rush upwards through its ball. There is still air in
the helmet. I catch my breath.

Gracie writhed underneath
me. She wrapped her arm around me and dug her nails into my back. I
pushed the nightmare away, tried to concentrate on her. She
tightened her grip on me and whispered something against my skin.
And although I couldn’t hear it, I knew what it was, and I hated
myself. She had waited so long for me, and there was nothing left.
I wanted her to be everything. It wasn’t her fault, the way she was
born. That wasn’t why I could never have her, the way some part of
me wanted to the whole time — all those lonely years.

She had been right the
first time. I could just never forget.
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Sarabeth.

 


She wasn’t hard to find.
All it took on my part was knocking on a few doors before I had all
the connections. Jenny Gault was a Korean war widow, who owned a
restaurant called the La Paloma on Foothill Boulevard. Jenny was
out of town for a few months, visiting family, and she had let
Sarabeth take over her house and waitress in her restaurant. They
were like sisters — they had walked the same streets together, in
Los Angeles. Two days after I’d accepted the case, I drove out to
the La Paloma. It was one of the easiest cases I’d ever had. Green
could have done it himself, if he’d had a little more
experience.

The La Paloma was a Mexican
Restaurant and Cocktail Lounge, with an angled yellow-plastic sign
above a false bell-tower, and a red-tiled roof. In the dark it
looked passably like a Spanish mission. I sat in my car for ten
minutes before going in, getting myself ready for disappointment,
watching couples walk in and out of the heavy oak door, looking
hard at every face. None of them were her. It couldn’t be this
easy. It couldn’t be. It never was. Everything felt
wrong.

Finally I climbed out and
crossed the parking lot. As I stepped up to the door, a couple came
out, laughing. The man bumped into me, and I steadied him, smelling
the tequila of a half-dozen margaritas like a fog from his pores.
He went past, not noticing, and his date tossed me a look over her
shoulder, her slack face trying to work itself into a flirtatious
smile, but only able to come up with a vapid, open-mouthed stare.
He stumbled and she was distracted in steadying him, losing
awareness of me forever. I caught the door halfway through its
swing, and went in.

The dining area was off to
the right, guarded by a short, dark-haired girl who smiled up at me
as I passed. I hardly glanced at her, going down steps to the left
and into the lounge. Across one side of the room were rows of
high-backed booths. Café tables dotted the room’s center. Around
half of them were full: small parties of men, couples, a cluster of
women here and there. A long bar wound its way around two sides of
the room, dotted with people. And at the end of the bar . .
.

A cocktail waitress guided
me to a booth, chatting at me. I heard nothing, sitting down,
finally ordering a gin and tonic when I noticed her staring at me.
She turned and went away. I couldn’t have cared less.

I had found her.

The world froze for a
moment — I swear I could almost hear a shutter click somewhere. She
sat very erect and still, with her hand around the stem of her
martini glass and her eyes on herself in the mirror behind the bar.
Every few minutes she would raise the glass to her lips and sip
from it, and when she did my eyes zoomed in on the full redness of
her lips touching the rim of the glass lightly, and I thought
things. Once every ten minutes or so her well-manicured hand would
come up and brush aside a thick tendril of hair that snaked down
across her forehead. Seen in the picture, she had made my heart
pound; in person, she was like a weight against me, pushing me
against the vinyl seat of my booth.

A man in a gray suit came
up and slid his elbow in next to her. He smiled at the side of her
face. She ignored him. He touched her shoulder and she turned
toward him. His mouth moved. I couldn’t make out what he was
saying. She turned back to her drink and stirred it absently. She
had not said a word. The man’s face colored in humiliation and
anger and he moved away from her, stalking toward the door. On his
way past a booth full of rowdy kids, he sent a hard shoulder into a
smaller man and then glared at him. His life was a constant rerun.
Get a girl or get into a fight. Maybe it helped to relieve the
boredom of his fifty-hour-a-week desk job.

I turned back to watching
Sarabeth. Her picture did her no justice. Her skin glowed in the
bar’s half-light, cool as polished marble. Her hands were small and
perfectly shaped. I watched her for so long that I burned a color
negative of her onto my retinas. She floated blue and ghostly on
the backs of my eyelids when I blinked.

I kept thinking call him,
you found her. Your job is finished. Call him. The thought went
round and round. I did nothing with it. I nodded once or twice or
three times at the cocktail waitress, who left full gin and tonics
on my table and took away the empties. I reached into my wallet and
paid automatically. After a while, the room started pulsing, the
conversations blurred into a background hum. I closed my eyes and
in darkness I rotated backwards, turning . . . I was
drunk.

A voice in my ear said,
“May I sit here?”

I looked up dully, ready to
brush whoever it was off. It was Sarabeth, standing over me. She
had a small smile on her face, little more than an upward arc of
lips at the very corners of her mouth. Unable to speak, I blinked
dumbly at her and nodded. I felt as if something in the world had
snapped, and it lurched away from center, jerkily, carrying me with
it. She slid into the booth across from me, her dark green eyes
searching my face, her smile shifting minutely. The waitress came
by, and she ordered another cosmopolitan.

“What are you having?” she
asked.

“Gin and tonic.”

“And one of
those.”

The waitress went away, and
Sarabeth turned toward me, giving me her eyebrows in a coy arch,
tilting her head downwards and making a circle on the table with a
droplet of water.“I kept waiting for you to come and talk to me. I
got tired of waiting.”

I felt a sudden
constriction in my throat. I realized that I was afraid of her. No,
that’s wrong. I was terrified. But I forced myself to talk anyway.
I tossed back the dregs of my gin and tonic and gave her my best
smile. “What do you mean?” She leaned forward conspiratorially. Her
face blurred for a second, and then came back into focus. “I could
see you watching me. For hours now. But you never came
over.”

I couldn’t remember a time
that evening when she had seemed aware of my presence — or, for
that matter, of the presence of anyone around her. And I had
watched her closely, or so I had thought.

“What would have happened —
if I had come over? What would you have done?”

She leaned back against the
booth’s red cushions. She was about to speak, and then the waitress
came by, setting the new drinks on the table. Sarabeth watched my
face. The air was thick with her. I felt like I was breathing her —
her presence. If there was a time that I had wanted to call Green,
it was past — for good. I felt like I would cut the throat of
someone who so much as tried to interrupt our conversation. I hung
on her silence, waiting for the waitress to leave, noticing things
about Sarabeth’s face close-up that I hadn’t seen in the
photographs. She had a small, almost invisible scar on one eyelid,
and that eye stayed slightly more closed than the other. Her almost
perfect teeth were beautifully ruined by a canine on the left side
that was just slightly out of place, and sharper than the other.
The waitress left with my empty glass in her hand, looking oddly at
Sarabeth and then disappearing around the booth’s
partition.

“I would have ignored you.
Or, if you were persistent, I would have told you to go away. If
you didn’t leave then, I would have thrown a drink in your face, or
laughed at you. Laughing usually works very well — not many men
like being laughed at.” Her voice was a smooth near-tenor that had
an actor’s training to it. She enunciated every word.

I sipped at the new drink,
after telling myself not to. I didn’t need it. Everything was
already too colorful, and the room seemed much warmer than when I
had entered it, hours ago.“I wasn’t going to give you the chance to
reject my advances. I don’t hit on women in bars.”

She laughed. She did it by
smiling and making a low humming sound through her teeth. “I’ve
heard that one before — but it’s usually delivered while a man is
in the middle of hitting on me, so I don’t believe it very often.
Men try to make you feel like you’re the first girl they’ve ever
seen. I had one of them do it to me twice in the same night. But
you — well, it’s usually the ones that you wish would come and talk
to you that don’t. You must have a girlfriend.”

“No, I just wanted to watch
you drink. I didn’t want to disturb you — you seemed to be doing
quite well drinking by yourself. Personally, I hate drinking alone.
Maybe that’s what drew me to you.”

The conversation was like a
wire tightening between us. She raised an eyebrow. “How’s
that?”

“You don’t want anything to
do with people, but you still want them nearby. You want them in
the room, making noise at each other, but at a distance from you.
You want to be so thin you’re almost invisible, so you can just
exist without anyone knowing you’re there.” The words were getting
away from me. I didn’t know what I was saying.“You need their
voices — their inane conversations and their movement, because it
distracts you from what you’re thinking. I know you need that,
because if you didn’t, you would be drinking at home. You need
atmosphere. And deep down, you want someone to prove you wrong
about people. You want someone to prove they can be more than just
background noise to you.” I finished and felt my cheeks
burning.

She was so quiet that when
she shifted I thought that she was going to leave. But she was just
getting comfortable. She drew a cigarette out. I reached across the
table and lit it for her as soon as it touched her lips, with a
lighter that Gracie had given to me for my birthday — a nice Ronson
with LB engraved on a plate in the side. She touched my hand to
steady the flame. I bit my lip. She turned her head, exhaling blue
smoke into the room. She seemed to be looking for someone, but it
only lasted a second. I recognized that look for what it was. It
was the nagging habit of a fugitive who’s almost forgotten that
they are running — and then suddenly remembers. She took the
cigarette out of her mouth and tapped it unnecessarily over the
ashtray.

“Do you think that I’ll
have any luck?” She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at the
table. Her voice was very serious — like a believer asking a
fortuneteller what their future holds.

“I don’t know.”

She looked up at me, and I
swallowed reflexively. The terror of her came back. I imagined her
breaking her glass and cutting me with it. A strange, misplaced
feeling of guilt came over me. Her hands were moving under the
table. She picked her purse up and opened it, bringing out a set of
keys and folding them into her palm.

“We should go. It’s getting
late.”
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I watched Gracie pulling on
her clothes through the open bathroom door. She had brought a
little pink travel-bag with her, and she put jeans and a T-shirt on
from that, and a short mock-bolero jacket made ridiculous by
sequins. She pulled her gray-blonde hair back in a ponytail, and I
watched her profile as she applied her lipstick slowly. She
shouldn’t have worn lipstick — it made her look old now. It made
her lips look unnatural on her face, like they weren’t a part of
her. I winced and turned away. I would send her home and she would
sit in her yellow kitchen and wait for my call. She would wait for
me until it hit the papers, and then she would stand there by my
grave and bury what was left of me. Or she would sit in court and
have to look at me while they gave sentence, and know she’d wasted
her life on a killer. Because that’s all that was left of me. A
killer. And she would go home, and she would write me in jail,
saying she would wait for me. Or she would wear black until people
stared, and then . . .

I had taken everything away
from her — her entire life — because I’d needed her there. I had
needed someone there who wanted me, who worried about me. I’d
needed that, and she had given it. And given it. And given it,
until she was too old to start over with someone else. Until she
was ruined for everyone else.

That was what I’d wanted,
wasn’t it? A woman who wanted only me, and who I would never have
to be loyal to, never have to treat like an equal.

A secretary.

When I looked back she was
leaning against the doorframe, her arms across her chest, staring
at me. “How do you know you’ll be able to find him?”

I didn’t want to look at
her. Instead, I looked at the ceiling. “I just know. The girl knows
where he lives, and I can — ”

“You can feel
it.”

“Yes. Him. I can feel him.
I know that I’m close. Not just close — almost there.” I was going
to kill Vernon Green. I imagined ramming the business end of the
Browning hi-power into his mouth, imagined the crunch of his teeth
folding back, and the hate was so strong that my muscles
tensed.

“And then?” She sat down on
the edge of the bed and leaned over me, climbing into my field of
vision, her hand a weight on my chest. “And then?”

“And then it will be
over.”

She put her finger across
my lips. “You never know the right thing to say. You should have
said ‘and then it will start’. That was what you meant to
say.”

The light was behind her. I
could not see her face.

“I won’t let you worry
about money, Gracie. I have enough for both of us.”

She put her head on my
chest for a few moments, and then I looked at my watch. It was
time.
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Ella stared out the window
and watched the desert roll by, or watched nothing . . . I couldn’t
tell. She had two silver barrettes up in the mess of short
straw-colored hair on her head, but they didn’t seem to be doing
much. They were just there for decoration. Her lipstick was on
straight. The desert heat came in through my open window and filled
the car. The sun had gone down quick — white glare to black and
full of stars. She turned to me. “Mind if I smoke?”

I shook my head. The gun
was itching me through my shirt. I could feel its shape against my
skin. I could feel its weight. I resisted the urge to take my
pulse. It was a habit I had gotten into because of some goddamned
doctor telling me that I was due for a heart attack, that I needed
to avoid high stress situations. It had hovered there at the edge
of my mind for months afterwards — I would get a phantom pain in my
chest, staring up at the ceiling in the dark, alone in bed and
think here it comes. But it never did come. And who isn’t due for a
heart attack in my line of work and at my age, with the crap that I
put in my face every day, and with my drinking history, and my
smoking history? Just because you quit something doesn’t mean that
the damage goes away, after all. Besides, all of that was the least
of my worries.

Then . . . a piece of the
light cut off. Just a slice, near the edge, gone for a moment
behind a white blur, and then back. The smallest suggestion of a
fin against the dim yellow globe. It could be nothing. Just a trick
my mind is playing. Just my fear making ghosts for my eyes. Just .
. .

“Do you want
one?”

I shook my head again. She
shoved the car lighter in and waited with the white stick hanging
out of her mouth.

“So what did this guy do to
you that you want him so bad?”

“He killed his
wife.”

“So?”

“Isn’t that bad
enough?”

The lighter popped out and
she stuck the little red coin to the end of her cigarette and blew
smoke out the window. “What else did he do?”

“Just that.”

“So what’s it have to do
with you?”

My heart was racing, and I
didn’t need to take my pulse to know it. Somewhere in this desert.
Somewhere close, maybe just sitting in his house. Maybe standing on
his porch and looking out into the darkness and not knowing why he
was afraid. Or maybe he knew. That would be better. It would make
it better, if he made a play for me. If he gave me an excuse to do
it. Then I could make it look like self-defense. Then there
wouldn’t be anything between me and Gracie. I could make things
better for her. Better than sitting in the kitchen and looking out
the window.

“So? What’s it have to do
with you?”

“I found her.”

“You found her
body?”

I hated the way she said
it. She said it like it didn’t matter.

“I found her. He hired me
to find her. She had left him. And then when I found her, he killed
her. Why does it matter to you, anyway?”

She shrugged, but I could
see that something in my tone had hurt her. The hurt passed through
her eyes and was gone. “I just wanted to know what I was getting
paid for — just wanted some details. It’s the next road off to the
right. It’s hard to see. You turn after the no dumping sign . . .
slow down . . . there.”

The road was nothing more
than two dirt ruts and a green sign at the side of the hottop that
said rd 89 — private. I shut the lights off. I slowed the car to a
crawl, and the sound of insects came pouring into the widows along
with the air.

Ella flicked her cigarette
out the window.

“How far?”

“It’s about a half mile
down the road. It’s the only house out here. You can’t miss it.”
She made a sound to herself that was almost too hateful to be a
laugh. “We would always pull off and park by this old barn around a
hundred yards from the place — so we would be harder to see. But
you seem like the type that would just drive right through the
front door.”

The barn was a dark lattice
of boards. You could see the stars through the holes. There was
just enough of it left to park a car behind. I nestled it back
there and got out. Ella opened her door.

I turned on her. “What are
you doing?”

“Coming with
you.”

“No, you’re
not.”

She put her foot on the
ground and started to stand up. I pressed down hard on her
shoulder. “Stay here.”

She pushed against me, but
it was no good.“I want to make sure that I get my money. If he
kills you — ”

“Then you don’t get it. But
at least you don’t get shot.”

She sagged back against the
seat. “You have a point.”

I looked down at her. Her
wrists were skinny, and her thighs had small half-moons on the
insides of them, where they didn’t touch. There was almost nothing
to her. She had a long, curved scar above one eyebrow. I wondered
what it was like for her . . . doing what she did.

“Quit fucking staring at
me.”

I backed away and she
pulled the door shut.

The house was on the other
side of the road, less than a football field away, its roof a black
triangle against the sky. There was one light on, upstairs. I
unbuttoned my coat and pulled the gun out of its holster, feeling
the well-balanced weight of it, feeling the light of the window
like a flashlight on me. I crossed the road quickly and crept out
into the dirt and scrub, working my way in a large arc around to
the back of the house. The bugs would shut up when I got near them,
and then start again behind me. I caught the leg of my pants on a
bit of rusty barbed wire from a fence that had fallen into the
dust, and spent a moment freeing myself, feeling like there was a
target painted on my chest, even though there was no moon in the
sky and the night seemed perfectly black. I got around to the back
of the house finally, and crouched behind the rusted hulk of an
abandoned tow-truck with its axles in the dirt and its windshield
caved in. From behind the truck I had a good view of the back of
the house — a dim glow from an upper window, the gaping rear screen
door. The paint was peeling, and looked pitted with rot in the
shadows. There were no sounds from inside.

With the gun in my fist, I
crept across the yard to the door. It was unlocked, and moaned
softly on rusty hinges as I opened it. I took a penlight from the
pocket of my suit-jacket and flicked it on. The kitchen was small
and cramped, with a pile of dirty dishes in the sink and the smell
of mold in the air. The old Sears refrigerator had a couple of
apple-shaped magnets on it. There was a small circular table
against one wall, supporting a stack of dirty plates.

A doorway led into the
living room. I swung the fine beam of the light over the back of a
couch, across the legs of a chair, and snapped it off. If he was
here, I could not afford to have him see me coming. I flattened
myself against the wall and crab-walked into the living room,
feeling with my left hand for the back of the couch. My eyes had
begun to adjust to the thick darkness in the house. The living room
was nearly bare — just the couch and a stack of magazines with an
empty bottle of beer on top of them, an old standing lamp in the
corner, a dining room chair, and the rectangle of the television
against the far wall. A dim square of light came from around the
blind corner into the room proper. With my gun ready at
chest-level, I came all the way into the room. I stood at the
bottom of the staircase for what seemed like minutes, every nerve
in my body alert, my ears straining, my hand clenched tight around
the gun. The banisters stood out like black poles. Something
rasps across the side of my helmet. I twist my head desperately. I
swing the flashlight wildly. My heart jumps at the sight of the
dark cord of air-tube just above me. I reach my arm down, trying to
see my feet in the dim glow, but they are too far away . . . the
flashlight will not reach. They are somewhere down there in the
perfect dark. I can feel them, but I cannot see them. Cannot
see if something is . . . From outside came the shriek of an owl,
like cold water sliding down my spine. From upstairs there was
nothing. Nothing at all. And then I caught the smell — coiling down
the stairs, winding around my leg, up my shirt in the cold, quiet
air.

The copper-sharp odor of
blood. And beneath it the fecal smell of fear, and rot. I pulled my
handkerchief from my pocket and held it over my mouth, gagging.
Something thumps heavily against the side of the suit. I can feel
the trajectory of my fall shift, ever so slightly. And now cold
panic washes over me. I wish that I could see my feet. I grope into
the blackness with my eyes, but cannot make them out.

The stains started at the
top of the creaking stairs. The walls were black with spray, and
the floor looked like the counter of an abandoned butcher’s shop.
All the hallway’s angles seemed crooked — but the house was
straight enough, I was just staggering and squinting, stumbling
along toward the bathroom door at the end of the hall, my knees
weak but my steps kept somewhat straight from fear of touching the
gore-streaked walls.

The bathroom was floored in
dull-yellow linoleum, torn in spots and matted thickly with blood
and pieces I didn’t look too closely at. She lay face-up in the tub
— her face untouched, frozen pale white, her arms thrown out and
her back arched from the slope of the claw-footed bathtub. She
looked like she was ascending to the angels. There were stab-wounds
on her arms and hands, and three of the fingers on her right hand
had been chopped away. They lay scattered like twigs under the tub.
I stumbled back and stood, weaving, in the doorway, unable to turn
away from the two scenes I saw before me. The woman — a stranger —
dead, before me, the smell of her death clinging to my clothes,
forcing its way into my nose; and overlaying that, the woman dead
forty years before.

He knows. He knows I am
close. He knows I am close, and it drove him to this.

This one, too, is
mine.

“God . . .”

I spun around with the gun
in my hand, and watched as Ella dropped to the floor and
backpedaled, scrambling on her hands to get away from me, her face
a parchment oval, eyes wide and locked on the gun in my hand.
Everything seemed to move very slowly. I was far away from my body,
from the hand with the gun. I had to pull the arm up and away like
a puppeteer yanks on a string to move a puppet’s arm. My finger
wanted to squeeze the trigger, and just keep squeezing it. It
didn’t care.

I shoved the gun into its
holster.

Ella stared up at me from
the floor.

“I told you not to come
in.”

She stood up slowly, walked
a few steps backward, looking away.

“Do you recognize
her?”

She shook her
head.

“You’ve never seen her
before?”

Another shake.

“You’re sure? Take another
look — here . . . ” I grabbed her arm.

She tore it away from me.
“I never got close enough to him to see who he was with. Sometimes,
he had a woman with him, when he was here, and once when he was in
San Bernardino I saw him with a woman, leaving a strip club. But
that — that woman in the tub — she could be anyone. I never saw
their faces. I don’t even know if they were the same woman, or
different ones.” Her voice escalated in pitch, cracking somewhere
in the middle. “I don’t know!”

I went past her and into
the dark rectangle of the bedroom door at the end of the hall. I
flashed the beam of the light across a shaker bed with a bare,
rotting mattress, an open, empty trunk, the gaping mouth of the
closet, full of empty metal hangers. There was a receipt on the
floor, an empty bottle of Vitalis, a gum wrapper.

When I came back out Ella
was still leaning against the wall.

“We’re going,
Ella.”

She looked at me blankly.
“Where?”
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We drove back to the motel.
Ella stared at her hands in her lap, turning them over and over, as
if they were strange to her, flexing the fingers. I tried not to
watch her. I stared out at the speed-blurred yellow stripe on the
road until I felt her watching me, staring at the side of my face.
I glanced at her. She didn’t flinch — just kept looking at me.
Finally I got tired of it.

“Well?”

“How can you be so calm
about everything?”

“What do you
mean?”

“Doesn’t it bother you . .
. seeing people like that. Hunting people, being so cold all the
time?”

I took one of my hands off
the steering wheel and let her watch it shake, the fingers curling
with little jerks, the whole thing moving, like tiny electrical
shocks were going through it.

“That’s just because you’re
old.”

I put my hand back on the
wheel.

We pulled into the motel.
The desert inn sign was on, a buzzing green cactus with vacancy in
red across it and the name of the place in big looping letters
across the top. The light was off in my room. That meant — I hoped
— that Gracie was gone. I didn’t want her to see me like this.
Maybe nobody else would be able to tell, but she would. She would
know that something was broken in me, that I had crossed over.
Maybe Ella was right — maybe my hand shook just because I was old.
I had always thought that it was fear, but I couldn’t tell anymore.
I didn’t feel afraid. I didn’t feel anything. My body was separate
from the rest of me, and you could have cut my hands off and I
would have lost no part of what was me, because I wasn’t there
anymore. It was like I was walking behind myself. My own
shadow.

“What do we do
now?”

“We get our things. You
tell me where he goes in San Bernardino, and then wait here. When I
get him, I’ll come back with your money.”

“Bullshit. I’m staying in
the car.”

“You can wait for me here.
The five thousand is yours. You’ve done your part.”

She shook her head. “In
case you didn’t notice, I don’t have anything to get. Everything
that I own is in this purse. And I’m not going to wait here for
someone who may or may not come back. I’ll end up right back where
I was — standing by the side of the road with my thumb out and
hoping that the next guy that stops for me doesn’t cut me up and
leave in some lonely place to die. I’m going to stick close to you
until you pay me off, and that’s it.” Her cheeks were flushed, and
the crescent-shaped scar above her eyebrow stood out white, like a
moon.“I don’t trust you one bit. And you can’t find him without
me.” She crossed her arms petulantly. The gesture made me remember
how young she was.

“All right. Wait here,
then.” I got out and slammed the door.

I fumbled with the key to
the motel room. My hand was still shaking. Maybe it was just from
age, but it was a nuisance. I got the key in the lock, twisted, and
shoved the door open.

I knew immediately
something wasn’t right. I reached inside my jacket, looking for the
handle of my gun.

“Do that,” came a voice out
of the dark, “and you’ll never see your secretary alive
again.”

I withdrew my
hand.

“Turn on the light. Move
slow. I can see you. I have a gun. Don’t make me
nervous.”

I moved slowly to the light
switch and flipped it on.

The kid sitting in the
chair by the bed and holding a nickel-plated automatic on me wasn’t
a day over twenty-five — but it was a hard twenty-five. He was
wearing a pumpkin-colored, double-breasted suit made of some
lightweight and expensive-looking material. He topped the suit off
with Mexican-style sandals and shoulder-length wavy blond hair. His
tan was too dark. He was broad-shouldered, and looked like he had
been an athlete at one time, but slackness was beginning to show
under his chin and eyes, catching up with the chiseled angles of
his face. He was absurdly Hollywood. His eyes were as cold as two
blue marbles. Underneath them he had a smile so white his teeth
looked like a row of tiny bathroom tiles.

“Howdy, grandpa,” he said.
“How about you pull your gun out real slow and drop it on the
carpet there.”

I took the gun out with one
finger and a thumb, and let it fall.

“Now kick it under the
bed.”

I kicked it under the edge
of the bedspread.

His smile did not leave his
face. The lid of one of his eyes dropped down a little, in what
might have been a wink. “I have a business proposition for
you.”

“Where is she?”

He shrugged. The tiny black
hole at the end of the gun moved up and down, just an inch or so.
“That’s not important. What’s important is the proposition. You
see, you and I have a common interest.”

“And what is that?” I found
myself gauging the distance between him and me. I found it no good.
I never would have been able to get that gun away from him. Not
now, not ten years ago, not even twenty. years ago.

“You found the woman in his
house.”

“Who?”

“Him. Vernon Green — or
Vincent Geary, as I knew him. Look, I know you found her, so don’t
. . . ” The smile went off and then on, like the flickering of a
light bulb with a bad connection. “Don’t fuck with me. I don’t have
time for it. I know that you want to catch him. I know what he did.
And I know you want to put him away.”

He knew a hell of a lot.
“So what is it that you want?”

“I want my money back. One
hundred thousand dollars of it. And I want him dead.”

“That’s — ”

“I know what it is. And who
would be better cut out for it — for coming off with it and getting
away — than one of you private cops? You deal with this kind of
stuff all the time. Insurance fraud, wrongful death . . .
”

“I mostly do divorce. The
bloodless kind.”

“Shut up. You don’t have
any fucking wiggle room, you see? I’ve got that old girl of yours.
And besides . . . ” He paused, considering. “There’s another side
to it.”

“What’s that?”

“I cut you in for ten
percent. You show up with the money and . . . and proof that he’s
gone . . . and I’ll give you ten grand for your trouble, as well as
her life.”

“The carrot and the
stick.”

“That’s right, jackass. And
you have three days.”

“That might not be long
enough.”

He shrugged. The gun nodded
at me. “It better be long enough. Because if it isn’t, you’ll never
see the old bitch again. I’ll have one of my boys fuck her and bury
her out in the desert somewhere — alive.”

“Why don’t you just hit him
yourself?” I pushed thoughts of Gracie — out there somewhere, tied
up? Hurt? — out of my mind.“Why go to all this trouble?”

He shook his head. “I’d
like to do it, but it’s no good. You see, it’s too easy to connect
him to me. This way, you take the risk. And you will, if what I saw
this afternoon was any example of your feeling for the old girl.”
He tipped his chin at the window. “That was some fancy driving you
pulled, trying to ditch my tail, but there isn’t that much out here
— you weren’t hard to find. So, what do you say?”

“What can I
say?”

“Just yes.”

“Yes. Where do I find
you?”

“I’ll be around. I’ll find
you. Now put your hands against the wall and lean on them, hard.
Back your feet out — ”

“I know the
drill.”

He got up and went toward
the door, stopping with his hand on the knob. “Show up without the
money, and she’s dead. I mean that. And you might want to check in
the bathroom. I left you a little present. But count to a hundred
first.” He went out.

I counted to fifty and
pushed away from the wall. It was a few more minutes before I could
get myself to go in the bathroom. I just stood there staring at the
open doorway. Finally I went in.
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He’d left it sitting up on
the bathroom counter, next to the sink, the foot hanging over the
edge and pointing to the floor. I picked it up, and for some reason
I could not explain wrapped it in my coat, went out into the
bedroom, and set it carefully down in the middle of the bed. Very
calmly, I packed my suitcase and then went into the bathroom and
stuffed all my toiletries into my travel bag, zipping it up, not
looking in the mirror. I went back in the bedroom and picked my
bundled coat up off the bed, grabbed my suitcase, and went out the
door.

Ella was sitting in the
car, her head back against the seat, her eyes closed. I went around
to the back and put my coat in the trunk with the suitcase. Then I
realized that I had left my gun under the bed in the motel room,
and that my holster was showing because I didn’t have my jacket on.
I unwrapped the jacket and put the leg under the suitcase. No good.
I opened the suitcase and got out a white shirt and wrapped that
around it, and tucked the whole package into the corner of the
trunk. I put the jacket on and went back into the room for the gun.
It was far under the bed, and I had to grope for it, getting dust
from the carpet on the cuffs of my shirt and the knees of my
slacks. By the time I got it out, I was out of breath — but not
from reaching under the bed. I was thinking of Gracie, tied up
somewhere — of Gracie, scared and alone.

I stuck the gun in its
holster and went back out to the car. Ella didn’t move when I got
in. After I started the engine she said, “What took you so long?”
without opening her eyes.

I barked the tires backing
up too fast, and she sat up straight.

“Something the
matter?”

“Show me the place he went
to in San Bernardino,” I said. “If you want the money.”

“What took you so
long?”

“I had a phone call to
make.”

She rolled down her window
and the hot desert wind came in, smelling like dust and campfire
ashes. She lit a cigarette and exhaled out the window. The smoke
doubled back and washed across my face. It swirled in the
dashlights.

“Do your ‘phone calls’
usually wear orange suits and sandals and come walking out of your
room sticking guns in their pockets?”

I laughed. It sounded like
a bark, and startled me.

She looked over at me. “Who
was he?”

“I don’t know. But he
kidnapped my secretary.”

“The woman who came to see
you earlier today? The one about your age, with the . . . with one
leg?”

“You don’t miss much, do
you?”

“I’m not
stupid.”

I accelerated the car up
the freeway on-ramp and pointed it toward San Bernardino, swinging
around a line of big rigs choking up the slow lane.“I never thought
that you were.”

“But you treat me like I
am, anyway. You weren’t going to tell me what was going on, even
though it’s important. And now you aren’t going to tell me why he
did it, are you? Because . . . ”

“He wants to make sure that
I’m going to kill Vernon Green. Vernon took a lot of money from
him. He wants me to kill him and get it back.”

She tapped ash out the
window. The headlights of oncoming cars on the other side of the
freeway panned across her face. Strands of her hair caught the
light like filaments. She turned toward me, shifting in her seat a
little, and for a second it seemed like she did not hate me at all,
it seemed like she was just scared — as scared as any of us, and
almost glad to have someone there with her, even an aging, scarred
old man with nothing left to look forward to. For a moment, we were
really two people in the same car, just driving somewhere. She
turned up one corner of her mouth and looked poor guy at
me.“Everyone wants their money, huh?”

I nodded.

“And you’re the man to get
it for them. Lucky you. But I guess you’re good at it, anyway.
Isn’t that what you usually do? Get money for people?”

“Not really. Mostly, I keep
big insurance companies from having to pay people money. Or I
follow wives around so I can give their husbands the bad news. That
used to be the core of my business, but after no-fault divorce
cases . . . I guess you could say that the bottom dropped out of
the business.” It felt good to talk — it seemed like it had been a
long time. “Every once in a while I’ll get hired to do something
that I can feel all right about — finding some runaway kid and
bringing him home to his parents. Something like that. Mostly I sit
in my van — I have a van with tinted windows — and point a camera
at someone’s house and wait for him to come out and mow the lawn
when he’s supposed to have a strained back. Things like
that.”

“I would never go looking
for some runaway kid,” she said. “You never know why they might
have run away.”

“Why did you?”

She flipped the cigarette
out the window. I glanced in the rear view mirror, watching it
bounce and skitter along the cement. She took out her pack and
started shaking out another one, got it halfway out and pushed it
back in. She rummaged around in the purse some more, and came out
with several squares of paper wrapped in cellophane. She tore the
cellophane, took out one of the squares of paper, and started
folding it, very carefully, setting it up on the dashboard and
creasing the folds delicately with her nail. “I guess that I . . .
I just didn’t want to go to a foster home, that’s all. I’d been in
them before. I was in this one where the woman would lock the door
to the room at night. And she wouldn’t let you eat dinner with her
family. She wasn’t that bad — she wasn’t mean or anything. But she
wouldn’t let you eat dinner with her family. And that seemed worse
than her being just mean. She would bring you dinner — whatever
they were eating — up there in your room, and you would sit there —
I would sit there and watch the TV, and I could sort of hear them
downstairs, talking to each other about their days or whatever, and
no matter how much I ate, my stomach still hurt, like I was still
hungry. Only I wasn’t hungry. I was lonely. Did you ever notice
that? Did you ever notice that hunger and loneliness feel like the
same thing?” She looked at me hard, as if it was a test.

I nodded.

“And locking the door at
night. What if there was a fire? I had to stay there two months,
and the whole time — every night — I couldn’t stop thinking about
that. I was always sure that there was going to be a fire. For a
couple of days, there was another girl who stayed there with me.
And she said they’re all like that. And I guess it makes sense. I
mean, who else would want everybody else’s grubby, beat up kids?”
She kept folding, distracted, and I watched the paper in her hands
start to take on shape — a tiny head, maybe a tail.“I had to go to
that foster home because my mother had a nervous breakdown. You
could always tell that she was close to having one. She was one of
those women who drink a lot, and has a bunch of cats. I wasn’t home
that much — I was always down at the roller rink, because I
competed in figure skating. Not long after I came back from the
foster home — maybe six months after — I walked in from the roller
rink. I was hot, because I’d put on my outdoor skates after, and
skated all the way home, and I wanted to get a glass of milk. I
went in the kitchen.” She stopped folding and cupped whatever she
had made in her hands, examining it. She set it up on the
dashboard. It was a small bear, with delicate acute triangles for
hands and feet. “She was dead.” She bent the bear so that it sat up
on the dashboard facing her, and adjusted its arms. “She was laying
there in the middle of the kitchen floor, and there were about
eight cats sitting around her, just staring at her.”

“What did you do?” I
asked.

“I went in my room and
packed a duffel bag full of my clothes and things, and I called up
this boy that I was going out with — well, we weren’t going out,
really. But he had a thing for me. His name was David. He worked
the snack bar at the roller rink, and he was always staring at me
when I skated. Not mean-staring, or anything. He was just kind of
shy. He had a car, though. I got on the phone and I told him that I
wanted to run off with him. That I wanted to go with him to Los
Angeles, you know. That I was in love with him, but it had to be
now. And it worked. He brought his car over, and we drove off —
just like that, to Los Angeles. I didn’t call the cops about my
mom, because her stupid fucking boyfriend was passed out on the
couch, and I knew he’d call them when he woke up. David had some
money saved up, and he got a job right away at a McDonald’s, and we
stayed in this motel just off the freeway — sort of under it,
actually. I was fourteen, so I couldn’t work. He was happy to take
care of me, though. He worked all the time, and most of the time
when he came home I would be asleep. He wouldn’t ever try to wake
me up. He wasn’t much for sex or anything. I think he was kind of
scared of it, actually. He was sweet.” She took her pack of
cigarettes out of her purse again. This time she took one out. She
had trouble with the lighter. She shook it, held it upside down,
tapped on it, and then flicked it again. It came on, and she
managed to get her cigarette lighted. “And then one night, he
didn’t come home. I slept right through, and didn’t notice until
the morning.”

“He left you — just like
that?”

She shook her head. “I
don’t think so. His car was still parked in the lot at his work. A
week later, they came and towed it away. They never found him,
though. Not that I know of, anyway. I kept checking the papers, but
I didn’t see anything about it. Well, without him, things got
worse.” She tapped her ash out the window and then held it there,
watching the ember glow bright in the wind. “Do people usually tell
you things?”

“Sometimes,” I said. “It’s
part of my job to get people to tell me things.”

“Because I just told you a
hell of a lot more than I meant to.”

I shrugged. “It’s between
you and me and the bear.”

She touched the top of the
bear’s head affectionately. “Origami. One of the things I’m good
at. That and roller-skating. But roller-skating kind of died out
when the blades came in, I guess.”

I said I guessed so — I
didn’t know thing one about roller skates. I hadn’t even known that
there was such a thing as figure skating on roller skates. And I
found myself thinking of what might have happened to David, a
sixteen-year-old runaway in Los Angeles, and not liking the ideas
that I came up with. I wondered how long the LA Coroner had looked
for the kid’s relatives before they cremated the body — if they
ever found it — if it wasn’t out in the desert somewhere with the
dry desert soil in its eye-sockets, waiting for some hiker to come
along and find what the coyotes had left behind.

It always happens that way.
The Mojave is a graveyard. It lies between Los Angeles and Las
Vegas, and through it runs a road where, in the middle of desert
nights, all of the human predators in those two cities come to dump
their prey. Boys and girls, tied up in the trunk, scared and
bleeding in the back seat, already dead in a cheap plastic bag.
Often, they don’t even bother to bury them. They simply drag them
far enough away from the road that a passing car won’t spot them.
Sometimes they do bury them, shallowly in the dry earth. If all of
the dead people stood up at once, the desert would be as full as
the cities that lie on its edges. Besides the dead, the desert is a
burying ground for nuclear waste, for garbage and slag from the
silver and gold mines, for abandoned cars and for abandoned people.
Outcasts huddle in shacks far out in the night, away from prying
eyes. In makeshift labs they mix methamphetamine and speed.
Everything discarded, everything killed or broken or unwanted, it
seems, ends up here. Sometimes, people find things. A hiker
stumbles across a skull, a rusted six-shooter, a dead cowboy who
took shade under a Joshua tree a hundred years ago and never moved
again. The police dig up a body and find two more beneath it. Most
of the time, though, things stay buried.

She glanced over at me, and
I could see it in her eyes — she knew what had happened to him
after he didn’t come home that night. And, I guessed, whatever had
happened to her afterwards was much worse. David had gotten off
easy — he wasn’t female. The men always get off easier in this
world.
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San Bernardino is a
wasteland. A row of cracker-box houses drifted past the windows of
the car, fenced off and forgotten ghosts of the postwar boom, their
yards full of garbage, the lot for sale sign that hung over them
cracked and faded with age on its post. A homeless man in a greasy
parka poked at something in a field. Around him, pieces of
foundation showed through the weeds like broken teeth, catching the
light of the street lamps. Ella guided me in near pantomime. She
seemed worn out by telling me her story — deflated by putting it
into words. With hand gestures, and once by grabbing my sleeve, she
led us to Foothill Boulevard. We passed beat-up cars parked by the
side of the road with for sale soaped on their windshields, groups
of young men in black coats, enormous running shoes on their feet,
standing angry at the corners. At some intersections brand-new and
gleaming gas stations stood. The boulevard showed signs of both
growth and decay — bent chain-link around vacant parking lots, new
neon-striped strip malls, rotting motels and used-car lots with
their multicolored flags flapping in the night air.

“There it is,” Ella said,
pointing with her chin.

It was a low, dark brown
wooden building, with a neon open sign in one smoky window, next to
a Steinlager ad. There were four cars parked in its gravel lot, and
a big black Harley next to the door. The name of the place — the
hiphugger — was nailed to one outside wall, in old, graying wood.I
parked at the far end of the lot. Ella turned toward me, not quite
looking at me — catching just the edge of my face with her
eyes.

“We followed him to San
Bernardino twice. Both times, he came here. Once he left with a
woman, and they drove over to a motel down the road. The other
time, he sat out in the parking lot until a man came out. A tall
blond guy with tattoos. He let the guy into his car and they talked
a while, or just sat there. Then another car pulled up next to them
and they made a trade of some kind between the cars — a package for
a package. The blond man went back inside, and after Vernon left,
Gary and I waited in the car. Gary wouldn’t tell me what it was all
about, but we waited until the place closed down, and finally the
blond guy came out with a girl — the same one that Vernon had left
with the first time, I think. They drove to the same motel down the
road. The rooms look like tee pees. I can’t remember the name of
the place, but I could take you there if you want. We waited
outside, but they were parked out near the office, and the girl
went to one of the rooms. It seemed like they owned the place, or
at least they lived there.”

“Is this where you thought
he would be today?”

“Yes. Sundays he goes out
to Palmdale. Tuesdays he goes here. It’s always the same. I figure
it’s drugs — and since it’s San Bernardino and Palmdale I’m betting
that it’s crystal.”

I nodded. “It makes sense.
He’s somebody’s gopher. He’s either making pickups or
deliveries.”

She looked at me.“Of
course, if I were him, I would be out of the state by now. Maybe
even out of the country.”

“You’re right. But you
don’t leave women lying around in bathtubs, either. And you didn’t
kill your wife.”

“Well,” she said, doubtful,
“I hope we find him.”

I climbed out of the car
after checking my gun under my jacket. It was a paranoid reflex,
but once, twenty years before, it had saved my life when I’d left
it in the glove box accidentally. If I had not caught it . . . I
shut the car door and walked across the gravel parking lot. I could
smell the smog that lay over the town, invisible at night but
always there.
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I stepped into the cool,
dim interior of the bar.

 


The faux-leather door swung
shut behind me and the sharp tones and throbbing bass of ‘I Will
Survive’ hit me in the face. The air smelled of stale smoke, sweat,
pine-sol — all touched with an unpleasant human odor. Three of the
dozen or so drunks spaced around the catwalk swung toward me. Their
faces had a sameness to them — a thinness about their cheeks, as if
alcohol was eating at their flesh from the inside. Their eyes were
watery and blurred. Drinking had made brothers of them. Standing
just inside the door was a smiling Latino bouncer, his long black
hair in a ponytail. He held up three fingers and I fished in my
wallet for the money, brought out a five and handed it to him. He
made change from a roll of money in the pocket of his
jeans.

The lean, tanned girl on
the catwalk wore American flag bikini bottoms and nothing else. She
gyrated and sweated, shaking a pair of disorientingly large breasts
and a head of black-rooted burgundy hair. She slid her fingers down
her bikini bottoms and opened her mouth. A silver tongue ring
caught the light as she dragged it across her lower lip. The drunks
returned to watching her.

The man behind the bar was
a little over six feet tall, with thinning blond hair that made an
‘M’ on the top of his head. As I slid onto a stool he tossed a
paper coaster down and nodded at me. He had full sleeves of
tattoos, all Asian. A carp swam its way around one of his forearms
in faded orange and gold. I leaned forward and ordered a gin and
tonic, almost having to say it into his ear. He nodded. I watched
him at the end of the bar as he upended a bottle of Bombay Sapphire
over a glass. I wondered what kind of cheap rubbing alcohol was
really in the blue bottle. He wasn’t stingy with it, which was not
a sign of the liquor’s quality. He splashed some tonic water over
the top and plucked a lime out of a tray, squeezing it deftly
between thumb and finger before dropping it in. The whole time he
did this he was watching the girl on the catwalk. I glanced back
and forth between her repetitive hips and his repetitive
hands.

The song ended and the
dancing girl reached down to collect her clothes, her breasts
swaying slightly, unnaturally. She turned and walked offstage. A
single pair of hands clapped slowly, almost mockingly. The
bartender set the drink down on the coaster in front of me and held
up four fingers. I handed him a five and he put it in the register,
returning with a one that I left lying on the counter. He went to
the end of the bar and leaned against the wood. And it was then
that I saw it — a nervous flicking of the eye, his hand fumbling
suddenly with a glass that he was wiping dry, almost dropping it, a
silent curse to himself. He glanced at the door and away. He was
waiting for someone.

There was a loud spattering
of applause, and I turned to see what was going on. The girl on
stage had black hair in a Betty Page haircut, and real breasts. She
was down on her stomach, her legs spread wide, and she slid a red
finger-nailed hand over her buttocks, teasing the edges of her
sequined bikini bottoms. She ran the tip of her tongue along her
upper lip and batted her brown eyes at one of the drunks, who
staggered up from his stool long enough to slip a dollar bill into
her garter. She was working hard for her tips. The bartender
watched her, but I could see that his thoughts were somewhere else.
I lifted the gin and tonic to my lips and took a long swallow of
the bad liquor. It did almost taste like rubbing alcohol. A drunk
stumbled up to the bar.

“Hey Sailor!”

The bartender glared at
him. “Yeah?”

“Boilermaker — it’s my
birthday!”

“Right.”

The music blaring from the
PA over the catwalk was discordant. I could not identify it. The
guitar squealed, hummed, and moaned around the girl as she tossed
her head from side to side, head down, hands exploring her own
curves. Sailor returned with the shot of whiskey and a pint-glass
of beer. The drunk dropped the shot into the beer and drank it down
in one long gulp, watching the girl on the catwalk the entire time.
Finished, he wiped his mouth and grinned at Sailor. “When’s Gina
come on?”

Sailor shrugged. “Next,
probably. Aren’t you picky. Don’t like what you see?”

The drunk shrugged, smiled
stupidly at Sailor and staggered back across the room to a table
full of his drunken duplicates. Two more found their way to the end
of the bar and Sailor went down to help them. More were coming
through the door in ones and twos, paying the black-haired bouncer
and finding tables around the catwalk. A man came through the door
that the bouncer recognized and nodded to.

The Man came to the bar in
a straight line. He was one of those people that makes everyone
step aside for them. He found a place in the center of the bar,
turning his face to watch Sailor pouring drinks for the two down at
the end. He was so plain he didn’t seem like anyone at all. He had
a dark gray suit on, a lightly tanned, even face, short brown hair
and brown eyes not dark enough to be striking. But somehow he
seemed to carry a weight with him. It was in his movements, I
realized, which had a determined intensity to them. I looked
casually away, toward the catwalk, sipping at the rubbing alcohol
and tonic water. Sailor stopped in front of him. The girl on the
catwalk was walking away. With a final tearing squawk the guitar
petered out. Voices shouted at one another and one of the drunks
barked laughed hollowly and too loud.

Out of the corner of my eye
I saw Sailor set a drink in front of The Man and lean in close to
him. The Man picked up the glass, drank off some of it, and set it
down. “He wants to talk to you.”

Sailor cast a glance at me
— but I was watching my drink and a bunch of drunks at one of the
tables, smiling to myself at something.

“How is he?”

“Not great. I got Charlie
down to patch him up a bit, but . . . ”

“But?”

“He won’t talk to any of
us, and he keeps babbling about wanting to talk to Sailor. I never
knew that you two — ”

“Shut up.”

“You got someone else in
this place that can tend bar?”

In answer Sailor walked
away, tossing his rag on the counter.

There was another girl
dancing on the stage, a dangerously young-looking brunette with
small, upward-tilting breasts and candy-apple red lipstick. She
mouthed the words to ‘Good Vibrations’ and ground away at the brass
bar with her eyes closed. They were getting boring. There were
forty or so drunks in the place now — mostly men, but a few women,
too. They made a lot of noise and cheered the girl on. I wound my
way through them, moving like I was maybe a little sick. The girl
on the stage was on her knees, her eyes closed, slipping two of her
fingers in and out of her mouth. Her skirt lay on the stage next to
her, a plaid puddle on the stage. She cupped one of her full
breasts in her hand, kneading it the way a sexually ignorant male
would. One of the drunks stood up and stumbled to the edge of the
stage, where he composed himself, and then — very carefully— placed
a twenty-dollar bill in the elastic of her panties. He did it the
way a devout Catholic lights a candle at the altar. She winked at
him and wiped her saliva-covered fingers across his cheek. He
stumbled back to his seat with an absurd blush coloring his cheeks.
The bouncer didn’t even look at me when I went out the
door.

Ella was asleep with her
head against the window, her mouth slightly open, her eyes already
moving behind the lids. I opened the driver’s side door, but she
didn’t start awake until I was in and had slammed it shut. She
opened her eyes groggily and looked around. I smiled at her and she
gave me an odd look.

“What?”

She shrugged and arched her
back. “I was having a strange dream.”

Sailor and The Man came out
of the front door and walked to a blue Mercury parked on the
street. Sailor looked nervous, scanning the street before he
climbed into the passenger side.

“That man — the blond one.
He’s the one that I saw Vernon talking to before.”

I nodded. “I figured as
much.”

The Man was the picture of
calm, smiling as he opened his door. I found myself wondering at
his bland, average face. There was something unnerving about it —
as if he had been stamped out of a mold somewhere. He gave you the
feeling that you had seen him before, but just because he looked so
much like anyone. His smile was even and without personality, and
his eyes shared it. It looked perfectly genuine, but like the rest
of him it was the same as a smile that you just knew you had seen
somewhere else. I watched them in the rear-view mirror. The
headlights came on and the car moved away, heading east, not fast.
I counted to ten before starting up and pulling out of the parking
lot.

I stayed a few cars behind
him on the boulevard, changing lanes before he did, sliding along
behind pickup trucks out of sight, watching him. I had followed
people for years, and nobody was better at it. They never saw me. I
hadn’t lost a tail since 1965. It was like I could feel the turns
they would make next — like I was connected to them, and they
telegraphed every movement to me before they made it. But this tail
was especially easy. They went four or five blocks down the
boulevard and then pulled into a driveway.

“That’s the place that
Vernon went before, with the girl from the bar.”

The Wigwam Motel was two
semicircles of cement tee-pees arranged around a wide, dark expanse
of lawn dotted with palm trees. The office was near the street,
another tee-pee with a low rectangular building attached to it. The
sign for the place was off. There was a light on in the office,
glowing out through the bars on the window, and I thought I caught
a light somewhere further back in the complex — the winking of an
orange eye. But I could not be sure. A chain-link fence behind the
office surrounded something that I could not make out in the dark —
a pool, maybe. The Mercury pulled in and started around toward the
back of the place.

I went past, going up a
block before making a U-turn. Next to the Wigwam was a boarded-up
bowling alley, cut off from the world by a chain-link fence around
its parking lot. I went around the block and parked up against the
back fence of the bowling alley. Beyond it I could just make out
the tops of the teepees. A cat watched the car for a second and
then bolted for safety around the side of the building.

Ella lit a cigarette and
opened her window. “The girl always gets to wait in the
car.”

I shook my head. “No, it’s
not because you’re a girl. It’s because you’re young and your life
is worth something.”

“Yeah, five thousand
dollars.” Her dark brown eyes told me nothing was funny.

I waited for a second,
hoping maybe she would wish me luck or something. I had a bad
feeling. The tops of the tee-pees seemed to stab at the sky. The
wind had come up again, and it rattled through the palm trees as I
made my way through a gap in the chain-link fence and around the
side of the abandoned bowling alley. A six-foot high fence of rough
wooden slats separated the two lots. There were several gaps along
its length.

That is when I see it — a
small green glow, perfectly round . . . so tiny that I blink,
thinking it must be an illusion, a spot on the back of my iris, a
hallucination from the pressure — I can feel the pressure now,
pushing ever so slightly on me, a little more now than . . . how
long ago was it? A minute, an hour? How far have I fallen? How long
have I been rushing down through the tar-black water?

The wind sent paper
crackling across the sidewalk, and the palms hissed
overhead.
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Sarabeth’s car was parked
in the last space of the La Paloma’s parking lot. She didn’t speak
as we walked over to it. She didn’t look at me. A couple was
leaning up against the hood of a Dodge, speaking to each other in
hushed tones, their faces close together. The woman’s face was
turned slightly down and away from the man’s. She shook her head
and said something that I couldn’t make out. The man’s face was in
shadow. One large hand was clamped around the woman’s upper arm. He
reached down with his other hand and turned her face toward his. I
heard him say, “For the last time, say that you’re sorry!” in a
harsh whisper as we went past. He seemed about to hit her, and my
steps faltered. But he released her arm and backed away from her,
shoving his hands into his pockets. The sky overhead was full of
clouds like dark lambs’ wool, and the moonlight came out from
behind the clouds, making glowing white cracks in them. The woman
ran back into the bar, and the man sighed, leaning up against the
chain-link fence. I could feel Sarabeth’s eyes, watching me watch
them. We reached her car, and she unlocked my door. I slid in and
unlocked hers from the inside. She got in, not looking at me,
turned the key, and we pulled out of the parking lot onto the
boulevard, headed east.

The world around me was
moving in circles. If I closed my eyes, I spun backwards through
the seat and into nothing, so I blinked quickly and kept them
open.

“You shouldn’t take chances
with strangers like this.”

She kept her eyes on the
road. “It’s funny, but practically all the people I know were
strangers — when I first met them.”

I had a sudden flash of
jealousy. It hit me cold in the face, and I gritted my teeth. “Do
you pick up many people like this?”

The side of her mouth
turned up. “Not many. Only one or two at a time.”

I didn’t say anything. I
suddenly wanted a cigarette very badly. I felt sick. Feverish. The
car didn’t seem to have enough air in it. I rolled the window
down.

She glanced over at me.
“You’re right.”

“Right?”

“That wasn’t funny.” Her
hand dug blindly in her purse. Her eyes stayed on the road. She
drove well, moving around slower cars and letting the fast ones go
by. She was a textbook driver. She drove like someone scared of
getting pulled over. Her hand came out with her pack of cigarettes,
and she put one in her mouth, then offered one to me. I pulled it
out, got my lighter, and lit hers first. When I held the flame to
it, she grabbed my hand, pushing my fingers aside a bit, then
releasing it. I lit my own, and put the lighter away.

“That’s a nice
lighter.”

“Thanks.” I was turning it
over in my pocket, rubbing at it for some reason.

“You like
Ronsons?”

“Not particularly. I was
just wondering what the initials stood for.”

“You don’t have to wonder.
I’ll tell you.”

She shook her head.“That’s
no fun. Let me see. How about Leonard Branson?”

I grinned out the
window.“That’s fine, for someone named Leonard Branson.”

“Well, then. How about
Langley Brunowski?”

I shook my head.“Nobody was
ever named Langley Brunowski.” I felt comfortable now. We seemed to
have slipped away from the tension between us. It was as if we were
reading off a script. The lines came easily to me.

She pulled into the left
hand turn lane and brought the car to a smooth stop just shy of the
white line. “Why? I think I like Langley Brunowski.”

I shrugged. “Dull. No sense
of humor.”

“Well. That’s two strikes
on me.”

“How about Lyle
Bennett?”

She tapped her ash out the
window. The light turned green, and she stepped on the gas. We
turned off of the boulevard and onto a residential street. The
headlights of her car panned across the rows of neat, well-kept
tract homes, fronted by immaculate landscaping and well-tended
lawns. No cars were parked at the curbs, giving an eerie abandoned
feel to the neighborhood, as if all the houses and lawns were being
tended in the absence of their owners, interior lights turned on
and off, even televisions glowing blue to give the appearance — but
only the appearance — of occupancy.

“Is that really your
name?”

“Why? Don’t you like it?” I
stuck my cigarette out the window and watched the ember brighten as
the wind hit it.

“I once knew a boy named
Lyle. He wore plaid pants. I guess I could learn to forget him
though.”

She drove down identical
streets, past the yellow pools of street lamps, and turned her car
up a driveway suddenly, as if she had picked it at
random.

The house was long and
single storied, ranch style, with a two-car garage at the left end
of it. A butch-cut lawn and a huge bird of paradise plant dominated
the front yard. A foot-lamp-dotted brick path led up to the front
porch. The porch light was burning. It was the act of a lonely
person, leaving the light on like that.

Sarabeth got out and
unlocked the garage door, pushing it up. She seemed a little clumsy
on her high heels — drunk, or nervous. I watched her walk back to
the car carefully, getting in slowly. She guided the car in
smoothly and shut the engine off. The door closed behind us. She
turned toward me and smiled. “So . . . here we are.”

“Here we are,” I
echoed.

The easy scene in the car
had ended, and complication set in. We seemed to be waiting for
something — waiting together for something to happen. I wanted very
much to kiss her, so much that I imagined it, and my heart thudded
as if I had done so. I could feel her looking at the side of my
face. Her breathing was quick and shallow. I stared out the
windshield at the bare drywall of the garage. Out of the corner of
my eye, I saw her lean toward me. It was a lean of inches, and she
changed her mind and retracted it almost instantly, clicking her
door open instead. I opened my door and climbed out of the car. She
led me into the house.

In the living room, she
flipped a switch on the wall that illuminated the place in soft,
orangey light. There was an overstuffed peach-colored sofa,
bleach-wood coffee and end tables, a slender chromium floor lamp in
each corner, a bleach-wood color TV set and everything else you
might want. One wall was covered by a long built-in bookcase, full
of the kind of books everyone tells you you should read, in
immaculate clothbound editions. All the heavy-hitters. The white
carpet in the place was immaculate, and still had the marks of a
recent and careful vacuuming. My feet left pale prints on the nap.
Two carpeted steps led up through a doorway to the rest of the
house, and a set of French doors led out onto a darkened back
patio. Sarabeth bent and flipped her heels off, then padded across
the carpet and up the steps, calling back over her shoulder to
me.

“Would you like something
to drink, Lyle?” She accented the name oddly. She knew it wasn’t
mine.

“Please,” I said. I didn’t
need it. I was already swaying a bit, and everything had a nice
glow to it.

“Make yourself
comfortable,” she called from the other room. I could hear her
opening a freezer somewhere, cracking ice out of its
tray.

I sat onto the sofa and
looked around. Her friend was a woman with taste and aspirations.
The room managed to be both welcoming and immaculate at the same
time. I listened to the tick-tock of a grandfather clock from
somewhere deeper in the house, and to the sound of Sarabeth’s
stocking feet on the linoleum in a kitchen I couldn’t see. I lay my
head back against the fabric of the couch and listened to her
coming back in, the ice rattling the sides of the glasses she was
carrying. I opened my eyes. She was standing in front of me,
looking down at me. She handed me a highball glass.

“Would you like to go
swimming?”

I nodded.
“Sure.”

“I have a pair of trunks
that should fit you. In the cabinet in the bathroom.”

I sipped from the highball
glass and nodded. She was looking down at me oddly — a little
nervously — and I realized that I had been staring at her. I
smiled. “You have a beautiful house.”

The nervousness slipped out
of her face. “Thank you.” She pointed at the doorway. “The bathroom
is through the kitchen, and to the left.”

I stood up, a little
unsteadily, and suddenly I was very close to her. She didn’t move
to get out of my way. Our hips touched, and she leaned into me and
whispered into my ear: “My name is Bethany. You can stop looking at
me as though I were going to disappear, Lyle.”

I backed away from her, and
shrugged, very schoolboy-cool. “Oh, that. That’s just terror.
Through the kitchen, you said?”

She stifled a laugh, and I
went up the steps.

The kitchen was modern,
with a center counter that doubled as a table, and all the
appliances. I went through it and to the left, into a pink-tiled
bathroom with pink towels hanging neatly, and mirrored walls, which
I avoided looking at. I could hear her walking through the kitchen
and away, down another hall. A door closed. I opened the bathroom
cabinet and found a navy blue swimsuit inside that fitted well
enough. I started stripping off my clothes, feeling strange and on
display. I put the swimsuit on and went back out into the living
room. I felt ashamed of my paleness. I was no Los Angeles
beach-boy. I picked my drink up off the table. I tried the French
doors and had trouble with them, but finally got them open and
stepped out onto the darkened patio to wait for her. My heart was
ramming itself against my ribcage. It wanted out. It wanted none of
this.

 


Sarabeth came out, wearing
a black one-piece bathing suit, a towel around her shoulders and
another in her hand, which she gave to me. She was short — no more
than five three or four without her heels on. She smiled up at me.
The makeup was gone. She looked younger and happier without it. I
crossed my arms over my chest, self-consciously, then uncrossed
them. She came in close and looked up into my face. My cheeks
burnt.

“You’re wide open, Lyle. I
can see into you without looking.”

I gave her a nervous flash
of teeth. “Don’t bother. Besides, it’s not nice to do.”

She stood on tiptoe,
wobbling slightly, leaning toward me, and put the palm of her hand
against my chest. I reached out and touched her face for the first
time, and she closed her eyes as I ran a finger along her cheekbone
and down the curve of her jaw. Gently, she pushed away from me and
went to the wall. Her hand found the switchplate. The lights
snapped on and the pool came alive, a shifting blue kidney cut into
the center of the yard. Sarabeth walked past me and, discarding the
towel around her shoulders, dived into it gracefully. I watched her
body as it moved beneath the water, blue-white and distorted by the
waves slapping around the surface of the basin. In one powerful
underwater stroke, she was across the pool’s length. She surfaced,
pulling herself smoothly up onto the far lip, turning to face me.
Her eyes seemed to crash into me. I looked away.

A brick walkway lit by
orange foot-lamps wound through a well-kept lawn and ended in steps
up to an upper level of yard, where birds of paradise cocked their
heads in half-light, intermingled with sharp little cacti. A
shadowy row of orange trees stood behind them, giving the nighttime
illusion that the yard ended at the beginnings of an
orchard.

I walked unsteadily up the
path, holding my half-full drink tightly, as if it might be yanked
from my hand at any moment. I stopped and stood on the steps,
staring into the shadowy foliage, thinking guilty thoughts. Wet
feet slapped on the cement behind me, then, with a different sound,
on the brick path. Sarabeth’s arms wrapped around my waist,
goose-bumped and damp, and I felt her body against mine. My breath
caught in my throat.

“Why don’t you come in? The
water’s warm — I keep it heated.”

“Oh. . . I will. I was just
looking.”

She came around the side of
me, not releasing her hold, and lay her head against my chest. I
wrapped an arm around her shoulders and bent my head down, pressing
my face into the cool dark mass of her hair. She shivered, and
shifted against me, holding me tighter. We stood that way for a
long time. I listened to the chirping of a tree frog, hidden
somewhere in the moonlit jungle of branches and fruit. I felt like
I was dying — dying into that chirping sound and the wet tendrils
of her hair.

She nudged me with the top
of her head. I felt her hand close around mine. I backed up,
looking down at her face. It was little more than shadows. The
light picked out the tip of her nose and the end of her chin. It
gleamed in one green eye and put silver highlights in her hair. She
pulled me toward the pool. “Come on. I want to swim with you first.
Okay?”

I stood at the edge of the
pool watching the wavering lines of light inside it.

“First?”

She laughed and pushed me.
I pinwheeled my arms and hit the water, crashing down into the
glowing blue. Under the surface, the world was blurred turquoise.
From the deep end, the glowing white glaucomic eye of the pool
light stared at me. I caught the latent edge of a childhood fear,
and could almost feel a shark’s teeth clamping onto my leg. Death,
pulling me down. I fought for the surface.

She jumped after me,
brushing past me coming in. We came up together, and she swam to
me, throwing her arm around my neck and floating into my arms, so
that I was carrying her like a bride. I felt her nails along my
collarbone, and then she kissed me. Her mouth was cool on the
surface, warm just behind her lips, where the pool’s water couldn’t
cool it. I felt her hand slide up my neck and into my hair. Our
teeth clicked against each other, trying to get too close. She
slipped out of my arms without breaking the kiss and I felt her
hand slide along the waistband of my swim trunks, ducking just an
inch below with the sharp edge of a nail. She took hold of my wrist
and pulled my hand to her breast. I brought it up to her face, back
into her hair, pulling her mouth to mine. She made a small sound,
like crying, and pulled away from me, wiping at her mouth with her
hand.

“You shouldn’t kiss me like
that. You don’t even know me. You just met me tonight, and that’s
the kind of kiss that could make someone very lonely,
later.”

I couldn’t think of
anything to say. All the good lines had died away. She seemed to be
waiting for me to say something. She flicked her eyes across my
face, then locked onto my eyes, as if she had found something new
there. “No witty comebacks? No pulling me to the bedroom?
Nothing?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.
I’m sorry.”

She put her hand on the
side of my face and kissed me again, so lightly that my hands
shook. Beyond the fence of that yard, beyond the orange trees, past
the end of the driveway, there was nothing for me. It all went
away.
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I went through one of the
gaps in the fence and came out behind the two semicircles of
tee-pees. I slid the Browning from its holster. Holding it stiffly
at my side, I walked along the fence, keeping as far away from the
tee-pees as possible, making my way around the back of the
lot.

The tee-pees had small
diamond-shaped windows, close to the ground, with bars over them.
Light came from the window of one of them — in the back row, toward
the middle of the circle. Parked beside it was a white mid-80s
Cadillac. As I moved closer, I could see vague changes in the light
coming out of the tee-pee window — movement inside.

The tee-pee door slammed
open. I froze. I could see just the edge of a patch of light on the
pavement. The door slammed shut. From the other side of the teepee
I could make out a shoulder, a sudden slight flare of light, then a
puff of smoke that the wind whipped away into oblivion.

The door opened again. The
first figure moved away from the tee-pee, both his shoulders coming
into view, then one of his legs. His shoulders were joined by the
medium-square shoulders of The Man. They were conversing, but the
wind tore most of their conversation apart and scattered it away
from me. All I caught was:“. . . be fine for a . . .” and “. . . of
course, here’s . . . promised you.” The shoulders moved
away.

Over the roaring in the
palms I heard the engine of the Cadillac starting up. It backed up,
dangerously close to me for a few seconds, its red brake lights
reflecting off the polished dark metal of my gun before it pulled
away, its headlights lighting up the dirty white paint of each
tee-pee as it made its way around the circle.

The Man watched until the
Cadillac had gone and then went back inside.

I could move
again.
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I crept up to the side of
the cement tee-pee. My arm was a rigid L with the gun sticking out
stiff at the bottom. I was almost there when I heard the
scream.

The wind didn’t cover it
up, because there wasn’t enough wind in the world to do that.
Thunder wouldn’t have covered up that scream. It was high-pitched
and monotone, a squeal that cut right through the cement and came
at me through the night air. It went on and on for what seemed like
a minute, not changing pitch, not losing volume, until finally it
stopped, as if someone somewhere had flipped a switch. I pressed
myself up against the slanted side of the room and inched my face
to the edge of the little diamond window, ready to jerk my head
back fast, ready to shoot, if I had to. The safety was
off.

Sailor was standing near
the window, just off to one side, with his back to it. The carp
wrapped around his forearm rippled, as if underwater.

There was a pair of bloody
pliers clenched in his fist.

Standing just beyond him
was The Man. His jacket was off, and the sleeves of his crisp white
shirt were rolled up above the elbows. There was a fine spray of
blood droplets on the white fabric.

Tied to a straight-backed
chair in the middle of the room was a man I hadn’t seen in forty
years.

He was ten years older than
me, and that put him in his seventies, but he looked a hundred.
They’d taken his shirt off, and his ribcage was a loose ladder of
sticks under yellow melting wax. He had a bandage wrapped around
one shoulder.

Blood ran from two crushed
fingers on his right hand and one on his left, dripping down the
arms of the chair and pooling on the carpet. I knew what the pliers
were for now.

Tremors ran down his body
like electrical shocks, every few seconds, and his brutalized hands
convulsed on the arms of the chair. His yellow hair was thin all
over, no more substantial than a cloud of dust floating around his
spotted scalp. His face was flesh-colored shrink-wrap for his
skull. His eyes were huge and wild, but they still had that same
cold blue intensity to them, now rimmed with red.

His eyes jerked from Sailor
to the Man to a small table holding a syringe, a bottle of clear
fluid, and several cotton swabs spotted with blood.

The Man turned to Sailor.
“Looks like he wants more of that dope.”

Vernon’s face jerked back
and forth between his two captors, finally settling on Sailor.
“Y–you know me, Sailor. You kn–know m–me. You don’t have to hurt me
any more. I’d tell you where it was if I knew . . . you —
”

The Man cut him off. “No
you wouldn’t, you son of a bitch. You’d keep your mouth shut as
long as you could, hoping we’d let you go.”

Sailor shrugged. “You
should take it easy, Vernon. Take it easy and think real hard, and
maybe you’ll remember where it is.” His hand dipped into his pocket
and came out with a wicked bone-handled straight razor.

Vernon’s eyes widened.
“Please, Sailor. Please!”

The Man looked surprised by
the razor. “He’ll bleed too much,” he said.

Sailor shook his head. The
wind came up and drowned out what he said next. I looked up. The
whole sky seemed full of the wind’s roaring, and the blue-gray
clouds rushed across it. If I didn’t know better I would think it
was about to rain on midsummer San Bernardino.

The green pinhead grows to
the size of a marble, the marble to the size of a quarter. It is
not an illusion. I hear a tiny hiss, and look in horror. At the
joint where the helmet meets the suit, a small drop of water has
found its way in to the suit . . . the hiss must have been the
suit, losing its watertight seal. Air escaping . . . or it could be
my own sweat, water that I have carried into the suit with me . . .
anything. I may have only been falling for thirty seconds, a
minute.

Or an hour.

I looked back in the window
in time to see the end of Sailor’s arcing cut with the
razor.

The Man stumbled back in
shock, his hand coming up to meet the rush of crimson that arced
from his neck. As he twisted in agony, I saw the gun tucked in his
belt. But he wasn’t going for it — his first instinct was to stop
the blood gushing from his jugular.

Sailor swung the razor
again, slashing into The Man’s face above his eyes, but the second
cut was just sadism. The first had been fatal. The Man stumbled
toward the door with blood running into his eyes. Sailor calmly
reached over. He picked the gun from The Man’s waistband and tossed
it onto the carpet.

Vernon was screaming
again.

The Man got the door open
somehow, and stumbled out into the night. Sailor went after him
calmly, the blood-soaked razor hanging loosely from his
hand.

I backed around the side of
the tee-pee.

The Man staggered out onto
the lawn of the complex. Sailor was a few paces behind him. The Man
stumbled and fell sprawling in the grass, face-down. His legs
jerked convulsively in the air. Then he was up again. I could make
out the blood like grease smeared all over him, his face gleaming
with it. He fell again, then reached a low chain-link fence that
surrounded the motel’s empty swimming pool. Getting over the
knee-high fence took the rest of what he had in him. He fell
heavily onto the cement on the other side and was still.

Sailor stood over him a
moment, watching. He leaned over the fence and wiped the
straight-razor clean on the back of The Man’s shirt. I ducked back
around the side of the tee-pee as he turned.

Sailor came back into the
room. He folded the razor and slipped it into his back pocket. He
walked in a wide half-circle around Vernon.

“Now that we have that out
of the way, Vern, why don’t you tell me where the money is. We can
go pick it up, split it even down the middle and end all of this
bullshit. What do you say?”

I caught just the edge of
Sailor’s expression and went cold all over. Because there was no
expression at all — he had killed The Man with all the cool apathy
of a cannery-worker gutting a fish, and he would do the same to
Vernon and the same to me, if he could. His face was an empty
burnt-tan square with two yellow-green smudges for eyes, like the
false eyes on the wings of a moth.

He bent and picked up the
gun he’d taken from The Man and stuck it in his waistband. He had
the pliers in his hand again. Now his face came alive and the
yellow-green eyes lit up neon. “You sent him to get me because you
wanted to talk. So talk.”

Vernon’s eyes darted around
in his head, looking everywhere but at Sailor. “And I get half? I
get half, like you said?”

Sailor hit him in the face.
I barely saw his hand move.

Vernon broke. His head
sagged down to the busted yellow ladder of his chest and he sobbed.
Sailor set the bloody pliers down on the table and fished into his
shirt pocket. He brought out a crushed pack of Camels and a Zippo.
“I’ll just go smoke and you think about it, Vernon. Think real,
real hard.”

He went out. Vernon sobbed
again. It went through his whole body. It was pathetic, and I
suppose that to anyone else it would have been heart-wrenching, but
I couldn’t have cared less. I just hoped that there was something
left of him when I got to him. Something human that I could hurt,
to pay him back for what he had done to me. For all the years of .
. .

Sailor came around the
corner.

He had his cigarette
halfway to his mouth and the lighter in his other hand.

The expression on his face
did not change when he saw me. The cigarette and the lighter hit
the ground.

The gun bucked twice in my
hand and he was on me. A blue flashbulb exploded in my head as he
hit me and I hit the side of the tee-pee. My head thudded against
the cement and he ground me down it, shooting an iron-hard left
into my ribcage that numbed the side of my body.

I brought the gun up hard
against the side of his head and he grunted before chopping it out
of my hand. I stabbed my left thumb into his eye and he stumbled
backwards, reaching behind him for The Man’s revolver.

He paused a second,
confused. The gun butt had opened up one side of his head, and his
other eye was half-closed and watering. The gun had fallen out of
his waistband and lay on the cement ten feet away.

Two red roses blossomed on
his shirt. I had hit him both times with the Browning, but he
didn’t even look like he knew he was shot. He came at me again and
I managed to get my hand up in front of my face. His blow smashed
into my forearm. I swung my other arm wide, but it had no power to
it.

He ducked under easily and
landed an uppercut on my chin that knocked me back against the
wall. I bit through my lip and felt blood come into my mouth. The
ringing in my ears drowned out the wind. I felt my knees giving
out.

He drove his fist into my
ribs and the night got a shade darker. I was losing. I felt him
heavy against me, crushing me against the wall, my hands fighting
for play against his as he wrapped them around my throat. My vision
narrowed to a dark, starry tunnel. The tunnel started to close. I
was old, so old . . . and I was losing.

And then the hands let
go.

I saw him, dimly, a glowing
shadow at the end of that tunnel, a stumbling shadow. He fell to
his knees, and then . . .

The green circle, now the
size of a baseball, winks out for a second. I feel something press
upwards on the bottom of my boot, just the slightest sense of
pressure, carried to me through the metal, as if I had struck
something in my descent. Then the feeling is gone. The green light
is back, growing and growing, filling the dark water with
phosphorescence, the barest aquamarine sheen to the oily blackness.
The bubbles rising through my lamplight catch the color. It turns
them into turquoise marbles. My breathing is a steely hiss in the
helmet. My falling seems faster and faster. I am rocketing down to
that green light, growing like a deep-sea sun. In the
green-sheening darkness time loses meaning.

I went out.

 


 



 


nineteen




 


Sarabeth lay face-down next
to the bed. Her nightgown had been twisted up around her torso.
Above the naked swell of her buttocks, her hands were blue-white
and swollen. Her wrists had been tied together with what looked
like packing twine. A strip of the bed’s top sheet had been torn
off and used to lash her ankles together. Her shoulders were
pressed against the carpet at such an unnatural angle that I knew
in that first glance she was dead. A pair of scissors rested on the
pillow. Surrounding them, and scattered across the bed were thick
locks of brown hair that had been hacked from her head. Her face
wasn’t recognizable. Every bone in it looked like it had been
broken. It was a distorted blue and purple mask with a broken red O
for a mouth. The backs of her legs were covered with long red
cuts.

A very calm little voice in
my head said don’t touch anything, Lance. I agreed with it. I
realized that at some point my knees had given out. I was kneeling
on the floor now, near her body, not knowing how I had gotten
there. I reached out toward her with a numb, shaking
hand.

There was a tiny click
behind me like a door opening, and the sound of running feet. I
twisted halfway around and something hit me. A blast of white and
blue exploded in my head. I could hear feet running, and the slam
of a door a hundred miles away. And then, nothing — a loud rushing
nothing like a wave.

 


 


 


I woke to a close-up of
clean white carpet. There was a whistling roar in my head, as if I
was holding a seashell to my ear. For a long, merciful minute I
couldn’t remember where I was or how I had arrived there. The back
of my head seemed to be lying somewhere behind me in little pieces.
The rest of me floated in liquid. If I concentrated, I could feel
my hand clenching and unclenching, but it seemed like someone
else’s hand, or like it was connected to me with only the finest of
wires. After a while the pieces of my head came back together, and
I was able to lift it off the carpet. And then I saw her lying
there, and it hit me like the first time. Sarabeth was
dead.

I pushed myself to my feet.
A bolt of pain shot through my head. White and blue stars flashed
across my vision. My knees threatened to give out again. I lurched
out of the bedroom, running into the doorway and into the living
room. I didn’t want to see what was left of her. I grabbed the
handle of the front door, struggling with it. I was finally able to
throw it open. I stumbled out of the house into the blinding wash
of Southern California sunlight, feet tripping over the brick
steps. I should have been screaming — inside, I was screaming, I
could hear it in my ears, hear it pushing at the inside of my
skull, but it would not make itself heard. I caught a foot on a
rough edge of brick and fell, twisting around and watching myself
fall as if out of the sky. I landed on my back in the sharp,
grudging arms of the massive bird of paradise plant that dominated
the house’s front yard. The yellow-beaked, purple-tongued flowers
swayed crazily over me, jabbing and pecking at one another and at
the dirty-blue sky. I lay unmoving, staring up at them blankly. The
hot air hummed with violence. The distant traffic on Foothill
Boulevard was a bass-line of malice. A plane climbed, buzzing into
the wide bowl of blue. My eyes locked onto it and watched it go.
The angles of the violated foliage under my back jabbed at me, but
I didn’t want to get up. The scream inside my skull had faded, and
was replaced by a tiny, gibbering echo — like a termite, chewing at
the wood of my brain. There is a dead woman in that house,
it said. And she was your last chance to find it. She was your
last chance to fill the gap, Lance. She was it. I shook my head
and it stopped.

And then a realization hit
me — so hard that I choked on it, turned over, racked by coughing,
and with a convulsive effort, freed myself from the crumpled plant
and stood unsteadily in the middle of the lawn. I clenched my fists
until I could feel the bones creaking. “You led him right to her,”
I said to nobody, to the sky. “You brought him to her
doorstep.”

 


 



 


twenty




 


They left me sitting in the
kitchen with a uniformed officer who sipped coffee from a Styrofoam
cup and did his best not to look at me. I stared at the tile
counter and felt it every time his eyes stabbed into the side of my
face. In the bedroom, the homicide dicks muttered to each other.
The photographers’ flashbulbs went off with gunshot pops that made
me flinch.

One of the homicide
detectives came into the kitchen, flipping through a small
notebook. His name was Captain Holt. He gave me a grim smile and
sat across the counter from me, setting the notebook on the counter
between us and clearing his throat. His expression was unreadable.
He was thirtyish. He had a long, pale face under shoe-polish black
hair, and enormous blue eyes that radiated honesty despite their
constant movement. Now they moved over my face.

“Shall we . . . pick up
where we left off, Mr Bailey?”

I nodded.

“After the swim, where did
you go?”

“We went back into the
house . . . after we had dried off. Into the living room. We sat on
the couch and talked awhile.”

“About?”

“About our . . . about
ourselves. The ways we looked at things — at the ways we had been
brought up . . . about . . . the way things are.”

“That’s somewhat
vague.”

“It was. It all meshed very
well, at the time.”

“Meaning?”

“We had quite a bit in
common.”

“When you were talking —
you and Sarabeth — did you share in specifics? By that I mean, did
you let her know that you had been hired by her husband to find
her?”

“No.”

“And why was that?” His
eyes settled onto mine.

I did not flinch.“Because I
had become suspicious of my client’s motives. And because I had
become aware of my own.”

“And after the living
room?” His eyes did not move from mine. Nothing had changed in
them.

“The bedroom.”

“You had
intercourse?”

“Yes.”

“Once?”

“Yes.”

“And
afterwards?”

“We talked
more.”

“About?”

“Us. And then we fell
asleep. And you know the rest. I woke up before her. I woke her,
and told her that I was going to get breakfast together . . . I
went for groceries, and . . . ”

“You’re a good man. She
expected you to come back?”

My eyes burned. “I’m not
sure. I think so . . . I didn’t know her well enough to . . .
”

He cut me off with a wave
of his hand.“I understand.” He stood up, smoothing the front of his
suit. “You are sure you don’t know where her estranged husband
might be?”

I shook my head.
“No.”

He made a strange face — a
tightening of the muscles that brought out the lines of his skull
beneath. His eyes began to move around the room again. He spoke
without looking at me. “That’s enough. For now. I’ll have you come
down to the station, later. I’ll give you a call. Until then . . .
you can go.”

“That’s all?”

His eyes snapped back to
mine. “Did you kill her?”

“No.”

“When you said, earlier,
that you may have been followed . . . can you be certain of
that?”

“No.”

“But you believe it was her
husband who did this to her?”

“Yes.”

“Strongly.
Believe.”

“Yes.”

He nodded.“Well, I strongly
believe that you are not the murderer. I also believe that you made
a very lethal error in judgment when you took this case, under the
circumstances. But that — is your problem. Mine is finding her
killer. And finding time to find all the other killers . . . ” He
paused, picking up the notebook. “It never ends. I can’t waste my
time with errors in judgment.”

He turned his back on
me.

Somehow I was up, drifting
out of the house, down the steps to my car at the curb. I stopped
with my hand on the door. I wanted to go back . . . to look back,
at least. But I did not.

Outside, people stood
around on the sidewalks and in the street, talking to one another
in low tones. The intensity of their discussions increased as I
went past them to my car. Someone said, “Hey, buddy!” to me, but I
ignored them. I got in the car and drove away, thinking of Holt’s
cold square shoulders in his gray suit, turning away from
me.

It kept me from thinking of
Sarabeth’s face.
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I might have been falling
for minutes or days. It is all the same; the terror is the same.
Something comes between me and the light again, reminding me that I
am not alone.

I resurfaced on a wave of
pain. The darkness washed slowly away, receding from the center of
my vision, drawing itself outward and hanging at the edges. I felt
like I had been torn apart like a scarecrow and tossed in forty
different places. Somewhere, my chest hurt. In another place, very
far off, my arm hurt. My legs lay off to one side, throbbing. My
mouth and the rest of my head were resting on the ground. It seemed
very important to collect everything together. I was staring into a
pale face, with a scar above the eyebrow. Well, that was good.
Somebody had found my head, anyway. How nice. I wondered what they
would do with it.

Ella slapped me again.
“Lance! Lance! Wake up!” Her voice was small. I could hardly hear
it over the ringing in my ears. “Lance!”

I shook my head, and the
darkness washed back toward the edges a bit more.

“I’m okay.”

Beyond Ella’s face I could
make out Sailor’s crumpled body. A brick lay a few feet from his
head, and several different pools of blood were forming on the
pavement around him, striving to turn themselves into one large
pool. The carp on his arm was about to go for a swim.

“We have to get out of
here.”

Ella was pulling me up,
struggling with my weight. Finally I found my legs and got
standing. I felt a little bit of strength coming back, and pushed
away from Ella. She stared at me, frantic.

“I heard the shots. If I
hadn’t gotten here in time, he would have killed you,
Lance.”

I looked at the bloody
brick near Sailor’s head.“I guess you earned your money,
anyway.”

“We need to leave, Lance.
The cops’ll be here any minute. Someone must have heard the
shots.”

I shook my head. “I doubt
it. There isn’t much around here, and the wind would knock the
direction of the sound off anyway. Besides . . . I found
him.”

“Vernon?”

I nodded. Pain shot through
my neck. “In there.”

She glanced through the
diamond window of the tee-pee and put her hand over her mouth.
“What’s going on, Lance?”

“A bad business deal. And
we’re stuck in the middle of it.”

“Is he dead?”

“He’d better not be. I need
the fucking money that he stole. Gracie’s life depends on
it.”

She stepped back. I watched
something change in her eyes. “I killed a man.”

I shook my head. “I killed
him before you got here. You just hurried it along a
little.”

“He didn’t look very dead
when he was strangling you.”

“No.”

There was a settling in the
palms as the wind died down, and the sound of the cars on the
boulevard became audible again. The motel was quiet and dark, and I
was very aware of the presence of the two dead men in its circle.
Vernon’s wracking cough came from inside the tee-pee.

“You should go back to the
car.”

She nodded. “Give me the
keys and I’ll park out front. I’ll let go with the horn if I see
anyone coming.”

“Sure you want to do
that?”

She answered me with a
defiant narrowing of her eyes. I handed the keys over to
her.
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I kicked open the door of
the tee-pee next door to the one Vernon was in. I got Sailor by the
ankles and dragged him up the step and through the door. He was
heavy, a solid tower of muscle, and I remembered again that he
might have killed me despite the two bullets that I had put into
him. The room smelled of used sheets, sweat, dust. It seemed a
suitable grave for him. I retrieved The Man’s revolver and tossed
it in with him. I shut the door behind me. Outside, there was blood
all over the pavement, but at least there wasn’t an obvious
corpse.

I walked across the stiff,
dry lawn. The Man lay face down at the edge of the empty swimming
pool, with one wrist hanging over its bowl. With a shove of my foot
that sent a lightning bolt of pain up my side, I pushed him over
the edge. He tumbled down the pool’s transition and came to a stop
face-up in the deep-end. Blood obscured the horror of his eyes. One
of his hands stuck up oddly, thrown over his head as if he was
relaxing on a raft on the clean blue chlorinated water that had
once filled the pool, instead of laying dead at the filthy bottom.
The motel was closed for business, and I hoped that my movement of
the two bodies was enough to keep the cops away for a few days. The
last thing that I needed was them stepping between me and the money
that would save Gracie’s life. I looked around for something to
cover The Man’s body with. I found a rotting old door leaning
behind the office of the motel, and a mattress, and between the two
of them, tossed strategically down into the bottom of the pool atop
him, I managed to cover everything but one of his hands.

Pain coursed through me. A
few of my ribs were either bruised or cracked. I spat a mouthful of
blood onto the grass.

Inside the tee-pee,
Vernon’s head lolled on his chest. He was talking to himself,
rolling his head from side to side. His voice was eerily clear and
strong — the voice of a preacher at the pulpit.

“In the face of the Lion,
we behold that of the mighty baptizer with the Holy Ghost and fire.
The face of the Ox typifies the great burden-bearer. In the face of
the Eagle, we see reflected soul-enrapturing visions of the coming
King. And in the face of the Man we behold the Savior. Here is a
perfect gospel, a complete gospel, for body, for soul, for spirit.
And for eternity. A gospel facing squarely in every
direction.

“The voice asks but one
thing of me, that I might understand. I dream of the Lion, and he
bites me at the crotch, removing the offending and useless baggage,
my burden. He tosses his head back and wolfs them down whole.” He
stopped and laughed.“I wake up screaming. My scream is the pure
love of God. I renounce the Church. I am saved.”

It was the babbling of a
madman — cockeyed religious psychosis and the stuff from the
unmarked bottle on the table. I cocked the Browning.
“Vernon.”

He lifted his head.
Everything about him was wasted, but his eyes burned red and steel
blue. He blinked. “Sailor. You’ve changed.”

I shook my head. “No,
Vernon. Sailor is dead. Think back. Look at me. Who am
I?”

He squinted his eyes shut
tight and opened them again. “I thought you were dead.”

I shook my head. “More
alive than you.”

He smiled, and I saw that
his front teeth were loosened. Blood oozed from his gums at their
roots. “And now, father, you are younger than me. How did you find
the way to crawl backwards through time? Do you remember what you
said to me? ‘You must always look to the future’. The Lord is in
the future. He is here, but he is in the next second also. He is in
the past — everywhere at once, but we can only move
forward.”

“I’m not your
father.”

He continued, unheeding.“I
saw you on your deathbed, and now here you are walking backwards
through time. Are you an angel?”

I put the Browning to his
temple. “My name is Lance Bailey.”

He shook his head. “Your
name is Francis Green.”

I pushed the gun against
him, let it bite into him. “You hired me to find Sarabeth, and then
you killed her.”

I saw something well up in
his eyes — an understanding, a clarity, or maybe a new madness.
Unwillingly I looked away from them, focusing for a second on a
badly framed print hanging from the wall, a picture of a frozen
mountain stream at sunset. I looked back at Vernon. Blood trickled
from the corner of his mouth. I felt my own blood filling mine, and
swallowed.

He glanced at my fist
holding the gun and then locked his eyes on mine. “She carried my
evil inside her, wherever she went. So I was pure, inside, but my
evil was free. I birthed it into the world. She knew . . . she
knew, and she ran, with it inside her. So that I could never be
free of it. But God sent me a hand . . . and although it was an
evil hand, a rotting hand, it did His business. He was a hand,
because he was blind and needed to be guided. He had no eyes of his
own. Or he would have seen his purpose. I followed him, I followed
you. You led me to her. Don’t you see?”

A tremor went through me
and my finger danced against the trigger. So easy, so easy . . .
but then I would never find the money.

“Now I recognize you. You
have grown old, but you are the same hand,” he said. “You still do
His business.”

I swiped the barrel hard
against his temple. His head jerked back and he moaned. I raised my
hand to hit him again, but stopped myself. I backed up. I found
myself staring again at the print on the wall, and it seemed
somehow like his mind. I looked past him at the knife-slashed
curtains, the filthy bedspread spotted with blood — Vernon’s and
The Man’s. And back to Vernon’s face. I had opened up a cut just
above his eye, and he looked like a geriatric prizefighter in his
tenth round, with the blood running down his gray face. His arms,
strapped to the chair, were full of needle holes — fresh, bruised,
old pits, the tracks of years and years. I saw suddenly what his
life had been after he had killed Sarabeth. It was nothing like I
had imagined — no long run just ahead of me and justice,
sidestepping me and thinking of me coming after him every night,
rolling and rolling on sweaty sheets in horror. Oh, there had been
horror, but of a different kind. He was nothing but an aging
sleepwalker, a zombie fed by a needle, a middleman of the drug
world strung out on junk and on his bizarre fantasies of religion
and retribution — fantasies that had driven him to take Sarabeth’s
life, and the life of that nameless woman in the farmhouse, and my
life. I had spent my life hunting something that had no more
humanity than a rotting marionette. Something that killed when the
strings of its own personal god pulled too hard, who jerked and
stumbled just ahead of me for forty years. A wave of nausea hit me
and I lurched into the bathroom. Something felt broken in my chest,
and my head throbbed. I saw the starry tunnel closing up on me
again, and fended it off by tossing cold water in my face at the
sink. I avoided looking in the mirror. In the other room, I heard
Vernon talking again:

“I tied her to the bedpost
and I beat her until she told me that she saw God, until she told
me about his face. And I knew when I saw him that she had been
lying the whole time. Because he looked nothing like she had said.
He had not one face, but four. A four-square face, the Lion, the
Ox, the Eagle, the Man. A perfect face . . . She ran from me. She
knew that I had seen him, that I could not be fooled by her again.
She sucked the evil from me that very night, and she ran . . . ” A
coughing fit took hold of him. I watched him shaking, his body
convulsing so much that the chair seemed to be near
tipping.

When he had finished
coughing I put my hand in his thinning yellow hair and pulled his
head up to look at me. His eyes swam in fluid and tracks of tears
arced silver down his wasted face.

“Tell me where the money
is,” I said.

“Sailor?”

“That’s right. It’s Sailor.
Tell me where the money is, and we can get out of here.”

“I wanted to tell you. I
did. But I knew that The Man would kill me as soon as he knew.” His
blind water-filled eyes searched for my face and did not find it.
“I understand now why you hurt me. You had to show him that you
could hurt me. You had to show him that you wanted to kill me too.
But I knew that you were only faking. I knew that you were my
friend. We’ve always been friends, haven’t we, Sailor?”

“Of course we have, Vern.
Just tell me where the money is, and we’ll get the hell out of
here.”

His eyes saw someone
else.“I need to get straight, Sailor. I need some more H. Will you
help me get straight? I’m all hurt, and I can feel the shakes
coming on.”

“I’ll help you.”

“They killed them all, you
know. I was in the middle of the deal. I had the suitcase open on
the table in the kitchen when they came through the door. I could
hear them screaming in there — in the living room. It was like the
rapture. They were all screaming and the guns were roaring. I
grabbed the suitcase and went out the back door. Just as I was
going out I got shot — I felt it hit me in the shoulder and I went
down, but I go back on my feet. There was a hill behind the house,
and past the hill there were two Joshua trees. I remember them
because they were bent together like an arch, and I ran underneath
them. Past that was a pile of wood. Fence posts. And railroad ties.
I hid back there. It seemed like days. The shooting went on and on,
and the screaming. I found a stick and while I was hiding I dug and
dug, and put the suitcase down in the hole I had made. I was
bleeding, a little, but it didn’t seem so bad then. I covered it
back up, and after it was quiet and I knew they had gone, I took
down some of the fence posts and laid them over the hole, so you
couldn’t see it. I had the shakes by then, and I was sick. I left
my kit in the car when I came to do the trade, and I was sick. The
sun was down. I walked back out onto the road, and went down the
road to where the house was. But they had broken into my car and
taken the kit, and my stash. I was so sick, Sailor. I went into the
house, and they were all dead — the five men who had been there for
the trade. I didn’t know what to do. I drove out to The Man’s
house. I started bleeding really bad, and . . . The Man, he acted
strange when I showed up to his porch. Like he expected me. He
fixed me up, gave me a good shot, and then . . . he kept asking me
where the money was. How did he know about the money? It was a
different job. The only ones who were supposed to know about that
deal were David and I. How did The Man know? But I didn’t know he’d
sent the men in the masks. He was so good to me. I couldn’t think.
He said he’d set me up in the motel — it was safe here because it
was closed, and he knew a doctor to look at my wound. And he even
fixed it a little himself, with some rags and iodine. He was being
so good . . . and then when we got here he tied me to the chair. I
knew you would help me. I knew it, Sailor.” He trailed off,
crying.

“Where is the
house?”

He told me. I made him go
over it backwards and forwards, to make sure it wasn’t any
fantasy.

“Now fix me up, okay? Make
it a pretty good shot, because I need it bad. I’m all messed up,
and I know you had to show him that you could hurt me, but my hands
hurt, and . . . ”

I moved to the table. I
pushed the syringe into the bottle and pulled the plunger back,
letting it fill all the way, suck the bottle almost dry. I picked
the rubber tubing up off the table and tied his arm off. I jabbed
the needle into a vein that hadn’t collapsed all the way. He let
out a little anticipatory sigh.

And I gave it to him. All
of it. I pushed the plunger down all the way, watching his blood
mix with the fluid before it shot back into his arm. I untied the
rubber tube and his head jerked back, hard.

He was dead in seconds. I
wished that the last forty years of my life could have died with
him.
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After Sarabeth died, there
was no reason to come to the office anymore. Nobody came in. Her
murder was all over the papers, and there wasn’t anyone in the
county who would let me find anything or anyone for them. Not if I
paid them. And I couldn’t blame them, any of them. I got whoever I
found killed. Her face . . . she had two faces for me now, the one
at the bar, pale, surrounded by the dark of her hair, her lips on
the edge of the glass; and that oblong of swollen red and blue
against the bedroom carpet, pounded into nothing. I kept her
picture in my pocket, but whenever I looked at it I didn’t see what
was there. I looked right through it and saw that horrible double.
The woman I had found and the thing that was left after I found
her.

But I came to the office
anyway. It was better than staying at home, with the thick dust and
the sun coming in through the cracks in the blinds. The sun that I
just couldn’t seem to keep out. And there was a woman that lived
next door to me. She always wore high heels, and she walked back
and forth in her kitchen until I couldn’t take it anymore. Who the
hell wore high heels in their kitchen? It was better to get up in
the morning and get dressed. To have a reason to shave in the
morning, tighten a tie around my neck and get out. It was better
that way, but I still brought my flask along in the inside pocket
of my jacket. My flask and my gun. I couldn’t go to the office
without them. I couldn’t go anywhere without them. Because what if
I saw him? Without the gun, I would be useless. He might be able to
walk away from me. And he could not do that. I could not let him do
that.

It was the evening and I
was half-drunk. I listened to the slow clack-clack of the
typewriter in the other room and wondered what it was that Gracie
could possibly be typing. I looked at my watch. It was edging past
six. I didn’t want to go home, but I knew that Gracie wouldn’t
leave until I did. It just wasn’t right to keep her there all
night. Clack. Clack. The typewriter again. And the sounds of the
cars, floating up from the street, a dull drone, the occasional
angry bleat of a horn. I flapped into my jacket and went into the
reception room. Gracie stopped her typing, turning toward me with a
jerk.

“It’s time to call it quits
for the night. Go on home.”

She opened her mouth and
then shut it. She tore the page she had been typing out of the
machine, crumpled it up and threw it in the wastebasket. “My car’s
broken down, and I don’t have the money for a cab. I was going to
wait for the seven o’clock bus. But you should go.”

I set a ten down on her
desk. “Here.”

“This is too
much.”

“I may have to . . . ” I
paused. I didn’t want to say until I knew. “Keep the rest and buy
yourself a new hat.”

She smiled at me, the way
that people do when they feel too sorry for you to say so. I went
out.

Down on the street the last
of the businessmen were heading home in their solid black
four-doors. Downtown Los Angeles was being deserted. While the
action in the rest of Los Angeles had begun to heat up with
evening, downtown emptied out and became silent, full of long
shadows and warm air. I paused on the sidewalk, suddenly unsure of
where to go. Going home seemed too horrible . . . sitting alone in
the dark, with that hollow stab the only thing to keep me
company.

Then I saw her.

She was walking with her
head up high, her feet cutting little semicircles in the air above
the sidewalk, her dark hair swaying and vibrating with each step.
Her back was to me, but the walk . . . I was sure that it was her.
That it was Sarabeth. She turned left down Wilshire, and I caught
just the barest edge of her profile, blurred by the haze of the
setting sun.

Somehow it had not been her
in that room. I went after her, ducking around a group of
secretaries coming out of one of the office buildings. I got around
the corner and saw her again, just turning onto Flower Street, the
sun sheening off the silk of her stockings. The streets were pink
and empty lanes. The buildings looked like burning paper. I
quickened my pace a little, my heart beating. I could lose her
again . . . I got around the corner just as she was going through
the finger-print-smeared doors of the Orchid Hotel.

I waited a moment, counting
to ten, then followed her into the lobby.

The harsh lighting was
unkind to the shabby furniture, bringing out the tears in the
red-vinyl armchairs and making the nasty peach color of the walls
into a sick-octopus pink. The dusty potted palms and the threadbare
carpet tried to convince me that the hotel had seen better times.
They whispered of lost elegance, but it sounded to me like the
mumblings of a nostalgia-sick old man. I caught a glimpse of her
ankle on the stairs, turning the corner. A young, round-faced man
stood in front of the pigeon holes on one side of the lobby,
leaning on the scarred counter and thumbing a magazine with
flesh-colored pages. He looked up at me and said, not smiling, “Can
I help you?”

“The woman that just came
in here. She dropped her bracelet. I need to give it to her. What
room is hers?”

He held out his hand. “I
would be happy to deliver it to her, if you like. Of course I can’t
divulge to you — ” I shut him up by laying a five-dollar bill on
his palm. He glanced down at it and crushed it in his hand. “Room
405.”

I went up the stairs in a
near run.

The floors were all painted
different colors. Floor two was a sickly lemon, floor three a
pea-soup green. Floor four was the color of dust. Through the walls
came the sounds of people turning on sinks, transistor radios up
too loud, a footstep across a creaking board.

Room 405 was at the end of
the hall. From inside came the sound of slack-key guitar on a tinny
record player, the scratching of the record like a maraca in the
background. I knocked on the door.

There was the soft sound of
bare feet across the carpet, a pause, and then the door swung
open.

“Can I help
you?”

She was about the same
height, and the hair was the same. And the shape of the face was
the same. And the eyes were close. But everything else was
different. She stood there with her eyebrows arched. Behind her I
could see the record player, and an album cover next to it, with a
picture of palm trees and a wide white beach. She had her shoes
off, and the nail polish on her toes was the same. She didn’t seem
upset at all, just confused. Even hopeful, maybe. At least there
was something hopeful about the music she was playing.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I
have the wrong room.”

“Oh.” Her smile came down a
little at the edges. “I’m sorry, too.” She shut the door very
slowly, as if waiting for me to say something else.

I stood there for a moment,
wondering if I should knock again. But why? We couldn’t help each
other.
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I closed the door on what
had been Vernon. The wind had come back and it was like a visible
thing hovering around the pipe-stem tops of the cement tee-pees and
in front of my face, roaring in my ears. My heart slammed away in
my chest as I went across the grass to the car.

There was more to do — so
much more. Fire shot down my side and my kidneys ached like cold
stones inside me. The car was a thousand miles away.

But I got there.
Somehow.

Ella helped me to get the
car door open, and I collapsed against the seat, panting directions
at her. She pulled the car out into traffic.

“You should know that I
have a warrant out on my license for unpaid speeding tickets, and
if we get pulled over . . . ”

I started laughing. Blood
spattered across my hands and dusted the dashboard. We headed East,
linking up with Interstate 10, and I had a vague impression of
blurry red taillights and the presence of other people — actual,
living people, driving alongside us, moving through their lives
while I seemed to be moving away from mine. My vision expanded and
contracted like the aperture of a camera. My mind was going in a
thousand directions at once, running across and down the red and
white light-rivers of the freeway, through time and
faces.

This time I see it a little
clearer. I can make out more of it against the algae glow below,
and as it flashes by I see a skeletal flipper or hand — translucent
flesh that glows emerald . . . and . . . there is a face. A human
face, but not human, a floating, grinning skull layered under
crystalline flesh, throbbing veins like spun-glass across the
bones, weaving filaments of hair that catch the green in their
see-through stalks and draw it out pooling. I scream inside my
copper fishbowl, but the sound doesn’t go anywhere. It just falls
with me, sucked down toward the light, as if the light has an
aweing, unearthly gravity that draws even sound to its
center.

The lobby of the Orchid
Hotel. The potted palms. I was staring at one of the potted palms.
It had so much dust on it, it looked like it was made of ashes. I
wanted to touch it so that it would dissolve into the
air.

Driving back to Los Angeles
the day Sarabeth died, the brown sooty layer of smog beyond the
street that made ghosts out of the mountains. The buildings like
matchboxes, waiting to go up in flames.

The side of Ella’s face,
concentrating on the road ahead of us, the red ember of her
cigarette moving, arcing toward and away from her face, brightening
as she tapped it out the window, dimming as it came into the car.
Her face blurred, and became Sarabeth’s face, her cigarette
Sarabeth’s cigarette — it’s funny, but practically all the people I
know were strangers when I first met them. The coal brightened.
Sarabeth’s face burnt up like a piece of film and behind it there
was another face . . . my mother’s face. I was there again,
standing in the warm silence of her room, with the dust all around
me in the beams of sunlight that came in through the blinds, her
pale face on the pillow, the cream-white of her skin blossoming
blue and purple. I was ten years old, and my heart was racing. I
padded over to the bed, very quiet, and bent over her. I hadn’t
known what I wanted to do — maybe, some part of me had — but it
wouldn’t let me know. I bent low over her face, watching her eyes
moving behind the bruised eyelids, bringing my hand down to brush
away a lock of brown hair.

And then saved from what I
was going to do by her eyes opening and looking into mine. The
blood rushed into my face. I thought — I don’t know. I thought she
would know what I had been about to do, would have been able to see
it. Was that what I had thought? I knew I had been caught at
something, that was all. I was paralyzed, inches away from
her.

“Baby, mommy’s sleeping.
Mommy doesn’t feel well, okay? Go outside and play.”

Maybe she saw something in
my face then, because she raised her hand from the bed and I felt
it warm on the side of my face. She pulled me down to her, gently,
and kissed my cheek.

“Mommy needs her sleep,
baby. Go outside and play, okay?”

Her eyes closed, her hand
fell away from my face as if she had died, and I backed slowly out
of the room.

On the roadside, on my
knees in the dry brush. Ella bending over me. The far-off pressure
of her hand on my back, of her voice.“Don’t you die on me yet. Not
until you pay off. Not yet.”

An ink carp swimming on
flesh.

I am not going to die.
There is nothing left of me to kill anymore. Nothing. Or is
there?

Staring at myself in a
motel mirror. Who is there? Nothing. Death. I want him to see it in
my eyes. If I could force my irises into the shape of skulls, I
would.

Pushing the needle into his
arm.

He wanted it. The whole
time, he wanted it. In that moment I had shown him more love than
he had ever had in his life.

Back in the car. We passed
a gas station hovering like a fluorescent UFO at the edge of the
freeway, its lights licking at skeletal scrub in the desert
beyond.

The aperture
opened.

I was going to live. My
kidneys had stopped aching. My chest still felt no more solid than
a bamboo birdcage, but I coughed and this time there was no blood.
What I needed was rest — at least if I slept I could dream the
dream again, instead of catching it in flashes, in broken snippets
and images riding along at the edges of my mind, drifting along
just outside but always there, always.

The sun showed over the
horizon and turned the desert hazy lemon and blue. We pulled into a
tiny motel, just four small cottages across a neglected highway
from a gas station and convenience store. The air was desert
morning cold, and the orange lights from the curtained windows of
the first cottage looked as warm as campfires. I watched Ella
registering, kept my eye on her dim shape beyond the office
curtains, thinking to myself don’t lose sight of her. Whatever you
do, keep her in sight.

It seemed at that moment
like the most important thing that I could ever do.

She came back with the keys
to one of the cottages in her fist. I refused her help getting out
of the car, wanting to test my legs. I found them surprisingly
strong, but tired. Ella carried the suitcases.

There were two twin beds in
the cottage, and I fell asleep on the closest one without even
looking around at the room. The last thing I heard was Ella closing
the door.

The dream did not come to
me that night. What came was a black and visionless sleep full of
pain but without a narrative to wrap that pain around. I was aware,
the entire night, of pain. I was tossed into a dark place with
pain. It floated around me in the dark, never leaving, never taking
shape.
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The drive home from the
office was a blur of red taillights and stop signs. I parked my car
on the street and just sat in it for a minute, watching a couple of
Mexican kids play with a puppy on the lawn of a little bungalow
house. Across the street an old woman watched them too, with a look
of disapproval that deepened the lines on her face. The kids
wrestled and the puppy barked and ran around them in circles. They
stopped at the slamming of my car door and smiled at me.

I went through the
ornamental iron gate and into the courtyard of my apartment
complex, thankful for the ceramic tiles and the Moorish arches that
made the world seem just a bit further away. Vines crawled down
from pots on all the staircases. I made my way up to the second
floor apartment. There was a splash, and just as I was going to
enter my room I turned.

The girl who lived across
the way from me was swimming again. She was always swimming or
lounging by the pool in her white bathing suit that under the hot
sun burned your eyes and at night glowed like an hourglass moon.
She was an extra, when she could get the work, but mostly she
worked the counter at a drugstore on Melrose and swam in the pool.
I could make out her shape, distorted underwater, arms and legs
moving in wide circles as she crossed the pool. She reached the
side and came up, lifting herself out of the water with a single
graceful movement. She was a beautiful girl, but mostly from far
off — up close there was a wide set to her eyes and a largeness of
mouth that was off-putting, and tragic. She wanted so badly to be
in the movies, the way that only girls from points east of Utah can
want it, and once you got up close to her, you knew that it would
never happen for her. She was gorgeous, and on the stage she could
have killed them, but on film she would always be doomed to be just
walking by, or leaning on the counter of the hatcheck room over the
shoulder of Paul Newman. She adjusted the top of her swimsuit with
a flip under the straps and, catching me watching her, gave me a
big, silly wave and a flash of teeth. I lifted my hand and went
inside.

She should have been a
mermaid.

I collapsed onto my Swedish
Modern couch and put my feet up on my Swedish Modern coffee table
and stared at the spindly chrome lamp in the corner, trying to make
out its slender chic lines in the dark. Why had I thought that was
her on the street? I knew better. Why had I followed her? Something
was wrong with me. I thought of the line of orange trees in
Sarabeth’s yard, and shuddered.

“I make good money,” I said
to nobody. “I have very nice furniture. Also a swank fucking
refrigerator. Blah blah blah.”

There was a knock at the
door. I drew my gun and stood up quietly, padded across the carpet
and stood beside the door.

“Who is it?” I said. My
voice sounded strange, and had a crack high in its
register.

“Gracie.”

I holstered the gun and
swung the door open. Gracie was leaning on her crutches. Her eyes
were red-rimmed and wet. I stood aside, watching her splayed hand
on the handle of her crutch, the calluses between thumb and
forefinger where they wrapped around the foam. She sat down heavy
on the couch.

“I was hoping that you
would be home.”

“I was about to have a
drink. Would you like a drink? I have a whole bottle of tonic water
with our names on it.”

“That would be . . . a
drink sounds great.”

I went into the kitchen.
She projected her voice around the corner while I clinked ice into
glasses and poured the booze.

“Do you know who I saw on
the way here?”

“No, I don’t.”

“I saw Gloria Grahame. Just
driving down Sunset in a convertible. I wasn’t sure that it was her
until my taxicab pulled up next to her car at a stoplight. She had
these rhinestone sunglasses on, and it could have been anyone, but
I recognized her by her mouth. She has a very unique mouth, you
know. She turned — I guess she felt me staring at her — and she
gave me this little smile, and waved. Isn’t that nice? She looked
just like she did in the movies. In that one with Humphrey Bogart.
What was the name of it?”

How the hell should I know?
I thought. And what the hell are you doing here, anyway? I sprayed
the tonic water into the glasses and stirred them with a colored
glass swizzle stick that I stole from a restaurant on Vine one
night. The service had been bad, and taking it made me feel
better.

“I don’t think I ever saw
that one.”

Come to think of it, I’d
stolen the glasses, too. I stole a lot of little things.

Lighters and the occasional
watch, cigarette cases and swizzle sticks and cufflinks and
highball glasses.

“It was very sad. It must
be nice living here, so close to everything. You must see stars all
the time.”

“The smog gets in the way.”
I carried the glasses into the living room and set them down on the
coffee table.

She opened her purse and
drew out a pack of cigarettes. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

I sat down in my Swedish
Modern chair and pulled my cigarette case out of the pocket of my
suit jacket. That made me realize that I was still wearing the
jacket, so I stood back up and took it off, hanging it up on the
coat rack by the door. I sat down again and lit her cigarette and
mine. When Gracie saw that I was going to smoke too, she’d paused,
waiting for me to light hers first. She was a stickler for details
like that.

She exhaled a blue cloud
into the room. “You’re still wearing your gun.”

“These are dangerous
times.”

“Lance . . .”

“Yeah?”

“It wasn’t your fault. Even
the papers aren’t blaming you for it. I mean . . . who could have
known? A man like that . . . who could have guessed it?” She leaned
forward and touched my arm. “You can’t let it destroy you. They’ll
find him soon, and they’ll make him pay for it. But it might not be
for a while, and . . .I hate to see you like this.” Her eyes were
filling up. “It kills me, Lance. It really does. It. . .
”

I leaned forward to tap my
cigarette out in the ashtray, and suddenly she kissed me — or tried
to kiss me. It was clumsy, and she caught just the side of my
mouth, and hit her head against mine. I jerked away from her,
knocking the glasses over, breaking one of them. Gin and tonic
water splashed across the table and waterfalled down onto the
carpet.

I jumped up, and went into
the kitchen.

While I ran water over a
rag I could hear her sob — just once, like a gasp almost. I stood
with the rag in my hand for a moment, not wanting to go back in the
living room. I could hear her getting up, the creak of the
crutches. When I stepped back in she was standing by the door. She
looked at me and then very quickly looked at the floor. Her face
was splotched with bright red, like a child’s.

“I’m sorry, Lance. I . . .
I’ll go.”

“Here,” I said. “Just let
me clean this up, and I’ll drive you home.”

“No,” she said. “There’s a
taxi stand just down the street. It isn’t far.”

I nodded and opened the
door for her.

On the doorstep she paused
and looked me in the face. Her eyes were so red that her irises
looked teal. “I really am sorry Lance. You won’t . . . you won’t
fire me, will you?”

“What would I do without
you, Gracie?”

I closed the door and
leaned heavy against it, listening to the sound of her stilted walk
down the steps. I wished I had just told her to stay. Just for an
hour.

Or all night,
maybe.

But my mind moved
backwards, back to that line of orange trees in Sarabeth’s
backyard, that mass of fruit that hid the fence and shadowed
everything beyond, that seemed to promise more and more fruit, in
rows going on forever, that defined the edge of my world. And I was
happy that Gracie had not stayed, somehow. I wanted to be alone
with Sarabeth and with that line of trees — with that night. I
thought of us shivering against each other in the pool, of us in
the hallway and the sound of water dripping on the white carpet and
the taste of her, obscured by the chlorine, the smell of her wet
hair. But I had to stop myself there — I could not think of the
rest of it yet. I shut off the light and looked through the slats
of the blinds, into the cloudy blue kidney of the pool, shimmering
in the center of the courtyard. I blurred my eyes a little and
watched the girl dive in her white swimsuit, and she could have
been anyone.

Every once in a while I
tore myself away from the window and refilled my gin and tonic in
the kitchen, but I always returned to it. The girl went away, her
towel wrapped around her shoulders, trailing a line of droplets
back to her apartment. And then it was just me and the pool. I
moved one of my sleek chairs over to the window and sat. My hand
moved mechanically, bringing the drink to my lips. I did not think
of anything but that pool and the orange trees. I did not think of
her in the hallway anymore, or in the bedroom, or with the police
photographers around her. I had to be careful getting up, after a
while. It was hard to keep my feet. The ice-cubes clattered in the
glass. I stared into that blue shifting space until it started to
compete with the sun, and then I unplugged the phone and slept all
day. There was no reason to come into the office
anymore.
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When I opened my eyes again
it was night. Everything hurt. I could not remember where I was. My
chest felt caved in, and my mouth was a dry cracked hole that the
burning air of the motel room pushed itself into. There was almost
no light — just the indigo suggestion of it around the edges of the
curtains, by which I could make out the sleeping form on the twin
bed across the room. After a moment I identified the short hair as
Ella’s. She shifted, and her eyes opened, glistening in the dark,
staring up at the ceiling and then turning to me. “How are you?”
she said, her voice deepened by sleep.

“How long . . .” I could
barely speak. My body screamed for water.“How long have I been
asleep?” I had the vague feeling that there was something that I
needed to be doing, but I could not yet place what it was. My world
consisted only of pain, of the dark little box of the motel room,
and of Ella. Then it hit me. I sat up with a jerk that ripped at my
chest, and found my feet unsteadily. “How long?”

Ella sat up. “All day. You
needed it. You . . . ”

I was not listening
anymore. I staggered into the bathroom.

I groped for the towel in
the dark, afraid of turning the light on.

I heard her come partway
in, heard the hiss of fabric as she leaned against the doorway.
“How do you feel?”

“I’m all right. Nothing’s
broken.” I groped for the water cup that I knew I would find
wrapped in plastic on the counter, and started shredding the
plastic off. “I’ll take a shower and then we can get out of
here.”

She had nothing to say. I
heard her padding across the carpet, the snap of the television
coming on, and the squeak of the bedsprings as she threw herself
down on the bed.

Leaning with one hand
against the counter, I probed my ribs under my shirt. I wasn’t so
sure that nothing was cracked badly, but none of them seemed broken
after all. I could feel the series of swollen welts and contusions
along my side, where Sailor’s fists had smashed into me. I thought
of him laying there in that tee-pee in the dark, and was suddenly
afraid. I saw myself there, with him — or in the next one over,
tied to a chair and left, or in the empty pool, under that filthy
mattress with its stains that told stories. Their deaths were my
death. But greater than my fear was the knowledge that I needed
that money, out there behind that woodpile, buried in the ground.
If I did not get it, Gracie would die.

I snapped the light on and
stared at the haggard and beaten face in the mirror. My lip was
split and swollen, and one of my eyes was half-closed. There was a
knot at my temple that warped my hairline. The mirror was badly
made, a little distorted so that the face didn’t really look like
me, and in one spot there was no reflection because the backing had
come off, and there was a gray blotch of nothing on my cheek. That
unreflective spot started to bring the dream back. I moved my face
and it didn’t move with it. It started not reflecting the shower
curtain, instead.

I filled the glass with
water, drank it, then filled it again and downed a second cup.
Tenderly I touched the swelling around my eye. I was lucky that it
hadn’t closed.

“You’re falling apart,
Lance Bailey. All those years are catching up to you.”

The face in the mirror
mouthed the words back to me.

“You’d better finish this
before you crack up.”

I splashed cold water on my
face and then shut the tap off and just stood there, dripping,
staring at the linoleum. I heard the whining hollow theme music of
some television show, the muted dialogue bleeding under the door,
the canned laughter. I straightened and dried my face off with one
of the rough motel towels. Then, a sudden pain shot through my
chest.

I woke up staring into a
bright light. A voice was screaming, from somewhere — a girl’s
voice. Shouting someone’s name. Shouting my name. And there was
pounding; pounding from somewhere. A rattling, and then my sister’s
face, coming down at me from the light, blocking the light. My
sister’s face. I didn’t have a sister.

Ella’s face came into
focus, and her voice swelled, like the sound on a stereo when the
volume is suddenly cranked up.“Lance! Lance!” She was trying to
help me upright so that I was staring at the shower curtain, and
crying. “Wake up! Stop it! You’re scaring me! Lance!”

I raised one of my hands
weakly. It was like it was asleep — it was numb, and cold. But the
feeling was beginning to come back. “Okay. Okay, kid. Okay. All
right. Okay.”

She was standing over me,
staring down at me. “You scared me. I heard you fall. I beat on the
door and you wouldn’t answer. I thought — ”

“These shower curtains are
filthy.”

Her mouth snapped shut. She
just stared at me.

“I’m all right,
Ella.”

“Then what the hell are you
doing on the floor?”

Slowly, and with caution, I
picked myself up, leaning heavily on the sink.

I felt my chest, my arms,
flexed my hands.

Nothing. It was like
nothing had ever happened.

“Don’t do that anymore,”
she snapped. She walked out of the bathroom.

I waited a moment,
breathing, fearing another sharp bolt of pain. But it didn’t come.
What was it?

I snapped the bathroom
light off and went into the other room. Ella sat with her arms
wrapped around her knees, the blue light of the television flashing
across her face. She looked even younger than the nineteen that she
was — she looked fifteen, and there was another pain in my chest.
Not a real one this time, just a hollowness. A loss. She didn’t
look at me. I crossed the room and pulled the curtains aside,
staring out the window at the gas station with its orange numbered
circle of a sign. It was the same gas station everywhere, like they
dropped them out of helicopters or planted them like seeds to
sprout up among Joshua trees, pipe-organ cactus, in the shadow of
redwoods and pines, looming over long suburban blocks, coming up
square off the freeway, their signs a mile high and lit up like
crosses on church steeples. I let the curtains fall
back.

“Are we close?”

I nodded.

The phone rang.

We both stared at it for
three rings. She moved toward it. I snapped the receiver off the
cradle and put it to my ear. “Hello?”

“Did you find out where it
is?”

It was the kid. I could
picture his arrogant face, the wavy hair back in the ponytail, the
sneer on his mouth. But there was an edge of fear in his
voice.

“I found out.”

“You have a day. The cops
found the bodies you left at The Wigwam. They’re already sniffing
around. I don’t want them sniffing after me.”

“How would they connect you
with all that? Is there something . . . some link you’re afraid
of?”

“Don’t worry about that.”
The strain was evident now. His voice had gone up a minor third in
pitch. “Just worry about the old lady. And about getting my money —
because you’ll never see her again if you don’t.”

“You know, I wonder why you
didn’t just find the money yourself. You’re a smart kid, and you’re
closer to all of this than me. You seem hot on my trail all the
time. In fact, I would say that some of the time you know where I’m
going to be before I get there. I think that — ”

“Don’t think too hard,
asshole. Don’t start fucking with me, or I’ll start fucking with
her.”

“I’ll keep my thinking to
the minimum. And if you hurt her, I won’t even think twice about
killing you.”

I said the last sentence to
an empty line. He was gone. I set the phone down. Ella was across
the room, searching my face. I sat down on the edge of the
bed.

“What did he
say?”

“Nothing. You should get
cleaned up so we can get out of here and finish this, and I can
give you your money.”

“Give me five
minutes.”

She shut the bathroom door
behind her and the shower came on.

I went out to the car and
opened the trunk. I lifted the spare tire cover and moved the spare
to one side. Taped underneath the spare with black electrical tape
was a thick manila envelope. I tore the tape away and ripped the
envelope open. There was ten thousand dollars in hundreds inside —
my emergency cash, for when traveler’s checks and credit cards and
begging for your life just won’t do. I went back into the motel
room. She was whistling in the shower, low and flat and echoey — a
nice, honest shower whistle, the kind that you think nobody hears.
It was a lonely sound, the tune unrecognizable over the rush of the
water. I set the money out neatly in the middle of the bedspread,
set the room key on top of it, and left.

Driving away I tried to
imagine her reaction as she came out and saw it there, the small
important mass of it — double what she had asked for, enough at
least for her to start out somewhere else, to move with for a
while, far away from here. It was enough to see the world on for a
few months, if you were careful. I hoped very much that it would be
enough to change something, that it would be the first shovel-load
of dirt piled on her past, one that she could follow with another
and another, until the past was buried for good. I tried to imagine
her standing there with her short hair sticking up in wet spikes
and realizing that she might be able to get free after
all.

I found that I did not have
a very good imagination. I could only replay her tuneless whistle,
and worry a little about her, before my mind turned back to the
road ahead, trying to speed along the winding yellow line, pushing
forward faster than the Taurus could go. My foot was to the
floor.
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The Sheriff’s Department
went into Sarabeth’s case thinking they would have it wrapped up
nice and clean in a week, with a big uniform-tan bow around it.
They had hot leads and a suspect that should have been easy enough
to find and crack. They were an arrogant bunch of cowboys that
prowled LA County like it was still the Wild West. All they had to
do was find Vernon Green and he was as good as in the gas chamber.
They figured. They figured on having him strapped to the chamber
chair practically before Sarabeth was in the ground.

But the funeral came and I
stood across the open grave at the cemetery and stared into her
mother’s face, and they still hadn’t found him. The day was hot,
and the open grave gave off the thick rich smell of turned earth.
The cemetery smelled of shoveled dirt, mown grass, and smog. The
coffin looked cheap and had something about its black streamlined
length that reminded me of a car’s body style — one of the new ones
for that year, coated with chrome. Detective Holt was at my
shoulder, and I could not imagine Sarabeth in that box.

Peggy Hauptlaander found me
after the funeral and I stood under a pine tree and listened to her
tell me what she thought of me. She was too drunk to make any
sense, and I was too drunk to be hurt when she slapped
me.

I went to a double feature
at the Mann’s Chinese on the boulevard. I watched both films twice
but they made no sense to me — just flickering black and white and
big paint-sculpted lips mouthing gibberish at each other until I
fell asleep. An usher woke me up with a broom in her
hand.

Five years later, the
Sheriff ’s Department still hadn’t found Vernon. Business was
booming for me — everyone was screwing around on each other. My
clients paid me to give them the bad news and the pictures to prove
it. I worked on finding Vernon Green between cases. Every once in a
while I took Gracie out to a movie or for a drink, and clowned her
about being better than any wife ever could be.

Detective Holt shot himself
in the head with his snub-nose .38. Nobody knew why.

Sometimes Vernon Green was
a rumor; sometimes I tried to convince myself he was dead. But he
was always alive for me when it counted — in the middle of the
night when I woke up with the sheets a tentacle around me,
sweating, seeing through my ceiling and through the night to an
empty blue sky and the birds of paradise jabbing at each other over
my head.

The Sheriff’s case went to
the unsolved unit and got worked on an inch at a time by tired old
bulldogs. I took up insurance fraud when the divorce business went
sour. On my fortieth birthday I got drunk and kissed Gracie and
tried to get her dress off before I passed out. That was when I saw
it, the reason she couldn’t get a prosthetic limb for all those
years: at the end of her foreshortened thigh was a tiny foot, no
bigger than a three-year-old’s, and turned around backwards. She
had painted its toes bright crimson to match the ones on her other
foot, in its neat grass-strapped sandal. I guess it made sense, in
a crazy kind of way. But looking at it turned my insides
over.

I woke up in bed with no
clothes on. Gracie had taken my pants and shirt to the cleaners for
me. She brought them in to me at work a few days later, freshly
pressed.

We never talked about it.
Things just went on. Technology improved, and Gracie finally had a
prosthetic made. The world was changing all the time. I appreciated
the improvement in surveillance systems and communications. The
underbelly of society, my bread and butter, shifted a bit, but was
always recognizable to me.

They changed less than the
rest.
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The house was just where
Vernon said it would be, out on the edge of preposterous Palmdale,
where the gridded empty streets exhaust themselves into the desert.
A small, orange-painted house no bigger than a railroad watchman’s,
backed by dark mesquite-pooled foothills and staggered on all sides
with crooked, bladed Joshua trees. There were two cars outside: a
grimed Land Rover and a primer-spotted El Dorado. The windows of
the house were blank black squares, the color of the moonless sky
above but without its stars. I shut the car off at the side of the
road a few hundred yards away. For a moment I just sat, breathing,
waiting, the windows rolled down. Sweat poured down my face and I
wiped it away with the cuffs of my shirt. The dry chirp of the
desert insects filled the air. I stepped out into the thick air and
walked a little off the road, then paced slowly toward the house,
scanning its dark windows for a feeling, for a suggestion of life.
There was none. Something small rattled the mesquite in its haste
to get away from me.

I was close now, just
behind the cars, watching the dim gray rectangle of the front door.
Nothing moved. I could hear, far off, the steady sighing of cars
crisscrossing the town. The house was far removed from the bustle,
far enough that whatever had gone on here, days before, may still
have gone unnoticed. I crept along the car and, in a crouch that
made my ribs cry out, worked my way to the porch, my gun out and
ready.

The door was slightly ajar,
and from that small crack, the smell hit me.

I kicked the door. It
opened a foot and thumped listlessly against something. A lazy
sound of buzzing came from inside.

Unbuttoning my shirt, I
pulled my undershirt over my mouth and nose. I switched on my
penlight and slid inside.

There were five of
them.

The first lay by the door,
face-up — although the face was as black as the back of his head,
massed with sleepily shifting flies. His bloated white hands looked
like beached starfish.

There were two more on the
couch, lying with their heads back. Their skin writhed under the
beam of my penlight. Their blood added a second pattern to the
faded floral print of the wallpaper behind them.

The fourth lay in the
entrance to the kitchen. He’d caught it in the back and crawled —
what was left of him had crawled — and spilled himself all over the
floor. The rats liked him the best, and they chattered at me, one
of them standing on the back of his head and squealing angrily
before making off for safety.

The last one had dragged
himself into the bathroom, wrapped his hands around his knees, and
cowered in the corner. There were bullet holes in the bathroom
door. He’d gotten it in the stomach and the throat. The linoleum
was a burnt-sienna pool. His revolver, all of its chambers still
full, was still clutched in his hand.

The bedroom, off to one
side, was empty except for a mattress on the floor and piles of
filthy clothes. There was a dirty rig and a glass pipe that had
been shattered by someone’s foot. The gunmen had strewn everything
around, looking for something — probably the money. The rest of the
house was the same. They hadn’t found it. The destruction of their
search was total, and showed signs of frustrated rage.

The rear door was open,
hanging broken off of one hinge.

I could not see the
woodpile from the back of the house. The ground rose steeply,
pitted in places by excavations around the size that a dog might
make, and dotted with rusting metal — coils of salvaged barbed
wire, the split, handleless head of a shovel, various intricate
cast-away auto parts, even the corroded body of a ’30s farm truck,
its windshield, tires and interior long since gone. Small startled
shapes crested the hill at the sight of me and were gone.
Jackrabbits. I followed their path through the sparse
underbrush.

The woodpile was a stack of
fence-slats and posts pricked with rusted nails.

The jackrabbits watched me,
glow-eyed and sullen, from the safety of the next hill as I found
the place where the wood had been shifted and pushed it aside.
Beneath was the obvious rough rectangle hacked into the earth. I
was able to kick most of the dirt away with my shoe, then scraped
the rest out of the hole with one of the slats. It whined against
the leather of the briefcase. I bent down, shoveling away dirt from
the edges of the thing, eagerly now, aware of my own labored
breathing.

I pulled the suitcase from
its shallow grave. Setting it on top of the woodpile, I snapped its
clasps and lifted the lid.

It was all there — $100,000
in $500 bundles of twenties, those bundles banded together in
stacks of four. There were fifty of the $2,000 stacks. They were
all old bills. In itself, the money held as much meaning to me as
the dust I had brushed off of the suitcase. But what I really saw
in those bills was Gracie’s life. I closed the case and started
back toward the house. Something near my foot hissed at me and made
its winding escape through the dry underbrush.

From the top of the hill
that hid the woodpile, I had a clear view of the house and the
road. The lights of an approaching car cut off a fraction of a
second too late. I watched its dark shape slowing, indigo, its
engine a low purr as it pulled off to the side of the road, just
behind my car. From my vantage point I could see the driver’s side
door open and a black-clothed, anonymous figure get out, cutting
away from the road and toward the foothills just as I had before,
then arcing back toward the house. The figure moved quickly, its
dark clothes blending with the blotted landscape.

I crept the rest of the way
back to the house, careful now of every step and every sound that I
made. The Browning was back in my hand. I slid past the dangling
back door. The death-filled air of the house pushed its way into my
pores, my nose, and my eyes.

I made my way through the
dark house, holding my breath. I slid the suitcase underneath the
couch, between the legs of its occupants.

The figure outside, by my
estimation, was probably halfway to the house by now. In a hard
crouch, I made my way out the open door. Whoever it was would be
watching the house, of course. I was relying on the high frame of
the Land Rover to help cover my exit. I crossed the gap between the
house and the car and hid myself behind the driver’s side wheel. My
palms were sweating so much I feared losing my grip on the
gun.

A faint rustle in the
underbrush above the house announced the figure’s approach to me.
It showed itself, a black-masked shape creeping around the house’s
corner, a small nickel-plated automatic that seemed to collect and
broadcast light clutched in one gloved hand. It moved carefully,
ducking under the window and creeping along the front of the house,
nearing the front door. Whoever it was was skilled and quiet,
although the gun was loud and obvious. The figure positioned itself
near the porch, its back to me, not more than six feet
away.

The mask half-turned at the
sound of my charge. There was time for a sharp intake of breath
before I smacked its head against the wall of the house, driving it
back with all my weight. The head made a hollow sound against the
plastered drywall. The legs kicked out and the figure slumped to
the ground.

I could have guessed who it
was by the silly nickel-plated automatic. I had seen it
before.

I yanked the mask
off.

It was the kid. His eyes
were closed and his breathing was even. Two pin-streams of blood
trailed from his nose and over his lips.

I uncurled his hand and
removed the gun. I put the safety on and stuck it in my pocket. I
patted the kid down. He had a Saturday night special, more likely
to blow his hand off than put its .22 bullet in anyone, tucked in a
cheap fake-leather calf holster. I emptied its clip, cleared the
bullet from its chamber, and let him keep it.

Pushing him over on his
side, I took his wallet from his back pocket. It had a few hundred
in twenties and tens, some credit and bank cards, and two driver’s
licenses. One — a fake — identified him as David Dupree, whose name
was also on half of the cards. The other one, state-issued, named
him as Walter Lee Porter. Walter was too formal. With a gun in his
hand, he might be a Walter. Without his gun, I decided that Wally
would suit him better.

I went inside and retrieved
the suitcase. Then, leaning against the hood of the Land Rover, I
waited.

It was ten minutes before
he came around.

He had no idea where he
was. He coughed and blinked and tried to stand up too quickly and
fell back. He found the blood running from his nose and went white,
wiping it away fearfully on his shirt.

Finally he looked up and
saw me holding the gun on him. It all came back to him.

“Hi Wally,” I said. “How’s
tricks?”

He didn’t have anything to
say.

“Stand up real slow and
we’ll march to the car. Okay?”

He could feel that he still
had his little gun on his leg. He showed me his teeth. “All right.
But take it easy. It isn’t what it looks like. I just wanted to be
sure . . . ”

“Well, now you’re
sure.”

He stood up slow and I
walked him back to my car. I tossed him the keys after opening my
door.

“Get in. We can talk on the
way.” I tossed the briefcase in the back, and we got in. He started
the engine and pulled away, watching the road and watching for any
opportunity. I kept the gun leveled at his chest. He didn’t have to
be told where we were going. He drove out along the quiet desert
road away from Palmdale. “So this is the way I figure it, Wally.
You tell me where I have it wrong. Vernon Green works for you,
delivering methamphetamine. He has a regular little route. Sundays
out here to Palmdale, where he delivers to the bunch of ex-drug
dealers in the house back there. Tuesdays he goes out to San
Bernardino and does business with Sailor and his friend in the suit
at The Hiphugger. Only this week was different. This week you leak
it to Sailor that the deal in Palmdale is bigger, and you want all
of it — the hundred thousand they were going to give you, and your
drugs back. So you send little Vernon out here to make the
delivery. Only this time he’s going to get it with the rest of
them, and you and Sailor and The Man take the drugs for yourself.
The thing is, Vernon gets out the back with the money while Sailor
and The Man are tied up trying to — ”

“Can I smoke?” Sweat was
pouring from his forehead, and he had the shakes. What he was
hearing was getting him down.

“Sure.”

He reached gingerly into
his pocket and brought out a pack of cigarettes. He shook one out
and stuck it between his teeth, and lit it with a cheap white Bic.
It was his last one.

“So while they’re finishing
the boys in the house off, Vernon skips out with the money. He’s
always been good at that — skipping out on things, I mean. But he
doesn’t know who the shooters are. So after burying the money, he
calls Sailor and The Man up. He has a bullet in him, and he needs
help. He can’t go to the hospital, he’s a wanted man, and they have
to report gunshot wounds. But he knows that The Man has
connections. He knows he can count on them to get him out of a jam.
And he’s in a worse jam than you thought — you see, just before he
went on this little run for you he offed his girlfriend and Gary
Hill. He’s scared — things are closing in on him. He was being
blackmailed for murder, and he was ready to make a break. Maybe
after the deal went wrong he was even thinking of keeping that
money for himself — a little stake to get him running again. So The
Man comes and picks him up. He takes him out to the Wigwam and sets
him up in a room and says everything is going to be all right. Only
nothing is going to be all right. There’s a hundred thousand
dollars missing and everyone’s scrambling to find it. And Vernon
knows where it is. They take the bullet out of him, sure. Then they
tie him to a chair and start working on him. Meanwhile, you’re as
far away as you can be. You’re out in the Mojave. You think Vernon
might have run home with the money, and instead you find a dead
girl, and a dead man out at Thousand Palms. You realize Vernon’s
screwing up. You realize that everything is fucked up, and maybe
you’re going to lose the money and everything else, once the cops
start following the corpses. That’s when you run into me, out
looking for Vernon too. You know his history, you know who I am.
You know how I feel about him. So you send me out to look for him.
Only here’s the catch: around this time, you already know where he
is. Somebody tipped you off. And it wasn’t Sailor or the Man. That
pisses you off.”

He swiped a sleeve across
his forehead, cleaning the sweat off. More poured out to replace
it. I had done the same, an hour ago. It was better watching
someone else do it. He dragged on the cigarette. It caught in his
throat, and he coughed.

“You all right?”

“F–fine.”

“So you grab Gracie, to
make sure I’ll go through with what you want. You know that Sailor
and The Man have Vernon at the Wigwam, and you want them dead. Not
just Vernon — all of them. No more worrying about who’s walking
behind you. You figure there’s a chance that I can pull it off. And
if I can’t, you’re no worse off than you were before. They can’t
connect me to you, I’m just after Vernon. I’m just a PI with a
grudge. So you take a chance on me. You can keep tabs on me easy —
you’re already in San Bernardino waiting before I even get there.
Close by, but not too close. Just hovering. And I pull it off, just
the way you hoped I would. The Man gets it, Sailor gets it, Vernon
gets it. I find out where the money is, and I go after it. And
you’re right there behind me, hovering. Waiting. Because it’s no
good, having me around, and Gracie. Sure, you could turn her over
to me, but it would always nag you. It would be better if you could
get rid of the both of us. And skip — take a long vacation until it
all cools down. Because the whole thing has gotten out of control,
now — everyone’s burning to keep the money and the drugs, and
everyone is trying to keep it for himself. Too many people
involved. It’s a mess, and you can only see one way out of it. You
kill me, you close the whole book. No more Sailor, no more Man, no
more Vernon, who was too much of a liability for you to keep around
anyway, and no more me. Just a hundred thousand dollars for you and
your partner to split.”

He nodded.“That’s it. I
guess you have it pretty much figured. That’s the whole mess.” He
glanced at the gun and my face, and it looked like he couldn’t
decide which was worse.

“So I’ll tell you what,
Wally. You take me to Gracie, and you can keep your fucking money.
I never wanted it. And if you get away, fine.”

He nodded, but he didn’t
trust me. It was the truth, but for him it couldn’t be that way. So
I knew how it was going to play out.
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The desert was slashed into
rectangles bordered by new black roads. There were piles of earth
lumped up shadowy against the flat landscape. Here and there were
the bright orange-tan skeletons of homes coming out of the ground,
caught in the flash of the car’s headlights, their stark drywall
skins stacked neatly nearby. Around one completed house colored
triangular flags drooped.A sign announced lots for sale in block
crimson on white.

All along the road
bulldozers squatted in the dark, staring out on the ashes of all
they had burned. The teeth of their scoops were clotted with gray
dust.

Wally glanced nervously at
the muzzle of my gun. “This is my father’s legacy. Homes in the
desert. It’s a two-hour shot to Los Angeles from here. Cheap homes
for commuters, you know? He tied all his money up in the
development, and then he croaked. Lung cancer. Left it all to me.
Of course, I — ”

“How close are we?” I
flicked the barrel of the gun a little. His eyes widened, just for
a second.

“Not close — we’re already
here.”

He guided the car off the
side of the road, onto a wide circle of beaten earth striped with
tire-tracks. At the far end of the circle was a doublewide mobile
home. A light was on in one of the windows. A sign on a stake said
office, with an unnecessary blue arrow pointing to the
doublewide.

Another car was nestled up
close to the mobile home. It was Gracie’s.

Wally parked dead center in
the dirt patch and shut the engine off.

“Who’s the other
one?”

He looked at me stupidly.
“What do you — ”

“The other one. You needed
him to drive her car, after you took her. And you need him to watch
over her while you’re gone. He was close to Sailor and The Man,
close but with enough movement so he could get back here — so you
could take shifts. You couldn’t leave her alone for too long.” I
watched the yellow eye in the mobile home wink out. “And now he’s
waiting for us.”

Wally shrugged. He reached
slowly, turned the headlights off, then on — almost making it seem
like an accident. He switched them off again.

I smashed the butt of the
gun into his chest. He doubled over. I took a fistful of his hair
and smacked his head hard against the steering wheel. Then, kicking
my door open, I dragged him out the passenger side, where we would
be hidden from the window of the mobile home. He lay like wet mud
on the dry dirt. I stuck the gun to his temple.

“So you gave him the
signal. Now what?”

The impact with the
steering wheel had opened a cut over one eye. His good eye was
round with shock. I ground the cold barrel of the gun into
him.

“Now what?”

“It . . . it’s our signal
that something has gone wrong . . . to be ready.”

I nodded. “I tell you what
you’re going to do.” I shrugged my jacket off my shoulders.“You put
my jacket on, Wally. And I’ll let you make a run for the
office.

If you make it, I’ll let
you tell your partner that your little scheme fucked up, get Gracie
out and meet me here, where I’ll give you the money in exchange for
her. Put it on!”

He was fumbling with the
jacket, trying not to look afraid. I could tell that he was itching
to go for the gun on his calf, but he couldn’t count on being quick
enough to beat me. I tapped the barrel of my gun on the top of his
head for encouragement, and he managed to get the jacket on. I
watched his one good eye trying to add up all the odds.

“Now run for
it.”

He sprang to his feet and
ran. Half a dozen yards from the car he stumbled, and the night
exploded in gunshots. I fired from behind the car at the muzzle
flash streaking from the window, unloading almost a clip at its
white bolt. Something smashed into my right arm and knocked me back
into the dirt. I rolled under the car.

From where I was I could
see Wally. His chest was rising and falling quickly as he tried to
catch his breath, but he wasn’t going to catch it ever again. His
head rolled from side to side in denial. The jacket was flung open
and the back of his hands made angels in the desert
dust.

He stopped
moving.

The gunshots had shut all
the desert insects up. The heavy, hot air reeked of
cordite.

From the doublewide I could
hear the muted sound of a radio playing. It was a sports match of
some kind — I could make out the overdone snap of the announcer’s
voice, but none of the words.

One of the bugs gave the
all clear and they started singing again, drowning out the radio.
Behind the car, I tore the sleeve off my shirt. The bullet had gone
through clean, leaving a nice round hole in my bicep that streamed
blood down my arm. With difficulty, I wrapped the torn sleeve
around the wound, and yanked it tight with my teeth. I fought off
shock. The night around me started to blur at its edges, and I bit
my lip to bring it back sharp.

I hoped there was only one
shooter — I had seen only one barrel flash, I thought — but I
couldn’t be sure. I hoped I had killed them. There was only one way
to find out. The nearest cover was twenty feet away — fifteen feet
from where Wally lay dead. The shooter had already demonstrated a
deadly accuracy in gunning Wally down.

I dumped the old clip and
palmed in a new one. My right arm hung numb and useless. I didn’t
know if I would be able to hit anything with my left hand. I hoped
that I would not have to try.

I lunged away from the car
and ran for it. My legs were weakened from shock, and I seemed to
move in slow motion, my feet thudding dully down on the pixellated
dirt. I caught a toe in a chuckhole and sprawled on my knees. I
scrambled to get to my feet. I could almost feel the bullets that
would tear into me.

But nothing
happened.

I got my feet and made it
the rest of the way across the lot and around the side of the
mobile home, away from the bullet riddled square of
window.

The way into the trailer
was around the back, a white-trimmed door up five wooden
steps.

After the fall in the
parking lot, my heart was trying to chisel its way out of its cage.
There was nothing to do but go forward. I mounted the steps and
threw my shoulder against the door. The wood split vertically along
the bolt line with a crunch, but the door did not open. I backed up
and slammed into it again. It gave.

Once inside I could hear
that it was the sound of a boxing match emanating from a radio
somewhere in the dark. The window stood out as a dusky square, full
of spiderweb cracks radiating from four neat bullet-holes.
Johnson dances back and tries to clear the blood from his left
eye with his glove. Mariano really worked on that scar tissue, and
Johnson’s sure to be losing some vision from the blood going into
his eye. But his legs still look strong. Mariano ducks in with a
sharp combination to the body. They’re tangled up on the ropes . .
. My hand hunted for a light switch on the wall. I found it and
pushed it up.

It was a typical
contractor’s office — metal filing cabinets against one wall,
blueprints tacked up on the walls, a heavy steel desk on one side
covered with papers weighted down with anything heavy. The radio
sat talking from the desk. There was a silent standing fan in one
corner, and a few chromium chairs that had the look of being
pilfered from a doctor’s office somewhere. In one corner was an
army cot. Gracie was tied to it, face down, her wrists and one
ankle trussed behind her back loosely. She was alive. Her dress was
torn in places, and smeared with dirt along its hem.

The dancer from The
Hiphugger — the one with the Betty Page haircut — lay on the floor,
with a round hole high in one corner of her forehead. The hole was
a perfect black circle, just darker than her eyes. Her tongue was
clamped neatly between her teeth, and her lipstick was a crimson
streak up one cheek. The .45 she had drilled me with lay on her
chest. The whole mess started to click into place for me.
Johnson gets in a clean shot to Mariano’s chin. He’s staggering.
Those knees don’t look so good. Johnson follows with a hard right,
and . . . I snapped the radio off.

Gracie was staring at me as
if she didn’t know me, her eyes large over the gag. I took it off
of her. She sucked air in with a gasp. I untied her and she sat up,
rubbing her wrists. She didn’t say anything. Neither one of us did.
We staggered out of there leaning against each other. On the way
out, I turned off the light.
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We were breathless and wet
from the pool, and the air-conditioning in the house tightened
Sarabeth’s skin with goose bumps. Her hair hung in dense, dark
coils around her face. We’d forgotten the towels outside. Water
pooled around our bare feet. In her swimsuit, she looked perfect,
taut and gleaming. I glimpsed my obscene self, transparent in the
dark window, a ghost over the abandoned lighted pool. Sarabeth
pressed her fingers hard into my wrist and pulled me toward the dim
hallway. I looked into her face — open and empty with desire — and
was suddenly terrified of her. I was run through with an electric
awareness of my surroundings — the clean, cookie-cutter suburban
kitchen with its inoffensive patterned linoleum, the dark
reflecting square of window, the white carpet in the dusky hallway.
And her presence, the pattern of her breathing across mine. I was
aware of it all in a way that eliminated the possibility of a
future, of a time beyond that time. We left a pattern of droplets
across the linoleum and down the hallway. She pressed against me on
the threshold, in view of the bed. Her hair clung to my skin,
snaked along my cheekbones. She teased her fingers across the
elastic of my suit.

“Maybe . . . ” I stammered.
But the rest of the sentence never came.

There was no maybe, only
the pull toward the bed, and the long burn of her nails down my
back.

This was it: the five
minutes of my life, between the pool and the bed, a series of
images so vivid that there were no gaps. I could play it, from
start to finish, projecting the scene on the backs of my eyelids,
remembering the smell of her hair, jasmine edged with chlorine, the
cool surface of her cheek against me, the way her warmth hid in the
hollows behind her ears and beneath the line of her jaw. Her whole
pale passionate face. It was a movie, but with all the frustrated
tactile desires of the movie fulfilled. It seemed the central
moment of my life, around which all others spun in decaying orbits.
I could not tell whether in that five minutes I was more or less
alive than before or since, but around it my life seemed dumb and
blunt. Remembering opened all the wet red wounds in my
heart.

 


 



 


thirty one




 


“You drive, Gracie.” I
pressed the keys into her hand.

“Are you going to be all
right, Lance?” She refused to let my hand go. Her eyes were wide.
She looked younger with fear all over her face.

I nodded my head. I looked
at Wally, sprawled out angel-wise on the ground, his stricken face
turned up to the moonless desert sky. Dawn had begun to touch the
low rolling ground to the East with pale blue and the lightest
lemon. Dawn seemed absurd. The cold of it gnawed into my wounds. I
climbed in on the passenger side. Everything was sharp. All the
details of the dashboard stood out — every seam in the vinyl, every
smudge of fingertips or bug-guts on the glass of the windshield.
Gracie got in the other side and started the engine. I had let her
question go unanswered, and she let me know it with a look. “Yes,
Gracie. I’m going to be okay. I’m the last man standing, aren’t I?
That means I win, and that I’m going to be okay.”

“But you’ve been shot.” She
started the car.

“It’s a flesh wound. I had
worse in Korea.”

“You were never in Korea,
Lance.”

“Well, someone had worse in
Korea anyway. And I didn’t say I didn’t need to go to the hospital.
If I don’t I just might bleed to death — although I doubt it. But I
thought you were inquiring about my soul. My soul has never been
better.”

My lame attempt at humor
seemed to make her feel better. She pulled the car out of the lot
and pointed it toward the freeway. I refused to go to a hospital
anywhere but in Los Angeles. Climbing over the hills, we got locked
in morning commute traffic. It seemed absurd. An endless sea of
brake lights as the early morning commuters started the day. I was
struck, as I often am, by the sameness of them. The fixed look on
their faces, the bloodless collars wrapped around the men’s
throats, the meticulously lipsticked mouths of the businesswomen,
pursed squarely, pointing like arrows at the taillights ahead. This
was America, sluggishly winding its way to computer terminals and
cubicles. We came to a dead stop near the interchange with
Interstate 5.

“Lance . . . there’s
something . . . there’s something that I need to tell
you.”

“Later, Gracie.
Please.”

I watched her hands tighten
around the steering wheel. I could see the dark purple of her
veins, just below the skin.

“No. Now. Later is too
late.”

“Gracie . . .”

“I killed her,
Lance.”

“What?” I watched the world
outside slowly turn itself upside down.

Gracie continued, not
looking at me, staring straight ahead and straight back. “I
followed you. I was jealous. I watched you leave the bar with her,
and I tailed you. I was smart. I’d watched you follow people, I’d
been with you when you did it. I tailed the two of you back to her
house. I was so angry, and so hurt. No, not hurt. Afraid. Because I
saw the way you were when you were after her, and I knew . . . I
drove around all night, trying to tell myself that everything was
all right, and that it was nothing. But when I went by in the
morning, I caught you leaving. In her car. And I knew that it was
more than just . . . I don’t know. I came back to talk to her. To
tell her . . . She answered the door in her slip. And when I told
her who I was . . .”

“And who was that?” There
was a crack somewhere in my voice, turning it into a
whine.

“Your secretary. I told her
I was your secretary, and that you were supposed to find her for
her husband. That you were a detective.”

“And what did she say?” I
didn’t say it angry. There was no anger in me. I felt only the hole
where the bullet had gone through my bicep, like a flower pressed
shut by the bandages.

“She laughed at me. She
told me that she wanted to show me something in the bedroom. That
she wanted to show me what she had shown you. She walked fast, the
way people did when they want to make me . . . chase them on my
crutches. When they wanted to make me look silly, stupid. You know
. . . ”

I could imagine it — Gracie
limping along after Sarabeth, the same hallway, the bedroom, the
wet suits piled, soaking the carpet . . .

“And she pulled back the
sheets and showed me. She told me how it was. On and on. How good
it was. Laughing at me the whole time. And asking me if it had ever
been that good with us. I couldn’t understand, Lance. She was so
cold, and . . .”

Someone honked at us and
she moved the car up a hundred yards. A shudder went through
her.

“And I hit her with my
crutch. So hard that it broke. When she fell, I hit her again, and
again. I was on the ground, next to her, hitting her and hitting
her. Until she stopped . . . until she stopped moving.” Gracie had
started to cry — long tracks of tears that flowed down her cheeks
and collected under her chin. “She was so empty. Empty and awful. I
didn’t even feel bad. I didn’t feel anything. Not until I saw what
it did to you.

“It was hard getting out. I
had just the one crutch. The other was tucked under my arm, broken
in half. I was terrified that you would come back and see what I
had done, and never . . . never see me the same way that you had
before. As I came out the door I saw Vernon. He was just standing
across the street, waiting. His hands were in his pockets, and he .
. . he smiled at me, like it was just another sunny day. Any day. I
got in my car. I didn’t know what else to do. I drove away. I
thought that the police . . . that of course he would tell the
police. But nothing happened. They blamed it on him.”

I corrected her. “I blamed
it on him. I pointed the finger at him. They followed my
lead.”

She shook her head. “They
never would have suspected me — a cripple.” She wiped at the tears
on her chin. “If I had known what she meant to you, Lance. What it
would do to you. So many times, I almost told you. But you seemed
almost happy, hunting him. No, not happy . . . but somehow
satisfied. And I always thought that you would catch him, that it
would end. I imagined us together, after. I imagined Vernon dead,
and us together. You were everything to me. Every morning, you were
always the first thing. And I knew you would never forgive me if
you knew. And when I realized that it would never end . . . it was
too late.”

“I always almost
knew.”

“What?” She turned
tear-shot eyes on me.

“It was there. All of it.
New crutches the day after, little things you said that you
shouldn’t have known about, a glimpse of your car going away as I
left her house. Of a car that could have been your car . . . that I
wouldn’t let be your car. Because I could have forgiven you,
Gracie. But then I would have lost her. If one wrong thought broke
the surface, I would have lost her.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“I do, now. I killed her,
you, Vernon, and myself.”

“It isn’t like that, Lance.
That doesn’t make any sense.”

And now the light is
shifting, details appearing inside it, irregularities in its
globular surface. Shapes, forms, that resolve themselves into
turrets and spires.

“It doesn’t make any sense,
Lance. I killed her, and you and I are still alive. You didn’t do
it, and you didn’t make me do it. I was jealous . . . so jealous
that it ate me from the inside. You don’t know me, Lance. All that
time I sat in the office, smiling politely at you, typing up your
letters, eating my lunch in the park. I was half crazy with wanting
someone . . . and who would want me? I knew that you wouldn’t. You
wanted her. A woman like her — empty and perfect. And I was a
fucking cripple.” She swiped at her wet face, and stomped on the
brake. We screeched to a halt inches from the bumper in front of
us.

I remembered that night
with her at my apartment. The spilled glass, the clumsy attempt to
kiss me, my refusal of her. Because she was a cripple. Because I
could not stop loving a dead woman, and because I could not stand
to have Gracie hate me. If we had been together, if I had tried, if
I had let her try, she would have learned to hate me. She thought
that the meanness, the cruelty which was a part of me, stopped at
the surface. In the office we joked and we flirted and everything
was fine. If I had taken her that night, if I had let her see me
the way I really was, I was sure she would have left me. And then I
would have lost her too. Because I am not just hard and cold on the
surface. It goes right through me to the bottom.

After Sarabeth, there was
nothing left. All I could do anymore was push the people closest to
me away and hope they never got to know me well enough to find out
what I really was — a hollow man. A scarecrow. Nothing at
all.

“No, Gracie. You were
beautiful. But . . . ” Crumbling gloamy boulevards full of
shapes like dust-motes floating. A vast, underwater city pulsing
with light, drawing me downward toward the delicate scallops of its
towers and the spidery loft of its buttresses. “I’m too tired
to talk about this right now. I’ve been through so much, in the
past few days, and . . .”

“You don’t look . . .
Lance, you should try to stay awake.”

“I’ll try.”

“Do you — do you hate me
now, Lance? I mean — now that you know?”

Her question hurt me more
than she could know. It showed the distance between us. All the
time I had thought there was something about us — about the two of
us — that was the same, that tied us together. Now I saw that she
did not know me, in just exactly the way that I did not know
her.

“I could never hate you,
Gracie. And I do forgive you. But you have to do one thing for me.
There’s a suitcase in the back full of money. I want you to take
it, and leave. Go very far away from me, and stay. And be
happy.”

“I want — ”

“It’s not about that,
Gracie. It isn’t what you think it is. I’m not going to be able to
get out from under all this. You see, I killed some people . . .
”

She shook her head
violently.“It was self-defense. They were trying to kill you, and
you had to — ”

“No,” I said. “It was
murder. That’s the way I see it, and that’s the way they’ll see it,
too. Because that’s just what it was. But if I tie it up right, you
can walk away from all of this. And that’s what I want from you.
That will make everything all right. You take the money, and
live.”

The traffic moved slowly
into the city limits, and we ground our way toward the 210
interchange and Pasadena in the heat. I looked down at my arm. The
wound had started to bleed badly again. Red trailed down. Red
smeared the seat.

“Pull off here,
Gracie.”

She nodded. I could see her
hands shaking on the steering wheel.

“Pull in here.”

She pulled into a gas
station. The early morning sun gleamed off the pumps. The tarred-in
cracks on the pavement sucked up the heat and held it.

“There’s a pay-phone,” I
said. “I can call an ambulance from here.”

She shook her head. “I’ll
drive you to the hospital, Lance. I will. It’s — ”

“You wouldn’t be able to
get there in time.”

She saw the blood running
down my arm. The tear-flush went out of her face.

“Hurry.”

I nodded and stepped out of
the car. I bent down. My legs were about to go — I could feel them
starting to give.

“Drive, Gracie. I won’t
call till you’re gone.”

She pulled out of the
station and soon the cars closed in behind her, all around her, and
swept her away. There was a pay-phone at the edge of the lot, on
the sidewalk, and I made my way toward it. Gravity was trying to
yank me down to the pavement, helped by the sun shoving me
back.

I got to the phone and
clicked the three numbers, and when the cool, impersonal voice
answered I told them what I needed. They told me to stay on the
line, but my legs wouldn’t let me. I sank down and sat under the
dangling receiver, staring out at the freeway and the millions of
cars, and felt everything going. It was funny, how much I fought
against it — how much I wanted to stay alive. I closed my eyes and
watched the hot sun red on the lids. I listened to the blood
rushing in my ears, and to my heart laboring away, somewhere far
off . . .

Shapes float up toward me,
deep-sea plankton that, as they approach, take skeletal human form
— long, serpentine fish-flared tails swell to uncanny feminine
hips, the stark white cage of ribs, the translucent swell of
breasts. A pulsing vein along the inside of a slender arm, the
chiseled line of a skull beneath near-invisible flesh, floating
among the hollow glowing stalks of hair.

 

In the middle of the night
I woke up and the bed was empty.

I had a moment of panic, of
loss, before I saw Sarabeth standing by the window. The curtains
were open and she was looking out at the backyard, or the sky above
the backyard. Both were equally black. Her face reflected ghostly
and transparent on the glass.

I said her name in the
dark, and she started to speak. Her voice was very far
off.

“Something was wrong with
me. It happened last year, in the springtime. In the middle of the
night I got one of those death-fears. You know, when suddenly you
realize — really realize — that you will cease to exist, you will
be nothing, like before you were born. But this one wouldn’t go
away. It stayed with me. It got worse. I could barely get up in the
morning. I couldn’t deal with people. I saw them dying. I saw us
all dead — a million years dead. A billion years — swept away,
buried under the eons. And the colors . . . seemed dimmer,
somehow.” Sarabeth paused meaningfully. She wanted me to
understand. Needed me to. The need registered in her posture, in
the muscles of her shoulders. She was naked, and the dim moonlight
picked out the hollows of her body, the shadow of bones beneath the
skin. I saw for the first time that she was more than I had wanted
her to be. That even up to that moment she had been just a
photograph, just an idea in my head. I had believed I had made her,
created her just for myself. Now I could see that she was human,
that she was flesh and bone and hurt like me. She looked fragile,
as I was. Her voice wavered. “It was like everything was overcast —
drained of color. Even on sunny days.”

I felt a flush of
recognition. “What happened?”

“It went away. But I’m
afraid. I know it will come back. I feel it waiting, inside me. I
try not to think about it. I force it down.”

“It happened to me, too. A
few years ago. It was . . . ” I stopped and shifted uncomfortably.
“It was. . . I saw skulls underneath everyone’s faces. I felt all
the dark . . . waiting for me.”

“I know. Now would be a
good time.” She drew the curtains closed.

“For what?”

“To leave, if you wanted
to.”

“I don’t.”

She was looking at me. I
could feel it, but could not see her face in the darkness of the
room. In the long moment that followed I could hear her breathing,
and the pad of her feet on the carpet. She slid into bed next to
me, her skin cool from the air of the room and the cold that wanted
to push its way through the window to get at us. I held her, not
tightly, but just enough. Up close little pinpricks of light showed
in her eyes.

“There’s something wrong
with the way we live. Don’t you think so? Everyone lies to each
other. Even us.”

“Even us.”

“If I let you stay
tomorrow, will you tell me the truth? I mean about
everything.”

“You may not like
it.”

“I won’t care. I lied to
you, too. I’m cruel to other people. I hate them. I hurt people on
purpose.”

“I doubt that.”

She shifted and reached for
something on the nightstand. A lighter flashed and tobacco purred.
The glowing cigarette lit her face, and she was smiling. “I get a
bit crazy sometimes. At night, mostly. You know, I’m even afraid to
swim in that pool by myself, at night. That was why I brought you
home. I needed someone to swim with.”

“Nice to know I meant that
much to you.”

“And I thought you were
beautiful — just sitting there and trying not to look at
me.”

“We can swim again, if you
like.” She exhaled smoke.

“Tomorrow.”

She floats up to me and
presses herself against the metal of my suit, her cheek pressed up
against the glass of the helmet, her skeletal grin inches from my
open, gasping mouth.

Others circle around us,
spiraling through the dark and glowing water. The towers grow and
then I am down among them, falling past their loamy sunken walls,
slowing down.

My feet touch
bottom.

 


 


 



 


Appendix I: Three Short
Stories




 


The short story “How They
Kill You at Thousand Palms”, published by HandHeldCrime,
tells the story of a confrontation between a detective and the man
he has been hunting for thirty years – a man who had hired him to
find his wife. The basic plot of “How They Kill You at Thousand
Palms” would eventually form the skeleton around which much of
American Graveyards was built. The Thousand Palms trailer park
setting made its way into the final book almost exactly as it is in
this short story. Additionally, pieces of characters – the “Girl in
Barstow” who would eventually be modified and expanded into Ella,
“David Madden” who would provide some of the inspiration for Lance
Bailey, and “Ben” who would eventually be Vernon Green. This
violent little story, though, ends quite differently.

 


“Because I could Not Stop
For Death,” Published in Cemetery Dance and
Hardboiled magazines, tells the story of Eliot O’Ryan –
detective from my first, unpublished novel, Blue Skies in
the moments after realizing that the man whose wife he was hired to
find is plotting to kill her. This is the first appearance of the
concept that I can trace, and one which I intended to expand in the
novel Birds of Paradise, which instead I cannibalized
heavily for American Graveyards’ backstory and flashback
sequences.

 


“The Two Medicine Kid,”
written after American Graveyards and never published, was
intended to be a Lance Bailey story. I dropped the idea of using
Bailey in any other books, however, and instead changed the
detective’s name to Arthur Hull – the name of the P.I. in the
Birds of Paradise fragment, which was never intended to see
the light of day, and a subtle nod to his doppelganger in the
finished novel.

 


 


 



How They Kill You at
Thousand Palms

 


 


David felt the place before
he saw it. He knew it was close, and his fingers were wrapped
tightly around the steering wheel in anticipation for minutes
before it came out of the haze. The palm trees rose off to the side
of the highway in leaning rows, shaking their mangy heads in the
breeze. Some were dead and drying in the heat, frondless. They
stuck up out of the ground like the fingers of a buried giant. A
sun-faded gray billboard sign showed a woman in a red-and-white
striped bathing suit waving in front of a pool and said, in almost
illegible white letters, “Welcome to THOUSAND PALMS!!!”

He guided the car through
an open, wrought iron gate and down a wide neglected boulevard
scattered with sharp fallen fronds blown down in the windstorm of
the night before. He remembered the motel room—smoking cigarettes
and looking out the window into darkness as the wind battered the
top of the lone Joshua tree in the middle of the parking lot. He
had been a hundred miles away from Thousand Palms, and he had felt
Ben—could picture him, sitting in his trailer and looking out into
the darkness, waiting. Both of them waiting, together. And somehow
he knew that Ben would not run away, this time. Could Ben feel him
the same way?—look at an empty plate in a diner and know that he
had eaten from it?—see the snuffed out cigarette in an ashtray and
know the hand that had extinguished it? Could Ben feel him now,
closing in? He thought so. How many close calls had he had? How
many still-warm motel beds in thirty years? How many times had he
smelled that cheap cologne lingering in a bathroom? But each of
those times, when he was close, he had known he wouldn’t catch him.
He had hoped—but he had known. This time was different.

Ben had made a mistake in
Barstow, leaving that girl behind. For David, it was a simple
matter of showing Ben’s picture around and the red-eyed little
girl—not more than seventeen—had raised her head from the corner
booth in the diner—where she had drunk innumerable cups of coffee.
Ben had left her sleeping in a motel room, alone. But—smart little
thing that she was—she’d relieved him of his wallet. So after David
had agreed to a price—which was twenty dollars and a bottle of
SoCo—she gave him a slip of paper. It was a receipt for one hundred
and twenty dollars—the price of two months trailer space at
Thousand Palms, dated three days before. Two months! Ben was
digging his heels in. The girl offered to come with him. Instead,
he’d dropped her off at the Greyhound stop in Victorville—with four
hundred dollars and two more bottles of SoCo in the pockets of her
baggy pea coat. She’d kissed him goodbye and put her tongue in his
mouth. He’d tasted Ben, and gagged.

He drove slowly along the
boulevard as the numbers on the signs—most of them fronting empty
lots—increased and he got closer. The few trailers left in the
place looked like weathered rock outcroppings. They had become part
of the landscape. Lot #39 came up on the right hand side, and he
glanced down the cul-de sac, seeing the small aluminum airflow
trailer sitting under two badly leaning palms whose heads were
inches away from colliding. Ben’s car was not there. He kept
driving, pulling his car into an empty lot a few hundred yards past
Ben’s space, parking it behind a dumpster full of dry grass
cuttings and plant litter, out of sight of the main boulevard.
David sat in the car for a moment, letting the beating of his heart
slow. He opened the glove box and took out the scratched black .45
automatic. He shoved a clip in and sat with a moment with it in his
lap, petting it absently with one hand and staring at the
cinderblock wall next to his car. A lizard made its way up the
wall, stopping every few seconds and jerking its head around,
looking for predators. It made the top of the wall safely and
started doing push-ups in the hot sun. David pushed the automatic
into its shoulder holster and slipped on a light linen jacket
specially cut to conceal the gun’s bulge as much as
possible.

When he stepped out of the
car, the heat hit him like a fist and almost doubled him over. The
tops of the palm trees roared in the hot breeze, as if they were on
fire. Immediately, he began to sweat. He made his way back down the
wide boulevard, sticking close to the rows of palms, ready to duck
behind one of them at the sound of a car. But no cars came.
Thousand Palms was as silent and empty as the desert that
surrounded it.

The trailer sat in the
middle of a circle of dead grass littered with palm debris and a
broken lawn chair. The lock on the front door was an easy one, and
David had it open in under a minute. When he opened the door, the
smell from the trailer hit him in the face—the reek of cheap
cologne and cigarettes riding atop a ground swell of other musty
odors. The dim interior of the trailer was hotter than the
outside—furiously, violently hot. It was a single room with a small
partition separating a tiny kitchen area. The main living and
sleeping area was filled by a fold-down wall bunk, an old leather
armchair, and a minuscule black-and-white television set. The walls
were wallpapered with western scenes—cowboys lassoing calves,
Indians on horseback—like the walls of a ten-year-old boy’s room.
Magazines were strewn across a small coffee table—not Penthouse, as
David had expected, but Teen Beat and Bop fanzines. David closed
the door softly behind him, letting his eyes adjust to the dim
light that filtered through the dusty blinds. On the bunk was a
teddy bear, and, stacked neatly at the end, a small pink and white
dress. The dress was too small for a grown woman. David’s stomach
turned. He drew the .45 from its holster and crossed to the
bathroom door.

The cramped bathroom was
littered with shaving instruments, combs, and a bottle of the
cologne that had haunted him for thirty years. A pair of white
child’s tights hung over the shower. On the edge of the sink sat
two toothbrushes. One of them had Kermit the Frog grinning on the
handle. David’s stomach cramped and his heart quickened. He tasted
bile. He could feel Ben’s throat under his fingers, his hands
crushing the life from him. He caught his reflection in the mirror
and jumped, startled at the ugliness of the face there. The brown
eyes had turned inky black, like two holes drilled in the lined
face. A grimacing square of teeth showed from peeled-back lips. It
was a skull—the face of the boatman waiting at the edge of the
river. He touched the glass with the barrel of the .45.

“Tonight.”

The mouth in the mirror
moved silently and in sync.

 


Dusk came hours later
without breaking the heat in the trailer. David had taken his
jacket off and sweated through his shirt until it was wet against
his body. He sat in the leather armchair with the .45 in his hand
pointing at the closed door. He sat and waited, and while he waited
he leafed through the picture book that was his memory. His
snapshots. Thirty years ago, a pretty blonde girl in a bar, looking
over her shoulder. Her face a little pale. Now, slightly turned
away from him, stirring her drink and gazing into the red fluid,
the ringlets of her blonde hair flowing down across a cheekbone in
a sweeping curl that hid everything but her eye and the delicate,
slightly rounded tip of her nose. How long had he sat and watched
her, not wanting to go back to her husband and tell her he had
found her? She had looked nothing like the picture shoved across
his desk—she had around her a feeling of calm, of quiet.

Later, in the hotel room,
her in her bra and panties, one leg off of the bed as she reached
for her cigarettes, laughing and looking over her shoulder at him.
She was about to say something--she was about to say

“And to think that you’re
still getting paid for this.”

He reached over to light
her cigarette. “I’ve been paid for worse—that’s for sure. And you
weren’t hard to find. It just took a little legwork—showing your
picture around. You have a face people remember.”

She shook a cigarette from
the pack and stuck it between her lips. He reached over and lit it
with a match he snapped into flame with his thumb. It was a nice
touch, and she raised an eyebrow in response to it.

“Are you sure you want to
go back to him?” Now, suddenly, his controlled hand shook. “We
could . . .”

She blew smoke in his face.
“I’ve worried him enough. He’s paid for what he did. I just want to
go back—now that he’s sorry—maybe we can start over. You have to
forgive, a little.”

David made a helpless
gesture at the bed, the room, their nearly naked bodies. “Then what
is this?”

She smiled. “A last little
bit of revenge. Isn’t it sweet, though?”

And she’d kissed
him.

Two days later she was dead
in a bathtub, naked, with a man’s tie wrapped around her throat and
the frying pan that had smashed her face in laying in a dry puddle
of blood. Her blonde hair had been stained pink and red with her
own blood. That was another snapshot. He’d been there, looking over
the police detective’s square shoulders. The cops had looked at him
like his fault—he’d brought her back into the arms of the man who
beat her—and now, she was dead. And Ben was gone. Ben had planned
it—he’d emptied his bank accounts, packed his suitcases, and
disappeared.

But nobody stayed away
forever—and as long as they were somewhere on the earth, David
Madden could find them. It was what he did. Between cases, for
thirty years, in every free moment, he had hunted. And hunted. From
Tucumcari, New Mexico to Cairo, Illinois to Spokane,
Washington.

The breeze had stilled
outside, and the crickets took over. The heat subsided a little,
but it still lay thick in the trailer. David sat and watched the
door, unmoving. Finally, lights played across the blinds, and he
heard the sound of a car’s engine shutting off with a shudder.
Boots clunked across the pavement. He cocked the pistol and
listened.

The knob of the door turned
and the door slowly opened. David watched the black shape in
silhouette as it paused in the doorway, suddenly becoming aware of
his presence in the dark, the head raised as if to sniff at the
air.

“Who’s there?” Ben’s voice
said into the darkness.

David clicked the lamp on
next to his chair.

Ben’s face was gray, and
his green eyes were so wide that the irises looked like olives
floating in glasses of milk. His arms were filled by two bags of
groceries. He stared down the barrel of David’s automatic. As David
watched, the expression on Ben’s face slowly changed from one of
ashy shock to one of recognition—and acceptance.

“So you finally found
me.”

David nodded. “Could you
feel me last night, during the storm?”

Ben shook his
head.

David felt an odd sort of
disappointment. He felt cheated, somehow.

“Couldn’t you tell how
close I was?”

“No.”

“Did you stand at your
window and look out into the darkness?”

Ben shook his head.
“No.”

David gestured angrily with
the barrel of the automatic. “Put the fucking groceries down on the
table. You look like an idiot standing there with all that
food.”

Ben walked over and set the
groceries down. He did it with an incredible slowness, moving in
jerks, staring the entire time at the gun in David’s
hand.

“Now sit down on the
bunk.”

Ben obeyed. His hands
clutched the side of the bunk. He cleared his throat and his eyes
moved from the gun and locked for the first time with David’s.
“You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?”

“Yes. But first you’re
going to tell me about how you killed her, and why. You had planned
to kill her before you hired me, hadn’t you?”

Ben nodded. He closed his
eyes and brought one hand up to his face, rubbing with thumb and
middle finger at his temples. “Yes,” he said to the floor. “I knew
that she was—that she was cheating on me. She didn’t even have the
decency to have an affair—it was just whoever she could find. She
didn’t even try to hide it. She would just laugh at me.” He looked
up into David’s eyes again. “She would just laugh at me. Have you
ever had a woman that you loved laugh at you?”

“Don’t drag me into this. I
didn’t beat her face in with a frying pan and then strangle her
with one of my ties.”

Ben winced. “It was so long
ago. I never . . . I could never . . . I can’t believe.”

“It’s funny,” David said.
“Sitting here tonight it seems like just yesterday.”

With a sudden brave burst
of hatred Ben yelled: “You slept with her. You slept with my wife.
I hired you to bring her back to me, and you slept with
her!”

“What?” David’s hand
tightened on the grip of the automatic.

Ben clenched his teeth.
“You fucked my wife in that motel room, the night you found
her.”

David stood up and took a
step forward, leveling the .45 at Ben’s face. “Say that again. Say
that again so that I can blow your brains out.”

Ben closed his eyes,
turning his head away from the gun. “You’re killing me for her,
avenging her death, and she never even gave a damn about you. Did
you think that you were special? She was cold. You were just
meat”

“Shut up! Did you think
that you could get away with it?” David said, nearly screaming.
“That you could kill someone and get away with it? Did you think I
wouldn’t find you?”

Ben didn’t say anything.
His eyes were completely closed, his lips drawn back from his teeth
in anticipation of his own death. David pushed the barrel of the
pistol against his temple.

“You should have known. You
should have been able to feel it last night. I would never stop
hunting you. There was nowhere for you to go. Could you feel me
biting at your ankles?”

“Yes. Sometimes. I knew you
were after me. But I had to try to live anyway. I had to. Fourteen
years ago I . . .”

Ben was interrupted by his
own screams as David lowered the pistol and shot him in the foot.
He jerked off of the bed and fell on the floor, curling up into a
fetal position and trying to crawl away at the same time, so that
he moved across the floor like an inchworm, blindly. His destroyed
foot left a trail of blood on the carpet behind him. He stopped
when he ran up against the door to the bathroom. David stuck a foot
under his chest and turned him over.

“You know, I thought that I
wanted to hear all of the details. All these years, what I wanted
most of all was to make you tell me why and how. I wanted you to
tell me everything that you’d been doing these past thirty years. I
wanted you to tell me every thought that you’d had. But it’s been
three decades, and I’m tired. I’m not interested anymore. Isn’t
that funny?”

Ben stared up at him
through tears. “Please. You can’t kill me. It isn’t just me.
There’s someone else. A little girl.”

David grinned down at him.
“I know. Your taste has changed, over the years. You just keep
getting sicker and sicker, don’t you? You know, that was how I
found you. That seventeen year old girl you left in Barstow had a
lot to say about you.” He gestured toward the window, turning his
head for a moment, seeing her in his mind’s eye—another
snapshot—the girl looking over at him in the car, her pretty round
face pale and full of hate, her mouth slack from too much drink .
It was when she told him she hoped he would kill Ben. David blinked
the picture away. He turned back to Ben. “She . . .”

He stopped with a small
intake of breath. Ben had a .snub-nosed .38 revolver in his hand.
He pulled the trigger three times. The gun barked, and David
stumbled back, looking in shock at the three blooming red roses on
his shirt. He caught his ankles and fell backwards over the coffee
table, pitching onto the carpet with a thud that shook the trailer.
Teen magazines scattered onto the floor.

Ben let the revolver fall
to the carpet. He put his hands to his face and shuddered with his
whole body, collapsing onto his side and sobbing. He stayed that
way for almost a half an hour before he took his hands away from
his face, now red and puffy, and struggled to his good foot. He
limped over to the bunk and sat down heavily, staring at the still
body of David, lying on the floor. He had twisted as he’d fallen
over the coffee table, and he lay on his side, the automatic still
clutched in one hand. His shirt was crimson and blood had begun to
pool on the carpet below him.

“You bastard. It wasn’t
like that. You won’t let me change. I’m different now. Can’t you
see?” Ben pleaded.

The voice came to David
from far away. Everything was black where he was, and he floated in
the blackness as if on the surface of a pool, sometimes slipping
underneath it and sometimes riding on top of it. The voice came
again. “You bastard.”

David found his arm where
it bobbed in the darkness and felt the automatic in its hand. He
raised the arm and fired at the voice, pulling the trigger until it
stopped trying to jump out of his hand and just clicked. He let
himself slide under the surface of the pool, sinking down toward
the bottom. It never came.

Instead, his eyes opened.
He couldn’t feel anything. His eyes panned across the pool of blood
that ran from his own chest and up to the bunk, where what was left
of Ben sat slumped against the wall like a discarded marionette.
He’d caught a bullet in the head that had removed half of his skull
and emptied him out all over the wall of the trailer, as well as
several in the chest. One green eye stared wide-eyed back at David,
accusing. His mouth hung open and silent.

David rolled over on his
back. He got inched himself over to the wall and managed to sit up.
It seemed to take a year. His chest screamed at him. He coughed,
and blood splashed into his hand. By sliding himself up the wall,
he managed to get to his feet. Leaning one heavy shoulder against
the wall, he made his slow way to the door of the trailer. The door
weighed a thousand pounds, and pulling it open ripped things loose
in his chest and sent little explosions of pain down his spine. He
stepped through the doorway and down the steps on legs that were
made of wood and moved without joints.

The gunshots in the trailer
had brought nobody. The park was deserted, the heads of the
thousand palms hissing in the desert night-wind, black shapes
against an indigo sky that overflowed with icy, glittering stars.
Ben’s car sat on its balding tires a few yards away, a beat-up
white Ford sedan coated thickly with dust. He made it to the car
and fell heavily against the hood, panting. He could feel himself
sliding away, his vision dimming at the edges. If the keys were in
the car . . . if he could get to a hospital. Inching around to the
driver’s side door, he pulled at the handle with all his strength.
The door came open, unexpectedly, and he fell back into the dust.
He lay still, staring up into the sky and the stars as the ground
beneath him turned liquid.

A small voice came from
inside the car.

“Daddy?”

He moaned and felt tears
start—the first in three decades.

A final snapshot—blurred a
bit by tears in the lens—the sleep-rumpled little girl, her wide
eyes staring down at him not in fear but in wonder. The eyes were
Ben’s—as if they had been plucked from his head and set in her
face. They watched him die.

 


 


 



Because I Could Not Stop
For Death

 


 


There was a knock at the
door.

She had been laying on the
bed, sprawled there, her hands behind her head. The television was
on, but she had not been watching it—just using it to drown out the
silence of the little motel room.

The knock startled her; she
sat up with a jerk and stared at the door’s painted rectangle,
squinting at it as if by doing so, she could see the person behind
it.

“Who’s there, please?” She
struggled to keep her voice even. Be normal, she told
herself. She swung her legs off the bed.

“Manager.” The voice
answered. “We mischarged you for the room. I came to . .
.”

It was not his
voice. The fear left her. “Just a moment!” She called.

She padded across the
carpet in her bare feet. Reaching the door, she leaned heavily
against it for a moment. Would it always be like this? She looked
out through the spy-hole—she had to stand on the balls of her feet
to do it. She was short—only five feet tall. Her husband liked that
about her.

The man outside the door
was youngish—in his late twenties. He had wide-set eyes, almost
horse-like, exaggerated by the fisheye lens of the spy-hole. There
was a piece of cloth in one of his hands—a dust-rag? He tapped his
foot impatiently. He probably had better things to do than wait for
a frightened woman to open the door.

Determined now, she took a
step back, grabbed the handle, and swung the door open.

The man took a step into
the room.

“Mrs.
Cunningham?”

That wasn’t the name she
had registered under. She turned, took a running step into the
room—but he was on top of her, pressing the cloth to her face. She
kicked backwards at him, aiming for his crotch, but her foot hit
his knee, instead. The cloth smelled of some chemical. She tensed
against him—useless. He was strong, and much bigger than her. The
colors bled out of the room. Everything fogged over. He was saying
something into her ear, trying to tell her something…

 


“I guess you’re scared—but
you have nothing to worry about. I’m not here to hurt you …” The
voice came out of darkness. It was a moving darkness, full of
shapes, but nothing that made any sense—just forms rushing past
her, and a vaguely human shape on her left. But it was not
his voice that was speaking, and so she was not scared. She
drifted, dreamily. “There was no time to explain it to you. He was
right behind me. He was pulling into the parking lot. I had to grab
you and get you in the car. I’m sorry about the chloroform. But
there was no time, and if you had gotten away from me, he could
have had time to shoot us both. Your husband is a very dangerous
man, Mrs. Cunningham.”

My husband, she
thought, is death himself. She pictured her husband in a
cloak, holding a scythe. She could sense the person next to her
moving, doing something. She shook her head from side to side,
sharply, trying to clear it. She was in a car. She could see the
headlights. They hardly managed to push back the darkness of the
road. The trees all around them cast darkness down from their
branches—a blackness like ink. The road was narrow, and there was
nothing to either side but the trees. She turned and looked at the
man next to her. He had a long face, a heavy, square jaw, wide-set
eyes. He looked simple—like a baseball bat looks simple, she
thought.

He glanced at her sideways.
“My name is Eliot O’Ryan. Your husband hired me to find you, when
you ran away. I am a private detective. I followed you here from
Los Angeles. I’ve been close to you, the whole time.”

“My husband . . .” she
said. “My husband . . . wants to kill me.”

“I know,” he said. “I know
that now. Do you see those headlights? In the mirror?”

She looked up at the rear
view. She could see the headlights. They were small, distant. Now
and then, as the road went down into a dip, they would slip out of
view. But they always came back again. She watched them for a long
minute.

“Yes.”

“That’s him.”

She looked at the side of
O’Ryan’s face. “Isn’t there somewhere we could go?”

He blinked, glanced into
the rear view. “Not with him that close, no. Just forward. Here he
comes! Down!”

She heard the growl of the
speeding engine behind them. She slid down, her head just touching
the outside of O’Ryan’s leg. She could feel the muscles in his
thigh tense as his foot came down on the accelerator pedal, hard.
The engine roared, and she was pressed backwards by the inertia.
Through the body of the car she heard the tires squealing on the
pavement as they rounded a sharp curve that pressed her bare feet
against the passenger door. There was a crack! and glass rained
down on her face. A piece cut her. She reached her hand up to feel
the warm blood on her cheek. She sat up with a jerk and looked out
the back window. It was gone. The headlights were right behind them
now, on high, flooding their car with light. The lights seemed less
than ten feet from them. There was another crack! But nothing
happened—he must have missed. O’Ryan stepped on the brakes, and the
headlights behind them seemed to run right onto their trunk before
they twisted sideways with a jerk and shuddered, flashing up and
down. The car had run off the road. She watched as they put
distance between themselves and the lights. She watched the car
roll to a stop, and then start forward again, its engine
screaming.

O’Ryan was talking to her.
“You see, he doesn’t care anymore. I could stop somewhere, a police
station or something . . .”

“But there isn’t anything
like that out here, anyway,” She said.

‘Even a farmhouse. You
would think that you should be safe, if you could find a well-lit
little farm house to stop at—somewhere to call the police from. But
he’ll shoot us as soon as we get out of the car. And anyone else
around, besides.”

She thought that she
wouldn’t really feel safe at a farmhouse—that was such an odd thing
to say. That you would feel safe at a place, just because it was
well lit. She thought of Glen, and how one morning she had been
carrying a plate of food to the breakfast table. A plate of his
food. They had fought the night before. It had started over
nothing; she had wanted to go out to a movie with her friend. It
had ended with him raising his hand. But he had not struck her—not
then. She had tried to forget about it, the next morning. She was
carrying a plate full of scrambled eggs and bacon, and a piece of
wheat toast with butter on it, and jam. She was leaning over,
setting it in front of him. They hadn’t been talking, that morning.
He was still angry. But she had wanted them to. It had been like
such a nice day—it was a Saturday, with sun coming in through the
curtains in the kitchen, and she hadn’t wanted to waste it fighting
with Glen. And then, just before she had set the plate down, he’d
punched her in the mouth so hard that everything flashed white, and
when she opened her eyes again, she was laying in the middle of the
floor, and there were scrambled eggs everywhere. And in the middle
of one of the piles of scrambled eggs, a tooth. Her tooth. Glen was
standing over her, looking down at her. The first thing that had
come into her head as her mouth filled up with blood was: how
strange! You wouldn’t think that someone would hit you while you
were holding a plate of their food. You would think that you were
safe, with their food in your hands, on such a nice
day.

Glen dragged her by her
hair into the bedroom, tore her clothes off and beat her with his
belt. He left her sprawled in a naked heap in the corner. She
remembered his face, remembered the skin pulled back taught over
his skull, his mouth a hard white square of teeth.

“You gonna leave me now,
Frannie? Just try it. Just you fucking try it.”

That was the first time he
hit her. The first of many times.

She looked at O’Ryan. He
seemed very young.

“You can call me Francis,
you know. Or Fran, if you want. You don’t have to call me Mrs.
Cunningham. In fact, I would rather you didn’t.”

He looked at her out of the
corner of his eye. “Okay, Fran.”

The headlights behind them
were gaining.

“He’s coming,” she said,
her voice cracking a bit.

O’Ryan nodded, and stepped
on the accelerator pedal. Ahead of them was a rusty metal bridge.
It was narrow, like a train trestle. She imagined the dark, muddy
water flowing underneath it. She hated this place, this state, full
of mud and water waiting to drown you. She wanted to be back in
California—but Glen had killed California for her. There were
lights ahead of them, on the other side of the bridge. Big ones.
They looked like the headlights of a semi. The bridge looked too
narrow for both them and the semi to cross at the same time. The
headlights behind them drew closer and closer, swerving crazily.
They passed a diamond-shaped yellow sign that said “NARROW BRIDGE
AHEAD” in big reflective letters. She glanced at the speedometer.
Ninety-five miles an hour. The bridge came up fast. The wheels of
the car chattered as they crossed the yellow line. The semi blared
its horn at them. It was an awful sound, like the wail of a dying
animal. The lights of Glen’s car jerked into the oncoming lane,
coming up fast, trying to get beside them. O’Ryan, hunched over the
wheel, stomped even harder on the accelerator. The rusting supports
of the bridge passed by. With a suck of wind, the long gleaming
body of the semi bore down on them. The bridge shook beneath them.
There was a sharp crunch, and their car shuddered. Then, they were
across, and the semi was past, its horn howling. Their driver’s
side mirror had been sheared off. She jerked her head around and
saw her husband’s headlights, off on the wrong side of the road.
O’Ryan slid the car to the right, onto a side road just after the
bridge. The tires slid on gravel.

“I don’t know where this
road goes,” said O’Ryan. “I’m hoping he won’t see us turn
off.”

The road was nothing but a
narrow, gravel track. The trees loomed on either side it, as if
they hated the fact that it was there. Their branches met in places
above them, and tangled against the sky.

O’Ryan looked over at her
apologetically. “That was close, back there,” he said. “That truck
. . .” She thought she saw him shudder. “Reach in the glove-box,
please. There’s a gun. We may need it.”

She opened the glove-box,
found a small, snub-nosed revolver, and handed it to him. They were
driving slowly now, and she could hear crackling gravel beneath the
tires, and the sound of insects, loud in the trees, louder than the
engine. The road wound uphill. She looked out the back window. She
couldn’t see any headlights behind them. But she knew Glen was back
there, somewhere. She thought of him leaning over her in the dark,
the feel of his shirt against her neck, his hand at the back of her
throat. “Don’t play around with me, baby. I mean it. Fuck with me,
and this will be the last face you ever see. I mean it, baby. I
really do.”

Ahead of them was an open
wrought-iron gate. They went through it, onto a paved, circular
driveway. The car’s headlights swung across a wide, green lawn, and
the black shapes of tombstones beyond. In the center of the lawn,
facing the gate, was a marble statue of the Virgin Mary, bent over
her child, beneath a canopy of roses. It glowed white and ghostly,
lit up by footlights.

O’Ryan pulled the car
around the monument and parked on its far side. He took the keys
out of the ignition and handed them to her. “This is it,” he said.
“You go out into the graveyard, and wait for me. I’ll stay with the
car, and deal with him when he comes. Okay?”

She nodded, and stepped out
of the car.

It was warm, and the
cemetery was full of the sound of chirping insects, and the
‘ribbit’ of frogs. The grass was soft under her feet, and damp. She
walked into the tombstones, glancing back at O’Ryan. He leaned
against the trunk of the car, holding the gun in two hands, looking
down at it.

There was no moon out to
light the tombstones. They were just gray shapes with illegible,
shadowy writing on them. She found a large, rectangular one, and
collapsed behind it, drawing her legs into her chest. She did not
feel as if they had stopped driving. She could still feel the
forward motion of the car. But now, somehow, she felt less in
control than she had in the passenger seat. She felt as if all
options had now been removed for her. She was completely at the
mercy of—fate—no, that wasn’t right. But she was completely
reliant upon a man that she did not know. She looked around her for
some sort of weapon. There was nothing. She was helpless. She was
even barefoot. She found herself hating O’Ryan almost as much as
her husband. Was she supposed to be thankful? After all, O’Ryan had
led her husband right to her. It all came down to this,
didn’t it? Violence. And guns. Her husband had always had guns. She
wondered which one he had been using to shoot at them, tonight. Was
it the .45 that he had bought himself for Christmas, to protect the
house from burglars—the one he had hit her on the back of the head
with? Or was it his Colt—the one he had stuck in her mouth, making
her suck on the barrel like a cock?

People would ask her why
she’d stayed with him so long. This was why. Here she was,
six states away, crouched down behind a tombstone. And he
was right behind her. This was why!

Francis heard the sound of
an approaching engine. She listened to it coming up the hill,
getting louder and louder—closer, and closer. She wanted to get
up—to run deeper into the cemetery. She started to stand, and then
stopped. There was the hollow crack! of a gun. The engine roared,
and she heard the loud smash of metal ramming into something. The
engine’s roar became a high-pitched, over-revving scream, died down
to a purring idle, finally stopped with a sputter.

She stood up from behind
the tombstone and ran back toward the graveyard’s entrance. There
could not be anything worse than just sitting behind that rock, not
knowing.

O’Ryan stood near the
tangled wreckage of Glen’s car and the graveyard monument. The
front end of the car had been smashed, all the way up to the
firewall. The windshield was gone. Broken chunks of marble and
pieces of glass were scattered over the lawn. She saw the long,
dark human shape lying on the grass next to O’Ryan’s feet. He stood
over it, looking down. His gun-arm hung limp at his
side.

She walked up behind him.
O’Ryan spun and faced her, raising the revolver toward her face as
he turned, and then forcing the barrel back toward the ground, with
effort—as if his arm had wanted to shoot her, but he wouldn’t let
it.

“You brought him right to
me!” She screamed at him. “Why don’t you just . . .” She trailed
off, staring at him angrily.

He blinked at her, as if he
had never seen her before. His eyes were empty. “His head . .
.”

Now she looked down at the
corpse. The body was almost unscathed by its trip through the
windshield. She recognized Glen’s hands, and the hiking boots she
had bought him for a birthday present, two years ago.

His head was gone. O’Ryan
made a sound that was somewhere between a snort of laughter and
someone about to vomit. The blood on the grass looked black, like
oil.

She felt cheated. The
bastard. She had wanted to see his face.

“I shot into the car as he
was coming through the gate. He must have stomped on the gas when
he died. He sped up . . .”

Francis Cunningham was not
listening to him. She walked back into the graveyard, scanning the
ground.

“Do you have a god-damned
flashlight?” she yelled over her shoulder.

 


 



THE TWO MEDICINE
KID

 


 


 


That year, business was so
good that I moved into a new office, in a building downtown on
Orchid Street. It had been a dentist’s office before, and I kept
the lime-green upholstered dentist’s chair and its painful looking
chromium tools. They sat across from my desk under the window and
gleamed in the smoggy sunlight.

I figured the chair and
tools would serve to remind clients that what they were about to go
through would hurt more than they had thought—as much as having a
rotten tooth pulled, but without the benefit of laughing gas. It
would hurt so much that when it was over they would wonder whether
it had even been worth it. Maybe they should have let that rotten
tooth sit.

For some people, though, it
seems like nothing hurts more than not knowing. These people were
my clients. They paid a high price to find out whether the worst
thing possible was true.

Time and again, it was.
Often, grown men cried there in the office when my work was done.
Much like they did at the dentist’s, I imagine. That room had seen
more than its fair share of tears.

So I kept the chair. And it
turns out that it was the chair, or rather the new office, of which
the chair was a centerpiece, that brought the kid from Two Medicine
to me.

My secretary, Jamie, didn’t
have much to do except call her friends up to chat, take long
lunches, and write to her brother in the job corps. There just
wasn’t enough paperwork or clientele to keep her busy. I got by—did
very well, in fact—on two or three clients a week, and most of my
work was out of the office, so there was nobody to make her feel
guilty about doing nothing.

As penance, I made her come
in an hour earlier than me every day. There was nothing for her to
do, except to check the answering service for messages. Very
rarely, an early-bird client would drop in and wait out the 8
o’clock hour for me.

Mostly, I just liked to see
her shadow behind the pebbled glass and ear the listless click of
her typewriter as I came into the office. And I liked knowing even
though Janie didn’t put in a solid day’s work, she did have to get
up earlier than me, and pretend.

However, this particular
morning, we did have a client. Of sorts. So when I cruised in at a
latish 9:15, Janie turned her baby-face up at me and
smiled.

“There’s someone waiting to
see you in your office, Mr. Hull.”

“What are they in there
for?”

She cupped a hand across
the side of her mouth and said, in a loud whisper, “he kept
watching me. It was driving me up the wall. I couldn’t concentrate.
Besides, he’s just a kid.”

“A kid?”

She squinted her eyes and
cocked her head to one side, which she always did when she was
confused about something. “Yeah. Maybe ten or twelve. But he said
he wants to hire you. And he seemed serious.”

He was sitting in the
leather chair in front of my desk. He’d turned the chair toward the
door. He had a fitted New York Yankees ball cap in his lap, and his
back was broomstick straight. He had black hair and black eyes and
dark skin. At first, I thought he was Mexican. But that didn’t seem
quite right. The wide set of his cheekbones and that set of his
eyes was odd. I hadn’t seen a kid like him before. I walked around
to my side of the desk and sat down. He stood up, lifted the chair
carefully and turned it to face me, then seated himself
again.

“You’re Mr.
Hull.”

“I am. Shouldn’t you be in
school right now?”

“No, sir. It’s Christmas
break.”

“Shows how much I know.” I
settled behind my desk. “Now, what is it that you wanted to see me
about?”

“I want to hire
you.”

“Really.” I looked him over
again. He had on a worn pair of Levis, turned up at the bottom
because they were too long for him. He was wearing a reversible
gabardine jacket that was too big for him in the shoulders and had
gone shiny over the pockets and at the elbows. He couldn’t possibly
have the money, but I was curious.

“Where do you
live?”

“Claremont.”

“Claremont! How’d you get
all the way out here from Claremont?”

”I hitched.”

“All the way out here?” I
wasn’t used to talking to kids. I felt awkward. “It must be very
important. What’s your name?”

“Jake.” He turned his head
away, as if he was lying.

“You can tell me the truth.
If you’re going to hire me, we have to be able to trust one
another.”

“No, sir. I’m not lying. My
name is Jake. It’s just that—that’s not my real name. It’s just
what they call me. My real name is Two Medicine. My mother named me
that because I was born there. At Two Medicine, in
Montana.”

“You’re Indian.”

“Blackfeet. We lived on the
rez. But not anymore.”

“You like Jake, or Two
Medicine?”

“Jake’s okay.”

“All right then. Why did
you want to hire me, Jake?”

He creased the hat between
his fingers. Janie was on the phone in the waiting room, and his
eyes went toward the sound when she laughed. He turned back to
me.

“My stepfather. I think
he’s trying to kill me and my mom.”

I sat back in my chair and tried to make out any humor in his eyes,
any hint that he was anything but dead serious. There was
nothing.

“We’ve been having
accidents. My mom, she crashed the car because the brake fluid was
drained out. Somebody could have done that. And one day I came home
from school and the house was full of gas. The pilot light had gone
out and the oven had been on, all day. Just left open. My mom,
she’s careful. She wouldn’t do something like that. Never. She’d
been out all day shopping. What if she’d come home with a lit
cigarette in her mouth?”

“Cause for concern. But
what makes you suspect your stepfather?”

“I just know it. He’s a bad
man.” He locked his black eyes on mine. “That’s why I want to hire
you, Mr. Hull. You could find out for me.”

I smiled at him. He was
good kid. Mixed up, but tough too. I already liked him. But the
fact was that I had enough work to keep me busy for weeks. I was
already considering sub-contracting a few jobs out, or hiring
another detective.

“I’m not sure you could
afford me, Jake.”

“I’ve saved up.” He started
reaching for his wallet. “I mow lawns.”

I put a hand up to stop
him. “I’m a hundred bucks up front, Jake. And forty a day. Plus
expenses, gas mileage. . . you’dve had to mow a lot of
lawns.”

His hand stopped reaching.
“I only have sixty bucks.”

“I’ll tell you what, Jake.
Go and get a soda at the drugstore, maybe catch a movie or
something, buy a couple of comics, and meet me back here at five.
I’ll drive you back out to Claremont and talk to your folks. Okay?
If anything seems the slightest bit fishy at all, we’ll take it
from there.”

He brightened up a bit.
“Okay.”

“And it won’t cost you a
dime.”

He stood up and we shook on
the deal. He stopped in the doorway.

“You won’t tell them I said
it was my stepfather?”

“Of course not. Now go have
a good time. I’ll see you at five.”

By five I was cranky from
having followed Mrs. Feingold’s buttermilk yellow DeSoto up and
down Wilshire Boulevard while she hunted down stockings, dresses
and shoes. She was spending her husband’s money faster than I was.
The traffic had made my head hurt, and I’d forgotten to pack a
lunch, so I was starving. I had also forgotten about Jake, who was
standing near the front door of my building with his Yankees cap in
his hands, looking out of place among the suit-and-tie men making a
break from downtown. He followed me into the garage and we climbed
into my Buick.

We stopped for burgers and
a shake on the way out of town, and I washed a few aspirin down in
the antiseptic bathroom. When I came back, Jake was finishing off
his milkshake. His black hair shone like an oily puddle under the
parking lot lights.

Out in the valley, the
bulldozers were ripping the last of the orchards out, and along the
freeway, an army of skeletal tract homes rose from the broken
earth. The scene repeated itself again and again on the drive. In
places, the bulldozers were still wet from the sap of the freshly
piled trees.

“Why did you pick me, Jake?
I’m not the first in the directory.”

“My stepfather is a
dentist. A friend of his retired and sold his office, and he was
talking about how he’d sold it to a PI. My stepfather asked if it
was a good PI he sold it to, and the man said yeah, you were pretty
good, or so he’d heard. He said maybe people wouldn’t like what you
found, but you were good at finding it.”

“In most cases,” I said,
“It’s better to find out that a client’s suspicions are wrong.” The
thing is, I continued to myself, that’s the hardest thing to prove.
If you don’t find anything, they think you aren’t looking hard
enough.

People want their lives
torn apart.

Sometimes, I got the idea
that it was just boredom eating away at everyone. Making them want
their love, their marriages, families, lives voided so they could
start over again.

Maybe secretly, everyone
wants to just pack up and leave it all behind.

In Claremont, the sign atop
the bowling alley glowed, atom-shaped with revolving neon
electrons. The streets were wide and waiting, but there were few
cars. It had begun to rain softly, a fine mist that blurred the
windshield and the lights of Christmas trees lit up in living room
windows.

“I’ll just tell them that
you were worried about the accidents, Jake. That you wanted to hire
me to find out if anyone had anything against your family. Do you
think that’ll go over?”

“Yeah. I think
so.”

Their house was on the edge
of a development. Beyond it was an empty street, with wood stacked
at the end of a cul-de-sac and soil turning muddy in the rain.
Cement pathways marked the places where houses would be, soon
enough. The lawn of their house was still fresh, the lines of sod
showing.

“Just moved in?”

“Six months ago. My
step-dad laid the grass down last weekend, though.”

 


The white collar of her
dress was startling beneath her round native face. Her jet black
hair had been curled into a poodle cut, and her red nails didn’t
look right on the ends of her brown hands. Someone else’s nails, I
kept thinking. Someone else’s dress/ Someone else’s life, with this
Blackfeet woman shoved into it.

I sat on the couch with a
cup of tea, untouched, on the coffee table in front of me. She was
in a straight-backed chair with her painted hands in her lap. She’d
sent Jake to his room.

“He’s an excitable kid. And
the fact is, he misses the reservation. It’s hard for him out here.
On the rez he had horses, space to move around. People that looked
like him. Here, he’s alone. Everyone at his school is white. He
didn’t ask for this. He wanted to say on the rez. But how would we
live? Everyone there is poor. Always. Nothing changes. Here,
everything changes.”

“he get along all right
with his stepfather?”

“No. That’s another
problem. Jake can’t forget hid real dad. He misses him.”

“And he’s . . .”

“Dead. He was drunk, and he
drove his car off the road. Killed himself and a cow. So when I had
an accident too, it scared Jake. But these things, they
happen.”

“They do.”

“It was scary, though. It
shook me up. At least it wasn’t on the expressway. I always think
of that. At least it was just here, in town. Still, I cracked up
pretty bad. They had to call my husband to come and get me. I
didn’t drive for a week.”

She didn’t seem the type to
be shaken up over anything. The entire time she spoke, she kept her
eyes leveled on mine.

Headlights panned across
the living room window, followed by the sound of that garage door
coming up. A car entered the garage, engine idling, then shutting
off.

“Funny thing, to think of
Stan as a killer. The only thing he ever kills is fish. That’s how
we met, you know. He’s a fly fisherman. The fishing is good up in
Two Medicine. Cutthroat, some Salmon, Rainbow Trout and Brook
Trout. He’s a fly fisherman. A good one, too.

Stan came in the side door.
He had the tanned face of a fisherman, a broad smile that looked
like an advertisement for his services.

 


It was raining hard as I
drove back to Los Angeles. The plants at my apartment complex
looked half-drowned. Wind had blown banana leaves and palm fronds
into the pool. I shed my wet clothes on the living room rug, turned
the lights down, and watched the whirling shadows of the ceiling
fan. Stan had left no impression on me, but his wife had. She
wanted the best for her son, and she had decided sometime that a
white father was the best thing. That his roots could only kill
him, as they had killed his father. She had planned out a new life
for Jake. I wondered if he would survive it. Never having been to
Montana, I pictured the boy on a horse before crystalline
mountains, under an ideal sky. I was sorry for him, out here at the
ragged edge of the continent with a lawn that could be rolled up in
strips and taken away. I was not worried that his stepfather would
kill him, but that California would.

The telephone rang, but I
did not answer it. I was in no mood to talk to the only person who
could possibly be calling me. I was in no mood for nail polish on
pale hands, or red-rimmed cigarettes in my ashtray.

Monsoon rains plagued Los
Angeles that December. The LA river rose, brown and muddy,
straining uselessly against the levees, carrying garbage and broken
trees to the ocean. Business slowed and then stopped. The thousands
of swimming pools in Los Angeles were milky and overflowing with
rain. A few days before Christmas, I closed the office so Janie
could go home to her family in Ojai. I was looking forward to a
five-day weekend alone, and I unplugged the insistent phone,
attempting to avoid the one person I knew would not let me spend
the holiday alone.

She came by anyway. No
umbrella, big hat dripping with rain.

“You haven’t been answering
your phone.”

“No.”

“Avoiding
anyone?

“Well . . . You,
actually.”

The wet ends of her blonde
hair were red and clung to her cheeks. Her round face was pale and
moist. We had drinks and she spent the night. This was the woman
that, years later, I would marry. I can say honestly that I did not
know it then. I woke up in the gray hours, heart pounding,
terrified that this time I would mistake loneliness for love. That
I would ask her to stay. Because of course I had bought her a gift,
a thin and glittering tennis bracelet that curled upon the
nightstand like a small and deadly snake. She shifted beneath the
sheets but I did not look at her.

 


I opened the office on the
28th of December. Janie was still in Ojai.

Among the bills scattered
across the floor beneath the mail slot was a fat manila envelope,
double taped shut, my address clumsily blocked in marker on its
front. Inside was one-hundred and seventy-five dollars in small
bills. And a note.

 


Dear Mr. Hull,

I would like to hire you
please as I know I am right and my mother and I are in danger. I
have only enough for a day but know you are good and will be able
to help us. I heard him one the phone, and I think something will
happen on the twenty-eighth.

 


Jake

 


I put my head down on my
desk for a moment. There was nothing over a five-dollar bill in the
envelope. The kid had mowed a lot of lawns, or walked a lot of
dogs, or stolen a lot of money from someone. I read the note a few
more times, then called the operator and got their number in
Claremont.

The phone rang and rang.
Finally the operator got on the line and informed me that they
didn’t appear to be picking up. Maybe I should try my call
later?

I told her to mind her own
business.

With a growing sense of
panic, I listened to that phone clattering in Claremont.

I lay the receiver down,
locked up the office, and went down the stairs, my leather-soled
shoes echoing in the empty building, the manila envelope full of
bills in my hand. I pulled the Buick out of the garage and pointed
it toward Claremont.

I was just returning the
money, I kept telling myself. And while I was out there I would
check up on Jake, maybe take him out for a soda or something, and
make sure (I was already sure!) that everything was
okay.

But the whole way out
through the valley I heard that phone, ringing and ringing, and the
sound was the exact tone of panic in my blood.

Beside the freeway the
towns crept closer and closer together, their ragged edges reaching
toward one another trough the torn fields of mud. Soon enough,
there would be nothing left but houses in the valley. Under the
bright winter son I glimpsed a four-legged movement among the new,
empty homes. It could have been a coyote, or then again just a
dog.

 


It had already happened
when I got there. There wasn’t much smoke in the sky—the wind had
come up and taken it away. There were two fire engines in the new
street, and a milling cluster of housewives and children that a
county sheriff kept urging back from the smoldering house. The new
sod was peeled up in chunks, scattered by the boots of the
firemen.

I caught the arm of one of
them.

“Was anybody
hurt?”

he turned a soot-stained
face toward me.

“I’m afraid so. A boy and a
woman were killed. It was a gas leak. Looks like the Christmas
lights might have sparked it.” He pulled his sleeve out of my hand
and went to his truck.

Behind me was the sound of
screeching tires, and a voice I recognized said “Oh my
God!”

Stan was standing in the
middle of the street. Dramatically, he threw his briefcase down and
ran in the direction of the house.

As he passed me I lunged at
him and hit him in the midsection. We tumbled together on the
furrowed lawn. My fists connected again and again. But not with
effect. They glanced uselessly off his arms, his shoulders. Hands
pulled at me, yanked me off him. Something hit me behind the ear.
As I faded out I saw the confused, grimed face of a firemen and the
wide eyes of housewives looking down at me. Ones and fives from the
envelope fluttered across the grass.

People want their lives
torn apart. People will do anything to get out from under. Here is
never good enough.

I never found out how he
did it, or why. There was no insurance money. There was an inquest,
and my testimony cast a small shadow across his tanned, innocent
face, but was finally dismissed as hearsay.

He moved even further west,
to Hawaii, where he remarried.

He was in the obituary
columns today. Somehow, his next wife survived him.

 


 


 



 


APPENDIX II: THE
NIGHTMARE




 


 


I wrote the nightmare
sequence for American Graveyards in a single piece, then spliced it
throughout the story so that it would carry the reader along to the
end. Here it is as a single piece:

 


 


 


I drop over the side and
for a moment I seem to be suspended in the air, the sun reflecting
off the glass of the helmet, reproducing itself in the water
droplets on the glass. I see my hand outstretched toward the sun,
enclosed in the metal of the glove. Then the splash, muted through
the metal and glass of the helmet, and the water closes aquamarine
over me, the sun becomes a hazy golden ball, going away. I see the
dark snake of the air hose winding above me through the water,
small and large globes of air that float up past me, their delicate
surfaces shimmering. It is growing darker, dull green above me now
and black below. In one of my hands is a large diving flashlight,
of corroded copper. I turn it on. The beam of the flashlight is
just a haze around my hand, through which air bubbles disturbed by
my descent rise. I can hear the hollow sound of my breathing in the
helmet, and the burble and coo of the inky water around me. Above
me, the water is midnight blue, and I can just barely make out the
coiling drop of the air hose. I seem to be falling faster now. Even
through the metal of the suit and the thick quilting of the
undersuit I can feel the cold of the water. My breathing is a
steady rasp. I move the flashlight back and forth through the
water, but everywhere it is the same. Black and lifeless. But not
lifeless! A dim shape moves along the side of the beam as I swing
it around—just the impression of pale scales, the curve of a fin. I
try to swing the light back, catch it again, but it is gone. The
first shock of panic hits me, like freezing water bursting through
the glass of the helmet.

My breathing quickens. My
breath catches. I choke and sputter. It occurs to me that something
could have happened up top—maybe there isn’t any more air coming
down the hose. That’s why it seems hard to breathe! I choked
because that was the last of the good air. Now it’s getting thin,
dirty with my exhales. How much time. The beam of the flashlight is
just a ball of light, dim. It seems separate from me, like it is
falling near me. It is falling fast, the light—I can tell by the
bubbles that rush upwards through its ball. There is still air in
the helmet. I catch my breath.

Then . . . a piece of the
light cut off. Just a slice, near the edge, gone for a moment
behind a white blur, and then back. The smallest suggestion of a
fin against the dim yellow globe. It could be nothing. Just a trick
my mind is playing. Just my fear making ghosts for my eyes. Just .
. . Something rasps across the side of my helmet. I twist my head
desperately. I swing the flashlight wildly. My heart jumps at the
sight of the dark cord of air-tube just above me. I reach my arm
down, trying to see my feet in the dim glow, but they are too far
away . . . the flashlight will not reach. They are somewhere down
there in the perfect dark. I can feel them, but I cannot see them.
Cannot see if something is . . . Something thumps heavily against
the side of the suit. I can feel the trajectory of my fall shift,
ever so slightly. And now cold panic washes over me. I wish that I
could see my feet. I grope into the blackness with my eyes, but
cannot make them out.

That is when I see it—a
small green glow, perfectly round . . . so tiny that I blink,
thinking it must be an illusion, a spot on the back of my iris, a
hallucination from the pressure—I can feel the pressure now,
pushing ever so slightly on me, a little more now that . . . how
long ago was it. A minute, an hour? How far have I fallen? How long
have I been rushing down through the tar-black water?

The green pinhead grows to
the size of a marble, the marble to the size of a quarter. It is
not an illusion. I hear a tiny hiss, and look in horror. At the
joint where the helmet meets the suit, a small drop of water has
found its way in to the suit . . . the hiss must have been the
suit, losing its watertight seal. Air escaping. The end is near . .
. or it could be my own sweat, water that I have carried into the
suit with me . . . anything. I may have only been falling for
thirty seconds, a minute.

Or an hour.

The green circle, now the
size of a baseball, winks out for a second. I feel something press
upwards on the bottom of my boot, just the slightest sense of
pressure, carried to me through the metal, as If I had struck
something in my descent. Then the feeling is gone. The green light
is back, growing and growing, filling the dark water with an eerie
phosphorescence, the barest aquamarine sheen to the oily blackness.
The bubbles rising through my lamplight catch the color. It turns
them into liquid turquoise marbles. My breathing is a steely hiss
in the helmet, and my falling seems faster and faster. I am
rocketing down to that green light, growing like a deep-sea sun. In
the green-sheening darkness time loses meaning. I might have been
falling for minutes or days. It is all the same; the terror is the
same. Something comes between me and the light again, reminding me
that I am not alone. This time I see it a little clearer. I can
make out more of it against the algae glow below, and as it flashes
by I see a skeletal flipper or hand—translucent flesh that glows
emerald . . . and . . . there is a face. A human face, but not
human, a floating, grinning skull layered under crystalline flesh,
throbbing veins like spun-glass across the bones, weaving filaments
of hair that catch the green in their see-through stalks and draw
it out pooling. I scream inside my copper fishbowl, but the sound
doesn’t go anywhere. It just falls with me, sucked down toward the
light, as if the light has an aweing, unearthly gravity that draws
even sound to its center.

And now the light is
shifting, details appearing inside it, irregularities in its
globular surface. Shapes, forms, that resolve themselves into
turrets and spires. Crumbling gloamy boulevards full of shapes like
dust-motes floating. A vast, underwater city pulsing with light,
drawing me downward toward the delicate scallops of its towers and
the spidery loft of its buttresses. Shapes float up toward me,
deep-sea plankton that, as they approach, take skeletal human
form—long, serpentine fish-flared tails swell to uncanny feminine
hips—the stark white cage of ribs, the translucent swell of
breasts. A pulsing vein along the inside of a slender arm, the
chiseled line of a skull beneath near-invisible flesh, floating
among the hollow glowing stalks of hair. She floats up to me and
presses herself against the metal of my suit, her cheek pressed up
against the glass of the helmet, her skeletal grin inches from my
open, gasping mouth.

Others circle around us,
spiraling through the dark and glowing water. The towers grow and
then I am down among them, falling past their loamy sunken walls,
slowing down.

My feet touch
bottom.

 


 


 



 


APPENDIX III: CUT SCENES




The following two scenes
ended up on the cutting room floor, not fitting into the narrative
flow of the novel. One of them is a miniature sub-plot, one of
Lance Bailey’s early cases. You could call it “Flaws in the Iris”.
The other cut scene pictures Sarabeth’s mother Peggy Hauptlaander a
bit differently – not as a factory worker, but rather as the owner
of a diner across the Mojave Desert, in Needles.

 


 


FLAWS IN THE
IRIS

 


 


I went down the hall to the
bathroom. They had just finished painting it, and the room was
cloyed with the smell of new paint and the burn of thinner. I
leaned over the basin splashing cold water on my face, then flicked
my ivory comb through my hair. I stared into my eyes while I did
it—avoiding looking at the straight, even lines of my face. It was
a face where no experience showed, a young man’s face, one that at
times did not seem to belong to me. It was the sort of face I saw
worn by others walking the streets, a dozen times a week, set off
in the summer beneath Panamas, in the winter beneath fedoras. I
could lay claim only to the eyes—light blue contained by a dark
ring around the iris. My eyes, unlike the face, absorbed and were
changed by what I saw around me. I could detect marks in them—the
colored flecks of experience, like scars.

A week before, I had taken
a missing persons case. A distraught father from Montana, a bank
manager in Butte, whose daughter had left home for Hollywood. She’d
kept in touch for a few months, mailing off postcards of Grauman’s
Chinese and the Hollywood Bowl, scrawling short hopeful messages on
the back—she was getting noticed, an agent had her phone number,
she’d had a few jobs as an extra. The postcards went on like that,
until they stopped coming. Concerned Father didn’t come out
himself, but he talked to me on the phone and mailed me a picture
of the girl and my retainer.

Enid Olaafson—the name
would be changed, of course, to something more Hollywood. We should
set up an immigration service—an Ellis Island on Vine.

“Name and Place of
Origin?”

“Enid Olaafson, Butte,
Montana.”

“Anita Olson—from Chicago.
Right.”

“But my name is . .
.”

“Line up to the left
please, for accent inspection. You’ll never make it in this town
with that twang. We’ll have to quarantine you.”

I showed the picture around
at the casting agencies—it was a high school shot, showing a pretty
brunette like a thousand others in their books. I leafed through
every one of them, and got nothing. Finally, at a drugstore counter
across the street from the Paramount gates, I stuck it under the
nose of a bored screenwriter sucking down a root beer float. He
gave me the address of the bungalow where she lived. He liked her,
though—the lead cost Concerned Father twenty bucks on the expense
account.

The bungalow was deserted
when I arrived. I knocked a couple of times, then tried the door.
All Enid’s things were there—makeup, clothes, a dress on an ironing
board, a stack of black-and white glossies showing the same
brunette, the same smile. Grapes rotting in the refrigerator. I sat
across the street in my car well into the night, watching the
setting sun burn red around the palm trees. A pack of cigarettes
later I banged on the door of the court manager, a wet paper sack
of a woman who, when I showed her the picture, told me that the
girl had been “knocked down” by a car the night before. She’d known
her as Emily Evans. What hospital was she at? None. Apparently,
“knocked down” meant “killed” to the woman. She hadn’t gotten
around to cleaning out the bungalow yet and renting it to anyone
else.

They had her at the County
Coroner’s. One of the Deputy Coroners showed me to her, and pulled
the sheet back too far, exposing the stitched slice of the autopsy,
between her young breasts. He smoked a cigarette the whole time,
looking at her over my shoulder. The room was crowded with sheeted
bodies and too hot, full of the smell of chemicals and
putrefaction. It was early summer, and business was
booming.

Enid had been crossing
Wilshire Boulevard at 3 a.m. when a drunk driver hit her at fifty
miles an hour, sending her thirty-five yards and feet-first through
the plate glass window of a department store, breaking nineteen
bones in her body and stopping her heart with a rib.

Her face was untouched. Her
neck was turned slightly to the side, her eyes were closed. She was
prettier in real life than her picture, except that she’d gotten a
bottle of peroxide and gone platinum blonde. Her dark roots were
starting to show at the part.

“It’s a shame,” said the
Deputy Coroner.

I turned. “What
is?”

“Her face like that. It
sounds selfish I guess, but I’d rather they came in all gory. It’s
worse, seeing them this way.”

“Why’s that?”

He dropped his cigarette on
the tiles and mashed it under his shoe. I noticed a sandwich
sitting on one of the sheeted bodies. I’d interrupted him in the
middle of his lunch.

“When you see them that
way, it seems like they should be able to get up again.”

There, in my right iris—a
dark fleck I hadn’t noticed before. That was it—her mark on me. I’d
called Concerned Father and given him the news. He took it hard,
and I was glad he hadn’t come out. His disembodied sob over the
line was enough for me.

 


 



 


 


OUT TO NEEDLES

 


 


I strapped the swamp cooler
on my car and made my way out across the Mojave to Needles. The
desert was blazing, flesh-colored earth beneath wide blue sky. Rain
had hit a few nights before, unexpectedly late in season, and the
creosote was fragrant, the tan sand tinted with flowers and doomed
grasses. The Joshua trees were spotted with their white blooms, and
roadrunners shot across the blacktop playing chicken with the
out-of-state drivers stripped to the skin and making their way to
Los Angeles. In my T-shirt, soaking with sweat, I made the long
climb up to Needles, pushing the Ford’s engine. Needles was a town
of garages and diners, like all the towns along Route 66, and many
of its residents made their money on unprepared drivers, dispensing
Prestone and radiator hoses at desert prices. The road wound
through the town and kept you there as long as possible, biding its
time until you got hungry or got a flat.

The diner that Peggy
Hauptlaander owned was at the east edge of the town, a chromium
dining-car that flashed in the sun, surrounded by a wide dirt lot.
It was one of the kinds that they truck out whole and drop down on
any convenient location. A couple of station-wagons towing silver
trailers sat in the lot, dusty from the long drive across New
Mexico and Arizona. There was a big Shell tanker truck off to one
side, and a California Highway Patrol motorcycle parked in the
negligible shade of a palm tree. The interior of the place was
stifling despite two big fans that moved the air around. Three of
the four tables were taken—two sunburned families and the trucker
with his sweat-stained uniform. The state trooper was at the
counter, being served by the waitress. She had small lines around
the corners of her eyes. She might have had a dozen or so gray
hairs. Her forehead was a bit creased, and she wore very
old-fashioned silver-rimmed glasses.

Otherwise, she was
Sarabeth. The resemblance between them was not just passing, not
just family—it was chilling. It raised the hairs on the back of my
neck. My fists clenched for a second in my pockets. For a moment, I
had found her. The moment passed and left me cold. I took the last
empty booth. Our eyes met, and she knew instantly who I was—I could
see the look of appraisal. She sized me up and decided my identity
in a moment. She broke away smiling from the trooper and made her
way to me, sliding a menu in front of me.

“Mr. Bailey?”

“Lance,” I said.

“I’m in the middle of the
lunch rush, but it’ll be over soon—if you don’t mind waiting. . .
and I could bring you something . . .”

I ordered a hamburger and a
Coke and she nodded, walking off without writing anything down. I
hadn’t noticed how hungry I was until she’d offered. Now my stomach
growled in anticipation. She glanced over her shoulder at me and I
caught her at it, getting a sheepish smile in return. Gracie had
told her nothing of my reason for coming—only that I wanted to talk
to her.

 


 



 


 APPENDIX
IV: BIRDS OF PARADISE FRAGMENT

 


 


What follows is a
significant fragment of the unfinished novel Birds of
Paradise. Many of the scenes from this unfinished fragment were
swallowed into the flashback sequences of American
Graveyards, with extensive editing. Other scenes were dropped
completely. I had originally envisioned Birds of Paradise as
a sequel to my first, unpublished novel Blue Skies, which
featured the detective Eliot O’Ryan. O’Ryan (who also appears in
the short story “Because I could not Stop for Death,” published by
Cemetery Dance and in the story Long Distance Runner
which was picked up by HandHeldCrime.) Blue Skies,
which will hopefully never see the light of day, details Eliot’s
first case. While writing Birds of Paradise, I began simultaneously
working on an expanded version of “How They Kill You at Thousand
Palms”. It soon became clear to me that the two novels were linked
in theme, and that they were, in fact, meant to be two parts of the
same novel. I stopped writing Birds of Paradise when the
first draft was more than half finished, and incorporated much of
its plot and a good number of its scenes into American
Graveyards. Birds of Paradise will forever remain an unfinished
manuscript fragment. However, presented alongside American
Graveyards, I think it forms a tantalizing alternate reality to
the completed novel. I include it here not as a fully fleshed work
in itself (it was a first draft when it abandoned,) but rather as a
suggestive shadow to the later, completed American
Graveyards. Readers will recognize parts of Birds of
Paradise, which ended up twisted into different configurations
in American Graveyards. Other scenes will be entirely
foreign.

 


 



Book One
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She hated him. She stared
straight into the camera, her lips lightly parted, her eyes half
closed, her arms across her chest. Her hatred showed in her face
like lust—it flushed her cheeks and pursed her lips as if preparing
them to be kissed. It moved violently in the darkened hollows of
her chocolate-colored hair. I found myself lifting the picture
closer to my face, studying her—memorizing the exact red of her
lips, the dark green of her heavy-lidded eyes, the crescents of her
cheekbones, the smooth line of her jaw, the arch of her dark
eyebrows, the snub and slope of her nose, the uplift of her small
chin. Close-up, the hatred radiated from the picture like heat. I
could feel it on my face. Consciously, I creased my brow in
thought, and brought a hand up across the stubble of my chin. The
other hand, holding the picture, shook a little. I set the picture
back on my desk. My fingers looked for something to do, found a
pen, and tapped it on the blotter.

Mr. Andrews cleared his
throat politely, and I looked up at him.

“When was this
taken?”

His hands were on his
knees, his fingernails scraping at the fabric of his slacks with a
scritch-scritch sound that seemed to crash against my
ears.

“Two days before she—before
she disappeared. That’s why I brought that one—it’s the most
recent. It was . . .” He looked out the window. “December. The
twenty-third. She disappeared on Christmas day.” A twitch hit the
corner of one of his gray-blue eyes—the sudden darting down of an
eyelid. He reached up as if to rub it away. “Christmas day.” He
pushed his hand through his short blond hair. He looked up at me
now and his eyes locked with mine—and suddenly seemed licked inside
with cold blue flames. “He is testing me. He has always tested
me—through her.”

I almost asked him to
elaborate, then thought better of it. “That’s three months. It’s
hard to guarantee any results—any positive . . .”

He cut me off with a wave
of a long, thin hand. “You’ll take it. I know.”

I nodded and glanced
sidelong at the picture. “I’ll need this . . .” My fingers slid
over its corner possessively.

“Of course.” He leaned back
and crossed his arms.

Was there . . . that is . .
. did she give you any indication that she was leaving you? Had she
threatened to leave you before?”

He shook his head firmly.
“No. There was nothing. She never said that she wanted to leave
me.”

He started scratching at
his pants again.

“Had she been acting
strangely? Had she changed? Was she quiet around you? Nervous? Had
her habits changed in any way?”

“No. NO. There was nothing.
She wasn’t always happy—not that anyone is. She had moods. But they
always passed. She was a good wife and a good mother. She came to
the church. It wasn’t a sacrifice for her. She embraced it. She
learned to love the strictures of the church—she lived the life
well. And she was a good wife.”

He was masking something.
Everything he said was brittle. His words floated on the surface. I
decided to shove him under.

“Had you fought . . . was
something wrong between you? Was there anything? Be honest
with me, now. It could help me find her.”

He flew out of the chair as
if pushed, and for a moment, I thought that he was going to come
across my desk and attack me. “You’re the same as the other one.
Always assuming that I pressured her. That I pushed her away. That
I stifled her. That she ran from me. She did not run. She
was kidnapped! She was taken from me. She was mine,
and they took her away.” He walked stiffly around to the
back of the chair and grasped it with both hands. His mouth was a
tiny slit in his face, like a coin-slot.

I twisted the knife again.
“Had she been making withdrawals from your account before she
disappeared? Did you notice her hoarding money? Did she leave with
anything?”

I watched his hands
tightening around the arms of the chair. “No.”

Of course, she could have
been subtle about it. She may have been planning to leave for a
long time, falsifying expenses, chipping money to herself here and
there, collecting. I gave it another turn. “Why did she come to the
church?”

His mouth opened with
effort, into a tight little O, then closed. He came toward me
again, close enough that my hand fluttered up from the desk,
preparing for a blow. Instead, he sank into the chair and looked
sideways at the floor. “She told me . . . She told me she had done
bad things before . . . before we met. She wouldn’t talk about
anything from before. Not even . . . not even where she came from.
I had to accept that. I had to act as if she had no past. And I
did.” He stared at me proudly. “That was our bargain. I had to love
her with no past, for who she was with me, only.”

I leaned forward. “And what
was her part?”

“She’d had a hard life.
Because she looked the way she did. Men had to have her. But she
chose me. I did not pursue her. I asked only one thing of
her—that she convert. It wasn’t a sacrifice, for her—she loved the
church.”

I nodded. “How many
children did you have together?”

He stared at the carpet
again. “They weren’t hers. They were my first wife Jane’s—Jane died
five years ago. We had two. Marcus Junior, who is ten, and Clara,
who is thirteen. She is—she was always a good mother to
them.”

“What was her maiden
name?”

“Hauptlaander.”

“With a double a in the
second syllable?”

He nodded.

“How did you meet
her?”

I watched as something
withdrew to an inner part of him—he shrank, following it. He turned
his head away from me like a guilty child. “I was . . . I was on my
mission. Going door to door. She . . . I don’t want to tell you. I
won’t. Why does it matter?” He got a childish, sneaky look on his
face that made me ill.

I shrugged. “Any
information you give me could help me find her. Did you meet her in
California?”

“No. In Utah. But she was
from California.”

“Was she running away from
someone? Had she had another relationship? Another marriage
perhaps?”

“No.” He looked up at me
petulantly. “You don’t need to know anything more from me. You know
enough. Here.” He fished a scrap of paper out of his pocket and
handed it to me. “You can talk to him. He was the first man I
hired. You’ll find him at that address. It’s a hospital. He’s
dying—of a brain tumor.” He stood up and pulled a thick roll of
bills from his pocket, started to count them, and then tossed the
entire wad onto my desk. “Here. This should be enough to buy your
undivided attention for a while.”

I didn’t even glance at the
money. I watched him button his coat with stiff, pale hands and
turn for the door.

“How should I contact
you?”

He didn’t turn around.
“I’ll call you.”

I was glad when he walked
out, leaving me alone with the picture.
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I sat there staring at that
angry, beautiful face in the photograph for a long time after
Andrews had gone. I stared at the picture until it shook its way
out of my hands. It was lonely in my living-room/office. It was
dark. I opened the blinds, and let the morning light in, blinking
at the sudden brightness. It was quiet, too. I walked over and
turned the radio on. I listened for a while to an A.M. Talk-show.
The rabid conservative host wouldn’t let his callers have a word in
edgewise. Nobody wanted to fight fair. After a few minutes of
listening to people call each other names, avoiding the very
possibility of a real discussion of issues, I couldn’t stand it
anymore, and I switched it off. I counted the money on my desk.
Five thousand dollars, in hundreds. That was more than enough to
buy my attention for a while.

I went into the kitchen and
got a Coke out of the refrigerator, and sipped at it, leaning
against the sink. I felt agitated and off-balance. I hadn’t felt
that way in a while. For a year now, I had kept my head down,
taking boring insurance fraud and divorce cases. I had shut
everything out, and worked at building a business. And, I realized,
I had worked at not thinking about Diana, or Gloria, or what had
happened up at Blue Skies. All that death. I had worked hard to
shut that part of my life out. I had pushed it further and further
into the shadows. The picture had brought it all back, somehow. It
shouldn’t have—Sarabeth was nothing like either of them.
Everything was different about her. But to me, somehow, there was a
connection. Some unconscious strand, linking them. There was a
sameness. I felt like I was being dragged backwards through
time.

I heard the key turning in
my front door, and listened to the sound of Helen coming in. She
walked across the room, her heels making muffled taps on the
carpet. I heard her set her purse down on the desk, and the
crumpling of the bills as she shuffled through them, and made a
little “hmmm.” noise in her throat. She walked into the kitchen and
leaned against the door-frame, looking at me curiously. I met her
gaze as evenly as I could. She was dressed in a gray skirt and a
white blouse. She’d had her blonde hair cut, and it slashed across
her cheekbones now, under her green eyes. I decided I did not like
the change.

She broke the silence
between us first. “New client?”

I nodded and sipped at my
Coke.

She was watching me
intently, studying my face. If anyone could read me, it was her—and
I always felt uncomfortable under her eyes. We had history
together. Enough to kill a few people. After our romantic
relationship had self-destructed around that history, I’d hired her
to help me with cases. She was a good partner. She was hard, angry,
sharp, and focused. And at eighteen, she had seen more than most
people will ever see.

And—I could not stand to
see her go.

“What’s bothering you,
Eliot?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure I
like the client.”

“Well-it looks like the
money is good, anyway.”

I nodded. “It is. It’s too
good. It looks like a pay-off. Do me a favor, Helen. Find every
female Hauptlaander in California, between the ages of thirty and
sixty—the ones with daughters in their twenties. That’s
H-A-U-P-T-L-A-A-N-D-E-R And draw up a contract for Marcus Andrews,
and a receipt for five thousand dollars. Okay?”

“Okay.”

I brushed past her and went
out of the kitchen. I scooped up the picture from my desk. Helen
had turned, and was watching me as if I were about to burst into
flame. I saw her take a step toward me, out of the corner of my
eye. I was almost to the door.

“Eliot?”

I spun on my heel.
“Yeah?”

She stood there for a
second, her lips slightly parted, searching for something to say.
Finally, she found it. “Do you like the new haircut, or
what?”

I told her I did, and
walked out the door into the crisp Southern California
sunshine.
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The hospital lobby was full
of mustard-colored chairs occupied by worried looking people.
Uncomfortable benches against the walls were full of sleeping
worried looking people, sprawled out with their creased faces
slack. I marched across the tiles to the reception window, where a
thirtyish nurse who looked tired enough to be fifty sat typing. She
raised her head and did her best to smile at me. “May I help
you?”

I gave her the scrap of
paper that Andrews had dropped on my desk. She glanced at it and
then back up at me. “Arthur Hull is on the fourth floor. Are you a
relative?”

“No,” I said. “I’m a
detective.”

The word had some sort of
mystical effect on her. She nodded knowingly. “Follow the red lines
on the floor.” She looked at me as if we shared a
secret.

“How is he
doing?”

She was looking back at her
computer screen now. “Terminal, I think. Although I believe he’s
still up and around, somewhat.”

I walked down the corridor.
The people in white looked haggard as they rushed around. I tried
not to look at them. I do my best to stay out of hospitals. They
give me a cold feeling in the pit of my stomach—I think sometimes
that they exist to collect you, making you easier for death to
find. I kept my eyes on the floor. There were red, blue, yellow,
and green lines painted onto the tile. I followed the red one to an
elevator. Inside the elevator was a button with a red piece of tape
under it. I pushed it. The elevator lurched its way up to the
fourth floor while a speaker let out a terrible instrumental
version of “Great Balls of Fire” that sounded like it was being
played on an electric harpsichord.

The fourth floor was clean
and quiet. A young man pushed a food tray along the corridor and
nodded at me as I walked by. Hull’s room was at the end. I pushed
open his door slowly and stepped in, letting it close behind me
with a hydraulic hiss and a well-oiled click.

The hospital room was all
stark white walls and gleaming steel equipment and crisp white
sheets. It had a window with a view of palm-tree tops and the
street, stories below, full of cars rushing past, and the brown
sooty layer of smog beyond the street that made ghosts out of the
mountains. There was a very functional looking vinyl and steel
chair pushed up to the window, and there was a man sitting in the
chair. He looked as if someone had crumpled him up and thrown him
there. I walked in quietly and watched him for a few moments. He
shook—little tremors ran down his body like electrical shocks,
every few seconds, and his papery gray hands convulsed on the arms
of the chair. His yellow hair was thin all over, and the light
coming through the window passed right through it, making it look
no more substantial than a cloud of dust floating around his
spotted scalp.

He became aware of me and
raised his chin, dog-like, seeming to sniff at the air. Then, with
an effort that shook his entire frame, he turned to face
me.

His face was flesh-colored
shrink-wrap for his skull, but his eyes seemed somehow unaffected
by the cancer. They hit me, cool and gray, and held me inside
them.

“They ought to just paint
over the goddamned windows. There’s nothing out there to look at.”
His voice was deep and resonant, but his diseased lips failed him,
and his words came out blurry and drunk.

I nodded agreement and put
out my hand. “Eliot O’Ryan.”

“Arthur Hull.” He just
looked at my hand and turned back to the window. “Hurts to shake.
You’re a detective.”

It wasn’t a question, but I
answered anyway. “Yes.”

“For Andrews.”

“Yes. How did you
know?”

“It comes off of you in
waves. It’s like a cheap cologne.”

I wasn’t sure if I should
laugh. I leaned against the wall, instead, and waited for him to
start.

He kept looking out the
window. His eyes would lock on a car sometimes, and follow it down
the boulevard for a few seconds. “I was close . . . I could feel
it.”

I said nothing, but made an
elaborate show of pulling up another of the functional-looking
chairs and settling in beside him, in front of the window. I folded
my hands in my lap and leaned over them.

He gave a little cough and
then continued. “Andrews came to me after the case with the cops
petered out. They had thought that it was a kidnapping, at first,
but they later became convinced that she just ran away. Not that it
mattered. The Utah cops were a bunch of morons. They couldn’t have
found a needle in a goddamned sewing kit. They had no feel
for it. No imagination. They believed in coincidence, and they
believed in evidence—clues, like a scrap of paper or a phone number
scrawled on a bathroom wall. They didn’t go about it right, from
the beginning.” He turned toward me and regarded me with eyes that
should have smoldered, but instead looked sick and slightly
disturbed. “You don’t believe in coincidence, do you?”

“I suppose not.”

“It’s never coincidence.
Doesn’t work like that. How much has that bible-thumping moron of a
husband told you, anyway?”

I shrugged. “Pretend I know
nothing.”

He nodded and gave me a
look that told me that would not be hard. “Sarabeth disappeared on
Christmas Day, at a little gas station near the border—10 miles or
so outside of the town where she lived. The attendant remembers
seeing her fueling her car up—she didn’t come in, because she had a
credit card—they got the receipts—and then she drove it around the
side of the station, and she sat in it and she waited. Not ten
minutes later, she was gone—the attendant had gone out to see if he
could help her with anything. She was nowhere to be found. Now, the
sudden disappearance, her lack of cash, et cetera, all make
kidnapping look like the answer. Only, it isn’t.” He shook his
head, and a spasm hit him, like a wave slamming into him. I leaned
toward him, reaching out to steady him, but he pushed my hand away
weakly, and recovered. “Things—things just don’t add up. That
morning . . .”

I cut him off. “That
morning she left the house at around eleven O’clock—to fill up a
couple of gas cans, so that her husband could try out his new
toys—a lawnmower and a chain saw. But there were gas stations
closer to her house where she could have gone—several of them. But
she chose this one.”

He nodded. “The one on the
highway.”

“So she was meeting
someone.”

He gave me something
between a shrug and a nod. He became distracted again, for a
moment, and stared out the window. “God, I want a
cigarette.”

I suddenly wanted one too,
although I had not smoked for a year.

He brought a placebo hand
to his mouth, exhaled. “They found the body of a man, eighty miles
away, in a ditch just off the side of the highway. He was covered
with a grease-stained blanket. One of his shoes had been thrown
into the brush, yards away. He’d been beaten to death with an
irregularly shaped, blunt object—the coroner figured that the
weapon was a crescent wrench. They did a finger print search on him
and identified him as Sheldon Sleeter of Indiana. A two time loser
from Indiana. Armed robbery. They found him three days after she
disappeared—and he’d been dead about three days. Besides that, they
got nothing—nothing except a missing vehicle.”

“What?”

“His car. ’66 Mustang.
Indiana plates. It was gone. And so was his brother—Johnathan
Sleeter. He skipped parole.”

“Parole for
what?”

“Assault with a deadly
weapon.”

“They were traveling
together.” My mind started to move faster than I could speak. “They
picked her up at the gas station—kidnapped her. To rape. And then
Johnathan Sleeter killed his brother.”

He stared at me.
“Why?”

“Over her. Over who had her
first. Whatever.”

He smiled. “I thought the
same thing. But there’s another problem. The gas station attendant
remembers Sleeter, you see. Sleeter came into the station and paid
in cash. The station attendant sold him a quart of motor oil. And
he remembers the car. He liked the car. He looked it over—Sleeter
was alone when he came into the station, at approximately
the time the attendant remembers last seeing Sarabeth.”

“So he kidnapped
her.”

He shook his head. “Without
a struggle? The attendant or someone else would have heard
something, seen something.”

I felt the color rising in
my cheeks. “Not if . . .”

He cut me off. “The Mustang
turned up.”

He slipped a victorious
smile across my silence and waited for me to ask him the question
he knew was coming. For a long moment, I didn’t. He blinked at me,
then started, sighing. “The Mustang was found two weeks later. In
San Bernadino, at a place called the Wigwam Motel. A theme motel on
Foothill Boulevard—rooms shaped like tee pees. A real shithole
fuckpad now. It was abandoned there and towed to an impound lot.
When they finally figured out whose car it was, they phoned the
Utah police. I went out there and talked to the kid who works the
desk. He said Sarabeth was the driver. She came there alone. She
stayed a week and then left in a taxi, saying that the car wouldn’t
start, and that she’d be back for it. But she didn’t come back, so
the owners had it towed . . .”

He stopped and brought his
hand up to his face, as if it hurt. He left the hand there and
tilted his head back, staring at the ceiling.

“Are you all
right?”

He didn’t seem to hear me.
His eyes closed, slowly. His hand slid over his face with a dry,
papery sound.

When he started to speak
again it was as if he was caught in a trance, speaking
automatically—like a medium at a seance. “I went out to the impound
yard. They had already gone over the car for evidence. There was
blood under the carpets. The carpets had been cleaned, but there
was blood under them, on the chassis, in the mats. They’d tested
it, and it matched Sheldon Sleeter’s type. I remember the impound
yard. I sat down behind the wheel of the car . . .” I watched him
as a huge shudder walked its way up and down his spine and he
jerked. It passed, and he drew a deep breath. His eyes were still
closed, his hand still working its way over his face with a dull
hiss. “I sat down behind the wheel of the car. But it wasn’t right.
There was a gray film over everything. Like dust. On the dashboard
and the steering wheel and the windshield. I tried to wipe it away
and it wouldn’t come off—and it was outside, too!” His voice began
to rise in pitch, becoming hysterical. “I got out of the car. The
chrome on the other cars—it didn’t reflect the sun. Everything
looked flat. I looked up at the sun. It looked like a big dull
quarter, floating around. Then an awful buzzing sound started in my
ears, and I kept thinking ‘the bees!’” His voice had risen to a
near scream. I swallowed in contagious fear. “’the bees! Don’t let
the bees get me!’” His eyes jerked open. “There was something wrong
with my face. It was melting.” He rubbed his hand over his face.
“It was melting off of me, and I put my hands up to keep it there .
. .” He stopped and stared at me. His eyes were huge and wild in
his wasted face.

I realized that I was
shaking. “What happened?”

He turned away from me and
stared out the window, his eyes following car after car, his
brittle hands clenched around the arms of the chair so tightly that
I thought they would shatter, and I had a horrifying image of being
sprayed with fragments of him.

“What happened, Mr.
Hull?”

“I pulled my pants down and
took a shit on the hood of a ’64 GTO. Then I collapsed. When I woke
up, the doctors were explaining to me that I had a baseball-sized
tumor in my brain, and I was going to be dead in six months. My
body has stopped working right. I piss on myself. I wear diapers.
And that cocksucker Andrews came in here and told me that I was
struck down because I had coveted his wife. He said that God had
struck me down with His lightening.”

“He told you . .
.”

“He doesn’t fucking deserve
a woman like that. She left the dumb bastard, and he can’t admit
it. She wasn’t kidnapped—she was meeting someone.”

“Only to kill him eighty
miles away? It doesn’t make any sense.”

He grinned at me with a
mouth-full of yellowed teeth. “It doesn’t have to, yet. You’re
going to find out what happened. You’re my boy—you’ll show him. You
tell that fucker Andrews that I would have . . . Oh, God.” He
collapsed, pulling his head into his lap.

I leaned forward and put a
hand on his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

He pushed my hand away and
brought red feverish eyes up to meet mine. “No. I’m dying. And I
don’t want to. I used to have to share this room with an insurance
agent. He was dying of colon cancer. He used to brag about how many
horny little housewives he slept with. I hated him, the bastard.
Laying in bed looking like a skeleton and babbling at me about how
they loved how big his cock was. Then one night he shut up for
good. They haven’t moved anyone new in, yet.”

The entire room suddenly
stank of death. It was a black smell that clung to everything. I
could feel it pushing its soft sticky way into my lungs, permeating
my clothes. I had to get out. “I . . . I should get started.” I
moved to get up.

He grabbed my wrist. “You
find her . . . for me. And come tell me when you do. Come back
here, and tell me.”

“Sure.” With my other hand,
I pried him loose, and stood up.

He lurched up out of his
chair and followed me to the door in his hospital slippers. “Swear.
Promise me, boy.”

“I’ll come back here when I
find her.” I turned and walked out. I heard his slurred “thank you”
from around the corner. I found myself hoping that by the time I
found Sarabeth—if I found her—Arthur Hull would be dead.
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I got off at the end of
Interstate 210 and drove East on Foothill, taking the slow way out
to the Wigwam Motel. The boulevard crawled through La Verne, with
its immaculate strip malls and shade tree planted side streets.
Claremont was much the same—chain stores and shrubbery. The
boulevard picked itself up a landscaped median strip and
ivy—covered sound walls as it shot out past Claremont College and
then bled out into characterless Pomona. Upland came on quicker and
blander, with less history.

After Upland, the boulevard
started to fall apart. The wide expanse of cracked pavement crawled
through Rancho Cucamonga, with its huge, palm-tree spattered malls
and long stretches of vacant lots. Bulldozers sat idle behind
chain-link fences. New apartment complexes were going up. The smog
increased, blotting out the distant desert hills. The town petered
out at its easternmost edge. Fontana’s sign slid by, and beyond it
cheap motels, liquor stores, $300 a month apartments, lots full of
weeds and glittering broken glass. Buildings were no longer torn
down and replaced—they just boarded over the windows and slapped
cyclone fences around the empty parking lots. Rialto
hit—sun-bleached billboards and aimless kids wandering through the
hot brown haze. Beat-up cars parked by the side of the road with
“for sale” soaped on their windshields. The massive white exodus
had left poor blacks and Mexicans to fend for themselves in the
rubble.

San Bernadino is a
wasteland. An entire row of cracker-box houses drifted past the
windows of my car, fenced off and forgotten ghosts of the postwar
boom, their yards full of garbage, the “lot for sale” sign that
hung over them cracked and faded with age on its post. A kid poked
at something in a field. Around him, pieces of foundation showed
through the weeds like broken gray teeth. The air grew hotter, and
the sun seemed to be stomping everything into pieces. It was a
vast, suburban ghetto.

The Wigwam Motel came up on
the left, just after an abandoned bowling alley rotting behind
crumpled cyclone fencing, and a shabby little furniture store. I
pulled into the small parking lot, parking beside a cigar-store
Indian carved from a chunk of redwood, giving the thumbs-up to the
passing cars. The sign over the office read “AIR CONDITIONING!
COLOR TV! DO IT IN A TEE-PEE.” The rooms were kitschy cement
Tee-Pees, in two semi-circles, around a hill of patchy lawn, a
barbecue pit, and an empty swimming pool. Behind the swimming
pool’s fence, a dog lay on the concrete, panting in the desert
heat. The dog was a floppy-eared mutt, at least part Pit-Bull. It
sat up as I walked past it and grinned happily, wagging its tail at
me.

The motel was quiet, almost
deserted, except for a maid’s cart in front of one of the tee-pees
at the far end of the semicircle, and the sound of a vacuum cleaner
from inside the open door. I stood on top of the little grassy
hill. The motel was such a lost place. It was an anachronism, a
left-over from the old Route 66. It had no place in `90’s San
Bernadino. It was in its last days, now. Most people would feel
like idiots sleeping in a cement tee-pee these days. I wondered
what had attracted Sarabeth to the odd, fading little place—what
had stopped her here?

I walked back to the office
and went in, past the ubiquitous Coke machine. The office was a
cool, dark little room with a Shell calendar and a metal “HISTORIC
ROUTE 66” sign nailed to the wall. A kid sat behind the counter,
flipping the pages of a magazine. I rapped my knuckles on the wood
and the kid looked up from his magazine with big startled brown
eyes, as if he had never had a customer before. He was Latino, not
a day over sixteen, all eyes and long bony cheeks and thin wrists
unshaped by age. His Adam’s apple jutted out of his throat like a
swallowed egg. A black pompadour sat on his head, as if it was just
resting there for a moment.

“Help you sir?”

I slid the picture to him
across the countertop. He looked down at it, and an emotion came
into his bony face that softened it and aged it. He glanced up at
me, and then back at the picture, then back at me, as if he saw a
resemblance between her and myself.

“Remember her?”

He nodded. “I’ll never
forget her. You don’t forget someone like her.”

His voice had a poise and
maturity to it that surprised me, coupled with an almost painful
sensitivity. I liked him. I reached across the counter and plucked
the magazine he’d been reading from his lap, turning it over. It
was DISCOVERY—not what I had expected him to be poring over when I
came in. I looked at him. He was staring at me, and I could tell
that he was studying me—my face, my body language, my clothes. I
could almost see him taking notes behind his eyes.

“Where is the other
detective?”

“Who?”

‘The older man. Who was
looking for her, before.”

I shrugged. “He had to drop
the case. For health reasons.”

He didn’t wait for me to
ask any questions—he just started right in. “She stayed here for
about a week—that was two months ago, almost. I remember, she came
in the afternoon. It was early.” His eyes got a faraway look in
them, and I knew that he was seeing her walking into the
office—that he had wrapped the memory up as if in tissue paper and
saved it, and that it was a happy thing for him to be unwrapping it
again. “Most of our customers show up sometime in the evening.
After the sun goes down—when they don’t want to be driving anymore.
Or when they find a girl for the night. But she came in—I think it
was just after three O’clock. I didn’t hear the door open or
anything—sort of like just now, when you came in. I’m not usually
expecting anyone to come in until late. So I don’t really listen. I
think she just stood there for a minute, looking down at me,
because I started to feel kind of odd, and I looked up. And there
she was. She had these sunglasses on, and she was looking at the
calendar.” He pointed at the calendar. “And she asked me the date.
And I couldn’t talk.”

He looked up at me. I
nodded and made a small “and then what?” gesture with my
hand.

“She just smiled at me and
asked if we had any rooms free, and I gave her the key to number
ten. I asked her if she had any bags or anything that I could help
her with, and she said no, she just had the one. And then she asked
where the nearest place to drink was, and I told her that the
nearest one was The Hiphugger. It’s just across the street. But she
shouldn’t drink there, because it was a strip bar. I told her about
JJ’s, down the road, but she said that The Hiphugger would be fine.
And then she paid for the room.”

“Cash?”

“Yes. A fifty-dollar bill.
I remember, because I almost didn’t have enough in the register to
change it—it was so early in the day.”

“What name did she register
under?”

“Bethany
Anderson.”

“Was she driving a white
Mustang?”

He nodded. “She asked if
she could park it by her room, instead of in the front lot, by the
street. I said that would be fine. Then she left. She drove the car
back there and parked it in front of number ten. And she never
drove it again.”

“She left here in a
taxi.”

“Uh-huh.”

“What was the taxi company
that picked her up?”

“Yellow Cab.”

“Know the
driver?”

He shook his head
no.

“What did she do while she
was here? Did anyone come to see her?”

“She went across the street
to The Hiphugger. She would usually leave at around eight O’clock
or so, and she wouldn’t come back until after my shift was up. The
night clerk, Jaime. He said she brought a man back to her room one
night, and they had a fight. The man came out of her room screaming
and holding his face. Jaime says that she cut the man. She came in
later asking for a sponge, and Jaime went over to the maid’s hut
and got one for her. He offered to clean up for her, but she
wouldn’t let him in her room.”

“Did she come out during
the day much?”

“Not much—she would go out
to eat, I guess. But during the day she stayed in her room,
mostly.”

“Where would you eat around
here?”

“The nearest place would be
Jack’s. Just down the road. It’s just a little diner—but not
bad.”

“Did she ever bother you
for anything? Ask you for anything specific?”

“She came into the office
and asked me why we didn’t have the pool filled. I told her it was
because the owners were cheap bastards. She sighed, and said that
she wished it was full. That was a little weird—I mean, it was
early January, and not very hot at all. Oh—and she had sort of a
thing for Pete.”

“Pete?”

“The dog. She would feed
him scraps and pet him and stuff.”

“But she never came out to
the office, except that one time?”

“That time, and the time
that she called for the taxi. She came in and paid up, and then she
waited outside, with her bag, leaning up against the Coke machine.
She told me that she would be back for the car in a few days—but
she never did come back, so the owners had it towed away after a
week or so. Then the cops came by, and asked a bunch of questions
about her—mostly about what she looked like, and what she did while
she was here. A week or so after that, the other detective came by.
Mr. Hull. He asked about her, and about the man whose face she cut.
He said he would come back to talk to Jaime, but he never did. I
thought that he probably found her.”

I shook my head. “He had a
brain tumor.”

The kid winced. “I thought
I had a brain tumor once. I had this lump at the base of my skull.
And my neck would hurt, and I got these awful
headaches.”

“What did you
do?”

“I went to the emergency
room. I remember when I was going in, they were wheeling out a guy
on a stretcher, with the sheets all the way up over his head. They
were putting him in the Coroner’s wagon. I thought for sure that I
was going to die—that it was an omen. But then this doctor came and
looked me over. He felt the lump. He said everyone has one. Mine
was just a little big. He told me that brain tumors were really
rare birds. And my headaches went away a few weeks later,
anyway.”

“Thanks for your help.” I
handed him a business card. “You can call me if you think of
anything else.”

He snatched the card up. “I
will.”

“What’s your name, by the
way?”

“Glen Higuera.”

“Eliot O’Ryan.” I shook his
bony hand, and turned to leave.

“Do you think she killed
anyone?”

I turned around again.
“What?”

“The cops thought she might
have killed the man whose car that was. Do you think she was a
killer?” Excitement flashed through his black eyes.

I just stared at him for a
minute. He was a rare bird. “I don’t
really care, actually. I imagine she may have, but she probably had
a good reason. There are a hell of a lot of good reasons to kill
someone. I just want to find her.”

He nodded. I could tell
that he really understood.

I went out of the office
and stood at the curb, waiting for the traffic out on the boulevard
to die down long enough for me to make a dash across the street to
The Hiphugger. I thought about Sarabeth—about her standing there a
few months before, waiting to cross the road, just like I was. I
tried to see her—to see her standing there beside me. How did she
stand—walk—what did her voice sound like? But she was like a dark
space in my mind. I could not put her together from a photograph
and a few words. I could see her hating a man—I had memorized that
picture—but I couldn’t make her walk and talk yet. She just stood
there with her arms crossed, staring at me.

The Hiphugger was a low,
dark brown wooden building, with a neon “OPEN” sign in one smoky
window, next to a Steinlager ad. There were four cars parked in its
gravel lot, and a big black Harley next to the door. “THE
HIPHUGGER” was nailed to one outside wall, in old, graying wood.
The T was falling off.

Traffic cleared for a
moment, and I crossed the boulevard.
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I stepped from the blazing
hot outside into the cool, dim interior of the bar.

The faux-leather door swung
shut behind me and the sharp tones and throbbing bass of “I Will
Survive” hit me in the face. The air smelled of stale smoke, sweat,
pine-sol—all touched with a vaguely unpleasant and (thankfully)
unidentifiable human odor. The three drunks spaced around the
catwalk swung toward me. Their faces had a sameness to them—a
thinness about their cheeks, as if alcohol was eating at their
flesh from the inside. Their eyes were watery and blurred. Drinking
had made brothers of them.

The bartender watched me
without seeming to with her cold blue eyes. She had
strawberry-blond hair in a ponytail and fine lines around her eyes
that gave away her age. She was a healthy, strong thirty-something,
and looked like she had worked for everything that she had. I made
myself a mental bet that she owned the place.

The lean, tanned girl on
the catwalk wore American flag bikini bottoms and nothing else. She
gyrated and sweat, shaking a pair of disorientingly large breasts
and a head of black-rooted burgundy hair. She slid her fingers down
her bikini bottoms and opened her mouth. A silver tongue ring
caught the light as she slid it across her lower lip. The drunks
returned to watching her.

The woman behind the bar
gave me a dim smile as I slid onto a stool. The song ended and I
glanced over to see the dancing girl reach down and collect her
clothes, her breasts swaying slightly, unnaturally. She turned and
walked offstage with her chin up high. A single pair of hands
clapped slowly—almost mockingly.

The bartender was standing
in front of me when I turned back around. She wore vanilla-scented
perfume. Her face was softer up close. Her hands were occupied
washing glasses under the counter, methodically. At the same time,
she appeared completely absorbed in my face as she said: “What can
I get you?”

“A Coke,
please.”

She scooped ice into a pint
glass and filled it with Coke, then placed a napkin in front of me
with a flick of her wrist, and set it down. “Not drinking
today?”

I shook my head. “How
much?”

She passed a dismissive
hand through the air. “Nothing. Not drinking is free.”

She went back to washing
the glasses. Behind me, the music started again. It was “I’ve Got
Friends In Low Places.” I didn’t turn to watch the girl dance, so
the bartender watched me. I could feel her eyes on me. Finally, she
spoke again.

“I haven’t seen you in here
before. Are you just passing through?”

“No, I said. “I’m looking
for someone. In fact, you might know her.” I looked up and met her
eyes, which had become hard and wary blue slits. I reached into my
shirt pocket and brought out the picture of Sarabeth, setting it on
the bar and turning it around to face her. She stopped washing and
bent over the picture. I watched her face and got nothing out of
it. She looked back at me. “Who are you?”

I locked my eyes onto hers.
“I’m Eliot O’Ryan. I’m a private detective. Her husband hired me to
find her.”

She shrugged, but held my
gaze steadily. “I’ve never seen her.”

I tapped a fingernail on
the bar. “Yes, you have. She drank here for a week or so. A few
months ago, that was. She took a man home from this bar one night,
and she cut his face up at the motel across the street. I would bet
that he’s a regular here.”

She shook her head. “I’m
sorry. I don’t know her.”

“Maybe you know a regular
of yours with a few new scars.”

She leaned her elbows on
the bar, so that our faces were only a few feet apart. “David
Brasco had to have a few stitches, a few months ago. I would bet
that he deserved them. But you see, Eliot, most women who run away
from their husbands don’t want to be found. I think that you’re
working for the wrong side. Her husband probably beat the hell out
of her. Or worse.” She had the look of the zealot, preaching her
religion to an infidel. “How many women would run without a good
reason? I mean, most would just get a divorce, right? She must have
had a good reason for just up and taking off, don’t you
think?”

“Absolutely.”

She cocked her head back,
confused. “So . . .”

“So I want to find her. So
that I can talk to her. I’m not going to deliver her back to some
savage. I couldn’t have that hanging over my head. I wouldn’t be
able to live with myself. But you see, she’s running. I want to know what from, and why. Maybe she
didn’t start running when she left her husband. Maybe she started
running before that.”

She backed up and leaned
against the rear counter. She was staring at me so sharply that I
could feel the color coming to my cheeks.

“And then what?”

I sipped at my Coke. There
was a loud spattering of applause, and I turned to see what was
going on. The girl on stage had black hair in a Betty Page haircut,
and real breasts. She was down on her stomach, her legs spread
wide, and she slid a red finger-nailed hand over her buttocks,
teasing the edges of her sequined bikini bottoms. She ran the tip
of her tongue along her upper lip and batted her brown eyes at one
of the drunks, who staggered up from his stool long enough to slip
a dollar bill into her garter. She was working hard for her
tips.

I turned back around.
“Sometimes you start running, early on, and you just get used to
it. You’re not even sure what you’re running from, anymore. But
after a while, you just can’t stop. Maybe I can stop her running.
Maybe I can fix it so she doesn’t have to run anymore.” The words
sounded funny to me as soon as they had come out. There was
something missing—something that I had meant to say instead, but I
didn’t know what it was.

The bartender nodded. She
was looking worriedly at the girl on the stage. She sighed, and her
eyes shifted back to me. She looked at me for a long minute. She
looked at me the way you stare at an abstract painting. Then she
bit her lower lip, and shook her head. “David Brasco comes in every
evening at around five. Okay? That’s all I’m going to give
you.”

“What about your
name?”

“Annabelle.” Her face
softened when she said it. I liked her very much, just then. I
decided not to push her into telling me anything more—until I
had to.
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He came through the door
like he’d paid to have it put in. He was wearing a pumpkin-colored,
double-breasted suit made of some lightweight and expensive-looking
material. He topped the suit off with Mexican-style sandals and
shoulder-length wavy blond hair. His tan was too dark. He was
broad-shouldered, and looked like he had been an athlete at one
time, but slackness was beginning to show under his chin and
eyes—age catching up with the chiseled angles of his face. He was
absurdly Hollywood, seeming to mock the California style. I was
suddenly angry—Sarabeth had taken him home with her. My anger left
me as he stepped up to the bar and I got a good look at the fine
white scars, like claw marks, which started at his left eyebrow and
continued down his cheek, to his mouth, glossy white against his
tanned skin. She had marked him for what he was—a second-rate pick
up artist who had sudden hearing problems when women say “no.” He
glanced over at me and gave me a little two-fingered salute. I
bared my teeth in a smile and imagined smashing his face into the
bar. He was cheap and unoriginal. It depressed me that he’d had
some success with women. It made me want to hurt him.

The bartender set a drink
down in front of him without looking at him. Her face was
unreadable. When she passed me, she gave a slight jerk of her head
in his direction. I nodded. I wondered if she hated him as much as
I did, and then decided that she probably had me beat.

He was standing a few
stools down from me. When he got his drink, he came over and sat
down next to me.

“Haven’t seen you around
here before.” He sounded like he’d had a few drinks before he came
in. I bet that he had a flask in the glove box of his car. Or in
his coat pocket. I looked down and saw the bulge. There it
was.

I grinned at him, big and
stupid. “I’m just passing through. But I sure am glad I stopped in
here. They sure got some pretty girls on that stage.” I slurred my
words just a little.

“They sure do, man. Where
are you from, anyway?”

“Reno. Or forty miles
outside of it. But Reno sounds better, doesn’t it.”

He laughed and patted me on
the shoulder. He got distracted for a minute by the girl on stage.
It was the girl with the burgundy hair and the tongue ring again.
There were more people in the bar, now. Fifteen or twenty. The
noise level had gone up a few notches. There were a few drunken
hoots at the girl on stage, when she wiggled right. The drunks
still looked the same, though. It was hard to tell any of them
apart. They were all white. All of them were heavy drinkers, with
the relaxed look of regulars. It wasn’t a particularly rough
crowd—just a bunch of San Bernadino drunks.

“No full nudity,
huh?”

He shook his head. “They
don’t allow full nudity in bars. Bars can only go topless. You
can’t drink in the full nude clubs.”

“That’s funny.”

“You can get into the full
nude places when you’re eighteen, though.” He winked at me. I
imagined smashing the bottom of my pint glass into the bridge of
his nose.

“That’s a turnaround, isn’t
it? That seems all backwards.” I gave him the big stupid grin
again. “I can barely afford to drink in here. I’ll be out of money
before I’m half drunk.”

He smiled and patted his
flask pocket. “Just let me finish this drink up. We can go out to
my car and get fucked up, then come back in here and just
coast.”

He had told me just what I
wanted to hear. “Hey, that would be cool. You’re a good guy. What’s
your name, anyway?”

He told me that his name
was David. I gave mine as Jesse. It was good to meet me. It was
good to meet him too. I wanted to see him on his knees in the
parking lot outside, with a bloody nose and maybe a few cracked
ribs. I’d had nothing but Cokes, but I was feeling a little
intoxicated. My heart was running a little fast. I drained my Coke
and made a face like it had Rum in it. I coughed. “They make them a
little strong, here. At least they make them strong.”

He nodded distractedly. He
was watching Tongue-Ring Girl grinding away. I glanced up at the
bartender. She was leaning against the far end of the bar. When I
looked up at her, I found her staring straight back at me, with
I-don’t-know-what in her eyes.

David jerked his face away
from the girl on stage and knocked back the rest of his drink, then
grinned over at me. “Let’s go hit that bottle, pal.”

We got up and threaded our
way through the bar and out the door. We crunched across the
parking lot to his car, a two-door late-70’s Impala, blue, with a
cracking vinyl roof. He opened the passenger-side door for me and
went around to his side. I slid in. The interior of the car was a
mess of crushed empty packs of Marlboro 100’s and cans of coke and
bits of random paper. The seats were worn Naugahyde. It smelled of
his cologne. He shut his door and pulled the flask from his pocket,
taking a long swallow from it before handing it across to me.
“SoCo.”

I took it and tipped it up
to my lips, almost gagging on the sweet liquor.

“What do you do, anyway?”
he asked.

I told him that I worked on
the reservoirs; I was a freelance engineer for the water companies.
He said he did construction—roofing, mostly. It was good money, he
said. If that was true, then he drank most of it away, judging by
his shitty car. Or spent most of it on his absurd wardrobe, which
was probably very expensive.

“Does that engineering pay
good?”

I shrugged. “When there’s
work for me. I get by, I guess. I get to travel a lot.”

“That must be nice.
Different girl in every town, huh?” He swigged from the flask and
handed it back to me, wiping at his chin with the back of his
wrist.

“Sure,” I said. “I get them
when I can. I’m not much of a playboy. Don’t have the face for it,
I guess.” I drank. The flask had D.B. engraved on it, in almost
illegibly flowing script. I handed it back to him.

He laughed. “It’s not about
looks. It’s about learning how to read them. If you can read a
woman—see what she wants you to say and then say it—you can get her
in bed nine times out of ten. You just have to know the types.”
Then, like a twitch, he raised his hand to his face and touched the
scar, running his fingertips down it.

“Say,” I said. “How did you
get that, anyway?”

“Huh?” He looked at me
blankly. “Oh, this. It’s a fucking battle scar, man. I got it from
this bitch a couple of months ago.”

“Yeah?” I turned toward him
in my seat. “She cut you?”

He nodded. “I should have
seen it coming. You could tell there was something wrong with
her.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I mean there was just
something sort of off about her. She was just too easy. I mean, she
was gorgeous—and I mean really. One of those that you look at her
and think ‘that’s the most beautiful woman I’ve seen in my life.’”
he tilted the flask back and took a three-count swallow, then
pushed it across to me and continued. “I saw her at The Hiphugger,
one night, at the bar. Just this perfect woman. Like a goddess.
Like too pretty to be anything but a prostitute, or a dancer. But
too pretty to be one of those, either. I mean she looked like a
fucking movie star. And classy, too. And sitting there in this
strip joint, looking perfectly comfortable. Relaxed, even. With a
cosmopolitan and this look on her face like she lived there. She
was a fucking knock-out. I mean, right away you knew that she was
going to be a tough one. Oh, here.” He passed me the booze. His
eyes looked faraway, like the clerk at the Wigwam Motel’s eyes had
looked. Only, when David’s eyes got that way it made me sicker than
the taste of the Southern Comfort was making me. “It took me at
least an hour and about three Gin and Tonics before I could get up
the nerve to go over and talk to her. And even then, I was sure she
was going to give me the brush-off.”

“What did you say to
her?”

“What do you ever say to a
girl. You just walk up and introduce yourself. You can’t give a
woman a line—they’ll instantly take you for some sleaze-bag on the
make. You just say ‘hi,’ and your name.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

I gave an impressed whistle
and drank.

“The thing was, she wasn’t
hard to talk to at all. She just smiled, and answered everything
you asked her, really friendly. She told me that she was from
Oxnard, and she was down in San Bernadino for a few days to visit
her mother. We shot the shit for a while . . .”

“What was her
name?”

“Bethany.”

I gave a little smile at
that. It was clever.

“We shot the shit for a
while, and then she invited me to go and have a drink with her back at her motel
room, across the street. I thought that I was the luckiest man in
the goddamned world, right then. So I went across the street with
her. She had a bottle of vodka on her bedside table, and she walked
right in and sat down on the bed, with her legs up, so her skirt
rode up and you could see—well, you could see everything. And she
took the top off the bottle and drank—man, she could put it away. I
was trying to be careful. I was already pretty lit, and I didn’t
want to get too drunk. You know what I mean. But I sat in
the chair and drank a little—trying to make it look like I was
drinking as much as she was, anyway. After a few minutes, I went
over to the bed and sat down next to her and put my arm around her.
She was okay with that, so I started kissing her. . .” He trailed
off.

I took a big gulp of the
SoCo. I was starting to feel it. I could feel its warmth in my
stomach, spreading up my spine to my skull. “Then?”

“I heard the bottle break,
and she . . . she’d smashed the bottle on the nightstand, and she
swung it into my face. It was fucking crazy, man! There was no
goddamned reason for it. For a second, I didn’t know what the hell
had happened. I saw my blood all over her face, and all over the
wall. And hell, I was scared. She shoved me off the bed and went
after me with that bottle. I kicked her in the stomach, and she
went over the bed and hit her head on the wall, and I got the hell
out of there. I think I knocked her out, or something. Anyway, she
didn’t come after me. I got across the street, somehow, and got in
my car, and drove out to the Emergency Room. They had to stitch up
my face. Thirteen stitches, total. And she chipped my cheekbone.
And for what!” His hand groped out blindly for the flask and I
pressed it into his palm. He drank deeply from it.

“Did you call the
cops?”

“Hell no! She would have
just said that I raped her, or tried to. The craziest thing was,
she had this little smile on her face when she was coming at me
with that bottle. She didn’t even look angry or anything. That’s
how I knew that she meant to kill me. Hell, I didn’t even go back
to The Hiphugger for at least three weeks. I was
terrified.”

“Shit,” I said
sympathetically. “It’s a crazy fucking world.” The banality almost
stuck in my throat.

“I should have known, man.
She had a weird look in her eyes, the whole time.”

“Like what?”

“Like she didn’t give a
shit about anything anymore. Like nothing could fucking touch her,
man. I’ve thought about that look a lot, and I decided that if I
ever see that look again, I’m going to run in the other direction,
just as fast as I can. You know?”

“Uh huh.”

He rolled down the window
and lit a Marlboro. He offered me one, and I took it. I got a light
from him, and rolled my window down and smoked. We were quiet,
passing the bottle between us. The warm night air slid through the
car and across my face, touching my hair a bit. The cars rushed
past us on the crowded boulevard. I watched the red and white
lights reflecting in comet-stripes across the windshield. I was
getting a bit lit. He was staring off into the distance, emptily,
at a spot somewhere above a ragged palm tree that sat at the back
of the lot, a shaggy shadow in the dying light. I wondered David
knew—if he would ever know—that he deserved those scars on his
face.

 


 


 



Seven

 


 


I walked back into the bar
with a nice, warm feeling in my stomach, feeling good. David had
driven off, drunk and depressed, with a glazed look in his eyes and
an apology to me for spoiling the party. Well, it had been nice to
meet me. And he hoped I stayed away from chicks with sharp objects,
ha ha. He tried to make light of the whole thing, but I could see
in his eyes and somewhere behind the way he held himself that
Sarabeth had scarred more than just his face. She had given him his
first look at real horror. His Don Juan days had ended when that
bottle cut into him. That was for the good.

There was another girl
dancing on the runway, a dangerously young-looking bleach blonde
with small, upwardly-tilting breasts and candy-apple red lipstick.
She mouthed the words to “good vibrations,” and ground away at the
brass bar with her eyes closed. God. Breasts, breasts, breasts. I
felt like I never wanted to see another pair of them in my life.
They were getting boring. There were forty or so drunks in the
place—mostly men, but a few women, too. They all seemed to think
otherwise. They made a lot of noise and cheered the blonde on. I
wound my way through them to the bar and slid onto an open stool.
Annabelle was juggling about three bottles of liquor in each hand,
but she managed to slide a Coke in front of me within seconds, not
even glancing in my direction.

I sat there and drank the
Coke, and found myself thinking about my old boss, Janeway. I
wondered how she would have handled this case. I decided that she
wouldn’t have touched it. She would have turned Mr. Andrews down
right away. Reasonable investigators don’t take “find my wife”
cases. They stick to insurance fraud and white-collar crime. I
wondered if Janeway wasted any thoughts on me. I imagined,
actually, that she did. I had scared her, a little. Maybe even a
lot. She liked things to be clean and well-documented. She liked
focus. But the thing is, focus just doesn’t work anymore. Not in
this world. Focus is about keeping the disturbing things out. Focus
was a bullshit construction from the start. Method and procedure,
too. They had all failed me up at Blue Skies. I was left with
nothing but my drive and my own fragmented self to rely on. When I
didn’t fit into Janeway’s well-ordered world anymore, she had cut
me out of it for good.

“What did you mean,
before?”

I looked up and found
Annabelle standing over me. I blinked, and she stayed there,
unwavering.

“What I’m asking is, what
did you mean when you said that Sarabeth might have started running
before she left her husband?”

“I think she may have
married him to get away from something. And maybe that something is
the reason she had to leave him. Maybe it caught up to her in Utah,
and started her running again.” It was hard to talk over the noise
in the bar. I had to shout to be heard. “You did know her,
didn’t you?”

She nodded. “We talked. We
talked a hell of a lot, actually.”

“I’d like to hear what she
had to say.”

Annabelle nodded, and
signaled to someone behind me. A moment later, the dancer with the
burgundy hair walked around behind the bar. She was clothed now, in
a T-shirt and jeans. She looked younger than she had on stage. She
wore glasses, and with the hair, they made her look like a very
cool bookworm. Annabelle whispered in her ear, and she nodded and
went over to take drink orders at the far end of the bar. Annabelle
came out from behind the bar with a small black bag over her
shoulder, and walked through the crowd toward the door. I followed
her. The crowd parted respectfully before her, and it was a smooth
walk out for me in her wake.

Outside, she leaned against
the side of the building and opened the bag. She fished out a pack
of cigarettes and shook one out, then lit it. It was all done very
fast and efficiently. I could tell that she had been waiting for a
long time for that smoke. She inhaled deeply and held it in for a
moment, looking up at the sky, then exhaled a blue cloud at the
hazy stars. I was able to take more of her in, now. There were no
distractions, except the muffled rhythms and laughter from behind
the closed door, and the sounds of the cars on the road. Her face
showed its lines more under the harsh yellowed light of the street
lamps. The strands of hair that had escaped from her ponytail and
stuck up around her head caught the light like little blonde
filaments. She had a smudge of freckles across the bridge of her
nose, and a strong, squared jaw that cast a shadow onto her throat.
She was strikingly good-looking. The lines on her face were good
ones, and I imagined trying to read them like a palmist would
someone’s hand.

“She came in here every
night that she stayed over at the Wigwam. She came in at around the
same time every night. Around eight or nine o’clock. We talked a
lot, over that week.”

“What about?”

“Small talk, mostly. It was
hard to get much out of her—about her personal life, anyway. I
would try to pry, a little. I’ve gotten pretty good at that, over
the years. Bar tending, and before. You get good at talking to
people. I’ve played amateur therapist to more than a few people in
my time. Men, mostly. Sarabeth and I hit it off pretty well. But it
seems like I ended up telling her a hell of a lot about my life,
and she didn’t say much about hers at all. She did say, though,
that she had left her husband recently, and had come out to
California to start over.” She looked at me
meaningfully.

“Did she tell you why she
left him?”

She shook her head. “She
didn’t want to talk about it.”

“Did she say
how?”

She looked at me oddly.
“What do you mean?”

I spent the next ten or
fifteen minutes telling her all the information that I had. I told
her about her husband, and Arthur Hull, and David Brasco. She
listened attentively, but as she listened, the expression on her
face changed subtly. By the end of the story, she was looking at me
very oddly. I finished and she lit another cigarette, off of the
one she had been smoking, then ground the butt of the old one out
with her flat-heeled shoe.

She tilted her head at me.
“You’re very odd, Eliot. You’ve taken money from Mr. Andrews, and I
don’t think that you intend to bring his wife back to him at all.
In fact, I’m not sure what you’re doing. Are you?” The words had
the sting of accusation.

“Did she talk about
anything else? Where she was from—her life before her
husband?”

She shook her head. “I
can’t seem to remember, Mr. O’Ryan.” Her eyes had hardened again,
as if she had drawn blinds down over them. I had said the wrong
thing, or I had not said enough. Whatever had happened, the
conversation was over. There might as well have been a sheet of
Plexiglas between us.

“Here,” I said, handing her
my card. “If you remember anything . . . call me.”

She nodded
coolly.

I left her there and wound
my way back across the boulevard.

 


 


 



Eight

 


 


The man behind the desk at
the Wigwam Motel was a young Latino with the sides of his head
shaved and the top slicked back and glossy-black. He looked a
little soft, and short. He had J.G. Tattooed on his right forearm,
in nearly incomprehensible script. The tattoo looked fresh. I could
see some shiny ointment on it—Neosporin, most likely. The hair on
his forearm had been shaved off. He looked up at me blankly as I
walked into the office.

“Are you Jaime?”

He nodded. “I know
you?”

“No.” I stuck out my hand.
“I’m Eliot O’Ryan. I spoke to Glen, earlier today.”

“Oh, yeah. He told me. You
were here about that Bethany chick, right?”

“Right.”

“She was one hard woman,
man. She cut that fucking alky from across the street. Cut him
good.”

I nodded. I wasn’t feeling
up to a conversation somehow. My head was swimming from the shots
of SoCo that I had taken. I felt my eye lids trying to come
together over my burning eyes. My overnight bag was trying to yank
its way out of my hand and drop to the floor.

“Is the room she stayed in
available tonight?”

He nodded. “Number
seventeen.”

“How much a
night?”

“Twenty and
tax.”

I signed in, took my key,
and went around to Tee-Pee number seventeen.

The room was shabby
kitsch—a double bed with a red and blue tribal design on the
spread, threadbare maroon carpet with a clashing yellow pattern.
There was a framed print of a native American Village on one of the
walls, smoke rising from its campfires, men with feathers all over
them, busty squaws and naked children running around. An
ancient-looking color TV on a rolling stand, and a small bed-stand
were its only other furnishings. The walls were painted the color
of dirty custard. The bathroom was cramped—just a sink, toilet and
a tiny shower stall crammed in together as closely as possible. But
there were clean towels, at least, and two small cakes of soap
wrapped in paper “for your comfort.” I brushed my teeth, washed my
face in hot water and glared at the man in the mirror, then went
into the other room and sprawled out on the bed.

Where had she run to from
here? She had stayed here a week. She’d hidden her car from the
street, but she had gone out drinking every night. She’d taken a
man home, led him on, and then cut him. She’d ditched the car when
she left, taken a taxi. Where? I sat up and took the picture out of
my pocket, staring at it as if it were a Secret Decoder Ring—as if
the physiognomy of her face held some sort of answer. I turned it
sideways and upside down. Where are you? Did you kill Sleeter? And
if so, why?

I tried to imagine her with
Marcus Andrews and got nothing but void. I couldn’t link her with
that religious fanatic wack-job, even in my mind. I couldn’t place
her in some happy domestic scene, caring for a martyred dead
woman’s children, self effacing, enslaved to Marcus Andrews’ past
and to the Mormon Church. I could only see her running—driving, her
hands clenched around the wheel. Forever. I knew there would be no
tearful reunion between them, regardless of whether she had started
running on Christmas Day, or long before. He was an obsessed man,
throwing his money away trying to find a woman who would spit in
his face.

I lay back on the bed and
stared at the apex of the tee-pee. After a long time I rolled over
and picked up the telephone receiver, dialing my apartment in
Hollywood. Helen picked up, as I expected.

“Eliot? Where are
you?”

I grinned into the receiver
at the concern in her voice. “The Wigwam Motel. In San Bernadino.
It’s the last place our client’s wife was seen.”

There was the sound of her
shuffling papers, and then: “I found her mother, I think. I
narrowed the list of Hauptlaanders down, by approximate age and
sex, to two, then called them both. One of them never had a
daughter. The other one has a daughter, twenty-seven years old. She
hasn’t seen her in eleven years. The girl ran away from home when
she was sixteen, and never came back.”

“That sounds like Our
Girl.”

“Her mother lives at
Pacific Palisades—a trailer park off the 101 in Santa Barbara. I
told her you would be coming by to see her tomorrow. Around two
O’clock. Can you make it?”

“Of course.”

She gave me the address of
the place. “Good. I’m going out, then. I’ll stop by tomorrow. Do
you need anything else?”

“Not that I can think of.”
I couldn’t think of anything I needed from Helen. I couldn’t think
of anything witty to say. I’d left my wit at home in my sock
drawer. I kept staring at the tee-pee’s apex, blinking. “Have a
good night.”

“Mmmm Hmmm.” She hung the
phone up in my ear, and I placed the receiver back on its
cradle.

I lay back and stared at
the custard-colored paint. Sarabeth’s face repeated itself over and
over on the walls, like wallpaper—like a kaleidoscope. My stomach
growled. I realized I had not eaten since before Andrews came into
my apartment and laid that picture down on my desk. I switched off
the light and lay hungry in the dark until sleep came.
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She had small lines around
the corners of her eyes. She might have had a dozen or so gray
hairs. Her forehead was a bit creased, and she wore very
old-fashioned silver-rimmed glasses.

Otherwise, she was
Sarabeth. The resemblance between them was not just passing, not
just family—it was chilling. It raised the hairs on the back of my
neck. My fists clenched for a second in my pockets. For a moment, I
had found her. The moment passed and left me cold.

Sarabeth’s mother leaned
against the doorjamb in a blue-and-white checked house-dress and
watched my face as I recovered, as if she was used to stunning
people simply by opening her door. She smiled at me patiently and
arched an eyebrow, as if to say “well . . .”

I extended a hand to her.
“Mrs. Hauptlaander? I’m Eliot O’Ryan. I’m a private detective. My
assistant called you yesterday evening.”

“It’s Ms. Hauptlaander, Mr.
O’Ryan. And Peggy will do, too.” her eyes held a cool irony, as if
she had seen everything in the world and chose to think it was all
rather amusing—instead of depressing . She extended a hand and led
me past her into a living room carpeted in baby-blue shag. The
walls were held a few framed photographs. A large canary-colored
couch took up most of one side of the room. There was a blue
Formica coffee table with a stack of The Paris
Review, a chromium ice bucket, and an antique-looking bar
set on it. A highball glass on a coaster was half-empty. Across
from the couch, instead of a television set, was a large blue-neon
wall clock. I had a vision of Peggy Hauptlaander sitting on her
couch, sipping at her highball and watching the second-hand of the
clock slide around for hours at a time.

“Please have a seat, Eliot.
Would you like a drink?”

I caught the scent of her
Jasmine perfume as I walked past her, and decided that I had
better. “Yes, that would be very nice, thank you.”

“Scotch?”

“A gin-and -tonic, if you
have it.”

“Of course.” She went into
the kitchen. She moved with a certain athleticism and grace, and I
realized that although I had had an image in my mind of her as an
old woman, she was actually quite young and healthy, definitely on
the short side of fifty, possibly closer to forty. She must have
had Sarabeth at a very young age. She came back a few minutes later
with an overlarge gin-and-tonic fizzing in a heavy crystal glass.
She set it on the table in front of me. Apparently the bar set on
the table was just for show. She settled in on the couch, twisting
to face me.

“All this is concerning my
daughter, Mr. O’Ryan, am I right?”

I nodded, reaching for my
glass and taking a long sip. “I’ve been hired to find her. She
disappeared in Utah, some months ago.”

“Hired by whom?” She had
the careful diction of someone who had fixed their grammar later in
life.

“By her estranged husband,
Mr. Andrews.”

“Husband!” She clapped her
hand over her mouth in surprise, or to stifle a laugh—I could not
be sure. “I never would have imagined that my Sarabeth would have
gotten married.”

“Why is that?”

“Well—one hopes that one’s
children will learn from one’s own mistakes. I’ve been married
myself—three times, and it has never panned out for me. In fact,
I’ve never known any woman whose marriage worked—for her, that is.
I would think that Sarabeth had the sense to take up some other
pastime—like gardening. It’s much more worthwhile. Who is her
husband?”

“Marcus Andrews. He’s a
Mormon. From Utah. His first wife died. He had children from
her.”

Peggy shook her head. She
picked up the highball glass and knocked back about half of its
contents, and swirled the rest of it around in the bottom of the
glass. “So my daughter was playing surrogate mother to a Mormon’s
children.” She drank the rest of her highball and stood up. “Just a
moment. I want to fix myself another drink—it looks like I’ll be
needing it.” She walked across the room, and her nyloned calves
disappeared into the kitchen.

I raised my voice to reach
her around the corner. “You seem surprised by everything I’ve told
you about your daughter’s life. What were you
expecting?”

She came back in and sat
down—a little closer to me this time, sipping the top inch off her
drink and locking eyes with me over her silver-rimmed grandma
glasses. She set the drink down on the table and folded her hands
in her lap. “I haven’t heard from her since she was sixteen years
old. to be honest, I thought she was dead until two weeks ago. She
was a very angry girl—and for good reason. I wasn’t much of a
mother to her. I didn’t teach her very much—besides perhaps how to
be beaten, or how to do her makeup. That was about the extent of my
lessons to her: how to be beautiful, and how to be abused. I
certainly didn’t teach her how to run away. she must have learned
that one from her father. He left when she was six. he left us for
his coke habit.” She paused, and one hand came up, covering her
mouth for a moment, before she forced it back down to her lap. “I’m
sorry, Mr. O’Ryan. I shouldn’t drag all of this up for you . . . or
is this what you came for? Another?”

She was gesturing toward my
empty glass. I handed it to her and she went into the kitchen with
it. I stood up and walked around the room, looking at the pictures
on the walls. There were none of Sarabeth. Most of them seemed to
be very old. There were a few daguerreotypes of stiff women with
hands folded lacily in their laps, glaze-eyed babies and men with
vests. One small black-and-white showed a dark-haired little girl
sitting astride a pony in front of what looked like a suburban
garage door. She wore a cowboy hat and had a shiny toy six-shooter
strapped onto her puffy dress. She grinned into the camera happily.
The pony looked bored. The girl could have been Sarabeth or Peggy.
I guessed that she was Peggy, by the age of the
photograph.

Nylons whispered behind me
and suddenly she was standing at my shoulder. She was nearly a foot
shorter than me—five feet four or so. She put the drink in my hand.
“If you’re looking for pictures of Sarabeth, I put them in a photo
album in my bedroom. I used to keep them out here, but I started
missing her too much.” She scanned her eyes over the pictures as if
those of her daughter might suddenly reappear on the
wall.

I nodded. “What happened
two weeks ago?”

“Hmmmm?” Her head turned
back toward me. I felt uncomfortable, being so close to
her.

“Two weeks ago. Did you
hear from her?”

She nodded and crossed to
the couch, seating herself and picking up her own drink. “She sent
me a postcard. Not a store-bought one, but the kind that you make
with your own picture—you know, the stickers you buy and stick on
the back of a photograph. It was a photograph of her—standing in
front of a building and a row of palm trees. She looked better than
I had even seen her.”

“You still have the
postcard?” Unconsciously, I had leaned forward and brought my face
parallel with my knees. I checked the motion and relaxed back into
the couch.

Her eyes narrowed. “What
does her husband want from her?”

“I think he is concerned
for her safety.”

“Really?” She turned one
corner of her mouth up in sarcasm. “I think that she is probably more concerned about her safety, don’t
you?”

“I don’t believe that he
beat her, if that’s what you’re implying. I don’t think that
Andrews is the type.”

She gave me an odd look, as
if somehow she had just read a thought of mine, or had glimpsed the
wall through my head. “Perhaps not. You seem like you might be able
to tell. So, Eliot—did your father beat only your mother, or was it
both of you?”

I let her question hang
itself in silence, drinking half my gin-and-tonic down. The
breakfast that I had picked up at a McDonald’s just off the freeway
didn’t seem to be sitting well with my alcohol-and-quinine lunch.
She uncrossed and recrossed her legs, turning away from me as if
ashamed of her insight.

I spoke to her profile: “I
can give you my word, Peggy, that when I find your daughter, I will
let her decide what to do. If her husband beat her—if for any
reason she does not want to be found—then so be it. But sometimes,
I think, people want to be found—that’s why they run. They
want someone to come and find them. Why did she run from
you?”

One slender, red-tipped
hand made a sweeping gesture, taking in the room around us. “She
didn’t want this. She wanted more than watching men coming in and
out of my life. She met a boy at school—fell in love with him. I
never thought much of him. He was just another second-rate James
Dean. A high-school dropout. The only future he could have given
her was an unwanted pregnancy.”

“What was his
name?”

“Jeremy Bloom. I don’t
think that they lasted. It was very romantic, though—she left on
the back of his motorcycle on one of those gorgeous, cloudless
nights with a million stars.” She hit the highball again and faced
me. “He got himself stabbed to death two years later. Outside of a
bar in San Francisco.”

“Was she still with him,
then?”

“Who knows? Probably not.
I’m sure his charm couldn’t have worked on her for that long. It
was mostly in the way he lit his cigarettes.”

Outside I could hear
someone’s lawnmower going, and the sudden squeal of a child’s
joy.

“Was he the only reason
that she left?”

“He was the catalyst—or
maybe just the excuse. I was drunk all the time. I lived in a
trailer. I would have been the town tramp—only, this is a very big
town. Sarabeth was too smart to stay with me until I could destroy
her. But she was just dumb enough to go running off with some boy
on a motorcycle, to god knows where.” Her red-painted mouth
tightened. “Probably to another place much like this—if not worse.
It wasn’t what I wanted for her, even in my worst moments, when I
hated her for loathing me—which she had every right to do.” The
silver-rimmed glasses had slid down her nose, and she pushed them
up. Her eyes were a bit glassy from the highballs. They met mine,
and she turned her face from me suddenly with a motion that was
almost a jerk.

“You blame yourself for too
much,” I said quietly.

“I can’t change anyone
else. I can only try to improve myself. I hadn’t had a drop
of this for almost ten years, you know,” she stared at the glass in
her hand. “And then that postcard came. It should have made me
happy, I suppose. I thought that it had. I don’t know what’s
wrong.”

We were both silent. She
lifted her gaze from the glass and set it on the clock on the wall,
looking at it or past it or at nothing, her hand curled around the
glass. The silver-rimmed glasses looked alien on her face. They
were, I realized, a disguise. She wore them like a spy wears a
mustache. When she put them on, she felt like someone else—someone
she was struggling to be. They were supposed to make her look wise
or bookish, but they failed. She just looked like a beautiful woman
in glasses.

“You wouldn’t believe how
much faster that clock moves than the one at the factory,”
she said, almost whispering. “Eight hours at the factory is like
fifty anywhere else. You just do the same thing, over and over
again. It seems like it’s never going to end—sometimes you think
that it never will—they’ll just keep you there forever. But
eventually the buzzer goes off, and you get to go home.”

I shifted, and she turned
toward me, blinking as if she had forgotten that I was there. I
cleared my throat.

“May I take a look at the
postcard your daughter sent you?”

“Of course.” She got up and
went out. Her walk was controlled and self-consciously
straight.

While she was gone I
considered taking the clock off the wall and tossing it out the
window, then maybe going out and buying Peggy a television.
Television at least conceals its true purpose.

She came back in and sat
down, running her fingertips over the small rectangle that she held
before handing it over to me.

Sarabeth was leaning
against a palm tree, smiling into the camera. Her hair was massed
highlights and shadows, and her green eyes seemed to glow. She wore
a black apron, and a white shirt that looked like a tuxedo
shirt—part of some sort of uniform. Behind her, the palm trees
stretched back in a line toward a building in the distance, which I
could see only a corner of. She was standing in front of parking
lot. Sunlight gleamed off the chrome and glass of rows of cars
behind her. She was a different Sarabeth from the first one I had
seen. She looked younger. I turned the card over. The postmark was
Los Angeles, April eleventh—around two weeks ago. The handwriting
was smooth and elegant. I had a sudden image of a young girl
practicing her cursive somewhere, making perfect loops and
whirls.

 


Mom—

I was thinking of you
today. I hope that this gets to you—I don’t even know if you still
live at the park, if this will ever get there, but I wanted you to
know that I am okay now. Really.

 


Her name was signed neatly
underneath. Sarabeth Hauptlaander. I turned it over and looked at
her picture again. Had she killed a man?

“When did you receive
this?”

Her eyes went far away.
“Two weeks ago Saturday. I remember I was in the garden, weeding my
roses. I had just bought some redwood bark to use as a ground
covering. It was one of two things that came in the mail that day.
The other was one of those little blue-and-white cards with a
missing person on one side and a coupon for half-off of your next
dry-cleaning on the other. I remember that I thought it was
ironic—because she had been missing, at least to me, for so long. I
read the postcard, then I got in my car with it and the two of us
went down to the bar and had a drink.”

“You seem to remember quite
a bit from that day.”

“Noting else had happened
to me for a long time. I go to work, and I come home and read.
Always alone.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Don’t look as me as if
you’re afraid I’ll get maudlin—I like my life. I prefer to be
alone. One day you may prefer it yourself. And I have Camus and
Cain and Fitzgerald to keep me company. I’ve started in on
Hemingway and Sartre. And sometimes, there’s an all-night game of
mahjongg with the women from the factory. I remember that day
because I had thought that my daughter was dead. In any case, I had
thought that she was dead to me. And now, I know she is
alive.”

I cleared my throat and
tapped the postcard against my knee, lightly. “I should tell you .
. . your daughter is also being sought in connection with a murder.
There was a man killed in Utah. A drifter and a criminal. Your
daughter showed up in California with his car.”

I told her about Sleeter
and the web connecting him to Sarabeth. She sat there very quietly,
and then she went into the kitchen and I heard her dump the rest of
her drink into the sink. She came back, wiping her hands together
in a finalizing gesture, as if she had suddenly given up drinking
again. She sat down on the couch and pulled at her dress to
straighten it.

“Do you think that she did
it?” She sounded as if she had already made up her mind.

I nodded. “The evidence
seems to point in that direction. Of course, there may be
circumstances—and appearances can be deceiving.”

“And if you find her, the
police may be involved?”

“Not through my efforts.
Her husband said that he wants to clear her name.”

“And you believe
him?”

“I don’t believe
anyone.”

Her mouth tightened in a
small smile, and I could see that we had found a piece of common
ground. She seemed to have sobered completely. She gave an
impression of strength and competence. I had the feeling that she
had looked long and hard at herself and decided to salvage the
parts she had liked, and to throw the rest away. I wondered if it
would work.

“Were you ever a policeman,
Eliot?”

“Never. I started in this
business working for a large private detection firm.”

“Do you like the police? I
mean,” she corrected, “do you believe in them?”

“No more than in anyone
else. I don’t want to be their gopher, or an extension of their
arm, if that’s what your asking.”

She leaned in a bit closer
to me. “You have a face like the screen inside a confessional.
People must pour out their weaknesses to you constantly. Perhaps
you should have been a priest.”

I laughed. It seemed loud
in the small room, and nervous. “I think that I lack certain
primary prerequisites for the job, actually.”

“Maybe.”

I stood up and handed the
postcard to her. “You’ve been very helpful, Peggy.”

She stood, holding the
postcard in both hands, looking from its picture to me. She could
tell that she had said something wrong, but couldn’t seem to put
her finger on what it was. “Let her know that I’d like to see her.
If you find her.”

“I will.”

The door closed behind me
and I went out past rows of white, red and yellow roses open to the
sun. There were no weeds showing through the thick furry coating of
bark at their roots. I felt her watching me walk away.
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I got off the freeway and
parked my car at a strip mall in the California Spanish wastes of
Santa Barbara. Everything had been built to look like one of the
missions, and there were brand-new looking rows of palm trees
everywhere, as if someone had thrown them down out of the sky like
darts. The strip mall seemed to have three cars parked at it for
every one of the sunburnt, angry people marching around from store
to store or pushing shopping carts under the hazy late-afternoon
sky. More cars crawled along the parking lanes like painted
beetles, scuttling into stalls as soon as they were vacant,
narrowly missing scraping fenders with one another. I managed to
find a place toward the far end of the lot, and wound my way across
it to a pay phone in front of the supermarket. I tossed a few
quarters down the slot and dialed my number in
Hollywood.

After letting it ring four
times, Helen answered. “O’Ryan Agency.”

“It’s me.”

“How did it go with the
mother?”

“Fine. Did anyone call for
me?”

“Andrews called. He wants
to see you tonight. He’ll meet you at the Orchid Hotel. Eleven
O’clock. It’s downtown, on . . .”

“I’m familiar with
it.”

“All right. But you have to
stop by here first.”

“Why’s that?”

“Don’t you know what today
is?”

“Tuesday.”

“Besides being
Tuesday.”

“Sunny, no chance of rain,
highs in the mid-eighties. A slight on-shore breeze.”

“It’s your birthday, Eliot.
And you’re going to come home and . . . and act like a human being
and not a detective for a half-hour so that I can give you the
present I got for you.” She paused, and I heard the sound of her
exhaling.

“Are you smoking in my
apartment?”

“Yes. Are you going to come
home?”

“Yeah. I’ll be home in a
few hours.”

I hung the phone up. It was
immediately claimed by a young red-haired girl who had been tapping
her foot impatiently about two feet behind me during the entire
conversation. She glared at me and snatched the receiver from its
hook. I grinned at her.

“In case you didn’t know,
it’s Eliot O’Ryan’s birthday today. Zippity Doo-Dah!”

Her eyes widened and her
mouth went slack. I threw my head back and shuffle-waltzed away
from her. I heard her say “Whatever,” to my back as soon as she had
regained her composure.

So it was Eliot O’Ryan’s
birthday. I should look at my driver’s license more often. I wound
my way through the lot to my car. As I pulled out, there were three
cars crowding in to claim my stall. I backed up too fast and their
horns started in on me. I pulled out of the lot and into heavy
traffic, grinding my way out to the 101 to wait in stop-and-go
traffic with all the other suckers trying to get to Los Angeles. At
the horizon, the blue haze of the sky blended into the darker blue
of the ocean. Far out in the blue, the oil platforms pumped away.
Closer in, the breakers wrapped along the coves and slapped onto
the sand. I sat in my car and thought of the postcard and that line
of palm trees. It was nagging me. I had seen that particular line
of trees and that particular building before. If I could only
remember where, I would be that much closer to finding her. But I
couldn’t place it yet. It buzzed around the edge of my mind and
wouldn’t let me grab it. But I would wrap my fist around it
eventually. I would connect.

 


 



Eleven

 


 


I stepped out of my car and
walked through the courtyard. The sky had gone a sad purple with
evening. Everything was grainy and gray-toned. The air had that
sudden bitter edge to it that sometimes follows the setting of the
sun. A breeze would have made me shudder—but the air was still. The
orange lights from curtained windows looked as warm as campfires. I
stood for a long moment by the empty fountain at the back of the
courtyard and listened to the sounds of cars passing on the
boulevard, of voices behind walls and beyond fences. I thought
suddenly of Peggy Hauptlaander, sitting in her trailer as the light
failed, watching her clock on the wall. I felt like I should have
stayed there with her, instead of leaving her alone. The thought
was absurd, and so it passed.

I put my key in the door
and it was pulled out of my hand. Helen stood with a soft smile on
her face. behind her, a cigarette smoked in the standing ashtray.
On the table was a book, open and face down. Next to the book was a
small box wrapped in green paper and tied with a blue ribbon. I
looked from the box and back to Helen. She stood on tip-toe and
kissed me on the cheek. I caught a ghost of lilac scent from her
hair.

“Happy birthday,
Eliot.”

She walked across the room,
plucked her cigarette out of the ashtray and sprawled dramatically
on the couch. She looked glowingly, selflessly happy. I felt a
sudden surge of self-loathing that was almost violent. I padded
across the room and dropped into my big leather armchair, bending
over and pressing the palms of my hands against my eyes.

I could feel Helen’s look
of concern. I waited for her to say something. It was not long
before she did.

“I haven’t seen you like
this for a long time, Eliot.”

I raised my head and gave
her my best attempt at a disarming smile. “I’m just tired. Too much
driving, too much talking. I need some rest.”

She rolled her eyes at me.
“I know better than to believe anything you say to me Eliot. The
only thing I believe is what I see in your face. And your face
tells me that you’re going to push and push—until something
breaks.” She dragged on her cigarette and blew smoke at
me.

“Give me one of
those.”

“You quit.”

“Give.” I glared at her and
she forked one over. I motioned for a light and she shook her
head.

“Before you smoke that, you
should open your present.” She slid the green-wrapped box over to
me. I unwrapped it slowly as she watched, leaning forward in
anticipation. Down in the tissue filled box was a streamlined
Ronson Varaflame butane lighter in a black case. E.O. was engraved
on the side in elegant script on the gleaming chromium. I pressed
on the top and it came alight. I touched the flame to the end of my
cigarette.

“Do you like
it?”

I looked up at Helen. Her
cheeks had gone red, and her hands were shaking. She looked near
tears. I knew that she had agonized over the gift, trying to make
it perfect for me.

“I love it. Thank
you.”

She stared down at her
French-manicured nails. “I love you, Eliot. I hope that you know .
. .”

I put my hand on her knee.
“I do.” I wanted to crumple myself up into a ball and throw myself
in the wastebasket. I knew. I turned the lighter over and over in
my hand, admiring its hood-ornament styling from every angle. “I
couldn’t have chosen anything better if I had shopped for it
myself.”

It was strange seeing those
initials on it. The thought came that she had just given a present
to a dead man, on his birthday. I pushed it aside. Helen’s hand
covered mine and she played her fingertips over my skin. I grabbed
her hand and held it for a moment, then withdrew mine, dusting at
nothing on the leg of my slacks. There was a long moment of silence
as she stared at the side of my face and I stared at my potted palm
in the corner, worrying about the brown spots on its fronds to keep
from worrying about anything else. She broke the
silence.

“I’m just terrified that
someday you’ll get yourself hurt . . . or worse. And I guess that
part of that terror is selfish. You’re all that I have left . . .
you’re my whole family, now.”

I turned and watching her
smash the butt of her cigarette out in the ashtray and run a
nervous hand through her blond hair. I found myself wondering what
an analyst would make of our two-person family. I had twenty or
more tough, sarcastic lines I could have said to her. After all, I
had a quota to fill. Instead, I went over to the couch and sat down
next to her, putting my hand on her knee and letting her run her
nails through my hair. I blew a cloud of blue smoke into the air
between us and grinned at her through it. She stuck her tongue out
at me. Whatever else we were, we were family.

 


 


 



Twelve

 


 


Downtown Los Angeles was
deserted. While the action in the rest of Los Angeles had begun to
heat up with evening, downtown emptied out and became silent, full
of long shadows and warm air. The Orchid Hotel was on Flower
street, West of Wilshire. I found a place on the street and went in
through fingerprint-smeared glass doors. The fluorescent lighting
was unkind to the shabby furniture in the lobby, bringing out the
tears in the red-vinyl armchairs and making the nasty peach color
of the walls into a sick-octopus pink. The dusty potted palms and
the threadbare carpet tried to convince me that the Hotel had seen
better times. They whispered of lost elegance, but it sounded to me
like the mumblings of a nostalgia-sick old man. The young man
behind the counter had his nose in a book. He didn’t look up when I
stood over him, casting my thin shadow onto the type. I was
hesitant to ring the bell and bring him out of the world between
the pages. I watched awareness of me build in him. He brought one
thin hand up to scratch at his cheek, half-turned a page, and then
looked up.

“Oh . . . hello.” It took a
moment for his eyes to focus on the real world. They had the
cloudy-blue look of eyes easily given over to dreams and fiction.
The book he had been reading was In Cold Blood. I wondered
if he expected me to be holding a shotgun in my hands.

“I’m looking for Marcus
Andrews.”

He nodded. “He’s in room
twenty-two. I can call him down. Who should I say is
here?”

“Eliot O’Ryan.”

He picked up the phone and
delivered the message. I sank into on of the sagging vinyl
armchairs. Through the smudged glass, I watched a homeless man with
a filthy sweater wrapped around his head rooting through a
trash-can outside. He found what he was looking for, and ate
it.

Marcus Andrews came into
the lobby. He was wearing the same outfit he’d had on the first
time I had seen him. the slacks were wrinkled, and he wore a dirty
white dress-shirt with yellow rings under the armpits. His eyes
seemed to be larger and more crazed. He sat down in the chair next
to mine and leaned toward me. His breath smelled of doughy vanilla,
as if he had been gorging himself on cookies before coming down to
meet me.

“S-so. What have you
found?”

I told him about my trip to
the Wigwam Motel. I talked about Annabelle, but left David Brasco
out of it. He nodded his head.

“Good. Starting where the
other one left off. That’s good.”

I nodded, and went on,
telling him about Sarabeth’s mother, and the postcard. His eyes
searched my face the entire time. His presence made me
uncomfortable. He was cracking. I imagined a black void in his
mouth, just behind his teeth—an insane void that reeked of vanilla
cookies. What did he do all day in his hotel room, waiting for me
to return his wife to him? I left out anything about other men. I
told him that Sarabeth had just run away from her mother by
herself, that she was never picked up by anyone at the Hiphugger.
It seemed important to conceal the sexual from him, as you would a
child. He nodded and scratched at his slacks and ran his fingers
through his blond hair.

“Do you think that you’re
getting close?”

“Closer. Not close, yet.
But I feel that we’re moving forward.”

“You have faith that you
will find her.” His eyes bored through my flesh to my
skull.

“Yes. I think we will find
her. But there is the question, after we do . . . of the police,
and her involvement in a possible murder. I wonder if you have
thought that perhaps . . .”

He shook his head
violently. His pale skin was greenish under the fluorescent lights,
with blue veins just under the surface. He seemed to be growing
more and more transparent. At this rate, I would see his skeleton
within the week. “No. She will be exonerated, I know. I’ve seen it.
I know.”

I restrained myself from
asking her why his god didn’t send him a vision of where his
estranged wife might be hiding out. I was sure the answer would
involve his god’s ‘testing him’ or something ridiculous like that.
His god that would send him to the outer darkness if he was a bad
boy, and give him his own planet to rule over if he was good. Well,
it was no more ridiculous than throwing lighting bolts off of
invisible mountain-tops, anyway. He certainly wasn’t the first to
trade away earthly pleasures for a place in the great hereafter. He
was walking a well-paved road. The thought that this lonely,
half-crazed zealot had been someone’s child passed through me, and
I felt sick.

“We’ll see. I certainly
hope that that is the case. Have you spoken to any of the police
officers who are searching for her?”

“One. A woman from the FBI.
But she didn’t seem very concerned . . . I guess that the man who
died in Utah was a career criminal. He had violated parole and fled
the state. It’s not . . . It isn’t like a child killing or one of
those serial murders that they are so interested in. I had the
feeling that . . . they weren’t trying very hard. That they had
other things to worry about.”

I was staring at one of the
potted palms. It had so much dust on it, it looked like it was made
of ashes. I wanted to touch it so that it would dissolve into the
air.

I stood up and stabbed my
hand out at Andrews.

“Good night. I’ll contact
you if there are any breaks.”

He bobbed his head at me.
His had was cool and damp. I released it and walked out of the
lobby. The boy behind the counter glanced up and our eyes met
through the smeared glass. His eyes were waiting for someone
else.

A police helicopter passed
overhead, its searchlight roving over me briefly before it banked
off into darkness and the steady chopping of its blades died away.
I thought of the black void behind Andrews’ teeth. I was glad that
our interview had been short.

I drove home slowly because
I couldn’t drive fast. There were too many people on the road,
going a million different somewheres. I felt empty. I wanted the
cars to disappear so I could drive very fast and very far, past my
house and the city and all of it.
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The courtyard was silent.
The orange fires in the windows had died out and the cool night air
had brought the black in close. I walked through the gates trying
to shake off a strange feeling that I had been followed home. I
thought I had recognized the same set of headlights weaving in and
out of traffic behind me. I thought that I had seen them get off
the freeway behind me, thought I had seen them turn onto Melrose,
staying a few cars back like a good tail. But when I had turned off
on my street, there was nothing. Nothing but a cold feeling in the
middle of me, like the bulls-eye of a target, and a feeling,
suddenly, of being naked without my .45. I waited a moment in the
thick shadows of the courtyard, near the gate. I waited and
strained my ears out into the silence, like a spider clutching the
strands of his web. I was waiting for the sound of a car coming
into my street and sliding to the curb. If they were smart, they
might have gone around the block or driven around for a while once
they realized that I was going home. It was what I would have done.
I sat in the shadows with my ears getting sharp for ten minutes.
All I heard was the cars on the boulevard, and the hiss of
someone’s timer-set sprinklers coming on and splashing onto the
sidewalk. The cold hole in the center of me would not go away.
After another five minutes of listening to the sprinklers stutter
and the splash of the man-made rain-drops on concrete, I walked
across the courtyard and went into my apartment.

The lights were dimmed down
and the potted palm cast sharp black fingers on the wall behind it.
Helen was asleep on the couch, curled up underneath one of my
blankets. She liked to sleep on the couch, although she had her own
apartment just a few miles away. She didn’t stir as I went past
her. On the desk was a note in her handwriting.

 


Glen Higuera from the
Wigwam Motel called. Says he knows taxi driver who picked up
Sarabeth, saw him today. Told him you would call or stop by
tomorrow.

 


I went into the kitchen and
made myself a silent cheese sandwich. I poured myself a glass of
milk and ate leaning up against the counter in the dark. I kept
pushing the picture from the postcard around in my head, trying to
see it in 3-D, trying to make it lock with something I had seen
once. It refused. The fact that Southern California had a glut of
palm trees and parking lots was no help. Forget needles in
haystacks. Try finding a particular haystack in an endless field of
haystacks, and then looking for the needle. I got nowhere. The
cheese sandwich and the milk found their way into my stomach
without my noticing.

Afterward I stood for a
long time, waiting. Nothing would come except for Sarabeth’s face,
superimposing itself over everything—the two faces of Sarabeth—one
hateful, the other happy. They swirled around for a while and found
friends—other faces, other names. Gloria, Diana, Dana—my foster
sister, that one—it burnt up and then glowed like a coal—finally,
my mother’s face. that face held a key to a room and for a moment I
was there again, standing in the warm silence of her room, with the
dust all around me in the beams of sunlight that came in through
the blinds, her pale face on the pillow, the cream-white of her
skin blossoming blue and purple. I was ten years old, and my heart
was racing. When you’re ten, your heart doesn’t do anything fancy.
It just races. I padded over to the bed, very quiet, and bent down
over her. I hadn’t known what I wanted to do—maybe, some part of me
had—but it wouldn’t let me know. I bent down low over her face,
watching her eyes moving behind the bruised eyelids, bringing my
hand down to brush away a lock of brown hair.

And then saved from what I
was going to by her eyes opening and looking into mine. The blood
rushed into my face. I thought—I don’t know. I thought she would
know what I had been about to do, would have been able to see it .
. . was that what I had thought? I knew I had been caught at
something, that was all. I was paralyzed, inches away from
her.

“Baby, mommy’s sleeping.
Mommy doesn’t feel well, okay? Go outside and play.”

Maybe she saw something in
my face then, because she raised her hand from the bed and I felt
it warm on the side of my face. She pulled me down to her, gently,
and kissed my cheek. I felt like I was going to burst open, just
die.

“Mommy needs her sleep,
baby. Go outside and play, okay?”

Her eyes closed, her hand
fell away from my face as if she had died, and I backed slowly out
of the room.

I came back to the dark
kitchen, and her perfume came with me.

“Mommy’s sleeping. Mommy
doesn’t feel well, okay? Go outside and play.”

I punched the wall until my
knuckles bled.

 


 


 



Fourteen

 


 


When I got up the next
morning, Helen was gone. She had disappeared sometime in the night,
as was her habit. I wolfed down a bowl of cereal and stood under
the shower in burning-hot water for half an hour, then got dressed
and piled into my car, fighting snarling Los Angeles traffic out to
the 210 East. It finally lightened up past Pasadena, and I drove
all the way to the end of the freeway in La Verne, then got off
onto the boulevard in the heat.

I saw it on the right side
two miles up the road. It was the row of palm trees and the parking
lot from the picture—the parking-lot for an Edward’s Cinema 9 that
I had passed by just two days before. My right foot went lead on
the brake before I could think, and a nasty chorus of horns joined
by a seven or eight finger salute followed my illegal right-hand
turn into the parking lot from the center lane. I cruised past the
row of palms with my stomach churning from something that was near
hunger but was not, and pulled my car into an empty slot near the
theater. A movie must have been in, because the parking lot was
deserted, as if the metal and chrome monsters had taken over the
world for good. The sun beat down heavily on the paved wasteland. A
lone survivor in a white shirt sat behind the bullet-proof glass of
the ticket booth. She was a too-tan blonde who looked dully up at
me as I walked up.

“What movie?”

In reply I passed the
picture through the half-circle cut out of the glass.

“I’m a private
investigator. I’m looking for this woman.”

The blonde girl knew the
chain of command well. She didn’t reply, just got on a black phone
and spoke into it, turning her face away from me so that I would
not know that she was calling the manager. I suddenly wondered if
my .45 could penetrate that glass at close range, if I fired at the
same spot a number of times. It was the heat. I knuckle-rapped on
the glass.

“Maybe I could wait
inside.”

The girl jumped, stared at
me blankly for a moment, and then waved me in. I expected her to
press a buzzer somewhere. I slid my picture back and went
in.

The lobby was a huge
air-conditioned great hall with faux-deco features and a swirl of
black and white tile spiraling through the red carpet. Grand
staircases led up to the arcade and the restrooms, and there was a
little café up front where you could get espresso drinks or a
foccacia-bread pizza and talk about all the content that was not in
any of the films you could see here. Far to the back beyond the
staircases was the plebeian’s snack-bar, where you could get
popcorn and sodas and not talk about anything. A huge art-deco
chandelier shaped like an enormous, ornate arrow hung near the foot
of one of the staircases. I imagined it swinging like a lethal
pendulum in an earthquake and snapping free, stabbing itself
floorward like an enormous lawn-dart. A young man came out of a
black door in one of the walls and marched across the red carpet.
He was a skinny, pale man around thirty. His hairline had begun to
recede in two large parking-spaces along the top of his head. The
huge room made his job look small. He had on an I’m going to
talk to an important person look. He stuck his hand out to me
and I shook it.

“James Cunningham. What can
I do for you?”

“Eliot O’Ryan. You can tell
me what you know about the woman in this picture.” I handed
Sarabeth’s image over to him. He studied it and handed it back to
me.

“Could I see some sort of
identification?”

I got out my wallet and
flipped to the license. He stared at it for a good minute, even
turned it sideways and looked at the back before returning it to
me.

“Her name is Beth Halley.
She used to work here. She quit around three weeks ago. She didn’t
work here very long. A little over two months, maybe.”

“Did you know her on a
personal level at all?”

He got a sudden, frightened
look on his face. I imagined her slashing at him with a broken
bottle. “No. She kept to herself. She didn’t even attend our annual
party in February. She was older than everyone who works here,
besides me, and she didn’t try to make friends.”

“And she had the proper
identification? A driver’s license and social security
number?”

He nodded. He had gotten
just the edge of that dreamy look in his eyes that I had seen
before. “She had everything. I made copies, if you want to see
them.”

“Sure.”

He marched across the
carpet and through the black door again. I sat down in an
uncomfortable café chair and waited. In a minute, he was back out
with a sheaf of papers in his hand which he deposited on the table
for me.

“If you don’t mind, I have
a film to thread. I’ll be back in a moment.”

I waved him off and pored
over the papers, which he should never have given me. In
black-and-white and on bad paper, the driver’s license, which was a
cheap Oregon forgery, looked real enough. She stared out at me with
a blank expression on her face, mannequin-like. I filed that look
away with the others. The social security number would have been
harder to come by, but it could be done. It was done thousands of
times, in fact, to keep California agribusiness supplied with cheap
exploitable labor imported from Mexico. The rest was a job
application filled out in that same childishly perfect script that
I recognized from the postcard, a tax form, and a reprimand for
being late twice in a row, signed by her and by
Cunningham.

Cunningham came back and
sat down across from me. “Is there anything else that you wanted to
know?’

“Why did she quit?” I
locked onto his milky blue eyes with mine.

He shrugged. “She probably
. . . she probably got a better job somewhere. Something that paid
more. Or she finally just moved into the La Paloma.”

“A bar. She was always
there—I saw her there just last week, actually. If you wanted to
find her . . . that’s where I would look.”

“Where is it?”

“Just up the road.” He gave
me directions.

“But you don’t know where
her new job is.”

“I never bothered to ask.
She just up and quit. She wasn’t happy here, I guess, although . .
.”

“How many times did you try
to get a date with her?”

His eyes widened.
“What?”

“Just once? Or were you
more persistent?”

He blushed a full, autumn
red. “Just once. It wasn’t harassment, it was just . .
.”

I waved off the rest of his
excuses and stood up. “Thank you for your time.”

He stammered something
unintelligible to my back as I went through the glass doors and out
into the heat.
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I drove the rest of the way
out to the Wigwam Motel in a daze. I was so close to her, I
imagined I could smell her perfume. Going out to the motel and
talking to Glen Higuera and the taxi driver that he found would be
just a formality—just the collection of a little information about
her, and nothing more. I knew where to find her now. The heat
increased to a growling, terrible intensity in San Bernadino. The
sky was clotted with exhaust, and a yellow haze lay over
everything. The mountains disappeared behind the filthy man-made
veil. I got out of the car at the Wigwam, and the sun jabbed
needles into my skin. The tee-pees had been freshly painted, and
they stood out like glowing white cones, condensing sunlight and
reflecting it into my eyes. The flop-eared mutt was tied up under a
tree, panting in the heat. He had spilled his water bowl, and made
a friendly “whuff” sound at me as I walked by, wagging his tail. He
wanted a refill, and for me to pet some of the dead hair off his
back. I turned the hose on at the side of the office and filled his
metal bowl up for him while he ran around in tongue-lolling
ecstasy. He licked my hand and then set to drinking the water. I
went into the office.

Glen Higuera sat in the
cool shadows, poring over an issue of Time magazine. He saw me, and
his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in greeting under his smile.
His pompadour had collapsed from the heat outside, and it lay limp
across his forehead, black tendrils of hair trailing down toward
his eyes.

“You got my
message.”

“Yeah. So, you found
him.”

He nodded. “He came by and
picked up another one of our guests yesterday, and I recognized him
right away. I got his name, and the number off his license plate,
and his cab number. Everything.” He pushed a piece of binder paper
at me. Visions of Dick Tracy were dancing in his big brown
eyes.

I put my best gumshoe voice
on. “Thanks, kid. This could be the break I was looking
for.”

He practically fell over
with gratitude. It may have been the most exiting moment in his
life. I did not doubt it.

“Now, let’s give this guy a
call and see what he knows.”

He practically ripped the
paper getting it out of my hand, and started dialing. He had to
dial the number three times before he got it right. I just sat back
and watched him play detective.

“Hello. This is the Wigwam
Motel. Could I speak to Hank Kawalski, please. . . yes, it’s
important . . . he is? Could you have him come out to the motel as
soon as possible? . . .” He grinned up at me. “Yes, it has to be
him. I have a client who won’t ride with anyone else . . . uh huh .
. . yeah, one of those. You know. An hour?” He looked up at me
questioningly, and I nodded. “That’ll be fine. Thanks. . . yeah . .
. bye.” He set the receiver down. “he’ll be here in an hour. He’s
on a long run right now. All the way out to Pasadena.”

I nodded, very cool. “Good
work, kid. I’m going to go across the street and have a drink or
two. I’ll be back in an hour.” I slipped him a twenty.

He shook his head. “You
don’t need to give me anything. I just want to make sure that . .
.”

“You can get paid for
finding her just as well as I can.”

I left him there
grinning.
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The Hiphugger had changed
little since the last time that I had stepped through its doors.
The smell of pine-sol and sweat hit me. The Police’s “Don’t Stand
So Close To Me” blared out of the speakers, and a small circle of
drunks watched as the girl in the Betty Page cut hiked up her
catholic school-girl skirt and gave them a view of her white
panties beneath. She stripped off her blouse and pressed her
bra-clad breasts together, running her tongue, her mouth open in a
mockingly innocent ‘O.’ A drunk clapped and someone
hooted.

I turned toward the bar and
found Annabelle’s eyes already on me. My stomach felt hollow,
suddenly. She smiled at me and set a Coke down on a napkin. I sat
in front of it and watched her serving a zombie to a drunk at the
end of the counter. She washed a few glasses, sold a sallow-faced
man with a mouthful of yellowing horse-teeth a pack of cigarettes,
and then came back to me.

“Did I call you in my
sleep?”

“What?”

She gave me a moment and
treated me to the full effect of her sad, ironic smile.

“I was just wondering if I
had called you in my sleep. I certainly didn’t do it while I was
awake. I don’t remember requesting your presence here. Or are you
just passing through?”

I felt my shoulders hunch
reflexively. I seemed to be shrinking on my stool. “I was following
up a lead. I stopped in to see if you might have something to add .
. . to our previous conversation.”

She shook her head. “I
don’t have anything more to say about her to you or anyone else,
period.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

“Anyone else?”

“There was another
detective looking for her. Yesterday. He was trying to pin that
murder you were talking about on her, and wanted to know where she
might be—‘holed up’ as he put it.”

“What did you say to
him?”

“I told him to go fuck
himself. Very politely.”

“What was he?
LASD?”

She shrugged. “How should I
know? They all look the same—like bulldogs, if they’re ugly, or
German Shepherds if they’re good looking. I told him I had never
seen her.”

I squinted at her. “I
thought you told him to go fuck himself.”

She glared at me and tossed
a glass into the sink with more force than was necessary. It made a
brittle ‘crack’ and one of the drunks looked dully up from his
drink at her, his eyes red-rimmed and unfocused.

“Same thing, O’Ryan. I
didn’t even give him what I gave you. I had already lost all my
patience with detectives.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and
I sensed something behind her anger. Her anger seemed to be only a
thin veneer over some other emotion—something more
ambivalent.

“I think I’ve already found
her, anyway,” I said.

She showed me her teeth.
“Good. Why don’t you finish your Coke and get the fuck out,
then.”

I almost dropped my glass.
Her face had all the feeling and humanity of an Easter Island
monument. I set the glass down very slowly, got up off of my stool,
and turned around.

“And thanks for leading the
cops to my place, you son-of-a-bitch,” She said to my back. “thanks
oh-so-much.”

I did not turn around. I
had the feeling that the last thing I wanted to see was the look on
her face. The girl on the stage was on her knees, her eyes closed,
sliding two of her fingers in and out of her mouth. Her skirt lay
on the stage next to her, a plaid puddle on the stage. Her bra was
off, and she cupped one of her full breasts in her hand, kneading
it the way a sexually ignorant male would. One of the drunks stood
up and stumbled to the edge of the stage, where he composed
himself, and then—very carefully—placed a twenty-dollar bill in the
elastic of her pedophile-enticing panties. He did it the way a
devout Catholic lights a candle at the altar. She winked at him and
wiped her saliva-covered fingers across his cheek. He stumbled back
to his seat with an absurd blush coloring his cheeks, his eyes
almost rolling back into his head.

I walked carefully to the
door, opened it, and went out. It was high noon, and there wasn’t a
shadow anywhere in San Bernadino. I stood watching the cars rush
past on the boulevard, and while I stood there, something clicked.
It occurred to me just what may have brought Sarabeth to this
particular motel out in the Suburban wastes of the Inland
Empire.

 


 


 



Seventeen

 


 


Glen was pacing around in
his shadowy box when I came back. I plunked seventy-five cents into
the Coke machine and leaned against the wall out front, staring
across the street at the rectangular block of the Hiphugger, and
listened to him walking up and down, waiting for his insight to pay
off—for the taxi driver to lead me to Sarabeth. The sweat started
at my hairline and dripped down around the sides of my eyes. I
stood there and thought, the way that I used to sit as a kid in my
room and try to catch flies with my bare hands, and with roughly
the same results—some very encouraging near misses that mislead me
into thinking I would be successful eventually. I finished that
Coke, and another one, and finally a taxi-cab pulled up and stopped
in front of the office. Glen came out of the office at a reasonable
semblance of an easy, nonchalant pace. His face was tense with
worry and expectation. I detached myself from the wall and put my
hand on his shoulder, to steady him. he looked up at me with
surprise.

“I thought you were still
across the street.”

I shook my head.

The driver’s side door of
the taxi opened, and a haggard, red-faced man with a spotted scalp
and the shape of a wine-barrel freed himself of the car’s interior
and lumbered toward us.

“Which one of you needs the
ride.” He was looking around our feet for suitcases.

Glen opened his mouth to
talk and I squeezed his shoulder and shot him a look that sent him
back into the office.

I put my hand out to Hank
and he shook it. He was confused. “Yeah, hi. I’m Hank. I’ll be your
driver today . . .”

I opened the passenger side
door and got in, and he went around to the other side. He was in
and had the car started in one lumbering motion, and pulled out
onto the boulevard.

“Where to?”

“Just drive
around.”

I introduced myself and
told him my business, and he nodded. I handed the picture to him
and he held it on the steering wheel, weaving between cars while he
studied it. He flipped it back into my lap.

“I remember her. I picked
her up a couple of months ago. That was a long fare. All the way to
downtown Los Angeles. She was something. Very nice, too. Talked the
whole way out.”

He pinched his nose and
held his breath, in the habitual motion of a man with sinus
headaches, trying to make his ears depressurize. His face was a
red-and white landscape of cratered skin from a long-ago lost war
with acne. His nose was a bulbous caricature of W.C. Fields’. He
was creeping past an alcoholic sixty. He turned toward
me.

“Do you mind if I
smoke?”

I shook my head. He leaned
back and fished interminably for a pack of crushed unfiltered
Pall-Malls in the front pocket of his Levi’s. He offered me one,
and I took it. I leaned across and lit his with my new lighter,
then lit mine.

“What did you talk
about?”

“Books.” He looked across
from me like a man who is rarely believed. “She was a big fan of
John Fante and Albert Camus. We had a similar sort of education on
the subject.”

I dragged on the cigarette
and tried not to cough. “What sort of education is
that?”

“The sitting up all night
drunk and miserable education.” He laughed.

The laugh threw him into a
small coughing fit, which he aborted by hammering on his chest with
his fist. He turned the car off the boulevard and down a street
rowed with apartment buildings. Half of the buildings were
crumbling 70’s prison-blocks. The other half were newly erected
90’s designs, with absurd dormer windows and strange geometrical
protrusions. A red banner hung off a balcony announcing “1 Bedroom,
$350 a month. 0$ Move-in.” there seemed to be a simultaneous
expansion and decay occurring—a strange chaos of undeveloped lots,
decaying post-war and Vietnam-boom housing, and hopeful new
development.

He turned toward me. “If I
had been twenty years younger, I never would have let her out of my
sight.”

I tried to imagine him
twenty years younger, and found that I could not chisel away at the
damage that had distorted his features into their present
hyperbole. He caught my look and amended:

“Not that I would have had
much choice. She would have gotten out of the cab at the end of the
ride, just the same. Why are you looking for her, anyway?” He had
an overly-casual tone in his voice and a flashing protectiveness in
his eyes.

“I was hired by the estate
of her father--her Estranged father. She is his only heir, and I am
supposed to locate her and take her back to Indiana so that she can
collect her inheritance.”

He whistled. “That’s quite
a Cinderella story. Couldn’t have happened to a . . .” he broke off
into another coughing fit. I watched him hack against the scene
rushing past—plastic flags hanging dead over grand opening signs,
all backgrounded by the yellow film of smog. He looked like a dying
caveman unwittingly thrown into modern-day California.

“I dropped her at a place
on Flower Street. The Orchid Hotel.”

I almost dropped my
cigarette and tried to hide the expression of shock on my
face.

I should not have been
shocked, I knew. Once again, people were keeping things from me. It
was nothing new. I thought of Marcus Andrews, able to toss five
grand on my desk, but staying at a low-class motel. It made
sense—he knew more about her past than he had let on. But why keep
it from me?

Hank raised one Piltdown
eyebrow. “The funny thing is, she didn’t check in there. I
stopped—well, if you want to know that truth, I stopped at a
bar—and when I left, I passed her walking down the street, going
back the way we came, with her suitcase in her hand.”

“And you didn’t
stop?”

He shook his head. “I
didn’t want her in my car again. It was hard enough just the one
time.” His eyes closed for a moment and then re-opened, more
controlled. “You know how it is. Knowing they’re out of your reach.
It’s better when you’re young, and you can delude yourself with
fantasies about the future, at least. Me, I ran out of future a
while back.” He flicked the cigarette out the window disgustedly.
“Blah blah blah. Jut your stereotype long-winded cab driver,
playing his part.”

I laughed, and he grinned.
He swung the car around and pointed it back toward the boulevard.
“Was there anything else you wanted to know?”

“Is there anything else to
say?”

“Not really.”

He drove back to the motel
quickly, an aging man hurrying to be rid of a bad memory. I gave
him twenty dollars for his pain, and he squealed the tires leaving
the parking-lot, cutting off a truck as he careened dangerously
across six lanes of traffic. Glen came out of the office as the
yellow cab disappeared into the distance.

“Was that helpful? Did he .
. .”

I nodded. “Yeah. You did a
great job, kid. Perfect.”

I thought he was going to
explode with happiness for a moment.

I went to my
car.
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Back at my apartment, I
managed to get down a couple of cheese sandwiches despite a bad
case of nerves. Helen was out on some errand or another—I never
kept track of her comings and goings. She did her job, and I did
mine. Her job was much more complicated, really—she kept control of
all the money and talked to potential clients whom I was too busy
to see for one reason or another. She did research and surveillance
for me, and tried to survive my abrasive personality and my
tendency to make insane requests of her at all hours of the day or
night. To add to all these duties, she was my sole friend,
confidante, and ex-lover. The only hell she didn’t have to
experience (anymore) was living with me. She had her own place in
Santa Monica that she could retreat to. I, on the other hand, only
tracked people and money down, and risked my life every once in a
while. Not a very fair trade.

I couldn’t concentrate on
anything. I paced back and forth in the small apartment. The
fingers that had been broken up at Blue Skies ached a bit, as they
sometimes will when I am agitated. I opened and closed my fist as I
paced, trying to exorcise the ache. I went to my room and retrieved
my .380 Lama from its lock-box, and slapped a clip into it. With
the scare I had had the night before, I would feel safer having the
gun with me. I paced around with it in my sore fist and tried to
piece things together. Sarabeth had gotten out downtown, at the
Orchid Hotel, where her husband was now staying. And yet, she had
not gone in. Instead, she had taken her luggage and walked down the
street—she had gone somewhere else. And she did not stay in Los
Angeles, but backtracked. She made a U-turn, after going all the
way west, and went east again, to Claremont or La Verne, where she
took a job at the theater. Then she quit. But before her trip to
Los Angeles, she stayed for a week at the Wigwam, with a stolen car
that had a murdered man’s blood all over it. And after quitting the
theater . . . what?

None of it made any sense.
I was missing any sort of clue as to her motivations. Her movements
were random—back and forth along the terminal strip of old Route
66. She did not act like a fugitive after hitting Claremont. She
seemed to have dug in there—settled, and tried to make something of
herself. She seemed to have stopped running.

I put the Lama .380 in the
glove-box of my car, and walked down to Melrose. I was too restless
to stay inside anymore, and stupidly thought that the outside would
be somehow less claustrophobic. It was not. The boulevard was
suffocating. The cars massed at every stoplight and growled
endlessly past. There were very few people on the sidewalk. The sun
beat down mercilessly from overhead, leaving me with just a scrap
of shadow for company. Los Angeles had become a city of prowling,
directionless cars. They seemed to circle endlessly, spouting their
filth into the air, crowding the people into their homes. They
might as well have knocked the sidewalks out and given the street
an extra lane. This Los Angeles was no place for people. It is
strange how the city changes: in the evenings, the Avenue heats up.
The people come out, and make use of the sidewalks, pushing the
cars back to their rightful place again. They eat dinner at the
outdoor cafes and watch people walk by—making believe that they
live in a human city, and not some sprawling, mechanized
monstrosity building its way toward Manhattan. They are all
actresses and singers, writers and producers. They all want to be
famous—to be somebody. They want to see themselves on the
television or on the big screen so that they can know who they
are—because the screen is the only mirror that counts anymore. The
person who mimes you brushing your teeth in the morning is a
fleeting nobody.

I sat in Johnny Rockets for
an hour or so, sipping at a Coke, taking comfort in the little
anachronistic lies of chrome and checkered tile, happy people
smiling out from soda advertisements, and soda-jerks in paper hats.
I sat at the counter, with my hands folded on the countertop, and
stared at my hands. There was a long, red burn scar down the side
of my index finger, and two smaller red scars on the webbing
between my ring finger and pinkie. I was remembering waking up in a
hospital with my hands in white bandages, like a mummy. The memory
was old and short—just the image of my hands against the white
sheets of the hospital bed, and then a brief flicker of a nurse’s
face leaning down, an unruly lock of dark brown hair spilling out
from under her hat. They had been small hands then—a child’s hands.
They were bigger now, and full of crisscrossing diamonds in the
skin, and deep lines, and a few puckered scars across the
knuckles.

I took the picture of
Sarabeth out of my pocket and framed it with my fingers. I stared
at it for a long time, studying her face like a painter doing a
portrait, until I could have told you how her mouth would move when
she talked, how her eyes would crinkle when she smiled, how her
hair would look in the sun. I had a pocket full of nickels and I
plunked them into the jukebox and selected “Peggy Sue” fourteen
times. On the other side of the windows, the cars slid
past.
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The La Paloma was a Mexican
Restaurant and “Cocktail Lounge,” with an angled yellow-plastic
sign above a false bell-tower, and a red-tiled roof. In the dark,
it looked passably like a Spanish mission. I sat in my car for a
long ten minutes before going in, getting myself ready for
disappointment, watching couples walk in and out of the heavy oak
door, looking hard at every face. None of them were her. Finally I
climbed out and crossed the parking lot. As I stepped up to the
door, a couple came out, laughing. The man bumped into me, and I
steadied him, smelling the rum of a half-dozen Margaritas like a
fog from his pores. He went past, not noticing, and his blonde date
tossed me a look over her shoulder, her slack face trying to work
itself into a flirtatious smile, but only able to come up with a
vapid, open-mouthed stare. He stumbled and she was distracted in
steadying him, losing awareness of me forever. I caught the door
halfway through its swing, and went in.

The dining area was off to
the right, guarded by a short, dark-haired girl who smiled up at me
as I passed. I hardly glanced at her, going down steps to the left
and into the lounge. Across one side of the room were a row of
high-backed booths. Café tables dotted the room’s center. Around
half of them were full: small parties of men, couples, a cluster of
women here and there. A long bar wound its way around two sides of
the room, dotted with people. And at the end of the bar . .
.

A cocktail waitress guided
me to a booth, chatting at me. I heard nothing, sitting down,
finally ordering a Gin and Tonic when I noticed her staring at me.
She turned and went away. I couldn’t have cared less.

I had found her.

Sarabeth sat very erect,
very still, with her hand around the stem of her martini glass and
her eyes on herself in the mirror behind the bar. Every few
minutes, she would raise the glass to her lips and sip from it, and
when she did my eyes zoomed in on the full redness of her lips
touching the rim of the glass lightly, and I thought things. Once
every ten minutes or so her well-manicured hand would come up and
brush aside a thick tendril of hair that snaked down across her
forehead, as if trying to escape. Seen in the picture, she had made
my heart pound—in person, she was like a weight against me, pushing
me against the vinyl seat of my booth.

A man in a gray suit came
up and slid his elbow in next to her. He smiled at the side of her
face. She ignored him. He touched her shoulder and she turned
toward him. His mouth moved. I couldn’t make out what he was
saying. She turned back to her drink and stirred it absently. She
had not said a word. The man’s face colored in humiliation and
anger and he moved away from her, stalking toward the door. On his
way past a booth full of rowdy drunken college kids, he sent a hard
shoulder into a smaller man and then glared at him. His life was a
constant rerun. Get a girl or get into a fight. Maybe it helped to
relieve the boredom of his fifty-hour a week desk job.

I turned back to watching
Sarabeth. Her picture did her no justice. Her skin glowed in the
bar’s half light, cool as polished marble. Her hands were small and
perfectly shaped. I watched her for so long that I burned a color
negative of her onto my retinas. She floated blue and ghostly on
the backs of my eyelids when I blinked.

I kept thinking “call
him—you found her. Your job is finished. Call him . . .” The
thought went round and round. I did nothing with it. I nodded once
or twice or three times at the cocktail waitress, who left full gin
and tonics on my table and took away the empties. I reached into my
wallet and paid automatically. After a while, the room started
pulsing, the conversations blurred into a background hum. I closed
my eyes and in darkness I rotated backwards, turning . . . I was
drunk.

A voice in my ear said “may
I sit here?”

I looked up dully, ready to
brush whoever it was off. It was Sarabeth, standing over me. She
had a small smile on her face, little more than an upward arc of
lips at the very corners of her mouth. Unable to speak, I blinked
dumbly at her and nodded. I felt as if something in the world had
snapped, and it lurched away from center, jerkily, carrying me with
it. She slid into the booth across from me, her dark green eyes
searching my face, her smile shifting minutely. The waitress came
by, and she ordered another cosmopolitan.

“What are you having?” She
asked.

“Gin and tonic.”

“And one of
those.”

The waitress went away, and
Sarabeth turned toward me, giving me her eyebrows in a coy arch,
tilting her head downwards and making a circle on the table with a
droplet of water. “I kept waiting for you to come and talk to me. I
got tired of waiting.”

I felt a sudden
constriction in my throat. I realized that I was afraid of her. No,
that’s wrong. I was terrified. But I forced myself to talk anyway.
I tossed back the dregs of my gin-and-tonic and gave her my best
smile.

“What do you
mean?”

She leaned forward
conspiratorially and locked her green eyes on mine. Her face
blurred for a second, and then came back into focus. “I could see
you watching me. For hours now. But you never came
over.”

I couldn’t remember a time
that evening when she had seemed aware of my presence-or, for that
matter, of the presence of anyone around her. And I had watched her
closely, or so I had thought.

“What would have
happened—if I had come over. What would you have done?”

She leaned back against the
booth’s red cushions. She was about to speak, and then the waitress
came by, setting the new drinks on the table and taking away
empties. Sarabeth watched my face. The air was thick with her. I
felt like I was breathing her—her presence. If there was a time
that I had wanted to call Andrews, it was past—for good. I felt
like I would cut the throat of someone who so much as tried to
interrupt our conversation. I hung on her silence, waiting for the
waitress to leave, noticing things about Sarabeth’s face close-up
that I hadn’t seen in the pictures or when she was on stage, or
even across the bar. She had a small, almost invisible scar on one
eyelid, and that eye stayed slightly more closed than the other.
Her almost perfect teeth were beautifully ruined by a canine on the
left side that was just slightly out of place, and sharper than the
other. The waitress left with my empty glass in her hand, looking
oddly at Sarabeth and then disappearing around the booth’s
partition.

“I would have ignored you.
Or, if you were persistent, I would have told you to go away. If
you didn’t leave then, I would have thrown a drink in your face, or
laughed at you. Laughing usually works very well—not many men like
being laughed at.” Her voice was a smooth near-tenor that had an
actor’s training to it. She enunciated every word.

I sipped at the new
gin-and-tonic, after telling myself not to. I didn’t need it.
Everything was already too colorful, and the room seemed much
warmer than when I had entered it, hours ago.

“I wasn’t going to give you
the chance to reject my advances. I don’t hit on women in
bars.”

She laughed. She did it by
smiling and making a low “hmm-hmm” through her teeth.

“I’ve heard that one
before—but it’s usually delivered while a man is in the middle of
hitting on me, so I don’t believe it very often. Men try to make
you feel like you’re the first girl they’ve ever seen. I had one of
them do it to me twice in the same night. But you—well, it’s
usually the ones that you wish would come and talk to you that
don’t. You must have a girlfriend.”

“No, I just wanted to watch
you drink. I didn’t want to disturb you—you seemed to be doing
quite well drinking by yourself. Personally, I hate drinking alone.
Maybe that’s what drew me to you.”

The conversation was like a
wire tightening between us. She raised an eyebrow. “How’s
that?”

“You don’t want anything to
do with people, but you still want them nearby. You want them in
the room, making noise at each other, but at a distance from you.
You want to be so thin you’re almost invisible, so you can just
exist without anyone knowing you’re there.” the words were getting
away from me. I didn’t know what I was saying. “You need their
voices—their inane conversations and their movement, because it
distracts you from what you’re thinking. I know you need that,
because if you didn’t, you would be drinking at home. You need
atmosphere. And deep down, you want someone to prove you wrong
about people. You want someone to prove they can be more than just
background noise to you.” I finished and felt my cheeks
burning.

She sat across the table
from me. She was so quiet that when she shifted, I thought that she
was going to leave. But she was just getting comfortable. She drew
a cigarette out. I reached across the table and lit it for her as
soon as it touched her lips, with the lighter that Helen had given
to me. She touched my hand to steady the flame. I bit my lip. She
turned her head, exhaling blue smoke into the room. She seemed to
be looking for someone, but it only lasted a second. I recognized
that look for what it was. It was the nagging habit of a fugitive
who’s almost forgotten that they are running—and then suddenly
remembers. She took the cigarette out of her mouth and tapped it
unnecessarily over the ashtray.

“Do you think that I’ll
have any luck?” She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at the
table. Her voice was very serious—like a believer asking a
fortune-teller what their future holds.

“I don’t know.”

She looked up at me, and I
swallowed reflexively. The terror of her came back. I imagined her
breaking her glass and cutting me with it. A strange, misplaced
feeling of guilt came over me. Her hands were moving under the
table. She picked her purse up and opened it, bringing out a set of
keys and folding them into her palm.

“We should go. It’s getting
late.”
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Her car was parked in the
last space of the parking lot. She didn’t speak as we crossed the
lot. She didn’t look at me. A couple was leaned up against the hood
of a Mercedes, speaking to each other in hushed tones, their faces
close together. The woman’s face was turned slightly down and away
from the man’s. She shook her head and said something that I
couldn’t make out. The man’s face was in shadow. One large hand was
clamped around the woman’s upper arm. He reached down with his
other hand and turned her face toward his. I heard him say, “For
the last time, say that you’re sorry!” In a harsh whisper as we
went past. He seemed about to hit her, and my steps faltered. But
he released her arm and backed away from her, shoving his hands
into his pockets. The sky overhead was full of clouds like dark
lambs’ wool, and the moonlight came out from behind the clouds,
making glowing white cracks in them. The woman ran back into the
bar, and the man sighed, leaning up against the chain link fence. I
could feel Sarabeth’s eyes, watching me watch them. We reached
Sarabeth’s car, and she unlocked my door. I slid in and unlocked
hers from the inside. She got in, not looking at me, turned the
key, and we pulled out of the parking lot onto the boulevard,
headed east.

The world around me was
moving in circles. If I closed my eyes, I spun backwards through
the seat and into nothing, so I blinked quickly and kept them
open.

“You shouldn’t take chances
with strangers like this.”

She kept her eyes on the
road. “It’s funny, but practically all the people I know were
strangers when I first met them.”

I had a sudden flash of
jealousy. It hit me cold in the face, and I gritted my teeth. “Do
you pick up many people like this?”

The side of her mouth
turned up. “Not many. Only one or two at a time.”

I didn’t say anything. I
suddenly wanted a cigarette very badly. I felt sick. Feverish. The
car didn’t seem to have enough air in it. I rolled the window
down.

She glanced over at me.
“You’re right.”

“Right?”

“That wasn’t funny.” Her
hand dug blindly in her purse. Her eyes stayed on the road. She
drove well, moving around slower cars and letting the fast ones go
by. She was a textbook driver. She drove like someone scared of
getting pulled over. Her hand came out with her pack of cigarettes,
and she put one in her mouth, then offered one to me. I slid it
out, got my lighter, and lit hers first. When I held the flame to
it, she grabbed my hand, pushing my fingers aside a bit, then
releasing it. I lit my own, and put the lighter away.

“That’s a nice
lighter.”

“Thanks.” I was turning it
over in my pocket, rubbing at it for some reason. “You like
Ronsons?”

“Not particularly. I was
just wondering what the initials stood for.”

“You don’t have to wonder.
I’ll tell you.”

She shook her head. “That’s
no fun. Let me see. How about Earnest O’Leary?”

I grinned out the window.
“That’s fine—for someone named Earnest O’Leary.”

“Well, then. How about
Eddie Onassis?”

I shook my head. “Nobody
was ever named Eddie Onassis.” I felt comfortable, now. We seemed
to have slipped away from the tension between us. It was as if we
were reading off a script. The lines came easily to me.

She slid into the left hand
turn lane and brought the car to a smooth stop just shy of the
white line. “Why? I think I like Eddie Onassis.”

I shrugged. “Dull. No sense
of humor.”

“Well. That’s two strikes
on me.”

“How about Evan
O’Neill?”

She tapped her ash out the
window. The light turned green, and she stepped on the gas. We
turned off of the boulevard and onto a residential street. The
headlights of her car panned across the rows of neat, well-kept
tract homes, fronted by immaculate landscaping and well-tended
lawns. No cars were parked at the curbs, giving an eerie abandoned
feel to the neighborhood, as if all the houses and lawns were being
tended in the absence of their owners, orangey interior lights
turned on and off, even televisions glowing blue to give the
appearance—but only the appearance—of occupancy.

“Is that really your
name?”

“Why? Don’t you like it?” I
stuck my cigarette out the window and watched the ember brighten as
the wind hit it.

“I once knew a boy named
Evan. He wore plaid pants. I guess I could learn to forget him,
though.”

She turned down identical
streets, past the yellow pools of street lamps, and slid her car up
a driveway suddenly—as if she had picked it at random.

The house was long and
single storied, 1950’s ranch style, with a two-car garage at the
left end of it. A butch-cut lawn and a huge Bird of Paradise plant
dominated the front yard. A foot-lamp-dotted brick path led up to
the front porch. The porch light was burning, welcoming us. It was
the act of a lonely person, leaving the light on like
that.

Sarabeth pushed a button
above her sun-visor and the garage door slid open on its track. She
guided the car in smoothly and shut the engine off. The door slid
noisily shut behind us. We were enclosed now, inside now. She
turned toward me and smiled. “So . . . here we are.”

“Here we are.” I
echoed.

The easy scene in the car
had ended, and complication set in. We seemed to be waiting for
something—waiting together for something to happen. I wanted very
much to kiss her—so much that I imagined it, and my heart thudded
as if I had done so. I could feel her looking at the side of my
face. Her breathing was quick and shallow. I stared out the
windshield at the bare drywall of the garage. Out of the corner of
my eye, I saw her lean toward me. It was a lean of inches, and she
changed her mind and retracted it almost instantly, clicking her
door open instead. I opened my door and climbed out of the car. She
led me into the house, and I followed.

We went into a living room,
and she touched a switch on the wall that illuminated the place in
soft, orangey light. There was an overstuffed peach-colored sofa,
bleach-wood coffee and end tables, a slender chromium floor lamp in
each corner, and a closed bleach-wood entertainment-center big
enough for a fifty-inch TV set and everything else you might want.
One wall was covered by a long built-in bookcase, full of the kind
of books everyone tells you you should read, in immaculate
clothbound editions—Modern library, Everyman’s Library. All the
heavy-hitters. The books brought her mother to mind. The white
carpet in the place was immaculate, and still had the marks of a
recent and careful vacuuming. Two carpeted steps led up through a
doorway to the rest of the house, and a set of French doors led out
onto a darkened back patio. Sarabeth bent and slid her heels off,
then padded across the carpet and up the steps, calling back over
her shoulder to me.

“Would you like something
to drink, Evan?” She accented the name oddly. She knew it wasn’t
mine.

“Please,” I said. I didn’t
need it. I was already swaying a bit, and everything had a nice
glow to it.

“Make yourself
comfortable,” she called from the other room. I could hear her
opening a freezer somewhere, cracking ice out of its
tray.

I slid onto the sofa and
looked around. This was not the house of a frantic runaway, or a
counter-girl at the local movie theater. It was the house of an
established, upper middle class Claremont businessperson. Someone
with taste and aspirations. It managed to be both welcoming and
immaculate at the same time. I listened to the tick-tock of a
grandfather clock from somewhere deeper in the house, and to the
sound of Sarabeth’s stocking feet on the linoleum in a kitchen I
couldn’t see. I lay my head back against the fabric of the couch
and listened to her coming back in, the ice rattling the sides of
the glasses she was carrying. I opened my eyes. She was standing in
front of me, looking down at me. She handed me a highball
glass.

“Would you like to go
swimming?”

I nodded.
“Sure.”

“I have a pair of trunks
that should fit you. In the cabinet in the bathroom.”

I sipped from the highball
glass and nodded. She was looking down at me oddly—a little
nervously, and I realized that I had been staring at her. I smiled.
“You have a beautiful house.”

The nervousness slipped out
of her face. “Thank you.” She pointed at the doorway. “The bathroom
is through the kitchen, and to the left.”

I stood up, a little
unsteadily, and suddenly I was very close to her. She didn’t move
to get out of my way. Our hips touched, and she leaned into me and
whispered into my ear: “My name is Bethany. You can stop looking at
me as though I were going to disappear, Evan.”

I backed away from her, and
shrugged, very schoolboy-cool. “Oh, that. That’s just terror.
Through the kitchen, you said?”

She covered her mouth with
her hand to stifle a laugh, and I went up the steps.

The kitchen was modern,
with a center counter that doubled as a table, and all the
appliances. I went through it and to the left, into a pink-tiled
bathroom with pink towels hanging neatly, and mirrored walls, which
I avoided looking at. I could hear her walking through the kitchen
and away, down another hall. A door closed. I opened the bathroom
cabinet and found a navy blue swimsuit inside that fit well enough.
I started stripping off my clothes, feeling strange and on display.
I put the swimsuit on and went back out into the living room. I
felt ashamed of my paleness. I was no Los Angeles beach-boy. I
picked my drink up off the table. I tried the French doors and had
trouble with them, but finally got them open and stepped out onto
the darkened patio to wait for her. My heart was ramming itself
against my ribcage. It wanted out. It wanted none of
this.

Sarabeth came out, wearing
a black one-piece bathing suit, a towel around her shoulders and
another in her hand, which she gave to me. She was short—no more
than five three or four without her heels on. She smiled up at me.
The makeup was gone. She looked younger and happier without it. I
crossed my arms over my chest, self-consciously, then uncrossed
them. She came in close and looked up into my face. My cheeks
burnt.

“You’re wide open, Evan. I
can see into you without looking.”

I gave her a nervous flash
of teeth. “Don’t bother. Besides, it’s not nice to do.”

She stood on tiptoe,
wobbling slightly, leaning toward me, and put the palm of her hand
against my chest. I reached out and touched her face for the first
time, and she closed her eyes as I ran a finger along her cheekbone
and down the curve of her jaw. Gently, she pushed away from me and
went to the wall. Her hand found the switchplate. The lights
snapped on and the pool came alive, a shifting blue kidney cut into
the center of the yard. Sarabeth walked past me and, discarding the
towel around her shoulders, dove into it gracefully. I watched her
body as it moved beneath the water, blue-white and distorted by the
waves slapping around the surface of the basin. In one powerful
underwater stroke, she was across the pool’s length. She surfaced,
pulling herself smoothly up onto the far lip, turning to face me.
Her eyes seemed to crash into me. I looked away.

A brick walkway lit by
orange foot-lamps wound through a well-kept lawn and ended in steps
up to an upper level of yard, where birds of paradise cocked their
heads in half-light, intermingled with sharp little cacti. A
shadowy row of orange trees stood behind them, giving the
night-time illusion that the yard ended at the beginnings of an
orchard.

I walked unsteadily up the
path, holding my half-full drink tightly, as if it might be yanked
from my hand at any moment. I stopped and stood on the steps,
staring into the shadowy foliage, thinking guilty thoughts. Wet
feet slapped on the cement behind me, then, with a different sound,
on the brick path. Sarabeth’s arms wrapped around my waist,
goose-bumped and damp, and I felt her body against mine. My breath
caught in my throat.

“Why don’t you come in? the
water’s warm—I keep it heated.”

“Oh . . . I will. I was
just looking.”

She came around the side of
me, not releasing her hold, and lay her head against my chest. I
wrapped an arm around her shoulders and bent my head down, pressing
my face into the cool dark mass of her hair. She shivered, and
shifted against me, holding me tighter. We stood that way for a
long time. I listened to the chirping of a tree-frog, hidden
somewhere in the moonlit jungle of branches and fruit. I felt like
I was dying—dying into that chirping sound and the wet tendrils of
her hair.

She nudged me with the top
of her head. I felt her hand close around mine. I backed up,
looking down at her face. It was little more than shadows. The
light picked out the tip of her nose and the end of her chin. It
gleamed in one green eye and put silver highlights in her hair. She
pulled me toward the pool. “Come on. I want to swim with you first.
Okay?”

I stood at the edge of the
pool watching the wavering lines of light inside it.
“First?”

She laughed and pushed me.
I pinwheeled my arms and hit the water, crashing down into the
glowing blue. Under the surface, the world was blurred turquoise.
From the deep end, the glowing white glaucomic eye of the pool
light stared at me. I caught the latent edge of a childhood fear,
and could almost feel a shark’s teeth clamping onto my leg. Death,
pulling me down. I fought for the surface. She jumped after me,
brushing past me coming in. We came up together, and she swam to
me, throwing her arm around my neck and floating into my arms, so
that I was carrying her like a bride. I felt her nails along my
collarbone, and then she kissed me. Her mouth was cool on the
surface, warm just behind her lips, where the pool’s water couldn’t
cool it. I felt her hand slide up my neck and into my hair. Our
teeth clicked against each other, trying to get too close. She
slipped out of my arms without breaking the kiss and I felt her
hand slide along the waistband of my swim trunks, ducking just an
inch below with the sharp edge of a nail. She took hold of my wrist
and pulled my hand to her breast. I slid it up to her face, slid my
hands on either side of her face, back into her hair, pulling her
mouth to mine. She made a small sound, like crying, and pulled away
from me, wiping at her mouth with her hand.

“You shouldn’t kiss me like
that. You don’t even know me. You just met me tonight, and that’s
the kind of kiss that could make someone very lonely,
later.”

I couldn’t think of
anything to say. All the good lines had died away, decades ago. She
seemed to be waiting for me to say something. She flicked her eyes
across my face, then locked onto my eyes, as if she had found
something new there.

“No witty comebacks? No
pulling me to the bedroom? Nothing?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.
I’m sorry.”

She put her hand on the
side of my face and kissed me again, so lightly that my hands
shook. Beyond the fence of that yard, beyond the orange trees, past
the end of the driveway, there was nothing for me. It all went
away.

 


 


 



Three

 


 


She lay face-down next to
the bed. Her nightgown had been twisted up around her torso. Above
the naked swell of her buttocks, her hands were blue-white and
swollen. Her wrists had been tied together with what looked like
packing twine. A strip of the bed’s top sheet had been torn off and
used to lash her ankles together. Her shoulders were pressed
against the carpet at such an unnatural angle that I knew in that
first glance she was dead. A pair of scissors rested on the pillow.
Surrounding them, and scattered across the bed were thick locks of
brown hair that had been hacked from her head. Her face wasn’t
recognizable. Every bone in it looked like it had been broken. It
was a distorted blue and purple mask with a broken red O for a
mouth. The backs of her legs were covered with long red
cuts.

A very calm little voice in
my head said “don’t touch anything, Eliot.” I agreed with it. Then
my knees gave out and I was on the carpet, retching.

There was a tiny “click”
behind me like a door opening, and the sound of running feet. I
twisted halfway around and something hit me. A blast of white and
blue exploded in my head. I could hear feet running, and the slam
of a door a hundred miles away. And then, nothing—a loud rushing
nothing like a wave.

 


 


I woke to a close-up of
clean white carpet. There was a whistling roar in my head, as if I
was holding a seashell to my ear. For a long, merciful minute I
couldn’t remember where I was or how I had arrived there. The back
of my head seemed to be lying somewhere behind me in little pieces,
scattered around. The rest of me floated in liquid. If I
concentrated, I could feel my hand clenching and unclenching, but
it seemed like someone else’s hand, or like it was connected to me
with only the finest of wires. After a while the pieces of my head
came back together, and I was able to lift it off the carpet. And
then I saw her laying there, and it hit me like the first time.
Sarabeth was dead.

I pushed myself to my feet.
A bolt of pain shot through my head. White and blue stars flashed
across my vision. My knees threatened to give out again. I lurched
out of the bedroom, running into the doorway and into the living
room. I didn’t want to see what was left of her. I grabbed the
handle of the front door, struggling with it. I was finally able to
throw it open. I stumbled out of the house into the blinding wash
of Southern California sunlight, feet tripping over the brick
steps. I should have been screaming—inside, I was screaming—I could
hear it in my ears, hear it pushing at the inside of my skull, but
it would not make itself heard. I caught a foot on a rough edge of
brick and fell, twisting around and watching myself fall as if out
of the sky. I landed on my back in the sharp, grudging arms of the
massive Bird of Paradise plant that dominated the house’s front
yard. The yellow-beaked, purple-tongued flowers swayed crazily over
me, jabbing and pecking at one another and at the dirty-blue sky. I
lay unmoving, staring up at them blankly. The hot air hummed with
violence. The distant traffic on Foothill Boulevard was a bass-line
of malice. A jet climbed, roaring into the wide bowl of blue,
leaving a white trail behind it as it disappeared. My eyes locked
onto it and watched it go. The angles of the violated foliage under
my back jabbed at me, but I didn’t want to get up. The scream
inside my skull had faded, and was replaced by a tiny, gibbering
echo—like a termite, chewing at the wood of my brain. There is a
dead woman in that house, it said. And she was your last
chance to find IT. She was your last chance to fill the gap, Eliot.
She was IT. I shook my head and it stopped.

And then a realization hit
me—so hard that I choked on it, turned over, racked by coughing,
and with a convulsive effort, freed myself from the crumpled plant
and stood unsteadily in the middle of the lawn. I clenched my fists
until I could feel the bones creaking. “You led him right to her,”
I said to nobody, to the sky. “You brought him to her
doorstep.”
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They left me sitting in the
kitchen with a uniformed officer who sipped coffee from a Styrofoam
cup and did his best not to look at me. I stared at the tile
counter and felt it every time his eyes stabbed into the side of my
face. In the bedroom, the homicide detectives clicked cameras and
muttered to each other.

One of The Homicide
detectives came into the kitchen, flipping through a small
notebook. His name was Captain Holt. He gave me a grim smile and
sat across the counter from me, setting the notebook on the counter
between us and clearing his throat. His expression was unreadable.
He was thirtyish. He had a long, parchment-white face under
shoe-polish black hair, and enormous blue eyes that radiated
honesty despite their constant movement. Now they moved over my
face.

“Shall we . . . pick up
where we left off, Mr. O’Ryan?”

I nodded.

“After the swim, where did
you go?”

“We went back into the
house . . .after we had dried off. Into the living room. We sat on
the couch and talked awhile.”

“About?”

“About our . . . about
ourselves. The ways we looked at things—at the ways we had been
brought up . . . about . . . the way things are.”

“That’s somewhat
vague.”

“It was. It all meshed very
well, at the time.”

“Meaning?”

“We had quite a bit in
common.”

Something shifted behind
his eyes. “Her parents also died when she was a
child?”

I shook my head. “No. I
told you . . . I talked to her mother.”

“Oh, that’s
right.”

I could feel the bones in
my hands—the muscles, tensing. There was a sharp flash of pain in
my head, where I had been struck. “You shouldn’t try to be coy,
Holt. You don’t have the face for it.”

He moved his shoulders in a
shrug, and nodded. “You caught me. When you were talking—you and
Sarabeth—did you share in specifics?—by that I mean, did you let
her know that you had been hired by her husband to find
her?”

“No.”

“And why was that?” His
eyes stopped moving and locked onto mine.

I did not flinch. “Because
I had become suspicious of my client’s motives . . . and because I
had become aware of my own.”

“And after the Living
room?” His eyes did not move from mine. Nothing had changed in
them.

“The bedroom.”

“You had
intercourse?”

“Yes.”

“Once?”

“Yes.”

“And afterwards . .
.”

“We talked
more.”

“About?”

“Us. We talked about her
childhood, about her mother. And then we fell asleep. And you know
the rest. I woke up before her. I woke her, and told her that I was
going to get breakfast together . . . I went for groceries, and . .
.”

“You’re a good man. She
expected you to come back?”

My eyes burned. “I’m not
sure. I think so . . . I didn’t know her well enough to . .
.”

He cut me off with a wave
of his hand. “I understand. He stood up, smoothing the front of his
suit. “You are sure you don’t know where her estranged husband was
staying?”

I shook my head. “No. He
said he would contact me . . . I . . .”

He made a strange face—a
tightening of the muscles that made his skin seem transparent for a
moment, bringing out the lines of his skull beneath. His eyes began
to move around the room again. He spoke without looking at me.
“That’s enough. For now. I’ll have you come down to the station,
later . . . I’ll give you a call. Until then . . . you can
go.”

“That’s all?”

His eyes snapped back to
mine. “Did you kill her?”

“No.”

“When you said, earlier,
that you may have been followed . . . can you be certain of
that?”

“No.”

“But you believe it was her
husband who did this to her.”

“Yes.”

“Strongly.
Believe.”

“Yes.”

He nodded. “Well, I
strongly believe that you are not the murderer. I also believe that
you made a very lethal error in judgment when you took this case,
under the circumstances. But that—is your problem. Mine is finding
her killer. And finding time to find all the other killers . . .”
He paused, picking up the notebook. “It never ends. I can’t waste
my time with errors in judgment.”

He turned his back on
me.

I did not want to stand up.
I could not stand up. But somehow, I was up, drifting out of the
house, down the steps to my car at the curb. I stopped with my hand
on the door. I wanted to go back . . . to look back, at least. But
I did not.

Outside, people stood
around on the sidewalks and in the street, talking to one another
in low tones. The intensity of their discussions increased as I
went past them to my car. Someone said “hey, buddy! To me, but I
ignored them. I got in the car and drove away, thinking of Holt’s
cold square shoulders in his gray suit, turning away from
me.

It kept me from thinking of
Sarabeth’s face.
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Four O’clock downtown Los
Angeles was dotted with power suits. The women all had their hair
up in French twists. The men were close-cropped and angry-looking,
with broad padded shoulders. I drove up and down the street a dozen
times and finally found a slot two blocks up from the Orchid Hotel,
between a BMW and a graffiti-scarred panel van.

After leaving Sarabeth’s
house, I had stopped at a Chevron and strapped on my shoulder
holster. The Lama .380 sat snugly under my left arm, waiting. I had
kept my eye out for a police tail, but there was nothing. The
Clearview P.D. apparently didn’t consider me important enough to
follow.

I walked down the street
through the Orchid’s smeary doors. The bibliophile behind the
counter had his nose in a copy of Salinger’s Nine Stories.
One of the hotel’s residents was asleep in a vinyl armchair, his
loose mouth gaping toward the ceiling, a brown paper bag with a
pint in it tucked in his front pocket. He snored fitfully. The boy
behind the counter turned a page, and looked up.

“Here to see Mr. Andrews? I
don’t think he’s in, right now. I haven’t seen him since last night
. . .”

I waved a hand to quiet
him. “I know. I’m not here to see him—I’m here to see his
room.”

The kid shook his head. “We
can’t . . .”

“He killed his wife this
morning.”

The kid’s big cloudy eyes
went sharp. “He what?”

“Killed his wife. If he’s
smart, he won’t be coming back here. I want to see what he has in
his room before the cops show up.”

“He killed his . .
.”

“And I want you not to tell
anyone I was ever here. Because I want to get to him first. You
understand?”

He sat, very still. When he
thought, his eyes moved from left to right. I put a hundred dollar
bill in his shirt pocket. He fished it out and stared at it, then
back at me.

“I don’t . . .”

I reached past him and
plucked the key to #22 off the board.

“Call a cop if you want to,
kid. I’m past caring.” I went across the lobby and up the
stairs.

The kid was close on my
heels. I stuck the key in #22 and swung the door wide, using a
handkerchief on the doorknob, although fingerprints are laughable
evidence.. There was a narrow entrance-way with a bathroom off to
the right. The main room was painted an uncomfortable bright
yellow. There was an ugly picture of a peacock above the unmade
bed. Andrews’ suitcase lay across a chair. I made a beeline for it.
Behind me, the kid closed the door, coming into the room and
leaning against the wall, watching me.

“You know, you could just
explain yourself, instead of shoving money at people.”

I turned toward him.
“Andrews hired me to find his wife. When I did, he killed her. He
beat her to death. I made a mistake. I’m responsible for her death.
And . . .” I broke off.

The kid’s face had gone
white—or whiter. His indoor pallor had turned to diluted cream.
“I’m sorry. If there’s anything I can do . . .”

“Just keep
quiet.”

I tossed the room key to
him. He dropped the hundred-dollar bill on the carpet and went
out.

I unzipped the suitcase.
Inside were a few folded pairs of underwear, socks, a shoebox, a
journal, and a half-empty case of .45 shells. I took out the
journal and opened it to the middle.

 


4/15

Led by the voice to hire
new detective. Sarabeth feels close. Felt her last night, and
remembered the way she took to the whippings . . . was sick in
bathroom. Remembering her rolling her eyes back and taunting me to
strike her again. I could not beat the evil from her. As if she
grew more evil with every lash, laughing at me. And I would beat
her until my arm hurt, until she would stop laughing. Voice told me
what I would have to do, but I feel that I must fail . . . as with
fornication. I will point the gun and she will laugh. I will pull
the trigger then . . . will I? And will she stop?

 


I turned the page with a
shaking hand, sitting down weakly on the edge of the
bed.

 


In the face of the lion, we
behold that of the mighty baptizer with the Holy Ghost and fire.
The face of the ox typifies the great burden-bearer. In the face of
the eagle, we see reflected soul-enrapturing visions of the coming
King. And in the face of the man we behold the Savior. Here is a
perfect gospel, a complete gospel, for body, for soul, for spirit.
And for eternity. A gospel facing squarely in every
direction.

The voice asks but one
thing of me, that I might understand. Dreamed of the Lion, and he
bit me at the crotch, removing the offending and useless baggage,
my burden. He tosses his head back and wolfs them down
whole.

 


I turned the page. My
stomach knotted. I could feel, from the pages of the journal, the
heat of Andrews’ insanity on my face.

 


She carries my evil inside
her, wherever she goes. So I am pure, inside, but my evil is free.
I have birthed it into the world. She knew . . . she knew, and she
ran, with it inside her. So that I could never be free of it. But
god has sent me a hand . . . and although it is an evil hand, a
rotting hand, it does His business. The hand went to the
whorehouse. I saw the hand with the Sarabeth’s slut protectress
today, and with the spick boy at the Motel.

He is a hand, because he is
blind and must be guided. He has no eyes of his own. Or he would
see me, see his purpose.

 


It was the last entry. I
slammed the journal shut and fumbled the box open.

It was empty.

The phone on the bed-stand
rang. I picked it up, silent, listening.

The desk boy’s voice spoke
with a tremor. “There’s a policeman getting out of his car . . .
he’s coming to the door. There’s a back way out . . . down the
hall, to the left. The door says employees only. It goes down to
the basement and to a door in the rear of the hotel. I have to
go.”

He hung up before I could
thank him. I wiped the receiver down.

I threw the journal and the
box back into the suitcase, zipped it closed.

I went out the door,
closing it behind me, and down the hall, to the employees only
door. It opened onto a cement landing and a set of stairs. I found
my way down into a cramped basement stuffed with rotting mildewed
mattresses, rusted bed frames, and chairs stacked like so much
upholstered firewood. I wound my way through the wreckage to a
heavy iron door that opened onto a narrow garbage-strewn alley. The
late afternoon Los Angeles sun coming through golden smog-haze
picked out bits of broken glass and made them sparkle like
diamonds. I leaned against the wall and forced my heart to slow
down. And suddenly, I was sliding down the wall, my legs giving
out, seeing Sarabeth laying on the floor, beaten to death. Her
voice came to me, tinny like music from another room, breathless,
the words obscured. I sat down on the dirty pavement and pressed
the palms of my hands against my eyes, trying to push the image
out.

I managed to pull myself to
my feet after a moment, and went the rest of the way down the
alley, coming out on the street behind the hotel, between a
fast-food restaurant and an office building. I circled the block,
keeping an eye out for Captain Holt. He was nowhere to be seen, but
I recognized his standard white unmarked cruiser parked in the
loading zone across from the hotel, its flashers on. He had found
the place quickly—quicker than I would have expected.

I climbed into my car and
pulled away, headed home.
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My key turned in the lock
and I pushed the door open. I reached to the wall and found the
switch-plate. I clicked it on, and nothing happened; the room
remained dark. I threw myself to the side, and there was a roar and
a bright orange muzzle-flash that lit up the black.

Laying on the floor, I got
my jacket open and yanked out the .380 I reached out with my foot
and knocked the potted palm over. It fell to the floor with a
crash. I heard the shooter move, and there was another bang and a
flash. A slug crashed into the wall, nearer to the palm than to me.
The .380 bucked in my hands as I fired it four times at the flash’s
origin. I crawled on my belly across the carpet, to the other side
of the room, sheltering myself behind the arm of the couch. In the
dark, there was a rustle, and then a heavy thud, muffled by carpet.
A man made a sound like a baby’s gurgle, and then was silent. My
ears rang, making the sound of neighborhood dogs barking at the
gunshots sound distant and muted, as if underwater. Two white ovals
danced in my vision, like holes cut out of the blackness. My blood
hummed in my veins and my heart rattled around in its cage. I felt
my way along the carpet and turned on the floor lamp, ducking back
behind the couch as I did so.

Andrews lay dead, face-down
on the carpet. Blood spread and had begun to pool beneath his
ruined head. His gun lay on the floor, just under the coffee
table.

I set my own gun down on
the table. I went to the phone, and dialed.

“This is Eliot O’Ryan,” I
gave them my address. “I’ve just killed a burglar. You’ll want to
send someone over . . . yes, I’ll stay on the line.”

I stood there looking at my
former client’s corpse.

And then my eyes caught on
something else—a slip of white paper placed neatly in the center of
my desk, and in neat block-printing:

 


Mr. O’Ryan . . .

Helen says
hello.

Will return her safely to
you for the $500,000 taken from me by Sarabeth Andrews.

If not, she goes the same
way as Sarabeth.

I’ll contact you—don’t try
to find me.

Find the money.

 


And next to the letter, a
lock of Helen’s hair. I set the phone down on the table and picked
the letter up, folding it carefully and placing it in the bottom
drawer of my desk, between the pages of my phone-book. The lock of
hair, I flushed down the toilet in the bathroom. I picked the phone
up. The police dispatch operator was saying my name, over and over
again, in a monotone. “Mr. O’Ryan . . . Mr. O’Ryan . . . Mr. O’Ryan
. . .”

“Sorry. I was
sick.”

The dispatcher made a
sympathetic noise. “I understand. Are you better now?”

“I think so.”

“We’ll have units there
momentarily.”

“I can hear them.” The
sirens were a steadily increasing, ghostly scream out on the
Boulevard. “You may want to call Captain Holt. Homicide, in
Clearview. The man I killed is a suspect in an investigation of
his.”

The dispatcher’s tone was
unchanging. “I see. I’ll notify him.”

With a whoop the sirens
died out, and there was the sound of hard-soled shoes in the
courtyard. I opened the door and two blue-uniformed LAPD bulls
stepped in with their guns out. I had my free hand in the
air.

“The cops are
here.”

“Fine.” I hung the phone
up.

One of the cops whistled,
staring at Andrews. “Good job, buddy. Nice shot.”

I smiled dully at him. All
I could think about was Helen, out there somewhere.

And $500,000.

I had a new
client.

 


 


THE MANUSCRIPT ENDS
HERE

 


 


 



 


aPPENDIX V:
an interview with
ray nayler

 by david
soyka

May 17, 2003

David
Soyka: There
was a time in the 1920s and 1930s when a writer could actually make
more money writing short stories than novels. Today, the opposite
seems true. While rumors of the death of the short form may be
greatly exaggerated, what with the plethora of
university-associated journals and nascent web and electronic
“publications,” these aren’t well paying—and often don’t pay at
all—while also being very much a niche marketplace. As someone who
first made his mark as a short story writer, to what extent does
the prospect of a wider readership, not to mention additional
income, play in your decision to write in a longer
form?

Ray
Nayler: I
think that what played more into my decision to write longer was
being able to form and execute more complex ideas. For a short
story, I would start with a pretty simple situation, place it in a
scene, and go from there. When you’re writing for the short story
market, at least for the market that I have been targeting, you’re
looking for around 3,000 words. What that trains you to do is to
cut everything extraneous out of your idea and focus. You have to
characterize and move action at a very good clip, or you won’t have
room to progress the story along sufficiently. You learn techniques
to deal with this: you learn how to quickly define a character
through actions and gestures. You learn to start the story in the
middle, to drop your reader into the action quickly, and you learn
when to get out. But the form, while amazing, can be limiting. I
found that, more and more, I was coming up with ideas that needed
more space. Ideas that were more complex than I could work out in a
short story. So I had to write a novel. I just needed more room for
things to play out. At the same time, I think that the short story
form is flourishing these days–not necessarily as a paying form,
but definitely as a form in general. I think that the level of
short story writing is, in general, very high. Crime stories and
Mystery stories have a market and do quite well. More than a
paying, viable economic market, what they provide is a proving
ground for young writers and an opportunity to get their names out
there. Economics isn’t everything, and the short story form is a
very rewarding artistically, if not financially.

David
Soyka: The
cliché is that the short story writer is a sprinter, and the
novelist a long distance runner. True enough, on the surface, since
you’re obviously spending a lot more time with characters and plot
line in a novel. But are the skills really necessarily
different?

Ray
Nayler: I
don’t think that the skills it takes are very different at all. I
think of a novel as a tightly controlled tale, rather than a
dumping ground for excess character study and the like. A novel, to
me, should have enough of an idea behind it to carry it through
without any need for padding. As a writer, I don’t like subplots
much, or side characters. I like plots. I like strong main
characters that are well developed, and well-developed supporting
characters. I like for everything to fit together pretty neatly.
Short story writing taught me to do that. I learned to discard. To
trim away the fat, so to speak. I want things lean and concise. At
the same time, I’m not the kind of writer who covers a large amount
of time in a few words. What I write is scenes, rather than
description of the passage of time. I like dialogue and action, and
that’s the way that I structure my work–around the scene. That
takes up a certain amount of space. A short story for me is usually
one to three scenes. A novel might be fifty or so. You can get a
lot more depth into fifty scenes. You have more time for
subtlety.

David
Soyka: American Graveyards is actually more novella in
length than novel. Given the popularity of “fat books”—both in
terms of single volumes of 500 pages or more as well as
multi-volume sets—do you think that is a drawback from a commercial
standpoint? Or is commercial success even a consideration for
you?

Ray
Nayler: I
think it might be a drawback for this particular book, from a
commercial standpoint. It’s certainly the trend these days to write
longer novels. But at the same time, I think there is a market out
there for almost everything. I trust the reader to recognize a good
book when they read one, no matter the length. Not everyone out
there is looking for the same thing, thank goodness. Also, I feel
that I would have been doing myself a great disservice by
writing American Graveyards at any other length. The
length fit exactly what I wanted to do. My next
book, Empty
Horse, is almost twice as long
as American
Graveyards. It’s entirely different, and
its length fits it well, I think. I really believe in not padding
anything. Padding isn’t fair to the reader, either. It breaks the
focus of a novel, it distracts, and it is disingenuous. Maybe it
will be a slight commercial drawback, but I’m not writing for
commercial gain. I would like to make a living doing what I love. I
just hope that there are people out there who respect that and
support it. I believe there are.

David
Soyka: American Graveyards is your first published novel,
but not the first you’ve written. Is your first effort something
you intend to ever publish?

Ray
Nayler: I’m
not really sure. I go back and forth with that first book. It was a
detective novel as well, and I feel that it was an exercise in
learning how to write a book, more than a complete novel. As I went
along through the book, I felt like I was getting better at
writing. So I feel that the beginning is much weaker, and that as
the book goes along it gets stronger. That isn’t such a great thing
for a manuscript. I would have to do a lot of rewriting, I believe,
in order to save that book. I’m not sure it’s worth it. It seems
better just to move forward, to write other books and build on the
experience I gained with the first one. Writing the first novel
definitely allowed me to write American
Graveyards well. By the time I started American
Graveyards, I had a much better idea of
what I wanted to do and how to get there.

David
Soyka: It
seems more the rule than the exception for writers to go through
the process of creating a novel—sometimes more than one—as a way to
learn how to do it, then discard it to move on to something else.
But while on the one hand that’s a valuable “learning experience,”
to use the term, it must be frustrating to invest all that time and
effort into a project without a pay-off—both literally in the sense
of making money for your work and developing a readership. Which
leads to the whole question of how anyone can hope to earn a living
as a fiction writer. Do you?

Ray
Nayler: Writing that first novel was not at all a frustrating
experience for me. It was a huge challenge. It took over a year to
get the first draft done, and longer than that to revise it, but
while I was doing it I was very happy to have a focal point in my
life. The magic of a novel is that it protects the writer from some
of life’s bumps and bangs. You always have the novel to come back
to, you always feel like you have a purpose. The length of the
process, I believe, is one of its joys. And at the time, I wasn’t
thinking too much about making a living as a fiction writer. I was
still an undergrad. I just wanted to see if I could do it. I had
written so many short stories, and had a few out there. I wanted to
see if I could write novels too–or if I would always be a short
story author. In the end, I was very happy with the result. My
friends, whom I used as test subjects, loved the book. I just felt
that it had a few major flaws. It isn’t until recently that I
entertained an idea of making money in this market–that is, I
hadn’t made any before, and it isn’t until recently that the money
has started to trickle in. I still read parts of that first book,
and it reads well to me, most of the time. The problem is that I
can’t really put my finger on how to “fix” whatever it is I don’t
like about it. And so I move on to other things. There’s a definite
limit to how much an author can dwell on past writings. And there’s
a definite limit to how much an author can worry about the money
side of the business. I try not to worry too much about that. I
just try to write, and not get rusty sitting around worrying about
when I’ll be able to quit my job and write full time. I’m still not
sure that writing full time would be healthy, or
possible.

David
Soyka: There’s a case to be made that writers need to experience
life in order to write about it (could Melville have written
Moby Dick without ever having shipped
aboard a whaler?), but in the territory you work—crime and noir
fiction—is it necessary to have ever been a P.I. or known a thug or
two?

Ray
Nayler: Well–that one is tough. For some people, I think it is nearly
impossible to write about something they have no experience in
first hand. For others, research will suffice. I think what serves
the writer best is a combination of both. I’ve known a P.I., I’ve
talked to a lot of criminals, though not in the name of research. I
was in and out of trouble quite a bit as a kid and saw too much of
the policing side of the industry. I’ve been in a few scrapes, here
and there, and known some people that might qualify as “thugs,”
although I wouldn’t really call them that. I also do my research
when I can–read and read about true crime and false, and read
widely of any fiction or non-fiction that I can get my hands on.
The process is more complex than most people might think–the
process of gathering information, I mean. You take it from your own
life, from the lives of those close to you, from people that you
meet on the street, from stories you read in the paper, and from
traveling, which may be where I learn more than just about anywhere
else. I also think it’s important not to gloss over academics.
Theory and critique have, at times been just as valuable to me as
personal experience, although I think that without the personal
experience, the University would have, in my case, been almost
completely useless. Being poor as a kid helped me to understand
class. Living in different places, getting shuffled around, seeing
quite a few Laundromats and flea markets, racism and street life,
and suburban boredom for a while as well. Everything
helps.

David
Soyka: Lance
Bailey, the protagonist of American
Graveyards, is the archetypical noir
hero—the private detective with his own ragged moral code, trying
to settle accounts and make things right, but in the process
discovering some greater truth that render his own actions as
perhaps pointless, even if still admirable. How do you go about
bringing something fresh to what has become a clichéd
form?

Ray
Nayler: Part
of it is a good working knowledge of the genre. You can’t improvise
if you don’t have any idea of the basic structure, the rules and
the established tropes of the writers before you. For me, a big
part of being able to “bring something new” to the genre came from
theory. I was lucky enough to study a lot of detective fiction as
an academic after having read it as a fan, so I could look at it
from both angles. That has helped me quite a bit. And I also
believe it helps to be critical of the genre–not to just be a fan,
and not to let other people’s definitions of the genre overwhelm
you.

David
Soyka: Typically, your stories end with the main character having
followed through on the original “mission”—which may not
necessarily be a good one—awaiting the consequences of their
actions. Why do you resist that urge to tag a “moral” onto your
endings or otherwise spell out their fates?

Ray
Nayler: That’s the realist in me, I guess. I’m just not comfortable
with capital “M” Morals. I think I’ve just seen a bit too much of
that type of thing in fiction. It doesn’t strike me as uplifting;
it strikes me as false, as a cop out, as cheesy. I don’t think that
the end of the story needs to spell out whether or not the main
character’s actions are correct, in a Moral sense. I think
ambiguity and openness in an ending are more effective. I trust my
readers to make their own judgments, or not to judge at all. Maybe
I would prefer it if they withheld judgment. There’s no need to
police the moral lives of fictional characters, after all. I think
the point of fiction is that it does not judge. It illustrates. It
tells the story, and doesn’t tell you what to think of the
story.

David
Soyka: The
detective novel at times seems to be recognized as a legitimate
literary form—witness, for example, the critical attention to
Jonathan Lethem’s Motherless in Brooklyn—but, at the
same time, it’s often relegated as a genre that is somehow intended
primarily as entertainment. Given the obvious literary aspirations
of your work, do you feel that being labeled as a writer of a
particular genre in any way hindering? Or, is it in some ways
liberating?

Ray
Nayler: I
think that the detective novel has actually been recognized as a
valid literary form for some time, although not always here. The
French, for example, point to the American detective novel as high
art, and found Jim Thompson and Raymond Chandler, among others, to
be fine practitioners of the existential novel, before its time.
Camus was a fan of Thompson and other crime writers. Almost
everyone respects Poe as a major innovator, and he is the father of
the genre. Many of our finest “mainstream” novels have been crime
or mystery novels in thin disguise. I think that the genre has
always done well. On the other hand, the genre will always suffer
somewhat from the stigma of being purely “entertainment.” That is
partially the fault of the many sloppy writers in the genre, a
tradition that goes back as far as the tradition of fine writing
done in the name of Detective and Crime fiction. There is quite a
bit of garbage out there, and there always has been. But then there
is quite a bit of garbage in the literary novel field, and in any
artistic endeavor. The Detective genre isn’t immune from bad
writing, but neither is any other market. I think that the problem
lies more in the public perception of Detective fiction, boiled
down to its simplest elements of tough investigators, femme fatales
and gunplay. That’s unfortunate, but it isn’t the fault of the
genre. It is the fault of consumerism. People using Bogart to sell
coffee or butter. People not paying attention.

David
Soyka: Here
comes the obligatory interview question, “What writers influenced
you?”

Ray
Nayler: It’s
odd to say, but I think that William Styron influenced me the most
at first. I read Set This House on Fire and I wanted to write like
that. Jim Thompson and Cornell Woolrich were influences on me for
sure. And there is no avoiding Chandler. Bret Easton Ellis is, at
times, inspiring. But if you asked me what book I carried around
the longest, and what book affected me the most early on, I would
say it was a collection of poems by Wilfred Owen. I still envy his
power over the word.

David
Soyka: What’s on your bedside reading table these
days?

Ray
Nayler: At
just this moment, I’m reading The Man With the Golden
Arm by
Nelson Algren. Under that is Manifestoes of
Surrealism, by André Breton. I just
finished Chuck Palahniuk’s Choke about a week ago. I enjoyed that book. He’s a brilliant
writer. I also picked up a collection of Sherlock Holmes stories,
and am looking forward to reading and rereading some of those. Then
there’s always the Freud Reader. You can never get enough Freud.
That stays on the nightstand.

David
Soyka: Something tells me you must listen to guys like Tom Waits.
What is it about losers and the underbelly of the American dream
that makes it such an attractive venue for artists to
mine?

Ray
Nayler: I
was having a conversation with a friend of mine a couple of weeks
ago about class–working class, middle class, and upper class. These
days it can be confusing trying to figure out your own class. You
can be poor but have things. You can be middle class but feel poor.
We were searching for indicators of class. What we came up with was
Laundromats. The more times you’ve been to a Laundromat as a child,
the poorer you were. Flea markets can be another indicator. And if
you ever had to buy your school clothes at the thrift store (not
the vintage clothing store, and not so you could look cool) that
marks you as poor. So I’ll put it this way: I saw a lot of
Laundromats as a kid, and I wore a lot of terry shirts and corduroy
pants that were long out of style. Tom Waits is great, but being
poor and eating church yams is not that great. I don’t really care
for artists “slumming it” by mining that kind of thing. Or for
artists making fun of the working poor, making them into
caricatures. I had my time in suburbia too, and that’s in my
fiction. But at the core of it, my family was poor. That doesn’t
make my fiction more or less authentic, but it might give an answer
as to where it comes from. As for the American Dream–maybe if I
write well enough I can have a bit, by and by. In the meantime, I
chalk up all the dirty dishes and boxes to deliver and conveyor
belts to experience. More things to write about. Or am I not
supposed to tell anyone I haven’t quit my day job
yet?

This
interview originally appeared in Blue
Murder and then in Fantastic
Metropolis

Interview Copyright © 2003
by David Soyka
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