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   “Concentrated power is not rendered harmless by the good intentions of those who create it.”
 
    
 
   Milton Freedman
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Be aware that you can drown in a swamp, marsh, or bog as easily as in any other body of water, even if it’s shallow.”
 
    
 
   From WikiHow
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PART 1: DEATH ON A QUIET STREET
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 1, 2018
 
    
 
   The stage is set against the ocean bay, with cliffs framing it on both sides. The beautiful timbre of a singer’s voice fills me up. The sound carries higher and higher and my soul feels like it’s about to overflow beyond its physical confines. 
 
   “Ben, Ben …” someone shakes my shoulder.
 
   Damn it! Leave me alone! I want to scream but contain myself and remove a pair of VR goggles with built-in headphones. I am back in the old study where I sleep now.
 
   “Yes, Dad?”
 
   “There is someone here to see you,” says Dad, his voice barely above whispering.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Your high school friend. Alex … Alex …,” Dad is struggling to remember the last name.
 
   “OK, Dad.”
 
   Alex Martinez is a couple of steps inside the open front door. A year behind me at Franklin High School, my top wide receiver back then, now a detective with LAPD. I am tall at 6’1” but he is even taller, my eyes level with the thin mustache under his hawk-like nose. Alex’s dark hair had receded quite a bit since the last time I saw him.
 
   “Hi, Ben. Didn’t know you’re back in the old house.”
 
   “Moved back three weeks ago, after Mom passed away. What brings you here?”
 
   I feel stupid as the words leave my mouth. The rectangle of the open door is filled with flashing red lights. Sounds of helicopters circling above.
 
   “I am sorry, I didn’t know about your mom,” Alex instinctively raises a hand to his chest. “I must have missed …” his voice trails off.
 
   “You didn’t. Dad was not up for a big funeral.”
 
   “She was sick for a long time, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Alex senses that I don’t want to talk about this.
 
   “Ben, it’s Evan.”
 
   “What about Evan?”
 
   “Looks like he killed himself. Right after he killed Rose.”
 
   Dad gasps behind me. I turn around, help him into a chair. I sit in another one myself and point Alex to sit across from us. Last time Alex and I saw each other was at Evan and Rose’s wedding three years ago.
 
   “Have you seen Evan recently?” asks Alex.
 
   “No, not since the wedding.”
 
   Alex looks at me questioningly and I feel necessary to add a meaningless: 
 
   “I was planning to.” 
 
   Hard to explain why in three weeks I have not gone to see an old friend living a few doors away.
 
   Alex nods.
 
   “Are you sure that’s what happened?” I struggle to comprehend what Alex just told us.
 
   “From the look of it, Evan shot Rose, blew a hole in his computer, then shot himself.” Alex rubs his chin and adds, “Of course, it’s all subject to investigation.”
 
   “Why?” whispers Dad.
 
   “Don’t know yet. I am going around talking to neighbors. I told you more than others, so …”
 
   “We don’t talk to neighbors much,” Dad shakes his head. “Most people we knew, they moved away.”
 
   “Yes, the street seems different now,” agrees Alex. “I knocked on doors and nobody answers. Well, if you think of anything …”
 
   He gets up to leave, then turns around and points to an old school picture on the wall. Four of us in football uniforms: Evan, Deion, Alex, and I.
 
   “Evan had the same picture on his desk. May have looked at it before … before …”
 
   I stand up, walk to Alex, put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
   Alex grabs me in a tight hug. We stand like this for a minute, then gently separate. Alex fishes a card from his wallet.
 
   “Ben, I am not sure if you have our address. We are not far, in Ladera Heights. Come for dinner on Friday, Mai would be glad to see you.”
 
   I demur: “Thank you, Alex. I am not sure; have to check my schedule …”
 
   “Well, just show up around 6:30 if you can. It’s easy for us to put another plate on the table.”
 
   Not sure Mai would agree with that, I think.
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you go?” says Dad after Alex leaves. “All you’ve done for the three weeks you’ve been here is go to work and then come back and sit around the house or hide in your room with that thing on your head.”
 
   “That thing? You mean the VR goggles?”
 
   Years of Arizona sun leathered his face, when he closes eyes in frustration the skin of his forehead tightens into a brownish map of wrinkles.
 
   “Whatever. Wake up, you’re starting to get on my nerves. These were your best friends.”
 
   “Many years ago, Dad.”
 
   “Friends are friends. It’s not like you acquired many others.”
 
    
 
   I toss and turn into the early hours of the morning. Alex, Deion, Evan and I – the four musketeers. We all lived in “Three Fingers,” we played together, we partied together, we even dated together. Thirty-four years ago, we brought Franklin Cougars the only division championship in the school’s history. Which for a while displaced Franklin’s main claim to fame of having the most elaborate high school yearbooks in the city, if not the state or the country as some claimed.
 
   Since I moved back, I kept planning to go see Evan. Just could not quite bring myself up to it. Too late now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   THURSDAY, AUGUST 2
 
    
 
   “Did you see workers downstairs?” greets Ernie as I walk into our office.
 
   It’s a warm morning and beads of sweat already glisten on his round face, while dark semi-circles formed in the armpits of a light blue shirt with rolled-up sleeves. I think he has five of these shirts, one for each day of the week. Unless he washes them daily.
 
    
 
   Ernie Burstein is my officemate. He is in his sixties, portly and bald, our resident computer security expert and philosopher who’s been around Space Systems for almost ten years. Ernie is smart and cynical and, while good at designing secure software and fixing project problems, is prone to reminding the people in power which of their bad decisions led to these problems in the first place. Ernie can’t advance in the company but he also can’t quit because he has three ex-wives and four kids, two of which are in college and one still in high school.
 
   Years ago, I had hired him when he ran into difficulties at two of his previous jobs and had no references. He returned the favor by helping me get this contract at Space Systems when I burned bridges at my job of fifteen years and no one would touch me. Ernie is the kind of a guy that pays his debts. Which is more than I can say for many of those I considered friends: when things got rough for me, they gently disappeared.
 
    
 
   “I did. So what, Ernie?” I ask. “Probably installing a new advertising display.”
 
   “But we never had one here, in R7!” exclaims Ernie. “They are not supposed to make any improvements here.”
 
    
 
   R7 is the official designation of our building in the company’s directory. The great advantage of R7 is that it has no executive management of any kind. The building was supposed to come off the lease in December of 2016 and all managers hurried to get themselves offices elsewhere. But there was not enough room for all the worker bees and the building’s owner offered a good deal on a lease extension. Now R7 is half-empty and largely forgotten. Nobody with any ambition wants to move here and be away from the centers of power. Which is a bonus for misfits like Ernie and myself that have no aspirations for advancement and welcome having a healthy distance from the management. So we abandoned our assigned cubicles elsewhere and found ourselves a large executive office in R7 to share.
 
   The R7 situation is somewhat of a secret that people find out through word of mouth. Ernie is always concerned that the management will rediscover it.
 
    
 
   “Aren’t you off tomorrow?” I change the subject. “Going away with Bao?”
 
   Bao is Ernie’s new girlfriend. Why a gorgeous Thai woman would be with Ernie, who is 25 years her senior, broke, and not a looker, is a mystery. But they’ve been together for six months now.
 
   “Yes!” Ernie lights up and I wonder whether it’s this boyish smile that got her. “Heading north for a long weekend.”
 
   “Someone starting the weekend early … I am jealous!” 
 
   Kenya Jordan chimes in from the doorway. Kenya and Ron Takano share the other executive office across the way, with two secretarial desks in-between. Secretaries long gone, together with the executives they worked for. Our two offices and the secretarial space – which we call “DMZ” – form a nice private area where the four of us congregate to discuss projects, management, politics, and our love lives, not necessarily in that order. In violation of company’s rules – and because all of us hate the Keurig cups coffee - Ron plugged in a coffeemaker where we brew our own stuff.
 
    
 
   Space Systems is a very casual place. But Kenya does not do casual. Today she is wearing a nicely tailored knee-length light grey suit with white blouse. Shiny black high heels compensate for what she lacks in height. Her hair parted on the left and a longish straight jet-black bob rests slightly on the right shoulder. Old-fashioned glasses that she doesn’t actually need complete the serious business look.
 
   Ernie doesn’t buy it. “There is a devil inside Ms. Jordan,” he wags a finger. Not to her face, of course.
 
    
 
   Most of our time at Space Systems is spent in meetings. In my first month here, I pointed out to a certain project manager that perhaps calling so many meetings was counter-productive. She cut me off with “That’s teamwork!” Obviously, one can’t be against teamwork, so that was the end of discussion. 
 
   I have a document that’s due today, so I beg off from three different meeting requests and focus on the document. Ernie and Kenya are out most of the day and Ron is on the business trip, leaving me to work in peace and quiet. Thoughts about Evan intrude constantly and I try to chase them away. Back in our Franklin High days, he would usually block for me on passing plays. He was a good blocker, throwing himself at blitzing linebackers and defensive ends. And when someone would get past him and level me, Evan would be the one helping me up with a guilty: “I am sorry.” Someone leveled Evan for good and I did not block for him.
 
    
 
   In these three weeks we’ve been together, Dad and I have fallen into a bit of a dining routine: one day he cooks, the next day he orders takeout and texts me where to pick it up. Today it’s takeout from a local Thai restaurant. 
 
   When we are done eating, Dad says:
 
   “I want to move out some of Mom’s things. John said he does not want them. Can you help me?”
 
   I follow him to the master bedroom. Ours is an unexceptional one-story ranch style three-bedroom house. They built them cookie-cutter style back in the 1960s, as the aerospace industry just south of the airport was taking off and required housing for engineers and technicians. The master bedroom is large and airy, the other two are smallish and dark. I am in the one that used to be the office. Joshua’s room is closed. Even though his things are gone, I stay out. The memories of our lives are mostly in boxes in the attached garage, except for various sports awards that for some reason now sit in my room. I am still dislocated with being back, the house feels like a foreign country. It took me four years to get used to not being here.
 
   It’s the first time I enter the main bedroom since the day when hospice took the special hospital bed away. A smell of death still lingers in the air. They could not close her mouth and she lay like that for hours. Indignity in the end.
 
    
 
   “It’s just … well … it makes it harder to have them … her things here,” stumbles Dad. “You know, where I see them every day. Just the clothing and shoes. I brought some empty boxes.”
 
   “Dad, do you want to put them in the garage?”
 
   “No, no … Garage is full. And what’s the point of keeping them there? Let’s pack and take them to Goodwill.”
 
    
 
   I try not to look at individual items. Put a box together, grab a handful of clothes, then drop them in the box. I’ve done this once before, four years ago, and the process is awfully familiar.
 
   Dad suddenly stops, sitting down on the bed with a shoe in his hands. It’s a bright green sandal.
 
   “I think that’s the last pair of shoes she bought. She liked shoes.”
 
   I stop, watch him.
 
   “OK,” he gets up, avoids looking at me.
 
   After we are done, I take boxes to my car to drop off at Goodwill later.
 
    
 
   When I walk back into the house, Dad studies the view out of the kitchen window.
 
   “When did you move out, Ben?”
 
   “Come on, Dad, you know it was same time when you and Mom moved back in.”
 
   He ignores the tinge of irritation in my voice.
 
   “Indulge me, Ben. My memory is not what it used to be.”
 
   I get up, pour myself another cup, and remain by the counter.
 
   “OK, Dad. I moved out in May of 2014.”
 
   “Right. Mom and I lived here for just over a year this time,” he nods matter-of-factly. “We bought the house in 1975. You were nine. And you and June and Joshua lived here from 2002.”
 
   I pick up my plate from the table, and throw away a pile of half-eaten noodles.
 
   “Where are you going with this, Dad?”
 
   “I am sorry. What I mean is that we, Feldmans, lived here for over forty years except for the time it was rented after you moved out and before we moved in. But it doesn’t feel like the same neighborhood.”
 
   Our neighborhood is locally referred to as Three Fingers. It really is three streets. The one we are on, Illinois Ave, is the longest. It’s sandwiched by shorter Idaho Ave and Nebraska Ave, forming a badly shaped triangle. 33rd Street forms the southern border with Rochester of which Three Fingers is technically a part of, while Pantano Wetlands stopped the builders from spreading north, east or west. On the map, it looks like a hand that’s missing a thumb and a little finger. The joke is that the neighborhood is one fat finger pointing at Santa Monica to the north.
 
   “I don’t know, Dad,” I shrug. “Seems like pretty much the same old neighborhood. Well, perhaps not quite the same … Coffeehouses instead of local markets … Things change, people change, neighborhoods change. ‘The circle of life,’ right?”
 
   “Sometimes people go back thinking they can recapture the good things that live in their memories, but I am not sure there is anything here.” 
 
   Dad gets up, shuffles to the kitchen sink, washes his plate. We used to be roughly the same height and weight. Now he is much thinner and a couple of inches shorter. His cheeks have fallen in and his nose sticks out even more prominently than before. But the old engineer’s mind is still as sharp as a knife. 
 
   “How long do you plan to stay here, Ben?”
 
   “Dad, I just moved in three weeks ago.”
 
   “I know that you’re worried about me now that your mother is gone. And the money is tight. So thank you. But you have to find a way to live again. Fresh start might do us both some good. You’ve been sleepwalking ever since …”
 
   He lets the words hang in the air without finishing, shuffles around the kitchen.
 
   “Ben, have you thought of talking to someone again? To a psychologist or a rabbi?”
 
   “Come on, Dad, not this again.”
 
   I turn around and go back to my room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   FRIDAY, AUGUST 3
 
    
 
   This morning Kenya is doing a presentation on her project, the one I was supposed to work on with her. I am late and I have only a few minutes so I quietly sneak into the conference room and lean against the back wall. She smiles imperceptibly when she sees me, does not skip a beat in her talk.
 
    
 
   She is working on improving marketing and recommendations targeted at twenty million customers of our systems.
 
   “We have a data warehouse with billions of records of our consumers’ purchases, viewing usage, calls to customer care centers, etc. And we have mined it for years to try to improve their experience, tell them what new movies they might like, upsell them on new packages, offer incentives, and more. But there is a whole other dimension of their lives that we have not integrated. Until now.” 
 
   Kenya switches to the new slide with a graph of interconnected network nodes of different colors and sizes. 
 
   “People exist within their communities, their social networks. They interact, they talk, they recommend, they share. By detecting their communities and piecing together data from these different domains, we can create a more complete intelligence picture of our customers. We can determine who and what influences their decisions. And then, we can better message and market to them.”
 
   She flips to the slide with a bored-looking couple staring at a TV screen. 
 
   “Take Richard and Jane, our loyal customers. They look to us for recommendations on the new movies and shows they might like. Which we do, based on what they have watched before. But watching similar plots time after time bores them. Until Jane says ‘let’s try this new on-demand service, I saw them offering a one-month free trial.’ And at this point, we are half-way towards losing them.”
 
   On the next slide, the same couple is laughing merrily.
 
   “But our new recommendation tool does not limit itself to their past usage data. It looks at their whole network, at who do they follow socially, who do they trust so to speak.”
 
   “So you collect even more data about them?” asks someone in the audience.
 
   “Oh, yes! We learn all we can about our customers and their friends and their friends’ friends. And then we rapidly integrate all this information to recommend something different to them. Here are the top ten recommendations for an actual family using the old tool. And here are top ten for the new one. As you can see, only two out of ten are present in both lists.”
 
   “So what?” says a skeptically looking executive at the head of the table, “Do I care what movies friends of my friends like? We are just wasting money on this nonsense!”
 
   To Kenya’s credit, she keeps her cool, only a stilted smile betrays her anger. But then she had practice, a black woman engineer had to learn to hold her own in a male-dominated field.
 
   “I understand the skepticism. Fortunately, we have been able to measure the impact. We found across the board that the majority of recommendations are different when larger social media impact is accounted for. And something else we found: the average rating of the shows in the new set of recommendations jumped from three stars to almost four stars. That’s a significant improvement and a good way to retain our customers.”
 
   I’d love to listen longer but I have to run.
 
    
 
   Later in the afternoon I come across Kenya making coffee in the area between our offices.
 
   “Sorry I had to leave. Did that guy give you any more trouble?”
 
   “He tried,” she nods. “He’s a VP, so I had to be diplomatic.”
 
   “Don’t let them get to you.”
 
   “I won’t,” Kenya shrugs. “Not the first time, not the last. Hey, you have exciting plans for the weekend?”
 
   “Yes,” I smile. “I have a hot date on Saturday night.”
 
   “That’s funny, so do I. We might both get lucky.”
 
   “We just might.”
 
    
 
   I stop by a wine shop on the way to Alex’s place. I recall that he likes Central Coast wines and pick out a Syrah from Paso Robles.
 
   “Ben!” Mai hugs me at the door. “Alex told me you might be coming. We missed you. How long’s it been?”
 
   “Three years, since Evan’s wedding.” 
 
   I awkwardly hand over a brown bag with the bottle, thinking that I should have gotten a proper wine bag.
 
    
 
   It’s four of us at the table: me, Alex, Mai, and their younger daughter Joy.
 
   “Joy is deciding whether to apply to UCLA,” proudly announces Mai.
 
   “I don’t know,” shrugs Joy. “Lisa loves it at Berkeley.”
 
   “You don’t have to copy everything that Lisa does,” replies Alex. 
 
   Sounds like he wants Joy close to home.
 
   “Lisa is a sophomore in biomedical engineering,” he explains to me.
 
   Joy takes a deep breath, seems to be a bit of family tension here.
 
   “Can’t believe you are a senior now,” I turn to Joy before she has a chance to say anything. “Do you remember me?”
 
   She hesitates, then brightens up: “Yes, we had a BBQ picnic in that little park in the Marina with you, your wife, and your son …”
 
   Mai coughs: “Joy, can you pass the water please?”
 
   We eat in silence for a while. 
 
   “Mai, your orange chicken is so good!” I interrupt the quiet.
 
   “It’s not just good, it’s a work of art,” smiles Alex.
 
   “Oh, you guys are just saying this,” Mai waives us off. “But thank you anyway.”
 
    
 
   After dinner, Alex and I take our glasses outside, to the little backyard.
 
   “My parents send their condolences about your mom,” he says. “They would have come.”
 
   “It was a very small funeral,” I explain again. “Dad was just too exhausted to do anything big.”
 
   “Your dad has always been a private person,” nods Alex.
 
   “You guys added a second story,” I point to the house to change the subject.
 
   “Yes, Mai wanted to have a studio for her artwork. We bought at the right time, so we could take an equity loan and build up.” He doesn’t have to remind me that it was June who was his real estate broker and practically twisted his arm to buy the place back in 2011.
 
   “I can’t believe about Evan,” I say.
 
   “Neither can I. All day I’ve been seeing him in that championship game, how he dragged two backers into the end zone in the last minute.” Alex inhales hard. “Ben, this won’t be my case. I only got called in because the two detectives that would normally work this were out of town on training this week. So I tried to do as much as I could today, before I have to hand the case over.”
 
   He stands up, paces for a minute, turns to me.
 
   “I don’t know if you want to get involved, Ben. You have had enough bad shit happen to you. But Evan was our friend …”
 
   “Yes, he was,” I reply neutrally.
 
   Alex disappears back into the house, comes out with a laptop and a thin file, and puts them on the small round table between us. He hesitates, shows me a tiny USB drive in his hand.
 
   “Evan literally put a bullet through his computer. I gave it to our expert to look at. The expert managed to recover a few seconds of video that have been buffered in the memory cache and survived because the battery continued to provide power. That’s the last thing that Evan must have watched.”
 
   Alex stares at me, the hand with the drive inches from the laptop. It’s awkward to keep him waiting.
 
   “Just show it to me,” I say.
 
    
 
   The video is only a few seconds long, but it’s unmistakably Rose Johnson. The camera is focused on her. She is naked, riding a man whose face we can’t see, throaty moans coming from her open mouth.
 
   “That’s it?” I ask, because I don’t know what to say.
 
   “Yes, that’s all we salvaged.”
 
   “But we know that Rose was in adult movies, she quit before she married Evan. He knew that!”
 
   “Yes, she starred as Violet Lynn, stopped six years ago. But this video is recent.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   Alex plays the video again, freezes it, brings up two photos:
 
   “This is Violet Lynn in her last film. This is Rose’s picture from a year ago. You can see that the woman in the video is the older one.”
 
   “Come on, Alex, you can’t be completely sure!”
 
   “There are a couple of other things,” Alex shakes his head. “Jason, the guy who analyzed it, said that the file format is that of a tactile virtual video.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “That’s a virtual reality movie where you participate rather than simply watch. You put on a special suit, basically a pair of underwear with stimulators, and you are in the middle of the action.”
 
   “Jesus!”
 
   “Yeah, it’s kind of rudimentary but I am sure they’ll improve. When it comes to internet, sex drives progress. In any case, the format was not created until last year.”
 
   “You said there are a couple of things …”
 
   “Yes, Jason also said that the video was an executable that was supposed to self-erase once viewed.”
 
   We sit in silence for a bit.
 
   “How come this video did not self-destruct?”
 
   “Evan shot his computer. Twice. That’s why we could not recover much. But it’s also why the video segment has survived; the erasure process did not get activated.”
 
   “So Evan must have watched it, flew into a rage, shot at the video, killed Rose, then himself?”
 
   “That’s what it looks like.”
 
    
 
   “And what’s this?” I point to the thin file.
 
   “Turns out Evan assaulted another man a few months back.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The man, George Buchon, was another sports agent and Evan’s business competitor. It seems that Evan’s fortunes took a turn for the worse in the last couple of years. Many of his clients left.”
 
   “To Buchon?”
 
   “Some, yes. Evan accosted Buchon in a restaurant, there was an argument, and Evan knocked Buchon to the floor.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Buchon dropped the charges.”
 
   I pick up the file, leafed through it. Buchon is almost the exact opposite of Evan: Evan is black, stocky, and powerful; Buchon white, tall, skinny. Buchon’s face covered in blood.
 
   “Evan did more than knock this Buchon down.”
 
   “Come for dessert, boys!” call out Mai.
 
    
 
   Joshua comes to me in a dream, again.
 
   “Hey Dad, can we go kick the ball?”
 
   He never took to football, soccer is his game.
 
   We drive over to school. He runs over to the empty field kicking the soccer ball ahead of him.
 
   “What do you want to do, Josh?”
 
   “Let’s practice penalty kicks.”
 
   Joshua wants to be a goalie on our neighborhood YMCA team. I put the ball on the 12-yard spot and kick it to his right. He extends his lean body to make a save and jumps up, beaming. Another kick, another save.
 
   “Come on, Dad, aim for a corner!”
 
   I do and I miss. The ball bounces and disappears behind the bushes. Joshua runs after it, I hear rustling, then quiet.
 
   “Josh? Josh?”
 
   I fight my way through the branches. The fence that was behind the bushes is gone. In its place, a brick wall extends as far as I can see.
 
   “Josh? Josh?” I pound on the wall.
 
   Silence.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   SATURDAY, AUGUST 4
 
    
 
   In the morning, Dad is trying to make an omelet and talk on the phone at the same time.
 
   I catch the end of the conversation.
 
   “I understand that, John … I don’t know if these experimental treatments did any good, but we had to try … Yes, they were very expensive … Frankly, John, it’s none of your damn business … Yeah, you go ahead and do that.”
 
    He hangs up, then drops an egg on the floor. I clean it up.
 
   “Was that Mom’s brother?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What did he want?”
 
   Dad pours scrambled eggs into our ancient frying pan. Nobody knows how old the pan is. Supposedly, it came with the Mom’s parents from the old country. It sounds crazy to have carried a very heavy iron pan across the ocean, but those were different times. June used a modern non-stick frying pan but this one always stayed around. Now it prominently sits on top of the stove, Dad won’t use any other. Must be a sentimental attachment.
 
   “Money, what else … I guess three weeks is a sufficiently respectful period before money can be brought up.”
 
   “What money?”
 
   “From their parents. He just can’t believe that Mom did not leave him anything. He wants to dispute the will.”
 
   “But there was nothing to leave!”
 
   “That’s what I told him. Whatever we had went into cancer treatments. So he started berating me for doing that.”
 
    
 
   We sit across from each other at the small kitchen table, sipping our coffee. I prefer the sunnier living room, but the table there is occupied with another giant puzzle that Dad is assembling. Mom used to do this all day long and now he does. This puzzle appears to be that of a tropical beach.
 
   “How was your dinner last night?”
 
   “Good. They did a lot of work on their house.”
 
   “Did you talk about Evan?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Dad waits for me to continue, gives up.
 
   “And how are things at work?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Dad takes a deep, angry breath.
 
   “Come on, Ben, I know you hate it there, why won’t you talk to me?”
 
   “And what are you going to do about it?”
 
   “I’ll listen, Ben. You can’t keep it all inside.”
 
   “Well, that’s how we Feldman’s do it. We keep it to ourselves until our insides explode!”
 
   I push away from the table, circle the kitchen, my hands rolled to punch so hard that the knuckles turn white. Dad watches me, says nothing.
 
   “Look, Dad, what choice do I have? Yeah, I don’t like the job. Yeah, I am – as they say these days – ‘underemployed.’ But we need the money. This house has two mortgages on it. I still have to pay monthly support to my ex. Your social security does not cover much. And our savings are gone.”
 
   “I know, Ben,” sighs Dad. “I just hate to see you like this. You used to have some magic about you, the drive to do things, to care.”
 
   “Well, Dad, caring is too damn expensive these days.”
 
   “Why won’t you look for another job at least? Not long ago you were running a department.”
 
   “Because I am tired of getting rejections! Because nobody wants to hire an old has-been. Especially one that had a fight with the management in his previous job and is known as a troublemaker.”
 
   “That management treated the company as their little fiefdom.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it’s their word against mine and they have expensive lawyers.” 
 
   I push away the table and storm out of the house.
 
    
 
    I pace back and forth to calm down, then decide to walk to Evan’s house. We live at 3309 Illinois Ave, Evan’s place is at 3323, the very end of the street, there is only a small park after that. The park was created in the late ’70s to make the area more family-friendly. Besides, it was not possible to build there, on the very edge of the swamp. The city put in a small playground with swings and a dome climber. It was well-intentioned but failed entirely as a park for moms with little kids. Despite a chicken-wire fence, assorted critters would find their way into the playground, creating havoc and panic. The park was abandoned during the day but became a favorite evening gathering place for local teenagers. In my senior year, Evan, Alex, Deion and I spent quite a few evenings there drinking beer we scavenged from home, sometimes accompanied by girls. Evan’s parents were not happy about whiffs of pot and occasional moaning emanating from there. Once, when a party was particularly loud, Evan’s dad stormed out of the house with a flashlight screaming for everyone to stop. To mutual embarrassment, he almost stepped on his son and a girl, both naked below the waist. The rest of us exploded in hysterical laughter while the poor girl broke down crying and ran away. After that, Evan’s dad would holler out of the open window but wouldn’t risk actually going out there.
 
    
 
   There is a ‘SOLD!” sign in front of 3317, with a smiling face of a real estate agent, telephone number, and the name R. C. Max Properties. A potpourri of items spread out on the lawn: a table with plates, bowls, and cups; lamps, household appliances, and books on a blanket; old clothes hanging on a rack. An older woman is sitting in a recliner in the middle of it all.
 
   “Mrs. Subramanian?”
 
   This brings on the loud yapping of what sounds like two small dogs inside the house.
 
   It’s been about five years since I’ve seen her and she has aged noticeably. I remember an elegant, smartly dressed and coiffed Indian woman in her sixties. The one in front of me looks at least ten years older, dressed in a flannel robe and slippers, short hair laced with grey. 
 
   She looks at me without recognition.
 
   “Would you like to buy anything?”
 
   “Mrs. Subramanian, it’s Benjamin Feldman. I lived four houses down. Do you remember me?”
 
   She squints and leans forward.
 
   “Of course, Benjamin. I remember you. You disappeared for a while.”
 
   “Yes, I was in Redondo Beach for four years.” 
 
   A younger Indian woman comes out of the house.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   Mrs. Subramanian turns to her.
 
   “Anu, this is Benjamin Feldman. He grew up on this street. Prabhu knows him.”
 
   The younger woman carefully closes the door to keep the dogs from escaping and comes to shake my hand.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Benjamin. I am Anu, Mrs. Subramanian’s daughter-in-law.”
 
   “Is she moving?”
 
   “Yes, she’ll be moving in with us. We live in San Jose.”
 
   Anu points exasperatedly to the stuff on the lawn.
 
   “I wanted to just donate everything to Goodwill but my mother-in-law insisted. We had only two people show up so far and they bought all of $4 worth. Now, if you excuse me, I have to go deal with moving arrangements.”
 
   She disappears into the house.
 
   Mrs. Subramanian looks at me sadly.
 
   “I don’t know if I want to go live with her. But what am I to do? Siva and I, we bought this house over thirty years ago. Never thought we’d stay so long but it was a good neighborhood. A great place for the kids to play. I remember you teaching our son to ride his first bike right here. We had such great block parties, for Independence Day, for Labor Day. We’d block all three streets, set up barbeques in the middle of the road, everyone came. But I can’t recall when we had the last one. There even was a Facebook page for the neighborhood, remember?”
 
   “Yes, June set it up,” I nod.
 
   “Right, your wife. How is she?”
 
   “June is good, thank you. But we are not married anymore.”
 
   She sighs.
 
   “You too? So many divorces here. Even fights. Most people we knew, they moved out. The ones that moved in, they are not here much and are not friendly. The place does not have a good feel about it. And my Siva is gone. He was a good husband, may he rest in peace. Prabhu, my oldest, tells me, ‘Mom, sell your house, move in with me and Anu.’ So I agree. But I am not sure about it.”
 
   A minivan pulls up to the curb and a couple gets out. They walk with a purpose, like professional garage sale hunters.
 
   “How much is this lamp?” says the woman.
 
   Mrs. Subramanian turns towards her and I excuse myself.
 
    
 
   There is a car in front of Evan’s house. Typical unmarked. Yellow tape hanging off the house’s door. As I walk by, the door opens and Alex waives me in.
 
   “Ben!”
 
   “What are you doing here on Saturday?”
 
   “I wanted to take another look before they take the case away from me. Saw you talking to Mrs. Subramanian.”
 
   “Yeah, she was telling me how the neighborhood had changed for the worse. Funny, my dad was saying the same thing this morning. Old people always think that the old times were better.”
 
   “For what it’s worth, the last time I saw Evan …” Alex stops, catches himself. “I mean, the last time I saw him alive … he complained that many neighbors were fighting with each other.”
 
   The inside of the house looks very different from the last time I was here, the day that Evan and Rose got married. Rose must have gotten rid of the furniture left by Yvonne, Evan’s first wife, and replaced it all with an IKEA collection. A small pile of mail on the dining room table: local supermarket, a smiling face of a woman real estate agent promising “top dollar for your house,” a utility bill. People are gone but their mail keeps coming.
 
   I walk over to the bay window and look out at the playground. It’s overgrown with weeds, the climber rusted through.
 
   “I lost my virginity there,” Alex is standing next to me. “Nobody comes to the park anymore.”
 
   “Alex, are you looking for anything in particular?”
 
   “Yes. Evan’s cell phone. I was going through the list and we missed it. I had Verizon track it; it’s somewhere in the house.”
 
   “Try calling it.”
 
   “Already did, can’t hear it ringing, must be on silent. How about I call it a few times and you go through the house, see if you hear anything.”
 
   I go through the rooms, listening. It feels like an intrusion and I try to not register what I see. I finally detect a faint vibration when I get to the garage. It stops before I can locate the source. Evan’s car is on the right, it’s the same old Lexus he’d been driving back when June and I lived on this street. I get into the driver’s seat and look around. Vibration starts again, it comes from the storage console to my right where I find a black iPhone 7.
 
    
 
   “Can’t believe we missed it earlier,” Alex studies call logs and e-mails on the phone, shrugs, hands the phone to me.
 
   “We’ll cross-check but nothing jumps out at me. Why don’t you take a look, you are a techie after all?”
 
    I poke around, go to the Safari browser. A few open windows are all sports-related, as I would expect for a sports agent. I check the history. ESPN, a brokerage account, e-mail web service. I touch the e-mail link. The last message’s subject is “Your wife’s video.” Sent from “payback@franklinhigh.org.”
 
   I show it to Alex. 
 
   In the e-mail is “Check your message here” text and an URL. Alex presses the link, a web page opens up with “Your message has already been retrieved and is no longer available.” He looks at me questioningly.
 
   “This is one of those secure e-mail services,” I explain. “Once the message’s been seen, it’s gone.”
 
   “But the message must still be on a server, right? We can get a court order …”
 
   “The server is probably somewhere offshore,” I point out.
 
   “Yeah, that’s that. I figure the message had the video that we saw.”
 
   Alex inhales sharply.
 
   “The message was sent at 6:08 p.m. on Thursday. That was just before there was a call to 911 about shots being fired. The call came from someone who said he is a neighbor. Except that when I got here, two of the neighboring houses had no one in them and others said they did not call.”
 
   “Can’t you guys trace it?”
 
   “Nope, the number that’s been recorded is out of service. And the voice on the 911 recording has been disguised with an app. Something is not kosher here. We are looking through security videos from nearby stores to see who was in the area.”
 
   Before we leave, Alex hands me a small USB drive.
 
   “Do you want to help? This is the video segment we salvaged from Evan’s computer. There must be some clues there.”
 
   I stare at his open hand with a tiny device in it. I am not an investigator. I don’t need this.
 
   “You are an analytical guy,” Alex reads my thoughts. “Perhaps you’ll see something.”
 
   Perhaps. Evan was a friend and he was in trouble. I have not bothered to see him in three years.
 
   I take the USB drive just to stop Alex from staring at me.
 
    
 
   When I leave, the garage sale hunters’ minivan is gone and the pile of things on the lawn seems to have gotten smaller.
 
   Mrs. Subramanian waves me over.
 
   “See, I was right. Just made almost $200!” she announces proudly.
 
   “Well done, Mrs. Subramanian,” I smile.
 
   “Benjamin, if you want to take anything, just take it, please.”
 
   “No, Mrs. Subramanian, I don’t need anything. But thank you.”
 
   “I saw you go into the Johnson’s house. Such a tragedy, such a horrible tragedy. A second time.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘a second time’?” I ask.
 
   “That poor Jeff Donahue.”
 
   “What about Jeff Donahue?”
 
   “You did not know? He killed himself.”
 
   “He did? When?”
 
   “A year, two years ...”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s like someone cursed the place,” Mrs. Subramanian nods. “Sullivans and Trusomes and Kaplans and Donahues … I heard there was a fight. Then came divorces, they all split up. Then Jeff Donahue’s suicide. Terrible, simply terrible.”
 
    
 
   I start turning our door handle when I hesitate. I can’t go back yet. I’ll just hide in my room with VR goggles, proving Dad right. I decide to go to our local supermarket, call Dad from there, I am sure there is something that we need. When I get to 33rd Street, I notice a gray rag on the side of the road. When I come close, it’s not a rag but a broken squirrel’s body. I stand over the critter. He is not dead yet, his little chest heaves with shallow intakes, blood seeping out of his mouth.
 
   A car honks and swerves around me without slowing down.
 
   “Asshole!” I scream at him.
 
   The driver flashes me the finger.
 
   I look around for a rock to throw at him but none is at hand. I don’t know why I fly into these totally-out-of-proportion rages. Perhaps it’s the indifference that sets me off.
 
   After a couple of minutes the squirrel stops breathing. I wrap the little guy in a handkerchief, carry him back to the house. I dig a hole and bury the squirrel under the lemon tree in our backyard, where in the past we buried two of our dogs and Joshua’s hamster Fluffy.
 
   Dad watches this from the window.
 
   In the bathroom I wash my hands and look at myself in the mirror. A tall and boyishly slender but almost completely gray-haired man stares back at me. My nose is still slightly crooked from the hit I took in the championship game thirty-four years ago. I am getting stooped like my Dad. June used to scold me for not standing straight, not maintaining good posture. Dad is right, there is no fight in my eyes. But at least the reflection proves that I exist.
 
    
 
   Dad is at the kitchen table, sorting through some papers. 
 
   “Dad, what are you doing?”
 
   “Looking at the cards and letters we received after your mother’s death. We never sent any thank you notes.”
 
   “We can do it this afternoon, if you like. I’ve got nothing planned until evening.”
 
   I pick up the pile, look at return addresses. Martha Bronson, Kathy Kruzelski, Diana Portman, Michael and Rosemarie Holsts, Anna Caparelli …
 
   “Holsts?”
 
   “They lived on Nebraska, moved out many years ago after their daughter died. Mom kept in touch with them.”
 
   “And who is Anna Caparelli?”
 
   “Ummm … I don’t really know. The only Anna we had in the neighborhood was Anna Trusome.”
 
   “Dad, did you know that Jeff Donahue killed himself?”
 
   “No, who told you that?”
 
   “Mrs. Subramanian. She is moving out, having a garage sale. She said it happened about two years ago.”
 
   Dad sighs.
 
   “Seems like a lot happened while the house was rented and we were still in Arizona. When we came back, your mom was already in a bad shape and I did not make any visits to our neighbors.”
 
   “But real estate is really hot here now,” I say. “Five years ago, June struggled to move anything.”
 
   “Hmmm, I don’t think your ex was a bad real estate agent.”
 
   “I don’t think so either, she worked hard. Dad, have you been approached about selling?”
 
   “Come to think of it, we were. I remember getting letters when we were in Arizona and a few visits this year. But I told them it’s not a good time.”
 
   He gets up.
 
   “I think I’ll go say ‘hello’ to Mrs. Subramanian.”
 
    
 
   Joshua and I were hiking in the Mojave Desert when he grabbed my hand.
 
   “Look, Dad!”
 
   A few yards off the trail, two beautiful desert five-spot flowers bloomed. Two lavender circles gorgeous in their asymmetrical imperfection, with five creamy purple speckles in the center.
 
    
 
   That’s what Kenya’s areolas remind me of, these desert five-spots; I circle the one on her left breast, trace my finger along her collarbone, continue down to her belly with a pale scar of the C-section. It tightens under my touch. I run fingertips along her inner thighs, from the lips covering the pink opening to the knees and back. Her breaths get more ragged and I breathe on her wetness and gently touch it.
 
   “Ben …” she whispers.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I want you inside.”
 
   I part her lips and slowly go in, pull out all the way and enter again, slowly, cautiously. And again.
 
   I feel her warm hands on the back of my neck. Her head is up but she is not looking at me, she is looking down, watching us connect, in and out, black and white.
 
   Then she falls back, her hips tilt up and her hands move lower and press, setting the pace. I am trying to hold my arms from buckling, her face just below mine, eyes wide, mouth open, breathing rapid. We both get frantic, trying to reach in as deep as possible, as if the depth of this connection will create that elusive bridge between our very souls.
 
   She screams and I feel her thigh muscles freeze. I spasm, the blood is pounding so loud in my head that I can barely perceive anything else. I lay on top of her, panting, my heart complaining happily. Her hands move up to my back, gently pat and caress: ‘here, here, baby, catch your breath.’
 
   “I am glad I took my blood pressure meds this morning,” I murmur.
 
   Once my breathing subsides, I lift my head and look at her. I revel in her pleasure even more than my own. And I love her contrasts. A schoolteacher seriousness at work against the self-abandon of lovemaking. Her dark skin against my pale one. When we had first gotten naked together, she opened her arms and said laughingly, “Come, add milk to my coffee.” 
 
   We kiss and I slowly pull out and roll off her. I am up on one elbow and use the other hand to gently circle her areola once again. She closes her eyes, mouth half-open, her tongue snakes out and caresses her upper lip. That’s how I see Kenya in my daydreams: eyes closed, pink tongue sliding over a plum-colored lip. 
 
    
 
   We’ve been lovers since May, breaking all unwritten rules about not dating at work. It started when my initial project at Space Systems got cancelled and I was offered to work for Kenya on her “big data analysis” project. She moved to R7 only recently. Men’s heads would turn to follow the sound of her high-heels, but she looked straight ahead as she walked, a serious black woman in her forties with a master’s in computer science from UCLA. 
 
   I thought Kenya did not quite fit the R7 vibe, but then people had different reasons for hiding there. She had a reputation of being a smart and talented engineer and I looked forward to working with her. When Kenya invited me to lunch, I assumed it was to discuss my first assignment. Instead, she surprised me by saying that it’ll be better if I go work for Prasad and that she already discussed this with Prasad and he agreed.
 
   “But I thought I’ll be working with you …” I stammered.
 
   “Ben, I’d be happy to work with you. I don’t want you to work for me,” she took off her glasses and looked me straight in the eye as she emphasized work for.
 
   She continued looking at me, a slight smile playing across her lips, while a duffus like me slowly comprehended the meaning. Over time, I have realized that this kind of fearlessness is one of her defining features. She is not afraid to put herself on the line, whether in work or in love.
 
    
 
   Kenya rolls on her side facing me, caresses my stomach.
 
   “Robbie is not with James today. He’ll be home in an hour.”
 
   Robbie is Robert, her eleven-year old. We have more time when Robert is with James, Kenya’s brother. James has two sons and Robbie likes spending time there. But tonight Robbie is at a basketball game with the neighbors.
 
   “Do you ever think of telling him about us?”
 
   “No, Ben,” her response is decisive, harboring no doubt. “You are not ready and I can’t risk this.” 
 
   “How do you know whether I am ready or not? We’ve been together how many times? Ten?”
 
   “Eight.”
 
   “More than that.”
 
   “Eight times. First six in your old place, now twice here.” 
 
   The ‘old place’ is the apartment in Redondo Beach I lived in until three weeks ago. Kenya preferred to come to my apartment. Only after I moved in with my dad did she allow me to come to her rented house in Torrance.
 
   She kisses my chest, gently runs her fingers from my chin down to the stomach. I shudder, her touch is a jolt of electricity. 
 
   “My ex, Robbie’s father, moved to Atlanta and has no relationship with his son. The man I was with after the breakup, he did not want to raise another kid. Things kind of settled for now, at least Robbie has his uncle and cousins. I am not going to bring another man into his life. Not until I am sure.”
 
   Kenya sits up. I reach out, touch her nipple, feel it harden. She smiles, closes her eyes momentarily.
 
   “Ben, you know I am very attracted to you. But I am not blind, you can’t accept another child in your life. At least not yet. I am not sure you can accept anyone, period. You’re complicated; your life is complicated. Sometimes I feel that your body is here with me, even your heart – but not your soul. It’s OK. Making love to you makes me happy. I think it makes you happy too. Let’s keep it simple for now. And no guilt, OK?”
 
   She leans down, traces her tongue from my earlobe to my chest, lower, lower.
 
   “We have a bit of time left,” she whispers and takes me in her mouth.
 
    
 
   As I drive home, I think that there is no point in arguing with her. When it comes to strength of will, Kenya would have given Margaret Thatcher the Iron Lady a run for her money. And she is right. I can’t even imagine taking responsibility for another child. Or for anyone. This is the longest and smoothest connection I’ve had since June and I broke up. I know we will have to face ‘What’s next?’ question at some point, but neither of us is ready to ask.
 
    
 
   I come off the trail, reach down to touch one of the five-spot flowers. It hisses and closes into a head of the snake, swaying ominously. I jump back. When I turn around, suddenly it is dark and Joshua is no longer on the trail. I look for him but he is gone.
 
   I am awake now. I know the darkness is coming. I try to stop it. I bring up the image of Kenya beautifully contorted by passion, the feeling of us merging together. But it fades away. The darkness is coming and I both abhor and welcome it. I once read a story about a man caught at the bottom of a deep well. Words on the page were just that, words. They didn’t mean much to me except for wanting to know how he’d get out. Now I know how he felt. People think that the darkness is the absence of light. It’s the loss of hope. It’s thick and heavy and allows no escape. I bury my head in the pillow to suppress all sounds. I want to stop existing.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   SUNDAY, AUGUST 5
 
    
 
   I wake up from a loud noise. The sun’s brightness is seeping through the blinds and I panic momentarily at being late, then realize that thankfully this is Sunday. I stumble my way into the kitchen. One of the cabinets is open, a red stepstool in front of it. Dad is picking up pots and pans off the floor.
 
   “Nothing broken. I wanted to free up some space, don’t think we need all of them.”
 
   “Get me next time, OK?”
 
   Coffee’s aroma cheers me up and two large gulps of strong Sumatra clear my head. 
 
    
 
   “Had a good time last night?” asks Dad.
 
   “I did.”
 
   He nods, “Carpe diem, seize the moment.”
 
   Mom would have tortured me with a dozen questions.
 
   Postcards and letters are still on the kitchen table. I look through them in search of the one from Anna Caparelli. The return address is nearby in Mar Vista.
 
   “Mrs. Subramanian said that the Trusomes got divorced, perhaps it’s Anna Trusome’s maiden name?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
    
 
   I arrive to the Earth Café in Venice on time, but June is already there, waving to me from one of the outside tables. Next to her is a big-headed bearded guy of somewhat indeterminate age, from early forties to mid-fifties, in worn-out jeans and a ‘Jeff Kron for Senate!’ t-shirt. We all fit together, in T-shirts and jeans.
 
   June and I hug. She always had this nervous energy about her. Her hair is cut even shorter than before, exposing delicate ears with tiny amethyst earrings I bought her for her 40th birthday.
 
   “Ben, this is Roger. Roger, this is Ben, my ex-husband.”
 
   Roger stands up, awkwardly shakes my hand and mumbles something like “nice to meet you.” He seems shy and uneasy.
 
   “I am so sorry about your mother,” she says. “Thank you for letting me know about her funeral. I would have come but Roger and I were out of town.”
 
   I nod and try to smile.
 
   “How’s your dad?”
 
   “He’s OK, thanks. She’s been sick for a long time, so in a way it was a relief.”
 
   June sizes me up.
 
   “A bit more grey in your hair, a couple more lines on that big forehead. The smile is still the same. When did I buy you this Pink Floyd’s Back Catalogue T-shirt?”
 
   “On my 37th birthday?” I think aloud. “Or was it 38th?”
 
   “Well, I am glad you still like it, holes and all. Of course what man wouldn’t, with naked backsides of beautiful women.”
 
   I laugh. June was never a prude.
 
   “You look good, Ben,” she says. “Different. Are you seeing someone?”
 
   How do women sense these things?
 
   “Well …” I would have given a ‘yes’ but I am not comfortable sharing anything in front of this total stranger.
 
   “I hope you are,” June does not push. “Look, the reason I wanted to meet … Roger and I have been seeing each other for the past six months.”
 
   Four years and the words still hurt. June must be able to read it in my face.
 
   “I am sorry to spring this on you. Sweetheart, we’ll never get over what happened but we have to move on. It’s been four years. I want to move on.”
 
   “We are going to get married. You won’t have to pay support anymore,” Roger offers as a consolation. June puts her hand on his, signaling him to shut up.
 
   “How did you meet?” I ask to break the awkward pause.
 
   Roger lights up.
 
   “At one of Jeff Kron’s meetings. Do you know who he is?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve heard of his campaign.” Kron is a local populist politician that’s been making some waves in California. But politics have not been on my mind lately. I didn’t realize that June was involved in that.
 
   “It’s not a campaign, it’s a movement!” retorts Roger. “We are going to take our country back!”
 
   “Roger feels strongly about this,” June again puts her hand on his.
 
   I am saved by the waiter coming to take our order. 
 
    
 
   After the waiter leaves, June says:
 
   “Remember how we fought to save our wetlands? The passion, the camaraderie?”
 
   “It was more you than me,” I smile.
 
   It’s true, June was very passionate about that fight. Even our sex was great then, some of that passion transferred into the night.
 
   “What are you talking about?” asks Roger.
 
   “Haven’t you heard of Pantano Wetlands? Oh, you wouldn’t know, you lived in Oregon then,” nods June. “It’s about three miles south of here, basically thirty acres of marshland. It used to be larger, but back in the early ’50s they drained and built out a drier section of it. That’s the area where we lived, called Three Fingers for three streets. So about fifteen years ago a developer … hmm, what was the name?”
 
   “Kenmar,” I offer. “In 2004, Kenmar announced their plans to drain the rest of Pantano and build a commercial complex there.”
 
   “Right! And a few of us in the neighborhood started fighting them. Nobody thought we could win. Kenmar hired an expensive law firm; they knew how to work the city’s commissions and politicians. Ben, remember how we drank that night when they got the last permits they needed and we thought we lost the fight?”
 
   “Yes, it was a real David vs. Goliath battle.” 
 
   June laughs. “And David won thanks to a little crab.”
 
   “A crab?”
 
   “Yes, a little yellowback crab. In desperation, we made an environmental case that these crabs would be endangered by the development, that they don’t have sufficient habitat elsewhere.”
 
   “And that stopped the development?”
 
   “The development was delayed until the question of the little crab could be resolved.”
 
   “You had to see their faces when the judge made the ruling!” 
 
   June tries to high-five me, but it comes off awkward. I never quite shared her environmental fervor but I was against Kenmar’s development.
 
   “Wow, that’s great!” beams Roger. “So that was it?”
 
    “Pretty much. The 2008 financial crisis came along, Kenmar started having problems and in 2009 they declared bankruptcy and all their plans went up in smoke. End of story.”
 
    
 
   The waiter arrives with our breakfast. Roger excuses himself with “I have to wash my hands.”
 
   While he is gone, I question June.
 
   “Are you going to marry him?”
 
   “He wants to, I am not sure. Perhaps. I am thinking about it.”
 
   “He seems to be a bit of a zealot.”
 
   “Roger might be over the top at times, but he’s passionate about Kron’s cause,” defends June.
 
   “How much does he know about Joshua?”
 
   “Pretty much everything. I don’t want secrets. And I told him not to discuss it with you.”
 
   I nod. Probably a good idea. But I feel guilty as if we deny his existence.
 
    
 
   After Roger returns, we eat in silence. I chew on both my French waffles and the news of June’s relationship.
 
   “Did you hear about Evan?” I ask after finishing.
 
   “Yes, what a horrible story!” 
 
   June turns to Roger. “Our former neighbor and Ben’s school friend killed his wife and himself.” 
 
   Back to me: “Do you know why?”
 
   “No,” I decide on the spot not to mention the sex video. “I’ve been talking to Mrs. Subramanian and it seems like the whole Three Fingers area went to hell soon after we left. Divorces, fights, people moving out.”
 
   “Oh, that’s so sad.”
 
   “By the way, do you still run the neighborhood’s Facebook page?”
 
   “No, I shut it down a year or two ago,” June shakes her head.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It turned nasty. People were posting mean comments. And then they would be angry at me for allowing this. You didn’t see it?”
 
   “No, I don’t think I ever visited the page.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right. You are a Luddite; you don’t use Facebook.”
 
    
 
   That’s true, June even set up a page for me on Facebook, but I never bought into the social media thing. June was always the outward focused one. ‘Social director’ we called her. She organized events, fought for causes, brought home stray animals.
 
   The waiter comes to check on us, refills our water glasses, leaves a check. Roger looks from June to me, he seems uncomfortable in this triangle.
 
    
 
   “So what were people commenting on that was so mean?”
 
   “Why are you asking?” June looks at me with curiosity.
 
   “I am trying to understand what happened with Evan and Rose.”
 
   “What does Facebook page have to do with it?”
 
   “Ummm, I don’t know.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you leave this to the police anyway?”
 
   “Yeah, but he was my friend. I just want to know.”
 
   She nods.
 
   “OK. There were all kinds of things. One neighbor accused another of killing her dog. There were fights over supposedly stolen or damaged stuff. Links to nude pictures. All kinds of nonsense. And, of course, implications of affairs.”
 
   “Were Evan or Rose mentioned?”
 
   “Yeah, of course, given their backgrounds.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, Rose used to be a porn star. People just assume things.”
 
   “And Evan?”
 
   June shakes her head.
 
   “Oh boy. Evan whored around, screwed a few of the neighborhood wives over the years.”
 
   “What? How do you know?”
 
   “Pfffttt … I was a realtor for many years. I spent a lot of time in the neighborhood, I’ve heard things. And women talk, compare …” 
 
   “Who did he …”
 
   June gets up:
 
   “Enough, Ben! Not with me. And no need to dreg up things that happened years ago. They don’t matter now.”
 
   Then she softens.
 
   “But if you are looking for a cause, come join us in the Kron’s organization. I know politics is not your thing, but this is different.”
 
    
 
   Back home, I stare at the USB drive that Alex gave me. What do I know about investigating? But then Dad always taught me that when you are not sure where to start, start by asking questions.
 
   I walk over to the kitchen’s table, find Anna Caparelli’s card. I remember a short, thin, and slightly nervous brunette who wore classy, elegant-looking outfits even for backyard barbeques. She used to flirt with me. Once during a party she came up behind me, pressed her breasts against my back so tight I felt her nipples, and whispered, “You ever take long lunches?” That was so out-of-sorts with how I saw her that I just mumbled about a long commute. 
 
   I google her number, it’s not private.
 
   I tell myself that this is strictly for information, but I know that the memory of her hot breath in my ear has something to do with it.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “This is Benjamin Feldman. You sent my dad a condolences postcard …”
 
   Her voice brightens.
 
   “Ben? It’s good to hear from you! And I am so sorry. I have not seen your mother in a long time but she was such a lovely woman.”
 
   “Thank you, we really appreciated your kind words. Anna, I am sorry to ask – but was your last name Trusome?”
 
   “Ahhh, yes, I can see how this can be confusing. That’s right, you knew me as Trusome. I went back to my family name after Robert and I divorced.”
 
   “Anna, I was wondering if I can come over to talk.”
 
   “Yes?” cautiously.
 
   “I am trying to catch up on recent history. I just moved back and the neighborhood changed quite a bit.”
 
   “Yes, it sure did. I have plans for the next couple of days …”
 
   “How about tonight?”
 
   She hesitates.
 
   “Ohhh, OK, why not? Do you want to write down the address?”
 
   “I have it on the postcard.”
 
   “Can you come around 6:30?”
 
   “Thank you, see you then.”
 
    
 
   The address is an old apartment complex on a busy Mar Vista street. I find ‘Caparelli’ against # 208 on the intercom, then hang around for a few minutes until the minute hand on my watch points at 6. I remember last night and remind myself that this is strictly to ask a few questions.
 
   “Hello?” I recognize Anna’s voice.
 
   “Hi, Anna. It’s Ben.”
 
   “Come on in.”
 
   A typical LA apartment building, two-story rectangle around a pool. Four people lazily follow me with their eyes: two bikinied girls in their late teens, an older overweight woman in a one-piece red swimsuit and a man lounging in a jacuzzi. I say ‘hello’ to no one in particular and get no response. Their eyes stay on me until I am safely inside the door with # 208 on it.
 
    
 
   People change gradually, incrementally. We don’t notice these changes in those we see regularly. But let a few years pass by and the difference can be striking. Anna’s hair is now platinum blond with reddish streaks. She’s gained some weight to the point of pleasant curviness. Her lips are dark red and the rest of the face is carefully made-up. A tight blouse stretches across what seem like surgically enhanced breasts. A short jean skirt completes the picture. 
 
   I must be standing there with my jaw hanging down because Anna laughs, hugs me, and kisses both my cheeks.
 
    
 
   With the shades drawn, the place lacks natural light. A floor-standing lamp in the corner colors the interior in yellowish tones: old checkered-fabric sofa, glass coffee table, Ikea-looking table with two chairs, a bookcase with a TV in the middle and cocktail and wine glasses in the left section, books and a few photos on the right. A chipped kitchen counter completes the view from where I stand. This shabby apartment is so different from how I remember her house. Anna must have read my expression because she offers with an apologetic smile:
 
   “Things have changed a bit since the last time we saw each other.”
 
   “For both of us, I am afraid.”
 
   She nods knowingly.
 
   “You and June are over for good?”
 
   “Yes. And you and Robert?” I ask and immediately feel stupid. She changed her last name, for God’s sake!
 
   “Yeah, we sure are.”
 
   She tussles my hair.
 
   “Gray becomes you. What are you drinking? Scotch? Wine?”
 
   “Whatever you are drinking”
 
   Anna disappears into the kitchen, calls from there:
 
   “Scotch then. Rocks or neat?”
 
   “Neat.”
 
   “I’ll pour us three fingers, as we used to say.”
 
   I look at the pictures in the bookcase: a recent one of Anna with a serious young woman, must be her daughter; Anna with an older couple, probably her parents; teenage Anna with a pretty blond girl that looks familiar.
 
   Anna returns with two glasses and hands one to me. She stands very close; her raw scent is mixed with perfume.
 
   “If you are looking for a picture of Robert, you won’t find it. My daughter, my parents, my best friend from high school, but not him. Sit down, Ben, make yourself at home.”
 
   I take a seat on the sofa, she joins me about a foot away. Her short skirt rides up. I try not to look.
 
   “So, Ben, what brings you here?”
 
   “I am just catching up with former neighbors,” I offer.
 
   “Is that because of Evan Johnson?” 
 
   “Why do you think so?”
 
   “Ahh, Ben, you must have forgotten. We went to the same high school. I knew you were friends. I was a year younger, was bussed from six miles away and an ugly duckling at the time. You football players did not see me amongst hundreds of girls.”
 
   She’s right, I’d forgotten.
 
   “Sorry, the memory is not what it used to be. Yes, I am trying to understand what happened to Evan. And to the neighborhood.”
 
   “The neighborhood?” laughs Anna bitterly. “There used to be one before it all blew up. I guess it really started going off the rails when Blake and Lisa Sullivan broke up.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “I think in the spring of 2015. Lisa ran off to stay with the Donahues, she was scared of Blake. You know Robert and I lived next door to Sullivans, so I tried talking to Blake but he just got angry with me, accused me of helping Lisa. Things got very ugly during the Independence Day block party that year. Blake drank too much, threatened the Donahues and the Kaplans; he and Aaron Kaplan fought. People started taking sides and step by step the whole neighborhood went up in flames.”
 
   “What about Evan and Rose, were they involved in any of this?”
 
   “Not that I remember,” Anna shakes her head. “I don’t think they even came to that July 4th party where trouble started.”
 
   “And you and Robert?”
 
   “Well, it did not help us, that’s for sure. Robert, my ex, works for the same company as Blake. So he supported Blake, got into arguments with the Donahues and the Kaplans. One night he got so angry that he started screaming at me for taking Lisa’s side. I mean, we had problems before but this was different.”
 
   “How’s so?”
 
   “Well …,” Anna shuts her eyes and runs a hand through her hair. “Robert is not a man of passion. He’s always been calm, distant, detached. Connie, our daughter, could not stand it, ran off to study on the East Coast and stayed there. So seeing him in that rage …”
 
   She takes another sip, emptying her glass.
 
   “First, I thought that he was afraid for his job. But it was like he wanted to break up and this was an excuse he was looking for. So he whipped himself into a frenzy to justify it. At the time, I suspected that he found someone new, someone younger, and wanted to kick me out so she could move in with him into his house.”
 
   “His house?”
 
   “Yeah, his house. His father died from a heart attack while Robert was still in college. His mother was institutionalized soon thereafter. So when we got married, we moved into their house. Of course when it came time to divorce, the house was his inheritance. Basically, he kicked me out. That’s why I live like this. But nobody moved in with him, he sold the house soon thereafter.”
 
   “I am sorry,” I am not sure what to say.
 
   Anna gets up, goes into the kitchen, comes back with another three fingers worth, and sits closer to me.
 
   “Don’t be. The cold SOB never loved me. Back at Franklin, he was dating my best friend and she broke up with him. She told me he wouldn’t leave her alone, cried like a baby. I think that’s why he picked me, because I was an ersatz of her. Sick fuck. We ran into each other at UCLA. Started dating. He was my first serious boyfriend so when he asked me to marry him, I agreed. I liked that he was smart and serious. But he was never close to me or to Connie. Grew more and more distant as time went on, was really into his books. When he changed his job to a lower-paying one at RND, I was upset and he flew into that horrible rage for the very first time.”
 
   “Why did he take a lower-paying job? Was he fired?”
 
   “No, that’s what was puzzling. I thought he was ambitious but he said he wanted a lower-stress position. I don’t think I ever figured him out. Perhaps he was just a very angry man.”
 
   “Did your ex work for Blake?”
 
   “I don’t think so, Blake was a big cheese at RND, and Robert was just a lowly IT manager of some kind.”
 
   Anna finishes the second scotch; she is starting to look tipsy.
 
   “So what happened to Lisa Sullivan?” I ask after a pause.
 
   “Lisa went to her sister in Seattle, don’t know what happened after that.”
 
   She takes my hand, turns it palm up.
 
   “Big quarterback’s hands. I am so much better off without Robert. After I had Connie, he would not touch me. I had a few affairs but it was hard, hiding, guilt-ridden. Now, I am free and I enjoy having sex. Feels good, reduces stress. The only guilt I have is that I wasted all those years with that cold bastard.”
 
   She caresses my hand.
 
   “Ben, would you like to stay for dinner?”
 
   ‘No guilt.’ That’s what Kenya said as well. 
 
   I know how it would feel with Anna: nice, tension-releasing, with an exclamation point of an orgasm. But I also know that I won’t be able to not compare it to the last night and that it would fall short. Far short. And I would still feel foolishly guilty afterwards. Not towards Kenya but towards Anna. Because the almost spiritual feeling I have in my physical connection with Kenya, that I can’t give her.
 
   “I would love to, but my Dad is waiting for me. I promised him.”
 
   Anna drops my hand, lips curled down in disappointment.
 
   “Perhaps another time.”
 
    
 
   As I leave, I smell a distinct aroma of weed. It’s coming from the jacuzzi. The man there has been joined by the two bikini clad girls and two young guys.
 
   “Hey, what the fuck are you doing here?” the man challenges me as I walk by. 
 
   I don’t respond and continue walking, looking straight ahead.
 
   “Hey, I am talking to you, asshole!” I hear water splashing and wet steps behind me. I walk faster, almost run out of the complex. I hear girls laughing as the gate slams behind me.
 
    
 
   At home, I find a message from Alex. He forwarded me a few e-mails from Evan’s phone: one that I saw from payback@franklinhigh.org and a couple of others that are crudely threatening, including “Take your whore and get out of here before we kill you.” Meaningless e-mail addresses. I copy them to another USB drive.
 
    
 
   The clock by my bed is the enemy. It reminds me that it’s deep into the night, that I am wide awake, and that tomorrow I will struggle to get through the workday on a few hours of sleep. I turn the clock away so it does not face me anymore, does not throw the time in my face.
 
   The guilt, the pain, they are worse at night. They come in waves that make everything feel hopeless and pointless. The night with its sounds is the enemy. Some critters rustling through the bushes, water dripping somewhere, frogs singing in the marsh a hundred yards away … none of that used to bother me when I was younger. Now, each and every sound attacks me, sharpening and attenuating my fear. Sunday nights are the worst. There was a time when I was excited about Monday mornings but now it’s just a way to earn money so I can exist a bit longer. I get up and take another sleeping pill, figure I’ll be groggy in the morning anyway.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   MONDAY, AUGUST 6
 
    
 
   “Good morning, good morning to you!” sings out Ernie.
 
   “Nice weekend trip with Bao, eh?” I chuckle. 
 
   “Great!” Ernie is all smiles. “We drove up to Cambria and stayed there for two nights. Lots of love, lots of wine, lots of walks.”
 
    
 
   “Love, wine, walks … You have all the action!” Ron is in the doorway with a cup of coffee. At 34, he is by far the youngest in our small group. Ron is heavily into virtual and augmented reality, and surfing and chasing women. He is on singles sites daily and the tales of his dating adventures make a great source of entertainment.
 
   Ron is the opposite of Ernie in many ways. He is thin, with a full head of black hair and as tall as I am. Ron dates multiple women at a time while Ernie is a serial monogamist. Ron is unable to commit, Ernie commits too often. Ron spends his free time watching raunchy comedies in the latest high-tech presentation, Ernie reads philosophy. Despite that, they have lunch at least twice a week and get along swimmingly.
 
    
 
   When I hear Kenya leave for a meeting, I cross the DMZ between our offices.
 
   “Hey, Ron.”
 
   “Hey, Ben.”
 
   Ron’s face crinkles into a puzzled expression when I close the door.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I need some help Ron. What do you know about tactile virtual videos?”
 
   A big smile of comprehension spreads over Ron’s face.
 
   “Ben, Ben … welcome to the new sex frontier!”
 
   “Why do you think it’s about sex?”
 
   “Come on, Ben, don’t try to BS me. That’s where it’s happening!”
 
   “I thought you guys in the lab are working on introducing this to our service?”
 
   Ron’s home department is the Future of Entertainment Lab, where all kinds of cutting edge things are supposed to happen. Our company is running a branded entertainment service with millions of subscribers.
 
   “Nah, this is all for show to potential investors, executives from other companies, and tours of college and high school students. We might do some virtual channels next year, but we are not introducing anything tactile any time soon.”
 
   “But you know about the data formats they use, right?”
 
   “Ben, you don’t need to know anything about data formats. You order a tactile suit online, the cheapest one is about two hundred but you want quality and that’s five hundred minimum …”
 
   “Ron, I am not interested in a suit.”
 
   Ron is puzzled again.
 
   “Ben, I don’t understand.”
 
    
 
   I see no way around it, so I explain to him about Evan, Rose, Alex, and me.
 
   Ron is no longer smiling.
 
   “So you are sticking your nose into a murder investigation?”
 
   “Evan was my friend.”
 
   Ron extends his hand.
 
   “Can I take a look at the video?”
 
   I give him the USB drive with “Mute the audio, please.”
 
   “Thanks for the warning,” Ron grumbles.
 
    
 
   I am across the table from him, watching his face. The thing about Ron is, the man can focus. It’s as if I have disappeared. Heavy lines cross Ron’s forehead as he hypnotizes the computer screen to reveal its secrets. He leans in, the right index finger jabbing at the screen, lips silently reading something.
 
   Finally, Ron pushes his chair back, fingers drumming a simple melody.
 
   “This has been encoded in ATRF, Adaptive Tactile Reality File format. It’s one of three competing virtual sex formats. ATRF has been specified only last year by a company in Japan but it’s quickly gaining popularity for internet distribution.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It adjusts to what you are watching it with. If it’s a regular computer screen, you get a normal 2-D video. That’s what you see here, a clean 2-D image. If I had a 3-D screen, I would see a 3-D image. With VR goggles, I would get something close to a 360-degree view.”
 
   “Close?”
 
   “It’s still pretty hard to do a full immersion but good production with a quality rig can fool you for a few minutes. Which is all that most viewers need.”
 
   “And what about the tactile thing?”
 
   Ron laughs.
 
   “Yeah, they would make you believe that you are actually screwing a porn star, that’s exactly what it would feel like. In reality, you have that haptic underwear that’s designed to fondle you and all that, there are from five actions in cheaper products to two dozen in the top-of-the-line ones. What the new formats like ATRF bring is that in addition to video and audio they allow producers to encode a tactile channel. The computer or VR app connects with a compatible pair of underwear and synchronizes what you see with what the underwear, well, does to you. It’s still fairly rudimentary and it can’t fool your brain into thinking that you are with an actual woman, but it beats using rubber dolls.”
 
   “You think this video is fairly recent?”
 
   “Oh yes, a few months at the most.”
 
   “And is the woman in this video real?”
 
   “What you mean?”
 
   “Is it really her doing this?”
 
   “It doesn’t seem to me that they mounted her face on someone else’s body, if that’s what you ask.”
 
   So this is a simple story of Rose going back to porn and Evan finding out. For whatever reason, I didn’t want to believe it. 
 
   I stare at my hands for a long minute, then get up and extend my hand with palm facing up.
 
   “Thanks, Ron. I’ll take that USB drive.”
 
   Ron unplugs the drive, starts handing it to me, then pulls back.
 
   “Look, I am not a ‘golden eye.’ You know, one of those trained video guys that can tell you exactly what’s been touched up and how. But I know some of them. And there are very few people here in LA that know how to encode ATRF videos. Let me make a copy, check around, see what I can dig up.”
 
   “Thanks, Ron. That’d be great.”
 
    
 
   When I return, Ernie looks at me suspiciously.
 
   “What were you and Ron discussing?”
 
   “Just some work stuff.”
 
   “Ri-i-ight. That’s why you closed the door, work stuff.”
 
   I don’t reply. Ernie sulks for a while, then starts anew.
 
   “Come on, Ben, do you know something about RIF?”
 
   RIF stands for Reduction in Force, layoffs in plain English. Actually, that’s what RIF used to stand for. Now, thanks to our new Chief Happiness Officer, it’s a Realignment in Force. Which gave rise to a score of Star Wars-themed jokes. Persistent rumors about an impending RIF have been circulating for a couple of months now. With my mother dying, I did not pay much attention but Ernie has been agitated. He believes that Prasad, his boss – who is also my boss – has had it with him. Which is probably true: Prasad is very focused on managing up and does not want any negative comments emanating from his department. By the time the results of today’s bad decisions will become obvious, Prasad intends to be at a sufficient distance, managing a larger group. I don’t like Prasad and I don’t think he likes me. Like most ambitious and insecure people, he is uneasy around us because we are more experienced and know more than he does. So he constantly tries to reinforce his leadership by doing annoying little things, such as questioning our timesheets, looking for the slightest non-compliance with ridiculous bureaucratic rules and procedures, etc. I try to avoid and ignore him as much as possible. Ernie is less successful at hiding his disdain for Prasad.
 
    
 
   “Ernie, I know nothing about RIF. That’s not what I was talking to Ron about. You are right, it was not about work. I need his help to analyze a video.”
 
   Ernie wants to ask more but I raise my hand palm out, showing that no additional information will be provided. He sighs and goes back to studying something on his computer.
 
   After a few minutes, the silence between us gets awkward. I am the one who breaks it. After all, Ernie knows a lot about secure computing. He is even tied into the hackers underground. Ernie used to attend DEFCON and other security conferences until Prasad cancelled these trips, probably scoring brownie points for reducing travel expenses.
 
   “Ernie, I need your help too.”
 
   “Hmmm …” he responds non-committally.
 
   “There are a few e-mails I am trying to figure out.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I hesitate. Ernie stares at me, turns back to his computer and starts whistling.
 
   “Come on, Ernie!”
 
   “Come one what? You want my help and you won’t tell me what the fuck it’s about!”
 
   I bite my lip.
 
   “OK. A friend of mine killed his wife and himself.”
 
   Ernie turns sharply.
 
   “Is that the last week’s case here in Rochester? I saw it on the internet. She was a former porn actress? Is that what you were talking to Ron about?”
 
   I nod. Ernie smiles happily, he no longer feels excluded.
 
   “Let me see what you’ve got.”
 
   I come to his desk and hand over another USB drive, this one with three e-mails taken off Evan’s phone that Alex sent me last night.
 
   Ernie opens them up on his computer, squints at the screen.
 
   “The first one is a typical secure e-mail setup. Are the files still on the server?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “Of course not,” agrees Ernie. “Not sure there is much I can help you with here.”
 
   “Any chance we can recover what was there?”
 
   “Nope. This is a premium secure mail service; they’ve been audited, guaranteed complete erasure. The data center is offshore and they use digital currencies, so the government can’t force them to save or disclose anything.”
 
   “Can you get anything from e-mail headers of the senders?”
 
   “I’ll run the Trace Analyzer, but unless the senders were total amateurs you’ll just get the last ‘trustable’ e-mail gateway. What are you trying to find, Ben?”
 
   “I am not sure myself.”
 
    
 
   When I get home, I find my father working on something on top of a towel spread on the dining room table. A large colorful cookie tin blocks my view. I saw that tin in the kitchen cabinet. I come closer and stop, realizing that he is cleaning a handgun.
 
   “Dad, what’s this?”
 
   “It’s a Ruger SR9,” he starts assembling the pistol back.
 
   “Why?”
 
   He pauses, stares out the window.
 
   “I bought it four years ago in Arizona. After Joshua, after your mom was diagnosed with an inoperable cancer … I was not sure I’d be able to take it. When your mom was in that horrible pain she asked me to let her go. It would have been an act of mercy, for both of us. Especially when the hope was gone.”
 
   “How did you …” I catch myself midsentence.
 
   “How did I not do it?” he understands what I meant. “I came close a few times. It’s like … it’s like I did not feel I had earned it.”
 
   “Earned what?”
 
   “An ‘easy exit.’ That’s how I thought of it, an ‘easy exit.’ I told myself that if I absolutely couldn’t take it anymore, I’d go ahead and do it. And it really helped to know that there is a way out. But there was always something left, something to keep me sane, to keep going. Never quite got to the ‘can’t take it’ point. I think we human beings are more resilient than we give ourselves credit for.”
 
   He finishes assembly, puts the gun into the cookie tin.
 
   “We have no little kids, so I keep it loaded. I thought you should know.”
 
   The tin can goes back into the kitchen cabinet.
 
    
 
   Alex calls while Dad and I are eating dinner.
 
   “Ben, they are going to bury Rose tomorrow.”
 
   “Really? The investigation just started.”
 
   “The family’s been complaining. Very vocally, all the way to the police commissioner. Their religious beliefs require burial within three days and it’s longer than that already. The investigators agreed to release the body.”
 
   “The investigators?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve been relieved. The detectives that work the area are back from training and have taken over.”
 
   “Are you going to go?”
 
   “I am planning to. They are not inviting Evan’s friends but I don’t think they’ll make a scene. It’s 3 p.m. at Eternal Peace cemetery. I’ll call Deion too.”
 
   He adds:
 
   “I checked with Franklin High and they have no such e-mail address.”
 
   “Of course not. E-mail addresses are easy to fake.”
 
    
 
   Dad’s cooking repertoire has grown over the years while Mom was sick. Tonight, he made pasta with chicken. I open a bottle of Chianti and tell him about events of the day as we empty the big pasta bowl.
 
   The knock comes as I pour myself a second glass of wine.
 
   “Hmm, we are having more visitors now than we had in years,” says Dad. “And they are impatient,” he adds when another loud knock follows before I even get up from the table.
 
   The two men at the entrance are dressed almost identically: khaki pants, dark checkered jackets, light-colored shirts. They both look to be in their forties. That’s where similarities end. One is tall, thin and bald, the other is short and overweight, with a head of curly black hair. The short man is holding a bottle of Crystal Geyser water.
 
   The short man flashes a badge: “Detective Jim Walton. This is my partner, Detective Peter O’Connell.” Second badge appears.
 
   “Do you mind if we ask a few questions?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Walton stares at me for moment, then asks in a deliberately polite tone of dealing with someone not too bright:
 
   “Can we come in?”
 
   “OK,” I repeat as I back away from the door.
 
   The two detectives make their way inside. The tall one closes the door behind him as if he owns the place.
 
   “We are investigating the murder and suicide of Rose and Evan Johnson,” states Walton.
 
   “Alleged murder and suicide,” emphasizes O’Connell. “Respectively.”
 
   Walton nods. 
 
   They are like an old married couple completing each other’s sentences, I think.
 
   “We already had a detective here and we answered his questions,” Dad appears from the kitchen.
 
   “You are Richard Feldman,” states Walton instead of replying. “And you are Benjamin Feldman,” he looks back at me.
 
   I almost respond Guilty as charged, but instead just nod to confirm my identity.
 
   “And the detective in question was Alex Martinez,” picks up O’Connell. After a pause to make sure we don’t dispute that, he continues: “We are running the case now. If you don’t mind, we’d like to go over some questions again.”
 
   O’Connell pulls out a little notebook from his pocket and scribbles notes as Walton quizzes us on where we were and what we’ve heard last Thursday night. When O’Connell closes the notebook, puts it back in the pocket and turns towards the door, I assume that the questioning is over. But he suddenly turns around and asks accusingly:
 
   “You and Evan Johnson were friends, right?”
 
   “Y-y-yes,” I stumble from his unexpected aggressiveness. “We grew up together.”
 
   “On the same street?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We found pictures of you and him,” as if this makes me a suspect in something.
 
   “Probably in football uniforms,” I respond. When he says nothing, I add, “We played together at Franklin High.”
 
   “When was the last time you visited him?”
 
   “Three years ago, just after his wedding,” I respond guiltily.
 
   “And that’s the last time you’ve been in his house?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied automatically and then realize that this is not true. I’d been to the house just two days ago, with Alex. I hesitate, not sure whether to correct myself. If I do, I’ll get Alex in trouble. I say nothing. The detectives are watching me closely.
 
   “Did you know of any problems in their family? Like financial issues or marital disagreements?”
 
   “No.”
 
   O’Connell cranes his head disbelievingly.
 
   “And Detective Martinez, he is your friend too,” Walton takes over.
 
   “He is.”
 
   “It’s the case that you, Johnson, and Martinez all grew up together, went to the same school, played football on the same team,” declares Walton.
 
   I just nod, not sure where they are going with this.
 
   “Do you have any travel plans in the next few weeks?” asks O’Connell.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good. We may have more questions for you.”
 
   “Can you hold this for a second?” Walton hands me his bottle of Crystal Geiser, reaches into his breast pocket: “Here are our cards, please let us know if your plans change. Or if you think of anything that can be helpful to our investigation.”
 
   I return the bottle and take their cards without saying a word.
 
   “What the hell was that?” says Dad after the door closes.
 
   “What was what?”
 
   “They were pretty aggressive.”
 
   I shrug. I am not sure what this was about.
 
    
 
   I pour myself a glass of Red Label scotch from the bottle I keep in my room, sip it while listening to music on my headphones. When I am reasonably sure that Dad is asleep, I tiptoe into the kitchen and get out the tin can. 
 
   The gun feels heavy. A couple of years ago I researched the ways to go. The gun was the only acceptable one, nothing else seemed quick and reliable enough. But I did not want to do it while Mom was alive. She was conscious until her last days and I could not do it to her. I don’t want to do this to Dad either but with Mom’s passing the balance of guilt and pain changed.
 
   I press the cold steel against my skin. Try it under the chin. Against the temple. Just one easy press of the trigger and I will stop this pointless crap of getting up morning after morning, wondering what for. Out of sense of duty – but to what? To whom? 
 
   Kenya’s image intrudes. What would she feel? She said to keep it simple. But I think it would still hurt her. 
 
   Easy exit. Earn it.
 
   Well, I have a million dollar insurance that I have had for enough time that it’ll pay out for a suicide. I know, I checked. Mental note: go over my will, make sure most of it goes to Dad. Is that good enough? Would a million bucks earn it? No, money is not it.
 
   I take a look around, focus on the photo on the wall of me with Evan, Deion, and Alex. Half of us will be gone after I press the trigger. Evan did it, he took the exit. What pushed him there? 
 
   “Who did this to you, Evan?” I whisper. If I figure it out, if I make ‘them’ pay, I would earn it.
 
   I put the gun back in the tin can. I know what I have to do. I fall asleep easier than usual.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   TUESDAY, AUGUST 7
 
    
 
   “Did you see the new poster downstairs?” greets me Ernie as I walk into our office.
 
   “You mean the digital advertising display?”
 
   “Display, shmisplay,” waives me off Ernie. “They are not advertising anything, just spewing the latest Broomhilda’s propaganda.”
 
   “Broomhilda” is the nickname for Lucille Thurman, Space System’s CHO, Chief Happiness Officer. She was appointed to this newly created post in 2016, when one of the super-expensive management consulting companies brainwashed the CEO into believing that the employees’ morale and the company’s bottom line can be improved by a focused and deliberate application of inspirational philosophy. Lucille was a second-rate motivational speaker that knew the right people in the management consulting company. Some vicious tongues ragged that she slept with the client partner that managed Space Systems’ account, but this has not been confirmed. In any case, Lucille was given a corner office and a generous budget. Amongst other things, she proceeded to install huge displays in the lobbies of all Space Systems’ building and smaller displays adjacent to elevators on all the floors. Displays were running loops of helpful and inspirational messages encouraging positive thinking, exercise, good nutrition, a fighting spirit. It was the ‘fighting spirit’ message that led to the nickname. When the morale did not improve – or at least the improvement did not manifest itself in the bottom line – the messages became more persistent, making it clear that good mood and happy attitude on company’s premises is more of an obligation than a right.
 
   “So what, Ernie?” I ask. “She has them everywhere, nobody cares.”
 
   “I told you they’d find R7!” exclaims Ernie.
 
   “It’s just one display, Ernie,” I try to reassure him.
 
   “Yeah, that’s how it all starts,” he retorts. 
 
   Ernie’s philosophical streak is curiously mixed with a large dose of paranoia. But perhaps it makes sense. 
 
   “You may not care, you are a contractor and will probably move on in a year, but I have to work here for at least six more years, until my youngest is done with college.”
 
    
 
   I spend half-an-hour trying to reschedule a meeting I have to run this afternoon. Everyone’s schedule is so packed with other meetings that it’s impossible to find time that works for everyone. I finally give up and cancel it outright.
 
    
 
   I am a bit late to the cemetery. Deion’s is the first familiar face I see on the lawn. Deion, Alex, and another man are standing aside of a small group gathered around a coffin. Deion nods to me and crushes my hand in a handshake. We lower our heads and wait silently as a priest reads from the Bible. Carol, Rose’s older sister, sobs as she gives a short speech. The coffin is lowered and Rose’s mother cries out “My baby, my poor baby!”
 
    
 
   The ceremony is barely over when a beefy crew-cut man in his forties separates from the group and storms towards us. It’s Bob, Rose’s brother. His face is red, eyes bulged out in anger, and we can smell alcohol when he is still ten feet away.
 
   “Who invited you? What the hell are you doing here?” he yells, spit flying around.
 
   “Bob, we are here to pay our respects,” answers Alex softly. “We are very sorry about your loss.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit about your ‘sorry.’ My sister is dead because your asshole friend killed her! I told her not to marry that black …”
 
   “Stop it!” Carol’s voice cuts through the air like a whip. “Bob, go take care of mom!” She grabs his sleeve and pulls him away. Bob obediently leaves, looking back and muttering angrily. It’s a good thing that Carol pulled him away, Deion and another man in our group are black and they are trying to contain themselves.
 
   Carol turns to leave but Alex stops her.
 
   “Carol?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We are not enemies. We want to know what happened.”
 
   Carol looks at us, then says:
 
   “Not here. I have to be with my family. You have my number, Alex.”
 
    
 
   Deion grabs me in a bear hug and I hear my bones complain.
 
   “Ben, my man! How long it’s been? Evan’s wedding, right?”
 
   Back in high school Deion was already at 250 pounds and he’s gotten even bigger since. He carries the weight well, although I see that some of it moved to his midsection.
 
   “Yes, Deion. Evan’s wedding. I see you are still as strong as an ox.”
 
   “Someone had to protect your skinny quarterbacking ass,” he laughs briefly, then remembers where we are.
 
   “Who’s that with you?”
 
   “Oh, I am sorry,” he turns to the man next to him. “Ben Feldman, meet Jamar Walker. Jamar keeps me safe.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you,” Jamar shakes my hand. He is younger than us, in his late thirties, head shaved clean, dark plum skin, smile exposing perfect white teeth. He is not as big as Deion but a tailored suit hides an aggressive, muscular body like a leopard ready to jump.
 
    
 
   “Guys!” another voice intrudes from our left. The man approaching us looks familiar but I can’t immediately place him until Alex calls out:
 
   “Blake! Blake Sullivan!”
 
   Blake, another one of our schoolmates and a resident of Three Fingers. He changed since I saw him last: looks leaner, almost younger, hair carefully coiffed with fashionable touches of grey. Tanned skin almost hides the birthmark on his forehead that kids used to tease him about.
 
   Blake smiles a bit too broadly.
 
   “I am sorry I am late. Such a sad occasion but it’s good to see you all!”
 
    Turns to me: “Ben, I hear you are back in the old house.”
 
   “Yes, how do you know?”
 
   “I’ve got my sources,” Sullivan smiles again, then grows serious, “I am sorry about your mom.”
 
   “Thank you. Where are you now?”
 
   “I stayed on Illinois for a while after you moved out. Then my wife and I split up, we sold the house. I live in Brentwood these days.”
 
   “Geez, Blake, I am sorry.”
 
   “That’s OK, I am loving my single life,” Sullivan does his smile-switch-to-serious face change again. “Do you know why Evan did this?”
 
   “No, do you?” shoots back Deion.
 
   “No. I’ve heard he was having some financial problems,” offers Sullivan.
 
   “How did you hear that?”
 
   “Well, you know,” demurs Sullivan. “Living on the same street …”
 
   Deion glares at him suspiciously. We stand around awkwardly, saying nothing. All these years and Sullivan is still an outsider. He finally says:
 
   “OK, guys, it’s good to see you all. Don’t be strangers.”
 
   After Sullivan walks away, Alex says under his breath:
 
   “How did he know about the funeral?”
 
   “Didn’t you hear?” snorts Deion. “He’s got his sources. So full of shit. All right, where are we going?”
 
   “Uncle Cesare’s?” I say.
 
   “Uncle Cesare’s,” echoes Alex.
 
   “Perhaps you can explain on the way what’s the deal with that mustache,” laughs Deion.
 
   “Mai thought it would look good,” shrugs Alex.
 
   “I think it makes you look like a tall version of Charlie Chaplin.”
 
   “Well, Mai is the one I sleep with, not you. Her opinion is more important.”
 
   “Alex, my man, if that mustache gets you laid, grow it bigger,” Deion slaps Alex on the back and Alex almost falls down.
 
    
 
   Our pizza hangout looks the same as over thirty years ago: dark, with wooden tables and chairs, walls covered by photos going back to Rochester of the 1950s when the place opened. But now we are old enough to order beer and wine instead of soda. Deion squeezes into a chair by the wall and the chair groans under his weight. Our table is wobbly and Jamar tries to go to another one, but Deion stops him:
 
   “We are sitting here, Jamar.” Emphasis on ‘here.’
 
   Jamar looks at Deion in puzzlement. He doesn’t realize that the picture over Deion’s head is from 1984. It shows four boys in football uniforms holding a trophy over their heads. The boys are Evan, Alex, Deion, and I. Uncle Cesare was still alive then and very proud of this picture that we signed for him. Whenever we came for a pizza and soda, he would show us off to other patrons as the boys that won the division championship for Franklin. No amount of “it’s the team” protestation on our part would help. “These are the Cougars’ stars, you’ll see them playing in the NFL!” he would boast.
 
   Well, he was right in one instance: Deion was drafted after college and played a defensive end in the league. Evan was a good running back in college but a knee injury in his senior year killed his chances with NFL scouts. And Alex parlayed his wide receiver skills into a scholarship at a Division III college. I, on the other hand, never played a down in college. I did not get any Division I offers and gave up on the game. If I could not play at the highest level, I did not want to play at all. I was young.
 
   “I feel bad about Sullivan,” says Alex. “We really treated him like crap in high school.”
 
   “Screw him,” responds Deion. “We treated him like crap because he was crap. Remember how he let that Loyola linebacker level Ben?”
 
   “Come on, Deion,” I shake my head, “he whiffed on a block.”
 
   “He didn’t whiff; he went down because he didn’t want to get hit. Evan was so pissed he picked Blake up and slammed him to the ground while the coach was working on you. The coach took Blake out of the game after that.”
 
   “Deion, it was ages ago, we were just kids. I remember seeing him eat lunch by himself after that and feeling sorry for him.”
 
   “Fuck, Ben, don’t turn all bleeding heart on me. That asshole always tried to kiss up to us, but badmouthed each and every one of us behind our backs. As for long ago … well, I don’t know about you but I still remember a beating I took when I was fifteen. If I meet one of those SOBs, I’ll beat him to a pulp. Even though it was many years ago.”
 
   “Revenge has long roots,” notes Jamar philosophically. “I’ve been on a case where a woman in her thirties hired a killer as payback for a high school prank that went bad.”
 
   The word “payback” sends a shiver down my spine.
 
    
 
   A bored-looking waiter interrupts us. He puts four menus on the table without saying anything.
 
   “Is Uncle Cesare still alive?” asks Alex.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Uncle Cesare. The guy after whom the place is named.”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What about his son, Sal?”
 
   “I don’t know, I’ve only worked here a month.”
 
   Alex waives him off with an annoyed look.
 
   “You can’t go back, Alex,” says Deion.
 
   “Yeah, you are right.”
 
    
 
   We order a couple of pizzas and a carafe of house wine. 
 
   The wine arrives almost immediately. 
 
   Deion toasts:
 
   “To Evan, may he rest in peace!”
 
   “To Evan!” we respond.
 
   Deion drinks, slams the empty glass on the table.
 
   “Do you remember the party after the championship game? How we got drunk and went to the park behind Evan’s house? You,” Deion points at me, “were making out with the cheerleaders’ captain …”
 
   “Heather Schem,” I nod.
 
   “Yeah, you were sucking each other’s faces off. But Evan, he got that junior girl, what’s her name …darn, I can’t remember …”
 
   “Alicia Holst,” helps out Alex.
 
   “Right, that one. They got down in the bushes. She started screaming like a wild banshee. ‘Evan give it to me! Give me your big fat cock!’ I mean, she was such a fucking goody-two-shoes, nobody expected that. But Evan just had his way with women.”
 
   Deion starts laughing, Alex and I join. Jamar looks at us in puzzlement.
 
   Deion turns to Jamar and tries to explain between chortles of laughter:
 
   “It’s all behind Evan’s house, right? So Evan’s dad runs out with a flashlight screaming ‘You lousy hooligans, get the hell out of here!’ And then … and then …”
 
   Deion has to stop he’s laughing so hard. Alex and I are hysterical by now. A few people in the restaurant have stopped what they were doing and are looking at us.
 
   Finally, Deion manages to resume.
 
   “He … I mean Evan’s dad … runs right into his son and what’s-her-name. They crawl out of the bush, naked, flashlight on them. Evan’s dick pointing at his dad …”
 
   Deion breaks down laughing again, catches his breath.
 
   “Evan’s expression was fucking priceless! And the girl, she gets hysterical, grabs her clothes and fucking runs home screaming, her creamy white ass and all! Oh, shit!”
 
   It takes Deion, Alex, and me a few minutes to calm down, wipe off the tears.
 
    
 
   After we are done with the pizzas, Alex turns to Deion:
 
   “How did your meeting with George Buchon go?”
 
   “What?” I gasp before Deion has a chance to answer.
 
   “Deion knows as much as you do about the case. About the video, about the e-mails. He went to talk to Buchon this morning,” explains Alex.
 
   “We paid Mr. Buchon a visit in his house,” smiles Deion. “He was a bit surprised to see us.”
 
   “Did he say why Evan attacked him?”
 
   “Evan lost to Buchon two of his LA clients, Reggie Brown from the Kings and Russell Sherman from the Clippers. Buchon says Evan accused him of spreading lies about Evan to Evan’s clients. Buchon swears he didn’t do anything like that.”
 
   “What, Brown and Sherman just picked up and ran to Buchon out of the blue?”
 
   “That’s what Buchon basically said, that they approached him and he never tried to poach Evan’s clients.”
 
   “And you believe that?” Alex grimaces.
 
   “Jamar here is an expert on reading people, face expressions and all that stuff. What do you think, Jamar?”
 
   Jamar smiles, showing off his perfect teeth again:
 
   “I didn’t put him on a lie detector or anything but I think he was scared enough to tell the truth. He said that Brown and Sherman were concerned about continuing to work with Evan. Buchon also thought that he was not the only one that they approached for representation.”
 
   “There were two other clients that Evan lost this year,” adds Deion. “They didn’t go to Buchon.”
 
   “So someone may have been trying to chase away Evan’s clients,” Alex rubs his chin. “And Buchon is an accidental beneficiary?”
 
   “It looks that way,” agrees Deion. “I’ll try to talk to Brown and Sherman, to get their side of the story. Now, what about that video that you recovered from Evan’s computer?”
 
   “Nothing new,” Alex turns to me. “Ben?”
 
   “I have someone looking at it.”
 
   “Why would someone send that e-mail from a Franklin High address?” wonders Jamar.
 
    
 
   I turn to Deion. 
 
   “When was the last time you saw Evan?”
 
   “About a year ago, we had drinks near my office on Wilshire.”
 
   “Did he seem upset with Rose? Angry?”
 
   “No, he did not. Evan seemed happy. Finally. His marriage to Yvonne sucked.”
 
   “Alex, did you talk to Yvonne?” I ask.
 
   “Did not have a chance. Now, I can’t. The case is not mine.”
 
   “But I can,” Deion bares his teeth. “Anything else, anyone?”
 
    
 
   “I talked to Anna Caparelli,” I say.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “She and her ex used to live next door to Sullivans. She said there was a lot of trouble when Blake and his wife split up. Blake blamed the neighbors, got into a fight with at least one of them.”
 
   “So Blake Sullivan had conflicts with the neighbors,” Jamar nods meaningfully.
 
   “Some of the neighbors,” I clarify. “Doesn’t seem like Evan was involved.”
 
   “Or Anna doesn’t know,” replies Deion. “Anything else of interest?”
 
   “She mostly talked about her marriage breaking up and how her ex got angry with her because he worked in the same company as Blake. But her ex did not work for Blake, only in the same company.”
 
   “Ahhh, she is probably just angry with her ex.”
 
   “She certainly is, he screwed her over in their divorce.”
 
   “Someone always screws someone, that’s divorce for you. Ben, are you going to talk to more neighbors? You are the only one who lived right in that neighborhood.”
 
   “Do you think it’ll help?” I turn to Alex.
 
   “Possibly,” he shrugs. “I mean, it looks like there was some bad blood there. I would start with the ones that were involved in that conflict you mentioned.”
 
   “OK. I’ll look for phone numbers for others.”
 
   “Give us the names, Jamar can help,” says Deion.
 
    
 
   “I looked into police records for the area,” says Alex. “There was a big increase in restraining orders in the past three years. I guess it’s not entirely surprising given all the divorces and strife, but we had five amongst only twenty-six families. One of them on Bob Kruzelski, your former next door neighbor,” Alex nods at me. “Do you recall him as being abusive?”
 
   “No, not at all,” I shrug.
 
   “Anything else suspicious?” asks Jamar.
 
   “Two reports of pet killings.”
 
   “It’s next to wetlands, there is wildlife here.”
 
    “Yeah, but this is not a pet-dangerous area.”
 
   “How far back you looked?”
 
   “Back to the ’80s. No pet killings.”
 
   “Other crimes? Murders? Suicides? Domestic abuse?”
 
   “Nothing out of the ordinary until recently. No murders or suicides. There was one accidental overdose back then,” Alex avoids looking at me. “Alicia Holst OD’d on heroin. That’s why I remembered her name. Few reports of domestic violence: Marbel’s about ten years ago, Kropsky’s and Trusome’s before that.”
 
   “June told me that Evan was screwing around in the neighborhood,” I say.
 
   “Who’s June?” asks Jamar.
 
   “His ex,” replies Deion. “I figured he did, Evan had a weak spot for pussy. I wonder if he banged Lisa Sullivan.”
 
   “We can’t ask Blake.”
 
   “Then we should find Lisa.”
 
   “Anna said she moved to Seattle.”
 
   “Jamar can find her even if she went to Africa.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 8
 
    
 
   “Good morning, Ernie,” I greet my officemate.
 
   “Just call me Dr. Watson,” he snickers.
 
   “Why, did you figure out those e-mails?”
 
   “No, I don’t do miracles, there is nothing for me to figure out,” he sounds almost offended. “But there are a couple of small things.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, I am not even sure if it means anything …”
 
   “Oh come on, Ernie, don’t play coy.”
 
   “You won’t let me enjoy my little triumph,” he laughs. “OK, it seems like the last two e-mails went into the system through a gateway in Hong Kong.”
 
   “Does this mean they were sent from Hong Kong?”
 
   “No, the sender can be anywhere. He – or she – was connecting through a server in Hong Kong. Could be on purpose, to hide his real location. Server data before that is completely fake.” 
 
   Seeing my disappointed expression, he adds:
 
   “I told you, it may mean absolutely anything. But the first one, with a pointer to a secure video, that one is curious.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well, I traced the last ‘trusted’ server in the header. Guess what? It’s in the DOJ.”
 
   “D-o-what?”
 
   “Department of Justice. That’s right,” Ernie smiles at the look on my face. “Doesn’t mean it was sent from there, of course.”
 
   “What does it mean then?”
 
   “That someone had the skills and the means to route the message this way. That he – or she – can likely break into or have access to the DOJ e-mail system. Combine this with the ‘payback’ and ‘Franklin High’ in the sender’s address and there is a message being sent.”
 
   He shakes his head thoughtfully,
 
   “Or someone is fucking with you all and trying to send you on a wild goose chase.”
 
    
 
   After Ernie leaves for a meeting, Ron walks in and drops into a chair in front of my desk.
 
   “So, I talked about your video to a friend of mine that encodes movies for major studios. He is willing to take a look.”
 
   “Did you give it to him?”
 
   “No, he is swamped with a major release that’s due tomorrow. He said he can see us this Friday evening at this editing studio in Culver City.”
 
   “Thanks, Ron.”
 
   “He also said that in LA there are not many people that can do that and create an ATRF format. The one that’s active in the porn business is Ralph Peterson. He works with Adult Video World, which produced Violet Lynn’s movies, he would be my friend’s first guess. He also mentioned Chris Rogers and Don Miyazaki.”
 
   “Do you know any of them?”
 
   “Hmmm … I’ve met Chris Rogers briefly, he is a friend of my housemate.”
 
   “Can you introduce me?”
 
   “I can ask my housemate …” Ron’s face brightens up. “Or better yet, we are having a party this Saturday. I’ll make sure he is invited. Why don’t you come and meet him there?”
 
   “I am not much of a party person,” I demur.
 
   “Come on, Ernie is coming, it’ll be fun.”
 
   “Ernie?”
 
   “Yes,” Ron adds sheepishly “He’ll come with Bao and she promised to bring a few of her girlfriends.”
 
   Well, that makes sense then.
 
    
 
   Ron stops as he is about to leave.
 
   “Ben, did you get my invite to the demo we’ll be having at the lab this afternoon?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You did not accept?”
 
   “I thought you were just being polite.”
 
   “No, I was serious. We want more people attending. There will be some upper management there and I am presenting …”
 
   “So you have to fill the room?”
 
   “Right! Hey, I am due for that promotion.”
 
   “Sure, Ron, I’ll be there.”
 
   I’ll have to piss off Prasad by skipping one of the meetings he sent me to, but I owe Ron. Besides, some years ago I was exactly like him.
 
    
 
   Space Systems is a wildly successful company that has fallen victim to that very success. Some years ago, a small “skunk works” team within the company developed a new video delivery system. The service became very popular and generated oodles of cash flow. The original design team disappeared under the onslaught of those more astute in building their fiefdoms within a large organization. Multiple additions were made to the original system, often seemingly in a manner to allow various department heads to increase their headcount and resulting power. 
 
   When an organization reaches a certain size, it generates its own workload thanks to the sheer volume of interactions required between different groups. This in turn creates a need for additional groups to coordinate between already existing ones. E-mails with hundreds of recipients become common. After a while, the company resembles a giant ship that’s been overgrown with masses of barnacles and can barely move. Hundreds of standardized rules, forms and procedures get developed to improve coordination. People have to spend more and more of their time learning the procedures rather than working. 
 
   The more engineers they hired to deal with the mess, the more they needed. Which became a bonanza for assorted offshore vendors and contractors, such as myself. So I shouldn’t complain.
 
    
 
   I am trying to stay awake in another meeting where Prasad is droning on and on about yet another very important mandatory format for some type of documents. I forgot to silence my phone and it rings just as Prasad gets to the most boring part of the presentation. It’s Alex. I make a guilty face, silently mouth “Sorry, important call,” and step out of the meeting.
 
   “Hi, Alex.”
 
   “Hey, did I interrupt anything?”
 
   “Nah, you saved me from a boring meeting.”
 
   “Good. I am driving to Torrance to meet with Carol. Do you want to join me? I can pick you up in five minutes.”
 
   Perhaps nobody is going to miss me in that crowd of three dozen people.
 
   “Sure.”
 
    
 
   “I thought you are off the case,” I say getting into Alex’s car.
 
   “Officially, I am. But I figure Carol won’t run to complain.”
 
   Carol lives in West Torrance, on a small quiet street with carefully cut lawns. Not a super-expensive beach territory, but a nice enough area to attract some money. Hers is a typical one-story ranch house built around the ’60s, surrounded by a simple white fence. Towering next door is a two-story modern construction of wood and concrete, designed to occupy most of the lot.
 
   “I wanted you to come before Tony gets home for lunch,” explains Carol. Tony is her husband and he did not want her to see us, friends of the man that killed his sister-in-law. Besides, the two detectives Walton and O’Connell were here already and, according to them, it was an open-and-shut case.
 
   “I don’t believe Rose was doing porn again,” Carol shakes her head. “She left that behind even before she met Evan. She told me she would never ever do it again.”
 
   “But what about the video?” asks Alex.
 
   “I don’t want to hear about that fucking video!” she spits out. “She did not make it! I would have known, we talked every week. Some asshole was telling Evan lies. Probably Yvonne, that whore!”
 
   “Were there problems between Rose and Evan?”
 
   “Of course there were problems! Have you ever heard of a marriage without problems?”
 
   “What problems did they have?”
 
   “Rose wanted a child. Evan first promised her, but then hesitated.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Money. His agent business was not doing too well, he got into debt, started drinking.”
 
   “Rose told you that?”
 
   “Yeah. Yvonne was putting pressure on him for alimony.”
 
   “Were they fighting?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Rose and Evan.”
 
   “Towards the end, they were. Rose wanted to get out of that neighborhood, sell the house, move to a cheaper area, make a fresh start.”
 
   “And Evan did not want to?”
 
   “He grew up in that house, he did not want to leave.”
 
   Carol gets up,
 
   “Look, Tony will be home soon. You better go.”
 
   We don’t get out in time. Tony’s Ford truck pulls up just as we are walking to our car.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” he scowls.
 
   “Tony, we just wanted to talk to Carol,” Alex lifts his palms in a ‘peace’ gesture. “We don’t want any trouble.”
 
   “Get the hell out!”
 
    
 
   I get to Ron’s demo just in time. Kenya is there too. I plop into a seat next to her. She casually asks:
 
   “What is that you have Ron doing for you?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Don’t bullshit me,” she snorts. “He told me he is investigating something for you but he is very secretive about it.”
 
   Damn you, Ron, keep your mouth shut.
 
   “I’ll tell you,” I take my small revenge. “When you let me stay over.”
 
   “Fine, you win for now!” she laughs quietly and whispers, “But the next time you come over I will get on top and torture you until you tell me everything.”
 
    
 
   Back at my desk, I check out Adult Video World. My company’s network blocks their site, but there is plenty of information on Google. They are run out of a two-story industrial building in Encino, just off the 101 Freeway, with three sets where they do their own shooting and production. Rose, aka Violet Lynn, was one of their stars from 2004 to 2012, nothing after that.
 
   Whatever happened, we can’t bring Evan back. But what happened? I check the schedule, I have two conflicting meetings in the afternoon, each with at least a dozen of attendees, but I don’t have to present. I figure that I won’t be able to do anything useful this afternoon and send regrets to both organizers explaining that I have to go to another meeting. 
 
   I can just ask how many of these ATRF movies they’ve made and perhaps see if Violet Lynn was back in business. I use a spare USB drive in the drawer to make a copy of the video. As I ride down the elevator, I think What if Prasad starts looking for me? but chase the thought away. Besides, I don’t bill the company for the time that I don’t do work for them.
 
    
 
   It’s not even 3 p.m. but both the 405 and the 101 freeways resemble huge parking lots. Hot weather, screeching brakes, short-tempered drivers. When I finally make it to Adult Video World, I am seriously questioning the sanity of me being here. I am not even comfortable at parties, how would I walk into that place and pretend to be someone else? I almost turn around and go back but that would make me feel even more stupid than I do already. I take a deep breath and march towards the entrance through the scorching Valley air.
 
   It’s nice and cool inside, where a conservatively dressed receptionist politely greets me.
 
   “I am here to see Ralph Peterson,” I announce.
 
   “Can I tell him your name and what it’s about?”
 
   “David Fishman, I am with Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers, to discuss the ATRF format,” the lie I came up with on my drive.
 
   “Mr. Fishman from Society of … ehrrr … Engineers, to see Ralph,” she tells someone on the phone.
 
   I wait in a comfortable armchair, looking at photos of San Fernando Valley in the early 20th century behind the receptionist. Wrongly, I expected pictures of scantily clad women. There are at least two video cameras on the wall.
 
   Minutes stretch out. I am about to lose my nerve and leave when a well-dressed man with a short crew cut, thick neck, and biceps the size of my thighs comes out and invites me in. I follow him down the corridor, he opens a door, I step inside. There is another man there, facing me from behind a large oak desk. Behind the man, there is a block of TV monitors. I recognize the reception area in two of them. 
 
    
 
   I get pushed hard in the back and stumble forward, the door closing behind me. One strong arm holds me around the chest while another grabs the wallet out of my back pocket and unceremoniously tosses it onto the desk. The man sitting at the desk flips through it, smiles. He looks like a kind grandpa but the smile is insidious, sending shivers down my spine.
 
   “Mr. David Fishman who is really Benjamin Feldman … you are not very creative, are you? Why are you here?”
 
   The arm around my chest relaxes a bit, allowing me to answer.
 
   “I am from SMPTE, I came to see Ralph Peterson,” I croak.
 
   “Please don’t,” the grandpa raises his hand, palm out. “We did a quick check. SMPTE does not know you, Ralph never heard about you. So, let’s try it again and it better be the truth. Why are you here?”
 
   I am hyperventilating, completely panicked.
 
   “I am trying to learn about ATRF format … the tactile VR …”
 
   “I know what ATRF is,” grandpa interrupts. “Are you with Xtra Productions?”
 
   “Extra what?”
 
   “Xtra Productions, our competitor. We compete in the adult VR space,” explains grandpa. “I figure not. Obviously, you are a fucking amateur. Which still leaves the question of why are you really here? And if you don’t tell me the truth this time, Johnny will break your little finger.”
 
   Johnny, who is still behind me, grabs my left hand and bends the fingers backwards.
 
   “I am trying to find out who made an ATRF tape,” I gasp.
 
   “Which tape?”
 
   “In my shirt pocket.”
 
   Johnny’s hand releases mine and dives into the front pocket instead. The USB drive follows my wallet to the desk. Grandpa plugs it into his computer, watches the screen.
 
   “Shit, she looks familiar!” He looks at me: “Who is she?”
 
   “Rose Johnson.”
 
   “Who?” he gives me an uncomprehending look.
 
   “She used to be Violet Lynn.”
 
   “Violet? The one that was killed recently?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And what fucking business is this of yours?”
 
   “Evan Johnson was my friend.”
 
   “Her husband? The one that killed her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you found this tape and trying to be a fucking Sherlock Holmes? You are a total idiot to come here like this.”
 
   For whatever reason, this liberates me. I remember why I am really here and I want to wipe the smug smile off his face.
 
   So I smile in return:
 
   “What can I say? Desperate people do desperate things. I want to know if Violet Lynn started working again. It’s a simple question.”
 
   Grandpa looks startled.
 
   “No, she has not been back since she quit six years ago.”
 
   He recovers, leans back in his chair.
 
   “You come here, you lie, you try to tie us to a murder. Don’t fucking ever come back. Johnny, no fingers but leave him with something to remember us by.”
 
   Grandpa throws my wallet, Johnny catches it, roughly stuffs it in my back pocket partially ripping the material. He pulls me out of the room and along the corridor. I try to resist but he is much stronger. Johnny drags me to a door with the “Exit” sign, kicks it open. It’s a narrow alley outside. Johnny turns me around, I see a fist out of the corner of my eye. Excruciating pain on the left side of my head, I hit my head on the ground and hear the door slamming shut. 
 
    
 
   After some time, I get up holding my head, the left eye is throbbing. I stumble around the building, look for my car in the parking lot, scaring some poor woman in the process. In the car, I check myself out in the rear view mirror. No blood, but the left eye socket is swollen, red, and half-closed. Thankfully, sunglasses almost cover it.
 
   Driving back, I am grateful for rush hour. It gives me a chance to come to my senses. And you don’t really need both eyes in a stop-and-go traffic. 
 
    
 
   On the way home, I stop by Rochester Pharmacy to pick up my and Dad’s prescriptions and get some Tylenol for my now throbbing headache. Mr. Shapiro, the old pharmacist, recognizes me immediately. He now looks like a smaller version of Christopher Lloyd in ‘Back to the Future.’
 
   “Ben, I here you moved back into the old house.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Shapiro, I did.”
 
   “I am sorry about your mom, she was a nice lady. How’s your dad coping?”
 
   “He’s OK, thanks. Waiting for me to have dinner.”
 
   He shuffles back, I hear some murmuring, then he returns with two containers.
 
   “I see you have same prescriptions. Same dosages even. Good for you. Please sign here.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Shapiro.”
 
   As I am signing for the meds, he leans towards me and whispers conspiratorially.
 
   “I am glad to see you are not on anti-depression drugs. I thought everyone in your neighborhood was taking them.”
 
   “Really?” I ask and extend my hand for my containers. But Shapiro is holding on to them, he must be really bored with nobody to talk to.
 
   “Yes. Zoloft, Prozac, Lexapro, you name it. You understand I can’t tell you who is taking what but everyone in Three Fingers is on something. Of course, so many moved out recently and are using other pharmacies but it was like an epidemic …”
 
   “Mr. Shapiro …” I politely interrupt him.
 
   “Yes, yes, here are your medicines, sorry to hold you. And you may want to apply frozen peas to that eye of yours.”
 
    
 
   “Ben, you are too old to get into fights,” Dad fishes out a bag of frozen berries from the freezer.
 
   “It was not really a fight,” I wince from the cold plastic touching a painful spot. In the mirror, my eye is taking on a decidedly bluish tint. “More like a beating.”
 
   “Do you want to tell me what happened?”
 
   “Not right now. What’s for dinner?”
 
   He nods. I know this discussion is not over.
 
   “Chinese takeout. Let’s open a bottle of wine, too. Alex called here, Evan’s funeral is tomorrow afternoon. I wrote down the address.”
 
    
 
   We finish off our Panda Express containers and stare at each other, sipping cheap Spanish wine. Dad is patiently waiting for me to fess up. I am just as patiently pretending that there is nothing to talk about. Finally, he clears his throat:
 
   “So, Ben …”
 
   He is interrupted by the ring of the doorbell. It’s detectives Walton and O’Connell. I invite them inside, to sit at the dinner table with us.
 
   “Would you like some wine?”
 
   “No, we can’t. We are working,” Walton is curt.
 
   “It’s past eight,” observes Dad.
 
   “Nature of the job. I’ll have a glass of water though.”
 
   Dad gets up to go to the fridge.
 
   “That eye of yours looks pretty bad,” comments Walton.
 
   “Perhaps he should not visit wrong people and stick his nose where it does not belong,” casually throws out O’Connell. Walton gives him a stern look.
 
   Dad returns with two bottles of Arrowhead water, places them in front of detectives.
 
   “We have some questions for you,” Walton looks at me, then turns to Dad, expecting him to leave.
 
   “You are in my house. I want to know what you have to say,” Dad won’t budge.
 
   Walton looks at me, shrugs.
 
   “Suit yourself. Two days ago you told us you have not been to Johnson’s house since their wedding three years ago, right?”
 
   When I don’t respond, he continues:
 
   “Then how come we found your fingerprints on their desk, in Evan’s car, on his phone?”
 
   “How do you know these are his fingerprints?” interrupts my Dad.
 
   “Your son kindly left them on my water bottle the last time we were here. But of course we can take him to the station and formally process his fingerprints there. Should we do that?”
 
   “No,” I finally respond. “I was in the house last weekend.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I … I just want to understand what happened.”
 
   “Were you there with your friend Martinez?” takes over O’Connell.
 
   “No,” I lie.
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   My blood pressure must have risen because I feel pounding in my temples and the injured eye is throbbing badly.
 
   “Mr. Feldman,” it’s back to Walton now. “Evan Johnson killed his wife and took his own life. But your behavior is very suspicious. You already lied to us – at least once and likely more – and you have entered the scene of the crime that was clearly marked off limits. We don’t want to treat you as a suspect but you are on the verge of leaving us no choice. Think carefully about what you do next.”
 
    
 
   After they leave, Dad says:
 
   “I think they knew where you got this black eye.”
 
   “Seems that way.”
 
   “Ben, they’ve been here twice in 48 hours. You have to tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   “I am not going anywhere. And we still have half a bottle of Crianza left.”
 
   Something that he and Kenya have in common – a good kind of stubbornness. I give up and tell him the story of sex tape and my painful visit to Adult Video World. 
 
   “So someone has been trying to disgrace Rose to her husband but we don’t know who or why?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “And why are you pursuing this?”
 
   I can’t tell him the truth so I lie. 
 
   “I don’t really know, Dad. He was my friend and someone set him up. I go to bed at night and I can’t sleep, I keep thinking about this.”
 
   Actually, what I am thinking at that moment is Do I really need to “earn” anything? What difference does it make? 
 
   I expect a lecture about letting it go, but instead Dad says:
 
   “I understand. If that was my friend, I would want to know.”
 
    
 
   I stop him before he heads to his bedroom.
 
   “Dad, what was the neighborhood like before you moved to Arizona?”
 
   “What do you mean? You grew up here.”
 
   “Yeah, but I was a kid. I am asking about adults. Were there fights? Affairs?”
 
   Dad sighs, sits back at the table.
 
   “We did not have Hatfields vs. McCoys feuds, but people are people. Of course there were things. All families have skeletons in their closets. Any particular names that you want to know about?”
 
   “Evan’s family. Sullivans. Trusomes …”
 
   Something passes over Dad’s face, like a shadow. He hesitates:
 
   “Johnsons, Evan’s parents, moved here soon after we did. They were the first black family in the neighborhood. Not everyone welcomed them. There were tensions. The older Sullivan was pretty vocal about it. But the Johnsons were always friendly and respectful and people accepted them. Now, of course, all that sounds ridiculous, there are so many black families in the area.”
 
   Dad stops, rubs his chin.
 
   “Trusomes. They were a strange family. Can’t say I knew them well. Father was big, loud. Overweight, always red-faced. Liked to eat and drink. Neighbors did not like him, kept their kids away from that house. He died from a heart attack many years ago. Mother was this tiny woman, quiet as a mouse, don’t remember her saying more than a few words. Always dressed in dark colors, wearing hats and sunglasses even there was no sun. I think she was institutionalized after her husband died, don’t know what happened with her after that. The son, Robert, was also strange. I think someone accused him of torturing their cat.”
 
   Dad stops again. After a long pause, I prod him:
 
   “And the Sullivan’s?”
 
   “They were also here for many years. Moved out just before we did. Left the place to Blake, their son. I don’t know if you remember their daughter, I think she moved to Denver or something.”
 
   “Dad, is there any reason for Blake Sullivan to hate Evan? Perhaps something between Evan and his sister?”
 
   “Not that I know of, no.”
 
   The words hang in the air as an unfinished music note.
 
   Dad closes his eyes.
 
   “There is something else … We never told you why we moved to Arizona.”
 
   “I thought the climate was better for Mom?”
 
   “That was not the real reason. You see, Julie Sullivan and I … we had an affair …”
 
   “Blake’s mother?”
 
   “Yes. It went on for eight years. I … I loved her.”
 
   This does not feel real. I thought my parents doted on each other and I sit here and listen to him telling me he loved another woman.
 
   “Were you going to leave Mom?”
 
   “Julie would not let me,” Dad shakes his head. “She was a devout Catholic. Did not believe in divorce.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We finally got discovered. The Sullivans moved away. Mom forgave me. At least she said she did. But she did not want to stay here.”
 
   “Is Julie Sullivan still alive?”
 
   “No, died two years ago.”
 
   Dad gets up, looks at me:
 
   “They both come to me at night, Mom and Julie.”
 
   “These are just dreams.”
 
   “That’s what I used to think but I am not as analytical and rational as I used to be. Dreams carry on our waking lives. In dreams, we are more honest with ourselves. Goodnight, Ben.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   THURSDAY, AUGUST 9
 
    
 
   My eye is seriously black and blue in the morning. I wish I could avoid the embarrassment and take today off but I have meetings that I actually have to attend. So I apply some old cream I find in Mom’s bathroom drawer, put on dark glasses and head out.
 
   Ernie greets me with:
 
   “What’s the deal with the glasses?”
 
   I sigh, figuring I should just get it over with, and take the glasses off.
 
   “What the fuck!” Ernie surprises me by shrieking in a high voice. 
 
   Kenya runs over to see what’s going on. 
 
   “Oh my God!” she stops at the door, then walks over to me, still standing in the middle of the office, reaches up and gently takes my head in her hands:
 
   “What happened, baby?”
 
   “Uhmmm, it’s no big deal …” I am abashed.
 
   Kenya catches herself, takes a step back, tries to cover up with a laugh.
 
   “Sorry, motherly instincts.”
 
   Ernie is watching inquisitively.
 
   I spend the rest of the morning wilting under unwanted attention from anyone I come across.
 
    
 
   Ernie, Kenya, and I congregate at the coffeemaker waiting for the pot to finish brewing when Ron finally shows up, unshaved and disheveled.
 
   “Rough morning? Is this the same shirt you wore yesterday?” asks Kenya.
 
   “Yeah, and rough evening too,” grumbles Ron as he disappears into his office. 
 
   We pour our coffees and wait patiently, figuring there is an entertaining story coming up.
 
   Ron comes out and fills his coffee mug without saying a word. He looks at me:
 
   “Seems like I am not the only one who had a rough evening.”
 
   “Ron, you did not make it home last night, did you?” politely inquires Ernie.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, come out with it! You know we won’t leave you alone until you do!” laughs Kenya.
 
   “All right, all right!” Ron takes a big gulp. “I’d set up some dates in the Valley last night.”
 
   “Valley?” from Ernie.
 
   “Dates?” from Kenya, emphasizing the plurality.
 
   “Yes, dates in the Valley,” snarls Ron.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well, I started running out of local candidates, so I figured it was time to expand the search area. And since it takes over an hour to get there, I decided to … you know … make multiple arrangements.”
 
   “Very efficient,” nods Kenya.
 
   “Better Productivity is Happiness!” Ernie quotes one of Broomhilda’s inspirational slogans that we see daily on electronic boards by elevators. Even Ron laughs at that one.
 
   “And how many dates have you set up?” I wonder.
 
   “Three. One at 6, one at 7:30, one at 9. And I arranged to meet them in different places of the same mall so I didn’t have to drive around.”
 
   “That’s some clever planning.”
 
   “Well, you know what they say about the best-laid plans,” sighs Ron. “The first girl, Leslie, I liked a lot. And she liked me. Normally I would have asked her to stay for dinner but I had this other date with Melanie and she looked hot on Tinder. So I made some stupid excuse and walked Leslie to her car. Come out of the parking garage, go to the other place, sit at the bar. Some fat chick starts talking to me and I am about to answer that I am waiting for someone when I realize she knows my name!”
 
   “That was Melanie?” half-asks, half-states Kenya.
 
   “Yep, this is my fucking date except she is much older and fatter than her pictures! I am too polite to just walk away so I buy us drinks and listen to her jabbering while getting more and more pissed that I didn’t stay for dinner with Leslie.”
 
   Ron pours himself another cup of coffee.
 
   “I finally get rid of Melanie. When I check my phone, there is a text from Leslie calling me an asshole. Turns out she suspected something, followed me from the parking garage, and saw me meeting another woman. I try to call her but she won’t answer, just texted me to never contact her again.”
 
   “And what about the third girl?”
 
   “Oh yeah, Brenda. She was OK. Nice legs. I started warming up again, thinking the evening is not a total loss. We are having a good conversation, she puts her hand on my knee, everything’s going swell. I excuse myself for a minute to go to restroom. When I return, I see something’s wrong. She’s holding her phone, looks at me through these narrowed eyes and says, “So how many women you’ve met here today?” I am like “What are you talking about?” She shows me her phone. Turns out the damn dating app ties into Facebook and the first girl, Leslie, posted about me being an asshole. She even put up a clip of me talking to Melanie. Somebody forwarded this to Brenda.”
 
   “So basically you chased three birds and caught none,” summarizes Ernie.
 
   “It’s worse than that. The damn thing has gone viral. By now I have gotten three “fuck you!” messages from girls I’ve been seeing. After I finished another drink last night, I was in no shape to drive. I walked over to a nearby motel. By the time I woke up this morning, it was too late to go home and change.”
 
   Ron finishes his second cup.
 
   “And now that you’ve had some fun at my expense, I have a meeting to go to.”
 
   Kenya discreetly squeezes my hand.
 
   “I guess dating life has its challenges.”
 
    
 
   I google Bob Kruzelski, my former neighbor. I don’t recall him as a violent guy at all, surprising he’s got a restraining order against him. Bob is listed. He did not even move far, just a few blocks southwest. Just for the heck of it, I dial the number expecting to get a voice mail.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Uhhmm, is this Bob? Bob Kruzelski?”
 
   “Speaking.”
 
   “This is Ben Feldman, your …”
 
   “Ben!” he interrupts me. “How are you doing, buddy? Have not seen you in a while.”
 
   “I am OK, thanks. Is now a good time?”
 
   “Errhh, actually, I have a lady friend here, heh heh,” he cackles. “Call or come by tonight, we’ll have a drink for old times’ sake.”
 
    
 
   Alex calls me just before lunch. I recognize the number by now.
 
   “Alex, you’re making a habit of these calls.”
 
   “Did you get my message about Evan’s funeral?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll be there.”
 
   “Look, Ben, I just had my butt kicked big time over this case.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Tony, Carol’s husband, called here. Walton and O’Connell complained to the chief. I have to lay low for a while.”
 
   “I understand.” 
 
   “Ben?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I just talked to Deion and he won’t be looking into this anymore. You should stay away too. Whatever happened, we can’t bring Evan back.”
 
   I hang up, thinking “Too late. You can’t take this away from me. It’s my ticket.”
 
    
 
   Ernie, Kenya, and I meet for lunch in the cafeteria. Ron went home to shower and change.
 
   “That was an interesting evening for our young friend,” caustically observes Ernie.
 
   “I guess he’s gotten a lesson in the power of social networking,” chuckles Kenya. “His dates were only two degrees apart.”
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   “That there was at least one person connecting his dates. I mean, these girls knew some of the same people on Facebook. That’s how this last girl, what’s her name, found out that she a part of Ron’s speedy dating event, so to speak.”
 
   “Kind of similar to what you do in your work,” says Ernie.
 
   “Not at all,” laughs Kenya. “We analyze people’s preferences through three degrees of separation, friends and friends of their friends, and make recommendations based on that.”
 
   “But you influence people using information from those they know on social networks. You affect what they choose to do, right?” says Ernie innocently. I prickle my ears, when I hear this tone. I know Ernie’s leading somewhere.
 
   “Of course. That’s the whole point. But we help them to make better choices. We put a lot of effort into optimizing our social graph analysis tools and our customers like our recommendations.”
 
   “Great! Just like Ron’s last girl was helped by a friend on social media to make a better choice.”
 
   “That’s totally different!” disagrees Kenya.
 
   “OK. But let me ask you something,” Ernie is doing his best Socratic imitation. “If you had a different goal in mind, you could use the same tools you have?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Let’s say you want to promote a movie or a product, you can bias your system to do that?”
 
   “Of course. That’s not our goal, but companies routinely hire people to post comments on social network sites in order to promote their products. That’s just normal business.”
 
   “Right. And if we go one step further and someone wants to manipulate public opinion in order to influence a political election, this would work similarly?”
 
   “Yes. With all the data available, it’s possible to better target messages at particular groups and so on,” Kenya is getting visibly uncomfortable. “But this is no different from political advertising that’s been going on forever.”
 
   “But it is,” Ernie shakes his head. “Before, we did not have the ability to collect, process, and analyze that much data. Or to target it with high precision at a particular person or group of people. Wasn’t there a Facebook experiment where they manipulated their users?”
 
   “Yes, there was one in 2012,” confirms Kenya. “Facebook controlled newsfeeds of about seven hundred thousand users, showing them emotionally different status updates.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And they found a measurable impact on people’s psychological state. But it was not a large impact and the experiment was shut down immediately.”
 
   “And when you were just starting your project, were your initial results as effective as they are now?” inquires Ernie.
 
   “Of course not, we improved greatly. Come on, Ernie,” Kenya is getting angry, “you sound like you are putting me on trial for giving people better movies’ recommendations!”
 
   “I’m sorry, I did not mean to upset you,” Ernie raises up his palms. “My point is that when you have the data and you have the tools and you have the means to influence, you wield a great power. And the only dividing line between helping and manipulating is in the eyes and hearts of the people that use that power. I am afraid that mankind does not have the best track record in such situations. The seduction of power is just too strong. Almost as strong as our ability to convince ourselves of the righteousness of our cause.”
 
    
 
   Prasad catches me as I exit cafeteria.
 
   “Ben!” he looks unhappy.
 
   “Yes, Prasad.”
 
   “You left my meeting yesterday and did not return.”
 
   “I am sorry. I had a call from home and had to deal with an emergency.”
 
   “Well, I requested your presence at my meeting and I expected you to be there! We were discussing an important topic of the new format for our documents. Mr. Murtani was present and I don’t like it when my people leave in the middle! It’s worse than not attending at all!”
 
   That’s what it’s about. Murtani is his boss and Prasad needs to show that he is in control. My people. He truly believes that we belong to him. 
 
   “I am sorry, I was going to stay through the whole meeting if not for that call,” I take a conciliatory tone.
 
   “I am looking for a space for you and Ernie in my building,” informs me Prasad. “I need the two of you where I can see you. And make sure you don’t bill the company for the time you were away from the office, I will check your timesheet!”
 
   “Yes, Prasad, of course. I don’t bill for the time I am not here.” 
 
   That move would be disastrous, I think as I walk away. Keeping physical distance between Prasad and me is crucial for my sanity. 
 
    
 
   Evan’s funeral is at Florence Park cemetery. Evidently Rose’s side of the family did not want him buried next to her. The day is surprisingly cloudy and chilly for LA and I shiver as I walk to the small chapel. Evan’s father DeShawn is there, still a big strong man with a full head of hair, although it’s now completely white. On his right is a younger woman, must be his second wife, Evan’s mother died from cancer about ten years ago. On his left I recognize Marcus, Evan’s little brother. There are a few other men and women I don’t know, must be cousins and other relatives. Evan’s daughter Imani is not here. Neither is his ex, Yvonne. A very small group for a popular man like Evan, but probably expected under the circumstances.
 
   Deion and Jamar are already there, in the last pew where I join them.
 
   “What’s with sunglasses?” whispers Deion. I ignore the question.
 
   Alex shows up just as the ceremony is starting. After the priest talks about Evan’s life and very obliquely refers to how it ended, Evan’s father climbs to the podium. He breaks down after a few words. Marcus helps him to sit down and announces that Evan chose cremation and there will be no burial, but the family is invited to a reception at Marcus’s house. “Family only,” he repeats, looking pointedly at us.
 
    
 
   As people are leaving, Alex intercepts Marcus.
 
   “Marcus, it’s Alex Martinez. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you.”
 
   “I know who you are. I have nothing to say to you.”
 
   “Marcus, I just wanted to ask you about Evan …”
 
   “You should have remembered about Evan while he was alive!” Marcus’s angry eyes sweep from Alex to me to Deion. “He was your friend! He always talked about you! He was in trouble and you were nowhere to be found!”
 
   “Marcus …” starts Deion, but Marcus does not listen, he turns and walks away, hands rolled into fists ready to punch someone.
 
   “Please forgive my son,” DeShawn Johnson comes up to us, the woman supporting his arm. “He is very upset over Evan’s death.”
 
   “Mr. Johnson, we are so sorry,” says Alex. “We are just trying to understand what happened.”
 
   “Me too,” replies Johnson. “I knew he had problems but I did not expect this.”
 
   “What kind of problems, Mr. Johnson?”
 
   “I know he had financial difficulties, his business was not going well. Last time he came to see me and Tiara,” Johnson nods at the woman, “he borrowed ten thousand dollars.”
 
   “And what about him and Rose?”
 
   “They were having some differences. Evan told me that Rose wanted to have a child but he was not sure at his age. I figure that money was a problem too.”
 
   “Father!” calls Marcus from afar.
 
   “I am sorry, I have to go. Thank you for coming,” DeShawn Johnson slowly walks away. He used to be a couple of inches taller than me, but not today.
 
    
 
   “Pretty much what Carol told us,” I think aloud. “Money problems, arguments over having a child. Nothing about Rose doing porn movies.”
 
   “Evan would have not talked to his dad about that,” replies Alex. “Now, why are you wearing sunglasses? I have not seen sun come out in the past three hours.”
 
   “Yeah, I asked him the same thing,” chimes in Deion.
 
   “I fell.”
 
   “You fell? Don’t bullshit us!” Alex is annoyed.
 
   I take off the glasses.
 
   “Fuck!” shouts Deion, causing people to turn. “Who did this to you?”
 
   I explain about my little run-in with people at Adult Video World.
 
   “Oh, come on!” now Alex is angry. “Stay out of it! Who do you think you are, fucking James Bond?”
 
   He turns to Deion for support.
 
   “Deion, please talk some sense into him.”
 
   Instead, Deion smiles broadly and slaps me on the shoulder so hard, I stumble.
 
   “Ben, my QB! So proud of you! You da man!”
 
   Alex’s shoulders sag.
 
   “You are shitting me.”
 
   “No, Alex, I am not. Look, you Alex, you have to stay out. You can lose your job and you’ve got kids and wife and all that good stuff. But Ben and I, we can keep going. Evan was our friend and someone must have done some bad shit to him. And Marcus is right, we were not there for him then. So …”
 
   “So what?” yells Alex. “There are detectives working the case!”
 
   “I don’t know about these detectives,” I shake my head. “They came over last night, I think they already knew about the beating I took. They seemed to be more interested in scaring me than  investigating.”
 
   “Scaring you how?”
 
   “My fingerprints in Evan’s house and on Evan’s phone.”
 
   Deion whistles:
 
   “Alex, how well do you know these detectives?”
 
   “Not too well. They work homicide; they pretty much cover the Rochester area.”
 
   “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark,” quotes Deion. “Alex, I am sorry but you are the one who should stay out of it. We don’t.”
 
   “But …”
 
   “Plausible deniability, Alex, plausible deniability.”
 
   Alex throws up his arms.
 
   “Look, guys, you might enjoy being Sherlock Holmes’s here, but most of the cases are pretty simple. And so is this one. Evan was having financial problems. It happens, especially when you are in a volatile agenting business. He and Rose were fighting, like most of the married couples out there. Rose went back to her old business, probably to make some money. Evan found out and that was the last straw.”
 
   “But somebody helped Evan to find out,” retorts Deion.
 
   “Yeah, well, that’s the fucked up world we live in!”
 
   As we are parting, Jamar gently tugs my sleeve:
 
   “Ben, what were the names of those detectives?”
 
   “Walton and O’Connell.”
 
   Jamar scribbles something in a little notebook.
 
   “Be careful where you go with this,” warns Alex.
 
    
 
   After Alex leaves, I tell Deion and Jamar that I am going to a production studio tomorrow to check on the sex tape with an expert.
 
   “We better come with you,” says Deion.
 
   “I can handle it.”
 
   “Right, you still have one good eye left. Give us the time and the name of the place, we’ll meet you there.”
 
    
 
   I stop by Bob Kruzelski’s new place on the way home. It’s a nondescript townhome off Manchester Ave, a few blocks from the ocean.
 
   I remember Bob as a short, cheerful, well-toned and neatly dressed man in his early sixties. He greets me in an old cotton robe and slippers. Bob lost quite a bit of hair and developed a solid paunch, contrasting with skinny legs sticking out. But the cheerful smile is still there:
 
   “Ben, come on in! I apologize for my appearance, my guest just left, hehehe. You are still this dapper-looking young man.”
 
   I figure he does not know about my mother and decide not to bring it up.
 
   “I am afraid neither dapper, nor young – but thank you. You look good, Bob.”
 
   “Come on in, Ben. Would you like a beer? Or how about some good American whiskey? Three fingers for old times’ sake!” he laughs.
 
   Bob’s living room is dark, cluttered and smells of fried food and body odor.
 
   “What brings you here, Ben?”
 
   “Oh, I just moved back. Catching up with old neighbors.” 
 
   “Did you hear about the Johnson’s? Horrible thing, simply horrible,” says Kruzelski.
 
   “Yes, it is. Bob, what happened to the neighborhood? I hear people just turned on each other.”
 
   “Nothing happened,” shrugs Kruzelski. “Every place is the same, people squabble, you know?”
 
   “I’ve been told that Blake Sullivan got into fights with others?”
 
   “Heck, we all have disagreements, things get said. My ex accused me of hitting her and I did no such thing.”
 
   “You didn’t?”
 
   “No! I may have pushed her out of the way once or twice but that’s because she was being a bitch. Doctor told me later that I had a bit of a reaction to Prozac.”
 
   “You were on Prozac?”
 
   “I still am. Everyone is, right?” he laughs.
 
    “It just feels strange, Bob. Perhaps because I’ve been away for a while. Most people I knew moved away or worse.”
 
   “Come on, Ben. That’s just life. Look at me, I am better off than ever,” Kruzelski spreads his arms, a beer in one hand. His robe opens up, exposing a flabby stomach and a limp penis. I look away. “We got a good deal on our house, I bought this place all cash, I am now retired, have two girlfriends and nobody bugs me ‘Bob, clean up, Bob do this, Bob, do that.’ Life is good.”
 
    
 
   Kenya phones me in the evening:
 
   “I am sorry I embarrassed you this morning.”
 
   “You did not embarrass me,” I lie again. This time, it’s a white lie.
 
   “It was instinctive. I guess I gave us away a bit.”
 
   “I guess,” I laugh. “Do you want to come over and make up for it?”
 
   “I can’t. Does this have to do with the sex video that Ron was analyzing for you?”
 
   “What sex video?”
 
   “Ben, don’t! I had Ron tell me everything.”
 
   “Fuck!” I want to kill Ron with my bare hands.
 
   “Look, don’t be angry with him. He did not want to tell, I forced him to after I saw you this morning.”
 
   “How could you have forced him?”
 
   “Oh, I can be a real bitch when I have to.”
 
   I prefer to neither confirm, nor deny this. After a pause, she continues:
 
   “He told me you are investigating death of an old friend. Yes?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You are a good friend, I just hope you are careful. Listen, I will be with Robbie all weekend but he will stay with his uncle tomorrow night – can you come over then?”
 
   I promise. Then I feel guilty. Why do I carry on with Kenya when I am looking for an exit? It’s not fair to her. Even if she wants to keep it simple.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   FRIDAY, AUGUST 10
 
    
 
   Prasad decides to hold his “weekly” 10 a.m. meeting this morning. It’s always on our calendars but most of the time he sends a message cancelling it at the last moment. Ernie and I wait until 9:55, then reluctantly walk over to the building where Prasad has his cubicle. It is rather amusing that he would rather be in a small cubicle there than in a large office in R7, but then it’s the matter of being in proximity to the centers of power. If his boss calls, he must be there in under five minutes.
 
    
 
   Ernie and I are about four minutes late thanks to busy elevators. It does not matter since Prasad is not there yet. We run into Ron on the way, flirting with some new girl. The girl listens to whatever tale Ron is spinning and coquettishly twists her long blond hair. She does not know yet that Ron is doing this purely for practice; he is very strict about not dating at work rule. 
 
    
 
   The other three members of Prasad’s team are waiting. We are a bit of a motley crew. Sandeep is always ready to kiss Prasad’s ass and aspires to make a transition from a contractor to an employee; we suspect he reports to Prasad on anything that’s going on, so in his presence we are careful. Vu Dang is here on a visa and cautious not to make any waves; he is afraid of Prasad, Sandeep and even us. John Bensoff is an older guy that does not give a shit and tries to maintain a “live and let live” existence. We exchange greetings and dig into our e-mails, no open discussion will take place with Sandeep present.
 
   Prasad shows up at 10:12 and immediately jumps at poor Vu Dang over a request for a budget increase on one of Vu’s projects. Vu tries to explain that the cost overrun is entirely due to a ridiculous underestimate by the previous project lead, but that’s no use. In truth, the fault is Prasad’s – another manager knew that the project is a disaster and tried to dump it off to a different team. When nobody would volunteer, Prasad decided to show off in front of his boss and jumped in. Now the chickens were coming home to roost and it looks like Prasad may decide to sacrifice poor Vu as the fall guy.
 
   Prasad then turns his attention to John who has a similar situation. But unlike Vu, John knows how the game is played. Yes, there is a price to pay for a project that’s late and over budget. But John is an old hand: people only want projects that bring fame and glory; a project gone bad is an orphan that no one wants to touch. Being a lead on such a project is psychologically difficult but, in a sense, the safest place to be – you can’t be replaced until a greater fool comes along. He winks at Ernie and me while nodding politely in the direction of Prasad’s harangue.
 
   By the time Prasad is done with Vu and John, there is not enough time left for Ernie and me. Prasad ends up making some vague negative statements about our poor attitudes, then runs off to some management meeting where it’s extremely important to be seen.
 
    
 
   Ernie and I gratefully march back to R7.
 
   “You must admire John Bensoff,” says Ernie.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “People in big companies try to learn to not be the ‘fall guy,’” he explains. “It takes more skill and guts to learn the dark art of being one. You see, big companies need ‘fall guys.’ Most of the projects fail in some way and smart management appreciates those that are willing to stand next to such a project and take the crap that comes with it. If you get rid of people like John, in the next failing project you’ll be the one taking the blame. So it’s good keeping people like that around. John knows that he is, in a sense, untouchable.”
 
   “Yeah, but does Prasad understand it?”
 
   Ernie laughs:
 
   “Don’t underestimate Prasad. He is a perfect specimen of Homo Bureaucraticus. You know what I mean?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “He’s a creature of bureaucracy, a slave to power. Obedience to authority. Bullying subordinates. Totalitarian mindset.”
 
   “Ernie, I think you might be too hard on him.”
 
   “I am just pointing out that bureaucratic mentality places process and rules over empathy or even common sense. We are the means to his ends. It’s a training ground for little despots.”
 
   “Not sure I understand how it applies to Bensoff.”
 
   “Bureaucracy is not good at creating successes but it’s quite adept at deflecting failures. Intellectually, Prasad might not be the sharpest knife in the drawer but he has a keen political sense. Everyone thinks he is a fool for taking on hopeless projects, but he incurs favors of his superiors by doing that. He needs Bensoff and Bensoff needs him. It’s a symbiotic relationship.”
 
    
 
   I put together my               “to do” work list and run through the urgent items. Then I turn my attention to a ‘spec’ I’ve been asked to take over. 
 
   Spec is short for ‘specification.’ We at Space Systems write many long technical documents. Generally, they don’t make sense to 99.9% of the population. Unfortunately, some make sense only to the authors. This is one of those, a hundred plus incomprehensible pages. I tried finding the person who wrote it, but it was written by some guy in India who is long gone from the project. Another downside of outsourcing work. But I don’t doubt that someone here got a pat on the back for cutting this project’s per hour labor costs in half. The fact that the project will take five times as many hours to complete can’t be measured in advance.
 
    
 
   I go to the cafeteria for a quick bite and run into Ron and Kenya. They are pretty much done with their lunch but I join them at their table anyway. Kenya is giving Ron pointers on the demo he gave two days ago. I eat quietly.
 
   I steal a glance at Kenya’s profile, a small cute nose and thick sexy lips. I’ll see her tonight. Blood rushes to my face. And other parts. I stare at my plate and wonder if she knows what I am imagining. I suspect she does.
 
   My phone vibrates uncomfortably.
 
    
 
   Kenya and Ron pick up their trays to leave. Ron turns around:
 
   “Hey Ben, I won’t be able to come to the studio with you today. But you are on, they are expecting you.”
 
   “Thanks, Ron.” 
 
   “Also want to remind you of the party tomorrow night. I confirmed, Chris Rogers will be there. I’ll email you the address.”
 
   “Uhmm, yeah, sure. Can I bring anything?”
 
   “Wine or beer. You can bring a date if you like. But Ernie’s girlfriend Bao is bringing a few of her friends. If they don’t cheer you up, nothing will.”
 
   My phone vibrates again.
 
   Kenya stares at me, her eyes narrow slits.
 
    
 
   The first call was from the RND Corporation, the second from Deion. When I check voice mail after lunch, the RND call was from Blake Sullivan asking to meet for dinner on Saturday or Sunday. I decide to hold off on returning Blake’s call. Deion was confirming the meeting at the editing studio and leaving me phone numbers for some of my former neighbors. I write them down.
 
    
 
   Jamar somehow tracked down Lisa Sullivan. She is now Lisa Brown, living in Kirkland, a suburb of Seattle.
 
   She picks up on a third ring:
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Lisa, this is Benjamin Feldman. We were neighbors.”
 
   There is a long pause, then:
 
   “Yes, I remember you.” 
 
   “Is this a good time to talk?”
 
   “I am at work but I have a few minutes. What can I do for you, Benjamin?”
 
   “Lisa, I know it sounds weird but many bad things happened in the neighborhood and some of that seem to have started when you and Blake split up …”
 
   She interrupts me:
 
   “I got away from Blake, started a new life. Don’t drag me back into that snake pit.”
 
   “Can you tell me why you left Blake?”
 
   “No, I can’t tell you.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because he’ll go after my family. My parents, my sisters, their kids. He’ll come after all of them. He told me.”
 
   “He can’t do that!”
 
   “Oh yes, he can! He is the most controlling SOB you’ll ever come across and he knows everything. He showed me things about my sisters that would destroy them! He did not love me; he just could not stand losing control, letting me leave on my terms.”
 
   “So how did you manage to leave?”
 
   “I caught him, I had proof.”
 
   “Proof of what?”
 
   There is a silence, then:
 
   “Sorry, I can’t tell you.”
 
   I take a deep breath and plunge in.
 
   “Lisa, I am sorry I have to ask – but did you have an affair with Evan Johnson?”
 
   There is an angry pause and Lisa says,
 
   “Ben, go fuck yourself. Don’t ever call me again.”
 
   Click. The line goes dead.
 
    
 
   The offices of ECP Studios are near downtown Culver City, just a few blocks from Sony Pictures. It’s 6 p.m. on Friday, but the place is still bustling with activity.
 
   “We are running a couple of days late on our project for Sony,” explains Ed Parnell, the owner of the place and the “golden eye” that Ron referred me to. “We’ll be working through the weekend. I apologize in advance, but I can only give you twenty minutes max.”
 
   He looks suspiciously at my black eye but doesn’t say anything, instead leading Deion, Jamar and me into a dark studio with three monitors and a panel of controls in front of them.
 
   “Let me see the tape.”
 
   I hand Ed the USB drive, thinking I should make another copy in case this one gets taken away too.
 
   He runs Rose’s video a few times on the main monitor, squinting and clicking his tongue.
 
   “No, no, nope.”
 
   “What does it mean?” Deion is not as patient as the rest of us.
 
   “This video is a fake.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Deion sounds genuinely surprised. So am I.
 
   “Phhttt …” Ed sounds offended. “Of course I am sure. Look at this … and this … and this!” he is poking index finger at various parts of the screen. “Isn’t it obvious that different images have been superimposed here? And that a 3-D depth was simulated there?”
 
   We nod even though there is nothing obvious about this to us.
 
   “Someone converted this from a 2-D tape. Let’s see if we can find the source. What was the screen name of the lady?”
 
   “Violet Lynn.”
 
   He types on the panel, explaining:
 
   “I’m grabbing encoding metadata from your video and running it against the database of the movies. Limiting it to X-rated stuff with Violet Lynn in it, so should not take too long.”
 
   It does not.
 
   “Here it is, 2011 movie cleverly titled ‘Cabo Spring Break Bangers 4.’”
 
   He fast-forwards through the scenes.
 
   “Let me sync it.”
 
   Ed plays “our” video on the main terminal and a scene from the 2011 movie on the one on the left. There is no question: same setup, same movements, only Rose’s face and figure have been edited. The screen on the right presents shadowed images of the action.
 
   Ed turns to us:
 
   “Someone took Violet Lynn’s video from seven years ago and edited it to make her look older. He must have used a recent picture. I’d say it’s a masterful job, very well done, almost impossible to notice by an untrained eye. One clue was that it was obviously converted from a 2-D tape, while new ATRF videos get sourced in 3-D. But you can clearly see the differential analysis on the right screen. And if you look closely, you can see that the man’s body has been edited too.”
 
   “Someone edited the man’s body? Why?” it’s my turn to sound incredulous.
 
   “The body’s been edited, no question,” confirms Ed. “As to why, how would I know?”
 
   “Can you tell us whose body it is?” asks Jamar.
 
   “Well, there is not much to work with. There is no face,” Ed rubs his chin. He draws a rectangle across a visible part of the man’s body, clicks on menu options, starts muttering under his breath: “Come here, come here. Let’s see if we can match you.”
 
   Computer responds with “No match found.”
 
   “Sorry. He is not a professional porn actor, that’s all I can say,” shrugs Ed.
 
   “Ed, so they could take a 2-D tape and turn it into a VR movie?” I ask.
 
   “It’s not the same as shooting for VR, but a good editor can do extrapolation, add depth, sure. Enough to fool a non-expert,” he adds dismissively.
 
   “Who could have done that?”
 
   “In LA? Ralph Peterson, Chris Rogers, Don Miyazaki … But Don is more into gaming. I told this to your friend already. Now, if you excuse me …”
 
   Ed gets up, signaling that the meeting is over.
 
   “One last question?” says Jamar.
 
   “OK?”
 
   “How much would such an editing job cost?”
 
   “It’s hard to say,” Ed chews his lip. “I personally wouldn’t do such a thing any for any amount of money. But some people have their fantasies, you know … This was a quality work requiring good expertise and knowledge of a new technology. I mean, it was definitely produced with tactile effect. If it was not ATRF, I figure a few grand. With ATRF, I would guess four-five times that because there are so few people that can do it, but I really don’t know.
 
    
 
   “This changes things,” says Deion when we come outside. “You want to discuss over dinner?”
 
   “I only have an hour,” I say.
 
   “OK, lover boy, you still have to eat, right? Let’s go to Rush Street, we can get something quickly.”
 
   Downtown Culver City is a trendy, busy place but we hit it at the right time, between the happy hour crowd and the ones out for a dinner and a date. We manage to secure one of the outside tables at Rush Street, a popular tavern.
 
    
 
   “Now we know that Rose didn’t not go back into porn,” says Deion when we sit down and order beers. “Someone was seriously out to destroy Evan. To the tune of paying a lot of money.”
 
   “Who would want to do this?” wonders Jamar.
 
   “Could be Yvonne, his ex?” I throw out.
 
   “I doubt it. Yvonne is a bitch but I don’t see her doing this. Not in her interests. I think it was Blake Sullivan,” replies Deion. 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Who the fuck else? You heard that there was a fight over his divorce and he threatened his neighbors. He shows up everywhere. How did he know about the funeral? And this whole thing seems to be pointing back at Franklin High. Ben, you remember how Evan slammed Blake in that last game?”
 
   “It was many years ago. And nobody mentioned about him having issues with Evan recently,” I point out.
 
   “How do you know? When Evan married Rose three years ago, many of the neighbors were there. Do you remember seeing Sullivan?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Neither do I. He was not invited. I know Evan hated his guts!”
 
   Deion stops and eyes a cute waitress as she brings the beers and takes our orders.
 
   “So you think Sullivan was taking a revenge on his neighbors?” wonders Jamar. “Seems weak to me.”
 
   “He is a fucking snake! He’s always been a snake, even back in high school.”
 
   “I don’t know. But we have no other suspects right now so might as well take a closer look at Sullivan,” shrugs Jamar.
 
   “Sullivan left me a message about having dinner this weekend,” I say.
 
   “What?” Deion and Jamar in unison.
 
   “Yes, just this afternoon.”
 
   “And you have not called him back yet?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Jamar drums his fingers against the table, thinking.
 
   “Interesting. Why don’t you call him and make it for Michael’s in Santa Monica tomorrow.”
 
   “Why Michael’s?”
 
   “Because I know their valet people.”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “Ben, I am going to bug his car.” Seeing my look of puzzlement, he adds: “Put a listening device into it, you know.”
 
   “Into his phone?”
 
   “No, in the car. It’s voice activated, will record and store his conversations and I’ll retrieve them remotely.”
 
   “Isn’t this illegal? I don’t know about this …”
 
   “Shoot, Ben, cut out these niceties,” jumps in Deion, “we are either in this game or we are not. As they used to say in the league, ‘if you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying.’ Either Sullivan set Evan up or he had nothing to do with Evan’s death. Let’s find out.”
 
   “OK, fine. But I can’t do tomorrow.”
 
   “Can you make it Sunday?” asks Jamar.
 
   “Yeah, I can do Sunday.”
 
   “Good. You and I will meet beforehand,” he says in a tone that cuts off any objections.
 
   Cute waitress brings our burgers. Deion starts flirting with her.
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   FRIDAY, AUGUST 10 - NIGHT
 
    
 
   We let our breathing return to normal.
 
   Kenya is face down on the bed, I am lying on top of her, our arms stretched to the sides, mine covering hers. She likes the feeling of being weighed down by my body. She jokes that this is her escape from having to be in control. I just enjoy nestling myself in the tight space between her legs while her thighs convulse gently in aftershocks. 
 
   I nibble on her ear:
 
   “How was this on the Richter scale?”
 
   She giggles.
 
   “I’d say 7.2. Not The Big One but enough to shake furniture and break some glasses. All right, move off me, you monster.”
 
   We stretch out on the bed side-by-side.
 
   “Thanks for dancing with me,” she says.
 
   Kenya surprised me tonight by asking to go to Redondo Beach Pier. Before she avoided going to places where we could run into people we know. An amateur band was playing there, a dozen couples were dancing, many more watching them. Kenya shimmied her hips to the music, then surprised me again by tugging on my sleeve and saying,
 
   “Come on, let’s dance.”
 
   “I am a bad dancer,” I demurred, feeling self-conscious.
 
   “That’s OK, I’ll lead.”
 
   Now, lying next to me, she bursts out laughing.
 
   “You’re right, you are not a good dancer.”
 
   “I warned you. I usually stay off the dance floor.”
 
   Kenya’s fingers gently stroke my hand.
 
   “You get extra points for bravery. Did you feel some people in the crowd looking at us strangely?”
 
   “Because of my dancing?” I laugh.
 
   “No, because I am black and you’re white.”
 
   “So what?”
 
   Kenya turns on her side, props herself with the right elbow.
 
   “So nothing. Perhaps I am more attuned to this. Do you recall the first time we met?”
 
   “When you moved into R7?”
 
   “No, dummy. I moved there because of you. But don’t let it go to your head. Remember when you were presenting your design spec for new content identifiers?”
 
   “Yeah, my first project here. It was a really bad idea.”
 
   “It was. But that’s where we first met. You just don’t remember because I was in the back of the room. You had a nice smile and I could see that you were smart but that’s not why I fell for you,” her fingers tighten on my hand.
 
   “Why did you?”
 
   “There was a break during your presentation, when the web conference failed and had to be restarted. I was watching you. Your face had changed, relaxed. You were staring out the window at airplanes taking off from LAX as if seeing yourself in one of them, heading away from this place. Your eyes were so sad, my heart began to ache. And then someone asked you a question. You first looked at that man without comprehension. Your right hand came up and moved over your face, from the forehead to the chin. And the smiling face was back on. But it was too late, I saw past the mask, I saw the real you. And that’s when I said to myself ‘I have to have this man.’”
 
   “The mask? The real me?”
 
   “Yes. I saw the pain you lived in. I did not know what it was but I saw it.”
 
   “You wanted me because of the pain?”
 
   “In a way. Perhaps because I was still in pain after my divorce. I would put on a mask every day to deal with work, with my son, with people in the supermarket and on and on and on. We are not supposed to let others see when we hurt. Always have your game face on, right? Especially when you’re a woman. But I wanted so badly for someone to see beyond that. And then you dropped your mask when you thought nobody was watching you and I saw the real you and I knew there and then that you might be able to see the real me.”
 
   “Kenya, I don’t know if I see the real you. You change, like a rainbow fish in a story that I used to read to my son.”
 
   She sits up, leans down, gently kisses me on the lips. My body jolts from her nipples touching my chest. 
 
   “Of course. I myself don’t know the real me. But to you, I am not what I do. Not an engineer or a provider or a caretaker. I have no roles to play with you. My skin color does not matter. My sex does not matter except for how well our bodies fit together. And they do fit nicely. I can take the mask off. I am just a human being and you don’t judge me, you take me with my faults and fears and pains. You don’t try to change me or save me. You see me naked in every sense and make me feel accepted.”
 
   I laugh to cover the feel of a lump in my throat. Accepted, yes, that’s what it is.
 
    
 
   “I need water.”
 
   “There is some in the kitchen.”
 
   “Haven’t been there.”
 
   “That’s right,” she laughs. “That’s only your third time here and I kept you locked in the bedroom. OK, follow me.”
 
   She takes my hand and leads me out of the dark bedroom, candlelight providing a flickering glow.
 
   When we get to the kitchen, she flips on the light, opens the fridge, gets out a plastic bottle. Her body is compact and sturdy, with the muscular legs of a runner. Breasts are a touch oversized for her frame and proudly stick out despite having a child. Her pubic hair is trimmed into a neatly triangle; I know it’s curly and springy. She catches me staring, gives me a once-over, smiles.
 
   “What are these?” I point to the top of the fridge.
 
   “Pictures, obviously,” she says. Her smile fades a bit. “I like having them there.”
 
   “Who’s that?” I point to a photo of a strict looking man in a military uniform.
 
   “My dad. He was a sergeant in the army. One of those tough ones. We moved around a lot. He came here from Kenya, thought the Americans didn’t appreciate how good they have it. ”
 
   “Is that why your name is Kenya?”
 
   “Yes, he named me after his country.”
 
   “Where is he now?”
 
   “Passed away two years ago. I took time off, spent his last month with him,” Kenya takes a deep breath.
 
   “Was it hard?”
 
   “Yes. He was tough with everyone, not just with the recruits. We made our peace at the end.”
 
   “And who is this?” I point to a photo of a pretty woman Kenya’s age. She has a light caramel complexion and an anxious smile.
 
   “My mom. Back in the ’90s. She is from Louisiana, a mulatto, half black, half white. Never thought she belonged anywhere. She’s with my brother Jessy in New Orleans now,” Kenya points to a picture of a serious man in a white shirt and a tie. “And you already know about James and his boys and Robbie,” she waves her hand in the direction of the last two pictures.
 
   “Is the guilt from her side?”
 
   “Don’t be such a know-it-all!” she hisses.
 
   Then relents.
 
   “Yes, it’s from her. She’s good at making her kids feel guilty for not taking better care of her. Blames us for dad leaving. I call her once a week, that’s all I can take.”
 
   “What about …” I start saying but she gently puts a finger on my mouth.
 
   “Shhhh … Ben, I don’t want you to know too much about me, OK? I am sorry. Let’s go back to the bedroom.”
 
    
 
   In the dark, I start going through the pile of our clothes on the floor, pick up Kenya’s lacy bra. Candlelight projects my shadow on the wall.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Trying to find my underwear, meanwhile admiring yours. So light …”
 
   “Stay the night with me.”
 
   I asked her to stay before, in my apartment in Redondo Beach, but she said ‘no.’ Now that she offers, I am scared. It feels like a big step to actually sleep with a woman. June was the last one I spent the whole night with.
 
   I drop her lingerie into the pile, get back in bed. I sleep on my right side, turns out so does Kenya. She wraps herself around my back, her arm on my chest.
 
   “You better not pick up any chicks at Ron’s party,” she whispers.
 
   “It’s strictly business,” I reply.
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   Kenya promptly falls asleep. Her breath tickles the back of my neck. I try to stay still, to match the rhythm of her breathing. Eventually, it lulls me to sleep as well.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   SATURDAY, AUGUST 11
 
    
 
   I wake up with Kenya spooned around my back, snuggled to me, her breath warming my neck. I move, she wakes up and presses against me. She gently nibbles on my ear, her hand moving from my chest to my stomach, then lower …
 
   Kenya pulls me towards her, I move on top of her and we make love. First slowly, in a pleasant, still half-sleepy state, then more frantically. She is pinned under me, her eyes searching mine, looking to merge together in a single spasm.
 
   Afterwards, we lay side by side, breathing heavily, spent. Kenya is quiet. She turned away from me, curled up as if trying to protect herself.
 
   It’s the first time I see her bedroom illuminated by more than a candle’s flicker: heavy drapes are open and sunlight seeps through sheer curtains behind them. I saw shapes of paintings on the walls, now I recognize them as female forms by Degas, Renoir, Cezanne. A sliding closet door is partially open and I see a collection of evening gowns and short cocktail dresses. I am so used to seeing her in business suits. There is only one nightstand with a pile of books, on my side, must be that’s where she sleeps. There is no other furniture or TV, the room is dominated by the king-size bed.
 
   I reach for Kenya.
 
   “What are you thinking?”
 
   She pulls away from my touch, replies in a small voice,
 
   “I don’t know if it was a good idea to let you stay.”
 
   I am not sure what to say so I just remain quiet.
 
   Kenya unfurls from her curled up position, sits on the side of the bed with her back to me.
 
   “Sorry, Ben, no breakfast. I have to go get Robbie.”
 
    
 
   Deion picks me up at eleven in a black Escalade SUV, Jamar is driving.
 
   “Ben, your shiner is getting some nice rainbow coloring. Anyway, I’ve arranged a couple of meetings for us,” says Deion. “First with Yvonne, next with Reggie Brown, one of Evan’s former clients.”
 
   Yvonne lives in a townhome in North Redondo Beach. I have not seen her in at least five years, and she looks even angrier than I remember. She does not offer us anything to drink, just curtly points to the couch, which the three of us share uncomfortably. Yvonne squints at Jamar.
 
   “I know the other two, but who are you?”
 
   “Jamar Walker works with me,” answers Deion.
 
   “Hmmm … like a secretary or something?” snickers Yvonne.
 
   Jamar takes a deep breath, lets Deion answer again.
 
   “More like a manager. Anyway, Yvonne, thank you for seeing us. We are not going to take much of your time.”
 
   “Praise the Lord!” she mocks him.
 
   “Yvonne, is it true that Evan was having some business problems?”
 
   “I don’t know about his damn business, but he owed me some support payments going back at least a year. I had to hire a lawyer to send that SOB a letter.”
 
   “You were pretty angry with him,” I observe.
 
   “You bet your skinny white ass I was angry! I was his high school sweetheart, I bore him a daughter, I took care of him when he blew his knee in college and wanted to kill himself. And he repaid me by dumping me for that young white whore – and she was a whore!”
 
   “You did not go to his funeral,” states Deion.
 
   “Yeah, they told me but why would I go?”
 
   “You’ve been married for what – twenty years?”
 
   “Twenty four. And he dumped me. Threw me away like a dirty rag!”
 
   “And what about Imani? She also did not come.”
 
   “Imani is going to a grad school in Chicago, she is busy. And she was not too happy with her father since our breakup.”
 
   I remember that Evan was upset that Imani did not come to his wedding.
 
   “Yvonne, did you have any fights with Rose?”
 
   “No. I ignored her.”
 
   “Ever heard of virtual tactile videos?”
 
   “What?” For the first time since we came in, Yvonne looks surprised.
 
   “There might have been a fake tape of Rose that someone made. You know anything about it?”
 
   “Hey, don’t you fucking do this!” rears up Yvonne. “I hated her and I hated him for what they’ve done, but I did not wish them dead. No no no! Hell, at least he was good for some occasional money support while he was alive!”
 
   She is stabbing her index finger at us. We, three large men, sit back in fear.
 
   After a pause, I clear my throat.
 
   “Uhmm … Yvonne, I am sorry to ask but do you know if Evan had … well … affairs with the neighbors?”
 
   She breaks into a laugh, almost squealing with delight:
 
   “You mean, did he fuck those white bitches? Sure he did. He liked white pussy!”
 
   “Erhhh, do you know who?”
 
   “Those whores Trisha Marbel and Liz Cannon for sure.”
 
   “What about Lisa Sullivan or Anna Trusome?”
 
   “Probably Sullivan. He’d been coming on to her.”
 
   “And you did not mind?” wonders Deion.
 
   “I did not want to put out for him anymore, so I no longer cared where he found it. But even a cat in heat comes home.” 
 
   Deion and I exchange looks, he gets up.
 
   “Thank you, Yvonne, we don’t have any more questions.”
 
   As we are about to leave, I remember:
 
   “Yvonne, did you have an accountant?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “I mean, Evan and you. Back then.”
 
   “Yeah, sure. It was your neighbor, Susan Kaplan.”
 
    
 
   Outside, Deion turns to Jamar.
 
   “What do you think? She’s damn angry.”
 
   “Yeah, she is. But I think she is telling the truth. I don’t think she knows anything about the video or Evan’s business problems.”
 
   “Where are we going now?”
 
   “Toyota Sports Center in El Segundo, to meet Reggie Brown.”
 
   That’s the LA Kings’ local training facility. 
 
    
 
   A broad-shouldered guy is waiting outside, a huge sports bag on his shoulder. Deion gets out of the car:
 
   “Reggie, thanks for meeting us on a short notice!”
 
   “My pleasure, Deion!” Reggie is missing most of his front teeth.
 
   “Where can we talk?”
 
   “Anywhere you like. My wife dropped me off here, I’ll just text her where to pick me up.”
 
   We go to Rock & Brews, a few blocks away on Main Street. It’s not too crowded, and we find a table outside and order beers.
 
   “Reggie, we want to talk about Evan Johnson.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Look, I read about what happened. I am really sorry.”
 
   “Evan was your agent for a long time but last year you switched to Buchon. Can you tell us why?”
 
   “Well,” Brown is very uncomfortable, “I received some information …”
 
   “What kind of information?”
 
   “That Evan was skimming. Billing me for expenses that were not mine ...”
 
   “Did you confront him about that?”
 
   “Yes. He denied everything.”
 
   “But you did not believe him?”
 
   “No, there was a proof. Recordings of Evan talking to his accountant, directing him to fudge expenses …”
 
   “Him? You mean her?” I try to correct Brown.
 
   “No, him.”
 
   “It was not Susan Kaplan?”
 
   “No, it was definitely a man.”
 
   “Do you remember his name?”
 
   “I think the first name was Richard.”
 
   “And you know for sure it was Evan’s voice on the recording?” asks Jamar.
 
   “Yes, it was Evan’s. And there were multiple recordings.”
 
   “Do you know who sent them to you?”
 
   “No. It was a package, regular mail. USB drive and a letter listing what’s on the drive: copies of e-mails, files, phone conversations.”
 
   “Hmmm … And why did you go to Buchon?”
 
   “I interviewed three agents. Buchon works with two of my teammates, they like him.”
 
   After a pause, Brown adds:
 
   “My wife is in the car outside. Look, I am very sorry about Evan. I did not know things were so bad for him. If I knew, I would have tried to work it out.”
 
    
 
   After Brown leaves, Deion says, “Looks like Buchon told us the truth, he was not stealing Evan’s clients.”
 
   “But someone had it in for Evan: fake porn video, taped recordings …” responds Jamar.
 
   “Does not sound like recordings were fake. It’s pretty clear that Evan was in financial difficulty.”
 
   “Still, someone must have really hated his guts to go to all this trouble.”
 
   Deion shakes his head, changes subject:
 
   “Ben, we paid a visit to a certain gentleman from Adult Video World early this morning.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Jamar did some checking last night. Jamar is a licensed private investigator, so you know. From your description, we figured that the old guy that questioned you was Aaron Brady, their head of security. Jamar got Brady’s address in Calabasas, we drove up there early and waited for Brady to appear.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   ‘Well, we were curious how come the detectives knew so quickly about your visit there,” explains Jamar. “When Brady went for his morning run, I approached him and asked a few questions.”
 
   “Asked?”
 
   “I was polite but persuasive,” laughs Jamar. “I was nicer to him than he was to you.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Brady claims he was simply concerned about the Rose Johnson’s murder connection. Their former star gets killed, you show up with questions. The guys in that business, they are sensitive about being linked to things like that, even if it’s only rumors. They don’t want any trouble. Brady immediately called the police department to report your visit, spoke with O’Connell.”
 
   “You believe him?”
 
   “I do. He used to work at LAPD, retired a few years back, he knows people there. It makes sense.”
 
   “But what does not quite make sense to me,” chimes in Deion, “is how sensitive those two detectives were about this. So, Brady tells them you are snooping around. Next thing you know, they ring your doorbell and threaten you. Why? Ben, you must have disturbed some hornets’ nest there. Jamar, if you were in their shoes, would you have done that?”
 
   “Nah, probably not,” Jamar shakes his head. “I checked county records on them. Not much of significance but there was one complaint in your neighborhood a couple of years ago.”
 
   “Really? By whom?”
 
   “Rachel Donahue. She said they were harassing her.”
 
   “Anything happened?”
 
   “Nope. Internal Affairs looked into this and decided that Walton and O’Connell did not do anything wrong. Have you had a chance to talk to any more of your former neighbors?”
 
   “No, I did not have the time,” I reply testily.
 
    
 
   “Deion, why are you doing this? I mean, looking into Evan’s death?” I ask when Jamar excuses himself to go to the bathroom.
 
   “Probably for the same reasons you do,” he shrugs. “Actually, I have a better reason. I mean, the four of us were friends, but Evan and I, we’ve been tight, real tight. You, Alex, Evan, you all grew up there in Rochester, in good middle-class families, with mom and dad and your own bedroom. I, I grew up in South Central. Never knew my father. My mom was an alcoholic. I was not even supposed to be at Franklin High but for my aunt who let me use her address and sleep over sometimes. She did not particularly want me there, she had enough of her own problems and I was getting in the way of her boyfriends. But she knew I would end up in a gang if I stayed where I was. I actually spent more time in Evan’s house than anywhere else. And then life happened and I got busy with my football career and then with my investments.”
 
   He takes a long drink.
 
   “When I needed help, Evan and his parents were there for me. Now, someone fucking destroyed Evan and I was not there for him!”
 
   I nod understandingly. It’s a good reason. It’s not quite my reason, but it’s a good one.
 
   “I want to find that accountant, Richard what’s his-name,” says Deion. “And we still have this whole video editing angle to check out. I mean, someone made that video on purpose. Some sick son-of-a-bitch.”
 
    
 
   I call Susan Kaplan after Deion and Jamar drop me off at home.
 
   “Susan, this is Benjamin Feldman, your former next door neighbor.”
 
   “Oh my God, Ben! How are you?”
 
   “I am good, I am good. I am just trying to catch up with old friends and neighbors. Would you have a few minutes to talk?”
 
   “Ummm, like in person?” she sounds puzzled.
 
   “Yes, if possible.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know … I take continuing education classes during the week …”
 
   “It won’t take long, I promise.”
 
   I almost hear her deliberating.
 
   “I will be in the office tomorrow. Many of my clients filed for corporate tax extension and have to file their taxes by mid-September. Rebuilding my practice, have to be flexible with weekend appointments. If you don’t mind coming to the office …”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “I am on Ocean Avenue and 30th, the two-story building on the northeast corner. Tomorrow around 3 would work for me.”
 
    
 
   I also call Blake Sullivan and leave a voice mail suggesting a dinner at Michael’s at 6.
 
    
 
   Ron lives in a castle in a residential South Bay neighborhood. Literally. The original owner decided to build it as a small castle, with spiral staircase, a grand fireplace, narrow windows, high ceilings, balconies, parquet floors. Inside there are medieval statues, antique swords and rugs.
 
   I debate whether to keep my sunglasses on or let people wonder at my now purple shiner. I leave the glasses on.
 
   Inside, there is loud music, strobe lights, and a gang of mini-skirted mostly Oriental women dancing with abandon while a crowd of middle-aged men ogle them. Ernie is in the oglers’ group. I grab a drink at the bar and join him.
 
   “Which one is Bao?”
 
   “The one in the green dress,” he points to a striking woman in her thirties in the middle of the dancing throng. 
 
   “Wow, what is she doing with you?”
 
   “I am not sure myself but I won’t complain. She brought in a half-dozen of her Thai girlfriends. Do you want her to introduce you to one of them?”
 
   “They are too young for me.”
 
   “That’s OK, they like their men older,” he laughs. “Seriously, she’ll hook you up. You are not seeing anyone. What do you have to lose?”
 
   “That’s OK, Ernie, thanks,” I am not going to admit to my relationship with Kenya. “Have you seen Ron?”
 
   “He’s somewhere around here. Check in the garden?”
 
   Ernie is right, I find Ron in the garden chatting with David Ferguson, one of the managers from work, and a blond woman. David’s arm is around the woman’s waist, turns out it’s his wife Judy. Judy gives me an appraising look and a smile, but after finding out that I am just a contractor, she loses interest.
 
   “Hey, Ron, can you point Chris Rogers to me?”
 
   “Ahh, yes, sorry. I’ll be right back,” Ron apologizes to David and Judy and leads me into the house.
 
   “Did not realize you are friends with Ferguson.”
 
   “Not exactly friends but have to cultivate relationships, you know?” Ron winks conspiratorially.
 
    
 
   Turns out Chris Rogers is standing next to Ernie, watching the dance floor. He is a balding overweight guy in his forties.
 
   “Hey Chris?”
 
   “Yeah?” Rogers’ eyes are glued to the dancers. Can’t blame him.
 
   “Chris, there is someone here I want you to meet.”
 
   “Yeah?” says Rogers again, his eyes reluctantly leaving the girls.
 
   “Chris, this is my coworker Ben. He is interested in ATRF.”
 
   I take off my sunglasses, figuring that they might be a barrier to building a bit of trust here.
 
   Rogers looks up as in this is what you interrupt the show for? but catches himself quickly:
 
   “Wow, that’s a colorful shiner. What would you like to know?”
 
   “I’ve been told that you are one of very few people in LA that know how to work with this ATRF format,” I flatter him.
 
   It works, Rogers smiles and turns towards me.
 
   “I guess you can say that. It’s a fairly new format that allows for some neat presentations.”
 
   “I saw a video recently where someone took an old tape and created an ATRF video out of it. I wonder how it’s done.”
 
   “Well, it’s a bit tricky but an expert can do that,” proudly answers Rogers, implying that he is such an expert.
 
   “It was a video with Violet Lynn. Would you know who made it?”
 
   Rogers’ mouth opens slightly. He backs away from me and steps on someone’s foot. The man swears but Rogers ignores him.
 
   “No, I don’t know anything about this.”
 
   “Ben, there is someone I want you to meet,” a hand pulls on my sleeve. I turn around, it’s smiling Ernie with two Thai beauties.
 
   “Ben, this is Bao and her friend Apple.”
 
   I curse internally and try to smile in return.
 
   “Just a second.”
 
   When I turn back, Rogers has disappeared.
 
   I converse politely with Bao and Apple for a couple of minutes, let them feel sorry for my black eye, then excuse myself and go looking for Rogers. But he is nowhere to be found.
 
    
 
   I must have missed a call from Sullivan because there is a voice mail on my phone, agreeing to tomorrow’s dinner.
 
    
 
   Around midnight, I quietly come out of my room. I am thirsty and I don’t want to wake up Dad. As I tiptoe into the living room, I see that the kitchen light is on. Dad is at the kitchen table with his back to me. I almost call out to him when I notice that his back is shaking. I stop in my tracks. Dad’s face is in his hands. I realize that he is crying silently and slowly back out of the living room.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   SUNDAY, AUGUST 12
 
    
 
   Dad is reading a paper in the kitchen. He’s one of the few people I know that still read papers. He doesn’t even like watching TV, thinks that people there are too loud and disrespectful.
 
   I pour myself a cup of coffee, sit across from him.
 
   “What’s in the news, Dad?”
 
   He lowers the paper, looks at me over the top of his glasses.
 
   “Same old, same old in the news. Politicians running for re-election, promising bread and circuses and free benefits to anyone who’ll vote for them. We are involved in at least two armed conflicts in distant parts of the world. Hmmm, I can’t recall when we were not involved in some conflict abroad …”
 
   “Yeah, but how ‘bout them Kardashians?”
 
   Dad laughs. He used to have a booming laugh that scared Mom. Now, it’s more gentle and dry, almost like coughing. He puts down the paper, walks over to the coffeemaker, refills his cup.
 
   “Umhhh, Ben, last weekend when I suggested that you get a life, I didn’t realize you’d take it to heart so quickly. You are going at a frenetic pace. Out every night, drinking, God knows what else.”
 
   “Well, Dad, you know how it is.”
 
   Frenetic is right. But I am kind of obsessed. I have to keep going. You ask questions, you get puzzles.
 
   “Don’t overdo it, Ben. You’ll burn yourself out.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Dad. I’ll stay home this morning.”
 
    
 
   Dad and I are watching the first weekend of the NFL pre-season. Even though I have not played after high school, football remained a bit of a tradition in our small family. Or perhaps it was one of those father-and-son bonding things, the time when other worries and problems can be set aside. Mother and June knew not to disturb us.
 
   We try to ignore the knock on the door, hoping that the solicitor, whoever he or she is, will just go away. But the knocking continues, both persistent and polite in its measure of loudness. I give in, march to the door and swing it open. A closed fist hits me in the chest as a woman stumbles forward in a knocking motion and I have to catch her from falling.
 
   The woman laughs without embarrassment, straightens herself up. She looks familiar.
 
   “You must be Benjamin Feldman? I am Mary Burgen, your friendly neighborhood realtor!”
 
   Now I understand why she looks familiar, I saw her face on those glossy mailings that clog our mailbox. She is tall, thin, and flat-chested, eyes bulging ever so slightly over the broadest smile exposing perfect white teeth. Her light-brown business suit with a just-above-the-knee skirt contrasts my tattered “Pink Floyd’s Back Catalogue” T-shirt and old jeans.
 
   “It’s so-o-o nice to meet you!” she sing-songs and somehow maneuvers around me and inside the house. “And you are Richard Feldman! I don’t know if you remember me but I came here before.”
 
   Dad and I are looking dumbfound over her nonchalant intrusion. She goes on:
 
   “I am so sorry about your wife and mother! I never met her but I’ve heard wonderful things, simply wonderful things!”
 
   She looks questioningly at us, probably expecting to be invited to sit down. Receiving no such invitation, Mary Burgen positions herself in the middle of the room:
 
   “But there is time to grieve and time to rejoice! I have a buyer for your house!”
 
   “Ummm, we are not looking to sell?” Dad finally finds his voice. He is so surprised that it comes out as a question.
 
   “Of course, of course! I understand. But sometimes opportunity knocks when we least expect it. My buyer is very motivated. The fair market price for your house is around one point two million. But the buyer is willing to go to one point three. Of course I am not supposed to tell you that!”
 
   She winks conspiratorially.
 
   “Don’t they want to see the house?” I ask.
 
   “They saw it from the outside. They are interested in the area. They will probably build something they want, so they don’t have to see the inside. They’ll pay all cash.”
 
   “You sold many houses in the neighborhood?”
 
   “Yes, there is a lot of interest in the area and I know it well and know how to find buyers,” Burgen answers with a smile. “Nobody will get you a better price than I do, nobody!”
 
   “Seems like most of these buyers are not moving in?” asks Dad. “So many houses on the street are empty.”
 
   Burgen’s eyes narrow for a second, but then she is all smile.
 
   “Well, some are buying these as investment properties, planning to rebuild. Takes time. So, how about that offer? No conditions, all cash.”
 
   The TV sound erupts, players are celebrating the first touchdown of the season.
 
   “We’ll think about it,” responds Dad, a note of annoyance in his voice. 
 
   “Of course, of course, I am sorry I intruded on your game. My father is a big football fan too. Think about it and I’ll call you back in a few days.”
 
   She leaves two of her cards on the tables and smiles at me coquettishly as she leaves. I pick up one of the cards. Next to her smiling picture it has: “Mary Burgen, Realtor. R. C. Max Properties.”
 
    
 
   Susan Kaplan’s office is in a small professional building near Santa Monica airport. Common reception area with secretary’s desk but no secretary. A man is waiting there already, he eyes me suspiciously. There are four switches on the wall with different names, I find the one with ‘Kaplan’ under it, flip the switch and sit down to wait.
 
   A minute later, the door opens. I start getting up, then realize it’s not Susan but an Oriental woman in her late twenties dressed in a white nurse-like outfit.
 
   “Jason?” she looks at me.
 
   “I am Jason,” the other man in the waiting area says.
 
   The woman laughs: “Oh, sorry,” to me. “Please come in,” to Jason.
 
   As the door closes behind them, I hear her saying “Are you ready for your massage?”
 
    
 
   A couple more minutes pass, the door opens again. This time it’s Susan, smiling.
 
   “Hi, Ben, so good to see you!”
 
   “It’s good to see you too.”
 
   “Sorry I made you wait, had to finish a phone call.”
 
   I follow her through a narrow corridor past three close doors. Her office is small and cluttered. Indistinct voices behind the wall on the left. She nods in that direction:
 
   “I share the office with two psychologists and a massage therapist. Actually, it’s more than one massage therapist, there seem to be a few different girls using it. The walls are thin and I believe they provide more than regular services, it can be distracting. But the rent is right.”
 
   “More than regular services?” I don’t understand.
 
   “Well, you know,” she is embarrassed. “Happy ending, that kind of stuff.”
 
   “You look good,” I change subject.
 
   “Thank you, you too. You’ve barely changed since the last time we saw each other. Except that your hair got whiter. And that black eye.” 
 
   We laugh. We both are lying. I have not seen Susan in four years. Last I remember is a vivacious, always smiling woman in her early forties. Now she looks quite a bit older and tired, her smile feels forced.
 
   “How are the kids?” 
 
   “They are good, thank you. When you saw them, they were both still in high school. Now one is a junior at UC Davis, the other a sophomore at Berkeley.”
 
   “Congratulations, both are great schools!”
 
   “Thank you. Dealing with two college tuitions is a challenge,” she sighs. “You probably know that Aaron and I split up, a couple of years after you moved out.”
 
   “I heard recently, I’m sorry.”
 
   “Thanks. And how are your parents, I understand they moved back in?”
 
   “Yes. But Mom passed away a few weeks ago.”
 
   “Oh my God, I am so sorry!” she covers her mouth momentarily. “I did not know that!”
 
   “We did not have a reception or anything. She’s been sick for a long time and my dad was pretty worn out towards the end.”
 
   “I am so sorry!” she repeats.
 
   Would you like to turn over? comes across the thin wall on the left.
 
   We pause awkwardly.
 
   “You wanted to talk about Evan,” reminds me Susan.
 
   “Yes. You were his accountant, right?”
 
   “I was, for about ten years. When Aaron and I had our first child, I quit my job at an accounting firm but I built a part-time practice working from home. Evan was one of my clients.”
 
   “But he left?”
 
   “He did, a bit over a year ago. It was unfortunate because I was trying to build up my practice after the divorce.”
 
   “Do you know why?”
 
   “He did not explain, I just got a request to transfer his files to someone named Richard Strauss. I remember asking about that Strauss character, he does not have the cleanest reputation, but the client is king …”
 
   “How were Evan’s finances?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, was he in trouble?”
 
   “You know I am not supposed to discuss this,” she shakes her head. “Why are you asking?”
 
   “I am trying to understand what happened with Evan. Something is not kosher here.”
 
   She sits back, swallows hard. 
 
   “Look … yes, Evan had difficulties. His revenues dropped quite a bit in the last year he was with me. Plus, he took out a second mortgage on the house and put it into a ‘sure thing’ business that turned out to be anything but a sure thing. That’s all I can tell you.”
 
   We are quiet for a minute and I am just about to get up to leave, when a loud moan comes through the left wall. Susan winces and shakes her fist at the wall.
 
   “That’s how Aaron and I broke up!”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He was having an affair with a massage girl. Kept her in an apartment, bought her expensive jewelry.”
 
   “Susan, how did you find out?”
 
   “I got recordings of their conversations, even of them having sex. Pictures. Receipts for jewelry.”
 
   “Did you hire an investigator?”
 
   “No, somebody sent the whole thing to me.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I don’t know. I figured her competitor or something like that. He did not deny it, I know his damn voice!”
 
   “And what happened then?”
 
   “I divorced him, what else? Fortunately, the house was easy to sell so at least I got a bit of money after we paid off lawyers and debts. But now I have to build up a new practice while listening to this!” she points to the wall.
 
   “Did Aaron have a fight with Blake Sullivan?”
 
   “Hmmm …” Susan looks up thinking. “Yes, he did. At the July 4th party in the neighborhood, back in 2015. It was not much of a fight, just a bit of pushing and shoving. Lisa broke up with Blake and he was angry and drunk, accused us of helping her.”
 
   “Were you?”
 
   “Were we what?”
 
   “Helping her?”
 
   “I guess, moral support-wise,” Susan shrugs. “I mean, we’ve known them both for a long time and I was friends with Lisa. We did not want to be in the middle of the Sullivans’ fight and we were not trying to break them up, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   “Do you know why Lisa left him?”
 
   “She was distraught by something he did but kept pretty close-mouthed about it. So I don’t know.”
 
   Susan gets up.
 
   “I am sorry, I have to wrap up. I have an appointment at 4.”
 
   “Do you know where Aaron is now?”
 
   “I don’t have his address. He is still selling cars. Lost his job at the Audi dealership, now he is a salesman at a used cars lot on Santa Monica and Princeton.”
 
    
 
   I meet Jamar in a public parking structure two blocks from Michael’s restaurant. He’s in Deion’s Escalade.
 
   “OK, let’s put a wire on you,” he says.
 
   “Why do I need a wire? He won’t attack me.”
 
   “It’s not for your protection. If he is our prime suspect, I want to record this conversation, not just rely on your memory.”
 
   I sigh and start unbuttoning my shirt.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Well, I thought you needed to tape it to my chest.”
 
   “You watched too many movies,” laughs Jamar. “Here, put this on your wrist.”
 
   He pulls from his pocket a plastic band that looks like a Fitbit.
 
   “Yes, that’s it. Sullivan will think you like to exercise. Don’t try talking into it; it’s a one-way recording device, not a radio.”
 
   He looks at me closely.
 
   “Nervous?”
 
   “A bit. Never recorded anyone before.”
 
   “You’ll be fine. Try to draw him out, get him out of comfort zone. Pretend to be drunk, you can get away with more. All right, you have fifteen minutes, get some fresh air, take a walk around the block.”
 
   I get to the restaurant a few minutes early, look around, see Jamar studying a storefront about a hundred feet away. 
 
   The place is packed. I mention reservation for Sullivan. The hostess shows me to a nice table on the patio by a lit-up tree in a colorful pot, then leans across the table to remove the “Reserved” sign. Sullivan must be known here.
 
   He is right on time, shakes my hand vigorously as he goes to sit down.
 
   “Great choice. My office is only ten minutes away. I am here often for lunch or dinner.”
 
   Sullivan is dressed casually expensive, a silk white shirt accentuating his tan. He orders a bottle of Napa Valley Cab without consulting me and we do a bit of meaningless chitchat while the wine is being brought in and poured and a super-attentive waiter takes our order. The weather, the ex-wives, Evan’s tragic end – all get lumped together.
 
   Sullivan puts on a serious expression, as if flipping a switch in his head.
 
   “Well, Ben, we did not come here to talk about the weather so let’s get down to business before our food arrives. We have an open position that I would like to offer to you.”
 
   On the way here, I ran a few possible scenarios in my head but not this one. I take a sip of wine to cover my surprise.
 
   “What kind of position?”
 
   “A deputy program manager for one of our programs.”
 
   “What program?”
 
   “Let’s say it’s a research project that requires analyzing large volumes of data. Looking for a needle in a haystack. I can’t tell you more until you get the right level of security clearance. But I can tell you how much it pays.”
 
   He swirls the wine, sniffs the bouquet, sips to prolong the pause, then names a number that is almost double what I make now and more than I made during the best of times.
 
   “And this is, of course, a salaried position, not a contract,” Sullivan clearly enjoys the look of surprise on my face. “Plus it comes with generous benefits, a car allowance, a secretary. And to be honest, the job is not that difficult for someone like yourself.”
 
   “But what about security clearance? What level is required? I don’t have any now.”
 
   “Top secret, of course. But your background is quite pristine and I am sure the program manager will be able to push it through for you quickly.”
 
   “And who is the program manager?”
 
   “I am!” Sullivan laughs.
 
   I know that he is trying, for some reason, to buy me. But this is still tempting as hell.
 
   “Why, Blake?”
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why are you offering me this job?”
 
   “You are well qualified. Graduate degree in engineering, you’ve done some serious projects before.”
 
   We get interrupted by the waiter bringing our dinners, pouring wine and being annoyingly attentive until Sullivan waves him off and leans towards me.
 
   “I want to help you, Ben. I know we lost touch but we are on the same team, remember? Go, Cougars!”
 
   He laughs, then gets serious again.
 
   “You are so much better than that boring crap they have you doing at Space Systems.”
 
   “How do you know what I do there?”
 
   Sullivan leans back, smiles.
 
   “Ben, you won’t believe how much I can find out about people in my job. Anything about anyone. What they do, what they eat, who they fuck … And you will be helping me too. I need someone to run that team. I can’t keep driving two hundred plus miles every week to check on them.”
 
   “Two hundred miles?”
 
   “The job is in our La Jolla office, just over a hundred miles south of here. Our client is on the naval base near San Diego. There is a team of ten people there that I’ll need you to oversee.”
 
   “But I am here, not in San Diego.”
 
   “The job comes with a generous relocation package.”
 
   “But my dad …”
 
   “La Jolla is a wonderful place for senior citizens. Come on, Ben, offers like this are hard to get and you’ll be doing me a big favor. I need someone I can trust.”
 
   He’s right, offers like this are hard to get. Especially for a washed out guy in his fifties.
 
   “You don’t have people you can trust at RND?”
 
   “Of course I do. Travis Rigley is my right hand man. You’ll meet him; he is a great guy. But I need a left hand!” Sullivan laughs at his own joke. 
 
   “What about Robert Trusome?” I ask just as he is taking a sip of wine.
 
   Sullivan starts coughing. People in the restaurant turn towards us.
 
   The waiter appears out of nowhere.
 
   “Sir, are you OK?”
 
   “Yes, go away,” squeezes out Sullivan, drinks some water, takes a few deep breaths. His face is so red that the birthmark on his forehead almost disappears. 
 
   “Sorry, Ben, wine went the wrong way. What was that about Robert Trusome?“
 
   “Why not make him your left hand?”
 
   “Hahaha …” Sullivan laughs carefully. His eyes are narrowed, watching me. “I run into him sometimes at work. Trusome is just an IT guy. Why do you ask?”
 
   “You guys were neighbors for years, I figured if you needed someone to trust …”
 
   Sullivan studies me some more. I look straight at him, blink a couple of times trying to look completely innocent.
 
   “Robert may have been good for that a few years back but he washed out. Trust is not enough, I need someone who can get the job done.”
 
   He gets up.
 
   “Excuse me, I have to go to the restroom. Think about my proposal.”
 
    
 
   While he is gone, I pour my glass out into the tree pot.
 
   Sullivan returns with, “Well, did you think about it?”
 
   I show him an empty glass.
 
   “I sure did.”
 
   “Good man!” laughs Sullivan and refills it.
 
   I take a gulp and slur my words just a bit, pretending to be slightly drunk:
 
   “Blake, it all sounds great but it’s hard to buy something sight unseen. It’s like going into a Mexican whorehouse and not being able to choose the girl. Next thing you know, you are in bed with an eighty-year old whore with one leg and no teeth!”
 
   I laugh and Sullivan joins in, making low grunting sounds.
 
   “Eighty-year old whore with one leg and no teeth, that’s funny!”
 
   After we stop laughing, I slur some more.
 
   “I just want to do something interesting, you know? Something that makes a difference.”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry, my friend,” Sullivan leans forward and pats my hand. “Do you remember the Facebook experiment on emotional contagion through social networks?”
 
   “I’ve heard about it.”
 
   “Then you know that they published an article about four or five years ago on how they could affect emotional states of Facebook users by subtly manipulating the data. There was an outcry and the experiment was shut down.”
 
   “So?”
 
   Sullivan takes another gulp of the wine, leans forward again. 
 
   I smell alcohol as he says, “You are a smart guy, Ben. All I told you is public information. But start putting two and two together. Do you really think that the ability to manipulate people this way will not be explored? Especially when all the data collected by all the government agencies can be cross-correlated and cross-referenced and cross-everything to the point that we can know anything that we want about anyone we want to look into? Think of the power of having the data and knowing how to use it. We can affect how you think and how you feel just by what you see and read and hear. Imagine that, not dropping bombs, not sending soldiers or drones, win using Twitter and Facebook. We are changing the world. It’s interesting work, Ben. You’ll love it!”
 
   He cuts a slice of his rare steak, inspects it, chews carefully.
 
   “I don’t want to rush you. Think about it, discuss it with your dad. Let me know in a few days, OK?”
 
   I pick at my baked salmon. Sullivan finishes his steak, drinks the last of the wine and orders panna cotta and a 16-year single malt scotch. I opt for a decaf coffee.
 
   Before they bring our dessert, I ask: 
 
   “Blake, what happened on the street after we left? How come so many people split up?”
 
   “Oh, you know, kids grow up, parents get bored with each other. Typical.”
 
   “But I’ve heard there was bad blood there between you and some others?”
 
   Sullivan looks at me, slight smile playing on his lips. He swirls the scotch that the waiter just brought, ice cubes clinking. His eyes are not smiling.
 
   “You see, Ben, some of the neighbors started sticking their noses into my marriage, where they did not belong. Lisa and I had our differences, true, but what marriage does not? And she told some stories to the neighborhood women and they ganged up against me. The Kaplans, they were telling things about me, wrongful things. The Donahues, they gave her a room in their house and wouldn’t let me speak to her. So yeah, they created that bad blood!”
 
   Sullivan swallows the scotch in one long gulp, slams it on the table, an ice cube falls on the floor and shatters. I feel stares from other diners.
 
   The smile is gone, Sullivan’s eyes like arrow slits.
 
   “That’s right, Ben, I can be hard on people that don’t respect me. That’s what I always wanted: to be accepted, to be respected. In school, in marriage, in the neighborhood, at work.”
 
   After a pause, his face softens, the smile returns.
 
   “But that’s water under the bridge. All’s good. And I hope we’ll be working together soon, that’ll be awesome.”
 
   He reaches over the small table and slams my shoulder, harder than necessary.
 
    
 
   Jamar waits for me by my car.
 
   “I’ll need that ‘Fitbit’ wire back.”
 
   I hand the plastic band back to him.
 
   “Did you bug Sullivan’s car?”
 
   “Yes. What do you think after talking to him?”
 
   “I think that Deion has been right all along, that Sullivan is the one who destroyed Evan,” I say. “It’s not just what he said, it’s what was in his eyes.”
 
    
 
   At home, Dad is having tea with a woman. They are sitting on the couch in the living room. The TV across from them makes their faces look bluish. On the coffee table are two cups and an old Mrs. Fields cookies box that Mom saved ages ago. Whenever she bought cookies, she would take them out of their packaging and place them in this box.
 
   The woman gets up when I walk in and I recognize the rabbi that conducted Mom’s small funeral.
 
   “Ben, you remember Rabbi Miriam?” says Dad.
 
   “Hello, Benjamin,” she offers her hand.
 
   Miriam is young, I would guess to be in her mid-forties. She is an attractive, elegantly dressed redhead, with a big open smile and small but pleasant features. She would look even younger but for the tension and crow's feet around her eyes. I remember thinking during the service that the rabbi did not even look Jewish. Her handshake is strong for such a slender hand.
 
   “Hello, Rabbi.”
 
   “Miriam, please.”
 
   “OK, Miriam.”
 
   “Rabbi Miriam came by to check on us,” explains Dad. “Ben, can I fix you a cup of tea?”
 
   “I just came by for a minute, but your dad offered me tea with cookies and he put on It’s a Wonderful Life,” smiles Miriam. “I could not resist. Not a typical movie to watch in August, but good childhood memories.”
 
   I know very well why Miriam is here, Dad called her to talk some sense into me. It’s a Wonderful Life is an over-the-top extra touch, Dad can be a bit tone-deaf in the emotional department.
 
   “Thanks, Dad. No tea for me,” I decline. I go to the kitchen, reach for the bottle of scotch. I probably should not after two glasses of wine with Sullivan. I pour myself a good size portion anyway. A plate with a fork and a knife is on the counter, must be from Dad’s dinner. I accidentally knock it down, the plate shatters. Dad and Miriam jump up.
 
   “Sorry, please don’t worry about it,” I pick up the larger pieces and make a mental note to sweep up afterwards. Everyone is wearing shoes so we should be OK.
 
   I pull up a chair and join Dad and Miriam.
 
   “So, Miriam, did my Dad put you up to this?”
 
   She blushes.
 
   “Benjamin, I always come to visit families after a funeral. How are you coping?”
 
   “Thank you, Miriam,” I take a nice swig of scotch. “Fine. I am coping just fine.”
 
   On screen, George Bailey is making fun of Mary caught naked in the bushes. The TV’s been muted, but we know the soundtrack by heart, my family has seen this movie dozens of times.
 
   “Benjamin, I was hoping I could talk you into joining our congregation,” says Miriam. “You’ve suffered a number of difficult losses in the past four years. It’s horrible to lose a child like that.”
 
   “Like what, Miriam?”
 
   She looks confused, before she starts cautiously:
 
   “He died from inhaling a household cleaner. It was an accident.”
 
   “Is that what you’ve been told? Or did you Google it on the internet?”
 
   “Ben, Rabbi Miriam is here to help!” Dad senses that an outburst is coming and tries to pull me back from the brink.
 
   He does not know that he already gave me the freedom to not be concerned about niceties. When you have an easy exit, why worry about little things like that?
 
   I finish off my drink.
 
   “You see, Miriam, what the internet did not tell you is that that morning my wife June and I had a terrible fight. It did not tell you that June went into a construction venture partnership in Nevada and that her partner turned out to be a crook that stole the money and left us with hundreds of thousands in liabilities. It did not tell you that I was a workaholic that was barely there for my son. It did not tell you that for over a year June was barely here as well, driving back and forth between LA and Nevada. It did not tell you that Joshua started drinking months before the accident and we found out but were too fucking busy to do something about it. So after the fight, I went to my work and June went to hers – but Joshua did not go to school. He drank half a bottle of vodka. And he inhaled. And it was the combination that killed him. But I am sure the internet did not tell you all that.”
 
   I look straight at Miriam as I speak in a calm, measured tone. She hardly breathes as she is listening, her left eye twitching slightly. When I stop, she tries to reach for my hand. I pull away, get up, and go to the kitchen to pour myself another drink. Shards of the broken plate crunch under my feet.
 
   When I return, she has recomposed herself somewhat.
 
   “Benjamin, I know you are blaming yourself. But it’s not your fault. Horrible things happen. We don’t know why. Sometimes there is no reason that we can comprehend. It takes time to recover, but we have to go on. You are not alone. It’s been four years … Let us help you …”
 
   “I know I shouldn’t blame myself. That’s what everyone tells me. But my boy is dead. He needed us, he needed help – but we were too fucking busy! Who am I to blame? Who’s going to pay for this? Yeah, I know I should be better after four years. I know I should be moving on. That’s what everyone tells me too. And I am better. You should have seen me two years ago. I am better. Just not well enough.”
 
   “Benjamin, let me help you, please … You don’t have to carry the pain by yourself …”
 
   “Pain? After four years, I don’t feel much pain,” I shake my head. “That’s the problem – I don’t think I feel much of anything. You know simple organisms like amoeba react to external stimuli. They don’t feel, they don’t think, they just react. That’s how I am, I react. I do basic things: eat, breathe, shit, pee. I even have sex, I like it, and for a few moments it takes me away from all of this. But I don’t matter. I am empty, like a goddamn amoeba. Oh, and people don’t want to mention Joshua’s name. They think if we stop talking about him, everything will be OK. It’ll be like he never existed. There will be nothing of him left.”
 
   I finish my second scotch, go to the kitchen, and start sweeping up the floor.
 
   I hear Miriam’s footsteps behind me.
 
   “Benjamin, please come see me anytime. You matter. You are not alone. You should not be alone.”
 
   I continue to sweep without turning around. She walks away.
 
   I hear Dad and Miriam whispering at the door.
 
   “Ben involved himself in investigating the death of our neighbor. The police have been here twice. I am concerned he is getting in over his head.”
 
   “I think in a way this might be good,” says Miriam. “It shows that he cares. Sometimes you need a crisis to fight off another crisis. As long as this is not too dangerous. Please, try to bring him over to join the congregation. He needs people.”
 
    
 
   I splash my face with cold water to wash off some of the anger and alcohol. I wish I did not have that outburst, Dad meant well. Rabbi Miriam meant well. I am just tired of people telling me how I should feel. How I must move on.
 
    
 
   I look up the RND Corporation where Blake Sullivan and Robert Trusome work. While the website is somewhat sketchy, I find Sullivan in the Communications Research Center led by General Howard Bailey, VP and Senior Director. 
 
   Sullivan is the Director of Research Center within the center. His picture is a decade old, serious and dignified. According to the bio, he leads a portfolio of projects in social media studies and in data collection, analysis, and processing.
 
   General Bailey is in his sixties, photographed in a military uniform, with multiple awards and five rows of decoration ribbons. Despite that, he does not look nearly as serious as Sullivan, his lips curving in a slight smile. Professional military career from West Point to Assistant Commandant of the Marine Corp. He has a master’s degrees in government and in international relations, perhaps that’s how he transitioned to a research organization.
 
   I also see Travis Rigley being an Associate Director of Operations in the same center. He was an officer in the Marine Corp until five years ago, has a degree in operations research.
 
   There is no mention of Robert Trusome.
 
    
 
   It’s late but I call Anna Caparelli anyway.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hi, Anna, it’s Ben again.”
 
   “Hi, Ben!” her voice perks up.
 
   “Anna, I have a favor to ask.”
 
   “Of course, what do you need?”
 
   “Do you have a phone for your ex, Robert? I tried looking him up but there is no listed number.”
 
   “Why do you ask?” disappointment in Anna’s voice is obvious. “Checking my story out?”
 
   “No, no, not that at all. I am looking at a possible job opening at RND and I wanted to get an inside perspective.”
 
   “Well, you are better off talking to Sullivan, he is a big shot there …”
 
   “I did. I’d just like a second perspective.”
 
   There is a long pause.
 
   “Anna, are you still there?”
 
   “Yeah. OK. Hold on.”
 
   She returns in a minute.
 
   “Here it is, write it down.”
 
   “Thanks, Anna. Look … I am sorry I have to ask, but did you have an affair with Evan Johnson?”
 
   I hear her breathe deeply:
 
   “Evan Johnson was the last man in the world I would fuck. Now you are. Why don’t you go and kill yourself or something.”
 
   The line goes dead.
 
   First Lisa, now Anna. I am getting a knack for eliciting angry reactions.
 
   Evan Johnson was the last man in the world I would fuck … what does that mean? 
 
    
 
   Tonight’s dream is vivid and real. I am back in my final game, under the center, many years ago. We are down by four points with only seconds left on the clock.
 
   “Hut, hut, hut!”
 
   The ball is snapped and I look for an open receiver. I am about to throw to Alex when Detective O’Connell appears out of nowhere, flashes his badge and knocks Alex down. I try to check off to Evan coming out of the backfield, but he is on the ground, with Detective Walton sitting on top of Evan and casually sipping water from a plastic bottle. 
 
   Prasad rushes me with a scream.
 
   “Why did you left my meeting? Where were you?”
 
   I duck, escape, start running to a sideline. I hear steps behind me, angry accented exhale.
 
   “You are going down! No easy exit, no escape!”
 
   “Deion, block him!” I scream in terror just as a blind hit paralyzes me and I wake up.
 
   “Ben, are you OK? You were screaming,” Dad flips the lights one.
 
   I take a few seconds to catch my breath and separate dream from reality.
 
   “Yeah, Dad. Just a bad dream. I am fine. Sorry.”
 
   Sunday nights are the worst.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   MONDAY, AUGUST 13
 
    
 
   There is a “townhall broadcast” at work this morning organized by Lucille Thurman, aka ‘Broomhilda,’ our Chief Happiness Officer. Company’s morale must be raised so she unveils a new company’s motto: To Be the Best at All We Do.
 
   “I wonder how much time they spent coming up with this gem,” quips Kenya.
 
   “Probably layoffs are coming soon. They usually unveil new slogans right before that,” Ernie cheers us up in his usual manner.
 
    
 
   I call Robert Trusome, leave him a voice mail saying I’d like to catch up and also that I’d talk to him about RND Corporation because Blake Sullivan discussed a possible job opportunity with me. The rest of the morning is spent in “coordination” conference calls. That’s where dozens of people call, mostly because someone forwarded them an invite. First half an hour of each call is spent in introductions and clarifications, at which point at least a quarter of the attendees drop off because they have no idea what the call is about. Many of those that stay do so out of politeness or out of concern that their name might be called at some point; they put themselves on ‘mute’ and focus on answering their e-mails. The few people that actively participate determine that they don’t have everyone they need on the call and decide to reconvene later in the week.
 
    
 
   I eat lunch with Ernie in the company’s cafeteria.
 
   “Can I join you?” Kenya’s throaty voice on my left. I involuntarily draw in my breath, memories of Friday night and Saturday morning momentarily overwhelming.
 
   She sits at the table, starts chatting with Ernie. He pontificates about yet another societal topic. I hold myself from staring at her, at the hollow at the base of her throat where my tongue and my fingers had recently visited. I steal a glance and meet the sly smile she sends in my direction. She is focused on Ernie, nodding attentively to whatever he says. The index finger of her right hand gently traces her skin along blouse’s edge.
 
    
 
   When Ernie and I return from lunch, I close the door to our office.
 
   “Oh-oh,” he says. “Did I do something wrong? Did I go too far with Kenya? I was just making a point.”
 
   “No, that’s not it. Ernie, what do you know about RND Corporation?”
 
   He measures me with a long look.
 
   “Is this serious?”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   He nods, “This calls for coffee then.”
 
   ‘Coffee’ is Ernie’s euhemerism for ‘Black Russian,’ vodka with coffee liquor. He engages in the combination quite frequently.
 
   “Ernie, it’s 2 p.m.”
 
   “So what? You know I am prepared, with mints and air freshener. Don’t look at me like that; I am not an alcoholic. I just need a little help to get me through the day.”
 
   He unlocks a drawer in his desk, gets out a couple of coffee mugs and a plastic straw.
 
   “Why do you need it, Ernie?”
 
   “So I can handle the duality of being a stick-it-to-the-man old hippie with the dependence on the same ‘man’ to provide me with a living.”
 
   He brings out a bottle of Smirnoff, pours it equally into the cups.
 
   “Provide a living for you and your ex-wives?”
 
   “Yeah, that too. What can I say, Ben, I like women. And it’s an expensive habit.”
 
   He pours Kahlua into the cups, mixes them with the straw.
 
   “You have to drink with me. I’ll do anything for you, Ben, but that’s my price.”
 
   We drink from the cups, take the mints that Ernie had also brought out.
 
   “Now, what do you want to know? Why the interest in RND? Anything to do with these e-mails you showed me?”
 
   “I don’t know. Honestly. Just asking questions and a couple of people on my list work for RND.”
 
   “I am sure you’ve seen their site. Technically, they are a non-profit. A lot of research in public health, infrastructure, education, energy, international affairs, etc., etc. Publish tons of articles. But that’s the tip of the iceberg. Their main work is ‘dark’, under the surface. Department of Defense, Homeland Security, NSA, CIA, the Army. They don’t talk about it much, but that’s where their bread gets buttered.”
 
   “Have you worked with them?”
 
   “No. But I’ve come across them a lot at DEFCON, ACSAC, SOURCE, and other security conferences. These guys are serious. They’ve hired many hackers that I know.”
 
   “White hats?”
 
   “White hats, black hats … it’s all bullshit. Sometimes the same guy wears both at the same time. I work with them, so I know. That’s how you should think about RND. They can be dangerous.”
 
   “But they work for us? I mean, kind of?”
 
   Ernie lifts his cup, motions for me to drink the rest.
 
   “They work for whoever pays them. Just like we do. And if Benjamin Feldman gets in their way … Be careful, that’s all I am saying.”
 
   “Have you heard of their social media research?”
 
   Ernie scratches his bald head.
 
   “Not about theirs specifically. A few years back the Department of Defense sponsored a science research initiative, the ‘Medusa Project.’ It was primarily about psychological warfare, there were rumors that they also wanted to see how people can be affected via social media. I’ve heard RND was involved.”
 
   “Do you know what happened?”
 
   “No. The initiative quietly disappeared. At least from the public eye.”
 
   “Did they continue?”
 
   “Ben, I told you what I know.”
 
   “But what do you think?”
 
   “Hmmm …” Ernie scratches his bald pate. “I think I should’ve been born earlier and became a flower child in the ’60s. Look, I don’t believe for a second that means of controlling and influencing people will go unexplored. That’s what those in power have done since time immemorial, why would it change?”
 
   Ernie doles out more mints and sprays an air freshener to hide the smell of the alcohol.
 
    
 
   Rachel Donahue meets me in Starbucks in a busy strip mall. She is sitting outside, sipping water from a Nalgene bottle.
 
   “Hi, Rachel. I am sorry I am a bit late. Traffic.”
 
   “Hi, Benjamin. That’s OK. I am very sorry about your mother.”
 
   We exchange an awkward hug. Rachel looks haggard and uneasy, dark circles under the eyes, graying hair cut much shorter than I remember, wearing a simple black shirt and jeans. When she sits back down, she clasps her hands together on the table and looks at them.
 
   “Rachel, what would you like?” I nod towards the counter. The place is busy, there is a long line stretching all the way to the door.
 
   “Nothing, Benjamin, thank you. I have only about twenty minutes before I have to go back to work.”
 
   Rachel looks to the side, then points to the supermarket across the street.
 
   “There.”
 
   “In Vons?”
 
   “Yes,” she stares at me defiantly. “Yes, I work at Vons. As a checker. Left my apron there.”
 
   I am not sure what to say.
 
   Rachel’s expression softens.
 
   “Sorry, I did not mean to sound abrasive. It’s hard to return to work after so many years. And embarrassing in front of the people that saw you under different circumstances. I am taking classes, planning to become a substitute teacher. In the meantime, I have to do what I have to do.”
 
   “Rachel, what happened with Jeff?” I figure I should not waste any time.
 
   She unclasps her hands, palms face outwards, face contorts in painful puzzlement.
 
   “I still ask myself that. He had a reasonably successful law practice, specializing in small business transactions. We were not rich but we did OK, I stayed home with Brian until he went to college. Then bad things started happening. I could see him growing distant, staying in the office, drinking.”
 
   She stops, takes a deep breath.
 
   “I finally confronted him. He broke down and admitted that three complaints had been filed against him, two for improperly using the information he acquired in the course of representing a client, and the other one accuses him of forcing a client into sexual relations. He was going to be disbarred. And there were lawsuits.”
 
   “Was it true?” 
 
   “About sex with a client? Yes, he admitted to it. Said it was a young woman that approached him for help with selling a business. Of the others, he told me he was innocent.”
 
   Rachel bites her lower lip, covers it up with her hand.
 
   “Turns out it’d been going on for a while. The affair. He said she seduced him and then set him up for a lawsuit.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I guess she had proof. Pictures, recordings. That’s what pissed me off – his main regret was that she betrayed him! Not what he did to me … to us … but that she lied to him.”
 
   “And what did you do?”
 
   “I told him I wanted a divorce, slammed the door behind me and drove to the ocean. Went for a long walk, to take it all in and clear my head. I came back three hours later. Found Jeff in the garage. The motor of his classic 1967 Mustang was still running. He only drove it a couple of times a year. The suicide note just said ‘I am sorry.’”
 
   She again looks straight at me, but this time it’s not defiance, it’s pure pain.
 
   “I was coming back to tell him that I was mad as hell and he’d have to pay for what he did but that we could get through it. That I think that he is a good man who took good care of Brian and me for twenty five years and that I will stand by him if he wants me to.”
 
   Rachel buries her face in her hands and sobs, shoulders shaking. People at other tables stare at us, then look away. I sit quietly, my mind and body numb with her pain.
 
   She puts her hands back on the table, straightens up, still shaking with little tearless sobs.
 
   “The insurance company refused to pay, turns out there was still a valid ‘suicide exemption’ in his policy. Fortunately, the real estate agent came in with a good offer for the house. I was able to pay off the mortgage, settle the lawsuits, pay for Brian’s college tuition. But there was not much left for me.”
 
   Rachel gets up and takes her Nalgene bottle, signaling that she has to go. 
 
   “Wait, Rachel, can I walk with you?”
 
   She shrugs, still embarrassed.
 
   “Rachel, I’ve been told that Blake Sullivan threatened you at July 4th party in 2015?”
 
   “Yeah, I remember that. Sullivans were going through a bad breakup and Lisa was afraid to stay with him. Brian just left for Europe for a summerlong trip and I offered Lisa his room for a few weeks. Blake was very angry. At the party he got drunk and threatened me and Jeff.”
 
   “What did Blake say?”
 
   “Some stupid drunken stuff, like he hates us and we are going to pay for breaking up his marriage. Why?”
 
   “Just asking. Seems like many bad things happened in the neighborhood after that party.”
 
   “Well, the Sullivans’ breakup was just one of many bad things that happened.”
 
   She stops before going into Vons, she clearly does not want me to see her there.
 
   “One last question, Rachel. You filed a complaint against detectives Walton and O’Connell. Why?”
 
   “I may have overreacted but it was a stressful time. They were hostile to me. Some things they said, they were just … just wrong, just not appropriate. You know what I mean?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like I was a suspect, a bad wife and bad mother, like Jeff’s death was my fault. I remember that the third time they came, one of them, the short one, said ‘Why don’t you move out?’ That’s when I snapped.”
 
   “Why did he say that?”
 
   “I don’t know. He denied saying this and his partner supported him, they made me look like a crazy woman. I put this behind me. It was good to see you, Benjamin. Just keep going, one day at a time.”
 
   Rachel smiles weakly, turns around and goes inside, not waiting for my reply.
 
    
 
   I decide to get a bottle of wine on the way home. When I park by the supermarket, the sign Rochester Pharmacy on the corner reminds me of the conversation I had with Mr. Shapiro, the pharmacist. I cross the street.
 
   An unfamiliar elderly lady with a cane takes time getting her prescriptions. I think that Rochester Pharmacy and Uncle Cesare are the only places here that have survived from my school days. A two-screen movie theater was replaced by a supermarket chain, an old ice cream place by a coffeehouse, a small market by dry cleaners.
 
   “What can I do for you, Ben?”
 
   The old lady is shuffling away and Mr. Shapiro looks at me expectantly. I hear a murmur behind me, two people are already in line.
 
   I step up to the counter and ask quietly:
 
   “I am sorry, it’s probably not a good time, but I want to ask you about anti-depression drugs that people were taking.”
 
   “You are right, it’s not a good time,” he whispers back.
 
   “Can you tell me if it was just in Three Fingers or Rochester as a whole?”
 
   “It was Three Fingers. Usually I get about one in five households taking something. There, it was at least every other household.”
 
   “And when did it start?”
 
   “Hmmm …” he scratches his balding pate. Puffs of surrounding pure-white hair quiver. “I’d say three years ago. But it largely ended last year. Many people moved away, so I don’t know if they are still on anti-depressants.”
 
   I hear frustrating whispering behind me. I thank Mr. Shapiro and head to the supermarket.
 
    
 
   I study the wine selection when someone touches my arm.
 
   “Ben.”
 
   It’s Natalya. We dated two years ago, broke up when I wouldn’t commit.
 
   “Oh, Natalya! You look good,” I scramble for words.
 
   “Thanks. How are you doing?”
 
   “I am OK.”
 
   I am also awkward.
 
   She laughs.
 
   “You know, when I first moved to this country, people would ask me ‘How are you?’ and I’ll start explaining in detail. Took me a while to figure out that people had no desire to know how I am. But I do want to know about you. Come on, let’s have a cup of coffee.”
 
   I follow her to a small Starbucks counter inside the store.
 
   “Are you married now?” I notice a ring.
 
   “Not yet. Got engaged three months ago.”
 
   “Who’s the lucky guy?”
 
   “Could have been you. You’ve met him. Remember my company’s Christmas party in 2016?”
 
   “Yes, of course. Someone from your office?”
 
   “Charles Hunter, a partner in the firm. He talked to us for a while at the party.”
 
   “But he is …”
 
   “Twenty four.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He is twenty four years older than I. Is that what you were going to say?”
 
   I remain silent, stare at the small table between us.
 
   “That’s right, Ben. I have a twelve-year-old son that needs private school tuition and a father figure. There is only so much that I can do by myself and on a legal secretary’s salary. Charles wants me to quit anyway, he has enough money,” she says. “He is a widower, his children are in their thirties and forties so I don’t have to take care of them. It’s comfortable. Secure. Not can’t-keep-my-hands-off-you crazy like us but I needed someone to care for me and for my son, to stick around. Since you didn’t.”
 
   “Are you going to quit?”
 
   “Yes. I am tired of all that legal research. I can live a life of luxury for a while.”
 
   She pauses.
 
   “You seeing someone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’ll break her heart too,” she smiles sadly. “You’ll get her to care about you, then you’ll take off. I think you hurt so much inside, you don’t even understand what you do to others.”
 
   I want to get up and leave but the little voice inside of me says, You deserve this punishment. 
 
   “Natalya, I am sorry it did not work out between us.”
 
   “I am not. I was too scared when I was with you. Like being in a minefield, I never knew when I’ll trigger something. Sometimes we would be making love and I’ll see you disappear into a dark place where I could not reach you. I’d fall asleep in your arms and then you’ll be gone and I won’t hear from you for days. Now, at least I know what to expect.”
 
   “I am sorry,” I growl out, getting angry, trying to fight off the little voice of guilt.
 
   She leans over, kisses me, gets up.
 
   “I am glad I ran into you. I thought of you often. I’ve been angry ever since we broke up. Now I can let go. Sorry, but I wanted to get this off my chest. No, don’t follow me. I needed this closure. Goodbye.”
 
   I watch her walking away. Even on the weekend, she is wearing business attire: white blouse, knee-length dark grey skirt, low-heeled shoes. I remember a birthmark just below her left shoulder, tiny waist, slender legs, beautifully shaped butt that I used to trace with my fingers. The physical intimacy we had was so intense and consuming, just the memory made blood rush into my loins.
 
    
 
   What is the difference between her and Kenya? Why after sex with Natalya did I just want to go and be on my own while with Kenya I wanted to stay? Is this just where I was then and where I am now? I don’t think that’s all there is. There is something about the way that Kenya and I fit together, not just physically but emotionally as well.
 
   Ernie, who is undoubtedly fond of her, once called Kenya “the graphene woman.” Graphene is the strongest, lightest, and one of the most flexible materials to exist. It’s not that she is invulnerable; it’s that she can bend and not break. Kenya knows my bouts of darkness and the need for occasional solitude to embrace it; she is not affronted by the distance I need at those times. We don’t try to change or save each other. I think that she intuitively recognizes that she can’t cure me and accepts that. Natalya did not. She could not cope with her not being enough, with her presence not being sufficient to fix what’s wrong with me. I had to be happy in her presence or she had failed and then she was unhappy too. This became a burden I didn’t want to carry. 
 
    
 
   Deciding to treat myself, I pick a bottle of Duckhorn Merlot because it’s $20 off. At the counter, it rings in with only a $10 discount. I think about protesting but there is a line behind me and I don’t feel comfortable, so I just keep my mouth shut. Besides, there is a thought that's forming in my head, a connection I am trying to grasp. Natalya used to tell me about the legal research she did.
 
   I call June from the car:
 
   “It’s me. Can you talk?”
 
   “I am actually in a middle of a meeting at Kron’s headquarters. What’s going on?”
 
   “It’s late, why are you working?”
 
   “Well, it’s a political campaign, not an eight to five job.”
 
   “You said you do legal research there?”
 
   “I am helping a couple of the attorneys involved. Why?”
 
   “Can you look up some cases that’ve been filed and settled? Complaints against attorneys?”
 
   “Well, probably on LexisNexis. What do you need?”
 
   “I want to find out something about Jeff Donahue.”
 
   “Our former neighbor? The one that killed himself not long ago?”
 
   “Yes. How do you know?”
 
   “That he killed himself? I don’t remember, it was in the papers or someone told me. So horrible! What are you looking into?”
 
   “Rachel Donahue told me that there have been cases and complaints filed against him and that he was going to get disbarred. Nothing was made public since he killed himself. I want to find out who filed these cases and complaints.”
 
   “Is this about Evan Johnson again?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   There is a pause on the other end, then June says:
 
   “Why are you doing this? Did you make a promise or something?”
 
   “Only to myself.”
 
   “Of course. The old reliable Ben, a man of his word. You’re so fucking stubborn! OK, I’ll take a look after the meeting.”
 
   On the way home, I am angry with myself over paying extra $10 for the wine.
 
    
 
   My phone rings while Dad and I are having dinner. It’s June. 
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “I searched about Jeff Donahue. Do you want to come over and look at what came up? Kron’s headquarters are in Culver City, not far from you. I’ll be here until at least nine.”
 
   I take down the address.
 
   “Everything OK?” asks Dad as he is trying to fit another piece of his giant puzzle.
 
   “Yes. It was June. She has access to legal databases and I asked her to look up some information on one of our neighbors. I’ll go see what she found.”
 
   “Which neighbor?”
 
   “Jeff Donahue.”
 
   “The one that killed himself?” Dad drops the puzzle piece.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you think there are … ummm … connections?”
 
   I shrug.
 
   “I don’t know. Probably a wild goose chase.”
 
   Dad gives a I hope you know what you’re doing grunt but says nothing.
 
    
 
   I find Jeff Kron's headquarters in a small industrial warehouse in Culver City. Kron is an unusual politician: not aligned with any major party, he became popular in California thanks to ballot initiatives he promoted. This year he decided to run for Congress. Some accused him of being a socialist, others of being a libertarian, still others called Kron an anarchist. Most pundits dismissed him as a fleeting anti-establishment fancy. The accusations seemed to increase Kron’s popularity beyond California, his supporters referring to themselves as a movement.
 
    
 
   Despite the late hour, the lights are on and at least a dozen cars are in the parking lot.
 
   I park and find the entrance but my way in is blocked by a well-built black guy who reminds me of young Deion.
 
   “Excuse me, sir, but this is authorized personnel only.”
 
   “My name is Benjamin Feldman. I am here to see June,” I try to come across friendly.
 
   He looks at me suspiciously.
 
   “Wait here,” he says before disappearing for a minute, and then returning with “OK, come in. She’s on the right, second cubicle against the wall.”
 
   I enter a bright, wide open space filled with tables, cubicles, a number of offices on the other side. A few faces turn to me curiously. I look to the right, locate June as she is waving at me. She is not really in a cubicle but at an old desk with shelves, the kind you find in hotels trying to convey a 19th century feeling. The desk is pushed with one corner against the wall.
 
   June notices my look sweeps her hand across the space.
 
   “It’s all donated or discarded furniture from different places. Pull up a chair.”
 
   The chair I roll from the desk next to hers is very modern and ergonomic.
 
   “What did you find, June?”
 
   She opens a new window on the computer screen.
 
   “I looked up Jeff Donahue on LexisNexis. He had almost twenty years of uneventful practice, a couple of disputes, nothing major. Then in 2016 three malpractice cases against him in four months. I wrote down the names and companies for you.”
 
   She hands me a sheet of paper with handwritten notes.
 
   “You could have dictated them to me over the phone instead of waiting here.”
 
   “I know, Ben. I wanted you to see this place. During the day, it’s filled with people. We are doing something here. Something meaningful.”
 
   “Is that why you are here so late?”
 
   “Yes. They can only pay me half-time but I really want to help. Most people here are volunteers, they don’t get paid at all. We are putting three initiatives on the ballot this November and we have people running for office. We even have someone running for the US Senate.”
 
   “That’s great but you know I am not into politics.”
 
   June leans towards me, takes my hand into hers.
 
   “This is not politics, we want to change the world. Ben, you were always at your best when you believed in something, when you had passion. Bad things happened to us, very bad things, but we are still here. I still care about you and I hate to see you like this, indifferent, lost. Chasing ghosts. Come, join me. Join us.”
 
   June looks at me with a pleading smile. I don’t know whether she is looking for a way to reconnect or just wants to get me engaged in a cause. Either way, I can’t do it. I free my hand.
 
   “June, I am not indifferent. I want to find out what happened to my friend. Perhaps later, after I do that.”
 
   I leave guiltily, without looking back.
 
    
 
   As I walk out I have a nagging feeling that there is something I am doing wrong. I open the car door, then turn around.
 
   The young guy at the door lets me back in without protest.
 
   June is gathering her things, she must have stayed later to wait for me.
 
   “June, I am sorry. I was being an ass. I know you care, I know you are trying to help. Thank you.”
 
   She nods sadly.
 
   “I understand, Ben. Perhaps when you are ready.”
 
   I walk June to her car.
 
   “We were good together,” she says.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Just could not make it all the way.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I wish I didn’t go into business with that charlatan. I wish we didn’t fight that morning!” June starts crying. “Every week I have nightmares. I come home and I find him … I find Joshua. I try to wake him up but he won’t. I call for help but no one comes. I see it over and over and over …”
 
   We hug and stand like that for a long time. I also wish I could go back in time. I wish I could rewind what happened.
 
   They say that tragedies bring families closer. Not for us. That time after Joshua, it’s all in a haze. I remember fragments. I drank heavily. I could not function at work. For a few weeks people took it easy on me but life must go on, right? “You have to gather yourself together,” I’ve been told. I can’t blame them; it’s difficult for us to comprehend other people’s disasters. But it was more than about Joshua. I had my role: father, up-an-coming executive, the main breadwinner in a financially comfortable upper-middle class family. I was busy fulfilling it. We are so good at lying to ourselves, building our own little universe with ourselves in the center so we have something to hold on to. Joshua’s death unraveled it all and I no longer knew who I was. To get up in the morning and go to work so we can pay our debts – why? I was angry, so angry at everything and everyone. In the eighteen years we’d been together, June and I made it through love and hate, anger and compassion, closeness and separation. Not this. She was resilient and tried to hold on for a while but I was drowning her.
 
   I still don’t know what my role is. But at least for the last few days I know why I get up in the morning. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   TUESDAY, AUGUST 14
 
    
 
   After getting to work early and sorting through e-mails, I have a bit of time before the first boring meeting of the day. The handwritten notes that June gave me have three business names with dates of filing: HYQ Corporation, Fangdichu Corporation, and New Lotus Beauty Spa. In a quick search, HYQ and Fangdichu seem to be obscure real estate companies while New Lotus closed down in December of 2016. Halfway down the search page, there is a link to Thai LA newspaper. I let Google translate the page for me and find out that the earlier spa business was purchased and renamed into New Lotus by a certain Duanphen Suoyanhaoshi. There is a picture of a small building with a billboard and a few smiling young Oriental women in front. I print out the picture and save the link.
 
   When Ernie returns to the office, I ask him to take a look at the web page:
 
   “Do you think Bao might know this Duanphen woman?”
 
   He squints at the screen, scratches his head:
 
   “Perhaps. The Thai community in LA is large but tight, many people know each other. Why? Are you interested in Thai women now?”
 
   “That’s not it.”
 
   Ernie waits, sighs heavily when he realizes that no more information is forthcoming.
 
   “OK, OK, I’ll ask Bao. Send me the link.”
 
    
 
   I have to lead a web meeting on the project we’re getting ready to deliver in the fall. A few of us are in the conference room, the rest logged in remotely.
 
   About twenty minutes in, as I review the first operational scenario, a booming voice interrupts:
 
   “This is not what we want!”
 
   “Excuse me, who said this? Who are ‘we’?” I inquire, sensing trouble.
 
   “Jim Grant, director of operations. We have our requirements, and that’s not what we asked for! What the hell are you people doing over there?”
 
   Pamela Nguyen, a soft-spoken project manager in her late twenties, tries to defuse the budding conflict.
 
   “Uhmmm, Jim, this is Pamela. Can you tell us which requirements you are referring to?”
 
   “The ones we posted five months ago. Don’t you people look?”
 
   “Jim, we are already two million dollars into the project. We’ve documented requirements eight months back,” says Pamela. “Where did you post yours?”
 
   “In our Jama product management system, as we always do.”
 
   “Jim,” I try to sound reasonable, “We don’t know what you post in your Jama system. We don’t have access to it.”
 
   “You should have requested access!”
 
   “How would we know to request access if we don’t know we need it?” I try to maintain some semblance of logic.
 
   “Well, that’s your fault!” Mr. Grant will have none of it. “Our processes are well documented. There is no point in further discussion. I will escalate this to management.”
 
   There is a click of him leaving the meeting. A stunned silence, then sounds of more people logging off.
 
   “What just happened?” poor Pamela looks confused. “How could I know about their requirements if they did not tell me?”
 
   How do I explain to her that she just been set up by someone more experienced in corporate politics? There was a screw-up, two million has been wasted and somebody will have to pay. Mr. Grant is skillfully positioning her for that role.
 
    
 
   I meet Robert Trusome for lunch in an inexpensive Chinese restaurant just north of LAX. I am there first. I know he was a year behind me back in high school, but I don’t remember him from then. I am distracted thinking about the situation with poor Pamela, so when a man walks by me I don’t react. He stops, turns around.
 
   “Ben? Ben Feldman?”
 
   He smiles and extends his hand for a shake.
 
   I’ve seen Robert many times on the street, during neighborhood picnics, but I am not sure I would have recognized him if he did not call out to me. He’s an average height and weight, with graying short hair, clean shaven. Old-fashioned glasses are hanging off a chain over a short-sleeved light blue shirt, with a tie that’s a touch too long. A pen is sticking out of the shirt pocket. Disproportionately big ears seem to be his only prominent feature. He reminds me of Michael Douglas in Falling Down.
 
   “Hello, Robert.”
 
   He has a nice handshake, firm but not too hard.
 
   “So, will you be joining us at RND? You said in your message you were talking to Blake.” 
 
   “He and I talked about it,” I confirm. “I really appreciate you letting me pick your brain a bit, it’s an important decision.”
 
   A rushed waiter shows up with two glasses or water and a serving of “Have you decided what you want?”
 
   We pick a couple of lunch specials and the waiter hurries away.
 
    
 
   “I am sorry about your divorce,” I offer. “It happened after I moved out so I did not know until recently.”
 
   “Thanks. We had a good run,” Trusome shrugs. “But grew apart as they say.”
 
   “Was it because you did not see eye-to-eye on Blake and Lisa’s breakup?”
 
   “I see you already spoke with Anna,” he smiles but his eyes are tense. “What else did she tell you?”
 
   “She said you were angry with her for supporting Lisa. That perhaps you were afraid for your job.”
 
   “Well, it was awkward to be perfectly honest,” he admits. “Blake and I work in the same company, as you know. I was just trying to stay out of it, not take sides. But some of the neighbors insisted on arguing with me.”
 
   I hesitate over how much I want to share. I feel like I am betraying Anna but I have to get to the truth.
 
   “She said there was more to it. That you were really in love with her friend when you met her…”
 
   I stop because the change in Trusome’s face and posture scares the heck out of me. His lips pull into a thin line, his eyes narrow, and his body tenses and leans forward. But then he relaxes and smiles.
 
   “Oh, that’s nice. She had to drag my high school infatuation into this. Yes, I was dating Anna’s girlfriend back in school. So what? That was a long time ago. I guess Anna did not tell you about all the affairs she had while we were married? She had some right there on our street. Did she think I wouldn’t find out?”
 
    
 
   The waiter brings our food and Trusome starts crunching on a spring roll. He is relaxed, the momentary intensity that I just witnessed is gone.
 
   “Look, Ben, I am sorry about your mom. I should have started with that.”
 
   “Thank you, Robert. I moved in with my dad for now.”
 
   “My mother died a while ago and her last years were hard, she did not recognize me,” says Trusome. “My dad passed away while I was still in college. They had difficult lives. Maybe that’s why I moved out of that neighborhood. Not enough good memories.”
 
   “There’ve been many problems in Three Fingers lately,” I probe. “Can you think of the reason?”
 
   “I guess people saw it as some kind of idyllic place,” he shrugs. “People with happy, comfortable and peaceful lives. Clean houses with white fences. I never saw it that way. It had a good run but people are people. Perhaps the Sullivans’ breakup triggered some of the underlying tensions. And now this horrible thing with Evan and Rose Johnson.”
 
   “What do you think caused it? Were there any problems between them? Or them and the neighbors?”
 
   “Not that I know of,” Trusome shrugs again. “Are you looking into it? Wasn’t he your friend from high school?”
 
   “Police are investigating, I am just curious. You are right, he was my friend.”
 
    
 
   For a few minutes, we quietly work on our food.
 
   I look at a big clock on the wall, I probably have only fifteen minutes left.
 
   “Robert, what can you tell me about working at RND?”
 
   “Well, I’ve been there for four years now. It’s a nice company. The pay is so-so but the benefits are great. Actually, more than great.”
 
   “Do you interact with Blake much?”
 
   “No. Blake is a director, he’s been there for almost twenty years. He is a pretty powerful guy within the corporation, well connected. I am just an IT grunt. We say hello, we talk sometimes but we are not close.”
 
   “IT grunt?”
 
   “Well, technically I am the IT security manager,” he laughs. “Which is basically a nobody. I give people lectures about access security, about not writing down their logins and passwords on yellow stickers taped to their computers, et cetera. Then I walk around and find that quarter of the people who have their passwords written down somewhere in plain sight. And most of the rest use their spouse’s or children’s birthdays. They argue with me that with fingerprint readers passwords are not needed. They have no clue how easy it is to forge a fingerprint.”
 
   “Robert, may I ask you something personal?”
 
   Trusome tilts his head to the right, smiles.
 
   “Ben, I think we’ve already been rather personal today. What’s a bit more?”
 
   “Well, I’d like to understand why you, with a master’s degree in computer science, chose to work as an ‘IT grunt’ as you put it?”
 
   Trusome nods, looks straight into my eyes.
 
   “I can ask you the same question. You have a graduate degree in engineering, and you have worked in managerial positions. Now you are a contractor at Space Systems, doing the kind of work that you did a few years out of college. Why?”
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   His nostrils flare up for a split second, but a smile returns quickly.
 
   “Come on, Ben, it was a small neighborhood, everybody knows everything about everyone.”
 
   Well, I guess I am the only one who is clueless, I want to respond. 
 
   Instead I say, “I needed something less stressful.”
 
   I see no reason to add that I after Joshua’s death I have not been able to deal with corporate politics anymore. When I went after some of the higher-ups, I’d been offered to go quietly with a small severance package rather than face ‘for cause’ termination.
 
   Trusome nods in satisfaction.
 
   “See, we are very similar, you and I.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “I also wanted something less stressful. Someplace where I would have the time to read and contemplate. In solitude. People like Blake Sullivan, they scramble for their positions because they have power fever. We know that the real power is not in a title, it’s in self-control and in knowledge. Real power is quiet. It’s not in your face. It’s a butterfly effect: a small adjustment cascades through everything until the world changes. Yes, we all have the power to change the future. Someone takes an action and it causes repercussions years and years later. Knowing the adjustment, knowing the consequences is the difference. Having the knowledge and the wherewithal to apply it, that’s real. That’s how the will to power manifests itself.”
 
   For the first time today, Trusome looks truly excited, his eyes are shining, hands gesticulating.
 
   He is crazy, I think. I spent the whole lunch talking to a crazy person.
 
   Just as suddenly, Trusome comes back to earth. He sighs.
 
   “Sorry, I got excited. I’ve been rereading Beyond Good and Evil, and it put me into a philosophical frame of mind. Look, sorry, I have to run back to work. I hope you’ll decide to join us at RND.”
 
    
 
   Back at work, I google Robert Trusome again. No LinkedIn, no Facebook. MSCS from UCLA in 1992. Why would he work as an IT manager? But then look at me … He’s got a point, we are similar in some respects: underemployed, looking for solitude.
 
    
 
   Deion calls me in the late afternoon.
 
   “Have plans for tonight?”
 
   “Nothing in particular.”
 
   “How about we come over to your place at six?”
 
    
 
   Prasad forwards me a meeting invite that conflicts with another meeting. After some deliberation, I decide to accept the invite since I don’t want to further irritate Prasad. I probably won’t be missed in the other meeting, half of the people don’t show up anyway.
 
   The room is filled with two dozen people. I manage to get a seat next to Ron.
 
   “How did you end up here?” I whisper.
 
   “I am trying to get involved in more projects.”
 
   After a few minutes, I understand why Prasad avoided this meeting: one of the recently deployed systems is malfunctioning and the hunt for a guilty party is on. Turns out that only one person present at the meeting has actually worked on the problem system and she is a junior developer a year out of college. Too inexperienced to just not show up. The senior person that called the meeting glares at the poor flustered girl but he is seasoned enough to know that the goat must be found higher in the organizational food chain. Punishment of the guilty gets tabled for now and the meeting turns to ‘how do we fix this?’
 
   The senior person falls back on the tried and true approach: he requests that a “tiger team” be formed to “attack” the issue. This, of course, doesn’t solve anything but allows him to proclaim that a proper action has been taken and buys him time to dump the hot potato into someone else’s lap.
 
   To my surprise, Ron is the only person in the room to actually volunteer for the “tiger team.” The senior person assigns additional “volunteers” and the meeting gets adjourned.
 
   I ask Ron, “What are you doing?”
 
   He shrugs.
 
   “Ben, I am 34. I’ve been in the same position for six years. I’ve got to find a way to move up.”
 
     
 
   I get back just before 6. Dad is outside leaning on a shovel, staring at a dead plant.
 
   “Dad, what are you doing?”
 
   “Trying to decide whether to dig out the plant or sell the house.”
 
   I chuckle involuntarily:
 
   “That’s an interesting dilemma.”
 
    
 
   The familiar Escalade pulls up to the curb.
 
   Deion is out first.
 
   “Hello, Mr. Feldman. What are you doing outside with a shovel?”
 
   "Shooting breeze, avoiding honest work,” replies Dad.
 
   “Sounds good, where do I sign up?” Jamar joins us. He extends a hand to Dad.
 
   “Nice to meet you, I am Jamar Walker.”
 
   “Richard Feldman.”
 
    
 
   Inside the house, Dad opens a bottle of wine.
 
   “I’ll heat up a big pot of water. We are having spaghetti tonight.”
 
   “Thank you, we are not hungry,” Deion tries to stop Dad.
 
   “I won’t take no for an answer,” Dad waves him off. Deion spreads his palms helplessly.
 
   “As my late wife used to say, food is good for you. Besides, you are not yet sick of my pasta. Unlike Ben,” laughs Dad.
 
    
 
   “Why don't you show us your room?” asks Deion. “Wanna see how you’re settling in this time.”
 
   When we get there, Deion closes the door.
 
   “Is it OK to talk in front of your father or should we go somewhere?”
 
   “It’s OK,” I reply, “he knows.”
 
   “I don’t remember, was this your room back in high school?”
 
   “No, this used to be Dad’s office. I moved back only a month ago and things are not organized yet,” I point to three unpacked boxes in the corner.
 
   Deion takes it all in: empty walls, a queen-size bed with a Spartan cotton blanket, a bookcase, a desk with one chair; there are some books, a computer and a pair of VR goggles on the desk.
 
   “Ben, are you a fucking hermit?”
 
   “No. I have what I need, nothing more.”
 
   Deion walks over to my bookcase, looks up and down.
 
   “Still reading a lot?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “What’s this?” he picks up a pile of printed pages and starts reading.
 
   “Nothing,” I pull the pages out of his hands.
 
   “You writing again?”
 
   “Have not been able to. That’s old stuff.”
 
   “Ben published a couple of books under a pen name,” Deion explains to Jamar. Turns to me, “When was it – four, five years ago?”
 
   “Five. Look, I don’t feel like talking about it.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I just don’t.”
 
   “You have quite a few trophies,” Jamar breaks the awkward pause. “You played both football and soccer?”
 
   Deion cringes, looks aside.
 
   “I played football. My son Joshua was into soccer,” I reply. “Dad just put all the trophies in this room.”
 
   “And what kind of trophy is that?” Jamar points to a dark blue vase on top of the cabinet.
 
   “It’s not a trophy. Let’s go back.”
 
    
 
   Dad poured wine for all of us. After drinking half a glass, Jamar gets to business.
 
   “I looked into Richard Strauss. He is a chartered accountant with a shoddy reputation. Had a number of complaints and suits filed against him. I made an appointment to see Strauss this afternoon. He has an office on Olympic, your typical commercial building with lawyers and accountants. Small office, just a receptionist and Strauss. I told him how I am a rising sports agent, gave him my card.”
 
   “You gave him your real name?”
 
   “No, I have business cards with different names for different occasions,” laughs Jamar. “He did a whole spiel about how he is very creative in maximizing revenue for his clients, especially business managers and sports agents, blah, blah, blah. Then he asked who recommended him to me and I replied ‘Evan Johnson.’ His whole fucking face changed, eyes got scared. I know the look. He started asking how I know Evan and when was the last time I talked to him, I pretended like I don’t even know that Evan is dead. Finally, he remembered that he has an important conference call in two minutes that he absolutely must take, but he’ll be in touch, thank you for coming, escorted me out.”
 
   “And that’s it? You just left?” 
 
   “Yes, but not without leaving something behind.”
 
   Jamar pulls a computer from his shoulder bag. A screen saver is that of a serious teenage boy.
 
   “As Strauss was trying to steer me out of his office, I walked over to the window, commented on a great view he has and placed a tiny listening device in the flower pot on the windowsill. Then I went to the parking lot that his office happens to overlook, got into my car, and turned on the recording. I’ll skip to important parts.”
 
   Jamar clicks on his keyboard. The recording is a bit crackly but pretty clear.
 
    
 
   Phone is ringing and a male voice answers gutturally ‘Hello.’
 
    
 
   I can tell it’s not a native English speaker.
 
    
 
   This is Richard. I had a strange visit just now.
 
   What visit?
 
   From a man that calls himself Keenan Robertson. Claims to be a sports agent. I just Googled the name, can’t find anyone like that.”
 
   So why are you calling me?
 
   Well, he said that Evan Johnson referred him.
 
   There is a pause in the conversation.
 
   What did he look like?
 
   Black, tall, well-dressed … shaven head … late thirties.
 
   And when did he come in?
 
   He had an appointment at two, he was on time.
 
   OK, I’ll check security videos.
 
    
 
   There is a sound of a door opening and a less distinct female voice tells Strauss that the 3 o’clock is here.
 
    
 
   Who’s that?
 
   Oh, just my secretary.
 
   Why do I hear her so well?
 
   I am on a speakerphone.
 
   Diu lei, on gau bok gwai!
 
   What?
 
   Nothing. I’ll call you right back.
 
    
 
   “I checked. He just said ‘Fuck you, stupid white idiot!’ in Cantonese” explains Jamar while forwarding the recording. “This is a bit later, the same guy calls back.”
 
    
 
   The USC Trojans fight song plays for a few seconds.
 
    
 
   Hello?
 
   Strauss?
 
   Yes.
 
   Anybody with you?
 
   No.
 
   I come your house eight tonight. Don’t talk to anyone about this Robinson.
 
   Robertson.
 
   Yeah, Robertson.
 
    
 
   “That’s it,” Jamar turns off computer.
 
   “So who’s the man on the other end?”
 
   “Don’t know, except that he speaks Cantonese. But we can find out.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Jamar has Strauss’s home address,” explains Deion. “We get there before eight and see who shows up. You wanna come?”
 
   “Of course!” I blurt out without hesitation.
 
   Deion looks at Jamar.
 
   “OK, the more the merrier,” agrees Jamar. “But we should leave now, Strauss lives on Laurel Canyon and traffic is a bitch.”
 
   Dad is disappointed that we are running away before his pasta is ready but we promise to come back after the investigation.
 
    
 
   Traffic is still heavy as we fight our way through Beverly Hills and West Hollywood.
 
   “Anything new on your end?” Jamar asks me as he avoids another likely collision.
 
   I tell them about my research into Jeff Donahue. Jamar makes Deion write down names of companies that June gave me.
 
    
 
   We wind our way up the canyon and get to Strauss’s address around 7:45.
 
   “Here’s the house,” Jamar points. 
 
   He drives past it, turns around, kills the lights, and finds a parking spot across the street. Strauss’s house looks like an older one-story bungalow, set about thirty feet from the street. There is a driveway with a BMW in front, must be his. It’s dark but there are no trees or bushes in front, only a grass lawn so we can see the approaches to the house very clearly. There is a light on inside the house, but no movement that we can see.
 
   “It’s ten to eight, slide down in your seat so people can’t see you. And be quiet,” instructs Jamar.
 
   We wait.
 
   “The Chinese guy is running late,” whispers Deion.
 
   “Perhaps caught in traffic,” Jamar whispers back.
 
   We wait some more. My stomach growls and Jamar and Deion chuckle.
 
   At 25 minutes after eight, Jamar gives up.
 
   “He is not coming. Let’s go pay Mr. Strauss a visit. Be quiet.”
 
   We cross the street and carefully approach the door. Deion reaches for the bell, but Jamar stops him and gently pushes the door. It opens with a slight creak. We follow Jamar inside. It’s quiet, except for water dripping, probably a faucet.
 
   Jamar moves towards the light. It’s a small living room. There is a man in a chair. He looks like a macabre Pez dispenser, head thrown back, eyes staring at the ceiling.
 
   “Oh, shit!” cries out Deion.
 
   “Shhh ...” shushes him Jamar.
 
   The man is dead. The sounds of dripping water is his blood dripping onto the floor.
 
   Jamar carefully walks towards the man, looks closely.
 
   “Is that Strauss?” whispers Deion.
 
   “Yes, that’s him. He’s been garroted. Let’s take a quick look, see if we can find his computer or phone.”
 
   Jamar looks around using a flashlight on his phone. I am paralyzed, staring at the corpse. It’s a good thing I did not have dinner yet. Deion to my left is breathing hard, he looks to be in no better shape than I.
 
   “Come on, girls, wake up and help me,” hisses Jamar through his teeth.
 
   We come out of our stupor, look around with our flashlights.
 
   “OK, it seems that whoever did this, took computer and phone,” gives up Jamar. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
    
 
   “We’ve been had,” Deion breaks heavy silence in the car.
 
   “Yes. Someone got here before eight and killed Strauss.”
 
   “What should we do now?” 
 
   I don’t remember Deion ever sounding so nervous.
 
   Jamar drives for a minute without answering. I am glad he is driving because my hands shake.
 
   “We take a deep breath.”
 
   When we get back to Illinois Ave, Jamar stops the car and looks at both of us.
 
   “You understand that the whole fucking game just changed, don’t you?”
 
   We are silent, so he continues.
 
   “When people are willing to kill to silence someone, it’s serious. It was clean and quiet job, not many people know how to use garrote wire. And the way he set it up, he is a professional.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He wanted to kill Strauss and he wanted us to see it. He was sending a message.”
 
   “What message?” I ask foolishly.
 
   “To stay the hell out,” replies Deion.
 
   


 
   
  
 

PART 3: HOW NOT TO SELL YOUR HOUSE
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 15
 
    
 
   I am in an unfamiliar house, hiding from someone or something. I find an empty room and lock the door behind me. I hear steps and labored breathing. Whoever it is stops by the door, sniffs the air, walks away. I breathe a sigh of relief. But then I hear it behind me, it must have found another way into the room and I am now trapped. I turn around in terror and wake up, never seeing the attacker.
 
    
 
   “There was something that bothered me about that recording that Jamar played for us yesterday,” says Dad at breakfast.
 
   “What?”
 
   “When that man with a Chinese accent said ‘I’ll check security videos’ for Jamar’s pictures. Which videos?”
 
   “Ummm … I presume the building’s surveillance videos.”
 
   “Right … And why would he have access to these videos?”
 
   I look at him with admiration. Damn, the old man is still sharp!
 
    
 
   I walk by a conference room and see Kenya doing another presentation, so I sneak in. This time she is talking about the research tools her team developed.
 
   “It’s a small world we live in. You all have heard of the famous ‘six degrees of separation’ theory, that everyone and everything is six or fewer introduction steps away. It is true. Thanks to technology, this connectedness is more obvious than ever. And connection means influence. In our marketing optimization work, we built specialized algorithms to dynamically evaluate a person’s social graph and connectivity between any two or more people, so we can utilize their ability to affect each other’s choices …”
 
   I love watching Kenya present. How she combines technical knowledge with marketing flair. Although, I must admit that I am focusing on her body movements. She spreads her arms to illustrate the point and I see her naked, spreading her arms to welcome me into her body. I think at some point she reads my thoughts because she fixes me with a stern gaze. But her lips curl up just a touch.
 
    
 
   Later in the morning, I call Deion’s cell. Both Deion and Jamar are in the car. They sound subdued. When I share with them Dad’s insight, Jamar says:
 
   “A very good point.”
 
   “So what are we going to do?” Deion asks in the background.
 
   “We can check who owns the building, who runs the security, who has access to surveillance tapes. That is if we want to continue looking into this.”
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong?” asks Ernie after I spill coffee on my desk. “You look pale and your hands are shaking.”
 
   “Just did not sleep well. Hard to focus,” I am not going to explain that I keep seeing Strauss’s empty eyes staring at the ceiling and the bloody pooling below. 
 
   I sleepwalk through the day.
 
    
 
   It’s been decided in the executive suite that we’ll go ‘agile,’ a development approach where small teams work in two week sprints. In the video a nice-looking model extolls the virtues of the new approach that we all should line up behind.
 
   Prasad requests that this team attend a kick-off meeting for an ‘agile’ project so we all learn to do it right. In a large conference room there are a dozen members of the project team and twice as many observers. A nervous young project lead starts to describe the goal of the two-week sprint when the most senior person in the room interrupts him.
 
   “Where is your project plan?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I want to see a six-month project plan.”
 
   “That’s … that’s not how we do it. I mean, we do a two-weeks sprint, then …”
 
   “Nonsense! You have to know where you are going! You have to have a long-term plan!”
 
   “But that’s not agile …”
 
   “Don’t tell me what is and what is not agile!” the most senior person in the room is red like a tomato. “I’ve been here for 20 years! We’ve been agile before you knew how to spell it!”
 
   He gets up.
 
   “Go back to the drawing board. We’ll meet again in a week and you better have a plan. I’ll let your management know that you don’t understand development.”
 
    
 
   I left Aaron Kaplan two messages but he never called me back. I look up the corner of Santa Monica and Princeton that Susan mentioned, there is indeed a used cars lot there pompously called “Premium Pre-owned Automobiles.” I dial their number and ask the receptionist for Aaron.
 
   “He is with a client right now, can I take a message?”
 
   I decline. I’ll drive there after work. I feel numb from the last night. I have to keep moving, keep going or I’ll suffocate.
 
    
 
   The lot is filled with all types and models of cars, probably repossessed for non-payment. I park on a side street to avoid attention and approach the lot on foot. Even though a few years have passed and he is standing with his back to me, I recognize Aaron immediately. Probably because of his arms flying wildly as he is extolling the supreme virtues of a small Honda SUV to a young Hispanic couple.
 
   I position myself on a bus bench nearby where I can see and vaguely hear him. The male customer looks tempted but the woman shakes her head and appears to resist Aaron’s attempts to lure them into a test drive. After about five minutes, the couple walks away, gets into a minivan, and drives off. Aaron follows them until the minivan’s doors slam shut. His body slumps visibly.
 
   I get off the bench and quickly walk towards him. He turns towards the sound of my steps, a salesman’s smile on his face.
 
   “Hi, Aaron. This is Ben Feldman. I’ve been trying to reach you.”
 
   Aaron sighs audibly.
 
   “Hi, Ben. Sorry about not calling you back, just been really busy.”
 
   “That’s OK, I understand. Aaron, can we talk? I am looking into what happened in the neighborhood in the past few years.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well, just trying to understand about Evan.”
 
   “Yeah, I heard about him and Rose. Tragic. But I don’t see how I can help you. And I am working.”
 
   He starts walking away, I follow him.
 
   “I just have a few questions.”
 
   “Leave me alone!”
 
   “Is it true that you had problems with Sullivan?”
 
   There is a pause, Aaron stops, turns around.
 
   “Yes, I got into a fight with Sullivan at the July 4th party in 2015. So what?”
 
   “Aaron, what led to your divorce? The massage girl?”
 
   He laughs bitterly.
 
   “You talked to Susan already. Fuck you.”
 
   He turns away again.
 
   “Aaron, there might be a pattern.”
 
   Now I’ve got his attention.
 
   “A pattern? You mean others had … ummm … something like this happen to others? Who?”
 
   “I am sorry, I can’t say.”
 
   “Well, why should I tell you anything then?”
 
   I desperately rack my brain for arguments.
 
   “Because I won’t share it with others. Because you may have been set up.”
 
   Aaron chews his lip, looks down, then up at me.
 
   “Of course I’ve been fucking set up! I was doing regular massages with the same woman for years. She also worked on Susan. Completely aboveboard. Then one time when she was going on vacation, she referred me to another girl. Jasmine. Jasmine gave me a happy ending and a card for private appointment.”
 
   “When did that happen?”
 
   “In late 2015.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “I started seeing Jasmine at her apartment. Got hooked. Sex was incredible. Thought she was in love with me. A few months later Susan confronted me with recordings and pictures. Jasmine disappeared. Look, I am just trying to put all that behind me. It cost me my family, my job … I paid my dues. But if someone did it on purpose, I want them to pay. I am not a fucking boyscout, but I did not deserve this.”
 
    
 
   Another car pulls into a customers’ parking space. Aaron turns towards them but another salesman is there already.
 
   “Look, I have to go, I can’t afford to lose sales, this job is all commission-based.”
 
   He tries to move away but I grab his sleeve.
 
   “Wait, Aaron, just one more question, please.” 
 
   I pull the printout of the Thai LA newspaper from my pocket.
 
   “Do you recognize any of these girls?”
 
   He takes the picture, walks to a brighter spot, studies it. I follow him.
 
   “Yes,” he says finally. “It’s not a good picture of her but this is Jasmine,” he points to a second girl from the right. “How did you find this?”
 
   “Unrelated search. Just had a hunch to ask you.”
 
   “A hunch, yeah? So who was it? Who set me up?” Aaron practically grinds his teeth.
 
   “I don’t know yet. Who do you think it could have been?”
 
   “Fuck if I know. Perhaps one of the salesmen at Audi wanted to get rid of me. It was a cutthroat place.”
 
   “Do you think Sullivan had anything to do with it?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You had an argument.”
 
   “I never thought about it this way. I mean, I had many arguments in my life. Aahh, fuck this! If you find who did this, tell me. I’ll kill the bastard with my bare hands!”
 
   He turns around and walks towards another car that just pulled into customers’ parking and is opening their door.
 
   “Miss, welcome to Premium Pre-owned Automobiles! What can I show you today? We have a wonderful selection at unbeatable prices.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   THURSDAY, AUGUST 16
 
    
 
   Ron knocks on the open door of our office.
 
   “Hey guys. I have some news. I am moving to R2.”
 
   “Why?” asks Ernie.
 
   “Well, I am getting involved in a new project. Ben knows about the ‘tiger team’ that I volunteered for. It’ll be more convenient to be in R2 since most of my meetings will be there.”
 
   What goes unsaid is that this places him close to the management.
 
   “We’ll still do lunches, right?” says Ron. “I’m leaving my coffeemaker here. I’ll stop by for a coffee, OK?”
 
   “You won’t,” Ernie shakes his head. “But that’s OK. You’re doing the right thing.”
 
    
 
   A bit later, I go check on Kenya.
 
   “Hey, how are you?”
 
   “The office will be empty,” she says. Then “Ben, we have to talk.”
 
   “This weekend?”
 
   “No, it can’t wait. I’ll send Robbie to see a movie with the neighbors at 8. Please come.”
 
    
 
   Deion calls.
 
   “Hey, Ben, can you come over to my house for dinner tonight? Just want to discuss things in person.”
 
   “I already have plans.”
 
   “Ben, it’s important. Come at 5:30, stay as long as you can.”
 
    
 
   Everything in my life is suddenly important.
 
    
 
   My phone buzzes during a 3 p.m. meeting. I recognize Blake Sullivan’s number and let it go to voice mail. I should wait until the meeting is over, but curiosity wins and I sneak out of the room.
 
   Sullivan’s voice is cheerful but strained.
 
   “Hello, Ben. This is Blake. Just wanted to follow up on our conversation from Sunday. What do you think of coming to work for RND? These openings don’t come often. Buddy, would love for you to get it, but I can’t wait too long to fill the position. Call me.”
 
   Just as I return to the meeting, my phone rings again. The presenter looks at me angrily and I escape.
 
   It’s Dad.
 
   “That realtor Burgen was just here. She upped her offer to one point five.” After a pause, “Ben, I think we should take it.”
 
   “It’s our house, Dad.”
 
   “I know. But it’s a lot of money. I can go live in a retirement community.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And you should go live your life.”
 
   He is right. It’s tempting to take the money and get the hell out of the place that used to be home, but now an empty shell filled with ghosts.
 
   “Besides, look at the numbers. We have two mortgages on this house. With taxes and all, it’s six thousand each month. And you have other debts plus support to June. You work at a job you hate – don’t deny it, I know – and we are barely getting by. We take the offer, we pay everything off.”
 
   My life insurance is another way to pay it all off, I think. But that’s not up for a discussion.
 
   “Anyway, think about it,” concludes Dad. “She said you should come talk to her anytime.”
 
    
 
   I have not been to Deion’s place before. It’s a two-story house on the Strand in Hermosa, just a few short steps from the sand. Houses that close to the beach don’t have yards, every square inch goes into living space. No parking in Hermosa on this warm summer evening, so I block Deion’s driveway.
 
   “I bought this old shack from the ’50s for four million, tore it down and then invested another two million into building this,” Deion proudly explains as he escorts me to the second story. “But I love the location. And my boat is only a mile away, in Redondo Beach harbor.”
 
   “And when was the last time you were on that boat?”
 
   “Let’s see … I took that girl Trissa to Catalina … She broke up with me around Thanksgiving … so it must have been last summer. But don’t worry, I have someone looking after her.”
 
   “Trissa or the boat?”
 
   “Jacklyn,” he laughs. “I named the boat after my older niece.”
 
   The front of the room is all glass, open to an amazing ocean view, from Palos Verdes to Santa Monica Bay.
 
    
 
   Jamar is already there. He’s not wearing his usual polite smile, and gets straight down to business.
 
   “What do you think, Ben?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About the warning, about Strauss, what else?”
 
   I am not really sure what to say so I keep silent.
 
   “Scary shit,” Deion shakes his head. “I could not sleep.”
 
   Jamar says nothing, looking from me to Deion and back.
 
   “Should we drop it, Ben? I don’t want to get my throat cut.”
 
   “Neither do I.”
 
   But I need my ‘easy exit’ ticket.
 
   “Do you think we can continue but carefully?”
 
   Deion looks at Jamar questioningly.
 
   “We can be more careful,” shrugs Jamar, “but there are no guarantees. We don’t know who is behind any of this, who to watch out for. Someone paid to make that fake video of Rose. Someone’s been turning Evan’s clients away from him. Someone connected him to Strauss and then eliminated Strauss when we approached. This last one is bad, really bad.”
 
   “We know Blake Sullivan is behind this!” Deion slams his fist on the table, to Jamar’s disapproving look.
 
   “He did not strike me as a murderer.”
 
   “He is a cowardly snake, I told you. He won’t kill anyone with his own hands but he could have hired someone to do it. Ben, what do you think?”
 
   “After having a dinner with him, I think he might have done it. He boasted that he knows everything about everyone. And all hell broke loose in the neighborhood when his marriage broke up.”
 
   “I am not convinced, but we have no other suspects right now. I’ll be right back, have to use the bathroom,” Jamar leaves the room.
 
    “I had a long talk with Jamar earlier today,” says Deion. “He is still in it. I doubled his pay for now, a hazard bonus.”
 
   “And you are still in, too?”
 
   “Yes. But we’ve got to watch our backs.”
 
    
 
   Deion pours us drinks, open the glass doors, and we drink and watch people while waiting for the steaks.
 
   “You live by yourself?” I ask.
 
   “For the most part. Lately Jamar has been staying here a few nights a week.”
 
   “But no special lady in your life?”
 
   “No. I’ve been married twice already. First time briefly, back when I was still in college. Did not last.”
 
   “How come?”
 
   “I was young and stupid, all these co-eds were chasing us football players, I could not keep my dick in my pants. She left. I played the field in more ways than one until I was in my forties.”
 
   “And the second time?”
 
   “I’ve met that girl. I was 44, she 26. Gorgeous, smart, sweet. Totally fell for her, asked her to marry me after six months.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “About four months into the marriage an attorney I knew takes me aside and tells me he was at a mediation session in another law firm and saw my wife saying good bye to a well-known divorce attorney. Did not want to believe it but just in case hired a PI that an attorney recommended. He tapped her phone, found a secret email account she’d been using. Turns out that she’d been trying to figure out how to break the prenup since before the wedding day.”
 
   “You are kidding me!”
 
   “Nope. It’s actually worse than that. Jamar, go ahead, tell him.”
 
   “She had a scammer boyfriend that she’d been with since she was sixteen,” confirms Jamar. “Not only were they preparing a case for invalidating the prenup, as a backup they were working on spousal abuse accusations.”
 
   “With the information that Jamar collected, I threw her out with a court order without a penny,” Deion takes a big gulp of scotch. “I kept it simple since then. No marriages. I do have two nieces here in LA, they are like my kids.”
 
    
 
   “Is that how you guys met?” I look from Jamar to Deion.
 
   “Yep,” confirms Deion. “Jamar was the PI.”
 
   “And you now work only with Deion?”
 
   “I’ve worked exclusively with Mr. King for over five years,” confirms Jamar.
 
   “Jamar saved me from a shitload of trouble then, anything else he does is a bonus,” laughs Deion.
 
   “Do you have a family, Jamar?”
 
   Jamar gets up, refills the glass. The sun has disappeared below the waves, leaving a touch of red glow on the horizon.
 
   “Yes, Ben, I have a family.”
 
   He shows me his phone with a picture of a caramel-skinned teenage boy.
 
   “This is Jacob. He is fourteen. He lives in Newport Beach.”
 
   “With his mom?”
 
   “No.” Jamar’s voice is strained. “You see, Jacob is autistic. Severely autistic. His mom … my wife … she could not take it. I tried to take care of him but it’s just too hard. Can’t leave him alone. There is an institution in Newport Beach, it’s one of the best of its kind. He lives there and I come visit him twice a week. Sometimes he recognizes me, sometimes he does not.”
 
   He sits back down.
 
   “I was in the military police at Camp Pendleton and I left and became a PI so I could afford to pay for Jacob’s care. You guys have your reasons for sticking with this case, but for me it’s simple – I have to put aside money for Jacob.”
 
    
 
   We look at two pretty girls in bikinis rollerblading by. One of the girls laughs and waves at us, her arm bracelet shimmering in the light. We follow them until they disappear in the direction of Redondo Beach.
 
   I want to go see Kenya. And I am afraid to.
 
    
 
   The dinner is simple, grilled steaks and Caesar salad from those convenient “everything in a bag” packages. Deion is proud of his BBQ skills and deservedly so, the steaks are grilled to perfection. We eat on a balcony overlooking the Strand and watching the sun set. The street lamp in front of the house burned out, making for a better view. The distant sky is the color of the red wine we are drinking.
 
    
 
   “I spoke with Alex today,” Deion signals that it’s time to talk. “Technically, the case is closed, report filed. Murder-suicide, financial distress. No mention of the video.”
 
   “Is he convinced that’s all that it was?”
 
   “No. But he’s been expressly prohibited from working on it. Walton and O’Connell, the detectives that worked the case, complained. Alex said they also insinuated that he was covering up for you,” Deion nods in my direction, “and that you tampered with the evidence or worse. And there is something else Alex told me. Yesterday there was a report of a single car accident on the Angeles Crest Highway.”
 
   “And why does this matter?” asks Jamar.
 
   “It was mentioned that the victim was a video editor by the name of Chris Rogers.”
 
   I do a sharp breath intake and Jamar’s eyes zero in on me.
 
   “You’ve met him?”
 
   “I spoke with Rogers last Saturday. It was a party at my co-worker’s house.”
 
   “Did you talk to him about Rose’s video?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And what happened?”
 
   “He disappeared. Left the party.”
 
   “Last Saturday was the 11th,” Deion thinks out loud. “Alex said the car was found Tuesday evening by hikers, and it was not visible from the road. According to the report, the body was there for about two days. It looks like Chris Rogers did not live long after talking to you.”
 
   “Where exactly was he found?” I ask. “I don’t know that highway.”
 
   “San Gabriel Mountains, about fifteen miles northeast of Mount Wilson. He had drugs in the car and in his system, so it’s being viewed as an accident. You know, got high and decided to drive to Vegas late at night. Drove too fast, did not make a turn.”
 
   “Perhaps it was an accident,” I offer weakly.
 
   “Sure, Ben, an accident,” Jamar laughs but his eyes are not laughing. “You talk to Rogers and he suddenly dies by himself on a dark mountain road. Last I checked, Angeles Crest Highway is not the best way to get to Vegas. I talk to Strauss and he gets his throat slit a few hours later … Accidents starting to happen to people we talk to. Not a good sign. And the pace is quickening, also not a good sign. Yep, we may have stirred a hornets’ nest and they’re buzzing around.”
 
    
 
   I look at my watch: “Sorry, I have to go soon.”
 
   “Just a couple more things. We are looking into the building where Richard Strauss had his office,” Jamar says. “It’s owned by KRT Corporation which in turn is owned by another company, etc. We are paying a lawyer to try to figure out who really owns it. The building is managed by Alpha Management Group, which handles quite a few local properties. I followed one of the building’s security guys today, his name is Jeremiah. Bought Jeremiah a nice lunch, slipped him a hundred. He told me that he’s heard of some Chinese guy who’s the “big boss” and who everyone in security is afraid of but he personally never saw him. Said that there is a central video room in the downtown Alpha Management Group building where everything is monitored. Jeremiah has a friend that works there. I promised him $200 if he brings the guy in the video room to lunch with me.”
 
   “Jamar, you be careful,” says Deion.
 
   “There is something else,” adds Jamar. “I kept downloading and listening to what Sullivan was saying in his car. Nothing of interest until this.”
 
   He clicks on his computer’s keyboard.
 
    
 
   Phone is ringing and a man’s voice answers:
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “It’s Blake,” a familiar voice. “Any news on the offer to Feldman?”
 
   “Nothing yet.”
 
   “Look, we have to hurry. We still have six others left and the time is getting short.”
 
   “I know about the time, Blake,” the man sounds annoyed.
 
   “Well, this shit is getting too hot for my comfort!”
 
   “Relax, Blake,” in a conciliatory tone. “We’ll follow up soon.”
 
    
 
   Jamar stops the recording.
 
   “Do you know who the other guy is?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I presume he is asking about the job offer he made to you.”
 
   “Why is he asking someone else about it? And what are ‘six others’?”
 
   Jamar shrugs.
 
   “Go see him to discuss the offer. Perhaps you’ll find out. I don’t know how these things connect, but I am not a big believer in coincidences.”
 
    
 
   Kenya greets me with “We have to talk.”
 
   “Yes, you told me,” I take her into my arms and kiss her until she responds.
 
   “OK, later,” she sighs.
 
   Her lovemaking is different tonight, almost desperate.
 
    
 
   Lying in bed later, she begins where she left off.
 
   “Prasad came to me.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About you.”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “He said you’ve been distracted lately, not attending meetings, falling behind on your projects.”
 
   “And why did he come to you?”
 
   “Ben, people are not blind. They figured out that you and I are an item.”
 
   I sit up: “Did he want something from you?”
 
   “He did not ask for anything,” she shrugs. “But the way he looked at me when he was telling me this …”
 
   “What way?”
 
   “Greasy … Smiling just a bit … With a ‘I have something on you’ grin. But he did not say anything outright.”
 
   I am literally seeing red.
 
   “I am going to kill the son of a bitch!”
 
   “Don’t say anything to him, please,” Kenya puts her hand on my arm. “I told Prasad that you are dealing with some personal issues now. Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   She sits up, her breasts pointing at me accusatorially.
 
   “That’s why I wanted to talk. This is the last time we see each other like this.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Naked. Making love.”
 
   “Kenya, please …”
 
   She shakes her head sadly.
 
   “Ben, I risk a lot to have this relationship and I don’t ask for much. You are researching sex videos, you get beat up, you are too distracted at work, an asshole you report to is blackmailing me … Too many secrets, Ben, too many secrets.”
 
   “Kenya, it’s dangerous. I’ve already seen one person getting killed over this. Possibly two.”
 
   She pauses, looks at me, her expression softens.
 
   “Even so, I can’t handle secrets.”
 
   I take a deep breath. She’s right, she is in it. By being with her, I may have exposed her to a danger I don’t myself understand. Fuck.
 
   “All right.”
 
    
 
   I go through the events of the past two weeks: Johnson’s murder/suicide, fake sex video, deliberate financial destruction of Evan, conversations with ex-neighbors, Strauss’s murder, Sullivan’s offer, Chris Rogers’ accident.
 
   Kenya digests this. As I should have expected, her analytical side takes over.
 
   “So you think it’s Sullivan’s revenge for the breakup of his marriage?”
 
   “Yes. I saw his eyes when he was talking about this. I think he is capable. And he just may have the tools to do it.”
 
   “You are telling me that he is offering you a job in order to shut you up?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You don’t sound convinced.”
 
   “Some things don’t quite add up for me. Evan and Rose did not appear to be involved in Sullivans’ breakup, yet he went to a great length and expense to undermine them?”
 
   “Well, it could have been a long-seated hurt dating back to high school. Seems like he wanted to belong and you guys cut him off.”
 
   “It’s been thirty five years!”
 
   “Some wounds cut deep.”
 
   “Still … The murder of Strauss? Not sure I see Sullivan behind it. And this weird sex video?”
 
   “Why was it weird? It seemed to provoke Evan as intended.”
 
   “Yes, but it cost of lot of extra money to make it tactile, to encode in the ATRF format. Why?”
 
   She chews her lip for a moment.
 
   “I know why. He wanted to have sex with Rose Johnson. It was not enough for him to destroy Evan and Rose, he wanted to enjoy it. That Sullivan, he is truly a sick fuck.”
 
    
 
   Kenya looks at the bedside clock.
 
   “It’s past 10. Robbie will be back soon. He’s going to text me when they are done.”
 
   “What about us?”
 
   “I don’t know, Ben. I asked you to come so we could end this face-to-face, not cowardly by e-mail.”
 
   “So you’ve made up your mind?”
 
    
 
   She looks at me indecisively, sighs, takes my hand.
 
   “Last night I dreamt that the two of us were riding in a train. You were sitting across from me, with a small table between us. I wore a light short summer dress but you had on a dark suit with a white shirt and a red tie.”
 
   I watch Kenya. She closes her eyes as if she is seeing the dream again.
 
   “I said, ‘I have to go wash my face.’ You did not answer. You just sat there with your eyes closed. I went to the bathroom, washed and studied myself in the mirror. My eyes looked tired and I wondered if I look attractive to you. When I was in the bathroom, the train had entered a tunnel. It was dark except for lights in the tunnel flying by, illuminating me every few seconds like strobe lights. I made my way to the compartment. As I opened the door, you grabbed me, threw me against the table, tore off my underwear, and took me from behind. I closed my eyes, grabbed on to the table and moved with you. Then you grabbed my hair and pulled. My head lifted and I opened my eyes. In a strobe light I saw the reflection in the window – it was not you! It was another man! I wanted to scream but instead I came, just as he did.”
 
   Kenya’s hand tightens on mine, I can hardly breathe.
 
   “The man stepped away and retreated into the darkness. I straightened, pulled down my dress. My underwear was gone and his fluid was slowly creeping down my leg. I left the compartment without looking at him. Just then, the train escaped from the tunnel. I went looking for you. In a minute, we arrived at a small station. I saw a conductor stepping outside onto the platform. 
 
   I went to him and asked, ‘Have you seen my companion? He has on a dark suit with a white shirt and a red tie.’
 
   ‘No,’ he shook his head.
 
   The train started to move. I wanted to get back on but the man grabbed my arm.
 
   ‘Let me go!’ I screamed but he just laughed: “This is where you get off.”
 
   At that moment I saw you. You were standing at the window looking at me sadly.
 
   ‘Wait!’ I begged.
 
   The train faded into the distance. The conductor disappeared and I was left all alone on the platform, the wind picking up.”
 
   Kenya stops, exhausted.
 
    
 
   “Sweetheart, this was just a dream,” I say.
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   “I don’t know what it means. About me, about you, about us. I’ve gotten too close, this is no longer simple. I can’t afford to, I have Robbie. I think I have to let you go, you are dangerous in more ways than one. I am sorry, Ben. I am scared to be with you.”
 
   Just what Natalya said. 
 
    
 
   On the way home I feel relieved. It’s for the best. Removes another strand of possible guilt. Will make my easy exit that much easier.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   FRIDAY, AUGUST 17
 
    
 
   I start my morning by going to the building where Prasad resides. He is in his office, talking to another contractor, Vu Dang. I can’t hear the conversation but it seems that Prasad is shouting and wagging his finger.
 
   I open the door and walk in.
 
   Prasad looks at me furiously.
 
   “We are in the middle of a meeting!”
 
   “This is urgent. Vu, please,” I nod in the direction of the door and Vu is only too happy to escape. I close the door behind him.
 
   “What … what are you …”
 
   I don’t let Prasad finish, walk around his desk and lean over him, my fists clenched. 
 
   “You motherfucker, if you ever try to blackmail Kenya again I will break your fucking neck!”
 
   “I … I … I did not blackmail anyone. I talked to her about your performance,” he stammers.
 
   “Don’t bullshit me. And don’t ever talk to her about me again. You have anything to say, you talk to me! As a matter of fact, don’t talk to her at all.”
 
   “Who the hell do you think you are?” Prasad recovers from the initial shock but he still looks scared and uncomfortable and his voice quivers.
 
   I move even closer, now only a few inches from his face. His pupils dilate in fear.
 
   “Prasad, I know who I am. And I know who you are. And if you don’t fucking do what I say, I will call a labor attorney and discuss some of the rules for contractors that you have here, such as making them work fifty hours a week but not approving more than forty. Such as driving one of the contractors to tears by screaming at her. Intimidating others might make you feel like a big man but there are laws and you are breaking them. And this company will drop you like a hot potato if they get a letter from the U.S. Department of Labor or OSHA investigating complaints against you.”
 
   Prasad turns pale. His whole existence here is built on a naked ambition to climb the corporate ladder and I threaten to take away what’s most dear to him. But he is not giving up yet. He sprays saliva at me.
 
   “You won’t dare. And nobody will believe you! And I will bring up inappropriate relationship that you have with Kenya!”
 
   “Oh, I will dare!” I smile. “And it won’t be just me. You pissed off enough people around here. And bringing Kenya into this won’t help you, especially since she is not my manager so no rules got broken. But if you bring this up, I’ll talk to my friend in the police department. Let’s see how well you’ll live under police scrutiny. You go one mile over the speed limit, just one fucking mile and you get a ticket. You have a drink after work or at a party, you get arrested for DUI.”
 
   I lean even closer over Prasad who is trying to squeeze deeper into his chair.
 
   “One more word to Kenya, one more wrong look – and I swear I’ll fucking destroy you! I won’t stop until I turn you into a sniveling pile of shit that you really are on the inside. You just cross the line one more time!”
 
   I stare into his eyes for a few more seconds, then straighten up and leave Prasad’s office without looking back. People are standing up in their cubicles like meerkats in desert holes, staring at me. When I look at them, they quickly disappear into their holes.
 
    
 
   Ernie stops in front of my desk, looks at me uneasily.
 
   “What’s up, Ernie?”
 
   “You asked me about that Duanphen woman …”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Bao asked around …”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Look, I don’t know why you are looking for her but there are better prospects out there. Bao can introduce you to some nice Thai women.”
 
   “What?” I don’t quite comprehend.
 
   “She’s trouble. I get it, sex can be great – but these women will take you for all you are worth. It’s business for them.”
 
   “Ernie, that’s not what this is about.”
 
   “Then why are you looking for her? Does this have anything to do with the self-destructing e-mails you showed me earlier?”
 
   “No … well, I don’t know.”
 
   Ernie pulls a carefully folded piece of paper out of his pocket, hands it to me.
 
   “This is her number. She now goes by the name of Pearl. I hope you know what you are doing.”
 
    
 
   Jamar calls a few minutes past noon.
 
   “What are you up to?”
 
   “Getting my lunch in the cafeteria.”
 
   “Take it to go. I’ll pick you up in ten minutes.”
 
   “I have a meeting at two …”
 
   “I’ll get you back in time.”
 
   “Jamar, I am on the verge of losing my job …”
 
   He sighs.
 
   “Ben, this might be important. Strauss and Rogers are not worried about their jobs any longer. You are in a dangerous spot, whether you want to be or not.”
 
    
 
   Jamar picks me up in a Toyota Camry with an “Avis” sticker. I put my take-out box on the back seat.
 
   “Where is the SUV?”
 
   “Deion needs it. I figured using a car rented under a false name is best for now. Just in case.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “A small motel in Venice.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   ‘You see, I had both Blake Sullivan and Travis Rigley followed for a few days. Deion does not mind paying. The guy that follows Rigley saw him checking into a motel half an hour ago. A few minutes later, a woman arrives and goes into the same room. My guy snapped some pictures.”
 
   “Is she a prostitute?”
 
   “Nah, better than that. Vivian Abina, assistant analyst. Rigley is her boss. He is also a pillar in the local community, a model husband, and a proud father of three kids under the age of ten. He is violating a few corporate and marital rules there. My guy is recording sounds in the room, they are not done yet. We’ll let Ms. Vivian go and then have a chat with Mr. Rigley.”
 
   Jamar speeds up through a light turning red to the sound of angry horns.
 
   “Why do you need me?”
 
   “I need a second brain with me. There are connections we are missing.”
 
   “Ahhh, Jamar … Is this the right thing to do? It’s just … the people I talked to had their lives destroyed by such secret recordings. We are doing the same thing.”
 
   “What?” Jamar shoots me an angry look. “Did you think you gonna be ‘Mr. Nice Guy’ here? Fuck, Ben, it’s your pal Sullivan who is out destroying lives, possibly murdering people, and you want to take him down while wearing white gloves?”
 
   “Well, you don’t know if Rigley is involved … He screwing his assistant has nothing to do with Sullivan or Evan and Rose …”
 
   “No, but it gives me the leverage to question him.”
 
   “What about?”
 
   “What kind of work does he do for Sullivan, anything to do with Evan. You stay in the car, listen and give me pointers, OK? Put this in your ear.”
 
   He pulls an earpiece out of his pocket and hands it to me.
 
   “Do you think he’ll talk?”
 
   “Oh, he won’t just talk, he’ll sing. I know guys like him, they are scared to death of losing their position in life. Besides, I dug up some information that he wouldn’t want to become public.”
 
    
 
   We pull into Seaside Motel’s parking lot, just off Sepulveda Blvd. I wonder why they call these places ‘Seaside’ when the ocean is miles away? Despite a strange hour, almost a dozen cars are here. A man in his thirties emerges from Ford Explorer in the next space, Jamar lowers the window for him.
 
   “They just finished. Room 108. She’s getting dressed.”
 
   “Perfect. Jack, make sure to snap some more pictures as she leaves.”
 
   “You don’t want to go in now, while they both are there?”
 
   “No, let her go. Why is Room 110 open?”
 
   “Cleaning lady.”
 
   A business-attired blond woman in her late twenties emerges from Room 108, looks in both directions, then quickly walks to a green Prius and drives off.
 
    
 
   Jamar and the other guy quickly move to the door, Jamar knocks. I remain in the car, listening.
 
   “Vivian, you forgot something again?” a man’s voice as the door opens. “Hey, who the fuck are you?”
 
   I see Jamar and Jack push their way in. The door closes, now I can only listen.
 
   “Travis, it does not matter who we are. What matters is that you just had sex with your subordinate and we have pictures and a recording to prove it. Who do you think will be more upset, your bosses or your wife?”
 
   “What do you want?” shouts Rigley.
 
   “We just have a few questions to ask.”
 
   “Do you know who you are dealing with? I am a director at RND. I am a Marine. I will never betray my country and I will hunt you down!”
 
   “He is an associate director,” I whisper.
 
   “Relax, Travis. We are not after national security secrets or anything like that. You are not a director, you are an associate director, whatever that means. As to you being a former Marine, we know that too. And that while you were in Camp Pendleton a dozen years ago, there were at least three sexual harassment accusations made against you …”
 
   “How …” a stammering voice.
 
   “How do I know when they are not in your record? You’ve done a good job suppressing these charges but the military police does keep backup records and I used to work there. Come to think of it, you would have not been able to get a top secret clearance to work at RND if the charges were known.”
 
   There is a pause, then a defeated whisper.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “As I said, we’ll ask you a few questions and then we’ll disappear from your life. As long as you don’t lie. You lie and you wave good bye to your job and your marriage. Understand?”
 
   Rigley mutters something.
 
   “I can’t hear you.”
 
   “OK. Understand.”
 
   “You obviously know Blake Sullivan?”
 
   “Yes. He is my boss.”
 
   “He used to live in Rochester with his wife, right?”
 
   “Yes, until they got divorced.”
 
   “There were some things happening there: fights, divorces, suicides. People were getting anonymous messages. What do you know about this? And before you even think of answering ‘nothing,’ I know that your boss is involved.”
 
   There is another pause, finally Rigley speaks up.
 
   “That area was a part of the ‘emotional contagion’ experiment.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s called the Metis Initiative. We manage people’s communications environment. Combining media influence with social graph-directed impact. The experiment was run in multiple places, with control groups from a small neighborhood to mid-size cities.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We wanted to measure how we can affect populations of different sizes. We found that we have a meaningful ability to influence people’s moods and decisions.”
 
    
 
   Room 110 opens and the cleaning lady rolls out her cart. The cart makes a squeaking noise. The lady knocks on the door with 109 on it.
 
   “Hello? Room cleaning? Hello?”
 
   Not getting a response, she opens the door and rolls the cart in.
 
    
 
   Jamar resumes his questioning.
 
   “And what was the purpose of the experiment?”
 
   “To learn how to control the outcome without resorting to violence.”
 
   “In English, is that kind of like population control, psychological warfare?”
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   “I think the events in Sullivan’s former neighborhood turned quite violent,” mocks him Jamar.
 
   “That area was an outlier.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “The effects were much stronger. In other places, use of anti-depressants went up seven to ten percent, divorces less than five percent, no measurable increase in suicides. In Rochester, it seemed like all hell broke loose.”
 
   “And how did you explain this?”
 
   “It was the smallest sample size, we wrote it off as an aberration.”
 
   “Who are we?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Travis, did Sullivan tell you to suppress the results?”
 
   Unintelligible whisper.
 
   “Louder, Travis!”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And why did you agree?”
 
   Rigley again mutters something.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Because he’s my boss, OK? Because he told me to!” suddenly shouts Rigley.
 
   “I see. You are a good little soldier, following orders. So his management never knew about this ‘outlier?’”
 
   “No, we falsified the results.”
 
   “What do you think really happened?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Rigley sounds close to crying.
 
   “Jamar, ask him how they were getting the information,” I whisper.
 
   “How were you getting the information?” repeats Jamar.
 
   “For this experiment we had access to a lot of data. We could get person’s e-mails, phone records, track their whereabouts …”
 
   “How’s so?”
 
    “The data gets collected. All you need is proper access and then you can search and cross-correlate. For example, there are thousands of video cameras recording data just in this city. We can do an image search on your face or on your car’s license plate and we’ll know exactly where you were and at what time.”
 
    
 
   A couple walks out of Room 106. They are in their forties, dressed in business attire.
 
   “We should do this more often!” the man is loud.
 
   “Shhhh …” says the woman, her head nods in my direction.
 
   The man looks at me sitting in the car. His expression turns sheepish. They quietly, separately walk to two different cars and quickly drive away.
 
    
 
   Jamar resumes his questioning.
 
   “Don’t you need a court order?”
 
   “It all depends on access privileges.”
 
   “Did you have unlimited access?”
 
   “No, no, I did not.”
 
   “What about Sullivan?”
 
   “I don’t know. I mean, I am sure he had more access than I did, but I doubt it was unlimited.”
 
   “Was Sullivan using this data to manipulate the experiment in Rochester?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “But you suspect he did?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Jamar, ask him how the experiment groups were selected,” I whisper.
 
   “Travis, what was the process for selecting the experiment areas?”
 
   “There were certain criteria, based on sizes, income levels, voting records.”
 
   “And Rochester?”
 
   “It was a late addition.”
 
   “Made by Sullivan?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you know if Sullivan targeted anyone in particular?”
 
   “I know he was unhappy with some of his immediate neighbors, the ones that were helping his wife.”
 
   “Did he ever mention Evan and Rose Johnson to you?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “How about Richard Strauss?”
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   The cleaning lady rolls out her cart from 109 and knocks on Rigley’s door:
 
   “Hello? Room cleaning? Hello?”
 
   “Señora, luego por favor,” calls out Jamar.
 
   “OK, Señor, vendre mas tarde.” 
 
   She rolls the cart to 107.
 
   “Hello? Room cleaning? Hello?”
 
    
 
   “OK, we’ll be wrapping up soon,” Jamar reassures Rigley. “Have you done any other projects for Sullivan, like producing a fake video or procuring women to blackmail some of his neighbors?”
 
   “No, no, nothing like that,” Rigley starts sobbing. “Please, let me go. I’ll break up with Vivian, I swear.”
 
   “Ask him if General Bailey is running this project,” I whisper to Jamar.
 
   “Is the project run by General Bailey?” Jamar to Rigley.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How do we contact him?”
 
   “There is a number in the directory …”
 
   “Don’t play stupid with me!” Jamar’s voice is like a whip. “I am asking about a direct number.”
 
   “It’s on my phone.”
 
   “Get it.”
 
   There is a sound of shuffling feet, rustling clothes, a few clicks.
 
   “Travis, we don’t care about you and Vivian. But I hope you did not lie to us. Because you know what will happen if we find out you did.”
 
   Rigley still sobs as Jamar and his assistant exit the motel room.
 
    
 
   “I texted you Bailey’s number. Good idea to have it, just in case. Damn. Deion was right all along, Sullivan is definitely behind the shit that’s been going on,” says Jamar as we drive back.
 
   He skillfully maneuvers into the 405’s carpool lane, ignoring angry honks of the drivers he cut off.
 
   “I thought Deion was just letting an old grudge cloud this thinking, but he was right.”
 
   “Sullivan is not tied to Strauss or to the fake video,” I point out to play the devil’s advocate.
 
   “We just did not find the people that made the connection. We are not in court of law, Ben. Preponderance of evidence, not innocent until proven guilty.”
 
   “I don’t know, Jamar. There might be something we are missing.”
 
   “You are a man of high standards,” laughs Jamar. “By the way, the lawyer we hired found out who really owns the building where Strauss worked. It’s FS Properties out in Hong Kong.”
 
   “Hong Kong?”
 
   “Yep. FS stands for Fan Shoo, a billionaire owner. And guess what? He owns Alpha Management Group as well.”
 
   “Never heard of him.”
 
   “Fan Shoo is pretty secretive but powerful. Rumored to be connected to the triads criminal underworld. How this would be connected to Evan Johnson, I have no idea.”
 
   Neither do I. Except that if Ernie is right, threatening e-mails sent to Evan originated from a server in Hong Kong. And Ernie is usually right about these things.
 
   “Don’t forget your lunch box,” says Jamar.
 
    
 
    
 
   When I get back to my desk, I call Sullivan. His voice mail picks up. I leave a message that I am interested in his job offer and would like to meet to discuss details. Then I take a deep breath and call the Thai woman’s number that Ernie gave me.
 
   “Hello?” a melodic, heavily accented voice.
 
   “Hi, is this Pearl?”
 
   “Yes, it is. What is your name?”
 
   “Ben. A friend gave me your number.”
 
   “Your friend?”
 
   “Yes. His name is John. John Smith.”
 
   She laughs.
 
   “Half of my friends are called John. What would you like, Ben?”
 
   “Well,” I stammer. “The usual.”
 
   “The girlfriend experience? That’s two hundred. Plus a tip if I make you happy.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “When do you want to see me, Ben?”
 
   “Tonight. Around six.”
 
   “Good, I am free then. Do you want the address?”
 
   I write it down, then look it up on Google Maps. It’s in Gardena, near 110 Freeway. Not the best area.
 
    
 
   Ernie gives me a long ‘don’t do anything stupid’ look as he heads out the door, wishes me a good weekend.
 
   I am torn between going to see Pearl or heading home for a quiet glass of wine. I know the glass of wine is a smarter choice, but also know I won’t enjoy it. I’ll just sit there gnawing at myself for giving up.
 
   I stop by ATM, take out three hundred and drive to Gardena. 
 
   What the hell do you think you’re doing? I keep asking myself on the way. But I’ve been in so many uncomfortable situations lately, I am almost inured to them. Besides, what do I have to lose? At least that’s what I tell myself.
 
    
 
   The address is a two-story commercial building on a dark street. Windows are protected by metal bars. Four cars in the parking lot. I knock on the side door. An eye appears in a peephole, studies me.
 
   “Who you come see?” rough accented man’s voice.
 
   “Pearl. I have an appointment at six.”
 
    He grunts, the door slowly opens. The man is a head shorter than me but must weigh about two hundred fifty pounds, with upper arms as thick as my thighs.
 
   “Two hundred.”
 
   I count out ten $20 bills. He takes the money and points down a dark corridor:
 
   “Number two.”
 
   There are four doors with numbers on them; I hear voices behind one of them. The door with ‘2’ on it is half open. The windowless room is semi-dark. There is a massage table with a folded towel, a small dresser with a lamp, a stool, a clock, and a large mirror on one wall, four clothes-hanging hooks on the other. I sit on the massage table and wait.
 
   In a few minutes there is a knock on the door and an Asian girl comes in. Even in semi-darkness, I see that she is one of the girls in the picture and that she is beautiful: tall, chiseled features, long black hair.
 
   She stops when she sees me.
 
   “No undress?”
 
   “Erhhh, what was I supposed to do?”
 
   “First time?” she laughs. “Take off your clothes, face down, I come back.”
 
   “Wait!” I say but she turns around and leaves.
 
   I take a deep breath and take off everything but my underwear, which a small towel barely covers.
 
   Another quiet knock and the girl is back.
 
   “This is good,” she says and lowers already dim light even further. I follow her movements in the darkness. She pulls her dress over her head and I see that she is completely naked, pubic hair neatly trimmed into a small dark triangle.
 
   “I will make you feel real good,” she whispers and takes off the towel. “Are you shy?” the girl laughs, pointing to my boxers. She decisively pulls them off me and neatly hangs them next to my pants.
 
   “Massage first? Soft or medium?” she purrs while gently caressing my back.
 
   “Erhhh … actually, I wanted to ask you some questions,” I squeeze out.
 
   “Of course, whatever you want,” the girl is teasing my upper thighs.
 
   “I am looking for Duanphen that owned New Lotus Beauty Spa …”
 
   The girl jumps away as if I bit her.
 
   “Who are you? What you want?”
 
   I sit up, cover myself with a towel. My mind is in panic, somehow I did not think through any cover story.
 
   “I … I am just trying to find out about my neighbor … Jeff Donahue … There was a lawsuit …”
 
   The girl grabs her dress and runs out of the room. 
 
    
 
   I wait a minute, then get up to get dressed. I put on my boxers, but as I take my pants off the hook one of the phones fall out. I kneel down to pick it up when the door is slammed open and the doorman runs in. He knocks me down on the floor, seizes my pants and shirt, kicks me again for a good measure and leaves. I hear the door lock turn. I run to the door and try to turn the handle, it won’t open. I hear animated discussion outside my door in a language I don’t understand. Then I hear a phone being called.
 
   It’s not a good situation. I am locked inside a room in a whorehouse. They are probably contacting someone up the chain to decide what to do with me. My pants, my shirt, my wallet are gone. I remember about the phone that fell, turn the lamp brighter, find it under the massage table. 
 
   I am about to call Jamar but then decide that I don’t want to have them hear me talking. Instead, I send a “Help!” text to Alex with the address of the place. He responds almost immediately “on my way.” Now it’s the race between him and whichever bad guy is coming to get me. I sit on the table and start counting in order to stop my brain from going into uncontrolled panic.
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later there is loud banging. Through the thin walls. I hear Alex’s voice:
 
   “Open up! Police!”
 
   There is a commotion outside.
 
   In another minute, the door of my impromptu jail is thrown open. It’s the girl, with Alex behind her. He gives me a ‘what the hell?’ look before speaking.
 
   “Are you OK?”
 
   “Yes,” I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy to see anyone. “But I need my shirt and pants.”
 
   “I’ll bring them,” says the girl.
 
   When I get dressed, I find Alex in the room that’s closest to the entrance. There is no massage table here, only floor pads, a TV, a dresser and a small stove. The doorman is handcuffed to the dresser. There are two girls, one of them Pearl, and a disheveled middle-aged guy. 
 
   The guy starts crying.
 
   “I’ve never done this before. Please, this will ruin me …”
 
   “Get the hell out,” says Alex.
 
   “What?” the man stops crying but can’t seem to believe his lucky break.
 
   “Get out, go!”
 
   The man slowly backs away, squeezes by me, then runs. We hear a car starting and tires screeching as he drives away.
 
   “Thanks for coming for me,” I tell Alex.
 
   “So why are you here?” he asks me.
 
   “I was looking into Jeff Donahue’s suicide. There were complaints against him right before he killed himself, including a sexual misconduct with a client. This woman,” I point to Pearl.
 
   She starts crying.
 
   “I no kill nobody! I do what told!”
 
    
 
   There is a noise of door opening. Alex rushes out and returns in a few seconds, pushing in front of him a well-dressed older Oriental man.
 
   “Who are you?” asks Alex.
 
   “The owner,” the man stammers, frightened. “Received a call, customer problem.”
 
   I turn to the girl.
 
   “Is he the one who told you to sleep with Jeff Donahue?”
 
   She nods.
 
   The man hurries to add.
 
   “I do what I am told. Don’t know no Jeff.”
 
   “And who tells you what to do?”
 
   “The big boss.”
 
   “What is his name?” Jeff shakes the man.
 
   “Don’t know real name. Call him Mr. Fanchantu. Bad man, very scary. China mafia.”
 
   “What does he look like?”
 
   “Never saw him. He calls or sends others.”
 
   “Where do we find him?”
 
   “He find us. I no listen, he kill me.”
 
   “How do you contact him if needed?”
 
   “He gives number, we call, leave message. Different number every time.”
 
   “Have you procured many girls for him?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “OK. How many times did Fanchantu ask you for girls?”
 
   “Oh, many times. Many many times.”
 
   Alex un-cuffs the doorman and asks me:
 
   “Did you pay them anything?”
 
   “Yeah, two hundred.”
 
   The elderly owner gets out his wallet and tries to push a bundle of bills into my hand.
 
   “So sorry, so sorry.”
 
   I count out two hundred and give him back the rest. He raises his hands.
 
   “No, no. For you. So sorry.”
 
   I leave the money on top of the TV.
 
    
 
   “Are you going to call the police?” I ask Alex outside.
 
   “Why? I am the police.”
 
   “Well, to bust this place up.”
 
   He laughs.
 
   “Give me a break, Ben. There are literally hundreds if not thousands of these places in LA.”
 
   “But these girls, they are being exploited.”
 
   “Of course they are. But that’s how they support their families at home. You ‘free up’ one of them, she’ll be back doing the same thing the next day. And if I do anything, you’ll have to explain what the hell you were doing here. Which is something I still don’t quite understand. Why are you looking at Jeff Donahue?”
 
   “He killed himself. Evan killed himself. There might be a connection.”
 
   “Sometimes coincidence is just that, a coincidence,” disagrees Alex. “You were very lucky today that I could get to you quickly. Very lucky. Go home.”
 
   He opens his car door, turns back to me.
 
   “Enough, Ben. You have to drop it. The case’s closed. You are chasing ghosts. Get a life, OK?”
 
   What life? You’ve got your family, your kids. What do I have?”
 
   “OK, Alex. Thank you for coming to get me!” I say instead.
 
   My side hurts where the doorman hit it.
 
    
 
   Dad is staring at the puzzle on the table, a couple of pieces in his hand.
 
   “You’ve been out late.”
 
   “Had a drink with Alex. Any calls?”
 
   “Nothing today.”
 
   Hmmm, did not hear from Sullivan today.
 
   “Are you going to get back to that Burgen realtor?” asks Dad. “I think we should consider the offer.”
 
   “OK, I’ll get back to her tomorrow. How’s that puzzle going?”
 
   “I think I am getting close. You know, I was making fun of your mom for being so addicted to puzzles. And here I am, doing the same thing.”
 
   “If it helps, why not?”
 
   “It does help. It feels good when you are trying to solve a complex problem and all the moving parts come together in harmony, right?”
 
   “Of course, Dad.”
 
   Dad stops, drops the pieces back on the table.
 
   “Darn, I lost it. Had it for a moment but got distracted by my own chatter. I know I am not making sense but I think we sometimes know the answer before we actually recognize what it is. And that’s the feeling I enjoy most.”
 
    
 
   I have trouble falling asleep so I come into the kitchen to make some chamomile tea. I am going through the cabinets looking for the jar of tea bags when I see the colorful tin can.
 
   Two voices are fighting inside me.
 
   The gun is right there. Take it. It’s easy.
 
   No, I have not found out what happened to Evan and Rose. 
 
   What does it matter if whoever set them up is punished? It won’t change anything.
 
   But you’ve made a promise.
 
   I hesitate, then close the cabinet and continue looking for tea. A promise is a promise, even if you are the only party to it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   SATURDAY, AUGUST 18
 
    
 
   “Where are you going this morning?” asks Dad when I come out of my room dressed up more than usual for Saturday. In my case this means jeans without patches and a white polo shirt.
 
   “Plan to go talk to the realtor.”
 
   Dad looks at me carefully, nods.
 
   “Good. I was thinking about it again during the night. It’s time to let go of this house. There are some good memories but I feel uneasy here, too many shadows.”
 
    
 
   I drive there without realizing that R. C. Max’s office is only three short blocks away. Liquor store on one side, dry cleaner on the other. Faded shingle above the door. The small parking lot is full so I park right in front of R. C. Max, in a space with a “Reserved” sign, next to a 6-series white BMW. Most small real estate outfits have a listing of available houses in the window, not this one. Off-white blinds shield what’s inside.
 
   I push the button on the intercom. A familiar female voice responds.
 
   “Who’s there?”
 
   “Ms. Burgen, this is Benjamin Feldman. You left a voice message …”
 
   “Yes, yes, of course!” the tone of the voice changes drastically. “Please come in.”
 
   I push the door open after hearing the buzzer and find myself in a small reception area with two chairs, no receptionist.
 
   “Good morning, Benjamin!” Burgen sweeps in from the inside. She must have not expected visitors today because she’s wearing an embroidered light-blue blouse and a rather short denim skirt, not your usual realtor’s outfit.
 
   “May I call you Ben?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “And I am Mary. But you already know that!” a fake laugh. “Please follow me.”
 
    
 
   We walk past a bathroom and two offices. One of the doors is open and I can see a desk piled up with papers. Burgen leads me into a small conference room at the end of the hall, with a round desk and four chairs.
 
   “Please sit down. I am sorry; our place is rather small. We prefer to spend the money on getting our clients the best offers, not our own luxuries,” she laughs again. I find her laughter annoying. “Would you like some coffee?”
 
   “Yes, if you have it made already.”
 
   “We do, we do.”
 
   The coffeemaker is right here in the conference room. Burgen pours each of us a cup, makes sure I don’t take sugar or milk, pulls up a chair next to mine, then sits down and smiles. I almost sneeze from the strong smell of perfume.
 
   “Well, well, well … I am so glad you are here. I told your dad, we have this great offer on the table.”
 
   “And who is the buyer?”
 
   “Oh, it’s a foreign investor,” Burgen leisurely crosses her legs. “He’ll be buying it through an LLC. You don’t have to worry; it’s an all-cash offer, so there will be no problems with bank loan approval or anything like that.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we solicit multiple offers? We didn’t even put the house on the market …”
 
   “Ben, I sold quite a few houses in this neighborhood,” Burgen leans towards me conspiratorially, puts her hand on my knee. “Between us, the real estate market is starting to soften … And when it turns, it turns quickly. You won’t get a better deal and I would not want you to miss this one.”
 
   “Hmmm, aren’t you representing the buyer too? Shouldn’t you be telling him to wait then?”
 
   She laughs, takes her hand off.
 
   “You are right, of course! The price might be lower in a year or two. Will almost certainly be lower. But this buyer has other considerations. He wants to move some of his assets to the US and soon. The timing is more important for him than getting the best price. This is the right opportunity for both parties.”
 
   Burgen crosses her arms across her chest and leans back triumphantly, as if saying See, it all makes sense, it’s perfect for everyone.
 
    
 
   I stand up, walk over to the coffeemaker:
 
   “May I?”
 
   “Of course, please help yourself.”
 
   I pour myself coffee, then throw out casually:
 
   “You said you sold many houses in the neighborhood. Did you sell the one that Blake and Lisa Sullivan had?”
 
   I watch her carefully. There is a momentary jolt in Burgen’s body, as her eyes widen and her body goes rigid. She recovers quickly, face twisting into a fake smile.
 
   “Yes, of course. It was one of first houses I sold here. I dealt primarily with Mr. Sullivan; it was a divorce situation unfortunately. Why do you ask? Do you know him?”
 
   “Yes, we went to school together. I spoke with him recently, that’s why his name came to mind.”
 
   Burgen looks up at the ceiling, relieved.
 
   “Such a nice man! How’s he doing?”
 
   “Blake’s doing well, happy with his work.”
 
   Burgen is waiting for me to continue. She impatiently crosses and uncrosses her legs, drums her fingers on the table. I sit back down, swing my chair back and forth, smile. She gives up.
 
   “So-o-o, Ben, should I start drawing the sales agreement?” with an expectant smile.
 
   Rightfully, I should say “Yes.” Instead, I mumble:
 
   “I grew up in that house …”
 
   Burgen’s smile disappears for a second and her jaw sticks out in annoyance. But again she recovers quickly, nods in trained understanding.
 
   “Yes, of course, it’s very emotional. But we all have to move on at some point. I realize you’ve had some very happy moments there. But there were also two deaths …”
 
   Perhaps it’s my expression that warns her to stop, that she crossed into a place she does not belong in. She stops and then haltingly, humanely offers:
 
   “I am sorry …”
 
   There is a long silence, then I say:
 
   “Thank you. Yes, it’s probably time to let go and …”
 
    
 
   We get interrupted by the front door opening and a male voice shouting:
 
   “God damn it, Burgen, you let some asshole park a stupid Prius in my space!”
 
   Burgen freezes in embarrassment. The man marches in angrily, then stops when he sees me, his expression changing from anger to friendliness.
 
   “Oh, I am sorry! I did not realize someone was here …”
 
   He looks expectantly at Burgen. She introduces us, her face red as a tomato.
 
   “Ben Feldman, this is my assistant Brent Cooper.”
 
   I recover first.
 
   “I am sorry, Mr. Cooper, I am afraid it’s my car.”
 
   Mr. Brent Cooper is a thin tallish specimen with rounded non-athlete shoulders. Heavy eyelids with dark eyebrows, thin lips, receding hair, and elongated chin gives his face a lizardy expression. He tries to cover his faux pas with a smile and a hand confidently offered for a handshake:
 
   “Mr. Feldman, my sincere apologies. We have these dry cleaner people always parking in our space, that’s why I got upset. Of course it’s fine for you to park there. Can I be of any help?”
 
   Burgen shoots him a ‘You’ve done enough!” look and says:
 
   “I think we have come to an agreement with Mr. Feldman.”
 
   “Well, I think I have to take this back to discuss with my dad,” I disagree.
 
   Burgen closes her eyes in frustration, sighs, then smiles.
 
   “Of course. But don’t take too long, I would hate for you to miss this great offer. We’ll be here until five today and then again tomorrow morning if you have any questions.”
 
    
 
   Thankfully, the Prius does not require me to put keys in the ignition because my hands are shaking. I stop and pull to the side a block away.
 
   Brent Cooper is the second voice in the recording that Jamar made in Sullivan’s car. He was talking to Blake about ‘Feldman’s offer.’ He is the man that Blake said to ‘this shit is getting too hot.’
 
    
 
   When I get home, I go straight to the kitchen, pour myself a shot of whiskey and quickly take it to my room, avoiding Dad. It’s too early for a drink but I have to steady myself by whatever means. All along we were thinking Sullivan’s taking revenge for the breakup and old slights. Were we on the wrong trail?
 
    
 
   I check out the R. C. Max’s website. Featured prominently is Roger Max, a dapper-looking elderly black gentleman. There is a picture of Mary Burgen who joined the firm in 2014 and is described as “hard-working and enthusiastic” but with little other detail. Brent Cooper is not mentioned at all. I try to do a Google search on “Brent Cooper real estate.” There are hundreds of hits but none looks like him. 
 
   I decide to call June for help.
 
   “June, do you know who Mary Burgen is?”
 
   “No. Should I?”
 
   “She is our local realtor with R. C. Max. Have you met her when you worked real estate?”
 
   “I knew Roger Max but he worked by himself. He must be ancient by now. Why are you asking?”
 
   “She seems to be quite active in Three Fingers. Came in and made an offer on our house. Seems pushy.”
 
   “Pushy realtor?” laughs June. “That’s so unusual. Is your dad planning to sell?”
 
   “I don’t know. Perhaps. There is something fishy about her.”
 
   “What is fishy?”
 
   “I can’t quite put my finger on it yet,” I don’t want to discuss the Sullivan - Cooper connection. “Can you just take a look at her, see what you can find? Also her assistant, Brent Cooper.”
 
   “OK, I’ll do it right now. Spell her name for me.”
 
    
 
   “How did it go?” Dad intercepts me on my follow-up visit to the kitchen. “Why are you having a drink?”
 
   “OK, Dad, it went OK.”
 
   I try to walk away but he blocks my escape.
 
   “What the hell does that mean?”
 
   “Dad, it means we had a good discussion.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And we should think about it, all right? Have you looked at comparable sales?”
 
   “Yes, Ben, I have!” Dad shouts. “And it’s a good price. I’d say it’s a damn good price!”
 
   “Well, why don’t you sell then?” I shout back. “The house is in your name!”
 
   Dad steps back, then forward, takes my hand in the two of his.
 
   “That’s not the point, Ben. That’s not the point. I am just not sure it’s good for you to be here after all that’s happened. That’s all. That’s all I want.”
 
   “Thanks, Dad. You might be right. I just need a bit more time,” I add my other hand to the handshake. 
 
   I don’t add I have an unfinished business here.
 
    
 
   Blake Sullivan calls me back.
 
   “Ben, so happy you want the job! Do you want to meet to discuss the details? We can start you in a couple of weeks.”
 
   We arrange for a lunch on Monday.
 
    
 
   I hear from June a couple of hours later.
 
    “Ben, do you want to meet with Roger Max today?”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Yes. Technically, Mary Burgen works for him. I know Roger from my realtor days, he’ll talk to us.”
 
    
 
   I pick up June on the way. Roger Max will meet us on the tennis courts in Baldwin Hills.
 
   “I looked into Mary Burgen’s background. She has a law degree from USC, did not get her real estate license until 2014.”
 
   “Isn’t this a strange career transition?”
 
   “A bit. But people make changes, you know. Some try lawyering and find it’s not for them. Now, the real estate deals she did are kind of strange: all in a small area, many purchases by limited corporations rather than individuals, many absentee owners, mostly all cash. I was a realtor. In the Three Fingers where we lived, on the average perhaps one-two houses would change hands every year. You know how many she sold in just over three years? Nineteen. That’s nineteen out of twenty six total. And no flipping!”
 
   “What you mean?”
 
   “When you have absentee owners, they are often investors that try to flip, resell quickly. But no resales here.”
 
   “Twenty six minus nineteen … that’s seven,” I think out loud.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh, nothing.”
 
   “Still six others left” – that’s not about job offers, that’s how many houses have not been sold by Burgen.
 
   “And what about Brent Cooper?”
 
   “Nothing on him. The man came from nowhere.”
 
    
 
   We get there a bit early. June points out to me a black man in his seventies, playing mixed doubles. Despite being the oldest one on the court, he looks like the best player of the group. He waves to June and shows us five fingers for “give me five minutes.” After ending the set with an overhead smash, he shakes hands, kisses the women, grabs his tennis bag, and walks over to us. Roger Max is tall and sinewy, skin on his face stretched likely with a bit of plastic surgery. Combination of dark skin and pure white hair gives him a calm, dignified appearance.
 
   “June, you are as gorgeous as ever!”
 
   “Thank you, Roger. You look pretty good yourself.”
 
   “No complaints, no complaints. I am 76 and I can still run with the youngsters. And more!” he laughs and nods in the direction of his female tennis partner. “But who is this young man with you?”
 
   “Roger, this is Ben, my ex-husband.”
 
   We shake hands.
 
   “Ex, eh? So, June, honey, you available?”
 
   Roger laughs again but I am pretty sure he won’t hesitate to make a play for a much younger woman.
 
   “Oh, Roger!” smiles June, then turns serious. “We do have some questions for you.”
 
   “I figured it was a business visit. Why don’t we get ourselves a place in the shade?”
 
    
 
   We find an empty table with two benches; Roger sits across from us. He pulls a water bottle from his bag. Handles of four tennis rackets stick out.
 
   “You are serious about your tennis,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, I play daily. Love it. And when the ladies see you play, they know you are in good shape,” smiles Roger.
 
   “What can you tell us about Mary Burgen?”
 
   “Hmmm, why?”
 
   “She came to us with an offer on the house,” I explain.
 
   “A good offer?”
 
   “Yes, a very good offer.”
 
   “So why are you worried?”
 
   “We are not worried, Roger,” June puts her hand on his. “We are just curious.”
 
   Roger takes a gulp of water from his bottle, thinks for a minute.
 
   “OK. There is not a whole lot to tell. Back in 2014, I was about to hang my spurs. Could not compete with the big real estate outfits. Put up the business for sale. Didn’t expect much but every bit helps, right? That’s when Burgen showed up out of the blue with an offer I could not refuse.”
 
   “What did she offer?”
 
   “To buy a stake in the business. I won’t tell you for how much but it sure was more than the business was worth.”
 
   “So she is really the owner?”
 
   “No. Technically, I have 51% of the shares so it’s still minority-owned. She wanted to keep my name on the business. But I have not been in the office in at least a year. Burgen and her assistant Brent Cooper run things.”
 
   “And you are OK with that?”
 
   “Sure, why not? I don’t know where she finds her buyers but she’s done a good job, sold more properties in three years than I did in six. I make more in commissions than I did when I had the whole business and I don’t have to do nothing.”
 
   “What’s in it for her?”
 
   “I don’t know. I figure she makes money too.”
 
   “Roger, don’t you wonder?”
 
   He leans forward, stares at me, laughs.
 
   “Wonder about what? That most of her sales were in Three Fingers? That she has buyers willing to pay above market? That her assistant Brent Cooper orders her around? I am busy wondering all the way to the bank. You know what they say about a gift horse.”
 
   Roger gets up, winks at us.
 
   “Sorry, my girlfriend is waiting. It’s amazing how much having a bit of money helps with the ladies.”
 
   “Last question – do you know anything about Brent Cooper?”
 
   “Mary brought him in as an assistant, that’s all I know. Only spoke with him a couple of times. Seems like a sharp guy. A bit abrasive for my taste but then I don’t have to work with him.”
 
   “Do you know where he worked before?”
 
   “Nope, never heard of him until then.”
 
    
 
   “So Burgen pays a load of money to buy into the business where she does all the work but keeps only half. Does this make sense to you?” I ask June on the way back.
 
   “Not on the surface, no.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘on the surface’?”
 
   “I mean, there must be other benefits.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like using an established name? Perhaps more business?” she speculates.
 
   “Perhaps less suspicion than if it was a new real estate outfit?” I offer.
 
   “Yeah, that too.”
 
    
 
   “This Brent Cooper character, he really bothers you, right?” June looks at me curiously.
 
   “There is something about him,” I decide to avoid the question.
 
   “You already said that,” June sounds annoyed.
 
   A few years back, I would have given in and told her everything. But I am not quite ready to tell her about the connection between Cooper and Sullivan. I’ve involved her enough. So I just continue evading.
 
   “I tried to look him up but the name is almost as popular as John Smith, there are like thousands of them.”
 
   “Did you check the images?” she asks.
 
   “A few, but none looked like him.”
 
   But this gives me an idea.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   SUNDAY, AUGUST 19
 
    
 
   I avoid Dad in the morning and walk over to R. C. Max’s office. The 6-series white BMW is in one “Reserved” space, an S-550 black Mercedes in the other. Must be Cooper’s car.
 
   I buzz the intercom again, am allowed in. Burgen is clearly glad to see me.
 
   “Good morning, Ben! Have you had a chance to discuss this with your father and make a decision?”
 
   “Good morning. I don’t think we have completely finalized our thinking yet but we are very interested. I just have a few questions.”
 
   “Of course, of course.”
 
   This time she leads me to her office, the one with a desk piled up with papers. The conference room’s door at the end of the hall is closed, I hear voices behind it.
 
    
 
   I ask a few stupid questions related to real estate transactions and taxes, the kind I could have easily looked up on the internet. Burgen does not seem to mind, she answers them, at one point she has to run out of her office to find some book of regulations. While she is gone, I quickly look at papers on her desk. I only manage to go through the piles on my side of the desk when I hear her steps and quickly get back in my chair.
 
   I am starting to run out of things to ask. I look around her office, no coffeemaker here.
 
   “Ummm, Mary … OK if I call you Mary?”
 
   “Yes, please do! I told you yesterday,” she beams, sensing a camaraderie of a transaction about to close.
 
   “I am sorry, these are complex issues and I did not have my morning cup of coffee yet. Would you mind if I run to Starbucks and come back?”
 
   “Oh, no, no. Please stay here,” Burgen does not want to let me out of the office. “We have a coffeemaker in the conference room. I’ll quickly brew you a cup, it’ll be just a minute.”
 
   She runs off.
 
    
 
   I jump up, go behind her desk, and start going through the papers while listening for Burgen’s steps. Thankfully, she is staying with the coffeemaker until my cup is brewed. In the second pile on the left there is a stack of real estate guides. There is a corner of a thick document peeking from under it. I pick up the stack and see a report with a heading “Pantano Wetlands Development Plan.” Under the heading it says “Craig Portnoy; Kravitz, Portnoy and Associates Architectural Firm.” 
 
   I put the guides to the side and about to open the report when I hear Burgen call out to me.
 
   “Black, no sugar, just as you like it!”
 
   I grab the stack of the guides but I am not fast enough to put it back before Burgen enters the office. She looks at me suspiciously, standing on the wrong side of the desk with a pile of papers.
 
   “Mary, I am sorry, I saw a stack of local real estate guides. I wanted to pick one up so Dad can get an idea about the prices in the area. He is not big on using computers, he likes the old-fashioned paper.”
 
   I carefully put the stack back on top of the report and return to my chair, trying to display a guilty look. 
 
   My explanation seems to satisfy Burgen. She loads me up with a few colorful brochures.
 
   “Please, take some. But you should have just asked me instead of going through my desk.”
 
   “Of course. I saw the guides from across the desk and … well … I am sorry, I did not think.”
 
   I hear a door opening, steps in the hallway, hushed men’s voices, the front door opening and closing. Then steps of one person going back.
 
    
 
   “Did I answer everything to your satisfaction?” Burgen’s smile is anxious.
 
   “Yes, yes, you did. Thank you.”
 
   “Would you say it’s the time to start drawing up the papers?”
 
   “Well, I think we’d like to have that offer in writing, but otherwise yes.”
 
   “Of course, of course,” she is relieved. “I had a formal offer drawn already.”
 
   She hands me a one-page form.
 
   “I expected something longer,” I am genuinely surprised.
 
   “It’s very simple. There are no contingencies. The buyer will make a fifty thousand deposit upon signing and can close the transaction within three business days. You can stay in the house for up to two months, free, while you are looking for a place. It’s a safe and generous offer.”
 
   I look over the letter. It’s as Burgen says. One point five million, the buyer is some LLC.
 
   “Yes, it’s quite generous,” I agree.
 
   “All it needs is your father’s signature. Can you get him to sign today?”
 
   “I’ll go talk to him. But … there is one small thing,” I add, throwing her back into the state of anxiety.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Well, my Dad, you know, he is an old guy with his quirks. He says he needs to see who he is dealing with. He puts a lot of weight on his gut feel from seeing a person.”
 
   “Well, he saw me already,” protests Burgen.
 
   “Yes, but you know how old people are. He asked me to take a picture of you and Brent, so he feels like he is dealing with you and him and not with me.”
 
   Burgen looks at me like I am crazy. I know my ask is ridiculous so I give an innocent shoulder shrug of ‘Old people, what can you do?’ I hope her eagerness to close the deal will overcome the strange nature of the request.
 
   She sighs and says “OK, fine” and walks out of the office. I hear a short hushed conversation and Burgen comes back with unhappily looking Cooper.
 
   “What is this about?” he asks.
 
   “Oh, you just have to forgive an old man’s idiosyncrasies,” I apologize. “He needs to see who he is negotiating with.”
 
   I have my phone ready and quickly take their picture while I am talking, before they can react. Cooper tries to raise his hand in front of his face, but is too late. He looks absolutely furious but unsure of what to do.
 
   “Thank you very much, the old man will be happy,” I say as I hurry to leave. “I’ll take the letter to my father and I think we’ll be able to move forward.”
 
   My senses are tingling. What did Dad say? Sometimes you know the answer before you actually recognize it. 
 
    
 
   I recognize June’s car parked in front of our house. She comes out when she sees me up the driveway.
 
   “Ben, I am sorry, I know it’s not appropriate but I was worried about you after yesterday.”
 
   I look at her, before answering.
 
   “All right, come on in.”
 
   It’s strange for me to have her in the house again. I am sure it’s even stranger for her.
 
   Dad is working on his puzzle when we come in. For the first time in weeks, I see him genuinely surprised.
 
   “Hello, June.”
 
   “Hi, Richard. I am so sorry about Dana.”
 
   He stands up, drops pieces of the puzzle.
 
   June walks over to Dad and hugs him. Suddenly, they both start crying. I awkwardly shuffle from one foot to another watching them as they sway together, grieving for all that’s been lost.
 
   After a long minute they separate. Dad turns away, his right hand slowly moving across his face. June is crying openly, sobbing almost uncontrollably. She excuses herself, goes into the bathroom.
 
    
 
   Dad looks at me questioningly.
 
   “June is helping me to look into Mary Burgen and her assistant,” I explain. “By the way, here’s an offer.”
 
   Dad looks at the letter.
 
   “Should I sign it?”
 
   “Not yet, Dad, not yet. I need to figure something out.”
 
    June comes out with her face clear and wet.
 
   “OK, Ben, what did you find?”
 
   “I managed to take a picture of Mr. Cooper,” I reply. I am pleased by the look of surprise on her face.
 
   I get my computer, upload the picture from the phone and do a Google image search on Brent Cooper’s photo. We get some hits, but they are not under Brent Cooper. They are under Brad Cooper, former congressional aide to Julia Zhang, US Congresswoman from one of Los Angeles districts. He appears to have worked for Mrs. Zhang from 2009 to 2015, after getting his law degree from Georgetown.
 
   “What the fuck!” exclaims June.
 
   “Yeah, what the fuck.” I don’t know how to connect the dots. “I have to call someone, a friend that has a ‘deep web’ social graph program. She might be able to help figure this out.”
 
    
 
   Kenya answers on a second ring.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Why do you think anything’s wrong?”
 
   “Because I didn’t expect to hear from you. Because you wouldn’t have called me out of the blue otherwise.”
 
   She is right. Which is why I feel like a shit for using her.
 
   “Kenya, I need your help.”
 
   “With what?”
 
   “Your social graph program. I have to try to figure out connections between some people.”
 
   “Can it wait until Monday? I am at a baseball game with Robbie.”
 
   “Well, if we can do it today, that would be better. Much better.”
 
   There is a pause on the other side.
 
   “OK. The game is almost over. Come in an hour.”
 
   “Kenya?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’ll be with June, my ex.”
 
   “Shit!” she says. “You’ve got some nerve. You really do.”
 
   “I’ll see you in an hour.”
 
    
 
   “Can we stop by my place?” asks June. “I have to feed Oscar and Felix, my cats. Did not know I’d be gone this long.”
 
    
 
   I call Ernie as I follow June in my car. He is also surprised to hear from me.
 
   “Is everything OK?”
 
   “Yeah, I am fine.”
 
   “Did you visit the address I gave you?”
 
   “It was an adventure.”
 
   “Hmmm, that does not sound like a good thing.”
 
   “Look, I need some help.”
 
   ‘Of course you do.”
 
   I can’t help but laugh.
 
   “True, that sounds like me. I need to see development plans for Pantano Wetlands by architect Craig Portnoy of Kravitz, Portnoy and Associates. I figure the plans must be online somewhere.”
 
   “Hmmm …” Eddie thinks out loud. “This may require breaking into Kravitz, Portnoy and Associates’ network.”
 
   “Isn’t that what your ‘white hat’ friends do for a living?”
 
   “Yeah, well, you are not clear on the concept. The ‘white hats’ don’t steal stuff, the ‘black hats’ do. And they charge pretty penny for their services.”
 
   I don’t know what to say, I don’t have a ‘pretty penny’ to pay.
 
   “Is this important?” asks Ernie. “You are trying to break the law here.”
 
   “I think so. Yes. I mean, it’s like a fucking puzzle and I am trying to figure out the pieces and some people are dead already.”
 
   “As I told you on Friday, I really hope you know what the fuck you are doing.”
 
   “Ernie, please. I really need help.”
 
   “OK, let me see what I can do,” sighs Ernie. “I’ve gotten good gigs for some of these guys … they owe me. And now you’ll owe me. Big time.”
 
   “I will owe you, Ernie,” I agree. “I’ll add this to the list.”
 
    
 
   When we are a couple of blocks from Kenya's place, a car ahead of us suddenly brakes instead of going through the yellow light. I slam on the brakes and manage to stop inches from his bumper. I hear brakes screeching behind me. In the rear view mirror I see a black BMW SUV bearing down on us. June screams and my stomach tightens from anticipation of a crash but nothing happens, the BMW swerves to the side just in time.
 
    
 
   Kenya must have just gotten home, as her car is making that clicking sound that cars make the first few minutes after being turned off.
 
   She opens the door before I ring the bell.
 
   “Come on in.”
 
   Kenya looks at June, back at me.
 
   “Kenya, this is June, my ex-wife. June, this is Kenya, my co-worker … and a friend,” I stammer, not entirely sure what would be the proper introduction.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Kenya does not bat an eye, extends her hand to June.
 
   A boy in a baseball uniform comes up behind Kenya.
 
   “Robbie, this is my co-worker Ben and his friend June.”
 
   “Hello.”
 
   I’ve heard so much about him but that’s the first time I actually meet Robbie. He is tall for his age, a bit gangly and awkward as the boys in the process of growing often are. His skin is slightly darker than Kenya’s. He reminds me of Joshua. At first I am not quite sure why and then I recognize the same shy and disarming smile that our son had. June must have had the same feeling because she takes my hand and squeezes it hard. Then she lets go and gives Robbie a hug.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Robbie.”
 
   Robbie’s eyes widen in surprise. Kenya looks from June to me to Robbie. Women must have some kind of intuition that’s not given to us men, because Kenya suddenly hugs June. When they separate, both have tears in their eyes. Robbie and I observe silently.
 
    
 
   “OK,” says Kenya. “Let’s get down to business. Robbie, why don’t you clean up? If you are hungry, there is meatloaf in the fridge.”
 
   “OK, mom. Nice to meet you,” says Robbie to June and I.
 
   Kenya does not have a study or an office, so we sit with her laptop at the living room’s table.
 
   “What are you looking for?” asks Kenya.
 
   “I am not entirely sure,” I say. “We have names of people and companies, and we are trying to figure out how they are related.”
 
   “What makes you think they are related at all?”
 
   “Too many coincidences … perhaps it’s just a gut feeling, I might be wrong.”
 
   “Gut feeling is important,” nods Kenya. “Our intuition is not irrational, we subconsciously see connections before we find them. OK, give me the names and some context.”
 
   “Mary Burgen, realtor at R. C. Max.”
 
    
 
   Kenya starts typing.
 
   “And what did Ms. Burgen do?”
 
   “She’s done a lot of real estate transactions in a small part of Rochester,” explains June.
 
   Burgen’s picture appears on the computer screen.
 
   “That does not seem like a crime,” Kenya shrugs.
 
   “No, but the pattern is strange. I used to sell real estate,” says June, “I’ve never seen anything like this.”
 
   “OK, who else?”
 
   “Brad Cooper. Used to be a congressional aide to Julia Zhang.”
 
   “And what did he do?”
 
   “Don’t know but he now is working for Burgen under the name of Brent Cooper. Actually, it might be the other way around, from the way he talks to her she is probably working for him.”
 
   “Hmmm, no direct connections between Burgen and Brad Cooper,” mutters Kenya. “Let’s add Zhang.”
 
   The picture on the screen transforms: three small images of Burgen, Cooper, and Zhang with a line connecting Zhang and Burgen and Zhang with Cooper.
 
   “What do we have here?” says Kenya. “Zhang and Burgen were in law school together. And Burgen is a bundler for Zhang.”
 
   “She is what?” wonders June.
 
   “A bundler is someone who manages fundraising for politicians. Ms. Zhang is a rising star in the Democratic Party, she represents a congressional district here in LA, that’s where she raises money,” explains Kenya. “Do you have anything else for me?”
 
   “Blake Sullivan.”
 
   Blake’s small picture appears on the screen, with a thin line connecting him to Burgen.
 
   “Let’s see,” says Kenya. “Burgen was the realtor that sold Sullivan’s house three years ago.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Yes, no other relation as far as the program can tell.”
 
   We sit in silence for a minute, then June asks.
 
   “Does it have to be a person or can we enter a place or an event?”
 
   “It can be anything, the program checks for connections.”
 
   “Try Pantano Wetlands proceedings.”
 
   “Proceedings?”
 
   “Yes. Some years ago there was a fight between a developer and environmentalists about draining the wetlands.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   This takes a while but two additional images appear on the screen, with a line leading to Zhang.
 
   “Interesting …” says Kenya. “Zhang’s cousin, Xin Zhao, was one of the lawyers representing Kenmar – I guess that was the developer’s name?”
 
   “Yes, it was. How about architect Craig Portnoy of Kravitz, Portnoy and Associates?”
 
   Kenya types, looks at the screen.
 
   “No connection.”
 
   “There must be one, I saw his report on Pantano Wetlands development in Burgen’s office.”
 
   “The connection is probably too indirect for the program to find. The program searches multiple sources in the ‘Deep Web,’ the kinds of things that are not indexed by standard search engines. It finds well-hidden relationships that Google won’t. It’ll find linkages through multiple parties. But when there is no common party or if the connection is in a secure network, there is no way to find a link.”
 
   There is something we are missing. It must be right in front of us.
 
   “Kenmar went bankrupt in 2009,” says June. “Can we find what happened to their properties? Their rights to Pantano?”
 
   “Let’s see,” Kenya clicks on her keyboard. “Kenmar bankruptcy proceedings … All assets acquired in 2010 by Brookline Real Estate Properties for assumption of debt. In 2011, Brookline gets bought out by another company … this does not look promising. How about we check who pays taxes on the Pantano land now? The country assessor’s database … And here we go, the HLR Limited Liability Corporation.”
 
   “And who owns HLR?”
 
   “Hmmm … another LLC … and this one is owned by F+S Aktiengesellschaft, a trust in Liechtenstein.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “End of the road. No disclosure of beneficial ownership.”
 
   We look at each other, out of ideas.
 
   “Are you sure that Cooper is using a different name now?” asks Kenya. “I mean, it’s a small difference between Brent and Brad.”
 
   “But enough to not find him because Cooper is such a popular last name,” points out June. “Is there anything about Brad Cooper after 2015?”
 
   “No. Let’s see … His LinkedIn and Facebook profiles have not been updated since then.”
 
   “Isn’t that kind of suspicious?”
 
   “Yeah, but could be a relatively innocent explanation. Stepped on a wrong foot in Washington, called it quits, started a new life.”
 
   I am almost ready to believe it … except for the way Cooper addressed Burgen yesterday. But I am not sure where to take this now.
 
    
 
   I drive June back to Kron’s election headquarters; she has to work tonight. Roger is there already, he’ll drive her home.
 
   “Are you and Kenya more than coworkers?” she asks on the way.
 
   I hesitate, then nod.
 
   “Yes, we are.”
 
   “That feeling I had when I saw her son, Robbie. You had it too, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   June sobs.
 
   “Oh, Ben … our baby …”
 
   I clench my teeth so I don’t break down.
 
   June pulls herself together by the time we arrive. She checks herself in the mirror.
 
   “Ben, we still don’t know what’s going on. Be careful, OK?”
 
   “Of course, ‘careful’ is my middle name.”
 
   “Do you want to come say ‘hello’ to Roger? And Jeff Kron might be here tonight.”
 
   I don’t really want to but I feel a bit of an obligation after all she’s done this weekend. I follow June into the familiar warehouse. Despite this being a Sunday evening, it’s full of people. Roger appears and shakes my hand.
 
   June drags over a nice-looking blond woman in her early thirties.
 
   “Ben, I would like for you to meet Jennifer Rostin-Kron.”
 
   “Hello, Ben.” Jennifer’s handshake is firm and decisive. “June was telling me about you.”
 
   “I hope it was not all bad.”
 
   Jennifer laughs.
 
   “No, not at all. She thinks you should join us here.”
 
   Jennifer makes a sweeping motion across the warehouse.
 
   “I was never into politics,” I shake my head.
 
   “Neither are we. This is about changing the world.”
 
   “I am afraid I am struggling to change myself.”
 
   “But that’s exactly what it is, Ben,” she smiles. “To change the world, we start with ourselves.”
 
   Someone pulls her sleeve with “Jennifer, we need you to look at this.” 
 
   She turns to me before leaving.
 
   “I am sorry, it’s a busy evening around here. I hope you come again. I hope you decide to join us. We can use your help.”
 
    
 
   Deion calls me late in the evening.
 
   “Ben, how are you? Anything new?”
 
   I don’t quite know what to tell him, I am not sure how to tie these strands I am pulling on.
 
   “I am going to meet Blake Sullivan for lunch tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   “I am going to send Jamar with you. Oh, wait, I can’t. He told me he arranged a lunch meeting with someone from the video security services. Remember, he was talking about this at dinner?”
 
   “Yeah, I remember.”
 
   “I think we are getting close.”
 
   “Perhaps,” I am not convinced.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   MONDAY, AUGUST 20
 
    
 
   “I have a guy working on it,” whispers Ernie when I walk into the office.
 
   “Working on what?” 
 
   “Come on,” he sighs in exasperation. “The architect … development plans …”
 
   “Oh, shoot, of course. Thank you, Ernie, I am just a bit overwhelmed.”
 
   He looks at me with concern:
 
   “Ben, you’re burning your candle at both ends.”
 
    
 
   I run into Kenya by the coffeemaker. She’s dressed differently today, black jeans and a blue shirt. I’ve never seen her at work like this.
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   She avoids looking at me. 
 
   “Kenya?”
 
   She turns, gives me a weak smile. Her eyes look tired. She shakes her head silently, walks into her office, closes the door.
 
    
 
   Prasad also avoids me. When I run into him in another building, his face contorts and he changes direction and walks away.
 
    
 
   “Would you like to order?” inquires the waiter.
 
   “Give me a few minutes; my friend is not here yet.”
 
   Blake Sullivan is ten minutes late for our lunch. I call him but get a voice mail and leave a message.
 
   I end up eating lunch by myself. Two more calls to Sullivan fail to get a response.
 
    
 
   Ernie barely contains his excitement when I return.
 
   “I just forwarded you an e-mail with that report you asked for.”
 
   “That was fast.”
 
   “It was easy. Architects are not known for their computer security.”
 
   “Thanks. What do I owe you? Did you have to pay for it?”
 
   “No. I’ll get the guy another gig, I can still do that. Just keep your mouth shut and my name out of it.”
 
   Then he adds:
 
   “Hey, I looked at the report, interesting stuff.”
 
   “What was interesting?”
 
   “Lots of money. Lots and lots of money. Some serious shit going on.”
 
   I get out the phone and check my personal e-mail. Reading documents on a cell phone is not very convenient but thankfully Mr. Portnoy put together an executive summary. Two large commercial buildings, twenty luxury oceanfront villas, three hundred plus condos. The market value estimated at over a billion, construction costs about $450 million. That’s more than half a billion in profits. And the development area stretches north from the 33rd Street, encompassing our Three Fingers neighborhood. The client for the plan is FS Properties from Hong Kong.
 
   Ernie watches me intently.
 
   “Do I want to know what this is about?”
 
   “Not sure. Probably not. Look, thank you for doing this.”
 
   He nods.
 
   “No problem. Be careful.”
 
    
 
   I can’t focus on work. Why are they counting on this development? 
 
   I start searching for the bills that Congresswoman Zhang introduced. She’s been quite prolific, over a hundred bills in her nine years in Congress. I narrow the search to the bills that passed, that makes it an exact dozen.
 
   One catches my eye: Endangered Species Repopulation Act from 2013. I search the text of the act and here it is, mixed in with others: providing additional habitats for yellowback crab. A multi-million dollar grant subsequently awarded to biology research division at UCSD, with the repopulation habitat expected in 2019.
 
   The puzzle is starting to come together.
 
    
 
   When I get home, I notice a black BMW SUV parked across the street. I try to memorize its license plate so the next time I see it I’ll know whether it’s the same one. There are probably hundreds of black BMW SUVs in this area. I tell myself not to get paranoid.
 
   The moment I step inside the door I get hit on the side of the head and everything goes dark.
 
    
 
   I come around to water being splashed in my face. I am in a chair at the living room table. Most of Dad’s puzzle pieces are gone. My head hurts, my hands are restrained by plastic ties. There is a man with an empty glass in his hand standing in front of me. He puts the glass down, slaps my face to make sure I am back, then sits close to me. I look around. Another man is at the table to my side, casually holding a gun. Both are Oriental. My dad is sitting across from me.
 
   “Welcome, Mr. Feldman,” says the man with the gun. “We’ve been waiting for you.”
 
   His voice is low and guttural, speech strongly accented but clear. This is the man whom Jamar recorded talking to Richard Strauss, the day that Strauss was garroted.
 
   “Do you know who I am?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please, Mr. Feldman, don’t disappoint me. Take a guess.”
 
   “You work in security for Alpha Management Group?”
 
   “Close enough,” he laughs. “I am the head of security for FS Properties, which owns Alpha Management. Besides other things. My name is Hu Wong, but most people know me by my nickname Fanchantu. Which means Cobra.”
 
   “So you work for Fan Shoo?”
 
   “I report to Mr. Shoo, yes.”
 
   “What do you want from us?”
 
   “I just have a few questions.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About what you told and to whom.”
 
   “Why would I tell you? So you can kill them?”
 
   The man chuckles, rubs his eyes.
 
   “No, Mr. Feldman, so you can save them. You see, I believe in prevention. When you and those friends of yours, Deion King and Jamar Walker, started digging into the places you did not belong in, I told those fools Cooper and Sullivan ‘let’s eliminate them right now.’ Stage an accident, done, don’t let it spread. But they did not want to risk any attention. ‘They won’t find anything’ they said, ‘we’ll get Feldman out of LA,’” he tries to mimic Sullivan. “But you just kept digging. I had to eliminate Strauss, then Rogers. And now this arrogant fuck Cooper is panicking.”
 
   “Were you the one that set up Evan with a fake video of his wife?” I interrupt.
 
   “What video?”
 
   “The one that Rogers made.”
 
   “I’ve been instructed to take care of Rogers, I guess that’s why. I know nothing about any videos. Too much drama. Anyway, things were allowed to go too far and now instead of a small accident we have to do a major surgery, so to speak. Your friend Mr. Walker organized a meeting with Alpha Management’s security today. He brought one person with him. He did not know he was going to meet with me, he should have brought a dozen heavily armed ones.”
 
   “Jamar?”
 
   “I am afraid your friend is gone. Your other friend, Deion King, will soon be gone too. Mr. Sullivan, well, he became a liability. He was very useful. Provided much good information. We will miss him. But he was greedy and not careful, so I am afraid he has outlived his usefulness.” 
 
   He leans towards me, speaks slowly and carefully. 
 
   “Here’s my point, Mr. Feldman: to protect my employer and to stop this from spreading any further, I will eliminate everyone that I think might know something important. But I don’t kill unnecessarily, it’s bad for business. That’s why I want to know how much you shared and with whom. I want to check your computer, your phone.”
 
   He pulls a phone out of his pocket, reads something on it.
 
   “For example, your friend, a black woman and her son, they are now on their way to Alpha Management’s headquarters downtown. Whether they will return home or not, depends on how our discussion goes.”
 
   “Leave them alone, they know nothing!” I cry out. I don’t recognize my own voice.
 
   “I see you care about them. That’s good,” he smiles. “That’s very good. You’ll be more open with us.”
 
   He pauses.
 
   “Out of curiosity, why did you persist in this? You’ve been warned to stay away.”
 
   He reminds me of the Adult Video World’s security chief and I really want to wipe the smile off his face.
 
   “Desperate people do desperate things.”
 
   “What?” he grimaces.
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   The man sitting next to me slaps my face again.
 
   “Can I make some tea for everyone?” suddenly asks Dad, who’s been silent until now.
 
   This is so unexpected that the security chief’s eyebrows fly up. He looks at Dad in wonderment, then bursts out laughing. The other man starts laughing as well. They guffaw for a minute, until tears well up in their eyes.
 
   “I like you. Good spirit, old man. Go ahead but don’t try anything,” the security chief tells my dad. Then to me: “You should learn from your father. Life is short, enjoy it while you can.”
 
   Dad turns on his old Hamilton Beach electric kettle. The men are watching him intently. He opens a kitchen cabinet and points to Mrs. Fields cookies box.
 
   “Cookies?”
 
   The security chief grins, raises his gun slightly, nods.
 
   “OK. Slowly.”
 
   Dad opens the box, brings it to the table.
 
   “Oatmeal raisins.”
 
   The man takes one, chews it:
 
   “Very good. Thank you. No dinner today, too busy.”
 
   Dad points to the tin can.
 
   “More cookies? Sugar biscuits?”
 
   The man chuckles, motions.
 
   “Bring them over.”
 
   Dad reaches for the can and gently brings it down. He is not looking at me.
 
    
 
   I know what’s coming and quietly roll on the arches of my feet. As Dad opens the can and reaches inside, I throw myself at the man sitting on my side of the table. We tumble on the floor. There is a very loud bang, then another. The man manages to roll himself on top of me, I grab his shirt with my cuffed hands and hold on. His hands close on my throat and squeeze so hard the world turns dark. Then he lets go and slumps on top of me. Dad is standing above us, with the ancient iron frying pan in his hands. He swings and hits the man again.
 
   “I was afraid to shoot, to hit you.”
 
   He helps me to get up, gets a knife, cuts my cuffs. His hands shake so hard he nicks me and I yelp.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   The security chief is on the floor in a pool of blood, two holes in his chest. I touch his neck, no pulse. Dad’s Ruger is on the kitchen counter. The other man starts coming to his senses, moans. I hit him with the pan again, then we tie his hands and feet.
 
   Dad and I look at each other.
 
   “Your friend and her son?” he says.
 
    
 
   I grab my phone, call Kenya. No answer.
 
    
 
   I call Deion.
 
   “Hello?” familiar voice.
 
   “Oh, thank God!”
 
   “Ben, what’s the matter?”
 
   “Deion, where are you?”
 
   “At a dinner. NCAA event, college football. Why?”
 
   “You have to leave. Carefully, through a back door.”
 
   “I can’t, I have a speech to give.”
 
   “Deion, they killed Jamar and they are planning to kill you.”
 
   “What? Who?”
 
   “It was a real estate scheme. Pantano Wetlands. They wanted the land in Three Fingers. Hundreds of millions at stake. FS Properties in Hong Kong is behind it. Alpha Management Group provided security services, they killed Jamar because he was getting close.”
 
   “Fuck! I am gonna destroy them! I will call …”
 
   “Deion, shut up and listen to me! I need you to go somewhere where you are safe for a while. They were working with Congresswoman Julia Zhang. I don’t know who else is involved.”
 
   “What about Sullivan?”
 
   “Gone. He was a part of it. But I am not sure if it’s just him or if it goes deeper.”
 
   “Ben, let me come help you!”
 
   “No, Deion! I need you on the outside, with the knowledge. You are my ace in the hole. Go!”
 
   Deion breathes hard on the other end.
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Leave through the back door, don’t go to your car, don’t go home. Be careful.”
 
    
 
    There is a persistent ding coming from the body on the floor. Dad rummages through the pockets, pulls out a phone.
 
   “They won’t do anything to your friend until they hear from their boss.”
 
   “That’ll buy a bit of time, but then they’ll figure out he’s dead and start eliminating any witnesses,” I reply.
 
   I look up the Alpha Management’s address, then find the last text from Jamar and call General Bailey’s number. It goes to voice mail.
 
   “General Bailey, my name is Benjamin Feldman. One of your directors, Blake Sullivan, used his position for real estate speculation. Access to people’s communications, the social contagion experiment, the Metis initiative. He worked with Alpha Management Group. A number of people are dead as the result. My friend and her young son have been kidnapped and taken to Alpha Management Group’s headquarters. If anything happens to them, the information about your experiments on American citizens and how these experiments were used to destroy people’s lives will be made public. Call me back. I will meet you downtown, at the corner of Hill and 7th.”
 
   I hang up.
 
   Dad looks at me, nods, hands me the Ruger: “Go.”
 
    
 
   I call June from the car.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “I am at Kron’s headquarters, but will be leaving soon.”
 
   “Don’t go home! Don’t go anywhere alone! Go to Roger, go to your mom, just don’t go home!”
 
   “Why? What about my cats?”
 
   “Ask neighbors. I am getting another call. Just listen to me!”
 
    
 
   I switch to the incoming call.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Benjamin Feldman?” a relaxed but commanding voice.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is General Howard Bailey. How did you get my number?”
 
   “From Travis Rigley.”
 
   “Please come to RND headquarters to discuss this.”
 
   “General, I told you to meet me on the corner of Hill and 7th, across from Allpha Management’s headquarters. I believe that my friend and her son are there.”
 
   “Son, that’s not how things work around here.”
 
   “General, that’s how they will work with me. Bring whatever and whoever you need but meet me there. Or this will be all over the press tomorrow!”
 
   I hear breathing on the other end, then a conciliatory tone.
 
   “Very well, Mr. Feldman. We’ll be there soon.”
 
    
 
   It’s almost 8 p.m. on Monday evening, but the traffic going downtown is still heavy. I pound the steering wheel in frustration, switch lanes ignoring angry honks.
 
    Nobody is waiting for me on the corner on Hill and 7th. I look at Alpha Management’s building across the street. The lobby is lit up, at least two people there. I touch the Ruger tucked under my shirt. I’ll wait a few minutes, then go look for a back door into the building. I pace back and forth.
 
   Do I walk in with the gun out? Or do I keep it hidden? Storm the place like Butch Cassidy? Worst case, die in a blaze of glory. But that won’t help Kenya and Robbie. So, keep the gun hidden. I’ll ask for a law office party, pretend I am in the wrong place. Then I’ll pull out the gun and tell them to take me to the main security room. I hope Kenya and Robbie are OK. Some horrible shit I’ve gotten them into.
 
   I am about to cross the street when someone touches my shoulder.
 
   “Mr. Feldman?”
 
   I turn to face two professionally dressed men in their thirties.
 
   “General Bailey?”
 
   “The general is waiting for you,” a man motions behind him. Two black Suburbans are idling about half a block away. “This corner is too bright and too visible. Please.”
 
   They flank me as I walk toward the cars. Just before we get there they pull me aside, quickly pat me down, remove the Ruger.
 
   “Sorry, safety precautions. We’ll return it to you.”
 
   They direct me to the back row of the second Suburban, one gets in front with the driver, the other follows me. I find myself in the middle, with a man in his sixties on my left. He looks different from the website’s picture, shortish and stocky, with neatly trimmed hair, dressed in jeans and a white collared shirt. His most prominent feature is his jaw, which is disproportionately large for a man of his size.
 
   “Hello, Benjamin.”
 
   “General?”
 
   “Yes, Howard Bailey. Now, who do you believe is in that building?” he points forward.
 
   “Kenya Jordan and her son Robbie … Robert. He is eleven.”
 
   “Do you know how they are dressed?”
 
   “Kenya had black jeans and a blue shirt on this morning. The boy, I don’t know.”
 
   I hear the man in the front repeating this.
 
   “And why do you think they are there?”
 
   “The Alpha’s head of security told me.”
 
   “The dead man in your house?”
 
   “Yes. How do you …”
 
   “Our people are there already, questioning the other man. Your father is fine.”
 
   “Our targets: black female, 45, five six, 120 pounds, possibly wearing blue shirt and black jeans; black male, 11, five three, 75 pounds,” the man in front dictates to someone. “Extract with caution.”
 
   “Are you going to get them?” I ask.
 
   “You and I, no,” laughs the general. “We are too old and not trained for that. The team is going into the building now. You and I have a lot to talk about, but first things first – let’s get the woman and child to safety. John, turn up the volume.”
 
   We hear crackling, quiet steps, whispers. Then the speaker suddenly explodes with:
 
   “Go, go, go! Get down! Police! Get down! Don’t touch your weapons! Drop it! Down on the floor, hands behind the back! Move, move, move! Don’t even think about it! Keep your hands where I can see them!”
 
   Screams, something or someone falls, more commands to get on the floor.
 
   “We have the woman and the child. They appear unharmed. No shots fired, no injuries.”
 
   “Ok, let’s move it,” says the general.
 
    
 
   Both Suburbans pull in front of the Alpha Management building. There is a cordon of officers already there holding back the onlookers, cars with flashing lights on the sidewalk. Men with hands behind their back being led away. 
 
   I see Kenya and Robbie being escorted through the lobby.
 
   “May I?”
 
   The general nods and the bodyguard on my right exits the car. I follow him and run towards Kenya. An officer moves towards me but the bodyguard blocks him.
 
   I hug her. She’s shaking.
 
   “Are you OK?”
 
   “They were waiting for us. I was so scared for Robbie,” Kenya cries and hugs me back.
 
   “I am so sorry, I did not know, I did not know …”
 
   “Are you coming with us?”
 
   “I am afraid Mr. Feldman is needed elsewhere but you’ll be taken back safely and we’ll have a couple of officers staying with you,” the general is out of the car, standing next to us. “Ms. Jackson, I am glad you and your son are unharmed. Stay home tomorrow, rest.”
 
   “I have to be at work.”
 
   “I will make a call, Space Systems will give you a day off.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Howard Bailey. I am Ben’s friend.”
 
   Kenya looks from me to him and back. She kisses me. I see Robbie looking at us, his eyes big. I hold his gaze.
 
   “Robbie, it’ll be fine. You and your mom will be fine. You take care of your mom, OK?”
 
   He nods. As Kenya and Robbie are walked away to a waiting car, he turns around and looks at me.
 
    
 
   We are back in the Suburban, driving west. I gave the keys to my car to one of Bailey’s people to drive it back to the house.
 
   “Well, Ben, we did what you asked. Now, it’s your turn,” says the general. “Travis Rigley sent me an email on Monday morning, confessing about the ‘experiment’ that Sullivan conducted in your neighborhood.”
 
   “Is Rigley alive?”
 
   “Yes. We found him at home, crying, a gun next to him. He wanted to kill himself but could not pull the trigger. We have not been able to find Sullivan and I am struggling to piece together the whole story. But it seems that you already did. Kindly share with me.”
 
   I tell him what I know about Mary Burgen, Pantano Wetlands, Brad or Brent Cooper, Julia Zhang and her husband, FS Properties from Hong Kong. The general listens, occasionally asks questions.
 
   “How did you figure this out?”
 
   “I had a lot of help.”
 
   We pull into the parking lot of RND Corporation. The bodyguard opens the door but the general stops him:
 
   “Wait. Can you check where Mary Burgen lives? I’d like to pay her a visit before she hears about the raid on Alpha Management.”
 
   “Why do you think she’ll tell you anything?” I ask.
 
   “Ben, I have one big advantage over you. When I ask questions, people answer,” he smiles. “Don’t get any wrong ideas, nothing illegal takes place. People just usually believe that answering my questions is in their best interest.”
 
   “Mary Burgen lives in Brentwood,” reports the bodyguard.
 
   “Thanks, John. Since it’s not on the way, can you arrange for a car to take Mr. Feldman home?”
 
   “Wait!” I say. “Can I come with you?”
 
   “Why would you want to do that? You’ve done enough.”
 
   “I don’t know how Sullivan and Burgen started working together.”
 
   General Bailey mulls it over.
 
   “You are a curious man, Ben. You like to have the whole puzzle put together. OK, you can come. We would have not put these pieces together without you. But I have a condition for you. After all, I’ve met yours.”
 
   “You’ve met mine?”
 
   “Yes. We came downtown to meet you and brought some serious manpower to free your friend and her son.”
 
   “That was the right thing to do!”
 
   “It was, absolutely,” he agrees. “What I am going to ask you is also the right thing to do: please keep this affair between us for now.”
 
   “What about all the people that were hurt by this? Suicides, broken families …”
 
   “I know, Ben,” nods the general. “I would not want the perpetrators to go unpunished. But we have to move carefully, get all the facts. There are some bigger matters in play.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Such as national security considerations.”
 
   “How was Sullivan’s experiment in national security interests?”
 
   “It’s a conversation for another time, Ben,” he avoids the question. “We’ll have it, I promise. In the meantime, you don’t have to resort to any clandestine methods. I am not Sullivan, I don’t endorse illegal activities and I believe in the rule of law.”
 
   We continue in silence until one of the bodyguards breaks it.
 
   “The raid is on the news now.”
 
   “What are they saying?” asks Bailey.
 
   “It’s all over the map, mostly speculation about freeing hostages.” 
 
    
 
   Burgen’s house is on a quiet street a bit south of Sunset Blvd. We park across from it.
 
   “John, dial her number,” orders Bailey.
 
   The bodyguard does and hands Bailey the phone.
 
   “Ms. Burgen? It’s General Howard Bailey. I am the boss of Blake Sullivan, I believe you know the name … I would like to talk to you … Now … Of course you can wait until tomorrow and bring your attorney and all that. But tomorrow, this would be a police matter and you’ll be having a very different kind of conversation. Tonight, it’s still a confidential discussion … Suit yourself, Ms. Burgen. Just keep in mind that this is a one-time offer. And while I strongly disapprove of what took place, we might be able to find some common interests in how to handle this … Oh, I very much doubt that your congressional contacts will protect you. It’s much more likely that Congresswoman Zhang – that’s who you are referring to, right? – will deny ever knowing you … How do you know it’s really me? Google me up and then compare the man that’ll be standing at your door in two minutes with my pictures … OK, five minutes … Five minutes, it’s late and my time is limited.”
 
    
 
   We wait in the car, watching the house. The door opens and a shirtless man runs out, carrying a bundle of clothes. He jumps in the car parks across the street, hastily puts on his shirt and drives off, tires screeching.
 
   Bailey says:
 
   “I guess we can go in now. John, Martin, you both stay in the car. I’ll go with Ben.”
 
   “But General …” protests John.
 
   “It’s OK, John. I don’t want to make her too anxious. Besides, I have a wire on me, so I am sure you’ll be right there if needed.”
 
   “She has a gun registered to her name,” insists John.
 
   “Hmmm, she’ll probably pull it out but won’t use it,” shrugs the general. “But you are right. Do we have a couple of Kevlar vests in the car?”
 
   The two of us hastily put on the vests. I’ve never had one on; I expected it to be heavier. 
 
    
 
   Bailey rings the bell. We can see the peephole going dark, then hear sounds of unlocking. Burgen looks quite different from this morning. She is wearing a pink robe and matching slippers, her hair completely disheveled, right hand in her pocket. She looks at Bailey, then at me, panicked recognition on her face.
 
   “Ben? Ben Feldman?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Feldman is kindly assisting us with untangling this difficult situation,” replies Bailey. “May we come in?”
 
   Burgen silently steps away from the door. It opens into a sitting area, with two armchairs, a small couch, a coffee table and a TV. Once we are in and the door is closed, she pulls a small handgun out of her pocket.
 
   “You are intruding in my house!”
 
   “Cut the melodramatics, Ms. Burgen,” Bailey calmly sits in one of the armchairs and motions for me to take the other one. “Have you seen the news lately?”
 
   “No, I was busy,” says Burgen and turns crimson.
 
   “Well, turn on the TV. Try one of local channels.”
 
   Burgen picks up remote control and flips through the guide. The screen fills up with a scene in downtown LA, flashing lights, and a lady anchor excitedly announcing that there was a police raid in one of the buildings, situation possibly involving hostages, arrests made.
 
   “What does that have to do with me?” hisses Burgen.
 
   “The building in question is that of Alpha Management Group,” he pauses. “Judging by your reaction, the name is familiar to you.”
 
   “I know of them,” recovers Burgen. “Anyway, you are Blake Sullivan’s boss, why don’t you ask him?”
 
   “I would have loved to,” politely replies Bailey. “But we have not been able to find him. We have good reasons to believe that he’s been killed by people from the company you ‘know of.’ If I were you, I would not be standing by the window with lights on.”
 
   Burgen jumps away from the window, unsure where to hide, hands shaking.
 
   “Please, just sit on the couch and put away that gun, it might go off by accident,” instructs the general. “My men are out there so I don’t think you are in any immediate danger. After we leave, however …”
 
   “How do I know you are telling the truth?” rasps Burgen.
 
   “Do you think I staged the news for your benefit? Or have you heard from Sullivan today?”
 
   Burgen slumps, not responding.
 
   “I am your best hope, Ms. Burgen. I can protect you. But I need to know the whole sordid story. Tonight, just the highlights, OK?”
 
   Burgen breaks down, sobbing.
 
   “Ben, you are younger than me - please get Ms. Burgen a glass of water. John, Martin, are you listening? We’ll need a couple more cars here. No rush.”
 
    
 
   After Burgen calms down a bit, the general starts questioning.
 
   “Ms. Burgen, how did you get involved in this?”
 
   “I was friends with Julia Zhang since the law school. I became one of her fundraisers in LA. In 2012, she asked me out to dinner. That’s when I heard the story of the Pantano Wetlands dispute a few years prior. Zhang’s cousin, Xin Zhao, was a lawyer on the losing side. He knew that the decision would be overturned if another habitat was created and the animal, I don’t remember its name, was taken off the protected species list. Julia told me that they had financial backing to develop the area.”
 
   Burgen stops to take a sip of water.
 
   “I asked her who would finance it. She did not want to tell me but I insisted. Julia admitted that Zhao is distantly related to Fan Shoo, a billionaire real estate developer from Hong Kong. They have already quietly acquired the rights that used to belong to the bankrupt developer. I asked ‘Why do you need me?’ She explained that the property would be much more valuable if it included the ‘Three Fingers’ area. Fan Shoo did not even want to get involved unless he would get the whole area to develop.”
 
   “And if that became known, the land prices in the neighborhood would have skyrocketed, right?” I interrupt.
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   “So you hatched the plan to acquire the houses in the area while the habitat was being quietly developed?”
 
   “I did not ‘hatch it,’” protests Burgen. “Zhang came to me with that plan.”
 
   “Why you? You were not even a real estate agent at the time.”
 
   “She needed someone she could trust. It had to be kept secret.”
 
   “Right, because a lot of money was at stake. And she knew she could buy you. How much were you going to make off this?”
 
   Bailey looks at me askance, motions with his palm to tone it down. I don’t care.
 
   Burgen whispers unintelligibly.
 
   “How much?”
 
   “It was based on a formula. It was estimated that if the plans were known, it would cost at least $160 million to acquire the Three Fingers’ land. Whatever I saved from that number, I was going to get 25% of.”
 
   “So, what it comes down to?”
 
   “Over three plus years, we bought nineteen houses for about $24 million. I thought I could get the remaining seven houses, including yours, for $10 million …”
 
   “So your share would have been over $30 million,” I’ve been always quick at arithmetic.
 
   The general whistles.
 
   “But that was before Sullivan,” Burgen hastens to add.
 
   “How did that come about?” Bailer takes over the questioning.
 
   “His was the second house I bought in the neighborhood. And I was kind of new and anxious and he smelled that something was going on. He had the resources to investigate … he figured things out.”
 
   “And blackmailed you?”
 
   “Yes, but he did not want to deal with me. He wanted to deal with the people I worked for.”
 
   “Zhang?”
 
   “After the first meeting, I did not deal with Julia directly on this. I got Sullivan in touch with Brad Cooper.”
 
   “How much did Sullivan get?”
 
   “I don’t know. My share was dropped to 10% and they sent in that awful man Cooper to oversee me directly.”
 
   “Is it Brad or Brent?”
 
   “I think it’s Brad, but he just quietly changed his name slightly to hide his ties to Zhang.”
 
   “You did not protest?”
 
   “I was afraid to.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because these were not very nice people I was dealing with!” she screams at us. “Do you think I have not seen that something was going on in that neighborhood, how bad things have gotten?”
 
   “Have you asked?”
 
   “Ask what? I tried talking to Cooper, he just told me to shut up and mind my own business. He said that people now want to get out of the area and my job is so easy thanks to ‘them’ that I don’t deserve my share.” 
 
   “Who is ‘them’?”
 
   “Sullivan, Cooper,  Alpha Management. These Alpha Management people are connected to Fan Shoo and have been involved from the beginning. I think they had detectives Walton and O’Connell on their payroll. After Sullivan … they just cut me out of the loop on whatever they were doing. I don’t know if they were blackmailing people or worse …”
 
   “You were afraid of them,” Bailey states rather than asks.
 
   “Yes, I was,” Burgen sniffles. “They are ruthless thugs.”
 
   “Was Sullivan acting alone?” I ask.
 
   “I am not sure. I had a sense that there was someone else, but I’ve never met him or her.”
 
   “Why do you say that?” Bailey leans in, all attention.
 
   “Well …” Burgen hesitates. “In the very beginning, when Sullivan was talking to me, he slipped a couple of times and said ‘I have to discuss this.’ Not ‘I have to think about it.’ So I thought there might be someone else. But Sullivan never talked to me after I got him in touch with Cooper, so I don’t know.”
 
   “And what was Julia Zhang getting from all that?” asks Bailey.
 
   “I don’t know,” Burgen shakes her head. “That was between her, Xin Zhao, and Fan Shoo.”
 
   “Well,” Bailey gets up. “I don’t think your partner from Hong Kong likes sharing profits. Some of his people are off the streets now, but who knows how many more he has. Why don’t you pack for a few days and my people will take you to a safe place.”
 
    
 
   On the street, as I remove the Kevlar vest, he tells me:
 
   “Do the same as your friend, stay home tomorrow. I’ll make a call, you don’t have to worry about your job. We’ll have a couple of cars there just in case. John will drive you home.”
 
   “General, one more question.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Did Sullivan have an unlimited access to any information he wanted?”
 
   Bailey hesitates, his eyes searching mine.
 
   “He was not supposed so.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “This means that we are trying to figure out the access logs. Some seem to be edited or missing, and some don’t match the logs kept by the other side. We are questioning people about the queries they’ve supposedly made and most of these people swear they never made them, that someone else was using their access.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be able to find out from your head of IT security?”
 
   “We will. When we find him. Nobody has seen Robert Trusome today.”
 
    
 
   When John drops me off on Illinois Ave, he hands me the Ruger.
 
   “Don’t forget your gun.”
 
   “Thanks, you are right, I totally forgot.”
 
   There are two cars in front of our house. A plainclothes officer comes out of one, looks at me.
 
   “Welcome home, sir.”
 
   “How do you know me?”
 
   “We’ve been given your pictures. Only you, your father, and designated officers are allowed inside.”
 
   It’s almost midnight, but Dad is still up, having tea with another man. The body is gone.
 
   “Ahh, Ben, finally!” exclaims Dad. “Meet Paul, an officer who drew the short straw and has to stay in the house with us.”
 
   “Good evening, sir.”
 
   “Hello, Paul. I am beat, I am going to bed.”
 
   Dad gets up, walks towards me and takes my arm about mid-shoulder.
 
   “I know that your friend and her kid are home safely. I am proud of you.”
 
   He never said this to me before. I choke a bit, struggle out “Thanks, Dad,” and go to my room.
 
    
 
   I get to my computer and search for Alicia Holst. Died from drug overdose in 1990.
 
   I go to the garage. I have to get by my Dad and Officer Paul. They are trying to reassemble some of the puzzle pieces. Both look at me questioningly.
 
   “I thought you were in bed. Where are you going?” asks Dad.
 
   “I just have to look something up in the garage.”
 
   Officer Paul stands up to escort me but I stop him.
 
   “Don’t worry, I am not going outside.”
 
    
 
   I turn on the lights. Dad’s car is here, he rarely uses it. I get the ladder and put it against the wall with the shelves. Old memories, collected in boxes, gathering dust. I wonder if anyone will ever look at them.
 
   On the very upper shelf I find a box labeled ‘Ben’s Franklin High.’ Nobody touched it in many years. It’s heavy as hell and I barely manage to bring it down.
 
   Right on top of the box is what I am looking for: Franklin’s 1984 Yearbook. It’s a massive, huge volume. Everyone has to have a claim to fame and Franklin was famous for its elaborate yearbooks. Even juniors would get a quarter-of-a-page summary, not just a photo.
 
   Here’s Robert Trusome. A serious teenager in old-fashioned heavy frame glasses who wants to be a scientist.
 
   Here’s 17-year old Anna Caparelli, an awkward looking brunette with a shy smile.
 
   And here’s Alicia Holst, a vivacious blonde laughing into the camera. It’s the same girl I saw in the picture in Anna’s apartment. Anna’s best friend. The girl that Robert loved. And the one that Evan had been caught having sex with in the park behind his house.
 
    
 
   I close the album and stay there, rocking back and forth. It was right in front of me all along. I arrogantly thought him crazy while he was toying with me. He practically dared me. If I was not so focused on Sullivan, Jamar would still be alive. 
 
    
 
   I dream that I am in a train, pulling away from the platform, leaving Kenya behind. I press my face to the window and watch her until she turned into a salt pillar, like Lot’s wife. Now, I am in a compartment by myself. After a short ride, the train stops at a dusty small station. A conductor sticks his head into the compartment.
 
   ‘This is your station.’
 
   ‘Where is my luggage?’ I ask.
 
   ‘You don’t need it.’
 
   I step out of the train. It feels good to travel empty-handed. The conductor follows me and points to what looks like a wall.
 
   ‘It’s that way.’
 
   I thank him and go towards the wall. I walk along it until I see a door. It’s unlocked and I come inside. On the other side of the wall there is a dusty Western town of the 19th century, with a bank, a saloon and a few wooden buildings. The saloon is empty except for the bartender, an old man with a leathery face like my father’s.
 
   ‘I am thirsty. Please give me something to drink,’ I ask.
 
   He looks at me carefully and shakes his head.
 
   ‘No. You got off at the wrong station. He is not here. Go back.’
 
   ‘But this is the destination!’ I protest. ‘The conductor told me!’
 
   The old man shook his head again.
 
   ‘The conductor only repeated what you said to him. When you boarded the train, you told him this was your station. But it is not. You have to go back.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   TUESDAY, AUGUST 21
 
    
 
   It’s well past 8 by the time I wake up. Exhaustion, scotch, and a sleeping pill had eventually knocked me out. My first thought is about Jamar and I hide my face in the pillow and slam my hand against the bed in guilt and impotent anger. Then I remember about Kenya, Robbie, and Deion, thoughts that spur me to take a deep breath and get up.
 
    
 
   I find Dad in the kitchen. Officer Paul has been replaced by Officer Patrick, who can’t possibly be older than 25. Officer Patrick tries to compensate for his young age by acting very serious:
 
   “Good morning, sir. There are two officers outside, plus we have a 100% drone coverage of the area. No intrusion attempts detected.”
 
   “Relax, Patrick,” I attempt to inject some levity. “Let me have my coffee first. I know we are in good hands.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Officer Patrick sounds offended. Frankly, I don’t care. His presence is intrusive.
 
    
 
   “How are you doing, Dad?” I whisper by the kitchen counter.
 
   “Have not slept much,” he whispers back. “I never shot anyone before. I kept seeing his face.”
 
   “You had to do it. They would have killed us both.”
 
   “I know. But still … “
 
   “We were a good team last night.”
 
   “Yes, Ben, we were. What are you going to do today?”
 
   “Make some phone calls. Go see Kenya, my friend that was kidnapped last night. Listen to music … I don’t know. My days have not gone as planned lately.”
 
   I survey the living room.
 
   “They ruined your puzzle.”
 
   “It’s OK, it was pretty much done. I’ll get another one this week.”
 
    
 
   My first call is to Kenya:
 
   “Are you up?”
 
   Stupid question.
 
   “Yes. But Robbie is still sleeping.”
 
   “How was he last night?”
 
   “Scared. Excited. He slept in my room to protect me. Asked me about you at least five times.”
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “That you are my friend. That you came to get us.”
 
   “It was a SWAT team, not me.”
 
   “They would have not been there if not for you.”
 
   “I did not storm the building. And you, how are you?”
 
   “Still scared. I thought they were going to kill us. Could not sleep,” her voice has a hard edge.
 
   “I am sorry I got you into this.”
 
   “Yes. Well, you did not know.” 
 
   “Are you going to work today?”
 
   “No. Are you?”
 
   “No. Can I come over?”
 
   “With Robbie here?”
 
   “He saw me last night.”
 
   She hesitates.
 
   “OK.”
 
   The silence between us is cold.
 
   “I love you,” I say carefully. I panic immediately after the words are out.
 
   There is a long pause, then a quiet reply.
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   Did she mean it? Or did she just say it because that’s what you are supposed to say? Did I really mean it? Or was I acting out of guilt over getting her and Robbie into this mess?
 
   How does one ever know?
 
    
 
   I get the bottle of scotch, pour myself a shot. I think to myself it’s way too early, then waive off the thought, drink. I’ve earned it.
 
   After I calm down, my next call is to June. I am relieved when she answers.
 
   “Ben?”
 
   “Yes, it’s me. Where are you?”
 
   “At Roger’s place. Are you OK? You switched off last night and never called back. I was worried. Were you involved in that raid downtown?”
 
   “Well, it’s complicated. I think we are OK now. Don’t go home yet though.”
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   “I am not quite sure. We’ll talk in person. I am glad you are OK.”
 
   I hang up before she subjects me to more questions.
 
    
 
   Deion answers on the second ring.
 
   “Hey, where the hell are you?”
 
   “I am at home. You got out OK last night?”
 
   “I did. Some excitement downtown. Wasn’t that the company that Jamar was on to?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You sure the fuckers killed Jamar?” in a hushed tone.
 
   “Most likely. The guy who did it … or ordered it … he’s dead.”
 
   “Did you kill him?”
 
   “No, my Dad did.”
 
   “Holy shit!” exclaims Deion. “I always liked your Dad.”
 
   “Look, Deion. They are probably tracing this call. And your whereabouts. I am not sure it’s that important, but you should know.”
 
   “Well, fuck them! If they are listening, I am at my friend’s house at the top of Lachman Lane in Pacific Palisades and they can come here and kiss my big black ass!”
 
   I can’t help it but laugh.
 
   “OK, Deion. That’s a lot of puckering to do. On a serious note, Jamar had a kid in special care in Newport Beach.”
 
   “Yes, I know,” his voice falls. “I promise I’ll take care of it. Well, you know what I mean.”
 
   “I do.”
 
    
 
   Alex calls right after I hang up with Deion.
 
   “Ben, I just drove by your house but the Feds are there in unmarked cars, they won’t even let me in.”
 
   “I am sorry, I didn’t know you were coming by. Come back, I’ll tell them.”
 
   “It’s OK, I have a possible 110 in progress. Just wanted to make sure you both were safe.”
 
   “Thank you, Alex, we are.”
 
   “You know, Walton and O’Connell were made to surrender their badges first thing this morning. The IAD is questioning them now.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “The IAD. Internal Affairs Division. Does this have to do with Evan’s death?”
 
   “Yeah. And others.”
 
   “Ben, I am sorry I was not of more help.”
 
   “You were, Alex, you were. You saved my ass last Friday. I don’t think I would have made it out of there alive.”
 
   “OK, Ben. We should get together soon. Not let three more years go by.”
 
   “Yeah, we should.”
 
    
 
   The last call is to Ernie.
 
   “Look, man, I just want to thank you for that report you sent yesterday. It really helped to figure the stuff out.”
 
   “Ben,” Ernie whispers, “Was it you in that downtown raid last night?”
 
   “I did not raid anything,” I take an evasive action.
 
   “Don’t BS me. Ron’s been tracking some pics from social media and he thinks it’s you and Kenya and her kid in a couple of them.”
 
   I remain silent.
 
   “Fuck, it was you and her! Fuck, fuck, fuck!” he seems to have run out of other words.
 
   “Ernie, I won’t be coming to work today.”
 
   “Good for you, sounds like you have a bigger fish to fry! I’ll have a Black Russian to celebrate now.”
 
   “You take it easy, Ernie. Thanks, I really owe you.”
 
    
 
   My calls are done, now what? For the past few days it’s been a dizzying swirl of activity but suddenly I don’t have anything urgent to do. I’ll go see Kenya and Robbie around noon. I am scared of going but even more scared of not going. Have to occupy myself so the anxiety does not take hold. I look around the room until my eyes stop on a pile of papers for the unfinished third book. It’s been about three years since I even touched it. I spread the pile on the floor and start going through the notes on the plot, the characters, research … It’s like trying to take yourself to a different planet. 
 
   I am engrossed in reading my own notes when the phone rings.
 
   “Ben, it’s Howard. Howard Bailey. How are you this morning?”
 
   “I am good, thank you. And thank you for all the protection here, although with Alpha Management declawed perhaps we don’t need quite as much. They just turned away an LAPD officer friend of mine.”
 
   “All right, suffer for one more day and I’ll get them out of your house,” he laughs. “Look, I’m arranging a meeting with Congresswoman Zhang this afternoon. She’s in LA, campaigning for re-election. Would you like to come?”
 
   “Why? You don’t need me.”
 
   “Because you deserve it.”
 
   “Deserve what?”
 
   “To see justice done. That’s what you want, justice, right? I’ll have a car pick you up at 2:30.”
 
    
 
   I pick up Domino’s Hawaiian pizza on the way, Kenya told me that’s Robbie’s favorite. There is an unmarked car blocking their driveway, the man looks at me carefully and lets me through with “Good morning, Sir.” I don’t think I’ve ever been called ‘Sir’ so much in all my previous life.
 
   Kenya opens the door without saying anything. I am used to seeing her in a business attire or naked, not in jeans and a T-shirt. I put the pizza on the table, clear my throat.
 
   “I think that’s the one that Robbie likes.”
 
   “General Bailey called here this morning,” she says.
 
   “And?”
 
   “He told me how you and your father were almost killed last night.”
 
   “Almost does not count.”
 
   “He also told me that if he did not bring the tactical team, you were going to go into that building on your own, armed with just a handgun.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know …”
 
   She comes close, puts her arms around me.
 
   “I do … I do know … You are such an idiot! You got us involved in this horrible mess and then you had to go out and play a fucking hero! What the hell am I going to do with you?”
 
   She hugs me tight, sticks her face into my chest and starts sobbing.
 
   I awkwardly put arms around here. I feel that someone is looking at me and turn my head: it’s Robbie watching us.
 
    
 
   Kenya lets me go, wipes her face with a hand.
 
   “Robbie, Mr. Feldman is here. He brought you Hawaiian pizza.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Feldman.”
 
   “How are you doing, Robbie?”
 
   “I am good, thanks. Mom was crying last night so I went to stay with her.”
 
   Kenya makes a sound as if she was about to laugh and stopped herself.
 
   “Yes, Robbie, thank you for helping me through the night.”
 
   “I was a bit scared last night,” admits Robbie. “But I am better today.”
 
   “It was very scary,” I say. “I am still really shaken up.”
 
   “Do you have a gun on you?”
 
   “No, Robbie, I don’t usually carry a gun.”
 
   “But you had one last night, you shot a bad guy with it!”
 
   “I did not shoot anyone,” I protest.
 
   “That’s not what General Bailey said,” Kenya shakes her head. “You killed the head of their security.”
 
   “It was my Dad.”
 
   “Oh,” Robbie sounds disappointed, then brightens up. “But you had the gun when you came after us, right?”
 
   “Yes, I did,” I decide to skip the detail of Bailey’s bodyguard taking it away from me.
 
   “That is so cool!” I swallow hard because Robbie’s smile again reminds me of Joshua.
 
   Kenya must sense that something is off because she hurries to say:
 
   “Robbie, get some plates and let’s dig into this pizza!”
 
    
 
   After we are done eating, Robbie asks:
 
   “Mr. Feldman, do you want to see my baseball trophies?”
 
   “Of course, Robbie.”
 
   He takes me by the hand and leads me into his room. His sweaty little palm feels trusting and familiar.
 
   “This is from 2013, we took third place, I played second baseman … but that was Tee Ball … this one is from 2015, we were in a second place but we really should have won … We won the championship in 2017, I played shortstop. This year I am a center fielder …”
 
   After he is done, I ask:
 
   “How about soccer? Do you like it?”
 
   “I do. I want to play a striker but I don’t really know how … Can you teach me?”
 
   Careful what you say here, it’s a promise to a little kid. Unlike adults, they believe you; they take it seriously. 
 
   “Yes, Robbie, I can teach you.”
 
   “Oh, thank you!” he squeezes my hand, his face lights up.
 
   When I am leaving, Kenya walks me out, closes the door.
 
   “What did you talk to Robbie about?”
 
   “Baseball. He wants to learn to play soccer. I can teach him.”
 
   “You will?”
 
   “Yeah, I will.”
 
   “Don’t play with that, Ben. Do what you want to me but don’t cross Robbie.”
 
   I look at her. Mama Bear is not to be messed with.
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   She pulls me hard, kisses me on the mouth until I can’t breathe.
 
   “I have to either hate you or love you.”
 
   “What do you want to do?”
 
   “I want to love you, Ben. I really do.”
 
    
 
   Bailey is already there when I get back.
 
   “I am right on time!” I announce apologetically.
 
   “You are, I was just early. I enjoyed meeting your father,” Bailey nods to Dad. “We really hit it off. I look forward to that pasta marinara later today.”
 
   “What?” I look from Dad to Bailey, trying to understand what’s going on.
 
   “I invited General to have dinner with us and he accepted,” explains Dad.
 
   “Well, we better go now,” Bailey heads out. “The traffic is already heavy and we should not have the congresswoman waiting. Even if she is a piece of shit.”
 
   “Aren’t you busy or something?” I ask on the way.
 
   “Well, I have to eat and your dad was kind enough to invite me. Besides, you and I have some things to discuss. As I promised last night.”
 
   “You always keep your promises?”
 
   “I really try to, I do.”
 
    
 
   “We found Sullivan this morning,” says Bailey in the car.
 
   “Dead?”
 
   “Yes. One of the Alpha Management people took us to where they buried him.”
 
   “What about Jamar?”
 
   “No. Not everyone from Alpha is talking yet. They will.”
 
   He takes a deep breath, exhales angrily.
 
   “We are still looking for Robert Trusome, the head of IT security.”
 
   “Don’t bother, you won’t find him.”
 
   Bailey turns to me sharply.
 
   “Why do you say that? Did you hide something from me yesterday?”
 
   “No. I just did not put it all together until after we talked to Burgen. Trusome was behind this all along.”
 
   “Hmmm …” General moves his oversized jaw thoughtfully. “I thought it was Sullivan with Trusome working for him. But you might be right.”
 
    
 
   Julia Zhang is in LA this week, working on her re-election campaign. We come to her downtown offices in the LA Chamber of Commerce building, near the intersection of the 101 and 110 Freeways. It’s a modern-looking building occupying an entire city block.
 
   Zhang’s assistant is a young man with an air of importance that tells us without looking up:
 
   “Congresswoman is very busy, please take a seat and keep your meeting to ten minutes.”
 
   “Xavier,” says Bailey after looking at the man’s classy name tag. “I am General Howard Bailey. We are here on a matter of national importance. I strongly suggest you take us in right now and postpone whatever plans Ms. Zhang has after our meeting. And I take my coffee black, with one packet of Sweet-and-Low.”
 
   Xavier raises his head in panic, taking in the sight of a coldly smiling general, me with – I presume – angry look on my face, and two bodyguards. In his line of work Xavier must have learned to quickly assess a situation. He looks down at the schedule, figures out that the general is who he claims to be and is not a man to fuck with. Xavier’s face contorts into a grimace of a fake happy smile.
 
   “Please wait just a moment.”
 
   He disappears behind a door, then the door opens again, two upset businessmen exit and Xavier politely motions us in.
 
   “Please, the congresswoman will see you now. Did you say black, one packet of Sweet-and-Low?”
 
   The general goes in, I follow, the bodyguards stay behind.
 
    
 
   Julia Zhang stands up to greet us but remains behind her giant redwood desk. The desk is clearly not an Ikea product. The congresswoman is an elegant woman in her forties, with carefully coiffed short hair. Nothing particularly distinguishing about her except for the air of self-importance she exudes.
 
   “Welcome General and …”
 
   “Benjamin Feldman,” the general introduces me.
 
   “Nice to meet you.”
 
   She sits down, motioning for us to take two of the chairs in front of the giant desk.
 
   “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Ms. Zhang, have you heard of the raid last night, a few blocks from here?”
 
   “It was on the news, why?”
 
   “The raid was on the offices of Alpha Management Group, owned by FS Properties from Hong Kong. But I am sure you already know all that.”
 
   “General, I am very busy serving my constituents. Where are you going with this?”
 
   “Oh, you are very busy serving. I also know that your office has been trying to reach Mary Burgen and Brent – or is it Brad? – Cooper today. The reason you can’t reach them is because both are in a protective custody, singing like birds.”
 
   Zhang’s face betrays her now, with a look of horror crossing it. But she quickly recovers.
 
   “What are you implying, General?”
 
   There is a knock on the door and Xavier brings general’s coffee.
 
   After Xavier leaves, the general takes a sip and responds.
 
   “We are well beyond implications, Congresswoman. Your cousin, Xin Zhao, is relinquishing all rights to the Pantano Wetlands properties in hopes of avoiding criminal prosecution. A message already went through Hong Kong government to Mr. Fan Shoo that the deal is off. Mr. Shoo promptly denied any involvement. We are not looking for new information, the picture is pretty clear. But I do have one question to you: Why?”
 
    Zhang’s eyes narrow in hatred.
 
   “I don’t know what you are asking. I have not done anything wrong. These dirty accusations are entirely false!”
 
   The general drinks the rest of his coffee, puts the cup on the desk.
 
   “Very well. I would not worry about re-election, Ms. Zhang.”
 
    
 
   We stand up to leave. Julia Zhang stands up too.
 
   “You don’t understand! This Pontano area, this marshland, it’s just a waste. We were going to develop it, we were going to build places for people to live and work and shop! That’s what I was elected to do: to build, to generate progress, to create jobs!”
 
   “So you’re saying you were altruistically guided by the interests of your constituents?” Bailey looks at her ironically.
 
   “Not altruistic, no. We are all guided by self-interest.”
 
   “But you yourself were going to benefit financially!” I say. “We don’t know how much but it must have been tens of millions.”
 
   “I am not admitting to any financial interest,” responds Zhang. “But that’s how things work in a capitalist society: people take risks and they get rewarded!”
 
   “Congresswoman, I think you are confusing real capitalism with a crony capitalism,” I roll my palms into tight first and try to remain calm. “You are not an entrepreneur taking risks, you are using your position for personal benefit. You don’t care that others pay for this. But I don’t think you are confused. I think you are just an arrogant cynical bitch hiding behind big words about progress!”
 
   She stares at me. If looks could kill, I would be dead. I smile and turn around to leave. Bailey follows me.
 
    
 
   On the way back, Bailey says:
 
   “I don’t know if she is cynical or delusional, probably both. A call went out this morning to the Democratic National Committee. Zhang’s support will be pulled, she will either step aside or they will put support behind her challenger. One way or the other, she’s gone from the Congress.”
 
   “Why did we go see her then?”
 
   “I guess to give her a chance to own up to what she’s done. But partly for you.”
 
   “For me?”
 
   “Yes, so you see a conclusion to your efforts.”
 
    
 
   When we get back, Dad has already fixed up his spaghetti with meatballs. They are on the table, with garlic bread and an open bottle of our best Chianti.
 
   “They told me you’d be here in ten minutes so I got ready.”
 
   There are four plates on the table. Bailey looks at Officer Patrick.
 
   “Officer, with apologies you will not be joining us for dinner. I need you to be outside.”
 
   “But General, my orders …”
 
   “You have new orders, Officer.”
 
   “Yes, General.”
 
    
 
   We exchange a few casual comments during dinner, and Bailey compliments Dad on his cooking. I got get a second bottle of Chianti.
 
   After two helpings, Bailey leans back with:
 
   “Whew! The most I’ve eaten in weeks.”
 
   “How about some dessert?” asks Dad.
 
   “Thank you, I am full. Plus, I hear it could be dangerous to eat dessert in the Feldman’s household,” chuckles Bailey.
 
   We laugh politely. He turns to me, his expression more serious.
 
   “So, Ben, what’s next for you?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’ve been briefed on your background. I am very sorry about the tragedy that befell you four years ago. It clearly knocked you off your track. Sullivan …” he winces mentioning the name, “Sullivan was right in one respect: you are better than what you are doing now and we can sure use you at RND.”
 
   “You mean, the position near San Diego that Sullivan was trying to sell me on?”
 
   “No, right here, in Santa Monica.”
 
   “General, are you trying to buy my silence?”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I see Dad observing this exchange intently.
 
    
 
   Bailey narrows his eyes. He gets up, walks to the window, looks out for a moment, comes back and places his palms on the table staring straight at me.
 
   “OK, no games. I think you’ll be an asset to us. But regardless of whether you want to work at RND or not, we have to avoid publicity here. What happened was unacceptable and I deeply regret it. As you’ve seen,” he lifts his right hand and points his index finger at me, “I am absolutely committed to making the guilty parties pay. But it’s vitally important that we continue our research. It’s a matter of national security.”
 
   “You had two sociopaths destroying lives for years using your research and the mountains of data you collected and you tell us it must continue?” I reply.
 
   “I am sorry about that. People are people. We can’t read their minds, things happen. But that does not change the big picture!”
 
   “So, General, are you telling us it’s vitally important that you spy and experiment on people?” asks Dad.
 
   “It was never supposed to go that far!” protests Bailey. “Never!”
 
   “And how far is too far? Where is the line? Four broken marriages are OK but five is too many? One suicide is acceptable but not two?”
 
   Bailey now stares at Dad. 
 
   “Our research saves lives! The information we collected prevented numerous attacks. Have you seen the aftermath of a terror strike with your own eyes? Our people want security!”
 
   “They also want their lives not interfered with! Not controlled or manipulated!” 
 
   Dad is now also standing with his palms on the table. He and Bailey are like two fighters about to go at each other.
 
    
 
   “Is everything OK?” Officer Patrick is knocking on the front door.
 
   Bailey straightens ups, recovers his composure.
 
   “Yes, officer, everything is fine.”
 
   He smiles.
 
   “Can we start this conversation over? I think we got off on the wrong foot. Sorry if I became overly excited. I am passionate about some things. Look, people want food on the table, a warm house, and a good show on TV. They want to be safe. They want their children to be safe. They don’t worry about us collecting a bit of information because they know it’s for a good cause.”
 
   “And you decide what is a good cause, right?” Dad is now calm and smiling too.
 
   “Yes, Richard. There are wolves out there; we are the sheepdogs that keep them away.”
 
   “And the rest of us are sheep?”
 
   “Come on, Richard, it was a figure of speech.”
 
   “Then why are you so afraid of this coming out? You don’t trust us, little people, to decide?”
 
   “People have to be guided. We have to be strong, prepared. Would you prefer for someone like Putin to win?” Bailey looks victorious, like he landed a knockout punch.
 
   “Of course I don’t want Putin to win,” shrugs Dad. “But I don’t think these are our only choices: spy and experiment in secret on our own citizens or Putin wins. As a matter of fact, I don’t want you, General, to win either. You scare me with your righteousness, with your willingness to sacrifice others for common good as you see it.”
 
   “Don’t compare me to Putin!” Bailey is losing his cool again.
 
   “I am not. Many years ago, when I was a young man, I listened to Dwight Eisenhower’s farewell address. He warned us about people like you. People that would arrogantly decide what we, the people, deserve to know. People that believe that the state is more important than individuals within it. You don’t break the law directly but here you are standing, telling us to keep silent about the crimes that have been committed because that would ‘threaten national security.’”
 
   “Richard, try to be reasonable. I know some people have suffered and we’ll try to fix it. But statistically, very low numbers were involved.”
 
   “General, what about doing what is right? Morally right? With all your cleverness and power, I think you’ve lost the ability to look beyond statistics and feel for real people.”
 
   Bailey sighs in despair.
 
   “You don’t understand. We are at war. There are enemies out there that want to destroy us.”
 
   “Yes, we are, General. We are always at war. That’s how you justify your unwillingness to tell the truth. And if there is no war, you’ll make one in the name of national security. Then you can require even more secrecy and security and funding.”
 
    
 
   Again, they stand and stare at each other like two old fighters after battling many rounds, bloodied and hurt but not ready to back off.
 
   “Don’t push too far. We can make your lives hell,” growls Bailey.
 
   “General, we’ve been to hell already. I think you better go,” I say.
 
   Bailey stares at me, slowly nods, heads towards the door.
 
   “And take your protection with you,” adds Dad. “We can’t afford it, too expensive.”
 
   Bailey stops at the door, turns around, says in a low, almost pleading tone:
 
   “You have to understand, I serve and protect our democracy.”
 
   “General, I know you believe in your heart that you and only you are the good guys, incapable of doing wrong. You don’t question yourself, what you do to others is just a part of some cost/benefit analysis, not a moral judgment,” replies Dad quietly. “You enjoy and serve power, General. You confuse it for serving democracy.”
 
   Bailey looks at us in a sad exasperation, waves his hand and leaves.
 
   When the door closes behind him, Dad pours us both more wine.
 
   “I guess you won’t be getting that job at RND.”
 
    
 
   I am exhausted and go to bed early. As I crawl under the covers, something heavy falls down. I get up, turn on the lights. Dad’s gun is on the floor. I must have put it on the bed last night and forgot about it. Thankfully, the safety was left on.
 
   I pick up the Ruger, weigh it in my hand. I think I kept my promise to find out what happened to Evan. I have earned my easy exit. But I promised Robbie that I would teach him how to play soccer. I always pride myself on keeping my promises. And I owe a debt to Jamar. And then there is Dad … and Kenya … and others.
 
    
 
   I schlep to the kitchen in my underwear, barefoot, holding the gun.
 
   Dad is still there, sitting at the table with a glass and a bottle of scotch in front of him. He looks at me over his glasses.
 
   “Yeah, I needed something strong. What a sight you are … Going somewhere?”
 
   “Very funny. I left this in my room. Returning to the owner. Don’t worry, the safety’s on.”
 
   I hand the gun to Dad who goes through the process of hiding it in the tin can.
 
   “Ben?” he calls out as I am leaving.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Come, sit down with me.”
 
   I get another glass, sit across from him, pour myself a couple of fingers.
 
   “I am sorry I got myself in the middle. This should have been between you and Bailey. I think he wanted me there because he thought I’d talk sense into you. Instead …”
 
   I see he is feeling guilty about his earlier explosion.
 
   “It’s OK, Dad. I would have said the same thing. Except not as eloquently. They’ve done a lot of damage. He deserved being told about it.”
 
   “Ben, what do you think of Bailey?”
 
   “I think he is not a bad man. I think he has good intentions. But I don’t like people that hide behind their ‘good intentions’ to justify doing wrong things.”
 
   Dad shakes his head:
 
   “I disagree. At the core, our morality is individual. We personally decide what we will or won’t do, even in the face of an overwhelming odds. Somewhere along the way, Bailey became seduced by power and lost his moral compass. He justifies himself as a lesser evil – ‘see, the other guy is worse.’ But a lesser evil is still evil. And in the end, there is no such thing as a lesser evil. Because once we accept it, then the next step will raise the stakes. When moral disintegration begins, where does it end?”
 
   “What are you saying Dad?”
 
   He sips his scotch, contemplates.
 
   “It was Socrates who said twenty five hundred years ago that it’s better to suffer wrong than to do wrong. Now, towards the end of my life, I understand him. There are always clever rationalizations for avoiding doing what is right. Yet there is only one moral choice: refuse to do wrong. Tell the truth.”
 
   “I’ll find a way to get this out, Dad.”
 
   “On the other topic, perhaps we should have hurried up and taken Burgen’s offer,” he laughs. “We won’t be able to get that kind of money now.”
 
    
 
   I crawl back into bed. As I try to fall asleep, I feel the room’s temperature suddenly drop. I shiver because something cold touches my arm. Joshua’s fourteen years run through my head: him crying and waking up other babies in the hospital; his first steps; jumping up and down in his crib when I come from work; laughing hysterically in a Jamboree class; his first soccer game where the bi-colored cloud of kids ran from one end of the field to the other with the ball somewhere in the middle; letting go of my hand on the first day of school; jumping in the waves in Hawaii; hugging his mom on her 45th birthday. It’s not a movie of sequential scenes, the images are pressed together in a brief flash.
 
   Then it all recedes and the room’s temperature returns to normal. I am not sure why but I have a sense of peace, relief, letting go.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 22
 
    
 
   It’s dark outside when I wake up. I go to the kitchen and make some coffee. Dad is still asleep. I pour myself a cup and go to my computer. Have to check e-mails for the last couple of days and psych myself for work.
 
    
 
   At the top there is an e-mail with “Hello from Robert!” in the subject line. I freeze for a moment, close my eyes. The nightmare is back. I take a deep breath and click on it.
 
    
 
   Hello, Ben,
 
    
 
   They say that most criminals like to return to the scene of their crime. I will not come back to Three Fingers, so this is my way of returning. Don’t bother trying to trace this message, it won’t help. It’s only in the movies that villains confess everything in person and let themselves be killed or captured. I am far, far away now. Always have a backup plan: I’ve been prepared to escape if needed. FS Properties were paying me monthly for my services, plus with the money from selling the house I can live quietly and comfortably for the rest of my life. I was monitoring what Sullivan and Rigley were doing. So when that weasel Rigley freaked out and confessed, I took off.
 
    
 
   I am sure you figured it out by now since you always were the smartest of that bunch. I was almost daring you to figure it out when we were having lunch in that lousy Chinese restaurant, but you are not that smart. You were just too focused on that louse Sullivan. He didn’t take much to blackmail, by the way: serious predilection for child porn, sex with teenage boys. All these years he must have been wondering how his wife found out. But he was a convenient cover, always willing to boast about the things he can do.
 
    
 
   I had the information because I was preparing for some time. About six years ago, I was working for a company that built one of those government databases and I have discovered how much access RND Corporation had thanks to their research. I realized that if I properly placed myself there, I could get my hands on any piece of information I wanted. Get many access points and avoid suspicious patterns, that’s all it takes. I told you the pay was lousy but the side benefits priceless. I collected the passwords and fingerprints of dozens of RND employees. I could find out anything about anyone; I could be anyone. So when Sullivan told me about this new real estate agent with clients willing to pay all cash above market, I looked into it. And here it was, the opportunity to not only take my revenge but to profit from it. It was a beautiful situation that I was waiting for.
 
    
 
   That whole fucking neighborhood was one big piece of shit. I am not blaming you personally, you all just walked through life carelessly, not bothering to look where you stepped. The neighbors, they must have heard when my dad beat me and my mom. They must have seen her wearing dark glasses and long sleeves at all times, to cover the bruises. “Good morning, Mrs. Trusome.” So pompous in their morality. Keeping their noses out of our little dirty business. Nobody said a word. Nobody cared. Nobody wanted to see. We were invisible.
 
    
 
   They had to pay. I really enjoyed watching them turn on each other. Get them down a bit via the social media that they lived off, combined with some secrets that they’d been hiding and the whole place went up in flames. An anonymous e-mail here, a picture left in the mailbox there, … They all had skeletons in their closets. That Alpha Management creep was pretty good at setting people up, I just had to give him a bit of direction through Sullivan. They suspected one another, but never me. I was invisible. Just like I was invisible at that party near Johnson’s house. You were there 34 years ago. It was your friend Evan who did it to her. To my Alicia. She was the only love of my life. I would have died for her. Instead, she let that animal take her. And when Evan’s father came out screaming and she ran naked to her house, I was in the bushes crying for her. But you, you all laughed. It was so funny to you. Nobody cared what it did to me. Nobody cared what it did to her. She was a good girl but after that she was not herself. She whored and drank and took drugs until she died.
 
    
 
   I wanted your friend Evan to pay. And I wanted my revenge to be something special. It was justice. Symbolic too: I sent it from Franklin High via DOJ email system. That video, the last thing he saw before putting a bullet through his brain, was me fucking his beloved wife. Yes, it is my body in the video. I still enjoy watching it. 
 
    
 
   That’s about it, Ben. You won’t see or hear from me again. Consider this the closure that I needed. I know I am a monster. But that’s what you all made me into. You taught me that morality and justice are relative, that it’s the power that matters. I am your collective creation that came back to destroy you.
 
    
 
   Robert
 
    
 
   I shut down my computer and step away, I feel like there is poison leaking from it, burning me. I guess this is the closure for me too. I’ve come across evil and survived, but others did not.
 
    
 
   It’s past 7 a.m., I know Kenya is an early riser so I take a chance at calling her.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “It’s me. Are you going to work today?”
 
   “No. Robbie had a nightmare, I can’t send him to school yet. I’ll stay home with him.”
 
   “How about I grab my dad and we come pick up both of you and go spend a day by the ocean? Perhaps drive to Laguna Beach? Or Malibu? I’ll bring a soccer ball.”
 
   She takes her time, then says:
 
   “OK. OK, I’d like that.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

EPILOQUE
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   SATURDAY, OCTOBER 27
 
    
 
   Sometimes California treats us to beautiful summer days long after the summer itself is over. Today is one of those days: warm and just a touch breezy, light blue sky and dark blue ocean as far as the eye can see. Deion’s boat “Jacklyn” is gently bobbing in the water, cliffs of Torrey Pines State Park framing the bay.
 
   June organized this. It’s her way of closure. We all need it.
 
    
 
   Deion is in the captain’s chair. Next to him is Jacob, late Jamar’s son – and soon-to-be Deion’s son. Jacob’s estranged mother did not object to Deion filing to adopt. Jacob is having a good day and laughing merrily, but his nurse, a big strong crew-cut Billy Joe is watching him like a hawk.
 
    
 
   Alex and Mai are to my right. They are still arguing with their daughter Joy about college. I have a sense that Joy wants to escape her parents’ clutches and go out of state, but Alex has a hard time letting go.
 
    
 
   Ernie and Ron are debating the relative merits of two virtual reality video encoding methods. Bao and Apple stand next to them, looking bored. Yes, Ron started dating Apple after the party at Ron’s house where Chris Rogers and I had our fateful meeting. Ron swears he cancelled all his subscriptions to singles’ websites and he and Apple will be moving in together in a few days. Ron acquitted himself well on the “tiger team” and is rumored to be in line for a promotion.
 
    
 
   Speaking of moving in together, I asked Kenya. We have a bedroom in our house for Robbie, the one that used to be Joshua’s. At times, I wake up in a cold sweat over this. But I want to take this chance. Dad bonded with Robbie and loves the idea. Kenya said she’ll think about it. We’ve been spending a lot of time together and she is even more stubborn and opinionated than I realized. We fight about once a week. Sometimes she lets me win the argument. Right now, she’s engaged in a conversation with Rabbi Miriam and my dad, something to do with the Old Testament. Robbie is standing next to his mom, not too interested in the conversation. He is on a local AYSO soccer team, playing a midfielder and getting better with every game.
 
    
 
   June is next to me, holding a small dark blue vase. Roger’s hands are full with two glasses of wine, one for June and one for himself. I see a lot more of them these days, since I’ve gotten involved with Jeff Kron’s campaign. Or the “movement” as they like to call it. I still think that Roger is a bit of a zealot and a self-righteous bore, but he seems to be good to and for June, so I keep my mouth shut on the subject.
 
   June has now partnered with Roger Max and she’s running R. C. Max while Roger Max plays tennis. June took over Mary Burgen’s share of the business but without paying any money for it. It’s a bit confusing to deal with two different Roger’s in June’s life but that’s her burden. I call them the “old Roger” and the “new Roger.” The “old Roger” started their business relationship by making a pass at June, but took the rejection gracefully. All the LLC’s that bought in Three Fingers are selling their houses. The prices cratered so Dad and I had to stay put.
 
    
 
   I am still at Space Systems. Since my conversation with Prasad, he’s been studiously avoiding me. He’s even been nicer with Ernie and Vu. This made my existence there more tolerable. And my involvement with Kron’s campaign occupies my spare time. 
 
    
 
   Jeff Kron’s team did an expose on the events in Three Fingers using “Some Animals Are More Equal” anti-corruption channel on YouTube. It did not start a revolution. There was quite a bit of social media buzz for a few days, then it died down. 
 
    
 
   RND’s spokeswoman categorically denied that there was any improper experimenting on US citizens and explained that a small number of “bad apples” overstepped their authority and their employment had been terminated as the result. She rebuked attempts to besmirch all the hard-working RND employees.
 
    
 
   Howard Bailey hasn’t tried to make our life hell. Perhaps he is watching and waiting. I’d like to think that at the core he is a decent man that lost his way in seeing right from wrong. But that makes him no less dangerous.
 
    
 
   Julia Zhang announced that she would not pursue re-election in order to spend more time with her family. She accepted a very lucrative position with one of the lobbying firms in Washington.
 
    
 
   At least three senators and five congressmen denounced the expose and called for an investigation into the people behind it, particularly in Jeff Kron’s campaign, for undermining national security. YouTube has blocked “Some Animals Are More Equal” channel but the videos are readily available elsewhere on the internet.
 
    
 
   Almost two million people added themselves to the Kron’s mailing list and over nine thousand volunteered to work on the campaign. Many of them put the expose on “Some Animals Are More Equal” as the reason for joining. Not all revolutions are bloody and violent. Some build up and move slowly. But change is coming.
 
    
 
   We all stop what we do. Even Jacob seems to sense the need for quiet.
 
    
 
   Rabbi Miriam comes to the front and recites:
 
    
 
   God, filled with mercy, dwelling in the heavens' heights, bring proper rest beneath the wings of your divine presence, amid the ranks of the holy and the pure, illuminating like the brilliance of the skies the soul of our beloved Joshua who went to his eternal place of rest. May You who are the source of mercy shelter him beneath Your wings eternally, and bind his soul among the living, that they may rest in peace. And let us say: Amen.
 
    
 
   “Amen,” we all repeat. June tilts the dark blue vase and pours Joshua’s ashes into the ocean. Four years ago, she could not bring herself to put his body into the ground. She was right; it’s time that we let his spirit dwell in his beloved ocean.
 
    
 
   People talk about letting go, leaving things behind. I don’t think that’s how it works. We are not ships that pick up their cargo in one port and drop it off in another. Our pains and pleasures, defeats and triumphs, falls and rises, loves and rejections – they all stay within us. We can no more leave them behind than we can cut off parts of ourselves. I will never quite get over the loss of what I had with June, because we did love each other and could not protect it. And I will never ever let go of Joshua. I don’t think there was any special meaning to what happened, I just finally accepted that it did. And I don’t know what is it that I am meant to be, so I focus on daily things that are within my reach: bring a smile to Robbie’s face, whisper to Kenya that I love her, give Dad a hand with a puzzle, help on a new e-mail or YouTube campaign for Jeff Kron.
 
    
 
   I bought a notebook and am working on a new novel. The events of this August provided me with plenty of material. I don’t have any great wisdom to impart after my 52 years, but I want to tell this story. That’s my new, less dramatic exit. I no longer feel powerless. I know that no matter what the odds, I have the power to choose what’s right. And if I don’t quite know what is the right thing to do, at least I can refuse to do what is wrong. Deep inside, we all know the difference. Perhaps I can change the world for the better just a little bit. That’s one thing that I agree with Trusome on: we all have the power to change the future. Even if we don’t immediately see the results.
 
   


 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   COMMENTARY
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Throughout the story there were a number of references to the Facebook experiment to manipulate people’s emotions via social media. This is a factual story, the experiment was conducted in 2012. To quote the authors:
 
   “We show, via a massive (N = 689,003) experiment on Facebook, that emotional states can be transferred to others via emotional contagion, leading people to experience the same emotions without their awareness. We provide experimental evidence that emotional contagion occurs without direct interaction between people (exposure to a friend expressing an emotion is sufficient), and in the complete absence of nonverbal cues.”
 
    
 
   That’s not the only such study that Facebook conducted. Some others:
 
   -         a 61-million-person experiment in social influence and political mobilization: the researchers think their experiment resulted in 340,000 votes that wouldn’t have otherwise happened.
 
   -         a 253-million person experiment on the role of social networks in information diffusion: “The mass adoption of online social networking systems has the potential to dramatically alter an individual’s exposure to new information.”
 
    
 
   And if you think that Facebook’s news section is unbiased, check this.
 
   This is not intended to single out Facebook except that they are the largest social networking platform at this time. They are certainly not the only organization that’s experimenting with manipulating people’s minds. For example, the ‘Medusa Program’ referenced in the story is a real program by DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency) intended to “manage the adversary’s sensory perception” and “develop “auditory and visual” hallucinations.” 
 
    
 
   Enough has been written about the pervasive government surveillance and collection of data about U.S. citizens to not rehash it here. If you are interested in more details, please visit Surveillance vs. The Right to Privacy entry on my blog.
 
    
 
   The intent of the commentary is to illustrate the point made by one of the characters in this book: 
 
   “[W]hen you have the data and you have the tools and you have the means to influence, you wield a great power. And the only dividing line between helping and manipulating is in the eyes and hearts of the people that use that power. I am afraid that mankind does not have the best track record in such situations. The seduction of power is just too strong. Almost as strong as our ability to convince ourselves of the righteousness of our cause.” 
 
    
 
   For the record, there actually is a residential “castle” in Redondo Beach, CA: http://www.redondo.com/business/redondo-beach-castle.html. I was fortunate to be at a party there once. 
 
    
 
   From the author: thank you for reading Marshland, I hope you liked it. Please consider leaving a review at Amazon  Thank you!
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