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Chapter 1
I can tell exactly how he died just by looking at the splatter. I don’t mean the manner in which the man died; “LAPD-assisted suicide” means just one thing: he went down in a hail of gunfire. What I can determine from the multihued viscera splashed across the asphalt are the contortions the victim made, the jerky half steps the perp took as each slug mushroomed against his vital organs and guaranteed me this week’s paycheck. His final moments of life were likely spent dancing about the edge of the street like a busted marionette before he finally collapsed into the gutter and died from no fewer than eight impact wounds of various sizes—shotguns and semiautos. I can tell after that first bullet punched into his torso and his brain registered the mortal blow, he put up his hands in a misguided attempt to stop the other bullets. I can tell one of the cops was either a gunslinger or a lousy shot, as a single blast had veered from the man’s chest cavity upward to explode several teeth from his head in thin, yellowed splinters. And I can tell all of this, and more, without ever seeing the body.
Whoever the dead man was, his corpse is now long gone, collected by the coroner’s creeping black van, leaving the detectives to declare this an open-and-shut investigation. “Just another wrecked life,” one of them would have said. They too collected what they came for: photographs of the body, bullet shells foraged from beneath parked cars, the dead man’s handgun—all taken as evidence in anticipation of the wrongful-death suit the man’s family would doubtlessly file.
After the city dicks finally get their fill, that’s when I step in to scavenge the remainder. Well-used crowd barriers have been erected and reinforced with yellow crime scene tape, effectively blocking Spring Street off to traffic, both pedestrian and vehicular. Some in the mob are eager to see firsthand what the news will broadcast live at five and taped at ten. Others are just eager to get home or go wherever it is people in Los Angeles go these days. Point is, nobody’s moving fast in the fading heat of this summer day gone wrong, least of all me. I snap my own “before” photos from dramatic angles. My expression mirrors that of the young deputies left behind to manage crowd control. All of us are professionally grave in the public’s presence, but the reality is that neither the cops nor I give a shit.


I finish my photo set and toss my digital Minolta into a plastic milk crate containing the basic tools of my trade. Unease ripples among the deputies as a voice in the crowd of buttoned-down Angelenos and tourists announces loudly to newcomers that the shooting, on the cops’ part, was “racial as a muthafucka.” I tune the voice out along with the honking car horns, the general murmur of the crowd, and the ambient noise of downtown in the dirty big city. Instead, I focus on my own breath and the violent red matter decorating both the sidewalk and street before City Hall.
The specifics are that an African-American male, mid-forties and recently fired, went down to City Hall that morning to demand that he be given back his job. When he didn’t receive the answer he was seeking, he came back with a loaded .38. He didn’t enter City Hall, but the very presence of a gun-waving black man pacing the exterior steps and screaming gibberish about the iniquities of this modern, computer-centric age was enough to bring every cop from damn near every division of Los Angeles to City Hall. And as they formed a defensive semicircle of cars and guns in anticipation of the inevitable, the unemployed gunman strode out into the street to greet them. Now, whether he knew it or not, he had at least an 80 percent chance of surviving the incident as long as he kept the business end of his revolver pointed at the ground. The second our homey raised his gun on that street, even if only as a visual aid, central Los Angeles lit up like New Year’s firecrackers in the Chinatown district. That he’d only been hit eight or so times is something of a miracle, as tiny chips and nicks in the concrete steps tell the true story of shots fired. Not that any of it matters to me.


Just inside the tape barrier, I slide into my protective white Tyvek bodysuit and feel the unblinking stare of news cameras shift in my direction. Peripherally, I know that I am currently the focal point of the mighty metropolis’s attentive public, and yet, I do not turn and give the viewers at home the “hero shot.” My boss, Harold, I’m certain, will give me hell for this later, particularly because he recently paid extra to have the company’s “Trauma-Gone” logo screened onto the front left tit of every disposable suit in our arsenal. I am also certain he is watching the coverage on a TV somewhere, because he isn’t out here cleaning, like I am. I’d mostly made peace with such an arrangement a while back, though.
Still casual, I move back out to the thick of the mess, where I’ve left my supplies, coolly desperate to keep my face off the evening news. It is the sort of thing, though, where if I act like I don’t want to be on TV, it draws even more attention my way. After all, who in Los Angeles doesn’t want to be on television?


“Hey…” a voice suddenly calls out from my left as I am bent over my crate, digging through it for fresh gloves. I look and it is an older cop, a Latino guy with coarse hair and reflective Oakley sunglasses. “You look familiar…”
“We’ve probably been at a few of these together,” I try, staying casual.
“Nah, don’t think so…I didn’t even know your job existed until today.”
Don’t say “Tom Tanner,” I beg silently, maintaining my exterior calm. If he places me, this day could get rough in a hurry. I always gotta be extra careful when I work gigs involving Central Division officers—especially the older ones. Cops have long memories.
He stares at me, unabashed, for another long moment and I attempt to shield my face without letting him realize I am doing so. I’m just a random guy out here doing his job, business as usual…
“Ha, movie town, I guess,” he finally decides, laughing. “Everyone out here looks like someone, right? People say I look like an older Benjamin Bratt.”
I don’t know who that is, but I nod quickly, say, “I can see it.” After that I relocate and make sure to stay the hell away from that guy.
—
Surveying my impending work, I know the street is, in this case, the logistical starting point—get the visible stuff up, get the cars moving, and get L.A. back on track. Next, I’ll work up onto the sidewalk where the real mess is: the thick pools of coagulating blood and bodily fluids, the ivory pebbles flecked off from bones, the gummy purple and melon-colored fragments of internal organs turned external. Under normal circumstances, I’d begin at the biggest and the baddest—save the worst for first, begin where the body dropped and move outward from there. But, like I said earlier, because the gunman was a selfish prick, this scene isn’t about normal circumstances.


Suicide is selfish. I used to kid myself about this way back when and justify offing oneself as a noble and profound exit, romantic even. I had it on the level that the Japanese did. I believed it was about respect for your loved ones, an act of restoring honor to your family name. But that was the old me. I killed him almost a decade ago. Besides, I don’t have any loved ones.
Suicide-by-cop is an especially dick move. Forcing cops to off you is just dragging others (unwilling participants, the healthy among them) into your derangement. Now, I know prime-time television wouldn’t be complete without some Hollywood make-believe super-cop on some hard-boiled TV drama blowing away a human gone haywire. It looks cool; hell, it probably feels cool. But the absent reality, the part they miss on TV these days, is the weeks and years that go by with the poor-bastard cop sick to his stomach, feeling gut-wrenched and miserable about his part in permanently laying some person down. Between ads for butter, Fords, and tampons, TV doesn’t show that killing a person fucks you up for good.
What makes this particular suicide extra heinous is his unhinged need to come down to City Hall three hours before rush hour, six hours till sundown, and clog up some of the busier streets in the city. He got the news cameras involved and upset the balance of order and control in our big bubble of society. This, in turn, gets me on TV and, further, charges the taxpayers serious coin, all so that for the fleeting few minutes of life this jerkoff had left on this planet, he could feel important. He could feel like he was someone who mattered, someone in control. It takes someone completely out of control to consider any of that as a measure of “control.”


Once upon a life, I might have felt some sympathy for this man. I would have considered his “bigger picture”—that maybe he had a family, that maybe the stress of our hard-charging society had led—nay, forced—him to act out. Ralph Ellison and all of that. Shit, I might have fashioned the man into a sort of martyr the way people do when they don’t have all the facts. The Internet is rife with digital demigods, men and women who spring forth from the herd for some ridiculous reason, only to drop back into obscurity when they are exposed as pederasts, lunatics, or racists. But here, today, standing in the shadow of City Hall, thrust into the collective spotlight of frenzied media and staring at the spilled contents of this man’s torso, I feel…annoyed.
The only bigger picture here is the one our armed friend didn’t care to consider: a single stunt like this, on average, costs taxpayers $100,000, and only a pathetic fraction of that is attributable to me. In fact, to get this job, I have to severely lowball my normal asking price. It’s the bilious cost of doing business with municipalities. Anything over a thousand dollars and, suddenly, aggressive paperwork becomes involved. Government workers, in a successive chain of command, must look over said paperwork and each stamp their approval. Multiple bids must be considered, numbers must be factored, and environmental impact must be weighed. Blah blah blah. The unfunny of it all is that had I come down and said I couldn’t do the job for a penny less than $1,000.01, the eggs and steak of our loco compadre would still be sizzling on this sidewalk a week later. It’s chiefly why I don’t have any competition in bidding for the job: most crime-scene-cleaning companies won’t touch government work. As soon as reliable ol’ Harold caught word of death on his police scanner, though, he sent me packing into the thick of it. Harold is a whore. Or, more accurately, a pimp. I know my orders well: seek out the highest-ranking officer who will sign my consent form and tell him that I will do the job—no matter what the details—for $950. Of course they sign—for the officiating lieutenant or whoever, I’m just one less paper-chain headache they’ve got to worry about.


This time, I get the signature off a detective—a young guy, handsome-ish, and a little taller and healthier than me. He is moving about the scene up on the steps of City Hall, trying to look important on a cell phone. Initially, he tries to wave me off; I persist, though, and tell him I need to get the signature of the ranking officer. This stokes his ego and he eagerly signs. “Residual staining may occur,” I caution him—my standard boilerplate clause whenever dealing with trauma and a porous substance, like a concrete sidewalk. “Not everything comes up—sometimes there is a mark left over that takes a little time to fade.” But the detective has already waved me off.
—
So you see, “Trauma-Gone” is but one one-hundredth of the price tag in this whole crazy spectacle. The real price tag comes in the form of work stoppages, overtime, hazard pay, counseling, and those payouts to the family of the deceased. It’s a damn good thing for City Hall that this son of a bitch actually had a gun, because when they don’t, those payouts run into the millions.


In typical “fuck me” fashion, I just get into the rhythm of my work, my knees settled in the stranger’s blood, my black-gloved hands completely sloppy with his snot-spackled guts, and then my cell phone rings. It’s set to vibrate, so I don’t hear it, but I certainly feel it, tucked near my nut sack, forgotten in its own special pocket. Goddamnit.
A smarter me leaves the phone in my work truck, where it can cause no headaches till later, but the presence of a captivated audience has me jittered. I can’t just ignore the damn phone, because if it is Harold or the service, and it is only ever Harold or the service, they will continue to call and call until I cum in my pants from the vibrations. Stripping off my gloves, I toss them down into the midst of the mess and zip open my work suit to reach inside.
Fearing the shotgun mikes fixed to the news cameras leveled in my direction, I keep my back to the crowd as I dig for the humming cell lost in layers of twisted fabric. The likelihood is that nobody is hunting sound and that the cameramen still here are just gathering B-roll, but better safe than sorry.
“Tom,” I mutter into the cell phone when I’ve retrieved it from the depths.
“Hello, sir,” the unfamiliar voice of a directory-assistance layperson—a male—chirps back, sycophantic and unaware. This voice is a piece of the collective—the faceless phone service that Harold employs to volley service calls at me day and night. Each voice (and there seem to be a great many of them) is professionally pleasant, and as enthusiastic in informing me of a new death as it doubtlessly is when selling rain gutter varnish, or whatever it is that these people do when not interrupting my ennui. None of them ever call me “Tom,” though it is the only personal information I ever disclose when fielding their communiqués.


“We have a service request for you, sir—from the Offramp Inn on Ca-hewnega Boulevard.” It is their consistent mangling of street names that compels me to believe they are not headquartered in Southern California.
“Cahuenga,” I correct him, though it does not matter.
“Do you need the address?” he steamrolls on, refusing to let his circuits overload at the possibility of a chink in the collective’s armor. There is probably an Offramp Inn located on each side of the mountain stretch that is the Cahuenga Pass, but I am in no mood to seek out a pen.
“I’m good.”
“Very well, sir, their front desk called in, they’ve had a homicide.” I’ve long since ceased to be shocked by the unwavering polish with which the service operators dispense these pronouncements.
“Room 236?” I venture, uncharacteristically.
“How did you know that?” he sputters after a lapse that lasts a beat too long. I finally broke one, I think, privately pleased. Looking back, I can see that the flies of summer have found the baking guts and begun their Fantasia-like whorls amidst the scattering of meat and sauce. It’s gonna be a long day.


“Lucky, I guess.”






Chapter 2
The wheezing fatso who leads me up the stairs of the Offramp Inn on the Hollywood side of Cahuenga can’t seem to walk, breathe, and talk at the same time, so he takes these sharp gasps that both punctuate and eviscerate his sentences. “Her name…Annie…homeless woman…she stayed…time to time…” He pauses at the top step to compose himself, leaving me hanging in half ascension, and he silently debates the direction of the room before turning with an abrupt sharpness that will one day doubtlessly collapse his knee in on itself. Mexican and bespectacled, he is the nighttime front desk clerk of this particular motel, and he treats me like some arrived dignitary of note. Because of the particularly gruesome nature of the crime, Eduardo, my corpulent host, has taken it upon himself to squire me to the room personally, though I am not a complete dumbass and can likely find 236 on my own. Each of the 120 or so Offramp Inns that speckle Southern California, seemingly at every freeway off-ramp, is laid out very much the same—same bluish neutral paint tones, same room layout, same class of denizens populating the parking lot and concrete walkways of the budget-conscious oasis. Each Offramp Inn has a towering and fixed sign, visible to motorists near and far, that announces beneath its masthead, A GREAT NIGHT AWAITS YOU AT EVERY OFFRAMP! And below that, less fixed in permanence, a glaring white marquee; this one currently suggests, ASK ABOUT OUR HOURLY RATES.
Such is the familiarity of this particular Offramp, though, that I’d asked Eduardo, upon arriving at the motel office, if he’d ever called our company out before. “No, it is usually very quiet around here. We’ve never had trouble like this before. Not since I’ve been here at least, and I’ve been here…one…two…three and a half years this September. I mean, we’ve had people die here, but nothing, you know, that would require us to call out a crime scene company to take care of the mess. I haven’t seen it yet myself, but I hear that it is bad—really bad, in fact.”


I’d attempted to shut him down early on, but he’d already grabbed an electronic keycard out of a drawer that his enormous gut smashed up against whenever he stood at the counter. “Marta,” he’d yelled into the darkness of a back room. “The man is here for cleaning. I’m going to take him upstairs.” When there was no reply, his voice had shot up a half octave. “Marta!” Finally Eduardo had clipped the keycard onto a lanyard hanging down beneath the brown, pillow-like rounds of his neck and led me out the door, disregarding whether Marta ever heard him or not.
Now stopped, standing before the tan door marked with a glued-on “236” in descending black font and a yellow coroner’s sticker about the size of a credit card connecting the hollow door to its jamb, Eduardo musters the reserve to finish what is, apparently, a mostly completed tale. “She always demands a room on the second floor…she thought they were safer.”
I snap off a picture of the front door with the intact coroner’s sticker showing that no one has disturbed the room since the coroner’s departure. “For your files, huh?” Eduardo guesses, happy to pick up on a trick of the trade. “I bet you got to cover your ass a lot in this business, huh?”


“Something like that,” I agree, and step back to allow the big man the breadth of space necessary for him to access the electronic card slot. He is correct—we are one of those industries that get sued a lot.
Eduardo’s labored gasp gives me little indication of how bad the scene is: people not typically exposed to the vicious atrocities humans are capable of think Kotex stains are gruesome. I force the door open wider so I can peer into the room over Eduardo’s shoulder. The gasp is earned, though—it’s a bad one.
Eduardo steps back out of the room as eagerly as he’d stepped in, his blood curiosity now overly satiated. Bad movies do a good job of capturing the overall aesthetic of crime scenes, but they always fail to convey the grippy realness of it all—that potent sense of dread currently swarming over Eduardo, the stone-sober realization that these pieces and parts strewn pell-mell before him could so easily have been his pieces, his parts scattered throughout the motel room. That and the smell—obviously movies have not yet perfected the means of injecting into their theaters that iron-rich, vinegar tang that is the smell of fresh blood. Nine times out of nine, it’s the smell of the scene that drives the reality home. I flash back momentarily to the first dead body I ever saw in person—a child molester—he’d been thrown from the fifth floor of the Norco Correctional Facility. The demented fuck had landed right next to me. Up until that point, he’d merely occupied a cell across from mine.
Eduardo, considerably paler, attempts to wordlessly depart my company, but I snap my fingers, gesturing for the keycard. Weakened, and regretting his curiosity, he slips the entirety of the lanyard off his jowl-layered neck and bequeaths it to my extended hand. “I’m sorry,” he mutters as if I knew the woman, and then he is gone, back to the safety of his night desk.


I resume my picture routine; my flash blitzes the poorly lit room with the regularity of a dying strobe. Every angle will be repeated once the job is done. I have cleaned so many motel rooms in the last year and a half, though, that where to stand and how to shoot have become second nature. “Fuck you,” I say with each snap of the bulb, more out of a need to hear a voice inside my head that doesn’t sound like Eduardo’s than anything else. The exhaustion of the day is getting to me.
Her death is so easy to telegraph that I form the footage of it in my mind. I don’t know a single detail about how she looked, but it is the loose composite of every homeless woman I’ve ever encountered, suddenly strung together to create the image of her. Little Homeless Annie was set upon by a much larger person wielding a short, fat knife. Thin swaths of blood, four of them, mark the ceiling to cast no illusions about the violent way the perpetrator had thrust the blade, business side up, into the vagrant woman’s tummy and then forcibly yanked upward, probably retracting the knife when it hit the rib cage. It would have been worth seeing the body just to confirm the four individual slashes nicked into the base of her costal cartilage. The second swath of blood is the thickest and most pronounced, so it had actually been first—an imprecise initial strike, not unlike that of a brand new butcher going to work on a hog. The generous splotches of red covering the night table, telephone, and carpeting give credence to the notion that Annie’s killer was one aggressive asshole. He’d continued to hack, forcing her back onto the bed, into the nightstand, and then down to the floor. Likely she was still being diced when she’d breathed her last. “Who’d you piss off, Annie?” I mutter aloud as I finish my photo session and go for my crate.


Like most of their competitively priced contemporaries, the Offramp Inn chain makes it fantastically easy to completely field-strip their rooms. Everything is cheap, threadbare, and mass-manufactured out of as few parts as possible, therefore allowing for the total excavation of all components in a relatively short amount of time. All walls are coated with a thick, probably exterior-style, paint that seals tight and doesn’t allow for blood or viscous fluids to penetrate—which makes for easy scrubbing. I imagine they did this initially to combat tobacco, spit, seminal fluid, and the malignant antics of ill-bred children.
After stepping into my third Tyvek suit of the day, I snap on a fresh pair of gloves and shake open four industrial Hefty trash bags, two of which I affix biohazard stickers to, just to keep things organized. Everything fluid is put in a marked bag, everything clean goes unmarked. I can wash the telephone and salvage it, but it’s too late in the evening, and so it goes into a marked bag with the comforter, pillowcases, and a tattered flannel shirt removed from Annie’s corpse by ambitious paramedics some hours ago. The shirt, slick with blood and filleted open across the front, confirms my speculations about how she went. Fortunately for me, she did most of her dying on the floor, and the mattress itself is unstained (in the “Annie’s blood” sense only). It is the good and rare motel job that I don’t have to schlep a mattress in whole or in parts out to the bed of my truck.


I put on a face shield and blast Energy 2, my deactivating enzyme, liberally from a Hudson sprayer, up onto the ceiling and walls. I don’t know if Annie has anything disease-wise, and I don’t want to find out the hard way. AIDS doesn’t last all that long off of the body, but hep C sure does. When all traces of red are satisfyingly coated with the soapy fluid, which kills off any living organisms, I pull out my trusty bottle of Simple Green and a fresh scrub brush and get down to business.
“Holy shit,” a voice behind me mumbles.
I curse silently for having left the motel room door open and turn to look. A black man, frail and crooked, stands slight in the doorway. He appears to be in his fifties (but could go twenty years either way), wears a knit cap, and is gnawing on a grape Popsicle. His wide-eyed, soft-focus gaze assures me that he is a garbage head well into the effects of his evening. “Nasty, huh?” I say, nodding at him, confident that the only memories he’ll have of this event will come as discombobulated nightmares in some future trip. I doubt he can even see me through the forest of colors beaming off the back wall. Gritting the Popsicle between his teeth, he puts up both hands as if to show he didn’t do it, then unevenly backs out the doorway and into the night. Unlike with Eduardo, I am genuinely sad to see this man go—it’s been a while since my last interesting conversation. Against better judgment, I leave the door open and resume my work.
The bathroom, mercifully, is untouched save for the presence of a compact shopping cart poached from a CVS drugstore, in which little dead Annie has housed her entire world. The cart’s contents, a miasma of bagged clothing, “found art,” and crumpled soda cans, look to have a street value of zero, so I tug it out onto the upstairs walkway and drop the mess, shopping cart and all, down into the empty parking space below. It lands with a sharp, wretched bang that will bring curious dwellers out for a closer look at the pile of debris. Regardless of my assessment, I am certain that the cart and the clothes will be claimed and whisked away before I am gone tonight.


Finally, I deal with the carpeting. Much of it and the thin, brick-colored rubber insulation beneath it will go into the unmarked bags. There are only a few pockmarked areas in the flat, blue carpeting that are saturated, but Harold’s service contract with the Offramp Inn Corporation explicitly states that if we take some carpet, we will take all carpet. Harold has a plan for everything and a deal for everyone. The Offramp’s deal, in part, is that he charges a low flat rate for everything, from the tiniest mishap to the bloodiest stabbing. And so, of course, this carpeting has to go. To make the job easier, I first slide the mattress out the door, and lift the simple steel bed frame with its joke of a box spring. It is here I find the Bible.
It is just a simple, worn Gideon Bible with a stiff maroon cover, but an inadvertent eerie chill flows within my plastic bodysuit as I flip the book open to find the condom I know will be there. Indeed, a Love Sock brand condom, still in its silver wrapper, has been placed inside, just a little ways into the book of Genesis. Just like the last room and the one before that. Unlike the previous two encounters, though, this time I sit, taking a comfortable place against the wall of the little motel room, and read the verses found on the condom-marked pages. Only one, Genesis 9:19, seems to have anything to do with prophylactics, in that it reads, “These (are) the three sons of Noah; and of them was the whole earth overspread.” How this possibly ties into anything in the room, I don’t care to guess, but I know it isn’t an accident that the two items have been packaged together. None of it makes any goddamn sense and I want to believe it is only an odd coincidence. I’m too pragmatic for that kind of bullshit, though. I seriously doubt the Gideons or the Offramp Inn chain has anything to do with this unique promotion, but it is late, and there is still carpet with which I must deal.


Decisively, I pick up both the Bible and condom and drop them into an unmarked trash bag. As far as I am willing to be concerned, they are just part and parcel of the oddity that is room 236. How long will it be, though, until I am in another 236, finding a similar setup?
When my work is all but done, and the carpet is bagged and in the bed of the truck with the rest of the trash and biohazard, I pull out my worn Minolta and retrace my steps, clicking as I go.
The mattress and box spring are back in the room, along with a scrubbed nightstand I don’t feel like taking. A glance over the balustrade tells me that, sure enough, down below, the shopping cart and clothes are gone. Last, I pull the door to room 236 shut, taking special care to document the tacked-on door numbers, and the fact that the lock on the door is undamaged. I wonder if this means that ol’ street urchin Annie knew her attacker.






Chapter 3
I park the truck, biohazard materials and all, in as close a street space to my apartment as I can find. It isn’t exactly legal to leave biohazard out unattended in public like this, but I can only pray that some hophead or dickhead teenager will steal one of the bags and jam his fist inside without considering what the orange warning stickers might mean. Lugging only my milk crate inside, and doing that only because it contains the Minolta, I quietly key my way in and push the button for the elevator. It is a loud, chugging beast of a lift that will reveal my late-night entrance to the landlord, Ms. Park-Hallsley. The result of this will be a typed note, slid underneath my door tomorrow, reminding me that other people live in the building too. I don’t even have to look at the door to her apartment to know a shadow has passed across the peephole and that she’s registered my presence. She’s a wacked old bitch with no greater calling than to give her tenants grief; just another true Angeleno.
The dirty mustard inner walls of the elevator are blank, save for a posted notice just above the handrail that reads no posting. I rest the milk crate on the rail, deliberately blocking the sign, and endure the slow, jerking ascent to the fifth floor, one down from the roof.
I don’t want to, but I can’t not think about 236 and its riddles. Christ, it sounds like a twisted Hardy Boys novel or something. “The Mystery of the Condom in the Bible.” It is dangerous to overanalyze this puzzle—I don’t want to begin a path of thinking that prejudices me against considering other angles. Like maybe it is a religious man who is proselytizing through murder? Maybe he kills these people for sins against the Bible? See, that seems likely to me…why would it be anything but that? Probably, if I were so inclined, I could research all the victims and find some deep connection among them—like they had all taken part in some shady government study and this was the terrifying result…Jesus, I’m more tired than I realized…It annoys me that whatever this whole burgeoning enigma is, the cops haven’t caught on to it. I’m not going to go out of my way to help them—already today I got a little too close with that cop damn near figuring me out. I’m already baiting the trap by working in such close proximity to the police, so I’m not going to stick my foot in by getting involved. Many of those guys would happily leave me dead in some Skid Row alley. I’ve got a good thing going and it’s for the best—for me at least—that I just keep my head down. I can’t save everyone on Planet Earth…No, my best bet at the moment is to hope that whatever the fuck is happening in the 236s across Southern California currently, well, that shit better sort itself out organically. But I don’t hold out much hope for that.


—
My apartment, with its single bedroom and absence of living room furniture, isn’t much better than a room at an Offramp Inn, but at least it’s uncluttered. I drop the milk crate beside the door, grateful there’s no pet to feed or walk or to which attention must otherwise be paid. I know I should think about food myself, but suddenly unable to compete with the itch, I head straight for my bedroom and grab the wooden XAVA cigar box off the top of my dresser. Dropping down onto my full-sized bed, I mash a pillow between the small of my back and the wall and dig into my stash. That Popsicle gobbler at the motel, he was sick, a slave to the crack, poor bastard. Heroin is my drug of choice. It’s infinitely more expensive, so I’m just happy its hold on me is minor—more than I’d like, sure, but far more tolerable than the alternative. Aggressive, I kick off my work boot, just the one, and grab the tip of my sweat-wet sock to yank it free.


Flipping the cedar cigar box lid open reveals the mechanicals of my bad habit: spoon, syringe, lighter, and baggie of eight pill capsules, each filled with clumpy brown dust. All told, two grams of Afghani powder. This probably means I’ve helped fund terrorism. I accept this only because, with not a single note of exaggeration or hyperbole, I can honestly say that heroin is the most delightful thing I have ever done in my life. If I could function on it, I would stay in its milky clutch all of my days. There is absolutely no finer way to forget your shit than with a needle-sized burst of injected H. Besides, heroin is all about equality—it comes in all the colors of people: yellow, brown, white, black. I’ve only ever done brown, but brown is all I need. Let the aristocrats experiment; I’m strictly blue collar.
—
Casting my sock into the abyss beyond the horizon line of my bed, I wriggle my toes, stimulating blood flow, and take an alcohol swab from my nightstand. Needle drugs should only be done by tidy people, and even then, only by those with a firm understanding of the circulatory system. Going subcutaneous can result in a “heroin blister,” which is an ugly, painful lump that swells up on your body for an unpleasant few hours. Besides, missing a vein dilutes good skag. Pretty much the worst place on the body to inject heroin, aside from your cock, is between your toes. This is the reason I keep alcohol swabs beside my bed. The risk of infection is high due to the natural buildup of sweat and bacterial fungus, so cleanliness is paramount. Also, you’ve got to worry about the veins—they’re tiny and easy to collapse, which can result in necrosis. No, if you’ve got any choice in the matter, stick that motherfucker in your arm or behind your thumb, where the veins are fat and easy to tap. Me, I don’t have a choice in the matter. If Duane, my parole officer, sees another “mosquito bite” on my arm, I’ll be right back in lockup. And I’m not going back to jail—it’s where I picked up this damned beautiful obsession in the first place.


The one drawback to brown heroin is that it’s coarser than its refined China white sister, so much so that distilled water doesn’t make it soluble enough. This is why I also keep a bottle of lemon juice next to my bed: citric acid works wonders on my beloved brown. Crush open one of the pill capsules into the pit of my well-worn metal spoon, add a quick squirt of the lemon juice, and apply heat. Once you’ve got the beginnings of a boil, you’re ready. Early on, I would overcook my mix and waste a lot of good H in the process. My cellmate used to stir the pot with the plunger of the syringe, but on the outside you’ve got to stop and clean the tip of the plunger, or else you’re defeating the purpose of the cotton balls. Sticking a cotton ball into the thick of the spoon collects the liquid and keeps your veins from inheriting impurities that can lead to blocked veins and necrosis. Really, with a jones for intravenous heroin, overdosing is one of your smaller problems—hence the need for tidiness and biological know-how. I expertly draw the liquid up into the syringe and tip the needle to relocate air bubbles to the back of the chamber. Strictly speaking, a little bit of air isn’t going to hurt your veins, but erring on the side of caution keeps the threat of an embolism from fucking with your high. What isn’t needed materials-wise now gets put back in the box and slid out of my immediate area. Good fucking riddance. On the wall above my bed, the sun-worn lines of a crucifix are etched into the paint. Evidently, the former tenant was a God-fearing person, but as for me, this here ceremony is the only religion I’ve got anymore.


Repetition has taught me where a vein is buried in the webbing between my big toe and his neighbor, and, also, where I’ve drilled before. Avoid hitting the same spots again and again, or you’ll get, yup, necrosis. I depress the plunger slightly once the nerves in my feet have tasted the needle’s presence, and then draw back upward, collecting my own blood into the chamber, integrating it with the skag. This tells me I’ve hit pay dirt (not that I worry). Next stop: morning. I depress the plunger fully, the second hand on some clock somewhere skips a tick, and I set the exhausted syringe on my nightstand. I will not use this syringe again. The horrors of dull, well-used, well-shared jailhouse needles stay with me always.
At noon, I stumble out of bed to begin my day, none the worse for the wear. My cell phone has been mercifully unharassed by Harold, and my daily shit is a good one. My dealer on the outside, Tony, complains that heroin constipates him, but I’ve never had this problem. Showered, I don’t have to check my refrigerator to tell me that there is no breakfast—there seldom is. Not that I get hungry often; a day will often pass without me eating anything at all. Come to think of it, I don’t remember eating anything yesterday. It makes me curious about that shit I took. I stop on my way out the door to toss the parchment-colored envelope containing an angry missive from my landlord into the trash. The bin in my kitchen, empty except for two other unopened parchment envelopes, reminds me that I don’t need to buy new trash bags anytime soon.


—
Unfortunately, the bags of biohazard are just where I’ve left them, their orange biohazard stickers practically neon in the scorch of the midday sun. Shading my momentarily sensitive eyes beneath a pair of Wayfarers, I toss my milk crate on the seat beside me and blast the air conditioner. A construction crew jackhammers the asphalt across the street into fist-sized clumps of black rubble. The sound may explain the intermittent pulses of gunfire that populated my nightmares toward the end of my slumber. Nightmares always seem to come after I dose myself; these have so far been the most unpleasant aspect of my using experience. I head to the industrial park that is the physical home to Trauma-Gone; mercifully it is devoid of people when I arrive, and I park my work truck in front of the roll-up door to our warehouse space. Admittedly, my unexpected presence on the news has me wondering who has seen what of my existence. I know nothing good can come of it. 
Inside the tiny box that is our office, I immediately turn on the air conditioner as well. I don’t know how Harold can stand the roasting air that accumulates inside the office on hot days; you’d think he was part African instead of dumpy and Korean. It is far more his frugality than his tolerance of wicked temperatures that has our makeshift office storing heat like a convection oven, though. I won’t be on-site long enough to bask in the cooler climate, but something is better than nothing in this summer swelter. I bring the Minolta over to the one computer we have, sit down, and plug a USB cable into the side port of the digital camera. Harold, for his great many faults, has the redeeming feature of computer know-how. Our computer is ready to go from the moment I start it up, and it can process almost instantly all the files I upload. Harold even built an electronic database for all things crime-scene-related, which includes detailed logs of the “before and after” photos I take at each job site. Everything Harold or I have ever worked on is stored in this computer and backed up on at least a dozen different flash drives and an external hard drive.


My “office work” consists of uploading all the photos, then tagging them for potential future reference by anything memorable in the scene. Additionally, I scan the contracts into the computer so we have an electronic copy of them—the City Hall suicide goes in as Job J112, while the Offramp Inn homicide is Job J113. The actual contracts then get filed according to payment status. Both are considered “corporate status,” meaning Trauma-Gone will be just about out of business before we see a payment on either of these gigs.
The office door connecting to the warehouse opens and Harold clumps in, chewing on his umpteenth toothpick of the day. Wordlessly, he walks over to where the wall controls for the AC are, next to a huge wall map of Los Angeles County, and flicks the switch to “off.” There is no aggression in the movement and no recognition of my comfort, only a one-track mind focused entirely on the bottom line. I am not surprised by the gesture, and am not inclined to glance up from the computer screen. Harold next clumps over to join me, leaning his head invasively over my shoulder to check out the photos I am tagging. “Go to others,” he insists, his accented English making this a rushed jumble of mouth mush. I do as he says, flicking over to the “before” pictures on the City Hall job. The Offramp pics, though technically more gruesome, don’t have the star wattage to command his attention. He snorts deep, next to my ear, unaware, loudly culling the snot from his nose and throat into the cavern of his mouth, and then, taking the toothpick from his mouth only momentarily, spits a gob of phlegm into the trashcan beside us. Without checking, I’m certain it is the color of the elevator walls in my apartment. “Maybe you don’t run AC so much, I wouldn’t get colds,” he explains, looking away, embarrassed. He has no cold, and he does this often. Our attention returns to the computer screen and Harold likes what he sees. “They got that fucker.” His slime-soaked toothpick goes into the trashcan next and he stands, presiding over me, his casual demeanor now replaced by one of authority.


“I notice you didn’t turn to cameras,” he scolds. It is the chiding that I have been expecting. “This high-profile job exposure for us, you got be poster boy for the company. We need work always.”
“I didn’t want to be on TV.”
“You need get over that. We need work.”
“We’ve been doing fine without the news filming me so far…”
He clucks. “Always good for more work. Lucky for you they got shot of work truck. Good shot. I still saw you on TV, though. So, no point trying to hide from cameras, huh?”


“We’ll see, I guess.” Goddamnit.
“Here,” Harold reaches into his pocket and pulls out the folded slip that is my paycheck. It does not include the previous two jobs, but there has been enough work over the past two weeks to warrant paying me something. “It is little bit short,” he admits, once again averting his eyes from me. “Needed money pay for paper towels.” This is a lie of sorts. Every paycheck I get is a little bit short for one reason or another, and though each time he is ashamed of himself for doing it, he creates an excuse to justify it away. This time it is paper towels. The company makes more than enough money to cover all expenses, me included, but Harold, in his own, cheap way, knows that the ex-con in me isn’t going to raise a fuss about it.
“That’s fine.” I validate him once again and scribble my name on the back of the check, signing it back over to him. This is another arrangement he’s orchestrated in his quenchless thirst for profit. He has me on his payroll only because hiring a parolee gives him a tax break, or he would unquestioningly pay me under the table. So every two weeks I get a paycheck, but in lieu of me having to take it to the bank and deposit it myself, Harold “lets me” sign the check back to him, and he pays me cash then and there. Minus a ten-dollar convenience charge on my end. I always do it because, in the end, what fucking difference does it make? Harold lays out twelve hundred dollars in hundred-dollar bills in a stack on the desk before me, and the last ninety is paid in tens. He doesn’t count it and neither do I; he would take such a gesture as an insult.


“Thanks.” I pocket the cash and return to my work.
“Do you have your cell phone turn on?” he checks, always worried that I might have forgotten, though I’ve never given him reason to be nervous.
“Yes.”
“Good, good. Hope for a busy weekend. Expect call.” With that, he exits back out into the warehouse, nodding pleasantly as he goes.
—
I leave the office in my personal car, a newer-model, glossy coal-black Dodge Charger, and head down Lankershim Boulevard until San Fernando is well behind me. Here I have limited options: Friday afternoon and I can’t get my fix on because I am now in detox mode for the monthly check-in with my PO on Monday. I can eat, I can go to the library, or I can hit up a strip club. My hands already making the turn for me, I wheel in the direction of the Electric Candy Factory. This is most definitely not the library.
When I was a kid, my mother used to go out to a bakery over in North Hollywood for fresh Dutch Crunch rolls, and, invariably, our drive would take us past the Electric Candy Factory, which, with its neon-Vegas exterior, seemed like the most mind-boggling, amazing place ever—Willie Wonka’s factory in midtown NoHo. Needless to say, my mother never took me there. About ten months ago, I found my way back and have become something of a regular.
Royal, the bouncer, waves me past without charging the daytime cover, and I step through the beaded curtain and on into the club. The innards of the Electric Candy Factory are much more like a run-of-the-mill strip club than the exterior is, but the adult in me has long since made peace with that fact. Instead of whistling elves and all the candy under the sun, I get velvet, pleather, and a B-squad girl flossing her ass with the dance pole. I hope Charity is working the early crowd, but I doubt it. She’ll likely be on later, though, if I care to stick around.


I take a seat away from the tip rail so as not to give the girl false hope, and settle into the scene. The Electric Candy Factory has an eclectic soundtrack, which works in its favor. The DJ doesn’t just hit the repeat button on a Lil Wayne CD; no, they branch out to German oompah music during Oktoberfest, patriotic standards, movie tracks (yes, including Flashdance), and heavy metal, depending on the dancer. Also, the girls are healthy (well, the one on stage isn’t so much) and friendly, but this is likely because I visit often, tip well, and don’t talk much.
“Whaddya want?” a female to my left asks, and I look to find the waitress, a pretty, petite girl with overly inflated breasts and a colorful sleeve of tattoos covering her right arm. I know most everybody here, but not her.
“Cherry Coke.” I mimic her not exactly sweet demeanor, and she doesn’t appreciate it.
“Don’t mind Ivy, she’s a cunt,” a voice just above my right ear breathes sultrily. I glance up to find Bianca, a tall black girl with cornrow braids, leaning over me, letting her tits graze my shoulder. “How you doin’, sweetie?”
“I could be doing better.”
“Tell me all about it.”


“Nah, it’s bullshit—whining mostly.”
“Is there any other kind?”
“How are you doing, Bianca?”
“You’re the only one who ever asks me that anymore.” We both pretend I mean it. She perches her toned ass on the side of my chair, and hers is the light, sweet scent of baby oil. “Do you want a dance, Tommy?”
I look to the stage and see that Chilia, a Hispanic girl, has taken over on the pole. She’s energetic, but not suiting my current mood. “Take care of me?” I ask, distracted.
At first, Bianca shakes her head, “I’m raggin’ it. Aunt Flo.”
I decide I really want to, though, and am persistent. “I got dark pants on—I’ll live.”
“You got a condom?” she sighs. When I shake my head, she flicks her braids. “Let me take out my tampon, I’ll meet you in back.” She leaves and I get up to go find Zeus, the bouncer for the private booths.
“Hey, Slick!”
I glance back, not believing this comment is directed at me, and lock eyes with the slim server that Bianca called Ivy. She also called her “a cunt.” Ivy holds up my cherry Coke, which no longer seems appetizing. “Forgetting something?”
“Cancel it,” I say, dismissive.
“That’s not how it works, Diamond Joe—you order it, you bought it.”
“Just set it on the table then.” I hand her a five quickly from my wallet.
“Six,” she corrects me.


“What’s that?”
“Two-drink minimum—two three-dollar Cokes, that’s six.”
“I’m just going to get a dance, I’ll be right back.”
“If you’re going to be back, you shouldn’t have a problem paying up front for your two drinks.”
Biting my tongue, I take back the five and lay a ten on her serving tray. “Make sure you bring me change.”
“Don’t piss yourself on my account—the dancers hate a wet lap.”
Ivy marches off to set the drink at my table, and I continue to stare in her wake, irked. I was used to the unwarranted lip from cops and prison guards, but not little blonde waitresses in titty bars.
I find big Zeus and pay forty bucks for two “private dances,” and another three hundred will go to Bianca personally for the extra service. Still pissed, I keep looking around for signs of Ivy even as Bianca pushes me down into an armchair and begins her grind against me. Bianca, Cassidy, Sin City Sue, and Charity will all perform this service for me if I pay for it, and I frequently do. Like my heroin fix, they provide me with instant gratification and save me from the misery of trying to meet girls and date. Strippers are interested in my money, not my past.
“You know I’m taking your money whether we fuck or not,” Bianca informs me when I fail to get hard.
“Sorry, it’s that waitress. Ivy. She irritated me.”
Bianca slides around on my lap so my face is buried in the mounds of her dark breasts, and then tilts my chin up to meet her eyes. “Fuck that bitch, I’ll take care of that. The club can’t have its favorite customer distracted.” She invites me to suck on a nipple, which I do. To my immense relief, it does the trick. “Mmm, that’s my baby,” Bianca says, and reaches into the front of her thong to produce a condom.


I’m preoccupied with her tits, but I’m pretty sure the brand is Love Sock. Keeping an eye out for Zeus, Bianca rips the package open and precisely glides it down over my exposed cock, which she’s worked out with her other hand. Balancing her thighs perpendicular to mine, she brusquely works her clit, quickly lubricating. Wet, she lowers herself, and, without use of her hands, absorbs me into her. She moves quickly, tightening her PC muscles with each lift—in effect, milking me. This is a trick she’s evidently learned from Charity, who can get me off in record time. I don’t mind a “quickie,” as none of the girls ever have the intention of cumming themselves, and the moment they feel me release, they are off and done with me. This doesn’t bother me either. Halfway through the second song, with Bianca bucking my thrusts, her hands gripping the back of my head pulling me into her while she moans like a porn star, I cum hard. In spite of my knowing better, I actually think she might be into it and not just play-acting, but when I warn her that I’ve popped, she immediately stops, clambers off me, and adjusts her thong back into place with one deft twitch of her fingers. She then tousles my hair, murmurs, “Thank you, baby,” and takes her leave of me. I zip back up, ditch the soggy condom, and wait till the song is over before I stand. The front of my jeans feels wet and warm, and my time at the club is complete. All in all, it’s not a bad life I’ve carved out for myself these days. If only I could get the Offramp Inn out of my head, I’d be in business.






Chapter 4
Harold puts me on notice Saturday for a possible cleanup at Disneyland. A woman jumped off the big hotel they have down there, and somehow Harold is certain we’ll get the call. We won’t. Disneyland has their own team for such activities—like when those people died on Big Thunder Mountain Railroad, or when the mooring pylon ripped loose from the steamship and sheared most of some guy’s head off, the cleanups stayed in-house and very under wraps. I wasn’t with Trauma-Gone at the time of those accidents, but I know we weren’t called for either of those jobs then, so I’m not holding my breath for this one either. Instead, I go to the beach and spend the day sitting alone in the sand at Leo Carrillo, watching the waves. I don’t bother entering the water with the other frolickers and sun worshippers; I’m not even particularly dressed for a hot summer day at the ocean, but it feels good just the same. The tumultuous Pacific is the thing I found myself missing most during my stretch in prison, and nowadays I make it a point to come out and just appreciate its accessibility. After paying the twelve-dollar parking fee, of course.
A line of dead seaweed on the hard-grit sand looks ominous and shakes me back to the swaths of blood on the ceiling in my last 236 job. Lately, I’ve found horror in the most innocuous of objects. Thinking of the unlucky Annie, I wonder, Why the homeless lady, though? Was she involved in something bigger? Why weren’t the other victims from the other 236s stabbed? Or even murdered? Little Annie was filleted like a salmon. The victim in the 236 before that one had been a male—as had the other one where I’d found a Bible with a condom. So, guys/girls, it doesn’t seem to make a difference to the killer…or killers. Someone with consistency is easy to diagnose. They establish small, traceable details that give hints to the sort of personality type they have. With consistency, I’d be able to tell whether this was one person or different people each time. If they’d only regularly use a knife, like they had at the last 236 job, I could likely tell their height and, possibly, their build.


Of course, considering that they are changing things up, I can deduce things from this as well. Nothing concrete yet, but if it keeps up, I can begin to draw a picture. I hadn’t been smart enough on the initial jobs to reference the page number in the Bibles, but I have to believe it is always the same one. It certainly had always been early on in the book, I do recall that. Also, the book is routinely beneath the bed, no matter where the death occurs. That is important too. It shows that whatever the killer’s intent, the book is not essential to it. The book is incidental, a subtext—a commentary on the scene at large. If the killer, who is almost certainly a male, Caucasian probably, between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five, had intended for the book to be “the message,” he would have implanted it into the midst of every scene. Perhaps placed it into the hand of every victim? But the killer doesn’t want to be caught—or for the crimes to be linked. He wants a bizarre sort of near-anonymity. But why? There’s no fame or celebrity or ego involved in this…he doesn’t get the joy of watching his crimes played out on the evening news…Maybe it’s an anti-ego? Maybe his real joy is in eluding the police—the very joy he partakes in all of this—if it is even a thing—is in not being discovered? Admittedly, that seems to make him more deadly. If he even exists, that is.


—
He exists, my brain finishes for me. Or is it they? These are all questions that won’t get answered while I’m sitting at the beach. Someone in some 236 somewhere could be getting knocked off right now, and if I’m not telling the cops about any of it, I don’t have a good reason to be fucking about out at the ocean. I suddenly don’t feel like relaxing anymore.
—
Sunday night around 10:30, I get a text message. It is for an address on West Lime Street in Inglewood. The message directs me to park in the driveway and only go into the garage, which will be unlocked. Leaving my white Trauma-Gone polo hanging in the closet, I dress in dark clothing and quietly take the stairwell down to the street exit—no sense in letting my landlord know I am going out.
—
Driving the Charger south on 405, I toy with the idea of taking the license plates off. In the end I don’t, only because it might make me look even more suspicious. I am equal parts nervous and excited about this text message—I’d once wondered if it would ever even come, but now that it has, my brain is overrun with calculations.
The text has come as a result of a conversation I’d had during the cleanup of a Hispanic kid killed during a drive-by in South Central, some weeks back. The kid was an innocent bystander, popped once in the neck as he was eating a strawberry Charleston Chew outside a liquor store. I know this because I had to pick up his bloody, half-gnawed candy bar and toss it in the bag labeled “biohazard.” As I’d been working, a bald thug in a pinstriped jersey bearing the word socal across the chest in Kelly green approached me for a chat. Among the host of prison tattoos that adorned his hands and arms identifying him as a Sureño Lowrider, he had three teardrop tattoos beneath his left eye, all of them filled in, so I knew to at least listen to what he had to say. He’d started off in a general manner, just asking about my job and how I’d gotten into it. Then he mentioned how he remembered me from time served in Norco. I didn’t recognize him, but then there were a lot of guys who looked like him doing time in Norco, and relatively few who looked like me. It bothered him some that I didn’t know any of the names he was dropping, but apparently not so much, because his questioning took on the line of whether I would ever do side work and if I could stomach dealing with actual bodies. I was weary of the conversation from the get-go, and could see it moving in that direction, but when he finally came out and asked if I would maybe work freelance as a “cleanup man” for his crew, I shocked myself a bit by saying, “Is the pay decent?” He took my number and gave me four hundred dollars as a partial down payment “for supplies” on my first job—if they decided to call on me. If not, he said, forget his face. I’d managed to do that in the weeks since, and might not have even thought the text was coming from him, but I hadn’t given anyone my phone number before that or since, and neither Harold nor the answering service would ever send a text message. I don’t even try to kid myself that someone has sent this text to the wrong number and I will walk into said garage only to ruin a child’s surprise party. Now, as I drive out there, I realize I don’t feel any different about saying yes. I’m not exactly excited about the opportunity—I think I just welcome the break in the monotony. And even if I had been against my newfound situation, I don’t think I’d have been dumb enough to ignore the text.


I pull onto Lime and am met by lines of houses with tall spiked fences and bars thatched across windows. Tenement-style apartments sully the far end of the block, and, farther still, I can see the chain-link walls of Sentinel Field at Inglewood High. Ominously, the rolling gate used for barring the driveway is hanging open at the shack-style flat house matching the address on my phone. Nobody would just happen to be that careless here. I creep up the bump-lip curb, willing the big Hemi engine in my Charger to idle quieter. If anyone is home at the house, the lights don’t show it. And no neighboring curtains have moved at my arrival in the neighborhood, so I take that as a good omen.
The garage is straight ahead, with its large, wooden pull-up door acting as a barrier that separates me from whatever threatens beyond. It and the house could be any color in the dark just before midnight, but on closer inspection they are a badly flaked blue. The summer heat hasn’t done the paint any favors. Here, the night is as hot as the day—92 degrees according to the Charger, and I feel every bit of it as I walk past the grime-streaked windows of the old house. The hairs on my neck climb upward like caterpillars investigating the growing beads of sweat back there, and I swat at them as if they were just such things. It is the kind of heat that normally keeps me awake in bed until my eyes drop shut from sheer exhaustion somewhere near dawn. I shoot a glance around the neighborhood once again, seeking out movement and parked vans that could be filled with undercover police officers. Anyone who might be watching me is doing a damn good job of hiding it, though.


The green side-access door does not fit its frame properly, nor the paint scheme for the rest of the garage, and appears to have been wedged into its hole, with hinges added as an afterthought. A simple hasp with a dangling nameless padlock flipped open greets me and coaxes me onward. I set the lock on the soft earth of the dead back lawn, careful to not use my fingertips in the movement. Everything here has to be considered and careful if I am serious about not going back to jail. The door, with its useless knob, scrapes open against the interior concrete, but I am just thankful it opens at all.
Fairly certain that I am going to earn a case of tetanus for my effort, I nonetheless drag my wrist along the interior wall of the pitch-black entryway, seeking out a wall switch. I must hit something in my search because, after a moment of flickering struggle, twin overhead tubes beam on to bathe the contents of my evening in a soft, fluorescent glow.
A man—a boy, really, probably sixteen and Hispanic—lies centered beneath the fluorescent bulbs, flat on his back, arms akimbo and his white Adidas low-tops touching at the heels to form a V. It isn’t hard to discern the dual gunshot wounds where bullets have cut through his once yellow flannel shirt and punctured his chest. The glossy off-color residue nesting atop the thick red blood haloes out from his head, indicating he’s probably been shot up there too, in the parietal. Likely he’d been shot twice in the chest, and when he’d fallen forward, they, whoever “they” was, shot him in the back of the head, execution-style. Then they kicked him onto his back and let gravity take over. He is fresh too—only a couple hours ago he’d probably been begging for his life, but now he is the textbook definition of dead.


Near him, on an otherwise empty worktable mounted to the wall, sits a cardboard box about the size of a lunch pail. It is addressed to “Mr. Clean.”
I unfold the flaps of the box to find a note and a fresh stack of hundred-dollar bills clipped together. The note reads:
Mr. Clean. $5000 (minus the $400). If that’s good for u, take the money, do the job and shut up about it. If it’s not enough, leave the money, do the job for us as a favor, and we will leave u alone forever. Use whatever tools u need, cut the body into small pieces and bag ’em. Dig out the bullets. Scrub everything. Leave bags. There’s a hose in the side yard if u need water. Be smart, homey. Prob u want to be done before the neighborhood start wakin’ up.
I set the note back on top of the money and leave the box where it is, deciding to see how the job goes before I do anything rash. Back at the trunk of the Charger, I take out my other milk crate. This is a personal one—one I created expressly for the indeterminate day when I would receive said text message. Much like the milk crate of cleaning supplies I utilize in my day-to-day work, this milk crate has bleach, Simple Green, paper towels, Tyvek suits, and scrub brushes, but it also has a few additional supplies, which I’d purchased with my down payment monies. Dremel, Sawzall, bolt cutters, handsaw, scalpel, cleaver, and a long, rounded butcher knife with a finely sharpened, serrated edge. Also, I’d thrown in a whole shitload of trash bags and day-old editions of the L.A. Times I’d collected from a vending machine. The way I figure it, things are gonna get a whole lot more messy before they get cleaner.


Suited with gloves on, I immediately set the Sawzall and Dremel off to the side. The last thing I want is to be in there, buzzing away, separating the kid’s humerus from his scapula, bone dust clouding up the joint, and have Inglewood PD roll in on a noise complaint.
Conveniently, there are several empty metal trashcans against the furthest wall of the dingy, mostly barren garage, and I take advantage of these, fitting black plastic bags inside, and relocating them to beside the body. Next I lay out my tools, readying my workspace for operation. I’ve got roughly six hours to sunrise and, without use of the electric tools, a shitload of work ahead of me.
I begin, first mopping up the wet blood surrounding the corpse, not worrying so much here about being thorough, just getting enough of it out of the way to keep it from soaking up through the suit and onto my knees. I have to roll the body up on its side, and it takes a considerable bit more work than I expected, as the onset of rigor mortis has made some parts of him stiffer than others. A fresh trickle of hemoglobin slimes from the wound in his skull—from the chest wounds too, I imagine, though they are faced away from me. Much of the blood has already spilled out of the boy, but reddened lividity marks show in the visible part of his back, below where his shirt has bunched up. Grabbing newspapers with my free hand, I line them down two deep on the clean area of concrete where the weight of the body has prevented seepage. For the head wound, I set a folded cloth towel to it, and drop the head back down, leaving the cloth to catch the draining fluid. The newspapers will collect the remaining blood, which I need to expel from the body before I can begin my dissection. I scissor away the fabric of the shirt and toss it into the trashcan farthest away, deeming this the can responsible for the fabrics and saturated newspapers. The closer trashcans will collect the various chunks of meat. Using my scalpel, I slit incisions across the skin along the boy’s back where pockets of dark blood have pooled. The boy is not fat by any means, but there are natural fatty deposits interspersed throughout the musculature of his lumbar and thoracic areas, and I have to push the scalpel deep. Blood squirts from deeper reserves like burst acne, and I yank my hand back, momentarily forgetting I’m wearing gloves. The newspapers do their part, though, sucking the blood up into their pulpy, block-print headlines with reassuring stories about how L.A. crime is on the decline. When the bottom newspapers are saturated, I stuff more beneath the boy, and dab, not blot, at the overrun areas with a chamois cloth.


When he spills the last of his blood, I roll him onto his face and collect the dripping newspapers, tossing them into the can with the remnants of shirt. The boy’s an empty husk now, and his pallor reveals it; he’s gone from the sun-worn deep tan color of his people to a jaundiced yellow, as if the blood had been one of his pigments, now stripped away. I am making better time than I anticipated, and I know I shouldn’t, but curiosity overwhelms me, and I decide to open him up—if nothing else, I can do it under the pretense of removing the bullets.
With fresh newspaper down, I roll the boy onto his back and stuff the Dremel beneath him to elevate his chest cavity, which will make for easier slicing. I feel oddly calm about everything, confident even. I start on the right side, just below his clavicle, dragging my scalpel in a diagonal line through the skin down to below the kid’s sternum. The blade cuts easily enough, but I have to go shallower as I run across the bumpy mounds of his rib cage. I drive another incision from above his left pectoral down to meet the first incision, and then continue down past his belly button, forming a large “Y” on his chest. Had my med school studies not been interrupted by the trial and my subsequent incarceration, this was the sort of thing I’d have been gearing up to do.


It takes several quick cuts to shear open the streaked, wet layers of fat and pectoral muscle to reach the skeletal structure of his thorax. Ragged hunks of tissue cling to the bones, connected by strands of nerves resembling loose threads. Out come the bolt cutters, which crunch through the shaped cartilage bricks of his sternum, encountering brutally small resistance, as if snapping through a series of small tree branches. I have to make multiple breaks here, snapping through the seven true ribs on both sides of the chest to remove the breastplate. It, pockmarked by the two narrow bullet holes, goes into a trashcan. Now the whole of the boy’s midsection is exposed and open for me and I can go fishing for the slugs. It is eerie to see the inside of a human; the anatomy books, with their bright colors of greens and blues and purples to highlight everything, don’t do it justice. No, everything in here seems to be a different shade of red, some much darker, almost purple, and some yellow, which is fat. The meat and veins under the poor fluorescent glow are definitely rosy and well marbled, though. I recognize much from my studies: the dark red lungs, the internal thoracic arteries running like twin interstates down into the abdomen, and the pericardial sac containing the kid’s heart. Right away, I can tell that the first bullet, almost certainly the kill shot, has punctured the sac and torn down into his left ventricle. Not especially delicately, I use my scalpel to hack at the wound, widening it, and then jam my index finger and thumb into the thick of the ventricle. Had I been asked yesterday what I was going to be doing with my Sunday evening, I could not have guessed this scenario.


My finger grazes something solid in the spongy tissue, and knowing, I jam my hand in further to extract the impacted bullet from its resting place. I pull out a small metal wad, looking about the diameter of the .22 caliber slugs we’d fired when I was in Boy Scouts, except this one is shorter, a hollow-point, and has mushroomed down severely upon impact. How something little bigger than a Tic Tac, when projected with enough force, can kill a man befuddles me. I set the warped plug of lead aside and go back in after the other one.
I find the second bullet buried in the muscular tissue behind his right lung. It had passed through a bifurcation, leaving the lung seemingly unharmed. Without the shot fired through his heart, there was a good chance the boy might have survived. Of course, that isn’t accounting for the one in his skull.
Snipping at the lines of nerves and arteries dipping in and out of his remaining vital organs, I one by one remove the large viscera, taking the time to hold them, feel them, and then drop them in the trashcan with their buddies. His torso, a hollow cavity now, is much easier to flip over as I go for the boy’s head, carving into his skull with my handsaw. I’m not trying to preserve his brain for an anatomy class or anything, so when the steel teeth of the saw chew into the soft cranial lobes, colored gray now from the absence of blood, I keep right on sawing, not stopping until the serrated tips of the handsaw punch out through his forehead, and his skullcap drops to the floor, mounds of parietal and frontal brain matter included. Mushing my fingers around in the soft matter within the cap of his separated skull tells me the bullet isn’t in there, so it all goes into the trash bin as well. A sudden, unusual wave of nausea passes over and through me, and I have to steady myself. I don’t think I will puke, but something in the smell of the room catches me and forces me to consider the reality of where I am and the nature of the task I am now performing. I stop, breathe, and the feeling subsides. It’s no different really than the worst aspects of your day job, I remind myself as I suck in clean air from above my head. With that, I stick both hands into the remainder of the boy’s head and tear apart his brain, as if searching for a wedding ring in a Jell-O mold.


This bullet is lodged in the rigid mass of his spinal column, and though mushroomed as well, it is quite a bit larger than the .22 caliber short slugs that have punctured his chest. It had been fired from a different gun, from a different angle. I can piece together the scene in my mind: at least two shooters, more people there probably, surrounding, watching, and the first shots fired are the two to the chest. If I put my detective cap on, I would say that due to the small caliber of the chest bullets, it was a younger member of the gang that did the shooting, utilizing a lighter pistol with less recoil—possibly someone earning their stripes. When the victim went down on his stomach, gasping as the blood ejaculated from his now-malformed heart if he wasn’t dead already, a second shooter, a more experienced member of the gang, stepped in with his own, larger-caliber pistol and finished the job. Urban recidivism is a bitch.


Quickly I grab up the clusters of loose brain and toss them into the trash as well. The three slugs, tinged with blood, go into a Ziploc baggie, which I put, for the time being, in my milk crate. Since the boy is already facedown, I decide to leave him that way as I begin my cuts, sawing first through his neck to decapitate what is left of his head, and then through the limbs at his major joints—separating humeri from scapulaes, femurs from os coxae. The femurs are the worst of my cuts, for to get at the meaty tendons and head bone of his leg joints, I have to remove the lad’s pants and boxers, then pass the saw back and forth beside the soft limp skin of his testicles. It isn’t that I feel bad for the little gangster-wannabe cocksucker, but I can just imagine somebody cutting into my ball sack with the jagged, dulling blade of a handsaw and that sucks. This is the kind of shit they should put on anti-gang posters.
My only real dilemma comes from the torso itself. It is considerably larger than all the extremities, and I don’t know what size pieces my employers are expecting. Intact, it will necessitate its own trash bag, but cutting across the abdomen will take up some serious time, and judging by the color of night seeping in through the crack beneath the main garage door, it isn’t the kind of time I have. Besides, there is still much to complete. I’ve dallied too much with my “forensic examinations,” and now morning and its problems are bearing down. Fuck it, the torso stays, I decide, and stuff it into a new trash bag. If they don’t like it, they’ll probably kill me.


In all, I’ve got six full bags of biohazard, the one containing all the parts of the cranium weighing in as the lightest. Once I’ve finished, the concrete floor is spotlessly clean in a three-by-six-foot oval surrounding the body, which is only slightly alarming in regard to the dirt and debris polluting everything outside of the oval, and the sun has not yet risen over Inglewood.
This leaves me with one consideration only: do I take the money? I’ve done the work, so the obvious answer seems to be yes, but this also means I am buying into the system. I will be forever subjected to these random text messages, demanded to perform, day and night, for the unknown span of our working relationship. Eventually I will get caught or killed, or something…all of the jobs cannot go this smoothly. But in the end, the important thing to remember is, $4,600 buys a good chunk of heroin. Tossing the wad of bills into my milk crate, I swap the money for the bullets, and reseal the box. There are worse ways to pay for a habit.






Chapter 5
I cannot sleep before the appointment with my parole officer. An itch comes for me to use, but I am not yet that stupid. In the end, I shower, shave at the light spread of bristles across my chin and cheeks, and decide against breakfast. I spend the rest of the morning in the Trauma-Gone warehouse, cleaning my personal tools as I would in the aftermath of any messy job. When they are surgical, I set them back in my trunk, where they can be scrutinized by any police officer that wants to have a good look at them. This is one of the hazards of being on parole—the police can search my car, apartment, or person at any time, with “parole” being all the probable cause they need. Officer Duane Caruzzi has done two of the three things numerous times. Only once has he come to my apartment, though, and that was in the very beginning. Since then, I have made it my business to appear a model parolee and give him little reason to suspect otherwise, with the lone exception of the one-time needle sore that stubbornly refused to heal in the crook of my left arm. That mistake has not since been repeated.
At 12:30 p.m., I drive down to the Burbank Hooters for a lunchtime sit-down, during which Duane will personally consume fifty of their “Three Mile Island” wings and guzzle close to a gallon of Diet Pepsi, sucking his fingers for spare sauce the whole time as he goes. I do not partake, instead sitting in polite silence awaiting his litany of inquiries as he tears into the meat-speckled bones. He is not a fat man, though his arteries must look like Slim Jims, and he is soggy around the middle. His cheeks are reliably pink, and jiggle with each voracious chew, which means that they are doing so almost nonstop during this marathon luncheon. His silver hair, growing out of a crew cut and into a flattop, reminds me of how my father’s was, but, physically, that is the only resemblance between the two of them.


“Let me see your arms,” Duane snorts. I show them; they are tan from my time at the beach, but pale and smooth in the crooks, no pocks, nicks, or holes to be found.
“You clean?”
“Yes.”
“You staying out of trouble?”
“Yes.”
“You know I don’t like you doing that blood cleanup.”
“I know.”
“Work’s work, though, I reckon, and nowadays you got to think outside the box if you wanna survive Los Angeles. Anything you wanna talk to me about?”
“No.”
“You lonely? You wanna go catch a movie sometime or something?”
“I don’t really have the patience for movies.”
“Okay, I get that. Reality is more interesting to me too. Documentaries and stuff. History Channel. Hey—have you given any thought to what I asked you about before? About the club?”
“Not really.”
“Well, just keep it in mind. We could really benefit from a smart guy like you. And you from us.” The soft sell again. He stares into my flat, near-dead gaze and finds a stony wall. “Okay, well, short meeting then.” He seems wounded. Duane sets a plastic-wrapped piss cup on the table between his stack of chicken bones and me. “Gimme a sample and we’re done.” Not protesting, I take the specimen container and head to the restroom. It has been somewhere in the neighborhood of eighty hours since I last dosed myself, so I’m not worried about anything popping up on his radar.


Duane has manipulated his position as a probation officer into a dual role as an active recruiter for a Southern California arm of the white supremacist movement. Of course, he never quite calls it that when he’s pitching it to me. To him, it’s more of an organization for “wayward white men to find their place in a self-destructing society” or a “men’s club for like-minded Caucasians to carve their place back into an America they built.” My pre-prison medical studies have made me an exceptional “get” for Duane’s racist faction, and though he never pushes me too hard, I feel there is a constant stream of pressure over it. I worry slightly that he will one day increase his push by utilizing the considerable leverage he has over me, but for the time being, he is just content to let the idea marinate. He’s smart enough to not push too hard. Of course, he might just be exercising caution because the word from another parolee I ran across is that it was the racial shit that got him busted down from being a real cop. The way Caruzzi spins it is “bullshit bureaucracy.” I pee just enough to fill the cup up to its prescribed line, and finish in the toilet. My urine is cloudy and dark, and I remind myself to drink more water in the future. Careful to ensure nothing has connected with the outside of the cup, I even take the time to wipe it clean before capping it. I return to Caruzzi and set the cup on a napkin to his right. “Make good choices,” he says by way of dismissing me before he inhales more Diet Pepsi. “Oh”—his voice freezes me as I’m almost to the door—“and try to get more sleep. You look like you belong in a concentration camp.” I do feel the need for slumber, but as soon as I get home, I dig into my cigar box for another pill capsule to cook up; sleep will come in time.


—
I wake to blackness, and it takes a moment for me to realize that I am not still under the effects of the heroin. I’ve only slept for a couple of hours, but I am, at once, now restlessly alert. My apartment feels closed off, narrow and stuffy, and I realize it is the last place I want to be at the moment. With no missed calls, though, and nothing else to do, I take a walk.
Night has only just settled over Los Angeles, and children are still playing in the streets, stripped down to their bare minimum. An air conditioner humming out a second-story window drips a steady trickle of condensation down; I stand beneath it, wetting my face and shoulders. An elderly Hispanic man passing by seems to appreciate my situation, though he does not give me eye contact and hurries on his way. I resume my walk, now consciously trying to elicit hellos from my fellow pedestrians. It is almost a basic need for simple communication with a fellow human being, but none are forthcoming. I can’t blame them; a Caucasian man stalking the dirty boulevards with slicked-back hair and wide eyes is, even under normal circumstances, not the sort they want to engage in a casual conversation. Unwilling to be stymied, my need persists; my stroll takes on direction, and I can feel my step quicken beneath me. I see the neon shine of the Electric Candy Factory over the square rooftops of surrounding businesses, and it plants a grin across my jaw. Sometimes you gotta go where everybody knows your name, and they’re always glad you came. Besides, I would be selfish if I spent all my new-gotten $4,600 just on me.


I cross the parking lot, threading between low-end Chryslers, and see Royal standing massively beside the cushioned red door.
“Hey, big shot!” The shout is feminine, angry, and to my right. The waitress with the tattoo sleeve, Ivy, is advancing toward me, heels clicking on asphalt, and one hand is curled into itself. A quick glance tells me that she’s gotten Royal’s attention as well.
“Get lost, bitch,” he warns her, but I wave off his involvement. When I stop, Ivy is upon me, aiming that knotted fist at my head. She’s clearly not a fighter, though, and her punch, telegraphed for a country mile, swings past me as I move around it and in, suddenly, reflexively, grappling with her and pinning her where she stands. She attempts a sort of mule kick, ideally targeting my balls, but I expect this, and her kick too sails wide. As she struggles against me, I tighten my grip, demonstrating that I can hurt her if I choose. She redoubles her efforts, though, and I scream “Hey!” into the side of her head as she thrashes. Finally, she goes slack and I release her, taking a step backward in anticipation of a further assault. I can see in her eyes that she wants one, but maybe she can see in my eyes that I want one too, and it doesn’t come.
“What the fuck was that about?” The energy courses in my veins, adrenaline circulates in my blood naturally, and it feels good.
“You got me fired, asshole.”


Everything slows just a bit. “What?”
“You complained and they fired me. On Friday.”
“I didn’t tell them to fire you.”
“Well, they did. They said you were their best customer and that because I was rude to you, I was a goner.”
“You were rude to me.”
The fire in her eyes diminishes slightly. “I was having a shitty day.”
Royal, in defiance of my order, envelops her in a sudden bear hug that neither she nor I see coming. Lifting her aggressively, not afraid to exert brutal force against her tiny frame, the broad man carries her toward the street.
“Put her down, Royal,” I command, unexpectedly concerned for the girl’s safety.
“Nothing doing, T. This bitch ain’t welcome on Factory property.” Royal spikes her onto the rough concrete of city sidewalk, where her tiny body crumples upon impact.
“Fuck, man!” I chide Royal, shoving ineffectively against the expanse of his shoulder as I move to help her up.
“Fucking assholes,” she yells, feral once more. She pushes back off me, standing unsteadily, and there is blood. She slaps at me, and it displaces pebbles from a cut on her palm. Frothing, but holding back tears, she spits, connecting her saliva with my cheek. She looks to Royal, thinks better of it, and limps down the sidewalk.
“Tom, come back inside, man, your Cokes are on me,” Royal says, and he is calm, as if it all didn’t just happen. I wipe the spit and know I should listen, just let her go, and wipe her drama from my memory banks. A girl like her, she’s used to the rough stuff. And then I find myself walking again, pursuing now.


“Tom, man, forget that cluck,” Royal gripes, but I’m already gone.
“Hey,” I yell after the girl, Ivy, this time softer. “Ivy.”
“Just leave me alone,” she says, heavy between snuffles, and splits between two European men, who are no doubt headed in the direction of the Candy Factory. They grin oafishly at me as I pass between them, closing the gap on Ivy.
“Look, I’m sorry,” I say, and stop, deciding that I’ve gone as far as I’m willing to go. She senses the chasm between us and stops as well, turning to face me.
“I didn’t deserve that.”
“I know.”
“I could file charges.”
“For what?” I ask, not coldly, but not pleasant either.
She takes a meek step back in my direction, not quite trusting. “Why did you follow me?”
“I wanted to make sure you were okay, I guess.”
She glances at her hands and knocks some more pebbles from them. “I’m fine,” she maintains, and her steely edge returns. Deciding, she turns once more and begins to walk, calmer now.
Here, I am at an impasse. I definitely don’t want to go back to the Candy Factory, but I don’t know this girl, don’t want to know this girl, my brain corrects me, and yet, “You hungry? I’ll buy you dinner.”
—
She eats quickly, gripping her fork and keeping her wounded hand to the side of her plate, at the ready, as if I might try to take it from her.


“You should eat,” she declares, swallowing.
“Nah.” I decline, and twist the ceramic mug between my hands. Even in the diner it’s too warm for coffee, and I’m not sure why I ordered it.
“I’m still not forgiving you,” she warns, before hauling a gravy-logged fork load of chicken fried steak and green peas into her mouth.
“You don’t have to,” I say, and maybe it comes out more apathetic than either of us wants it to sound.
“How come you go to that stupid club so much?”
“How come you were waiting for me in the parking lot?”
“I don’t know, what would you have done if you were me?”
“Not that.”
“I’m just sick of guys like you getting away with everything.”
“What’s a guy like me?”
“Richie Rich asshole types,” she says with her mouth full.
“I’m not rich.”
“Bullshit. I bet I can guess what you do for a living.”
“I bet you can’t.”
She’s eager now, sizing me up, squinting her eyes and looking over every visible inch of me. “You’re not an actor. You’re not pretty enough for that. All the big Wall Street types are out on Wall Street, so you’re not whatever that is, you dress like a bum, and your eyes look like you’re dead inside. So…something to do with porno.”
I laugh, just once, a sharp unexpected gasp that escapes me, and I can tell it stings her; she was serious. “No, not porno,” I assure her.
“Were you ever in jail?”


Now I am the one who is stung. “Why?”
“Yep,” she nods, pleased. “You were. It’s your eyes that give you away.”
I lay a twenty out and stand to leave. “Look, about your job: you’re pretty, I’m sure you’ll be alright.”
“I’m sorry,” she persists. “I’m fuckin’ sorry, alright? It’s not my business. Just sit back down. No more questions—me or you. We’ll just be two people in a diner talkin’ about the heat, alright?”
Before I can say no, my phone rings. “Tom,” I answer, turning away.
“We have a service request for you, sir; it is an Offramp Inn on Sepulveda Boulevard in Mission Hills. Can I tell them you’ll take the call?”
“I’ll work it.”
When I hang up, Ivy is staring up at me, suspicious. “What kind of job calls you out in the middle of the night on a Monday?”
“I thought you said no more questions. I gotta go—I’ve got a walk ahead of me.” To my chagrin, she hops up, abandoning her treasured plate of food.
“I’ll drive you. I’m parked close-ish.”
“No.” I head for the door but she is at my heels.
“I’ll follow you then.”
“What is this? I buy you dinner, now you’re going to punish me for it?”
“Maybe I wanna get you fired from your job too?”
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. “Look, you’re some stripper skank that I thought I could get a quickie off of, so let’s just leave it at that. Now get the fuck out of my life, okay?” I march outside, certain that will be the end of it, but she’s still behind me, slamming the door to get my attention.


“Tom! You said on the phone that was your name, right? I was wrong earlier when I called you an asshole. You’re not like Royal—so don’t try to be. Just take the goddamn ride and shut up about it.”
I grit my teeth. “It’s across the valley.”
“You can give me gas money.”
—
“So what do you do?” She turns off the radio in her Tercel to hear the answer, so I know she’s serious.
“I clean up crime scenes.”
“Shut the front door! Porno? I’m such an idiot. Of course it would be something with death. Like murders and shit?”
“Murders and shit.”
“Is that where we’re headed? To a murder?”
“No, you’re taking me to my work truck. After that, I don’t know what it is.”
“I heard the lady on the phone say it was an Offramp Inn. Are there lots of murders at those places?”
“It’s not just murders—it could be anything…an overdose, an accident, some old man maybe had a heart attack and shit himself…”
A sudden pothole causes the tiny sedan to lurch, but with it comes a sudden sharp bang—metal slapping violently off metal.
“What the hell was that?” I ask, looking toward the back of her car as if I might see a tire go rolling off into the darkness. All I see in her backseat is junk, though—a mound of clothes, wrappers, trash and random odds and ends, piled up nearly to eye level.


“Sorry…” She grins. “I don’t have a backseat…and my trunk doesn’t stay closed. I hold it down with a wire coat hanger that I twisted into a sort of knot. It always bangs together on bumps—it’s like I don’t even hear it anymore.”
“Have you ever heard the term ‘slob’?” I ask.
She shrugs, completely unoffended. “A girl never knows when she needs to escape—I’ve got clothes and stuff back there in case I need to leave town suddenly or something.”
“ ‘Or something’ is right. This car is a death trap.”
“That’s a funny term for someone in the murder business to use.”
I shake my head. “It doesn’t make it any less true.”
—
“Can I go with you?” Ivy asks out of nowhere.
“What?”
“To the crime scene. I’ll be, like, your assistant on this one.”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“No. That’s why not.”
“Please? Pretty please?”
“This is horrible work. You’ll be better off not seeing it.”
“I’ll be okay, I’ve seen a dead body before.”
“Now it’s just weird. You have, like, a fascination with it, so definitely not.”
“I do have a fascination, but so what? Maybe going with you will cure me?”


“The answer’s no. And it’s a firm one.”
“Do I bug you that much?”
“I just don’t need any help.”
“If you let me go with you, I will never bother you ever again. If I see you on the street, I will walk the other way. If you call my name even, I’ll pretend it’s not mine. Just let me go this one time.”
“Why are you so interested in me all of a sudden?”
“I don’t know yet,” she admits, impish. “But when I figure it out, you’ll be the first one I tell.”
“Turn here.” I point, and she wheels into the industrial park.
“Trauma-Gone,” she says, seeing the sign in the glow of an overhead light, and grinds the Tercel to a stop. “That’s a sad name.”
“Look, you’re in heels and a skirt—I don’t think there’s a worse outfit to clean in. How ’bout I call you on the next one?”
“Nope. Let me worry about what I’m wearing—if French maids can get away with heels, I can.”
“Looking at this car, I don’t even know if you’re capable of cleaning—you might make the crime scene dirtier.”
“Stop it,” she chides, still waiting, expectant.
I drum my knuckles against the window as she stares quietly at me, waiting. Again, I know the right answer to this, and I want to say it, but it just won’t form in my throat. “Just don’t make me regret this.”






Chapter 6
I already know where we’re going as soon as the clerk takes me to the stairwell. In the dark of the parking lot somewhere, Ivy sits with the supplies in the truck, waiting for me to come retrieve her. When I’d directed her to wait, I’d anticipated a sullen, pouting protest, but she’d folded her hands in her lap and sat obediently, merely happy to be there.
The clerk, an older white lady with makeup that appears to be one step shy of “clown,” leads me straight to 236, and having seen my camera, pauses smartly for me to take a photo of the door.
“Good luck with this one,” she warns, her voice a whiskey growl. “Trucker suicide. Guy poisoned himself. Spent the last few minutes of his life puking his guts out in the bathroom, God rest his soul.” She looks to gauge my reaction, but finds none. “He missed the toilet with most of it.” I’m still unimpressed. “Jeez, nothing fazes you, does it?”
“Not anymore.”
“I’m sorry, I gotta tell you—I’d hate to be like that.”
“Probably good you don’t have my job then.”
She can’t tell if I’m being a wiseass, as I say this with a straight face and no tonal inflections; it makes her uncomfortable. “The man’s family called. They’re hoping to save his possessions, so if you could bag them up, I told his wife we’d leave them in the room until she could drive out and get them.”
“Not a problem.”
She smiles warmly, staring straight into my eyes, as if we’ve made a connection; I have to look away.


—
Ivy gags initially at the smell, and to be fair, the stink of it is wretched. Puke is one of those things I’ve never gotten used to in my line of work. Blood has few mysteries, and guts are all the same, but puke is different. It can be runny or thick, chunky or smooth, multihued or a single, pungent sludge sometimes identifiable as the food it was. Sometimes it’s all pink, sometimes green, or black, or yellow, or brown, or…well, any color, natural or otherwise, found in food or liquor.
The bathroom is rampant with internal bile, and somehow the motel clerk’s assessment feels like it underwhelmed the situation. While the room itself is not huge, its white tile floor is almost invisible beneath the brown vomit rich with the hot, sour stink of stomach acid. Only twin orbs—where the paramedics’ clean shoes dipped into the thick, drying mush—hint at the true color of the bathroom’s floor surface. Ivy, knowing she is on thin ice already, gets a grip on her situation and calms down, forcing herself to take slow, labored breaths, and only through her mouth.
I’m placid because the room this time is unspoiled except for a soaked patch of carpet near the bathroom door where the puke leeched in. I can scrub this out. This time, the carpet can stay.
“How do we begin?” Ivy asks, trying hard to be good.
“I’ve gotta do a photo roll first, but then we’re gonna grab a dustpan and start shoveling.”
“Shouldn’t we use sawdust or kitty litter or something on it?”
“Too chunky—would just add to the mess.”
“I see.” She does not look enthused. “Should we wear protective stuff?”


“Gloves,” I say. “Past that—nah. It’s just puke, it won’t kill you.”
“Oh.”
—
After I snap my photos in the bathroom, I begin to prod the man’s stuff into separate groups with the edge of my shoe. I want to more or less document everything the man has brought into the room with him, just as a cover-my-ass maneuver for when his wife comes. His canvas duffel bag, his BVDs, his jeans, his cigarettes, his rig keys, everything is captured in its own digital image. With Ivy put to work in the bathroom scooping up belly chutney from the safety of the shower stall, I move about the room, collecting. Everything I have photographed goes into a heavy black garbage bag where it will be tied, tagged, and left for Mrs. Dead Trucker.
“So what was the dead body?” I ask, momentarily curious.
“Huh?” comes the reply.
“Never mind.”
She appears at the door of the bathroom, shucking off her stained gloves. “No, no…you actually spoke to me. Please? Just ask it again.”
“I said, what was the dead body you saw?”
“Oh! It was my dad.” She says this with a sort of chipper acceptance that makes me speculate. “He passed out, drunk. In his car. In the garage. With the motor running. I found him in the morning.”
“How did that make you feel?” I persist, intrigued about how she can be so unaffected.
“At the time it didn’t faze me. My dad raised me like a boy. He took me hunting, taught me to throw a punch…Boys don’t cry, you know? I think if I had cried, his ghost would have come and put a cigarette out on me.” Ivy rubs at her tattooed forearm subconsciously after she says this.


“I see.”
“I had bad dreams about it afterwards, though. I used to dream every night that I was burning to death. Like I was paralyzed and on fire, just watching the flames come over me and I couldn’t move or anything. It was terrifying. Even in my dreams I could smell my skin burning off—it always smelled like my dad’s cigarettes to me. Burning to death is the absolute worst way to die.”
“I wouldn’t know,” I say.
“Trust me, it’s horrible.” She doesn’t get the sarcasm.
“How did you finally overcome your dreams?” My mind flashes to my own twisted nightmares.
“I don’t really remember; they just sort of stopped.”
I’ve been having my nightmares for ten years now, with no signs of stopping. “Oh.”
Ivy continues to watch as I busy myself retrieving a sock from beneath the corner of the bedspring; as I bend, the sudden urge to check comes over me. Don’t do it, I think, attempting to will myself away from shining my flashlight beneath the bed and becoming further entrenched in the enigma. In the end, my willpower serves me no better than when I try and resist heroin. I know I’m going to end up doing it anyway, so I might as well get it over with. Grabbing my light, I drop to my knees and scan the beam across the spread of carpeting, finally coming to rest on the dull, boxy shape in the middle of the floor: the Gideon Bible.


“Motherfucker,” I say, grimacing, now annoyed with myself for seeking it out.
“What?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Try and explain.”
Straining, I reach under the bed and retrieve the book, flipping it open to reveal the condom among the verses—the same verses as the last one. And, likely, the same verses as the other Bibles too.
“What?” she asks again when I don’t answer immediately.
“The Bible…with the condom tucked into this exact page. I’ve found it at other crime scenes. Different Offramp Inns, but all the same room number.”
“This same Bible?”
“No—different Bibles, but all with the same brand of condom, all placed beneath the bed.”
“So what are you saying?”
“I’m not saying anything,” I try.
“Yeah, you are.”
“Okay, I’m pretty certain that whatever happened here was related to what happened there.”
“What happened there?”
“At the last one, a homeless woman was pretty much torn apart with a knife.”
“Well, what should we do about this?”
“Nothing.” I quickly pitch the Bible into the plastic bag. “Not a damn thing.”


“Do you think it’s a coincidence then?”
“No.”
“So…then why do nothing?”
“What’s to do?”
“Call the police?”
“Nope.”
“Why?”
“Look, telling you anything, bringing you here, I regret it.”
“Fine. Jesus, no cops; pull your tampon out already. I’m just saying we can’t do nothing.”
“We can do nothing. Easily.”
“We shouldn’t do nothing then.”
“Why? What would we do anyway? I mean, honestly, outside the cops, there isn’t anything we can do.”
“You said it was the same room number on all those jobs, right?”
“Yep.”
“How do you know that for sure? Why would you even remember a room number?”
“This room number…236…it comes up a lot. Lots of bad things happen in lots of different Offramps all over SoCal. Recently, a lot of them have been happening in 236.”
“How come the police don’t notice that?”
“Why would they? I’m talking suicides, homicides, robberies gone wrong, overdoses, accidental deaths…there’s no pattern to it.”
“But the room numbers?”


“Different cities and areas mean different cops responding. And each homicide doesn’t look like the others. The cops don’t recognize any sort of pattern, because they can’t.”
“And you’ve just been keeping this to yourself?”
“I tried not to really think too much of it…”
“I don’t know. Are you sure you aren’t just making a mountain out of…nothing?”
“Why would I do that?”
“I had a roommate who one day decided that she could get coke through the airport if she hid it in a jar of peanut butter. Like the peanut butter would make it impossible to detect. It was just something she dreamed up one day, but she was certain it would work. She’s still in jail.”
“This Bible thing…it’s happened now at the last four jobs I’ve done.”
“Maybe it’s a new policy and they do it in all the rooms—maybe it’s a safe sex thing?”
“It isn’t new policy—and I don’t know why I’m trying to prove anything to you; I don’t care if you don’t believe me.” Annoyed, I begin stripping off my gloves.
“What are you doing now?” she asks.
“I don’t care if you believe me, but I care if I believe me. I’m going to check one of the other rooms to make certain I’m not crazy. Wait here.”
—
I jog down the stairwell and over to the office. The clown-faced woman is absently reading a travel-zine while attempting to appear like she isn’t doing just that.


“Oop—hello,” I interject, causing her to panic with overstated emotion.
“Jesus Christ—you scared me.”
“Hey—do you have the key to 235 available? I’ve got to check for…cross-contamination.”
“What the hell’s that?”
“Technical stuff. I’ll bring the key down when I’m done with the other room.”
“Oh…okay,” she agrees, going to pull a keycard from her drawer, which she hands over. It is thin, bone-colored, and chipped at one of the corners. Also, someone has written “Glendale” on the card in looping black ink.
“Are you sure this is right?” I ask, holding the card up to show off the marking.
“Oh yeah, that happens from time to time. We musta caught someone using a card from the Glendale Offramp…See, all the keycards are electronically coded to work for their particular room—but the cards don’t know which Offramp Inn, so every so often we get some wiseass who finds out about it on the Internet from some other wiseass and thinks that they can get a free night stay if they hang on to their card. We mostly catch them and send ’em packing, but still, you’d think the company would spend the money to update the system.”
Looking around at the overall starkness of the lobby, I am not surprised that the company is too cheap to take such a corrective measure.


—
With Ivy at my side, I slide the keycard into 235 and wait until the door clicks. I hit the light and drop down prone, clicking on my flashlight to check beneath the bed. Ivy follows suit. “No Bible,” she announces.
“No shit,” I agree.
I check the bedside drawer where I expect to find the Bible now, and it is there, untouched. Picking it up by the pressboard cover, I give it a healthy shake, knowing that nothing will come of the action.
“No condom,” Ivy admits, now on board. “What are we gonna do about this?”
“Nothing. Not a thing. It is one glimpse of something…into something…and now that we know, we should also know that we don’t want to know.”
“You could save someone’s life.”
“I don’t feel the need to.”
“That’s sad too.”
“Fuck off.”
“There you go, trying to be like Royal again.”
“What would you do?”
“You took a shit ton of pictures tonight. Do you take pictures at all your crime scenes?”
“Absolutely.”
“So there you go. We’ll look over all the photos from all the Offramp jobs you’ve done—we’ll see if anything sticks out.”
“And then?”
“I don’t know, I’ve never played detective before. We’ll figure it out when the time comes.”


“I don’t want to do this.”
“Well, I can’t do it without your help. And if I don’t have your help, I’ll just go right to the cops with it. They’ll probably want to talk with you, though.”
“I’m still on parole.”
“Wouldn’t that suck if you’ve somehow violated and not helping me ends up being the thing that gets you sent right back to prison?”
I grimace. “Fine. We’ll look through the pictures. Just no police—at all.”
“Deal.”
—
We meet up at the Trauma-Gone headquarters early the next morning before Harold is there. Ivy sits comfortably across the desk as I boot the computer and open the database. She’s an interesting girl, seeming totally without guile or social awkwardness from what little I’ve seen of her in action. While she stares at the computer screen, I sneak a quick glance at her sheath of tattoos. It takes me a moment to realize that among all the color and foliage of her arm ink—all the long tendrils of vines that snake and curl off into tight spirals, some sprouting flowers and lush, green leaves—there are spiders. Inked up and down her arm, several of them, all realistic, all deadly looking. I glance up to see she is staring down at me, and I shift back to the computer.
Working quickly, I enter “Offramp,” “236,” and “homicide” into the logline. Of the 678 jobs Trauma-Gone has done since Harold started the database, 301 of them contain one of those tags. I eliminate “homicide” and the number drops to 148.


“Just use ‘236,’ ” Ivy attempts.
“I can’t. I only recently started tagging the room numbers a couple of jobs ago. Before then, there was no point. Same with the exterior photos of the room number.”
“How many pictures are in each file?”
“Usually between thirty and sixty.”
“There’s got to be a way to narrow this down. When did you start to notice the rooms were the same?”
“About two months ago I began to notice the room numbers. The Bibles have been more recent.”
“You knew something was strange for two months and you didn’t do anything? Jesus, you’re bent.” I want to say something in my defense, but she is probably right. “Alright, can we narrow it down to just the last three months then?” she asks.
I add the dates to the logline. “Nineteen jobs.”
“That’s a start at least.”
“Not all of these are going to be from 236s…but several of them will.”
One by one we begin to cycle through the images, me taking a short trip down memory lane, her getting a gruesome education in the unchanging decor of motel rooms. “Wow, these places really suck,” she decides after the third set has clicked by with nothing standing out.
—
An hour and a half later, and my eyes have glazed over, unflinching now as image after image crawls by, some horrendously bloody, most the clean, staid “after” photos, where I’d reduced the rooms to a gutted shell: concrete and bare walls. “Wait! Go back!” Ivy commands, apparently still engaged, her expressive eyes broadening in the glow of the computer screen. “There!” she says, pointing at a photo of an end table with miscellaneous possessions on it, the property of some dead former owner. “The cigarettes.” She taps the screen where indeed there is a jumble of cigarettes dumped from their package in a seemingly haphazard collective. “Do you see it?”


“I see the cigarettes,” I confirm, my patience wearing out.
“No, look closer.” She drags her finger around the screen, highlighting whatever it is she thinks she sees. Allowing my eyes to focus in and out, I swat her finger away so that I can look for myself, and it hits me: “I see a face.” Indeed, the cigarettes have casually been arranged in such a way as to appear natural in their positions, but upon closer scrutiny, what appears as a rudimentary “happy face” appears. “So what?”
“So what?” Ivy fairly shrieks at me. “So this!”
Putting her hand on top of mine, she impels me to drag the mouse along, shuttling back till we reach an array of photos from an Offramp Inn in Granada Hills. She stops scanning abruptly and has to backtrack one, but when she points to an open pizza box with two slices missing abandoned on the floor, I can see why she’s excited. “The pepperonis—someone rearranged them.” Indeed, someone had sorted the remaining pieces of pepperoni on the six remaining slices into a greasy, leering happy face.
“How did I not notice that when I cleaned up the room?”
“Well, now that we maybe know what we’re looking for, we get to start all over again,” she says, rubbing my shoulder enthusiastically.


As much as I want her to be wrong, and the happy faces to be a coincidence right along with the condoms, she isn’t. In ten of the nineteen scenes that come up, we find a concocted happy face somewhere in the photos. There is one made with dimes and quarters for a slit-wrist suicide in Pacoima, an arrangement of toiletries for an invasion-robbery-gone-wrong in Sun Valley, a clever one made from the pillows and arranged bedding for a bludgeoning homicide in Sylmar, and even a lipstick drawing of one on a mirror for a female gunshot suicide in Santa Clarita.
I grab a box of pushpins out of the top desk drawer and walk over to our large, color-coded wall map of Los Angeles County. In the early days of my employment, this map had been my lifeline. Nowadays, I have a cabbie’s knowledge of the area and scarcely even look at it. With Ivy reading me coordinates, I punch pushpins into all locations at which we’ve made a connection, including the most recent four, which didn’t have happy faces, but did have condoms. Fourteen pushpins in all, none of them forming any sort of cohesive line or pattern, stretched from Canyon Country down to Whittier and out to Pasadena.
“They’re all over Los Angeles,” Ivy notes in awe.
“None of it makes sense,” I agree. “Whatever or whoever is doing this doesn’t seem to be following any sort of game plan, so we’re basically back at square one.”
“It kills me that we make a major discovery and already you’re pessimistic.”
“I’m realistic. What do we really know from this except that it hasn’t happened at the same location twice?”


“That’s significant. I’m not sure how, but it seems like it matters…I’ve just gotten into numerology and even though you don’t think so, every number is important…maybe.”
“Exactly. Maybe. Neither of us knows what the hell we’re doing.”
“All the more reason to give this information to the police.”
I give her a look that shuts her up, and we both resort to quiet introspection.
“Does 2-3-6 add up to anything significant?” she asks, adding the numbers.
“Eleven,” I finish for her.
“Eleven’s an unlucky number…” She frowns, touching her forearm lightly.
“In numerology, if I recall, every number is both good and bad. That’s what makes it a loony practice.”
“I used to be into astrology…maybe it has something to do with the moon then?”
“Christ.” I press my fingers into my forehead. “What could it have to do with the moon?”
“I don’t know. Maybe he only does this on full moons or something?”
“There haven’t been fourteen full moons in the last three months!”
“I’m just brainstorming is all; you don’t have to snap. I’m not an expert or anything.”
“Brainstorm smarter,” I order her.
“Brainstorm smarter,” she mocks, and twists around to sit with her back toward me.
“What do you think this is, even?” I reason, mostly to myself. “A couple of homicides, mostly suicides, robberies gone wrong, an OD who shit on the carpet. This isn’t a person doing this, right? That’s not what we’re thinking, is it? The Bible thing…this has to be like a cult or something. Cult of the Happy Face.”


“What if it’s something…paranormal?” Ivy asks.
“Like a poltergeist? Haunting the 236s of Southern California?”
“Maybe?”
“Did you used to be into séances too?” She blanches and I roll my eyes. “That shit doesn’t exist. Trust me. I’ve been to dozens—if not hundreds—of crime scenes, at all hours of the day and night. There is no such thing as a ghost.”
“Well, if you’re so certain of everything, you come up with an answer that isn’t stupid.”
“Alright, fine,” I sigh, and stare at the map, committing myself to finding a connection. Ivy turns around fully to watch me, bitterness stamped into her body language. “They’re all by major freeways, of course,” I mumble, as this is apparently the philosophy in name and practice of the Offramp Inn Corporation. “What does their Wikipedia page have to say?”
Ivy slides down into the office chair and after a long minute of hunt-and-peck typing, she begins to read. “Offramp Inn…large chain of Southern California motels…started in 1967. First location was in Burbank, California.” I look quickly to see that Burbank’s location doesn’t have a pin sticking out of it, though I remember doing a job there in the last several months. “Hmm. Two brothers started it…skim…skim…skim…next locations were opened in Sun Valley, Santa Clarita, and Pasadena.”


“Do they have a list of all their locations?”
“Hum…hum…hum,” she says absentmindedly as she scrolls down the page. “Yep. And they have little dates next to them of when they were started.”
“So read them to me in order.”
“All of them?”
“Just read.”
“Burbank, 1967…Sun Valley, 1969…Santa Clarita, 1969…Pasadena, 1969…Pacoima, 1969…A lot of these are 1970, so I’m not gonna read the dates for those. Sylmar, Canyon Country, Los Angeles, Whittier, another Los Angeles, Culver City, Tujunga, Encino, Hollywood, Mission Hills…hey! That’s the one we cleaned up.” It takes her a moment, but she finally gets it. “Hey, those are all ones with pushpins in them!”
“Exactly. Except for Burbank, but I know I’ve been out there semi-recently.”
“Let’s look through that one again then.”
I join her at the computer, and wordless, she cedes the chair to me, perching once more on the desk. Punching “Burbank Offramp Inn” into the logline brings up two entries—one before my time, and another, dated three and a half months ago. I click on the more recent one, a suicide.
“I remember this now,” I realize, when the pictures pop up. “He was another wrist cutter, but this guy did it in the shower. Went real ballistic too—rubbed his blood all over the bathroom walls. Took me forever to scrub.” We study the scene for the obvious assembling of possessions, but nothing stands out.


“Maybe it was on the guy? Like on his T-shirt or something?”
“Clerk at the desk told me the maid found him nude.”
“Maybe they didn’t do this one?”
“Why would all the Offramps be done—in order—starting at number two? It doesn’t make sense.”
“Maybe it was somewhere that you didn’t take a picture of,” Ivy speculates.
“Holy shit,” I mutter, suddenly realizing as I stare at a broad photo of the shower stall. “Look…” The wall is smeared and streaked, and toward the bottom, the dead man’s hand had dragged a jagged smile across the splatter. “It’s the blood. Bastard made a face in the blood.”
Ivy puts her hand to her head and it disappears beneath a tangle of her blonde hair. “What does it all mean?”
Clicking back over to the Wikipedia page, I look down over the list of Offramp Inns. “Maybe we can find out. After all, I think we know where it’s going to happen next.”






Chapter 7
Also built during the glut of pop-ups in 1970, the Northridge Offramp Inn on Tampa Boulevard likewise has the bluish-gray exterior and the series of concrete walkways spanning the second floor. All the doorways in the motel face outward, giving the building the look of a two-tall circled herd of elephants protecting the young within. I pull into the Offramp parking lot just before 9:30 p.m. and cruise around until I find a secluded parking space between two minivans. After backing into the spot, I roll down the window, turn off the engine, and begin my watch. I have a perfect view of the door to 236, though I’ve parked several spaces past it to avoid suspicion. I am mercifully alone; Ivy had begged, pleaded, and threatened to come with me, but I’d told her that my continued participation in all of this came with the cost of my ability to do the stakeouts by myself, and that I would call her the second after I saw or did anything. “It’s all for the sake of my sanity,” I said—I didn’t think that I could handle sitting for hours on end while she yammered on at me about whatever came into her head. Finally, miffed, she took my phone and called her cell phone with it. Then she saved her number in my phone. “There,” she said, handing my cell back. “Now there won’t be any screw-ups.”
The light is on in 236, and every so often, a shadow moves against the window, assuring me that whoever is in there, they are still alive. It isn’t surprising to see that the room is occupied; the Offramp Inn website boasted that they regularly run at a 95 percent occupancy due to their “clean rooms, affordable rates, and great service.” This Offramp too has a great big sign out front, advertising their “new hourly rates” while humming away like a bug zapper.


As the hours tick off the clock, I keep the door to 236 in my periphery, but begin to watch the travelers and denizens who are populating the motel on this particular evening. The number of shrieking children running the lengths of the concourses and playing up and down the stairwells, even after midnight, astonishes me. The place is a veritable McDonald’s PlayPlace for the near-orphan offspring of vagabond crackheads and unconcerned tourists. When the children finally abate their pell-mell abandonment and trot off to their respective rooms, it is the druggies’ and homeless wanderers’ turn to cycle, be it going for ice, seeking out trash scraps, or just plain ambling. Near 1:30 a.m., the light in 236 clicks abruptly off, and I sit up, shaking off the inertia that has settled upon me. In this moment, it seems that everything has gone silent and still in the dark of night. No doors bang, no bugs sound off, and even the droning electric buzz of the sign has tuckered itself out. I sit steadfast, watching the dark, patchy shadows of the second-floor walkway—the areas not illuminated by the orange glow of overhead box lights. If anything is going to happen, it is going to happen in this period of eerie inactivity, when even the nearby lanes of the 118, the “Ronald Reagan Freeway,” are momentarily unused.
A sound—a cricket starts back up in the not-too-far distance, and the silence ends; the scene has returned to normalcy and the calm of night. The rest of the evening passes like that into morning, with not a soul even passing the light-stained tan of door 236.
Ivy’d called twice during the nearly ten hours I’d sat placid, waiting for something to appear different or unusual at the bare-bones lodge. The first had been one of nervous excitement, almost a gushy sort of giggling to make sure that I was still awake and alive. The second, at around 5 a.m., was far more sober and dreary; a croaky sort of grimace through the phone to assure me that she was still awake.


When the occupant of 236 emerges at 8:20 a.m., alive, decked out in the denim-and-ball-cap uniform of a trucker, I start my engine, miserable, and drive away. Three hours later, I am awakened by a call from Harold, providing me with the details of a decomposing body found in a trailer parked off the 210 freeway. At his insistence, I have to hurry out there while there is still a sergeant present on scene that I can get to sign off on our invoice, as the sole financial warden of the trailer had evidently died sometime in the previous month. Fortunately, I discover, it is a quick, easy decomp to deal with, as all the seepage of melting skin and fluids has been caught up in the thick sateen comforter encircling the dead man, and none has leeched down into the mattress beneath his corpse.
Once I am back at home again, it takes hours of lying inert on my own mattress before I finally doze into a restless sleep. I awake again at 9:30 in the p.m., miserably groggy, and not at all refreshed for the long evening ahead. I consider calling Ivy and asking her to take the watch tonight, but a part of me just won’t give in to the notion. Dressing, I yearn for a spike of heroin, but fight off this urge as well.
I pull into the parking lot in Northridge once again, arriving at approximately ten-thirty, only this time the lights in 236 are dark. Have they already gone to sleep or has the killer already been here? I park inconspicuously once more and begin my watch. Several people move toward the door over the course of the evening. One guy even stops just outside the door, a wispy little man dressed in a button-up shirt and slacks; he smokes a cigarette at the railing, picks his nose, and then moves on. I consider tailing just to be cautious, but I feel he is not the one I am after.


Morning comes to the Offramp Inn once again, and 236 is, once again, unmolested. I stay long enough to watch the maid bypass the room, assuring me that it went unoccupied the previous evening and that, of course, I spent my night alertly guarding an empty room. When I tell Ivy about this over the phone, she just asks, “Why didn’t you call the front desk and ask if the room was available?” as if I am the idiot in our fledgling partnership.
Thursday night I get to the Offramp while it is still twilight hours, setting up once more for the long night with a freshly emptied bladder. The parking lot is just beginning to fill. Someone has parked in the spot I’ve occupied the previous two evenings, so I am forced to park farther away than I’d like. I fiddle absentmindedly with the knobs on my dashboard, recognizing that this night, if nothing happens, will be longer than the previous two.
The various occupants of the motel look so much more wretched and human in the daylight hours, moving around pre-fix. In the evening, they take on the aspect of vermin, slinking in shadows, alert and cagey. In natural light, their downtrodden misery is discernible and much less unsettling. The door to 236 opens suddenly, and I am startled out of a mental fog I’d not realized I’d entered. The occupants emerge: First comes a fat man, bespectacled and goofy, who beneath his sweat suit seems as if he has stretched the bounds of his skin to its absolute limit. Behind him is an asparagus of a woman in a dress that hangs short and limp on her curveless body. They are an odd pair and carry no luggage with them. I assume they’ve gone for food, but a short time after they’ve left, a maid comes in to clean the room, and it takes her a long time to do it.


I’m at a crossroads here; it’s probable the fat man and his hooker are done with the room for the evening, their hour exhausted, and the room will likely stay empty. On the other hand, if I leave and he comes back and somehow gets gutted in the night, the previous two nights of my life will have been a waste. I decide to stick it out until midnight.
At 9:55 p.m., a tall, lean woman in high-waisted jeans and a peach-striped blouse climbs the stairs to the second floor, ratty suitcase in hand. She shifts along the veranda, halting every couple of doors to check the number as if someone might be playing a trick on her, or as if the numbers might shift to some other senseless scheme and she will be lost between rooms forever. She finally stops at 236 and inserts a keycard into the electronic lock before disappearing into the room. The interior light snaps on and she has found her home for the night. This also means I won’t be leaving at midnight.
Shortly thereafter, the harsh pale whiteness of the room light is extinguished, and only the softer blue of the TV’s glow emanates from beyond the curtains. I sit, watching, forcing myself to remain awake, counting doors, dissecting the architecture of the overall building, counting people, anything. When the crackheads and weirdos go in for the night, I am alone.


At 1:20 a.m., a figure appears on the veranda from around the curve of the building. He walks quickly and from my direction, so I note only the frame of him as he slips through the darkness. The likelihood is that he is going for the ice machine stationed at the end of the walkway, but when he reaches the entrance to 236, he pauses. I am instantly vigilant, but giving him the benefit of the doubt. The question I have not asked myself in all of this so far is, If this man is our man, what happens next? Do I go charging up there, screaming my head off? What if he has a gun? The woman in Santa Clarita died of a “self-inflicted gunshot wound,” so obviously, if he’s the one we’re seeking, he has access to firearms. Of course, in creating the appearance of a self-inflicted gunshot wound, he would have had to leave the firearm in the hands of the victim, so maybe the gun is no more? The stranger looks around sharply, but in the shadow, and from my distance, his features are soft focus and indistinguishable. He turns back to the door; the man’s next move is to pull a black ski mask down over his head. My pulse quickens as I reach for the door handle, only to pause and question my own sanity. What am I doing? Why do I give a fuck about any of this? And yet, I already know the answer: Holly Kelly.
My motions are soft but quick in an attempt to minimize the noise; there is a lot of ground to cover between me and him. I don’t bother closing my car door, leaving it to chance that in my quest to save this woman, some creep doesn’t boost my stereo.
I run, keeping low, hoping he doesn’t peer over the balcony at the sound of my footfalls. I can no longer see what he is doing but I know that I’ve got seconds with which to act. My best bet is to pin him in the bedroom, trap him with the woman and hope he doesn’t kill her or take her hostage. From my perspective, it beats grappling with him—and if I can turn him over to some Good Samaritan, I can maybe leave before the cops get there. I reach the top of the stairs and, crouched, I just glimpse his leg disappearing into the room, with what appears to be the end of a long, serrated hunting knife at his side. He’s switched up his weapons. This isn’t the short pig-sticker blade he used on homeless Annie—this is a serious piece of tactical equipment. He’s going the homicide route on this one. I creep up on the door, awaiting some sort of scream from the woman inside upon realizing that a man in a mask is occupying space in the dark of her room. It feels as if my heartbeat should be audible to everyone in the motel, and at the last second, I get the perverse notion that maybe this is some rape fantasy the woman has paid good money for, and the real killer is out there in the dark, watching and having a laugh.


The door is ajar, only slightly, and I can hear nothing from inside the room, which scares me further. The neon hum of the sign out front kicks on again, startling me, and I hesitate a moment before gripping the doorknob and yanking the thin door shut, fiercely. They say that in an emergency situation, you never yell “Help” or “Rape,” because no one will come; instead, you’re supposed to yell “Fire.” And so I do.
Screaming “Fire” at the top of my lungs as soon as I yank the door to 236 closed has the twofold effect of rousting everyone in the vicinity and causing the masked man to go for the door’s handle inside, which I cling to outside, preventing his exit. At this point, the woman inside the room begins screaming, having apparently no idea of the danger she’d almost been in, instead focusing on the considerably lessened danger she might still be in. The blade of the knife punches through the midst of the door, just below the peephole, its tip coming shockingly close to my face. I lean to the side as the knife is drawn abruptly back through the door, disappearing to the other side. The man slams against the door, aggressively trying to splinter the wood, which mercifully holds. “Someone get out here, goddamnit!” I scream, glancing around into the dark parking lot. I can see the lights have beamed on in most of the rooms to my right and left, but thus far no one has emerged to heed my warning. Either they are certain that I am a loony crackhead in the grasp of a particularly potent hallucination, or they too know the trick about yelling “Fire” instead of “Help.”


The woman in 236 is delirious now, making a sort of gagging wailing scream that irritates me through my terror. “Lady, shut up in there,” I yell, desperate. In that instant, she does, and I hear the curtains of the room’s large picture window draw open. “Someone help! Help me!” I beg of the emptiness around me. The window explodes violently outward, spraying glass over the lip of the veranda and down to the pavement below, as the room’s sole chair smashes through and bounces onto the concrete walkway. Knife first, the masked man steps through the window, kicking out some of the remaining shards of glass as he does. I find myself, eyes drawn to the blade, releasing the doorknob and taking a step back. He is only slightly broader than myself, and maybe an inch taller, but he seems to loom large as he stands facing me, his black workman’s boots with their waffle tread grinding the glass beneath him. The woman inside rightly begins to cry now, and it is far more tolerable than her screams. “Don’t do anything stupid,” I tell the man, who appears to be considering just such a thing. Instead, he turns and runs down the veranda, away from me, disappearing around the corner. Adrenaline threatening to explode from my veins, I give chase, leaping over the chair and after him. Rounding the corner, I feel a white-hot burn across my forearm as I crash into the attacker, who, waiting for me, has gashed open the soft meat near my wrist. My body impacts against his and I feel his strength push back against me, forcing me harshly off balance and into the steel side of the ice machine.


Repositioning, he swings the blade again, higher, hoping to plant it beneath my chin, but I instinctively move in toward it, throwing off his leverage. He slashes once more, cutting air, and then is off, running down the walkway along the front of the building. I assess myself quickly, making sure there is nothing more wrong than the slice on my arm, and then am off again, furious that I let him ambush me.
Seeing that I’m still in pursuit, the man uses his momentum and gloved free hand to vault over the railing of the veranda and down onto the roof of an old orange van parked below. Landing hard, he slides down the side of the vehicle and onto the pavement while I continue toward the stairwell ahead.
Leaping down the first row of steps, I crash into the guardrail, wounding my arm further, and twist to race down the second set of concrete stairs. He is sprinting all-out ahead of me, but I see he is favoring his right leg some, and I know I can catch him. As long as I can keep him in front of me and tackle him from behind, his knife won’t be a factor.


As he runs out of the driveway to the Offramp Inn with me on his heels, I can see the shift in his movements; he’s become more erratic, leaving the familiarity of the motel’s property and heading out on the open street. More erratic means more indecisive, and every stutter step he takes brings me that much closer to him. It also makes him more dangerous, though. He moves out across an intersection, the off-ramp for the 118 at his right, and suddenly he is heading in that direction, running down the paved exit onto the freeway. He veers to the left as a car comes barreling up, barely avoiding a collision that would’ve scattered him above and beneath the engine block of the Volvo station wagon. The driver leans on his horn, unaware that had he hit the man, he almost certainly would have been a hero. I give reluctant chase down the ramp, blood dripping off my elbow, and out onto the service lane, pursuing the man as he runs down the westbound side of the freeway. Cars scream past us, speeding, taking advantage of the late hour, oblivious to the drama on the shoulder.
The lights of a barreling semi illuminate us in a blinding stream of brilliant white light. Putting my good arm up, I stare through the glare to see my assailant dart out in front of the truck, its driver pulling the air horn a second too late. I anticipate the sickening thud of the man in black being yanked and burst beneath the semi’s front tire as it shuttles past. The wind swirls around the huge truck, nearly knocking me off my feet, but I hear nothing, and the truck continues on through the night. It takes only a second for the truck to clear me, but I have come to a dead stop, and can only bear witness to the would-be killer, somehow still intact, running horizontally toward the median, stopping just short of splashing across the windshield of an SUV. Once that passes, he is onto the median, and over the center divider, crossing the freeway for the other side, and out to safety. I stand and watch, gasping for breath, irritated. My right arm feels sticky now, and I have nothing to show for it. The man, still wearing his ski mask, knows I am not going to follow him across the busy freeway and stops beneath a light pole where he is bathed in a beam of muted yellow light. The knife tucked back into its sheath on his belt, he raises both hands and flips me off. Lifting only my bloodied arm, I respond in kind. Then he turns, and goes jogging west, opposite traffic once more, and I watch him disappear down the length of the curving freeway.


—
I walk back to the motel, exhausted, wearily expecting it to be a sea of red and blue police lights, but there is nothing. No people milling outside, no noises from the victim’s room, only the same steady hum of the sign out front. The busted-out window and the chair, lying on its back amidst the iceberg-like plates of jagged glass, are the only proof that I haven’t dreamt the entire thing. Even the woman is gone, her suitcase missing, and it looks as if she’s split rather than involve herself further. Just another rat accepting its continued existence and moving on about its business—she’s probably right, though.
Incredulous, I take my leave of the Offramp Inn and its clientele, nosing the Charger for home. I’ll call Ivy and tell her the news in the morning—she deserves that much. There’s not much we can do about any of it tonight, and besides, I’m seriously overdue for a dose. My arm is sore, but the bleeding has stopped, and the wound seems largely superficial. I damn near died tonight because I stuck my nose somewhere it didn’t belong, though. And it was all because of some peroxide blonde with a soft spot for humanity. As I drive, I tell myself that this is a mistake I will not repeat.






Chapter 8
A Harold phone call wakes me just after 10 a.m. to pester me with news of another decomposing-body job—an old, dead alcoholic, at 5124 De Longpre Avenue. I scribble out the address on my nightstand when I can’t find a piece of paper. A dead alcoholic means there’ll be plenty of black blood and phlegm to contend with—exactly what I don’t need today. “There is more,” says Harold, his voice nervously choppy. “You have been found out. They here protesting. Handing out flyers.”
Fuck. “I’m sorry, boss. They shouldn’t be doing that. I’ll deal with it.”
“I appreciate.”
Goddamn media coverage. I dress quickly, not showering, but take the time to rewrap and tape the bandage to my arm. It’s actually more of an old black T-shirt that I tear a strip off of, but it does the trick. Just once I wish that Harold would take on a job, cover this one for me, and that I could stay in bed with the sheets up to my forehead, recuperating. But he hasn’t gone out on a job since he hired me, and he seems determined to keep it that way.
As I wind the wrap around my forearm, trying to get a firm hold but not cut off the circulation, my phone vibrates on the nightstand. “Damn it, Harold, I’m going,” I mutter. It’s Ivy, though, but I’m in no mood to have that conversation. I send the call to voicemail and put on my Trauma-Gone windbreaker to hide the bandage. Annoyingly, the phone begins ringing once again. She and Harold have something in common this way. “Tom,” I answer.
“Don’t just send me off to voicemail, fucker,” Ivy chides.


“I’ve got work to do.”
“I haven’t heard from you.”
“I hadn’t had a reason to call,” I say with a shrug.
“And now?”
“We’ll talk later.”
“You at a job?”
“Going to be,” I say.
“Anything you need help with?”
“No. You should be out trying to get a new job.”
“I got one—Daddy Long Legs on Figueroa, you know it?”
“No.”
“You should come by tonight. After four. And you’d better spill the dirt.”
“We’ll see.”
“Don’t be a—”
I hang up before she can finish.
—
Walking out of the stairwell and past the superintendent’s door, I hear strains of snoring against the backdrop of The Price Is Right. Ms. Park-Hallsley is the only woman I know of who snores like this. It is not an endearing trait and quite possibly the reason she lives alone. I’m sure that, though she is asleep now, when I return home later I will find another note reminding me to amend my late-night habits.
I get to my car and realize there is a note tucked under the windshield wiper. At first, I think I’ve been ticketed. I glance around for some sign regarding parking enforcement, but know there isn’t one. When I unfold the unsigned white paper note, it simply reads: Whoops! I followed you home. Now I know where you live. Tense, I scan the people and cars immediately surrounding me—the construction crew across the street working the pavement, the man in tight, colorful spandex walking his Chihuahua—seeking out someone paying attention. It isn’t a joke and it isn’t an accident. Fuck.
Not this. Folding the paper back up, I do my damnedest to not look concerned. If he wanted me dead, likely an attempt would have already been made. With at least fifteen kills in just over three months, he isn’t exactly the patient sort. Putting the envelope in my glove box, I nose the Charger out into traffic and the beginnings of what is doubtless going to be a very long day.


I watch, almost obsessively, as I drive, looking to see if I am being followed. If I am, the last thing I want is to give him any more information about me than he already has, so I take a long, meandering route to Trauma-Gone headquarters, blasting through yellow lights as necessary, staring in my rearview to see who does the same. But this is Los Angeles and everybody runs the yellows and early reds here. During this time, Harold buzzes me three times, wanting to know where I am. I imagine the pressure of picketers has gotten him a little testy. It’s gotta be Hank and Julie Kelly plus members of their congregation—it was the last time too. The Kellys don’t like me very much.
I pull in to the industrial complex and, driving up, I see the cluster of about eight picketers, men and women, with Hank Kelly and his silver hair standing taller than the rest. The presence of a vehicle makes them mobilize and shake their picket signs in the direction of my car. They can’t possibly know it’s me yet, but when they do, they will boo and hiss and attempt to block my path with their signage. They will not actually go so far as to assault me; no, they figure I might actually call the police on them for that, though I wouldn’t. The tactics they’d used before, when they got me fired from Home Depot (and a cafe before that), would be to disrupt the flow of my work, create a presence of fear about me in my coworkers and employees at neighboring businesses, and to harangue my management about their willingness to hire a child murderer.


Their picketing signs are of the same variety, essentially, that they’ve used before. Hank holds his “Tom Tanner killed my daughter” sign, and because of his height, it is considerably taller than the others, but they too read things such as, “8 years does not equal LIFE,” “Remember Holly,” and “Justice is NOT served.” Some new ones they’ve got especially for my current job read, “Don’t let a convicted killer into your house,” “Trauma-Gone hires MURDERERS,” and “Mr. Tanner has a taste for death, time to put him DOWN.” None of them are particularly clever, but previously they’ve been annoyingly effective in their efforts to disrupt my life.
I park just past the roll-up door for the warehouse and now they realize. The “boos” start when I exit my car. Harold comes anxiously to the front door at this, and gestures for me to come inside quickly, but I ignore him, striding right up to Mr. Kelly. “Get lost, Hank.”
“Never.” His eyes are flinty and gray and I can see the hate in them, but there is exhaustion in there too. The exhaustion is new. He’s a square, handsome ex-LAPD lieutenant who, way back when, probably played some football for an Ivy League school. He wants to hit me—violence has always been Hank’s inclination since I met him over a decade ago. He was an angry man in the courthouse then, and he still retains that scorched ball of raw fire burning through his retinas now. But he’s weakening, I note with a small dose of satisfaction. Clinging to that much anger for so long is taking its toll on the large man. You’re going to die soon, I think, matching stares with him.


That heart will give up on you, and I’ll still be here. Such poisonous thoughts cannot often be contained, and I seldom try; Hank Kelly is my enemy. As much as I have ruined his life, he has striven to ruin what is left of mine.
“What are you going for this time?”
“Your employer seems to know what kind of person he’s hired, so we’re making sure his neighbors know what sort of company your employer keeps.”
I glance around for other signs of life in the complex, but so far, it seems to be just my protesters and me. “This isn’t like Home Depot, Hank.”
“It’s worse,” Julie Kelly chimes in, she wielding her sign, “Thou Shalt Not KILL,” like a staff. “You feed off of the misery of others.” I feel the skin on the back of my neck pop and tingle and I exhale slowly through my gritted teeth to calm down. The group is not bold and they seem to use Hank as a shield behind which they align themselves.
“What would you like me to do instead?”
“Die slowly in a jail cell,” Hank says, and the others chirp their approval.
“You accepted the plea deal,” I remind him coldly.


He puts his arm around Julie and pulls her close. “We regret it now. Every single day since you got out. We were assured you would die in there. My officers said they knew people.”
“I guess they knew the wrong people.” Actually, they’d been damn close to the right people, but I’m not about to give Hank the satisfaction.
“You don’t feel a darn bit of remorse for it, do you?”
There is nothing he can do to me legally at this point, so I decide to burn his ass. “Not even a little bit.”
I sincerely believe it will be the phrase to push him over the top, but he holds his composure, his fist gritted against his thigh. “You…monster,” he growls.
“I’ve got work to do.”
From inside the warehouse, where I load my work truck, I can hear outside they’ve started a chant of “We want justice.” Harold stands aloof, watching me from the doorway to the office.
“What should we do?” he finally asks.
“Not a damn thing. This isn’t like Home Depot, they can’t pressure me out, unless you cave and get rid of me.”
“I won’t do. You my number one employee.”
“Right now, I’m your only employee.”
“All more reason.”
“It might get worse.”
“We deal with it.”
“Thanks.”
“Now, hurry to crime scene. There is money to be make.”
When I hit the button for the large roll-up door, Hank and his little group move in front of it, attempting to block me from driving out. They start their chant again, but Harold runs out to them from the office with his cell phone extended to the air. “I call police,” he hollers at them. “I call police right now.”


“We’ll follow him,” Hank commands to his flock. “We’ll go where he goes and warn the innocent.” They move for their cars, but I shoot out of the garage, my truck tires spinning briefly, and I lay some rubber. Gunning it, I am gone from the complex before any of them can get behind me.
—
Just after five, I return to base, my truck bed full of carpeting and dismantled mattress. The man had been left to rot for so long he’d actually melted through the bed he died on and down into the flooring beneath it. The place had stunk of decomposition and fetid hooch; in fact, two of the trash bags were full of nothing but empty bottles that he’d contaminated with his drippings.
By the time I reach our office, both Harold and the protesters have gone. Before they’d left, though, the protesters had stuck one of their flyers on my car. Glancing, I see it is the same one they’d been handing out at Home Depot, with my mug shot and the story of how Holly and I came to intersect. I crumple the flyer and toss it down onto the passenger floorboards of the Charger. At least that takes one flyer out of circulation.
—
Daddy Long Legs has none of the panache of the Electric Candy Factory, and I have to drive past it twice before I locate its small, nondescript facade, tucked into a strip mall between a tattoo parlor and a skin shop. It is a bikini bar straight out of the dive-bar mold, and Ivy is behind the counter, filling a pitcher with Bud. Her hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and she wears a bikini top that can only sort of contain her fake tits and a skirt that exposes the smooth, round bottoms of her ass cheeks. It must be tough, being the lone female in a room full of mostly dirty, rundown, run-of-the-mill blue-collar perverts. Additionally, three bikers stand around a pool table, and two frat guys sit at the bar, not concealing their affinity for the way Ivy looks in her top.


I take a seat further down from the frat boys, empty barstools on both sides of me, and wait for her to finish. If she’s noticed me come in, she doesn’t show it. I take off the windbreaker and sit, cooling my heels until she heads my direction.
“Holy shit,” she exclaims, noticing the bandage on my forearm first. “Sorry, I didn’t even see you come in. I learned quickly in this place that it’s better not to make eye contact with the customers. What happened to you?”
“You were right about the guy. We had a bit of an altercation.”
“Did he cut you?”
“A bit.”
“Why didn’t you call me?! Did you catch him?” She is so excited, her questions stop waiting for answers. “Was he black?”
“Wait, what?”
“I don’t know—I kind of had this theory that he was a black guy.” She leans over on the counter, embarrassed, her breasts mashing down beneath her. “Are you okay?”


“I’m fine.”
“What happens now?”
I slide the letter across the counter so she can read it.
“ ‘Whoops! I followed you home. Now I know where you live.’ What does this mean?”
“He followed me home.”
“Meaning?”
“He knows where I live.”
“Ass. I meant, what are you going to do about it?”
“For starters, I’m going to keep this bandage hidden. Fewer questions that way. Other than that, what else can I do?”
“Come home with me. Don’t go back to your place.”
“No.”
“Don’t be stubborn. Obviously this guy is dangerous.”
“I agree and so I don’t want you involved from here on out.”
“And what are you, some sort of martial arts badass?”
“I just maybe have less to lose than you.”
“Are you fucking serious? Take a wild look around, buster.” She smirks enthusiastically. “I’m in a bikini in a shithole bar. I’ve got nothing to live for except solving this.”
“I’m still saying no.”
“I thought you don’t give a damn about me.”
“I don’t.”
“Then fuck off and let me help.”
One of the frat boys bangs his empty beer mug down on the counter so hard the glass should shatter. “Calm down, asshole,” Ivy snaps at him, and I recognize the flare in attitude.


“I thought you said you’d leave me alone forever if I let you help on that crime scene,” I say when she turns back to me.
“The rules have changed—you’ve got to learn to roll with it.” She fakes a one-two punch combination at me, grins, and then goes to refill the empty mug.
In her absence, I study the other men around me at the bar. Is he here now? I don’t think he is—no one has entered since I have and I doubt he knew I was headed down here. Still, I gauge the height and weight of everyone in the place, just to be sure. I wonder if this is how it’s going to be from here on out, though. My chest burns. Am I just going to measure up everyone I meet from now on until the day when he sneaks up from behind and jams a blade in me? No, I decide. I’m not going to live like that…like I’m back in prison.
—
“I know you’re gonna say no cops on this one, but what should we do, for real?” she asks upon her return.
“For realsies?” I say, sarcastic, but drop it to consider what feels like my only option. “Considering the stack of dead bodies he’s left in his wake, I’d say I’m going to kill him before he kills me.”






Chapter 9
Admittedly, I’m still cautious as I set foot inside my apartment building, but I try to appear casual. Something like this is easy to overthink. Do I take the elevator or do I take the stairs? Is someone waiting for me in the hallway, or are they inside my apartment already? Is anyone there at all? Maybe the note was just a tactic to keep me from messing in his affairs. Maybe he has no intent of ever bothering me. Or maybe he will come for me in the middle of the night like one of his motel victims.…
If I get bogged down in my own guesswork, I’ll wind up a lunatic. So I opt for the elevator—it’s as good a choice as any, and besides, it’s been a long day. It’s even still early enough yet that Ms. Park-Hallsley shouldn’t have reason to complain. At least she’s no longer snoring. I hit the button and expect to see her shadow move across her door, ominous, but it doesn’t. Usually she’ll check so she knows who to make the complaint letter out to, or even out of simple, prying curiosity. I can hear the strains of a TV commercial through the door, though, and can only hope that, for once, there is something more interesting to her than the goings-on of the tenants.
The hallway on the fifth floor appears clear, so I press my luck and go for my apartment. I enter unmolested and everything at first glance appears exactly as it should, but I still lock the door behind me and give the place a quick once-over to ascertain that I am indeed alone. After that, I feel foolish. Of course his note was only a scare tactic. If he really wanted to kill me, he wouldn’t leave a note on my car—he’d just kill me.
Annoyed at my own flighty imagination, I stoop to scoop the parchment-colored envelope from the linoleum tile behind my door. It’s another of Park-Hallsley’s landlord warnings, I’m sure, and I toss it toward the trashcan. The envelope sails wide left and I go after it, grumbling. When I pick it up a second time, though, something feels off. It’s heavier than her normal missives, as if she’d stuffed two warnings in one envelope. My curiosity gets the better of me, and I tear into the notice to see what’s up.


Inside, on large font spread over two pages stapled together bearing Ms. Park-Hallsley’s personal letterhead, I find typed:


Hello again,
Let me just start by saying I am impressed. More than impressed even—stupefied. I don’t know who you are, or how you found out about me, but good work, you. You could just be some unlucky guy staying at the Inn who happened to get a glimpse of me and released your inner superhero, but I kind of doubt it. Why would you be staying at the Northridge Offramp Inn when you live here? I guess you could have been taking advantage of the new hourly rates (how seedy are those, btw?). The rub is that I actually saw you in your car on Wednesday night, but stupid fucking me, I just chalked you up to a part of the scenery. That nice new car should have clued me in, though…you see how sloppy I’m getting? So I thank you for the lesson in caution. Also, were you as annoyed as I was about the room being empty that other night?
I don’t think you’re a cop cuz you are a bit too gaunt and unhealthy looking, and also, you would have just pulled your gun and badge on me. My guess is that you work for the coroner’s office. You must have been to the crime scenes or seen pictures, right? I’m thinking it was the condom-in-the-Bible that gave me away. Yeah, that was a bit too on-the-nose maybe.
I am excited now, Mr. Mystery Man. You’ve given me a new direction in life, and helped me realize how bored I was with everything, and since you decided to fuck with my life, I’m going to return the favor. Spooky spooky.
P.S. Your landlord is a real nosy bitch!
Fuck. Of course. I scan the note again quickly, seeking out telltale signs that could shed clues as to the identity of the writer. After scanning it twice, I realize that from his words, I deduce absolutely fucking nothing. He seems young. Maybe. But how young? From our previous encounter, I knew he was in shape and strong, but these days, even guys in their sixties are in shape and strong.
The “P.S.” is interesting—does he mean that she’d caught him stuffing the letter under my door? But how would he have added that to the letter? And if it was written on her stationery, had he accessed her room? Or maybe this was part of what he meant by fucking with me? What if the letter was tailor-made to get me to go out of my room to talk to Ms. Park-Hallsley, and that is where he gets me…It is all a great big mindfuck.
In the end, I decide I don’t have too much of a choice and step out into the hallway, glancing subtly side to side for the man to be lying in wait. The jutting square corners of the hallway don’t help any either as I move down toward the elevators, unable to see around them for the presence of a person. The lack of AC in the building causes my arms to take on a slick feel. I’m annoyed that I’m so nervous. Why hadn’t I minded my own business? The uncertainty of the moment brings back memories of my time in the prison rec yard, back before the attack, back before I got put into special holding, and I shiver despite the heat. A large figure pops out from around the corner, abruptly into my line of sight, startling me. It is my neighbor, a large ponytailed Samoan man, carting his laundry back from the laundromat up the street. We nod politely at one another, but neither of us speaks. He doesn’t know anything about me, and what I know about him, he doesn’t need to know either. I’d once pathetically jacked off to the sound of him through the wall having sex with a vocal woman for what seemed like an hour. It isn’t exactly the makings of a startup conversation.


Ms. Park-Hallsley’s television is still on, back to another commercial, and all at once I feel like a fool. I’ll knock, and she’ll answer, glaring at me for disturbing her. I’ll ask if anyone has been around that day looking for me; she’ll make some snide remark about evicting me if I am in any more trouble with the law. I will apologize quickly for disturbing her, and then go back upstairs, left to wonder what it all means. In spite of this, I rap on the door, and wait. There is no discernible sound of movement from inside and no shadow across the peephole. It is all very odd. In the year and a half I’ve lived here, I’ve never once known her to leave the building. She even has her groceries delivered. She has no friends in the building that I know of, and when she does leave her room, she always turns the TV off. She’s too cheap not to. I tap once more, harder, and wait. Finally, deciding, I try the handle.


It twists and the door swings open easily, silently, into the apartment. The room is dark—save for the electric glow of the television screen on the Home Shopping Channel. “Ms. Park-Hallsley?” I pray the old broad isn’t just taking a dump. “Hello?”
I flick on the switch for the overhead lamp and douse the room in shaded white light. The room is clean but cluttered, filled with the sort of contrivances and commemorative wall plates that the Home Shopping Network shills round the clock.
“Ms. Park?”
If she is just out on other floors, making her rounds, dropping off her threatening little letters, and comes back to catch me in her apartment, I’ll be evicted at the very least. More likely, I’ll be arrested, and she’ll claim it was robbery and attempted murder with the special circumstance of “lying in wait.”
And yet, I move on through the garish front room and toward the main bedroom. The bathroom door is ajar, and I can see the toilet is unoccupied, so that takes care of that. My apartment is laid out just like hers—only hers is bigger and appears to have an extra bedroom, probably filled with more Shopping Network crap. Flipping on the bedroom light, I see her lying on the bed, in her nightgown, motionless on top of the covers of the made bed. “Ms. Park?” I try again, apprehensive. In her fist is a tube of burgundy lipstick, the tip smashed in. Beside her, a note simply reads, I’m tired, in fumbling, blocky lipstick lettering. Her body appears intact and unharmed, and it is as if she is only asleep, but without needing to touch her, I know this isn’t the case. On the desk beside her bed, standing prominent before the keyboard of her computer, is an uncapped and empty bottle of zolpidem.


She’s killed herself—OD’d on generic sleeping pills—and has done so in the shadow of an assembled teddy bear audience, their eyes staring in silent judgment from every surface in the room. Of course it isn’t really a suicide, but what had transpired that cost this woman her life?
I suddenly have the distinct impression that I am being watched—and not just by the plush collectibles. I look to the window in the room, which is closed, locked, and covered by white curtains. It seems as if someone had deliberately moved one of the curtains over just enough though that they’d be able to look in on the scene from the outside. I stride over and glance out through the gap, careful not to touch anything—now mindful of everything in the room and my presence around it. Outside, across the lawn, and over the tips of the plants below the window, I can only see the streetlights casting their shadows. A rice rocket zooms by, stereo reverberating, causing car alarms to chirp their warnings. Otherwise, nothing else moves, but I know I’m not wrong. He’s out there somewhere, watching me discover his handiwork.
I walk back out of the room, leaving Ms. Park-Hallsley on her bed with her smushed lipstick and “suicide note,” pausing to wipe a tissue across the entirety of the light switch and its plastic plate. I do the same for every other light switch and doorknob, cleaning the entire surface of each. Cops aren’t stupid—well, the detectives aren’t anyways—it’s better that they find everything completely wiped clean rather than just odd spots amidst surrounding fingerprints. Better to let ’em think she was a compulsive cleaner. I leave the TV on; the announcer is showcasing a piece of art, a reprint from one of the Dutch masters, and I curse the fact that I can’t lock the door. An unlocked door is always suspicious—even to the dumb cops.


Exiting the building, I walk around on the concrete to where Ms. Park-Hallsley’s window is, careful not to step in the soft mulch around the plants there. As I figure, a lone plank, taken from the construction site across the street, lies across the dirt, preventing the creation of footprints in the loose soil. Cursing, I lift the plank with the tips of my fingers, and toss it off so that it no longer resides directly beneath the window. It’s a dead giveaway that what we’ve got here is more likely a near-perfectly executed murder rather than a casual suicide. And as the resident ex-con living in the building, I don’t fucking need that police headache. It is an irritation to have to clean up after such sloppy criminal antics. Then, because I know he is watching, I turn and extend my middle finger to the darkness.






Chapter 10
“You’re really not going to call the police?”
“No.”
“But she’s just going to rot in there.”
“When she really begins to stink—if it gets that far—then I’ll call it in. That way, it’ll seem natural. I’m a crime scene cleaner—I’m supposed to recognize that smell. It won’t be suspicious then. I have to play it smart about this stuff—for my own sake.”
“What if I do it then?”
“Be my guest. Do it from a payphone, though, and leave me out of it.”
I didn’t have any crime scenes on my docket, and Ivy had wanted to meet up, so I’d suggested the Venice Boardwalk. The temperature was over 100 in the Valley and the boardwalk on a Saturday afternoon is a good scene.
“I’ve never been here before,” she confesses as we begin to walk. “It cost me fifteen bucks to park.”
“Yeah, the parking sucks. I know a guy out here, though; he doesn’t drive, so I borrowed his carport.” The guy in question is my dealer, another reason I chose Venice.
“Thanks for sharing,” she grouses.
“I can’t believe you live in L.A. and you’ve never been to Venice.”
“I’m not native—I came out from Kansas, so I’ve got an excuse.”
“Kansas isn’t an excuse for anything.” Not wanting to bicker, I change tactics. “Okay, so the first rule of Venice is that you’ve got to get a pair of sunglasses.”


“I’ve got sunglasses.” She points to the pair perched up on her head.
I pluck them off and hand them back to her. “You’ve got to get Venice sunglasses. It stimulates the economy; they’re cheap. I’ll buy you a pair…a mea culpa about the parking.”
“Are you going to get some?” she asks, self-conscious.
“Always.”
“They won’t turn my skin green or anything, will they?”
“Don’t be a bitch.”
I lead the way over to one of the many bodegas with their massive display walls of sunglasses, and begin picking through the random stacks, trying on pairs.
“This doesn’t seem like you,” she says, sticking close.
“Actually, since you hardly know me, I wouldn’t say that you’re the best judge of my habits. But you’re right. This is more of a ‘fuck you’ to my parents than any sort of interest in cheap Taiwanese eyewear. They never let me get sunglasses when they took me out here as a kid. They thought they were a ‘waste of money.’ ”
“Are your parents still around?”
“Let’s change the topic,” I insist, and find a pair that looks good on her.
Satisfied with our selections, I signal the Asian lady manning the booth and gesture to both pairs, then hand her a ten. She pockets the money and doesn’t bother to haggle.
“What were you in jail for?”
“I committed a crime. What do you think of your new glasses?”


“They’re very dark.”
“They’re sunglasses. That’s what they do.”
She pinches the skin of my elbow. “How’s your arm?”
“Healing. I’ll have a scar.”
“Chicks dig scars.”
“I don’t need any more chicks or scars.”
“Do you think he followed us?” Ivy asks, suddenly moving closer to me.
“I don’t know,” I admit. “I’ve been watching the people around us, but I haven’t seen anyone paying any particular attention to me.” To
her, though…

“I like to freak myself out by pretending he’s right behind us.” Ivy gasps and turns suddenly, forcing me to glance as well, but I find nobody. “Boo,” she laughs. 
“Hey, answer me this: why are you here?” I ask her, serious. “I’m stuck in it now, but you’re not. Why don’t you forget about all this? Go live an easy life somewhere. I promise—whatever all this is, it’s not going to end well.”
“Uh-uh. You can’t scare me off that easy. I’m in this because I got you in this, and if something happens to you, I’ll never forgive myself. Believe it or not, but you’re kind of beginning to matter to me.” She grins. “Now that I said that, this kinda feels like a date, huh?”
“You know what I like most about Venice Beach?” I say too quickly. “The lunatics.” As I say it, an attractive woman in a pink bikini bottom with only black electrical tape covering her nipples rollerblades by, wearing an enormous cowboy hat.


“I can see how you would be attracted to the crazy people.”
“But that’s what I like about them—they’re crazy, but not really.”
“What does that even mean?”
I point to a man dressed like the Statue of Liberty except he has a live macaw parrot on each shoulder, and twin streams of excrement from the birds trailing down the back of his toga. Painted in thick black acrylic across his face is the declaration “nO AbORtiONs.”
“Go ask that man if you can take a picture with him.”
“I don’t want a picture with him.”
“Just ask.”
With reluctance, Ivy moves over to where the man stands in the shade of a large palm tree. The birds both crane their heads in her direction as she approaches. I watch as she talks to the man for a moment and then returns, a look of incredulity on her face.
“He wants five dollars for a photo!”
“Exactly. He probably makes a pretty decent living out of playing crazy—which is crazy, but not really. Does that make him and all the others out here insane or brilliant? The same thing goes for this thing with the motel rooms…he’s got to be a crazy guy too, right? Except…to do what he does as long as he has, he’s fucking not.”
“I think he’s a moron.”
“Says the girl who believes in numerology.”
“I’m over that now. You’re right—it’s kinda silly. Besides, I’m much more fascinated by tarot cards now.”
“Yeah, that’s a whole lot better.”
“You don’t gotta be a dick to me, you know? No one is around to be impressed.”


“Sorry.”
“I’m not stupid. Really, I’m not. I’m just fascinated by the world around me—what is seen and unseen.”
“I already said sorry. You’re only getting one.”
“It’s okay,” she says quietly, catching up to my stride. “You’re weird, you know? Sometimes you treat me like I’m a person, other times you make me feel like…slime.”
We let that hang out there for a while, both uncertain about what to say next. I break first, pointing out the glass walker, but don’t stop to watch. “This guy’s hilarious. He’ll spend the next twenty minutes getting people to pony up to watch him jump on some shards of glass. He’s always out here. Every time I see him, he’s claiming that it is his ‘last day in America’ and that he’s ‘just doing this to raise money for his trip.’ He’s been saying that since I was a kid.”
Ivy nods, but seems preoccupied. “Can we hold hands?” she asks finally.
“No.”
“Don’t take it like a romantic thing, take it like it’s protective. I’m starting to get a vibe from two guys back there.”
In my people watching, I’d noticed the attention she’s been absorbing since we arrived, her in her short shorts and tube top. The thug element is high in Venice and she is too Barbie for her own good. It had all been innocent enough; now, though, there are a couple of guys who have her in their sights and I don’t think it has to do with the Offramp Inn. “You’re the one with fake tits who dressed all cute.”


“I didn’t dress like this for everyone,” she corrects me. “And as for the tits, they were purely a business decision.”
“You’re in the right business for them,” I agree. I stick out my hand finally, and she takes it, wrapping her small fingers around mine.
“You think I look cute?” She smiles, pulling the accidental compliment from the barbs.
“How are you not more worried about those guys?”
“Welcome to being a girl out in public. They look like most of the customers at my bar. Once they think we’re together, they’ll bug off.” I have to hope she is right there, but I remain on alert.
I don’t alert her to it, and she doesn’t look, but our hand-holding doesn’t seem to deter the thugs. They seem to ebb closer to us, moving around other tourists to do so. They are close enough now that I can tell one is Mexican and the other is a white guy. Both are heavily tatted and thick with prison muscle. Neither one fits the shape of my attacker, though. As the pace of our walking increases, so too does the pace of the men behind us.
“We should maybe get off the boardwalk,” I murmur.
“I don’t believe it,” Ivy practically shrieks, nearly pulling my arm from its socket as she drags me along. “It’s a sign.” It is a sign, but not one I really want to see. In the dirty window of an apartment front on the boardwalk, a neon sign reads tarot.
“It’s not a sign,” I promise Ivy. “There are tarot shops all over Venice. This is just one of them.”
“Well, you said you wanted off the boardwalk. This is something for that, alright?” With that logic, I reluctantly allow Ivy to lead me up to the front door, where she eagerly knocks.


A college-aged young man, thin, with glasses and a goatee, answers the door in corduroy pants and a shirt reading, i see DUMB people. “Here for a reading?” he asks, clearly aroused by Ivy. Does it ever stop with this girl?
“How did he know that?” Ivy asks me, clearly feeling justified. She pulls me into the man’s apartment and as I allow myself to be led I glance back as the two creeps cruise right on by with nary a glance after us. Was it all in my imagination?
Inside, a card table draped in black felt has been pushed off to the side, out of the path between the man’s couch and his giant TV, which is playing a muted episode of a cartoon I don’t recognize. Some folding chairs are stacked against the wall and the place smells of marijuana. A still-smoky bong sits to the side of the couch. “That sign was the best purchase I’ve ever made,” the man assures us as he flicks the TV off at the box. “I’m going to light some incense…to affect the mood.”
“Smells like you’ve already got some going,” I respond, and Ivy elbows me.
“The weed clears my head, man. There’s a lot going on…” He pauses to light a fresh stick of incense in a holder above the TV. “…up there. Besides, it’s legal. I’ve got a prescription.” He pulls three chairs out and unfolds them, smiles seductively at Ivy, and then turns to me. “Help me pull the table out.”
Disgusted with myself, I do so, and Ivy arranges the chairs around it. “Okay,” says the man, sitting, and gesturing for us to do the same. He reaches behind him and, grabbing a worn tarot deck off his DVR box, says, “Let the powers of Gideon go to work for you. Oh—and it’s sixty for the both of you. Cash only.”


“I don’t have cash,” Ivy explains awkwardly. “I used it for parking. I have a Visa card.”
I’m about to use that as our excuse to leave, but the man says to her, “Well, I need a material payment of some kind. No credit cards. Perhaps you’d be willing to offer a sort of trade—if you flash me, I can accept that.”
“Look, asshole.” I stand, aggressive, but the young man has pulled out a Taser, which he activates quickly, its sparks crackling.
“It was only a suggestion, bro,” he warns me. “Don’t get crazy. I can’t give you something for nothing…that’s not fair, is it? This is capitalism.”
I look down to Ivy, hoping she realizes that it is time to go, but she already has her hands at her top. “Stop,” I command her, and reach for my wallet. “Sixty dollars? I got that.”
I drop the bills on the table. “Alright,” says the man. “See? We’re all cool here.” He leaves the Taser on the table, though, as he pockets the cash. “Now, let’s see what your future holds. Do you have any specific questions?” He looks to me first, imploring me to be seated.
“Am I going to get ripped off in the very near future?” I ask, resignedly taking my seat in the creaky plastic chair.
“Definitely not,” Gideon says smugly, spreading out the cards, face up. “He’s not a true believer, is he?” he asks Ivy.
“Not yet.” She smiles, knowing that I am pissed, but hoping for some good outcome to all of this. “Let’s just start with something simple. I just got out of numerology—and into tarot readings. What are our lucky numbers?”


“Okay, yeah,” says Gideon, his seductive voice back on. “That’s easy. He flips the cards, shuffles them quickly as if readying for a poker game, and then extends them for her to cut the cards. She does and he flips over the six of wands.
“Is it six?” she asks.
“Did you just get into tarot?” he asks, uncertain.
“Yes! Just today—that’s why when I saw your sign, I knew it was a sign!”
“Yeah, totally. Totally. Okay, with tarot, what the card says, it doesn’t necessarily mean. It’s for me to interpret. My mother was a great and powerful witch and she totally passed her powers on to me. See, the card says six, but really, I can see here your lucky number is eleven.”
“Oh,” Ivy exclaims. “Hmm, no, that can’t be right. Eleven is an unlucky number—for both of us.”
“It’s the cards, they don’t lie.”
Ivy’s brow is still furrowed, so the man quickly explains, “Sometimes, what we see as an unlucky thing, it’s really mysteriously lucky. The universe has greater plans for us, you know?”
“I guess,” she admits, but is still not sold. “What about Tom?”
I’m annoyed that she’s even shared my name with this hack bastard, but the man reshuffles and offers me the cards, which I decline to cut.
“Works either way, my friend,” Gideon assures me. He cuts them and turns over the three of cups. “Your lucky number is three.”
“That’s a good lucky number,” Ivy squeals, impressed. “Three in numerology is powerful.”


“Yeah, totally,” the man agrees. “My mom was all about the number three. Three pops up in all things. All over nature and the universe and shit. You can’t explain it.”
I don’t feel like questioning why my number is the one on the card and Ivy’s wasn’t, so I keep quiet as the guy reshuffles.
“How about your future now?” the guy prods Ivy.
“Yes, that is why we came.”
“I can sense that,” he agrees, laying out several cards. “Alright, I’m going to do both of you at once, as our time is short. I’m getting hungry and I can’t work on an empty stomach. Okay, wow. Interesting stuff I’m reading here. These cards all pertain to you—” He indicates my companion.
“Ivy,” she confirms.
“I love that name, Ivy. It’s a very spiritual name—very much a part of nature.” I can’t believe she is eating this up. Or maybe I can.
“Okay, Ivy.” He selects cards around the one that has my attention in the middle of his array. It is the “Death” card. “Okay, you’ve got a long, happy life ahead of you. But these cards are also showing me that you are due for a lot of change in your life—you are going to find a new love. Someone that is new to your life…”
Ivy turns to stare at me quickly, but the reader has his game play on. “No, it is someone you’ve just met really, really recently—someone in tune with the secrets of the universe. A very powerful person who is mysterious and dark—and age appropriate.”
“Alright, enough,” I say, my patience exhausted. “Say whatever you’ve got to say about me so we can get out of here.”


“It’s dark, bro. Really dark.” He slides the Death card out from the layout. “This is all I have for you. It seems you are not long for this earth.”
“Fuck!” Ivy exclaims. “Tom!”
“We’re leaving,” I tell Ivy, intent on going whether she comes or not. I’ll take my chances with the thugs. She follows, though.
The man, who has put his hand back on the Taser, fearful I might try to hit him, implores Ivy to consider what he’s said about finding a new love. On the way out, I can’t help but notice that his apartment number is 11. Cheesy fucker. “That guy was a total fucking scammer,” I announce to her when we are back on the boardwalk and heading toward our cars. I look around, but the two thugs are nowhere to be seen. I’ve really got to get my head together, I tell myself.
“Why a scammer?” She frowns. “Was it because his room didn’t look like tarot shops in the movies? That’s what made it so authentic. You don’t choose the tarot gift, the gift chooses you.”
“What about him saying your lucky number was eleven?”
“Yeah,” she admits, remembering. “He was definitely wrong about that. Hmm. Maybe it’s not an exact science…”
There is an innocence about her that I don’t want to find endearing, and yet…
“What about what he said, though?” she persists. “About you, I mean. I know my reading was bullshit, but you…”
“You knew he was coming on to you?”
“Of course. That was soooo cornball. But what he said about you scares me.”


“Don’t be scared. If I’m not scared, you shouldn’t be scared.”
“And you treat me like I’m the stupid one. You’re in real danger, Tom.”
“At least you’ve got a long, happy life ahead of you. And it sounds like you’re going to find a new love, so good luck with that.” I walk just far enough ahead of her that hand-holding isn’t even an option.
—
“Should we go get something to eat?” Ivy tries when we reach her car. “Somewhere that takes Visa?”
I shake my head. “I got shit to do. I think we shouldn’t talk for a while, at least until we know what’s going to happen with this 236 thing next.”
“Tom,” she begins, and then drops it.
“Realize that I got good reason to keep you away from me, okay?” I hold up my arm to reveal the swath of bandage. “After what that guy did to my landlord, that goes double now.” Ms. Park-Hallsley…the second person to die as a result of me. Just thinking her name makes my stomach churn. As much as I might not want to believe it, she didn’t deserve what she got—being a nosy bitch is no reason for anyone to get canceled.
“I know,” Ivy admits, reluctant still, perhaps reading my sudden grimace as silent anguish over fate forcing us apart.
“Drive safe,” I say, and walk off. That I’m half a block away before I hear her car door creak shut confirms my suspicion. I will myself not to look back for fear that she might still somehow notice it. I make a beeline for Tony Brahma’s, and punch the buzzer on the intercom at the base of his apartment building. Sweat is tumbling off my brow and it isn’t because of the weather.


“Who’s there?” Tony’s voice crackles through the box.
“Tony, it’s Tom.”
“Tom who?”
I flick the top of the intercom box and it hurts my finger. “It’s Dr. Tom.”
“Tommy. Dr. Tom,” he cheers, and hits the button for the door.
Tony greets me at the door to his second-floor apartment. Shirtless as usual, he pulls my handshake in for a hug. “Dr. Tom, what’s it all about? Time for another batch?”
I nod and take a seat on his weight bench. It is the focal point of his living room, and what furniture he has, he’s arranged it around the bench. Tony disappears into his bedroom, banging out a solo with imaginary drumsticks as he goes. “Brahma” is not Tony’s real last name, but rather one he’d assigned himself at some point in his life because he thought it “sounded cool.” His is the sort of personality that firmly believes everyone needs a nickname. I am “Dr. Tom” because of my brief stint in medical school.
“Nice shades,” he says, complimenting the glasses now folded and hanging from the neck of my shirt when he returns with my dope.
“Want ’em?” I hand them up.
He puts them on and looks at himself in the reflection of his flat screen. “Thanks, amigo. Tell you what…I’ll trade you a hit for them…but you have to take it here.”


Just what the doctor ordered. “Deal.”
—
I leave Tony’s feeling significantly calmer, considerably affected, and with a fresh batch of skag in the breast pocket of my shirt. The sun is long gone, a refreshing breeze has sprung up, and I have a hard-on. Ivy and her barely there outfits have wormed their way into my delirium, and as much as I don’t want her in there, she is. I’m drawn to her, even with her nonsense, and yet, I can’t figure out why that is. My mind wants to suggest that it’s fate, but I stop that train of thought as soon as it occurs. Decisively, I make my next stop the one place I know she won’t be.
—
“I knew you couldn’t stay mad at us forever,” Royal says as I walk through the entrance of the Electric Candy Factory. “Charity’s dancing tonight.”
Sweet Charity. She is onstage, but gives a slight nod of acknowledgment in my direction as I walk in. I take a seat at the stage next to two overweight guys who look like brothers and aren’t tipping. In that sort of mood, I lay three hundred-dollar bills on the stage in front of me and turn to stare at the fat brothers. My attention causes them to look away in shame, and when Charity sashays over, they get up and leave. I look up as she stands above, topless and cool. She places one platform heel over the Franklins and drags them into the pit with the others. “Thank you,” she says, winking, and returns to the pole. Somewhere, someone hoots.
Charity finds me later and, taking me by the hand, pulls me purposefully back toward the private dance room. Sliding the curtain across the door, she pushes me down onto the crushed red velvet couch and lays her ass into my cock. “I didn’t even bother with panties,” she coos, and slides the smooth fabric of her spandex dress up to prove it. One second I am high, spreading her round ass cheeks apart, feverishly groping and squeezing her flesh, and the next, I am down, coherent, and pushing her away. “Get off.”


“What the fuck?” she snaps as the fantasy cracks open and reality filters in.
“I don’t want it anymore,” I say, turning to leave.
“Asshole,” she yelps, and calls for Zeus, who’s through the curtain in an instant. She slides her dress back down and points at me. “Get him the fuck out of here.” Zeus is in bouncer mode and striding toward me. I’ve never had a beef with him before, but as he moves in to grab me, I channel the day’s rage and kick him in the kneecap as hard as I can. He goes down in pain; I’ve probably shattered his patella, and I step over him, striding for the exit.
“So soon?” Royal asks as I depart, but I’m already gone. In a more perfect world, he’s the one with the busted leg.
—
I take the elevator when I get back to my apartment building, no longer worried about Ms. Park-Hallsley’s threats. I can hear the TV still running through her closed door, still pitching her shit that she’ll never have the chance to buy. My apartment is undisturbed when I walk in, and I put my new heroin in the cigar box, lie down, and wait for cops to come. Maybe this is what that bullshit psychic meant when he said I wasn’t long for this earth.






Chapter 11
I stumble up in the morning to the sound of aggressive knocking at my front door. I’m still wearing the previous night’s clothes, and there is a familiar unmarked envelope on the ground, which I kick aside before answering.
The plainclothes dick from the City Hall job, the one who tried to shoo me off till I stoked his ego, stands in the hallway with a uniformed officer, looking all business. “Hi,” I say, holding the door open just wide enough to stick my face out.
“You? The crime scene guy…you’re Thomas Tanner?” he asks, momentarily incredulous.
“Yeah,” I say, and my throat is dry. They wouldn’t send a detective on an assault charge, even for a probie violation.
“We got a hang-up caller that says your landlady isn’t answering the door anymore. This guy comes down here”—he jerks his thumb in the direction of the uniform——“he finds she’s killed herself, so I come down to take a look. Seems legit, but I poke around and there’s a pegboard in her spare bedroom that has all the keys to all the apartments. Excepting one is missing—yours. Naturally, I check who’s living in that apartment and I find out that it is a parolee. So I figure I’d come up and have a chat. Whaddya say?”
I open the door wider and the detective’s instinct compels him to glance in around my person, but I keep my arms in plain sight hanging on to the door and the jamb. “When did she do it?”
“You mind if I come in?” he asks, stepping forward into my space, knowing that he can whether I want him to or not. “It’s goddamn stuffy in this hallway.”


I move aside, and he enters then turns back to the waiting officer. “Tap on the surrounding doors, ask if they know anything.” The uniformed man gives the dick a nasty look when the detective turns back toward me.
I leave the door open and move to lean against my kitchen counter. “You cover Van Nuys and Central? Broad reach.”
“I ask the questions.”
His gruffness is a tactic and I don’t take it personally. “You said my landlady killed herself?”
“I said I ask the questions. You hear or see anything?”
“Nah, I keep to myself, mostly. I just put a rent check in her mailbox on the first of every month.”
“Where the fuck is all your furniture?”
“I don’t have any; I don’t know anyone well enough to help me lug a couch upstairs.”
“I don’t envy your lifestyle. Why isn’t your key on that pegboard?”
“I couldn’t say, Detective.”
“Those are the little oddities I tend to notice, even at so-called suicides. You sure you didn’t slit her throat and then use your little janitor skills to mop up the blood?” The detective paces the front room and kitchen areas of my apartment as he talks, and at one point, steps on the sealed envelope lying beside the trashcan. Noticing it beneath his foot, he gives it a small kick and it goes slipping out from beneath his tread.


“I do make an obvious suspect—because of the ex-con thing. I get that,” I know to say as I meet his gaze, not paying attention to the envelope or his treatment of it. Little verbal tics and cues are the things detectives are taught to seek out; the name they give it is intuition. If I say or do the wrong thing, he’ll bend over backwards to get me to confess to something. I can’t even correct him to tell him that her throat wasn’t slit—it’s exactly what he’s looking for. Fortunately, I know that he is using his intuition and it is too easy for me to feed him the unconscious body language and words of a man who has absolutely nothing to hide. “Should I be worried?”
“Always,” he admonishes me, ignoring my slack language pattern. He hands me a business card from his jacket pocket. “I’m going to do some more poking around. Just make sure you stay out of trouble.” I set the card down on the counter and will myself to not look in the direction of the envelope, which seems painfully obvious on the otherwise clean floor.
He moves to the door and I stand up politely, still keeping my hands discreetly visible. “Who’s your PO?” he asks from the doorway.
“Duane Caruzzi.”
“That racist prick is still allowed near a badge? Good-fucking-night.” He walks out without elaborating, but I guess I already know what he means.
“Anything?” I hear him ask the uniformed officer down the hall.
“Nada.”
“Probably nothing…but let’s keep watch on that scumbag—his eyes give me the creeps.”


Looking down at the business card, I see “Detective Marcus Stack” and a phone number printed beside the LAPD logo. Asshole. I wait another long second and close the door softly. Through the walls, I hear the chugging of the elevator.
The new letter, also printed on Ms. Park-Hallsley’s letterhead, as if I might otherwise not believe it is from the same guy, reads:


Me again.
I think you are like one of those mice in the laboratory experiments and I cannot stop watching. I am fascinated—you were correct that I was watching through the window, and I dig that you are not scared of me. I admit I had to call the police on Mrs. Landlady because you did not! Again! You’re sick, my boy. Did you catch on to the lipstick? Like that lady out in Santa Clarita? I bet you did. I respect that, but you don’t work for the coroner’s office, do you? You don’t seem to keep any sort of regular schedule in fact, so I am still wondering who you are and what it is you do. I have not put that much effort into finding these things out, because for the time being, I like the mystery. There is darkness in you. There is darkness in me too, so don’t take that as anything but the compliment it is. Some days, I’m just a guy who enjoys killing people more than he enjoys making them laugh. What is your story?
I’m just sitting here writing, working on stuff, bored. I get so goddamn lonely sometimes; I think that is what gets me into trouble. Please don’t ever bore me…
I know! We should have an experiment, you and I.
There is a liquor store on the corner of Pico and Stewart in Santa Monica. It is a shitty little place and the heeb who works there needs a good scare. I want you to rob it. Do it tomorrow night at 8 p.m., no matter what. You can keep the money and everything or return it, whatever. By the time you read this, I will have placed a bag of tools for you in the basement of your building. It will be in a brown bag inside the only locker down there without a lock on it. I cannot emphasize enough that this is a non-negotiable experiment. The life you save might be yours.
8 p.m. Tomorrow. American Liquor. Corner of Pico and Stewart.
Sincerely,
A. Guy
P.S. I know I don’t need to tell you, but leave the police out of this.
I set the letter, refolded, on the counter next to Detective Stack’s business card. A. Guy. My new admirer has given himself a name, albeit a horrible, punny name. He is right about liking killing more than making people laugh.
Taking the stairs, I walk all the way down to the basement, which is little more than a storage area for the part-time maintenance crew Ms. Park-Hallsley had employed. I’ve never been down here, in the poorly lit room that has clearly once housed a furnace. Though the big heating contraption has long since been removed and replaced by shitty in-room heating boxes that feed from electrical outlets, the taped-off pipes and vents for the furnace still extend from the far side of the ceiling at jagged, imperfect angles, like bad teeth. In its place now lie reams of carpeting and five-gallon buckets of paint, both identifiable to the various surfaces of the building. Hanging on one wall is a pegboard for the numerous tools of the handyman trade, and where each piece should be, someone had taken the time to stencil in the outline of the tool. Evidently the pegboard system is a failure, for most of the tools are missing.


Against the wall beneath the stairwell is a panel of four old metal lockers that look to have been taken straight out of a high school. Three of the lockers are fixed closed with combination locks, but the door to the fourth, as the letter said it would be, is bare. I reach inside, and find, again as the letter said I would, a brown paper bag. Its logo declares it is from a Gelson’s supermarket. As I unfurl the rolled-shut top, I find myself hoping against hope that the bag will be full of well-used paintbrushes, but I know this is not likely.
From within the confines of the chic brown bag, I produce a wadded-up pair of tan pantyhose that, in spite of the absence of packaging, appear to be brand new. Lucky me. Also inside, latex gloves (as if I didn’t have thousands of these at my disposal), a cloth sack with a large cartoony dollar sign drawn on it, and lastly, a clear plastic water pistol, loaded. “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” I say, holding up the gun in disbelief, and recheck to ensure the Gelson’s bag is really empty. It is.
—
Ivy meets me at the base of the wheelchair ramp leading into the L.A. Zoo. She is dolled up like a rockabilly chick, with her blonde hair held up by a bandanna, and wearing heels, but the meeting place is her idea—both because it is wide open and because she is nuts about animals. “Plus,” she claims, “if that bastard wants to eavesdrop on us, he’s gonna have to pay to do it.” I don’t have to add that there are also probably less thug types here.


She buys our tickets and we are in, sharing the pathways with schoolchildren on class trips, tourists, and au pairs pushing strollers. This time, there is no heroin purchase to conceal the fact that I’m actually on some sort of date. I brief her on the latest news and she doesn’t seem surprised.
“He’s a real fucker, isn’t he?” she decides, stopping at the alligators, which she claims are her favorite. “I didn’t call the cops myself, because I thought, ‘If Tom doesn’t want the cops called, he obviously has good reason.’ So that sucks that now you’re on their radar.”
“I was always gonna be on their radar in some capacity, I suppose. But yes, I do have a reason to keep them out of it.”
“Does it have to do with your jail stuff?”
“Can’t we just look at the alligators?”
She sighs briefly and then digs a quarter from her purse and flicks it so it lands on the alligator’s back, tails up. “Make a wish.”
“I wish you hadn’t just done that. You’re like a goddamn child. I can’t take you anywhere.”
She sticks out her tongue at me, grins, and then asks, “So the question is, are you going to do it?”
“What? Rob a liquor store with a water gun? No.”
She sobers. “But he’s going to kill someone if you don’t…and you know that he’s serious about it.”
“One of two things would happen here. I’d end up back in jail or I’d end up getting shot by a real gun. Or both. And there isn’t a person on this planet who I think is worth that.”


Ivy seems to stiffen up at that and insists we move ahead to the gorilla exhibit. “The gorillas are probably my favorite,” she says quietly, apparently forgetting all about alligators.
She doesn’t pipe up again until we are passing the giraffe enclosure and I prod her.
“Don’t you wanna stop and watch the giraffes? Aren’t they your favorites too?”
“Fuck giraffes. At the end of the day, they aren’t really useful, they just eat and shit and make more giraffes. They aren’t worth it.”
“Ahh.” I pull her to a stop and rest up against the railing where the giraffes behind me are, aptly, eating and shitting. “You don’t like that I don’t like people.”
“I think it sucks that this jerkoff is going to kill someone and you’re fine with that. You won’t even try to stop it.”
“You wanna know why I don’t care about people? You wanna know why I don’t like the police?” I can feel a tingle through my body and I realize I am being honest, but I am past the point of concern.
“Ten years ago, I murdered a little girl. Her name was Holly Ann Kelly. I was driving drunk—blackout drunk—and I hit her with my car. She died instantly.” I take a seat on a nearby bench. “Apparently, I would have driven away except my car hit a utility pole. No witnesses, but I don’t doubt I did it. There was blood and hair in the grille of my car, both hers. A real mess of a scene.” Ivy looks aghast and sits down next to me, but not exactly close. “I was at a frat party at USC—I was there going to med school at the time. I got shitty drunk and passed out. I remember waking, finding my car keys and some money. I told everyone I was going to get thirty tacos from Taco Bell. The last thing I remember is getting in my car. Then I woke up in jail. I have no memory of Holly Kelly the person, only the pictures and video they played of her during the trial. Her parents said she was a really sweet kid, and she was smart too. She wanted to grow up and be a veterinarian.” Ivy props up her fist beneath her chin, listening.


“I served eight years on a manslaughter charge because the prosecutor got Holly’s parents to agree to a plea deal—they were worried about some technicality. My own parents told me they never wanted to see me again, med school went away, and I spent most of my time in special lockdown with child molesters because some spook put a shiv in my rib cage.” I touch the area of my chest where the scar burns beneath my shirt. “The guards on duty were paid off, they physically turned their backs right before it happened. I remember, I thought it was odd that the guards would do that, and then bam! I should have died, but he missed my heart by about a millimeter. The police didn’t care, of course, and why should they? I was no better than those kiddie poachers I was locked in with. Plus, at the time, Holly’s dad, Hank Kelly, was an LAPD lieutenant. One of his brothers in blue had promised the Kellys I would die in there. When I finally got out, I got a job as a cook in a cafe and they—the Kellys, found out. They protested and got me fired. I got another job…at Home Depot…they got me fired from that too. Now they’ve found out that I work crime scene cleanup, and they’re trying to get me fired from that. They want to ruin my life because I ruined theirs. The whole goddamn thing, all of it, is really, really fucked up. But after all of that, you know what the worst thing is?”


“What?” she asks, really horrified.
“I haven’t been able to have Taco Bell since.”
“You bastard,” she says, leaping up. “You sick son of a bitch,” she yelps, but grins, and tries to slap at me.
“You see?” I say, standing and becoming serious. “That’s why I don’t like people, and that’s why I don’t like police. It’s my story but it could easily have happened to anyone on the planet. But because of some bad luck, it happened to me, and Holly, and her parents. Life sucks, you know? And cleaning up crime scenes for the last year and change has only served to reinforce that notion. We can all die at any time for no good reason at all—‘perfectly kind’ people have wiped lots of other ‘perfectly kind’ people off the face of the earth for the silliest reasons. Sure, there have been some nutjobs in there as well, but nobody is crazy all the time. Even the worst fuckers in lockup had these moments of humanity when they thought no one else was looking. Nobody, not even little Holly Kelly, is as good or as bad as anyone thinks they are. You know what she was doing out in the street alone at midnight that night? She was running away from home. She’d left her parents a note saying she hated them. Of course, that was all inadmissible in court, but it was true.”
“She doesn’t sound that sweet or that smart.”
“But that’s just it—she probably was both, but she was also an obnoxious little kid and an idiot sometimes, and that wound up getting her killed. I went to USC to become a doctor and to help people. That plus several boneheaded decisions got me locked up for eight years. In the end, what does it matter? The world isn’t any different, better or worse, for not having Holly the veterinarian or Tom the doctor in it.”


“She wasn’t going to be a veterinarian,” Ivy decides.
“I agree completely, but what does it matter?”
“Let me get this straight, though—you’re not going to rob the liquor store because…fuck people?”
“That’s an oversimplification, but yes.”
“Well, I’m going to have to stop this guy then, because between the two of you, the world is gonna run out of people and eventually someone’s gonna kill me.”
I grab her hand, not sure of what I am doing entirely, and pull her toward me. “If it will quiet you down, I’m happy you’re alive.”
“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
“I pick my words carefully, so you know that I mean them.”
“I like it when you hold my hand.”
I realize I still have her hand in mine and release it, but she stays close anyway, looking up at me, her pupils wide and liquid. Neither of us wants to look away.
“I would never call the cops on you,” she says, still staring.
I don’t know who initiated it—I’d like to think she did—but suddenly our arms are grasping each other and we are kissing. A tatted-up bar skank and a kid killer making out amidst lazy jungle animals on a hot Los Angeles afternoon; these days, it seems just about right.






Chapter 12
Ivy is interested in my scar. Pushing me down onto her bed, she climbs atop and wrestles my shirt off so that she can kiss it, study it, and simply be in its presence. I laugh and she slides upward, coyly, dragging her tongue across the swell of my chin and down into the depths of my mouth. Her hand is still on my chest, though, her fingertips curiously gliding across the peaked ridges of horizontal scar tissue, tracing its perimeter. I don’t object, busying my hands on her face, stroking her cheeks, my thumbs delighting at the presence of soft flesh, and I smooth the tumbled stray hairs back into place over her ear. Unceasing in her explorations, her fingers crawl down beneath the beltline of my slacks and grasp me firmly at the base of my erect cock. Expertly she begins to stroke it, as if pulling the whole of my available skin up and over its sensitive head, and then dropping back down with a confidence that carries over into the next swell. The frenzy overwhelms my senses slightly and I pull her hand back up, for fear of cumming too quickly. There is more going on here, now, than the simple fuckdoll machinations of Charity, Bianca, and Cassidy, and it is the realization that I actually care what she thinks.
She won’t be denied, detoured, or slowed, though, and her hand is back at my belt, fierce, forcing the boundaries of my clothing apart as she comes to them, and I respond in kind, gripping her blouse, twisting its red fabric in my fingers, and yanking it over her head. I am intent now, and refuse to passively be taken by her boundless enthusiasm; I twist the backing of her bra strap, pinching it one-handed to free the clasps. It springs apart and Ivy stops her open-mouthed assault to tell me she’s impressed before dropping its cherry straps loose from the overloaded swells of her mammoth breasts, unwholesomely perky behind thick, engorged nipples. She forces one into my mouth and I bite lightly, stretching the tip outward, wrenching a moan from her place at my neck. I am disrupted only momentarily by the loss of my shirt, and then I am back to her breasts, slipping my tongue around her right areola, and down the mounded curve to the outer reaches of her stomach, finding and tracing the slight, pale scar tissue of her implants.


“Are they horrible?” she gasps, caught in the moment but suddenly vulnerable, and I leave them to meet the agog turquoise stare she fixes upon me.
“They’re beautiful,” I assure her confidently with unswerving commitment to the pursuit of shared release. Self-induced phobias about perceived slights and imperfections, even the man-made ones, are nothing over which one should ever interrupt a good fuck, I’ve just decided.
I maintain eye contact until, reassured, she dips her dolly lips to swallow down the better part of my shaft, pushing her tongue firmly into the glans of my penis, milking from me the same primal utterances I’d so recently brought forth in her. I yen to be inside, feeling her doubtlessly waxed cunt grip the entirety of my manhood and wrench forth the stored product of my lust for her flushed visage.
Flipping her down onto her back, I yank free her skirt and thong, lifting her legs up to straddle against me, and the head of my cock is wet with anticipatory glee as it taps against her slit, and I spill her legs apart to reveal the bald pink folds of labia yawning for penetration. She’s juiced for me, and I slide in, guiding my cock slowly up into the silky canal of her twat, spreading her, and delighting in the warmth of her, and she oohs for me, her eyes half-lidded with aching, fervent delight. I rock outwards, not fully free of her tensed mons, and glide back in, eliciting another whimper of gasping indulgence. Bending to taste the rosy-hued goose bumps of enraptured flesh dappling her tensed neckline, I sense in her the quivering need for impassioned release, and quicken my thrusts to accommodate. She responds instantly, cumming, and bucking her pelvis against mine in a frantic battle for deeper and more prolonged insertion. Ivy cries out as she cums and sharply bites at the knuckle of her left hand, willing the orgasm onward, pulsing it through the narrow channels of her frame as she spasms upward into me. I feel her fluids lubricate my cock and the slapping skin of my testicles as I grind into her without slowing. It is a belief in the divine right of release that spurs me onward toward my own teeth-bending orgasm, which rushes forth from my depths, exploding outward in unmeasured bursts. Hasty, I go to yank free from her, fearing the potential end results of spontaneous unprotected fucking, but she tightens her legs around my hips, and reaches upward to pull herself onto me, clutching, and accepting all of me, it being the last physical hurdle to a second, prolonged orgasm on her part.


Spent, we fall apart together, both of us lying in the sweat and molten ejaculate of our respective organs, gazing at each other with a silent, toothy acceptance of sin done well. She is the first to speak, and with it comes the assurance that the necessary period of introspection has passed. “Did you ever get raped when you were in prison?”


—
I wake to the sound of someone showering on the other side of the wall, and am momentarily confused as to where I am. I’m still at Ivy’s, I realize, and it is now daylight outside, though a quilt tacked across the bedroom window lets only the thinnest sliver of light into the dark bedroom. Violet walls that have been painted none too carefully in regard to the ceiling and the floor only serve to make the room darker still. I have the notion that I could just as easily be in a cave. The motif of the bedroom seems to be “clutter,” as clothes, makeup, and objects that fall into the category of “stuff” pollute every surface and most of the floor surrounding the bed. It’s as bad as her car.
Scanning the posters on the wall, I realize that whatever “contemporary” meant over the past nine years, I was not a part of it. The bands, the TV shows, the movies…all of them happened without me. Several pop culture worlds passed me by and I have nothing to show for it. I am a man out of his time, naked beneath the covers in this bedroom of a girl almost a decade younger than me. There is a scrawled note too—on her pillow—reading, First a shower, then I’m making breakfast. Guess that tarot reader was right after all.
Fuck. I peer down at the mess of laundry scattered across the floor and pick out my slacks and boxer briefs from among them. The shower turns off in the next room, and I scramble into action.
I am at the front door to her apartment when Ivy emerges from the bathroom wrapped in a towel. I just can’t do it. I can’t get involved like this. I don’t deserve to feel happy and she doesn’t deserve dealing with my hang-ups. Eventually she’ll come to realize this is for the best.


“Tom?” she questions, and our eyes meet, but I pull the door shut anyway, grateful hers is a first-floor apartment. I worry she might follow me; she doesn’t.
A block away from home, my cell phone vibrates from deep in my pocket. I am fairly certain it is Ivy, so I don’t answer. They continue to call back, though, and I am forced to dig for it, cursing, and unable to wrest it free of my pants. “Motherfucker!” I yell, and with one last jarring effort, yank the phone free of my pocket.
“Tom,” I bark into it, now desperate to answer before they hang up, just maybe hoping it is Ivy after all.
“Hello, sir,” the androgynous voice speaks back at me, unruffled. “We have a service request for you—an Offramp Inn, in Van Nuys, California, room 236. Will you take the call?”
This can’t be fallout from the robbery…it’s not even eight p.m. yet, I think and pull a U-turn.
—
Racing into the parking lot of the Offramp Inn, I have to slam on the big truck’s brakes to avoid crunching a little towheaded urchin who’s decided to make a jailbreak across the parking lot. Just as quickly, his mother runs after him, also not looking, and swats him on the bottom, bringing out the tears. As she drags him back in front of my grille, she throws me the stink eye as if I’m the bad parent. “Slow down,” she mouths.
“Fuck you,” I mouth back. Why couldn’t she have been in 236 last night?


The tiny man at the desk sees the logo on my polo shirt and nods appreciatively. “Buen día, señor,” he says, pulling a keycard from the top drawer of his desk.
“English?”
He shakes his head no, and then smiles good-naturedly, waving for me to follow. As we walk up to the room he jabbers on, seemingly indifferent to the fact that I can’t understand a fucking word he utters. In a way, it makes sense that the Offramp Inn would hire a front desk man who speaks no English—when I got out of prison I found I couldn’t read half the billboards in Southern California. My guide crosses himself and stops at the top of the stairwell, thrusting his chin in the direction I am to go; he, apparently, wants no part of it. I take the keycard and go on, easily identifying 236 from afar: it is the room with the door that has been kicked open and wrenched from its top hinge in the process. Police had set it back against the jamb and crossed the entrance off with several strands of yellow tape, the bottom three of which have been yanked free on one side by curious scavengers. I snap a couple quick pictures and remove the remaining two.
The top mattress, resting against the wall, is a mess of blood on the left side, and its box spring has four telltale punctures denoted by police forensic markers. Bullet holes. Two additional bullet holes, also marked, are smashed through the bathroom door. This door, although intact, has several boot scuffs streaked near the handle and bears the dents of an attempted break-in. The bathroom door is stronger than the front door—how reassuring. Inside the bathroom, I can see ruined tiles where forensics has dug the slugs from the shower stall, but no blood. A toothbrush is resting on the bathroom counter, and another is in the sink, still covered in thick white toothpaste residue. The toothpaste tube is nowhere to be found, so my guess is that the scavengers have nabbed it. A photo is propped against the bathroom mirror; it is a souvenir photo, taken at Universal Studios, and time-stamped for yesterday. In it, a smiling elderly couple pose with a towering Boris Karloff–inspired Frankenstein’s monster. I snap a photo of the photo and return to the bedroom.


The woman’s nightgown, bloody, and sheared apart by the paramedics, is on the floor, surrounded by disposed “sticky dots” from their cardiac monitor. “Goddamn paramedics,” I grouse. They’re always leaving their trash for me to clean up.
It is an easy enough scene to figure out—the old woman had been in bed, and her husband in the bathroom sometime last night. A ski-mask-clad “man in black” had kicked open the motel door and blasted Ma Kettle where she lay. Pa, being a war hero no doubt, knew gunshots when he heard them, and bravely locked himself in the bathroom. The big bad wolf went after Pa, huffed, puffed, but he couldn’t knock the door down, so he’d resorted to shooting it. Evidently Pa had survived—I couldn’t say the same for the door, though.
A nice murder cleanup is just the thing to take my mind off Ivy, I decide, and head down to get my kit out of the back of the truck. A square of road-weathered cardboard is stuck to my windshield beneath a wiper blade—another note. “What is it with people and their notes these days?” I ask no one in particular, snagging it.
You see the things I godda do to find out hew you are?! I dint even no this kind of job axisted. This is what hapens when you hide from me, you stupid ashole! He’d scribbled the note with a black Sharpie, fast and furious. “Not so smart without your spell-check, are you, numbnuts?” I yell to the parking lot, jogging quickly up the lane, keeping low and scanning beneath the chassis of the present cars. Again, there seems to be no one around, save for a Hispanic maid, staring blankly after me from behind her cart.


I store the cardboard in the cab of my truck, secretly elated that I’ve found several chinks in his armor. Clearly, I’ve gotten to him—just disappearing off his grid for one night has enraged him to the point where he’s been compelled to act rashly in a bid to return to a position of power over me. It is no accident that he’s targeted the Van Nuys location, as it’s the closest one to my home rather than being the next on his chronological list. Rather than being a calm and rational psychopath, an intellectual savage, he is petty and easily ruffled—a run-of-the-mill savage. That he’s gone on undetected as long as he has is doubtless more akin to luck and the shortcomings of the Robbery/Homicide Division of the LAPD. In a pinch, his spelling is atrocious; he is also a lefty—the slant in his handwriting tells me as much. And in a couple minutes—I add a tape measure to my crate of cleaning supplies—I will know his shoe size.
Leaving the motel at twenty after five, I make the short trip up to San Fernando to drop off the bio. I have plenty of time to swap out cars and make it out to Santa Monica in time for the robbery—the Gelson’s bag is in the trunk of my Charger. But I won’t be doing that. Instead, I force myself to wonder if they’ll take my apologies down at the Electric Candy Factory.


More than anything, I want a fix—not in the foot either—in the arm. Or straight into my forehead even. But I can’t bring myself to go home; there, I’ll sit, watch the clock, and, left alone, I will begin to think.
—
I end up at a bar, a regular bar, stuffed in among laypeople in shirts, ties, and blouses, all of them unready to “be home” as well. A baseball game is on and most of us pretend to watch. While they suck down their beers, I have a club soda with a lime so no one feels the need to make any speculations. There is a general level of silence to the place, and it reminds me why I don’t spend time in regular bars—strip clubs have constant loud music, loud enough to stymie conversation. In regular bars, there is nothing to do but talk. And pretend to not watch the Dodgers lose, of course.
Above the bar is a clock, a big, classic white one, with a persistent second hand that insists on drawing my eyes to it. By seven o’clock, I’m angry with “A. Guy” for attempting to put me in a bullshit situation, and for not being as smart as I initially anticipated. So what if someone dies on my account? I tell myself. Obviously they wouldn’t be the first one…Holly, Ms. Park-Hallsley, the old lady in 236, all of them died as a result of me, and I have hardly been swayed an inch. I finish my club soda and order another, intending to settle in for the long haul.
By seven-fifteen, I am a ball of rage. Outwardly, I appear calm—my body language is loose and a bit slouched, mirroring the people on both sides of me, but inside I am taut, a razor wire stretched neck high on a bike path. I am furious at myself now, livid that for all I have on my opponent, I really have nothing. His is the upper hand; I am a tattered toy being dragged along in the wake of a child. Even as I sit here not doing his dirty work, I am constrained by it, hampered, unable to do anything but pay attention to the man and his machinations.


I cool down by selling myself on the idea that it is a trap, most likely. That’s why he’s sent me in there—he has alerted the storeowner already…or the cops. Then: No, that’s not him, I think. But then I am annoyed that I can mentally project myself into his mindset. We’re not alike at all; I attempt reassurance that doesn’t quite stick. Maybe he’s trying to get me out of my apartment by sending me on a wild-goose chase?
That seems too high-minded, though. I feel like I can’t get a bead on the man—or don’t want to admit that I can—which sets off my frustration again. Finally, playing against type, I tap the man next to me, a balding sop in a business suit with deep-set eyes.
“Excuse me. I’ve got a hypothetical question. Why would one guy give another guy a toy gun and tell him to go rob a liquor store?”
The guy looks over and without blinking or considering the nature of my request says, “He’s probably trying to screw your wife.”
I should know better. I leave the club soda and head for my car, where I move the Gelson’s bag from the trunk to the front seat. My dashboard clock reads 7:32. I’ve got twenty-eight minutes to get across roughly nine cities, going south on Tujunga to the 101, take the east corridor to the 405, then a straight shot down to Pico. Maybe in the end, the one thing the bastard doesn’t expect is for me to just do it, balls to the wall.
—
I gun it down to Tujunga, accelerating through lights and around anyone doing the speed limit; the Hemi, enjoying the workout, responds accordingly. Fragmented leftovers of rush hour are still trickling across the 101 in convoluted packs as I zoom on, but I burn around and through them, edging the Charger as fast as she is willing to go. It’s the first time I’ve opened her up, but considering the contents of the bag on the seat to my right, it’s a bad time to get pulled over. I take my chances, though, and rocket onto the 405.


I am just beginning to feel good about my prospects when traffic comes to a dead stop just before the Sunset Boulevard exit. It’s 7:50 p.m. and I know I can’t make it without the 405, but the bitch isn’t cooperating today. Swerving, I cut over onto the shoulder and drive that way, bypassing nervous traffic victims who honk as I squeeze past their cars, still going faster than I should. A highway patrolman, stuck in the thick of things, sees me doing this and hits his light bar, but there is nowhere for anyone to go, and he can only watch as I disappear off the Sunset off-ramp. Accelerating, I go Sunset to Barrington, and then across Montana, Wilshire, and Santa Monica Boulevard, blazing through stop signs on a number of obnoxious tiny streets with minutes clicking off the clock at an annoying rate.
I’m a few blocks and one freeway underpass away when time runs out. Stuck behind lines of cars at Olympic, I see road construction has gummed up the length of the street as far as the eye can see. I knew it was going to be a tight squeeze even with the freeway open, but I’m bitter as I take a left through the cones and nose the Charger back up toward the Valley. There is no more time for alternate routes. There is no more fight left in me to try any further. I feel like I have given up too quickly, and yet, the truth is far worse: I didn’t care until it was too late. There is no cursing of A. Guy now, there is only me to blame. Business as usual.






Chapter 13
Harold walks into the office at 10:00 a.m. to find me typing. “What you doing, Tom?” he asks in his affable, stilted English.
“Just entering the photos from yesterday’s job.” Actually, I’d logged them somewhere around 3 a.m., and am currently running on no sleep. After the debacle in Santa Monica, I’d stopped back at my apartment just long enough to grab A. Guy’s letters. I’d expected to find a new one, but there was nothing. Under the circumstances, no letter is equally as chilling.
I’ve spent my evening-into-morning typing his letters into a folder, as well as compiling the data profile I have collected thus far. It has been several hours of work and I have little to show for it.
“Did you see? Your friend make it hard for you. Last night on news—no good,” Harold babbles, walking over to the air conditioner, pleased to find it in the “off” position.
“What’s that?” I ask, weary, and discreetly remove A. Guy’s correspondences from the desk.
“Ohh, that why I thought you didn’t sleep. You will be pissed on.” I’m immune to his occasional malapropisms by now and shift to one side to allow him access to the computer. “Yeah, it caught me by surprise. He’s a big asshole, for sure.” Harold, his fingers impressively nimble on the keyboard, dredges up a news video and clicks the “play” button.
My stomach drops as the video shows Hank Kelly in a plum sweater, standing at a podium with a suited female whom the caption identifies as “Congresswoman Sonya Gutierrez D–Baldwin Park.” The congresswoman looks like a hard-nosed bitch as she presides over the lectern, gripping its sides with skeletal fingers covered in bulbous gold jewelry. A flash goes off as someone captures the image for what will undoubtedly be a story in today’s Times. “Thank you,” the congresswoman begins, clearly relishing her post.


There is nothing more horrifying to a parent than outliving a child; particularly when the child is young and has not been allowed the time necessary to sample all that life has to offer. It is a tragedy when young life is cut short by disease or an accident; it is an outrage when anything worse is involved. Ten years ago, Holly Ann Kelly was a victim of the latter. Today, her killer walks free. Was justice served? In the eyes of the law, yes. To her parents standing here with me today though, nothing will ever replace Holly Ann Kelly, and justice can never fully be levied. So great was the effect, her father, Hank Kelly, a decorated LAPD lieutenant retired from his position to devote himself full-time to his daughter’s memory. So you can imagine Mr. Kelly’s horror in finding out that his daughter’s murderer is not only back out on the street, but has found employment in the business of cleaning up crime scenes! A man guilty of taking a child’s life can freely walk into your home and be directly involved in your family’s welfare after a tragedy. This is simply not acceptable! Allowing predators to hone their craft at your expense should not and will not be tolerated. This is a loophole that must be sealed. Permanently! I am teaming up with the Kellys here to spearhead an initiative that will keep violent offenders out of occupations that allow them access to your home.
We’re calling it Holly’s Law in memory of Holly Ann Kelly; in doing so, maybe Holly can forever be the little angel that looks after your family. For more information, go to my website at—


Harold stops the video. “Now you see—the man is an asshole. Do not worry—we deal with when time comes.” I must look worse than usual, because he pats my arm reassuringly. “It okay, it okay.”
“I’m gonna go home now. Call me if anything comes up.”
“Okay, no problem—you take easy, Tom.”
I feel myself move outside, clutching the stack of letters I’ve accrued from A. Guy, but there is a sort of ethereal antigravity to my movements and I feel almost out of body. I’m not angry exactly, just sort of lost or devoid of a soul. For the first time ever, I think I feel what it is that the Kellys have wanted me to feel. I’ve never allowed myself to try and suffer all that bad, because I couldn’t. I didn’t know what it was like to murder, because consciously, I never had. From the Kellys, or other inmates or cops, it was one thing, but to see that woman stand at that podium and say that I was a killer—for some reason, it hits me hard. I’ve done my time; I haven’t bothered anyone. For her to try and remove me from the one thing I am good at—that I like doing—simply because of a little dead girl from years ago…I need a fix. Bad.
Shivering involuntarily, I drive back to my apartment, cursing that I’ve let my coherence go on so long. That’s it, I cajole myself. It isn’t that I’m a bad guy—I just need a little heroin.
Taking the stairs because I can’t wait for the elevator, I get to my door, dizzy and stinking, with sweat pouring down into my eyes. I can’t keep my hands still. “I’m not a killer,” I remind myself over and over as I fumble to get the key in the lock. I’m not butchering people in motel rooms, or forcing people to do things they don’t want to do. I’m just an asshole from Los Angeles, just like anyone else in the big city. Everyone has a past, right?


I get inside and slam the door shut behind me, locking it as I do. There are no new notes. “Good,” I gasp to the empty room. “Some time to myself.” It’s all I want. I make for the bedroom, strip off my shirt, and grab the cigar box. Dangerous or not, this one is going in a nice, fat arm vein. I just don’t have the motor skills at the moment for a toe shot.
Flicking open the lid, I knock aside the paper folded on top and grab out my rig and length of tubing, quickly flexing and tying off. I’ve missed this motion. Easily, I find the vein, wormlike and blue, running through my arm like the 5 freeway. Settling in, I reach for the baggie of pills, and crack the first one open on my spoon. Citrus, flame, cotton, and I’m ready to roll. And then my attention shifts back to the paper, lying still folded on my bedsheet. There was never a paper folded inside my stash box… I drop the needle and grab the note. It’s Park-Hallsley’s letterhead.


So you noticed I am not great with spelling. Guess what? I found out that you have a bigger problem, and it’s not this addiction. You don’t feel the need to do what I tell you. That is a HUGE problem. That little stunt that you didn’t do last night was important to me, and so I’ve decided to make it important to you. I’m guessing that since you found this note, you’re in need of some of your precious drugs. The question is: have I fucked with them? Hmm, what is it you might be putting into your body? Is this the end of the Trauma-Gone man? Tune in next time…same bat time, same bat channel.
P.S. I warned you that the life you saved might be yours.
I drop the note and grab the syringe, holding it to stare up into the murky contents within. It looks normal, and every part of me is screaming for me to inject it. He’s bluffing. He has to be…and yet… A drop of liquid runs the length of the needle and down onto the plastic barrel; uncertain, I shift my fingers to avoid it. Furious, I tear the tubing from my arm and hurl it back into the box. Syringe, baggie, pills, spoon, even the goddamn lemon juice goes into the toilet, where they swirl and disappear.
I’m shaking bad now and there is sharpness in the back of my brain. I feel the need to retch, but choke it back and instead dial Tony’s phone number from memory. No answer. “C’mon, c’mon,” I plead, but it goes to his voicemail. This is not entirely a surprise, as Tony is not a phone type of guy.
I don’t know if I can make the drive out to Venice. Christ, when did I get this bad? I retch now—it’s only dry heaves, but I feel like I’ve got a virus. That settles it.
I grab a shirt from the hamper and I’m off. The hallway seems impossibly long as I brace myself against the wall to keep upright. Ahead, I hear the ding of the elevator, and I hear myself yell for the person to hold the door, but it is a pitiful sound I make. As I round the corner, the door slides shut. “Please,” I try again, to no avail. The urge to shit swells in me, but there is nothing in my stomach and the wave passes. I make for the stairs and take each one as a sort of lurching tumble that threatens to spill me at the bottom of each level. Christ, when did I get this bad? My shirt is already drenched in sweat and flecked with bits of stucco from the walls; I’m sure I look every bit the doper that I’ve become. That which initially threatened itself as shit comes out topside in a foamy discharge of stomach acid, splattering in small dollops on the concrete base of the stairwell. I really ought to eat more… As I climb into the Charger, my gut hurts so bad I double over. I push my face into the steering wheel so that it will divert some of the pain sensation from my stomach, and it is all I can do not to cry against the backdrop of my wailing horn. I cannot drive to Venice like this. Desperate, I pull out my phone and make a call. If I had another choice, I wouldn’t, but now, in this moment, it is all I can think to do.


Ivy’s phone goes to voicemail after four long rings, and I hang up, ashamed that she will later find my number in her call log. The bitch of it is, at this moment, though I want them to, I know the withdrawal symptoms won’t kill me.
My cell rings on the seat beside me and I answer weakly, praying it isn’t the answering service.
“Why didn’t you leave a message?”
“Ivy?” I ask, strained.
“What’s wrong with you?”
“I need help.”
—
She is at my building fifteen minutes later, helping me into the passenger seat of her Tercel. “Wow,” she admits. “I wouldn’ta picked you for a junkie.”


“We’re different than we look on TV,” I try to joke, slouched in my seat and grateful for the ride.
“Is this why you took me to the boardwalk that day? You needed more drugs?”
“I’m sorry.”
“Bullshit.”
We drive out to Venice and don’t speak again until she pulls off the 10 and I direct her to Tony’s. When she pulls into Tony’s parking space, I ask her if she wants to come upstairs, but she can’t even look at me.
“How long is this gonna take?”
“Just long enough to go upstairs and buy a fix. Not long, I promise.”
“I’ll wait here.”
I hobble around to the front of the building, praying that Tony is home. If he isn’t, I’m breaking in, I tell myself, and I know this isn’t a joke. I feel like a vampire under the warmth of sunshine, and crave the shaded alcove above the apartment’s front door. I hit the call buzzer and wait, anxious.
“Who’s there?’ sounds over the box, and I feel like weeping, in joy this time. “It’s Dr. Tom.”
“Dr. Tom? You mean Tom Tanner of Trauma-Gone?”
“Who is this?” I ask, but I already know.
“Tom…finally we get to talk—me dropping off those letters felt so 1992. I’m glad you read my note before you shot up.”
“Where’s Tony?”
“Oh, Tony’s here, but he didn’t get the note in time, if you know what I’m saying?”


“What do you want?”
“I think it’s more about what you want right now. You hurting, buddy?”
“Yeah,” I admit, hunching beside the box.
“Well, I’ll make you a deal. I can either buzz you in, and you can meet me face to face, or, if you’re really in a bad way, I can drop a hit out the window and get you squared up. Which would you prefer?”
I want to be tough, to find some reserve deep within that allows me to push through, but I tap the intercom button and weakly confess, “The hit.”
A baggie, encasing a wad of tinfoil, drops from the second floor like manna from heaven and I snatch it up. “You made the right choice,” he announces from the safety of the box. “Had you come up, I probably would have had to kill you.”
I shuffle back to Ivy’s car, the baggie clenched in my fist.
“What now?” Ivy asks.
“Do you have a pen and a lighter?”
“A lighter, yes; a pen…maybe.” She hunts through her purse and comes up with both items.
“Do you…mind if I do this in your car? There’s a breeze outside and it will be difficult.”
“Go ahead,” she says, and crosses her arms, staring straight ahead, frustrated.
“Can you…wait outside?” This gets her looking at me. “I don’t want this to…affect you. Look, I’m already embarrassed as it is….Please?”


Ivy climbs out, and shuts the door hard, sending the message, but I’m already disassembling the pen.
Gripping the plastic tube of the pen between my lips, I use a folded parking ticket envelope from Ivy’s floorboard to insulate myself from the tinfoil. Administering the lighter to the bottom of the tinfoil, I cook the clump of heroin until it gives off a cloudy trickle of vapor. Using the pen tube, I inhale as much of the smoke as I can, storing it in my lungs as long as I can, the euphoria descending upon me. It’s a waste of good heroin, but it does the trick in a pinch. Quickly, I take another hit before the rest of the powder is blackened ash. Ivy watches the entire time though she pretends not to, and after a couple minutes, I open the window to ventilate the car. “I’m sorry,” I try again.
She climbs back in. “Better?”
“Yeah.”
My cell phone suddenly rings, and it’s Tony’s number on the caller ID. “What?” I answer.
“I just wanted to let you know that the first one is free, but the next one is gonna cost you,” A. Guy taunts. “I took Mr. Brahma’s stash. And his phone, so now we can stay in contact like civilized gentlemen.”
“How did you find him?”
“Funny story—I’m following you out to Venice the other day, and you park in his parking spot. Well, obviously I can’t just park wherever I want, so I have to go searching. By the time I get back, you’re gone. So I spend my day watching your car. Awesome, right? Imagine my surprise when you go up to his room and come down several hours later high as a kite. When I found your stash, I put two and two together. Guess I’m not as dumb as you think.”


“What do you want from me?”
“Oh, I think I’m going to get what I want from now on, so don’t you worry about that. I gotta tell you, that’s a really pretty girl you’re with…kinda skanky, but cute. Maybe we should include her in some of the fun?”
“Leave her alone, you fuck!” I search for a trace of someone on a cell phone, but there, of course, is nothing.
“Next time you start feeling the urge, call me, and we’ll negotiate a price.” His phone—Tony’s phone—clicks off.
“What was that?” Ivy asks, forgetting she’s mad at me.
“He’s here…he killed Tony and took his cell phone…he knows who I am…and now he knows about you. It’s all like a goddamn game to him.”
Ivy punches me, hard, in the face, her tiny fist with its sharp knuckles connecting with my eye socket. “Did you know my bad dreams have started again, knowing that this creep knows about you? The fire—it’s horrible—worse even than it used to be. Now I can actually feel the pain in my dreams—and it wakes me up it hurts so fucking bad. And that’s the kind of shit I dreamt of before this asshole knew I existed—imagine what my dreams are going to be like now. And I’m the one who’s supposed to live through this.”
“I didn’t want you involved, remember? You had to step into my world. Well, this is it.”
Ivy hits me again, and my eye socket is now the thing that’s on fire. “I’m not mad about the dreams, I’m mad that you made me care about you, you fucker.”


“Believe me, I’m mad too.”
“And you’re still not going to go to the police now, huh?”
“To tell them what? That this bastard poisoned my stash and murdered my dealer? No, I’m not going to the police.”
“For some reason, it makes me even more mad that you’ve got a good point. Well, hmm.” She looks out her window, resigning herself to the reality of it all. My reality. “I guess it’s safe to say that if this is all a game,” she asks, “right now, we’re losing?”
“Yeah.”






Chapter 14
Wednesday morning brings the worst crime scene I’ve had in my year and a half on the job. The call comes from the service at 10:00 a.m. By 11:00 a.m., I’m standing on the ledge of a partially drained pool in a Beverly Hills backyard, with a black eye, staring down into the marsh of guts that used to be a billionaire. Apparently, he was between pool-cleaning companies. A Russian cement tycoon, he’d shot himself and dropped into the deep end of his art deco swimming pool. He must have been unpopular, because no one called in the shot, and three weeks had transpired before anyone had thought to find him. During that time, it was long and hot enough for him to dissolve in the chlorine, soaking the liner walls in the grease that was once his vital organs. Scrubbing out the grease is my job.
Initially, I think I am off the hook because there are no known relatives to sign off on my work order, and since it is private property, the cops don’t want to touch it. Then, some county flack finds a portfolio with a lawyer’s business card in it, and I am in business. I charge twelve thousand dollars because I can, and the lawyer, seeing that there is plenty of money to be made by everyone, pens his name on my invoice.
Utilizing my company credit card, I head to Lowe’s and purchase a power sprayer, several scrub brushes, five bottles of industrial degreaser, a sieve, two buckets, trash bags, and a whole shitload of paper towels. The sprayer alone costs six hundred bucks, and Harold will be fuming that I spent so much, but in the end, the twelve grand will do a lot of pacifying.


My eye stings like hell, and already the heroin itch has returned, but I’m doing my damnedest to deal with it, and bury it all behind the shitload of work I’ve got ahead of me. I’m determined to kick my habit, but at the moment, I’m not optimistic. Hopefully, the work can pull me through it. I consider hiring day laborers from the parking lot at Lowe’s to help me with my pool work, but I still have a couple days’ worth of scooping and sieving the chunky gray water from the bottom of the pool, and if I am repulsed at the task ahead, I can’t imagine that they’d be on board. Desperate or not, even those guys have their limits.
The work is basic enough—I, in my Tyvek suit, waddle down the slope of the polymer-coated concrete pool floor, careful not to slip as I wade into the thigh-high remnants of pool water, with a bucket in each hand. Evidently a drainage system exists at the bottom of the pool that someone had activated upon finding the body, but it had become clogged with flesh, and that is the point at which I was called. Dipping the buckets into the water one at a time, I trudge back to the shallow end, up the steps, and out of the pool. In the safety of the grass, I pour the buckets through the sieve, which collects anything thicker than a tooth. The contents of the sieve then go into a trash bag, and I go with my empty buckets, back down into the swamp to repeat the process. Maybe there’s an easier way to collect the dead Russian, but I’m certain Harold won’t pony up for it.
—
By the end of Thursday, the water is down to my calves and my nose is running to the point where I am constantly spitting. The withdrawal symptoms are more subdued this time around, but in part, it is because I am anticipating them and working around it. It’s still early yet, though, and they will get much worse before they get better. A sudden unease seizes me as to whether I’m going to be able to finish this job before I find that I can’t get out of bed. I try not to think about that, but there isn’t too much else I can fixate on.


I take the work truck home, my shoulders and arms too exhausted to lift, and ride the elevator up to the fifth. All I can think of is the sleeplessness that I will endure as I lie, miserable and sickly, sweating into my mattress. After that, it is back to work in the morning for more misery toting buckets.
Inside my apartment there is a small box wrapped in children’s birthday paper and topped with a colorful bow, sitting on my counter. I actually debate whether I even care what is inside, before finally shuffling, limply, over to tear it open. Beneath the wrapping, I find the usual typed note, but also, a loaded, capped syringe, and two baseball tickets. Without touching either the syringe or the tickets, I take up the note, frustrated to read what stupid thing A. Guy expects of me now.


Tom,
I’ve been doing my research on you and have found out some pretty interesting stuff. You are one dark fuck. I apologize for messing with you all this time, when, really, you are, like, my compadre. You and I have death in our veins, brother. So as my way of making it up to you, I am giving you the hit that you are probably fiending, as well as these Dodger tix (but that is not all!). The seats are right in front, and they were expensive—but for you, it is worth it. I owe you, and I aim to make it right between us. DON’T MISS THIS GAME!! It’s this Friday, so cancel whatever you are doing and go. Take your chick…but go to the game. You’ll be sorry if you don’t (believe me, I mean that in the nicest way possible).
Respectfully,
A. Guy
P.S. DON’T MISS THIS GAME!!!
I now pluck the tickets from beneath the syringe and look them over. Seats 13 and 14, Row A, Dodgers versus the Giants. He’s right, they are good tickets. Too bad the Dodgers are so goddamn lousy this year. I drop the tickets on the counter and grab up the syringe. Its cloudy brown cocktail is exactly what I need to take the sting off.
I don’t for a moment trust A. Guy or his motives, but I’m craving an injection in the worst way, and this little bluebird has my name all over it. I can’t imagine that he’d write a friendly-ish note and buy good Dodger tickets just to poison me, but there is something uneasy about the way that he says we both have “death in our veins.” Or am I just reading too much into it? I guess I’ll find out if I don’t wake up in the morning.
As I insert the needle into the soft, pale flesh of my inner arm, a part of me begs, You’re doing so good with the withdrawals, don’t give up! But this voice is frail and easily drowned.
The next morning is a revelation. I awaken refreshed and alert, and head in to work early, and full of energy. A. Guy was true to his word in that he’d cooked up and delivered a massively good shot. Going without it for as long as I had made me realize how much I’ve been lagging in my work. But now I am a goddamn dynamo, marching up and down the length of the pool, not sagging, not slouching, just busting my ass.


I manage to get the water down enough so that I can find the filter vent and scrape out the mound of flesh that has plugged the hole. As soon as I pull it out, there is a loud sucking noise, and the rest of the pool drains with ease. I should have just bought a scuba suit and done that at the beginning.
Shedding my sweat-logged Tyvek suit, I quickly suds up the walls of the pool with degreaser and a long-handled scrubbing broom, working relentlessly, quickly, and with an eye toward finishing the job that day. The grease from the body is gray and slick on the pool walls and floor, but there is an excessive patchwork of hazy yellow fat in splotches across the surface as well. Obesity isn’t just for poor people with their fast food, I think, scrubbing.
Three bottles of degreaser later, I attach the power washer to its hose unit and drag the machine down into the pool with me where I can blast the soapy walls clean from inches away. Everything comes off easily and runs down the slope of the pool to its filter, where it forms a mini-eddy before getting slurped away, likely out to some poorer adjacent neighborhood.
I am all packed up and finished by 2 p.m., but rather than zooming off back to headquarters as I might do with any other job, I decide to instead go inside the mansion and poke around. The lawyer left me a key to the place for incidentals, and now, with no one around, I decide to make use of the opportunity. Blocked in on all sides by mammoth green shrubs that are themselves just beginning to die, the Russian’s mansion has a sleek ultramodern roundness to it, with curved glass windows and the omnipresent sound of water from an indoor waterfall. In the saltwater pool beneath the waterfall, expensive-looking tropical fish float, pale, dead, bloated, and some partially eaten among the coral formations, forever ignorant of their proximity to opulence. I feel worse for the fish than I do the human.


The Russian liked red and gold, and his decorating scheme reflects both of these hues in abundance, from the abstract wall art on down to the tips of his fireplace tools.
Twin stairs curve like ribs around a vertebrate elevator, its gold doors polished to a high shine, and I push the button with my knuckle, so as not to leave fingerprints. The doors slide apart silent and smooth, revealing the rich padded red leather insides of the lift. My options are a second floor, a third, and a basement. I choose the third floor, once again mindful of leaving clues to my presence. His lawyer mentioned that the Russian had, in essence, been left to rot so long because he was so rich. Everyone he’d known had assumed he was at one of his many other homes, and therefore no one thought to look for him. I can’t decide if this is a good problem to have or not. The elevator opens on what has to be the master bedroom: a cavernous den swathed in burgundy tones and focused on an enormous, custom-made bed. A console on the oak nightstand controls the television, a one-hundred-inch screen that, when it descends from the ceiling, feels like it should have a Wagnerian orchestra accompanying its descent. I send the screen back up, and leave the room, heading down one of the stairwells to the second floor, where he’s built an elaborate marble spa and a weight room that, based on the amount of fat in the pool, was never used.


Some rooms on the floor are empty, as in he had more rooms than he’d known what to do with. Others are filled with boxes of acquisitions, both new and antique, that have yet to be assembled or showcased in their particular place. The whole house is like some museum, a shrine built to showcase just one man. All that money, and he had nothing better to do than blow his fucking brains out. I think back to that poor son of a bitch on the steps of city hall. Rich problems and poor problems both have the same solution, I guess. Now this mansion and all its money will likely end up in the hands of lawyers. I decide I’ve seen enough.
—
I pick Ivy up for the Dodger game at her apartment. Both on the phone and now, she has assured me she is only going because she’s not working tonight, and because there is “nothing on TV on Fridays.” I tell her that the Dodger game is on, and she warns, “Don’t tempt me.”
“I’m glad you decided to come.” I’m being sincere…it would suck going to the game by myself. She responds by flicking on the radio.
In all honesty, I am glad I am going to a game at all—it is something I haven’t done since long before I went to prison. I don’t know what to expect from A. Guy, and to that extent, I mostly don’t care. There isn’t too much that he can do to me or Ivy in a stadium full of people, and if he does choose to do something, and he’s successful, well, then at least I don’t have to deal with his shit anymore and he can go back to offing people in cheap motel rooms.


Ivy gets two Dodger dogs, peanuts, and a beer without asking me if I want anything. I don’t offer to pay, because I’m sure she won’t let me. She’s wearing a Dodgers jersey and ball cap that both look new, and she’s pulled her hair into pigtails, which makes me crave her all the more. She grabs extra napkins, humming to herself as I walk behind, acting indifferent. Her hands are full, but she won’t let me help with that either. Marching down the stairs, I marvel at how nice the seats really are—right against the netting, just to the left of the batter’s box. Every pitch will look like it is aimed straight at us. I’ve never sat anywhere close to this section, and the people who surround us look like they are probably famous. A. Guy really did shell out some dough for these seats.
Ivy makes herself at home, setting her tray of food on the empty seat to her right, and yelling “Let’s go, Dodgers!” with her hands cupped around her mouth, though they are still only warming up.
“Aren’t you going to eat?” I ask, nodding to her untouched food.
“Sorry, no talking till the game starts,” she responds snidely. “It’s a new tradition I’m starting. Shoot, if it goes well, I might extend the ‘no talking’ policy to cover the entire game. And the ride home.”
“I doubt you’ll last that long,” I retort, slouching so I can rest my heels up on the rail.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Sorry, I’m not going to be the one to break a tradition.”
Ivy manages her silence until the bottom of the second inning. “My parents got in a fight one night and Mom drove off. She was going to go stay with my grandma, but she got in a car accident and died. I was little. My dad was so guilty about the fact that she left angry. It really messed him up, made him a worse drunk, and I told myself that I’d never leave anyone I cared about when I was upset, because you never know what can happen. So that’s what I’m doing here. Now, why’d you shell out for the good seats?”


“I didn’t.” I shrug. “A. Guy did.”
“What?!”
“I don’t know…he gave me a package with some dope, a letter, and these tickets. He said he was sorry to have hassled me, and this was his way of making nice.”
“And you believed him?”
“No, but he was hell-bent on getting us here, and as you can see, they’re pretty damn good seats.”
“I don’t care.” She stands to leave. “This guy is dangerous, Tom. You know how crazy paranoid I’ve been since you told me he knows I exist? I lock the door when I pee in my own bathroom. I hardly sleep, and when I do, it’s with a baseball bat. I got my super to change my locks, and pretty much anytime I do anything, I think I am being watched. And then you bring me here because he told you to. It’s obviously some sort of setup. We have to leave!”
I stay defiantly in my seat. “And go where? Do what? We’re safer here in public than anywhere else, and he’s holding all the cards. He could snipe us off anytime he wants. We can worry all the time, or we can choose to play the game and not worry about every little thing. I told you—he gave me dope. If he wanted me dead, he would have done it that way.”


She drops back down in her seat. “You got high again? I thought you were going to quit!”
“What’s it matter to you? I’m an asshole anyways.”
“Quit using that as an excuse.”
I turn my attention back to the game but I can feel her eyes on me still.
“How can you be so calm about all this?” she asks.
“I think a part of me wants him to kill me.”
She looks away but evidently finds me to be the only thing worth looking at.
“You hurt my feelings so fucking bad that morning. Normally when someone fucks me over like that, I get angry, I punch shit, I break stuff—but not that morning. When you left, I cried my fucking eyes out. So much for my dad’s lessons, huh?”
I turn back to her. “Look, you don’t want anything to do with me—just let’s leave it at that, okay?”
“You made me feel like it was my fault.”
“It wasn’t.”
“I don’t believe you,” she huffs.
“I’m a mess.”
“I believe that.”
“I mean, really.”
“I know, Tom—but do you think I’m any better off?”
“I think you’re a lot better off than me.”
“Do you know what these tattoos are all about?” she asks, lifting her arm.


“Well, hmm…your name is Ivy, and that looks like a shitload of ivy…so I’m gonna guess…you’re desperate for strangers to think you’re edgy.”
“Shut up. Besides, my name is Nicole.”
“Doesn’t anybody in this town use their real name? I really am Tom, for the record.”
“Ivy is my stage name.”
“See, that’s funny—Nicole is my stage name.”
“Remind me why I like you?”
“I didn’t think you did after you punched me.”
“I’m here, aren’t I?”
“Alright, so what’s with the tattoos?”
“It’s something my dad used to say when I was growing up—instead of saying he had ‘skeletons in the closet,’ he’d say he had ‘spiders in the ivy.’ ”
“What are your spiders then?”
“I moved out here when I was sixteen. Got a fake ID that said I was eighteen because there was no way anyone would believe I was twenty-one. I wanted to get a job dancing in rap videos.”
“How lofty.”
“Fuck you. It seemed like the most girly thing I could do—that’s where my mind was. I wanted as far away from my dad’s memory as I could get. Anyways, that shit didn’t work out, but the girl I was rooming with at the time, the peanut butter girl, she was a photographer for a porn site. She talked me into posing for her one month when I was short on the rent. It was easy, so I did it. She turned around and sold them for more than she thought she could, so I suddenly became ‘in demand.’ Somewhere along the way, I did a movie.” She points to an orange spider with black zigzag stripes near her wrist. “I was so ashamed; I said I wouldn’t do another one. But then I came up short on rent again—way short. Each one of the spiders represents a film I did, eleven in all. The last one—it was even called Anal Fissures #11—they weren’t kidding. I had to go to the emergency room and have my asshole sewed back together after my scene. That’s why eleven is my unlucky number. Fuck eleven. Afterwards, I couldn’t walk, sit, or lie on my back for weeks. They needed to do reshoots, but I couldn’t, so they scrapped my scene and didn’t pay me. It was the last time I cried—until I met you.” Ivy extends her arm to showcase a fresh-looking black widow spider that instead of an hourglass has a biohazard symbol emblazoned across its abdomen. “This one is new,” she says. “It’s you.”


I don’t let that sink in. “If you want to be so far from your dad’s memory, why all the spiders then? Don’t you think of him every time you look at your arm?”
“Some things you learn you just can’t escape—you know that. Besides, I have memories of my father permanently on my arm already. The tattoos do their part to cover those up.”
“I got nothing.” I shrug.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean what can I say after an admission like…all of that?”
“How about ‘I’m sorry I left you’?”
“I’m not.” I take one of her peanuts and crack it, then throw the whole thing down.


“That’s why you’re a spider.”
“You know what? I don’t think I’m a bad person.”
“Bad people never do.”
“Do you think I am?”
“No.”
I reach for another peanut but she pulls the bag away. “Are you going to waste it?”
“Probably. I do that a lot.”
“One day, Tom, you’re gonna realize that I’m good for you.” She offers the peanut bag, but I don’t want one now.
“One day you’ll realize I’m not good for you.”
“I hope that day doesn’t come for a long time.”
I shake my head. “You forgive too easy.”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“Sounds like we’ll find out.”
“Don’t act so cool.” She squeezes my arm.
“So, do I call you Nicole now?”
“No, Nicole is dead. It’s just Ivy now.”
The Dodgers miraculously win one and Randy Newman’s “I Love L.A.” blares over the loudspeakers.
—
Ivy wants to come home with me; I tell her it’s not a good idea, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want her to. She persists, though, and I am quietly relieved. I pass the freeway exit for her apartment and keep driving until we pull onto my street, which is lit up in flashing reds and blues.


“Fuck.”
“Turn around.”
“No, I gotta see what this is about.”
“He set you up!”
“Maybe.”
I park a block away and tell Ivy to take my car. “If I go down on this, you can keep it.”
“I’m coming with you. I’m your alibi.”
“Guys like me don’t get alibis.”
“Don’t be macho.”
—
Detective Stack is waiting for me in the lobby with a police sergeant. It’s a good bet that the other officers are upstairs, turning out my room.
“See, Sergeant? I told you he’d show up,” Stack says to the officer when I walk in with Ivy beside me.
“Does she need to come too?” Stack asks me.
“No,” I tell him, and shake free of Ivy’s grasp.
“He’s innocent,” Ivy snaps at the detective.
“Now, why would she say that?” Stack asks anyone but Ivy.
“Everyone’s going,” the sergeant decides, pulling out a pair of handcuffs.
“Separate cars.”
“You heard what he said,” Stack sneers coldly, pulling out his own set of cuffs. “You couldn’t resist, could you? You killed the daughter and you had to have the father as a notch on your belt too, huh? Tom Tanner, you’re under arrest for the murder of Hank Kelly.”






Chapter 15
Stack sets me up in a room that is two parts thin blue carpeting, one part table and chairs. “You going to beg for an attorney?” he carps as he turns to leave the room.
“No.”
“Good.”
He comes back after twenty minutes and takes the seat across from me. “Anything you say or do…” he reminds me, pointing to a mounted security camera in the corner that is also wired for sound.
He turns professional for a moment. “Tom Tanner, you have been placed under arrest on suspicion for the murder of Hank Kelly. Have you fully been advised of your rights, and do you fully comprehend them?”
“Yes.”
“Yes to both?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” He spreads his hands before me. “So you killed a cop tonight—a major boo-boo. If I were you, I’d start talking.”
“Ex-cop. And the girl was right, I’m innocent.”
“You know a trixie like her isn’t going to work as an alibi. All tatted up like that? What is she, a hooker?”
“How did Hank Kelly die?”
“You tell me.”
“I have no idea.”
“You realize that—not that it matters—but I’m going to tell the DA that you’re being a hardass.”


“That’s fine. I’m innocent.”
“So you said. Hank Kelly was shot outside his home tonight by a…masked assailant.”
“Tonight?” I try not to visibly relax. “What time?”
“Eight forty-seven p.m. I’ve got several witnesses who heard the shots, and one lady who saw everything.”
“Is Julie Kelly alright?”
“How kind of you to ask. She’s fine. Don’t dance around this one, Tanner. Just confess and make everyone’s life a little easier.”
“Except Hank Kelly’s.”
“Keep jawing, numbnuts.”
“Go and get the broadcast tape of tonight’s Dodger game. Me…and…my girl…we were there all night. Right behind home plate.”
“Don’t feed me this shit,” Stack grumbles. “You sneaky cunt. Wait here.”
I can feel the agitation exuding from the detective as he bangs up from the desk and out of the room. Unable to help myself, I look up into the video recorder and smile. The whole ride down to the station I’d been sick to my stomach for trusting A. Guy. Now, I can’t help but admire him a little bit; he is damn good at being creepy. Sure, the cops will fuck me over on my drug habit, but a parole violation is shit compared to what I’d been facing. And besides, when they find what is left of my rig, they will also find all A. Guy’s letters. Hell, I might even walk on the drug charges.


—
It is three hours later when Detective Stack walks back in to find me just as he left me. “Was I lying?”
“I’m not letting you off that easy, you smug cunt.”
“You use that word too much…it’s probably why you’re not married.” I nod to the absence of a ring on his left hand.
Stack momentarily and instinctively balls the hand and then releases it. “Think you’re smart, huh? What, you have one of your jailbird buddies pull this off in exchange for some head?”
“If this goes to court, I’m going to make my attorney replay that last line over and over. It’ll fly real well with a jury.”
“How’d you pay for those tickets?”
“I didn’t—I was the lucky tenth caller on a radio show. Look, I didn’t have shit to do with this; I proved that to you already. So do you have anything else you need to talk with me about or can I go?”
“It sure is convenient that you happened to be seated front and center on national television when the guy that you alone have a motive for killing gets gunned down.”
“Well, now that you mention it,” I say, nodding, “yeah, it is pretty convenient. Can I go?”
“I’m going to bury you for this, you realize that, right?”
“Don’t let this vendetta against me shade your judgment, Detective. There’s a bad man running around out there right now, and it sounds to me like you don’t have shit on him.”
“Fuck you.”
“Fuck you right back.”
His calculated policeman’s rage is replaced with genuine seething dislike. It’s fine; I don’t like him either. And if he isn’t smart enough to find A. Guy’s letters, I’m not going to hand them over. Finally, Detective Stack holds the door open to let me out. “Oh…and can that ‘my girl’ shit, slugger,” he sneers as I walk past. “We found your stash. Prison can change a guy, right?” I stare quizzically, but he doesn’t elaborate or try to detain me, so I keep moving.


—
Ivy appears casual when I find her sitting in the lobby. “How’d it go?” I ask.
She stands, nonchalant, and slides her arm into mine. “Beats a Pap smear.”
—
I insist that the cabbie drive Ivy to her apartment, against Ivy’s protests. “My place is going to be a mess,” I tell her somewhat tongue in cheek, but she doesn’t know this. “And I’m going to flip out about it. When I do, I want to be alone.” She insists on kissing me goodbye, but I turn my head at the last second so she can only connect with my cheek. “Fucker,” she chides, and stays in the cab. “Call when you’re done freaking out.”
My apartment is just as pathetically ravaged as I figured it would be. The kitchen drawers are pulled out of the counters to reveal their barren shells, cabinets are splayed open to reveal I have no dishes, and the ice cube trays that came with the refrigerator that came with the apartment are tossed carelessly on the counter, the ice within now just a wet memory. I’m sure if I had a goldfish, the cops would have tossed it in the garbage disposal. The living room is even worse: they unscrewed the glass lampshade on my overhead light and left it, with the bolt, next to a couple of old books they’d leafed through. I am a ghost of a person living in a cave with no personality and few possessions other than those on my back and the equipment it takes to inject poison into my veins.


In the bedroom, my clothes have been pulled from the drawers and closet. The thick, unpainted dowel that serves as a crossbar in my closet has been popped free and inspected to ensure it is, in fact, whole. My mattress, akimbo from the box spring, hangs off just enough to reveal a stack of gay porno mags piled beneath it. On the cover of the top one, someone has drawn a telltale happy face over the man’s head. Motherfucker. So that’s what Stack meant about finding my “stash.”
Curiously, my cigar box and any trace of my habit are not to be found. I move into the bathroom, where I’ve stockpiled A. Guy’s previous letters in a drawer next to the sink. The drawer has been pulled out in the search and left upside down on the bathroom rug. When I flip it over, it’s empty. Either the cops seized them or A. Guy did. Neither scenario makes me particularly happy. I’d anticipated being embarrassed from discovering my home in this state and knowing that the cops knew just how empty my life was; instead, I find I am just curious about what A. Guy is up to with all of this, and what he is planning next.
—
A sudden, frenzied knock on my front door kicks me back to consciousness and I realize there’s daylight outside my window. I’d only managed to throw the mattress back on my bed before I’d evidently fallen asleep on it. The minimalist “mess” of my living room shocks me back to the events of the previous evening. “Who’s there?” I ask, and stand, barely awake. My pants and shoes are obnoxiously out of reach at the moment, and so I attend to the knocking in my boxer briefs and a T-shirt. A quick glance through the keyhole tells me nothing, and I’ve got a very simple choice to make. Is this the police? Or is it A. Guy? I swing the door open wide and am suddenly inundated by the unblinking focus of a video camera’s flood lens. A wispy man in tweed steps in from the left and places a microphone before my mouth.


“Tom Tanner, what can you tell us about Hank Kelly’s death?”
I slam the door forcefully, before the reporter can jam his foot in to block it, and, for good measure, lock the security chain. Through the wood, I can hear the man running spiel for a bullshit news piece. I am fully awake now and want to do something—throw water on them or yell “Fuck off” through the door, but I will be mercilessly crucified in the court of public opinion for it. Not that it matters, I suppose. Every pundit who will weigh in on the matter will decide that I orchestrated the murder of an innocent, God-fearing family man.
In the end, I begin cleaning up the dissected remnants of my apartment and let the reporters do their job. It’s times like these I’m happiest I never bothered to shell out for a television.
After a couple minutes of putting my apartment back together, I lean up against the door and take a listen—nothing. Slowly I pull open the door and take a glance; the hallway is empty and they’ve gone.
—
Pulling up short of the Trauma-Gone office, I find that the news crew has only relocated—and multiplied. Several news vans await my presence with their cameramen and reporters standing around chatting, bored. Among them, I recognize the duo from my hallway. I park down the street and keep a low profile as I move behind the vans and toward headquarters. I emerge briskly into view and there is a murmur into a roar as the news folk scramble to get activated. Bulky, shoulder-mounted video cameras switch on as the reporters, gripping wireless mikes, move to intercept me. Male and female voices call my name, pleading for me to look in their direction, answer their questions, make a statement, but I am inside the office and pulling the sturdy door shut behind me before anyone can intercept. Harold looks up from the computer.


“What you do to me, Tom?”
“I didn’t do anything!”
“We didn’t even get contract for cleanup here. This job go to CleanMasters.”
“I don’t think the Kellys would hire us, regardless.”
“Tom, did you do this?” It was the most clear and articulate English I’d ever heard out of the little Asian.
“No.”
“I don’ know what to do now. I said I’d fight for you…this puts me in bad place. People call all morning—they want me fire you. They call me bad man. Me!” He rubs his head with his hands and I can see he is severely affected by the public’s perception of him and his business. I have the sudden inkling that he is going to fire me. After a moment of quiet introspection, Harold finally looks back up at me.
“I stick with you, Tom. Since you have come, you do good work. Make this company grow. I believe you, Tom.” Harold makes it a point to come around the desk and offer me a big handshake, which I accept gratefully.


“We’ll get through this,” I find myself saying, and I am genuinely glad to have him in my corner.
“Of course.” He suddenly continues, eyes downcast and ashamed, “We have to take some off you paycheck…help with new expenses.”
I don’t know what new expenses could be accrued from all of this, but I nod. “I understand.”
“Oh, yes,” Harold exclaims, hurrying back around the desk, the shame completely vanished. “Your parole officer…he call here. He want you to call right away.”
Fuck. It isn’t yet time for my monthly check-in with Duane, so that means he evidently has been watching the news. There is also a very good chance that Harold’s continued faith in me might be moot—Officer Caruzzi can revoke my parole anytime he wants; I could be headed back to jail.






Chapter 16
We meet up, Duane and I, at a BBQ joint in Pacoima. He’s already ordered a plate of beef ribs and is sucking on a Pepsi, waiting for them to arrive. I sit down at the table feeling reassured that since we are meeting at a restaurant, he probably isn’t going to arrest me, but the first thing he says is, “I think I’m gonna have to take you back into custody.”
It isn’t a dramatic pronouncement either, just a simple statement of fact.
“Why?” I say, with more surprise than I want.
“I think you know why. I’ve spoken with…” He pauses, allowing the waitress to deposit his food in front of him and then take up his emptied cup for a refill. “…Detective Stack. He filled me in on a few things. It just seems like the sensible option.”
“Did Detective Stack tell you I was at a baseball game that night?”
“Aww, don’t twist my gut, Tommy. Between your landlady and Mr. Kelly, your proximity to dead bodies lately is uncanny—even for your line of work.”
“She OD’d, and, as for him, I was one hundred percent proven not to be there. You can’t punish me based on that.”
The waitress brings back Duane’s Pepsi and he intercepts it before she can set it on the table. “Detective Stack and I just happen to feel that if you went back inside, somehow, someway, these deaths would stop.” He takes a long sip.
“Officer Caruzzi—sir—don’t send me back…Please?”


He puts up a hand with freshly sauced fingers. “Do me the courtesy of letting me eat my ribs in silence. You can hassle me in the car on the way in, but for now, I just want to eat my ribs.” I respectfully sit back in my chair, fingers interwoven, and stare glumly at the man as he attacks his ribs with a determined absence of grace. He gets halfway through the first one, notices me noticing him, and breaks. “You know I like you, Tom—I have since I met you. I could tell you weren’t a punk-ass.”
“Thanks,” I admit, and meet his gaze, hopeful.
“Yeah, I’ve dealt with some punk-asses on this job, boy, I tell you—some real low-life motherfuckers. But you aren’t one, I can tell. The way I got it figured, you made a few mistakes, you did your time and you were better for it. So I can’t for the life of me figure out what you’ve gotten yourself into that I gotta take you back in. Good white kid like you? Shit, Tommy.”
“I don’t fully understand what I’m involved with either, but it’s bad.”
“You wanna know bad?” He laughs suddenly. “One time I do a house check on this new parolee. I walk in…house smells good—something good cooking in the oven. I scope the place out a little—standard Boyle Heights shithole. The guy’s acting real cagey, and it’s clear his wife is out of it. Gone. So then I notice there’s a baby crib, but no baby. I say to the guy—I say, ‘Where’s the baby?’ ” Caruzzi delights in telling this story, probably more than a healthy person should. “And the guy’s eyes glance over to the stove! Well, my policeman’s intuition kicks in, and I go look inside to see what’s smelling so good. It’s the fucking kid, baking up like a meatloaf!” He doesn’t care who hears this story or what they’re eating when they do. “Low-life nigger couldn’t get the baby to stop crying, and his old lady was hopped up on goofballs, so he threw the kid in the oven and turned it to 425.” Duane pauses to take a bite of his rib. “Fuckin’ moolies…you don’t see the Italians doing that shit.”


He’s told me this story before but I don’t tell him that. “I gotta believe that was a one-time thing…for any race.”
“You think the wetbacks are any better? The shit I’ve had to deal with from them, Jesus Almighty. Mexico’s fucking lousy so they come over here, do they make it better? Shit no. They’re just making another Mexico! I gotta believe it’s payback for the Alamo.”
“This thing I’m involved in, sir, I can deal with it. I just need more time.”
“Time? You’d better explain these escalating dead bodies to me if you want more time.”
I exhale, fully expecting him to call me a liar or a lunatic, but I’ve got no other option. “There’s this killer out there. He’s been offing people in motel rooms, changing it up each time, making it look random.” I study Caruzzi’s face as I tell him this. Disbelief is plastered on his mug, but I press on. “The police don’t know anything about it. I figured him out by accident, now I’m on his radar. He killed my landlady to get the key to my apartment; he killed Hank Kelly because he took a liking to me. Now he thinks I’ll join him.” The disbelief mutates slightly—my words sinking in—and forms into twisted frustration.
“Christ, why didn’t you call the cops about this?”
“The Hank Kelly connection—I’ve got a big scar next to my heart because of cops. If most cops had their way, I’d be dead and buried in an unmarked grave somewhere out near Joshua Tree. No, I can’t even imagine a scenario in which I’d ever call the police—for anything.”


“I don’t want to hear that shit—I’m a cop.”
“And yet, I told you.” I lean in, using my body language to convey a sense of closeness and nervous despair. Him being a cop, he knows I’m not lying about the policemen’s code of ethics. Fuck with one cop and you fuck with all the brothers in blue. I’ve got that going for me at least. My best bet is that he’s got some sense of humanity that runs deeper than the badge.
“Would you be telling me any of this if I wasn’t going to take you in?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“I feel like it’s my problem.”
He shakes his head in disagreement. “Innocent people are dead because you didn’t feel like calling the police—I should take you in just for that.”
“You can do whatever you like with me, but let me stop him first. I’m asking you…”
“Nah, Tom, uh-uh. Not possible. I gotta take you in. We’ll let Officer Stack deal with it.”
I glance around quickly and lower my voice to convey that this is now a conversation within the conversation. “You know what Detective
Stack said about you? He said you shouldn’t be allowed near a badge. He said that you got demoted because of the racial stuff.” I’m embellishing a little but I’m sure I’m not too far off.


This gets Caruzzi’s blood moving. “That mutt-blooded son of a bitch.” He snarls and pounds the table. “Even a half spic like him oughta know better than to bad-mouth me to one of my boys. Fucking unprofessional is what that is.”
I nod quickly, selling full agreement, mirroring his disgust and subtly mimicking his body movements to disarm his subconscious. Learning body language and how to use nonverbal cues is an important tactic in both sales and surviving prison. Caruzzi is seething, and so, outwardly, I am too. Hammering a crack into his precious cop honor code is the right move, but I have other avenues to work as well. “Also…about that stuff…that organization you’re always telling me about? I’m finally ready to listen.”
This catches Caruzzi off guard and his eyes narrow. I maybe played the race hand too early, because the disbelief sails back in. “Ah, don’t shine me about that now. You can’t pull that shit just to keep you out of the can.”
“I’m not,” I insist, dead earnest exuding from me as hard as I can sell it, working him like a kite in a delicate breeze. I’ve started it; I have to see it through. “The reality is these are good white people this guy is killing—innocent white people. You think he’s gonna stop because I’m back in the can? He’s avoided the police this long; you think they’ll get him before he strikes again? He likes me. Because of Holly Kelly…I killed a cop’s kid. Accident or whatever, it makes him feel like he can trust me. I’m in a uniquely fucked situation here.” My fingers gesture in tandem with my mouth, creating images, reeling him in. “I can get close to him—I can maybe stop this thing before any more good people get hurt.”


This strikes a nerve with Caruzzi; uncertainty and something else—curiosity, perhaps—are playing out on his hard features, but it requires a little more pushing. “What happens if you’re wrong and he puts a bullet in your brain?” he asks, rubbing his fingers absentmindedly, further spreading barbecue sauce around on them.
“Then everyone is right back where we were before this thing started. You said it yourself, though—you gotta think outside the box if you wanna survive Los Angeles. For a little leniency now, you maybe help me help myself. And I bring a good brain to your club.”
“Fuck, Tommy, I don’t know…you got proof this guy even exists?”
I have been dreading this question but I can’t let even a hint of uncertainty show. I have to sell A. Guy’s strengths over my weaknesses. “I had letters he left me but he took them back right before the police searched my place. I told you, this guy is a game player.”
“Why do I feel like I’m the one getting played here?” Caruzzi asks, and yet, he’s not completely dismissive.
“Wait—I do have some of the contents of the letters—I entered them into my work computer…also, I can print out some of the crime scene photos—show you how I got on his trail.”
“That’s it?”
“When I have more, you’ll be the first to know.”
“I don’t like it.”
“Me neither. I’d rather just be left alone, cleaning up crime scenes. If I could unfind this asshole, believe me, I would.”
“Why do you care so much that this fuck gets caught?”


I’m back where I want to be. “Maybe I’m tired of feeling like the bad guy?”
He continues to mull it over, but I’ve got nothing left with which to convince him. I feel optimistic—and yet, a gloss of cold sweat has slimed up on my forehead, betraying my fear of going back to prison. If he doesn’t budge, I have to consider my chances. Admittedly, they aren’t pretty. Can I run? Will I?
Would he shoot me in the back?
Finally, he speaks: “When you get close to this guy, bring me in on it. You and I nail him together. Fuck Stack. Fuck him in his bocca di fica.” He says this with gusto and I don’t need the translation to know it’s bad. “And…” he adds authoritatively, “you become a regular at those meetings. A good regular.”
I nod. “Deal.” I don’t smile or show elation; rather, it is an expression of contrite understanding, as if I am receiving penance from a Catholic priest.
“In the meantime, bring me everything you’ve got so far…pictures, letters, everything.”
Caruzzi picks up another rib as I stand to leave, my legs jellied from a sense of evaded terror. “Do me right on this one, Tommy. I don’t want no more good people dying—including you. This is the Wild West; out here, us white people gotta stick together.” He gives me a serious, knowing wink, which I nod at. “And, Tommy,” he adds, “I’m not stupid, quit the fucking dope.”
I don’t try to bullshit him. “Okay.”
—
My next stop is a bar up the block from my apartment. It’s a Mexican-run place that blasts Banda music through the open front door. Most importantly, it has a payphone in the back. Turning my head to drown out the jukebox, I dial Tony Brahma’s cell. Expectedly, after four rings, it goes to voicemail. “This is Tony Brahma!” his voice announces, good-natured and alive. “If you’re calling me, then you don’t know me, so don’t bother leaving a message, motherfucker!”


After the beep, I say, “If you get this in the next three minutes, call me back at this number,” and hang up. My guess is A. Guy is screening his calls.
True enough, I don’t even have to wait a minute before the payphone rings. “Dr. Tom—how proactive of you. Did you call to tell me you got a new number?”
“Don’t call my cell phone—the police are eager to put a nightstick up my ass.”
“You’re welcome, by the way,” he gushes, undeterred. “Did that just blow your fucking mind?”
“It blew something…what the fuck were you thinking?”
“When I apologize, I apologize in a big way. Just admit that you’re a little bit happy. Please?”
“I’m fucking ecstatic. Except the cops think I called in a hit! They searched my apartment.”
“That was a necessary evil. But I took care of you there too, right? Cleaned up your messy little drug addiction, found my stash of correspondence in your bathroom, left some fag mags under your bed.”
“Yeah, thanks for that, cocksucker.”
“I couldn’t resist,” he laughs, proud.


“So what happens now?”
“Glad you asked, Tom, I’m glad you asked. I want us to work together, to partner up. You and me, we could be like Lake and Ng two-point-oh. I’m Lake, of course.”
“I don’t know who those people are.”
“You gotta learn your killers, man, if you wanna team up. Otherwise, what are we gonna talk about?”
“Lake and Ng. I’ll check into them. Hey, not to press my apparent good fortune or anything, but why do you want to team up with me? What’s in it for you?”
“You know what I discovered pretty early on, Tom?”
“What’s that?”
“L.A. is a pretty lonely place.”
“I’ll remember that.”
“Be sure that you do. Also, call me back later. I’m in the drive-thru at McDonald’s. We’re gonna do dangerous things together, brother. This is as things are meant to be. This is the natural balance of life, I feel it.”
I hear him begin to order as I place the phone back in its cradle. I can now tack “McNuggets” on to the list of things I know about him. Partner up. I can’t quite believe the words he used. For some reason the ugly notion makes me grin. The two of us in tandem, gutting and gunning down Angelenos. A couple of outlaws, just painting the town red. I shake my head, disturbed by it all, but the grin steadfastly remains.
—
I pull my cell phone out and dial Ivy as I climb in my car to drive down the block to my apartment. The phones connect as I turn right out of the narrow parking lot and onto the street.


“Done freaking out so soon? I thought it would be at least another week,” she says by way of hello.
“Shit. I’ll call you back,” I say, and toss the phone onto the passenger seat.
Red and blue lights are flashing behind me as the cop lays on his intercom. “Pull over. Pull the vehicle to the side of the road.”
Dutifully I do as he commands and shut off the engine, placing my wrists at the eleven-and-one position on my steering wheel, clearly in sight. The officer pulls in behind me, stepping out and up to my side window, hand on his holster. “License, registration, and proof of insurance, sir.”
“What seems to be the trouble, Officer?” I ask innocently of the young blond cop.
“The trouble, Mr. Tanner, is,” he says, before I’ve even handed him my information, “talking on your cell phone while driving is illegal. Now, that law probably went into effect while you were still in jail, but ignorance is no defense. Also, the light over your license plate is out.” He takes my papers and license and scrutinizes them closely, hoping to find some inconsistency. Finally, he hands back the registration and insurance, but keeps the license and goes to retrieve his ticket pad from the patrol car.
When he comes back, he wordlessly hands the pad in for my signature, which I give. The officer tears off a ticket for the cell phone as well as the plate light and hands it in to me. “Compliments of Detective Stack.”


“Does he have all you guys all over the city on lookout for me?”
“He’s even got us following you in shifts. I’m watching you till seven-thirty, then the night guy takes over. Make it easy on yourself—turn yourself in, huh, cop killer?”
“I’ll consider that,” I say, and wait for the cop to move back before I pull away so he can’t claim I tried to run him over. Instead of heading home or calling Ivy back, I turn left at the end of the block and head for the library. Behind me, the cop dutifully does the same. At the library, I gather every book I can find pertaining to serial killers and pile them in a stack beside me as I nest in at a table to read. Evidently, the police officer has elected to stay in his car. It’s for the best; I don’t need him to see what I’m researching. I’ve got to relate to A. Guy enough to make sure he trusts me, though. Flipping to the pages about Leonard Lake and Charles Ng, I begin my education.
Between the two men, they’d managed to rack up several murders—twelve of which they’d been officially tied to, but the book alludes to between twenty-five and, potentially, as many as forty victims. It had been tough for the police to give an exact number because many of the bodies had been incinerated beyond recognition on the duo’s property in Northern California. Forty-five pounds of charred bone fragments and ash were collected from the homestead, as well as videotapes of them brutalizing and raping their female victims. Lake and Ng had even built a reinforced bunker into the hillside with secret rooms where they’d imprisoned their victims until they were bored with them. Men, women, even children had been killed by the two until they were found out in 1985. Leonard Lake killed himself with a hidden cyanide capsule before the police ever knew the caliber of person they had in custody. Charles Ng fled to Canada and almost got away with it until the Canadian police agreed to extradite him. I couldn’t help but wonder how close A. Guy intended us to mirror these men. They’d only been caught because of a stupid shoplifting mishap. Other than that, they’d appeared to do everything just right—so to speak.


On my way home, still tailed by a police presence, I stop by an auto parts store and buy a light bulb to replace the one above my license plate. It will give the officers one less excuse to hassle me. As I install the bulb in the parking lot, careful not to even litter, I raise a hand to acknowledge my night guard, a bespectacled black man who does not wave back.
This time, I park my car outside my apartment and hoof it back down to the Mexican bar with the officer driving slowly up the block behind me, forcing cars to stack up behind him.
The bar is full now of day laborers in festive shirts, quaffing cervezas and carrying on. I am forced to cover the phone receiver with my free hand so I can hear. Still, it is better than the alternative—a quiet place where everyone can hear everything.
“Tom, how nice of you to call again.”
“I did my homework.”
“And?”
“It could be done better.”
“How?”
“No shoplifting for one.”


“That’s obvious.”
“Their method of burning the bodies was really smart—the cops could only charge them with the bodies they didn’t burn.”
“So?”
“Burn all the bodies, for starters. Don’t record our crimes. Don’t leave clues to our identity.”
“Believe me, I’m learning as I go,” A. Guy admits.
“This could really work, you know? Between us, we’re smart enough to avoid the pitfalls.” Even as I say it I know I don’t mean it, and yet, it is all truth. If I were depraved enough and more motivated, I could put a hell of a scare into this town, with or without him. “No more motel jobs, though.”
“Tom, I promise. That was something of a jumping-off point—I had to start somewhere, you know?”
“But why there? Why on the second floor? It seems like an easy way to get caught.”
“True…and you proved as much, which is how come I’m not doing it anymore. When I first came out to Los Angeles trying to make it on my own, I stayed at the Offramp Inn for a while—”
“Room 236?”
“Exactly. And all I did my first week was lay there in that room, awake all night, just praying that some crazed lunatic wouldn’t kick open the door and attack me. My first purchase in Los Angeles was a knife. Before anything else, I bought a knife. And I would just lie there all night, gripping that knife, listening to people trying to open my door because they thought it was their room, or knocking on my window asking if I was holding. I about went mad from that. Then I got to thinking, ‘I have a knife. Fuck them. Let them come in.’ And, I started leaving my door ajar at night.”


“Did any of them come in?”
“One. Guy had a Marine tattoo on his forearm, snuck into my room just after two in the morning, real jittery. I wasn’t terrified, though, staring at that tattoo through the slits in my eyes, pretending to be asleep. Like a spider, I was waiting. By that point, I too was a warrior. He checked all around the dresser and everything, not knowing that I kept all my possessions with me, in the bed. And I’m just not stirring at all, right? So he grows bolder and decides that there must be something of value beneath the bed. I can feel him staring at me, just staring, and I’ve got the knife tight in my hand—half my brain is screaming for me to attack, the other half is telling me to wait it out. Well, finally, he gets all the way down on his belly and scoots beneath the bed, his arms extended, just searching out anything. And at that moment, I struck. I rolled over and jammed that knife down as hard as I could right into his back, between the shoulders. He didn’t last long and he didn’t scream but a little bit. He died with his head and arms still beneath the bed, never knowing what hit him. I felt so tough and so scared, I kept waiting for the police or someone to come, but no one did. Finally, I dragged the body out of the room and down into the L.A. River—what a joke that thing is. I left him out there and went back to the room. I told the front desk the next day that I’d spilled fruit punch on the floor—they charged me fifty dollars for someone to come in and change out the carpeting. That was it. I got away with it. I never heard about the Marine again, and the whole murder cost me fifty bucks. It was pathetically easy. And so it went.”


“What about the Bible/condom thing? You religious?”
“God no. That was a bit of my own twisted humor. I got carried away. It seemed so poetic at the time, but now when you bring it up, I just feel like a dork. I—I shoulda just stuck with the smiley faces.”
“Yeah, because those were so much less lame.”
“I told ya, I’m still learning.”
“Before we can do anything together, we’ve got to get this cop presence off of me.”
“Forget the cops—if they were bright, they wouldn’t be cops. They won’t keep after you forever; they’re fickle. You can lose ’em.”
“Then where should we meet up?” I try to present the notion in a nonchalant, casual manner, as if it doesn’t really matter whether we do or not, but in the silence that follows, I realize I’ve overplayed my hand again.
“Not so fast, Dr. Tom—just because I can’t spell for shit doesn’t mean I’m as dumb as a cop. I’ve earned some trust; now you’ve got to earn some of your own.
“You still there?” he asks after I don’t answer.
“What have you got in mind?”
“Well, as it just so happens, I’ve already decided on your first task.”
“Out of how many?”
“Baby steps, Tom. Baby steps. We don’t meet until I decide it is time we meet, so just enjoy the ride. I don’t partner up with just anybody, you know.”


“How silly of me.”
“That’s alright, you’re eager. I’ll give you extra points for that.”
“What do I gotta do?”
“Like I said, the first one is easy. I’m going to do the killing, but I want you to choose the weapon I do it with. Do they suffer, or is it over quickly? Do I use a gun or a hatchet or a knife or a weed whacker or a candlestick? Whatever. Creativity counts here, so go nuts. Call me back when you’ve decided. And try to keep the calls to normal business hours—I’ve got shit to do at night. In the meantime, I put a package in that locker for you, just to tide you over. Can’t have an unfocused mind when there is work to be done, can we?”
“No one else can die around me—they’ll send me back to prison.”
“Tommy, you’ve got to take a chill pill, man. Somehow, someway, we have got to file that nervous edge off of you; it’s bad for business.” A click on the other line announces that he’s hung up.
—
“Choose ‘time’—you know, old age. Outsmart him,” Ivy decides, and I can see she is proud of herself for the thought.
“That’s just it—it’s as much about me choosing the weapon as it is about him doing the deed. Too easy and I’m a pussy, too impractical and he’ll never agree to meet up. It’s a double-edged sword that way.”
“Why not choose a double-edged sword then?”
“Jesus. First you don’t want him to kill the person, then you want him to kill them in the most medieval way possible?”
“Well…jeez.” She’s wounded here. “I was only kidding—I don’t want anyone to die—it’s bad karma. I’m a live-and-let-live kind of girl…mostly. Remember: I wanted to go to the cops with all this. But since that’s not an option, and since it’s between you and some
stranger, and they’ve got to die anyway, what’s it matter? I don’t think there is a nice way to kill someone.”


A customer in the bikini bar looks over at that, so I shush Ivy with a subtle wave of the hand. “I’m not protesting it, I’m just saying you’ve covered a pretty broad spectrum. No, a double-edged sword is an interesting idea—poetic even. Right now, it’s king of the mountain.”
“What about a chainsaw?”
“Damn, you just don’t stop, do you?”
“You’ve got to wow him, right? To get close, you’ve got to make him realize you’ve got the cojones to play his games, right? A chainsaw will soooo do that. Besides, your goal is to stop him before he pulls this off, right? So you’ve just got to say ‘chainsaw’ to get his attention, and then don’t let him actually use it.”
“Doesn’t mean I’m going to risk looking like an asshole by suggesting it.”
She shrugs, already out of ideas.
“I think I’ve got it,” I say, watching two younger guys down the bar attempt to ignite a shot of whiskey with a Bic lighter. “Remember that awful dream of yours?”
“Jesus, Tom…not that!” Ivy protests, but the idea is already fixed in my mind.
“You said it yourself—it would be the worst way to die.”
“So why the fuck would you choose it then?”
“Instant respect. We’ll one-up Lake and Ng. A. Guy will love it—he won’t just burn the body, he’ll burn the person.”






Chapter 17
It takes everything in my power to pull the plungers from the twin syringes of heroin and dump their contents into my toilet. The next few days will be rough. I’m already feeling the itch something fierce, and the knowledge that no relief is coming only amplifies the sensation.
I’m right, of course, and, more importantly, A. Guy agrees. “Fire’s mean,” he chuckles when I tell him. “You’ve got a sadistic streak in you, Dr. Tom. Maybe you’re the Leonard Lake?”
“Nah, I’m just taking my cues from you,” I say, stoking his ego through the payphone. “You’re the crazy one.” I can tell he likes that. Killing like he does, he is probably all bottled up, just looking for a forum to brag. I give him that release, and his dam suddenly seems to split.
“Fuck Leonard Lake,” he agrees, boisterous. “And Charles Ng. We’re Tom and Andy, and we’re going to be fucking infamous!”
Somehow the silence that follows seems loud, like a vibrator rattling on a hardwood floor. And then he—Andy—is desperate to fill in the conversational blank, as if refusing to acknowledge that he fucked up. “So you’re going to need to supply me with the tools for this little operation. I’m thinking what we need is a five-gallon gas can—full, obviously, and a good lighter.”
“Is this my next task?”
“No, this is still part of the first one. I don’t just have an extra gas can and Zippo lying around, and I’ll be damned if I shell out the money for them when I have you, who are so eager to kiss my ass.”


“What should I do with these?”
“Glad you asked. A little before four-thirty on Tuesday, go down to the Holy Cross Cemetery in Culver City. Find the ‘Saint Ann’s’ section. Near marker number 156, you’ll find the grave of Holly Kelly.” I can detect his smirk through the phone. “Leave the gas can and lighter on the grave, and then get back in your car and drive away. I’ll be able to see if you are watching, so don’t try and get clever. And knock this payphone bullshit off. I don’t like having to be on your terms. Man up and take my calls from your cell phone. You’re not exactly public enemy number one or anything. If I’m not afraid of being tracked down, you shouldn’t be.” I’d never thought about what the Kellys had done with little Holly’s remains, whether she’d been buried or cremated or even frozen like Walt Disney. Apparently she’d been buried in Culver City. It is strange: I’ve driven by that cemetery at least a few times before and never for a moment considered that Holly might have been inside. Apparently “Andy” had made that consideration, though.
—
By Tuesday, I am sick. Full-on withdrawal symptoms have hit to the point where I need Ivy to drive me out to the cemetery. She offers to just go it alone, but I don’t want to take the chance that Andy thinks we’re up to something.
The patrolman on watch fires up his car when I exit the building, and though it annoys me to do so, I give him a friendly wave. It’s the hardass—the one who gave me a ticket. Losing him is going to be a challenge. I pass Ivy’s blue Tercel, parked just behind my Charger on the street. She’s smart enough to not look up as I pass, and when I’m sure the officer can’t see my hand, I discreetly drop my car keys into the gutter beside her back tire. Stuffing my hands into the pocket of my sweatshirt, I continue on, as if I’m out for a pleasant midafternoon stroll about the neighborhood. Reaching the corner, I turn left and head up the block toward the Quik-time Laundromat. Without looking, I know he is right with me. I walk slowly now, giving Ivy time. At the door to the laundromat, I look upward at the sign, studying it, as if casually curious about just what the fuck is the nature of such a business. The cop double-parks in the street, still idling, and stares at me, suspicious, but I pay him no heed and finally enter. He doesn’t follow me inside, and I am counting on this as I head straight through the building and out the back door, into the alley where Ivy is waiting for me in the Charger, right on schedule. Ideally, the policeman waits another twenty minutes before he gets off his ass to come inside and find out I burned him. It is an easy gag, and I must concede that Andy is right about the intelligence level of beat cops. Of course, I don’t fool myself that the trick will work more than once. The gas can, currently in my trunk, is an old army-green metal affair that I got from the back of a wrecked Jeep in a salvage yard off San Fernando Road. The Zippo in my pocket is plain, polished steel with no frills—both are filled to capacity. Ivy drives while I rest my head on the windowsill, my sweatshirt hood pulled low over my eyes to keep the sun out. The heroin was fun while it lasted, but sobering is a bitch. I feel the car make a series of tight turns as Ivy pulls through the gates and over to the grotto that separates us from the Saint Ann section. “We’ll have to do some walking,” she says, and parks at a curb in the large cemetery.


I carry both the gas can and the Zippo, hunched over and dripping sweat. It’s a good thing there are no spectators at the moment, because I look like an extra from Night of the Living Dead. We take a stone path past the shaded grotto and its trickling waterfall, and this leads us to a grouping of flat earth markers, offset from the rest of the cemetery. Ivy, excited, moves ahead, eagerly scanning plaques in search of the little dead girl. “It’s here!” she exclaims finally, stopping at a gray marker level with the earth around it.
“ ‘Holly Ann Kelly, Beloved Daughter.’ Pretty generic. There’s not even a death date,” Ivy gripes.
I cut across several graves, laboring with the heavy can as the pungent liquid inside sloshes back and forth.
“The grave marker next to hers is blank,” Ivy continues. “Do you think—”
“Yes. I do.” I set the can down heavily on top of the plaque and then place the Zippo on top of that. Both get a quick wipe to ensure they’re free of my fingerprints. I look down at the grave plate, flush with the surrounding grass, unwilling to read the words myself. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Don’t you want to…I don’t know…reflect? Or at least see if we can find some celebrities?”
“I just want to lay down and die.”
“Well, you’re in the right place,” she kids, catching up as I walk away.
—
We go back to my place and the same cop is waiting for me, parked directly in front of the apartment building. I make Ivy walk far behind me so the officer doesn’t know we’re together. This time, I delight in giving him a friendly wave. Agitated, he points a finger gun in my direction and blows me away.


Inside the apartment with Ivy, I insist that we screw because we haven’t in a while and I think it will maybe take my mind off heroin. I can’t get hard, though, even with her sucking on my cock, and so we lie there, naked, both covered in my sweat.
I don’t know if I should explain that it’s not her fault, so I don’t. Fortunately, my phone buzzes, just once, but it gives me the excuse to slide out from the silence between us. “There’s no way you can deal with a crime scene right now,” Ivy orders, maternal. “Tell your boss to do it himself.”
“That’ll be the day.” I wince and fish the phone from the pocket of my pants. It’s a text message. I open it and find only the address to a home in Hawthorne. It takes me a second, but then I realize. “Fuck.”
“What is it?”
“Nothing.” I toss the phone onto my nightstand, out of her immediate reach. Fucking inconvenient bastards.
“Is it him?” she persists.
“No—really, it’s nothing.”
Ivy can handle this new quiet for about three seconds. “Is it another girl?”
“I fucking wish,” I say, and slowly lie back on the bed, anticipating another migraine. Ivy is right, of course. There is no way I can complete the work that is expected of me now, not by myself, and especially not with a constant police presence.


“You’re pretty into me, right?” I ask finally.
“Why?”
“There’s something going on that would turn you off of me, and I don’t know how to deal with it.”
“Stop being cryptic and level with me, how’s that for a start?”
“I’ve got this side gig…cutting up bodies for a street gang. For money.”
“And that was them?”
“Yeah.”
“And you can’t do it alone?”
“Yeah.”
“And you want me to help you?”
“No.”
“No?”
“No.”
“So…then, what?”
“I don’t fucking know. You don’t seem surprised.”
“I’m not. You got this thing with death that kinda creeps me out, but I’ve managed so far, and I’ll keep managing, I suppose, because you’re right: I am into you.”
“So what happens next?”
“Is this something we have to deal with right now?” she asks, serious now, realizing.
“I think it is.”
“Okay, so first things first. We’ve got to get rid of the police. Do you think he’ll fall for the laundromat thing again?”


“No.”
“Okay, so we’ve got to come up with something else. Any ideas?”
My mind flashes to the supplies in the basement. “I think I’ve got one.”
—
I exit the apartment building just as night is settling on the city and bringing with it a soft breeze that does wonders against the heat. The cop sits in his car exactly where I left him, with the engine running and the air conditioner blasting full steam. His window is down, though, and I can hear his engine working overtime. “That’s not good for the car,” I tell him coolly, eating up time, not moving from my spot in front of the building.
“You think you’re pretty clever, don’t you, killer?” he retorts.
“Nah, not really,” I say with a shrug. “I just don’t like to see my taxes go to waste.” He’s got a goofy mustache that matches his blond hair, and it’s the only thing that keeps him from looking like a kid.
“Turn yourself in then. You’re the one wasting taxpayer money.”
“I’m going to head up to the store, you need anything?” I can sense Ivy on the roof above me, and make sure I’m standing a safe distance from the car.
“I’ll be right up your ass from here on out, so don’t think—” Before he can finish, five gallons’ worth of industrial wall paint splashes down beautifully onto the side windows and roof of the police cruiser. It’s a dismal color and it doesn’t do the cruiser any more justice than it does the hallways of my apartment complex. Now it is all about reaction.
“Holy shit,” I exclaim, and look skyward, happy to see that Ivy is nowhere in sight. The officer, whose arm and left side have taken on a large amount of the splatter, is screaming and fumbling to exit the vehicle. “Fucking teenagers,” I add, not smiling.


“Aghh…” is all the cop can say, shaking in apoplectic rage, not sure at all what to do. He looks up at the roof, across the street, and then at me, who stands innocent and splatter-free. “Did you see who did this?”
“No…but like I said, there are a couple punks living in the building—they pull this shit all the time.”
“Goddamnit!” The officer swipes the paint off himself onto any clean surface he can find. A middle-aged Asian lady exits the apartment with a small portable grocery cart. “Did you do this?” the cop yells at her, but she just hurries off, unsettled. “Stay right where you fucking are,” the cop tells me, catching the door to the building. “Fucking Christ.”
The moment he is gone, I move quickly up the block to the Charger, where I settle into the passenger seat and wait. Ivy emerges from the building a minute later, smiling broadly herself. “That felt so, so fucking good.” She climbs behind the wheel.
“Did you see him?” I ask, pleased as well.
“No,” Ivy admits. “I took the elevator, he took the stairs. But I could hear him—the whole building could.” She pulls my car out into the street. “Now, where are we headed?”






Chapter 18
The ramshackle house out in Hawthorne is similar in size and upkeep to its predecessor in Inglewood. This street too is a quiet one, and Ivy pulls the Charger all the way up to the garage door at my command. The withdrawals have been coming at me in waves—nausea, chills, sweating, cramping; right now I am freezing and fetal in my sweatshirt.
“What now?” she asks, and reaches across to feel my pale forehead with the back of her hand.
“The body’s in there,” I say, gesturing to the structure ahead of us. “We need the toolbox out of the trunk.”
I don’t even offer to help carry the milk crate into the garage, so weak am I feeling. At the moment, it’s all I can do to lean up against the doorjamb in order to not collapse in a pathetic heap. I feel cramps across my abdomen like repeated assaults with a hot fireplace poker, and I can taste the acidic rot of bile at the base of my esophagus. Ivy comes up behind me and bumps me in the back lightly with the crate to prod me forward. “I feel like we’re being watched,” she whispers softly, so that if we are being watched, it won’t be heard.
I switch on the overhead light; the ubiquitous fluorescent track bulbs flick on independent of one another, supplying vision to the room. Directly in front of me is a car, an old gray Nissan sedan that takes up the entire near half of the floor space. On the hood of the Nissan is a familiar brown cardboard box. This tells me we’re at least in the right place.
I move forward into the garage and around the narrow space between the door and the Nissan’s bumper with Ivy at my heels, as if she nervously refuses to be anything but my shadow.


The body is lying facedown, and is female—I can tell that right off from the abundance of silky dark hair that spreads down from the back of her head and onto the bloodstained concrete. It’s odd, though; she appears to be lying on something, for her body, big as it is, is pitched up in the middle. It isn’t until I crouch down beside the girl that I realize she’s pregnant. Or…was pregnant. The amount of blood surrounding the abdominal area tells me she took a bullet through there as well. Behind me, I can hear Ivy also connect the dots.
“Assholes,” she expels into the night, this time not caring if she’s heard.
Pebbles of glass are scattered about the feet of the body, and the front passenger window of the Nissan is blasted out. They had her backed against the car, with nowhere to run, when they shot her in the face and belly.
While I am down, I turn the broad girl onto her back, and as she rolls, her still-open good eye connects with Ivy’s.
“Oohh,” Ivy sort of moans behind me, repulsed, but I’m already inspecting the bullet holes, probing them with my finger, curious. The holes, one through the eye socket, the other at the top of the abdomen, about three inches above her belly button, look like nine-millimeter entry wounds.
“First thing, we’ve got to drain the body of the rest of the blood, then we’ll saw it apart,” I say. “Going after the bullets is going to be a bitch because she’s about eight months along, it looks, and we’ll probably end up having to dig one out of the fetus.”


“No.” Ivy says, dropping the milk crate onto the trunk of the Nissan, still unable to pry her eyes from those of the dead girl. “Uh-uh. We’re not doing this.”
“We have to.”
“No. This is wrong. This is that line I can’t cross. This is like the basement level of hell.”
“These are not the sort of people I can just turn down a job for…the likelihood is that they will kill me over something like this. And there won’t be anyone around to clean me up.”
“Tommy, this is fucking evil. I will never forgive myself for taking part in this, and if you continue with it, I know in my heart that I will never forgive you either. So please? Please? Don’t do this.”
“Well, what should we do? Just leave her here?”
“Call the police. This one time. Please? Let them go after these bastards.”
I look up at Ivy and then down at the body of the Hispanic girl. In the box on the front of the Nissan is likely a quick five grand, but Ivy will walk if I take it. The sad truth is, if she walks she won’t make it four blocks before getting rolled by some hoods out looking for an opportunity like her. Then some can collector will find her two days later beneath some trash bags in an alley with ten varieties of semen inside her. I am frustrated enough by the situation to let her walk, but the better person inside of me stands with the aid of the Nissan, and then grips my head with both hands. She’s lucky I feel like shit and can’t do this alone. “Okay. Let’s get out of here.”


We find a payphone outside a pharmacy and Ivy calls in the address while I sit in the passenger seat with my heart throbbing in my ears and my eyes rolled back into my head. I kid myself that maybe they’ll let me live, but all I really want now is to lie down and go to sleep. I think I can better deal with my rapidly collecting problems in the morning.
When we pull up outside my apartment, Ivy asks if she can just drive my car home. Her car keys are on my counter and neither of us is in the mood to retrieve them. I gesture that it is all hers, and climb out. My street is eerily quiet and it’s discomforting that there are no police cars standing vigil, their drivers awaiting my return.
—
I end up sleeping through the night and the entirety of the next day, rousing only once, briefly, to read an expected text message that says simply, “Ur dead, homie.” I briefly wonder who owns the garage that the Hawthorne PD is currently tearing apart, and how much trouble that person is in, but there is nothing to be done at the moment, so I lay my head back down and return to my slumber.
When I wake again, it is early morning, and I feel better than I have in some time, maybe years. The soreness in my joints has receded and the overwhelming sensation of nausea is gone. For the moment, I am good. But when I go to walk to the 7-Eleven up the block for a black coffee, at the door to my apartment building I find myself hesitating in a way that I haven’t done since the earliest days of A. Guy’s letters. It’s a little early for gangsters, I attempt to reassure myself. The cops haven’t returned either, though, and it’s right about now that I miss their presence. Life’s funny that way.


I skip the coffee and drive Ivy’s Tercel to the Trauma-Gone office. The little sedan is still just as cluttered as ever, its coat-hanger-assisted trunk banging along with my rough driving. I can’t help but wonder if the mess is something psychological—as if she’s building a cocoon out of her familiar possessions. Also, her transmission is slowly biting the dust and I can hear the gears grind from within her engine every time the little car struggles to accelerate. Of course, if she doesn’t clean the inside of her car, why would I expect her to remember to change the fluids?
Harold, typing, looks up when I walk in. “Tom, no jobs call in over one week! You cause great head pain. How we stay in business with no work?”
“We’ve had lots of weeks where we don’t get calls.”
“But this different—I feel in my gut! You curse us. I take on task to save my business, print up brochures.” With that, he grandly strikes the keyboard and the printer whirs to life. I walk over and take one up, reading it over. It is titled, “Trauma-Gone. ‘Your friend in biohazard remediation.’ ” The unfolded brochures, printed on a glossy card stock, are full of such informational nuggets as “How Do I Know When I Need Biohazard Cleanup?” and “Why I Should Choose Trauma-Gone.” Incredulous, I set the brochure back in with the growing stack of its familiars. “Harold, who are you going to send these to?”
“Not send, deliver. We deliver. Until we have work again. Every morning. Be here at 10 a.m. and take stack; go door-to-door, business-to-business.”
“Who’s going to fold them?”


“You and me. Right now.” He takes the entire stack from the printer, sets it in front of me, and folds his hands, expectant.
“I can’t. I’ve got shit to do today.”
“No, no, Tom. I go on limb for you. You work for me.” He means it.
“You’re right, you’re right,” I admit, pulling up a chair. “I’m grateful, really. At some point, though, I have to go see my parole officer.”
“Has he gone out on limb like me? I think no.”
I don’t have the heart to tell Harold that Officer Caruzzi, in his own blackmailing sort of way, has actually gone out on a much narrower limb for me, and so, for the next four hours, I resort to folding as many brochures as Harold cares to print.
Finally, with my hands nicked and sore, Harold stands and admires the tremendous stack we have produced. “Good, good,” he admits. “Ten a.m. tomorrow, we start to deliver. Today, I go home. Finish what you can, then lock up.” With that, he turns to leave. “Oh, and Tom, you look much more strong. Keep up.” I nod in appreciation, but as soon as he is out the door, I push the remaining brochures away and move around the desk to the computer.
I pull up the limited file I’ve compiled of A. Guy’s notes, and the photos from his Offramp Inn jobs, clicking on them one by one, scanning the now-familiar images for anything I might have missed. The happy faces all seem obtuse now, plainly obvious, and I’m annoyed with Andy for his lack of subtlety. “If you’re this dumb with your crime scenes, what else have you left for me to find?” Reading through the notes carefully, line by line, it’s the note regarding the robbery of the liquor store that I keep returning to. What is it about that liquor store? I print the notes and pictures for Duane, forgetting that the machine is still filled with glossy card stock.


It’s after six and I am just locking up when my phone rings. I don’t recognize the number, but answer it anyway. “You’re not reneging on our arrangement, are you, Tom?” Caruzzi asks.
“No, in fact, I just printed all the stuff up. I was going to drop it by you tomorrow.”
“What’s wrong with now?”
“I’ve got a crime scene. It could take all night.”
“Duty calls. Too bad—there’s a meeting tonight. Guess we’ll have to wait. Bring the stuff by my apartment tomorrow then, say, dinnertime. Got a pen handy?”
“I’ll remember.”
“Fifteen seventy-one Fallbrook. Woodland Hills. Apartment H.”
“Easy enough.”
“And, Tom, don’t fuck this up. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking—we need this…I need this. Being a goddamn parole officer can’t be my legacy. I can’t leave this earth without taking a few last swings, you know?”
“I’ll be there.”
“Good.” He doesn’t hang up right away, and so finally I do, awkward. I lied about the crime scene but he doesn’t need to know that. The truth is, after folding several hundred brochures, I just don’t feel like dealing with his bullshit tonight.
Besides, I have the pressing urge to go visit a certain liquor store.


—
I head over to Daddy Long Legs, where I find my Charger in the parking lot. “Sorry,” Ivy says, grinning sheepishly, when I walk in. “I worked the day shift, but I was gonna stop by tonight and see you.”
“No problem, except I think I need a tetanus shot after driving your car around.”
“Just some penicillin,” she laughs, and then sobers up. “The other night was kind of nuts.”
“You done hanging out with me then?”
“Nice try, buster. Have you heard from the gangbangers?”
“We’re not going to talk about that. But I have something I want to check out. What time you off?”
“As soon as the next girl, Traci, gets here. She’s always late.” Just then, a harried brunette girl wearing a yellow bikini and strappy wedge heels clumps her way into the bar. “Traci, right on cue,” Ivy chirps.
“Sorry—major drama,” Traci explains, continuing on her way into the bathroom.
“Let’s go,” Ivy says, throwing on a sundress over her bikini. “She’ll figure it out.”






Chapter 19
“You look healthier,” Ivy decides as we inch along in residual traffic on the 2 freeway heading west toward Santa Monica. I turn up the radio and lean back on the headrest, sunglasses on. There’s no point in actually saying it, but I’d rather have the heroin.
The 2 dead-ends into Santa Monica Boulevard and we take side streets until we are less than a block off Pico when Ivy points out a Gelson’s market on our right. “That’s gotta be the one that bag came from! There’s only like ten Gelson’s, period!”
“Yeah, and they usually choose tonier neighborhoods,” I grumble, looking around at the suburban sprawl. “Pico and Stewart, here we are,” I announce when we reach the intersection.
“Thank you, Captain Obvious.” Ivy smirks and gestures up at the light blue and gold street signs, bathed in illumination from the light poles overhead. I flick her in the tit and she winces.
“Just find me the goddamn liquor store.”
“There.” Ivy points again, at a gray facade next to a burger joint. “American Liquor.” I pull the steering wheel and the Charger glides up into the narrow strip of pockmarked asphalt that constitutes their parking lot.
American Liquor has the classic faux-glitzy appearance of every small-time liquor store ever, with its oversized, malfunctioning neon logo and mess of beer ads polluting all available window space. “Hold up a sec,” I tell Ivy as she starts to exit the car. I pull the note from the folder and start to scan it over.


“Read it out loud,” Ivy commands.
“ ‘Me again,’ ” I read, and then decide to skim through it, regardless of what Ivy wants. “ ‘I think you are like one of those mice’…boring, boring, boring…‘Some days, I’m just a guy who enjoys killing people more than he enjoys making them laugh’…bullshit, bullshit, bullshit…‘There is a liquor store on the corner of Pico and Stewart in Santa Monica. It is a shitty little place and the heeb who works there needs a good scare. I want you to rob it’…hmm hmm hmm…‘eight p.m. Wednesday. American Liquor.’ ”
“What’s a heeb?” Ivy asks when I finish.
“All that, and ‘What’s a heeb?’ is the only question you have? Jesus. A ‘heeb’ is an insulting name for a Jew. Though I think it can also be spelled h-e-b-e.”
“So, do you think this guy is a Nazi or something?”
“I think Indiana Jones killed off all the Nazis, smarty.”
“I meant like a new Nazi…a skinhead.”
“I don’t know. But we need to find out why he chose this place.” I glance at my watch. “It’s coming up toward 8 o’clock now. Let’s have a look inside.”
The inside of American Liquor is just as cliché as the outside, with its rows of industrial metal shelving stocked full of chips, candy, and other convenience sundries, while all the hard liquor is stacked in tall wooden cabinets behind the counter. A fit, olive-skinned Middle Easterner in expensive jeans gives us a wave as we enter, but does not get off his cell phone, which he jabbers Arabic into as he paces the length of the counter. The place screams “America” in its very un-Americanness. We head to the back of the store, where logoed coolers chill beer in assortments, and I can see from the large oval mirrors mounted at the corners of the store that the Arab has taken a particular interest in Ivy. Suddenly territorial, I throw my arm around her, and she, oblivious, moves into it, pleased. “Do you think the clerk is A. Guy?” she asks.


“Why?”
“Well, he’s not Jewish, and don’t Middle Eastern people not like Jews?”
“Your logic astounds me sometimes.”
“If someone doesn’t bring up the possibilities, then how are we going to solve this thing?”
“He’s too short. A. Guy was about an inch taller than me. And before you feel the need to ask, no, I don’t think he was wearing stilts.”
“I wasn’t going to say that.”
“Lies.”
We cruise the aisles but find nothing revealing other than a bag of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos, which Ivy insists I buy her. I’m tempted to ask the clerk if he’s the only one who works there, but he never ceases his phone conversation throughout our transaction, and so we leave, having learned nothing more than A. Guy’s inability to correctly apply racial slurs.
“Well, that was a waste of time,” I say when we hit the parking lot.
“Speak for yourself,” Ivy says, and tears into the chips. “I’m fucking starving.”
“You’re always starving.”


“What if,” Ivy says, talking with her mouth full, “A. Guy lives around here and these are his regular stores?”
“That’s maybe a good thought,” I admit, looking around the mostly commercial intersection. On one corner there’s the boxy tan silhouette of an office building, on another, the flat black expanse of a parking lot leads up to a recessed CVS pharmacy, and on the corner directly across from American Liquor is a comedy club.
“Giggle-o Joe’s,” I read off the white lit-up signage above the building, which is prefaced by an active covered patio. “ ‘Some days, I like killing people more than I like making them laugh…’ ” I murmur, then aloud: “Let’s take a walk.”
Ivy senses that I’m onto something and leaves her Cheetos on the roof of a nearby lowrider.
We cross the busy intersection with Ivy sucking the red off her fingertips, and this causes a fat man in a minivan to hoot out his window. Ivy gives him the finger, and this delights him even more. All the while, I’m looking between the smoking patio and the liquor store. The seats out there would have a perfect view of anyone coming and going from American Liquor, and a man in a ski mask toting a water pistol and cartoon money sack would be especially hard to miss. Funny, even.
“What’s this about?” Ivy asks, catching up to my quick stride in her heels.
“Something in his letter…A. Guy said a thing about making people laugh.”
“You think he’s a comedian?”
“I think we’re going to find out.”


The front entrance for Giggle-o Joe’s is patrolled by a large white man in a suit who checks my ID, and though Ivy doesn’t have hers, he lets us both in anyway, taking twenty dollars off me for the cover. “And there’s a two-drink minimum. For each of you,” he adds imposingly as he holds the door open.
“Two cherry Cokes, coming right up,” Ivy teases as we walk in.
The place is nice, nicer than any of the bars I usually frequent anyway, and decently full for a weeknight. Mood lighting comes from little glass-housed candles on tables, and a large overhead spotlight is aimed at the lone microphone. On stage, a young black man is doing his impression of a white guy coming over to his apartment for the first time, which the audience is eating up. “Sit at any open table,” a passing waitress with a full tray advises us in a stage whisper.
Instead, we move out toward the patio, which is fenced off from the sidewalk by a four-foot gate. It has its own bar against the back wall, and a large, live-feed television is broadcasting the comedian to the smoking set. Inside, at the booths, it is couples and foursomes taking in the show. Out here, it is male-dominated, mostly indiscernible loners scribbling in notebooks or silently rehearsing bits, but there are a few larger tables where the seasoned pros have collected, laughing it up among themselves. Ivy gets the looks of course, but no one will say a word to her. We slide up to the wooden bar and pop down on stools to wait for the bartender. Dressed in a red tuxedo vest and matching bow tie, she turns from the TV screen and smiles, caught off guard. “Sorry, I love this bit LaReese does—it cracks me up every time.”
“He perform here often?”


“Most of our comics are house guys…after midnight, though, we switch to open mic.”
“This might be a bit of a long shot, but does a guy named Andy by chance perform here?”
“Andy Sample?”
“Sure.”
“Aww, you just missed him. He was on before LaReese. He killed tonight.”
“Is he still around?”
“Yeah. I just saw him, like a minute ago.” She calls out to a bespectacled bald guy at one of the larger tables, “Vince! Where’s Andy?”
“He just left,” Vince calls back. “Not thirty seconds ago. I saw him go out the front in a hurry.”
“What can you tell me about Andy?” I ask Vince directly.
“You a talent agent?”
“No, just a really big fan.”
“He’s decent,” Vince admits, “but he’s a total loner. Sits by himself, doesn’t like small talk, doesn’t socialize.”
“What does he look like?”
“I thought you were a fan.”
“We’ve only heard his podcast,” Ivy covers.
“Andy has a podcast? I thought he hated those things.”
“You were saying?”
“Oh…I dunno. He’s built a little taller than you…also, he’s a ginger.”
“A what?” I ask.


“A redhead…you know, South Park…a ginger.”
“Oh, right.”
“He’s just kind of a private guy is all. He hangs around here all the time, but doesn’t talk much. The longest conversation I ever had with him was a couple weeks ago he bet me that someone was gonna rob ’Merican Liquor across the street. Easiest twenty bucks I ever made.”






Chapter 20
Ivy is energized as we drive back to the valley. “Andy Sample, the ginger…we nailed his ass!”
“It’s not that simple,” I caution her. “Now he knows we know, so that means we’ve just lost an advantage.”
“Spare me the negativity—please? At least for tonight, can’t we both be happy about something at the same time?”
I take my eyes off the road to look at her for a long second, and then I too crack. “We fucking got him.” Ivy unbuckles and fairly dives across the car to kiss my cheek ferociously, causing me to swerve into the thankfully empty next lane. For good measure, though, the dickhead behind me leans on his horn. “Jesus Christ!” I mutter.
“Do you want me to give you some road head right now? ’Cause I fucking will!” Ivy grips the crotch of my slacks, her thumb pressing onto my cock.
“No, no, I’m good. I’ll rain check that offer, though.” I find myself really laughing for the first time in maybe years, and it feels good.
“So let’s just turn the pictures and stuff over to that detective, give him the name, and get on with our lives.” Ivy bounces back into her seat and puts her feet up on the dashboard. “No way will he fuck with us now.”
It is not the time to tell her that I have no intention of handing A. Guy to Detective Stack on a silver platter. Neither of them deserves to get off that easy.
We end up back at Ivy’s place, where we screw like mad—but only after I solemnly swear not to bail on her in the morning. I figure Harold won’t mind that I’m a little late, if it’s for a good cause.


—
My boss calls the next morning before 10 a.m., not giving me the chance to come in late. “We have call,” Harold says enthusiastically by way of introduction. I’m not awake yet, but I assure him I’ll be in. I guess the curse was a short-lived one.
“You said you’d let me make you breakfast,” Ivy says, awake as well and staring wounded at me from the crook of my arm.
“I gotta go,” I say, shrugging with my free arm, and slide out from the bed.
“Are we ever going to have a meal together?”
“Who cares? I’ve got work.”
“Can I at least make you a bagel—wait, never mind, I don’t have any bagels. How ’bout I pour you some Cheerios in a coffee mug?”
“Tell you what,” I sigh, sliding on my slacks. “Come by my place tonight after you get off work. You can cook me dinner.”
“Oh, can I? I bet you don’t even have any pans or anything.”
“That’s true. But that’s my offer. Take it or leave it.”
“You’re lucky I like you.”
I laugh as I walk out, leaving her in bed. The laugh is a fake one, though—I’m still not sure how I got caught up in this domesticated shit.
—
So you’re back at it, I think, grim, heading out on the 118 toward Ventura. My service call is for the Offramp Inn out there, room 236, natch. According to the clerk who called it in, someone did some bad, bad things in that room. Just what I need. In traffic, it takes two hours to get out to the little coastal city to the northwest of everything Los Angeles–related, and when I flip the knob, the air conditioning in the truck produces only a weak flapping noise from deep inside the engine and expels a brief, dying gasp of ventilation. Mercifully, it’s only 92 degrees, but the humidity is up and I can feel the back of my polo shirt soak in the sweat. The smart move would’ve been to wait for the morning rush to dwindle before attempting my drive, but Harold was enthusiastic about the call to the point of being grating. Even with traffic and no AC, though, it beats his silly notion of going business-to-business, handing out brochures. I can imagine the looks I’d get walking into convenience stores and gas stations, only to ask the manager if their trauma scene sanitation needs were being met. No, for me, dead bodies trump cold-calling every time.


I pull off the highway at Ocean Avenue and glimpse the Offramp Inn sign right away. With an exterior comprised entirely of what looks like redwood, and the west-facing rooms enjoying a hillside Pacific Ocean view, this Offramp looks to be the jewel in the corporation’s crown and probably the one they use on their brochures. The temperature has dipped down to a pleasant 80 degrees Fahrenheit, and I almost feel like it will be nice to clean up someone here. I maybe owe you one, Andy.…
The dark-skinned girl at the counter smiles when I walk in and set my clipboard on the counter. “Checking in?”
“No, I’m here to work,” I say, pointing to the Trauma-Gone logo on my still-damp shirt.
“What sort of work are you here to do?”


“Biohazard cleanup in room 236. Probably a dead body, I’m guessing?” The lobby is empty of would-be guests at the moment, so I’m not concerned with discretion.
“What dead body?”
“Someone here called in for a cleanup for room 236. Maybe not a dead body then, but some sort of bad mess.”
“Let me check with Rachel,” the girl says, chewing her lip. She picks up a house phone and punches in a three-digit number. Through the wall behind the counter, I hear a phone ring that is cut off abruptly.
“Hi, Rachel…there’s a guy here who says someone called in about a mess in one of the rooms….No, he was called in…from a company.” She studies my shirt for a second. “Trauma-Gone…he says it’s, like, a dead body or something.”
I pace the lobby, annoyed and hating that I’m being subjected to this one-sided attempted exchange of information. Finally the desk girl puts the phone down. “Rachel says it was probably a prank call.”
When I picture Rachel, I know that she is fat, has glasses, and was promoted from within. “It’s not a prank call,” I insist, quickly growing icy. “Let me just check the room out. Two thirty-six.”
The clerk types into her computer and shakes her head, curiously resistant to my demeanor. “No, that room was unoccupied last night.”
“Let’s go take a look.”
“I have to—”
“Ask Rachel,” I interrupt. “Go right ahead.”
Once again she dials the number and I hear the phone ring through the wall. This time it drones four long rings before Rachel can be bothered to answer.


“He wants to take a look….No….No, it was unoccupied….Yes, I told him….Okay.” The clerk re-cradles the phone and smiles nervously at me. “Rachel says that there is no point in you going to check the room because no one has reported anything to her about any dead bodies.”
I am back at the desk in an instant, leaning across the counter to yell past the clerk and directly at the wall. “Tell Rachel to get off her ass and come out here.”
The clerk starts to lift the phone for a third time, but Rachel has taken the hint and emerged from a side door behind the counter. True enough, she’s a heavy white woman, younger than I anticipated, but bespectacled and surly looking. She sizes me up with a beady little glare and I return the gaze.
“Wha’s all this about?” she asks of the clerk as if I’m not standing there, fuming.
“I just drove out from Los Angeles,” I interject, putting emphasis on the city, as if it is a special place and particularly noteworthy to the shitheels in this rube-populated little town. “My company got a call from this motel that there is a mess in room 236, and I want to have a look for myself.”
Now Rachel turns her carriage to address me fully. “I tol’ ya there idn’t no mess in that room.”
“Show me,” I say, staring into little eyeballs compressed by layers of rampant skin. “Show me that room.”
“Fine,” Rachel decides loudly, and her hand flails up in one quick maneuver of resignation. “Julie, give me a maid card. I’ll take Mr. Man here mahself.” Julie hands over the card and Rachel makes her way out from behind the desk, walking quickly with tight, little steps. “Tell Hector to shadow me,” Rachel adds on her way out the door, as if she’s actually worried I might try to rape her. In my irritation, I forget my clipboard and have to go back for it, but she does not stop her trot out and around the south side of the building.


As I hurry to follow in her wake, willing myself to not notice the large panty line creasing her work slacks, she bypasses the stairwell and makes for an elevator next to the Coke machine.
I want to make an aggressive statement, so I backtrack to the stairs and scale them quickly, two at a time, unwilling to share an enclosed space with this unpleasant behemoth. Besides, I wouldn’t want Hector to worry.
The elevator is slow in both directions, and I am down the walkway and standing before room 236 before I hear the sharp little ding that signals Rachel’s arrival on the second floor. The closed door to room 236 is facing westward, and the lapping blue ocean spans my vision, but I am no longer in the mood to bask in the tranquility.
The door looks unaffected and there is no coroner’s seal stretched between the wood and the jamb, but this means little to me. Whatever Andy’s intent is, I’m sure it is for my eyes specifically.
Rachel’s footsteps thud up toward me, and I see that my elevator slight had its intended effect. “I’ma call my bosses ’bout this,” she warns as she slides the electronic key into the door lock.
“Darling, do whatever you gotta do, but stay outta my way when I’m working.”


She pushes the door open roughly and it swings in on the darkened room. I step in around the large woman, and the sunlight cutting its way through the thin, drawn shades outlines what appears to be a clean, untouched motel room.
“See?” Rachel snarls from behind me. I ignore her and walk into the bathroom, confused to see that it too is equally pristine. The paper seal is even still wrapped around the toilet lid and the toilet paper roll is a fresh one.
Back out on the veranda, I quickly check the room numbers to the right and left, making sure that I am in fact in front of 236. “I don’t understand,” I murmur, but Rachel thinks I’m capitulating to her.
“I tol’ ya. I tol’ ya. Ain’t nobody touch these rooms—I’da knowed it.”
Instead of answering, I turn and keep walking, back toward the stairwell, back toward my work truck, and back out of Ventura. “Hey, whaddya doin’?” Rachel calls after me, refusing to believe I’d just up and leave her without an apology. “Hey, come back here! What company didja say ya worked fer?” At the bottom of the stairwell, I walk past a nervous Mexican in blue coveralls who does nothing to stop me: Hector.
I don’t tell Harold about any of it until I am back standing before him in the garage at the Trauma-Gone headquarters. “It early in day,” he assures me, taking it better than I anticipate. “We go out and deliver brochure together. Find business ourselves.”
“I told you, I’ve already got a lot of things I’ve got to do today because I didn’t do them yesterday. How about I just deal with all the brochures tomorrow? You won’t have to do a thing.”


“No. I am being punished for laziness. I not do enough to save business. And this mostly your fault we are in curse. We go together.”
“Why don’t we split up? I’ll take half, you take half. We’ll cover more ground that way.”
“Good, good.” Harold rubs his hands together, no doubt anticipating all the extra ground we will cover by separating. He goes to retrieve his hat and coat despite the temperature easily being in the upper nineties by now, while I divvy the piles of brochures into two equal-ish stacks.
Harold locks the door to the office and heads out toward the south, on foot. In turn, I go north—straight to the trunk of my car, where I dump my stack of brochures. In a way, it’s good that Harold didn’t just let me deal with all the brochures tomorrow, because then there’d be twice as many in my trunk. At least this way we’ll have half a chance of some local business giving us a call.
I unlock the door to the office and move to the computer, where I pull up a web browser and key in “Andy Sample.” Thousands of page results pop onto my screen within a few seconds, including a glossy, black-and-white, professional headshot of a grinning Andrew Sample.
“Hello, fucker,” I say aloud as I scroll the page results and click on the link for andysample.com.
“Hello…Tom,” a voice from across the room says simply, shocking me out of my scrutiny. I tilt my gaze up sharply and, in the moment, am completely at a loss for words.






Chapter 21
“Mrs. Kelly,” I finally get out, genuinely startled to see the petite woman, who, dressed all in black, looks especially aged.
“Hank’s funeral was today,” she says, advancing fully into the room so the door plunks closed behind her. She carries a large, dark clutch purse made of what looks to be alligator skin in her wrinkled hands, supporting it in front of her.
“I…see,” I say, still shocked, and yet unwilling to offer my condolences in regard to the big bastard.
She takes note of my indecisiveness, but doesn’t comment on it; instead, she approaches the desk, and I, in my seat, can only gape upward at her. “I didn’t come here to quarrel with you, I only came to give you this.” She probes one veiny hand into the depths of the purse, and I mostly expect her to come out with a gun, but in the end, it is only a letter. It’s in an envelope made out to Trauma-Gone, care of Tom Tanner, and it includes postage, but it isn’t sealed.
“I went back and forth in my mind on whether to mail it or give it to you in person. At the mailbox, I decided that I would never live with myself if I didn’t come here in person. I’d like you to read the letter—aloud if you could. I want to hear my words in your voice, if that’s all right with you.”
Unable to string anything cogent together that I might say to deny this woman the act, I instead find myself pulling out and unfolding the handwritten letter, written on heavy bond paper.


“Mr. Tanner,
“Today, I will bury the man I have loved and faithfully obeyed for the last thirty-six years in an earthen grave beside my daughter. There is not another available plot anywhere nearby as we did not expect to need one space for our Holly. I will instead be cremated when the Lord decides to bring me home. In the meantime, I am going to live with my sister in St. Louis. There is nothing for me in California any longer.
“I am writing you this because I have thought about you often over the years, and what it is that you must have endured. I find myself thinking about the pain that this whole terrible situation has brought everyone, and I don’t wish it on another soul. I cannot say anything with certainty about your role in my Hank’s death, only that you did not pull the trigger, and for that, I thank you. Hank was a much stronger person than I am, he was my rock, and now that he is gone, I find it easier to drift away rather than become my own rock.
“I will always hate you for what you did to my family, but, also, I forgive you. I don’t know why Jesus put our lives on this collision course, but He is my Lord, and I trust in Him. I know that you are not a religious man, but I hope that one day you learn to trust in His wisdom as well, for through Him hopefully you will be able to find peace within yourself.
“Your life is far from complete, Tom, and I know that there is the capacity for a great amount of good in you and I hope that you are able to devote the remaining days of your life in pursuit of this goodness. I will think of you often and keep you in my prayers.
“In Jesus’ love,
Julie Kelly”
I set the letter down on the desk when I finish, and look up to see Mrs. Kelly crying into her right hand. I stand and wish I had a tissue to offer. “Oh, pardon me,” she says, attempting to smile through the emotion. “I’m not so good at this sort of thing.”
“Me neither.”
“I’ve spent so much time hating you,” she sniffs, “I forgot that you might be a person too.”
“I’m not good at being a person,” I admit. “But I’m working on being better.”
We stare at each other for a moment, the nervousness between us palpable. “I feel like I should give you a hug or something…”
“Don’t,” I say, but without ferocity.
“Okay,” Mrs. Kelly says, her tear-slicked mascara sliding down into the cracks of skin beneath her eyes. “I’m going to go now.”
“Be careful out there.”
“You too, Mr. Tanner—Tom.”
I return to the business side of the desk, and keep standing until she is back outside and out of my life.
When the front door to the office closes, I set her letter on the desk and stare at it, unable to look away and yet I know I must. I can’t deal with this now. Really, there is still too much to be done.
I’ve got to concentrate on the living. I will myself to crumple her letter into a tight little ball and drop it into the trashcan beside me.


—
Back before the computer, I punch the “up” arrow cursor on the keyboard, returning me to Andy’s webpage. “Now let’s see about you, Mr. Sample.”
Andy’s website is a basic one—a short bio, detailing how he was always the kid who acted out in class, how he knew he wasn’t meant for a nine-to-five job…blah, blah, blah…available for corporate events and et cetera. There is also a larger, higher-resolution image of his headshot, which I click on to study. His eyes are earnest and there’s a discomfort to them, as if he hasn’t yet found his place in the world. If not for the orangish-red hair and fair skin, with his prominent cheekbones and squared jaw, he’d be handsome. At least he doesn’t have freckles.
Below his headshot, Andy has two video clips, each a frozen still image of him onstage, performing. I click on the first one, curious as to just how funny he could possibly be.
“Good evening, ladies…gentlemen…Are there any child molesters in the audience tonight?” A silence falls over the crowd, and not even hecklers dare to make a peep; Andy, however, continues on, unfazed. “You’d be amazed how often that works, especially in Torrance.” That gets the roar of laughter, and Andy, mic in hand, grins like a skeleton. “You can’t even call the police on child molesters in Torrance, because most of the time, the police are the child molesters. If you look like you’re under thirty, don’t get popped in Torrance, because when they put those cuffs on you, you’ll say, ‘Why do these handcuffs have fur on them?’ And they’ll just start whistling that song from Deliverance. It doesn’t help me that I’ve got red hair either, cuz child molesters love red hair. Us redheads are like winning lotto tickets to perverts. I remember, when I got old enough, I asked my dad why he and Mom didn’t have red hair. And my dad said, ‘Boy, the people we stole you from did have red hair. Now get back in your cage.’ That explains, I guess, why every year, for my birthday, they gave me muscle relaxers and baby oil….”


I cut the performance at this point, wondering how on earth he’s chosen this bit for his portfolio. No way could it possibly be helping his career—especially with the corporate crowd. Even the laughter from the crowd wasn’t particularly on board with the material. They’d laughed heartily at first, but by the point he’d joked about his parents being kidnapping child rapists, the crowd laughs were down to awkwardly polite titters. Incredulous, I click on his other clip just to see where he can go from there. “Homeless people. There’s too goddamn many of them. Am I right?” Hoots of agreement sound from this audience. In the clip, Andy paces the stage nervously, and the cameraman has to try and keep up with him. “I don’t give money to homeless people anymore, because it doesn’t help them, it just makes them more miserable. Why should I pay for them to have a motel room for the night? They’ll just know what they’re missing. It would be like you or I getting a free ride on a yacht! It just makes you want a yacht, and then you feel like a fucking loser because you can’t afford one, you know? Now when I see a homeless person, I kick them in the teeth. You know why? Because after a kick in the teeth, they say, ‘I never realized how good I had it before.’ ”
I stop this clip too. How someone never stumbled across the notion that Andy Sample might be a serial killer is beyond me. Discretion is not exactly his strong suit anyway, but the darkness that oozes from him onstage, plus the fact that he considers those two clips to be “strong material,” gives me the distinct impression that everything he’s shown thus far is nothing compared with what is going on in his head.


—
I drive out to Duane’s after locking the office back up. As far as Harold will know, I’ve spent the afternoon handing out the brochures to interested shopkeepers instead of throwing the lot of them into an Arby’s dumpster, which is where they end up. My parole officer’s place in Woodland Hills is in a small, two-story apartment building that is somehow in worse shape than mine. Up on the second floor, in the back corner of the building, his one-bedroom flat looks out over the loading dock of a closed-down Kmart. Duane’s in the kitchen, and bellows out a hearty “Come in” when I knock.
The apartment bleeds the rich, garlicky aroma of Italian food cooking as I walk in, and I realize his intention is that I am going to stay for dinner. I’m not. Further, my suspicion that he is a bachelor is immediately confirmed upon entry. What furniture the man has does not match, and a large fabric Italian flag is the focal point of his living room wall. Elsewhere around the room, printed photographs of Duane hamming it up with other white LAPD officers are not in frames, but rather pushpinned to the wall as if they are entomology specimens. A large stack of VHS tapes stand waist high beside a small television set on a collapsible TV tray. It is sad to enter this home that is only a lifelong collection of memories arranged haphazardly about the place; all are items selected likely for their emotional and spiritual value, but to the casual observer just seem like a load of fucking junk. I see the innards of houses often in my work, the secret world of the newly dead, and it is mostly always sad. Of course, my place has nothing of any kind, so what does that say about me?


“I’m coming, I’m coming,” Duane announces, and there is the sound of a large pot being set aside before my PO emerges from his kitchen nook in a sauce-stained wife-beater to greet me. By way of acknowledgment, I wordlessly extend the collective of letters and photos, but he takes them and drops them on an aging recliner. “Glad you found it okay,” he says with a grin, overly enthusiastic. “Let me give you the tour.”
I already know too much about the man, and what I know, I don’t particularly care for, but I allow myself to be led about the narrow domicile with a look of resigned politeness. I’m stuck with him until he decides otherwise.
His tour wholly seems to be about showing me his collection of guns and daggers, which have been stashed throughout the rooms, never more than an arm’s reach from wherever he might be standing. I suspect this is in preparation for a coming “race war,” a suspicion Duane confirms while, without irony, he shows me his Polish version of an AK-47. “One day,” he says, sliding back the bolt action to reveal a bullet is indeed in the chamber, “the elements of the streets are going to rise up in an attempt to claim what they think is theirs. Trust me, it’s coming. This apartment is going to be ground zero for the resistance, God willing that that day comes while I’m still on this earth.” The more he shows of his arsenal, though, the more I wonder how many women have come back here only to abandon all hope after being given the same tour.


“How’s your assignment going? You got some new information for me?” he asks when we return to the living room, and he gestures for me to take a seat opposite him. I sit, precariously balanced on the lip of his sofa, hopefully indicating my unwillingness to get comfortable and stay long. I have played versions of this moment over in my mind since learning the identity of Andy Sample, and not once do any of those speculative conversations end with me handing over a single iota of useful information. And yet, somehow in those speculations, it was enough to keep me out of prison.
“I’m close,” I assure Duane, leveling my gaze to meet his.
“Meaning?”
“He wants to meet. Soon.”
“You know his name?”
“He calls himself A. Guy. As in capital ‘A,’ period, capital ‘G’ ‘Guy.’ ”
“A. Guy? What is he, a comedian?”
I shrug.
“Where does he want to meet?”
“I don’t know; he’s going to call me.”
Duane ponders this for a bit. “I want you to call me the second after he calls you,” he finally decides. “You will tell me the when and the where of the meeting. I’ll scope this turkey out myself.”
“I’ll try,” I volley back.
“You’ll do better than that.”


“What if he decides to pick me up? And he tells me to leave my cell phone at home?”
“I thought about that…give me one second.” Duane disappears back into his spare bedroom and emerges moments later with a chrome-colored pistol, which he extends to me. “You make sure you always have the upper hand.”
I decline it. “I’m not a gun guy.”
“You just became one. Go ahead, take it; it’s unregistered.”
“All the more reason for me not to. I’m a felon, I can’t be caught with a firearm, much less an unregistered one.”
“Take the fucking gun. I can’t have you dying. Goddamnit, you might need it.”
Deciding, I take the weapon. “Is it loaded?”
“All my weapons are hot.”
I take “hot” to be police lingo for “Yes, it’s loaded.” “How do I take the safety off?”
“See that little button on the side? Just above the trigger? Push it.”
It’s just like the rifles I fired in Scouts after all. I do as I’m told, and, standing, I turn to point the weapon at my parole officer.
“Don’t point it at me, numbnuts. That weapon’s hot!”
“You said that already. Now put your hands up real slow.”
“The fuck is this?” he tries, genuine confusion formed across his face.
“No, I mean it, Duane.”
“Tommy, this is my home…”
“What’s that got to do with anything?”


He puts his hands up slowly, maybe figuring out that I am serious. “I trusted you.”
“You wanted to use me. To recruit me.”
“No, it was your idea that you’d go to those meetings to get out of going back to jail. I wasn’t going to force you…I only ever put it out there as an idea. Like I said, I think the club and you could benefit from one another. I was boasting about you last night. You and me coulda gone there together, we coulda hung out. I trusted you…”
It suddenly dawns on me that this man with his sad little apartment and all his weapons is more than a recruiter for white supremacy. And me, standing here, in his home, pointing his gun at him, I just fucked up his world.
His eyes glance furtively over toward a small bookshelf set precariously up on a card table as his face hardens. I don’t need “policeman’s intuition” to guess what is behind the single row of pulp detective novels.
“Don’t even consider it,” I warn him.
“You’re fucked,” Duane assures me. “Even if you’re joking, I’m treating this as hard truth.”
“Now, why would you tell me that?” I step cautiously around the furniture and toward the door. “Any way you slice it, I have nothing left to lose. That just makes me more likely to turn this into a murder.”
“You’re bluffing.”
“Why would I bluff? I don’t like you. I was wondering how I was going to rid myself of you, and then you gave me the answer. In fact, you forced me to take it.” Each statement makes the older man wince.


“This unregistered gun with your prints all over it, consider it evidence now. You brought me over to your little apartment, showed me around, and gave me a gun with the hopes I’d deliver A. Guy. In fact, I’ve gotten to know him a little better than I’ve let on. And he seems real keen on us teaming up. So here’s what’s going to happen: You’re going to report to the parole board that I’m a model parolee, and you’re going to continue to do so until I am no longer of interest to them. In exchange, I will never deliver this gun to your boss and tell him how I got it. I trust that this will be the last time we see each other. Because while you know where I live and work, A. Guy now knows where you live and work too. That’s real. Remember Hank Kelly? These days, I’ve got a sort of guardian angel who has my best interests at heart. And I can’t say that I mind.” I carefully pick up the packet of information from the recliner. “You’re not going to be needing this.”
“No one will ever believe you,” he tries.
“I don’t need them to. You’re smart enough to realize you fucked up, and I’m smart enough to know that I will never go back to jail. So, let’s just leave it at that.”
“You stung me bad today, Tommy. I trusted you, but you’re fucking dead.”
“Guess I’m not such a nice white kid after all? If I were you, I’d spend a lot of time here in your apartment watching your TV, surrounded safely by your weapons, so you can’t get into too much trouble. There’s a dangerous man out there who wants to kill you, and I don’t want you to give him the reason to do it.”
“Hell is for traitors.”


“You think I’m going to hell? Over this? No, if I’m going to hell, I bought my ticket there ten years ago. It’s kind of liberating, actually.” Duane swallows, weighing his options, and for a moment I think he might try to draw on me. “We going to do this, gunslinger? I’ve never shot a gun before, but it’s not exactly rocket science, is it?”
“Just get the fuck out of my life,” Duane resignedly decides.
“Good call.” I leave the apartment edging backwards, finger on the trigger, hoping the gun doesn’t go off accidentally. I feel a measure of sadness for the way I’m ending this. Clearly Duane Caruzzi thought more of me than just as a routine parolee. It has to be this way, though. It’s better to shut him down hard now than try and do it softly later. I’m winging it, but that seems like my only option now.






Chapter 22
Ivy waits outside my apartment building, struggling to grip a box overloaded with kitchen supplies. The contents are not neatly packed, but jammed in so that pan handles and kitchen tools are jutting out at odd angles.
“Hey,” I say soberly, coming up from behind her.
“Just open the door already,” she gripes.
I do so, propping it open with my foot, and, as she passes, I reach out and easily pluck the cardboard box from her tired grasp. “Thank you. Fucking Jesus,” she exclaims, allowing me to take it, and then shakes her tingling arms to generate blood flow. “You never offer to carry anything for me; I was starting to wonder if you were a gentleman. What took you so long?”
On our slow, jerking elevator ride up to my floor, I fill her in on all the day’s events, finishing with Duane, whose gun is now tucked beneath the front seat of my car.
“It’s probably all for the best, yeah?”
“Probably.” It scares me how easily she just accepts these terrible things about me.
“Did you learn anything new about Andy Sample?” she asks as the elevator gives a final jolt, denoting its arrival on the fifth floor.
“From the hotel room this morning, I get the feeling that he’s up to something, but I don’t know what.”
The elevator doors slide open, and where there is normally flat, stale air hanging in the hallway, tinged with the stink of mildew, there is something pungent and new in the air, something much, much worse.


“God, something stinks up here. I don’t remember it smelling this bad before.”
“It’s decomp,” I assure her, moving cautiously out into the hallway, still toting the large box. “Either another cat has died in the walls, or…” I don’t bother finishing, noting the increasing foulness of the odor as we approach my apartment.
“I’m surprised no one has called the police yet…it even smells like you’d think a rotting body would.”
“Breathe through your mouth,” I say, and steady the box against the wall to pull out my keys. “It’s going to get a whole lot worse.”
The swamp scent of putrefying gas spills into the hallway like a tidal surge, overwhelming Ivy, who puts her hands over her mouth and nose to stymie the bile invading her throat. “Yeah, that’s the stuff,” I say, but don’t grin.
Setting the box beside the door, I glance around the barren room, taking short shallow inhales through my nostrils to gauge the source of the stench. Making my way slowly through the living room and into the kitchen, I find the smell is less concentrated and backtrack out toward the bathroom. The shower curtain is stretched across the expanse of what passes for a bathtub in this building, concealing the minty green tile interior. In this part of the apartment, the air is so dense with the perfume of rot I can’t pinpoint its origin. Ivy is right behind me, staying close out of bravery or fear, hands still masking the lower half of her face.
I yank the shower curtain back, all at once, quickly revealing the same empty space I’d left upon last using it, my water-thinned bar of soap dry in its ceramic cubby, the store-brand generic shampoo bottle teetering in its familiar place on the lip of the tub. “The bedroom,” I say, and Ivy flattens herself against the wall, allowing me to pass in her determination to not go first.


Flies have sprung from a seeming nothingness to populate the sparse drapery of my modest bedroom. Ivy sounds her displeasure behind me as I march to the closet and noisily slide open the double door on its chintzy little track. Aside from the collective of dark shirts hanging from dark hangers, my closet is as barren as my shower. For some reason, I’m embarrassed that Ivy can see the sparseness of my closet, and I shut the door, the little wheel whining as it makes its way back across the metal. The bed. The covers are definitely raised in the middle; a swell in the blanket gives the indication that it is hiding something. I yank it away from the mattress, expecting a human head.
Ivy’s yelp outpaces the dry, hollow rattle as a banded snake, coiled in the center of my bed, rears up its head and tail simultaneously. A black, forked tongue flicks out from the front of its shoveled snout, testing the scent of the intruders.
“Stand back,” I warn Ivy, and step back as well, but the snake is adamant about staying put, continually shaking its rattle in fair warning. Keeping my eyes locked on the greenish-hued snake, I can see that there is something in the center of it, something surrounded by the thick body of the rattler. It’s a hot water bottle, I realize, put there to keep the snake attracted to the warmth. There’s something else too, though…a note.


“Is this how rattlesnakes smell?” Ivy asks through her hand, and, impressively, she does not seem scared by the reptile’s presence, though she keeps her distance.
“No, it isn’t,” I admit, too concerned about everything to mock her. I move slowly around to the side of the mattress, and the rattlesnake keeps pace, the twin pits by its mouth shifting around, following my heat signature.
“What are you doing?” Ivy whispers as if the snake is sensitive to noise. I step closer to the bed and it lunges, its hinged fangs seeking my hand. I pull back once, but then reach quickly down and flip the entirety of the bed over, box spring and all. “Aggh!” Ivy shrieks, caving, and runs out of the room as the snake tumbles with the mattress onto the floor and out of sight against the far wall. I, however, am now more concerned about the occupied black body bag lying on my floor, and the fact that it is leaking.
“Why would you do that?” Ivy yells from the living room.
“So this is what you were up to,” I murmur, though it is no kind of answer.
“What is it?”
I squat, zipping open the bag to look, and more putrescent brown slime leaches from one of several long incisions intentionally slashed down the length of the bag. I grimace—it’s a smell you get used to, but never enjoy.
The body within is in a state of extreme decomposition; a few weeks’ worth of bacterial buildup are breaking down the tissue and consuming their host from the inside out. It’s a male, adult, and though its face has become blistered and black, and one of the cheeks has rotted in, I recognize the general facial form of Tony Brahma.


“I wondered what happened to you,” I confess to the waxy corpse that, in a sense, has suffered from a lack of insect infestation. The bloating from his bile ducts and stomach has torn the skin apart in patches, and a tightening of the derma from the departure of moisture has given his corpse a badly mummified appearance. Had he been exposed to the presence of blowfly maggots and the summer heat, he would otherwise mostly be a skeleton by now. He’s instead spent his days in the black plastic sack, festering and swelling, the gases threatening to rupture the sides of the bag until Andy had released the pressure with the serrated edge of a long knife.
“Where the fuck is the snake?” Ivy asks, making her way into the bedroom and momentarily uninterested in the presence of a rotting body.
“It’s not going to bother you,” I snap, and then realize I am going to need her help. “Sorry—it isn’t interested in us, it’s over beneath the mattress. It’ll wanna stay over there in the dark.”
“Who is that?”
“It’s my old drug dealer.”
“What are we going to do about him?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“Is that your next test?”
It reminds me that over by the snake there is a note. “I’m gonna have to kill the snake.”
“No!”


I’m shocked by the reluctance and turn to look at her. “I love snakes,” she begs. “They’re probably my favorite animal.”
“I can’t exactly open the front door and let it crawl out.”
This forces Ivy to consider the options and, finally, she realizes that there is only the one. “Okay, but do it humanely.”
“You suggested I use a chainsaw to kill a human being, but you want me to be gentle with the poisonous reptile?”
“You know I was kidding! But humans can be consciously evil; animals are just working on instinct.”
I flip the mattress back over, much slower and more cautious this time, and the rattler hisses, no longer curled around the hot water bottle, but wrapped into itself like a deadly figure eight with the note tucked beneath its body.
I throw my blanket over the creature, covering it in a thin layer of cotton blend that stretches out flush with the ground. The snake does not like this interference and begins gliding forward, creating a thin, ominous ripple through the cover with every muscular contortion. When it is inches away from the edge of the blanket nearest my foot, I stomp down hard on the triangular curvature at the front of the ripple, directly where the snake’s head is progressing. Through my shoe, I feel the sickening crunch of bone as its mandible goes flat under my construction boot and the beast literally stops dead in its track. The patch of ground around the rattlesnake’s munched skull is colored cantaloupe and cherry, and electrified pulses shoot through the snake, causing the hard skin of its rattle to flick quickly as its body convulses with the shock of death. The note is, strangely, still beneath the expired creature, and on closer inspection, I see a thin black wire looped around its scales, anchoring the paper to its body.


Leaving the snake to its slackening quivers, I rip the note away and take it up to read it. Unlined and handwritten, it suffers from the same poor spelling as his other scribbled message.


Tom,
If you havent lookt under the bed, I sugest you do it now. Ill wait. There. Now we are all on the same page. Last nite, you had me on my weigh out of this motherfucking state. I wuz runing, I admet it. And then I sawe this snake lieing on the side of the hiway, just bassking in the warmthe of the assfalt, and it made me pull over. I thawt, man, that snake is just fearless, the way it dosn’t moove when I aproach it. The snake maid me think of you Tom, and how fucking ballsee you are. I had to shair it with you. So I am bak…thank the snake. Nowing you, it is probablee alredy dead. You seem to hav that efect on most of your relatonships. Again, I don’t understand how it wuz you found me, but in the bitersweet end, it just reenforses for me how nesassery it is that you and I put our stamp on this whorld. I’m sory I sent you on the whiled goose chase out to Ventura this mourning, but I nedded time for this partyqular test. It wuznt easy, partyqularlee deeling with the snake; its caled a Mohavee Green and I am hapee to be rid of it. Now it is your tern.
So get rid of the snake and the dead stinkking drug deeler, avoyd geting pickt up by the cops, and if you still want to be my frend, give me a call when its all over and done with. And I shodn’t have to tell you this by now, but get rid of this note.
Yore frend,
Andy
Ivy’s attention is divided between the two corpses on the floor of my bedroom, and she doesn’t ask for me to read her the note, so I don’t. “We need to get rid of the smell” is all she says.
The body bag is useless now, so I go to the Charger for my milk crate of tricks. It’s still light enough outside that I should be able to get away with use of my Sawzall. The noise will be a concern, but the smell is such that I’m willing to risk it in order to get this done as quickly as possible. Outside even, I can smell the particles of rot that have clung to my clothing, and I avoid the elevator going up. Ivy, to her credit, has forced open any window she can in the apartment and the fresh air is a revelation to the room. I didn’t even know the windows could open. I set the crate on the sink in the bathroom and drag Tony’s body in, along with the snake, on my ruined blanket. Ivy decides to take the path of less evil and begins scrubbing at the floorboards where the mashed imprint of the snake’s shattered skull has been formed amidst the remaining entrails.
The Sawzall cuts through the bloat and bone quickly, sawing through Tony’s limbs in seconds, but it is messier than a handsaw, and I am grateful for my face shield and the shower curtain. The fact that I don’t gag at the smell or sight of the overworked reciprocating blade mangling decaying human flesh should concern me more than it does, but I set about the work with a grim certainty that at any moment, a phalanx of uniformed officers led by Detective Stack could bust through my door and send me straight to the lethal injection chamber. I seriously doubt Stack, or any jury, would be swayed by any notes from Andy. Even without my past, Ivy too is risking much at this point in the game.


Ivy comes in while I am separating Tony’s head from the rest and calmly tells me that the bedroom is “good.” I point to the cans of deodorizer bombs that I have in my kit and tell her to deploy one in the bedroom and the other two in the hallway and then to go buy several gallons of Simple Green concentrate, work gloves, and a long-handled shovel. I tell her to buy the shovel and gloves at a different store than the Simple Green and to pay cash for all of it. She is sharp enough to not question this.
The deodorizers are industrial; the fire department uses them in the aftermath of burnt buildings to give the whole affair a sickly sweet bubble gum smell. The Simple is for the bathtub—it’ll work wonders against the residual blood spotting on the off chance cops ever decide to douse the place with luminol.
I think I hear the door close and I stop sawing momentarily. “Hello?” I question the silence. No answer. “Ivy?”
I get up, praying that it was either my imagination or one of her silly games, because I can’t handle too much else right now. Leaving the Sawzall, I peer out of the bathroom, my face shield splattered with red mess. The hallway is empty. “Ivy?” I try again.
I move out into the living room, but it is just as still as the rest of the house. I stop moving, breathing, and even attempt to slow my heartbeat, so I can listen for the tiniest hint of proof that I am not alone. There is only nothingness and my still-rapid heartbeat. I want to lock the door, but with Ivy out, I cannot chance it. Just go back to work and finish quickly. Now is definitely not the time to lose it, Tom ol’ buddy. I have Tony bagged and tied, along with the snake, my blanket and shower curtain, before Ivy gets back. The smell of the aerosol deodorizers is overpowering now and I retrieve the two from the hallway, click them off, and toss them, with the third, into another bag. My clothes go into yet another bag, as will Ivy’s, and this bag will be incinerated. Tony, on the other hand, will go to the desert.


Ivy strips unabashedly for me and drops her clothing into the trash bag I extend, neither covering her exposed breasts and bare vulva nor breaking from my gaze. I offer her a long black T-shirt and she takes it casually, slinging it over her shoulder as she turns away from me finally, to walk back into the bedroom. I have no other clothing for her, and so she stays as I lug Tony in two trips down to the Charger, nonchalant as I can be under the circumstances. No sooner do I close the trunk, where the brand new shovel lies across the mass of black plastic, than I hear an aggressively male voice behind me. “Mr. Tanner.” Detective Stack steps out of the shadows and close enough that I catch the scent of his aftershave. “Funny finding you out here. What are you up to this evening?”
“The usual,” I say, and manage a thin smile.
He throws a brief glance upward at the rooftop. “You don’t have someone up there with a bucket of paint tonight, do you?”


“No, not tonight.”
He steps closer and I compel my eyes to not look at the trunk. “You’re not a very cautious man, are you?”
“Meaning?”
“Those patrolmen were for your own good. They were a visual reminder that you should be-fucking-have.”
“Have I not?” I am taking a chance that he hadn’t seen me just load my trunk.
“I think we both know the answer to that.”
“Do you think coming down here to deliver innuendos is going to make me somehow confess to killing Hank Kelly? I’ve got that airtight alibi and I’m sticking to it.”
“The words of a guilty man…but I’m not down here for you just now. The dead landlady—”
“Ms. Park-Hallsley.”
“That’s the one. Her son is back in town, handling her affairs. I missed him the first time, so I’ve come to have a chat with him.”
“Have fun with that.”
“You smell something?” he asks suddenly, suspicious.
“I can only smell your cologne. Brut, isn’t it?”
“Good guess.”
“My dad gave me a bottle. When I was seven.”
“No, the smell I’m talking about is sweeter…like bubble gum.”
He can search me or my car anytime he likes, but I think he’s just fucking with me. “Usually the streets around here smell like sewer. Maybe we’re moving up in the world?”


Stack moves again, past me this time. “Just because I stopped giving you a babysitter doesn’t mean you can stay out late. Don’t go getting into any trouble tonight—I don’t want someone else to have the pleasure of arresting you.”
The smug part of me has a comeback ready, but the smart part of me silently gets in my car and goes; I can see the detective standing still on the sidewalk, watching my taillights fade into the distance. There is something to be said for good timing, I guess.






Chapter 23
City lights drift into the distance as I drive the 10 east toward Joshua Tree. I need a good patch of rocky desert landscape, a place that by and large looks unsuitable for any sort of commercial development in the near future. A place where during a day hike, no one’s dog will accidentally unearth a corpse…somewhere where two hippies high on peyote don’t drive a tent stake into a mound of Tony’s withered thigh flesh.
Out past Palm Springs, I’m betting there are a lot of places that fit just such a purpose. Supposedly, Gram Parsons’s body got burned out here. I think Tony would appreciate that. Not that he has a choice.
Illuminated in the twin headlamps of the Charger, my shovel dips into the rough dirt behind a span of boulders that seem to form a fist pointed toward the open night. There are a myriad of visible stars, dotting the sky like drops of semen under a black light. I’ve been digging for over an hour now, and there is still a long way to go. Anything under three feet, and the coyotes will sniff him out; then it’s just a matter of a low-flying private plane, out joyriding, making several passes over the smooth white curve of a human skull licked clean. Granted, it’s unlikely, but it’s not ridiculous to be so cautious—I can’t imagine there being any tangible link between Tony and me, other than my number in his phone (which I will also deal with soon), but that is in and of itself a problem: I did a lot of years with a lot of people who indirectly admitted that they had been “so careful,” and yet, there they were—in jail. The reality is, I have no idea how many people had taken notice of my going to and from Tony’s apartment, how many neighbors I had rankled by parking in his parking space or doing some peculiar little thing of which I was completely unaware. Because I hadn’t taken the time to consider these extravagances beforehand, I have to overcompensate for the possibility of them now, meaning I can’t just toss Tony’s corpse in the dumpster behind the Hollywood Wax Museum, I have to drive out to the middle of nowhere, off the road in the dead of night, and dig this deep grave so that no one can come to me with the photos of an excavated Tony Brahma and ask me where I was on this hot August night. Several hours past the darkest part of night and I’ve managed a serious hole in the desert terrain that will do just fine for a makeshift plot. I haul each of the bags containing Tony out of the Charger’s trunk, and drop them, one by one, beside the cavity. They are light now—mostly bone and sinew were left by the time I’d finished cutting. Taking up a disposable razor from my work crate, I hack off the knotted tops of the bags. The decomp-and-bubble-gum stink assaults my nasal passages, and I grip each bag by its base, lifting it to dump the contents down into the sandy soil. This way, the pieces of Tony will wither into the surrounding earth without waiting the hundred years or so for the plastic to break down. It’s sort of the gravedigger’s version of replacing the divots. The air is still tonight. Out here in the desert, sound carries for miles, and yet, I hear nothing. This is exactly what I’d hoped to hear.


Not wasting the nightfall I’ve got left, I begin shoveling heaping mounds of dirt onto the fragmented body below, stopping only briefly to finally kick the trash bags in as well.
Sweat coats my upper body and has made me slick. I search for the T-shirt I shucked off hours ago, towel myself down, and put it with my pants and shoes in the bag for incineration. Soil samples can be pulled from them that might clue the po-pos in to this spot; murderers have been found with less. I slip into my third pair of clothes tonight, fresh ones from the backseat, and give one glance back to assess my work. I’m impressed, I have to admit—I did good work. The desert looks even and smooth, plenty capable of keeping Tony hidden for a long, long time.


I drive out, continuing forward, narrowly missing the freshly packed grave as I turn my wheel to cruise around it. I must drive forward, blazing a new trail in the unpaved dirt, to keep my tire tracks from looking more suspicious than they already appear. If suddenly two thick tire tracks were to go veering sharply off the road out into the unpaved desert land for a ways, stop abruptly, and then come back out onto the main road again, back the way they came, even the most unmotivated of park rangers would doubtless take notice. The drive back to Los Angeles is a long one, and my arms feel rubbery, like lengths of worn hose. I pull over in Palm Springs and leave the shovel, wiped free of my prints, leaning against a telephone pole. The first day laborer along in the morning will be happy, I figure.
The bag containing the clothes, while smelly and dirty, is innocent enough, and I doubt too many cops would give me much hassle about it. Still, I take it down to work, seal it in a biohazard drum, and set it with others to be incinerated. Next I hit the car wash, where I scrub the Charger inside and out, ridding it of its dust and desert stink. Now it’s a matter of getting rid of a certain cell phone, and that will be all she wrote concerning ol’ Tony Brahma and me.


—
Ivy is asleep on my stripped-down bed when I get home, wearing my T-shirt like a nightgown. I detect lingering whiffs of both decomp and deodorizer in the hallway and bedroom, but both smells have dissipated to the point where it’s safe to close the windows and try for some shuteye. My phone rings. It’s after four in the morning. This means it’s either a crime scene or Andy, but then, these days, it’s only ever a crime scene or Andy.
“Tom,” I answer, not sure which I want it to be.
“Hiya, slugger,” Andy responds, full of energy. “Had a long, full night, did ya?”
“Yeah, so how ’bout letting me get some sleep?”
“I can’t sleep, Tom, I’m excited.”
“What for?”
“For you, buddy. You’re comin’ along nicely. Going up like a sunflower.”
“I’m glad, I guess.”
“Well, yeah,” he says, jumping on my words manically. “You’re on the cusp of change, brother, change larger than life. You should be ecstatic.”
“It’s late.”
“It’s early.”
“What do you want, Andy?”
“You need to kill her, Tom.”
“What?”
Ivy softly moans from her spot on the bed, deep in a dream.
“No attachments, Tom. You need to kill her. I thought about maybe you could just break up with her, but then I realized: this is your final test.”


“I’m not going to kill her, Andy.”
“Why not? She’s just a person, a stupid, vapid waste of resources. Fuck her. Kill her.”
“No.”
“Tom, she’s a liability. She’s got that sick-puppy-dog thing where she just wants to follow you around with her nose in your ass. You need to drown her in the river. C’mon, man, think of the team.”
“Andy, I’m fucking exhausted. Let’s deal with this tomorrow.”
“You’re not going to try to sell me on the notion that you like this broad, are you? Jesus Christ, Tom, call it what it is.”
“What is it?”
“Really? Okay. It’s your fucking guilt manifested, okay? Blonde hair, about twenty-one years old, pretty girl, kinda trashy—she’s Holly Kelly, all grown up.”
A sharp, eerie tingle arcs up the back of my spine and into my brainstem. “That’s ridiculous!”
“Tom, I’ve been on your ass like a pimple these last couple months. I’ve walked right by you on the street; I’ve been in your apartment—hell, I was there tonight, watching your girlfriend sleep. You don’t eat, you don’t drink booze, you’re a junkie, or at least you used to be…no friends, no hobbies, and you clean up crime scenes for a living when you could be doing any measure of other jobs. You’re living with guilt, brother. But once you accept it, you and I can get down to brass tacks. You don’t need her; you don’t need anyone—just like me. Fuck everybody. Let’s make the most of it together. So kill her, bury your guilt, and let’s set the fucking world on fire.”


“I’ll call you,” I say finally, unable to take my eyes from Ivy’s slumbering form, and click the phone off.
—
Ivy wakes slowly, blinking off the sleep to find me staring at her, as I’ve been doing now for the last several hours. “Morning,” she says, smiling, demure. Andy, as much as I fucking hate to admit it, is right.
“We gotta talk.”
She knows me enough to know that talking isn’t good. “What’s wrong?”
“This isn’t going to work.”
“What’s not going to work?”
“Us. This…whatever this is.”
She turns over on her side, away from me. “Don’t be a dickhead.”
“It’s for both our good.”
“Just shut up, Tom.”
“You need to leave.”
She flips back toward me, animated, and I flash back to the night in the Electric Candy Factory’s parking lot. “In what? This?” She grabs at the black shirt that just barely reaches her thighs. “You took all my clothes.”
“I’ll go out and get you some new ones, but then you’ve got to leave.”
“What the fuck is this about, Tom? I’m willing to endure your little neuroses, but you’ve got to be honest with me—what caused this?”
“My life is just heading in a direction that you can’t follow. It isn’t safe.”


“Let me be the judge of that. You never gave a shit about me before, why start now?”
“I thought I cared about you, but then last night I realized—I don’t.”
“Liar.”
“Not this time.”
“Bastard.”
“Exactly.”
“You do care about me even if you don’t want to admit it,” she tries.
“No, it was just guilt; it always was.”
“Do you even realize how fucking hurtful you’re being?”
“I think I do.”
“No, you don’t! You’re more like a robot than a human—you know that? I saw those flashes in you, the good person inside the shell, and I thought I could bring that good person out.”
“You can’t.”
“Fuck you.”
“I’ll go get you new clothes,” I say, maintaining my iciness for both our sakes.
“Don’t. I don’t want anything from you ever again.”
“I’m sorry about all of this—”
She leaps up off the bed, stalking past me, and smashes my shoulder with her balled-up fist. “Shut up, Tom! Just shut up. Don’t try to be a human now, because it might make me try to fight for you again, or make me think that this is somehow all my fault.”
“It’s not.”


“You don’t have to protect all of us—me, your parole officer—you don’t have to be some sort of martyr. Stop pushing everyone away just because we care about you.”
“Just because you care doesn’t mean I have to,” I remind her bluntly.
Tears well in the corners of her eyes and spill out onto her cheeks though she fiercely tries to rein them in. “Was I not nice to you? I tried to be supportive…just tell me what I did wrong.”
“You look too much like a ghost.”
She forgets her tears for a moment and stares at me, alarmist. “What does that even mean?”
“Forget it.”
“No! You, who doesn’t believe in ghosts, you’ve got some factoid being computed in that robot brain of yours—finish it.”
“Subconsciously, I think, I was only with you because you remind me of…”
“Holly Kelly,” Ivy supplies, grim.
I slide my hands into the back pockets of my pants because it seems like the right thing to do.
“I can dye my hair, cut it, whatever.”
“It’s not you—”
“Spare me the clichés, Tom. I don’t deserve this.”
“What did you think would come of all this? We’re both fucking messes. We’ll never have a house with a yard and a white picket fence. We won’t have a fiftieth wedding anniversary surrounded by our kids and their kids. We won’t join a senior center and learn how to square dance. You and I are not those kinds of people. We don’t get long, happy lives. We’re the kind of people that die violently surrounded by no one. Can you see me pushing a stroller with little Tom and little Ivy in it? Can you see you? How about when one of our kids finds a video of your porn on the Internet? And are you going to take the kids to soccer practice, or am I?”


“Just stop,” she begs, no longer angry, it seems, just wounded. She looks down the hallway and I sense it is all almost over. “You know you can’t do this alone, Tom. It isn’t going to work that way. The universe is at work here and it’s bad. I just hope you realize before it’s too late.”
“Goodbye,” I respond, attempting to make it sound as emotionless as possible. When she walks out of the bedroom, I do not follow. I hear her grab her keys from the counter and expect her to slam the front door on her way out, but she does not.






Chapter 24
I arrive at the Trauma-Gone headquarters to find Harold in his usual spot—seated behind the computer in the office, printing another batch of brochures. I must look as bad as I feel, because Harold says, “Ooh, you not go represent my business looking like that.” The statement is an unsettling one, for Harold has unknowingly seen me in the depths of some serious skag jags over the past year and a half. Admittedly, I haven’t looked in a mirror this morning, and I am only in the office because my body won’t allow itself to be overtaken by sleep.
“Sorry,” I say, shrugging limply, and look for a place to collapse.
“Sorry not get business on track. I need you bright eye, bushy tail. I need performance.”
“I’ll do whatever you need, just keep me busy.”
“Today, work in warehouse. You wash vehicle, stock shelves, clean everything. I keep you busy. You will remember to come here looking presentable.”
“Fair enough.”
I grudgingly roll up the big aluminum warehouse door, casting out comfortable shadows in favor of brilliantly miserable sunlight. In truth, the work truck is dingy and in need of a serious wash and wax. My body isn’t exactly up to physical labor at the moment, but it beats going out into the community to dispense grim advertisements for a business that nobody wants to need.
The floor of the warehouse has a slight tilt, and a square metal grate at the center that drains down into the sewer. The grate is handy because it means I don’t need to pull the truck out to wash it—with the midmorning sun already cooking up the asphalt, it is a process that, at the moment, seems one step beyond what my body will endure. My intent is to hand-wash everything at a slow, comfortable pace—just kill time in the shade of the warehouse until Harold feels I’ve proven my worth for the day. The washing takes on a Zen-like fixation and focus; I will myself to not consider Ivy or Andy and the unique problems that stem from my knowing them. As I work the soapy sponge, each streak of insect creamed across the headlamps and grill becomes its own little crime scene, a scale model of a life wiped out in the blink of an eye. Each tiny gut splatter has its own splash of color stemming from the various appetites and habitats of its previous owner—there is even the minuscule dot of some yellowed little thing, maybe a honeybee, with just a dab of red, right in the midst of the front bumper. The little fucker never even saw me coming, probably. I’m sure I was driving—I’m always driving. I wipe at it several times, forcing my elbow into the motion until my shoulder throbs, but that one little stain reluctantly stays and eventually I give it up as a permanent scar on a mostly clean fender.


The rest of the truck goes quickly, quicker than I’d like anyway, and I am just finishing up the last of the bed liner when the office door shuts and I hear the clump-clump-clump of Harold’s imported work boots moving across the concrete toward me. I pretend to be deeply intent on the work and unaware of his presence. He takes the opportunity to loudly clear the phlegm from his throat and expel it expertly in the direction of the sewer grate, where it connects with a thin layer of sudsy runoff and slips down into the oblivion that circumnavigates beneath Los Angeles. The L.A. Times says we have a lousy sewer system—I believe this to be true.


“Tom,” he says simply, finally, when I still do not make eye contact, and his voice is authoritative. I hop down from the back of the truck in one fluid motion and stand tall in his presence.
“Yeah?”
He holds the crumpled letter up, my letter from Julie Kelly, retrieved from the garbage can where I’d elected to leave it. “What of this?”
“It’s trash,” I try.
“This is no trash, is important.”
“Why?”
“It is forgiveness. It is soul on paper, maybe your soul…” He pushes it at me but I refuse to take it.
“Nah, a soul is not what I need right now, boss.”
“Everyone need soul, Tom.” A flash of movement before me, behind Harold, catches my periphery, and I look up, hearing the quick squeak of sneakers stopping fast on the pavement.
I see the guns before I see the men, two cheap TEC-9 machine pistols, wielded by men in matching black hoodies with Kelly green bandannas tied outlaw-style across their faces. “You’re dead, homie,” one of them rasps, his words thick with accent, and though I cannot tell which, I recognize the voice.
At most I get out a guttural cry, an attempt at a warning to Harold, before the warehouse is filled with a terrible clattering. The submachine guns, converted to fully automatic, blaze fire from their vents as they eject their rounds, the bullets seeming to explode outward on top of one another as I drop, diving away from the carnage.


Harold is caught in mid-turn, confused, the projectiles ripping into his sides, eating into patches of his torso, and it is all so much louder than I can believe, the sounds of gunfire amplified by the surrounding walls. I am behind the truck now and motionless, obscured by its tires and low suspension. Harold is still on his feet, still confused, as the cabinets and bottles of disinfectants behind and around him explode their contents outward, like him, spilling their fluids. It is over in another instant; both guns finish their magazines within a nanosecond of one another, each clicking empty once and then falling into silence.
“Go, go,” the accented voice yells, and there is another squeak of sneakers, and then one brief moment of silence before Harold gasps, the air refusing his body, and he drops, arms akimbo, not stretching to catch his fall, and he topples down, the side of his face mashing hard on the water-slicked concrete, eyes open, face still racked with uncertainty. He moans weakly and dies, staring past me, and I do not move. I am shocked by the quickness of the event and my ears are ringing now, playing the vibrations of the gunfire back to me, assuring me that I am still alive while Harold is not.
My boss, lying in dirty L.A. water, wrecked by wounds I cannot see, is dead before me, still clutching the letter tightly in his yellow fist. I hear a commotion from outside now, over the glugging bottles still dumping their poisons beside me, as others emerge from the safety of their warehouses in the industrial park, out into the sunshine, to assess the severity of the disturbance. It is not a time for shock and awe, I realize, and I force myself up and out from my cover.


On one knee, I kneel over Harold’s body as if I am checking his pulse, though I really, and discreetly, remove the rumpled paper from his balled fingers. It is wet now; the pen marks are marred by the water and dappled with Harold’s blood, but as I stand and turn, I slide it into my pocket, certain that whoever is now behind me does not see it, so focused are they on the body stretched, issuing humors, at my feet.
—
I save my declarations for the police, and though I expect Detective Stack, he does not show up at the Trauma-Gone headquarters. Instead, I am corralled by a detective named Halbert who does not know who I am or recognize my name. For this I am relieved, though I am sure the anonymity will be short-lived. Yellow caution tape, so familiar to me on an impersonal level, is stretched tight across the mouth of the warehouse, and I do not try to cross it, instead remaining inside, near the perceived safety of my work truck. Halbert’s partner works the scene with the CSI techs, marking the bullet holes with their obnoxious number-tab stickers while a man with a camera documents everything. I have seen it all before, and yet, it is only now surreal.
“Tell me what happened,” Halbert instructs, holding a cheap Uni-ball pen to his flip-top notebook.
I have calmed significantly and, since the first strains of approaching sirens, have been readying myself for this moment.
“I was out here washing the truck. Harold was inside…he was printing up brochures for us to pass out. Business has been slow lately.” I allow my speech pattern to take on a frantic stammer as if I’m some average dick who’s just been through a traumatic experience and gets bogged down by tangents.


“Alright, just calm down,” Halbert instructs me, not unkindly. His demeanor is the polar opposite of Stack’s attack-dog mentality, and I almost feel bad that I have to lie to the man.
“Um…okay, I remember Harold had just come outside to see how I was doing…he seemed jumpy—jumpier than usual—he is—was—always a bit jumpy. He’d just asked me how everything was going, and if I would be okay with him leaving early. I said it was no problem.”
“Why do you think he wanted to leave early?”
I glance around, eyes slightly downcast, as if I am ashamed that the other men might hear me. “Harold has a bit of a problem with gambling and he said the other day that he hasn’t been doing so good lately.”
“What sort of gambling?”
“I’m not sure…but I don’t think it was the Vegas type, if you know what I mean?”
“I think I do.”
“Well, next thing I know, these two men in black hoods and masks are inside the garage—I didn’t see them come in, I had my back to Harold and the doorway…Well, one of the men yelled something in Asian. Like it was in Korean or something. I didn’t understand it…and then they started shooting.”
“Did Harold say anything?”
“He started to yell, ‘Get down,’ but they shot him!”
“And you were able to get out of the way?”
“You always think you’ll do something heroic if you get caught in a situation like this, but I just hid like a scared child. Harold saved my life, though.”


“And you think they were definitely after Mr. Tahm?”
“I don’t have any problems with anyone that I know of…so, yeah, probably.”
“You’re a very lucky young man,” Halbert concludes. “Would you be able to provide any more details about the shooters?”
“Height and build, but that’s about it. I might recognize the voice if I heard it again.”
“I’m going to ask you to stick around. I’ll likely have some more questions.”
“Yes, sir. I just hope you get those guys.”
The detective, nice guy that he is, gives my arm a reassuring squeeze.






Chapter 25
After I’m allowed to leave, I head out in the Charger, cruising surface streets. I try to convince myself that my drive is an aimless one, but I meander in the direction of the Daddy Long Legs Bar.
I rub at a throbbing vein beneath the skin of my forehead, morose. I’m sorry, boss. You were another victim of Los Angeles—a textbook case of catching a poorly addressed bullet.
My bullet. I’m angry, but I don’t kid myself that I am going to go hunt down the beaners responsible, and I don’t think that they will come after me again. They wanted to spill blood to teach me a lesson, and while they would have preferred the blood to be mine, I know they’ve made their point. They are likely already heading down across the border to lay low for a spell (if they aren’t across already), probably anticipating that I’m dumb enough to try and sic the cops on them. I’m so sorry to leave it like this, boss, but it’s more heat than I need. Thanks for the job and the life, though. You were good to me…better than I deserve.
Harold’s death doesn’t mean that I am off the hook with the Sureño Lowriders; they’ll happily kill me if we ever run across each other in the future—and if I live long enough, I’m sure I will: Los Angeles is a small town when you only live on its fringe.
—
I’m happy I don’t see Ivy’s car in the worn-down lot at Daddy Long Legs; if I did, I might have actually gone inside. Having been shot at for the first time, I feel the odd sensation of wanting to talk about it. For once, isolation doesn’t suit me. As I drive on, I weigh my options. Duane doesn’t want to hear from me. Ivy’s a no. Harold is dead. I suddenly realize I have no options. I can count everyone I am even somewhat close to on one hand, and still have a finger and a thumb left. And now with Harold being gone, and me chasing Ivy and Duane out of my life, I have no one.


Andy. The name flashes suddenly in my brain from the ethers. “No,” I actually say aloud, chastising myself, but the name sticks. Call Andy. He’ll understand. He’s the only one who will understand anymore. I drive another block before the battle over my willpower is decided for me. Yanking the wheel, I send my car to the side of the dusty road up beside a blue USPS mailbox and pull out my cell phone. He’ll get it, my mind reassures me one last time before I slowly punch in the number.
The phone rings several times on his end, and I’m suddenly not sure he will pick up.
“Tom?” he answers, sounding elated.
“I got shot at today,” I confess. “They killed my boss when they were trying to hit me.”
“It wasn’t me.”
“I know it wasn’t. That’s not why I called.”
“Okay, good. Believe it or not, I wouldn’t pull that shit on you, you’re like the person I’m closest to on this planet.”
“Thanks.”
“I mean that. You’ve given me hope these last few weeks, brother. Do you know who did it?”
“Yeah.”
“What do you want me to do about it? You want me to go kill them? Because I will—say the word.”


“No, forget it. It was some bullshit thing that’s mostly settled now. I…just never got shot at before; it’s intense. More than I realized. More than movies make it look.”
“I’ve never been on that side of the gun either, but getting shot looks like it sucks.”
“Harold, my boss…got it pretty bad.”
“Honestly, better him than you. You gotta know that first. I’m sorry for him if he was a nice guy, but better him than you. I’m glad you’re alive.”
There it was—that sense of acceptance that I’d been craving. More than any one thing on the planet, I’d just wanted to hear someone tell me that they were glad I was alive.
“Thanks, Andy.”
“No worries, Tom. I’m just excited you called me first.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean we’re close. We should be able to call each other. We’re partners!”
“How did you know I called you first? And not Ivy?”
“Because why would you call me if you’d gotten ahold of her, right?”
“Maybe I did try her first, but she didn’t answer.”
He sighs. “Tom—man, look, what I told you to do the other night was real fucked up. I shouldn’t have put that on you.”
“What’s that?”
“About killing your chick. I had some time to think about it, and I can understand how you would have a problem with that—so forget I said it.”


“Done.”
“I’m taking care of it for you.”
“What?”
“Yeah, it’s funny you called me now, because I’m right in the middle of it.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m gonna kill her—your chick—Ivy.”
“Andy—don’t.”
“Sorry, amigo, I have to. She’s like that little slice of bullshit morality that is fucking with your inner mechanicals. For the good of the team, she has to go. Consider it another gift.”
“Andy, I’m ordering you to leave her alone. She’s out of our lives—I cut her loose this morning.”
“Don’t I know it—that’s when I grabbed her; I picked the lock on her car and waited for her in her backseat underneath a pile of clothes and trash. She’s one messy bitch. She was trying to get some detective on the line, but they were giving her the runaround. She was gonna narc us out, man. She knows too much about you and way too much about me. She’s gotta go.”
“Where are you at, Andy? Don’t do anything until I get there and we can sort this out.” I only briefly let it sting that he said she was calling the cops.
“Sorry, Charlie, not in this tuna. Trust the process. You and I were made to be together. Forget this bitch; you won’t have time to save her, I promise.”


And with that, he hangs up.






Chapter 26
“Fuck!” I slam my fist into the center of the steering wheel so hard it seems to shock the car, which forgets to honk. Unable to get the bilious anger to leave, I punch several more times, attempting in vain to break my hand, only giving up when my knuckles are throbbing and red. “He’s lying, he’s fucking lying,” I attempt, and retrieve my dropped phone to prove it. Exiting the car, I dial Ivy’s number with one hand; the other, still sore, I tuck beneath my armpit, squeezing it there against my body. I storm out into oncoming traffic, oblivious, forcing an oncoming pickup to swerve or hit me. “C’mon, c’mon,” I beg the ringing phone as car horns sound around me, and I march to the center of the road, allowing the traffic to resume its course as befuddled drivers give me the stink eye.
“Helloooo, whoooo is it?” The falsetto voice comes through the phone, cartoonish, and at first I think I’ve dialed the wrong number.
“Let me talk to Ivy,” I demand of Andy, who is now laughing into the receiver.
“I’d make a terrible girl,” he admits. “So, didn’t believe me, huh? Or at least, you didn’t wanna believe me. Well, Romeo,” he chortles. “Looks like I ain’t lying, am I?”
“Put Ivy on the phone.”
“Can’t. She’s unconscious—jacked up on your heroin—less painful that way, right? Can’t say I’m not considerate, can you?”
“Don’t fucking hurt her!”
“Jesus, Tom, it’s weird to see you angry. Ugh, it gives me the willies. I like ambivalent Tom so much better.”


“Please just tell me where you are.”
“Finally. You’re now beginning to realize how powerless you really are. Admit it, you need me.”
“I admit it.”
“Now say, ‘Sally sells seashells by the seashore.’ ”
“Andy, what the fuck do you want from all of this? What are you trying to achieve?”
“Maybe I just want the world to feel like I do?”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Please stop bothering me, I’ve got slaughtering to do.”
“Give me something, Andy! I need something here!”
“Tell you what, Tom, ol’ buddy, ol’ pal. Just watch the six o’clock news tonight. I’m sure she’ll be the lead story.” And for the second time that day, Andy hangs up on me.
I hit redial but Ivy’s phone just rings and rings. “Goddamnit!”
As I stand in the midst of cars, seeing the faces of strangers observing me—probably thinking I’m some loon who might just dart out in front of them at any second in some sort of crazy scheme to get a cash settlement—Ivy’s words from only a few hours ago haunt me with the knowledge that, indeed, in this moment, I can’t do it alone.
Gritting my teeth, I head back for my car with the driver’s door still hanging open and tear into the glove box hunting through miscellaneous papers that have accumulated in there over the past months. Stack’s business card is in there, I’m sure of it. It has made the slow transition from my kitchen counter to a shirt pocket and finally inside the glove box, where it was otherwise destined to remain until I remembered to discard it. Now it is the most important thing I own.


I find it and dial the number as quickly as my fingers will punch buttons, then wait, begging the thing to ring faster.
“Stack,” he answers, mercifully, sharply, sounding like his usual gruff self.
“Detective, it’s Tom Tanner. I need you to do something for me right now and not ask a lot of questions; I’ll explain later. A woman’s life is in immediate danger and I don’t know where she is. You can track her cell phone number, though—do you have a pen?”
“Tanner,” Stack sneers, disregarding my request entirely, “you really think I gave you my card so you could call me up to bark orders at me?”
“This really is an emergency…can you please just trace the number?”
“Who’s the woman?” he asks, still no urgency or interest in his voice.
“It’s Ivy…” and I suddenly realize I don’t have the foggiest fucking clue what her last name is. “The girl from the police station. She’s about to be murdered.”
“So this is what it takes for me to get the story out of you? What, is her pimp knocking her around? Call dispatch.”
“Look, asshole, take the goddamn number, trace it, and let’s go save her. Then you can arrest me or do whatever the fuck it is you want to do with me. Just save her already!”
“All this emotion is giving me a hard-on. Alright, hold on…give me the number, I’ll see what I can do.”
I give him the number.


“That’s a cell phone?”
“Yes.”
“And this is a matter of imminent life and death?”
“Fuck, yes!”
“Watch it, Tanner. All right, sit tight. I’ll take a run with this.”
“Call me the second you know where.”
“Don’t macho me, bud.”
“Sorry. Just hurry.”
“Will you unclench your ass cheeks and get off the line already so I can deal with this?”
I hang up the phone and sit back, unable to relax the muscles in my neck. I flash back over every correspondence and comment Andy has ever made to me, each letter like a photograph in my mind, but nothing comes of it. I am alone and outplayed.
I stare at my cell phone, propped up on the dashboard, for the next half hour, willing it to vibrate the announcement of an incoming call, but it is silent. A woman in an Escalade pulls up to the curb behind me finally, and, hell-bent on getting to the mailbox, leans aggressively on her horn. I just sit there, eyes unfocused, waiting, and so she does it again. When it becomes apparent to her that I am not moving, she yanks her wheel hard to the left and peels out into the traffic, running a red light. I pray that a cop sees this and will give hot pursuit, but life seldom works out that way. I debate calling Stack again, but hold off. The way I got it figured, it’s a fifty-fifty shot that he took Ivy’s number, crumpled it up, and threw it in the trash. Just like I would’ve. I shift the Charger into drive and take off, merging hard into the flow of cars heading west. I wind up back at the Trauma-Gone offices, where the police have since concluded their investigation into Harold’s death. The police tape has all been taken down, and the doors have been shut and locked. The familiar coroner’s seal warning against trespass has been stuck to the jambs between the roll-up door and the front office. Using the tip of a key, I slit the seal and unlock the door.


The office is inert—even the normal hum of electrical overload seems halted in the small dark room—and I realize they’ve tripped the breaker. The leftover cops probably couldn’t be bothered to find all the light switches. Police laziness, what a fucking surprise. I move through the dark, out to the warehouse where the panel box is built into the wall.
Flipping the switches one by one brings the overhead fluorescents flickering to life and illuminating the mess before me. Harold’s blood, thick and crimson, has formed a lake just before the lip of the drain at the center of the floor. This is the blood that didn’t have the necessary push from Harold’s fluttering heartbeat to send it all the way down into the sewers. This is the dead blood, mixed with trace amounts of soap left from the cleaning of the truck. No longer in shock, I now look around the room, seeing as if for the first time the scope of damage inflicted upon the Trauma-Gone warehouse. The shot-up cabinets with coagulating residues of disinfectants, the tiny punctures of bullet holes knocked through the back wall to let the daylight in; even the truck, with its fresh scrub job, is now the recipient of two bullet holes in its side panel and a splotch of blood. That will stay, I decide, wrenching myself from my numbed state. The rest is going.


Harold didn’t have a family, just a brother who’d killed himself several years ago and whom Harold had been tasked with cleaning up back in Korea. It was the catalyst for his entry into the world of cleaning up crime scenes. If you can survive cleaning up the spilled guts of a loved one, you can make a small fortune cleaning up the loved ones of strangers. This is the closest I will ever get to cleaning up a loved one—the little Asian man whose ghost would be extorting money from me if it could. That is what I have for a father figure. Had.
I work fast and hard, attacking the blood, eager to make the room safe again. It’s actually quite handy having the cleanup done in the midst of the warehouse and its collection of various chemicals and cleaners. I’m surprised nobody joked about it in my presence today—the crime scene cleaner killed in his own warehouse. There is something funny about that, but I’m not laughing. As I scrub, my phone sits positioned on the truck above me at the ready, but I’ve ceased to pay it any mind. If it does ring, which it hasn’t, I am no longer certain that I will pick it up. I’ve decided I am the caterpillar, ready to wash my hands of everything and begin anew. No more Ivy, no more Andy, and no more Detective Stack. I will close the business and disappear, go to a new town, a smaller one, and just be nameless. I don’t even have to go back to my apartment. I think about all the cities in all the states out there, and how I’ve never lived in any of them except rotten Los Angeles.
The cold doesn’t bother me—I could go to Alaska and be a crab fisherman. Or off to Kansas, or Maine, or even somewhere exotic and far away…Ibiza. Mazatlán. Tokyo. I’d hold to my solitude this time, no more guilt, and no more hang-ups. Hell, Hollywood hinges on movies about nameless drifter types trying to forget a past. Of course, in Hollywood, that guy never really escapes, and he winds up dealing with it or being consumed by it—but that’s just Hollywood fiction. In reality, people slip into the shadows and stay gone all the time. Husbands run out on wives and kids to start a new family; children run away from small towns and become street urchins in big cities; women get fed up with their husbands and go south. My car is paid for—a lifetime of savings bonds as birthday and Christmas presents took care of that. “You’ll be thankful when you’re older,” my father would say. He was right, in a sense. It’s a good plan. Fuck ’em all. And then the phone rings.






Chapter 27
I stand, Pavlovian, with the first ring and stare at the phone precariously balanced on the side wall of the truck. Another ring sounds and I evaluate my options. The smart thing is to ignore it, to never learn the outcome of everything that has happened in the last several weeks of my life. It’s Ivy’s fault anyway. She wouldn’t let this go. She dragged me into this clusterfuck. I was happier when it was just me and my heroin…right? Another ring. Just walk away. And yet, I do not. Maybe Ivy is wrong and I have a heart after all? Stripping the blood-soaked gloves from my hands, I grab the phone just as it bleats its final taunting call. “Tom.”
“Tommy-tom, Tommy gun! How’re ya doing?” Andy answers, ebullient as ever.
“Where’s Ivy?”
“Ivy’s dead, sport. Ka-put. Burned her to death in her car. Used the gas and lighter you gave me. All that trash in the backseat? The car went up in a fireball; it was cool, like an action movie. I nearly singed my eyebrows off. Turn on Channel 5 news if you don’t believe me.”
“No, I believe you.” Though I know I should feel hatred here, there is only numbed acceptance, the realization that at one moment a person was here and now she is not.
“Ivy’s the past, Tom. Now you’ve got nothing left but us. No distractions, no hang-ups, no issues. We’re free.”
“I don’t know what to say right now.”
“Say ‘Thank you, Andy.’ ”


“I wouldn’t go that far.”
“So, now that we got that unpleasantness out of the way, do you still want to meet up?”
“Yes.”
“I know I shouldn’t have to ask, but you’re not going to get the cops involved, are you?”
“No, no cops.” Stack, you cunt.
“I know, I know, I feel silly just saying it. I’m in a warehouse, 1729 Wall Street, right off the 10. The neighborhood isn’t great, but the price is right and it’s quiet. So come on down. I’ll be inside, waiting. Whaddya say?”
This time, I hang up on him.
—
I actually consider calling Duane as I drive down through the heart of Los Angeles and over to Wall Street—just to give him the name “Andy Sample.” I could even tell him that the position of father figure has freshly opened up…but I don’t. Whatever this is, it’s only for Andy and me now. Overhead, I can see the news choppers circling and I don’t need to guess what they’re focused on. It’s good to see that a pretty young woman burning to death in her shitty little car still makes the news around here; it almost gives me hope. Wall Street is mostly deserted by the time I pull onto it, and it seems to be about as far away from its more famous New York namesake as it possibly can be. Weeds grow from the cracks and rust seems to be the central color theme of the block. Tall, sharp-tipped gates line the fronts of buildings that couldn’t possibly contain anything worth protecting. It is a place that looks well acquainted with gunfire and the sort of graffiti that has lives attached to it.


Number 1729 is indeed a warehouse, a big, flat-faced white thing with bars in the windows and a small roll-up door that looks like it has been battered shut. I park in front of the only other entrance I can find; it’s beside a utility pole adorned with ancient sneakers that didn’t quite make it up to the wire. In the distance behind me, cars are deadlocked in rush hour on the 10’s overpass, and I can no longer see the sun—not that it shines over here anyway. No, over here there is just heat and trash.
Reaching beneath my seat, I pull out the semiautomatic from Duane’s. I don’t worry about smudging his prints, because I would never roll over on the man anyhow. Of course, for me, it’s better if he doesn’t know that. Right now, though, it’s a whole different game with a whole different set of rules and two very different players. I know how Duane would play it, but how would Andy play it? More important, how do I play it? I stare down at the gun, but I already know the answer.
—
An iron gate is bolted to the front entrance, but someone has been kind enough to leave it open for me. As I walk in, I push on the gate a little just to hear the metal shriek. It’s what passes for a doorbell down here.
Inside, the air is stale and hot, but enough natural light still permeates the windows to create shadows along the walls. The floor space has been cleared out for machinery that isn’t there. I don’t bother calling out, because Andy, if he’s actually here, certainly knows I am as well. In the front southernmost corner of the room, facing the roll-up door, is a black Dodge Charger with black rims, identical to mine. It is the cleanest, newest thing in the place.


“What the fuck?” I question, but do not move toward it.
A sudden groan from the opposite corner gets my attention, though; it is low, wincing, and sounds human.
“Hello?” I venture, moving into the shadows that extend into the middle of the space.
“Who’s that?” the voice asks, weak and male, and though I cannot yet make out a form, I am at once crushed by the acceptance that it is not Ivy.
“It’s Tom,” I say, and realize that I can’t see the person because he is not standing, but rather lying on his belly, feet toward me, with his arms hugged around the base of a thick metal pipe that extends from floor to ceiling.
“Tanner?” the voice exclaims, livelier now, and a head rises, attempting to glance in my direction.
It’s Detective Stack, and he’s lying on the floor because his hands have been shackled around the pipe with his own handcuffs. Beside him there is a stainless-steel dog food bowl that contains one sprinkled, pink-frosted donut.
“Tanner, my legs are broken,” he moans.
“Where’s Andy?”
“I’m here,” Andy announces from behind me, and moves out of the depths of a back hallway. He’s wearing black military-style cargo pants and black combat boots—probably the same ones from the motel—and a T-shirt that reads hero in big block lettering. His red hair stands out on him even in the dim natural light. He’s more fit than he was at our last encounter and I can’t help but wonder if he’s been furiously working out in anticipation of this moment. Up close, his green eyes seem animated, alert; there isn’t that hollow thousand-yard stare that killers adopt after years in prison or war, that blank gaze that feels permanently stamped across my eyes—he doesn’t have that look yet. A smug, self-satisfied grin slides across the sharp lines of his cheekbones, betraying the awkward loner that the people at the comedy store spoke of. In person, he’s more handsome than his low-resolution comedy videos allow, even with the red hair…and he’s more confident, cocky even…maybe because this is it—his true element, where he feels most comfortable—the wolf happily in hunt.


“Like the car?” Andy asks, genuine. “You looked so damn cool driving around in yours that I decided I had to have one of my own—I get like that sometimes. Tom, it’s so, so damn good to finally meet you.”
“We’ve met before,” I remind him. “You gave me a good slash on my arm.” I feel a tinge of nervous energy in his presence, as if I am meeting a celebrity—someone I’ve only seen on the big movie screen and now they’re standing before me in person. I almost can’t believe it’s him.
“Water under the bridge, compadre. Now is the time to begin anew.” As he says this, he pulls a black semiautomatic pistol from his waistband and shifts it from his right hand to his left. “So, do you remember, on the phone, when I said no police?”
“Sure. But that was after I sent this one.”
Unconsciously, Andy shifts the gun back to his other hand so he can gesture with his left. “I see. Tom, can I ask why you sent the cop after me? I mean, I know I hadn’t said it then, but I feel like the ‘no cops’ rule was at least implied.”


“I think the rules changed when you killed Ivy.”
“Christ,” Stack breathes, through gritted teeth.
Andy glances to him and then at me. “Do me a favor, Tom. Just lift up your shirt and give a quick spin around for me. I’ve got a nervous feeling like you got a gun or something. Call me crazy but I trust my gut with this stuff.”
He’s got his pistol trained back on me and is close enough that I do what he says without questioning it. My gut told me he would check for the gun, and my not having it has momentarily extended my life.
Satisfied that I am who he wants me to be, he smiles. “I apologize. From here on out it is total trust. Do you know why I killed all those people, Tom? Ivy included?”
I stand silent awaiting an answer; Stack listens as well.
“Because they were detrimental. They were worthless. They were poor and filthy creatures who brought no benefit to society. What was Ivy? A bartender in a titty joint? Ooh, the world can’t live without that.”
“So you’re society’s broom?”
“And dustpan. Why not? Obviously you can’t stand on the ‘killing people is wrong’ soapbox.”
“No, but so what if the world is full of scumbags, losers, and assholes? You can’t kill them all.”
Stack groans, agonizingly, as if in agreement.
“You ever do the math on people, Tom? When I’m not doing stand-up, I’ve got nothing but free time. Coming from a wealthy family has afforded me that which is the greatest asset—time and the freedom to do what I want with it. Sometimes I learn skills to improve my capabilities as a human being, skills like lock picking or trapshooting—this morning, I was teaching myself to juggle. But sometimes, I just sit there and I think. And one day, I had the realization that if a couple has three kids and those three kids each has three kids, and each of those kids has three kids, and so on and so on, do you know how many generations it would take for there to be a thousand extra poverty-stricken fucks on this planet? Six. Six short generations. The earth isn’t getting any bigger and the renewable resources we have can’t possibly keep up with that kind of multiplying. And then you’ve got the Catholics, Tom. They don’t believe in birth control at all. So do you think they stop at three? Christ, no. Do you know how my family made its money? Condoms, Tom—we’re a condom family.”


“Love Sock,” I say, realizing.
“That’s right. Seems kind of fitting then that I carved my own niche in the family business, doesn’t it?”
“So your primary focus these days is population control? You’re not really a bad guy? You’re just a new-wave sociologist?”
“I’m loving the sarcasm right now, Tom. No, my primary focus is stand-up, because what can anybody really do these days but fucking laugh at all the misery and filth that surrounds us? Do you know how many of those people just let me into their motel rooms because I told them that I had drugs? Killing thousands of future scumbags is just my way of giving back.”


“A philanthropist as well. Why spare me then? I’m an ex-con junkie with a bullshit job and no money. You’d think I’d be the first person you’d kill, if you’re so noble.”
“Because you intrigue me. You’re smarter than the garbage that you surround yourself with. I think you get it; I think you get exactly what I’m about, and I think you like it. ‘It’s not too late to be a person of substance in this world’—that’s what my dad always tells me on the phone. Needless to say, the Condom King does not approve of stand-up comedy.”
“My dad told me it was too late for me. That’s the last thing he ever said to me.”
“Prove him wrong.”
“Don’t—agh—listen to him, Tanner,” Stack pipes up from his place on the floor.
“See, normally I wouldn’t hurt a police officer,” Andy says, feigning sympathy to the man. “I respect them somewhat. They do a version of what I do, but their hands are tied because they are also just poor civil servants doing what they’re told to do. They are governed by the rules of a country that doesn’t quite understand itself anymore. The idealism with which the Constitution was struck didn’t anticipate this dystopian shithole, because Thomas fucking Jefferson didn’t do the fucking math. Do you get what I’m saying?”
“Absolutely. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to join you.”
“Sales! I love sales! I love the idea of selling—it’s in my blood, I suppose. Sales is this sort of rhetoric where I keep pitching you ‘whys’ and you keep hitting back ‘why not’s’ until one of us runs out of reasons. So, please, tell me, why not?”


“I don’t have the motivation for the work. I’m just not that interested.”
“What does interest you?”
“I don’t know anymore.”
Stack moans again, and I wonder if he’s slipping in and out of consciousness.
“Did it ever bother you that you spent years of your life in prison for a crime that you can’t remember?”
“Yes.”
“Hypothetically speaking, of course, if you were going to do that same amount of time in prison regardless, wouldn’t you have rather felt the experience so you could decide for yourself whether it was worth it?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, so what if you had the opportunity, hypothetically again, to find out—without going to prison this time—if killing suits you? I mean, experience is the stock of life, right?”
“Yeah, I’d be curious.”
“Alright then.” Andy flips the gun around in his hand to grab it by the barrel and extends it, butt first, to me. “No more hypotheticals. This is your final test—he’s wearing a bulletproof vest, so shoot this crippled fuck between the ears and finalize our partnership.”
I take the gun from him slowly, checking to see that the safety is off. It’s a wicked, boxy-looking thing with slightly rounded edges and a coarse grip. “I don’t know too much about guns,” I say, looking up at Andy, who is watching me with widened eyes—possibly a heightened sense of anticipation?


“Feels good, right? Much better to be on this side of the gun. It’s ready to go, just point and shoot. Feel free to stand as close and get as messy as you like.”
“Tom, don’t do this,” Detective Stack begs, alert now, and it’s as if he’s suddenly remembered I have a first name. He tries to wriggle, wormlike, up against the pipe, but the shattered bone fragments in his legs grind. “Ahhh! Please! You’ll get the death penalty if you do; you’ve done nothing wrong yet! Please…don’t!”
“So now I’ve done nothing wrong?” I ask, advancing toward the prone officer. “You’ve harassed me for the last several weeks. You’ve been a pest, an irritating little gnat in my ear. Andy is right about me—I don’t give a fuck about people, never have, never will. But that’s not just poor people, that’s everybody. And then, the one person I thought I did give a damn about and called for you, the police officer, to help save her, you dicked me around and took your sweet time. Now she’s dead, and for that, I blame you.”
“Blame him, he’s the one who killed her,” Stack tries, uncertain which shoulder he should be looking past as I step over his slack legs.
“Andy is an animal, Detective…like me. We operate on instinct. He is missing that same component of sympathy that I lack. There’s a commonality between him and me that you don’t share. And again, he is right. That sympathy is a deficiency in people. There really is no need for anyone. Kill a genius and another will take his place. Andy, you’ll appreciate this: did you know that Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone? Well, he beat another telephone inventor to the patent office by hours. Hours. Had Bell gotten run over by a horse and buggy on his way over to the patent office, guess what? We’d still have telephones. The same holds true for detectives.”


Stack salvages some anger from his fear. “Then my replacement will find you two and bury you!”
“And then there will just be two more of us. Another Lake and Ng, another Sample and Tanner. See how nothing matters?” I don’t need to look to know that Andy approves.
“I’d say you wouldn’t do it, Tanner, that you don’t have it in you, but clearly you do,” Stack says, fuming. “So pull the trigger already. Make mine the second life you take.”
“I’m going to, but I want to be really close when I do.” I bend down over the helpless man, the gun pushing against his skull, and I feel a wad of folded paper in my back pocket pressing against my thigh. It is the note from Mrs. Kelly, splattered with Harold’s blood, forgiving me against all reason for the death of her daughter. As Harold said, it is a soul on paper—possibly my soul. So strange, that I would feel it right at this second. It’s coincidences like this that cause lost men to find God.
But those men are fools.
I pull the trigger.






Chapter 28
The sudden gasp of shocked air from Stack coincides with a click from the gun’s hammer dropping on the firing pin in an empty chamber. I retract the weapon from the cop’s head and turn to face Andy, who is grinning from ear to ear.
“You fucking rock star!” he congratulates me, enthused. He then pulls out a full clip of bullets from his back pocket, which he tosses over and I catch. “The fucking test was whether you’d cave and try and kill me instead, or even if you’d have the nuts to pull the trigger at all, but you knocked that fucking test out of the ballpark! Fuck, man!” He paces in uncontrollable delight. “We’re going to carve this country up, you and me—oops—you gotta pull back the slide and hit that button there, the one on the side,” he instructs as I fumble to eject the dummy clip and replace it with the full one. “It’s a pistol.”
I do, and the empty drops from the bottom of the gun, clattering to the floor. I slide the new clip in, smacking the bottom to force it in when I encounter resistance.
“Oh, goddamnit, goddamnit,” Stack curses from the ground, now fully terrorized. I tug on the slide and the top of the gun ratchets forward, pulling a bullet up into the chamber. Stack makes a noise like a whine through gritted teeth.
“Locked and loaded,” Andy cheers. “Now—grease that pig for real.”
I look back down at Stack, who is emotionally spent, and then at the radiating figure of Andy with his red hair and shit-eating grin. He who believes that we will be partners. This is the problem with fanatics: they always want way more than you’re willing to give them.


Before Andy has a chance to make sense of my movements, I point the pistol at him and pull the trigger three times in rapid succession. This time the gun reacts, convulsing violently in my hand as each concussive burst explodes from it in accordance with the movements from my finger. Why three times? Why fucking not?
Blood spits outward from the holes in Andy’s chest and stomach, and though my grouping isn’t great, they’ll do the trick. Guess he’s not wearing a bulletproof vest. Sternum-to-lungs for two of them, and the other one hits down by his belly button, and into his small intestine. Andy gasps as his punctured lungs refuse to give him air, and drops. I expect it will take him a few minutes to die from the blood invading his vitals—but I don’t want to wait that long.
“You were right,” I admit as I stand over him now with the gun pointing down at his face. “Killing does suit me.” I pull the trigger once more and the bullet blasts into his face and out the back, flattening into the concrete below, spraying a vibrant mist of crimson into a sort of halo around his head.
“Tanner?” Stack asks, coming back to his senses. “Tanner, are you there?”
“I’m here,” I confirm, bending to reach into Andy’s pocket for the keys to Stack’s handcuffs. “Thank you,” he says simply, his reddened face drenched in sweat. When I’ve got him free from his restraints and flipped around so that he can sit propped up against the pipe and rub at his damaged wrists, he asks me, “How did you know the gun wasn’t loaded?”


“I could tell by its weight,” I lie.
“So you…agh…got him to trust you by pretending like you were actually going to kill me—that’s pretty smooth operating.”
The reality is, well, it doesn’t matter what the reality is. I don’t think I can explain to Stack that the gun wasn’t loaded because I wouldn’t have loaded it either. Doing so would force me to admit that maybe Andy and I are closer in spirit than I’d like. In the grand scheme of things, I don’t care whether Stack lives or dies—I’m not wired that way. But he didn’t deserve to die today—not over this. Today, a little luck was on his side. In the end, the bad guy is dead, the cop gets to live to be a cop another day, and all the rest is just details. As we sit quietly, waiting for the LAPD, the ambulance, and the coroner to arrive, I feel the vibrating pulse of my phone against my leg. I look. It’s not the service, but it’s also not a number I recognize. Don’t answer it, my brain commands as the cell phone continues to pulse. There is no one left that I want to hear from, least of all a wrong number or someone trying to sell me on a new long-distance carrier. I hesitate another second, glancing over to reassure myself that Andy is still, in fact, lying dead in front of me. He is. Finally, curiosity gets the better of me and I answer.
“Tom.”
“Tom!” the female voice exclaims, exploding my name in a cacophony of emotions.
“Ivy?” I exclaim, too confused to contain my own emotional swell. Stack, even in his wounded delirium, perks up and takes notice, his surprised expression a mirror of my own.
“Thank goodness you’re okay,” Ivy sobs into the phone with a gasping, airless exclamation of relief. “Andy! He’s going to be looking for you. He—”


I cut her off. “Andy’s dead,” I tell her reassuringly. “He’s dead.”
“Oh…” she says, coughing once, sharply. “That’s great news!”
“How are you alive?” I can’t help but question, indifferent to how morbid the question might seem.
Classic Ivy, though, she doesn’t notice. “My car—Andy tried to burn me alive. I came to…everything was on fire,” she explains in short bursts, clearly having inhaled a lot of smoke. “I couldn’t get out the front, so I crawled underneath all the burning stuff and was able to get out through the trunk. My coat hanger…and the trash. My trash! In my backseat! It saved my life.” I feel like she is beaming now, through the phone.
“I can’t believe it,” I sputter.
“I can’t believe you’re okay,” she says. “I thought I’d lost you.”
“You? I thought I’d lost you,” I say, still not fully feeling like I deserve to believe in this reality.
“You’d better thank your lucky tarot cards that I’m a slob.”
“I do!”
“I borrowed this paramedic’s cell phone…I was so scared…I want to see you…in person.”
“I want to see you too.” And as I say the words, I know I actually mean them. It feels weird, but not in a bad way—right, even.
“No more fights, Tom…ever.”
“Oh, there will be fights, Ivy. Years and years of fighting…and about the stupidest stuff too.”


I set the phone on the ground and tilt my head back to rest against the concrete wall in exhausted disbelief. I didn’t know I was capable of experiencing disbelief anymore.
Stack looks over at me and gives a simple, sober nod. I know the look—it means we’re square. We’re not going to be friends, but we’re also not going to be enemies. No, whatever happens from here on out, our past interactions don’t count.
Lolling my head up to look at the soot-covered ceiling and the rays of oppressive, miserable sunlight heat leeching in, I smile.
Maybe this city isn’t so goddamn rotten after all? I dare to think.
Nah, that’s pushing it.






For Phil and Judy Belvill.
They made a hell of a kid together.
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