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      To James Crumley, for The Last Good Kiss


   











      ONE: The Farm


         



Carver paced in the control room, watching over the front forty. The towers were spread out before him in perfect neat rows.

         They hummed quietly and efficiently and even with all he knew, Carver had to marvel at what technology had wrought. So much

         in so little space. Not a stream but a swift and torrid river of data flowing by him every day. Growing in front of him in

         tall steel stalks. All he needed to do was to reach in, to look and to choose. It was like panning for gold.

      


      But it was easier.


      He checked the overhead temperature gauges. All was perfect in the server room. He lowered his eyes to the screens on the

         workstations in front of him. His three engineers worked in concert on the current project. An attempted breach thwarted by

         Carver’s skill and readiness. Now the reckoning.

      


      The would-be intruder could not penetrate the walls of the farmhouse, but he had left his fingerprints all over it. Carver

         smiled as he watched his men retrieve the bread crumbs, tracing the IP address through the traffic nodes, a high-speed chase

         back to the source. Soon Carver would know who his opponent was, what firm he was with, what he had been looking for and the

         advantage he hoped to gain. And Carver would take a retaliatory action that would leave the hapless contender crumpled and

         destroyed. Carver showed no mercy. Ever.

      


      The mantrap alert buzzed from overhead.


      “Screens,” Carver said.


      The three young men at the workstations typed commands in unison, which hid their work from the visitors. The control room

         door opened and McGinnis stepped in with a man in a suit. Carver had never seen him before.

      


      “This is our control room and through the windows there, you see what we call the ‘front forty,’” McGinnis said. “All of

         our colocation services are centered here. This is primarily where your firm’s material would be held. We have forty towers

         in here holding close to a thousand dedicated servers. And, of course, there’s room for more. We’ll never run out of room.”

      


      The man in the suit nodded thoughtfully.


      “I’m not worried about room. Our concern is security.”


      “Yes, this is why we stepped in here. I wanted you to meet Wesley Carver. Wesley wears a number of hats around here. He is

         our chief technology officer as well as our top threat engineer and the designer of the data center. He can tell you all you

         need to know about colocation security.”

      


      Another dog and pony show. Carver shook the suit’s hand. He was introduced as David Wyeth of the St. Louis law firm Mercer

         and Gissal. It sounded like crisp white shirts and tweed. Carver noticed that Wyeth had a barbecue stain on his tie. Whenever

         they came into town McGinnis took them to eat at Rosie’s Barbecue.

      


      Carver gave Wyeth the show by rote, covering everything and saying everything the silk-stocking lawyer wanted to hear. Wyeth

         was on a barbecue-and-due-diligence mission. He would go back to St. Louis and report on how impressed he had been. He would

         tell them that this was the way to go if the firm wanted to keep up with changing technologies and times.

      


      And McGinnis would get another contract.


      All the while he spoke, Carver was thinking about the intruder they had been chasing. Out there somewhere, not expecting the

         come-uppance that was speeding toward him. Carver and his young disciples would loot his personal bank accounts, take his

         identity and hide photos of men having sex with eight-year-old boys on his work computer. Then he would crash it with a replicating

         virus. When the intruder couldn’t fix it he would call in an expert. The photos would be found and the police would be called.

      


      The intruder would no longer be a concern. Another threat kept away by the Scarecrow.


      “Wesley?” McGinnis said.


      Carver came out of the reverie. The suit had asked a question. Carver had already forgotten his name.


      “Excuse me?”


      “Mr. Wyeth asked if the colocation center had ever been breached.”


      McGinnis was smiling, already knowing the answer.


      “No, sir, we’ve never been breached. To be honest, there have been a few attempts. But they have failed, resulting in disastrous

         consequences for those who tried.”

      


      The suit nodded somberly.


      “We represent the cream of the crop of St. Louis,” he said. “The integrity of our files and our client list is paramount to

         all we do. That’s why I came here personally.”

      


      That and the strip club McGinnis took you to, Carver thought but didn’t say. He smiled instead but there was no warmth in

         it. He was glad McGinnis had reminded him of the suit’s name.

      


      “Don’t worry, Mr. Wyeth,” he said. “Your crops will be safe on this farm.”


      Wyeth smiled back.


      “That’s what I wanted to hear,” he said.


   











      TWO: The Velvet Coffin


       



Every eye in the newsroom followed me as I left Kramer’s office and walked back to my pod. The long looks made it a long walk.

         The pink slips always came out on Fridays and they all knew I had just gotten the word. Except they weren’t called pink slips anymore. Now it was an RIF form—as in Reduction in Force.

      


      They all felt the slightest tingle of relief that it hadn’t been them and the slightest tingle of anxiety because they still

         knew that no one was safe. Any one of them could be called in next.

      


      I met no one’s stare as I passed beneath the Metro sign and headed back into podland. I moved into my cubicle and slipped

         into my seat, dropping from sight like a soldier diving into a foxhole.

      


      Immediately my phone buzzed. On the read-out I saw that it was my friend Larry Bernard calling. He was only two cubicles away

         but knew if he had come to me in person it would have been a clear signal for others in the newsroom to crowd around me and

         ask the obvious. Reporters work best in packs like that.

      


      I put on my headset and picked up the call.


      “Hey, Jack,” he said.


      “Hey, Larry,” I said.


      “So?”


      “So what?”


      “What did Kramer want?”


      He pronounced the assistant managing editor’s name Crammer, which was the nickname bestowed on Richard Kramer years earlier when he was an assignment editor more concerned with the

         quantity than the quality of news he got his reporters to produce for the paper. Other variations of his full or partial name

         evolved over time as well.

      


      “You know what he wanted. He gave me notice. I’m out of here.”


      “Holy fucking shit, you got pinked!”


      “That’s right. But remember, we call it ‘involuntary separation’ now.”


      “Do you have to clear out right now? I’ll help you.”


      “No, I’ve got two weeks. May twenty-second and I’m history.”


      “Two weeks? Why two weeks?”


      Most RIF victims had to clear out immediately. This edict was instated after one of the first recipients of a layoff notice

         was allowed to stay through the pay period. Each of his last days, people saw him in the office carrying a tennis ball. Bouncing

         it, tossing it, squeezing it. They didn’t realize that each day it was a different ball. And each day he flushed a ball down

         the toilet in the men’s room. About a week after he was gone the pipes backed up, with devastating consequences.

      


      “They gave me extra time if I agreed to train my replacement.”


      Larry was silent for a moment as he considered the humiliation of having to train one’s own replacement. But to me two weeks’

         pay was two weeks’ pay I wouldn’t get if I didn’t take the deal. And besides that, the two weeks would give me time to say

         proper good-byes to those in the newsroom and on the beat who deserved them. I considered the alternative of being walked

         out the door by security with a cardboard box of personal belongings even more humiliating. I was sure they would watch me

         to make sure I wasn’t carrying tennis balls to work, but they didn’t have to worry. That wasn’t my style.

      


      “So that’s it? That’s all he said? Two weeks and you’re out?”


      “He shook my hand and said I was a handsome guy, that I should try TV.”


      “Oh, man. We gotta get drunk tonight.”


      “I am, that’s for sure.”


      “Man, this ain’t right.”


      “The world ain’t right, Larry.”


      “Who’s your replacement? At least that’s somebody who knows they’re safe.”


      “Angela Cook.”


      “Figures. The cops are going to love her.”


      Larry was a friend but I didn’t want to be talking about all of this with him right now. I needed to be thinking about my

         options. I straightened up in my seat and looked over the top of the four-foot walls of the cubicle. I saw no one still looking

         at me. I glanced toward the row of glass-walled editors’ offices. Kramer’s was a corner office and he was standing behind

         the glass, looking out at the newsroom. When his eyes came to mine he quickly kept them moving.

      


      “What are you going to do?” Larry asked.


      “I haven’t thought about it but I’m about to right now. Where do you want to go, Big Wang’s or the Short Stop?”


      “Short Stop. I was at Wang’s last night.”


      “See you there, then.”


      I was about to hang up when Larry blurted out a last question.


      “One more thing. Did he say what number you were?”


      Of course. He wanted to know what his own chances were of surviving this latest round of corporate bloodletting.


      “When I went in he started talking about how I almost made it and how hard it was to make the last choices. He said I was

         ninety-nine.”

      


      Two months earlier the newspaper announced that one hundred employees would be eliminated from the editorial staff in order

         to cut costs and make our corporate gods happy. I let Larry think for a moment about who might be number one hundred while

         I glanced at Kramer’s office again. He was still there behind the glass.

      


      “So my coaching tip is to keep your head down, Larry. The axman’s standing at the glass looking for number one hundred right

         now.”

      


      I hit the disconnect button but kept the headset on. This would hopefully discourage anybody in the newsroom from approaching

         me. I had no doubt that Larry Bernard would start telling other reporters that I had been involuntarily separated and they

         would come to commiserate. I had to concentrate on finishing a short on the arrest of a suspect in a murder-for-hire plot

         uncovered by the Los Angeles Police Department’s Robbery-Homicide Division. Then I could disappear from the newsroom and head

         to the bar to toast the end of my career in daily journalism. Because that’s what it was going to be. There was no newspaper

         out there in the market for an over-forty cop shop reporter. Not when they had an endless supply of cheap labor—baby reporters

         like Angela Cook minted fresh every year at USC and Medill and Columbia, all of them technologically savvy and willing to

         work for next to nothing. Like the paper and ink newspaper itself, my time was over. It was about the Internet now. It was

         about hourly uploads to online editions and blogs. It was about television tie-ins and Twitter updates. It was about filing

         stories on your phone instead of using it to call rewrite. The morning paper might as well be called the Daily Afterthought. Everything in it was posted on the web the night before.

      


      My phone buzzed in my ear and I was about to guess it would be my ex-wife, having already heard the news in the Washington

         bureau, but the caller ID said VELVET COFFIN. I had to admit I was shocked. I knew Larry could not have gotten the word out

         that fast. Against my better judgment I took the call. As expected, the caller was Don Goodwin, self-appointed watchdog and

         chronicler of the inner workings of the L.A. Times.

      


      “I just heard,” he said.


      “When?”


      “Just now.”


      “How? I just found out myself less than five minutes ago.”


      “Come on, Jack, you know I can’t reveal. But I’ve got the place wired. You just walked out of Kramer’s office. You made the

         thirty list.”

      


      The “thirty list” was a reference to those who had been lost over the years in the downsizing of the paper. Thirty was old-time newspaper code for “end of story.” Goodwin himself was on the list. He had worked at the Times and was on the fast track as an editor until a change of ownership brought a change in financial philosophy. When he objected

         to doing more with less he was cut down at the knees and ended up taking one of the first buyouts offered. That was back when

         they offered substantial payments to those who would voluntarily leave the company—before the media company that owned the

         Times filed for bankruptcy protection.

      


      Goodwin took his payout and set up shop with a website and a blog that covered everything that moved inside the Times. He called it 

         thevelvetcoffin.com as a grim reminder of what the paper used to be: a place to work so pleasurable that you would easily slip in and stay till

         you died. With the constant changes of ownership and management, the layoffs, and the ever-dwindling staff and budget, the

         place was now becoming more of a pine box. And Goodwin was there to chronicle every step and misstep of its fall.

      


      His blog was updated almost daily and was avidly and secretly read by everybody in the newsroom. I wasn’t sure much of the

         world beyond the thick bomb-proof walls of the Times even cared. The Times was going the way of all journalism and that wasn’t news. Even the New York By God Times was feeling the pinch caused by the shift of society to the Internet for news and advertising. The stuff Goodwin wrote about

         and was calling me about amounted to little more than rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic.

      


      But in another two weeks it wouldn’t matter to me. I was moving on and already thinking about the half-started, half-assed

         novel I had in my computer. I was going to pull that baby out as soon as I got home. I knew I could milk my savings for at

         least six months and after that I could live off the equity in my house—what was left of it after the recent slide—if I needed

         to. I could also downsize my car and save on gas by getting one of those hybrid tin cans everybody in town was driving.

      


      I was already beginning to see my shove out the door as an opportunity. Deep down, every journalist wants to be a novelist.

         It’s the difference between art and craft. Every writer wants to be considered an artist and I was now going to take my shot

         at it. The half novel I had sitting at home—the plot of which I couldn’t even correctly remember—was my ticket.

      


      “Are you out the door today?” Goodwin asked.


      “No, I got a couple weeks if I agreed to train my replacement. I agreed.”


      “How fucking noble of them. Don’t they allow anybody any dignity over there anymore?”


      “Hey, it beats walking out with a cardboard box today. Two weeks’ pay is two weeks’ pay.”


      “But do you think that’s fair? How long have you been there? Six, seven years, and they give you two weeks?”


      He was trying to draw an angry quote from me. I was a reporter. I knew how it worked. He wanted something juicy he could put

         in the blog. But I wasn’t biting. I told Goodwin I had no further comment for the Velvet Coffin, at least not until I was

         permanently out the door. He wasn’t satisfied with that answer and kept trying to pry a comment out of me until I heard the

         call-on-hold beep in my ear. I looked at the caller ID and saw xxxxx on the screen. This told me the call had come through

         the switchboard rather than from a caller who had my direct number. Lorene, the newsroom operator I could see on duty in the

         booth, would have been able to tell I was on my line, so her decision to park a call on it rather than take the message could

         only mean the caller had convinced her that the call was important.

      


      I cut Goodwin off.


      “Look, Don, I’ve got no comment and I need to go. I’ve got another call.”


      I pushed the button before he could take a third swing at getting me to discuss my employment situation.


      “This is Jack McEvoy,” I said after switching over.


      Silence.


      “Hello, this is Jack McEvoy. How can I help you?”


      Call me biased but I immediately identified the person who replied as female, black and uneducated.


      “McEvoy? When you goin’ to tell the truth, McEvoy?”


      “Who is this?”


      “You tellin’ lies, McEvoy, in your paper.”


      I wished it was my paper.

      


      “Ma’am, if you want to tell me who you are and what your complaint is about, I’ll listen. Otherwise, I’ m—”


      “They now sayin’ Mizo is’n adult and what kinda shit is that? He did’n kill no whore.”


      Immediately I knew it was one of those calls. Those calls on behalf of the “innocent.” The mother or girlfriend who had to

         tell me how wrong my story was. I got them all the time but not for too much longer. I resigned myself to handling this call

         as quickly and politely as possible.

      


      “Who is Mizo?”


      “Zo. My Zo. My son, Alonzo. He ain’ guilty a nothin’ and he ain’t no adult.”

      


      I knew that was what she was going to say. They are never guilty. No one calls you up to say you got it right or the police

         got it right and their son or their husband or their boyfriend is guilty of the charges. No one calls you from jail to tell

         you they did it. Everybody is innocent. The only thing I didn’t understand about the call was the name. I hadn’t written about

         anybody named Alonzo—I would have remembered.

      


      “Ma’am, do you have the right person here? I don’t think I wrote about Alonzo.”


      “Sure you did. I got your name right here. You said he stuffed her in the trunk and that’s some motherfuckin’ shit right there.”


      Then it came together. The trunk murder from last week. It was a six-inch short because nobody on the desk was all that interested.

         Juvenile drug dealer strangles one of his customers and puts her body in the trunk of her own car. It was a black-on-white

         crime but still the desk didn’t care, because the victim was a drug user. Both she and her killer were marginalized by the

         paper. You start cruising down to South L.A. to buy heroin or rock cocaine and what happens happens. You won’t get any sympathy

         from the gray lady on Spring Street. There isn’t much space in the paper for that. Six inches inside is all you’re worth and

         all you get.

      


      I realized I didn’t know the name Alonzo because I had never been given it in the first place. The suspect was sixteen years

         old and the cops didn’t give out the names of arrested juveniles.

      


      I flipped through the stack of newspapers on the right side of my desk until I found the Metro section from two Tuesdays back.

         I opened it to page four and looked at the story. It wasn’t long enough to carry a byline. But the desk had put my name as

         a tagline at the bottom. Otherwise I wouldn’t have gotten the call. Lucky me.

      


      “Alonzo is your son,” I said. “And he was arrested two Sundays ago for the murder of Denise Babbit, is that correct?”


      “I told you that is motherfucking bullshit.”


      “Yes, but that’s the story we’re talking about. Right?”


      “That’s right, and when are you goin’ to write about the truth?”


      “The truth being that your son is innocent.”


      “That’s right. You got it wrong and now they say he’s going to be tried as an adult and he only sixteen years old. How can

         they do that to a boy?”

      


      “What is Alonzo’s last name?”


      “Winslow.”


      “Alonzo Winslow. And you are Mrs. Winslow?”


      “No, I am not,” she said indignantly. “You goin’ put my name in the paper now with a mess a lies?”


      “No, ma’am. I just want to know who I am talking to, that’s all.”


      “Wanda Sessums. I don’t want my name in no paper. I want you to write the truth is all. You ruin his reputation calling him

         a murderer like that.”

      


      Reputation was a hot-button word when it came to redressing wrongs committed by a newspaper, but I almost laughed as I scanned the story

         I had written.

      


      “I said he was arrested for the murder, Mrs. Sessums. That is not a lie. That is accurate.”


      “He arrested but he didn’ do it. The boy wouldn’t hurt a fly.”


      “Police said he had an arrest record going back to twelve years old for selling drugs. Is that a lie, too?”


      “He on the corners, yeah, but that don’t mean he go an’ kill nobody. They pinnin’ a rap on him and you jes’ along for the

         ride with your eyes closed nice and tight.”

      


      “The police said that he confessed to killing the woman and putting her body in the trunk.”


      “That’s a damn lie! He did no such thing.”


      I didn’t know if she was referring to the murder or the confession but it didn’t matter. I had to get off. I looked at my

         screen and saw I had six e-mails waiting. They had all come in since I had walked out of Kramer’s office. The digital vultures

         were circling. I wanted to end this call and pass it and everything else off to Angela Cook. Let her deal with all the crazy

         and misinformed and ignorant callers. Let her have it all.

      


      “Okay, Mrs. Winslow, I’ ll—”


      “It’s Sessums, I told you! You see how you gettin’ things wrong all a time?”


      She had me there. I paused for a moment before speaking.


      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Sessums. I’ve taken some notes here and I will look into this and if there is something I can write about,

         then I will certainly call you. Meantime, best of luck to you and—”

      


      “No, you won’t.”


      “I won’t what?”


      “You won’t call me.”


      “I said I would call you if I—”


      “You didn’t even ask me for my number! You don’ care. You just a bullshit motherfucker like the rest a them and my boy goes

         to prison for somethin’ he dint do.”

      


      She hung up on me. I sat motionless for a moment, thinking about what she had said about me, then tossed the Metro section

         back on the stack. I looked down at the notebook in front of my keyboard. I hadn’t taken any notes and that supposedly ignorant

         woman had me pegged on that, too.

      


      I leaned back in my chair and studied the contents of my cubicle. A desk, a computer, a phone and two shelves stacked with

         files, notebooks and newspapers. A red leather-bound dictionary so old and well used that the Webster’s had been worn off its spine. My mother had given it to me when I told her I wanted to be a writer.

      


      It was all I really had left after twenty years in journalism. All I would take with me at the end of the two weeks that had

         any meaning was that dictionary.

      


      “Hi, Jack.”


      I turned from my reverie to look up at the lovely face of Angela Cook. I didn’t know her but I knew her: a fresh hire from

         a top-flight school. She was what they call a mojo—a mobile journalist nimbly able to file from the field via any electronic means. She could file text and photos for the website

         or paper, or video and audio for television and radio partners. She was trained to do it all but in practice she was still

         as green as can be. She was probably being paid $500 a week less than me, and in today’s newspaper economy that made her a

         greater value to the company. Never mind the stories that would be missed because she had no sources. Never mind how many

         times she would be set up and manipulated by the police brass, who knew an opportunity when they saw it.

      


      She was probably a short-timer anyway. She’d get a few years’ experience, get some decent bylines, and move on to bigger things,

         law school or politics, maybe a job in TV. But Larry Bernard was right. She was a beauty, with blond hair over green eyes

         and full lips. The cops were going to love seeing her around headquarters. It would take no more than a week before they forgot

         about me.

      


      “Hi, Angela.”


      “Mr. Kramer said I should come over.”


      They were moving quickly. I had gotten pinked no more than fifteen minutes earlier and already my replacement had come knocking.


      “Tell you what,” I said. “It’s Friday afternoon, Angela, and I just got laid off. So let’s not start this now. Let’s get together

         on Monday morning, okay? We can meet for coffee and then I’ll take you around Parker Center to meet some people. Will that

         be okay?”

      


      “Yeah, sure. And, um, sorry, you know?”


      “Thank you, Angela, but it’s okay. I think it’ll end up being the best thing for me anyway. But if you’re still feeling sorry

         for me you could come over to the Short Stop tonight and buy me a drink.”

      


      She smiled and got embarrassed because she and I both knew that wasn’t going to happen. Inside the newsroom and out, the new

         generation didn’t mix with the old. Especially not with me. I was history and she had no time or inclination to associate

         with the ranks of the fallen. Going to the Short Stop tonight would be like visiting a leper colony.

      


      “Well, maybe some other time,” I said quickly. “I’ll see you Monday morning, okay?”


      “Monday morning. And I’ll buy the coffee.”


      She smiled and I realized that she was indeed the one who should take Kramer’s advice and try TV.


      She turned to go.


      “Oh, and Angela?”


      “What?”


      “Don’t call him Mr. Kramer. This is a newsroom, not a law firm. And most of those guys in charge? They don’t deserve to be

         called mister. Remember that and you’ll do okay here.”

      


      She smiled again and left me alone. I pulled my chair in close to my computer and opened a new document. I had to crank out

         a murder story before I could get out of the newsroom and go drown my sorrows in red wine.

      


       



Only three other reporters showed up for my wake. Larry Bernard and two guys from the sports desk who might have gone to the

         Short Stop regardless of my being there. If Angela Cook had shown up it would have been embarrassing.

      


      The Short Stop was on Sunset in Echo Park. That made it close to Dodger Stadium, so presumably it drew its name from the baseball

         position. It was also close to the Los Angeles Police Academy and that made it a cop bar in its early years. It was the kind

         of place you’d read about in Joseph Wambaugh novels, where cops came to be with their own kind and the groupies who didn’t

         judge them. But those days were long past. Echo Park was changing. It was getting Hollywood hip and the cops were crowded

         out of the Short Stop by the young professionals moving into the neighborhood. The prices went up and the cops found other

         watering holes. Police paraphernalia still hung on the walls but any cop who stopped in nowadays was simply misinformed.

      


      Still, I liked the place because it was close to downtown and on the way to my house in Hollywood.


      It was early, so we had our pick of the stools at the bar. We took the four directly in front of the TV; me, then Larry, and

         then Shelton and Romano, the two sports guys. I didn’t know them that well, so it was just as well that Larry was between

         us. They spent most of the time talking about a rumor that all of the sports beats at the paper were going to be shuffled.

         They were hoping to get a piece of the Dodgers or the Lakers, the premier beats at the paper, with USC football and UCLA basketball

         close behind. They were good writers like most sports reporters have to be. The art of sports writing always amazed me. Nine

         out of ten times the reader already knows the outcome of your story before reading it. They know who won, they probably even

         watched the game. But they read about it anyway and you have to find a way to write with an insight and angle that makes it

         seem fresh.

      


      I liked covering the cop shop because usually I was telling the reader a story they didn’t know. I was writing about the bad

         things that can happen. Life in extremis. The underworld that people sitting at their breakfast table with their toast and

         coffee have never experienced but want to know about. It gave me a certain juice, made me feel like a prince of the city when

         I drove home at night.

      


      And I knew as I sat there nursing a glass of cheap red wine that I would miss that most about the job.


      “You know what I heard,” Larry said to me, his head turned from the sports guys so he could be confidential.


      “No, what?”


      “That during one of the buyouts in Baltimore this one guy took the check and on his last day he filed a story that turned

         out to be completely bogus. He just made the whole thing up.”

      


      “And they printed it?”


      “Yeah, they didn’t know until they started getting calls the next day.”


      “What was the story about?”


      “I don’t know but it was like a big ‘fuck you’ to management.”


      I sipped some wine and thought about that.


      “Not really,” I said.


      “What do you mean? Of course it was.”


      “I mean the management probably sat around and nodded and said we got rid of the right guy. If you want to say ‘fuck you,’

         then you do something that makes them think they messed up by letting you go. That tells them they should’ve picked somebody

         else.”

      


      “Yeah, is that what you’re going to do?”


      “No, man, I’m just going to go quietly into that good night. I’m going to get a novel published and that will be my fuck-you.

         In fact, that’s the working title. Fuck You, Kramer.”

      


      “Right!”


      Bernard laughed and we changed the subject. But while I was talking about other things I was thinking about the big fuck-you.

         I was thinking about the novel I was going to restart and finally finish. I wanted to go home and start writing. I thought

         maybe it would help me get through the next two weeks if I had it to go home to each night.

      


      My cell phone rang and I saw it was my ex-wife calling. I knew I had to get this one over with. I shoved off the bar stool

         and headed outside to the parking lot, where it would be quieter.

      


      It was three hours ahead in Washington but the number on the caller ID was her desk phone.


      “Keisha, what are you still doing at work?”


      I checked my watch. It was almost seven here, almost ten there.


      “I’m chasing the Post on a story, waiting for callbacks.”

      


      The beauty and bane of working for a West Coast paper was that the last deadline didn’t come up until at least three hours

         after the Washington Post and New York Times—the major national competition—had gone to bed. This meant that the L.A. Times always had a shot at matching their scoops or pushing the lead on stories. Come morning, the L.A. Times could end up out front on a major story with the latest and best information. It also made the online edition must-reading

         in the halls of government three thousand miles from L.A.

      


      And as one of the newest reporters in the Washington bureau, Keisha Russell was on the late shift. She was often tagged with

         chasing stories and pushing for the freshest details and developments.

      


      “That sucks,” I said.


      “Not as bad as what I heard happened to you today.”


      I nodded.


      “Yeah, I got downsized, Keish.”


      “I’m so sorry, Jack.”


      “Yeah, I know. Everybody is. Thanks.”


      It should’ve been clear I was in the gun sights when they didn’t send me to D.C. with her two years earlier, but that was

         another story. A silence opened up between us and I tried to step on it.

      


      “I’m going to pull out my novel and finish it,” I said. “I’ve got some savings and there’s got to be some equity in the house.

         I think I can go at least a year. I figure it’s now or never.”

      


      “Yeah,” Keisha said with feigned enthusiasm. “You can do it.”


      I knew she had found the manuscript one day when we were still together and had read it, never admitting it because if she

         did she would have to tell me what she thought. She wouldn’t have been able to lie about it.

      


      “Are you going to stay in L.A.?” she asked.


      That was a good question. The novel was set in Colorado, where I had grown up, but I loved the energy of L.A. and didn’t want

         to leave it.

      


      “I haven’t thought about it yet. I don’t want to sell my place. The market’s still so shitty. I’d rather just get an equity

         loan if I have to and stay put. Anyway, it’s too much to think about right now. Right now I’m just celebrating the end.”

      


      “Are you at the Red Wind?”


      “No, the Short Stop.”


      “Who’s there?”


      Now I was humiliated.


      “Um, you know, the usual crew. Larry and some Metro types, a bunch of guys from Sports.”


      It was a split second before she said anything and in that hesitation she gave away that she knew I was exaggerating, if not

         outright lying.

      


      “You going to be okay, Jack?”


      “Yeah, sure. I just… I just have to figure out what—”


      “Jack, I’m sorry, I have one of my callbacks coming in.”


      Her voice was urgent. If she missed the call, there might not be another.


      “Go!” I said quickly. “I’ll talk to you later.”


      I clicked off the phone, thankful that some politician in Washington had saved me from the further embarrassment of discussing

         my life with my ex-wife, whose career was ascending day by day as mine sank like the sun over the smoggy landscape of Hollywood.

         As I shoved the phone back into my pocket I wondered if she had just made that up about getting the callback, attempting to

         end the embarrassment herself.

      


      I went back into the bar and decided to get serious, ordering an Irish Car Bomb. I gulped it quickly and the Jameson’s burned

         like hot grease going down. I grew morose watching the Dodgers start a game against the hated Giants and get shelled in the

         first inning.

      


      Romano and Shelton were the first to bail and then by the third inning even Larry Bernard had drunk enough and been reminded

         enough of the dim future of the newspaper business. He slid off his stool and put his hand on my shoulder.

      


      “There but for the grace of God go I,” he said.


      “What?” I said.


      “It could’ve been me. It could’ve been anybody in that newsroom. But they tagged you because you make the big bucks. You coming

         in here seven years ago, Mr. Bestseller and Larry King and all of that. They overpaid to get you then and that made you a target now. I’m surprised you lasted this long, to tell

         you the truth.”

      


      “Whatever. That doesn’t make it any better.”


      “I know but I had to say it. I’m going to go now. You going home?”


      “I’m going to have one more.”


      “Nah, man, you’ve had enough.”


      “One more. I’ll be fine. If not, I’ll take a cab.”


      “Don’t get a DUI, man. That’d be all you need.”


      “Yeah, what are they going to do to me? Fire me?”


      He nodded like I had made an impressive point, then slapped me on the back a little too hard and sauntered out of the bar.

         I sat alone and watched the game. For my next drink I skipped the Guinness and Bailey’s and went straight to Jameson’s over

         ice. I then drank either two or three more instead of just the one. And I thought about how this was not the end to my career

         that I had envisioned. I thought by now I’d be writing ten-thousand-word takes for Esquire and Vanity Fair. That they’d be coming to me instead of me going to them. That I’d have my pick of what to write about.

      


      I ordered one more and the bartender made a deal with me. He’d only splash whiskey on my ice if I gave him my car keys. That

         sounded like a good deal to me and I took it.

      


      With the whiskey burning my scalp from underneath I thought about Larry Bernard’s story about Baltimore and the ultimate fuck-you.

         I think I nodded to myself a couple times and held my glass up in toast to the lame-duck reporter who had done it.

      


      And then another idea burned through and seared an imprint on my brain. A variation on the Baltimore fuck-you. One with some

         integrity and as indelible as the etching of a name on a glass trophy. Elbow on the bar top, I held the glass up again. But

         this time it was for myself.

      


      “Death is my beat,” I whispered to myself. “I make my living from it. I forge my professional reputation on it.”


      Words spoken before but not as my own eulogy. I nodded to myself and knew just how I was going to go out. I had written at

         least a thousand murder stories in my time. I was going to write one more. A story that would stand as the tombstone on my

         career. A story that would make them remember me after I was gone.

      


       



The weekend was a blur of alcohol, anger and humiliation as I grappled with a new future that was no future. After briefly

         sobering up on Saturday morning I opened the file that held my novel in progress and began reading. I soon saw what my ex-wife

         had seen long ago. What I should have seen long ago. It wasn’t there and I was kidding myself if I thought it was.

      


      The conclusion was that I would have to start from scratch if I was going to go this way, and the thought of that was debilitating.

         When I took a cab back to the Short Stop to get my car, I ended up staying and closing the place out early Sunday morning,

         watching the Dodgers lose again and drunkenly telling complete strangers about how fucked up the Times and the whole newspaper business was.

      


      It took me all the way into Monday morning to get cleaned up. I rolled in forty-five minutes late to work after finally getting

         my car at the Short Stop and I could still smell the alcohol coming out of my pores.

      


      Angela Cook was already sitting at my desk in a chair she had borrowed from one of the empty cubicles. There had been a lot

         of them since they’d started the buyouts and the layoffs.

      


      “Sorry I’m late, Angela,” I said. “It was kind of a lost weekend. Starting with the party on Friday. You should have come.”


      She smiled demurely, like she knew there had been no party, just a one-man wake.


      “I got you some coffee but it’s probably cold by now,” she said.


      “Thanks.”


      I picked up the cup she had gestured to and it had indeed cooled. But the good thing about the Times cafeteria was free refills—at least they hadn’t changed that yet.

      


      “Tell you what,” I said. “Let me go check in with the desk and if nothing’s happening we can go get refills and talk about

         how you’re going to take over.”

      


      I left her there and walked out of podland and over toward the Metro desk. On the way I stopped at the switchboard. It sat

         like a lifeguard stand in the middle of the newsroom, built high so that the operators could look out across the vast newsroom

         and see who was in and able to receive calls. I stepped to the side of the station so one of the operators could look down

         and see me.

      


      It was Lorene, who had been on duty the Friday before. She raised a finger to tell me to hold. She handled two quick transfers

         and then pulled one side of her headset off her left ear.

      


      “I don’t have anything for you, Jack,” she said.


      “I know. I want to ask about Friday. You transferred a call to me late in the afternoon from a lady named Wanda Sessums. Would

         there be any record of her phone number? I forgot to ask for it.”

      


      Lorene shoved her headset back in place and handled another call. Then without pulling her ear free she told me she didn’t

         have the number. She had not written it down at the time and the system only kept an electronic list of the last five hundred

         calls to come in. It had been more than two days since Wanda Sessums had called for me and the switchboard got close to a

         thousand calls a day.

      


      Lorene asked if I had called 411 to try to get the number. Sometimes the basic starting point was forgotten. I thanked her

         and headed on to the desk. I had called information at home and already knew there was no listing for Wanda Sessums.

      


      The city editor at the moment was a woman named Dorothy Fowler. It was one of the most transient jobs at the paper, a position

         both political and practical and one that seemed to have a revolving door attached to it. Fowler had been a damn good government

         reporter and was only eight months into trying her hand at commanding the crew of city-side reporters. I wished her well but

         kind of knew it was impossible for her to succeed, given all the cutbacks on resources and the empty cubicles in the newsroom.

      


      Fowler had a little office in the line of glass but she preferred to be an editor of the people. She was usually at a desk

         at the head of the formation of desks where all the aces—assistant city editors—sat. This was known as the raft because all

         the desks were pushed together as if in some sort of flotilla where there was strength in numbers against the sharks.

      


      All city-side reporters were assigned to an ace as the first level of direction and management. My ace was Alan Prendergast,

         who handled all the cop and court reporters. As such, he had a later shift, usually coming in around noon, because news that

         came off the law enforcement and justice beats most of the time developed late in the day.

      


      This meant my first check-in of the day was usually with Dorothy Fowler or the deputy city editor, Michael Warren. I always

         tried to make it Fowler because she ranked higher and Warren and I never got along. This might have had something to do with

         the fact that long before I had come to the Times, I had worked for the Rocky Mountain News out of Denver and had encountered Warren and competed with him on a major story. He had acted unethically and for that I

         could never trust him as an editor.

      


      Dorothy had her eyes glued to a screen and I had to say her name to get her attention. We hadn’t talked since I’d been pink-slipped

         so she immediately looked up at me with a sympathetic frown you might reserve for someone you just heard had been diagnosed

         with pancreatic cancer.

      


      “Come inside, Jack,” she said.


      She stood up and left the raft and headed to her seldom-used office. She sat behind her desk but I stayed standing because

         I knew this would be quick.

      


      “I just want to say we are really going to miss you around here, Jack.”


      I nodded my thanks.


      “I am sure Angela will pick up without a blip.”


      “She’s very good and she’s hungry, but she doesn’t have the chops. Not yet, at least, and that’s the problem, isn’t it? The

         newspaper is supposed to be the community’s watchdog and we’re turning it over to the puppies. Think of all the great journalism

         we’ve seen in our lifetimes. The corruption exposed, the public benefit. Where’s that going to come from now with every paper

         in the country getting shredded? Our government? No way. TV, the blogs? Forget it. My friend who took the buyout in Florida

         says corruption will be the new growth industry without the papers watching.”

      


      She paused as if to ponder the sad state of things.


      “Look, don’t get me wrong. I’m just depressed. Angela is great. She’ll do good work and in three or four years she’ll own

         that beat the way you own it now. But the point is, between now and then, how many stories will she miss? And how many of

         them would have never gotten by you?”

      


      I only shrugged. These were questions that mattered to her but no longer to me. In twelve days I was out.


      “Well,” she said after a delayed silence. “I’m sorry. I’ve always enjoyed working with you.”


      “Well, I still have some time. Maybe I’ll find something really good to go out on.”


      She smiled brightly.


      “That would be great!”


      “Anything happening today that you know of?”


      “Nothing big,” Dorothy said. “I saw on the overnote that the police chief is meeting with black leaders to talk about racially

         targeted crime again. But we’ve done that to death.”

      


      “I’m going to take Angela around Parker Center and I’ll see if we can come up with something.”


      “Good.”


      A few minutes later Angela Cook and I refilled coffee cups and took a table in the cafeteria. It was on the first floor in

         the space where the old presses had turned for so many decades before they started printing the paper offsite. The conversation

         with Angela was stiff. I had met her briefly six months earlier when she was a new hire and Fowler had trotted her around

         the cubicles, making introductions. But since then I hadn’t worked on a story with her, had lunch or coffee with her, or seen

         her at one of the watering holes favored by the older denizens of the newsroom.

      


      “Where’d you come from, Angela?”


      “Tampa. I went to the University of Florida.”


      “Good school. Journalism?”


      “I got my master’s there, yeah.”


      “Have you done any cop shop reporting?”


      “Before I went back for my master’s I worked two years in St. Pete. I spent a year on cops.”


      I drank some coffee and I needed it. My stomach was empty because I hadn’t been able to keep anything down for twenty-four

         hours.

      


      “St. Petersburg? What are you talking about there, a few dozen murders a year?”


      “If we were lucky.”


      She smiled at the irony of it. A crime reporter always wants a good murder to write about. The reporter’s good luck is somebody

         else’s bad luck.

      


      “Well,” I said. “If we go below four hundred here we’re having a good year. Real good. Los Angeles is the place to be if you

         want to work crime. If you want to tell murder stories. If you’re just marking time until the next beat comes up, you’re probably

         not going to like it.”

      


      She shook her head.


      “I’m not worried about the next beat. This is what I want. I want to write murder stories. I want to write books about this

         stuff.”

      


      She sounded sincere. She sounded like me—from a long time ago.


      “Good,” I said. “I’m going to take you over to Parker Center to meet some people. Detectives mostly. They’ll help you but

         only if they trust you. If they don’t trust you, all you’ll get are the press releases.”

      


      “How do I do that, Jack? Make them trust me.”


      “You know. Write stories. Be fair, be accurate. You know what to do. Trust is built on performance. The thing to remember

         is that the cops in this town have an amazing network. The word about a reporter gets around quickly. If you’re fair, they’ll

         all know it. If you fuck one of them over, they’ll all know that too and they’ll shut your access down everywhere.”

      


      She seemed embarrassed by my profanity. She would have to get used to it, dealing with cops.


      “There’s one other thing,” I said. “They have a hidden nobility. The good ones, I mean. And if you can somehow get that into

         your stories, you will win them over every time. So look for the telling details, the little moments of nobility.”

      


      “Okay, Jack, I will.”


      “Then you’ll do all right.”


       



While we were making the rounds and the introductions in the police headquarters at Parker Center we picked up a nice little

         murder story in the Open-Unsolved Unit. A twenty-year-old rape and murder of an elderly woman had been cleared when DNA collected

         from the victim in 1989 was unearthed in case archives and run through the state Department of Justice’s sex crimes data bank.

         The match was called a cold hit. The DNA collected from the victim belonged to a man currently doing time at Pelican Bay for

         an attempted rape. The cold case investigators would put together a case and indict the guy before he ever got a chance at

         parole up there. It wasn’t that flashy, because the bad guy was already behind bars, but it was worth eight inches. People

         like to read stories that reinforce the idea that bad people don’t always get away. Especially in an economic downturn, when

         it’s so easy to be cynical.

      


      When we got back to the newsroom I asked Angela to write it up—her first story on the beat—while I tried to run down Wanda

         Sessums, my angry caller from the Friday before.

      


      Since there was no record of her call to the Times switchboard and a quick check with directory assistance had turned up no listing for Wanda Sessums in any of L.A.’s area

         codes, I next called Detective Gilbert Walker at the Santa Monica Police Department. He was the lead investigator on the case

         that resulted in Alonzo Winslow’s arrest in the murder of Denise Babbit. I guess you could say it was a cold call. I had no

         relationship with Walker, as Santa Monica didn’t come up very often on the news radar. It was a relatively safe beach town

         between Venice and Malibu that had a pressing homeless problem but not much of a murder problem. The police department investigated

         only a handful of homicides each year and most of these weren’t newsworthy. More often than not they were body dump cases

         like Denise Babbit’s. The murder occurs somewhere else—like the south end of L. A.—and the beach cops are left to clean up

         the mess.

      


      My call found Walker at his desk. His voice seemed friendly enough until I identified myself as a reporter with the Times. Then it went cold. That happened often. I had spent seven years on the beat and had many cops in many departments that I

         counted as sources and even friends. In a jam, I could reach out. But sometimes you don’t get to pick who you have to reach

         out to. The bottom line is you can never get them all in your corner. The media and the police have never been on comfortable

         terms. The media views itself as the public watchdog. And nobody, the police included, likes having somebody looking over

         their shoulder. There was a chasm between the two institutions into which trust had fallen long before I was ever around.

         Consequently, it made things tough for the lowly beat reporter who just needs a few facts to fill out a story.

      


      “What can I do for you?” Walker said in a clipped tone.


      “I’m trying to reach Alonzo Winslow’s mother and I was wondering if you might be able to help.”


      “And who is Alonzo Winslow?”


      I was about to say, Come on, Detective, when I realized I wasn’t supposed to know the suspect’s name. There were laws about releasing the names of juveniles charged

         with crimes.

      


      “Your suspect in the Babbit case.”


      “How do you know that name? I’m not confirming that name.”


      “I understand that, Detective. I’m not asking you to confirm the name. I know the name. His mother called me on Friday and

         gave me the name. Trouble is, she didn’t give me her phone number and I’m just trying to get back in—”

      


      “Have a nice day,” Walker said, interrupting and then hanging up the phone.


      I leaned back in my desk chair, noting to myself that I needed to tell Angela Cook that the nobility I mentioned earlier did

         not reside in all cops.

      


      “Asshole,” I said out loud.


      I drummed my fingers on the desk until I came up with a new plan—the one I should have employed in the first place.


      I opened a line and called a detective who was a source in the South Bureau of the Los Angeles Police Department and who I

         knew had been involved in the Winslow arrest. The case had originated in the city of Santa Monica because the victim had been

         found in the trunk of her car in a parking lot near the pier. But the LAPD became involved when evidence from the murder scene

         led to Alonzo Winslow, a resident of South L.A.

      


      Following established protocol, Santa Monica contacted Los Angeles, and a team of South Bureau detectives intimately familiar

         with the turf were used to locate Winslow, take him into custody and then turn him over to Santa Monica. Napoleon Braselton

         was one of those South Bureau guys. I called him now and was flat-out honest with him. Well, almost.

      


      “Remember the bust two weeks ago for the girl in the trunk?” I asked.


      “Yeah, that’s Santa Monica,” he said. “We just helped out.”


      “Yeah, I know. You guys took Winslow down for them. That’s what I’m calling about.”


      “It’s still their case, man.”


      “I know but I can’t get a hold of Walker over there and I don’t know anybody else in that department. But I know you. And

         I want to ask about the arrest, not the case.”

      


      “What, is there a beef? We didn’t touch that kid.”


      “No, Detective, no beef. Far as I know, it was a righteous bust. I’m just trying to find the kid’s house. I want to go see

         where he was living, maybe talk to his mother.”

      


      “That’s fine but he was living with his grandmother.”


      “You sure?”


      “The information we got in the briefing was that he was with the grandmother. We were the big bad wolves hitting grandma’s

         house. There was no father in the picture and the mother was in and out, living on the street. Drugs.”

      


      “Okay, then I’ll talk to the grandmother. Where’s the place?”


      “You’re just cruising on down to say hello?”


      He said it in a disbelieving tone and I knew that was because I was white and would likely be unwelcome in Alonzo Winslow’s

         neighborhood.

      


      “Don’t worry, I’ll take somebody with me. Strength in numbers.”


      “Good luck. Don’t get your ass shot until after I go off watch at four.”


      “I’ll do my best. What’s the address, do you remember?”


      “It’s in Rodia Gardens. Hold on.”


      He put the phone down while he looked up the exact address. Rodia Gardens was a huge public housing complex in Watts that

         was like a city unto itself. A dangerous city. It was named after Simon Rodia, the artist who had created one of the wonders

         of the city. The Watts Towers. But there wasn’t anything wonderful about Rodia Gardens. It was the kind of place where poverty,

         drugs and crime had cycled for decades. Multiple generations of families living there and unable to get out and break free.

         Many of them had grown up having never been to the beach or on an airplane or even to a movie in a theater.

      


      Braselton came back on and gave me the full address but said he had no phone number. I then asked if he had a name for the

         grandmother and he gave me the name I already had, Wanda Sessums.

      


      Bingo. My caller. She had either lied about being the young suspect’s mother or the police had their information wrong. Either

         way, I now had an address and would hopefully soon put a face with the voice that had berated me the Friday before.

      


      After ending the call with Braselton I got up from my cubicle and wandered back into the photo department. I saw a photo editor

         named Bobby Azmitia at the assignment desk and asked if he had any floaters currently out and about. He looked down at his

         personnel log and named two photographers who were out in their cars looking for wild art—photographs unconnected to news

         events that could be used to splash color on a section front. I knew both of the floaters and one of them was black. I asked

         Azmitia if Sonny Lester could break free to take a ride with me down the 110 Freeway and he agreed to offer the photographer

         up. We made arrangements for me to be picked up outside the globe lobby in fifteen minutes.

      


      Back in the newsroom I checked with Angela on the Open-Unsolved Unit story and then went over to the raft to talk to my ace.

         Prendergast was busy typing up the day’s first story budget. Before I could say anything he said, “I already got a slug from

         Angela.”

      


      A slug and budget line were a one-word title for a story and a line of description that was put on the overall story budget

         so when editors gathered around the table in the daily news meeting they would know what was being produced for the web and

         print editions and could discuss what was an important story, what wasn’t, and how it should all be played.

      


      “Yeah, she’s got a handle on that,” I said. “I just wanted to let you know I’m going to take a ride down south with a photographer.”


      “What’s up?”


      “Nothing yet. But I may have something to tell you later on.”


      “Okay.”


      Prendo was always cool about giving me rope. Now it didn’t matter anymore. But even before I got the Reduction in Force form,

         he had always exercised a hands-off approach to reporter management. We got along pretty well. He wasn’t a pushover. I would

         have to account for my time and what I was pursuing. But he always gave me the chance to put it together before I had to bring

         him into the loop.

      


      I headed away from the raft and over to the elevator alcove.


      “Got dimes?” Prendergast called after me.


      I waved a hand over my head without looking back. Prendergast always called that out to me when I left the city room to chase

         a story. It was a line from Chinatown. I didn’t use pay phones anymore—no reporter did—but the sentiment was clear. Stay in touch.

      


      The globe lobby was the formal entrance to the newspaper building at the corner of First and Spring. A brass globe the size

         of a Volkswagen rotated on a steel axis at the center of the room. The many international bureaus and outposts of the Times were permanently notched on the raised continents, despite the fact that many had been shuttered to save money. The marble

         walls were adorned with photos and plaques denoting the many milestones in the history of the paper, the Pulitzer Prizes won

         and the staffs that won them, and the correspondents killed in the line of duty. It was a proud museum, just as the whole

         paper would be before too long. The word was that the building was up for sale.

      


      But I only cared about the next twelve days. I had one last deadline and one last murder story to write. I just needed that

         globe to keep turning until then.

      


      Sonny Lester was waiting in a company car when I pushed through the heavy front door. I got in and told him where we were

         going. He made a bold U-turn to get over to Broadway and then took it to the freeway entrance just past the courthouse. Pretty

         soon we were on the 110 heading into South L.A.

      


      “I take it that it’s no coincidence that I’m on this assignment,” he said after we cleared downtown.


      I looked over at him and shrugged.


      “I don’t know,” I said. “Ask Azmitia. I told him I needed somebody and he told me it was you.”


      Lester nodded like he didn’t believe it and I didn’t really care. Newspapers had a strong and proud tradition of standing

         up against segregation and racial profiling and things like that. But there was also a practical tradition of using newsroom

         diversity to its full advantage. If an earthquake shatters Tokyo, send a Japanese reporter. If a black actress wins the Oscar,

         send a black reporter to interview her. If the Border Patrol finds twenty-four dead illegals in the back of a truck in Calexico,

         send your best Spanish-speaking reporter. That’s how you got the story. Lester was black and his presence might provide me

         safety as I entered the projects. That’s all I cared about. I had a story to report and I wasn’t worried about being politically

         correct about it.

      


      Lester asked me questions about what we were doing and I told him as much as I could. But so far I didn’t have a lot to go

         on. I told him that the woman we were going to see had complained about my story calling her grandson a murderer. I was hoping

         to find her and tell her that I would look into disproving the charges against him if she and her grandson agreed to cooperate

         with me. I didn’t tell him the real plan. I figured he was smart enough to eventually put it together himself.

      


      Lester nodded when I finished and we rode the rest of the way in silence. We rolled into Rodia Gardens about one o’clock and

         it was quiet in the projects. School wasn’t out yet and the drug trade didn’t really get going until dusk. The dealers, dopers

         and gangbangers were all still sleeping.

      


      The complex was a maze of two-story buildings painted in two tones. Brown and beige on most of the buildings. Lime and beige

         on the rest. The structures were unadorned by any bushes or trees, for these could be used to hide drugs and weapons. Overall,

         the place had the look of a newly built community where the extras had not yet been put in place. Only on closer inspection,

         it was clear that it wasn’t fresh paint on the walls and these weren’t new buildings.

      


      We found the address Braselton gave me without difficulty. It was a corner apartment on the second floor with the stairway

         on the right side of the building. Lester took a large, heavy camera bag out of the car and locked it.

      


      “You won’t need all of that if we get inside,” I said. “If she lets you shoot her, you’re gonna have to do it quick.”


      “I don’t care if I don’t shoot a frame. I’m not leaving my stuff in the car.”


      “Got it.”


      When we reached the second floor, I noticed that the front door to the apartment was open behind a screen door with bars on

         it. I approached it and looked around before knocking. I saw no one in any of the parking lots or yards of the complex. It

         was as though the place were completely empty.

      


      I knocked.


      “Mrs. Sessums?”


      I waited and soon heard a voice come through the screen. I recognized it from the call on Friday.


      “Who that?”


      “It’s Jack McEvoy. We talked on Friday. From the Times?”

      


      The screen was dirty with years of grime and dust caked on it. I could not see into the apartment.


      “What you doin’ here, boy?”


      “I came to talk to you, ma’am. Over the weekend I did a lot of thinking about what you said on the phone.”


      “How in hell you fine me?”


      I could tell by the closeness of her voice that she was on the other side of the screen now. I could only see her shape through

         the grit.

      


      “Because I knew this is where Alonzo was arrested.”


      “Who dat wit’ you?”


      “This is Sonny Lester, who works at the newspaper with me. Mrs. Sessums, I’m here because I thought about what you said and

         I want to look into Alonzo’s case. If he’s innocent I want to help him get out.”

      


      Accent on if.

      


      “A course, he’s innocent. He didn’t do nothin’.”


      “Can we come in and talk about it?” I said quickly. “I want to see what I can do.”


      “You can come in but don’ be taking no pitchers. Uh-uh, no pitchers.”


      The screen door popped open a few inches and I grabbed the handle and pulled it wide. I immediately assessed the woman in

         the doorway as Alonzo Winslow’s grandmother. She looked to be about sixty years old, with dyed black cornrows showing gray

         at the roots. She was as skinny as a broom and wore a sweater over blue jeans even though it wasn’t sweater weather. Her calling

         herself his mother on the phone on Friday was a curiosity but not a big deal. I had a feeling I was about to find out that

         she had been both mother and grandmother to the boy.

      


      She pointed to a little sitting area where there was a couch and a coffee table. There were stacks of folded clothes on almost

         all surfaces and many had torn pieces of paper on the top with names written on them. I could hear a washer or dryer somewhere

         in the apartment and knew that she had a little business running out of her government-provided home. Maybe that was why she

         wanted no photographs.

      


      “Move some a that laun’ry and have a seat and tell me what you goin’ to do for my Zo,” she said.


      I moved a folded stack of clothes off the couch onto a side table and sat down. I noticed there wasn’t a single piece of clothing

         in any of the stacks that was red. The Rodia projects were controlled by a Crips street gang, and wearing red—the color of

         the rival Bloods—could draw harm to a person.

      


      Lester sat next to me. He put the camera bag on the floor between his feet. I noticed he had a camera in his hand. He unzipped

         the bag and put it away. Wanda Sessums stayed standing in front of us. She lifted a laundry basket onto the coffee table and

         started taking out and folding clothes.

      


      “Well, I want to look into Zo’s case,” I said. “If he’s innocent like you said, then I’ll be able to get him out.”


      I kept that if working. Kept selling the car. I made sure I didn’t promise anything I wasn’t going to deliver.

      


      “Jus’ like that you get him out, huh? When Mr. Meyer can’t even get him his day in court?”


      “Is Mr. Meyer his lawyer?”


      “That’s right. Public defender. He a Jew lawyer.”


      She said it without a trace of enmity or bias. It was said as almost a point of pride that her grandson had graduated to the

         level of having a Jewish lawyer.

      


      “Well, I’ll be talking to Mr. Meyer about all of this. Sometimes, Mrs. Sessums, the newspaper can do what nobody else can

         do. If I tell the world that Alonzo Winslow is innocent, then the world pays attention. With lawyers that’s not always the

         case, because they’re always saying their clients are innocent—whether they really think it or not. Like the boy who cried

         wolf. They say it so much that when they actually do have a client who’s innocent, nobody believes them.”

      


      She looked at me quizzically and I thought she either was confused or thought she was being conned. I tried to keep things

         moving so her mind wouldn’t settle on any given thing I had said.

      


      “Mrs. Sessums, if I’m going to investigate this I am going to need you to call Mr. Meyer and ask him to cooperate with me.

         I’ll need to look at the court file and all the discovery.”

      


      “He ain’t discovered nothin’ so far. He just go roun’ tellin’ everybody to sit tight, is all.”


      “By ‘discovery’ I mean the legal term. The state—that’s the prosecutor—has to turn all their paperwork and evidence over to

         the defense for viewing. I’ll need to see it all if I’m going to work on getting Alonzo out.”

      


      Now she appeared not to be paying attention to what I had said. From the clothes basket she slowly raised her hand. She was

         holding a tiny pair of bright red panties. She held them away from her body like she was holding the tail of a dead rat.

      


      “Look at this stupid girl. She don’ know who she playin’ with. Hidin’ her red underneath. She a fool an’ a half she think

         she get away wi’ that.”

      


      She walked over to the corner of the room, used her foot to press a pedal that opened a trash can and dropped the dead rat

         inside. I nodded as though I approved and tried to get back on track.

      


      “Mrs. Sessums, did you understand what I said about the discovery? I’m going to—”


      “But how you going to say my Zo’s innocent when all yo facts come from the po-po and they lie like the serpent in the tree?”


      It took me a moment to respond as I considered her use of language and the juxtaposition of common street slang and religious

         reference.

      


      “I’m going to gather all the facts for myself and make my own judgment,” I said. “When I wrote that story last week, I was

         saying what the police said. Now I am going to find out for myself. If your Zo’s innocent I will know it. And I’ll write it.

         When I write it, the story will get him out.”

      


      “Okay, then. Good. The Lord will help you bring my boy home.”


      “But I’m going to need your help, too, Wanda.”


      I dropped into first-name mode now. It was time to let her think she was going to be part of this.


      “When it comes to my Zo, I’m always ready to help,” she said. “Good,” I said.


      “Let me tell you what I want you to do.”


   











      THREE: The Farm


       



Carver was in his office with the door closed. He was humming to himself and intently watching the cameras, his screens set

         in multiplex mode—thirty-six views on each. He was able to scan all of the cameras, even the angles nobody knew about. With

         a flick of his finger on the heat pad, he drew one camera angle into full screen on the middle plasma.

      


      Geneva was behind the counter, reading a paperback novel. He tightened the focus, attempting to see what she was reading.

         He couldn’t see the title but he could make out the author’s name at the top of the page. Janet Evanovich. He knew she had

         read several books by this writer. He often saw her smiling to herself as she read.

      


      This was good information to know. He would go to a bookstore and pick up a copy of an Evanovich book. He would make sure

         Geneva saw it in his bag when he walked through reception. It could be an ice-breaker that could lead to conversation and

         maybe more.

      


      He remotely moved the lens and saw that Geneva’s purse was open on the floor next to her chair. He pulled in tight and saw

         cigarettes and gum and two tampons along with keys and matches and wallet. It was that time of the month. Maybe that was why

         Geneva had been so curt with him when he had come in. She had barely said hello.

      


      Carver checked his watch. It was past time for her afternoon break. Yolanda Chavez from administration was due to walk through

         the door and let Geneva go. Fifteen minutes. Carver planned to follow her with the cameras. Out for a smoke, to the restroom

         for a squat, it didn’t matter. He would be able to follow. He had cameras everywhere. He would see whatever she did.

      


      Just as Yolanda walked through the door into reception, there was a knock on his own door. Carver immediately hit the escape

         command and the three screens returned to data flowcharts for three different server towers. He hadn’t heard the mantrap buzzer

         out in the control room but he wasn’t sure. Perhaps he had been concentrating so hard on Geneva that he had missed it.

      


      “Yes?”


      The door opened. It was only Stone. Carver became annoyed that he had killed his screens and that he was going to miss out

         on following Geneva.

      


      “What is it, Freddy?” he asked impatiently.


      “I wanted to ask you about vacation time,” Stone said loudly.


      He entered and closed the door. He moved to the chair on the other side of the worktable from Carver and sat down without

         permission.

      


      “Actually, fuck vacation time,” he said. “That was for the benefit of the guys out there. I want to talk about iron maidens.

         Over the weekend I think I found our next girl.”

      


      Freddy Stone was twenty years younger than Carver. Carver had first noticed him while lurking under a different identity in

         an iron maiden chat room. He tried to trail him but Stone was too good for that. He disappeared into the digital mist.

      


      Undaunted and only more intrigued, Carver set up a catch site called 

         www.motherinirons.com, and sure enough, Stone eventually came through. This time Carver made direct contact and the dance began. Shocked by his

         young age, Carver nevertheless recruited him, changed his looks and identity, and mentored him.

      


      Carver had saved him, but after four years Stone was too close for comfort, and at times Carver could not stand him. Freddy

         assumed too much. Like just coming in and sitting down without permission.

      


      “Really,” Carver said, a note of disbelief placed intentionally in the word.


      “You promised I could pick the next one, remember?” Stone responded.


      Carver had made the promise, but it had come in the fervor of the moment. As they were on the 10 Freeway leaving the beach

         in Santa Monica, the windows open and the sea air blowing in their faces. He was still riding the high and he foolishly told

         his young disciple that he could pick the next one.

      


      Now he would have to change that. He wished he could just go back to watching Geneva, maybe catch her changing that tampon

         in the restroom, and leave this inconvenience for later.

      


      “Don’t you ever get tired of that song?” Stone asked.


      “What?”


      Carver realized he had started to hum again while thinking about Geneva. Embarrassed, he tried to move on.


      “Who did you find?” he asked.


      Stone smiled broadly and shook his head like he could hardly believe his good luck.


      “This girl who has her own porn site. I’ll send you the link so you can check her out, but you’re going to like her. I looked

         at her tax returns. Last year she cleared two hundred eighty K just from people signing up for twenty-five bucks a month to

         watch her fuck people.”

      


      “Where’d you find her?”


      “Dewey and Bach, accountants. She got audited by something called the California Tax Franchise Board and they handled it.

         All her four-one-one is right there. Everything we need to set up. Then I went and checked her out on her website. Mandy For Ya dot com. She’s a stone fox with long legs. Just our type.”

      


      Carver could feel the slight trill of anticipation in his dark fiber. But he wasn’t going to make a mistake.


      “Where exactly in California?” he asked.


      “Manhattan Beach,” Stone said.


      Carver wanted to reach across the glass tabletop and whack Stone on the side of the head with one of the plasma screens.


      “Do you know where Manhattan Beach is?” he asked instead.


      “Isn’t it down by Lo Jolla and San Diego? Down there?”


      Carver shook his head.


      “First of all, it’s La Jolla. And no, Manhattan Beach is not near it, anyway. It’s by L.A. and not too far from Santa Monica. So forget her. We’re

         not going back there for a good long time. You know the rules.”

      


      “But, Dub, she’s perfect! Plus, I already pulled files on her. L.A.’s a big place. Nobody in Santa Monica is going to care

         about what happens in Manhattan Beach.”

      


      Carver shook his head emphatically.


      “You can put the files right back. We just burned L.A. for at least three years. I don’t care who you find or how safe you

         think it is. I am not deviating from the protocol. And another thing. My name is Wesley, not Wes, and certainly not Dub.”

      


      Stone looked down at the glass tabletop and seemed crushed.


      “Tell you what,” Carver said. “I’ll go to work on it and I’ll find us someone. You wait and see and you’ll be very happy.

         I guarantee it.”

      


      “But it was going to be my turn.”


      Now Stone was pouting.


      “You had your turn and you blew it,” Carver said. “Now it goes to me. So why don’t you go back out there and get to work.

         You still owe me status reports on towers eighty through eighty-five. I want them by the end of the day.”

      


      “Whatever.”


      “Go. And cheer up, Freddy. We’ll be on the hunt again before the end of the week.”


      Stone stood up and turned toward the door. Carver watched him go, wondering how long it would be before he had to get rid

         of him. Permanently. Working with a partner was always preferable. But eventually all partners got too close and assumed too

         much. They started calling you by a name no one has ever used. They started thinking it was an equal partnership with equal

         voting rights. That was unacceptable and dangerous. One person called the shots. Himself.

      


      “Close the door, please,” Carver said.


      Stone did as instructed. Carver went back to the cameras. He quickly pulled up the camera over the reception area and saw

         Yolanda sitting behind the counter. Geneva was gone. Jumping from camera to camera he started searching for her.
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