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Praise for THE GOLEM OF HOLLYWOOD:

‘An extraordinary work of detection, suspense, and supernatural mystery. I spent three days totally lost in the world Jonathan and Jesse Kellerman have created. This is brilliant, page-turning fiction with the mythic underpinnings that give it a special resonance; a rare collaboration where the sum is truly greater than the parts. The book is like nothing I’ve ever read before. It sort of took my breath away’ Stephen King

‘They have a way of scaring you, of chasing sleep away, these psychological thrillers that send your heart thumping. Imagine, then, what you’re in for when two masters of the genre decide to collaborate. This is a complicated, often chilling journey of discovery from Los Angeles to Prague to London . . . a story infused with mysticism, mythology, Jewish rituals, and fantastical creatures. A pleasure’ Huffington Post

‘Two masters of psychological suspense weave a sprawling contemporary whodunit steeped in religious mythology, gruesome violence, and the supernatural. This is a witty, propulsive, and frequently chilling read; its phantasmagorical elements blended seamlessly with its up-to-the-minute crime-genre trappings . . . [a book] as ambitious as it is entertaining’ Kirkus Reviews

 
About the Book

It’s been over a year since LAPD detective Jacob Lev learned the remarkable truth about his family, and he’s not coping well. He’s back to drinking, he’s not talking to his father, the LAPD Special Projects department continues to shadow him, the memory of a woman named Mai haunts him day and night – and his own mother remains a stranger to him, imprisoned inside her own tattered mind.

Then he comes across the file on a gruesome, unsolved murder that brings the two halves of his life into startling collision. Finding a prolific, vicious killer will take him halfway around the world, to Paris – a city both of romance and of gritty, dark streets. It’s a life-threatening search for truth that plunges him into the past.

And for Jacob Lev, there is no place more frightening.

In THE GOLEM OF PARIS, two No.1 bestselling masters of crime fiction raise suspense to a whole new level. From Jonathan and Jesse Kellerman comes an extraordinary thriller about family, murder, and the secrets that refuse to stay buried.
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BOHNICE PSYCHIATRIC HOSPITAL

PRAGUE, CZECHOSLOVAK SOCIALIST REPUBLIC

DECEMBER 17, 1982

‘THE PATIENT will wake up.’

The Russian’s voice is soft and careful, handling the words in Czech like an unfamiliar weapon.

She has taught herself deafness. How else to sleep in this deranged place, its nights clotted with moans and prayers to a God that does not exist, cannot exist, for the State has declared him dead.

The State is correct.

Proof of God’s death is all around her.

Senseless, trying to hide. She cowers just the same as the Russian kneels to unlock her cage, his greatcoat opening like a pair of dark wings. The cell door stands ajar, admitting a sickly fan of light from the grease-smeared bulb that smolders in the corridor.

‘The patient will stand, please.’

She will be punished. Her cellmates want none of it. Fat Irena pretends to snore, blowing white balloons. Olga’s fingers are knotted in the hollow of her belly.

The fourth bed is empty.

‘Little bird,’ the Russian says. ‘Do not make me ask again.’

She swings her feet to the freezing concrete, finds her paper slippers.

They step into the low, broad passageway known as Bulvár šílenci.

Lunatics’ Boulevard.

While the Russian finds the correct key, she assumes the mandatory posture, kneeling with forehead to the linoleum. Along the corridor, a feverish racket is stirring. The other inmates have heard jangling. They want to know. Who is leaving? Why?

‘The patient may stand.’

She rises, using the wall for support.

He leads her down the Boulevard, past the staff room, where orderlies doze in armchairs under heavy doses of self-prescribed sedatives. Past physicians’ offices, exam rooms, Hydrotherapy and Electroshock and rooms unmarked except for numbers. Rooms that cannot be labeled truthfully.

The women’s ward ends at two consecutive locked doors, gray paint peeling to reveal steel the same color.

Where is he taking her?

Syringes crunch beneath his boot-heels in the dank stairwell, the temperature dropping with every step. Upon reaching the ground floor, the Russian pauses to remove his greatcoat and drape it over her shoulders. The hem puddles. He places his ushanka on her head, ties the flaps under her chin.

‘I would give you my shoes,’ he says, tugging off his gloves, ‘but I must drive.’

He pauses, frowns at her. ‘Are you all right, little bird? You look unwell.’

Bare fingers brush her cheek. The sudden warmth causes the cold to constrict around her viciously, and she recoils, shivering.

He withdraws his hand. ‘Forgive me.’

He looks almost remorseful, twisting the thick black ring on his index finger. ‘Do not be afraid. You are leaving this place.’ He offers the gloves. ‘Please.’

She steps out of the paper slippers and pulls the gloves on over her numb feet. They cover her to the ankles.

He laughs. ‘Like a chimpanzee.’

She smiles obligingly.

They step out into the frigid courtyard.

The guard manning the hospital gate wears a Socialist Union of Youth pin on his lapel. The Russian returns his salute and says that the patient Marie Lasková has been remanded into his custody.

A riffle of paperwork, a signature, a second exchange of salutes.

And like that, she is cured, no longer a menace to society, but a healthy, sane, productive citizen of the republic.

The guard unlocks the gate and shoves it wide.

‘Ladies first,’ the Russian says.

It’s there, three steps away: freedom. Yet she does not move, gazing back across the courtyard, a brown scalloped mass. The snow of St Catherine’s Day, well on its way to Christmas mud. A single locust tree stands denuded, its branches pruned back to thwart escapees, the trunk wrapped in barbed wire for good measure.

The Russian watches her patiently. He seems to understand what she is doing before she understands it herself.

She is counting.

The rows of windows, chiseled through concrete.

The ravaged faces beyond. The afflicted bodies. The hunger and the thirst, the cold and the heat and the squalor. The names.

She is counting them all, inscribing them in the ledger of her mind.

She must bear witness.

‘Come, little bird. We should not keep him waiting. I left the car running.’

She asks who he is.

The Russian raises his eyebrows, as though the answer should be self-evident.

‘Your son.’

She turns the corner, moving fast as she can in her gloved feet.

I’m coming, Danek.

But the car draws her up short: a Tatra 603, squat, matte black, tailpipe stuttering exhaust, identical to the car that brought her in for interrogation so many lifetimes ago.

Who knows? It may be the very one.

They came to her door one afternoon, a pair of men with cement eyes.

Inspector Hrubý requests that you accompany us.

So polite! You couldn’t possibly say no.

She didn’t worry. She didn’t even bother to send Daniel next door, confident she’d be home in time to cook dinner. And what a dinner it would be: she had half a package of lasagna noodles. Not the gray Russian kind that boiled for hours without dissolving, but authentic, a little Italian flag on the box. Daniel was delirious with anticipation. When she went to the kitchen for her coat, he was eating them straight out of the box, crunching brittle planks between his teeth and giggling. She smacked his hand and stuck the box up on a high shelf, telling him she’d be back soon and not to be a pig.

Downstairs, she got into the Tatra and spoke the name of her contact. She knew what to expect. For the sake of appearances, they would take her to the StB headquarters on Bartolomějská Street. Confirmation would require a phone call. They would let her go without apology or explanation, and she would board the tram back to her apartment. As they pulled into traffic, she sat back, preoccupied foremost with how to make a decent filling for the pasta without butter, cheese, oil, or tomatoes.

Now she sees the car, maybe the same car, and her bowels clench. It’s a hoax, another ingenious ploy to grind down her will and pulverize her spirit.

The tinted back window drops in jerks.

‘Matka.’

The voice is impossible. The face, too. She left a laughing six-year-old and has returned to a sober little judge. Lank brown hair tumbles down his forehead. He is not smiling. He looks as though he has never smiled in his life.

‘Why are you waiting,’ he says.

Why, indeed. Cheeks streaming, she waddles forth, climbs into the backseat.

And immediately he shrinks from her, pressing into the opposite door, his nose scrunched. She must stink. She takes his face in her hands and smothers it in kisses. Still he won’t look at her, his eyes bent toward the ceiling. She says his name; kisses him, again and again, until he forcibly pulls away, and she falls back, her throat salty and raw.

The Russian gets behind the wheel. He tries to shift into gear and stalls out.

‘Garbage,’ he mutters. Of all his cold-weather clothing, he has chosen to retain his scarf, and he pinches the fringe annoyedly, struggling to restart the motor. ‘You people don’t know the first thing about making cars.’

She says Daniel’s name again, softly.

He sits with his body twisted away from her, glaring at the fists in his lap.

‘Mercedes-Benz,’ the Russian says. ‘Now that is a car.’

I thought I would be back for dinner, Danek. I thought we would eat lasagna.

It’s too painful to look at the back of her son’s head, so she wipes her wet face, tells her heart to hold its tongue. The Russian manages to get the engine going and the Tatra plods along through Prague 8, toward Holešovice.

She supposes she’ll know their destination soon enough. Just as she did not question the men who came to her door, she does not question this new turn of fate. More often than not, the system takes away. Moments of generosity are not to be analyzed, but grabbed and hoarded like the boxes of Cuban oranges that appear in the shop windows without warning.

You buy as many as you can afford, as many as you can carry, because you cannot know when they might appear again, if ever. You take more oranges than two people can possibly eat; you barter them for items you do need, toilet paper or socks; if you are enterprising, you swap some of the oranges for sugar, which you then use to make a loose marmalade of the remaining oranges. You keep the jars hidden in the bureau like golden coins, ready to be deployed in lieu of cash when noodles come along.

But, Miss Lasková Inspector Hrubý said, turning a jar in his hand. I must object: you made it far too sweet, you eliminated the bitter edge, which is what makes a good marmalade. Tell me, who would want such sweet marmalade?

He set the jar down, pushed a pencil toward her. Write down their names.

Now the Tatra reaches the Čechův Bridge, iced over, its statuary in disrepair. Though dawn is hours away, she can make out the graceful silhouette of Old Town. She prefers it at night. Sunlight is cruel, revealing lost tiles like rotten teeth; creamy surfaces varnished black by the sooty, cancerous winds that blow in from the north.

Against violet clouds, the buildings’ regal contours assert themselves, and she feels a stab of kinship with these piles of wood and stone: beautiful, proud, soiled, secret.

‘There is a group of Western artists visiting Prague,’ the Russian says. ‘I believe you are acquainted with one of them.’

Her chest flutters. Yes, she is acquainted.

‘In three hours, they depart for Vienna. They will convene outside the old synagogue before proceeding to the train station. You will approach your friend and explain that you have been discharged. You will express a desire to leave Czechoslovakia. You will display counterfeit travel documents and ask to go with her and her group, in order to provide cover. She will agree, because you have established a prior relationship with her. There is a recording of a conversation which took place between you, in which she is heard promising to work for your release. Am I correct, little bird? Do you remember she told you that?’

She will never forget it. She nods.

‘Once in Vienna, you will go to the American embassy. You will describe the horrors of your confinement and offer to defect. To prove your sincerity, you will supply information about a novel design for a nuclear power plant to be constructed outside Tetov. You obtained this information from Doktor Jiři Patočka, a physicist with whom you have been romantic. I am sure you will have no difficulty describing your affair with him vividly. Allow me to introduce you.’

She studies the black-and-white snapshot of a man she has never met.

‘You will receive further instructions when appropriate.’

She glances at her son.

‘Yes, little bird, he comes, too. You understand we could not speak of this before. You have always been a loyal soldier. I admire that quality. But we had to give you a plausible motivation to betray us.’

She understands perfectly. She prays that her son can understand, too.

Do you see, Danek, the purpose of our suffering? Or will you hate me forever?

‘So?’ the Russian says. ‘Happy? Faith is restored?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Then she worries that she’s given the impression that her faith was ever compromised. She says, ‘Hopeful.’

The Russian laughs. ‘Even better. What is life, without hope?’

On Pařížská Street, he eases to the curb. Daniel throws open the door and dashes across the street toward the synagogue, gaping up at its serrated brow. The entire structure appears to be sinking into the earth, as though hell has opened its throat.

She gets out, hopping over a ridge of black slush.

Wide steps lead from the pavement down to a cramped, cobbled terrace. The Russian kicks aside wet garbage, clearing room to stand. Daniel explores pocks in the synagogue’s exterior plaster, rising on his tiptoes in an attempt to grasp the column of iron rungs set into the wall, the lowest of which is still far too high for him. Her heart blossoms at this evidence that he remains a child, unaware of his own limitations.

He points to a peaked door at the top of the rungs, ten meters up. ‘What’s that?’

‘Really?’ the Russian says. ‘Nobody has told you?’

Daniel shakes his head.

The Russian smiles at her mildly. ‘You can see for yourself why your nation is doomed. You lack pride.’ He says to Daniel, ‘This is an important part of Czech culture, little one. You have heard of the golem, surely.’

The boy fidgets. ‘. . . yes.’

‘Are you telling the truth, or are you trying to avoid looking stupid?’

‘It’s not his fault,’ she says. ‘They don’t teach useless fables in school anymore.’

‘Ah, but must everything have a practical application?’

She hesitates. ‘Of course.’

The Russian laughs. ‘Well said, soudružka. Spoken like a true Marxist-Leninist.’ He smiles at Daniel. ‘I will tell you, little one: through that door is the synagogue garret. You know what a synagogue is? A church for the Jews. Their priest, he is called the rabbi. There was once a very famous rabbi of this synagogue. They say he made a giant from clay. A monster, made of mud, three meters high. Taller than I, and you can see for yourself how tall I am. Fantastic, eh?’

Daniel smiles shyly.

‘Alas, the creature could not be controlled. It had to be stopped.’

The Russian kneels, grasps Daniel by the shoulders with his huge hands, the fingertips and thumbs nearly touching. ‘But here’s the interesting part. The golem is not dead. It is asleep, right behind that door. And they say that on certain nights, when the moon is full, it wakes up.’

Daniel tilts his head back, searching the woolly cloud cover.

The Russian grins. ‘Yes. And if you are patient, and do what you must, you can draw it out. And if you say the right things, at the right moment, you can grab hold of it, and it becomes yours. It must do anything you command.’

He gives Daniel’s shoulders a squeeze and stands. ‘So? What do you make of that, little one? Do you believe it?’

Daniel’s tongue protrudes in concentration. ‘Jews are dirty.’

The Russian bellows laughter.

She says, ‘We don’t speak this way about anyone.’

‘Your mother is right, little one. Dirty or not, you are going to be traveling among them, so you had better mind your mouth. Are you still hungry?’

The Russian looks at her. He wants his coat back.

She hands it over, and he fishes out a chocolate. Daniel begins to tear it open before manners kick in and he glances to her for permission.

‘First say thank you.’

‘Thank you,’ Daniel says, and he crams the chocolate in his mouth.

The Russian says, ‘I hope you enjoy it very much.’

‘Are we to wait in the cold for three hours?’ she asks.

‘I will fetch the dossier,’ the Russian says. ‘Use the time to study it.’

He bounds up the steps and out of sight.

She rubs her arms to keep warm, resentful that he took the coat with him. How long has she been free? Not an hour, and already finding something to complain about! Perhaps the Russian is right about the Czechs. But if they have no pride, it’s because pride has been outlawed, per the dictates of men thousands of miles away.

He left her the hat and the gloves, at least.

She stamps and shivers, watching Daniel lick his fingertips. ‘Where did you learn to talk such rubbish?’

‘Berta says so.’

She starts to ask who is Berta before realizing he means Mrs Kadlecová, the neighbor who has been caring for him in her absence.

What can she possibly say to that?

And what moral authority does she have to correct him? Not so long ago, she too might have said the same, without a second thought. Špinavý žid: dirty Jew.

Look at her now, enlightened, putrid, in tattered clothes.

‘What else does Berta say?’

‘That you are a collaborator.’

Bitch. I entrusted my child to you.

‘Do you believe her?’

He shrugs. ‘Collaborators should be hung from the lampposts.’

‘Did Berta tell you that?’

‘Everyone says so.’

‘Who is everyone?’

He toes the ground, shrugs again.

My sweet boy, my cynical boy. Is that what you’d like to see? Your mother at the end of a rope?

She says, ‘I’m sorry I was gone so long. I didn’t know it would turn out this way. It will be different from now on. I swear to you.’

Silence.

He says, ‘It’s my name day.’

Of course it is. She had forgotten, wrapped up in her own shock. Of course it is this that makes a boy of six refuse to look at his mother – a simple error. With a simple correction. She could weep with joy.

‘There are no calendars in prison, my love. You’re right, though. You’re absolutely right, and I apologize with my whole heart. I’ll tell you what we’ll do. As soon as we’re settled, we’ll throw the biggest party you’ve ever seen. Do you hear me, Danek? You won’t know where to begin opening presents, there will be so many. We’ll have a cake. What kind would you like?’

He looks at her uncomprehendingly.

‘Over there, cakes come in many different flavors,’ she says. ‘Vienna is famous for its bakeries. Raspberry, lemon, marzipan, chocolate—’

‘Chocolate,’ he says.

‘Very well then, chocolate it is. And lemonade, too – no, hot chocolate, it’s too cold for lemonade. Chocolate cake and hot chocolate, a chocolate feast, doesn’t that sound marvelous?’

‘How do you know?’ he says.

‘What?’

‘How do you know they come in different flavors?’

‘Because I’ve been there, my love. I’ve tasted them for myself.’

His eyes widen. ‘You have?’

‘Many times.’

‘When?’

When I was young. When I was beautiful. When I didn’t know any better.

‘Before you were born, darling.’

She takes a tentative step toward him, emboldened when he does not retreat. She slips her filthy hand into his clean one, and for a moment feels clean herself.

‘Well?’

The Russian clomps down the steps, greatcoat billowing, a leather satchel under one arm. He sets it on the ground and stands akimbo, puffing steam.

‘Any sign of it?’

It occurs to her that although she has seen him many times, she has never really appreciated his entirety. In the hospital, lights were kept low, and it was inadvisable to look staff in the eye – a sure way to draw unwanted attention.

Now diffuse moonlight touches a long, pale, waxy face, a candle incised with the features of a man, at once handsome and ghastly and difficult to comprehend, as though his flesh is reshaping itself every second. His hair is the uncertain white of morning frost, his proportions an affront to common sense.

Stunted teeth, snaggled and blackly rimed, are the sole evidence of his humanity.

‘Any sign of what?’ she says.

‘The golem,’ he says. ‘What do you say, little one?’

Daniel says, ‘I didn’t see.’

‘Nothing?’ The Russian squats, begins undoing buckles. ‘That is disappointing.’

He opens the satchel and produces a fist-sized object wrapped in newspaper.

‘Can I see the dossier?’ she asks.

He begins peeling away layers of newspaper. ‘I must tell you: I lied.’

The last layer comes away to reveal a small earthenware jar. The Russian gingerly sets it on the cobblestones and reaches into the satchel for another wrapped item, a flat disc. ‘A full moon does not have the first thing to do with it.’

He unwraps a matching earthenware lid and places it on the ground.

‘The artists left weeks ago, little bird.’ He cups the jar in the broad belly of his palm, then carefully slots the lid between thumb and forefinger, so that he is holding both, leaving one hand free. ‘They are home by now, in their comfortable American beds, fucking their comfortable American girlfriends and boyfriends.’

For a third time, he reaches into the satchel, withdrawing a black-and-brown Makarov pistol. He flicks off the safety and stands up.

‘Not the boy,’ she says.

‘Of course the boy,’ he says, and he shoots Daniel.

Daniel collapses, shins bent under thighs, a black hole oozing in his forehead.

‘Of course the boy,’ the Russian says. ‘That is the whole point.’

She cannot find the air to cry out or the energy to move, and she knows without a doubt that he is right, she is doomed, they all are, because at least she ought to be able to summon a sense of outrage, but there is nothing, she feels nothing.

Gun in one hand, jar and lid in the other, the Russian stands with his eyes raised to the garret door, his lips moving like a housewife making a shopping list, murmuring.

After a while, he frowns at her. ‘My hat.’

She stares at him.

‘Take it off, please.’

She does not move.

‘I do not want to soil it,’ the Russian says.

She does not move.

‘Never mind,’ he says.

He shoots her in the chest.

Flattened against the frozen stones, she tastes the warm salty gush rising from her ruined heart. The clouds briefly part, and then the Russian’s winged shape looms forth to eclipse the moon.

He waits for her eyes to dull, then turns and watches the door, chanting softly.

Nothing.

He studies the whore’s body. Still alive? To be absolutely certain, he shoots her a second time, slightly to the left. Her blouse shreds.

He looks up. Nothing.

Well, one can only try.

Try, and try, and try again.

Mindful of an irritating throb, he loosens his scarf to give his skin some air, probes the rising cairn of flesh. He tucks his gun in his waistband, sighs wearily, and kneels to rewrap the jar.

Freezing in horror.

The lid is cracked – a thin black line from edge to edge.

When did that happen?

He must have set it down too hard.

He was trying to do too many things at once. He only has two hands.

It’s typical. He was sloppy, overeager, careless, an idiot.

He falls down onto his tailbone, rocking, shaking with rage.

Idiot, idiot, clumsy idiot, see what you’ve done, the mess you’ve made; stop crying, insolent little shit, don’t stare at the ground, be a man and look at me, look me in the eye, look at me, look.
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HIGH IN the garret above, through brick, and wood, and clay, seeps the gray.

She feels it before she sees it: an icy press, foul and consuming, rushing in like poisoned floodwaters to pry open her many thousand eyes, rousing her to fury, limbs stirring, writhing, wriggling.

She opens her armor, spreads her wings, takes flight.

It lasts one glorious moment and then she crashes into the clay ceiling.

She lands awkwardly, legs bent in six incompatible directions. Even with no one around to see it, it’s more humiliating than painful.

Hissing, she rights herself for another try and once more bounces back as though swatted by a giant hand.

Now the pain is real.

On the bowl of her back, she rocks from side to side, managing to flop onto her belly. Flapping her wings slowly, she ascends cautiously in captive space until she touches a solid surface, the roof of her prison, river mud hardened to ceramic.

Tucking her legs in, she braces herself.

Pushes.

It is like arguing with a cliff. She struggles and struggles and meanwhile the gray has begun to drain, taking her strength with it, time running down.

No.

Abandoning caution, she begins slamming herself upward, again and again and again, at last settling on her side, exhausted, gutted by pain, shell split clean open, bleeding, jaws bent, wings shredded, watching the air as it steadily quiets, her eyes closing a hundred at a time.

Noting with satisfaction, before all goes black, a pale, slim fissure, a crack in the darkness of clay.
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LAPD CHIEF AUGUST M. VOLLMER MEMORIAL ARCHIVE

EL MONTE, CALIFORNIA

PRESENT DAY

DETECTIVE JACOB Lev tracked the insect as it descended from the darkness between the rafters. The closer it came, the faster it circled, the buzz of its wings rising above the ambient rumble until it ducked down a row of steel shelves, out of sight.

Absently he scratched at the scar on his upper lip, then groped in his backpack for a flashlight, a clear plastic cup, and a fuzz-edged index card.

The Vollmer archive occupied one corner of a World War II–era hangar due east of Los Angeles, a vast sad wart on the back of crumbling El Monte Airport. For years the owner had been petitioning the county to rezone it for condos, a request never to be granted, because the place fit the bill exactly for local government agencies seeking to cheaply store their crap.

Regional Planning, Public Health, law enforcement from Long Beach to Simi Valley: the layout screamed territoriality, cubic miles of yellowing paper providing refuge for squirrels, rodents, snakes, not to mention an impressively varied insect menagerie. Jacob had personally evicted three generations of raccoons.

The vaulted, ribbed aluminum roof thwarted cell reception and created a microclimate prone to extremes, amplifying the summer heat and dripping in winter. Mushrooms fruited through the concrete. Bulbous metal halide lamps took half an hour to come to full strength, creating an unforgiving haze that reduced him to a specimen on a slide. He usually left them off and worked by the light of his computer screen.

Restocking was on the honor system. You needed a keycard for access, but otherwise nothing prevented you from carting off crates of supposedly sensitive material.

There was nobody to shoot the shit with. Nobody to make a coffee run. No roach coach outside trumpeting ‘La Cucaracha.’ In eleven months, Jacob had encountered nine other human beings – data hounds, lost souls.

His ideal work environment.

It hadn’t always been this way.

More than two years had passed since the events that derailed him – events that he still did not understand, because understanding them meant agreeing to take them at face value, which he refused to do, because they were manifestly batshit.

More than two years since he woke up and found a naked woman in his apartment. She called herself Mai. She smiled at him and told him she had come down looking for a good time. Then she vanished into the morning.

More than two years since his first visit from Special Projects, an LAPD division he’d never heard of.

No one had heard of it. Officially, it didn’t exist.

But it was real, or real enough, made up of strange, towering men and women who obeyed a code of their own; spoke their own, private truth; used Jacob for their own purposes. Real enough to reassign him. The division commander was a guy named Mike Mallick, an emaciated pedant who sent Jacob to Prague and England and back in search of a serial killer named Richard Pernath.

Jacob had caught him. Tracked down his accomplices, too. He’d done as well as you could ask of any cop, learning a lot of surprising things along the way.

He learned that his father, Sam, was descended from a sixteenth-century Jewish mystic.

He learned that his mother, Bina, wasn’t dead, as Sam had led him to believe, but alive – if not well – in an Alhambra nursing home.

He learned that well enough for any cop was not good enough for Special Projects.

What they wanted, more than any criminal of flesh and blood, was Mai.

And Jacob learned that the naked woman from his apartment was no ordinary woman, but a creature of no fixed shape, capricious and alluring and terrifying, capable of breathtaking violence and breathtaking tenderness in the same gesture. No ordinary woman: she was drawn to him, over centuries, like a star spiraling toward a black hole.

Making him, in the view of Special Projects, bait.

It had come down to a bloody night in a greenhouse, Jacob gripping her by the hands amid a glittering lake of glass while the tall men drew near for the kill. Stay right where you are they warned Jacob.

He didn’t.

He released her, and she looked at him and said Forever and flew away, sending Mallick and company into an unearthly fit of rage.

You have done a great wrong.

In the aftermath, Special Projects seemed divided on how to deal with him. Their initial response was swift and brutal, a short punt to a desk job in Valley Traffic.

But they still needed him, for the next time Mai turned up. They seemed convinced that she would, putting round-the-clock surveillance on his apartment.

And outwardly, they made a show of appreciation. Jacob had nearly died at Pernath’s hands, and six months after his release from the hospital, he got a visit from Mallick’s mammoth, dyspeptic deputy, Paul Schott, come to deliver a citation for outstanding work, along with a check for ten grand.

A ‘performance bonus.’

LAPD didn’t give bonuses.

It was hush money.

Jacob tore it up.

For the next year, he went back to what was left of his life.

He drank. He ignored his father’s pleading calls.

He hunched at his skimpy desk in Valley Traffic, typing up accident reports.

Then, on a dull December morning, a shadow stretched across his keyboard.

Without looking up, Jacob discerned the soaring point of the chin, the spindly frame. He anticipated the weary voice, eternally on the verge of losing patience.

Commander Mike Mallick said, ‘Afternoon, Detective. What’re we busy with?’

A midday drop-in was a far cry from the cloak-and-dagger of their first encounter, in a vacant Hollywood warehouse with a bogus address.

Jacob supposed they were past the point of theatrics.

‘Hit-and-run,’ he said.

‘Who’s the vic?’

‘Brand-new parking meter.’

‘High priority.’

‘You said it, sir.’

‘Not too busy for lunch, I hope.’

At that, Jacob raised his head.

Mallick had on aviator sunglasses and a lightweight suit, yards of gray crêpe in the legs alone. The silver tufts above his ears had thinned, like shed plumage. The necktie was interesting: no ten-dollar dry-cleaner special but a wispy charcoal snippet more befitting a wannabe screenwriter.

‘New look, sir?’

Mallick smiled wanly. ‘Adapt or die.’

They climbed into the backseat of a white Town Car. The air-conditioning was going full-bore. Jacob felt his eyebrows crackling as he leaned forward to clap the driver on the shoulder. ‘Looking good, man. Svelte.’

‘Trying.’ Detective Mel Subach patted his abundant gut. ‘Where to, sir?’

Mallick said to Jacob, ‘What’s your pleasure, Detective?’

‘Is Special Projects paying?’ Jacob asked.

‘We always do.’

Jacob named a place on Ventura, a former greasy spoon refurbished by a pair of homesick Israelis. They’d kept the décor and overhauled the menu, serving up aromatic Middle Eastern fare to dark-skinned businessmen wearing large watches, and bewildered matrons who’d come in seeking a Cobb salad.

Subach stayed behind in the car while Jacob followed Mallick inside. The Commander strode past the WAIT TO BE SEATED sign, folding himself into a purple pleather booth and asking for recommendations. But after Jacob had ordered shakshuka, extra hot, Mallick closed his menu. ‘Nothing for me, thanks.’

The waitress rolled her eyes and departed.

‘You’re missing out,’ Jacob said.

‘I had a big breakfast.’

‘I thought you’d like this place, sir. It’s kosher.’

‘How thoughtful of you. You do know I’m Methodist.’

‘I didn’t, sir.’

Mallick smiled. ‘You’ve started keeping kosher, then?’

‘Not even close.’

‘Well. To each his own.’

‘I’m pretty sure you know my eating habits, sir. You have eyes on me twenty-four/seven.’

‘They don’t search your fridge.’

‘They don’t have to. I come home every night with hot dogs.’

Mallick shrugged. ‘Those could be kosher hot dogs.’

‘From 7-Eleven?’

Mallick touched one silver temple. ‘The reports aren’t that detailed.’

Jacob laughed. ‘I appreciate the candor, sir. Nice change of pace.’

The waitress brought Jacob’s Diet Coke and a cup of ice water for Mallick.

She was pretty, with a no-nonsense ponytail and slender, muscular forearms that stretched to set out a small dish of pickled vegetables.

Jacob watched her disappear into the kitchen. ‘May I ask a question, sir? What are you hoping to accomplish? Your guys use the same unmarkeds over and over. It’s the same cast of characters. I know you’re there,’ he said. ‘And if I know, Mai knows.’

‘That may very well be.’

‘So who do you think you’re fooling?’

Mallick raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m not trying to fool anyone.’

‘It’s a waste of resources.’

‘I’ll make that call, Detective.’

‘I’m sorry, sir. I meant no disrespect.’

‘Sooner or later,’ Mallick said, ‘she’ll be back.’

‘And you’ll be ready to grab her.’

‘You sound skeptical.’

Jacob shrugged.

The Commander hinged forward at the waist. ‘I shouldn’t have to convince you. You witnessed it yourself.’

Jacob stifled a giddy laugh, remembering a horse-sized beetle exploding through a greenhouse roof.

Convulsions in the glittering dark.

A monstrous block of dirt.

Then: a sculpted female form, perfect.

The taste of mud flowing down his throat.

A bleeding gash on his arm cauterizing itself.

A black speck vanishing in the night sky.

Forever.

He said, ‘I’m still trying to figure out what I saw.’

‘I’m not asking you to take anything on faith,’ Mallick said. ‘I’m asking you to trust yourself.’

‘With respect, sir, that’s the last thing I’m inclined to do.’

Silence.

Mallick said, ‘How long since you went to a meeting? Talked to your sponsor?’

‘Is this an intervention, sir?’

‘It’s me asking if you’re okay.’

Jacob stirred his soda. They could seem so sincere. Mallick, Subach. Even Schott.

What disturbed him wasn’t that they seemed sincere.

It was that they were sincere, utterly convinced of their own righteousness.

Fighting the urge to bolt, he smiled at the waitress as she put out two sunny-side-up eggs wallowing in tomato sauce, a stack of warm pita bread for sopping. Shakshuka had been a favorite since his year in Israel as a seminary student. Normally, he’d have been salivating. His stomach had contracted to a hard sour walnut. ‘Todah,’ he said.

‘B’teyavon,’ the waitress said, and she left.

Mallick adjusted his sunglasses. ‘I’d much prefer if we could trust each other. We both want the same things.’

‘No kidding,’ Jacob said. ‘You want a pony, too?’

‘I’m trying to make amends, Detective. How do you like life in Traffic?’

‘It’s dandy.’

‘I recall you saying that once before. I didn’t believe you then, either.’

Here it comes Jacob thought.

Returning to active duty raised issues he didn’t want to begin to think about. The booze weight he’d shed during his convalescence was creeping back. He slept badly, waking with skull-splitting headaches from recurrent nightmares about tall men wielding knives, dust-choked attics.

A garden, lush, impenetrable.

He didn’t feel stable enough to tackle any crime more daunting than assault with intent to inflict grievous harm on a parking meter.

Mallick said, ‘What I’ve got lined up for you—’

‘Let’s say, hypothetically, I don’t want to take what you’ve got lined up.’

‘Mind your tone, Detective. I’m still your superior.’ Mallick reset his patience. ‘Here’s a question for you. How many murders did we have last year?’

‘About three hundred.’

‘How many in 1992?’

Crack, gang wars, race riots, an era of acute dividedness in a city where the disparity between the haves and the have-nots was a kind of perverse civic centerpiece.

In 1992, Jacob had been twelve. He said, ‘More than three hundred.’

‘Two thousand five hundred eighty-nine.’

Jacob whistled.

‘Of those, how many remain unsolved?’ Mallick asked.

‘A lot.’

‘Correct.’

‘All right,’ Jacob said. ‘Which one do I get?’

‘All of them,’ Mallick said.

‘I appreciate the vote of confidence, sir.’

‘You’re not going to solve them. They’re hopeless.’

Jacob rubbed one eye, chuckled. ‘I appreciate the vote of confidence, sir.’

‘As of January first, we’re required to begin converting our archives from hard copy to digital. Everything after ’85 needs to be scanned. State-mandated.’

This was how Special Projects sought to make amends? Glorified secretarial duty? He was already a desk jockey, had his cubicle organized just the way he liked it, no photos, no cartoons, no funny mugs. Bourbon in the bottom right drawer.

‘Hire a grad student, sir. They’re cheap.’

‘Can’t. Technically, these cases are still open. It needs to be a cop.’

‘It doesn’t need to be me.’

‘I thought you’d enjoy it.’

‘Why would you think that?’

‘You’re a Harvard man,’ Mallick said. ‘Consider it learning for learning’s sake.’

Jacob laughed and shook his head, picked up his utensils and cut cleanly through one of the eggs. Thick golden yolk oozed out.

Mallick said, ‘We’ll set you up with everything you need.’

‘First I want you to do something for me.’

‘This isn’t a negotiation, Detective.’

‘Call off your guys, please.’

Mallick remained impassive.

Jacob said, ‘We both know Mai won’t show herself as long as they’re in place.’

‘They’re not disturbing you,’ Mallick said.

‘You want me to trust you? Trust me.’

Mallick fooled with his skinny tie. ‘I’ll think about it.’

‘I appreciate it, sir.’

‘In the meantime, if she does come back, you know what to do.’

Statement, not a question. It saved Jacob from having to lie. He tore off a piece of pita and swiped it through sauce. ‘I had a knife,’ he said.

Mallick said nothing.

‘A potter’s knife. It belonged to my mother. It disappeared after Schott and Subach came to redecorate my place.’

‘Sorry to hear that,’ Mallick said.

‘I’d like it back.’

Mallick said, ‘You’ll start after the New Year.’ He tossed down a hundred-dollar bill. ‘Take your time. I’ll be outside.’

Alone, Jacob finished his lunch at a leisurely pace. When the waitress came to collect his plate, he smelled za’atar and perspiration.

‘Can I get you anything else?’ she asked.

He tamped down the impulse to ask for her number.

It had been a long, long time.

More than two years.

But he remembered another night in his apartment, with an extremely ordinary woman whose name he never learned. They hadn’t even made it to the bedroom. They were drunk, and naked on the kitchen floor, and the instant he went inside her, she seized to stone, her eyes rolling back in her head, not from pleasure but agony.

It felt like you were stabbing me.

And he remembered another night shortly thereafter, in England, a woman whose name he still thought about, because she had a nice soft face and a laugh to match. He remembered her body, welcoming his, and then the same poison. He remembered her huddled on her bed, shaking, fearing for her own sanity as she described what she’d seen.

She was beautiful.

She looked angry.

She looked jealous.

She was describing Mai.

The best he could do for any ordinary woman was to leave her alone.

‘Coffee?’ the waitress asked. ‘Dessert?’

‘Piece of baklava to go,’ he said. ‘For my friend on a diet.’

She brought it in a foam container, along with a bill for nineteen dollars. Jacob left the entire hundred and went out to the car.

When he got home that afternoon, the surveillance van was gone from his block.

The thrill of liberation was tempered by the realization that he was once again working for Mike Mallick. One way or another, Special Projects owned him.

He climbed the stairs to his apartment, where his answering machine blinked.

Jacob, it’s me—

He hit DELETE, snapping his father’s voice clean off.

Outside, dusk was gathering, streetlights glowing, moths and mayflies congregating, a pulsing vortex that raised in him an unsettling tide of nausea and arousal.

He yanked the curtains shut.
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THE NIGHT before he began work at the August M. Vollmer Memorial Archive, Jacob went to Wikipedia to learn about its namesake.

Vollmer, it emerged, began as Chief of Police in Berkeley, introducing novel concepts like centralized records and the hiring of minorities. He had formalized criminal justice education and been among the first to equip his men with motorized vehicles. Flush with success, bursting with optimism, he’d come to Los Angeles in 1923 and promptly burned out, quitting after a year and returning to Northern California, where he later committed suicide.

Jacob shut the browser, wondering why anyone would choose to commemorate a guy whose career essentially proved what a shit-show LAPD was.

The next day, standing in a forlorn corner of the hangar, he took stock of his new digs and smiled without a trace of glee. He had his answer.

Rickety laminate desk. Rusty folding chair. Rusty gooseneck lamp. A black rotary telephone capable of inflicting blunt force trauma; a scratched scanner; a balky desktop with no Internet connection.

The archive was a repository for schmucks.

His Project was Special in the same way that certain Needs were Special.

We’ll set you up with everything you need.

Not quite.

Jacob left the building, returning a couple hours later with a space heater, a gallon thermos of coffee, and four handles of Beam.

Adapt or die.

Despite the make-work nature of the assignment, he rapidly developed a taste for the solitude. Mallick didn’t care about hours, as long as Jacob covered ground, and it suited him to show up when he felt like it and leave when he couldn’t take any more.

He pulled down boxes. He put them back, striving to instill some form of order. He read. He coded entries on a prefab spreadsheet.

It was scut, but it did provide an interesting historical snapshot of the high-crime eighties and nineties, detectives barely able to keep pace with the torrent of drive-bys and street slayings, let alone whodunits.

In keeping with Jacob’s experience at Robbery-Homicide, many instances everyone knew who’d done it. The family knew. The cops knew. The bad guy’s name was in the murder book, circled and underlined. He’d threatened the victim in the past. He had a violent record. He had no alibi. But the evidence wasn’t there to convict. Witnesses refused to come forth. They feared reprisal. They mistrusted the police.

And so the dead ends accumulated, the Coroner’s map in the crypt unable to accommodate any more pins in its southern and eastern quadrants; squad room whiteboards filling inexorably with the names of young black and Hispanic males.

One by one, Jacob revisited them.

Omar Serrano, twenty-five, Boyle Heights, shot to death while stopped at a red light.

Bobby Garces Casteneda, nineteen, Highland Park, shot to death beneath the Arroyo Seco Parkway.

Christopher Taylor, twenty-two, Inglewood, shot to death leaving the In-N-Out Burger on Century Boulevard.

They weren’t all male.

Lucy Valdez, fourteen, Echo Park, shot to death, a stray round passing through her kitchen window as she did her geometry homework.

They paraded past, the unsolved and the unsolvable, chanting the name of August Vollmer, Patron Saint of Wasted Effort; clamoring after Jacob Lev, his rightful heir.

Every so often, the desk phone would rattle, a detective ferreting out old links. Once, by sheer luck, Jacob had already cataloged the case, and he was able to hand-deliver the material to an astonished and grateful D. The rest of the time he heard himself trotting out excuses. Dates on boxes didn’t match contents. Gappy murder books. Thirty years’ worth of material; a jumble of nightmares.

The scorn came rolling over the line.

‘What sort of bullshit racket you running?’

And while Jacob could point to the number of untouched shelves and tell himself he had miles to go before he slept, he knew they were right. He was drawing a DIII’s salary, doing a clerk’s job.

He’d been kicked way, way upstairs, up into the attic of the past.

Now, padding along in old sneakers, he played the flashlight between boxes marked PROPERTY CRIMES 77 ST 3/11/1990–3/17/1990, VICE HOLLENBECK 07/2006, 1994–5 C.R.A.S.H. The insect’s buzzing had ceased, and he paused in the middle of the aisle, watching his breath billow and dissolve, trying not to touch his lip, which itched like crazy in the cold, dry air.

He gave in and scratched.

From his left came a whisper of legs.

Six feet down the aisle, clinging to a half-opened box labeled HOMICIDE RAMPARTS APR 95: a beetle, its wings creasing and spreading exhaustedly.

Jacob edged sideways, cup poised.

Studded antennae bent – a premonition—

It skittered inside the box.

He hurriedly folded the flap shut and carried the entire box back to his desk, setting it beneath the spotlight of the gooseneck lamp.

Readying the cup, he opened the box and brought the trap down over the stunned bug.

Gotcha.

The beetle went berserk, throwing itself against the plastic pathetically.

‘Shhh,’ he said. He slid an index card into place and moved the cup to the desk. ‘Take it easy.’

While the prisoner continued to thrash, he paged through his field guide to insects of the West, eventually finding a match in L. magister, the desert blister beetle.

Native to the Mojave and surrounding areas. Typically they traveled in swarms. How a singleton had made its way into the archive, Jacob couldn’t begin to guess.

Then again, he could ask the same of himself.

Maybe the little hothead had pissed off the beetle brass.

Maybe it was the August M. Vollmer of the chitin-wearing set.

Jacob lowered his chin and tried to make eye contact. ‘Lost?’

The beetle had simmered down and was glowering at him, drops of venom welling at its joints. Jet-black abdomen, head and thorax deep orange. Not a particularly sexy creature, the elytra pebbly and overlong, as if it was wearing poorly hemmed pants.

He was more interested in what it didn’t look like than what it did.

He was more interested in what it might become.

It didn’t look like her. And it didn’t change. It was an ordinary bug, one of roughly a hundred hundred jillion. Compared to beetles, the sum total of every human being who had ever lived, from Adam to Einstein, was a rounding error.

He reached over and snapped off the lamp.

At four p.m., he saved his work to a flash drive. The weekend lay depressingly open, a problem solved by grabbing a handful of files from the box to take home.

He shouldered his backpack and sandwiched the cup and index card between his palms, causing the beetle to resume its frenzy.

‘Chill out,’ he said. ‘You’re gonna hurt yourself.’

He’d arrived that morning before sunrise, and he stepped from the hangar into a disorienting midwinter twilight that made it seem as if no time had passed.

He hesitated before setting the beetle free, mildly concerned that it might turn on him in anger. That was what a human would do.

Surveying the tapestry of black, the glittering pinpricks, he recalled the taste of Mai’s breath in his mouth as she spoke her good-bye.

Forever.

Promise; request; command.

But he could only swallow infinity in human doses, day by day, keeping his lonely vigil, stalking bugs with a plastic cup and an index card because he had no other way to be close to her.

He pitched the insect into the air. It shot off, all too happy to get away from him.

He had to smile. Beetles were survivors. They were high-strung. They spooked easily. Like all the most successful creatures – and they were successful – they lived strictly in the present, vengeance being memory’s deadliest side effect.

Adapt or die.
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SHE FLOATS on the night wind, watching him from afar.

He is searching the sky. Hunting for her.

In the kaleidoscope of her eyes, he appears as a thousand illuminated versions of himself, his color the dreary beige of loneliness. She loves each fragment equally, with fervor and futility, drawing comfort from knowing it is her that his heart breaks for.

Her heart would break for him. If she had one.

Forever she thinks, and she pretends that he can hear her.

A thousand versions of him toss as many beetles into the air; seconds later, the captive streaks past her angrily.

Thank you, friend.

The blister beetle doesn’t pause but continues on toward the desert, uninterested in her appreciation. It did its job, it went where she wanted it to go, but not out of any special kindness toward her. She’s a charmer, all right.

Below, a thousand car doors open, a thousand tailpipes chuff. He drives away.

Some nights she follows him home. From a distance, of course. They can’t be seen together, and she doesn’t want to alarm him. But she worries. She can’t help but worry. He has a nasty habit of drifting out of his lane, especially after a hard day, especially drunk. More than once she’s had to nudge him back into line.

Other nights she makes a visit to a fig tree. She sits in its branches. She descends, to rest on the shoulder of an old friend.

Today is Friday. He’ll be headed there himself, as he does every week.

So that leaves her at liberty, and – as she does every week – she circles down toward the building, entering through a gap in the roof panels, touching down and transforming into her truest self, standing nude at his desk, her skin pebbled with cold as she riffles through the open box, looking for the file she put there. Not wanting to be obvious about it, she placed it fourth from the top.

That was months ago.

True, he would have gotten around to reading it eventually.

Patience has never been her strong suit.

Tonight, at last, the file is gone.

Thank you, friend.

She ought to feel satisfied, but instead she’s restless and reluctant to leave. The air still smells of him. She lingers, touching his chair, the desk, the surfaces where he has left his oils. On the computer screen, a golden shield bounces around a benign blue field: TO PROTECT AND TO SERVE.

An idea worth aspiring to.

He’s left the space heater on. Another bad habit. She shuts it off and raises her arms to the false heaven.
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JACOB SAT facing the madwoman.

Like every other visit. Sitting. Staring. The two of them beneath a twisted fig, its branches fruitless, the adjacent concrete patio stained purple and brown by the decayed autumn crop.

The madwoman stared at the ground; at the branches; at her own twitchy hands.

In Jacob’s direction, but never at him.

Her hair was dry steel veined with glossy black, a foot of waves tied into a staid bun. Tonight they’d dressed her in a navy-blue cable-knit sweater, tan flannel pajama pants, the fuzzy brown house slippers Jacob brought for her last birthday. An abrasive army surplus blanket draped her lap.

‘Are you warm enough, Ima?’

He didn’t wait for an answer. She wasn’t going to answer. He wrapped the blanket over her shoulders like a prayer shawl. She didn’t appear to notice one way or the other, pursing her lips, still full and red but chapped from long hours in the sun. Like Jacob’s, her complexion was olive toned. Supposedly her own mother’s side was originally Sephardic, Spanish-Jewish aristocracy dating back to the expulsion.

A tradition, a story, a rumor. You couldn’t prove it, you couldn’t disprove it.

She asked for you.

She hasn’t spoken in ten years.

A decade of lies.

Following Sam’s confession, Jacob began coming to see Bina every afternoon, desperate to claw back lost time, armed with his own bright ideas for drawing her out. Talk therapy. Touch therapy. Flowers, chocolates, trinkets; a blitzkrieg of love. Her only child, he would bring to the surface the maternal instinct seething like a century-old fire at the bottom of a coal mine.

Bina sat, stared, her unoccupied hands kneading the air.

Her doctors couldn’t agree on the cause of the fidgeting. She’d been medicated off and on for Parkinson’s. Well-intentioned nurses would give her whatnot to fuss with – a toilet paper tube, a stress ball with a pharmaceutical company logo.

There we go. Now she won’t be so bored.

She had been a gifted and prolific ceramicist, once. Jacob asked the staff if they’d ever tried giving her clay.

They hadn’t thought of that.

The following visit, he’d arrived with a package of Plasticine, seven rainbow-hued slabs stuck together. He pulled off a hunk of red, rolled it to warm it up, pressed it into her hands, and waited for the healing to begin.

She froze.

Ima?

Inert as the clay itself.

Maybe she wanted a different color? He tried orange. Same result.

He worked his way through the spectrum. Nothing. She was a waxwork. It unnerved him worse than the twitching. He took the clay and put it back in its pouch.

I’ll leave this in your room in case you want it.

His visits thinned to every other day, then twice a week, once. The staff didn’t judge him. On the contrary: they seemed to approve. At last he’d gotten with the program, accepting the basic worthlessness of his presence. The very model of a dutiful son.

She asked for you.

Another lie. More than two years, and his mother hadn’t uttered a word.

‘Who . . . wants . . . meatloaf?’

Her name was Rosario, and she was Jacob’s favorite nurse.

‘Looks good,’ he said.

Rosario, tying on Bina’s bib, raised a penciled eyebrow. ‘I can get you some.’

‘I’m okay, thanks.’

She peeled back the foil on a container of apple juice. ‘You’re always saying how good it looks. I notice you don’t eat it, though. You know what I think? I think you’re a big talker . . . Am I right, honey?’

Bina pursed her lips.

‘Yeah, exactly.’ To Jacob: ‘Need anything, I’m inside.’

Alone again with his mother, he took a pair of challah rolls from his backpack and swaddled them in a paper napkin. He uncapped a mini-bottle of grape juice and filled the extra Dixie cup Rosario had supplied.

He cranked up a smile. ‘Ready, Ima?’

He began to sing Shalom Aleichem, the tune that welcomed in the Sabbath.

Peace unto you, ministering angels, angels of the Most High.

Peering through the knotty canopy of the fig tree, he pictured a pair of ethereal winged creatures crashing to earth, wondering what wrong turn they had taken to wind up on the rear patio of Pacific Continuing Care, a division of Graffin Health Services Inc.

Come in peace, angels of peace, angels of the Most High.

It was precisely because he didn’t observe the Sabbath that he’d chosen Friday afternoon for his weekly visit. His father was observant, which meant Jacob could come by the facility without any chance of running into him.

While he was here, though, why not? Maybe the ceremony would touch some dormant spot in Bina’s memory. Even if he felt foolish, mumbling the kiddush prayer, answering amen on her behalf, curling her fingers around the cup.

He watched his mother sip juice. Guided her tremulous hands to the rolls and made the blessing on bread and handed her a fork.

‘You want seconds, speak up,’ he said, hating the rancor in his tone.

For a few minutes, Jacob watched her eat – robotic, each item delivered in methodical forkfuls. As always, he quickly grew bored. As always, he felt guilty for feeling bored. To occupy himself, he reached into his backpack for the files.

‘Okay, let’s see what we’ve got.’

Hipolito Zamora, thirty-one, Westlake, stabbed to death outside a nightclub. No witnesses; no suspects.

‘Outside a nightclub and no one sees. Gimme a break.’

Bina finished one roll.

Roderick Young Jr, twenty-six, beaten to death in a schoolyard. Three men in dark jackets spotted fleeing the scene.

‘That narrows it down. More juice, Ima?’

Bina finished her meatloaf.

Antonio East, twenty, and Jarome Jaramillo, twenty-nine, shot to death during a liquor store robbery. No suspects.

‘Security footage?’ Jacob said, paging to the end. ‘Height? Build? Clothing? Getaway car? Anything? Why should life be easy?’

Bina started in on her string beans.

‘Okay,’ he said, stuffing the East/Jaramillo file in his bag. ‘Next.’

Right away he spotted a problem with the fourth folder: it was the wrong color, the date scribbled on the cover off by nine years, 2004 instead of 1995. Hollywood division in a stack of Ramparts files.

Not the first example of clerical sloppiness he’d unearthed at the August M. Vollmer archive. But no less annoying. He’d be hunting for the correct box for days.

‘Wonderful,’ he muttered, opening the folder. ‘Okay. So. Twenty-three-year-old black female, Marquessa Duvall; her son, five—’

The air went out of him.

Five-year-old black male, Thomas White Jr.

Bina had finished her beans. The fork rested in her hand.

She was looking at him.

He shut the file. ‘Eat your potatoes. I’ll see if I can scare you up some dessert.’

He found Rosario at the front desk, doing paperwork.

‘Any chance you have a cookie back there somewhere?’

‘Depends,’ she said. ‘Who’s it for?’

‘My mom.’

‘In that case, maybe,’ she said. ‘Cause you know you don’t deserve a cookie.’

‘That’s for damn sure.’

She returned from the kitchen with a torn pack of Nutter Butters, two remaining.

‘Seriously?’

She reached to take them back.

‘Fine, fine, fine.’

‘You’re welcome,’ she said.

In the dayroom, a handful of residents sat in chairs and wheelchairs oriented toward the television. Jeopardy! was on.

‘Luckily for us, Max Brod disregarded this man’s instructions to burn his writings after his death.’

Jacob said, ‘Who is Franz Kafka?’

‘Who is Kafka?’ a contestant echoed.

‘Shaddap,’ an old man said to Jacob.

‘Literary Ks for six, Alex.’

Jacob stepped out onto the patio and said, ‘Oh, no.’

Pages were strewn far and wide across the concrete, in the bushes, in the dirt.

His mother had a folder open on her lap.

‘For God’s sake, Ima.’

He crawled around, corralling the sheets before they could blow away. Big file, three hundred pages or more, now completely out of order.

He got up, brandishing the papers in one hand and cookies in the other, and came forward to retrieve the folder from his mother. Stopping short as he saw what she had in her lap: a gruesome crime-scene photo of a woman and a young boy.

Twenty-three-year-old Marquessa Duvall; her son, five-year-old Thomas White Jr.

Bina was staring intensely at the photo. The focus struck Jacob so sharply that he paused, fascinated by the new acuity. Then he came to his senses.

Gently, he said, ‘That’s not for you, Ima.’

He extracted the photo from her grasp, surprised when she did not resist.

‘I’m sorry if that upset you.’ He put the file in his backpack, tugged the zipper shut. ‘I hope you’re okay with these cookies – oh come on.’

Bina had jammed her fingers into her mashed potatoes.

‘Ima. You’re gonna make a – Ima. Give it here.’

But she wrested the tray from him and resumed working the gluey mass, rounding it into a ball; raising, pressing, plucking, roughing out, her fingers flying, a vein in the center of her forehead throbbing manically.

Dumbstruck, Jacob watched the developing form. It seemed outrageous that it hadn’t collapsed under its own weight.

Bina snatched up her fork and began carving out fine detail.

Then, all at once, she stopped. She lifted her hands and, sure enough, the shape imploded.

But the brief moment before it did was enough to demonstrate her gift. Enough to break Jacob’s heart; enough for him to recognize the reedlike legs, the splayed toes.

The downy upraised throat of a little bird.
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BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

AUGUST 21, 1968

BARBARA REICH says, ‘I’m going out.’

Her mother frowns, dragging a wooden spoon through the simmering pot of hovězí guláš. The stew breathes savory and sour, oily and oppressive, turning the cramped kitchen to a swamp. ‘Where?’

‘I’m studying with Cindy. We have a test.’

‘You must eat.’

‘I’ll grab something at her place.’

If Věra’s frown deepens, it’s to hide her approval. Barbara has left her knapsack carelessly undone, textbooks poking out – doorstops with titles like Practical Biology: A Cellular Approach and Fundamental Principles of Organic Chemistry.

‘Budes okradená,’ Věra says, closing the flap and buckling it. You’ll get mugged.

‘Anyone who wants to steal these deserves what they get,’ Barbara says.

Her mother clucks. ‘Very expensive.’

‘I’m kidding, Maminka.’

‘It is not funny.’

Right Barbara thinks. Nothing is.

In the living room, her father is arguing with the New York Times.

‘Bye, Tat’ka.’

Jozef Reich slams the paper shut. Like most of his gestures, it lacks the intended punch: no satisfying bang, just a noncommittal crinkle.
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