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No one would do anything if they knew the consequences. A dying detective told me that as he lay in a hospital bed. It seems a natural thing for a cop to understand. The lives of most of the people we deal with have been torn apart by violence in one form or another.


If we could take back just one or two moments in a life and trade it for the assurance of sameness, most people would make that deal in a second. The phone call that began a chain of events would go unmade. The first word of an argument that escalated out of control would be silenced.


And more often than not more people than you would imagine make the same deal to avoid good news. It’s what we know that becomes the security we wrap ourselves in to protect us from the dangers around the next turn. It’s change that’s threatening.


There are moments we control, a choice or a decision that will actually make a difference. The difficult part is identifying the good ones from the bad when you’re in the middle of it. Every crime scene is testament to how badly we judge these things.


I know all this is as true as anything I have learned as a cop or a mother. But even knowing it I still didn’t walk away when I heard the voice on the other end of the phone. It was nearing midnight when the phone rang. The number meant nothing to me, but the voice, that’s what kept me from hanging up. It was a man calling; the connection was bad, the words coming through the white noise of cell towers and spoken in the quiet, measured cadence of exhaustion or fear. I couldn’t identify the voice, but at the same time there was a quality to it that seemed to find a place in my memory. Like hearing an ex-lover’s voice for the first time in twenty years.


It could have been a wrong number, for all that was said. And I knew just as well it wasn’t. It was meant for me.


‘It’s all true,’ he said. ‘There’s no turning back.’


I should have walked away right then. I should have listened to the voice in my own head that said nothing is ‘all true’ and hung up. But I couldn’t after the next words; just as I couldn’t know where it would lead.


‘I saw a boy on a bicycle vanish in a flash of light,’ he said.


I should have walked away. And if there were second chances, maybe I would. Maybe.





one


It was spring, or what passes for it in southern California. There was new growth on the blackened hillsides around my house from the previous fall’s fires; thin green shoots slicing up through a carpet of ash. Only two other houses remained undamaged on the street. The rest had been reduced to their foundations which, in the time since the fire, had taken on the appearance of ruins left by a people who had long ago vanished from these hills. Occasionally the scent of jasmine or a hybrid rose from a distant untouched subdivision drifted in the wind. But when the wind didn’t blow, what was left was a strained silence, an uneasy feeling of the calm before the next storm.


My father had swept back in and then out of my life, much like the fires in the hills, except there were no construction companies that specialized in rebuilding the kind of damage he had left in his wake.


Understanding a mystery does not always free you from it as the therapists promise. My work had suffered. Since I had been unable to bring my own father to justice, the belief that I could do that for anyone else had slipped through my fingers. The act of stepping into a crime scene had always been accompanied by a sense of anticipation but now it had been replaced by a certain amount of dread. In every victim I saw my dead half-brother’s face. In every suspect in cuffs I saw my father’s dark presence.


My health suffered, the winter passing with a seemingly endless string of ailments that no doctor could find the right prescription for. My relationships fared no better. I withdrew from the world. From my daughter Lacy, from my partner Harrison and the love that I continued to leave unsaid.


My daughter, who attended UCLA, had wanted me to sell the house and start over in a place with no past, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Even bad memories can take on a sort of comfort, or at least familiarity, given time. Most of the neighbors who had lost their homes to the fire had sold their properties to a developer planning a new subdivision. He had made an offer to me but I couldn’t accept it. To walk out the door now and hand it over to a builder who would bulldoze it the next day felt like abandoning a piece of earth that had been heavily fought over. It didn’t matter that most of the battles I’d waged inside these walls had been losses in one form or another. In a city where nothing lasts, this was Fort Apache, even if what I was preserving by staying were only bad dreams.


Nearly three weeks had passed since the phone call. It was a Sunday afternoon. I had been in bed all day with the flu, my head feeling as if I had slept on the burner of the stove. My daughter had called to cheer me up, but instead we had a conversation about her future – a topic that the past made us step around carefully. As Lacy was fond of repeating whenever the question of her academic career came up, no one is promised tomorrow, etc., etc. I suggested that didn’t necessarily conflict with going into pre-med. She countered, I think only half jokingly, that she was probably better suited, given her life experience, to going into the CIA and becoming an assassin.


I changed the subject and asked about men. She asked if I had slept with my partner Harrison yet. That was when the white sedan pulled up into the driveway and stopped.


‘I’ve got to go, I have a visitor.’


‘You never have visitors.’


I hadn’t told anyone about the phone call, not because I was keeping it secret. There really was nothing to tell except that two short sentences had slipped into my imagination and I hadn’t been able to shake them loose. But that spark of curiosity hadn’t happened to me in a long time, and I felt unsure of what it meant.


I promised Lacy I’d call her later to let her know how I was feeling and hung up. My head began to spin as I got out of bed for the first time all day and walked to the window. The woman who stepped out of the car appeared to be in her mid-thirties, thin, with shoulder-length silver-grey hair. Her clothes were casual, but co-ordinated. She walked the way someone who had once been a dancer might. I had never seen her before, I was certain of that.


I slipped out of my robe, threw on some slacks and a shirt and glanced in the mirror as the bell rang. The last few months had added the first grey hairs to my head. My eyes appeared in a perpetual state of exhaustion. By the time I reached the door and opened it she had started back toward her car.


‘Can I help you?’ I said.


The woman stopped, turned.


‘Lieutenant Delillo?’


Her eyes were light blue, nearly green, and from the lines around them I suspected she had slept little recently.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Alex if you prefer.’


The only piece of jewelry she wore was a simple silver wedding band. She walked over and extended her hand.


‘I was hoping we could talk. My name’s Cathy Salem.’


‘If you’re here about the house, I’m not selling.’


She shook her head. ‘Are you all right, Lieutenant?’


Given my quick look in the mirror, I imagined I wasn’t exactly what she was expecting, whatever that was.


‘Mild flu,’ I said.


She glanced back at the rubble of the other homes across the street.


‘You were very lucky,’ she said.


‘That’s a matter of some debate.’


I invited her inside and we sat down at the kitchen table.


‘How can I help you?’ I asked.


‘My husband’s a policemen . . . was, LAPD. He went to Iraq eleven months ago with a private security firm. He was teaching Iraqi policemen to be fair-minded dispensers of justice. I didn’t want him to go, but the money was too good to pass up. He said it couldn’t be any more dangerous than the gang unit he was with in Rampart. Technically, he was working for the Iraqi government, which is why the Defense Department can only do so much.’


‘About what?’


She laid her hands flat on the table, spreading her fingers as if to maintain her balance.


‘Three weeks ago he was supposed to come home. He never arrived. The military has listed him as officially missing. They say they’re doing everything they can and that I shouldn’t lose hope.’


If she was angling for encouragement, her eyes gave no indication of it.


‘I’m sorry.’


She looked away. ‘It’s not what you think.’


I didn’t know what I thought, and then she reached into the pocket of her shirt and removed a postcard.


‘Something happened to my husband there. The longer he stayed, the fewer calls he made home, and when he did call, it was as if part of him wasn’t there. Then just before he was to come home Jack witnessed a bombing. I don’t know any of the details, he kept that from me, but from that moment, I knew I had lost him.’


‘That doesn’t sound out of the ordinary for what he was experiencing,’ I said. ‘I have some experience with PTSD.’


She nodded. ‘That’s what I told myself, that he would be all right when he came home, and then he didn’t. But the truth was, there was something else to his voice. Then this came. It was mailed from Baghdad the day he was supposed to have left.’


As she handed it to me her hand trembled. The postcard was a photograph of a circus bear standing on a large ball with its front paws in the air. I flipped it over. There was only one line of writing on it and I read it aloud.


‘I saw a boy on a bicycle vanish in a flash of light.’


The rush of adrenalin as I read the words made my head spin and for a moment I felt faint. I examined the date on the postmark. It had been mailed the same day I had received the telephone call.


‘Why bring this to me? Do I know your husband?’ I asked.


Her eyes lingered on me for a moment as if asking a question.


‘He was at a seminar on trace evidence you gave several years ago at the Cal State. You must have made an impression on him.’


The voice on the telephone fell into place. I remembered him, or at least a sense of him. He had seemed out of place amongst the rest of the cops attending. We had drinks afterward. By the second one he told me his wife wanted him to leave the force. He didn’t want to quit. He wanted to become a detective. We talked for an hour, maybe more. It was the first and only time a cop had ever asked my advice on love and I ended up lying to him. I told him he could have it all, never mentioning the wreckage that had become my own marriage.


He walked me to my car and asked if I would mind if he called me again sometime for advice. I said no. Three weeks ago he had finally made that call.


She looked at me as if to try and find what it was her husband had seen in me, or perhaps trying to understand if something had happened between us that had remained secret. For the moment I didn’t think she needed to know I had received the telephone call from him, or that my advice of the heart had included remaining a cop.


‘I don’t remember meeting your husband there,’ I said.


If my answer was of any consolation to her, she didn’t show it.


‘Why did you come to me?’ I asked.


Cathy Salem took a breath as if it was full of nicotine from a cigarette. ‘I received another small package in the mail from Jack four days ago.’


‘Is it unusual that mail would be delayed that long from Iraq?’


She shook her head. ‘My husband isn’t missing in Iraq, Lieutenant.’


‘I don’t understand,’ I said.


‘The package was mailed from Trona.’


‘I don’t know where that is.’


‘It’s a little town on the way to Death Valley, about three hours north of Los Angeles.’


She reached into the pocket of her linen jacket and removed a battered envelope.


‘This was inside of it.’


The envelope was still sealed.


‘His note instructed me not to open this, or tell anyone where it came from and to bring it to you.’


Her eyes found mine as if hoping I would provide the answers she didn’t have yet.


‘Why me?’ I asked.


‘In his note he said you were a good cop.’


‘Nothing more than that?’


She nodded. ‘He said I was to follow his instructions, that I must trust him on this, and most importantly that I not talk to any cop but you.’


She slid the envelope across the table to me. I started to reach for it, but stopped and left it where it was.


‘Is it possible someone else mailed this for him?’


‘No, we drove through Trona every year on the way to Death Valley. Who else would know that? If you’ve ever been there you would know that no one goes there without a specific reason.’


‘And this is the only contact he’s made with you?’


Mrs Salem glanced back out the window.


‘There have been a few times when I thought someone was watching me. Maybe it was my imagination.’


I didn’t want to ask what I had to next, but there was no way around it.


‘There are some questions I have to ask,’ I said.


She nodded. ‘I’ve been married to a cop for six years, I know what that can do to a marriage. We had our problems. I didn’t want Jack to be a cop; we argued about it. His career was the third person in the room whenever we were together. But whatever problems we had, what’s happening now isn’t part of them.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes,’ she said without a hint of doubt.


I looked across the table at the way her elegant hair slipped around the line of her jaw. I started to apologize for asking the question when a wave of fever swept through me and I felt as if I had been plunged into cold water. I reached out and picked up the envelope. There was an object inside, a key I thought, though I couldn’t be certain.


‘Have you considered the possibility that what your husband needs is a doctor and not a cop?’


‘My husband is a strong man, Lieutenant.’


‘Sometimes that’s not enough,’ I said.


‘My husband didn’t ask for a doctor, he asked for you.’


I looked at Mrs Salem and noticed her face was beginning to be surrounded by tiny prisms of light, and I felt light-headed.


‘What is it you want me to do?’ I asked.


‘It’s not what I want, it’s what my husband wants. He picked you, he needs your help.’


The auras began to obscure the details of her face. My body began to tremble with cold and then heat and I felt faint.


‘This isn’t really what I do,’ I said.


‘Something happened over there,’ said Salem. ‘And I think it’s followed him here.’


I managed to stand up, thinking I could make it to my bed.


‘I’m afraid I don’t feel well,’ I said.


‘Lieutenant?’


The light in the room changed as if a blind had been drawn. Mrs Salem was saying something to me but I couldn’t hear the words. I looked down at the envelope in my hand as it slipped from my fingers and disappeared into darkness at my feet. I took a step, started to reach out for the table and lost consciousness.


I could feel a hand gently holding the side of my face but when I opened my eyes I was alone. The kitchen was empty, the walls painted in the soft orange glow of sunset. I was lying on the floor where I had fainted – a pillow had been put under my head, a blanket covered my chest. I had been out for hours.


Outside, a flock of crows were cackling at the sunset. A fly buzzed against a window. I sat up carefully, pulling the blanket around me. Every muscle in my body ached; there was a small bump on my forehead where my head must have hit the table as I passed out. I pulled myself up and sat unsteadily on a chair and the events began to drift back to the surface.


Mrs Salem’s white sedan was gone from the driveway. I tried to replay the encounter as best I could. I remembered her elegant hair, and the sadness in her eyes, the postcard, the boy on the bicycle, and the envelope from her husband.


I looked around on the floor where I had dropped the envelope but it was gone. I checked the table and then started toward the kitchen counter when the phone began to ring. I began to reach for it, but hesitated. If I picked it up and it was her . . . I remembered the postcard of the circus bear balancing on the ball. I could let it go and walk away, then I remembered what I had told her husband over drinks when we met. I told him he could have both, that he should stay a cop. I told him the exact thing his wife would not have wanted me to say. On the seventh ring I answered.


‘Delillo,’ I said.


‘Are you all right?’ she said.


‘Yes, thank you, it was just the fever. It’s gone now.’


‘I’m sorry, it was a mistake for me to have come to your house.’


Salem’s voice had changed from earlier when she was sitting at my table. The strength I had noted before was gone, though what exactly had replaced it I wasn’t sure.


‘I think it would be better if you forget we ever met,’ she said.


‘How exactly do I do that?’


There was a pause on the other end.


‘The same way I’m going to.’


‘Where’s the envelope from your husband, Mrs Salem?’ I asked.


There was only silence on the other end.


‘What happened to the envelope you put on my table?’ I repeated.


I heard her take a shallow breath.


‘I think you’re mistaken, Lieutenant. I didn’t put anything on your table.’


I realized it was fear I was hearing in her voice.


‘Your husband called me from Iraq the day he mailed the postcard,’ I said.


I thought she started to say something, but there was only silence.


‘What are you afraid of, Mrs Salem?’


I heard a sound like a wave crashing in the background.


‘I’m afraid of the same things everyone else is,’ she said, and then the line went dead.


When I slept that night there were long lines of bright flames in my dreams advancing toward my house. And when I didn’t sleep, there was Cathy Salem, and the sound of fear in her voice as she lied about placing the envelope on the table. There could be dozens of reasons why her husband had disappeared, and just as many reasons for her to lie about it. Maybe her husband had gone mad over there. Maybe he had strayed over that line that, once crossed, you can never fully return from. And now he was back here, lost in his own fever dream.


I could walk away from that and not look back except for one detail. There were over nine thousand other members of LAPD he could have gone to for help, but instead he had come to me. Why? It certainly couldn’t have been because I had once told him that he could have love and still be a cop, as if it were as natural as breathing. On the strength of that kind of advice, he must have thought that Pasadena was awash with unsolved murders from the moment I became head of Homicide.


He had asked for my help, and that could mean only one thing: a crime had been committed. But that still didn’t answer the question of what I brought to the table that none of his fellow officers in blue could. Or what that crime was.


I was wrong about those words I heard Jack Salem say over the phone. There is one absolute that is ‘all true’, from which there is no turning back, and it is the same thing Mrs Salem and everyone else is afraid of.


Death.





two


There were no new cases pending when I walked into the office later that morning. Two gang slayings were the only cases that were open at the moment. Two wasted lives that no amount of police work would ever bring justice to. Pasadena would survive without my presence if I stepped away and looked for Salem. And just maybe I might find something else – a way back to the life I once had. And if not, if all I found at the end was a cop lost in his own personal abyss, then I could turn away having done what I could. That’s always the plan at the start – to walk away at the end.


Department of Motor Vehicles records showed that the Salems lived in a condo on the beach, as far away from the streets he patrolled as he could get. A contact with LAPD faxed over the details of Salem’s career. Patrol officer four years, IAD a year and a half, once applied for detective and refused. Two and a half years with a gang unit, called CRASH, until the unit’s members began to be arrested as quickly as the street thugs they were assigned to investigate. While with the gang unit he had once been investigated for excessive use of force and was exonerated.


In every aspect, every report, he appeared to be an entirely average policeman. So much so, his profile was nearly interchangeable with any other cop. He had neither too much nor too little ambition. He could have drifted along until early retirement and lived a nice, comfortable, suburban life. Then twelve months ago he took a leave of absence to work for ISC – International Security Consultants – providing training in Iraq to the new police force.


Why did he do that? What was there inside of him that wasn’t present in his jacket file? Was he a patriot, a true believer? Did he want adventure, or was it just the money? And if it was the money, why did he need more of it? Was there a secret addiction, or just dreams of a better house, a sailboat or a college fund for a child they hadn’t had yet?


I stared at his photograph. I had remembered almost everything about the one meeting we had, except for his face. He had short, light brown hair, brown eyes, was of average height, average build. He could walk by you a dozen times in one day and you wouldn’t remember ever seeing him. He might have been a high school social studies teacher. But instead he went to Iraq and had been swallowed up and spat out.


I dialed the Salems’ number and got the machine. His voice was on the recording.


‘You’ve reached Jack and Cathy, please leave a message.’


His voice didn’t match the picture or résumé. It was why I remembered our meeting: deeper than you would have expected, as distinctive as the rest of him wasn’t. But the person who had spoken on the telephone from Iraq sounded like a shadow of the man who had recorded this message.


I left a message for Mrs Salem to call me, then dialed Harrison and asked him to step in my office. A moment later he walked in and sat on the edge of my desk. At age 39 he was ten years younger than me. His blond hair was turning sandy. His green eyes still went through me with the most casual of glances. The crescent-shaped scar on the corner of his left eye was a constant reminder of the price he had paid for becoming my partner.


‘You don’t look so good,’ he said.


‘I had the flu over the weekend.’


His eyes drifted over my desk and Salem’s files.


‘Could you close the door?’ I asked.


He looked at me for a moment, then walked over to the door and shut it.


‘I’m going to take a couple of days off,’ I said.


Harrison studied me for a moment. It wasn’t the first time I had said those words in the past months and I could see the worry in his eyes.


‘Professional or personal?’ he asked.


‘I’m not sure yet.’ I looked at him for a moment. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going home and locking myself in the house.’


Harrison nodded, though it would take more than words to convince him that I was taking even a tentative step back into the world.


‘Have dinner with me tonight,’ he said as if testing me.


I shook my head. ‘There’s something I need to do.’


He glanced down to my desk and the open files. Harrison tried to mask the surprise in his eyes, but didn’t quite manage it. Since I discovered the abuse I had suffered by my father’s hands, and that he was a suspect in several unsolved murders, my work as a cop had felt pointless.


‘Does this file have something to do with it?’


‘It’s part of it.’


‘Is it important?’


I nodded, though in truth I wasn’t sure if I was talking about Salem or myself.


‘There is something you could do for me,’ I said.


‘Anything,’ Harrison answered.


‘I need you to make a few inquiries.’


I had to know about ISC, and questions coming from an explosives expert would raise fewer eyebrows than ones coming from the head of a homicide division.


‘Would you look into a security firm named ISC?’ I said.


‘Is there something I should know about?’ Harrison asked.


‘I’m just doing someone a favor,’ I said.


‘An LAPD cop named Salem?’


I nodded.


‘Since when did you begin doing favors for LAPD?’


‘This isn’t for LAPD.’


‘Interesting favor.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘There’s an LAPD personnel file on your desk. You tell me to close the door, and then ask about a private security firm that until a few years ago when they became respectable were called mercenaries.’


‘You’re suggesting something?’


‘They’re still just mercenaries. Beyond that I don’t know enough to suggest anything.’


I shook my head. ‘It’s just a favor.’


‘Then I am suggesting something – discretion,’ Harrison said.


‘I’ll be back in the office in forty-eight hours.’


I gathered up Salem’s records, stood up from the desk and started to take a step when Harrison’s hand gently landed on my forehead.


‘I think you still have a little fever.’


I closed my eyes and leaned into his hand for a moment. There was little about me Harrison didn’t know, including that I was in love with him. He had nearly lost his life while saving my daughter, bathed me when my skin was stained with blood, helped me uncover secrets to my own past more painful than one could imagine. But each time we had begun to step across that chasm called love I had retreated back to the safety of my isolation.


‘What’s going on, Alex?’


I looked at him for a moment. A dozen times or more over the past months Harrison had tried to save me from myself, and I had rejected all his offers, both professional and personal, not because I didn’t need saving, but because something inside me seemed to know I was the only one capable of climbing out of the darkness my father had plunged me into.


‘Someone handed me a secret, that’s all. I’m going to ask a few questions, and then I’ll be home.’


Harrison looked me for a moment as if questioning whether I still remembered the meaning of the word.


‘You certain you know what you’re doing?’ he asked.


His hand slipped from my head and I glanced into his eyes.


‘Don’t worry, it’s only my own secrets that have proved dangerous.’


‘Let me help,’ he said.


I briefly took his fingers in mine.


‘You can’t,’ I said.


Harrison began to ask another question and then let it go.


‘I’ll have it for you by the end of the day,’ he said, and then I turned and moved toward the door.


‘I’ll see you back here in two days,’ Harrison said. ‘You need anything else—’


‘You’ll be my first call.’


We looked at each other for a moment, then I walked out of the office.


*


Cathy Salem was the first place to begin. I dialed her number again and left another message, waited an hour, called yet again, with no result, then began the drive across town to her home in Manhattan Beach.


Spring seemed to have already passed into summer as I headed down into the basin and out toward the ocean. A layer of smog hung over downtown and the Valley to the north. Waves of heat shimmered off the pavement and hoods of cars. The view toward the coast was like trying to see through a brown paper bag.


It took two hours to get across town and then south through traffic. A big-rig had jackknifed on the 405, spilling its load of running shoes across the road, setting off a feeding frenzy as drivers opened their doors and began tossing boxes of Nikes and Reeboks on to the back seat before enough California Highway Patrol officers arrived on scene to restore order. A family of Salvadorians with three kids actually stopped their car and were trying on shoes as if this was just another uniquely LA form of shopping.


The condo was a block from the beach – a white two-story stucco building just like the half-dozen next to it, each with a small courtyard in front large enough for a chair, table and five square feet of grass. I parked and walked up to the front door. The curtains were drawn. A Hispanic gardener was in the next yard blowing the half-dozen loose leaves on the tiny plot of grass out on to the street.


As I reached for the bell I stopped; the front door was open several inches. I called out Mrs Salem’s name but if she heard me over the sound of the leaf blower no response came back. I glanced over to the gardener, who was still intently blowing every last blade of grass. He was the fittest-looking gardener I’d ever seen, and he held the leaf blower as if it were a weapon. His pickup with the tools of his trade must have been parked out back because it wasn’t anywhere in sight out front. I noticed he had an earpiece and was nodding his head to music.


I pushed the door open all the way, flipped a light switch and stepped in. On the floor of the living room a cordless phone lay on the carpet in several pieces as if it had been stepped on, but nothing else in the room was out of place.


‘Mrs Salem?’ I said, and again there was no response.


A phone machine on an end table next to the couch was untouched. My messages were there and then two calls with no message, made from a number with a 619 area code, each of them made at nine at night. I wrote down the number and then stepped over to the dining table.


A map of California had been spread out, a pad of paper and pencil next to it as if notes had been made, but none was present. Next to the notepad a photo album lay open – pictures of a smiling Jack and Cathy on a vacation in Death Valley. The smile on his face transformed him. There seemed to be nothing average in the happiness exhibited, and nothing ordinary in the spark present in his eyes. In that moment of time with his wife, he could have been an extraordinary man. Maybe he was, and maybe this was the man who went to Iraq. And the man I read about in his personnel file was just a ghost.


The spare bedroom and den off the living room appeared untouched. As I started toward the stairs to the second floor, something in the kitchen caught my eye and I stepped in. A long grocery list was held to the refrigerator door with a magnet. The faint outline of something behind it was visible through the thin paper. I lifted up the grocery list; underneath was another photograph. Jack Salem standing on a dusty Iraqi street wearing a dark commando sweater, jeans and combat boots. His arm is round the shoulder of an Iraqi boy who looked to be eight or nine years old. They’re both smiling broadly. The boy’s hands are tightly clutching a shiny new bicycle.


I pulled the picture out from under the magnet and stared at the image. I didn’t want to think what I was thinking. I wanted to walk out the door and leave it all behind and not look back, but the sound of his voice over a bad phone connection wouldn’t let me. ‘I saw a boy on a bicycle vanish in a flash of light.’


I looked at both their faces in the picture. Was this how nightmares began – hidden in a moment of joy? I slipped the photograph into my shirt pocket and started up the stairway.


On the last step before the landing on the second floor, a thin strip of torn duct tape lay stuck to the carpet. On the wall of the landing a picture hung off-center. In one corner of the frame a thin crack in the glass sliced toward the center. From behind the door at the end of the hallway I heard what sounded like fingernails on a chalkboard.


I pulled my Glock from the holster and moved toward the door. The door to the master bath was open, the bathroom empty. Through the open window the steady drone of the leaf blower continued. I stepped to the master-bedroom door and waited for the sound again, but there was only silence.


Carefully I turned the handle until the latch cleared, then pushed the door open and raised the Glock. The curtains were drawn, the room nearly pitch-black. Something seemed to move though I couldn’t see what it was.


‘Police.’


I held the gun into the darkness where I thought the movement had come from.


A barely audible ‘police’ came out of the darkness, sounding as if it were from an old radio recording.


I took a step, the gun pointed toward the sound of the voice.


‘Don’t move,’ I said then reached out for the light switch and flipped it on. On the floor in the corner, a large birdcage lay tipped over on its side. The grey parrot inside began shrieking and flapping its wings.


The rest of the room was empty. I walked to the foot of the bed. Whatever struggle had knocked the birdcage to the floor had started here. The mattress had been pulled a foot off the foundation, the bedspread, blanket and top sheet were thrown to the floor; the fitted sheet on the mattress had been pulled nearly off and torn down the center.


Two dresser drawers were pulled open as if some clothes had been quickly grabbed. All the clothes in the drawers were women’s; her husband’s drawers were unopened.


The fear I had heard in her voice on the phone had come alive in this house. I holstered the Glock as I imagined Cathy Salem being surprised in her sleep by the intruder walking into her room. In panic she must have tried to run toward the window, knocking over the birdcage, and then returned to the bed in a hopeless effort to seek protection from a thin sheet of cotton until it began to tear in her hands. They bound her with duct tape, and carried her out, knocking the picture in the hallway and cracking the glass.


I walked over to the door and took one last look around to make sure I hadn’t missed a detail. My heart began to pound. What violence does to a physical place, the story it leaves in everyday objects, and the new meaning they’re given is sometimes more frightening than the evidence it leaves behind on a body.


Outside the back window in the alley I heard the gunning of an engine and the squeal of tires. I rushed down the stairs and out the back door. At the end of the alley a dark sedan paused at the corner then drove away out of sight. On the road in front of the Salems’ garage the leaf blower lay discarded, its motor still running. The muscled gardener with the earpiece was nowhere to be seen.


As much as I wanted another explanation for what had taken place here, I knew there wasn’t one. A line had been drawn halfway round the world from that little boy clutching the bicycle to this house, and that line was still moving, wrapping itself around me as it headed toward whatever abyss the Salems had already fallen into.





three


I dialed the contact at LAPD who had given me the information on Salem, an IAD detective named Jackson. He didn’t mind doing favors as long as they didn’t involve too much work. The call I had made to him that morning had been easy for him, pull a personnel file, read a report. It took nearly two minutes and three transfers before he picked up.


‘I thought one call a day was enough,’ Jackson said.


I told him what I thought had happened at the Salems’ home.


‘You’re there now?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘No forced entry, no witnesses and no one reported her missing?’ Jackson said.


‘I’m reporting her missing,’ I said.


‘How well do you know her?’


‘I don’t.’


‘What exactly is your interest in this?’ Jackson asked.


‘I met her husband once, she asked me to look into something.’


There was a pause on the other end of the phone, not unusual for an IAD cop whose business is to distrust every word coming out of most cops’ mouths, but this was different, something had changed for him since we had talked in the morning.


‘What something?’ he asked.


I remembered the words in Salem’s letter to his wife that no one other than me should know about the possibility that her husband wasn’t in Iraq.


‘It was of a personal nature.’


‘I thought you said you didn’t know her, yet you’re doing something of a personal nature. What exactly was your relationship with Salem?’ Jackson asked.


‘There is no relationship.’


‘You’re in his condo.’


‘I can have my own crime-scene people here in half an hour if you’re not interested,’ I said.


‘What interests me is a detective from another jurisdiction asking personal questions about one of our cops, looking at his file, and then making claims about his wife who is going through an emotional crisis.’


Even for an IAD cop Jackson’s reaction had gone off the rails of what I would have expected. He was treating me as if I was a suspect in something. The question was why, and that I had no answer to. Was he just protecting his own turf, or something else?


‘What is it you think is going on here?’ I asked.


‘I think a cop is sticking her nose in where it doesn’t belong. If there’s a problem with one of our people, it’s our business.’


‘You gave me his file.’


Jackson whispered something under his breath, probably to someone looking over his shoulder.


‘I’m doing you a favor here.’


I realized the reason Jackson wasn’t interested in what I had to say was because he already knew everything I had told him, right down to the torn sheet and the talking bird. It was what I knew and hadn’t told him that interested him and, not getting it, he had just given me a friendly warning to stay away.


‘I haven’t told you one thing you didn’t already know, have I?’


‘We’re on the same side, Delillo,’ he said.


‘Was the gardener one of your people?’


If silence can register surprise, I may have just heard it.


‘We’ll take care of this, go back to Pasadena,’ Jackson said.


‘Where’s Mrs Salem?’ I asked.


Jackson took a long, deep breath.


‘Is she all right?’ I repeated.


‘I don’t know . . . don’t ask anything else.’


‘Sounds like good advice,’ I said.


‘I’m glad you think so,’ Jackson said and then hung up.


I slipped the phone into my pocket and walked over to the car. A heavy marine layer was moving in from the ocean, its dense gray fog beginning to creep around the corners of the condo. Was the gardener an LAPD officer? Or was someone else interested in the Salems, watching me right now? And if so, why? I glanced casually around but if anyone was here I couldn’t spot them.


‘We’ll take care of this,’ Jackson had said. Take care of what?


To the east there was still sunlight over the San Gabriels as I drove away from the shroud of clouds moving in over the coast. I dialed Harrison and asked him to trace the number I had retrieved from the machine in the condo. Two minutes later he called me back.


‘The number’s from a pay phone from a town in the high desert,’ Harrison said.


‘Trona?’ I asked.


‘How did you know that?’


‘It’s on the way to Death Valley,’ I said. ‘You have an address on it?’


‘The eighty-four hundred block of Trona Road. You want to tell me what’s going on?’


‘A little boy on a bicycle vanished in a flash of light.’


Harrison let that pass. ‘Where are you?’


‘I’m supposed to be going back to Pasadena where I belong,’ I said. ‘You know anything about Trona?’


‘Driving through it gives you a preview of how the end of the world might look. It’s a mining town, potash or borax if I remember. It’s also surrounded by a military installation, China Lake Weapons Center.’


‘And you mention that because?’


‘ISC has a training facility there.’


I checked the time. It was already after four o’clock, it would be dark by the time I drove the three hours north.


‘What else did you find out about ISC?’


‘They incorporated just about the time the Third Army was pulling down Saddam’s statue in Baghdad. Their corporate offices are here in LA, sixty-some employees, mostly ex-Special Forces or Rangers, a few former SAS from the UK and some South Africans. They have one of the higher casualty rates of any of the firms operating in Iraq – four dead, twice as many wounded. One of their employees is listed as missing in action.’


‘Salem.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Anything else that stands out?’


‘Two of their employees have committed suicide since returning to the States.’


‘When?’


‘Last year.’


‘Do you know where?’


Harrison checked his notes. ‘Both were in southern California, I don’t have the specifics.’


‘What about their work in Iraq?’


‘They have a contract to train the national police force, the rest is providing security for private firms or individuals.’


I pulled to a stop in a long line of cars waiting at the entrance to the 405 and the 10.


‘How did you know Salem was missing?’ Harrison asked.


‘He asked for my help.’


‘Before or after he went missing?’


‘Both.’


‘How is that possible?’


‘I don’t think Salem’s missing. He’s hiding.’


‘From what?’


‘I don’t know. But I think his wife is in trouble now too.’


‘You’re not coming back to Pasadena, are you?’


The light over the distant San Gabriels faded as the marine layer crept overhead. I looked around at the faces of the drivers in the other cars. They all stared straight ahead, a few talking on phones, all with the same tired, determined look.


‘See what you can find out about those two suicides,’ I said. ‘I’ll be back in the morning.’


‘You’re going to Trona.’


‘Yes.’


Harrison didn’t say anything for a moment as the long line of cars around me finally began to move.


‘Why are you doing this?’ he asked.


I pulled on to the freeway and headed north on the 405 instead of east on the 10 toward home.


‘I suppose I’m doing this for myself,’ I said.


‘I don’t imagine it would do any good for me to say you shouldn’t do this alone.’


I drove for a moment in silence.


‘No . . . but I like that you would say that.’


Harrison began to say something else but stopped himself.


‘I’ll be here when you get back,’ he finally said.


I slipped the photograph of Salem and the little boy with the bicycle out of my pocket and set it on the dash. What was his name? Was he alive, dead? Was there a little boy behind that smile, or a deadly flash of light?


‘Thank you,’ I said to Harrison.


I put the photograph back in my pocket and then hung up. Ahead, the long line of tail lights rising up into the Santa Monica Mountains began to vanish into the fog.





four


Desert surrounds the mountains that ring Los Angeles. The Sonoran stretches to the south, the Mojave to the east and north. Early settlers found valleys full of strange trees with their branches raised toward the heavens and named the trees after Joshua in the hope that salvation and escape from the desert lay just over the next rise of hills. What they found was Pueblo de Los Angeles, a small settlement on a small river that had been in existence since before Jamestown. And just as the Spanish took it from the Indians, the new immigrants took it from the Spanish, and the promised salvation vanished into the sprawl that now stretches back into the same desert they had once tried so desperately to escape from.


Nothing about the landscape feels permanent. It’s a place you walk away from, and the further you drive into it, the stranger the follies that are left decaying in the dry air. An abandoned waterslide park, motels, mines, gas stations, mothballed airliners, even an early paleo-man site set among extinct cinder cones seems testament to the fact that the desert is a precarious place to dream.


The sun had been down an hour when the glow of Trona’s lights faintly lit the sky to the north. There was no moon to light the landscape spreading out beyond the beams of my headlights. No other cars had passed me coming or going for nearly an hour. I could be anywhere. A single coyote standing on the edge of the pavement with a large snake dangling from its jaws had been the only living thing I had seen since sunset, and a reminder not to stray too far from the light.


I tried to imagine what it was that Salem believed he could find here that didn’t exist somewhere else, but couldn’t. Was it sanctuary or flight? Was there something in this desert that reflected what he had found in the blowing dust and chaos of Iraq? Maybe an answer to a riddle about a boy and a bicycle? Or had he come here like so many before who had run out of options and were left with nowhere else to turn.


The first lights from houses began to dot the surrounding desert like stars in the darkness. The air that a moment before held the crisp chill and sage scent of the desert seemed to warm a few degrees and had a faint powdery taste. As I passed the bullet-ridden sign welcoming me to Trona, the glow of a large chemical plant appeared around the bend, looking like a version of Vegas gone terribly wrong.
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