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PROLOGUE



Grace arrived at the food truck midmorning. She put on a hairnet and an apron and set about prepping for the lunch crowd. Deronda’s Downhome Buttermilk Fried Chicken would soon be mobbed. Grace was aware, but not aware, of what she was doing, soaking the chicken pieces in buttermilk, dredging them in the dry ingredients and setting them on the rack to dry. She chopped up the collard greens, fried the fatback and onions and put the stock on to boil. Odeal came in, huffing, groaning, the three steps taxing her weight and her wind. Her grandson Lester brought in the casserole dishes. Grace usually looked forward to it, lifting the tinfoil, revealing the world’s best mac and cheese, the top crust golden, the molten mix of cheeses still bubbling. The smells were usually comforting, even heartening, but she was far away, staring into the deep fryer, the first bubbles plinking as they emerged through the amber oil.


“You all right, Grace?” Odeal said. “You don’t look well, baby. You comin’ down with something?”


“No, no, I’m okay,” Grace said. “Not enough sleep, that’s all.”


“I hope you not out there carousin’, young lady,” Odeal said, only half joking.


“Not me. I’m a homebody.”


Grace busied herself, trying and failing not to think. A few days ago, she broke up with Isaiah, the hurt like a stab wound, bleeding into the void left in his wake. She did it on the phone too. Impersonal, like she was canceling a magazine subscription. Ending their love deserved better than a voice from a cell tower. Isaiah was in Northern California somewhere, unwilling or unable to meet her because he was in another mess. He didn’t tell her the specifics; his way of “sparing her” from yet another human goulash of suffering and grief. She couldn’t take it, being with a man who invited violence because he couldn’t resist risking his life for every victimized person he met. Everyone in the hood knew his rep. The underground PI who helped you find justice when the police wouldn’t or couldn’t. His cases covered the range of human depravity. He brought down rapists, armed robbers, kidnappers, drug lords, gunrunners, gangsters, con men, thieves, hired killers and pedophiles. Along the way he’d made enemies.


The waiting wore Grace down. For Isaiah to come home, or not come home, wondering what morally compromising, soul-crushing decisions he had to make, or imagining what subhuman cave dweller was swinging at him with a meat cleaver. Grace wasn’t naive, she didn’t demand tranquility. She wanted to grow as an artist in relative calm, like anyone making their way. If they were a couple, his enemies would be her enemies. She’d be at risk, a target. That was why he didn’t ask her to go with him when he left. He wanted her to have peace, be safe. He was Isaiah, after all.


Grace had gone her own way since she was a kid. She was a loner, a misfit, eschewing pop culture for something more meaningful, always with a pencil or a paintbrush in her hand. She didn’t know what she wanted in a man until she met Isaiah. Kind, compassionate, loving in his quiet, unobtrusive way, immeasurably competent, and courageous as the three hundred Spartans. But life with him was so dangerous, so fraught with evil it was, or seemed to be, intolerable.


All she wanted now was something resembling ordinary. There were takers everywhere. Looking for a man? Put on a hairnet, wear no makeup and a shapeless apron, be entirely indifferent to whoever you’re talking to and you’ll be hit on by every lonely guy in LA. She was saying things to herself like It’s no one’s fault, it wasn’t meant to be, you’re better off without him, things happen for a reason and a bunch of other fucked-up, nonsensical, bullshit clichés, none of which made one fucking iota of sense.


She missed Isaiah. Every day, all the time. She couldn’t have spent more energy thinking about him if he were here. Neither ever said, “I love you,” because it didn’t matter. Why say something you knew to be true? Why say something that was so obvious it was etched into your retinas? They’d never talked about marriage and they probably never would. Commitment was supposedly a decision. With Isaiah, it was genetic; indelible, like the color of your skin. Call him, Grace. Call him now. What are you waiting for? Do you think Isaiahs grow on trees? She resisted. If you were Isaiah, how would you feel? Overjoyed because some fickle artist says she’ll cut you a break? Save yourself the effort, Grace. You’ve lost him once and for all.


She was on edge the whole afternoon; angry at herself and the world that kept her apart from Isaiah. Be a grown-up, Grace. No tantrums today.


A bearded man came to the window. Faded T-shirt, pinched face and cadaverous, all ribs, clavicles and elbows. He looked like an unpublished poet.


“What can I get for you?” Grace said.


“Is your chicken non-GMO?” he asked.


“No, it’s not,” she said. A proselytizer. Cut him short, Grace. “Have you decided? You’ve got a line behind you.”


“If your chicken is not no-GMO you should put it on your sign,” he said indignantly. Why do all the assholes end up in this line? she wondered. She felt her temper coming on, like the creaking of a doorknob.


“You mean we should put ‘We buy our chicken at Vons’ on the sign?” she said. “I’ll speak to the management. Could you please order?”


“What kind of oil do you use?” he demanded.


“Pennzoil, 10W-30,” she said. “Come on, dude, this is a food truck, not your guru’s gluten-free commune. Order or get out of line.” The doorknob was turning.


“I’m a consumer. I have the right to say what I think!” the man shouted. He turned to the people in line. “I’d like you all to know, their chicken contains dangerous hormones!” In return he got a chorus of boos and fuck yous. The anger door swung open.


“That’s it, asshole!” Grace shouted. She was about to lunge through the window and stab this moron with a plastic fork, but a heavyset Black man in a postal uniform shoved the guy out of line.


“People are hungry, boy. Go home and make your own chicken!”


There was a round of applause and Grace joined in. She went back to work. After serving the postal worker, she realized she felt different. High emotion triggered high emotion, and there was nothing more emotional than her feelings for Isaiah. What’s your problem, Grace? Isaiah’s not worth fighting for? You’re afraid he’ll reject you? The risk is too great? I’ve got news for you, girl. Love is risk.


She told Odeal she was leaving early and drove home, anxious and eager, her heart bumping, damp palms choking the life out of the steering wheel. First thing she’d do was fix her hair, put on a little lip gloss and fresh clothes—ridiculous for a phone call but she’d feel better. Where should she be when she made this momentous call? There was the chaise in the backyard or the easy chair in the living room but neither felt right. Maybe in bed. Yes, that was it. Talk to your man while you’re in bed.


She parked the battered jeep in the driveway, turned off the engine and lifted the door handle. Skip surprised her as she got out of the car, saying her name like he was spitting, gleeful when he hit her in the gut, the breath ripped out of her throat, the pain erupting, doubling her over. The hitman cackled as she fell to her knees. The last thing she saw before the sky went dark was a dog collar hanging around his neck; chrome-plated, shiny and spiked.





CHAPTER ONE



The Message


Isaiah was a patient at the Coronado Springs Hospital, five hundred miles away from East Long Beach and home. He was recovering from injuries he’d sustained during a case—a case he didn’t want, need or ask for. To compound his troubles, he was suffering from PTSD. A lifetime of violence, tragedy and suffering had ruined him; his body depleted, his psyche shattered, his emotional self a charred wreck. He was tortured by nightmares and wracked with horrifying flashbacks. He couldn’t sleep, he couldn’t stay awake, every thought a tirade of self-loathing, doubt and pity. The idea of another case repulsed him. He didn’t want to be IQ anymore. He didn’t want to make a difference. He wanted to be nobody. He wanted Grace.


He was in this condition when he met a young man named Billy Sorenson, an escapee from the local neuropsychiatric ward. Isaiah came back to his cottage one day to find Billy stealing food from his kitchen. He was in a pathetic state; scared, on the run and friendless. Billy believed a serial killer named William Crowe was coming to Coronado Springs. Crowe’s presumed intention was to murder someone, identity unknown. According to Billy, Crowe was the infamous AMSAK killer, so called by the press because he disposed of his seventeen victims at the convergence of the American and Sacramento Rivers. Crowe was on a nine-year killing spree and the police had yet to identify him. Billy wanted help bringing him down.


Isaiah soon learned Billy was not a reliable source. He was an alarmist and had a history of making up stories and crying wolf. The whole town knew about him. Isaiah wanted no part of it. This was exactly the kind of thing he’d vowed to stay away from. No more falling into the sewer with the filth and the vermin, covered in the blood and sludge, never to be clean again. He told Billy no.


He told himself he’d take a look. That was all. Isaiah interrogated Billy at length. He laboriously checked the kid’s story and went through a raft of police and FBI computer files Billy downloaded from his mother’s laptop. She was an assistant district attorney. Isaiah carefully examined the data, reluctantly concluding Billy’s story was true. Why is this your business? Isaiah thought. Self-preservation demanded he walk away. But he didn’t. Couldn’t. The local sheriff didn’t believe the story and Crowe would kill another innocent. He had to be found. He had to be caught.


The case was insanely harrowing. Isaiah came close to death several times, closer than he ever had before. He became a fugitive and contemplated suicide. He was kidnapped by outlaws. A gale nearly blew him off a cliff face. He had a knife fight in the middle of a bonfire. He crashed a motorcycle and was nearly crushed by an avalanche, and in the midst of this maelstrom a stinging irony revealed itself. The PTSD symptoms had virtually disappeared. The danger, the adrenaline, the mental machinations and extreme physical demands abated the illness. But when the case ended, the symptoms roared back and flattened him. Now here he was in the hospital contemplating his future. There were only two choices. To be sick again, or to resume the work that made him sick. “I’ll be sick,” he said as he lay there on the gurney. He’d never return to the cesspool. He would get out of here and go someplace where there was peace, where no one knew him, where there was no IQ. Where there was no I.


A nurse had just left his room. Isaiah was curled up in the crisp hospital sheets. He should have asked her for more meds. Something to make him sleep and escape his misery while images of Grace strobed in and out of his mind. They’d lived together briefly. In the late afternoons, she’d set up her easel in the backyard. She said the light was warmer and softer when the sun set and rose. Isaiah observed her from the window. She stood at her easel, perfectly still, like an egret waiting in a tide pool. Long minutes passed. She wasn’t restless and she didn’t fidget. He admired her humility, knowing the world changed in its own good time. They did small things. Cooked, shopped, went for walks, talked about nothing, sat on the stoop and drank cold beers and read to each other lying in bed; things he immediately forgot but that now in retrospect seemed so meaningful and sweet.


Deronda called and stirred him out of his reverie.


She was breathless, like she’d run up a flight of stairs. “Grace has gone missing,” she said.


Isaiah sat up. His pains vanished, his stomach lurched. “Missing? What do you mean?”


“I mean she’s missing and nobody knows where she’s at. Last time I talked to her was yesterday. I texted her a bunch of times, but she don’t answer. I was hoping she was with you.”


“No, she’s not.” He was already out of bed and donning his clothes. Deronda said Grace left her handbag behind. Keys, wallet, everything.


“The police ain’t doin’ shit. They told me to wait seventy-two hours,” Deronda said. “It’s some kinda policy.”


“Do they know who did it?”


“Dodson said it was somebody named Skip Hanson. I asked him how he knew and he said it was the dog collar.”


“Dog collar?”


“It was left in the driveway. It’s supposed to be some kinda message.” Isaiah froze. The fear was overwhelming. Skip was a hitman, cunning, brutal and erratic. They met on a case. At the time, Skip lived alone in the desert, murdering people for money and raising a pack of lethal canines. They were his family and the only source of love in his life. Isaiah sent Skip to jail and his loved ones were put down. Even five years later, Skip’s hatred was palpable, a radiating heat, like standing in front of a blast furnace. “I’m on my way,” Isaiah said.


Isaiah was on the road, the headlights carving a tunnel through the darkness. He was driving Grace’s car. A 1968 Mustang GTI she’d lovingly restored in memory of her father. She’d given him the car before he went away. Isaiah could feel her presence, her small hands on his, turning the wheel, guiding him home. He’d pass through Lake Tahoe soon, take Highway 88 to Interstate 5 and an eighty-mile-an-hour sprint to Long Beach and home. A seven-hour drive. He’d do better than that.


There was a $25,000 bounty on Isaiah’s head. A network of gangs across the breadth of SoCal were looking for him, along with drug dealers, junkies, thieves, hustlers, thugs and ex-cons of every sort. Manzo Gutierrez led the posse, the highly intelligent Khan of the Sureños Locos 13. Manzo and Isaiah weren’t friends, but they respected each other’s strengths, exchanged favors and stayed on their own sides of the street.


Isaiah had betrayed Manzo, not for his own gain, but to save an emotionally disabled young woman from murder charges. The reason was immaterial. Manzo was humiliated and the Locos lost out on a seven-figure arms deal. There was no forgiveness, only restitution and death. The bounty lured ordinary folks into the pursuit. That was a lot of coin for pointing a finger. Looking for Grace under those conditions was impossible, never knowing if the butcher, the baker, the crackheads in the parking lot or the checker at the supermarket would rat you out. Manzo would have to call them off and somehow rescind the reward. Convincing the shrewd gang leader would take ingenuity, conviction and a giant set of brass balls. Isaiah possessed all of the above but little hope he could pull it off. He was a fugitive from street justice.


With every mile, Isaiah felt IQ returning. Keen, relentless, senses wide open, his mind working smoothly, without doubts or indecision, measuring the meager data, considering options, making choices. He felt like a mother whose child is pinned under a car, that nexus of love, urgency and terror giving her the strength to lift the massive weight and save her baby. Maybe the PTSD would return after he found Grace, he thought. But it didn’t matter. Get her back, Isaiah.


His phone buzzed. A number he didn’t recognize.


“What’s up, Q Fuck?” Skip said. Isaiah was stunned. His phone was new, a burner. Grace probably gave him the number.


“Skip,” Isaiah said, hoping his voice didn’t falter.


“Well, well, well, how things change,” the killer said. Isaiah knew to avoid accusations and aggression. It gave Skip a reason to hurt Grace.


“Hey, Grace, I’ve got your boyfriend on the phone,” he called out. She’s not dead in a ditch, thought Isaiah. That means I can find her. “Funny thing,” Skip went on. “We were just talking about you—weren’t we, honey? By the way, she’s not bad or anything but a guy like you could do way better than this.” No, thought Isaiah. No one could do better than this. “She’s not so great in the personality department either,” Skip continued. “But we’re getting along great. Oh, she got out of line a couple of times and I put her in her place. Holding a gun to her head took the starch right out of her, right, Grace?” Isaiah couldn’t swallow, couldn’t speak, he was trembling. “Are you there, asshole?” Skip said.


“Yes, I’m here.” He let it hang. He wasn’t going to say Please don’t hurt her, or Is she okay? Or, especially, I’m going to kill you, motherfucker. Skip would taunt him all the more.


“Yeah, the strong, silent type,” Skip said, contemptuous. “You always were. Do you want to talk to her?”


“You’re in charge. I have no say in it,” Isaiah said. Skip laughed.


“I like this, I like it when you’re humble. Yeah, it suits you, and you know what? It’s gonna get worse, Q Fuck. It’s gonna get much worse. Hey, Grace, get over here!” There were rustling sounds. “Say the wrong thing and you’re fucked,” Skip said.


“Isaiah? Don’t worry, I’m okay,” she said. Her voice was soft and throaty, a lance through his soul. Just like her, he thought. Kidnapped and she’s reassuring you.


“I’m glad. I’m glad you’re okay,” he said. Stay steady, Isaiah.


“I mean that, I’m really fine,” she went on unconvincingly. “I’m not injured or anything and I’m all right. Skip’s treating me fine.” Isaiah opened his mouth but nothing came out. What could he say? Keep your chin up? You’ll come home soon? I’ll be there in a jiffy?


“That’s good,” he said. He didn’t want her to talk anymore. He knew they were on speakerphone and he knew Skip was standing over her with a baseball bat. If she said the wrong thing she’d likely get her skull cracked open.


“Skip said he’s going to let me go so don’t worry,” she said.


“You should get off, Grace,” Isaiah said. There were more rustling sounds and Skip came on.


“All right, that’s it.” He was probably upset because Isaiah told her to get off and not him. “Go over there and sit down,” Skip said. “Go on!” Skip threw something and Grace yelped.


“Okay! Okay!” she said distantly. Isaiah instigated the deaths of others, but he’d never killed anyone himself. Oh, you will be punished, Skip. For every mark that’s on her, for every time she cried in pain, for every time you touched her, you will be punished and it won’t stop until you’re dead.


“You know what’s gonna happen now, don’t you?” Skip said. Isaiah did know. Skip would use Grace to torment him. “We’re gonna play hide-and-seek,” Skip said. “I hide Grace and you seek. Think you can do that, Q Fuck?”


“I, uh, I don’t know,” Isaiah said.


“I’m an impatient guy,” said Skip. “If you don’t find her and I get tired of waiting, I’ll kill her and stuff her body in a dumpster. Better put a move on it, Q Fuck. Oh yeah, I left a message for you.” Skip disconnected and Isaiah suddenly realized he was going nearly a hundred miles an hour. Skip said he left a message but didn’t say where. It took him one second to figure it out. He called Dodson.


“It’s Isaiah,” he said.


“Where the hell are you?” Dodson said. “You couldn’t send a text or something, let people know what’s goin’ on? You better be on your way back.” Antagonism was Dodson’s opening bid whatever the circumstances.


“Just leaving Fresno,” Isaiah said. “What’s happening?”


“Nothing here. Everybody’s on the lookout. I told ’em Skip was long gone but they’re still looking. I don’t know why but lots of folks round here are fond of your ass.”


“I talked to Skip.”


“You talked to him?” Dodson said. “What’s that crazy muthafucka got to say?”


“He has Grace. Wants to play hide-and-seek.”


“Uh-huh,” said Dodson like he knew it all along. “And you’ll be runnin’ around all crazy, following clues Skip made up, and you know what’s gonna happen then? He’ll lead you right into a trap.”


“Seems like it,” Isaiah said.


“I know what you gonna do too,” Dodson replied.


“Oh really? What’s that?”


“You’ll see it coming like you usually do, then you’ll walk right into it.”


“Why would I do that?” Isaiah said.


“Because if you find Skip, you find Grace. That, and you think your freakishly large brain will get you out of anything even when it won’t.”


“I’ll meet you at Blue Hill,” Isaiah said.


Dodson’s voice went falsetto. “Blue Hill? Ain’t nothin’ out there but—” Isaiah disconnected before Dodson could give him twelve reasons why that made no sense.


Dodson entered the kitchen. Cherise was sitting at the breakfast table with a stack of files and her laptop. She supervised a team of paralegals at a downtown law firm and brought work home all the time. Cherise was a fine-looking woman. She possessed a sweet, sexy side that still air-fried his hormones after six years of marriage. She was also churchgoing, frighteningly intelligent, so honest it was off-putting and a firm believer in earning your daily bread. On the whole, he was glad he married her. He’d still be a no-account, meandering low-life hustler if he’d continued his wayward ways. On the whole.


“I just got off the phone with Isaiah,” he said.


“You did?” Cherise said.


“He’s coming. Just leaving Fresno.”


“That’s fantastic news,” Cherise said, pushing the laptop away. “I feel so sorry for Isaiah. He’s such a good soul. He loves Grace and she loves him. I don’t know what I’d do if—”


“What’d you do if—what?” Dodson said. “Somebody kidnapped me? Y’all should worry about the kidnapper.”


“I didn’t mean you, I meant our son, Micah. Remember him?” Their five-year-old boy, growing like a mushroom cloud.


“Isaiah wants me to meet him at Blue Hill,” Dodson said.


“Good, I’m sure he’ll need help,” Cherise said. He turned away, relieved because they were supposed to have a “serious talk.” Cherise said, “I haven’t forgotten, Juanell. Sit down. This won’t take long.” Dodson closed his eyes. That meant it would take forever.


“Not now, baby, I’m upset.”


“I’m upset too but that doesn’t mean we have to put our life on hold.” He sat. Cherise looked at him a moment. It wasn’t a nice look. More like a linebacker on fourth and one.


“The last time we talked about your chronic unemployment, you said you were going to be a fixer,” Cherise began. “I thought it was a shady idea but okay, I can see how it fits your personality. You said you wanted to help people with their problems, like you did with Deronda. I’m proud of you for that.”


It happened months ago. A man named Bobby James tried to blackmail Deronda for half her business. Dodson stepped in. He made a shrewd calculation, squashed Bobby James and sent the asshole on his way. Deronda said he should be a fixer and regretfully, that was what he told Cherise.


“What I want to know is, why aren’t you out there fixing things?” Cherise said.


“Because nobody knows about it,” Dodson said. “It’s hard to flex that kind of thing. What do I say on social media? ‘Hello, friends. I’m proud to announce my new career as a professional fixer. My qualifications? I was a street hustler, I sold drugs, I ran a Ponzi scheme and spent time in Vacaville.’” Cherise rolled her eyes. Dodson continued as if she wasn’t there. “‘It was there I got my degree in duplicity, deception, bribery, double-crossing, double-dealing, short cons, long cons, extortion and graft. Please have a look at my website. W W W dot sneaky muthafucka.’”


“You know how I feel about that language, Juanell, and as a matter of fact, I have a client for you.” She looked at him, hesitant. She was never hesitant. He was getting a bad feeling.


“You gonna keep me guessing?” Dodson said.


“Reverend Arnall.” Cherise said it like she was confessing something.


“Reverend Arnall? If he needs help, why don’t he ask Jesus? Can’t the Son of God help him out?”


“I’m angry with you already, Juanell,” Cherise said, narrowing her eyes. “Profane Christ and you won’t see me naked again until you’re playing Chinese checkers at the senior center.”


Dodson made a small groaning sound. “What does the Reverend want?”


“He can tell you himself,” Cherise said. Dodson’s relationship with the church was a puff of air.


“If this is about my chronic unemployment, is the Reverend gonna pay me?” Dodson said. Again, she hesitated.


“He’ll pray for you and give you the Lord’s blessing.”


“Is that like Bitcoin?” Dodson said. “I need a new car.”


“You’ll be helping others, Juanell. Isn’t that the point?” Cherise said.


“That’s one of ’em. I believe the other was money.”


“Never mind,” Cherise said, waving like she was batting away a mosquito. “I’ve made an appointment for you with the Reverend on Thursday and don’t you dare blow it off.”


The sun was rising when Isaiah reached the desert, brown and barren, piles of gray boulders and low, dusky foothills. It was already in the eighties. The closest civilization to Skip’s place was Fergus, a two-block truck stop that sold inedible donuts and bad coffee. Isaiah drove into the parking lot of the Dew Drop Inn and saw Dodson sitting in his car. A fifteen-year-old, gleaming white Lexus RS. Dodson was in the driver’s seat, his arm straight out on the steering wheel, bobbing his head to Tupac’s “How Do U Want It.” Isaiah was glad with his whole heart. He pulled up, driver’s side to driver’s side. Dodson smiled his cocky, breezy, don’t-you-ever-fuck-with-me smile.


“Whassup, Q?” Dodson said.


“Same old,” Isaiah said.


“What happened to your hand?” Dodson asked. Isaiah’s hand was bandaged. He burned it in the knife fight with William Crowe. Dodson added, “Did your brain get so big you had to punch yourself in the face?”


“Yeah, that’s what happened,” Isaiah said, smiling. “You ready?”


“Why you always ask me that?” Dodson complained. “When I fell out the womb I was ready.”


“Whose car? Yours or mine.”


“Mine,” Dodson said decisively. “Goliath’s kids might be up there and you drive too slow.” Dodson had a pit bull phobia. It had worsened since Goliath nearly ate him for supper.


It was a short drive to the LANDFILL 6 MILES sign and the dirt road. Isaiah was elated to see Dodson again and he knew Dodson felt that way too. Showing it was uncool, embarrassing and confusing. Step outside their unspoken, long-established rules and who knows what would happen.


The road was full of potholes and stretches of washboard, Dodson wincing with every bump. “We shoulda called an Uber,” he complained. “Biggie don’t like this bullshit.”


“Who’s Biggie?” Isaiah said.


“My car—hey, man, look at all this goddamn dust! I can hardly see!”


“It washes off, you know.”


“Hang on, Biggie,” Dodson said, patting the dashboard. “I’ll get you outta here soon enough.” Dodson was into old-school rap, the nineties was his era. Biggie, Tupac, Nas, Lauryn Hill, Scarface and Jay-Z. He listened to contemporary rap but said it didn’t move him. There were no memories attached to the songs.


The BLUE HILL PIT BULLS sign was where it had been before, grimy and faded and nailed into the same dead tree. They parked and walked across the rocky expanse of dirt that used to be the front yard. The small house was a wreck; broken windows, missing front door, crumbling stucco, a rain gutter hanging loose.


“I got a lotta bad memories about this place,” Dodson said.


“Yeah, me too,” Isaiah said.


“What are we doing here?”


“Skip said he left me a message, but he didn’t say where.”


“Then how do you know it’s here?”


“Because I know,” Isaiah said.


“You don’t need to get snippy,” Dodson said.


“I’m not snippy,” Isaiah said. Another one of their perennial arguments.


“Normal people don’t have your psychic powers,” Dodson said. “Maybe while we’re here you can talk to my dead grandmother and find out where she hid the silverware.” It was comforting, Isaiah thought. The banter was something they did no matter what the situation. It kept the edge off the nervousness and covered over the fear.


They went in the house, ducking under the cobwebs, stepping over the broken glass, smashed furniture and assorted junk. Dodson glanced down at the floor. “See them footprints?”


“Yes, I see them,” Isaiah said. “Work boots, size ten.”


“There you go bein’ snippy again,” Dodson said.


“I’m not being—forget it.”


They went down the hall and stopped at the bedroom. At one point in the Goliath case, Isaiah and Dodson tried to kidnap the dog as a means of coercing Skip into submission. All the dogs were kenneled in the barn—except Goliath. Skip left him loose as a kind of roving security guard. The dog chased Dodson into the house. He wanted to lock himself in the bedroom but there were no interior doors. Skip removed them so Goliath wouldn’t have to slow down while he was chomping your ass to shreds. The dog cornered Dodson in the closet and was about to bite his face off when Isaiah shot the beast with a tranquilizer gun. He borrowed it from Harry Halderman.


“Could we move on, please?” Dodson said. “This place will give me nightmares.” A rectangle of newspapers and flattened cardboard boxes was on the floor, fast-food debris scattered around.


“Skip spent the night,” Isaiah said.


“Why?” Dodson said.


“The message. Whatever it is, it took some time.”


The roof of the barn was caved in, grime, crud and cobwebs clinging to every surface, dust motes nearly stationary in the dim light. The kennels were in shambles. Frames broken, gates broken, ancient dog turds embedded in the cement.


“Goliath’s kennel is at the end of the row,” Isaiah said. It was intact, twice as big as the others, made of heavy chain link. The gate was new. Fresh-cut wood, pine smell, sawdust scattered. The floor was swept.


“Why’d Skip do all this?” Dodson said.


“He’s telling me we’re starting over,” Isaiah said. “He’s telling me it’s a new day.” A dog food can was set on the ground. It was shiny, no label, Q FUCK written on it with a red Sharpie. Isaiah did a quick scan for booby traps and stepped over the railing. He held his head back and nudged the can with his foot. No rattlesnake. Inside was a memory stick.


Isaiah and Dodson were in the car, the air conditioning up high. Isaiah inserted the memory stick into his laptop.


“What do you think is on there?” Dodson said.


“Photos.”


“Take it slow, Q,” Dodson said protectively.


Isaiah hesitated, gulped in a deep breath and brought up the first photo. At first, he couldn’t focus, or maybe he didn’t want to. He saw a young woman—but it wasn’t Grace! He took in another breath and abruptly held it. No. It was Grace. She was sweaty and bedraggled, hair over her face, her wrists wrapped with duct tape, a strip over her mouth. Isaiah had been bound like that a number of times. It was terrifying. He stared at her, swallowing dry. Skip was standing next to her, a car behind them. The hitman was grinning triumphantly, his arm around her, hand gripping her shoulder. Rage exploded inside Isaiah’s chest.


“He’s touching her,” he said. He growled through his teeth, shivered violently and snapped shut the laptop. He got out of the car and slammed the door.


Dodson watched his friend storm blindly into the brush. He stopped, stood there in the white-hot sun, quaking, veins bulging in his neck, breathing in short huffs, his whole body tight as a clenched fist. Then he lifted his head and screamed, loud and piercing, his voice an axe blade, leveling the tumbleweed and flattening the foothills, pausing only to suck in a breath before hurling more outrage at the sky. His throat was raw but he kept screaming until he choked up and stopped.


Dodson took a bottle of water, got out of the car and walked after him. He was surprised. Everything was the same, the rocks, the brush, the stunted trees and hazy sky. Like they didn’t hear a thing. Like Isaiah was never there. Yeah, let that be a lesson to you, thought Dodson. Whatever your troubles, you on your own, son. The universe don’t give a shit.


Isaiah was breathing hard, eyes closed, chin on his chest like God condemned him to misery ever after. Dodson handed him the bottle of water.


“Here. If you die of heatstroke I’m gonna leave you out here.”





CHAPTER TWO



Suppertime! Yum! Yum!


They agreed to meet at TK’s wrecking yard. Isaiah took the 210 to the 605 to the 710. He got off on PCH, crossed over the LA River into East Long Beach proper. He felt a rush of adrenaline. He was home, a feeling that dissipated as he drove past McClarin Park, a campground for the homeless and Tristar Liquor Mart, where the cash register was behind bulletproof glass and the clerk kept an assault rifle, and the street corner where Mrs. Crenshaw was dumped out of her wheelchair and robbed, and the apartment building where Nathan Chang threw his wife out of a fourteenth-story window, and the playground where a meth addict named Looney Hopkins bludgeoned his friend Teacup to death with a chunk of cement. Isaiah wanted to come home for months but now that he was here, the shine was off the memories. The hood was the hood wherever you went. This was probably how Robinson Crusoe felt. After he was rescued from the island, Crusoe returned to England, stayed briefly and went directly back to his sanctuary. If you didn’t like your hometown before, there was no reason to like it now.


The police had to be informed about Skip, Blue Hill and the memory stick. They might be able to do more with the info. If Isaiah went to the station in person he’d be stuck there half a day. He’d have to identify himself, wait for a detective to speak to him, get interviewed, make a formal statement, explain his relationship with Skip and Grace and how he got the information and on and on. Instead, he went to Printland and converted the digital photos to prints. He bought pen, paper and a manila envelope. He wrote a detailed explanatory note including the location of Blue Hill and Skip’s real name. He also wrote down his phone number and the exact time Skip called. Maybe they could triangulate Skip’s phone. He’d get another burner and throw the other away. He didn’t want a dozen phone calls from a police detective.


Then he wiped his prints off the memory stick, the photos, the note and the manila envelope and dropped the envelope off at the Long Beach police station, holding the envelope with his fingernails as he handed it to the officer at the desk.


“It’s about a missing persons case,” he said. He left before questions were asked.


Isaiah crossed the river into Wilmington, made a left on Dockside, a narrow street with no road sign. The area was a no-man’s-land of grimy oil rigs, old power lines, barrels of toxic waste, abandoned cars and appliances, stacks of rotten lumber and rolls of rusty chicken wire. He motored past the sign that said WRECKING YARD CAUTION and through the wide gate. If anything had changed it wasn’t noticeable; stacks of flattened cars, the old warehouse, the looming crane, piles of auto parts, the smell of rust, oil and gasoline. Isaiah felt a rise in his throat. This was where he’d met Grace.


It was a happy sight, TK coming out of the warehouse. The shriveled old man, black as an eggplant, in oil-stained coveralls and a dingy STP cap, smiling broadly, his bloodhound face wrinkled as Jackie Robinson’s baseball mitt. If Isaiah had a father, he’d want him to be like TK. Easygoing, funny and wise, decades of struggle on his knowing face and a backbone made of iron rebar. Isaiah stopped and got out of the car.


“How you doin’, Isaiah?” TK said.


“I’ve been better,” Isaiah said. They stood there, looking at each other. TK only hugged women. The old man frowned.


“You look terrible, boy. The hell happened to you?”


“I wish I had time to tell you,” Isaiah said. A kid came ambling around the mountain of tires. He was white, scruffy, buzz cut, washed-out green polo shirt, frayed at the collar, baggy shorts, mismatched socks and battered All Stars. He held a radiator in both arms.


“This the one you wanted? I got it from that Civic like you said.”


“Yeah, that’s it,” TK said. “Leave it over there. Customer’s coming in the morning. You go on home now, everything’s done. Isaiah, this is Andy Wright, he’s been giving me a hand.”


“Andy, it’s good to meet you,” Isaiah said.


“Hello,” the kid mumbled as he hefted on his backpack and walked toward the gate. “Thanks for the food,” he said as he walked out the gate.


“You did a good job today,” TK called after him. “Yeah. I was a good friend of his dad, a welder, worked not far from here. I’ve known him and his family for damn near twenty years. Poor fella was barely making it and died of a stroke. Then his wife fell apart and started drinking. She beats the kid whenever she gets the chance. One morning, I found Andy sleeping in one of the cars. Didn’t have a nickel to his name. I gave him a job and—forget all that. Come on in.”


TK led Isaiah into the gloom of the warehouse. The sun shone through transoms high on the walls, and there, in a swath of golden light, were his friends. Deronda, Dodson, his wife, Cherise, their young son, Micah, and Cherise’s mother, Gloria. There was old Harry Halderman from the animal shelter and Verna, a gnarly twig of a woman who owned the Coffee Cup. In unison, they grinned and shouted, “Welcome home, Isaiah!”


Isaiah was as averse to crying as any man alive but he bowed his head, put his hand over his eyes and let the tears roll down his face. The women gathered around, hugging him in turns, telling him how glad they were to see him, how much they loved him, that he was home now and everything would be all right. Hometown means nothing, Isaiah thought. Home is the people that love you.


Deronda smiled her brilliant, irresistible smile. “Come here, Isaiah. I’m so glad to see you I could bust.” She threw her arms around him, warm and enveloping, her breath smelling like a strawberry sucker. “It’s okay, baby,” she said softly. “You with friends now.” She held on for a few moments. He was embarrassed, but it was the best he’d felt in a long long time. He wiped his face with his forearm.


“You ever heard of my Happy As a Muthafucka Meal?” Deronda said.


“No, I haven’t but I’d like to,” he said. A lavish spread was laid out on the picnic table. Fried chicken, collard greens, mac and cheese, yams, ham hocks, black-eyed peas, sweet potato pie and corn on the cob. The women fussed over him, piling food on his plate, bringing him more napkins, filling his glass with Kool-Aid. He ate voraciously, despite the situation. He hadn’t had good food since he left Long Beach.


Harry Halderman was supervisor at the animal shelter and Isaiah had worked for him as a teenager. Harry was built like an assemblage of pickup sticks, with a shock of white hair and thick bifocals. He was the only person Isaiah ever knew who seemed perpetually indignant, his grumping and grousing belying a lifelong dedication to animals. Isaiah saw the old man feed baby hummingbirds no bigger than bumblebees and build a chariot for a dog that lost its back legs and drive a wild raccoon all the way to the national forest to let it go and rescue baby ducks and raise them in a kiddie pool, replete with a handmade exit ramp.


“Guy comes in with a pit bull mix, a year old,” Harry said. “Six months old, full of beans, couldn’t sit still. Hell, it’s a puppy. Man says the dog is untrainable, said he’s been trying and trying and the dog just won’t respond. ‘There’s something wrong with him,’ the man said. ‘I think the dog is retarded.’”


“Well, I told him he was the ignoramus and that no dog was untrainable. I told him every dog wasn’t Rin Tin Tin but if it didn’t respond, it was the owner’s fault.”


“What did he say?” TK asked.


“He said I should put my money where my mouth is, so I bet him a hundred bucks the dog would know basic obedience by the weekend.” Harry went on, talking about gradients, keeping the dog’s focus, building a relationship and breaking a command down into increments so the dog will understand.


“Did you win the hundred?” Dodson said.


“Of course I did,” Harry said. “All it took was some treats, a kind word or two and a trainer who knew what he was doing. I kept the dog too. The man complained but I told him get lost.”


TK had a sly smile on his face. Isaiah could tell a joke was soon to follow.


“I was over at my sister’s day before yesterday,” the old man said, wiping some corn kernels off his chin. “She got three kids. They was runnin’ around, making a racket, so I had a cup of coffee and said I was leaving. Well I’m ’bout to walk out the door when her seven-year-old, Chester, stops me and says, ‘Uncle? Where do babies come from?’ Well, I didn’t know what to say, I just wanna get out of there, so I says to him—the stork. And he says, ‘Mom had sex with a stork?’” Dodson choked on a chicken bone. Everyone laughed, including Isaiah. It was strange. He’d forgotten what it felt like.


Gloria, Cherise’s mother, was vice-principal at Carver Middle School for twenty-five years. She was notoriously cranky, dismissive and demanding, wearing the same dark print dress and nurse’s shoes she wore back then. But today, she was smiling and gracious, circling the table with potato salad and ladling it on plates. Dodson said she hooked up with TK and apparently, the union did her good. She had a long-standing feud with Dodson. She felt Cherise deserved better and she might have been right. When Gloria reached Dodson with the potato salad, he said, “I’d like some more of that please,” and she said,


“You can have some when you get a job.”


Then there was Deronda. Man, what a sight, thought Isaiah, the undisputed Queen of the Hood. “Try my hot sauce,” she said, beaming. There were narrow cherry-red bottles on the table. The label said: DERONDA’S HEAT WAVE. THE BEST HOT SAUCE IN THE WORLD! Deronda was sporting tricolored leggings tight enough to suffocate her bountiful thighs, her hair a kind of auburn color with caramel highlights, jangling gold bracelets, gold hoop earrings, a gold nose ring, lavender flip-flops and the Fourth of July on her toenails. Some might mistake her for one more overdressed homegirl but Deronda wasn’t one more of anything. She’d grown from, in her words, “Miss Ho of the Universe” to an entrepreneur, her business acumen sharp enough to slice warm cheese. She started with one broken-down food truck and built it into a string of eight. DERONDA’S DOWNHOME BUTTERMILK FRIED CHICKEN made ten-best lists all over LA. Deronda sold hats and T-shirts, gave lectures to aspiring food-truckers. And now the hot sauce.


“You amaze me, Deronda,” said Isaiah. “This is truly impressive.”


“So is the chicken,” said TK, a connoisseur of all things fried. “How do you prepare it?”


“Prepare the chicken?” Deronda said. “I just tell him he’s gonna die.” Everybody burst out laughing. Dodson choked on some collard greens. Isaiah was having a good time and the moment he realized it, the feeling vanished. The voice in his head admonished him. You should be looking for Grace. He tried to keep smiling but couldn’t. There was some more chatter and soon the group picked up on it and the mood turned somber.


“Have you heard anything about Grace?” Verna asked.


“Where will you start the investigation?” Cherise asked. “Not to be discouraging, but it seems to me you have very little to go on.”


“I’m not sure yet,” Isaiah said. “I’ve got to think on it for a while.”


“Well, if anyone can find Grace, it’s you,” Verna said. Everybody nodded, agreed and offered their encouragement.


“Are the gangs looking for me?” he asked.


“It was intense for a while, but since you left it’s cooled off,” Dodson said. “Manzo ain’t got his squads out trying to hunt your ass down.”


“I told people you was dead,” Deronda offered. “I said your right kidney went bust. The hospital didn’t have but one left and they gave it to a white man.”


“Sounds true to me,” TK said.


Isaiah stood up. “Thank you, everybody,” he said. “This is really…” He paused a moment, breathed a quavering sigh. “We all love Grace…” He faltered again, unable to finish the sentence. “I’m going to find her,” he said. “I, um…I have work to do. If you’ll excuse me.”


TK’s office was in the warehouse. Unlike the wrecking yard itself, the cramped space was immaculate. Repair manuals, parts catalogues in three-ring binders lined up neatly on the shelves. There were file cabinets and a large desk made from a door set on cinder blocks. Photos of loved ones on the walls. No rude calendars or posters of sports heroes and fancy cars. Isaiah sat down and Dodson pulled up a chair.


“What are we doing?” Dodson said.
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