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	I ate my food between slaughters.


	I laid down to sleep among murderers.


	I tended to love with abandon.


	I looked upon nature with impatience.


	And so passed


	The time given to me on earth.





—Bertolt Brecht, “To Those Who Follow in Our Wake”












When people are too well off, they always begin to long for something new.


—The Brothers Grimm













PART ONE

THE NIGHT SUN













CHAPTER ONE


JAKE


INGLEWOOD


He tells them, “This place is a crime.”


Brake lights smear red across the dashcam screen. Cars honk; sirens whoop; bass thumps from open windows. The night is electrified.


He tells them, “LA is a Frankenstein’s monster—all these felonies sewn together into something like a city. Stolen land gulping stolen water. Streets paved with corpses. We even went and massacred the sky: smog strangles the air; light pollution buries the stars.”


He tilts the dashcam to show the starless night. A plane coming in for a landing at LAX swoops down low and huge—you could reach up and touch it. It slices through the shot like he planned it. Gooseflesh blooms; clap emojis scroll up the comment bar on the laptop riding shotgun.


See Jake Deal, driving fast. He is long and bony, his seat pushed all the way back; he is tanned, his eyes dark, heavy-lidded, this half smile riding on his face. He’s thirty-three—he calls it the Year He Beats Jesus. His skin is tattoo scribbled like so much notebook paper. People call tattoos permanent—Jake knows nothing is.


He drives one-handed, pans the dashcam to catch Randy’s Donuts, this big fucking donut on the roof—the totem of an American sort of god. He switches lanes, drives over the 405. It’s late; the eight lanes of traffic below actually move. The 405 is LA’s major artery. Every rush hour it clogs to a stop; every evening LA has a fatal heart attack; every night the jam clears and the city rises from the dead.


A chirpy melody from the laptop lets him know someone dropped a fat tip in the chat.


“Thanks, KAOSRIDER_11. Everybody, be like KAOSRIDER _11. Tip, like, subscribe. Purchase salvation. Welcome to the Creepy Crawl.”


The cabin of Jake’s car is a mess of wires and electronics, like the insides of a bomb. The dashcam feeds to the laptop. Jammed in the center console: A Uniden police scanner. A digital camera and extra camcorder ride in the back. Jake’s Bluetooth earpiece/mic combo patches his voice in with the dashcam video and police scanner feed. The laptop livestreams it all through a wireless router to the Creepy Crawl audience. It’s a full house; Friday night in South Central guarantees at least one hit of pure, clean madness.


Tasty smoke blows in from a gas station parking lot rib crib. He tilts the dashcam: check out the oil-drum smoker. The cam catches a bus stop bench, an ad for a defense attorney: this corny guy in a suit with boxing gloves, the slogan I’LL FIGHT FOR YOU. The scanner spits static, spits numbers, spits crimes. Nothing worth chasing. Not yet.


He tells them, “I read how scientists call Southern California a cataclysmic region—like, geologists don’t mark time here in months and years—they mark it with catastrophes. Our eras are defined by earthquakes and wildfires, floods and tsunamis.”


The scanner spits a burble of words: a woman in mental health crisis on Tamarack. It’s not worth turning the car around. Mental health calls are a massive bummer—and not in the way his audience craves. Not in the way he craves.


“And we mark time the same way in the city too. Our eras are measured in brutalities and savage nights. We talk about before and after the Zoot Suit Riots. Before and after the Black Dahlia. Watts. Manson. The Night Stalker. Rodney King, the riot, OJ. Before and after the Clout House Massacre and the Bum Bomber, all the way up to right now, the LA Ripper era.”


Check out the comment bar: they go nuts with knife emojis just at the mention. The LA Ripper: a throwback serial killer like in the old days. Nobody wants to admit how much we missed them. The Ripper is up to three victims and counting. Nobody wants to admit how much it matters that the victims are pretty. Nobody wants to admit how much it matters that the victims are white.


“Everybody wants to know, who is the LA Ripper? When will he kill again? If you want to hear the whole long murder ballad, I’ll be doing a Ripper tour tomorrow night live on the stream—get the inside stories of each kill, right where it happened. Inner Circle members only, so subscribe, subscribe, subscribe.”


They used to call it nightcrawling, like in that movie—driving LA at high speed, looking for footage, looking for blood on the streets, broken glass, car fires, and corpses. Back then you’d sell the footage to the local TV news departments for Los Angeles to wake up to—murder and mayhem as part of a healthy breakfast. It used to be a living, back before everybody in the world had a phone with a camera. Nowadays footage is cheap; nowadays tragedy is a buyer’s market.


Unless you find your angle. Jake has found his: An online audience who want more than little bites of the wildness. They want to gorge on it. They live through the screen, in these lurid dreams he sells them. He shows them the world they want to see: this city as a neon-lit, bullet-pocked war zone. He’s got the Creepy Crawl live feed, social media for the tamer photos, and the VIP-level Inner Circle for access to uncensored blood and bodies.


He cruises east on Manchester, looking for action. He moves the camera to catch a locksmith, a taco spot, a pay-by-the-hour motel. Up top, a billboard for the new Tarzan sequel, the blond dipshit actor’s face graffiti tagged, spray-painted with letters five feet tall: LA IS NOT SAFE.


He tells them, “Something wild happened today. You see it? They actually put cuffs on a rich guy. I’m talking about Hollywood sicko Eric Algar. Word is, he’s been abusing teen actresses forever. Allegations going back more than a decade. They didn’t race across town to bust him, huh? Cops drive slow when they’re heading uphill.”


He heads south on Western, turns the dashcam to catch a woman on the corner, her shopping cart filled past her head, her shirt bright red, FUCK FENTANYL blazed across her chest.


“So this business-class sex fiend gets away with it for years. Nothing new, right? Like the man says, this is America—”


The scanner cuts in—“Robbery in progress, shots fired, 1541 Florence respond Code 3, ambulances en route.”


Here we go.


Jake stomps the gas and pulls a hard U-turn in mid-street. The g-forces tickle his balls, tickle his soul.


He says it again with the joy of the chase: “Like the man says, this is America. And get it straight—this is America. Los Angeles is the Great American City. New York? A hangover from the lost continent of Europe. And the folks in the middle want to think that we’re something different than them, something foreign. Like looking into a mirror and not recognizing your own face. Check again, friends. Los Angeles is America, and America is us.”


He swerves around a double-parked Jeep, dodges oncoming traffic. Gas, brake, gas, swerve, brake, gas—go.


“We are America dreaming itself. We’re a fractal of fortunes and crimes, fortunes and crimes. We’re cars and guns and land grabs and tacos, money and movies and big tits and death, all served under a dirty sky—please rise for our national anthem, am I right?”


He picks up speed. The light turns red. He rockets through it. Pissed-off horns chorus on both sides. He glances down at the chat, watching it roil with HELL YEAHs and mushroom-cloud animations. He turns hard onto Florence—tires sing. This high, wild laugh comes out of him.


Sometimes life reminds you it started with a lightning strike.


“They used to say, ‘Go west, young man.’ This is it: as west as it gets, our destiny manifested, for good or fucking ill.”


The dashcam catches the restaurant up ahead, people standing aimless. Cop car cherries splash the scene in blue, then red, blue, then red.


He tells them, “LA is America with no place left to run. LA is America with its back against the wall.”


He parks like a crash landing.


He says, “Let’s fucking go.”


He points the dashcam, gets the view through the restaurant window: All these people looking down at something on the floor. Something they can’t stop looking at.


“Okay, Creeps, enjoy the show.”


A commentor says, come on man take us inside. Jake kills the engine, grabs his camera.


“Hey now. If you want to see beyond the veil, subscribe to the Inner Circle. I’ll show you this secret world that’s right in front of your eyes, the world the way it really is. You’re watching the Creepy Crawl—in the strange, confronting the Real.”


He kills the mic, opens the door. Noises bum-rush him: sirens in surround sound, planes taking off and landing crisscross overhead, people shouting, people keening, all of it whipped into this white-noise hymn. Jake sings along under his breath as he crosses the street.


The crowd mills; the crowd rumbles; the crowd films one another with their phones.


The parking lot is calamity—but check out the Rolls parked in front. This beautiful young woman leans against it; tears dig pink canals through blood spatter on her cheeks. Jake points and shoots—pure instinct. She’s too deep in whatever hole she’s in to notice.


The Rolls and the girl hint at something bigger than just another South Central tragedy. Jake walks faster. The crowd parts, shoots side-eyes, sees him for what he is: an outsider with a camera, a whiteboy with a profit motive.


The crime scene a freeze-frame of chaos: knocked-over chairs, spilled chicken and waffles on abandoned tables. Two bored LAPD unis stand over a young Black man, dead on the floor of the restaurant.


The cops look at Jake, see his camera. The looks on their faces read just another bloodsucker.


Jake gives them a smile like right back at you.


“Don’t step in it,” one says. She goes back to her phone.


Jake raises the camera. The viewfinder turns the world hyperreal—even the dead glow. He trains the camera on the body on the ground—a shock of recognition: Chicago rapper OZ Dash. His underground mixtape blew up last year. He recorded it from prison, on a jail phone—the tinny vocals just add to the realness. He signed with a label right out the prison gate. Maybe he came to LA to celebrate. Maybe he didn’t read the posted signs: LA IS NOT SAFE.


Famous and dead make this a real-money gig. As long as Jake gets the shot. He gets closer to the body, counts four holes across Dash’s chest. Wings of blood spread under the body. Jake gets the shot. Purple welts rise on Dash’s neck, shaped like the chains his killers ripped off him. Jake gets the shot. A peek of metal where his shirt rides up: the pistol his killers didn’t give him time to grab. Jake gets the shot.


Jake remembers being told always get their face. Jake knows right away who will buy the photos. Jake gets in close. Dash’s eyes are wide open so they can take in the Big Nothing. The thing that everyone runs away from. The thing that everyone can’t stop searching for. Jake gets the shot.


Some big shiver comes through him. He lets it wash through. This is it. This is the moment. Life lived down to the marrow. The life his subscribers chase but will never know. Most people spend their days peering through smeared screens, living by proxy, afraid to break the glass and step into the world. Jake knows how that life of safety and endless scrolling is its own sort of death. He knows how almost everybody these days is committing suicide on the subscription model.


“He famous?” one of the cops asks Jake.


“Was gonna be.”


The cop takes out his cell phone and snaps a picture. He does it on the down-low—the Kobe Bryant crash put a twenty-eight-million-dollar price tag on cop snuff pics. It taught them to have a little discretion.


Back in the car, everything glows like he’s still looking through the viewfinder.


He keeps the dashcam on the restaurant, lets the Creeps watch the crime scene unfold in the red/blue light show. He hooks his Canon to the laptop, starts sorting pictures. The worst go to trash, the mid pictures to Instagram, the hardcore ones to the Inner Circle subscriber page. The best ones he’ll try to sell right now.


He scrolls through his contacts: Michelle Weiss, founder of online gossip website Truth or Dare. It was her voice he’d heard in his head, standing over Dash’s corpse.


She picks up on the first ring.


“Well, well, well. The prodigal son of a bitch returns.”


“I’ve got wet blood to sell, Michelle. Who else am I gonna call?”


The old rhythms come back quick.


“Make it a quickie, chico. It’s a busy night: this big-time Hollywood pedo just got arrested and there’s some rapper who just got perforated down in—”


“OZ Dash, Chicago rapper, just got got in Inglewood—”


“Are you—”


“I’m there. I got clean, pro-level shots of the body, fresh death in 4K—I can let you have them for a price.”


“Send them.”


“Already did.”


She makes noises like she’s eating something delicious as she scrolls through the snuff pics. He drums a beat on the steering wheel. He thinks about the old days: same city, different planet, working for Michelle as a Hollywood nightlife writer. Famous faces and VIP rooms and so many goddamn secrets. He swallows hard—he tastes the ghost of cocaine drip.


Michelle’s voice snaps him out of it.


“The pretty Black girl with the blood on her face—the girlfriend?”


“If I had to guess.”


“Bad news for her. The internet lights torches as we speak. She put a picture of him on her feed an hour ago, in the restaurant, chicken on his plate, chains on his neck. She geotagged the photo, let every jacker in the hood know where to find him. Looks like they did.”


Across the street, the girl stands alone, weeping, looking at her phone.


Jake says, “So you’re about to make her the wrong kind of famous.”


“No such thing,” Michelle says. “I’ll take them. Right now. A thousand no arguing. They’re good pics, but the audience can find shitty ones for free online right now, so…”


“Anybody ever tell you you’re cheap and sleazy?”


“You called me, chico.”


“I’ll take the grand.”


“Beautiful. Now I got to run, we’ve got perverts and killers and mug shots oh my.”


She clicks off without saying goodbye.


He closes his eyes. He sees Dash’s dead body. He lets it happen. He knows he’ll see the body again and again—and then one day he won’t. In the end, even ghosts die. More or less.


He sits a long beat. He watches Dash’s girlfriend across the street, her phone in her hand, blood on her face. He figures she’s scrolling through death threats and hate speech. He figures she’s scrolling through his photos of her murdered man. He thinks about how the two of them are connected through particles of shared air, through pictures sailing up to space and then raining back down. The two of them are intertwined together forever in this weird way even though they will never meet.


He pushes the thoughts away. They don’t mean anything.


He starts the car, clicks back onto the mic. He tells them, “Hope you’re enjoying the show. Don’t forget to subscribe to the Inner Circle for the real dank shit. And if you dig it, tell your friends you’ve seen hell, and I planned the trip.”


He pulls out onto Florence. Late-night traffic passing the restaurant has jammed. Cars slow down as they pass by.


He tells them, “Everybody taps their brakes when there’s blood on the pavement.”


He tells them, “Maybe it’s wrong to let the violence juice you. Maybe it’s sick to chase the chaos. But like the man says, if you can’t be cured, you might as well enjoy your symptom.”


He sees a police chopper in the air a few miles ahead of him, turning in a tight circle, the night sun on its belly pointing a finger of light down into the city.


He tells them, “There is no solution. This place is a crime that can’t be solved. And that’s why we love it.”


He stomps the gas. He follows the night sun. He takes them back into the darkness.















CHAPTER TWO


GIBSON


MEN’S CENTRAL JAIL


Doug Gibson drives past razor wire. In the rearview mirror a strip mall glows, neon signs on every storefront: BAIL BONDS 24 HOURS. It’s night, but somehow Men’s Central Jail casts a shadow. This squat building framed against the sky, featureless and stark—like the black bar censors place over something they don’t want you to see.


Men’s Central: the biggest jail in Los Angeles County, the biggest jail system in the world.


See Gibson as he hits the night air: forty-seven, in a Koreatown-tailored pinstripe suit that’s tight in the middle. A strong jaw softened by loose skin. His hair is slicked back, black and gray. A pinkie ring on his right hand, the kind of ring a prosecutor would never wear. In his world everyone knows to look their part. Across the street, on a bus stop bench: Gibson in a suit and boxing gloves, seven years thinner. His slogan underneath: I’LL FIGHT FOR YOU. The taggers leave the ad alone—he might spring them someday.


He checks his phone on the move. A text from Shelley—a video of little kids playing with goats. The usual spray of emails from his assistant, Morgan: a client arraignment in El Monte for conspiracy and sales of controlled substances, a meeting Monday with some kid charged with aggravated assault with a deadly weapon with gang enhancements. There are always new charges, new motions, new trials. The thing we call justice never stops eating.


Closer to the jail you can see its inhuman design. The slitted windows make Gibson think of nuclear reactor vents. He opens the door marked VISITORS’ ACCESS. The light that spills out is sodium yellow. Gibson thinks about radiation again. Things that poison you slowly in ways you can’t see.


A text pops up: I’m ready to transfer your retainer.


Most of his new clients reach out from the jail phone, or the call comes from a mother or girlfriend or the bar panel. This text came from a personal assistant.


Gibson doesn’t have clients with personal assistants.


“Eric needs a lawyer right away,” Minhal, the assistant, had told Gibson on the phone. There had been fear in her voice. Maybe she was scared for her boss. Maybe she was scared of him. “They aren’t letting him out. He told me to call you.”


He knew who Eric Algar was—he’d been reading the LA Times when she called. Eric Algar, tween TV megaproducer arrested for sex crimes. The article said he’d been named as a predator in a PR leak a few months back—with hints that his crimes went back decades.


He texts the assistant back: don’t send the money yet.


There are big clients. There are hot clients. This client is a load of white phosphorus, ready to burn up the air itself. Gibson’s smart enough to be scared. Even as he walks double-speed into the fire.


The waiting area outside the attorney room is crowded with lawyers and sad women. Wives and girlfriends and moms, all of them Black or brown, most of them looking like gravity is heavier where they live. Gibson has met with hundreds of women like them, explaining bail, explaining what the charges are, telling them what they can and can’t say in the visiting room. If it’s their first time, they look wide-eyed, unbelieving. It’s part of the job to let them know they aren’t the ones who are crazy.


If it’s not their first time, you don’t have to explain anything. If it’s not their first time, they look at you through masks, through eyes that don’t show you a thing. Like veterans of some invisible war where the shooting never stops.


A sharp voice cuts through the murmur. “There’s been a mistake.”


The voice comes from a man facing the check-in desk. His suit looks like it costs three of Gibson’s. He’s got a hunk of gold on his wrist—mid five figures easy.


The deputy leans back in his chair. He says, “I’m telling you, sir, he says he’s not your client.” The way he can make sir sound like asshole—the man’s worked a desk a long time.


The lawyer turns away from the desk, his face like why hath thou forsaken me? Gibson clocks him: Frederick Kim. The high-powered defense attorney in LA. Kim is expensive; he’s celebrity certified. He was one of Robert Blake’s lawyers; he sprung the Bum Bomber. He’s made of sweetheart pleas, high-level connections, deals cut over small plates in Brentwood bistros. He’s the Platinum Plus version of justice the rich can buy themselves. Exactly the person you’d expect Eric Algar to call.


Gibson steps past Kim, flashes his bar card to the deputy behind the desk.


“Doug Gibson, for Eric Algar.”


Gibson can see himself reflected in Kim’s smug eyes. The way a first-class flyer eyeballs you on your way back to coach. Kim’s teeth are bleached and polished like porcelain. His smile says oh, aren’t you cute.


Gibson’s hands make fists. “Frederick Kim.”


“Doug Gibson.”


“There seems to have been a mix-up, Mr. Gibson. I’m presenting myself as counsel for Eric Algar. Let me be a part of the team, on a consulting basis. I’ve worked with Algar’s legal team for years—”


“Man gets to choose his own lawyer. I don’t see the mix-up.”


“Algar isn’t some gangbanger caught with his hand in the cookie jar. There are intricacies at work here that I can help you navigate.”


Right now, the question of why Algar would choose him over Kim doesn’t matter—all that matters is that he knock that smile out of Kim’s mouth.


Gibson says, “This is Men’s Central. I know my way around.” He leans in close, talks softly. “Look around, friend. You’re the one who’s lost.”


He steps past Kim to the deputy.


“Eric Algar, please.”


The deputy waves Gibson to the gate.


Kim’s too much a pro to let the anger show. It’s sweet anyway.


You feel the gate closing behind you each time. The clank and the thud. Locked in a place the sun never touches. You can feel the machine rumbling, here in its tubes. You can feel the terrible fission of men, the subsonic rumble of lives bouncing off one another, splitting and mutating.


A deputy leads Gibson out of the visiting room—eyes strictly forward, this heavy silence. Gibson has met him before. Gibson put him on the stand last year and grilled him about the 3000 Boys, as much as the judge would let him.


It goes like this: The sheriff’s department runs the Los Angeles jail system. The deputy gangs run the sheriff’s department. The jails are the turf of the 3000 Boys. Every couple of years somebody runs another exposé on the gangs—how they share gang ink and gang laws, how they dish out head-stomp justice and choke-hold vengeance. Every three years or so the people on the outside read the articles and cluck their tongues like so sad, then get on with their lives. After all, nothing that happens inside is their business. All they do is foot the bill.


Eric Algar says, “It’s like being swallowed by a maniac. Like I’m living in his skull. There’s voices all over the place; they never stop. Screaming, laughing, gibbering at the goddamn moon.”


Algar had been a kid actor back in the day—he’s never lost the chubby cheeks or the big eyes. Now in his fifties, sitting on the other side of the visiting-room glass, he has a decrepit kid face, stubbled and bloated. Red wine and luxury leave their scars same as anything.


Algar says, “There’s fires burning all over. Guys cooking in their cells—I mean open flames, smoke. And it’s goddamn freezing. Fire and freezing at the same time, swear to Christ. And there’s shit smeared on the walls. Blood and shit and who knows what else. You get in here and you figure out real quick, Dante didn’t know shit about shit.”


Gibson gives him a nod like I hear you. This is how it is with white clients—they get outraged the moment something that has existed their whole lives suddenly turns around and touches them. Gibson tries to think about the last time he had a white client. He draws a blank.


Algar rubs his face with his hands. “Look at me, showing you my belly right off the bat.” When he takes his hands away, he’s slapped on a smile. “I’ve seen your ad on a bus stop bench.” He holds his hands up like a boxer. “You’re the one who went after the cops who caught that guy on fire last year, am I right?”


“That’s me.”


“You went after them with a meat hook. Goddamn beautiful. Cops don’t scare you?”


“This is what I do. I’m all fight, no flight.”


Algar laughs. “All fight, no flight, huh? I like that. So how soon until you get me out of here?”


“We need to get something straight,” Gibson says. “I’m not your lawyer—not now, maybe never.”


“You didn’t get the retainer? I told Minhal—”


“I told her to not send it yet. I wanted to talk to you first.”


“Jesus Christ, man, I went on my last audition when I was fourteen years old. I don’t try out for you; you try out for me.”


A fact flashes across Gibson’s brain: he doesn’t like Eric Algar. But liking the client isn’t part of the gig. Another fact: Shelley won’t like him taking this job. That matters more.


He tells Algar, “It’s not an audition. See, I tend to work with clients who are disadvantaged—”


“So you get off on being some sort of hero, getting killers and junkies out on the street.”


“You’ve been charged with the creation and possession of child pornography, Mr. Algar—”


“Real goddamn cute. Guess you’d like me better if they charged me with a drive-by, huh? And what, you’re allergic to money or something?”


“Hey, I like money. But I don’t like working for rich people. They don’t just think they’re buying a service. They think they’re buying me. I’m not for sale, not like that.”


Algar shifts in his seat. His eyes blink hard, like he’s taken a picture of Gibson in his head.


Gibson asks, “You got money on your books?”


“What?”


“For the commissary, you need to get some money sent in so you can buy things.”


“What do I need that for? You’re getting me out of here.”


“I haven’t agreed to be your lawyer yet. Anyway, you can’t get arraigned until Tuesday.”


“It’s Friday night!”


“You got arrested the worst time someone can get pinched. They’ve refused you bail before arraignment. Somebody wants you to cook for the weekend.”


“Those bastards…”


“I’ll make a call, get you K status—”


He sees the huh? on Algar’s face


“Protective custody. You’re high-profile, you need protection. I can do that for you. It doesn’t mean I should be your lawyer. For one thing, I don’t have any experience with sex crimes. There are lawyers out there who do. And I should tell you, I ran into Frederick Kim outside—”


The rage comes on like yanking open a blackout curtain at noon. Algar slams his hands on the table. This big vein cresting on the side of his face.


“The balls on these smug pricks. I don’t want Kim. I need someone who isn’t in with them.”


“In with who?”


“I’m Samson over here,” Algar says. “I got my hands on the pillars of this whole goddamn town.”


“What does that mean?”


Algar shakes his head like a wet dog, smiles. His mask back on tight.


“I don’t want Frederick Kim. I want a scrapper. Like you. And I want you to get me out of here. Get me my bail. That’s job number one.”


Algar is hiding something. Add it to the pile of reasons for Gibson to walk, alongside how it will put a spotlight on him, the way Shelley will worry about what her friends and clients will think. It will take time away from his other clients, people who need him. It will draw him more clients from a world he doesn’t want to deal with. But most of all, it’s Algar’s rage and his secrets that make it the smart move to walk away.


So Gibson doesn’t know why he says, “I’ll handle the bail hearing—”


Algar smiles like he’s won. Maybe he has.


“—and then we’ll talk about finding you more suitable counsel. But for now, I’ll get to work.”


Algar says, “Just get me out of here.”


Gibson says, “We’ll put together a package, make a strong argument to the judge. I’ll need a list of assets, a description of your businesses, your ties to the community.”


“Yeah, sure. Just tell Minhal I said give you what you need.”


“You’ve got no priors, you have assets to put up as collateral, you’re too well-known to go on the lam. They’ll want you to give up your passport, we can do that. We can offer up house arrest as an alternative. So we’ve got things to work with.”


Algar nods like he’s not listening. “Whatever you need. Just get me out of here.”


“I can’t promise you a result. I can promise you I’ll work like hell to get you out.”


“That’s why I called you. ’Cause you’re a fighter.”


Later, looking at the corpse, Gibson will wonder how he didn’t see what was coming. For Algar, and for him. He’ll wonder if maybe he saw it coming the whole time.















CHAPTER THREE


KARA


KOREATOWN / ARTS DISTRICT


The stereo plays an urgent love song in a language Kara can’t understand. This raw beauty in the rideshare driver’s native tongue. All this yearning fills the air, works its way inside Kara. Purple tracers dot the night. Outside her window, crowds pack the sidewalks, stand in line for nightclubs, everyone laughing, yelling, the hum of it bleeding through the glass. Streetlights and headlights make little rainbows where they hit the glass. She thinks about how you make a rainbow by slicing up light, how the glow gets slashed into beauty.


She is so high.


A voice in her ear: “Hello? Are you still there?”


She remembers where she is, what she is doing. She says into her phone, “He’s a famous Norwegian six-foot-four god of a man with a million dollars in jewels around his neck. How hard can he be to find?” She clicks off the call.


See Kara: thirty years old, five feet three, her hair a red eruption tucked into a loose bun, flowers inked up her left arm in a spiral, a bone cuff on her wrist. Her look is chic and tasteful in a way that doesn’t say money; it says I work for money.


Phoebe said it: Even in a five-alarm fire, serving cunt is job one.


But she doesn’t think about Phoebe. Not anymore.


LA Fashion Week: Traffic on Sixth Street feels like the end of the world. Black SUVs with tinted windows roll on all sides of her. Homeless folk wander between jammed cars; drunks and junkies piss on walls covered in murals and gang tags and crumbling posters for taco festivals.


A car switches lanes, nearly crushes a moped white-lining at high speed. The moped honks its funny little horn, swerves, missing death by inches.


Kara’s brain grabs hold of the phrase missing death. Missing death, missing death, pining for doom like a woman in some old New England whaling town standing on her widow’s walk, searching the sea for her long-lost lover. Death, why won’t you come home to me?


She is so fucking high.


She’d taken a fifty-milligram boysenberry weed gummy around 11 p.m.—a dosage meant to send her deeper than even dreams can reach. Her phone rang at 1:30 a.m., ringing and ringing until the noise cut through the drug murk.


They found her, she thought as she fumbled her phone. She croaked a hello?


“Elias Johansen has broken containment,” her boss yelled loud enough to redline the speaker. “He’s on the loose in the city with a head full of mushrooms and goddamn diamonds dangling from his neck. Why aren’t you there?”


“Is that English?” Kara asked, her voice syrup thick, her brain the same. “Mika, is that you?”


“He was supposed to turn over the necklace at the end of the event. He didn’t show. The jewelers are pissed. You signed the release form; they’re your diamonds now. What are you going to do about it?”


Kara’s eyes adjusted to the dark. She was filled with sudden shame, like Mika could see through the phone to the secret wreck of Kara’s life: the huddles of cups on every surface, the drifts of laundry on the floor, the unwashed dishes in the sink, the pill bottles and baggies she doesn’t bother to put away anymore. It’s the edible, she thought. Stay in the now, don’t let it drag you down.


“Mika, it’s not like he’s gonna run for the border with it—”


“It’s your necklace now, Kara. Unless you’ve got a million bucks stashed up your twat, you find that Norwegian son of a bitch and you get those diamonds back right now.”


Kara clicked off the phone feeling chemical fear, chemical shame. The danger of taking sleep edibles is that you might wake up. In high dosage, THC is a gravedigger drug, shoveling up the dirt of you, uncovering the things you can’t think about, won’t think about, chemicals like a hand shoving away mud until it reveals a buried face—


She got out of bed fast, like she could leave her thoughts on the pillow. She made it to her drug jar, popped countermeasures to get her back to even. She dry-swallowed a Vyvanse capsule, sniffed a fist bump of coke, finished with a Xanax bar to smooth it out.


Now, sitting in the rideshare, she thinks she nailed the formula. She mixed the uppers, downers, and sideways spinners precisely, so they twisted her just right, so they solved her like a Rubik’s Cube. The world is a TV set. She is the shimmering pixels on the surface of the screen. She can feel the glow in each of her cells.


And she is on the hunt.


Her prey: Elias Johansen—this Norwegian pretty-boy action star—whacked out on mushroom chocolates, with a diamond-and-pearl brooch worth just under a million dollars wrapped around his neck. He’s in town for a big Fashion Week gala hosted by one of the studios. Sub Rosa—the private concierge service Kara works for—had found him the brooch, on loan from Halls and Co. Jewelers. Kara had made the deal, signed the release form. She also hooked Elias up with the shaggy gorgeous boys in the Arts District who make psilocybin mushroom chocolates and microdosed pomegranate shooters. She guesses she forgot to attach a warning label for the diamonds and the shrooms—do not mix.


The Viking must have macro-dosed, blasted his skull wide open. He disappeared from the gala with a pack of fellow stars. He hasn’t answered his phone. Kara name searched him on social media until she got a hit: a rando’s Instagram post put him in Koreatown. Kara knows where he’s heading: the Nameless Place. Windowless, dark, impossible to get in unless you know and are known.


The rideshare moves slow—she wants to get out and run. A vintage truck slides past the rideshare, busted up, a surfboard in the back. A bumper sticker under the board: NEVER FORGET: HAPPINESS, LIKE 9/11, IS AN INSIDE JOB.


She lets the laughter take her. The drugs in her blood, this crazy mix of sleaze and glamour, the way the dead sky glows. Somewhere in the night, there is a Viking in a Brioni tux with a million dollars on his neck; her job is to catch him and steal his treasure. There is nothing else in the world; there is no tomorrow and most of all there is no yesterday.


Three years ago, Phoebe Butterfield says, “Basically, we’re the Make-A-Wish Foundation for the terminally rich.” She crosses two lanes of traffic in one big sweep. The world roars all around them: a club banger on the stereo, windows down to let the night in. “We are pimps, drug dealers, and a general one-stop-shop freak factory for the high-worth and very-high-worth individual.”


Kara grabs the oh-shit handle with her free hand. She can still smell coffee grounds under her nails. She quit her job as a barista a few hours ago, on Phoebe’s say-so. She’s feeling a little like Laika, the dog cosmonaut—this sweet little dummy sitting in a rocket, about to blast off into space. How did that story end, anyway?


Phoebe says, “I can get you drugs, of course. Ket and coke and 2C-B and Molly, all of it tested and clean. I can introduce you to loose-handed doctors, get you whatever prescriptions you need. All delivered and paid for with our own encrypted app.”


Phoebe swerves, says, “I can get you sex, of course. I can get you a porn star, a tantric bondage prostate massage, a sugar baby, a hung fuck daddy, a femboi, a nonbinary domme—or go whole hog—a mix-and-match make-your-own-sundae of willing flesh. Maybe you want to fuck a starlet; maybe you want to fuck a full-blown movie star. We’re Sub Rosa, baby, we can make it happen. We’ve flown actresses across the world to party on yachts, set up six-figure tricks—more than you could ever imagine, names that would turn your brains into a chiliburger. And you’re going to learn all about it, girlfriend.”


In the beginning, Phoebe had been her favorite customer at the coffee shop—this leather-jacket rock star with middle-part dark hair, a whole-face smile, jade-chip eyes that saw everything. She was the kind of woman everybody wants to steal something from, even just a glimpse. What Kara stole were moments of freedom, hearing Phoebe’s crazy-ass stories from her crazy-ass life. Wishing it was hers too. Their morning interactions went on longer and longer. Kara made Phoebe laugh; Phoebe made her laugh. One day Phoebe pulled the trigger and said, “Come on, let’s hang.” They went out for drinks and then spent nights watching reality TV together, and somehow they broke through all the walls this world puts between people. They became friends.


This afternoon, Phoebe had told her about a job opening at Sub Rosa. She said she could see the way Kara handled asshole customers so they didn’t even notice they were being handled. Phoebe said she could teach her the rest.


“We need somebody quick—I know I can get Mika to hire you. You want in?”


“Oh hell yes,” Kara had said. “I just need to give two weeks first.”


“Two weeks’ notice is mind-control shit, bitch. They don’t give you two weeks when they fire you, do they?”


Kara had taken off her apron and followed her out the door. That was the sort of thing Phoebe did for you. Opened the gate. Let the cattle stampede.


The tall glass towers of downtown loom to their left. Kara looks down at the phone in her hands: a sex-worker database Phoebe has sent her. She clicks a photo—a blonde with sculpted perfect teardrop breasts, inflated lips, invitation eyes—the image tagged with words like bimbo and brat and porn star experience.


Phoebe dive-bombs through the jammed cars of the 101/10 interchange/clusterfuck. She comes out the other side smiling. Kara wants to breathe her in, put on her skin, see the world through those green eyes.


Kara looks out into the night: tents cluster on the grass banks above the freeway. She asks the question she’s been scared to ask: “What about the bad things? I mean the really bad things?”


Phoebe doesn’t ask, What do you mean? She’s been waiting for this question: “No minors, no violence, consent always required. They don’t get that sicko shit. Not from me, not from you.”


“Do they ask?”


“Sometimes a guy will drop some sort of hint. So I just hint back hell no. If they won’t take no for an answer, you steer them to Mika. She shuts them down.”


“But somebody out there gets them those things too, right?”


Phoebe looks over—her eyes so crazy green. “Hey, there isn’t a bottom to the human mind or a rich guy’s bank account. There’s always a darker hallway for them to walk down. Always has been, back to Countess Báthory or Kubla Khan’s pleasure dome. But what are you going to do? The alcoholics have it right: best not to think about things you can’t control, right?”


Kara flicks through sex-worker photos. All these different types of beauty. She says, “I don’t want to help anyone get hurt.”


“We’re just getting folks what they think they need to get through life. It’s not that different than being a barista, when you get down to the bones of it.”


Kara holds up her phone, a picture of a rent boy with his huge uncut cock in his hand.


“I mean it’s a little different.”


They laugh together. They tumble into the night.


The night air on Sixth Street bites at her. The black-glass front of the Nameless Place bounces back her reflection. A strip mall frames her: a tteokbokki joint full of teens, a BBQ joint wafting smoke. The doorman waves her in. The glass doors spread; her reflection splits in two. She walks into the dark.


Angry hi-hat stutters from speakers all around her, loud enough to move the air. A woman’s voice loops an angry chant of fuck the pain away. Purple velvet, glowing black lights. The bar is full of fashion people in big eyeglasses, in dookie gold chains, in leather blazers, in fur coats and short-shorts. They all talk, laugh, point to the back of the bar like they’ve just seen something wild. Porcelain teeth glow in the black lights. Her heart moves in time with the music. It moves up her chest like something struggling to get free.


Kara follows eyelines to a back wall splashed by a dripping gout of glowing orange—like someone slashed the sun’s throat. Shattered glass below. A barback scrubs furiously. Patrons stand in pools of light, sipping cocktails, watching the man try to get guava out of purple velvet wallpaper.


“Kara, my dear.”


The voice comes from Dr. Samuel Otis: dean of LA’s biggest medical school, founder of biotech firm Euridyce, Sub Rosa client, and a drug fiend out of control. His Caesar haircut looks like a rug—it isn’t. He’s sitting with his twentysomething Valley girl mistress Nicole: bleached hair, click-clack nails, prisoner eyes. A mirror, a glass straw, skinny lines of ketamine laid out next to their glowing cocktails. Kara clocks his wedding ring, marvels at the way he leads his double life out in the open. If you get powerful enough, you don’t even have to tell lies anymore—everybody will lie to themselves for you.


“Dr. Otis, Nicole. How’s your night?”


“Feeling no pain,” the doctor says, his voice ketamine thick. Kara hasn’t seen them in a few months—it looks like the doctor and Nicole have spent that time in some sort of slow-motion tumble down the mountain—invisible bruises all over them. “And how are you, my dear?”


“I’m on a mission,” she says. “I’m looking for this actor, Elias Johansen—”


Nicole points to the splash on the wall.


“He’s fled the scene.” Her voice throaty, almost burnt. Kara has to watch her lips to make it all make sense.


She asks Nicole, “Did you see, did he have like this giant diamond brooch around his neck?”


“Sometimes. Sometimes he was like—” Nicole mimes somebody spinning something on their finger.


“Oh boy.”


“He looked like a man with a bonfire in his skull,” the doctor says. His face twitches—something burns in him too.


“He may have overserved himself,” Kara says. “On something or other.”


“Well, you know, Kara dear, anything can be a poison,” the doctor says. Nicole makes an oh-my-god-here-he-goes face. “And nothing is without poison. The poison’s in the dose.”


He looks over to Nicole, says, “Paracelsus, the father of pharmacology.”


Nicole touches the doctor’s face, says in a ding-dong voice, “Para-lettuce, the father of boring the shit out of me.”


“Hopeless. But, Kara, listen. You can find the cure to any poisoning in the chemist’s old saw: The solution for pollution is dilution. All these poisons everywhere, you must dilute them. We even get poisoned by life. Sleep is the recommended treatment.”


He shovels tiny piles of white powder into skinny lines.


“But of course, there are other forms of life dilution. You search for cures; there are none. Only dilutions.”


Kara’s skin prickles. She swallows something big and sharp. She says, “Thank you, Doctor. You don’t happen to know where Elias went, do you?”


Nicole leans down, does a line. Closes her eyes as ketamine passes the blood-brain barrier. Eyes still closed, she says, “He left with that actor, what’s his name… Colson, Colson Hart, and Colson’s weird friend Ronnie whatever—said they were going to Ronnie’s house in Malibu.”


Kara’s brain arranges the names: Colson Hart, lord of the jungle—Tarzan in those shitty new movies. Ronnie Tutt: Hart’s producing partner and another Sub Rosa client. Her brain does ugly math: Tutt’s house in Malibu means an hour and a half in weekend traffic.


“Thank you,” she says. “You have a good night. Get some sleep.”


The doctor rises. He puts a hand on Kara’s shoulder. She holds her smile, doesn’t flinch. Up close she can see how his eyes are jellied with chemicals, barely containing this weird core of laughter and pain.


He asks, “It’s been months now. Has there been any word about poor Phoebe?”


This seismic thing happens inside Kara.


Doesn’t he know we don’t talk about Phoebe?


She says something back to him, some polite babble she’ll never remember. Inside she presses down, presses down. She puts on her smile. She touches his arm, just enough to give warmth without suggesting anything more. His doctor’s eyes search her—looking for symptoms, looking for disease.


“Take care of yourself, Kara. Things accumulate inside us. And we don’t know how sick we are until it’s too late. I’m sorry to say, in this world… it feels like palliative care is all that makes sense these days. Sometimes the best you can do is dilute the suffering to tolerable levels. Do what you can. But carefully.”


Another rideshare, Malibu ho—jouncing in stop-and-go traffic, carsick from scrolling through videos of dogs and pigs being friends, videos of babies eating spicy food, time-lapse videos of green shoots bursting from soil. Anything to dilute her, untaint her blood, stop thinking about the things that poison her. She thinks about how when you stare at a glowing screen, the rest of the world goes dark.


A text from Mika pops up over a video of a cat grooming a chicken: Elias just arrived at the Leopold House. SEIZE HIM.


She leans forward, says to the driver, “Excuse me, I need to change the trip. We need to go to the Leopold House back in the Arts District.”


The driver says, “Don’t tell me. Tell the app.”


The Leopold House: a private club that takes up the bottom three stories of an old redbrick clothing mill in the part of the Arts District where luxury apartment complexes sprout between crumbling warehouses like mushrooms on a dead log. The top floor of the club holds the Sub Rosa offices. The Leopold House and Sub Rosa share an owner, some billionaire named Kyser who might as well be a myth.


Rain in fat drops smacks the sidewalk as she exits the rideshare. The water revives the grime on the ground, gives birth to this weird smell, not of life—more like the stew that life crawled out of.


She glances across the street, the graffiti on a warehouse wall that she reads every day: BIPOLAR/SCHITZO ALLIENCE VS THE STATE. The nonsense grounds her. She starts up the steps to the club. Life makes it easy for once: the door swings open. Elias hits the night air—see how fungal insanity glows in his gorgeous berserker eyes. The big fat diamond at the center of the brooch is clamped between Elias’s teeth. His beard is stained with guava and red wine. His shirt open. Through the open door behind him, Kara catches a glimpse of the sign over the club’s phone check: WE RELY ON YOUR DISCRETION.


“Cawa!” The diamond in his mouth mangles her name. He spits it out. The brooch drips drool. He is lacquered in sweat. Tears drip from his eyes. He drops to his knees, looks up to Kara. He puts his palms to his face. He says, “Listen. Listen to me. The house is on fire. The house is on fire. But am I the house? Or am I the fire?”


“Oh boy.”


“Kara, I’ve seen it. I’ve seen… everything. Life… just a doomed rebellion against the arrow of time. We’re just dust and electricity. I’ve seen it, Kara. And it. Is. Not. Beautiful.”


Kara moves forward, reaching for the brooch. The giant scoots backward on his ass.


“No! Don’t touch me. Don’t you get it? Look! Every building wants to fall! But they can’t, because we put beams in them, supports, just to stop them from doing what they want to do. Take the beams away and bam, poof, the building gets what it wants. And us too. We want to collapse. Every cell of us tries to die every day but can’t because our lungs and our blood and our lizard brains conspire against us, stop us from doing what comes natural.”


The blood in her neck pulses like a clenching fist. The giant weeps. His big shoulders trembling. Tear snot slicking his beard.


“It’s in me, Kara. Death is in me, and it won’t come out. Can you feel it? Can you feel it?”


She doesn’t know what would come out of her mouth if she opened it.


He reaches out to her, his fingers spread like Help me. Help me.


Kara squats down. Face-to-face with this pretty, terrified giant. She takes his face in her hands. She makes a shushing noise. She moves her hands to behind his neck. His skin is damp, radiates heat. Her fingers undo the latch of the necklace. She tries not to look into his holy-fire eyes. She tries not to think about the death living inside her.


She pulls the brooch free.


A voice comes from behind the Viking: “I told him not to eat the whole thing.”


Colson Hart in all his movie-star glory stands above them. His golden hair spilling everywhere, like a rainforest. He is so pretty, his eyes so cruel.


He squats down to Kara’s eye level. He says, “All that truth ping-ponging in your skull, it messes with you. It’s why I never touch the stuff.”


Kara manages to say, “You mean mushrooms? Or the truth?”


“Both.” He winks at her—he knows exactly what he looks like, what he can get away with. He gets his arms around Elias.


“Come on, buddy. We’re Malibu bound.”


“Colson, do you see? Do you see it?”


“I’ve seen everything, bro. Everything there is.”


Colson lifts the big man with a grunt. The two men climb into the back of a waiting SUV. Colson looks back at her as he climbs in. He winks again. She feels it inside her.


The SUV drives away. She looks up at the sky. Rain speckles her face. She stands up, brushes dirt off her ass. She takes a photo of the brooch, sends it to Mika with a text: all is well.


She puts the brooch in her handbag. She walks. She passes all these expensive cars. All these tents crammed with people. A million dollars’ worth of stones in her bag. The smell of piss rehydrating on the sidewalk. The pit-pat of rain.


She thinks about Elias, poisoned by the truth. She thinks about Colson Hart: I never touch the stuff.


She thinks around the edges of the thing she will not think about. Rotting bananas, black rubber gloves. Running for her life. The empty space where Phoebe used to be.


I can’t think about it. I can’t think about you. I can’t. Or I’ll go crazy.


This voice rises in her head: Good news is, if you stay crazy, then you can’t go crazy. It’s Phoebe’s voice, loud and clear—every vocal fry, every pop and hiss just right. It isn’t a memory. Phoebe never said that.


She feels something, something like a crack at the heart of the world. Kara looks up, like maybe there’s something up above her in the night sky, something hovering, looking down at her. She gets poked in the eye by rain. Her insides churning with chemicals and death and secrets and beauty, so that she doesn’t even have words for what she’s feeling. But she feels it so much. So, so much.


I haven’t forgotten you, Phoebe. I even want to, but I can’t.


Girl, you’d forget yourself before you’d ever forget me.
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“The quintessential LA crime novel.”

—DAVID HESKA WANBLI WEIDEN. author of Winter Counts
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