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         It was about ten o’ clock on a Friday in mid-July, the Los Angeles night warm and dry, the only wind rising from the whoosh and zoom of traffic on Rossmore. I was wearing a slinky black dress, black patent leather platform pumps, silver cascade earrings, and a black lambskin clutch. I was perfumed, manicured, and impeccably coiffed. I was everything a half-employed twentysomething should be on the sober end of a Friday night. I was calling on an open bar at Luke’s new apartment, ready to spend a little time and respectability on a blurry and colorful evening.

         Luke’s place was in the Marlowe Apartments in Hancock Park, a complex towering pretty as a castle just north of the Wilshire Country Club. It stood less than two miles south of Hollywood and Ivar, where its namesake found his vocation. But the Marlowe was a luxury apartment more likely to house the rich degenerates of Chandler’s novels than his wisecracking private eye with a heart of noir gold.

         Luke’s loft was on the third floor. I entered the building from Rosewood through an iron gate propped open by yesterday’s Wall Street Journal, then passed through a plush outdoor patio and a furnished lobby offering complimentary coffee. The Marlowe featured a fleur-de-lis floating in the valley of an M as its logo, and fleur-de-lis peppered every plausible surface of the place, from the spikes on the gate to the hallway walls and elevator doors. I rode up to the third floor and found Luke’s apartment tucked in a corner behind a black door with three squares staggered in white geometric outlines from top to bottom.

         A printout taped to the door commanded in bold black font: COME ON IN AND LOSE THE SHOES. I turned the knob and laughter and hip-hop spilled out at the first crack in the doorway, the pulse of the subwoofer smacking my ribs with a little less force than cardiac arrest.

         A landfill of footwear clogged the entrance—flip-flops, Birkenstocks, loafers brown and black, Nikes and Converse, floral printed espadrilles, round-toed ballet flats in twelve colors. I looked down at my glossy pin-thin heels and scoured the floor for a friend. A wadded yellow sock peered at me from an unlaced sneaker, and as I started to surrender, I saw the pair that made mine look like Sunday shoes. They were tall, pointy, and painted in glitter, with bloodred soles and scarce worn in-soles reading CHRISTIAN LOUBOUTIN.

         She was about as hard to spot as a clown in a prison cafeteria, wearing just a shade less makeup, tarred and sequined in steel gray from bust to midthigh, earlobes hoisting oversize Eiffel Tower chandeliers. She clocked in at about five foot one on a tall day, and except for some heavily jeweled wrists, she would have been easy enough to smuggle in carry-on luggage. Her left hand held the conic bowl of a martini glass in a loose circle between thumb and forefinger, and her right hand gripped the sleeve of Luke’s button-down midbicep. Her long, dark eyes squinted as her wide red mouth gaped with silver laughter. Loose curls dyed a toasted honey brown fell past her shoulders, ends trembling on a modest bosom. She crinkled a nose that could hide behind a penny. One crooked incisor poked just a couple millimeters ahead of her front teeth—this would be her moneymaker, the Cheshire detail, the bite mark in your memory.

         He looked like a giant next to the girl. He had always been tall—when I met him he was six foot two and 140 pounds. Sometime in college, he had filled out and grown into impressive good looks, with soft toffee-brown hair, an unearned surfer’s tan, and kind eyes the mellow green of new sage. He wore dark jeans and a gray dress shirt with a thread count higher than most people’s sheets. Luke, like many of his classmates at the USC School of Cinematic Arts, had an indulging father with deep pockets, and, though he didn’t like to admit it, expensive taste.

         Luke and I had been friends since high school, though back then we spent little time together off campus. We were both good students, and we developed a comfortable rapport over a series of shared classes, without getting to know each other particularly well. In December of our senior year, we were both admitted early to Yale, and we started to hang out and become friends. By a stroke of fate, we were placed in the same residential college our freshman year, and soon after that, I fell in love with his roommate. Except for a brief hiccup after Diego and I broke up, the three of us went through college like peas in a pod.

         After my freshman year, my family left Los Angeles for Houston. No one expected me to settle down in Texas, and after graduation I moved back to my hometown. When I did, Luke was the reason I still felt at home. I did most of my moviegoing, grocery shopping, and eating out with him. He spent the year after graduation contemplating life goals, then ended up in film school with an aspiration to produce documentaries with deep, important social messages. He was a fitting companion for a private tutor without higher ambitions. Most weeks I worked twenty hours for an hourly rate high enough to keep me afloat. We both had plenty of free time and lacked the credentials to judge each other, and two consecutive days without contact was a strange and infrequent occurrence.

         Luke cupped his hand and curled his fingers to call me over. I was his exact height in five-inch heels and enjoyed standing shoulder to shoulder, but I obeyed the sign before stepping over to Luke and the girl.

         “Song! Thank God you’re here.”

         I raised an eyebrow and looked at the girl enjoying his company. “Are you in need of rescue?”

         He glanced at her and shook his head with a guilty smirk. “Just happy to see you.”

         “Likewise, then. The place is really coming together.” When I had visited on Wednesday, there had been nowhere to sit.

         “Like it?”

         “Well, you did let me pick the couch. And you know how much I love Philip Marlowe.”

         He smiled. “So much that no flesh-and-blood man can compete.”

         “With witty brooding Philip Marlowe? Of course not.” I gave him a light punch on the shoulder. Luke was also between relationships, but my perpetual singledom was still a favorite topic.

         He remembered the girl on his arm and introduced us. “Sorry, Song, this is Lori Lim. Lori, Juniper Song. But everyone calls her Song. I guess you can understand why.”

         “Oh, shush, my parents were immigrants. Not all of us get to have names that wear sweater-vests, Lucas William Cook.” I turned to Lori and put out a hand and a “good to meet you” with my best meeting smile.

         She slid her tongue over the jutting corner of her jagged tooth and clamped it lightly in a lazy smile. Her dark eyes were sugar-glazed and sleepy, glitter lids fluttering and drooping. A lightweight. She took my hand in two dainty paws and planted a kiss, staining it with sparkling, plum-tinted lip gloss. Her glass pushed against her cheek and a few drops of clear liquid spilled onto the floor.

         “You’re tall, aren’t you?” She looked at me, pupils hidden coyly behind a wall of mascaraed lashes.

         “Can you tell she’s a little drunk?” Luke yelled in whisper-tones. “Did you Korean girls get together and decide this was a cocktail party, by the way?”

         After a four-second delay, Lori bent over dripping with laughter and socked Luke in the shoulder.

         I watched her and smiled. “I guess I didn’t realize we were still nineteen. When do we start taking body shots?”

         “Aren’t you hilarious.”

         “I’m kidding. Congrats on the new place. I did overdress, but in my defense it’s been a while since I’ve been out among non-you people. So I decided to pull out the stops for this thing.”

         “Well, you look good. I’ll buy you a drink from my fridge.”

         “Thanks. I’ll take a beer.”

         “I’ll be back in a second.”

         “Hold it.” I pointed at the petite lush and mouthed, What do I do with this? She was humming now.

         Luke turned and twisted his mouth. “Give her a boy to play with, she’ll know what to do.”

         I turned to Lori. “I’ll be right back. Want anything?”

         She squinted her eyes and gave me a dreamy pouty smile and a belabored shake of the head. I followed Luke to the kitchen.

         “Hostile, much? She’s drunk, not insensate. Who is she anyway?”

         He opened the refrigerator and looked thoughtfully at the beer supply. “She works for my dad’s firm. Some kind of secretary or paralegal or who the fuck knows.”

         “I can tell you’re a fan.”

         “I’m oozing with adoration. This is me oozing.” He tilted his head down at me and gave me his best impression of a jaded student in a lecture on fractals.

         “She is adorable. She’s a my-size Barbie with an A-cup. I kind of want to take her home and have her look pretty on my couch. Can she even talk, or is that Joker mouth for show?”

         He pulled two cold beers from the fridge and snapped off the caps. They hissed and smoked deliciously.

         “Oh, definitely not for show.” He chuckled and took a sip of his beer. “Actually, I have to talk to you about something.”

         I was about to take a swig but brought the bottle back down. “Yeah?”

         He furrowed his brows and his eyes were long triangles as he pointed at Lori with his chin. “I need to find out if she’s banging my dad.” I started to laugh but inhaled it. Staring back at me were two pools of green sobriety. “Seriously, Song, I think she’s sleeping with him.”

         
            *

         

         Luke didn’t make a habit of second-guessing his father. He was an only child, and he grew up with an admiration of the elder Cook that bordered on worship. Mr. Cook was about as warm and playful as an onion, but he doted on his son. He never threw a ball around with him, but he was as present as an ambitious lawyer could be. He worked seventy-hour weeks, and by the time his son was in middle school, he had founded Stokel, Levinson & Cook. Even at his busiest, he managed to drive Luke to play dates and doctors’ appointments, and he never missed a school function.

         He had hoped that Luke would become a lawyer, or better, a powerful client, but he was supportive when Luke told him he wanted to make documentaries. The decision cost Mr. Cook tuition money and living expenses for a few more years, but he never acted like he was doing his son a favor.

         Though Luke never came out and said so, I gathered that his busy father’s committed involvement in his everyday life stemmed from the relative absence of his mother. Erin Cook was a stay-at-home wife who didn’t do much when she stayed at home. She didn’t cook or clean, and she took only a nominal role in watching and raising Luke. Much of his childhood was spent with a series of Spanish-speaking nannies, but he never spent enough time with any one to develop a significant attachment—not a single one lasted a year before getting the slip from Erin.

         What I knew about Luke’s relationship with his mother, I learned from a few long, late-night conversations scattered over the span of our friendship. He didn’t resent her, and when he spoke of her, it was with a fond, faraway tone you might use to talk about an old neighbor. She was never entirely present—she traveled often, spending dollars like pennies, and when she was home, she kept to the bedroom. In all the years I knew Luke, I had only met her a couple of times.

         She had been clinically depressed for decades. When he was a toddler, Luke asked her for a baby brother and she broke down sobbing. That was one of his earliest memories. Like a Fitzgerald heroine, Erin was frail and neurotic with a penchant for woeful melodrama. But this was her disease—there was no play-acting element to it.

         She tried to kill herself just days before Luke’s tenth birthday. He heard the reason from his mother’s mouth, hours after she recovered—his father had been unfaithful. Luke was young enough to pretend he didn’t understand, and she didn’t bring it up again. He never did find out if it was true, and he didn’t dwell on the question.

         If Mr. Cook had transgressed, he was a model husband and father in the years before and after. He was the central figure in Luke’s family life, and I knew Luke’s casual intimation of an affair came from a place of genuine agony. I grabbed him by the elbow and we peeled off from the party into his bedroom. I closed the door, and the music reached us more in throbs than in sounds.

         Luke had been living at the Marlowe for all of one week. While he had managed to slap up enough house for a housewarming, he had yet to settle into his bedroom. A new queen bed sat kitty-corner from the door, his disheveled comforter spread across it end to end in an homage to a made bed. The only other furniture was a bare, L-shaped desk and a rolling desk chair, both new. The carpet was littered with poster tubes, a framed diploma, cardboard boxes in various sizes, taped and untaped, some open showing white plastic hangers, a baseball glove, books with worn covers. I could only imagine the state of his closet.

         He sat on a corner of his bed, palms flat and pushing into the mattress. I took the chair and rolled it close. I crossed and uncrossed my legs four times in the silence that followed.

         I clucked my tongue. “Talk to me.”

         “I went home for dinner today and mentioned to my dad that I was short on cash. He said he’d give me whatever was in his wallet, and I don’t know if I should have, but I took that to mean I could help myself. When I did, I found a receipt. Chanel, three grand, dated last week.” He leaned forward, fingers locked, and looked up at me, chewing on his lower lip.

         I could read the distress clear as lettering on his face. Luke looked up to his father with a childlike devotion, and for the first time since I’d known him, it was being tested. I felt a flush of relief. He was waiting for me to speak, and I gathered from his silence that there had been no further discoveries. If this was his evidence, there were a hundred ways for his suspicions to be wrong. “And you think this means your dad is having an affair?”

         He nodded, slowly, evaluating my response.

         “Your dad makes millions a year. You don’t think he was just shopping for himself?”

         “I know my dad,” he said. “He doesn’t spend that kind of money on anything for himself unless it comes with wheels. And Chanel? Not the brand for an aging lawyer.”

         “So you think he was buying something for Lori. Not, say, your mom?”

         “There’s no occasion, and I mean, he isn’t really spontaneous with the gifts. My mom hates surprises, even when they’re expensive.”

         “He could’ve been picking something up for her. Or something. I guess it’s weird, but I think you’re being a little paranoid, no? It’s a receipt. People buy things.”

         He scratched his nose with a fast knuckle. “I don’t know. I just have this feeling that that’s what’s going on. Did you happen to notice what was on Lori’s arm?”

         “An arsenal of bangles, but other than that, no.”

         “You would’ve noticed. She must’ve put it down. Any guesses?”

         “I’m going to guess there were some linking Cs involved.”

         “Could easily have been three grand worth. I mean, a pair of Chanel socks goes for what, a thousand dollars?”

         “Give or take.”

         “I wouldn’t have noticed, but it just makes so much sense. How else do you explain it? She can’t make more than a few thousand a month.”

         “Maybe she has a rich boyfriend. One who isn’t about to die.” I paused and opened my mouth. “Sorry. It’s just, she’s a total knockout. She could be on Nickelodeon, dating a boy who wears bow ties.”

         “Please, Song. I can’t kick this feeling that something’s wrong. I’m just asking you to help me find out.”

         “Why,” I started. “Has your dad been acting weird lately? I don’t get where this is coming from.”

         “No, nothing like that. I mean, I don’t see him enough to notice strange behavior.” He stood up and started to pace. “But you know, it’s an anxiety I’ve had since I was a kid. On the one hand, I tell myself he would never have an affair, not after my mom took those pills. On the other—it’d be so easy for him to fall into one. He has money, and status, and he’s in good shape for his age. I’m sure women don’t ignore him. And look.” He stopped and ran a hand through his hair. When he spoke again his voice was lower. “My mom is a handful, and he would never say it but she must make him miserable sometimes. He might love her anyway, but I doubt they’ve had sex in the last several years.”

         “You mean you wouldn’t blame him if he did have an affair?”

         “No, of course I would. My mom is ill. Last time she thought he cheated, she tried to die. I know that wasn’t a reasonable response, and I know my mom is a difficult person to live with. But my dad is who he is because for thirty years he’s stood by her and taken care of her when most people would’ve quit. If he’s sleeping with someone younger than I am, I’ll never see him the same way again.”

         He was just short of breaking into a paranoid sweat. I leaned forward with my head in my hands, looking down at my elbows. “Do you remember when you thought Diego was cheating on me?”

         He sighed. “I remember. Not my best moment.”

         “Well, at the time you had enough to go on that jumping to conclusions didn’t seem crazy. Diego and I had kind of a big fight because I ended up getting suspicious and asked him about it.”

         “Yeah, that was my bad. Sorry.”

         “Ancient history. But my point is, people look weird and suspicious all the time, even people as virtuous as Diego. And when they do things that make you look sideways, logical explanations can be counterintuitive. Let’s say your dad went and bought boxes of nail polish for charity. It’d be pretty bizarre, but it would still be an explanation. Honestly, it’s at least as likely as what you’re thinking. You have to admit, an affair requires something of a leap. Your dad and Lori just don’t seem plausible.”

         He rubbed his nose with the back of a hand so that his voice had to tumble through his wrist. “I don’t know, Song. If ‘plausible’ means ‘capable of happening,’ you of all people should know that it is.”

         I felt a sting of irritation in my sinuses. I stood up, smoothed out imaginary wrinkles in my skirt, and glared down at my best friend, whose eyes rested on blank wall. “I’m going to let that slide because you’re obviously distressed, but if you’re referring to what happened to Iris, then you can cry on someone else’s fucking shoulder.”

         He touched my hand and threw me a pleading look. “Sorry, Song, that was out of line. I just want you to help me out here.” I kept my eyes on his and felt their white films shudder with heat. He squeezed my fingers and didn’t look away. “Song, forgive me. Please.”

         I blinked. “Is that why you asked me? Because you knew I couldn’t say no?”

         “Look, I—of course I thought about Iris. I would be lying, and you would know it if I said otherwise.”

         I nodded, and felt my anger subside with a degree of surprise—it was rare for me to lash out at Luke, and I was dismayed by the rawness of that eight-year-old wound.

         “I know you don’t like talking about what happened, and I promise you that this is not about Iris. I just know you might have a knack for figuring this sort of thing out. You did it before, and no matter what you think, it was the right thing to do.” He waited for me to speak, but I let him continue. “But more than that, I’m asking because you’re my best friend and I need your help.”

         He looked abandoned. I felt my shoulders relax and after a moment I clapped my hand on his. “Okay,” I said. “Look, did you think Lori was trouble before she showed up tonight?”

         He squeezed my hand and straightened his back. “Yes, yes I did. Diego told me she was all over his bones at a happy hour the other week.”

         “Diego did not say that. Does she know he’s married?”

         “Maybe he didn’t use those words, but she made him uncomfortable. In any case, if she didn’t know he was married then, she sure does now. One of the other associates practically pried her off of him with a spatula and told her. After which she went right back to humping his leg.”

         “I’ll ask Diego about her if you don’t want him privy to your theories. My hunch is that she’s just a touchy girl, though.” I showed him the plum-colored lip print on my hand. “Unless I made her fall for me already.”

         “Could you do that? I mean, you can tell him why, but he’ll definitely think I’m nuts.”

         “At least you’re a little bit self-aware.” I rubbed my temples with the meat of my palms. “Sure, I’ll ask him. But let’s keep this realistic. I can’t bug your dad’s phone. I can pry around, but anything else is pretty out of my league.”

         “Of course. Maybe you could talk to Diego and chat up Lori? She seems to like you.”

         “I’ll do what I can, okay? Lucky for you, I like the idea of posing as a dick.”

         I got up and rejoined the party, leaving Luke to untangle the tubes of his bothered brain.
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         I was thirteen when I first read The Big Sleep. I was smitten. It was my introduction to Marlowe, to hard-boiled detective fiction, to the very notion of noir, and I could not get enough. As I grew my last three inches, I went from book to book, consuming everything that was Philip Marlowe. I savored his words, studied his manners and methods. I carried him with me like an idol. Marlowe, the honorable, lonely detective—he was my hero, and playing his part appealed to me, as Luke knew it would.

         I had a job and a client. That meant something. When Marlowe took on a case, it was a matter of pride. He never gave up until he turned over answers, whether his client wanted them or not. I was no Marlowe, and Luke no violet-eyed knockout, but he was someone I wanted to help. There were only a few of those left.

         I felt optimistic. When I set out to deal with what happened to Iris, I didn’t mean to uncover a trail, had no intention of solving a mystery. It was only after I started that there was a mystery at all. And then, I was starting with a harsh truth. There were papers, rides to the doctor, my sister, drawn in the face and holding her flat belly, scarred on the inside. Luke had a receipt, a handbag, and a man’s intuition. I had every reason to expect innocuous results.

         I had no game plan, but Marlowe never did, either. By the time he took three steps, he would face a whole new path, an unforeseen story. The first step, though, was always straightforward. A lead, a person to question. I had two. I scoped the room, but there was no sign of Diego. That left Lori.

         I found her sitting on Luke’s couch, knees knocked together and feet apart, toes pointing in. My eyes went straight to her hands—she was holding the Chanel.

         It was an evening purse, a domed clutch in gleaming black with metallic undertones, about the size and shape of the top half of a football, wide at the bottom and tapering up to a clean ridge with a shiny silver clasp of interlocking Cs. Luke was right about one thing—the purse matched her dress a sight more than it did her salary.

         She held it open, and it took me a few seconds to notice that she was fishing out her car keys. I bolted over to the couch and plopped down next to her.

         “I hope you’re not planning to use those.” I pushed out an open palm. “I need them, is all,” I said. It was worth a try. “They’re mine.”

         Her eyes widened slight and sudden like the bellies of two fish inhaling. “I’m—I’m so sorry!” The keys fell to the carpet with a jingle of tiny bells attached to a jeweled charm of a winking monkey in a sailor cap, holding a tiny green banana in its tiny humanoid fingers. Her head dropped heavily as she darted to pick them up, but her hand stopped short of the floor. I stooped down on my heels and swiped them.

         “I got it. Thanks.”

         She went back to peering into the little Chanel, which now held only a bullet-shaped lipstick and a cell phone in a hard magenta shell. She looked up at no one in particular with knit brows and parted lips. “Have you seen my keys?”

         “Are you leaving?”

         “I have to be home by midnight.” Textbook drunk driver, down to the slurred speech.

         “You’re tossed, babe.”

         “Like salad?” Her brows sat on her eyelids. “I’m not salad.”

         I almost smiled. “You’re drunk.”

         “I have to go home,” she whined.

         Luke’s request reflected itself in the dark gunmetal sheen of her clutch. “Where do you live? I’m leaving in a minute.”

         “But my car.”

         “You got a ride here, remember?”

         “I did not.”

         “Don’t worry about it.” She was concentrating. I wasn’t above enjoying it. “Where do you live? I’ll take you.”

         She mumbled some half words in protest, but finally gave me an address: 432 South Citrus Avenue. Between Fourth and Sixth near Highland, an easy three-minute drive through Hancock Park.

         “Don’t forget your hat.” I watched as her hands darted to the sides of her head in panic, feeling for a phantom brim. “I’m messing with you. Seriously, you were going to drive?”

         “Have to be home.” She extended a hand up toward me, her head drooping, her eyes doing their best to touch the ceiling. I took it and pulled her up, angelically light despite her rag-doll posture. I breathed relief that she was able to stand on her own. I was feeling gallant enough without having to carry the two of us back to my car.

         “Get your shoes,” I said. She walked to the pile of shoes at the entrance and found her pair. The thousand-dollar Louboutins. I gave myself a mental pat on the back and decided not to mention them to Luke. I strapped my platforms back on and put her keys in my clutch, switching out my own.

         We left the Marlowe, and I turned back to look at its dark outline against the ink-blue sky. I smirked. I had entered with Marlowe on my mind and left with a case and a femme fatale wearing four months’ rent in accessories.

         The night was still pleasant, and muddled stars hung somewhere above us as we stumbled, collectively eight inches taller and several drinks deeper than base level, to my car on Lillian Way. I keyed open the front door of the Volvo 850 and the interior brightened with an air of surprise. “Where’s your car?” I asked. She flicked vaguely at a tree. I started to get irritated but noticed the dark outline of a dirty black Jetta parked squarely under the branches. I fished in my purse for her keys, and bingo, a match. Not that the make of her car mattered in the least to solving Luke’s mystery, but I thought it might pay to look thorough.

         I opened the passenger door of my sedan and let her crawl in before I took the driver’s seat and changed into my driving flip-flops. I threw the platforms into the passenger foot well, where they joined my minicloset of accumulated uncomfortable footwear without, apparently, bothering Lori. “Buckle up,” I said. She strapped herself in and let her head roll to a painful eighty degrees against the taut seat belt above her shoulders. She didn’t seem primed for conversation.

         Now that Iris was on my mind, I saw the resemblance between the two girls. It wasn’t a direct likeness as much as it was a common thread. Their features shared a slippery, nymphish quality and their bodies a young litheness, though Iris was several inches taller.

         At the very least, Lori and Iris were more likely sisters than Iris and me. Since the beginning of my school days, I had been tall and bony. Until late in high school I wore unstylish glasses and a series of blunt haircuts. Austerity suited me, and it was only after I got into college that I spent time on my appearance at all. Iris was attractive from the minute she emerged from childhood. Before she was old enough to drive, she turned heads just by setting foot inside a grocery store. She had well-defined features that she learned to enhance with makeup, set in a face the size of a fist. She had the long almond eyes that ran in our family, but they carried a look of gentle innocence that differentiated them from mine. Her nose was angular and her small mouth fitted with full, shapely lips. She dressed well—she was proud of her figure.

         We grew up in Northridge, hot, quiet, and suburban, with our strict Korean mother. Our father died of liver cancer when I was five and Iris three. We missed him in a way, but by the time we were thinking people, he was little more than a myth. Our mom was an accountant before we were born, and when she was widowed, she went back to her job. She would have stayed at home if it had been an option—she was meticulous about our upbringing and education and resented the job that kept her away.

         She nurtured me with a watchful eye. I never touched a video game, and when I graduated from kindergarten, television was out of my life. I never thought to turn on cartoons when she was at work. I was an obedient child. I loved my mother. Though she was sometimes shrill and demanding, she showed love and affection even in her harshest words. I suppose my childhood didn’t match the American television ideal, but I was neither bored nor unhappy. I did well in school and earned my mom’s praise at every corner.

         To fill the hours when I wasn’t eating, sleeping, or studying, I read. My mom yelled at me for reading in the dark, and, true to her invectives, my eyes started to go before I turned ten. I was drawn to the stories. They existed outside what I knew, and as a girl from a family of women, I adopted Marlowe. He was quick-witted and masculine, fascinating and foreign, and I took to him right away. After what happened to Iris, the favorite character of my youth became a fixture in my life. I found more than fantasy in the world of noir, and I sank into the scorching bleakness with self-punishing relish.

         Iris was just two years my junior, but by the time she was in high school, she had, in a calm way devoid of rebellion, fashioned herself a different upbringing. She didn’t care for the piano lessons I had attacked with duty and gusto, and after a few years of lukewarm strokes of the ivory keys, she was allowed to quit. She wasn’t a bad student, but she bristled with nerves when our mom mentioned my study habits or my grades. By the time Iris started middle school, our mom learned to respect the differences between her daughters. Where I could be pushed and scolded, Iris would shrivel and question her self-worth. She was a shy, delicate child who cried easily and melted under pressure.

         But she wasn’t stupid, and she had talents that I lacked, which the traditional bent of our mom’s early parenting had neglected to nurture. She had always excelled in art class, but her gift for paint and pencil did not get the same attention as mine for letters and numbers. By high school our mom had become more affirming, and without a finger in her back, Iris bloomed. She developed a fascination with fashion and design, and while an interest in arts was not quite uncommon at our private high school, she was serious. She dressed with maturity and a strange, elusive style that ignored the norms of her classmates. As soon as I got my driver’s license, I ferried her to thrift shops and fabric stores. For her fourteenth birthday, our mom gave her a sewing machine. She started to wear makeup and perm and dye her hair, and while she never stopped being quiet, sweet-tempered, self-effacing Iris, she gained a little confidence to go with her burgeoning beauty.

         Despite our differences, we were as close as sisters could be. Growing up in a house with no father and a working mother, we had little entertainment outside ourselves. From childhood, we were best friends, and though we had the usual skirmishes, we were, on the whole, inseparable. We shared a bedroom for fifteen years, and we rarely spent less than an hour trading whispers between crawling under our covers and saying good night. She called me unni, the Korean word for older sister, though she spoke little Korean.

         We both took it hard when I left for Connecticut, but I was thrown into a dormitory and assailed with new situations and eager new faces. It was an adjustment for me, and it took time and effort that I couldn’t often spare for missing home. I talked to Iris several times a week, and in the beginning she cried during most of our phone calls. I felt guilty sometimes for the lack of tears on my end, but she knew I missed her—I had never been the expressive sister.

         When I went home for Christmas, she was glowing with joy, and as I was happy to be home, I credited our reunion. I wasn’t wrong, but I was less than half right.

         Over the next few months, we talked once or twice a week. I was, for the first time, excited about a boy, and a lot of our time was devoted to discussing my blossoming relationship with Diego. In retrospect, I should have heard her silence on her love life. I must have presumed it was the result of her steady relationship with her recently acquired first boyfriend. She was a perpetual romantic, prone to crushes and analytical speculation, but she avoided the subject of her love life for months.

         In April, my mom asked me if I knew why Iris was depressed. I had never before been blindsided by my sister, and that first conversation with our mom did nothing to change my certainty that everything was okay. I told her she was imagining things, and I didn’t dwell on the possibility that Iris had been less than truthful with me.

         The next couple weeks tested my capacity for denial. Iris refused to get out of bed or go to school, and in early May I got a phone call.

         We had been talking about nothing, about food or school, when she said, in a voice calm as a frozen lake, “I think I’m pregnant.”

         I laughed. It was just past dinnertime in L.A. “How much did you eat?”

         “I haven’t been to the doctor yet, but I took three tests.”

         That my sister could be pregnant, and that I could have missed the loss of her virginity—these new facts unlocked a quadrant of the universe that I had never before encountered. I spent a lot of time reading about dramatic events and emotional turmoil, but I had avoided all the heartbreak that inspired the literature, and took a happy, peaceful life as my due.

         Sex was not a closed topic between Iris and me. We had spent hours discussing the mechanics and implications, spinning out situations, the who and where and how. I had friends who had lost their virginity in high school, and the concept of sexual purity had never meant much to me. Our mom never talked to us about sex, one way or another, so we built our own understanding.

         If Luke thought I would be interested in sniffing out foul play involving another half-grown girl, he wasn’t too far off the mark.

         
            *

         

         I took Sixth past Rimpau, Mansfield, June, McCadden, and Highland and turned onto Citrus. The address belonged to a peach house on a residential strip. It had the feel of a parent’s house. Two triplets of stairs led up to the front door, beside which hung the digits 4, 3, and 2 in pebbly iron calligraphy. The rounded butt of a Lexus SUV glinted from its perch on the sharply inclined driveway.

         I stopped my car and saw fit to pry. Light filled the front seat, giving the tight quarters the air of an interrogation room. I couldn’t be quite as aggressive as Marlowe, but I didn’t think Lori would be tough to crack.

         “We didn’t really get to talk at the party too much. I hear you work for the Big Cook.”

         She puckered her lips and rubbed her head against the textured seat belt. “Uh-huh.”

         “Since when?”

         “Mmm … last year?”

         “Were you in school before that?”

         She nodded, her cheek cuddling the seat belt.

         “So, what, that makes you like twenty-three?”

         She nodded again, then shook her head and lifted two fingers in a V. “Two.” That made her four years younger than me. I thought again of Iris.

         I was off track and decided to get straight to the point. Given her current state, I doubted that subtlety was necessary. “What do you think of Mr. Cook?”

         She closed her eyes with an air of peace. “Funny.”

         “Funny?” I tried to picture Mr. Cook cracking a joke and had to laugh. He might have strained a cheek from the effort. I had known the man since the end of high school, when Luke and I started hanging out off campus. When we got around to planning our summers in the spring of freshman year, Mr. Cook offered us easy employment at his firm. He was nice enough, but with all the edge of a Mormon on a Sunday.

         “He’s awkward. And adorable.”

         “Adorable?” I felt something icy spread through me at the word. Maybe Luke was onto something. When Mr. Cook was in the room, I would remember to straighten my back and pull down the hem of my skirt. Not because he was looking, either.

         “I think he likes me.”

         I tilted back my head and looked down my nose at her. “Really.”

         “Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

         “Who would I tell?” There was at least one obvious answer here, but she didn’t quite grasp it. “What makes you think that anyway? The man’s married.”

         She giggled. “He doesn’t want to, you know, do me, he just likes me.”

         “Then how does he like you?”

         She mused with a whimpering hum. “I dunno.” She undid her seat belt. It was a messy operation that needed several attempts.

         “Are you friends with Diego too?”

         “Not really.”

         “You know I went to college with him and Luke. He’s a good guy.”

         She nodded in angles, apparently too drunk to feign interest.

         “Thanks for the ride,” she said. She struggled with the door for a couple seconds without looking at her hand before letting herself out.

         I got out of the car to walk her to the front door.

         “I’m fine,” she said. “Thanks so much though.” She circled her arms around my neck in a high-school-dance hug, her head resting on my shoulder, pelvis a comfortable couple inches removed from my thigh. “Night, Junie. Drive safe.” I grimaced. The only person who called me Junie after the fourth grade was Diego, and the nickname faded out after we broke up. She disengaged herself and I took her palm in mine, pressed her keys into it, and folded her fingers like I was wrapping a gift. I smiled and shrugged, and after reopening her hand to stare at what I’d given her, she did the same. She turned around and tripped up the steps to her front door. She waved, with her head tilted and fingers splayed every which way, and then she let herself in.

         I got into my car and brought it back to life. I started to turn into an opposing driveway to go the other way on Citrus, but stopped. Something bothered me about the BMW parked at the curb, sitting quietly in the path of my headlights. The yellow-white beams fell onto the car like a spotlight, and I knew instinctively that something was off. The image before me was like one of those subliminal ads in magazines that makes you look a little bit longer. I steadied my foot on the brake and studied the car under the scrutiny of my headlights. It was a 5 Series, license plate 5PXK766, antenna like a shark fin sticking out of the rear windshield, paint job a hard, glinting Goth-manicure black.

         There was the problem. The car was black inside and out. I switched on my high beams. Buckets of white light spilled on the BMW, but its insides remained tarry and inscrutable. I dropped my car into Neutral, rolled down the window, propped my left foot on my right knee, and lit a Lucky Strike. When I’d smoked about half of it, I let it hang from my lips as I texted Luke: “On the job. 5pxk766?” I looked back at the BMW. Nothing new.

         I backed my car close to the curb in front of 432, then cut the headlights and killed the engine. The space around me turned milky bright again. I stared at the BMW and wondered if it was any of my business. Luke hadn’t mentioned it, and I couldn’t think how it would answer any of his questions. I knew Luke would be missing me, and it was time to head back to his party and get properly drunk on this nice Friday night.

         When I got out of the car, I told myself it was just to finish my cigarette. I smoked without hurry, standing next to the driver’s side door. I stared and stared at the BMW, waiting for my night vision to kick in. My cigarette waned, and I felt the creep of a thrill as I realized I wasn’t leaving without a closer look. Luke had called on me to be his detective, and now the dark windows seemed to emit a tempting, dangerous gleam, tickling my curiosity until it became an undeniable itch.

         I approached the beemer and went around to the passenger side to try the door. Locked, of course. I knew a couple of tricks that could, in theory, on television, fix that, but my audacity ended before breaking into strange vehicles through untried means. Marlowe might’ve opened a suspicious car and checked the glove compartment for the name on the registration, but he didn’t seem to face many locks in his day, let alone alarm systems. I brought my face as close as I could to the window, even opening my cell phone to shine some light on it, but the glass must have been tinted with obsidian.

         I felt it before I heard it. I heard it before I registered it. A dull cotton explosion and the copper taste of blood behind my nose, the memory of a whoosh in the air, footsteps receding in a dream. The chronology of sensation blurred, but it ended in thick, oily, all-consuming black.

      

   


   
      
         

            Three
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         When I came to, it was in a cloud of disbelief mixed with the stale taste of morning breath. I gritted my teeth in a stiffened grin, constricting my throat and swallowing with a hard sound that echoed between my ears. I had a headache. I groaned and lay still with my eyes shut tight. As far as I could tell, I had been sapped.

         It took me a seventy-second minute to remember the BMW, Lori’s house, Luke’s party, Iris, and I spent the next minute drawing the line that led to my stint as an unconscious detective. It made me want to laugh and cry. Half an hour of being my own noir hero and I ran into something as real and unrealistic as I could have hoped for.

         It was different for Marlowe. Chandler wrote seven Marlowe novels and the hero got knocked out in almost every one. When it happened, he would wake up, shake it off, and calculate to the minute how long he’d been out. He was a private detective, after all, paid to stick his nose in places where it was liable to get punched into his skull. He was never surprised by it, never even mentioned being offended. For all my fascination with the violence of noir, I had never fantasized its intrusion into my own life. I stayed still for several minutes, blinking often.

         I sat up where I lay on a hard bench, letting my feet fall wooden on the ground, and looked around. The timid light and the pale blue sky said it was early, maybe six or seven. I was no longer on Citrus. The geometric head of a Koo Koo Roo chicken winked down at me from behind. Someone had seen fit to cart me unconscious to Larchmont, on the Beverly end. At a red light at the empty intersection, one car waited patiently to continue down Beverly.

         My clutch lay miraculously at my side, where it must have been tucked behind my back as I slept off the sapping. I snapped open the clasp and looked inside. Cash, credit card, driver’s license, car keys, cigarettes, matches—check, check, check, check, check, check, and check again. Cell phone—no such luck. I still had my shoes. Even better—my clothes.

         I lit a Lucky Strike and tried to think. I considered that I might have been violated and re-dressed, and I felt the mist of a cold sweat forming on my forehead. This was a detail Marlowe never seemed to deal with when he woke up from forced slumber. I checked my clothes and all seemed to be in order, and I didn’t feel like I’d been touched beyond my injury in the last few hours. I liked that I still had all my cash—I figured passing up petty thievery would be like stinting on the after-dinner mint after a double cheeseburger with fries. I decided I had greater causes for panic.

         I stood up with the feeling that my brain was swelling out of my skull. I put a hand to the back of my head and stroked the welted, tender bulge right below my hairline’s end with the tip of my middle finger. It stung but I couldn’t leave it alone, and I marveled at it with all fingers and both hands in turn as I walked down Beverly. I was at the entrance to the Marlowe Apartments within minutes.

         I buzzed for Luke. One buzz didn’t do it, and neither did two. I jammed my thumb into the smooth concave buzzer and held it, the quack from the intercom vying with my headache for the use of my ears.

         A boy in ratty, fraying sneakers and oversize gym clothes came huffing to the door, keys in hand. He gave me a wry grin as he opened it and held it for me. I nodded and gave him the sweetest smile I could muster, which might have been one notch above a frothing snarl. I walked to the elevator and hit the Up button. The boy stood next to me, feeling free to stare. I heard a series of words and snickers dribble out the side of his mouth over the ringing in my head. I looked back at him, unable to make sense of his mumbles. “Are you talking to me?”

         He shuffled for a second, then tried to look cool, standing tall in his sneakers with elbows straight, hands folded in front of him. “I said, looks like someone had a fun night.”

         I opened my mouth with my lower jaw locked wide and tight, tongue pressing up against my back teeth. I furrowed my brows and blinked twice, slow, deliberate, annoyed. “You have no idea.”

         “You look cute, though. Do you live here?”

         I smiled a real one. “Are you hitting on me?”

         He stuttered a string of apologetic words.

         “How old are you? And Jesus, what time is it?”

         “I’m seventeen, and it’s—”

         I shook my head. “That’s called a rhetorical question. You’ll learn all about it in English.”

         We rode up to the third floor in unpleasant silence thick as jam. I got out and noticed that he did not, though he’d also failed to press the button for another floor. I felt a little sorry for him. Seventeen. He was only a boy.

         
            *

         

         The week after Iris missed her junior prom, I tracked down her intended escort, a clean-cut kid named Paul. It was the beginning of my summer vacation, but Greenwood High was still in full swing. It was a Monday. I had been home for four days.

         It was a gorgeous campus in Studio City with old, distinguished buildings and state-of-the-art furnishings. The tuition was more than our mom could afford, but Iris and I got just enough aid that she decided our private education in the hands of L.A.’s most reputable school was worth the remaining figures. Our classmates were a mix of rich kids and smart kids who were, for the most part, as easy to tell apart as goats and sheep. The ones with Rolexes and famous parents tended to be rich. The ones in AP Calculus, smart. There was some overlap. Luke was a notable example.

         Paul Kim was a smart kid, or so I’d always thought. I found him eating lunch with two friends, their table strewn with napkins and homework. I saw him smiling from a hundred feet away. Someone was telling a story, and the mood was light. It made me stop walking, for a moment. My steps were hard-heeled and heavy, and it felt incongruous to stomp to a table of boys shooting the breeze on a school day.

         He was a good-looking kid, tall and tan with a perpetual cowlick and a disarming set of large teeth. He was the year between Iris and me, and when I was a senior, the three of us had been on the same campus. I saw his face around school before they started dating, but I had never known more than his name.

         She started calling him her boyfriend in the middle of my senior year. Iris was fifteen, and our mom grumbled but gave her acquiescence. After all, Paul spoke beautiful Korean, and he had done admirably on his SAT. He and Iris spent a lot of weekends on the family couch, watching television, and he was good about getting up and greeting our mom when she walked into or out of the room. They were never caught with the door closed.

         Based on what Iris had told me, I liked him well enough. He was from Glendale. He played the cello. He had an older sister and a beagle named Bob. He and Iris met in the Asian-American Club, and he pursued her in various nonthreatening ways. Toward the beginning of his courtship, I saw him walking with her to class, holding her books. I smiled at Iris, and she turned bright red.

         She had never had a boyfriend, and she flourished under the attention. I watched her affection for Paul grow night by night. She told me about their dates, and about sweet things he had said to her, and kisses they’d shared. I realized later that after I left for college, she stopped talking about him unless I asked.





OEBPS/inline_image_online.png





OEBPS/9780571360451_cover_epub.jpg
e






OEBPS/new_logo_online.png
it

FARBRER & FABRER





OEBPS/faber_branding_logo.png





