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         The weekend hovered in full view an hour away, like an island in silhouette gaining color with its steady approach. There was a time when this meant something to me, when the school bell or the desktop clock said it was time to go home, time, at least, for happy hour.

         I sat on the floor with my bare foot flexed under the desk. It was a slow day in the office, and my toenails were about as long and dirty as I’d seen them, and they’d been long and dirty before. There was no sense keeping them pretty from November to March, with my flip-flops put away. It was February now, and my nails chafed against the insides of my shoes. They were starting to hurt.

         A thick rind flew off a big toe with a crisp, clacking sound. It ricocheted off the back of my desk, the panel of cheap wood that hid me from view should a client barge in. As I reached to pick up the crescent, footsteps shuffled behind me and a sneaker pushed into my lower back. I turned my head and looked up at Chaz Lindley, who stood arms crossed and scowling.

         “Song, if Art sees you like this I’m the one who’s got to suffer. You know that, right?”

         A week ago, I’d walked into Chaz’s office and caught him with his shirt up, tweezing nipple hairs with a binder clip. I’d shuffled out the way I’d come in, and neither of us had brought up the incident. I felt the easy comeback on my tongue, and let it go unsaid. Chaz was my boss.

         I met private investigator Charles Lindley under strange circumstances. He got me out of a couple good tangles, and when I was in the clear, he recruited me. I’d always liked the idea of PI work. I spent a lot of lonely years dreaming of Philip Marlowe instead of living my own life. When I crossed paths with Chaz, I was in the thick of my first real case, which I hadn’t asked for in the least. I wasn’t half bad at the work, but it ended disastrously anyway. It scoured me clean of any romantic feelings for the job, but when Chaz offered to hire me, I was grateful. The fact was, I had nothing better to do, and we both knew it.

         I joined Lindley & Flores as a gofer, with the idea that I’d get my own license once I racked up the work experience. He ran his practice out of a small office in Koreatown with a forty-five-year-old ex-cop named Arturo Flores. Chaz said they could use a scrappy errand girl with nothing to lose. His exact words.

         So far I’d done grunt work in the office and three straightforward assignments on cheating spouses. Two pissed-off husbands and one pissed-off wife paid good money to learn things they already knew. It was low-glamour stuff, but I knew that going in. I spent a lot of time in the office, bored out of my mind and always uncomfortably hot. I helmed the receptionist desk, and when Chaz wanted to look good for a client, I played the quiet, efficient office lady as best I could in blue jeans, but mostly I just sat around. Arturo had been out all morning, and it was just me and Chaz passing time. I knew better than to clip my toenails with Arturo around. He was a serious man with a line for a mouth. He thought I was a bit of a joker, who Chaz had hired out of pity. He was probably right.

         I started to get up off the floor when Chaz plunked down in my chair. “You can finish,” he said. “But then I have some actual work for you.”

         I stood up and slipped my feet into my shoes. “What’s up?”

         “I got you a client.” He smiled, broad and goofy, showing his big teeth. “Girl needs someone to check up on her boyfriend. You up for it?”

         Quitting time was around the bend, and I jumped at the chance to postpone it. The week had been slow and I had nothing in the way of weekend plans. “Sure. Cheaters are kind of my specialty.”

         “Yours and everyone else’s.” He pushed a Post-It onto my desk with a phone number scribbled in his incongruously elegant hand. “Name’s Daphne Freamon. Give her a call. I think she needs a woman’s ear.”

         
            *

         

         With three divorces under my belt, I was starting to feel a little comfort in the job. Each assignment was quick, simple, and dirty in a way that didn’t compromise me. I cleared them, and with each clearance I increased the distance between me and my past mistakes. I wasn’t delusional enough to think this was good work that might buy my atonement, but it helped to put whatever skills I had to someone else’s bad use.

         My new client had a 917 area code. I dialed, and she answered after three rings. 

         “Hello?” She sounded quiet and expectant, like she was speaking into a darkened room—she’d been waiting for my call.

         “Hi, Miss Freamon? This is Juniper Song, with Lindley & Flores. How are you today?”

         “Call me Daphne, Miss Song.” She had the kind of distinctive voice that I knew I could recognize out of context months, maybe years later. It was timid thin-wired high-pitched but a little raspy. I wondered if she was a smoker.

         “Sure, Daphne. Call me Song. It’s what people call me. What can I do for you today?”

         “Well,” she said. “Listen, Song—Mr. Lindley says you’re twenty-seven, unmarried. Is that right?”

         I smirked. “Yeah, that’s right. What else did he say about me?”

         “Oh, no, nothing much. It’s just—we’re the same age. I talked to Mr. Lindley for a bit, but I think he thought I’d rather talk to you.”

         “Would you rather talk to him?” The idea didn’t offend me. Despite his groin-scratching solicitous dad-ness, Chaz was the pro to my peewee league. I’d go straight to him if I wanted shit done.

         “No, no, this is much better,” she said. “Song, do you have a boyfriend?”

         “Nope.”

         “Well, I called you guys because I’m worried about mine. We’re long distance. I live in New York and he’s in L.A. He got this gig ghostwriting for Joe Tilley about six months back and moved out there for a while. Do you know Joe Tilley?”

         The name sounded familiar, but it was generic enough. “I might. Who is he?”

         “He’s an actor. A pretty big one. He used to be a bit of a heartthrob in his twenties, but he’s turned his career into something pretty serious over the last decade. He was nominated for an Oscar a couple years ago and a lot of people think he was robbed. You’d probably recognize him if you saw him. Late forties, lot of muscle. He kissed pop stars on-screen in the nineties. These days he plays mysterious men with obsessions and dark pasts.”

         I typed the name into Google and the face clicked into place. “Oh, this guy. I know this guy. Nice. He’s a pretty big deal.”

         “Jamie—that’s my boyfriend, Jamie Landon—Jamie says Joe’s been keeping him busy writing this screenplay, but I don’t really know what else he’s been up to. He disappears for days at a time, won’t answer my phone calls, and I’m afraid he’s getting into trouble again.”

         “What kind of trouble?”

         There was a lip-biting pause. “He has a coke habit. Had a coke habit. It’s supposed to be past tense, but I’m skeptical. I’d say the odds are good that he’s holed up on a coke binge, who knows who with.”

         “Has he done that before?”

         “Yes.” She hesitated for a second, unsure of how much to share. “He’s been in rehab twice. I gave him an ultimatum. Told him it’s over between us if he falls off the wagon.”

         “You must be pretty serious about it to call me.”

         “You have to understand. Jamie thinks of himself as this nice guy, but as soon as he can blame asshole behavior on anything else, he becomes an asshole. Drugs are an easy scapegoat. It isn’t so much that he blames the coke to my face—it’s that he can tell himself it isn’t him, so he cuts himself tons of slack when he’s high or between highs. I wouldn’t even have to know about it.”

         “Oh,” I said, and waited for her to continue.

         “I’m a painter. My painting—it’s one of the most precious things in the world to me; it’s my life. I had an exhibit a few months ago, a really important one. He knew about it for months, bought plane tickets and everything. I was stressed out and emotionally restless to begin with, and then he disappeared, never got on the plane. I couldn’t reach him for days. You know that feeling? When you want so badly to reach somebody, and you just can’t get them to hear you?”

         I nodded into the phone, mumbled recognition. I knew.

         “My mind always goes to the darkest places. I almost called the police because I was so convinced that he couldn’t do this to me, that he would sooner be dead in a ditch than stand me up on that day. But I thought, how embarrassed will I be if he is, in fact, holed up doing blow, betraying me for a stupid high.” She sighed, one raspy drawn-out note. “So I told myself if I found out he was getting high again, it’d be over. I’ve given him about eight second chances, so I decided to throw some money at it this time around, hire someone and see if maybe that would make this breakup stick.”

         She paused for a while, so I said, “Sure.” It came out more callous than I felt.

         “Sorry. I’ve been going on and on.”

         “No, not at all,” I said quickly. “Can I ask why you’ve put up with him until now?”

         “Good question.” She laughed, a bitter, cornered laugh. “When he’s good, he’s really good, you know? He’s sweet and he’s got this puppy-dog charm. Sometimes I look at him and I just want to take care of him, do you know what I mean?”

         “I do,” I said. “Okay. When is the last time you heard from him?”

         “It’s been three days now, and I’ve been calling.” Her voice thinned to a gasp, and I listened to her held breath for half a minute, afraid that it would dissolve into tears. “I’m really worried, Song.”

         “Okay Daphne, so what is it you want me to do for you? You want me to check on him?”

         “Yes. Please.”

         “Today?”

         “Starting today.”

         That caught me off guard. “You want a tail on him, then.”

         “Yes. I guess that’s it.”

         “Can I ask why?”

         “What do you mean?” She sounded defensive.

         “No, it’s just—I thought you just wanted to know if he was alive or coked up or whatever. I could find that out for you in an afternoon.”

         One thing I learned quick about PI work was that the overwhelming majority of it was overwhelmingly boring. Chaz and Arturo didn’t deal in big mysteries, didn’t come across too much of anything that wasn’t straightforward. The job was almost routine, and after all the upsets of the previous year, I kind of liked its plainness. All the same, my heartbeat responded to Daphne’s meaningful silence.

         “There’s more,” I ventured.

         “There might be more. I’m not really sure.”

         “Okay, well, that’s why you called us, isn’t it? But this will work a lot better if I have a vague idea of what to look for.” I rubbed at the hinge in my jaw and kept my voice level. “What are you worried about, Daphne?”

         “I’m worried,” she said. “I’m worried that he’s using, but I’m also worried that he isn’t just using.”

         “You want to know if he’s selling?” 

         There was a rustle on the other end of the line, a wordless shake or nod. “Yes,” she said a few seconds later.

         “Do you have any reason to think he is?”

         “Other than that it would be so in character for him to start doing something stupid for easy money?” She chuckled, a little trickle of sadness. “I don’t have anything solid. He mentioned once that he had a friend who was slinging, and it stuck with me. If he’s really back to using all the time, I know that’s how dealers get started.”

         “Okay,” I said. “I’ll follow him around for a few days. Where can I find him?”

         “His place is in West Hollywood, but his roommates say he hasn’t been home either. I’d start at the Roosevelt Hotel in Hollywood. That’s where he told them he was going to party, apparently. He didn’t bother to tell me, and that was on Wednesday.”

         “Okay, let me get his address anyway.”

         She gave me an address near Santa Monica and Crescent Heights, on Havenhurst Drive. “Just find him for me, please. I need to know what he’s been up to.”

         “I’ll report to you tonight. What time do you go to bed?”

         “Call anytime. I’ll pick up.”

         
            *

         

         The Roosevelt was an old, historic hotel on the loudest stretch of Hollywood Boulevard. Marilyn Monroe called it home for two years, and in 1929, it provided the venue for the first Academy Awards. It fit right into the glitzy story of tourist Hollywood.

         I had little use for this part of town, a dingy neighborhood dressed up with buzzing neon lights and the dull trodden stars of the Walk of Fame. Grown men dressed as Spider-Man and SpongeBob SquarePants showed up day after day and suffered startling heat during most of the year to make lousy livelihoods posing for photographs in front of the Chinese Theater. They might have looked lively to a passing bus of tourists, but I saw them whenever I drove by, and I knew the sight was a picture of desolation, of crushed dreams dressed in grimy fourth-hand garments.

         I circled the hotel for a good ten minutes before giving up on street parking. I pulled into the valet station and made a note to expense the fee. It was guaranteed to be costly.

         It was five in the afternoon and the lobby buzzed with people. It was a nice space with a Rat Pack vibe, with heavy drapes and tall floor lamps built to look like wrought-iron torches. Small pillars met small arches, and a Spanish-looking fountain grew waterless from the center of a burgundy tiled floor. A man in a gray pinstriped suit paced with a cell phone clamped to his ear; a young couple held each other’s knees on a long, low sofa upholstered in tufted tobacco leather. I never figured out who stayed at the hotel. I’d been inside a few times to eat and drink, and the place seemed constantly busy, spilling at each entrance with skinny blond women and men in shiny shirts, every night of the week. The clientele fit a type, but it wasn’t native Hollywood. Maybe Jamie Landon would give me the answer.

         I took a seat on an armchair and opened a book, my heart jumping more than I liked. Stakeouts were boring, but they kept me skittish. I always brought a book that I could never quite enjoy. I looked up after every paragraph with whatever stealth I could manage. It was like fishing—I hated almost all of it, but there was a small joy in reeling in the fish.

         I studied the picture Daphne sent me on my phone. Jamie Landon, twenty-nine years old. He had a good-looking face, as far as I could tell, that looked vaguely familiar. The shadow of some celebrity, or a cluster of white male schoolmates who shared his features. He was supposed to be five-foot ten, around a hundred and fifty pounds. He favored plaid shirts and hoodies, slim designer jeans. He could be easy to spot or impossible.

         After a quiet half hour, I walked across the floor to the cocktail bar. I ordered a bloody mary and carried it back into the lobby, where I repositioned myself on one of the sofas in reach of a coffee table.

         I was halfway through my second drink when Jamie Landon hurried out of an elevator, eyes washing over the ground ahead of him as if he were wielding an invisible vacuum cleaner. He was easy to spot, as it turned out, though his jittery walk was at least half the picture. The other half was pleasant enough. His hair was a mess, but a good-looking mess, bedhead, thick and brown with the kind of beachy, loose curl I could never quite coax into my sheet-straight hair. I knew he was almost thirty, but he looked impossibly young.

         Behind him was a middle-aged man in a tight graphic T-shirt and faded blue jeans with artful tears at the knees. He wore sunglasses and a tweedy fedora, but it took me only a couple seconds to recognize him as Joe Tilley.

         I swallowed my drink and made a quick exit to the valet stand while the two men settled up at the front desk. I was still waiting for my car when they came out the door after me.

         There were about a dozen people within view of the front entrance to the hotel, and a strange hush came over them all when Joe Tilley appeared. No one looked at him with anything amounting to pointed interest, but there wasn’t a person with eyes who didn’t know he was there. The man had star power—that was clear enough. 

         I ventured a closer look. Despite the stupid hat, he was a pretty sight. His face was almost generically good-looking, well angled and masculine with a strong, broad jaw. He was shorter than he looked on-screen, about five-foot-nine on the generous end. His T-shirt had a paper-thin, overwashed look, and it stretched translucent against his chest, showing the meaty outline of his pecs, the textured points of his nipples. I wondered if he was shooting a movie, or if he worked out every day of the year.

         Jamie stood in front of him, somehow shrinking himself in the foreground as he handed the valet his ticket. My car came first.

         I tipped the valet and sat in the driver’s seat playing with my phone while Jamie waited for his car.

         The car that crept into my rearview mirror was a yellow Ferrari, waxed to eye-searing brilliance, by my estimate not more than a day or two old. Jamie got behind the wheel, but I guessed the movie star was the legal owner.

         I left the lot before I imprinted my Corolla’s plates on their short-term memory and idled down the block for the thirty seconds it took for them to drive out.

         In my time with Chaz, I’d gotten a fairly good grasp on the art of tailing. My car was gray and forgettable, and I could follow any unsuspecting driver across the city without getting obvious. Flashy sports cars just made my job a little easier.

         It helped, too, that Jamie drove slowly. I guessed driving a celebrity’s two-hundred-thousand-dollar vehicle made one a little cautious. He avoided lane changes and signaled at every turn. I followed them out of Hollywood on Sunset, then up north toward Griffith Park and into the Los Feliz Hills, where the streets became smaller and strictly residential. The houses flanking both sides of the drive grew big and splendid, structures of alarming taste and beauty tucked into the hill like luxe pocket squares. I followed the Ferrari at a safe distance for as long as I could manage, then started to lose it in spurts as it climbed the hill. Just as I was about to give up and wait at the bottom, the car turned into a grand driveway.

         This belonged to a magnificent house, a Spanish-style mansion with a look of perfect preserved grandeur. It was a corrupt clergyman’s house, or a real estate king’s, or an A-list actor’s. The actual structure was a good quarter mile in from the street, obscured from most angles by a thick wall of brambly hedges manicured to a well-managed chaos. The better to block out cameras, I supposed.

         I passed the house after a quick disciplined gawk and parked uphill facing back down. Five minutes later, a dusty silver BMW nosed its way out of the driveway. Jamie drove, alone, looking exhausted.

         I laughed out loud, tickled by a sudden jab of recognition—Jamie looked familiar because I’d met him once before.

         It was a parking encounter a few months earlier, one of those silly interactions that happens every second in Los Angeles. I’d had a depressing day, one of many in a row, and Lori insisted on going out to dinner at a popular restaurant in Los Feliz. I searched for fifteen minutes before finding an empty spot. I signaled, finally triumphant, and a second later a silver BMW swooped in to take it. When the driver got out, I rolled down my window and said something impolite. He looked at me, and his eyes went wide. “Oh, shit, don’t tell me,” he said. “I ate your lunch right out of the fridge.”

         My anger deflated. “As long as you know what you did,” I said.

         He offered to move, and when I waved him off, he insisted. “I’m offering to vacate a parking spot. How often does that happen in this city?”

         Before I could decline more sincerely, he hopped in his car and drove away. That was all there was to it, but I remembered it clearly. It was a rare sparkle of decency that left a deep impression—an episode of mundane anger transformed in an instant to one of flushed pleasure.

         I was sorry when he left. I wouldn’t have minded getting his name. Now I knew—that was Jamie Landon, and I wasn’t exactly repaying his kindness.

         
            *

         

         I followed him back onto Sunset, the direct path from Los Feliz to his apartment in West Hollywood. The slow ooze of Friday traffic let me keep a loose, steady tail until we reached our destination.

         The neighborhood was not quite as royal as the one we’d come from, but it was pleasant, respectable, and I guessed the rent was moderately high. The building was old but well maintained, a one-story complex that might once have been a giant single-family home, parceled into a handful of units. The exterior walls were a bile-colored stucco, broken up by a few square windows. Jamie parked his car on the street, a lucky break for his tail.

         The clock in my car said 8:50 P.M. I called Daphne.

         “Well, he was at the Roosevelt,” I said.

         “Did you see anything?”

         “Joe Tilley was with him. Jamie dropped him off at his house. I guess he’d left his car there. They’re close, huh?”

         “Joe likes Jamie. Their work is pretty intimate and they hang out often, from what I understand. I don’t know anything about them hanging out in a hotel together, though.” 

         “Joe Tilley—is he a family man?”

         “He has a son and two daughters. None of his kids live with him, though.”

         “Wife?”

         “Number three. Willow Hemingway. Actress. C-list.” She spoke like she was directing me to an unattractive item in a mail-order catalog.

         “She’s at home?”

         “As far as I know.”

         I stretched the fingers of my free hand on the steering wheel, let the knuckles crack in percussive succession. “So he’s leaving her at home overnight to hang out with Jamie. Does he have a history of drug abuse?”

         “Might be his most famous relationship.” She drew in air through her teeth. “I guess they could be doing drugs together.”

         “I’ll keep watching him.”

         
            *

         

         I pulled out my laptop, found some unguarded wireless, and did a little background research. Internet stalking was the first and handiest tool for any private detective, and I made good use of it before and after I got the job. I wondered sometimes in an idle way if private detectives weren’t already going obsolete. Information was our primary ware, and it was plain enough that the Internet was bad news for all middlemen.

         I ran a search for Joe Tilley, figuring he’d be the easiest player to look up. I skimmed his long, detailed Wikipedia entry and scrolled through the column of his life’s work on IMDb. Everything Daphne had told me was publicly available, as was a surfeit of boring factoids made newsworthy by his fame.

         Jamie Landon had an IMDb page, too. Sparse, with a small headshot and a few writer credits in shorts and small productions. Nothing else really came up. No one cared where he ate his breakfast.

         I lingered on his picture and wondered if I should tell Daphne about the coincidence of our prior encounter. It was a funny story, but it was almost too trivial to mention. I decided against it without much thought—I only remembered him because I’d found him attractive, and there was no need for her to know that.

         I looked up Daphne next, more out of interest than anything else. I googled “daphne freamon artist” and the first result was a feature review in a prominent New York magazine. I whistled—Daphne Freamon appeared to be somebody. The review was fairly involved, and it included photographs of both Daphne and her paintings.

         Daphne was black, as it turned out, and my brain experienced a brief delay as it processed that minor revelation. I’d heard an uninflected accent, a nonethnic name, and pictured, without thinking, a white girl. I may have grown up Korean in Los Angeles, but my brain couldn’t quite shed those middle-American default settings. She hadn’t mentioned her race, but why would she have, anyway? It hadn’t occurred to me to mention mine. I felt a scorch of shame at my own surprise.

         She was also very pretty, but that part didn’t surprise me at all. I had a lot of Raymond Chandler in my PI training.

         The review was laudatory, though it struck me as somewhat tone-deaf. The critic was a white dude, and I couldn’t help but cringe at his lingering praise for the “lusty,” “voluptuous” “sensuality” of her work. I had a high school kid’s appreciation and understanding of art, but even I could see there was more to Daphne’s paintings than sexual heat. I found several of them all over the Internet, and spent a good fifteen minutes taking in her portfolio. The paintings were striking, haunting, bloody and visceral in bright splashes of color, and they made me feel uneasy. That probably meant she had talent. Good for her.

         Daphne was my age, and for a second, I wondered what I had done with my life. To my relief, I felt admiration rather than jealousy, a sort of creeping desire to be her friend.

         I googled myself—nothing at all. All things considered, a blessed result.

         
            *

         

         Daphne heard from Jamie an hour later, and she sent me home for the night. It was just after ten o’clock, and Lori was home, unusual for a Friday.

         She greeted me at the door, a habit of hers that put me in mind of a little dog. Lori would be something small and energetic, a Maltese or a Yorkshire terrier.

         “Are you home for the night?” I asked. She was in her pajamas, a blue-and-white pinstriped two-piece set with girly scalloped cotton shorts. She had a few of these matching sets, and she rotated them weekly sometimes. She saw little sense in washing her pajamas between wears.

         Lori and I had been rooming together for about six months, in a two-bedroom apartment in Echo Park overlooking the lake. The ad on Craigslist touted the lakeside location, the jogging path, the calming views. We were savvy enough to visit before committing a thing, and we found that the lake had been drained and fenced off months before. We wrangled down the rent and moved in. Half a year later, the lake was still a yawning dirt ditch, with no apparent signs of a return to glory.

         She nodded. “Have you eaten?” 

         It had been a long time since I’d had a roommate, but I was getting used to it. Lori was messy but surprisingly thoughtful. Within the first month, we figured out our arrangement. Common areas were never cleaned unless I cleaned them, but Lori cooked all her meals for two. She was a good cook—she’d learned from her mother, and she could whip up a good Korean meal in minutes. I’d spent so many years dining like a bachelor—on Hot Pockets and yogurt and a lot of milk and cereal—I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed home cooking.

         My stomach growled on cue. I hadn’t eaten since lunch. Lori nodded and heated up a bowl of kimchi fried rice while I took off my shoes. She placed it on our dining table and sat down next to me while I ate.

         “Thanks,” I said. “No plans tonight?”

         She shook her head. “I thought I’d hang out with you.”

         “Don’t let me get in the way of your weekend. You see me every day.”

         She shrugged, and I saw in the way her eyes watched her nose that she had something on her mind.

         “What is it?” I asked.

         She hesitated, bit her lip with her one crooked tooth, and gave me a dolorous, expectant look before sighing. “It’s nothing.”

         Lori was not quite a friend in the usual sense—she was flighty and giggly and twenty-three, the kind of girl I never got along with even when I was her age. But she was, I had to admit, something more important, a hybrid of little sister, daughter, and mother, slapped together out of mutual convenience and desperation. Less than a year earlier, her mother, Yujin, had been arrested for murder—a murder that I witnessed, and that had happened at least in part because I was there. It was a vision of hell that I’ll never forget, but it was much worse for Lori. Yujin was arrested on the scene, and Lori only saw her in prison these days. Yujin may have been one twisted mother, but she was the only parent Lori had.

         I made the decision to latch Lori’s life to mine. It wasn’t a hard decision, and it wasn’t one made entirely from guilt. When Lori and I met, I was virtually alone, my father and sister dead, my mother living with family in Texas. I’d had a couple close friends to sustain my social needs—I lost them both within days of meeting Lori. The trouble followed from her to me, but I knew it wasn’t her fault. I forgave what there was to forgive, as she forgave my involvement in the calamities that fell on her side.

         The truth was, we were both stranded, and we drifted together as naturally as a couple of ions. With her mother gone, Lori couldn’t stand living in her house by herself, and I started staying in Yujin’s bedroom. When it became clear that the house would have to be sold to cover legal costs, we signed a lease together and made things official.

         She called me unni like my little sister had when she was alive, and though I hardly knew her before we moved in together, she inspired the same range of emotions as real family. Among these, annoyance bubbled up the most often, followed closely by affection.

         “If you want to talk, we can talk, but don’t make me fish for it,” I said.

         “It’s just … boy stuff.”

         “Are things not going well with Isaac?”

         Isaac was Lori’s latest suitor, and they’d been hanging out with some regularity for the past few weeks. He was the first guy she seemed to like at all since last summer, by her admission, an unusual hiatus. It was understandable, of course—Lori attracted deadly men, and they’d brought her enough grief to send any woman running to the nearest nunnery. I was relieved when she started dating Isaac. He was a nice Korean boy, who wore polo shirts and went to church, who feared me a little, though not enough to keep him out of my home.

         “No, everything’s fine with Isaac,” she said. “For now, anyway.”

         “For now?”

         “No, don’t worry. It has nothing to do with Isaac.”

         “There’s someone else already, then?”

         That got a laugh out of her, and the tension in her face seemed to soften. “Not exactly. It’s just—there’s this guy who works with my samchun.”

         Taejin Chung was Yujin’s younger brother, Lori’s uncle. He was Lori’s only family in Los Angeles, at least outside of prison. He was divorced, with no children, and he and Lori were close. I’d only met him once. My picture of him was certainly colored by what I knew, but he struck me as a quiet, lonely man waiting for his life to spool out. He ran a body shop in Koreatown called T & J Collision Center, the initials scooped from his name to provide a thin illusion of all-American blandness. He worked with a small handful of employees, and he seemed to spend most of his time there. He even lived in a small loft above his office. Yujin had used this shop as a hiding place for the byproducts of her misdeeds. In a town like Los Angeles, cars were big giveaways when something went amiss. If a person was meant to disappear, a car had to disappear with her. When Yujin was arrested, the cops found two missing cars in Taejin’s garage—proxies for dead bodies, one of which was supposed to be mine. As far as anyone knew, Taejin was completely unaware of his sister’s crimes. I believed in his innocence, but I had little reason to want him in my life.

         “One of Taejin’s minions?” 

         She shook her head. “I think he’s an investor or something. He loaned samchun some money.”

         “What’s he have to do with you?”

         “Well I met him today, at the shop.”

         “Ah, okay.” I laughed, getting it. “He liked you. What’s this guy’s deal?”

         “His name is Winfred. He’s probably thirtyish. Korean guy. Tall. Muscular.”

         “A dreamboat, huh?”

         She blushed. “No, he isn’t my type.”

         “You don’t like him better than Isaac, then?”

         “Unni,” she said, turning redder. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I think I like Isaac a lot.”

         “What’s the problem then?”

         “When I was talking to Winfred, samchun was looking at us funny, like, watching us. I told him later that Winfred asked for my number, and he turned kind of pale.”

         “So he doesn’t like him. You’re basically his daughter, you know.”

         “I know, and at first I thought that was it. But then he told me to be nice to him.”

         “To Winfred?”

         She nodded, and something heavy sank deep in my gut.

         “Well be nice to him, then. It’s easy enough to be nice.”

         She nodded again.

         “And if you’re supposed to be much nicer, come talk to me. Unni’s got your back.”

      

   


   
      

         
            Two
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         Lori and I spent the night in our pajamas, talking and watching TV. She told me more about Isaac, and I made us ice cream sundaes—my sole contribution to our culinary life. All in all, it was an above-average Friday night. My social life had never been vibrant, but these days, its embers barely glowed.

         When I woke up the next morning, I was ready to delve back into my new job. I worked the whole weekend, and Monday morning I reported to the office to share my findings with Chaz and Arturo. I didn’t have much, but I walked in as excited as I was nervous.

         At 9:30, Chaz sent an e-mail to me and Arturo requesting our presence at a debrief meeting in his office at 10:00 A.M., “to touch base on Ms. Song’s assignment.” I heard him giggle when he hit Send, and both Arturo and I submitted verbal RSVPs without leaving our desks.

         We gathered right at 10:00, and Chaz let me sit behind his desk while he and Arturo took the client chairs. I made sure they both had coffee when they sat down.

         “So,” Arturo started, “Chaz tells me he gave you your own client.” He eyed me over the rim of his paper cup. He wore his skepticism like a name tag.

         Arturo—or Art, as Chaz, and only Chaz, called him—intimidated me. He was one of the few people I’d ever known who had that particular effect. There was nothing physically imposing about him—he was five foot seven or eight, with a bit of a paunch, and, oddly, the sculpted calves of a furniture mover. He wore his straight black hair in a crew cut, and his face, brown-skinned and handsome, was clean shaven. His features were stern but not scary. He was younger than Chaz, but he was the one with gravitas, the straight man of the duo. If they were my workplace parents, then Chaz was my dad and Arturo, my father. I was afraid of disappointing them both.

         “I hope that’s okay,” I said. “Chaz thinks I can handle it.”

         “Don’t worry, Song. We already talked it out, and Art’s on board.” Chaz winked. “What have you got? Regale us.”

         I filled them in on Daphne and her request, and then I told them everything I’d learned about Jamie, both first- and second-hand. They listened dutifully while I ran through what I knew.

         Jamie was a Boston native who’d moved to New York for college with all of his optimism intact. He’d graduated from NYU with a mule’s load of student loans and bigger dreams than ever. Since the age of fifteen, he’d worked as a dog walker, a babysitter, a library clerk, a waiter, a bartender, a bookstore cashier, a substitute teacher, and now a ghostwriter, but his aspirations were for Hollywood glory. These brought him to Los Angeles, where he lived with two roommates, old friends trying to crack different parts of the same Hollywood game. One of them owned a basset hound, but Jamie was the one who walked her.

         He was an upbeat, charismatic guy, and very well liked—Daphne told me as much, and I could see it, too. He had an inordinate amount of human contact. After six months in Los Angeles, he saw more friends in a day than I saw in a month. Over the weekend, I’d followed him to and from two boozy brunches, two sit-down dinners, downtown cocktails, and one house party.

         So far, though, I had found nothing incriminating. He had no record of any sort, unless you counted a school reprimand during his sophomore year of college. His proceedings in Los Angeles seemed cheerfully harmless. Daphne wanted me to keep at it.

         “So long story short, you had a boring weekend,” said Chaz.

         I shrugged. “It wasn’t so bad. I got to drive around town a lot. Got some reading done.” I found myself wishing I had more to report, something big and exciting to get my bosses’ attention. “But is there something else I should be doing? Should I be getting in there a bit more or what?”

         “I wouldn’t worry about it,” said Arturo, looking unworried and unimpressed. “Sounds like this guy just came off a bender, so he might behave himself for a bit. Just keep following him if that’s what the client wants.”

         “Thanks,” I said. “How about—well I was wondering, can I get a GPS tracker? Stick it on his car and monitor where he’s going? That would save me some legwork, I guess.”

         Chaz laughed, and I felt my cheeks prickle with embarrassment. I knew Chaz and Arturo used trackers once in a while, but I’d gotten the idea from television.

         “Your legwork is cheap, Song. Equipment is not. This is a recession,” Chaz said, still chuckling. It was a phrase I’d heard him use many times before, and I had no doubt he’d kept it in steady rotation since 2008.

         “And besides,” chimed in Arturo, “you’re still new to this. You shouldn’t rely on technology to do your detective work. Not until you’ve nailed down the basics.”

         I nodded. “Okay, fair enough. Just had to ask.”

         “Is that it, then?” Arturo placed his hands on the arms of his chair.

         “Sure. Think so.”

         “Then get back out there,” said Arturo. He stood up and left with a halfhearted salute.

         I followed suit and let Chaz take back his desk. “You’re doing great,” he said, his hand warm on my shoulder.

         
            *

         

         When I parked on Jamie’s block a little after eleven, his car was still in his driveway. According to Daphne, Jamie was a late riser, and it looked like I hadn’t missed a thing by going into the office. Shortly after noon, he came out of the house dressed in jeans and a red flannel shirt. I followed him to another lunch, with yet another friend, at a busy café in Los Feliz. It was amazingly busy for a Monday afternoon, full of young people who could afford the luxury of sit-down weekday lunches without submitting to the drudgery of the nine-to-five grind.

         After he ate, he drove up to Joe Tilley’s, and I grabbed a torta from a taco stand on Hillhurst. I took a walk around the neighborhood and circled back after an hour. Jamie left a while later and went straight to a happy hour downtown.

         After three days of constant surveillance, I was beginning to get frustrated with his packed, unstructured schedule. I felt no closer to my actual goal, and Jamie’s volume of social activity was making me almost ill with anxiety. There was something about the sheer level of apparent fun that I wanted to scorn, and I had to wonder if I was jealous. I hated the idea of it, that after all I’d been through I could envy the lifestyle of the popular kid in the lunchroom.

         It was almost eight in the evening when Jamie went home, and as I sat in my car outside his house, my mind circled in a miserable funk of self-evaluation. When he reemerged fifteen minutes later, I rolled my eyes and wondered where he was going to dinner.

         He walked toward his car with a slump in his step, hands hooked into his pockets, shoulders raised. He got in and smoked a cigarette, and then he was on the move.

         We drove at the speed limit, crossed town to a house in Encino, where Jamie pulled up to an intercom and entered through an electric gate. The street was quiet, a wealthy, suburban street, and most of the house was walled away from view. I parked behind an empty car on the other side of the street and waited.

         There was something promising here, a break from his pattern. Jamie had no family in Los Angeles, and his friends were unlikely to live in a mansion, even if it was in the valley. He’d driven across town on some errand, and if I paid attention, I thought I might find something interesting.

         Ten minutes later, the gate opened and his car nosed out, spilling poor light on gray asphalt. I let him leave the street and caught up to him on the on-ramp to the 101.

         The Monday-night traffic was light, and I kept him at the edge of my vision for the whole stretch of the freeway. There were a few other cars on our commute, falling before and behind me for miles. When Jamie signaled to exit, I followed, not far behind. One car signaled between us. 

         It was a white Audi A4 with a scuffed bumper, and it drove steadily between me and Jamie, all the way home.

         We drove for a good mile and a half off the freeway before I conceded that it could be following Jamie. I thought, for a moment, that it might be following me, but it never made an effort to fall behind me or stay out of my sight.

         I didn’t see it leave the house in the valley, but I hadn’t been paying close attention to other cars at that point. If this person was tailing Jamie, odds were good that he’d started at or near that house.

         When Jamie pulled up at his apartment, the Audi slowed down and cleaved to the curb a half block away. I drove past, trying hard not to drop my pace. I got a brief look at the man in the driver’s seat—a Latino man in his late twenties or early thirties, sitting alone. It was hard to know for sure from my split-second glimpse, but I thought he was staring right at Jamie, who was sitting in his car with the engine off.

         The man didn’t seem to notice me as I circled the block and drove back onto Jamie’s street, hanging back far enough to avoid raising suspicion. Or so I hoped. The white Audi was still there, presenting, to my eyes, a predatory gleam. I smirked—I had no real standing to make that judgment.

         After another minute, Jamie left his car. Detecting his presence, a light turned on in the driveway, showing him in outline like the lone figure on a stage. He slouched as he approached the door, then cast a casual gaze behind him. If he’d meant to check if anyone was watching him, he didn’t do a great job. His survey was too fast, not paranoid enough. On one shoulder, he carried a black backpack I hadn’t noticed before.

         Not ten seconds after Jamie went inside, the white Audi started up. I followed it back onto the 101, and when it exited at White Oak, I knew exactly where it was going. Even so, I tailed it to the Encino mansion, where the man in the Audi buzzed in at the gate, identifying himself over the intercom. I sped away and called Daphne on the way home.

         
            *

         

         Jamie’s Monday night adventure reenergized me, and I spent the next two weeks observing him, on Daphne’s request. I developed something of a routine, stopping in the office every morning and following Jamie from around eleven to eleven each day. I spent a lot of time in my car. I got a lot of reading done, and I spent hours talking to Daphne, mostly right before bed. Some nights we had a drink over the phone while she filled me in on Jamie’s behavior from her end.

         “He’s buttering me up now,” she told me one night. “He’s been calling every day, asking, ‘Baby, how was your day?’ and ‘How’s your painting going?’ like there’s nothing more important in the world.”

         She laughed, and I laughed with her. “Well, good. If he knows he’s in trouble, maybe he’ll stay on his best behavior.”

         “Oh yeah, he knows he did wrong. He sent me roses yesterday. He only sends flowers to say sorry. Some men are like that, I guess.”

         “Sure,” I said. “So you’ve forgiven him for now?”

         “I’m not giving him the boot quite yet. I feel a little more relaxed now that you’re on him.”

         Jamie’s weekdays were no less social than his weekends. He spent time working at Joe Tilley’s, but outside of those hours he kept himself busy fluttering across the streets of Los Angeles, hanging out with good-looking people in handsome venues.

         But over the course of two weeks’ surveillance, I’d come to the conclusion that Jamie’s life was not all brunches and beers and trips to the beach. I had to give Daphne’s speculations a fair hearing.

         After his errand in Encino, a number of people dropped by his house at odd hours throughout the week, a whole string of guests, male and female, ranging widely in age, None stayed for longer than half an hour, and everyone left with a look of self-conscious hurry, stepping so fake cool I could almost see their chilly sweats, hear their guilty whistles as they bustled with full pockets to their cars. The same pattern repeated the second week, complete with another Monday night visit to the same house in the valley. It seemed likely that Jamie was slinging something. If he was a coke addict, it might as well be coke, and probably everything lower on the pyramid.

         The white Audi reappeared twice, once on a Friday, when Jamie was on his way to work, and once again on Monday, when he visited the valley. I ran the car’s plates and found that it belonged to a fifty-year-old woman in North Hollywood named Guadalupe Perez. She was not the driver.

         Daphne didn’t know who he was, either. “Some lowlife, probably. A new friend, maybe. I hardly know anything about my boyfriend that you don’t tell me.”

         “Do you want me to find out more about this guy? He kind of worries me.”

         “Yeah, me, too,” she said, and I heard her take a long swallow of her wine. “Keep on Jamie, though, and if this driver tries to hurt him, you can intervene.”

         “I’ll engage him in hand-to-hand combat.” I poured more rye into my glass.

         I hoped Jamie wasn’t actually dealing drugs, and that if he was, he wasn’t attracting undue attention. Maybe it was his dopey boy face, or just the soothing pull of continuous familiarity. Maybe it was just the small debt of a parking space on a miserable day. He was my first target who appeared to be a halfway decent human being, and I recognized, with a little shock at my sentimentality, that I was growing fond of him. I wanted him to keep his nose clean and prosper, for both his and Daphne’s sakes.

         If it didn’t look like Daphne was right on the money, I might have disliked her for putting me on Jamie’s tail. I had a duty to clients to respect their wishes, their privacy, to heed their instructions while they paid for my services. I had no such duty to like them. In fact, most of the people who walked into Lindley & Flores were despicable in at least a few ways, defined by jealousy or scheming on top of the normal spectrum of personality flaws. But Daphne, as they say, was different. She wasn’t paranoid or angry or even overreaching. We got along.

         We talked intermittently throughout each day, and she called me every night before her East Coast bedtime, usually after she’d talked to Jamie. I issued a full report of my day’s findings, of Jamie’s movements and interactions, more often than not with Jamie’s front door in my field of vision. I gave her my impressions, facts first, hunches second, sprawling speculations if and when she prodded. We analyzed together, and when we were done with my report, she gave me hers. I listened, and I listened well.

         Somewhere in those hours of shop talk, we found room to get to know each other. We found small things we had in common, not least of all a shared interest in detective fiction—she’d always wondered what it would be like to hire a private investigator. My work for her was intensely personal, both of us knew, so there was a built-in closeness there, a sharing of secrets and problems, the polite restraint of recent acquaintance cut away like an opaque smear of fat. I even told her a fair amount about myself, narrated some of the worst events of my life in calm, stoic tones while my heart pumped loudly with pain and a release like pleasure.

         For two weeks of quiet surveillance, I gave my whole life to the follies and misadventures of this strange, dysfunctional couple. I let them seep into my thoughts and lay claim to my emotions. I should have known then, that was never a good idea.
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