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We all live slapstick lives, under an inexplicable sentence of death.


—Martin Gardner, The Annotated Alice





PROLOGUE



As far back as Marlowe could remember, he’d wanted to be a detective like his dad. He listened intently to the old man’s stories about examining the scene, searching for evidence, following leads, questioning witnesses and extracting confessions. It sounded intriguing, exciting, things he wanted to know about, things he wanted to do. He was incensed by the perpetrators. Their cruelty, lack of conscience, lack of decency. He bled for the victims, imagining the undeserved horror the crimes brought down on them.


Marlowe signed up for college courses in law enforcement but almost immediately dropped out. The classes bored the shit out of him but he read the textbooks end to end. A college degree wasn’t a requirement to join the LAPD. He applied to the police academy and was accepted. He was nineteen years old. He thought he knew everything. His father worked the homicide table at the Newton Street station.


“You won’t make it,” Emmet said. “It’s your attitude.”


“What attitude?” Marlowe said.


“Police departments are paramilitary organizations. You have to follow orders and obey the rules, but you don’t like following orders or obeying rules or, for that matter, wearing a uniform, working with a partner or submitting in any way to any kind of authority. That attitude.”


“You’re wrong. That’s not me,” Marlowe said. “I can do anything I put my mind to.” It was one of the rare occasions when Emmet looked at his son with any sort of affection. In this case, it was weary.


“I knew you’d say something like that,” Emmet said. “You’re hard-headed, son, you don’t listen to people who know more than you, another reason why you’ll never be a cop.” Addie was standing in the doorway. She was holding a mixing bowl in her arms and stirring something with a wooden spoon.


“What about it, Mom?” Marlowe said. “You think I can be a cop, don’t you?”


Addie smiled lovingly. “No, sweetheart. You won’t last a month.”


“Maybe be a plumber, you’re good at fixing things,” Emmet said.


“Okay, fine,” Marlowe said. “When this is over, I’ll bring you a spatula to scrape the egg off your face.”


Marlowe lasted three weeks. He was discharged from the academy for disrespecting the officer in charge, Cliff Hanson, who oversaw the training division. Hanson was a pompous sort, given to making lengthy, monotonous speeches about serving the community, crime prevention, leadership and being a role model. Marlowe hated the speeches. The whole division had to stand at attention, everybody wishing they could sit the fuck down. Hanson had a long, oblong head, most of which was forehead, a patch of wispy white hair at its apex, bushy eyebrows over a broad nose and an insignificant mouth. Marlowe was enduring yet another speech, this one about patriotism, when he said to a fellow trainee, “You know what? Hanson looks like Howard the Duck.” The trainee burst out laughing. Later, he was questioned by the lieutenant and he ratted out Marlowe. After Marlowe’s departure, there were further reports about him gambling with the maintenance staff and having sex with a crime scene analyst in the forensics van.


“Didn’t I tell you this would happen?” Emmet said gleefully. “Didn’t I, hotshot? Are you returning the spatula? Hello? Are you there? Did you want to speak to your mom?”


Marlowe’s other career choice was a private investigator. Unfortunately, it involved getting a license. He didn’t have the academic requirements, but there was another option. Applicant has at least three years (2,000 hours each year for a total of 6,000 hours) of compensated experience in the field of investigative work.


It was the old conundrum. Marlowe needed to work as an investigator, but he couldn’t because he didn’t have a license to be an investigator. Emmet hooked him up with an old friend and exdetective, Basilio Ignacia. Basilio agreed to take Marlowe on as an intern. In exchange, he wanted $130 to pay his phone bill and a new set of radial tires for the 1999 Crown Vic he’d bought at a police auction.


They met at Basilio’s favorite restaurant, Panda Express on Cahuenga. They sat at a table the size of a school desk eating something called orange chicken with dried-out sticky rice. Marlowe didn’t see any Chinese people, they wouldn’t recognize the food. Basilio was unshaven, seemingly hungover or maybe that was just how he looked. Bloodhound eyes and Buckwheat hair, hard to do for a Latino man. He wore Bermuda shorts, long white socks and sandals. His T-shirt said vote for shaniqua.


“So tell me, Marlowe,” Basilio said, “why do you want to be a PI?”


“I like watching and listening,” Marlowe said earnestly. “I like figuring out why people do self-destructive things and why they try to hurt each other. I like watching them trying to walk back their lies.”


“Yeah, that’s fun,” Basilio said.


Marlowe’s face hardened, his eyes narrowed. “And I hate it when innocent people get hurt. I want to catch the assholes who hurt them and bring them to their knees.”


“Good for you,” Basilio said. Not the answer Marlowe was expecting. “I’ll tell you, kid, the job isn’t exactly like that. I mean the heroic stuff comes up now and then but most of the time, you’re looking for a lost horse or working undercover at Burger King or searching a junkyard for an heirloom bedpan.” Basilio had ordered broccoli beef along with the orange chicken. He moved the broccoli aside with his plastic fork.


“You’re not eating that?” Marlowe said.


“The broccoli? No. It’s only there to flavor the meat,” Basilio said. He paused. Seemingly his throat was too full to go on eating. “Remember, you’re not a cop,” he said with difficulty. “Your main job is looking into things, not catching bad guys.”


“No bad guys?” Marlowe said, dismayed.


“No, I didn’t mean that. Oh, they’re out there. I’m just saying they’re not most of the job. Like what I’m working on now. It’s a classic. Mrs. Delmonico’s husband disappeared two months ago. She’s an aggravating cow if I ever saw one. I couldn’t stand her, even on the phone. Turns out, Mr. Delmonico is living happily in Boyle Heights with Alejandro, his former golf caddy.”


“Have you told Mrs. Delmonico the good news?” Marlowe asked.


“No, it’s an ethical thing,” Basilio said.


“Isn’t fulfilling your contract an ethical thing?”


“Mr. Delmonico left his wife well-off,” Basilio said. “And I don’t see anything ethical about wrecking the man’s life. Besides, I gave the cow a refund.” Basilio belched and brushed off the rice kernels clinging to the q in Shaniqua.


Emmet’s having fun with you, Marlowe thought. He hooked you up with a buffoon. Time to cut this short. He started to stand up. “Being a PI is a strange occupation,” Basilio continued. He held his plastic fork in the air and struck a philosophical tone. “Reassembling the past, reconstructing relationships, trying to link someone’s words with the facts at hand or facts yet to be discovered. You overlay a hundred different constructs over the exact same information and you’ll come up with a hundred different theories. Everyone sees, interprets and understands things differently. Everyone has their own aspirations, anxieties and fears. It’s what they call human nature.” Basilio paused to search his molars with his tongue. “Don’t get me wrong, kid. I’m not saying it’ll all be mundane. There are things inside people so vicious and depraved you’d think their breath would smell like roadkill. They’re out there, Marlowe. Every vile infection, mutant species, every simmering brew of psychopathic evil are waiting for you right outside the door.” Basilio unwrapped a toothpick and continued the search. “Sure you’re still game?”


That was ten years ago and yes, Marlowe was still game.





CHAPTER ONE



THE CASE


Marlowe drove north on Pacific Coast Highway, heading into Malibu. Eleven thirty in the morning and he was a brick in a brick wall of traffic. It was one of the reasons he almost passed on the meeting. Driving from Hollywood to Malibu and back again was the same as being dead for three hours.


It used to impossible to get to the beach itself. The big houses were packed in like library books and the wealthy residents blocked access with locked gates and PRIVATE PROPERTY signs. The California Coastal Commission had a difficult time convincing the owners that living on the beach didn’t mean they owned the beach itself. For decades, celebrity residents fought efforts to let the public use their own beaches. In the end, the public won. Even so, ordinary folks were only seen occasionally. The locals grew azaleas in front of the COASTAL ACCESS signs or blotted out letters so they said COAL ASS.


Marlowe’s potential new client was Kendra James, a full-on movie star and all that implied. Homes here and abroad, Bentley and a Prius in the garage, the latter to show her concern for the environment, vacations in Ibiza, on Lake Como and Richard Branson’s private island and a personal trainer named Steely Dan who sometimes stayed over. She had a separate closet for her six hundred pairs of shoes. Money will protect you from everything, Marlowe thought, except Mother Nature, love and tragedy. Six weeks ago, Kendra’s husband, Terry, was murdered, shot to death on the beach right in front of their home. Terry was forty-three years old.


Marlowe turned off PCH onto Malibu Colony Road. The houses weren’t especially impressive from the street, many of them fronted by a bland stucco entry and a driveway. It was deceptive, however. The homes were huge, lavish, median price on the waterfront was almost thirty million. Marlowe had an innate dislike for the wealthy. Their power, privilege, their firewall of conscienceless attorneys, their wretched excess. Marlowe liked nice things but not immoderately, not over-the-top. Somehow, this made him a better person but he wasn’t sure how. He passed the public entrance to the beach; a twenty-foot stretch of listing chain link fence. He was surprised it wasn’t cloaked in camouflage netting with open sewer signs next to the gate.


Marlowe arrived at Kendra’s place and parked on the road. He hesitated. He didn’t want to go in. The idea of meeting a celebrity repelled him. Why? he thought. You don’t even know this person. You’re being prejudiced, a victim of stereotypes. He’d heard David Beckham was a good guy. Same with Dave Chappelle and Penélope Cruz. Maybe meeting Kendra would be a good experience or, at the very least, interesting. Marlowe waited for his mood to change but the insight made no difference. He didn’t want to be here. Reluctantly he got out of the car. “Here we go,” he sighed.


Kendra James was sitting on the sand drinking another Bloody Mary. She stared blankly at the flat, gray sea, gray clouds drifting mournfully overhead. The last few weeks had been a terrible ordeal. She was surprised at how much she missed Terry. She’d kicked him out of the house and filed for divorce right after she burned up his clothes and put their wedding pictures in the shredder. She despised him right up to the moment she put a rose on his casket.


She sensed someone was there, like a change in temperature or a breeze through an open window. She turned her head and looked up.


“Hello. I’m Philip Marlowe,” he said, a note of regret in his voice. He reached down to shake hands.


“I’m sorry, I don’t shake hands. I’m something of a germophobe,” she said. “Thank you for schlepping all the way out here. I don’t leave the house much these days.” She would have made him come out here if she’d been in France. She patted the spot next to her. “Have a seat, Mr. Marlowe. Join me.”


“No thank you. I don’t want to get sand on my clothes,” Marlowe said. He was wearing a dove-gray suit, obviously handmade, black silk tie undone, a milky-white Egyptian cotton shirt, thread count in the 180 to 200 range, and bespoke oxfords, shined but not shiny. Kendra wasn’t used to being refused but she’d forgive him this time. She respected nice clothes.


“Let’s go up on the deck,” she said. Oddly, Marlowe didn’t seem the least bit intimidated and people usually were, even if they’d known her for a long time.


As they crossed the sand, she noticed Marlowe was wearing a vintage Patek Philippe Tiffany rectangular watch. Her father had one just like it. The entry gate was held shut with a commercial-grade padlock and a heavy chain. Kendra did the combination, huddling over it as if Marlowe might want to rob the house one day. She led him up the side stairs to the living room. She liked showing the house to newcomers. The great room was an acre of white marble floor, sleek furniture that seemed to defy gravity and art pieces that were hard to differentiate from the furniture. Visitors invariably made a comment. It’s so beautiful! The view is magnificent! Marlowe said nothing. In fact, he seemed to resent being here.


They went out on the deck and sat at a table shaded by an umbrella. For a moment, neither of them said anything. She gave him one of her favorite looks; a half smile, percipient and slightly amused, as if to say, I’m way ahead of you, buddy boy. Marlowe met her gaze and she was instantly uncomfortable. His eyes were the kind that took in everything but gave nothing away, the kind that didn’t notice but inhaled; the kind that weren’t neutral, but assessed, gleaned and adjudicated. She couldn’t help staring. To break the spell she said,


“Would you like something to drink?”


“Black coffee,” Marlowe said.


“Lucy, are you there?” she called.


Marlowe had presence, she decided. Surprising for someone who was probably in his early thirties. He was very good-looking, but he wore it differently than the other handsome men she had known. It was as if he was unaware of his appearance and would be surprised if someone remarked on it.


“Lucy, where are you?” Kendra said irritably.


Marlowe was looking off, distracted, as if he was bored and thinking about something other than the A-list celebrity sitting right in front of him. Disrespectful, Kendra thought. She wondered why her father had insisted on him. His quiet intensity was appealing. He reminded her a little of Steve McQueen if Steve McQueen had been a rude, insolent asshole. “Lucy! Are you there?” she called louder.


Marlowe wondered why Kendra didn’t walk ten feet to the open door. Moments later, the housekeeper appeared. She was dark, stout, wearing an actual maid’s uniform. Black with a white collar, white apron, white cuffs on the sleeves. It was as if a Latina woman had somehow landed a part on Downton Abbey. He offered her a friendly smile.


“I’m Philip Marlowe,” he said.


“Hello, sir.” She was surprised he’d introduced himself.


“I don’t know your name.”


“Lucy Cabello. Would you like something to drink?”


“Thank you, Lucy. I’ll have black coffee.”


Lucy nodded and went back inside. Kendra sighed, apparently annoyed by all the civility. She looks like Grace Kelly without the grace, thought Marlowe. Aristocratic features and soft blonde hair, keen blue eyes, her lips artificially plumped, her body teetering between fashionably sexy and she should lose a few pounds. Marlowe took in the view. The sea was the color of mop water, paltry waves lapping, sea gulls fighting over something slimy and covered with sand. An elderly man with a big belly and orange cabana shirt trudged past. He was talking on the phone and watching his Labradoodle defecate in a tide pool. “The hell I’ll give him points,” he said heatedly.


“I’ve heard you can be prickly,” Kendra said, as if that were something charming. “May I call you Philip?”


“Call me Marlowe.”


“In fact, Marlowe, I’ve heard you were a rude, impolite boor.”


“What’s your point?”


“My point?” Kendra said with a laugh. “We’re going to be working together and it would be nice if we were at least amicable.”


“We’ll be working together in the sense that I’m doing the work and you’re going about your business,” Marlowe said. “This is not a movie project. There will be no meetings, script notes, conference calls or explanatory emails. I do my job and when I’m done, I call you.” Now that he’d met her, he almost wanted to get fired.


Kendra glared. Marlowe knew what she was thinking. Nobody talks to Kendra James that way, not with a billion dollars in ticket sales on her résumé. She was probably on the verge of saying do you know who I am? Marlowe had seen a video of her saying that to a highway patrolman. It sounded terrible. She might as well have said, I am a world-famous celebrity and you’re a turd on a motorcycle. Lucy brought their drinks out on a silver tray. Marlowe’s coffee and a Bloody Mary for Kendra. She hadn’t asked for one. Apparently, it was assumed.


“Thank you, Lucy,” Marlowe said.


“Lucy, have you seen Pav?” Kendra asked.


“No, señora.”


“He’s supposed to take me to a premiere tomorrow night. I have to tell him he’s working.” She sipped her drink and sighed glumly. “I don’t know. I might not go. I wish I had a movie out. What will I talk about?”


Lucy and Marlowe exchanged a glance and she went back inside. Kendra caught it and scowled.


“I can cut this short,” Marlowe said. “If you wanted to talk about Terry’s case, I can’t help you. Your best bet is the police.”


“No, this is not about that philandering dimwit, it’s about his daughter, Cody. Two weeks ago, she ran away.”


“Two weeks,” Marlowe said. “The first of the month?”


“I suppose. She stays out overnight but never this long. I’ve tried to reach her, of course. Phone, email, I left messages. I’m really worried about her.”


Marlowe’s bullshit detector emitted a loud buzz. Kendra sounded urgent but not sincere.


“How old is Cody?” he asked.


“Seventeen but she comes off as older. I’ve reported it to the police but they don’t look for runaways. It’s ridiculous.”


“Running away isn’t a crime, there’s no law to enforce. Do you have a picture?”


Kendra passed him her phone.


“This is pretty recent,” she said. Cody was sitting on the hood of a car. She had a boyish figure, pale skin, high cheekbones and green eyes, her expression like a European model, faraway and indifferent. She wore black jeans, Gothy makeup and a T-shirt that said das bunker. Her hair was styled like a Japanese anime character. Short, dyed black with a purple sheen, jagged layers and jagged bangs angled over her eyebrows.


“I’ll email you that one and some others,” Kendra said. Somehow, Kendra had finished her drink without him noticing. She put some ice in her mouth and crunched it. She wants another one, Marlowe thought.


“What’s Cody like?”


“She’s spoiled rotten and not the least bit considerate, I’d like to lock her in the crate my dog used to sleep in.”


“Did Cody and Terry get along?”


“Yes, they were very close. They talked about everything together. If I hadn’t despised him I would have been jealous.” She picked up her glass, tipped it back and drank the pink water at the bottom.


“Smart?”


“Yes, Cody is very smart. She skipped a grade, takes AP classes but she hates school. She can be devious too. I watched her play poker with Terry’s friends. She pretended she was a hapless little girl and cleaned them out.”


“Any idea where Cody went?” Marlowe asked.


“No. She never said anything about her comings and goings,” Kendra said as if the whole topic was boring. “Make an inquiry and Cody would say something vague and perfunctory. She was very secretive.”


“Terry have any other kids?”


“Yes, a son. His name is Noah. Cody’s opposite.” Kendra’s whole vibe changed, like she was proud to know him, to show him off. “He was an excellent student, polite and very good-looking,” she said. “He’s an athlete too. He’s playing minor league baseball in Lancaster.”


“Was Cody into drugs?” Marlowe asked.


“Weed, alcohol.”


“That’s all? You’re sure.”


Kendra huffed. “If it’s one thing movie stars know about, it’s drugs.”


“Did Cody have a boyfriend? Girlfriend?”


“Cody had a fling with a girl but she needs a penis. I never met any of her dates but—oh yes, she did bring a boy here a couple of times. Roy something. What a loser. He was probably pathetic at conception. Noah talked to him. He said Roy was probably giving Cody money. Her allowance is generous but she was always broke.”


“Did Noah and Cody get along?”


“No. They were like a reenactment of the war in Vietnam. Fire-fights and bombing runs for years on end.”


“Why do you think Cody left?” Marlowe asked.


Kendra shrugged. “Why does a teenage girl do anything?” Kendra slapped her hand on the table and said, “Lucy, where are you? ” She rose, chair scraping the deck, and marched inside. Marlowe could hear her talking, severe and reproachful. He wanted to drown her in the Labradoodle’s tide pool. Kendra came out with a fresh Bloody Mary. Before she sat down, Marlowe said,


“I want to see Cody’s room.”


They went inside and walked down a long hall. It was lined with movie posters, Silverlake Story, Love Sucks, Never Say I Do, The Coach’s Wife, and others. They were all romantic comedies. A couple of years ago, Kendra attempted to escape the tedious but lucrative typecasting by accepting the part of a real serial killer named Donna Ethridge. Ethridge lured seventeen men into her aging Winnebago and cracked their skulls open with an axe handle. The reviewer in the New York Times described Kendra’s performance as “rather like watching my nine-year-old niece pretending to be a robot.”


“How does my father know you?” Kendra asked.


“I’m not saying,” Marlowe said. Her famous blue eyes flashed red.


“Why not?”


“For the same reason I won’t talk about your case with him.”


Cody’s room was no more organized than a basket of dirty laundry. Random belongings scattered, stacked and flung everywhere. You could hardly see the floor. “I don’t know what you can tell from this mess,” Kendra said. Evidently, Cody liked clothes. A fortune’s worth were strewn around, enough to wardrobe a movie about Ivanka Trump. Almost everything stupidly expensive. A $4,000 Fendi Peekaboo bag hanging on a chair. Marlowe had recovered one on a robbery case. A box labeled kingseal. Probably sealskin shoes, Marlowe thought. Maybe they were waterproof. A MacBook Pro was stuck in the wastepaper basket, a lone Jimmy Choo waited on the windowsill. Such careless wealth, Marlowe thought. An oddity. A catcher’s protective vest half under the bed. Noah played minor league baseball, it was obviously his. Stealing his equipment is a helluva way to punish your brother. The poor guy must have gone crazy looking for it. Kendra was bored. She went into the hall calling for another Bloody Mary.


There were also vintage T-shirts, clunky black Frankenstein shoes and studded belts. There were posters on the wall. Two bands. Rites of Spring and Moss Icon. One was of a sad Batman. The caption: My parents are dead. Marlowe looked in the bathroom. It was like the cosmetics counter at Bloomingdale’s. A cluster of colored soaps in a silver bowl, the brands imprinted on them. Dior, Côte d’Azur, Elemis and Lava. Lava? There was also a lot of black makeup. Eye shadow, mascara, lipstick. Maybe that explained the Lava.


Kendra returned with another drink. “Christ, I had to go all the way to the kitchen.”


“Did Cody have money?” Marlowe asked.


“She took a couple of hundred out of my bag, and maybe three out of my desk drawer,” Kendra said. “She also stole Lucy’s car.”


“Did you replace the car?”


“Yes, I replaced it,” Kendra said indignantly, muttering in a lower voice, “with a car of similar value.”


“Similar value?” He laughed. “How much did you make on your last movie?”


“Fuck you, Marlowe.”


Marlowe didn’t like being here. The room was like a Goodwill store in Dubai. If Kendra weren’t paying him so much he’d have left right after he met her.


“I have to go,” he said.


“What? Why so soon? You’ve only been here for twenty minutes,” Kendra said.


“I have another commitment.” Another commitment like playing Hold ’Em at the Bicycle Club or eating a banh mi sandwich at the House of Pho. She trailed him down the hallway.


“When will I hear from you?”


“When I have something to tell you.”


“Marlowe, I want her back! ” she said, adamant. She means it, Marlowe thought, but not out of parental concern. He left her in the great room yelling, “If George hadn’t insisted on you, I’d fire you right now!”


Lucy showed him to the door. “She replaced your car with one of similar value?” Marlowe said.


“That puta bought a car two years older than my car.”


“She must be hell to work for.”


“Sí. Look at this estúpida uniform.”


A man in a blue tracksuit came through the door. He was Marlowe’s age, in good shape, angled features and obsidian eyes, a calculating, suspicious expression. He might have been an oligarch’s chief of security or a stand-in for the craggy guy who played James Bond.


“Philip Marlowe,” Marlowe said, extending his hand.


The man brushed past Marlowe and was gone.


“Who’s that?”


“Pav is Kendra’s bodyguard and he drives her,” Lucy said. “He is her slave. She treat him muy malo. One day, he will pay her back.”





CHAPTER TWO



DAS BUNKER


Marlowe lived on Hollywood Boulevard just off North Ivar, a shabby, sketchy area, a few blocks and a million miles away from the TCL Chinese Theatre, IMAX, the Madame Tussauds wax museum, the El Capitan and the Hollywood and Highland shopping extravaganza. Marlowe’s neighbor Mr. Mendoza had told him gentrification was coming here but somebody mugged it along the way.


Marlowe’s stretch of the boulevard was littered sidewalks, old men camped out in vestibules and a dreary array of worn-down commercial buildings, their architecture blurred by banners, signs, graffiti, peeling paint and a thick crust of pollution. On street level, there were innumerable small shops that sold clothes, jewelry, mattresses, furniture, toys, shoes, souvenirs and electronics. Some sold all of the above.


Marlowe’s home and office was a seemingly derelict two-story building. According to the brass label on the now-defunct coal-fired boiler, it was built in 1936. A heavy security gate guarded the front entrance. The windows were boarded up and plastered with flyers, demolition notices and crude drawings of big dicks.


Marlowe drove his car around the back. A 2008 Mustang GT. He’d always wanted one as a kid and he needed a fast ride from time to time. There were other cars with more horsepower but three hundred and forty-nine was enough for him. The car was devoid of badges, reflectors and chrome strips and painted a dark, flat gray. It suited Marlowe’s aesthetic but Emmet said he should take it back to the factory and have them finish it. Marlowe parked and went inside. He turned off the alarm but didn’t bother with the light. The first floor was formerly a garage.


There was a nominal office for interviewing gangsters and exfelons. The usual boxes of stuff you couldn’t throw away were stacked on shelves. On Marlowe’s twenty-first birthday, Emmet had given him a Remington 870 pump-action shotgun with an eleven-inch barrel. Marlowe didn’t have much use for it and he was uncomfortable with guns. He kept it leaning against the wall between a rake and a long pair of pruning shears. He had a 9mm Sig in a covered frying pan on top of the stove. Marlowe went up the narrow stairs, keeping his hands to himself. There was a faint, ragged chalk line on both handrails. An early-warning system. Coming up or going down you’d leave a smear.


Marlowe had restored the hardwood floors. The living room was a rich expanse of umber oak crafted with imperfect boards, the grains and knots nearly artful. New visitors would unfailingly say some variation of “Oh my.” The furnishings were minimal. No souvenirs, objets d’art or mementos of his travels. Marlowe didn’t need a picture of the Grand Canyon and shiny piece of agate to remind himself he’d been there.


On his way back from Kendra’s he picked up some takeout from Sanamluang. He sat at a picnic table, the kind you see in a park with bench seats on either side. He’d sanded it down, stained it and liked the way it looked. He’d always been uncomfortable in dining rooms. He got an Allagash White out of the fridge, drank it with green papaya salad with chicken marinated in soy, sesame oil and coriander root, the chicken infused with a grassy, herbal flavor. He wondered how a small Thai restaurant could make fifty good dishes while Denny’s couldn’t make one, not even breakfast.


Emmet had sent Marlowe Terry’s police file. Marlowe sat down on the Eames easy chair, opened his laptop and started reading. On October thirty-first at approximately twelve midnight, Terry was shot twice in the face with a .45-caliber handgun on the beach about twenty-five yards from Kendra’s Malibu home. On occasions when Kendra was away for any length of time, Pav would invite Terry to come over and stay. They were good friends, according to the police. Pav said Terry was living in a “really lousy” apartment in Mar Vista. The temperature was fifty-two degrees, the surf was high and the wind was blowing at seventeen miles an hour. Terry was wearing pajamas and a bathrobe, making it unlikely he came out voluntarily.


Later, the police found that the combination lock on the outside gate had been cut with a bolt cutter. The surveillance camera caught the suspect coming up the side stairs. A male, wearing dark clothes, a cap and a mask. It was too dark to be certain but police thought it was a Jason mask. Height was indeterminate, broad shoulders and back. Police speculated the suspect was strong and athletic. He stumbled twice. His size 10½ shoe prints were found on the stairs. They matched none of the residents or employees.


Surveillance cameras saw Terry arrive at Kendra’s at 9:47 p.m. He took Cody to a party on Canaan Road at 10:01 and returned to the house at 10:25. A number of witnesses saw Cody at the party. Nathan Schwartz, a partygoer, age nineteen, wanted to have sex with Cody. He drove her home, arriving there at 2:21 a.m. She was obviously inebriated. Schwartz helped her up the walkway and she shut the door in his face. She wasn’t seen leaving the house until the following day. Schwartz was cleared.


Around noon on the thirty-first, Pav drove Kendra to Santa Barbara. She was attending an annual Halloween party and planned to stay with friends for at least a week. They left Malibu at approximately 1:00 in the afternoon. Pav returned from Santa Barbara at approximately 5:30, arriving at his apartment in Santa Monica at approximately 7:30. He said he didn’t leave until the following morning when he heard Terry was dead. His story could not be verified. Terry’s son, Noah, was in Lancaster playing baseball. His coaches and other players attested to his whereabouts.


Marlowe closed the laptop. He went up on the roof with a tumbler of Old Forester 1920 Prohibition Style 115-proof bourbon and a package of unfiltered Camels. He didn’t drink or smoke very often but when he did, he wanted real liquor and a real cigarette. The atmosphere wasn’t exactly pleasant. The air was warm and dirty, Friday night traffic endless in both directions. In this Hollywood there was no romance, no night filled with possibilities, no one was tapped for stardom and life was not an adventure. This Hollywood was workaday and ordinary and a grind.


As a rule, Marlowe kept close track of subcultures, worlds a private investigator might one day need to surveil, search or be a part of. The vintage T-shirts, clunky black Frankenstein shoes, studded belts and black makeup in Cody’s room were common to Emos, or “emotional hardcore.” They were an offshoot of Goth. Rites of Spring and Moss Icon were Emo bands, their music about painful relationships, emotional anguish and isolation. The T-shirt Cody was wearing in the photo said das bunker, the name of an Emo and Goth club at Pico and Crenshaw. As good a place to start as any.


The entrance to Das Bunker was like the gate to a medieval prison, the sign overhead in Halloween green. The doorman didn’t bother checking his ID. The main room was huge in that clublike way, all red lighting and blinding strobes. It was Friday night, the place packed. There was nothing new here, Marlowe thought. Not the rainbow-colored wigs, zombie makeup, gas masks, eye patches, fishnets, the profusion of buckles and straps and black leather everything. There was a stairway leading up to the simulated S&M room. He stood on the landing and carefully scanned the place. He was good at identifying faces. He didn’t see Cody.


The S&M room was as Marlowe thought it would be. Everything painted black, ominous lavender lights, a soundtrack of people screaming for mercy and the usual collection of handcuffs, plastic cat-o’-nine-tails, inexplicable wall racks and harnesses hanging from the black ceiling. A twentysomething guy was kneeling on the spanking bench. “I’m sorry, mistress,” he said defensively. “I’m really really sorry, okay? ” He looked ordinary, like the assistant manager at Panda Express.


His mistress was an undernourished young woman, all sinew and elbows, wearing a black leather hood, only her shrewish eyes showing. She was also wearing mommy jeans, a T-shirt that said the american heart association and drugstore running shoes, oddly discrepant for a dominatrix. With each whack of the Ping-Pong paddle, she yelled things like, “Submit, or I’ll bury your head in Benjamin’s sandbox!” and “That’s the stupidest haircut I’ve ever seen!” and “I’m going to burn you with a saucepan!” Abruptly, she stopped, heaved an exasperated sigh and said, “We talked about this, Larry. You’re supposed to be screaming, remember?”


Marlowe went back downstairs. He couldn’t get over it. Young people imagining what pain would feel like if it were real pain. To feel anything these days you had to join a cult, he thought. It was a little after one, the crowd was thinning, people getting tired of paying $19 for a well drink. Cody was a no-show. Some would go home but that didn’t seem to fit Marlowe’s idea of Cody. She’d probably go somewhere with friends, have coffee, eat a burger someplace that was open twenty-four hours. He stopped at IHOP, Kitchen 24, Fat Sal’s Deli and a few others. Nothing. He was walking back to the car when he stopped, closed his eyes and said, “You’re an idiot, Marlowe.”


He blamed his mental lapse on fatigue. He looked again at the photo Kendra had emailed him. Cody was sitting on the hood of a car. There was a casual ease about her. She was leaning back against the windshield, something you wouldn’t do to a stranger’s ride. Cody had left Kendra’s two weeks ago, on the first, with around five hundred in cash and Lucy’s car, probably abandoned by now. The cheapest motel in Hollywood was a hundred bucks a night. She’s broke, Marlowe thought. Someone is supporting her, probably the owner of that car. Was it Roy something, the boy Kendra said was pathetic in the womb? The license plate was legible. He’d do a search in the morning.


Marlowe drove home, climbed the stairs and went into the bedroom. He left the room dark and undressed. A “light painting” hung on the wall opposite the bed. It was created by an artist named Hap Tivey. It might have been a sixty-inch TV or a super-large monitor. The entire screen was an intense field of saturated light with seemingly infinite depth. Look at it long enough, and the painting began to move, like clouds behind a diaphanous blue curtain. Marlowe stared at it until he became the blue. He relaxed. The whirring images of the day’s irritations and activities slowed until his mind was blank. He lay down and fell asleep.


Roy Duncan was the registered owner of a 2010 Nissan Sentra. He was twenty-one years old, 5′11″, 145 pounds, no criminal record. His driver’s license photo revealed a young man with bad acne, big ears and pink bangs fringing his wide, sweaty forehead. He had a confused expression, like he’d walked into the wrong house. He was an assistant manager at Jiffy Lube. A baby daddy if there ever was one.


Roy lived in a crappy apartment building on South Normandie. Marlowe figured Cody would sleep all day and come out late like a vole or a snake. He went over there around nine thirty and checked the underground garage. Roy’s Sentra was there. It was Saturday night. Odds were, a seventeen-year-old Emo with a fake ID and her twenty-one-year-old boyfriend were going out. Marlowe sat in his car, waiting for the Sentra to emerge from the garage. It was nearing ten o’clock when Cody and Roy came out the front door of the building. Are they walking? Marlowe thought. Why not take the car?


Roy was shaped like a stick with two knots that served as his shoulders. He was wearing a long Dracula coat, white makeup, black lipstick, and the unfortunate pink bangs. Convenient for Cody. Roy had his own place, paid the rent, and the possibility of sex, or even affection, was probably enough to keep him subservient. The couple was arguing, Roy pleading and Cody exasperated, her arms folded across her chest. Finally, she looked skyward, conceding. They walked off down the street. The argument was probably about the car, mused Marlowe.


He was about to get out of the Mustang when a man appeared from somewhere behind him and rushed after the kids. It was so abrupt and obvious Marlowe froze. He got out of the car and followed. The man stayed behind the couple and on the other side of the street. Marlowe could only see him from the back. He was of indeterminate age, good build and he moved well. He was wearing dark clothes and a black ski cap. Uh-oh. The only people who dressed like that were commandos and criminals. Was the man following Cody or was he going to attack?


Cody and Roy turned on Kenmore, a seedy commercial street. A dry cleaner’s, a Persian grocery store, a Korean restaurant, everything closed. Nothing but the same for several blocks. Where are they going? Marlowe wondered. There was some traffic. If the man was going to attack, it wouldn’t be here, he thought. The couple stopped at the entrance to an alley. They argued again, Roy explaining, a desperate quality about him, gesturing like the alley would be a better way to go. Cody quarreled, then shook her head wearily and gave in. Roy was paying the rent, after all. They entered the alley, the man not far behind. “Aw hell,” Marlowe said. This is a setup.


The alley was long, lit only by yellow bulbs over some of the fire exits. The stretch of asphalt went dark-light, dark-light all the way to the end of the block. Broken glass glinted, litter skipped in a light breeze. Cody was walking fast, pissed, Roy trailing, saying things to mollify her. The man quickened his pace. He pulled the ski cap down over his face. A gun had appeared at his side.


“Shit,” Marlowe hissed. He went after the man as fast and as quietly as he could. If he was detected too soon, the man would turn and shoot him. Cody and Roy were in a dark patch and so was the man. Marlowe couldn’t see either. Instinctively, he shouted, “Cody, RUN!”


The man jerked around and saw Marlowe. He started to shoot but realized his target was getting away. He turned again, the gun rose and the silencer spat three times. But the kids had reached the end of the alley and were turning the corner. The man swung around a second time and fired three more shots, but Marlowe had already darted between two buildings. He ran a bit and hid in a doorway. Was the man following him? No, he’d be focused on getting away.


Where did Cody and Roy go? Marlowe thought. When the pair reached the end of the alley, he saw them turning left. They were probably circling around to the apartment and relative safety. Marlowe took off in the other direction. He’d get there ahead of them and wait. He ran easily, his breathing rhythmic and steady. He arrived at the building, stood near the intercom and looked at his phone, an excuse to be anywhere these days.


Minutes later, Cody and Roy arrived, staggering, breathing in heaves and nearly hysterical, Roy fumbling with his keys.


“Hurry up!” Cody said.


“I’m trying!”


Roy finally got the door open. Before it closed, Marlowe slipped in behind them, the kids too distracted to notice. He trailed them down the hall to an apartment. Roy got that door open. The couple went in, Marlowe right behind them. He shoved Cody hard. She bumped into Roy and they both stumbled into the living room and fell to the floor. They were too exhausted to get up.


“Who … are you,” Cody said between gasps.


“My name’s Marlowe. I’m the guy who saved you from getting shot in the back.”


“What … are … you doing here?”


“I’m a private detective, Kendra sent me. She wants you to come home.” Cody drew in a sharp breath; her eyes red, wide with anger and fear.


“Oh she does, does she?” she said savagely. “I don’t know who you are, asshole, but that’s never going to happen!”


“Why not?” Marlowe said. “It’d be better than staying in this dump.”


“Do you know what happened to my dad?”


“I know he was murdered.”


Cody sneered. “The police don’t know who did it but I do.”


“Oh really? And who might that be?”


“Kendra. Kendra killed my dad!”





CHAPTER THREE



HANDLE YOUR SHIT, GIRL


Cody was curled up in the passenger seat, arms around herself, her head against the window. Before tonight, the idea of life-threatening danger had seemed adventurous and exciting, even romantic. She’d been so stupid, so naïve. She wanted to smash her face on the dashboard. That unintended consequences thing was no joke. She kept replaying in her mind what happened. Walking with that idiot, Roy, fed up with him—and then that voice, Cody, RUN! A gun flashed in the dark, bullets zipping past and then she was running. She saw herself sprawled on the asphalt, life leaking out of the bullet holes in her back. She was almost killed! She cried and tried to keep the sniffling down. She hated it when she cried. It made her feel vulnerable, it made her feel weak. She avoided showing her hand to anyone. She glanced at Marlowe. He’d risked his life for her. He didn’t have to, he just did.


“Thank you,” she whispered.


“You’re welcome,” he said.


Emmet Marlowe lived in South Central LA, renamed by the city South LA, as if political correctness would make the residents forget about the proliferation of gangs, poverty and drug addiction. It was like naming your attack dog Melissa or Cupcake. Emmet’s front yard was overgrown with ferns, agave plants, banana palms and dwarf palmettos. He called it his garden. Marlowe called it laziness. He pushed and ducked his way through the foliage, Cody behind him.


“Who lives here?” Cody said. “Apes?” Marlowe sucked in a deep breath. This was going to be an ordeal. He rang the bell.


“Dad, it’s me. Open up.” He rang the bell again. “Dad? Open up!”


“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming,” Emmet groused. Emmet reminded his son of Harry Dean Stanton. All scrawny and disjointed, like his skeleton had been assembled from leftover parts and not enough screws. The door opened. Emmet was in his boxer shorts, scowling, his legs like hairy chicken bones. For no apparent reason, he was wearing a hideous Hawaiian shirt. It looked like a family of parrots were trying to kill each other.


“Dad,” Marlowe said.


“Philip,” Emmet said. He always said his son’s name like a cuss word. It was the main reason why Marlowe preferred Marlowe. Emmet eyed Cody up and down, his lip curled like he was about to bark. “Who are you?” he said gruffly.


“What’s it to you, gramps?” Cody said.


“Gramps? The only way I’d be your gramps is if your mother married a jackass.”


“What are you doing here anyway?” Cody retorted. “I thought the Clampetts lived in Beverly Hills.”


“Jesus, enough,” Marlowe said.


They went inside. Cody looked around, confused and a little dismayed. Except for the dust and dishevelment, the living room was the same as it was thirty-three years ago, when Emmet and Addie first moved in. Same oak-veneer furniture, lacy curtains, lampshades with fringes on them and a thousand knickknacks. It was as if the historical society preserved the place but didn’t hire a cleaning lady.


“So what’s this about?” Emmet said.


“Her name is Cody, she’s Kendra James’s stepdaughter,” Marlowe explained. “A little while ago somebody tried to kill her. I brought her here for safekeeping.”


“Here? Christ. Why don’t you keep her with you?”


“If the killer finds out she’s my client, he’ll come to my— Dad, could you please put some pants on?”


“Where’s she going to stay?” Emmet said, seemingly outraged.


“Second bedroom.”


“You’re not eating my food, girlie.”


“Food like what?” Cody shot back. “Oatmeal? Ovaltine?” Marlowe sighed. This would be less like an ordeal and more like a cage fight.


Cody dropped her backpack on the floor and sat on the bed. She covered her face with her hands and sobbed, “I’m so fucked.” Of all the people who could have rescued her, it was a goddamn private detective! A professional snoop! She was stuck here too. She’d spent the last of Roy’s money on a half ounce of Sunset Kush. And the moron kept texting her. Where are you? Are you okay? Can I pick you up? Piss off, you mutt. Everything was coming apart and closing in. Panic seized her by the throat. “I’ve gotta get out of here!” she blurted. She wasn’t “allowed” to call Eli. She texted him. EMERGENCY! EMERGENCY! HAVE TO TALK! It took him forty-five long minutes to call back.


“Somebody tried to shoot me!” Cody cried.


“What? What are you talking about?” Eli said. She told him about the man in the alley and how Marlowe had saved her. She told him she was safe, a house somewhere in the ghetto. She could feel the change in mood. Eli was paying attention.


“Who was it? The guy with the gun,” he said.


“I don’t know but he had a silencer,” Cody said. Usually Eli had something smartass to say but this time he said nothing. You could feel his alarm escalating through the phone.


“Eli? Are you there?”


“Yeah, I’m here. We might be in trouble.”


“Might? You’ve got to be kidding,” Cody said.


“Uh, okay, just, uh, sit tight and we’ll figure something out.”


Eli sounded terrified. He should be, she thought. There was a knock on the door. She jumped.


“Cody, could you come out here, please?” Marlowe said.


“I have to go. I love you,” she whispered. Eli ended the call before he could say it back. That hurt.


“Cody?” Marlowe said again.


She took a deep breath. This could unravel everything. She felt her hard self returning. Handle your shit, girl. “Coming,” she said.


While Cody was cleaning up, Marlowe caught Emmet up on the day’s happenings. They worked together on some of Marlowe’s cases. Informally. No one was in charge and no one gave orders, each of them independent to do what they thought was best. Emmet had access to police reports and he would send copies to Marlowe. Marlowe would send Emmet his notes. This nonseparation of labor agreement made some of their efforts redundant, but that was understood. Only the narrow focus of the case kept them from having more than words. They both knew where the line was and stayed well away from it.


Marlowe sat at the breakfast table, checking his emails. Emmet was looking in the fridge, nothing in there but a twelve-pack of Coors, two eggs, half a loaf of stale bread and a head of iceberg lettuce the same color as a basketball. Emmet had changed into a pair of stained sweatpants, the crotch sagging nearly to his knees.


“You looked better in the boxer shorts,” Cody said as she entered the room. She was wearing jeans and a yellow T-shirt. Her hair was wet, face shiny, no makeup. The Emo girl next door. “Does Grandpa have to be here?” she said.


“It’s my goddamn house. I’ll be where I want, girlie,” Emmet said.


“Could you knock it off with the ‘girlie’?”


“Have a seat,” Marlowe said.


She sat across from him, drew up her knees and put her arms around them. “Can I have a beer?”


“No, you can’t,” Emmet said.


“Give her one, Dad. She’s been through hell,” Marlowe said. Emmet reluctantly took one out of the fridge and set it down in front of her. Marlowe thought she might have asked for a beer to establish herself as an adult, an equal. Emmet refuses, Marlowe consents. He understands. He let her sip her beer and settle in.


“Why do you think Kendra had your father killed?” he asked.


“I have my reasons.”


“What reasons?”


“You said Kendra sent you,” Cody replied, belligerent. “You’re working for her, not me. If I tell you something you might turn around and call her. I’d be trapped here.”


“I just saved your life. Why would I want to endanger it?”


“Money trumps everything,” she sneered.


“Pretty jaded for a kid,” Emmet said. “Yeah, must be hard living out there in Malibu. Walk out your front door and you could get shit on by a sandpiper.”


Cody cupped her hand to her ear. “You know, I think I hear them calling you from the senior center, gramps. It’s your turn for shuffleboard.”


“Okay, that’s enough,” Marlowe said.


“Look. I’m not saying anything with him here, okay?” Cody said. “Not a word.” Emmet got up and abruptly left the room.


“Can we talk now?” Marlowe said.


“No, not really,” Cody said. “You’re still on Kendra’s payroll.” Emmet returned and slapped his LAPD badge down on the table.


“Homicide detective for seventeen years. You’re gonna talk to us, or I’ll drag you down to the station right now. I’ll take a statement and put you in a holding cell with girls who will eat you like a raspberry Pop-Tart, so you better start talking or go put your shoes on.” Chastened, Cody pursed her lips and tipped her head sideways.


“Who was the man in the alley?” Marlowe asked.


“Pav, Kendra’s bodyguard,” Cody said.


“How do you know?” Emmet said. “Given your wonderful personality it could have been anybody.”


Cody gave him a look. “Kendra had Pav kill Terry and now she wants me dead too.”


“Why?” Marlowe said.


“Because I know what they did. I have it on tape,” she said, confident now. Father and son exchanged a glance. Cody got out her phone, fiddled with it and played a recording. There was a lot of ambient sound, wind noise, rustling and scraping. “The sound’s not too good,” she said.


Pav: “Those investigators are … take the blame … your idea.”


Kendra: “ … be a baby … can’t find evidence in … had to kill …”


Pav: “ … take the blame … your idea.”


Then Pav had a coughing fit; they listened to him hacking and clearing his throat.


Kendra: “Do you have to …”


Pav: “Yes, I have to!”


Kendra: “ … glad you killed … little shit.”


Pav: “We could still … trouble.”


Kendra: “ … it’s over … they’re not going to …”


Pav: “ … How … know? You’re not …”


Kendra: “How do I … because it’s nothing.”


There was more ambient noise and the tape ended.


“That’s it?” said Emmet.


“Yeah, that’s it. Isn’t it enough?” Cody said.


“When did you record this?” Marlowe said.


“Two days after Terry was shot,” Cody said.


“How did you record it? Why does it keep cutting in and out?”


Cody remembered what happened all too vividly. It was Saturday and Saturdays she had a routine. Her friends would pick her up early, like eleven or noon. No guys. It was a whole different dynamic and they were exhausting. The group would eat somewhere or hang at somebody’s house or lie out by the pool, drinking and smoking weed. In the early evening, they’d go home, sleep, do their nails, do nothing, and later on, prepare for a night out.


On that day, Cody had a cold and was pissed about it, spending the whole morning and afternoon thrashing around in bed or watching TV. Her primary occupation was sneezing and blowing her nose. Her nose and upper lip were red. “Very attractive, Cody,” she said to the bathroom mirror. She was wearing one of Terry’s old sweaters that hung down to her knees and her pajama bottoms, which made her feel worse.


She was hungry. She left her room and slogged down the hallway, wondering if there was anything good left. Noah and Chris had stayed over. They ate like really handsome refugees. She passed through the great room and into the vast open kitchen. She opened the fridge and stopped. Faintly, she could hear Pav and Kendra arguing. She could tell by the tone and the rise and fall of their voices. She loved it when those two assholes went at it. She smiled. She had her phone in the sweater pocket. She could record them. Wouldn’t it be cool to play it for them someday? See their faces when they heard themselves being ridiculous? They were out on the deck. No way to do it without being seen.


“Damn,” she said. She really wanted to record them. An idea came to her but it would require a lot of effort. Was it really worth the trouble? She felt like shit. But once she decided something she was relentless. Eli said she was part pit bull, part earthmover. She found the blue key in a drawer. She went out the side door and down the stairs that led to the beach. She went around to the opposite side of the house, staying close to the foundation so they wouldn’t see her. There was a small door. She opened it with the blue key and entered the crawl space underneath the deck. She had to duck her head. She knew where Kendra and Pav were. Sitting at the table, with a pitcher or two of martinis. She got directly underneath them. She turned on the recording app and held the phone up to the sliver of light between the boards.


They were going back and forth, talking about Pav’s screwups. Cody was shocked. “Unbelievable,” she whispered. Did they really go that far? She would have stayed longer but her arm was tired and her neck was sore. She brought the phone down—and sneezed.
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