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I don’t get it,” Maxi said, scowling at her boss. “What part of ‘you’re working graveyard starting next week’ don’t you get?” the man asked, scowling right back at her.

The graveyard shift, also known as the nightside, the overnight, or dregs duty, is usually assigned to the lowest of the low in television news. The disgruntled two were Maxi Poole: thirty-two, popular news anchor-reporter, hardworking, reasonable, tall, trim, blond, dedicated; and her boss Pete Capra: pushing fifty, station managing editor, crack journalist, irascible hothead, decent enough guy, grouch. The two sat in his glassed-in office in the newsroom at Channel Six, the Los Angeles flagship station for UGN, the United Global Network.

“I haven’t worked the graveyard since I was a cub reporter, that’s what I don’t get, Pete. And you’ve got a dozen reporters junior to me, that’s what I don’t get. And Kittridge has been working graveyard for the last year, and he’s actually weird enough to like it.”

“Yeah,” Capra mused, leaning forward, dropping both elbows on his desk, resting his chin between his fists. “Kittridge does seem to like it. Never bitches. Think he’s dealing drugs at night?”

“Probably. So why mess with a good situation for him, a good situation for you because he doesn’t complain, and a good situation for me because I have a life?”

“You don’t have a life, Maxi.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re not married, you have no kids, you don’t even date anyone. What life?”

“Well . . . I have a dog,” Maxi said indignantly. “And I happen to anchor your multi-award-winning Six O’clock News, remember?”

“And you’ll keep that show, at least for now. You’ll come in at four, recut anything you shoot overnight that’s any good, which will usually be nothing, as we know, anchor the Six, take off for dinner till nine, then go out on the street.”

“For how long?”

“The graveyard is nine to six. You know that. You’re done after you edit your stuff for the Morning News. If you’re needed on the set, you’ll stay a little longer, get some face time. Then you’ll go home and have your life.”

“You mean then I’ll limp home and feed Yukon . . .” Yukon was her big, beautiful, five-year-old Alaskan malamute.

“Whatever.”

She was mentally doing the math. “. . . and then I’ll go out and do my run, come home, shower, fall into bed for a few hours in broad daylight, try to sleep till two in the afternoon, get up, get dressed, and come back in to work by four.”

“That’s right,” Pete said, smiling benevolently.

“And that’s going to be my life?”

Ignoring the question, Pete said, “So you’re reassigned. To the graveyard. Starting Monday. Got it?” 

Maxi considered the alternative. On-air talent in any television news market make up a very small club. If she refused the assignment she would have to bring in AFTRA, the television and radio artists’ union, to engage in a fight with the company on her behalf. And thereafter she’d be branded a troublemaker among broadcasters. These nasty industry brawls become juicy gossip topics for everyone in the business, including the execs at other stations whom she just might need to hire her one day. Most general managers won’t hire a “troublemaker”—they’ll just put somebody else on their air, thank you very much. So in the television news business, refusing an assignment is called “eating a death cookie.”

“Hey, I’m gonna let you keep your weekends off,” Capra said then. The graveyard shift traditionally ran from Sunday night through Thursday night, with the reporter filing stories for the Monday through Friday Morning News. “Kittridge will pull the Sunday shift and cover the Monday morning show,” he explained. “You’ll do a package for the Saturday show.”

“And I’m supposed to be grateful for that?”

“Damn straight. I’ve never done that for the graveyard grunt before.”

“Graveyard grunt?”

“S’cuse me, Ms. Politically Correct. I have never done that for the overnight reporter before.” Giving her exasperated.

“Oh, thanks. So you’re not going to screw with my Saturdays, or make me anchor the ‘march of death’?”

Staffers called the Sunday afternoon newscast the “march of death,” because it accordioned to fill the time from the end of whatever national sports event the network was carrying until six o’clock, which meant it would often plod on for two hours or more, dredging up every drug bust, cheap heist, and drive-by shooting that happened during the past week.

“Not unless something big goes down. Earthquake, floods, wildfires, Streisand turns Republican. Or Streisand does a nude scene, even better.” That thought, Streisand nude, caused him to make a face that suggested he’d just inadvertently eaten something sour.

Capra’s attempt at humor was lost on Maxi. She looked hard at him. “Did you give up smoking again, and you want to punish somebody?”

“No, no—but I should,” he said thoughtfully, and so saying, he reached into his upper shirt pocket and pulled out a half-empty soft pack of Marlboros.

“You should give up smoking again?”

“And punish somebody,” he finished, fishing a beat-up plastic lighter out of his middle desk drawer and lighting up.

Closing his eyes, Pete took a long drag. Leaning back comfortably in his ancient wooden desk chair with the scarred leather seat, he slowly let out a stream of smoke. Then he opened his eyes and looked at Maxi like a big, contented pussycat. “Mind if I smoke?” he asked.

With a you’re-pathetic shake of her head, Maxi got up and walked out of his office.

Out in the teeming Channel Six newsroom she dropped into a chair next to Wendy Harris’s computer terminal, muttering, “Damn. I am not freaking believing this.”

Wendy was thirty, two years younger than Maxi, four foot eleven and rail thin, with an out-of-control mane of curly red hair and tortoiseshell glasses balanced on her freckled nose. She was Maxi’s longtime closest friend at the station, and the producer of the Six O’clock News.

“What?” she asked Maxi, not taking her eyes off the screen or her flying fingers off the keyboard.

“Pete just assigned me to the graveyard shift.”

Wendy stopped typing and turned squarely to Maxi, her brow wrinkled in disbelief. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Wrong.”

“What about the Six? Is he pulling you off my show? Am I gonna lose my anchor?”

“He says no. Says I can still do it.”

“Whew! That’s good.”

“That’s good if I can survive working fourteen hours a day.”

“For how long?”

“Indefinitely.”

“You can’t. Nobody can.”

“I know that. And he knows that, Wendy. I’m guessing at some point he’ll yank me off the Six.”

“But . . . why?”

“I have no clue.”

“Didn’t you ask him?” Incredulously.

“Of course I asked him. When does Pete ever explain what he does?”

“Good point. You piss him off lately?”

“Who knows? Everything pisses him off.”

“True. But can he do that? What does your contract say?”

“It doesn’t say he can’t reassign me. I never addressed that possibility when I was doing my deal because it never occurred to me that he would demote me to the bottom rung. I mean, I’ve been at Channel Six News for nine years.”

“So now you know. For next time.”

“Oh, great. I’ll be sure to include a clause that says the company can’t bust me back to the 4 A.M. farm report in my next contract. That’ll be only three years and five months from now. If I don’t kill myself first.”

“Suicide’s not you.”

“Well, I won’t have to commit suicide. Some crazy, drugged-out, sleazebag rapist will nail me one night at three in the morning down on lower Third Street.”

“Or South Central.”

“You know, if I actually did get murdered, Pete would be rubbing his hands together congratulating himself on a boffo lead for the early block. Can’t you hear the tease lines? ‘TV news anchor killed in skid row bludgeoning—details at eleven.’ Over a shot of me chatting on the set with a big goony smile. Even better if it happened during sweeps.”

The three all-important “sweepstakes” months in the television news business, February, May, and November, generate the ratings on which stations base their commercial rates to advertisers. That’s when all the stations run the most titillating, most explosive news stories and mini-docs they can come up with. “Lesbian Nun’s Secret Baby!” That kind of thing.

“Yeah. Pete doesn’t give a damn how he treats people,” Wendy spat.

“A world-class sonofabitch.”

“You could take this to Ryan, you know,” Wendy said. “Ryan would be all over Pete’s sorry ass in a minute.”

Ed Ryan was the news director, Pete Capra’s half-his-age boss, and no fan of Capra’s. The two men were polarized on the philosophy of television journalism: Ed Ryan cared only about the ratings; Pete Capra cared only about the news. So even though his troops saw Capra as a heartless curmudgeon who ran his newsroom with a sledgehammer, they respected him as one of the last of a dying breed of news purists.

“Turn him in to Ryan? Jeez, Wen, I wouldn’t do that to Pete,” Maxi said.

“I know,” Wendy agreed. “Pete’s an asshole, but he’s our asshole.”
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Tom McCartney hefted his bulging black canvas backpack up the steps to the back door of the Channel Six newsroom and leaned on the bell that was marked VISITORS, then reached into his pocket, fished out a handful of pills, and washed them down with a swig from a bottle of Evian. His lanky frame was clad in worn jeans, a blue work shirt, a faded khaki safari jacket that looked like it had been through wars because it had, and expensive Mephisto Barracuda walking shoes. His dark hair curled over his collar, not because it was a style choice, but because he tended to go too long between haircuts.

Since it had been his experience that only rarely did anyone answer the bell at the seldom-used back entrance to the local newsroom, he pounded on the glass door with the side of his fist.

McCartney didn’t have security clearance at Channel Six, or at any other station. That’s because he was a member of that most oddball of tribes—McCartney was a stringer. A newsie who works for no company, belongs to no unions or guilds, is a member of no professional groups or clubs, and has no loyalty to any news outlet, radio, television, or print. In short, a stringer, for the most part, is a journalist who can’t get a job.

Since stringers don’t have the benefit of a big company’s equipment, they tote their own or rented camera gear around town, looking for news to happen. They might have informers on the street who, for a ten or a twenty, will turn them on to something that’s about to go down, or give them names of potential contacts who know the territory and the players. If they make a fair living they might have a laptop or even a radio scanner in the car.

And they almost always work at night. All night. On the graveyard shift. Stringers can’t compete on dayside stories because broadcast stations and print media have their own reporting staffs out in the trenches all day. No sense shooting a wildfire in daylight when the stations have crews all over it—they certainly don’t need to buy stringer tape of the story. But come the dark of night, media outlets usually have just one reporter—read one poor sucker—out there on the graveyard shift, who cannot possibly cover every sordid middle-of-the-night act of skulduggery, large and small, let alone even find them all. So out from the low-down sludge of the City of Angels emerges this aberrant army of stringers, to prowl the nightside and ply their trade.

Like all TV journalists, stringers forage about, sniffing for a good story, and when they find it, they shoot it. But unlike affiliated reporters who file with their companies, stringers have to peddle their tape from station to station and show to show. If they land a taker, or more than one if the story is hot, it was a worthwhile exercise. If they don’t, it was a losing investment of time and money. Sometimes you eat the bear, and sometimes the bear eats you.

Also unlike affiliated journalists, stringers never get the glory. Any glory. They could track down or stumble upon the second coming of Christ, but when they sell their tape of the story, even should it include a kick-ass interview with J.C. Himself, all clues to the stringer’s identity will be obliterated—no pictures of him in the frames, and no voice, no name, no credit, no awards, no thank-yous, no go-to-hell. In the wide world of television newscasts the stringer does not exist. His story would be grandly teased all day on the station that bought it: “Exclusive interview with Jesus Christ outlining His plans for the world, on the news at four, five, and six!” Then on the shows, the anchors would lead with, “Good evening. Our top story tonight, in a stunning interview with Jesus Christ, here’s what He has to say about . . .” The stringer’s voice will have been edited out. Instead, you would hear the station’s anchor voicing questions that the stringer had asked Jesus, over the footage that the stringer shot. Such is the lot of one of these disenfranchised night-shooters. All he would get would be his thirty pieces of silver.

In general, stringers are regarded in the television news business as a notch below pond scum. However, Tom McCartney was much more highly regarded in the industry because he had a history in legitimate news and a reputation for delivering the goods. Tom McCartney was regarded as a notch above pond scum.

McCartney used to have jobs. Good jobs. His last one was his best. He was a highly esteemed international correspondent for CNN. As such, he covered hot spots around the world, and he did it with distinction. Early on, armed with a broadcast journalism degree from Syracuse and a master’s in business and international politics from NYU, McCartney blazed his way through the industry on hard work, a keen mind, and a fierce dedication to getting the story. Honing his skills, he’d moved up through the ranks of news markets from Atlanta to Philadelphia to Chicago to L.A., until he became one of the rising young stars for CNN on the West Coast.

But McCartney also had a jones, an ongoing love affair with pills and booze. It started during the Gulf war. While rolling tape, he was bucked off the skids of a chopper that was hovering over a land skirmish in Kuwait. When he hit the ground, his heavy camera crashing down on top of him, he’d ripped a shoulder out of its socket, broken what seemed to be most of his bones, and his face looked like he’d gone twelve rounds in the ring with Mike Tyson.

His doctors told him he was lucky to be alive. His accommodating nurses, responding to his charm, his rugged good looks, his quirky sense of humor, and maybe even to his multiple, severe injuries, gave their favorite patient plenty of extra attention, along with unlimited doses of Vicodin to ease his pain. And during months of recuperation at home, he took to washing down the oblong white pills with sizable swigs out of a vodka bottle.

He eventually got back to work, but he never got off the pills. Or the juice. After one too many somewhat slurred on-air deliveries, CNN dumped him, and nobody else would hire him. And now he was forty-two years old and prowling for news in the seamy underbelly of L.A. after midnight, like a vagrant digging for day-old bread in back-alley Dumpsters.

Everyone in the business knew Tom McCartney. Some vilified him for the loser he was, some held him up as an example of what they never wanted to become, and some, mostly seasoned journalists, admired him for the great reporter he had been. That group silently rooted for him, and were pleased when he nailed a significant story, saw it make air, and made himself some bucks into the bargain. And the thing with Tom McCartney that his colleagues had to admire, even if grudgingly, was that he absolutely would not back down. Would not give up. Ever. On a story, or on anything else. That double-dyed perseverance trait was tightly woven into the fabric of his makeup. Psychobabblers, civilian and professional, might call it extreme obsessive compulsion.

Maybe that was why he had never given up the booze and the pills, even now.

And why he stood pounding on the back door to the Channel Six newsroom for a good ten minutes until a newswriter, rushing by with a script in hand, happened to hear his beating on the glass and let him in.

He could have avoided all that hassle if he’d just made a call in advance for a drive-on, or announced himself at the guard desk down in the lobby. Not his style. McCartney always parked on the side street east of the sprawling United Global Network complex, hoofed it onto the midway, and came in through the back loading docks opposite Studio Nine, where they shot a long-running daily soap. From there he would eschew the bank of elevators and take the stairs two at a time up to the back entrance of the newsroom, then wait for someone to heed his banging. It was probably because he was never entirely sure that his calling card would get him in the front door. Anywhere.

“Hi, Tom,” the young writer said. “Got something good?”

“Yup. Capra around?”

“He’s in his office,” the writer said.

McCartney took long strides down the back hall and out into the open newsroom, nodding to a few acquaintances as he passed their computer terminals. McCartney didn’t really have any colleagues that he could call friends. He didn’t cultivate friends. Didn’t drink with newsies. He could have. They’d have welcomed his company; McCartney was nothing if not interesting. But he was a dedicated loner.

He tapped on the glass of Pete Capra’s office door, and walked inside at the managing editor’s bidding.

“What?” Capra blurted from behind his desk, not inviting him to sit.

“The PriceCo fire,” McCartney said.

PriceCo was a giant discount store in South El Monte, an industrial city east of Los Angeles, where a fire of mysterious origin had broken out during the night. Tom McCartney had once again gone far beyond the norm to get the story.

“We were all over it on the morning show,” Capra said. “We’re recutting it for the Noon, and we’ll have a reporter out there live for the early block.”

“Do you have the new top?”

“What new top?”

“They’re calling it arson.”

“Last I checked that was the speculation. We reported that.”

“They have a suspect. I’ve got him on tape.”

This got Capra’s full attention. “The wires didn’t say anything about a suspect.”

“I know.” McCartney rummaged in his backpack. “That’s why this one’s expensive.” He pulled out a small cassette.

“You had it transferred?”

“Just for you,” McCartney said with his crooked grin.

Channel Six was the only L.A. news operation that used the M-2 system, a process that was new and expensive, was installed throughout the building, and was full of bugs, which made staff members crazy trying to make faulty tapes airworthy. Capra groused loud and often that somebody upstairs hadda get big kickbacks when they bought that pig, and he threatened at least ten times a week to take an ax to the machinery.

“You want to see it?” McCartney asked.

“Talk to me first.”

“I rolled on this guy at the scene because he looked squirrelly. Nervous, but enjoying himself. Having way too good a time.”

Capra got out of his chair. “Show me.”

McCartney popped the M-2 into Capra’s playback machine and the two stood back to watch. Establishing wide shots showed flames shooting through the roof of the low, sprawling warehouse, firefighters on the scene dragging hoses and hoisting ladders, and the usual looky-loos hanging around the action, the latter a sparse bunch because it was well after midnight. McCartney fast-

forwarded to a zoom-in on one of the bystanders: a white male, fortyish, medium build, pale thinning hair, wearing a lightweight tan suit and wire-rimmed glasses. He was standing alone, a little apart, watching the flames.

“What time was this?” Capra asked, not taking his eyes off the figure on the screen.

“Three in the morning, around there. Guy looks like he went to a bar right from work, and went to the fire scene right from last call.”

“Doesn’t mean he set it. Coulda stopped on his way home to have a look.”

“Guys in suits don’t stop, park, get out of their cars, hike over to the fire lines, and slouch around watching a fire at 3 A.M.”

The picture cut to a close-up of the man’s face. Sweat beaded his high, bony forehead, his eyes shone in the firelight, and the beginnings of a smile flickered at the corners of his thin, gray mouth.

“A computer programmer for Dinex, a small software company in West Covina. Been there eleven years. Nerd type,” McCartney said. “Name’s Bernard Peltz.”

The footage cut to McCartney voicing a series of man-on-the-street interviews, the standard news MOS technique. Maneuvering a handheld microphone, his camera lens moving from one person to the next in the scant gathering, he fired questions: “Your name, sir? You live around here? Do you work at the store? Ever shop here? Did you notice anything unusual tonight?”

Until he’d worked his way over to his target.

The man gave his name, where he was employed and for how long, said he just happened to be driving by, and no, he didn’t see anything unusual. “Probably an electrical fire. That’s usually what happens with a fire that breaks out when nobody’s around,” the man offered.

“El Monte Fire was on this guy too,” McCartney said.

Capra narrowed his eyes. “How much?”

“Three thousand.”

“You’re insane, McCartney.”

“I’ve been called worse,” the reporter said with a humorless chuckle.

“You are worse. Fifteen hundred. Tops.”

“Twenty-five, bottom.”

“Two thousand. And I must be nuts.”

“Twenty-five,” McCartney reiterated, rewinding the tape. He punched the EJECT button, snatched it out of the machine, walked over to the chair where he’d set his backpack, and tossed the cassette into it.

“Okay, okay, twenty-five. But for Chrissake don’t tell anybody—they’ll commit me. And needless to say, I’ve got an exclusive on it. I’m not shucking out two-and-a-half large for you to peddle this tape all over town.”

“Needless to say,” the stringer echoed dryly.

“So, McCartney,” Capra said then, “what’s going on with the Nodori arrest?”

Gino Nodori was a second-tier actor in a weekly television cop drama who’d been arrested after midnight on a lewd-conduct charge in a public park the week before.

“What’s going on with him? You know what’s going on with him, Pete—it’s on the wires. How come you didn’t air my tape?”

“Nodori didn’t make my lineup.”

“You paid for it. Everyone else aired it. Two, Five, and Nine bought it from me. Seven had Caulley on it.” Steven Caulley was the graveyard reporter for Channel Seven.

“Like I said, Nodori didn’t make the cut.”

“It was a helluva lot better story than six or eight others you aired last Tuesday,” McCartney observed. “Talk radio was all over it.”

“Doing any follow-ups?”

“Why would you want a follow-up when you didn’t even air the bust?”

“Just asking.”

“Nodori’s out on bail. You can cover the court procedures on dayside with your regular staff,” McCartney tossed out with a you-know-that-as-well-as-I-do look.

Capra’s eyes skittered over to the wall for a beat, then back to McCartney. “I’m thinking follow-ups at the scene,” he said.

“Huh? It’s a gay hangout in MacArthur Park. What goes down in the men’s john is the same ol’ same ol’. With an occasional police rout, which nobody gives a damn about, and a one-in-a-million celebrity grab like Nodori.”

“How about shooting some tape out there for me? A couple of cassettes every night for a while.”

McCartney gave him a puzzled look. “What did I shoot at the Nodori bust that I don’t know I shot?”

“So how about it?” Capra asked, ignoring the question. “Five hundred a night for no story, just some long-lens CUs of the dirtbags who hang in that area of the park.”

“Lemme get this straight, Pete. You want two tapes a night shot in MacArthur Park near the men’s can. Weekend nights too?” Stringers rarely gave themselves the luxury of weekends off.

“Yeah,” Capra said. “Weekend nights too. Shoot each tape at different times every night. And get faces.”

“A thousand a night.”

“Get outta town,” Capra snapped back. “Five hundred, take it or leave it. I could get fucking Rosie to do this for me.”

Harvey Rosenberg had the reputation of being the least competent stringer in the business, an eager, bumbling, two-hundred-and-forty-pound, Harley-driving television news wannabe, with top-of-the-line equipment paid for by his indulgent parents, talent yet to be proven in the business, and a predilection for tent-sized T-shirts and knee-length, baggy white shorts printed with gaudy orange flames—the joke went that Rosie must have bought a dozen pairs of those eyesores on sale somewhere.

“I’ll take it,” McCartney said.

His news nose told him that Pete Capra had to be looking for something big in MacArthur Park for that kind of sustained video surveillance. He lifted a hand to give him five on the deal.

“Oh, and in return for the easy bucks, I need you to do another job for me,” Capra said, smacking McCartney’s upraised hand.

“That pays money?”

“No.”

“Why does that not surprise me?” McCartney took the arson tape out of his backpack and laid it on Capra’s desk. “You want me to brief your writer on this?”

“Of course. The other job is to watch Maxi Poole.”

“Nice job,” McCartney said with a droll expression. “I already do.”

“I mean on the street. She’s working the graveyard starting Monday.”

McCartney raised his eyebrows. “No kidding. She on your shit list, Pete?”

“Just show her the ropes on the overnight,” Capra said.

“You’ve got Kittridge for that.”

“I’m bringing Kittridge in on dayside.”

“Good. One less reporter for me to ace on the shift.”

“What, you think Maxi’s no competition?”

“We’ll see. The graveyard’s a whole different scum-pit.”

Capra was writing out a check. Another quirk with McCartney—he wouldn’t wait for UGN payroll to cut him a check and put it in the mail like they did for the rest of the stringers. Tom McCartney ran a strictly COD operation.

Holding up the check, waving it back and forth as if to dry the ink even though he’d used a ballpoint, Capra said, “So you’ll help Maxi get her bearings?”

“Sure,” McCartney said, reaching out and snatching the check. He folded it in two and tucked it into the upper flap pocket of his jacket. “But, Maxi Poole on the graveyard? I don’t get it.”

“You don’t have to get it,” Capra said. “What I want you to do is take her into the park with you when you shoot my tape. Hover over her for a couple of weeks. Teach her the nightside. Agreed?”

“Orienting her on the shift is one thing, but what makes you think she’ll put up with hovering?”

“You’ll figure it out. And don’t say anything to Kittridge; he doesn’t know yet.”

McCartney shrugged and turned to leave. Pete Capra knew he didn’t have to tell the guy twice to keep his mouth zipped. Competition was fierce in television news, and for stringers, business could dry up at any given station with a misplaced word or move. And Tom McCartney could be counted on to be particularly discreet. Fact was, the man rarely talked to anyone, about anything.

“One more thing,” Capra said before McCartney got out the door. “Don’t tell Maxi I asked you to help her.”

“Oh, this is gonna be easy—I’ll just use my dazzling charm to get her into MacMurder Park with me at two in the morning.”

“Perfect. She’ll never mistake your brand of charm for help. I’m serious,” he added after a beat, “I want you to watch her back.”

“Fun duty,” McCartney said.

Capra rolled his eyes. “I’ll see you in the morning with my MacArthur Park tapes.”

“You want me to start out there tonight?”

“Jesus, yeah, McCartney, I want you to start out there tonight. It’s money for nothing.”

Tom McCartney smiled. He knew that Pete Capra never paid money for nothing.
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Poole!” Looming large in the doorway to his office, Pete Capra yelled across the newsroom at Maxi, who was still perched next to Wendy’s computer station in medium-high dudgeon.

“Pete hasn’t grasped the concept of our paging system,” Maxi groused as she got up out of her chair.

“He’s probably gonna tell you he was kidding about the overnight,” Wendy said.

“Ten bucks?”

“Nope.” Wendy knew better.

Maxi walked over to Capra’s office. He handed her McCartney’s M-2. “Cut this for the Noon,” he said. “Check with El Monte Arson, or whoever’s handling the PriceCo fire. Guy on this tape could be the suspect they’re looking at. He’s the last MOS on the reel. Tom McCartney’s the shooter—he’ll come looking for you in editing and brief you. He’s probably back grabbing a cup of coffee.”

With that, Capra turned away, went into his office, sat down at his desk, and proceeded to click on his computer keyboard. Maxi was still standing in his doorway. “Is that it?” she asked.

Capra glanced up as if he was surprised to see her still there. “Yeah, that’s it.” Exasperation in his look and tone.

Maxi wheeled around and headed for the edit rooms, feeling as if she’d been jerked out of the known universe and slam-dunked into the rabbit hole. Not that Pete Capra’s brusqueness was in any way out of the ordinary. She just couldn’t believe that he had nothing more to say about blithely assigning her to the punitive graveyard shift. Starting Monday.

On reflection, probably not so blithely. Pete had to have a reason for doing this, and she needed to know what it was. The one way she wouldn’t find out, she knew, was by asking him again.

From across the newsroom, reporter Paul Kittridge caught Maxi’s eye, gave her a wait-up gesture, and headed her way. Intercepting her, he steered her over to a far wall out of earshot of the morning shift.

“Got a minute?” he asked.

“Barely, Paul—I have to cut a tape.” She gestured with McCartney’s M-2.

“Aah. Well, it looks like I’m handing you the nightside baton on Monday.”

“Capra told you?”

“No, but the whole newsroom knows.”

The Channel Six grapevine was the healthiest plant in the building. Maxi didn’t bother to ask how everybody knew before Capra even posted it. They just always did. But no one would mention it to her, since she was apparently the goat in this scenario. Or to Wendy either, knowing the two women were joined at the proverbial hip.

“How do you feel about it?” she asked Kittridge.

“Thrilled to be getting off graveyard before I grow fur and a set of fangs. I’ll still be working it on weekends, though, with the rest of the week on dayside general assignment.”

“Pete thinks you like the graveyard. He says you never complain.”

“What sane person likes working all night and sleeping all day? But you know Pete—if you bitch, he’ll keep you on the shift longer just to fuck with you. But how do you feel about it, Maxi? I swear, this move takes me by complete surprise.”

“Surprise? I’ve been blindsided. Is the grapevine also broadcasting why he’s doing this?”

“No. Everyone’s buzzing about it, but they’re clueless why Pete’s making the switch. I’m the junior reporter here so I know why I drew graveyard—but nobody can figure out why you’re being shunted into the night.”

“Speculation abounds, I suppose.”

“Always.”

Both of them were thinking, but neither one said, that in television news, a move to the graveyard usually prefaced a firing, the party line being it was last chance for the reporter to hone his skills and polish his act. The cynical logic being maybe the reporter would quit in disgust, which would save the company from doling out severance pay and unemployment benefits.

“Well, thanks for talking to me about it,” Maxi said.

“Sure. Is there anything I can help you with?”

“Got any contacts I can use?”

“Tons. I’ll print out a list of names and numbers for you. With a brief description of what degeneracy they’re into, and what they can do for you.”

“Thanks. And is there anybody I should stay away from?”

“That’s a longer list. I’ll give you that one too.”

Maxi was viewing the PriceCo fire tape and making notes when Tom McCartney appeared in the open doorway of the edit room. She was always amazed at what the resourceful freelancer managed to come in with. Tom McCartney was known for nailing great stories before anyone else even knew about them, and for finding angles and nuances that nobody else saw. No other stringer shooting a nightside structure fire would bother to notice and roll on a possible arson suspect at the scene.

“Nice get,” she said, looking up at him.

“Thanks. Any questions?”

“No—it’s all clear. I’ll call the arson investigators and see what I can find out. Did you notice if any fire brass talked to this guy at the scene?”

“No, but they were rolling tape, and I watched their shooter spending some time aimed in our guy’s direction.”

He was probably just following McCartney’s lead, Maxi thought. Cops, sheriff’s deputies, firefighters, and politicos recognized reporter Tom McCartney’s solid gold instincts. “I wonder if they got his name.”

“I don’t know, but you’ve got his name. Maybe you can drop an ID on them.”

“And maybe they’ll return the favor with whatever they’ve got. Thanks, Tom.”

“I’m just a giver,” McCartney said with a silly smile. Cute silly smile, Maxi couldn’t help noticing.

“By the way, you got much better stuff than Kittridge,” she said. “How’d you get there so fast?”

“Trade secret.” Another grin. A newsie rarely shows his hand. “And Maxi, here’s my phone number.”

McCartney laid a business card down on the edit desk in front of her. Maxi quickly scanned his name, phone number, and e-mail address on it, then looked back up at him with raised eyebrows.

“For your files,” McCartney said by way of no explanation at all, and he turned to leave.

He knows, Maxi flashed mentally. He knows I’m bounced to the graveyard.

She slipped his card into her jacket pocket. Either Pete had mentioned it to him, or he’d picked it up among the rank and file. Damn, this nightmare was looking real.

Back in her office, Maxi was writing a track for the PriceCo arson piece when Felicia James opened the door and poked her head inside. A slim, attractive black reporter, Felicia was a five-year veteran at the station. “Hi, Maxi—can I come in?” she asked.

“Okay,” Maxi said. “I’m jamming on this piece, but I have a minute.”

Felicia pushed some papers and files aside on the small, worn sofa in front of Maxi’s desk and cleared herself a seat.

“I can’t believe Pete’s putting you on the graveyard,” she began.

“That makes two of us.”

“I just want you to know that the newsroom is prowling with cats who are thrilled about it because they want your anchor job.”

“Of course they want my anchor job,” Maxi said evenly. “Why wouldn’t they? They’d be fools if they didn’t want to advance. I don’t blame any of them for that, Felicia. Isn’t that what you want too?”

“I’m happy with what I’m doing,” the reporter said.

Funny, Maxi thought, she believed her. Felicia James was married to a successful Beverly Hills orthopedic surgeon, with two children in elementary school. The couple had an active social life, and Felicia was heavily involved with school events and several charities. She was probably the one reporter on staff who didn’t want more.

“Well, thanks, Felicia,” Maxi said. “Now, I’ve got to write this track, okay?” She didn’t want to encourage or even listen to any gossip about her situation.

“Okay—I just thought you should know what the babble is out there,” Felicia said, with a wide arm gesture toward the newsroom beyond Maxi’s office door.

“It doesn’t surprise me,” Maxi said.

“Well, maybe this will surprise you—Christine Williams is actively lobbying for your anchor slot on the Six. Telling people she wants it and deserves it. She’s coming on like a candidate running for office.”

“That doesn’t surprise me either. Christine is a hard worker, she’s good, and she’s the logical next-in-line for my show if it’s up for grabs. Now, I really have to get to work here,” Maxi said, giving her visitor a dismissive smile.

Felicia James got up, gave a little two-finger wave, and left. Maxi watched the retreating reporter, wondering how many more visits she’d have as her colleagues weighed in on her apparent demotion. It was a rule of hers never to get involved with newsroom politics. A maxim she’d learned early in this cutthroat business: Keep your nose clean and your head above the fray.

She turned her attention back to the PriceCo script on her computer screen.



4

Climbing the outside staircase to his thirties-era apartment in West Los Angeles, keys in hand, camera on his shoulder, backpack bulging with tapes and gear, Tom McCartney scoured his surroundings through dark mirrored Ray-Bans, checking that nothing seemed amiss. A habit he’d developed early in his news career when he’d shot a crack house, got two of the perps on tape, and came home after his story aired on several stations to find his apartment ransacked and his video equipment smashed. He’d moved out immediately, rented a post office box in the nearby business district, and never again used his home address on any document at all.

Keeping the bulky camera upright, he sidestepped the morning papers lying on his doormat and unlocked the door to his unit. Pushed it open. Stood still for a beat and did another sweeping surveillance scan inside. Then he went in, set the video camera down on the floor, closed and locked the door, and quickly checked out all five rooms.

His living room looked undisturbed. Spotless beige wall-to-wall carpeting. A vintage limestone fireplace in the middle of the back wall, a throwback to a time when L.A. apartment buildings were built with spacious rooms, high ceilings, and grace touches, as opposed to today’s concrete efficiency boxes. Prewar they called them in New York; in Los Angeles they just called them old. Which was ironic, since nothing in La-La Land was very old, even going back to the time when eleven families had journeyed from the interior of Mexico and founded El Pueblo de Los Angeles, sweeping the resident Indians into the dustbin of history.

On the mantelpiece was a framed picture of his parents, along with a pair of Emmys, the latter being trophies from his CNN days. When he’d first moved in, his mother had taken it upon herself to help him get organized, and had fished the golden statues out of a box of his assorted junk and set them atop the fireplace. He’d left them there to please her. Still, every time he glanced at them it hurt a little. Not that he really wanted that job back—it just rankled that he couldn’t have it.

He looked around the rest of the room. Comfortable cream-colored wide-wale corduroy couch facing the fireplace, flanked by two big matching club chairs. A six-foot-square teakwood coffee table in the middle of the grouping, its smoky glass top stacked with current issues of Time, Newsweek, U.S. News, Vanity Fair, People, and a few other publications. Tools of the trade. Built into the wall to the left of the fireplace, an entertainment center with top-of-the-line music system and an oversized Fujitsu plasma flat-screen TV. The wall to the right solidly lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves crammed with classic literature, history, political science, geography, philosophy, psychology, biographies, reference books, and some current novels.

He moved into the kitchen, which was old but clean, its appliances dating back to a ’70s remodel before his time there. Breakfast nook on its far side. Then into the small formal dining room off the kitchen, which held nothing but gym equipment. McCartney didn’t entertain.

Across the center hall was a large master bedroom suite with an updated bath and walk-in closet. The windows of the bedroom were hung with blackout shades to accommodate his off-kilter sleeping schedule—McCartney slept in the daytime. Next to the master was a second bedroom that he’d outfitted as an office, with computers, printer, scanner, fax machine, phones, editing and dubbing equipment, and walls lined with shelves holding videotapes archived by dates and story slugs.

He dropped his backpack onto a chair in the corner, went back into the living room, and knelt in front of his extensive music collection. McCartney had rock ’n’ roll in his soul. He pulled up Strange Animal by Styx, popped it in the CD player, and Lawrence Gowan’s classic “A Criminal Mind” blared through the apartment: I stand accused before you, I have no tears to cry . . . McCartney smiled. Better than drugs. He needed music like he needed the air he breathed.

Satisfied with his vigilance routine, he stepped back to the entryway and picked up his newspapers, then closed and bolted the front door. The place was neat, tasteful enough, no frills—a completely serviceable space. No pets, no plants, no problems.

He could afford better, but this was all he needed. And all he had ever wanted. The joys of having a house, a wife, children, totally eluded him, even though he came from a big family with loving parents. His brothers and sisters fit that happy-home picture, all of them. But not him. The family kidded that Tom, the youngest of five, must have been off hovering over some ancient war zone when the domestic gene was passed around. He’d never tried to analyze it; he just knew that they were right—the American dream had never been part of his plan. But he was a great uncle; his nieces and nephews adored him. Their parents, his siblings, would cringe when he would laughingly explain his successful MO with the kids: fill them full of sugar, give them cash, let them watch horror flicks, and send them home. It worked for him.

And he had women. None he would bring back to his apartment, and none he would bring around to the infrequent family dinners he felt duty-bound to attend then actually enjoyed when he got there. And none he would ever give his phone number to, even when they expressed interest. Especially when they expressed interest. Not that they weren’t for the most part perfectly nice women, usually working in some area of the news business. He just wasn’t in the market for a relationship, or anything that even remotely resembled one. For about a million reasons.

Picking up the heavy video camera by the front door, he carried it into the office while Gowan rocked on about how a person had to be made of cold stone to survive in this twisted world.

Back in the kitchen, he reached into a cabinet and got out a bag of his favorite coffee, a French roast blend of decaffeinated Colombian santos arabica beans. The coffee ritual gave him satisfaction: putting the rich beans through the proper grind, savoring the full-bodied aroma that filled the room, dropping a filter into the brew basket and spooning out the rounded scoops of coffee, filling the container with refrigerated bottled water, then watching the decanter slowly fill with the dark, steaming liquid. McCartney was precise about his coffee.

And about everything else he chose to include in his life. Like the daily workout regimen he would do next, a half hour of cardio on the tread, a half hour of weights, and a half hour of yoga. After that he would take a shower, turn off the ringer on his bedroom phone, and go down for an uninterrupted six hours of sleep.

But first, a task he wanted to take care of. Striding back into his office carrying a mug of the fresh-brewed, he sat down at his desk, flipped on his Gateway laptop, and logged onto the Internet. He intended to do some cursory digging into the background of one Peter Capra, television news managing editor at Channel Six, the UGN-owned station in Los Angeles. Maybe the research would glean a clue to the reason behind the odd assignment the man had handed him this morning, to randomly tape the perverts who hung out near the public restrooms in MacArthur Park.
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Thursday night, ten to eight. Maxi was on her way home from work. Steering her aging black Corvette up Beverly Glen canyon, she gripped the wheel, bucking fast-rising headwinds that rocked the small car from side to side. It occurred to her that the Southern California devil winds were making a fitting pronouncement on this day from hell. Her PriceCo arson story on the early block went fine; the Six O’clock News she anchored went fine. It was just her life that sucked.

The graveyard shift, starting Monday.

That bleak thought consuming her, she didn’t notice the person standing in the shadows of the leafy blue eucalyptus tree in front of her house until she pulled into her driveway and a woman ran toward her car, waving her arms and calling out, “Mrs. Poole! Mrs. Maxi Poole!”

Hitting the brakes and the door lock at the same time, Maxi raised her eyebrows quizzically and mouthed, “Yes?” through the window glass.

The woman stopped at the passenger side of the low-slung sports car and stooped to Maxi’s line of sight. “Please, you help me, Mrs. Poole,” she wailed.

Maxi saw red, swollen eyes in a blotchy face with no makeup. A kindly face that seemed to register great distress. But she couldn’t rule out that this could be a ruse, gang-bangers using a distraught-acting woman as a front. They could be behind the trees, ready to pounce, rob, carjack, kidnap—anything, she knew. This was Los Angeles.

“Who are you?” she asked through the glass.

“I am Carla Ochoa. They took my boy. My Roberto. He’s two. Usted ayudeme, Maxi Poole.” You help me.

“¿Cómo supo donde vivía?” How did you know where I live?

“I have seen you coming from this house with su perro grande,” the woman said. Yukon. With a broad gesture southward, she added, “I work for Mrs. Lightner.”

Mrs. Conrad Lightner, wife of Los Angeles city councilman Conrad Lightner, obstreperous archconservative on the still liberal L.A. council. Gladys Lightner, “Gladdy” in social circles, and in a certain segment of Westside ladies who lunch, she ruled. And she paid. But rumor had it that Gladys Lightner would stab your hand with a salad fork if you disagreed with her about tomorrow’s weather forecast.

The Lightners lived five doors down from Maxi on the same side of the street. Maxi had interviewed Councilman Lightner on several occasions at city hall, but had only run into Gladys Lightner once. Run up against her, to be precise, and after that she had gone out of her way to avoid the woman. Mrs. L. had stopped Maxi on the street one morning when she was walking Yukon, and had angrily complained that the boy had been doing his business in the meticulously manicured rock gardens on either side of the gates to the Lightner estate.

Her perfect Yukon? “Not possible,” Maxi had responded, smiling, trying to palliate the woman’s ire. “I walk him every day myself; otherwise he’s at home. I’m sure Yukon has never been in your rock gardens—if you’re finding poop, it’s some other dog’s poop.”

At that, Gladys Lightner had actually reached out and grabbed a handful of Maxi’s sweatshirt, pulling her close, startling her, which caused Yukon to let out a series of sharp barks. Maxi swatted at her hand and the woman let loose, but she was shaking uncontrollably, her face contorted in rage. “You are rude, young woman,” she’d sputtered, then wheeled around and marched toward her own front gates.

I’m rude? You’re insane! Maxi had thought, kneeling and holding her trembling dog as they both watched Mrs. Lightner’s stormtrooper retreat.

Gladys Lightner had not introduced herself at that time. Evidently she hadn’t seen the need, figured everybody knew her, after all. And in fact Maxi did recognize her from having seen her picture several times in the society section of the Westside Register—the tall, reed-thin body and the spiky dyed-black hair belying her sixty-something years. Now here was the woman’s housekeeper in tears on Maxi’s doorstep.

“Wait here, Mrs. Ochoa,” she said.

Scooting her car into the garage, she zapped the rolling door down behind her, went inside, came through the house, and opened the front door.

“Come in,” she beckoned, and the Ochoa woman trudged heavily up the entry steps and followed Maxi into the kitchen.

“I’ll make tea,” Maxi told her, steering her unexpected guest to a chair at her kitchen table. “Then we’ll talk.”

She filled the kettle, set it to boil, and busied herself putting out the tea things. And observing Mrs. Ochoa. Hispanic, looked to be in her middle thirties, tending toward plump, with a pretty face and dark, wavy hair tied up with a large-sized pink plastic klippie. She wore loose-fitting jeans, a faded blue sweatshirt that bore the logo of the Los Angeles Dodgers, and a pair of well-worn sneakers. She had no purse, only a crumpled-up wad of tissues in her hand.

Setting two mugs of hot tea on the table, Maxi sat down opposite her and passed the sugar bowl and a carton of milk. “Now,” she said, looking into two misty brown eyes, “tell me.”

“My boy is in the house today. It’s windy—terrible winds—so I keep him inside. He was playing with his truck in our room. I had work to do. When I went back in the room, he’s gone.” She started quietly weeping.

“Gone? How long ago?”

“Una hora, maybe.” One hour.

“You called the police, didn’t you?”

“No. No policía.” No police, said almost fiercely. That signaled to Maxi that Carla Ochoa was probably in the country illegally.

“We have to report this to the police.” Hoping the “we” would make the woman feel more comfortable about notifying the authorities.

“No,” she pleaded. “Please, no.”

“Where’s Mr. Ochoa?” Maxi asked.

The woman looked up, as if the question took her by surprise. “He is gone.”

“Gone where?”

“Gone since Roberto was baby. In Texas.”

“Does he see his son? Does he send money?”

“No. He called Roberto once; I put my baby on the phone. But Roberto can’t talk much yet—he just listened.”

“And now you live with the Lightners?”

“Sí, very nice room. I work for the family.”

“You looked all over the house for Roberto?”

“He is not allowed in the rest of the house.”

“But you looked, didn’t you?”

“Sí, missus.”

“And in the yard?”

“Everywhere. Roberto is not home.”

Maxi stretched her hand across the table, around the mug of tea that the woman hadn’t touched, and took Mrs. Ochoa’s hand. “I’ll call a friend of mine,” she said. “A friend with the police department who will know what to do about Roberto. And who won’t hurt you, I promise.”

This was tricky terrain. She couldn’t confront the woman’s legality status, because if she knew for sure that this was an undocumented worker, the law dictated that she would have to report her to the CIS, the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services. And for Maxi, breaking the law would put her job in jeopardy.

Well, getting caught breaking the law would put her job in jeopardy.

Her “friend” was Marcus Jorgan, Detective Two, with the LAPD’s Robbery-Homicide Division. She’d worked with Marc on several stories.

“Do Mr. and Mrs. Lightner know?” Maxi asked.

“Missus knows. She say don’t call nobody—we will find him. But Roberto doesn’t come home. He’s just small boy.”

“How long were you waiting outside my house?”

“A while, yes. I don’t know what to do.”

It was after eight o’clock at night, January dark and low-fifties cold. Evening rush-hour traffic was back to normal now on busy Beverly Glen as neighbors in this residential area in the hills on the west side of the city tended to dinner, homework, and settling in with before-bedtime rituals. Maxi felt her stomach tighten. Where was this youngster?

“Come on,” she said to Carla Ochoa, getting up from the table and grabbing her purse. “You and I are going down to talk to the Lightners, then we’ll do what we need to do to find Roberto.”
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Councilman Conrad Lightner sat in his downtown city hall office after hours, putting together a position paper on the proposed restructuring of the Los Angeles Police Commission that he would expound on tomorrow in council chambers. An aide was racking up overtime pay typing and retyping his revisions into the computer. Lightner had no idea what to do with a computer, and had no intention of learning—he had enough “little” people around him to deal with the incomprehensible monsters.

In the outer office, his aide was hard at work. Young, slender, with a rosebud mouth and small, oval, gold-framed glasses over huge brown eyes. And a thick mass of chestnut corkscrews tied in an unruly clump at the nape of her neck with what looked like a couple of shoelaces. Amy-something. Working part-time while she studied public administration at USC. Brainy. Adorable. Untouchable.

Lightner sighed. They were all untouchable, all the cute, young, fuckable ones who toiled and learned in L.A.’s downtown center of government. Untouchable for him, anyway. They would never be able to pin the “sexist pig” sobriquet on him. For one thing, if he dared make a pass at any of them they would never take him seriously—he was everybody’s old uncle around here. And for another more significant reason: If by some miracle he ever did get one of these baby dolls in a compromising position, so to speak, and he got caught, it would be all over for him. Period. Yes, he’d be publicly humiliated, he would probably be ousted from the council, and he might even go to prison, but all of that paled by comparison to what would be the real peril in such a situation: Gladdy would kill him. The formidable Gladys Parsable Lightner would find out, and she would probably kill him. He had too often borne the brunt of her wrath for even the smallest of perceived offenses. One time she went totally ballistic and whacked him about the head and ears with her hair dryer because of a wet washcloth left on the floor.

When he got back in from dinner an hour ago, he’d had a message on his Audix from Gladdy. The boy was gone, she’d said. The housekeeper’s kid. Gone—that’s all she’d said. Not gone for now, or gone for good, or gone the Lord knew where or why. Lightner never liked the kid. The little runt shuffling in and out of the maid’s room dragging his scruffy blanket everywhere, fingers in his mouth, head down, never saying a word—barely two and the kid was creepy.

Besides, Con Lightner had had more than enough of kids. His own. Two sons, both grown. He and Gladdy had replaced themselves on the earth, but unfortunately, those two blessed events did not make the world a better place, as it turned out. The older one, Jerrold, was married to a trailer-trash bimbo who dressed in spandex capris, four-inch heels, fishnet stockings, and pink fake fur. Jerry was a “businessman,” which in his case was a euphemism for small-time hustler. He’d already pleaded out one con job, and seemed to be involved in yet another at the moment—some kind of scheme for funneling prescription drugs out of Canada that hadn’t exploded yet. But it would. “Con’s con,” the old man privately called his number one son. Some joke.

His younger son, James, was a drug addict. Gladdy adored James; Con didn’t even know where he lived. He was sure his wife knew but he never pressed it, didn’t much want to know—he’d personally opted out of that loop after James had been nailed in one too many drug busts that hit the press and caused him a shitload of public embarrassment. James seemed to be the only person in her orbit who did not rouse the terrifying Gladys Lightner choler, ever. Gladdy insisted that her Jamie had a good heart, that this was just a “phase that he’ll grow out of.” Lightner figured at thirty years old, you were who you were gonna be. James Lightner had been married to Aly, a schoolteacher, the smart one. So smart, she left him.

Councilman Lightner would have liked to flee as far as he could get from ferocious Gladdy and their dysfunctional offspring, but he couldn’t. It was Parsable money, not his modest government salary, that kept him in their six-million-dollar villa on Beverly Glen. Even more important, if anyone could get him elected mayor of Los Angeles, then maybe even governor of California, Gladys Parsable Lightner could. And Gladdy’s boys—he subtly disclaimed paternity when he could—came as a package deal. So he put up with the lot of them, and tried to operate below the radar within their respective orbits. Jerrold and James had thus far presented the two with no grandchildren, and as far as Lightner was concerned, that was a blessing.

With a little knock on the open door, Amy walked into his office and handed him her latest printout. Riffling through the pages, barely scanning the text, Lightner nodded. He knew that he would facilely dance around the words on the pages to get his meaning across to his colleagues on the chamber floor in the morning.

“This is fine,” he said to her. “Let’s go home.”

He stood in the doorway to the outer office and watched from under lowered lids as Amy scampered like a gangly colt to the coatrack in a corner. Nimbly, she lifted a funky gray knitted cloche off a hook and pulled it down over her wooly curls, then shuffled into a coarse navy peacoat. Buttoned it over her reddish-orange simulated eelskin miniskirt, topped with a purple cotton jersey blouse with a low scoop neck. A cheap silver heart medallion on a chain. Black leather shoes with two inches of rubber soles. She carried a large fake leopardskin tote that doubled as a purse. Gladdy would figuratively hold her nose at this outfit. At all of these kids today.

Kids. You couldn’t call them kids. Couldn’t even call them girls. Lightner was from that generation of men who thought “girls” was a more complimentary cognomen than “women.” He’d found out the hard way over recent years that you don’t call them girls.

He shook his head as he watched Amy skitter out the door without so much as a good night. These eight-dollar-and-sixty-two-cents-an-hour, self-important little chicklets in their mismatched rags, complaining loudly if you didn’t call them women. That’s what the world had come to.

Councilman Lightner sighed again, picked up his briefcase, turned out the lights in his office, and took the elevator down to the parking structure. He maneuvered his late-model gold Lexus sedan through downtown city streets and onto the Hollywood Freeway northbound, toward Beverly Glen and home.

Gliding along in medium traffic, his heavy car buffeted by the strong Santa Ana winds, he started to feel the itch. Tried to will it to go away. Bypassed his exit, the off-ramp onto Sunset Boulevard that would take him to the Westside, and continued on the freeway for another half a mile, then found himself exiting at Hollywood Boulevard and driving west toward Vine Street.

The damn itch. He had to scratch it.
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