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Arondale, California, 1971

“Get away!” his mother screamed. “Get away from my house!”

The face stared in from the window, a horrible face slicked by rain and shadowed by night, allowing only glimpses of its distorted features.

Candlelight quivered in the storm-darkened house, causing shadow patterns on the wall to bob, images and sensations for which the potent nightmares of Max Higgins’s seven years had ill-prepared him.

“Mom,” he uttered.

No answer. His mother Cynthia threw frantic glances at the window.

“Mom... can you call people?”

Those were his first words in an hour. It felt weird to speak. For much of the storm, he’d been immersed in the drawings now scattered about him.

“Phone is dead,” said his mother. “Phone is dead but baby God is here with us and we need no one else.”

God is here. God... the face in the window?

No. God comforted. This demon of the watery darkness provided no comfort.

A crack came against the window—spidery, something thrown, followed by a voice.

“Hey!” a man yelled.

“Go away!” his mom yelled back.

In one of the sleet-covered windows a figure emerged, as if sired by the storm itself, and rapped firmly on the glass.

“Max, take my hands.”

“Mom—”

“Max, just do what I say. Take my hands.”

He obeyed.

“Hey!” the man outside shouted. “We’re fucking dying out here!”

Things would only get worse. If his mother didn’t open the door, the man would surely find some other way in.

“Dearest Lord Jesus,” his mother began. “We pray, in this time of fear and desperation, for you to comfort those in need, to guide them....”

As she prayed, his mom closed her eyes, but Max could not. He worried that the darkness might grow hands to strangle him if he took his eyes off the world, or however much of the world was left to see.

The man moved to another window and rapped harder. He banged and shouted.

“...give us your love, oh Lord, and sweep these devil waters and their devil spawn back to the rivers of Hell....”

More banging.

Max clutched the gold cross, hung around his neck for the first time when he was three.

“Bitch, please!”

How many more are out there? Are they bothering other people, like Mrs. Olsen next door? Are we supposed to let them in? Will God be angry if we don’t?

‘That which you do to the least of my brothers, so you do to me.’

Thunder grumbled, and Max’s gaze fell to one of his drawings, one of his many Lone Ranger sketches, then moved up to a crucifix hanging on the far wall, scarcely illuminated by the candlelight.

His mother squeezed his hands. “You remember the story of the Ark, don’t you?” she asked. “Noah’s Ark, and all the animals?”

Max nodded.

She tried to smile. “This isn’t much different. God is washing the world of its sinful creatures.”

“Is that what happened to Dad?”

“I don’t know, Max, but if the Lord had a good reason for taking him away from us, then we mustn’t question it, mustn’t give it too much thought.”

“Hey!” came again from outside.

The weather continued its assault.

“Mom—”

Suddenly, glass shattered, and Max felt the merciless cold of the storm winds on his face. A window... a window had been broken.

Another one shattered somewhere on the other end of the house.

“Get out of here!” Cynthia Higgins shrieked. She turned to Max and started to move away, keeping her eyes on him. “Honey, you stay put, you understand me? Don’t move.”

“Where are you going?”

She scurried to the kitchen.

Max ignored her request and followed her, watched her shuffle through dark cupboards, listened to the clatter of dishes and pots and pans as prayers dribbled under her breath. Somewhere close, he heard voices, deep and grumbling.

“Max, get over there.” His mother frantically pointed behind the counter.

This time, he obeyed. He peeked around the corner, one eye cast toward the shadow-dance in the rest of the house.

His mother sidled up against the wall, beneath the Felix the Cat clock, next to the archway leading into the living room. The frying pan trembled in her hands.

Over the sound of the storm, Max could hear the movement of strangers in the house, toward the dining room.

His mom heard it too, and moved accordingly, huddling over to the kitchen’s entryway.

Max watched as a face emerged from the blackness—dirty, wild, unclean. He thought of the stories his mother had told him of lepers, and of demons.

The face smiled, clearly delirious. The figure drifted closer, drawn from the murk.

Shuddering, his mom wrenched from her position and sent the pan straight into the man’s primal grin with a metallic crack.

A cry rang out, immediately overtaken by thunder. In the white disclosure of lightning, Max saw the man on his knees, a hand clasped over his gushing face, his eyes shut in agony. Blood and drool dripped from his chin.

Max’s mother stood over him, her breath heaving, her skin no longer the home of Cynthia Higgins but of something as wild and unclean as the man upon whose head she now unleashed strike after strike. Pummeling.

The pulpy chunks flew and the dark liquid rushed toward the linoleum and Max tried not to think about what it was.

More lightning flashed, and the shadows appeared. More of them had come, a black and tattered battlement.

“Get out of my house!” his mom screamed.

He had no idea how many there were, but there couldn’t be as many as he first saw. His imagination had exaggerated their numbers.

Yes. That’s it.

They closed in.

“Don’t worry, girlie,” one said. “We’ll be gone in the morning.”

It all happened so fast, like one of those cartoons where characters move so quickly that they just become blurry blobs.

His mother flailed with the pan but missed.

One of the men’s hands caught her wrist, while another took her around the neck. Yet another went for her legs. There was a tearing of fabric as they engulfed her.

She shouted, “Max, baby, get out of here please, oh please—”

One of the men lunged toward him, but Max eluded him and tore through the house. He burst from the back door and into the yard, clambered across the lawn and past the fence, onto Clover Street and beyond. The wind and rain sliced into his skin, whipping him as he ran and ran, soaked and directionless.

[image: image]

Eventually, the clouds moved on, like muscle-bound bullies satisfied with a job well done. Max squatted in some mud, surrounded by wet brush, shivering and waiting. He wondered if he was going to die, a concept he’d barely begun to grasp.

If I’m going to die, does that mean I’m going to meet Jesus? Did Jesus create all this? The massive trees, the gross bugs scuttling on my arms and shins?

He didn’t want to move. Mom had once told him that if he got lost not to move, because that would only make him more lost. He said nothing, too, as he heard his name bouncing through the woods, issued over rain-darkened pathways. He heard the voices and he heard dogs barking. Somehow, he’d forgotten how to speak, or was too afraid to. Too much other-ness haunted this forest, even though, far down in his young mind, it seemed like home.

The voices calling his name drew closer and closer, as did the barking dogs, loud and raucous.

Footsteps. Crunching. Closing.

His teeth chattered, his lips shaking so much he thought they might squirm away.

Then the brush parted and he saw them: police officers, wearing wet raincoats and drenched hats. The foremost officer smiled, and let out a long exhale.

“Hey there,” said the officer, extending his hand. “Got a little wild man here.”
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“Art, as far as it is able, follows nature, as a pupil imitates his master. Thus your art must be, as it were, God’s grandchild.”

~ Dante
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​Chapter 1​
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I

Los Angeles, CA, 1992

Okay, that’s interesting, thought Norman Ritter. A dump with a doorman.

The aged building squatted on the outskirts of downtown Los Angeles, older than most of its towering neighbors. In the blood-colored bricks and the skeletal creak of the fire escape, one could probably glean some vague history of the whole city, a history so fast and full, stuffed into mere decades.

The man at the door looked homeless, or it was just an act. Ritter had seen plenty of the latter, but usually dwelling coast-side, across the sands of Venice or Santa Monica—the beach-bum-hippie façade, often put on by middle-class white kids.

As he drew closer, though, this man seemed authentic. Shorter than average, he wore a brown trench coat frayed at the shoulders. From the thin shadow of a derby—right out of old slapstick shorts—stared eyes sunk in a dwarfish face, a face certainly wise with the dark avenue.

He watched Ritter approach.

“Who are you seeing?” asked the man, holding open the door.

“Um, Max Higgins.”

A mucus-clicked laugh. “He’s all anyone comes to see here.”

“Would make sense.” Ritter entered.

The man spoke after him. “Elevator’s broken, buddy. Gotta use the stairs.”

“Thanks.”

Goddammit.

Breath came heavy as he made his way to the fourth floor. A subtle nudge from God, he supposed, to get some exercise. Unfortunately, a broken elevator was bound to be as futile as the numerous hints and articles Angelica had thrust at him.

He reached the door and knocked.

From inside, “Yeah?”

“It’s Norman Ritter, Mr. Higgins, from Direct Canvas. I’m here for the interview.”

“Hold on.”

Shuffling inside. Ritter adjusted his glasses and clutched his notebook tighter.

The door opened. Save for the packet of hot sauce jutting from his lips like some square plastic raspberry, Higgins looked exactly as Ritter had seen him in the occasional photograph. Hair droopy and dark blond, like dry grass. Complexion pale. Blue eyes watery and bloodshot. A long-sleeved flannel shirt hung loosely on his frame, and his jeans were streaked with paint. From his neck dangled a small gold cross.

“Come on in,” Max said. “Sorry for the mess.”

Ritter walked in, stepping over an empty Taco Shack bag. Another bag sat against the wall, full of what appeared to be more hot sauce packets, likely companions to the encrusted plates and utensils swelling the sink. Mousetraps spread about awaited their prey with wooden patience, and in an open closet stood two pillars of old newspapers.

That was the non-art side of the small apartment. The rest of the place was full of palettes, easels, paint rollers, canvases of all sizes, storage for finished or in-progress pieces, paint tubes and canisters of virtually every brand, posed wooden mannequins—anything and everything Ritter had ever seen for sale in an art store.

Then there was the wall.

Covered in the yellowed gray ivy of clipped newspaper photos and articles, the wall looked like the work of some tenacious stalker, an unsettling shrine obsessively tended to, a thing uncovered after a terrible crime.

This wall wasn’t centered on any single person, though. Rather, it was composed of numerous different people, many of them smiling—reprinted yearbook or family photos. A variety of eyes stared dead and grainy out at Ritter from faces of multiple ethnicities and ages. Other eras, too; one girl’s photo was from 1979.

Stringing them all together in one sad theme, a harsh, underscoring word blared:


MISSING



“You collect... missing person photos?” Ritter asked. And there’s the insanity, he thought. Every artist needs some form of insanity.

Max nodded. “Those are the faces of my paintings.”

“I see,” said Ritter, mesmerized by the wall of portraits. “Where did this come from?”

Many, understandably, had noted the faces in Max Higgins’ work, the eerie veneer of life in them—the closest in reality a painted visage could get to the haunted-house trope of a portrait’s pursuing eyes. Except, of course, these were not portraits but outlandish surreal pieces, taking cues from Dali, Magritte, with dashes of contemporaries like Kush. These worlds, these mindscapes, spoke to one’s fancy while the faces, oddly embossed from the weirdness, spoke to something else.

Max went to his Taco Shack bag and retrieved two more hot sauce packets. He bit down on one and began sucking it like a lollipop.

“Not sure where it came from,” Max said. “It just kind of came.”

Something lurked behind those words.

“Was there anything that may have inspired it?” Ritter asked.

“My father went missing when I was seven,” Max explained, sucking the hot sauce packet dry. “It was always kind of a dark hole in my mind.”

“And they never found him?”

Max shook his head. “He went off to work and never came back. Apparently, he never even made it to work that morning.”

“Strange. I’m sorry to hear that.”

Several blocks over, an ambulance screamed. Ritter jotted notes while keeping an eye on his subject.

Max’s gaze wandered from the wall to his scattered artwork, much of it covered in blankets and linen sheets. “I think I wonder about missing people because I’ve met them. Met them before they disappeared, I mean. Not only my father.”

“There were others?”

“Two, actually. One was a girl named Jessica, our figure-drawing model at Rheta Art College. I was in my... let’s see... junior year, I think it was. She disappeared during lunch.”

The story was darkly humorous to Ritter, and he suppressed a smile. He liked how Max put it: disappeared during lunch, in a tone that made the tragedy sound like a natural occurrence.

“Did they ever find her?”

“Yeah, a couple years later. She was all messed up from some brain disorder. A fugue, they said. A kind of amnesia. Creeped me out.”

“Who was the other missing person?”

“Hmm?”

“The other missing person. You said there were two others, besides your father.”

“Oh.” Max wiped hot sauce from the corners of his lips. “The other one was me.”

Ritter blinked.

“I was missing for about a week when I was seven, in April 1971, up north. I don’t know if you heard about the storm that hit Northern California—”

“Yes, I did. My sister was living up in San Francisco when it hit. Like a monsoon, she said.”

“Yeah, it was pretty scary. I think Twilight Falls got the worst of it, but my mom and I were living in Arondale at the time, about fifty miles northeast of there. Storm was still bad, though.” Max chewed on the empty hot sauce packet, his expression dazed. “We were waiting out the weather. All power was off, and I... um....” He scratched his head, as if something didn’t want to come out. “I ended up getting really scared and just running away.”

“Into the storm?”

“Yeah, don’t ask me... seven-year-old logic. Maybe I just wanted to face my fear and show myself that it wasn’t as bad as it all seemed.”

“You could have been killed, though.”

“I know. Believe me, I know. But I wasn’t. Somehow I ended up in one of the parks on the outskirts of town. I can’t even remember all of what happened, but apparently whatever prompted me to do such a crazy-stupid thing is what saved me. The roof of my house caved in.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Yeah. My mother was killed. That’s why, when they found me, I was sent to an orphanage in San Francisco, until I got a scholarship to go to school down here.”

“And you’ve been here ever since?”

Max nodded.

“How do you choose your... faces... for your artwork? Now that I think back on some of your pieces, I notice you use younger folks more, like your age, or children. Of course, at the time I had no idea they were portraits of real people, but I also suppose that could be why your stuff is sort of haunting.”

Max took this in thoughtfully. “I stay away from using the faces that make it on TV. If they’re on the news and the entire nation knows about them, then the effect is watered down. I don’t even have a TV, actually.”

“So you use photos from the newspaper?”

“Many newspapers. I subscribe to ten different newspapers, six from major cities, four from smaller towns. I also come across flyers on telephone poles or streetlights, or bulletin boards. Milk cartons, too. You can find them everywhere, actually... the missing.”

“Ironic statement.”

Max shrugged.

“You went to school here, right? In Los Angeles?”

“Mm-hmm, Rheta College.”

“Would you cite any particular influence in your style? A mentor, maybe? A teacher? Or an artist of yesteryear? I notice your pieces are very much an amalgamation of various styles and influences. Dali, for instance.”

Max smacked his lips. “A lot has inspired me—Dali’s a given, and many more—but there’s something grander for me. My mother used to say that God was the greatest artist. I don’t know about greatest, but He’s the best one we know, the most prolific. Life inspires life. I’m not just slathering wood or canvas with oil and acrylic, I’m bringing out something in the viewer, a new life, an outgrowth of them.” Max paused, threw the hot sauce packet to the floor, and bit open another. “Hard to explain, but that’s the hope.”

Max lost himself in the wall, then turned toward an unfinished painting of two children traversing a giant spinal cord drawing away toward a setting sun, their hands linked.

“Basically, when someone looks at one of my pieces,” Max said, “I like to think that they’re starting from a fresh slate, as if they’re wiped clean mentally. Everything has been washed away. They’re submerged in my world, and, one by one, my world will summon back to life the fears, the joys, the loves—everything that we, as a species, came to know and understand—so they can experience it all over. A self-re-creation.”

“I see.”

“I can give you some salt,” Max said. “To take with my words.”

“Oh, no, believe me, this is great,” Ritter said, jotting more in his notepad. “I’m fascinated by it. I’ve always been fascinated by your work.”

“All right, but the salt offer still stands. I can see in your face you think I’m insane. Of course, with your job, you probably think all artists are insane.”

Ritter chuckled. “It’s an insanity we need more of.”

[image: image]

II

The hot sauce packets weren’t doing it. Not tonight. He needed the smoke in his chest, the gentle ashen stroke of the cigarette against his tongue, toxic chemo to drive out this cancerous anxiety. Who knew what exactly was in those hot sauce packets anyway—Max had started to feel they were responsible for his recent indigestion.

At the Taco Shack, he filled up on Mild packets, which were piled free for the taking at the condiments station. He got in and out quickly. Behind the counter, the pockmarked kid had thrown him a wary eye, perhaps getting wise.

Whatever.

Now past midnight, Venice Boulevard lay empty. Streetlights sputtered against the dark, pittances of light against buildings long shadowed, save for one: The Sirens Shop at Venice and Beethoven, aglow in its purple-green squiggles of erotic neon, where for two years now he’d worked the graveyard shift.

Something stirred at the base of a palm tree, and Max jumped, unaware the pile was a live thing. A homeless person, cocooned heavily in sheets and a blue sleeping bag, groaned. As Max passed, he could see the man’s wiry hair jutting from the blankets. He walked faster.

He stuck a packet in his mouth and bit it open with one chomp. The spices began their tingling celebration on his tongue. He didn’t mind the dark and solitary nature of his work schedule, but he wasn’t a huge fan of the transients that emerged during these late hours.

Waiting for him outside the shop were two people, a man and a woman. Never failed; no customers for almost three hours, yet step out for only fifteen minutes and they came pouring in.

“Hey, man,” said the guy, long greasy hair bracketing a twitchy face. “Where you been? Me and my girl have been waiting. You guys are twenty-four hours, right?”

“That’s right,” Max said. “Sorry about that. Was just out for a couple minutes.”

The guy placed his arm around the woman’s shoulders. She stood expressionless, looking at Max and her twitchy boyfriend with equal indifference, a department store mannequin in a sad glow of skin.

Max tried in vain to ignore the cigarette she was smoking. That smell. He wanted to rip it from her lips and shove it between his own.

“You’ll have to put that out,” he told her, “before coming inside.”

The woman never changed her expression, just dropped it and put it out with a black high heel. “You got it, soldier.”

Max opened the door and led the couple in. He resumed his seat at the register as they loitered amongst the contraceptives, stocking up on condoms, then drifted toward the shop’s impressive selection of adult videos. From the radio droned more discussion of Rodney King—the beating, whether the cops had bludgeoned his rights alongside his bones. Max didn’t want to hear it. The grainy video, glimpsed when his co-worker Tyler had been watching it on TV in the backroom, had been enough for him.

Max turned off the radio and took refuge in his sketchbook, sucking more of the hot sauce packet. He flipped open to a sketch he’d been working on, a face drawn from a photo in the Baltimore Sun, of a young woman labeled—as so many were—as missing.

The woman appeared to be of late high school or early college age. The photo, Max assumed, had come from her yearbook: sunny grin illuminating her face, a banner of white teeth hung below a sharp nose and two sparkling eyes. They often used yearbook photos for missing teenagers.

He perused the Sun article. The girl, Karen Eisenlord, had no history of problems, none they were disclosing, anyway. Apparently, she’d been quite the model student until the last year of high school, when her mother noticed in her an increasing disinterest “in everything.”

“She didn’t love as much,” the mother was quoted as saying. “Then, she just loved nothing.”

Max didn’t read much more. Normally, he didn’t bother reading the articles. He used to, but had stopped once he’d begun selling paintings, as knowing too much about these people tended to taint his vision of them, muddy their clean-slate beginnings on his canvas.

What’s that Ritter guy going to write about?

No. Don’t think about that.

Max kept sketching, fleshing out the Karen-girl’s face from the eyes up. On his drawing pad, she looked to be drowning in white quicksand.

Twitchy man and his stoic girlfriend approached the counter, where he slapped down eight packs of condoms and a cassette entitled A Spankin’ Good Time.

“All set?” Max asked, rising.

“Indeed, my man.”

Max closed his sketchbook and placed it out of sight.

The guy studied him as he rang up the purchases. His girlfriend remained silent.

“I seen you before?” the guy said. “You look familiar.”

“I don’t know.” Max whistled softly, drumming his fingers on the register. “That’ll be twenty-two fifty.”

The man fished a wallet from one of his cargo pockets.

“What about the beach?” he asked. “You ever been down at the beach?”

“This beach? Venice Beach?”

“Yeah.”

Max nodded. Since his Rheta days, he’d sold artwork at the coast, a good place for sales, not just for the amount of people but for the mentality of the people.

The register coughed up the receipt. Max tore it and handed it over.

“What is that, bro?” the guy asked, peering toward Max’s chest.

“What?”

“That.”

The guy pointed to the gold cross hanging from Max’s neck, and snorted. “You religious?”

“Not really,” Max said. “I mean, I don’t know, kind of.”

“You sure this is the best place to work to please Jesus?”

“I’ve worn it since I was a kid. Kind of a force of habit, I guess. Feels weird without it.”

“All right, bro, whatever floats your boat.”

The man took the cassette, glanced at it, then half-turned back toward Max wit a devious look on his face. “Hey, this was made at The Schoolhouse, right? This movie?”

“Yep,” Max said. “Pretty much all our movies are made there and sent here.”

“It’s around here, isn’t it?”

“Schoolhouse?”

“Yeah.”

The man betrayed a creepy juvenile enthusiasm that turned Max’s stomach.

“It’s in Los Angeles, yes,” Max said. “I couldn’t tell you any more specifics. They don’t particularly want to advertise themselves... too much.”

“I’ll bet you know where it is, though, huh? C’mon, you can tell me. It’s nothing illegal, right?”

“I’m telling you, I don’t have the specific address. Call them. Their number’s on the cassette.”

“All right, all right.” The couple went on their way, the bell chiming with their exit.

The hours didn’t talk much after that. Thank God. It was why he’d opted for the graveyard shift. Max loved the solitary, quiet opaqueness of night. He loved even more seeing the watercolor wash of daylight spill upon the celestial canvas, colors frenzied and experimental—the passionate zest of a young artist with new ideas and new designs for the new hours.

At six in the morning, Max Higgins made the hour-long bus journey home and collapsed onto his mattress, where he remained unconscious for the next four hours.

Not long after noon, he crawled from his sleep and flipped open his sketchbook to the drawing of the girl once named Karen Eisenlord.

He had her face—he had her—the way he wanted it.

[image: image]

III

Norman Ritter ate at his desk. Lunch had grown far less luxurious in the past two years, whittled down from a wine-complemented hour at a cafe to wolfing crackers over his keyboard. He had to compete, as did Direct Canvas. The magazine had increasing company on the shelf. As a result, they’d taken to hiring a slew of younger staff with whom Ritter often felt at odds. He consoled himself that he was in his prime, whatever that might mean.

A colleague named Chris Pemberton approached his desk, carrying a sheet of Xeroxed paper. “Norm, how’s it going?”

“Hey, Chris, not bad.”

“You’re going to have your little bundle soon, right? How’s Angie?”
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