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EVERYONE DOES it is not a defense!

Wrong.

If everyone did it, that made it normal, right? And after Chance did the research he knew he did nothing  wrong.

Googling high school cheating because writing an essay was part of the punishment.

Finding out four out of five high school students - that ’s eighty frickin’ percent - did it.

Majority rules. Just like that thing on his Social Action study sheet . . . social norms.

Social norms are the cement that holds societies together.

There you go, he was being a big help to society!

When he tried to joke about that with the parental units, they didn’t laugh.

Same as when he told them it was civil rights, no  way could the school force him to do community service outside the school property. That was against the Constitution. Time to call the ACLU.

That got Dad ’s eyes all squinty. Chance turned to Mom but she made sure not to give him any eye contact.

‘The ACLU?’ Big wet Dad throat clear, like after too many cigars. ‘Because we make a significant monetary contribution to the ACLU?’ Starting to breathe hard. ‘Every goddamn year. That’s what you’re saying?’

Chance didn’t answer.

‘Cute, extremely cute. That’s your point? Well let me tell you something: You cheated. Period. That is  not the kind of thing the ACLU gives half a shit  about.’

‘Language, Steve—’ Mom broke in.

‘Don’t start, Susan. We’ve got a goddamn fucking serious problem here and I seem to be the only one who fucking gets it.’

Mom got all tight-mouthed, started plucking at her nails. Turned her back on both of them and did something with dishes on the kitchen counter.

‘It’s his problem, Susan, not ours and unless he owns up to it, we can kiss Occidental - or any other halfway decent college - fucking good-bye.’

Chance said, ‘I’ll own up to it, Dad.’ Working on what Sarabeth called his Mr Sincere look.

Laughing as she undid her bra. Everyone buys Mr Sincere but me, Chancy. I know it’s Mr Bogus.

Dad stared at him.

‘Hey,’ said Chance, ‘at least give me credit for hand-eye coordination.’

Dad let out a stream of curses and stomped out of the kitchen.

Mom said, ‘He’ll get over it,’ but she left, too.

Chance waited to make sure neither of them was coming back before he smiled.

Feeling good because his hand-eye had been cool.

Setting his Razr on vibrate and positioning it perfectly in a side pocket of his loosest cargo pants, the phone resting on a bunch of shit he’d stuffed in there to make kind of a little table.

Sarabeth three rows up, texting him the answers to the test. Chance being cool about it, knowing he’d never get caught because Shapiro was a nearsighted loser who stayed at his desk and missed everything.

Who’d figure Barclay would come in to tell Shapiro something, look clear to the back of the room, and spot Chance peeking into his pocket?

The whole class doing the same exact thing, everyone’s pockets vibing. Everyone cracking up the  moment the test started because Shapiro was such a clueless loser, the whole semester had been like this, the asshole would’ve missed Paris Hilton walking in nude and spreading.

Everyone does it is not a defense!

Rumley looking down his big nose and talking all sad like at a funeral. What Chance wanted to say was,  Then it frickin’ should be, dude.

Instead, he sat in Rumley’s office, squeezed between his parents, his head all down, trying to look all sorry and thinking about the shape of Sarabeth’s ass in her thong while Rumley went on forever about honor and ethics and the history of Windward Prep and how if the school so chose they had the option of informing the Occidental admissions office and causing dire consequences for his college career.

That made Mom burst into tears.

Dad just sat there, looking angry at the world, didn’t make a move to even give her a tissue from the box on Rumley’s desk so Rumley had to do it, standing up and handing it to Mom and looking pissed at Dad for making him stretch.

Rumley sat back down and moved his mouth some more.

Chance pretended to listen, Mom sniffled, Dad looked ready to hit someone. When Rumley finally finished,  Dad started talking about the family’s ‘contributions to Windward,’ mentioning Chance’s performance on the basketball team, bringing up his own time on the football team.

In the end the adults reached an agreement and wore small, satisfied smiles. Chance felt like a puppet but he made sure he looked all serious, being happy would be a ba-ad move.

Punishment 1: He ’d have to take another version of the test - Shapiro would make one up.

Punishment 2: No more cell phone at school.

‘Maybe this unfortunate event will have positive ramifications, young man,’ said Rumley. ‘We ’ve been thinking about a schoolwide ban.’

There you go, thought Chance. I did you guys a favor, not only shouldn’t you punish me, you should be payin’ me, like some sort of consulting deal.

So far, so good, for a second Chance thought he ’d got off real easy. Then:

Punishment 3: The essay. Chance hated to write, usually Sarabeth did his essays, but she couldn’t do this one because he had to do it at school, in Rumley’s office.

Still, no big deal.


Then came Punishment 4. ‘Because substantive accountability has to be part of the package, Master Brandt.’

Mom and Dad agreeing. The three of them going all al-Qaida on him.

Chance pretended to agree.

Yes, sir, I need to pay my debt and I will do so with industrious alacrity.

Throwing in some SAT vocab words. Dad staring at him, like who are you kidding, dude, but Mom and Rumley looked really impressed.

Rumley moved his mouth.


Community service. Oh, shit.

And here the frick he was.

Sitting in the Save the Marsh office on night eleven of his thirty-night sentence. Shitty little puke-colored room with pictures of ducks and bugs, whatever, on the wall. One dirty window looking out to a parking lot where no one but him and Duboff parked. Stacks of bumper stickers in the corner he was supposed to hand out to anyone who walked in.

No one walked in and Duboff left him by himself so he could run off to investigate how global warming got up a duck’s butt, what made birds hurl, did bugs have big dicks, whatever.

Thirty frickin’ nights of this, nuking his summer vacation.

Five to ten P.M., instead of hanging after school  with Sarabeth and his friends, all because of a social norm four out of five people did.

When the phone did ring, he mostly ignored it. When he did answer, it was always some loser wanting directions to the marsh.

Go on the frickin’ website or use MapQuest, Rainman!

He wasn’t allowed to make outgoing calls but since yesterday he’d started to hook up with Sarabeth for cell phone sex. She was loving him even more for not ratting her to Rumley.

He sat there. Drank from his can of Jolt, now warm. Felt the Baggie in his pant pocket and thought Later.

Nineteen more nights of supermax confinement, he was starting to feel like one of those Aryan Brotherhood dudes.

Two and a half more frickin’ weeks until he was free at last, doing his Luther King thing. He checked his TAG Heuer. Nine twenty-four. Thirty-six minutes and he ’d be good to go.

The phone rang.

He ignored it.

It kept going, ten times.

He let it die a natural death.

A minute later, it rang again and he figured maybe he should answer it, what if it was Rumley testing him?

Clearing his throat and getting Mr Sincere ready, he picked up. ‘Save the Marsh.’

Silence on the other end made him smile.

One of his friends pranking him, probably Ethan. Or Ben or Jared.

‘Dude,’ he said. ‘What’s up?’

A weird, kind of hissy voice said, ‘Up?’ Weird laughter. ‘Something’s down. As in buried in your marsh.’

‘OK, dude—’

‘Shut up and listen.’

Being talked to like that made Chance’s face go all hot, like when he was ready to sneak a flagrant in on some loser on the opposing team, then get all innocent when the dude wailed about being nut-jammed.

He said, ‘Fuck off, dude.’

The hissy voice said, ‘East side of the marsh. Look and you’ll find it.’

‘Like I give a—’

‘Dead,’ said Hissy. ‘Something real real dead.’ Laughter. ‘Dude.’

Hanging up before Chance could tell him to shove dead up his . . .

A voice from the door said, ‘Hey, man, how’s it shaking?’

Chance’s face was still hot as he hung up, but he put on Mr Sincere and looked over.

There in the doorway was Duboff, wearing his Save the Marsh T-shirt, geek shorts showing too much skinny white thigh, plastic sandals, that stupid gray beard.

‘Hey, Mr Duboff,’ said Chance.

‘Hey, man.’ Duboff gave a clenched-fist salute. ‘Did you have a chance to check out the herons before you got here?’

‘Not yet, sir.’

‘They’re incredible animals, man. Magnificent. Wingspread like this.’ Unfolding scrawny arms to the max.

You’ve obviously mistaken me for someone who gives half a shit.

Duboff came closer, smelling gross, that organic deodorant he’d tried to convince Chance to use. ‘Like pterodactyls, man. Master fishers.’

Chance had thought a heron was a fish until Duboff told him different.

Duboff edged near the desk, showed those gross teeth of his. ‘Rich folk in Beverly Hills don’t like when the herons swoop in during hatching season and eat their rich-folk koi. Koi are aberrations. Mutations, people messing with brown carp, screwing up the DNA to get those colors. Herons are Nature, brilliant predators. They feed their young and restore nature to true balance. Screw those Beverly Hillbillies, huh?’

Chance smiled.

Maybe it wasn’t a big enough smile because Duboff suddenly looked nervous. ‘You don’t live there, do I recall correctly?’

‘No, sir.’

‘You live in . . .’

‘Brentwood.’

‘Brentwood,’ said Duboff, as if trying to figure out what that meant. ‘Your parents don’t keep koi, do they?’

‘Nope. We don’t even have a dog.’

‘Good for you guys,’ said Duboff, patting Chance ’s shoulder. ‘It’s all servitude. Pets, I mean. The whole concept is like slavery.’

Keeping his hand on the shoulder. Was the guy a fag?

‘Yeah,’ said Chance, inching away.

Duboff scratched his knee. Frowned and rubbed a pink bump. ‘Stopped by the marsh to check for trash. Musta got bit by something.’

‘Providing food for the little guys,’ said Chance. ‘That’s a good thing, sir.’

Duboff stared at him, trying to figure out if Chance was messing with his head.

Chance brought out Mr Sincere and Duboff decided Chance was being righteous and smiled. ‘Guess you’re  right . . . anyway, I just thought I’d stop in, see how you’re doing before your shift ends.’

‘I’m fine, sir.’

‘OK, check you out later, man.’

Chance said, ‘Uh, sir, it’s kinda close to the end.’

Duboff smiled. ‘So it is. At ten, you can lock up. I’ll be by later.’ Walking to the door, he stopped, looked back. ‘It’s a noble thing you’re doing, Chance. Whatever the circumstances.’

‘Absolutely, sir.’

‘Call me Sil.’

‘You got it, Sil.’

Duboff said, ‘Anything I should know about?’

‘Like what, sir?’

‘Calls, messages?’

Chance grinned, flashing perfect white chompers, courtesy five years of Dr Wasserman.

‘Nothing, Sil,’ he said, with utter confidence.
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BOB HERNANDEZ needed the money.

Nothing but money would get him out here this early.

At five A.M., Pacific Public Storage was a fog-shrouded dump - like one of those gloomy places they used for serial killer and drug shootout movies. Twenty-four-hour facility, but most of the bulbs supposed to light up the passageways between the units were out and the auctioneer had to use a flashlight.

At this hour, no one was fully awake except for the Asian guy. Lousy turnout compared with the other auctions Bob had attended. Just him and four other people and the auctioneer, a white-haired guy named Pete in a suit and tie. The suit was cheap and brown and the tie needed Viagra. Guy reminded Bob of those shabby lawyers hanging around the  downtown court building, waiting to be assigned to a case.

LA law but nothing like LA Law. Or Boston Legal, for that matter.

Bob would’ve loved to get hooked up with a good-looking girl attorney like on those shows, real passionate about defending him. Passionate about other stuff, too, after she saves his butt, the two of them . . .

Instead he got Mason Soto from the PD’s office, guy went to Berkeley, let that fact slip into the conversation three separate times. Trying to bond with Bob, like they were homeboys, talking about immigration, La Raza.

Mason Soto had grown up in San Francisco and thought the country should open its borders to everyone. Bob had been raised in West Covina by a third-generation Mexican American ex-marine firefighter dad and a fourth-generation Swedish American police dispatcher mom and both his brothers were cops and the whole family, including Bob, thought people should play by the rules and anyone who didn’t should get their ass kicked out.

He told Soto, ‘I hear you,’ hoping that would get Soto to put out some extra effort, get him totally clear of the traffic warrants as well as the failure to appear.

Soto yawned through the trial and Bob ended up with a massive fine and ten days at County Jail, cut to five. Then reduced to an overnight stay because of overcrowding but, man, one day in that hellhole was enough.

The fine was a more enduring problem. Thirty-five hundred bucks that he needed to come up with in sixty days and none of his landscaping jobs had come through and he was already behind on his rent. Not to mention the child support. If Kathy decided to make trouble for him, he was screwed.

He missed the kids living in Houston with Kathy’s folks.

Truth be told, he missed Kathy.

His own damn fault. Screwing around with women he didn’t even care about, he still didn’t understand why he kept doing it.

He’d borrowed five hundred dollars from his mom, telling her it would go toward the fine. But the city wouldn’t take partial payment and he needed something to generate income so he could square up his rent as well as the fine.

Yesterday, the tree-moving company out in Saugus had called back, told him to come in, fill out forms, maybe that would pan out.

Meanwhile, he was doing what he could.

Up at four A.M., making sure he ’d sail on the drive from Alhambra to Playa Del Rey, be at the storage facility when it opened.

He’d read about abandoned property auctions on the Internet a few months ago, forgot about it until being slapped with the fine. Not stupid enough to think he was going to come up with one of those treasures that made the papers - a Honus Wagner baseball card or a rare painting - his hopes were pinned on eBay.

Because people bought anything on eBay. You could sell a stool sample on eBay.

So far, he ’d attended four auctions, driving as far as Goleta - which turned out to be a total bust. But striking gold - silver, actually - right close to home.

Pasadena facility, seven-by-seven room piled high with neatly sealed boxes. Most of it turned out to be old moldy clothes that he ended up tossing in a Goodwill box, but there were also some jeans full of holes and a wad of rock-concert T-shirts from the eighties that eBayed pretty good.

Plus the bag. Little blue velvet Crown Royal drawstring full of coins, including buffalo-head nickels and a few silver dollars. Bob took all that to a coin dealer in Santa Monica, walked away with two hundred twenty bucks, which was a fantastic profit,  considering his bid on the entire contents had been sixty-five.

He thought of paying his mom back, but decided to wait until everything was squared up.

A yawn overtook him and his eye blurred. Pete the auctioneer coughed, then said, ‘OK, next unit: fourteen fifty-five,’ and everyone dragged themselves up the murky tunnel-like hallway to one of the padlocked doors that lined the cement block walls.

Flimsy doors, flimsy locks, Bob could’ve kicked any of them in. The storage facility got two hundred a month per, talk about a good scam.

‘Fourteen fifty-five,’ Pete repeated unnecessarily. Rubbing a rummy nose, he fiddled with a ring of keys.

The other bidders worked hard at looking disinterested. Two were chunky old women with braided hair, looked like sisters, maybe even twins. They’d gotten a sealed steamer trunk for forty-eight bucks. Behind them was a tall, skinny heavy-metal type wearing an AC/DC tee, fake leather pants, and motorcycle boots, veiny arms more tattoo-blue than white skin. He’d just won the last two lots: a room full of dirty-looking, mostly creased paperback books for a hundred and fifty and what looked to be rusty junk for thirty.

The last participant was the Asian guy, midthirties, athletic-looking, wearing a spotless royal blue polo  shirt, pressed black slacks, and black loafers without socks. So far he’d bid on nothing.

Freshly shaved and aftershaved, the guy looked sharp in the Beemer convertible he drove up in. Bob wondered if he was some kind of art dealer, had the  nose.

Worth keeping his eye on.

Pete found his key to 1455, released the lock, opened the door.

‘Stand back, folks, private property,’ he said. Saying the same darn thing every time.

Due to some weird state law, abandoned goods belonged to the owner until the moment they sold. Meaning you couldn’t approach them or touch them until you’d bought them. Then poof, the owner’s rights disappeared like a minor fart.

Bob had never understood the legal system. When lawyers talked at him, it might as well have been in Martian.

Pete ran his flashlight over the contents of the cell-like space. Bob had heard of people jerry-rigging electricity and bunking down in storage units, but he didn’t believe it. You’d go nuts.

‘OK,’ said Pete. ‘Let’s start the bidding.’

The Asian guy said, ‘Could you please illuminate it one more time.’

Pete frowned, but obliged. The space was mostly empty, except for half a bicycle frame and two black garbage bags.

Pete coughed again. ‘See what you need to?’

The Asian guy nodded, turned his back on the unit. Maybe a fakeout, planning to jump in at the last moment. Or maybe he really didn’t want it.

Bob didn’t see any point in bidding on this one. So far he’d found that garbage bags held mostly garbage. Though he needed something to eBay, so if no one bid and it went cheap enough . . .

‘Let’s hear a bid,’ said Pete, not waiting before adding: ‘Fifty, do I hear fifty, fifty dollars, fifty, fifty dollars.’

Silence.

‘Forty, forty dollars, bargain at forty dollars, metal on the bike is forty dollars.’ Running the spiel, but without enthusiasm. So far, his commission hadn’t even added up to chump change.

‘Forty? Nothing at forty? Do I hear thirty-five—’

Without turning around, the Asian guy said, ‘Twenty,’ and Bob sensed something in his voice. Not shifty, more like . . . calculated.

Figuring the metal on the bike was worth something - just the pedals might be valuable to someone who needed pedals - Bob said, ‘Twenty-five.’

Silence.

Pete said, ‘Twenty-five, do I hear thirty, let’s hear thirty, thirty dollars—’

‘Sure,’ said the Asian guy. Shrugging, like he couldn’t care less.

Bob waited until Pete spieled a bit more, then came in for thirty-five.

Asian half turned. ‘Forty.’

Bob said, ‘Forty-five.’

The old ladies started looking interested. Uh-oh.

But they just stood there.

Heavy Metal edged closer to the open unit. ‘Fifty,’ he whispered.

‘Sixty,’ said Asian.

The mood in the passageway got alert and tight, like strong coffee kicking in for everyone.

Asian pulled out a BlackBerry, read the screen, turned it off.

Maybe the bike was super-rare and even half of it would bring serious bucks. Bob had heard of old Schwinns - like the one he ’d ditched when he turned sixteen and got his license - going for crazy money—

‘Sixty-five,’ said Heavy Metal.

Asian hesitated.

Bob said, ‘Seventy.’

Asian said, ‘Seventy-five.’

‘Eighty,’ a voice awfully like Bob’s nearly shouted.

Everyone stared at him.

Asian shrugged.

Pete looked at Heavy Metal, who’d already walked away and was massaging a tattoo.

‘Eighty dollars for this trove,’ said Pete. ‘Do I hear eighty-five? Eighty-five dollars, still a bargain at eighty-five.’

Going through the motions, not pushing it. ‘Going once, going twice . . . eighty it is.’

Banging that little plastic palm-gavel against his clipboard. Scrawling on his sheet and telling Bob, ‘You’re the lucky winner of the trove. Eighty bucks, cash on the barrel.’

Holding out a mottled palm for payment.

Everyone smiling. Like there was some private joke and Bob was the butt. A cold, soupy feeling filled his stomach.

‘Cash, sir,’ said Pete.

Bob dug into his pocket.

 



Later, out in the parking lot, loading the bags and the half bike into his truck, he caught the Asian guy before he got in his Beemer.

‘You do this a lot?’

‘Me?’ Guy smiled pleasantly. ‘First time, actually. I’m an anesthesiologist, have to be at Marina Mercy by six, thought it might help wake me up. And it kind of did.’

‘What got you bidding on fourteen fifty-five?’

Guy looked surprised by the question. ‘I was going to ask you the same thing.’

 



Back home by seven, flies buzzing around the yucca plants that fronted his apartment building, a cruel sun fizzing through his dusty windows, Bob unloaded the garbage bags onto the floor of his grubby little living room.

Figuring he’d catch some sleep before the first Bloody Mary of the day, then go through his haul, then call the tree farm in Saugus.

He collapsed in his bed, still wearing dusty auction clothes. Closed his eyes.

Thought about Kathy. His fine. What his brothers said behind his back.

Got up and fetched a kitchen knife and sliced through the first garbage bag.

Inside were game boxes - Monopoly, Scrabble, Risk. But cracked and messed up, missing everything except the boards.

Great.

The second bag - the heavier one - held crumpled-up newspapers. Period. Why would someone pay to store shit like this?

With a real bad stomachache coming on, Bob got down on the floor and pawed through weeks of LA  Times. Nothing antique, no historic headlines, just newsprint and those stupid ad inserts that fell all over the place.

Oh, man, he should ’ve stayed in bed.

He said, ‘Idiot,’ out loud and examined the half bike.

Cheap, flimsy junk. Made in China sticker pasted to what remained of a crossbar that Bob could bend with his hands.

Disgusted, he mixed a Mary in the kitchenette, sat down on the floor, and drank. Thinking about eighty wasted bucks made him more tired than ever, but leaving the bags around reminded him he was an idiot.

Time to haul the whole damn load out back to the Dumpsters.

Finishing his Mary, he labored to his feet, tossed the papers back in the second bag, lifted.

Something rattled. Bottom of the bag.

Probably his imagination. He shook the bag hard.

Rattle rattle rattle - like one of those maracas they sold on Olvera Street. Kathy had bought him a pair  of those when they were dating. Figuring, what? He was half Mexican, so he ’d half like it?

He pawed through the papers, reached bottom, found the source of the noise.

Wooden box, dark, shiny. Long as a shoe box but wider, with curly brass inlay, nice lacquer finish, little brass latch holding it shut.


EBay here we come! The box alone . . . he’d call it exotic, imported, whatever, maybe make up a story about it coming from . . . Malaysia? No, something more mysterious, where was Mount Everest - Tibet . . . Nepal.


Exotic box - exotic jewel case - from the Nepal alps, made of solid choice mountain . . . looked like mahogany, he could play that up . . . solid choice rare Asian mahogany. Maybe stick on a Buy It Now for a hundred, hundred thirty. Now, let’s see what ’s inside. And if it was dry beans, who cared? The box alone meant he was No Longer An Idiot.

He freed the brass latch, raised the lid. Inside was a gold velvet tray.

Empty; the noise was coming from below.

He lifted the tray, exposed a bottom compartment. Inside were . . . little white knobby things.

He picked one up. Smooth and white, with a pointy tip, and all of a sudden Bob knew what it was without being told.

Even though biology had never been his strong point, he’d flunked it once in high school, repeated, managed a D.

A bone.

Like from a hand or a foot. Or a paw.


Lots of little bones, so many they nearly filled the compartment, didn’t make that much noise.

Had to be what . . . three, four dozen.

Bob counted.

Forty-two.

He examined his own hand. Three bones on each of the four fingers, two for the thumb, making . . . fourteen per hand.

Three hands’ worth. Or three paws’ worth. No reason to think these weren’t from an animal. Then he thought of something - maybe these came from one of those skeletons they used in medical schools, people willing their bodies to science.

Getting cut up and examined and reconstructed into skeletons using wires to hold it all together.

Nope, none of these bones had holes for wires.

Weird.

Bob picked up another of the smallest ones, held it alongside the top joint of his own index finger.

Not as big as his.

Maybe a small dog.

Or a woman.

Or a kid . . .

No, that was too . . . had to be a dog. Or a cat. How many bones in a paw or a claw?

Too small for a cat.

A medium-sized dog, like Alf. Yeah, this might fit Alf.

He missed Alf, living in Dallas with Kathy.

Was thinking about all that when he shut the latch.

The box rattled.

Bones.

He’d do a little research on the Internet. Maybe sell the collection as antiques - like from an Indian archeology dig. Out in . . . Utah. Or Colorado, Colorado sounded more . . . exotic.

Antique collection of exotic bones.

Stuff like that eBayed great.
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MILO HAD a fancy job title, courtesy the new police chief: Special Case Investigator, Lieutenant Grade.

Or as he put it: ‘Hoo-hah Poobah Big-Ass Sitting Mallard.’

What it came down to was he avoided most of the paper-pushing that came with his rank, kept his closet-sized office at West LA Division, continued to work his own homicides until Downtown called and pointed him elsewhere.

Two calls had come in over the last fourteen months, both Rampart Division gang-revenge shootings. Not even close to whodunits but the chief, still feeling his way in LA, had heard rumors of fresh Rampart corruption and wanted liability insurance.

The rumors proved false and Milo had concentrated on not being a nuisance. When the cases closed,  the chief insisted his assignee’s name be on the reports.

‘Even though I was as useful as a stone-blind trapshooter. Made me real popular.’

Easy metaphor; the morning he came up with it, the two of us were blasting away at clay pigeons on a Simi Valley firing range.

Late June, dry heat, blue skies, khaki hills. Milo lumbered through all five positions of the voice-activated trap setup, hitting eighty percent without much effort. Last year he’d been the target of a shotgun-wielding psychopath, still carried pellets in his left shoulder.

I’d emptied an entire box of shells before accidentally nailing one of the bright green disks. As I racked the Browning and drank a warm soda, he said, ‘When you shoot, you close your left eye.’

‘So?’

‘So maybe you’re right-handed but left-eyed, and it’s throwing you off balance.’

He had me form a triangle with both hands, positioned my fingers so the space between them was filled by a dead tree off to the east.

‘Shut the left one. Now the right. Which one makes it jump more?’

I knew the eye dominance test, had run it years ago  as a psych intern, researching brain laterality in learning-disabled children.

Never tried it on myself. The results were a surprise.

Milo laughed. ‘Sinister-eyed. Now you know what to do. Also, stop rejecting the damn thing.’

I said, ‘What do you mean?’ but I knew exactly what he was talking about.

‘You’re holding it like you can’t wait to ditch it.’ Hefting the gun and handing it over. ‘Embrace it - lean forward - yeah, yeah, like that.’

I’ve fired pistols and rifles in ugly situations. Don’t enjoy firearms any more than going through dental work, but I appreciate the value of both.

Shotguns, with their elegant lethal simplicity, were another story. Up till today, I’d avoided them.

Twelve-gauge Remingtons had been my father’s playthings of choice. An 870 pump-action Wingmaster purchased at a police auction stood in a corner of Dad ’s closet, almost always loaded.

Like Dad.

Summers - late June - he’d make me tag along on squirrel and small-bird hunts. Stalking flimsy little animals with absurd firepower because all he wanted to do was obliterate. Using me to search the bloody dust, bring back a bone fragment or a claw or a beak, because I was more obedient than a dog.

Scared of his mood swings in a way no dog could ever be.

My other assignments were keeping my mouth shut and toting his camouflage-pattern gear bag. Inside, along with his cleaning kit and boxes of ammo and the odd dog-eared Playboy, were the silver-plated whiskey flask, the plaid Thermos of coffee, the sweating cans of Blue Ribbon.

The reek of alcohol on his breath growing stronger as the day wore on.

‘Ready, Dead-eye?’ said Milo. ‘Shut the right, open the left, and lean - more - even more, make yourself part of the gun. There you go. Hold that. And don’t aim, just point.’ Eyeing the bunker.  ‘Pull!’


Half an hour later: ‘You hit more than I did, pal. I’ve created a monster.’

 



At ten thirty we were loading the trunk of my Seville when Milo’s cell phone beeped the first six notes of ‘My Way.’

He listened while following the ascent of a red-tailed hawk. His big pale face tightened. ‘When . . . OK . . . an hour.’ Click. ‘Time to head back to anti-civilization. Drive, por favor.’

As we got on the 118 East, he said, ‘Body dumped  in the Bird Marsh in Playa, some volunteer found it last night, Pacific Division’s on it.’

‘But,’ I said.

‘Pacific’s shorthanded ’cause of “gang suppression issues.” The only free guy is a rookie His Holiness wants “augmented.”’

‘Problem child?’

‘Who knows? Anyway, that’s the official story.’

‘Yet, you wonder.’

He pushed a lick of black hair off a pocked brow, stretched his legs, ran his hand over his face, like washing without water.

‘The marsh is political, right? And the chief ’s a politician.’

 



As I drove back toward the city, he phoned for details, got a sketch. Recent kill, white female, twenties, evidence of ligature strangulation.

Removal of the entire right hand by way of a surgically clean cut.

‘One of those,’ he said. ‘Time to keep both your eyes open, Doctor.’

 



The Bird Marsh is a two-acre triangle of uneasy compromise half a mile east of the ocean, where Culver and Jefferson and Lincoln boulevards intersect. Three  sides of the triangle face multilane thoroughfares, condominium-crammed bluffs loom over the southern edge, the LAX flight plan brings in mechanical thunder.

The bulk of the wetlands occupies a bowl-like depression, well below the view of passing motorists, and as I parked across the street, all I could see was summer-brown grass and the crowns of distant willows and cottonwoods. In LA anything that can’t be appreciated from a speeding car doesn’t count, and federal protection for the flora and fauna sandwiched between all that progress has remained elusive.

Five years ago a film studio run by a klatch of self-proclaimed progressive billionaires had tried to buy the land for an ‘environmentally friendly’ movie lot, funded by taxpayer money. Shielded from public exposure, the plan progressed smoothly, the usual soul kiss between big money and small minds. Then a talk-radio dyspeptic found out and latched onto the ‘conspiracy’ like a rabid wolverine, leaving spokespeople tripping over each other in the rush to deny.

The save-the-marsh volunteer group that formed soon after disavowed the shock jock’s tactics and accepted two Priuses donated by the billionaires. So far, no sign of earthmovers.

I turned off the engine and Milo and I took a few  minutes to soak in the long view. Cute little wood-burned signs fashioned to resemble summer camp projects were too distant to read. I’d visited last year with Robin, knew the signs granted street parking - a generosity now rendered irrelevant by yellow tape and orange cones.

A larger white sign directed pedestrians to remain on the footpath and leave the animals alone. Robin and I had figured on a hike but the path covered less than a fifth of the marsh’s perimeter. That day, I’d spotted a scrawny, bearded man wearing a Save the Marsh badge and asked about the lack of access.

‘Because humans are the enemy.’

 



Milo said, ‘Onward,’ and we crossed the street. A uniform stationed in front of the tape swelled his chest like a mating pigeon and blocked us with a palm. When Milo’s gold shield flashed, the cop said, ‘Sirs,’ and stepped aside, looking cheated.

Two vehicles were parked in a gap between the cones - white coroner’s van, unmarked gray Jeep Explorer.

I said, ‘The body was removed last night, but the crypt crew’s back.’

‘Fancy that.’

A hundred feet north, two other uniforms walked  out of some foliage and climbed up to the sidewalk. Then a broad-shouldered, stocky man in blue blazer and khakis appeared, brushing off his lapels.

Blazer seemed to be studying us, but Milo ignored him and peered up at the mountain of condos. ‘Gotta be a hundred units, minimum, Alex. All those people with a clear view and someone chooses this place to body-dump?’

‘All those people with a clear view of nothing,’ I said.

‘Why nothing?’

‘No streetlights around the marsh. After sunset, the place is ink.’

‘You’ve been here at night?’

‘There’s a guitar shop in Playa Del Rey that runs concerts from time to time. A few months ago, I came to hear flamenco. I’m talking nine, nine thirty, the place was deserted.’

‘Ink,’ he said. ‘Almost like a genuine bucolic nature preserve.’

I told him about my daytime visit, the limited access.

‘While you were here, you didn’t happen to see a slavering bad guy skulking around, wearing a large-print name tag and offering a DNA sample?’

‘Sorry, never met OJ.’

He laughed, checked out the bluff again. Turned  and scanned the expanse of the marsh. The cops were still there but the man in the blazer was gone. ‘Birds and froggies and whatever, sleeping through the whole damn thing.’

 



We slipped under the tape, walked toward a white flag waving from a high metal stake. The stake was planted five or so feet off the path, set in dirt solid enough to hold it still. But a few yards in, the soil melted to algae-glazed muck.

The path continued for a few yards, then took a sharp turn. Voices behind the bend led us to three figures in white plastic coveralls squatting in shallow water, partially hidden by saw grass, tule, and bulrushes.

Submersion in water could slow decomposition, but moisture combined with air exposure could speed it up. As would heat, and this year June was starting to feel like July. I wondered what state the body was in.

Not ready to think about who the body had once been.

The stocky man materialized around a second curve, walked toward us while removing a pair of mirrored shades. Young, ruddy, dirty-blond crew cut.

‘Lieutenant? Moe Reed, Pacific.’

‘Detective Reed.’

‘Moe’s fine.’

‘This is Dr Alex Delaware, our psychological consultant.’

‘Psychological,’ said Reed. ‘Because of the hand?’

‘Because you never know,’ said Milo.

Reed gave me a long look before nodding. His unshielded eyes were clear, round, baby blue. The blazer was square-cut, made him look boxier than he was. Pleats and cuffs on the khakis, bright white wash ’n’ wear shirt, green-and-blue rep tie, crêpe-soled brown oxfords.

Dressed like a middle-aged preppie, but late twenties, tops, with the short-limbed, barrel-chested build of a wrestler. The barley-colored buzz cut topped a round, smooth face the sun would ravage. He smelled like a day at the beach; fresh application of sunscreen. He’d missed a spot on his left cheek, and the flesh was heading toward medium-rare.

A car door slamming caught our attention. Two attendants got out of the coroner’s van. One lit a cigarette and the other watched his partner smoke. Milo eyed the white-clad women in the water.

Detective Moe Reed said, ‘Forensic anthropologists, Lieutenant.’

‘The body was buried?’

‘No, sir, left out on the bank, no attempt to conceal.  Had ID left on on it, too. Selena Bass, address in Venice. I went over there at seven A.M., it’s a converted garage, no one was home. Anyway, in terms of the anthropologists, visibility was poor so I thought it would be a good idea to bring in a K-9 unit, make sure we hadn’t missed the hand. We hadn’t but the dog got all excited.’

Reed rubbed his left nostril. ‘Turns out, there were complications.’

 



The Belgian Malinois named Edith (‘a search dog, not a cadaver dog, Lieutenant, but apparently it doesn’t always matter’) had arrived with her handler at one thirty A.M., sniffed around the dump site, then proceeded to race into the marsh. Stopping at a spot thirty feet south of the body, she dove into the outer lip of a pocket of brackish silt no more than six feet from the bank.

Freezing in place. Barking.

When the handler didn’t get there fast enough, howling.

Ordered back on land, the dog just sat there. The handler asked for hip waders. Those took another half hour to arrive and the dog stayed in place for ten minutes, suddenly bolted.

Setting in another spot, farther up the marsh, panting.

‘Like she was proud of herself,’ said Moe Reed. ‘Guess she should be.’

 



By five A.M., three additional bodies had been confirmed.

Moe Reed said, ‘The others seem to be mostly bones, Lieutenant. Could be one of those Indian burial rights situations.’

One of the crypt drivers had come over. He said, ‘Sure don’t smell like ancient history.’

‘Maybe it’s natural gas.’

The driver grinned. ‘Or the chili someone had for dinner. Or frijoles growing in the marsh.’

Moe Reed said, ‘I’ll let you know when you can go,’ and led us toward the trio of anthropologists. Groin-high in brown-green soup, the women conferred earnestly around another staked white pennant that drooped in the warm, static air. If they saw us, they gave no notice. We kept going. Around the next bend were the other two flags. Like a weird golf course.

We retraced. Two of the scientists were young, one black, one white. Both had crammed ample coiffures into disposable caps. An older woman with short-chopped gray hair noticed Reed and waved.

‘Hey, Dr Hargrove. Any news?’

‘Normally, we’d be setting up the angles for trenching, but this is protected land and we ’re not sure what the parameters are.’

‘I can try to find out.’

‘We’ve already got a call in to the volunteer office, someone should be here soon. More important, the earth gets so soft in spots - inconsistently so - that we ’re afraid we ’ll do more damage than good in terms of finding everything there is to find.’ She smiled. ‘At least it ’s not quicksand, I’m pretty sure.’

The young women laughed. Small metal tools gleamed in their hands.

Moe Reed said, ‘What’s the plan, then, Dr Hargrove?’

‘We’re going to need time to poke around. The best technique may be to eventually slide something under whatever’s in here, raise it up very gradually, and hope nothing falls off. One thing I can tell you, we’re not talking paleontology. There’s soft tissue present under the mandible of this one, and possibly behind the knees. The skin we’ve been able to observe appears dark, but that could be decomp.’

‘Fresh?’ said Reed.

‘Not nearly as fresh as the one left out in the open, but I can’t give you a fix. Water can rot or preserve, depending on so many factors. We’re getting  moderate pH for samples in the immediate area, despite all the detritus, but there could still be some kind of buffering effect due to specific vegetation that mediates the effects of acid rain, plant decay, all that good stuff. I really can’t tell you more until I get everything out of here.’

‘Soft tissue,’ said Reed. ‘That’s pretty recent, right?’

‘Probably but not necessarily,’ said Hargrove. ‘A few years ago they pulled a Civil War vet out of a mass grave in Pennsylvania, poor fellow just happened to end up in a low-oxygen, low-humidity pocket near a series of subterranean caves and still had skin and muscle adhering to his cheeks. Most of it was mummified, but some wasn’t. His beard looked freshly trimmed.’

‘Unbelievable,’ said Reed, catching the eye of the young black anthropologist and turning away. ‘No way you can guesstimate for me, Doctor? Off the record?’

‘Off the record, I’ll go out on a limb and say probably not decades. There is one thing: The right hand’s gone from all of them. But we haven’t started examining closely, there could be other parts missing.’

‘Animal scatter?’ said Reed.

‘Don’t imagine coyotes or raccoons diving into this, but you never know. Some of the bigger birds - herons, egrets, even a pelican or a gull - might ’ve picked out a  tidbit or two. Or a human predator - someone taking a trophy. We ’ll backtrack weather reports, try to find out if wind on water could’ve been a factor in terms of drift and alteration of surface temperature.’

‘Complicated,’ said Milo.

Hargrove grinned. ‘It’s what we live for, but I’m sorry for you guys.’

The young black anthropologist, pretty, with a heart-shaped face and a bow mouth, said something to Hargrove.

Hargrove said, ‘Thank you, Liz.’ To us: ‘Dr Wilkinson wants you to know that all three bodies seem to be facing east. Was that true of the one left out in the open?’

Reed thought. ‘As a matter of fact, it was. Interesting . . .’

Dr Wilkinson spoke up. ‘On the other hand, we ’re talking about an n of—a small sample from which to draw a significant conclusion.’

Reed said, ‘Four out of four sounds significant to me, Doc.’

Wilkinson shrugged. The other young anthropologist, freckled and rosy-cheeked, said, ‘East. As in facing the dawn? Some sort of ritual?’

‘Facing Mecca,’ said Hargrove. She grimaced. ‘We won’t even go there.’

Reed had kept his eyes on Dr Liz Wilkinson. ‘Thanks for being so observant.’

Wilkinson tugged at her hair cap. ‘Just thought you should know.’
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REED, MILO, and I returned to the entrance of the marsh. The coroner’s van was gone. Two uniforms remained on guard, looking bored. One said, ‘The ghouls went to catch a bite.’

Reed said, ‘Any ideas, Lieutenant?’

‘Sounds like you’ve got everything covered.’

The young detective fiddled with his sunglasses. ‘Tell you one thing, I’m happy for the help.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘It’s shaping up like a team case, right?’

Milo didn’t answer, and Reed’s sunburned spot turned crimson. ‘To be honest, I’m not exactly Sherlock, Lieutenant.’

‘How long on the job?’

‘Joined the department after college, made detective  two years ago, started at Central GTA. I just got transferred to Homicide last February.’

‘Congratulations.’

Reed frowned. ‘Picked up two cases since then. Besides this one, I mean. One closed in a week but anyone could’ve done it, total no-brainer. The second one ’s an icy-cold missing person I’m not sure will ever be solved.’

‘Pacific sends MP cases to Homicide?’

‘Not generally,’ said Reed. ‘Rich connections, the kind you definitely want to make happy, but . . .’

‘Cases have their own rhythm,’ said Milo. ‘Takes time to get your footing.’

I’d seen him lose sleep, gain weight, and experience soaring blood pressure over unsolveds.

Reed studied the soft brown dirt of the marsh. A brown pelican soared, aimed its massive beak downward, changed its mind and flew back toward the Pacific.

Milo said, ‘Let’s talk about Selena Bass.’

Reed pulled out his pad. ‘Female Caucasian, twenty-six years old, five five, one twenty, brown and brown. One registered vehicle, a 2003 Nissan Sentra, it was at her apartment, didn’t look disturbed, so we’re not talking a jacking. No signs of obvious forced entry. Maybe she went off with someone she knew and things got nasty.’

‘Where in Venice?’

Reed read off an address on Indiana, south of Rose, west of Lincoln.

Milo said, ‘Gang stuff going on there, right?’

‘Some. Banger snatches her, it wouldn’t be much of a drive from there to here. So sure, we could be talking about a convenient dump site. But those other bodies . . .’

‘They could also be vics from Bass’s neighborhood.’

‘A gang-hit thing?’

‘Or,’ said Milo, ‘a creepo thing. He watches them, stalks them, grabs them.’

Reed frowned. ‘Stranger-on-stranger.’

A bellowed ‘Hey!’ made the three of us turn.

A scrawny, bowlegged, bearded man in a white T-shirt, high green cargo shorts, and flip-flops strode toward us, pumping his arms.

Same fellow who’d snarled the surly remark about humans three months ago.

‘Hey,’ he repeated.

No one answered.

‘What’s going on?’

Moe Reed said, ‘You are . . .’

‘Silford Duboff, Save the Marsh. This is my place. I’m here to keep an eye on all proceedings.’

‘Your place,’ said Reed.

‘No one else cares.’

Reed extended a hand. Duboff took it reluctantly, as if fearing contamination. ‘What ’s going on?’

‘What’s going on, sir, is early this morning we removed the body of a young woman who was murdered and left on the banks of the marsh. While processing the scene, we found at least three other bodies.’

Silford Duboff blanched. ‘Processing? You’re digging?’

‘Nothing extensive—’

‘Out of the question.’ Duboff noticed the flag marking Selena Bass’s dump site. ‘What’s that doing here?’

‘That’s where we found the first victim, sir. And as I said, three other bodies. All dead.’

Duboff rubbed his beard. ‘This is a disaster.’

Reed removed his sunglasses. Baby-blue eyes had narrowed. ‘I’d call four dead bodies a disaster.’

‘You said at least three more. Are you implying there could be more?’

‘Three’s what we’ve got so far, Mr Duboff.’

‘Oh, crap - where are the others? I need to look.’

Duboff started to head for the flag. Milo’s big arm held him back.

‘What?’ Duboff demanded.

‘No access yet, sir.’

‘That’s absolutely unacceptable.’

Milo showed teeth. ‘Sir, it ’s eminently acceptable.’

Duboff said, ‘What ’s the reason?’

‘Police personnel are working the scene.’

‘What do you mean working?’

‘Examining particulars.’

Duboff yanked on his beard. ‘This is a protected site, you just can’t have cops parking their grubby—’

‘Forensic anthropologists, sir.’

‘Anthro—they’re excavating? I absolutely must talk to them, right now!’

‘We appreciate your concern, Mr Duboff. But these people are specialists and they respect every site.’

‘This isn’t just a site, it’s a—’

‘Beautiful place,’ said Milo. ‘The only thing that will be removed is evidence.’

‘That’s outrageous.’

‘So is homicide, sir.’

‘This is worse,’ said Duboff.

‘Worse than four bodies?’ said Reed.

‘I’m not . . . I appreciate the fact that people have died. But when push comes to shove, all humans do is alter the balance - your murders are perfect proof.’

‘Of what?’

‘We keep murdering the earth, then we wonder why life’s so brutal.’

I said, ‘Sounds like you don’t have much use for people.’

Duboff stared at me. Not a hint of recognition. ‘As a matter of fact, I’m a card-carrying misanthrope but I don’t kill anything that breathes oxygen.’ Pointing to his flip-flops. ‘Organic rubber.’ He eyed the white flag. ‘What I’m saying is we need to ensure that this rare pocket of tranquility remains that way.’

‘Seems to me,’ said Reed, ‘that it’s already been disturbed.’

‘Then let ’s not make matters worse. I must have a talk with those ditchdiggers.’

Reed looked at Milo.

Milo said, ‘After you answer a few questions.’

 



He loomed over Duboff, began peppering the increasingly flustered man with a mix of relevant and seemingly random questions. Eventually zeroing on Duboff ’s whereabouts during the past twenty-four hours.

Duboff said, ‘You suspect me?’

‘Sir, these are the question we need to—’

‘Who cares where I was last night? But fine, I’ve  got nothing to hide, nothing. I was home. Reading.’ Jutting his chin. ‘Enjoying Utne Reader, if you must know.’

‘You live alone?’ said Milo.

Duboff smiled. ‘Yes, but often a friend stays over. A bright, altruistic, sensuous woman who just happens to be in Sebastopol at the Green Fiber Music Festival. When did your murder take place?’

‘We’re still determining that, sir.’

Duboff said, ‘It had to be after eight o’clock because I stopped by the marsh at eight and trust me, there were no bodies.’

‘How long were you here?’

‘Briefly, to check for trash. After that, I bought a sandwich at the all-night market on Culver. Greens and tempeh, if you must know. Then I dropped over at my office to see how our volunteer was doing.’ He huffed. ‘Rich brat, got assigned to us for a community service punishment. He was doing fine, so I left him and drove to Santa Monica and ate my sandwich on Ocean Front. Then I returned to the office at ten oh five to make sure the brat had locked up. Which was fortunate, because he hadn’t. By ten thirty, I was with my Utne.’

‘Find any trash at the marsh?’ said Milo.

‘Not this time . . . Oh, yes, Alma - my companion - was due to call me from Sebastopol at eleven fifteen. And she did.’

‘Your volunteer,’ said Moe Reed. ‘What ’s he being punished for?’

‘Something to do with school,’ said Duboff. ‘I didn’t ask, couldn’t care less. He’s no asset but he doesn’t cause problems.’

‘Alma,’ said Reed, taking out his pad. ‘Last name, please.’

Duboff ’s eyes bugged. ‘Why would you want to talk to her?’

‘Routine—’

‘Unbelievable. I’m here to safeguard the marsh and you stormtroop me?’

Reed said, ‘That ’s a little harsh, sir.’

‘Is it? I think not.’

Milo said, ‘Alma what?’

‘Good God - fine, fine, Reynolds, Alma Reynolds.’ He recited a phone number. ‘Satisfied? Now you must  let me through.’

 



We followed Duboff ’s race-walk to the anthropologists’ work site. Moe Reed caught up, asked Duboff if the name Selena Bass was familiar.
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