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PART I












1.


ONE OF MY FLAWS is that I’m a great one for asking questions, but I’m mediocre to poor at answers. Which isn’t the best trait for a detective.


Though it may be why, of late, I’ve become an armchair Buddhist.


In Buddhism, you’re meant to question everything, including the idea of questioning everything.


And really there are no answers, anyway.


But that’s in Nirvana. Which is where you get to go when you become enlightened. I hear it’s very peaceful there.


But in this messy realm—the realm of women and men and all their myriad problems—there are some answers to some questions.


You can figure some things out.


Which is why you need detectives. Even mediocre-to-poor ones like me.


Because finding a killer can be like finding an answer.


But I’m getting ahead of myself.


The afternoon when all this began, it seemed like just another nice cold Los Angeles day—and by cold, I mean sixty-five degrees—early in 2020. January 10, 2020, to be exact, a Friday.


It was around 4:40 and I had just left my house and gotten into my car, a 1985 royal-blue Chevy Caprice Classic, once the preferred vehicle for police forces in the twentieth century. Which was a long time ago now, and not just in years.


I started the Caprice and let it warm up a second, since it’s an old car like an old man and always needs a moment to gather itself and get its pants on. But despite its age and three hundred thousand miles, it’s not ready to die. Very few of us are.


To pass the time, I lit a joint.


Then I took a sip of coffee from my thermos. I’m one of those people—maybe the only one—that lives on coffee and pot and small fish: pickled herring, sardines, and kippers.


As I took a second sip, I put the radio on, which was already tuned to 88.9—a strange college station, my favorite—and then I took another hit of my joint and another sip of my coffee, and feeling that wonderful alchemy of the cannabis and the caffeine—you’re ready to go somewhere but don’t care too much if you make it—I backed out of the garage and rolled down my dead-end street, Glen Alder.


I was on my way to my office to meet a potential new client—we had a 5:30 appointment—and I needed the business.


From Glen Alder, I turned right onto Beachwood, and a black Challenger, with tinted windows, parked on the corner, swung in behind me, reckless-like and urgent, and I felt a small tingle of alarm.


Since marijuana doesn’t make me paranoid, except when I eat it, I had to assume that the tingle was coming—like a preconscious telegram—from that special part of the brain that knows things before it knows things. But that part of the brain doesn’t use words. It uses feelings. Like foreboding. And fear.


Then again, I told myself, a muscle car like a Challenger isn’t great for a tail job—it’s too conspicuous and sticks out too much. So maybe it is the pot, I thought. Nobody would follow me in that car.


Or maybe whoever was in the Challenger didn’t care if I spotted them. Maybe they didn’t care about being discreet, which could make them cops. Undercover but showing themselves. The undercover units like muscle cars, and so it was worrisome if it was detectives. The LAPD wasn’t fond of me. Hadn’t been for a while.


I tried to see who was driving the car, but the sun—which was already starting to set—was glinting off the Challenger’s windshield, just about blinding me, though I could distinguish that there were two shapes in the front seat.


Which would make sense if they were police. They always travel in pairs.


When I turned left on Franklin, the Challenger turned left, which wasn’t so unusual, one goes right or left there, and I told myself to forget about it. Told myself I was being jumpy.


Franklin has four narrow lanes, and I went to the far-right lane, nice and slow, which is often how I drive—senior citizen–like and methodical, because I’m usually smoking a joint, like I was just then, and so I try to be extra careful, giving myself plenty of room for error and delayed marijuana reaction time.


But I also drive slowly because I try, as a fledgling student of Buddhism, to be mindful.


I try to do that thing where when you’re driving, you’re driving; like when you’re washing the dishes, you’re washing the dishes.


The result is that between the mindfulness and the marijuana, I’m an annoyingly slow driver, and yet the Challenger didn’t get into the left lane to pass me, as numerous other cars did.


And now that we were heading east, with the sun at a different angle, I could see who was maybe following me: a white male was on the passenger side and a brown-skinned man was driving. And they looked large and wide. Too big for the front seat of the Challenger. So maybe they were detectives. Cops often come in large.


They were close on my tail, and I opened my window—it was getting pretty hazy in the car from my joint—and sent them an obscure smoke signal, written in cannabis, which didn’t merit a response.


So there we were, my Caprice and their Challenger, meandering like a tandem—if we were a tandem—down Franklin, and my office was five minutes away on Vermont, but wanting to test something, I hung a quick right onto Garfield Place without putting on my signal.


Following so close, the Challenger seemed to take the turn a little late, but it still managed to make the right onto Garfield and have it look somewhat intentional.


Fifty yards later, I pulled over to the side of the road.


They drove on past, feigning disinterest, I imagined.


But because of their tinted windows, I couldn’t get a look at the white man on the passenger side, which was frustrating, and maybe it was all a coincidence.


So I just sat there, smoking, and watched the muscle car make its way down Garfield—a street of squat apartment buildings—and the light in the sky was violet-hued and beautiful. The sun must have just dipped into the Pacific, cooling itself and turning Los Angeles, as it did each day, into a purple city.


Then the Challenger crossed Hollywood Boulevard, disappearing from my line of sight, and so I did a quick U-turn and headed back up to Franklin.


Five minutes later, I turned right on Vermont, went down two blocks, and then parked my car in the quiet, narrow alleyway behind the Dresden bar.


I put my joint in the ashtray, grabbed my thermos, and as I slammed my door, it didn’t really surprise me to see the Challenger coming down the alley, glowering in its dark paint job.


I could have run or got back into my car, but there was the feeling that I would only be delaying the inevitable, and so I waited for them in the beautiful light. It was what they call in the movie business magic hour.


The Challenger parked right behind my Caprice, blocking it, and the two men boiled out, moving fast for their size. They were both about six four, 250, like brother slabs of beef in a meat market.


The white beef looked like a farm boy from the Midwest, and the brown beef looked Hawaiian. Midwest had blonde hair buzzed down like a peach and Hawaii had black hair pulled back tight in a ponytail.


They both were wearing jeans and sneakers and hoodies, and they had that look. A look that said they wanted to hurt someone. That someone being me.


I did a quick scan of the alley for witnesses, but we were all alone. On the plus side, these two didn’t seem to be cops. Their eyes were too eager: violent but maybe not cruel.


So I put my thermos on the roof of my car, like it was a casual thing to do, and I fingered the steel baton I was carrying in my sport-jacket pocket, because I needed something to even the odds. There were 500 pounds of them and only 190 pounds of me, most of it alchemized silvery fish from a can.


“You boys seem to know where I live and where I work,” I said, as they came to the front of the Challenger and were about six feet away. “How can I help you?”


I pegged them to be in their early thirties and I called them “boys” because I was fifty-one and missing a kidney, which made me more like sixty-one. When you lose an organ you lose a decade of your life, someone told me. Which is probably not true, but it’s a good line when you’re looking for sympathy.


“Yeah, you can help us,” said Midwest. “You can help us remember Carl Lusk.”


That’s when I knew for certain the baton needed to make an appearance, and I brought it out and snapped it to its full sixteen-inch length. It’s one of those extendable steel batons you can buy on the internet if you’re a wannabe fascist or in the security business like me.


Midwest saw my weapon, but it didn’t scare him—probably because he had never been hit by one—and he took two big steps forward, with his fist cocked, and as he threw his haymaker, I took a step to my right and slashed down on his wrist, breaking something, and he went straight to the ground, mewling.


Then Hawaii charged me, going for a tackle, and I squatted and swiped at his knees with the baton and heard a nice crunch, which made him come up short and fall, but he still was able to knock me to the asphalt, and I landed hard on my ass, with half of him on top of me.


I then hit him brutally across the back of his broad shoulders, which he definitely felt, and I was able to push him off me, like pushing off a piano, and Midwest was still on his knees, wailing; his hand was hanging from his wrist at a weird angle.


I stood up, a little slowly, panting from the adrenaline and the fear and hitting the ground hard, and Hawaii also stood up, quicker than I expected, and he punched me in the face, a nice shot to the left cheekbone, and I staggered back and faltered, which made him hopeful.


He then rushed me with a looping punch, and I jumped up—I don’t know where the instinct came from—and I hit him on the top of his head with the baton, like chopping a piece of wood, and he went down face-first into the pavement.


He wasn’t knocked out, but he didn’t get up. He curled into a ball, grabbed the top of his head, and vomited. Then I looked around. My fight with these two had lasted less than a minute and the alleyway was still empty: no one had seen anything.


I didn’t want to go near the vomit, and so I limped over to Midwest and he looked up at me like a child.


His pain had made him innocent again, but not too innocent, and I raised the baton up into the air, like I was going to strike him, but I was just bluffing, playing the tough guy, and I said, “Give me your phone.”


He obediently reached into his hoodie pocket with his good hand and gave me the phone. I bypassed his code, hitting the word EMERGENCY in the lower-left corner, and put it on speaker.


“I called 911,” I said. “Keep me out of it and I won’t press charges. And I won’t hit you again.”


I handed him the phone—we could both hear it ringing through the speaker—and he just looked at me; he was in some kind of shock, holding his arm out away from his body, like it scared him, which I could understand. His hand was dangling off his wrist like a dead bird, and I said, “I’m very sorry about Carl Lusk.”


And I meant it.


Then a woman’s neutral voice came out of the phone: “This is 911, what is your emergency?”


Midwest then put the phone in front of his mouth, looked at me, and mumbled, “I’ve been in an accident.”


Satisfied, I grabbed my thermos off the Caprice and went quickly through the back door of the Dresden. There was time enough for a swift drink before my meeting, and I wanted some ice for my face.














2.


BILLY, MIDDLE-AGED, BALD, and slim-hipped from cocaine, was behind the bar and the place was empty. The Dresden had just opened. It was five p.m.: happy hour, no pun intended. I took my regular stool, and Billy, knowing what I drink and how I take it, came over with a bottle of Don Julio and poured me half a shot in a tumbler and added ice.


Marijuana, I abuse. Alcohol, I absorb like medicine. In small doses. Been like that for a while. Even when I had two kidneys.


I nodded at Billy, said, “Thanks,” and I took a spinstery sip, and right away the tequila mixed nicely with whatever weed was left in my system. I was smoking so much then that the stuff died quick in me. At that point it was practically a placebo.


Billy watched me and said, “What happened to your face?”


“My beauty mark?” I said, half joking.


“No, your new one.”


I looked in the bar mirror behind Billy and a nice marble-size lump was already forming on my left cheekbone, and the beauty mark I had referred to was just beneath the marble: a four-inch scar that goes straight down to my jawline like a zipper.


I touched the marble gently and said to Billy, “I opened up my engine all screwy and clipped myself with the hood. Could you put some ice in a napkin for me?”


Billy knew I wasn’t telling the truth—bartenders are wonderful lie detectors—but he didn’t challenge me on it. Dealing coke on the side had killed a lot of Billy’s brain, but he had learned one important life lesson: Keep your mouth shut more than you open it.


“Sure, a little ice,” he said, “no problem,” and with a shrug at my lie, he grabbed a napkin and bent over the ice bin. The bar lights glinted off his bald skull, and I thought of Hawaii outside, holding the top of his head.


Billy passed me the ice and I pressed it against the marble.


“Seen Monica?” I asked, in a moment of weakness.


“Nah,” he said. And then he left me there. Abruptly. Like I said, he was a closemouthed type, and then some other drinkers came in to keep Billy busy, and I took another sip of my tequila.


The Dresden doesn’t have any windows—it’s a dark, shadowy lounge with red-leather booths and a hardworking piano—and I was tempted to go back outside and see if the ambulance had arrived yet, to see if those boys were okay, but it was smarter to stay right where I was and not return to the scene of the crime.


So I swirled the tequila under my tongue, homeopathically, and then I lowered the ice from my face. I was hoping that somehow the swelling would already be going down before my meeting, but I looked in the bar mirror and it wasn’t down, it was getting bigger, and I put the ice back on.


And my beauty mark—the ugly scar that Carl Lusk had given me—also looked like shit. It looked like a thin pink worm dying on a sidewalk after a rainstorm; the kind you pick up and put in the grass and hope for the best, but you know it won’t make it.


Lusk, whom Midwest had wanted “help” remembering, was an ex–football player for USC, an All-American offensive lineman, and I figured those two boys outside had been his teammates, maybe fellow line mates, and I knew why they had come looking for me.


Nine months earlier, I had been working security at the Miracle Thai Spa, on Argyle and Franklin, and Carl Lusk came in one night and started smoking meth in the salt-scrub room. A girl named Mei was doing his scrub and the meth hit Carl funny. He tried to strangle Mei, tried to kill her, but she managed to scream, and then I entered the picture. With my baton.


Unfortunately, he had come to the spa with a big hunting knife—stashed in the backpack he had brought with him—and so then it became knife versus baton.


And knife won.


He cut my face in half.


Then I took my gun out.


Which wasn’t really fair, and I was hoping to just slow him down, but there was blood in my eyes, and I shot him, unintentionally, in the neck, and he died at my feet.


It was nothing to be proud of, in fact it was the opposite, and he was the first man I had ever killed. But I wasn’t charged. It was deemed self-defense, and Mei, thankfully, survived.


The local news and the papers ran with it for a second—EX-USC STAR KILLED AT SPA—but then it quickly faded away and the world seemed to forget about Carl Lusk.


But now, nine months later, Midwest and Hawaii had come out of the woodwork because Carl was back in the news. His father, Bill Lusk, a well-known and decorated homicide detective, had committed suicide on Christmas Day by jumping off the Vincent Thomas Bridge in the Los Angeles Harbor. A movie director had done it once and there have been a number of copycats since.


When Lusk jumped the whole gruesome thing was caught on somebody’s phone, which he must have wanted, his grief to be broadcast far and wide on Christmas Day, and all the articles said he had killed himself because he couldn’t get over what had happened to his son.


What especially hurt Lusk, according to one columnist in the LA Times, was that the man who killed his boy—me, the lowly security guard—was an ex-cop. A member of the LAPD brotherhood. Which made it even more of a betrayal for Lusk. He had given his life to the force and his son had been gunned down like a felon. Which he was. A felon. And that must have been one more thing Bill Lusk couldn’t accept and so he took it to the bridge.


All this brought my name back into circulation, and so Carl’s old teammates—I had to figure they were ex–football players, it was the only thing that would account for their size—had done some clever googling, found me, and I had hurt them. Which I regretted. I probably should have run away. In Buddhism, you’re not to cause pain; the whole idea is to lessen the suffering of others, not increase it.


I finished my tequila and stood up. I left a ten on the bar, exited out the front, and then walked down Vermont to my office. The light was no longer purple. Magic hour was over.














3.


BY 5:15, I HAD the key in the door of my professional chambers, which are on the second floor of a two-story building, half a block from the Dresden. My office was originally a storeroom back in the day, and it’s shaped like a coffin, long and narrow, and doesn’t quite seem normal. It’s more like a room in a dream: all distorted and elongated, where things happen that don’t make sense.


But you can’t beat the rent. It’s frozen in place around 1979, when human beings could still afford things, which is a favor to me because I know the landlord and he’s partial in my direction. Which is my fancy way of saying he likes me.


A while back, I helped him with his painful divorce—his brother was sleeping with his wife, a grotesque double betrayal—and I nursed him through a three-day suicidal breakdown after I gave him the news. Since then, he gives me the office for practically nothing as a kind of lifelong thank-you, though I’m not sure anybody else would rent it.


But that doesn’t matter. I need a place to meet clients that’s private and a little obscure to give them a sense of comfort and anonymity, and if the office exudes a dingy feeling that’s okay. It matches what they’re coming to see me for, and so in an odd way it puts them at ease. They think: Here’s someone who will get dirty for me.


To give it a little class, though, some pictures of me in the Navy and the LAPD hang on the wall, and there’s a show filing cabinet with nothing in it, and a printer that makes half decent photos if I get divorce work, which isn’t too often.


When I let myself in that day, the office was nearly pitch-black, but I didn’t turn on the ceiling light. I wanted to be able to look out the window without any glare.


I pulled up the blinds and down below was the alleyway. Night was coming on fast, and I pressed my face against the cool window to help with the swelling, and my timing was perfect. Just then an ambulance, with flashing lights, drove past—on its way out—and I felt relieved. The football players would be taken care of, and I had ten minutes to further gather myself before my appointment. Which was with a woman named Mary DeAngelo, who had contacted me through my rather simple website the day before, writing that she needed help locating her mother and did I do that kind of work? I said I did, and we set the meeting.


She didn’t ask me about my fee in her emails and I didn’t bring it up, not wanting to scare her off. I always ask for four hundred a day, but I’m a weak negotiator and I’ll slide all the way down to a hundred a day, especially if it’s in cash.


And truth is, I’ve been known to go as low as fifty a day. You can buy a lot of sardines with fifty bucks, and I’m not proud. Or successful. But I work for myself and that’s something.


My website indicates that I’m a “security specialist,” which is a vague term that covers a lot of ground. I used to be a licensed private investigator—had a license for over fifteen years—but I lost it shortly after Carl Lusk opened my face and I killed him in self-defense.


But that’s not why I lost it.


Later in the same week that I killed Carl Lusk, I uncovered a doctor in Malibu who specialized in performing very expensive black-market organ transplants.


The doctor’s patients, whom he treated at his compound in the Malibu hills, were very wealthy people who didn’t want to wait on line—or couldn’t survive waiting on line—in the straight world, and so they came to the black market for the organs they needed and would pay whatever was asked. It was a lucrative business.


I stumbled into the whole thing trying to help a friend, and in uncovering the doctor, who had killed twenty-three migrants in order to harvest their bodies, I broke a number of laws and had my license taken away.


I also lost my kidney. The doctor, a man named Madvig, took it out of me and put it in one of his patients. Later, I killed Madvig and two of the men he worked with.


Not out of revenge, really, but to escape from being further stripped.


This all happened back in March of 2019, and just a few days after the Carl Lusk story, I got even more coverage in the LA Times: PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR UNCOVERS GRUESOME SCENE IN MALIBU: TWENTY-THREE BODIES FOUND.


And after the story broke, I suddenly had a lot of business but also no license.


So I quickly reinvented myself as a “security specialist” and was doing the same things I had done before to help people, but with less protection under the law.


But I didn’t care. I was happy for the work.


Before that I had been broke for a long time and had been scraping by as a glorified bouncer at the Miracle spa, but now, just nine months later, things had already dried up again, which is why I was hoping that Mary DeAngelo would have money to spend—even fifty a day—and that she would hire me. I had a little less than a thousand in the bank, and I didn’t want to go back to working at the spa. It hadn’t been so good for my health the last time.


And just then, on cue, there was a timid knock at my door, and I turned away from the window. Turned away from the sight of the ambulance carrying off the vanquished football players.


But I did a quick bit of tonglen for them. That’s this Buddhist thing, like a prayer, where you breathe in someone’s pain—all their confusion and heartbreak and sorrow—and then when you breathe out, you send them well-being and love, like you’re an antenna of some kind.


And they don’t know you’ve done this.


But maybe they do.


And then there was another timid knock at my door.


Mary DeAngelo was a few minutes early, and right then would have been a good time to get one of those telegrams from the back of my brain that alerted me to danger. But no messages were sent. Or maybe I wasn’t home to receive them, and I said, “Come in.”














4.


I TURNED ON THE desk lamp, which gave the room a nice glow, and the door opened slowly. Then she teetered in—a little wobbly—on large, blocky heels, and gave me a shy smile.


Tall and willowy, strange and beautiful, she came through that door like someone coming in from another time. In her right hand was a small vintage purse, maybe big enough for a wallet or a small gun.


“Ms. DeAngelo?”


“Yes,” she said, and then she looked away. The pink worm on my face often caused that reaction.


“Come in, come in,” I said cheerily.


She closed the door behind her. “I’m sorry I’m early.”


“Not a problem,” I said, and she wobbled on those big heels toward me. She was wearing a black cotton dress with some kind of lacy frill at the top—it had a vintage-shop look—and draped around her shoulders was an old brown men’s cardigan, overly big.


She was young, somewhere in her early twenties, and her hair was cut short, with a bang of sleek black curls arranged on her forehead like a line of musical notes, and I noticed as she got closer that her left eye, an eerie pale green, was off-center and seemed to be staring at the photos on the wall.


And the right eye, equally pale green and equally eerie, bore down on me, cyclopically.


The off-kilter eye flawed her beauty, making it even greater, and she had an elegant long nose and a full mouth, painted a violent red, and there were no wrinkles in her bluish-white, almost translucent skin.


She looked like a flapper, and I stepped around my desk and offered my hand. Her cold hand went in mine, and her long fingernails were painted carmine or dipped in blood, and the bones of her fingers felt like the spines of bird feathers.


“So nice to meet you,” I said, and I could smell her perfume, sandalwood, and I flashed, painfully, for a moment, to a woman I had loved, and there was a fragmentary vision—of the beloved rushing out of a shop to greet me—and then I returned to the present.


“Nice to meet you,” the young woman said, looking at me with her one eye, and the effect was compelling. It made the way she looked at you more intense, more intimate than maybe it was.


Then I released her hand. “Please, sit down,” I said, and I pulled on the back of the client chair, making a little space for her, like a waiter in a French movie, or a French restaurant, for that matter.


She sat down, and then I sat down across from her. Between us was my old gray metal desk, which in its youth worked for the post office on North Alvarado. I had bought it at auction for five dollars, and I could sometimes feel the ghosts of the postal workers who had sat behind it for decades, their lives ticking by like all lives, clocks meant to run down.


On top of the desk were three items of interest: a stone paperweight with a painting of my dog, George, on it; a coffee mug with a photograph of my dog, George, on it; and a 1950s sculpted coffee mug of Lou Costello’s face, which I use for pens and other office detritus.


“Traffic all right?” I said, to kick things off.


“Fine,” she said.


“Where were you coming from?”


“West Hollywood.”


“Oh, I’m glad it wasn’t too bad.”


“I took an Uber. Just looked out the window,” she said.


Then she gave me a sad, melancholic smile, a life weariness came over her, and that exhausted the preliminaries and we lapsed into silence.


To fill the gap, I took a pad out of my top drawer, a blue spiral notebook that I had bought at the supermarket in the school-supply section. I’m old-fashioned in that I like to write things down, which also means that a fair amount of doodling takes place. Then I took a pen out of Lou Costello’s head and scrawled at the top of the page, Mary DeAngelo, and the date, 1/10/20.


That was a very symmetrical date and I noticed that my hand was sort of trembling, but I ignored it. I said, “You don’t mind if I take notes, do you?”


“No,” she said.


Then I realized I had forgotten my manners and said, “I’m so sorry. I should have asked. Would you like a cup of coffee?” I indicated my thermos and the mug with the photograph of George.


“No, thank you,” she said. She was a very polite young woman, and she spoke like she looked: formal and a little whispery, circa 1926.


“The mug is clean if that’s an issue,” I said. “It’s for clients.”


“I don’t drink coffee in the afternoon,” she said. “If I do, my nerves get all jangly, like a swarm of bees.”


I enjoyed her imagery—it was florid and peculiar and hinted, perhaps, at a disturbed intelligence—and I said, “That’s sensible. Do you mind if I have a cup?”


“Not at all,” she said, and I smiled at her in gratitude, unscrewed the top of the thermos, which acts like a cup, and poured myself a bit of the restorative.


While I did this, she waved her hand at the George mug and the George stone and said, “Who’s that?”


I turned the mug with the George photo toward her so she could get the full effect of his liquid eyes. “That’s my dog, George,” I said. “We’re very close.”


“He’s beautiful,” she said.


“I won’t disagree with you,” I said.


In the picture, George, who is half Chihuahua, half terrier, is looking over his shoulder at me. With a lot of feeling.


“He has dreamy eyes like the Girl with a Pearl Earring by Vermeer,” she said, sounding quite Ivy League and affected. The cadence of her speech was sophisticated, practiced, and made her sound older than she was.


“That’s a painting?”


“Oh, yes,” she said. “Very famous. For the eyes. For beautiful eyes.”


“I’ll look it up,” I said and smiled at her crookedly; a few nerves in my face had died when Carl Lusk cut me. Then I lifted my thermos cup to have a sip and my hand was really shaking. I wondered what the hell was going on—was it the sandalwood?—and then suddenly I knew what it was. The fight in the alleyway had impacted me more than I realized, and I put the cup down.


“Are you all right?” she asked. “You have a… bruise.”


She didn’t want me to think she was referring to my scar—or my trembling hands—and she pointed, with a long finger, as white as a piano key, at the swelling on my cheekbone, and it was then that I noticed the oversize diamond wedding ring on her left hand. She seemed too young to be married, let alone with a stone on her finger that was smaller than a hard-boiled egg but not by a lot.


“I’m fine,” I said, touching my swollen cheekbone. “I have an old car and when I checked the oil, the hood caught me on the way up.”


“Oh,” she said, and she probably believed me as much as Billy had back in the bar, which meant I was off my game. Usually I’m quite good at lying—I have a knack for it after a lifetime of self-deception—and so I needed to rally and get things on track with this young woman. With a diamond ring that size, she might be able to pay me my full fee. I said, “Tell me what’s going on. How can I help you? You mentioned that you wanted to find your mother.”


“Yes…”


“What’s the situation? Why does she need to be found?”


“The situation is—”


Then she looked down and went silent. I managed then to take a sip of my coffee, without spilling any, to give her time and to help me get a grip on myself, to move on from the fight and shove it back down with all the other fights.


Then she looked back up and said, “The situation is that my mother is homeless, and I haven’t heard from her in two months and I’m worried.”


“How long has she been homeless?”


“I think five or six years. She’s a junkie. Plus mental illness. Hard to say what. Not quite schizophrenia, but she’s not of this world, really.”


“I’m sorry,” I said, putting the right amount of gravity into my voice, and she nodded, accepting my sympathies, and then I added, “Do you know where she stays? Her haunts? Skid Row? Venice?”


“No. She’s not in Los Angeles. She’s homeless up in Olympia. Washington. I haven’t seen her for thirteen years, not since I was eleven, when she left LA.” That made her twenty-four; the blue-sponge sport jacket I was wearing was about the same age. “But then a few months ago she found me on Facebook and we started talking on the phone. She uses the kind of phone you get at Target or something, you buy minutes, but it’s not in service anymore and we haven’t spoken since November, and I’m worried because it’s winter up there. She’s sixty years old.”


“Have you tried messaging her on Facebook?”


“No. We only used it that one time. She said she joined it to find me. She didn’t have any friends or pictures or anything. And I deleted my account a few months ago. Didn’t want to be on there anymore.”


“Have you contacted the Olympia police?”


“No. I don’t think the police would do much. And not with any urgency.”


“You’re probably right. Have you made any calls to hospitals or shelters?” I left out morgues.


“A few, but then I got overwhelmed, and no one would tell me anything anyway. That’s why I need a professional.”


“Right. So what about someone in my field in Olympia? Or a big city nearby, like Seattle? Have you looked into that?”


“No. You’re the first person I’ve contacted.”


There’s no money in this for me, I thought, and I said, “Well, you’re better off with someone who knows Olympia. I can ask around. Get some names for you.”


“No. I want to hire you. It’s kismet.”


I didn’t like the sound of that. I’m into Buddhism but not mystical mumbo jumbo, which is usually a product of deluded wishful thinking. Regardless, I kept a poker face and said, “Why’s it kismet?”


“Because I saw your name in the paper. About the policeman. And I never read the paper, but I did the other day and so that was the first sign.” She leaned forward then, put her hands on my desk. “And the second thing is that my mother told me about you a long time ago. Said there was a man named Happy Doll who was a sad doll and called himself Hank. And I never forgot it. She also told me that if I ever needed help that I should come to you. So here I am. I need help.”


The intensity of her feeling centered, momentarily, her lazy eye, and I got a cold feeling down my neck. That article in the newspaper was bringing me all sorts of bad karma, and like all karma it was of my own making. I said, “I know your mother?”


“Yes. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you right away. I thought you might not want to see me. I know she burned a lot of bridges back in the day and that she was your girlfriend for a little while. My mother is Ines Candle.”


This I wasn’t expecting at all, and her name hung in the air between us, like the way Ines was the last time I had seen her: she was naked in her tub and both her arms were slit, like envelopes, from wrist to elbow, and they were just floating out in front of her in the blood-pink water.


But she wasn’t dead.


I had got there in time, and when I lifted her out of the tub, bloody and wet like a newborn, her eyes opened and she gave me that charming, rueful smile of hers. The one that seemed to say, “Can you believe this mess?”


A few days after that, arms sewed up like a ripped pair of jeans, she left LA, and I never heard from her again. The first few years, I sometimes thought of trying to find her, but I didn’t do anything about it because I knew she didn’t want to be found. She had left that way out of kindness, to save me from myself.


But now she was back. In the form of her daughter.
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