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PUBLISHER’S NOTE


The text of this novel remains true to the author’s original intentions and their desire to create believable amoral characters and accurately reflect their vocabulary.


As such, readers should be aware that there are hurtful, racist phrases and terminology used in this fictional context. In line with the author’s wishes to maintain the authenticity of the original and the fictional world represented, we have chosen to leave the text in its entirety rather than change language to reflect today’s world. This does not, however, constitute an endorsement of the characterization, content or language used.









— TO MY MOTHER AND FATHER — 
One died before the beginning.
One fell along the way.
I am always us.









According to Aztec myth, the sun god Huitzilopochtli was responsible for driving back the darkness—the moon and the stars—at the start of each day. He required strength for the struggle and he needed to be nourished with human blood.


Archeology Today




Blood and Family


Darkness and Death


Absolute Depravity


.44


Written on the back of


an envelope containing a


letter sent by the Son of


Sam to Jimmy Breslin





God and Satan, why they’re no different than the government or McDonald’s. Just franchises to keep the money coming in by giving the locals something they can depend on.




Edward Constanza,


“Letter to the Editor,”


Los Angeles Herald Examiner,


1984
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I


FALL 1970


It is 7:23 on a Sunday morning when the Sheriff’s Department in Clay, California, gets the call a woman has been murdered. The boy is at a pay phone by the entrance to the freeway. His dirt bike lies ten feet away, along the shoulder where he’s dropped it. The wind weaves sand through the still-spinning tire spokes. He has to cup his hand over his ear to hear the officer’s questions above the passing trucks. He relates a series of horrifying images, and after he hangs up he sits in the dirt and cries.


Two Sheriff’s Department patrol cars speed out Route 138, Palmdale Boulevard, and then take the hard turn onto Route 15 heading northeast. They drive without sirens through Barstow, passing the ghost mining town of Calico, all clapboard and tin just north of the freeway.


Two deputies in one car. A sergeant in the other. They ride in black silence. After all, this is the country of Charles Manson and The Process and Sunset Boulevard witchcraft. It is the country that spawned such phrases as “Thou shalt kill” and “Helter Skelter.”


At the Calico Road exit they find the boy by his dirt bike. He is a wispy excuse for twelve, and he holds the sergeant tightly as he is led to the patrol car. He guides them north, pointing the way up through Paradise Springs Road.


The wind grows worse, blowing its poisonous alkali chlorides and carbonates down from Inyo County and China Lake. Moving up through the Mojave Desert they pass the Calico Early Man Site, where scattered on the shores of ancient, dry Coyote Lake are the oldest known remains of our ancestors in North America. Here a solitary core of studied diggers found rudimentary tools of stone and arrows, fossilized fletchings, and puzzle parts of clay jugs. The crude trappings of commerce, the crude trappings of war.


The patrol cars move off the main road and onto a broken trail that traverses a forgotten playa set between the Calico Mountains and the Paradise Range. Their vehicles rock and heave over the sifting climb of slow dunes.


The boy’s hand comes up and points again. His legs arch onto the seat in an almost fetal position. Ahead, the sergeant, one John Lee Bacon, makes out the antiquated silver-hulled trailer where the woman lives, shining dully through the dust. They pull up and stop, and as the three sheriffs step out of the vehicles they unsnap the guards on their pistols.


The blowing sand is like cut glass against their skin. The trailer stands before them, defined by a garden of bottle art mortared into cement stalagmites, rusting chassis, old chairs, and pitted road sign warnings within a labyrinth of cholla and creosote and yerba santa plants that the woman has grown for their powers of healing and poison.


Sergeant Bacon is twenty-four years old, but his ax-thin face already shows the early signs of dissipation. He orders one of the sheriffs to track his way around the trailer; the other will follow as a back-up.


The little they know of the woman has come from the boy, who occasionally rode his dirt bike across the playa to charm her out of a soda, and what they’ve picked up over their radios. She is called Hannah by those who know her. She has no last name. No driver’s license. She has lived there as long as anyone remembers. Her skin is honey-colored black. Her hair is white and hangs in bush locks almost to her waist. She is known to walk barefoot for miles singing out loud, unafraid of snakes, cleaning the desert floor of debris. Some say she is mad, others are more pitying and call her harmless and eccentric. Occasionally she would be seen in the churches of the surrounding towns drinking beer from the bottle and laughing at the locals.


As they approach the screen door they hear the nickering of mobiles hung somewhere in the distance. Off-key brass and stone notes in a twilight chorus. John Lee can feel the sweat creeping out between his thumb and the hammer of his pistol.


They enter cautiously. The windows and air vents in the ceiling have been left open and the sand swirls around the frayed furnishings and unwashed dishes. The wind curls the edges of snapshots, taped to the walls, of passersby who once wandered across the barren plat and were caught by the woman’s camera. A confusion of faces going back generations. Faces spotted up between wind-furled clippings from magazines and cookbooks, between pages of poetry and bits of humor. The wind tears at the backs of some of the clippings and they float away. But it is the stench that overwhelms the sheriffs.


“Sergeant?”


John Lee glances at the deputy, who points to the floor. John Lee walks over to him and kneels down. He sees an arterial line of blood, dried the color of cheap wine and flecked with sand, running the length of the trailer toward a sheet hung across the bedroom doorway. The sheet lifts and turns like an apparition, then falls away. Through the sand both men can see the sheet had been hand-painted with a heraldic lily and a rose.


John Lee stands and starts for the bedroom. The deputy follows. They step carefully past the tracings of blood that have pooled out where the floor wasn’t level.


They turn the sheet back. The small grotto of a bedroom is filled with shells and fossil stones. The air is poisoned with flies and their noses begin to burn from the vile odor of rotting flesh. Then they see her, lying on her side at the foot of the bed.


One moment taints John Lee’s dreams forever. He will see it all in fragments over and over again. The gas-bloated frame. The skin where it has burst apart and the open lesions rank with white maggots leeching pink-brown muscle. The bullet wound to the side of the skull that leaves shards of bone with blood and brain jelly trailing up the wall like the spanning wings of a bird. The eyes driven from their sockets by the concussion of the shot. The knife wounds across the back and chest that leave bloody chevrons on the woolly white seaman’s sweater. The skin sluiced in bizarre patterns that border on ritual. And in a wrinkled turn of her coarse garment, a single pearl.


It will all become an indelible part of his subconscious.


All that night Homicide and Forensics units hunt for evidence, but the sand had beaten them to it, papering over whatever tracks and prints might have existed.


There is one slim lead. A son named Cyrus. Hannah had taken care of a child she’d found abandoned on Fort Dixon Road. He was a tall boy with large hands and brooding yellow-green eyes, and as he got older he carried himself like some solitary acolyte. Twice he’d been sent to juvenile hall in Los Angeles for possession of narcotics and assault. But this just dead-ends. The boy had run off three years before, when he was seventeen, and had not been seen since.


By morning the newspapers get word and they rush the playa in their Jeeps and Travelalls. They’re hungry for a story, and this one reeks of lurid headlines.


One reporter, while wandering the playa, discovers in a dry riverbed a few hundred yards from the trailer a totem of sorts. Granite and limestone boulders squared up block by block form what resembles a primitive furnace. Etched into the rock are prehistoric signs. A bird. A bull. A tree. Symbols of earth and air, fire and water. And in the center is a snake devouring itself. The sign of Ourabouris. The same sign that is discovered during the autopsy to have been tattooed on Hannah’s shoulder. All this the news draws up in squalid detail. Hannah’s death is christened “The Furnace Creek Cult Murder.”
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NOVEMBER 1995


Case’s screams tear at her very bones and wrack the hallway outside her small apartment in the rehab house. She crouches on the bathroom floor before the toilet. She is only twenty-nine, but the free fall back into her two-hundred-dollar-a-day habit has left her gaunt. Her skin is yellow, her arms marked with blue-black welts. Two days off the junk. The third is always the black hole. A pure moment of hell before the resurrection.


Her stomach heaves in spasm. A guttural sucking out of the air. The woman in the apartment next door, trembling from the horrid screams, calls down to Anne.


Anne rushes through the dark hovel of the living room toward a crease of light, where she sees Case clawing at the white floor tiles, digging her chewed fingernails into the grouting.


Anne sits and tries to cradle Case in her arms. Case’s head jerks toward her in jarring lurches.


She was a small girl again. Not more than ten. A street runaway with small pointed breasts. She was naked and she was being carried by four of them like some vestal virgin. She was taken and forced inside the skinned torso of a dead cow. There was blood everywhere. She could feel the sweet sticky hourglass of the cow’s ribs press up against her own. The weight of its breastbone forcing air out of her. She felt as if she was going to suffocate and she gagged.


She vomits before she can reach the toilet. Anne tries to press twenty milligrams of Robaxin into Case’s hand for the spasm, but she knocks the pills away and they twirl across the bare tiles.


“I’m gonna fuckin’ go at this straight up.”


“What!”


“I’m gonna go at . . .”


“Why! Why suffer the withdrawal?”


Case rocks back and forth. “You’re not gonna hear any of that ‘It’s not my fault’ shit, or ‘Nobody should blame me’ or ‘How can I help but be a heroin addict’ and ‘It’s not so friggin’ bad.’ I want to suffer.” She gasps. “Get it. Fuckin’ A. I want to feel it all. I want to fuckin’ bleed so I’ll know . . .”


Anne stares at her, frightened. Case grabs hold of Anne’s face, twisting her fingers through the woman’s dreadlocks. “I want it to cut me to ribbons. Then I’ll know.”


Cyrus clawed one hand onto her vagina and the other around her ass and he dragged her from the bloody carcass. She hung in his arms. He smeared his hand in the blood that covered the floor. He wiped it across his mouth and tongue and then he kissed her and pressed his tongue far enough into her mouth to make her choke. She retched and he pulled back and held her by the hair and whispered, “You are born again.”


Fuckin’ death. Her stomach contracts at the very words. Helpless, she’s thrown through a flash fire of thoughts. You are born again. Vivid life moments, three frames in length. Gutter and Lena and Granny Boy. Flashbulb fast. Sinister and moving and tragic. Snippets out of some Jungian MTV nightmare. Every black-and-white blowjob and backlit truck-stop hump. Watching your tits mature in blue-ice light under the pawing sweat-filthed hands of businessmen and junked-out middle-class housewives. Just one great juke hole to the upside-down cross. You are born again. Grovelling at the spray-painted slogans of the Left-Handed Path. Serving his alleged only begotten son. Knifing drug dealers to cop their stashes in pitch-black parking lots on moonless nights. Robbing neon-framed gas station attendants for a few bucks or on a whim. Kicking some shopkeeper half to death ’cause Cyrus overheard him talking about his faith in Christ.


You are born again.


She grabs at the stanchions that support the sink. Two bars to a cage. Or the two pillars Samson pushed apart to cast down the temple. No fuckin’ chance of that.


You are born again to the Left-Handed Path.


What she would do for a little juice right now. Just enough to . . .


You are born . . .


She forces herself to live through the final beating, when she broke from Cyrus. The boot-hard kicks that broke her sternum and fractured her skull and the taste of . . .


She begins to feel herself split apart.


“I will not break . . .”


She’s living out a full dose of Mach One, and her teeth are clacking so hard they sound like the bones in some seer’s cup right before the roll of prophecy. There’s no sleep for junkies on the way down. None. Just reckless, restless nausea and diarrhea and cold sweats and fumbling speech.


“I will not break . . .”


Anne grabs a towel from the rack and wipes Case’s cropped black hair, which sticks up in sweaty greased clumps. She wipes at the sweat pouring off the edge of her nose and chin.


The old rage puts on its wolf’s-teeth mask. The tiled floor becomes the white stone slab waiting for her corpse. Case curls into a fetal position. Her drenched T-shirt clings to her back, and the cold from the tiles leaves her shivering.


Anne runs into the bedroom to get a blanket and covers her up.


“I will not break. I will not . . . I . . . will not . . . I will not. Fuck you, Cyrus. Fuck you. I will not break . . .”


She repeats the sentence over and over again. A delusional broken mantra she drives into the very essence of her being.


“I will not break. I . . . will not break. I will not . . .” Saliva hangs in a string line from her lips to the floor. She hears a siren along Hollywood Boulevard swell up, shrill, then slowly slip away down past Western Avenue. She begins to cry. She cries from the center of her being. Cries for the little girl born to be left behind.
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CHRISTMAS WEEK 1995


A small wooden windmill sits on top a mailbox near the entrance to a dirt driveway that crooks its way up a hill and onto a flat prow of stony ground and ends at a fifties-style ranch house. As the windmill’s warped vanes creak, five figures emerge from the brush like a coven conjured out of the black earth.


They are a patchquilt of jeans and leathers. Bare-soled boots and chain-braided vests over scrubby T-shirts. One, a boy named Gutter, has a safety pin awled through his lower lip. Another, a girl named Lena, has her hair greased back and dyed up like a rainbow. Their faces and arms are tattooed with anarchistic designs. They have pistols and knives wedged into their belts and boots. As they fan into the darkness they are a vision of post-apocalyptic rock-and-roll revenants.


Cyrus stops them about fifty yards shy of the house and looks the grounds over. The bushes by the front door are tasseled with holiday lights and dance to the wind like illuminated ghosts. He looks back down at the road. Via Princessa cuts a silent, pitch-dark path around the hills toward the freeway. He listens and waits, his senses taking everything in quarter by quarter. The only sound is the windmill’s rusted spoke arcing round its unvarying center. He gives orders silently, using a spartan wave of the blue barrel of his shotgun.


He sends Granny Boy and Wood across the driveway to follow a ravine that backs up and around the house toward the shed and corral where the girl keeps her horse. Lena is sent along a row of cypress trees to the near side of the house, which faces the Antelope Freeway. She is to check out a set of glass patio doors that lead from the den to the pool. Gutter is left behind in case some car comes along Via Princessa and turns up into the driveway. He’s only to make for the house when Cyrus lets him know it’s dyin’ time.


Gabi sits alone on the window seat listening to her CD player and watching the headlights of the cars on the freeway flare by. She takes a kind of mindless pleasure imagining the lives tucked away behind those flooding headlights that fill out the dark and then dissolve on toward Canyon Country. At fourteen she is flush with the idea the whole world has a date with something interesting—except her. She is all will and dreams trapped inside a child’s body.


The door to her bedroom is cracked open just enough so she can hear the vague intonations of an argument between her mother and stepfather.


She gets up and crosses the room and slips out into the hallway. She peeks around the corner and sees the kitchen squared up within and beyond the dark frame of the den. Her mother steps into view. She is rubbing her right hand with her left, then the left with her right. It is a gesture of her mother’s Gabi knows all too well, and it means she is about ready to cry or lunge into an angry outburst. Occasionally she does both at the same time.


The den carries their words through to the hall like some huge woofer.


“Talk to me, Sam.”


“About what?”


“Oh, Sam . . .”


“There’s nothing.”


Her stepfather’s tone has that uncommunicative edge she’s heard in a lot of their conversations lately.


Her mother passes out of view, and now the room is just a backdrop of white kitchen cabinets hung in space.


“Sam, don’t you know when you talk like that you give yourself away.”


“Sarah, I mean it. There’s . . .”


“Don’t do this,” she says angrily. “I won’t stand for a shut door to your emotions. I left Bob because of that.”


To hear her father’s name spoken that way, used as some sort of negative example, makes Gabi feel sick and angry. And lonely. That’s the worst of it. To feel like you’re the sum total of someone else’s separation.


It hurts her to listen, so she goes back to her room and sullenly closes the door on them. Her dog has already found the warm spot on the window seat where she had been and is making himself comfortable. She slumps down next to him and curls her feet under his belly.


“Make with some room, Poncho.”


He’s part cocker and part question mark: the floppy ears and pooly eyes of one, and the scruff-box short hair and gangly long legs of the other. He had been her father’s birthday present to her and a way of keeping them close.


She glances out the window to find herself there in the night, staring back miserably. The long slender face, the skin a burnished summer yellow pooling around deeply set eyes. The details of her features swim a bit in the glass, but their import is unmistakable. Each day she is evolving more and more into the image of her mother. And at this moment, as much as she loves her mother, she hates her for having such a profound effect on her very being.


She looks back across the room at the clock by her bed. It’s closing in on 10:30.


She and her father have this little ritual every Tuesday and Thursday night when he’s working the late shift. At 10:30, as he cruises past on the freeway, he slows down and throws on the overhead flashers of his sheriff’s patrol car, and she responds by flipping her bedroom light on and off. It’s their secret way of saying good night.


Through the tangled cross of manzanita trees at the edge of the slope, Cyrus watches the nigger sheep and his porcelain wife arguing in the kitchen. If they only knew the book of life was about to close on them.


Lena makes her way back from the house along the lip of the ridge, using the high grass as cover against the moonlight. She slips up behind Cyrus and leans against him.


The years of pills and junk have left her with a face that seems to hover between life and death. She points a hand toward the house. On the back of each finger is tattooed the date of a death she has had a hand in.


She whispers, “Besides the front and patio doors, there’s one more. And that goes to the service entrance behind the kitchen, there, on the far wall. I couldn’t find signs of no security system.”


“Just the nigger and his brood in there?”


She nods. “I crawled right up to the house and that’s all I saw. They got a dog though, but you could finish it with just a good set of teeth.”


“Give me the hypodermic.”


She takes a black needle case from her back pocket and hands it to Cyrus. He opens it. One needle, two vials of clear liquid. More than enough to play. He closes the case and slips it into the pocket of his frayed deerskin coat.


“Alright. Let’s go wish the sheep a Merry Christmas.”


“Why are you so sexually unresponsive to me?”


Sam leans back against the stove, short an answer. Sarah turns and grabs a photo from a nest of snapshots held to the refrigerator door by a miniature magnetic blender. She crosses the room and holds the photo up so Sam can see it.


“Is this all we are now?”


He looks at the snapshot Gabi took of Maureen and John at the last family barbecue. A perfect mismatch of people sitting side by side at a picnic table. Maureen a little too drunk to care about the disrespect her husband, John Lee, shows her. Sam says nothing, but he can’t believe that of all the photos she grabbed that particular one. It’s almost as if she were psychic.


“I don’t know what you mean, Sarah.”


“I mean, are we like them? Has our marriage boiled down to that? Just a hideous fraud. Something we make up along the way to get what we want until we want something else. And if we don’t get that or don’t want it anymore, well . . . we just cast it aside and keep what we have until . . . the next little thing comes along. Are we down to trade and barter?”


He can feel a guilty headache coming on. “I don’t know what you’re fuckin’ talking about,” he says.


Sarah swings the kitchen door shut. “Don’t use that kind of language with me. Not in this house.”


He throws up his hands.


“Do you know what commitment is?”


“Jesus, Sarah . . .”


“It’s not just an idea, or a part-time gig. It’s a way of life.” She throws the photo down on the kitchen table and gives him a hard look across folded arms. “Are you having an affair?”


She watches him carefully. His huff across to the refrigerator, passing within inches of her. The tug at the refrigerator door, the taking of a beer, the twisting off of the cap. All done with an uncomfortable boredom.


He goes to sit at the kitchen table when, outside, Gabi’s horse starts to stalk the corral, whinnying. A high, shrill call.


Gabi sits watching the freeway when something forms a withery outline just past the lamplit tiles of the pool. She leans up against the glass, cupping her hands around her eyes to see better. The bush grass wrestles and bends. Maybe it’s a coyote or a wild dog. Maybe even a deer. Sometimes deer make their way down from the hills of the Angeles National Forest, which backs up their property. What a hoot. Christmas week and a deer comes to visit. But then something steel-like and shiny seeps through a row of trees. It glistens once. Twice. Like a broken fragment of a star. And then it’s gone.


She begins to feel a little anxious. It wouldn’t be the first time someone wandered up the hill.


She goes out into the hall. The kitchen door is closed but she can hear her mother and stepfather still in the throes of it.


Poncho follows her toward the living room.


It is dark except for the twinkling lights of the Christmas tree, which cast starburst shadows onto the ceiling. She stands in the middle of the room looking from window to window. She is wearing a T-shirt and shorts and feels unusually cold. She glances at the patio doors. They are slightly open. Only inches, but enough to let the night air in. Her mother always keeps them closed. Maybe she and Sam went outside when they were talking and forgot to close them when they came back in.


Gabi is crossing the room to close the doors when something shapeshifts up behind her. She sees its alter-image lunge across the ceiling.


She manages one scream. Just one, before her voice is swallowed by a huge hand. Then everything happens at once. The kitchen door is flung open and hits the wall. Her mother shouts her name as Gabi is lifted off the ground, kicking. The tree is knocked over, taking a scythe line of glittering light spots with it. Gabi claws at the hand over her mouth as her head is pulled around. She is face-to-face with gaunt eyes above cheeks branded in ink with lightning bolts that drip blood. There is another scream and a shotgun blast discharges and the whole house seems to echo and shake and reek with acrid smoke.


Bob Hightower is cruising the Antelope Freeway and going through his Christmas list of disappointments. Another holiday alone, without Gabi, without Sarah. The sum total of his life; he’s thirty-eight, with a hatful of bad memories, and clinging to a job that is his last lifeline to order.


Come Christmas morning he’ll get up, shave, put on a suit, go to church, then be the odd man out at either Arthur’s house or John and Maureen’s. They’ll have the appropriate turkey dinner and they’ll pass out the perfunctory presents, say all the right things, and then he’ll drive home after dark, sit alone in his living room, the living room without even a tree, and get drunk and cry.


He looks at himself in the rearview mirror and tries to calculate who he is. He searches for the man who once incubated a kind of starry optimism. The face is the same, only the hopes have changed. Diminishing returns.


He should never have allowed himself to fall under his ex-father-in-law’s influence. No, “allowed himself ” is not a fair accounting. Succumbed is closer to the truth. He succumbed to Arthur’s plan of manipulating John Lee into slopping him down behind a desk. He succumbed to the job’s safeties and proprieties and potential advances. All for Sarah’s sake. So she wouldn’t end up a sheriff’s widow. Was it all for her sake, though? He stares into the mirror to try to find the part of him that didn’t mind succumbing to the job’s safeties and proprieties and political advances. But what does he have now? He’s a seat warmer at headquarters. A late-night fill-in. And he doesn’t even have Sarah.


At least he has his faith. The one rock in a weary land that’s lately been short of miracles.


Just ahead, between the black shape of the hills, is Via Princessa. He slows down and turns on the overhead flashers. Runnels of red across the hood of the car. He looks up toward the gravelly reef where the house is.


Not a light shines. It sits muted and stark. Just an outline against the moon-swept canyon. Bleak as his own heart. He pulls over. Maybe they went out to dinner. Maybe she fell asleep.


How can such a little thing like the flipping on and off of a light leave him so discouraged when it doesn’t happen? He sits there and waits. The inside of the cruiser swims with the phosphory blood red of the flashers.
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John Lee Bacon waits perched on a parcel of scrub rock at the cusp of the Shadow Range. There’s an ashtray’s worth of butts in the sand around his boots and a flask of bourbon hunkered down in his back pocket. Half drunk against the cold, he watches everything around him without expression. He pulls the flask and has another drink, cursing in short nervous bouts.


Through the beveled tiers of the Shadow Mountains, the rise and fall of headlights. He stands and approaches the road. An old white van looms into view, sidles down the incline, and stops yards away. The doors open. Cyrus climbs out, followed by three of the others. He steps across the headlights and approaches John Lee. His boot spurs clang against the lit ground. The dust is full and floats around him.


“Well, look what the desert bred up.”


“Don’t start with your shit,” hawks John Lee. “Just tell me . . .”


“Your boy crossed over.”


A moment of finality.


John Lee nods. Takes a wrinkled envelope from his back pocket and tosses it at Cyrus. “Book closed,” he says.


“The book ain’t ever closed.”


John Lee stares at him apprehensively. “What do you mean?”


Cyrus doesn’t offer an answer as he counts off the loose packet of bills inside the envelope.


John Lee eyes the others. Gutter squats down beside one of the headlights. Lena sits on the bumper beside him and smokes. Granny Boy, still jacked up on speed from before the kill, is pacing and talking to himself.


“What do you mean?” he asks again.


Granny Boy mocks him by repeating, “What do you mean? What do you mean?”


John Lee tries to stare him down but Granny Boy holds up a hand, stretching his torn-gloved fingers. “Don’t look too hard, Captain. The smell of blood got me off and the night ain’t over yet. I’m still up for a little finger work.”


John Lee turns away, but not fast enough to allow the boy to think he’s got him rattled. He glances at Cyrus. “Did the nigger suffer?”


“I did it just like you would, if you had the guts to do it yourself.”


“You know, I think you were more personable when you were just a junkie.”


Cyrus pushes his face up against John Lee’s. “You mean when I was your fuckin’ field hand with my butt up in the air, doin’ that ‘Yes, sir’ and ‘No, sir’ shit? Those days are history.”


Wood, who is still sitting behind the steering wheel, leans out the open van door. “Why don’t you let me handshake the inside of that fuck’s asshole?”


John Lee doesn’t move, but from the corner of his eye he makes out Gutter unsheathing a blood-slaked hunting knife. He starts to shave it through the sand, cleaning it off. John Lee lets his hand slip up toward the revolver he’s got tucked inside his coat.


“By the way, I did that little porcelain doll wife of his.”


John Lee looks like Gutter’s knife was staked in his back. “You’re fuckin’ with me, right?”


“She made a good run at it, but came up short,” says Granny Boy.


John Lee looks from face to face. Each shucked out and darkening.


Cyrus steps up behind John Lee, his mouth right beside his ear. “Not only that, but I kept the pretty-pretty for myself.”


John Lee panics. “Gabi?”


“I didn’t get her name.”


Granny Boy starts to sing: “Well, he’s just an excitable boy. He took little Gabi to the Junior Prom. . . .”


John Lee’s heart pounds. He rushes forward and around the van.


“. . . he’s just an excitable boy . . .”


John Lee yanks open the van doors. Gabi is lying there unconscious. She is bound and gagged and naked except for her shorts. Her T-shirt has been swathed around her head. He slams the doors shut, gulps air, stumbles backward.


“Why?!”


“. . . After ten long years they let him out of the home . . . he’s just an excitable boy . . .”


Cyrus and his pack have circled up around John Lee.


“Why? You’ll destroy ev—”


“You always thought you were in control!”


“. . . And he dug up her grave and built a cage with her bones . . . He’s such an excitable boy . . .”


“But you were only in charge. Understand the difference?” Cyrus’s teeth tear at his words. “Do you have the true vision of where it is at? Has it started to crack through that lie you’ve been living?”


“. . . He’s such an excitable boy!”


“It’s Furnace Creek all over again, Captain.”


When Cyrus sees John Lee’s face start to flush out with a fearful symmetry he leans in closer and says, “You don’t know how bad you fucked up, Captain.”


“You can’t believe for a—”


“What did you think was going on inside my head all those years I’d shuffle through that fieldwork for you, Captain?” Cyrus screams in John Lee’s face. He puts on a mock shuffling slave voice. “Yes, sir, Captain. I’ll sell that smack you copped in a bust. Yes, sir, I’ll get you some little boy so you can make hump movies to pass around with your belt-buckle stud queer-cop buddies. Sure. Just for a little taste. A few droppings.”


A monstrous whisper of voices around John Lee laugh at him, throw trash talk at him. Cyrus’s pack get off watching the Captain get punked.


“I was biding my time, Captain. Avengement. Retribution. Retaliation. Vendetta. Those words shrivel up your dick a little. Did you forget how you worked me when I was desperate for a little vein taste? Remember how you’d make me stick my ass up in the sky and you and your cop buddies make me be the bitch?


“Why’d you think I kept tight with you all those years after I cleaned up? It was the Path, dicksleeve. I kept the focus. I knew one day you’d want something done I could savage you and fatboy with. Where all that money you scored back then could not fill the hole I would blow through your lives.”


Cyrus holds up the money John Lee has given him. He tosses it into the sand.


Gutter walks over and spits on the money. Granny Boy unzips his leathers and lets his cock give that cash a good cooling.


“We left the cunt back there at the house all nice and bloody and wrapped for Christmas,” says Cyrus. “And the pretty-pretty, I’m going to take her and fuck her and shoot her up and let the young wolves here invent games for her pussy. We are going to rape her and film it and . . . I might even send you and fatboy a copy of that.”


Wood begins to scarf his hands against the van wall like he’s hot to climb in and get this hellbound train rolling. John Lee turns away from the sight.


“What is it you want, then?” he says.


Cyrus says nothing.


In a frenzy of collapsing emotions John Lee screams out, “What do you want?”


Cyrus does a little riff on the rock-and-roll classic “We Want the World and We Want It . . .” He breathes out one last word: “Yeah . . . It’s gonna be pretty watching you and fatboy come tumbling down on each other. Wait till he finds out. You ought to go home and slit your throat tonight.


“Maybe I’ll send the pretty-pretty back one day in a baggie. Maybe I should mail her to the FBI in a dog-food tin with a little note tagged to her clit to talk to you about it. What do you think, Captain? Is the suicide road lookin’ good? Or maybe we ought to cook you up right here?”


Cyrus watches John Lee’s hand start to quiver as it eases toward the inside of his coat.


“Forget it, Captain. If we were gonna kill you, we’d a taken you down in the dark without so much as a whisper.”


His hand just hangs where it is.


Cyrus comes forward. His hand slides up John Lee’s thigh, over his cock, lingering a bit, then up inside his coat. He slips the revolver out of his belt. He clicks off the safety, slips out the cylinder, and lets the bullets fall one by one to the sand.


John Lee remains where he is. He stares into freakshow faces bent out of the dark.


All the bullets have fallen to the ground save one. This Cyrus catches in his hand and holds up between two fingers inches from John Lee’s face. Cyrus takes the bullet, pops it in his mouth, and swallows it.


“I’m the belly of the beast now, Captain. So consider yourself swallowed.”
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The hand-painted sign by the side of the road says: FIRST CHURCH OF CHRIST AND CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY CENTER RECONSTRUCTION PROJECT. Beneath that in noble blue metallic script is the phrase Christians are on the move in Clay!


A bulldozer lays waste to the old church while day laborers hose off a battered mastaba of slat, stucco, and collapsed spire to keep the dust down.


The church, a relic of pre-earthquake-proof simplicity, had been left by time an inconvenience on a barely usable acre of land. Short on parking, rec rooms, space for Christian counseling, Bible classes, and antisecular fund-raising, what else could religion do but suffer? To that end, a two-acre parcel of adjoining property and a trust fund of cash had been offered up in supplication by some sinner who, overcome with the best intentions death has to offer, saw rebuilding that church in his own name as a naked bribe at eternity.


Arthur Naci had been asked to oversee this project, and Clay’s most formidable developer went about the task with Napoleonic efficiency. A moment of service in the long history of serving. He considers himself just another of Christ’s foot soldiers living in the shadow of Los Angeles and trying to fight its impact with bulldozers, foundations, and crosses.


Arthur leans on the hood of his wagon, reaming a trio of engineers huddled up around him. Bob rolls up, stops, steps out of his pickup and waits. Arthur is stumping his fist down on the geologist’s map spread out on the hood when he sees Bob. Cutting his attack short, he folds the map up and tosses it at the engineers, goes through a brisk warning, then waves them off like they were panhandlers.


He walks over to Bob, shaking his head. “You even got to watch your own, you know that? Sons of bitches. They’re trying to cut the edge of the code book on the foundation without even telling me. We got a hundred straight feet of sand here and—ahhhhh! Watch your own, remember that.”


“Yeah.”


Arthur picks up something in Bob’s tone. “What’s wrong?”


“I’m not sure if it’s anything, but I’ve been trying to call Gabi all morning. I’m supposed to take her to lunch today. Give her her presents. The phone’s been busy all morning.”


“Between Gabi and that daughter of mine, I’m not surprised.”


“No, you don’t understand. I checked. It seems to be out of order.”


“Maybe it’s off the hook. Maybe the dog knocked . . .”


“Arthur, Gabi knows we’re having lunch. She should have called me by seven telling me where she wants to go and then again by nine after she changed her mind and then decided on someplace else. I know my daughter, and I’m a little . . . concerned.”


Bob’s tone is making Arthur nervous. “Did you call Sam?”


“I did.”


“At work?”


“He’s not there.”


“Hmmmmm.”


“Didn’t come in to work today. Didn’t call or anything.”


Arthur stands there thoughtfully, with the gut-grinding belts of a bulldozer turning behind him. He looks at his watch. It’s almost noon. He is trying to avoid the imperfect dramatics these situations arouse. Bob watches him as he glances across the lot to where six men are carrying the old church crucifix toward the back of a flatbed so it can be stored away until the new church is built. They are moving slowly through the dust left by the trundling wheels of the dump trucks.


“Well, what do you think should be done?”


Bob shrugs. “I’d go over there alone, but if it’s nothing, well, you know how Sarah might get, me just showing up.”


Arthur scowls at the way one predicament seems to pool-ball into another. “Divorce, shit. Let’s get over there before my ulcer starts acting up.”


They pull up in the driveway just past noon. The sun is December warm and then some. Around the house, trees pierce the pools of light. It is quiet to perfection.


“I don’t think anyone’s home,” says Arthur.


Bob says nothing. But rounding a turn in the driveway he sees both Sarah’s and Sam’s cars in the carport. The cop in him starts to calculate possibilities. He lets Arthur get out of the car first, then reaches over and takes a semiautomatic from the glove compartment.


For a moment he feels utterly foolish. It’s nothing, he tells himself. The father and the professional officer struggle with each other. Emotion and logic. One’s success is the other’s failure. He slips the gun into his belt and pulls his shirt out of his pants so it can’t be seen in case he’s wrong.


They reach the front door. Arthur rings the bell.


Nothing.


He rings again.


Nothing.


Bob notices the corral is empty. Where is Gabi’s horse?


Arthur rings the doorbell again.


Nothing.


“Why isn’t Poncho barking?”


Arthur steps into a bed of tulips and tries to look in the hallway window, but the screen obscures his view.


“Let’s walk around the house,” says Bob.


They pass the carport and now Arthur sees that both cars are there, and he becomes flat-out frightened. “You think they could have been overcome by fumes or something?”


Bob puts a hand on Arthur’s shoulder to silence him. Then he points at the back door leading to the laundry room. It stands half open.


They climb the two concrete steps and stand in the crease of light that runs past the washing machine and dryer and on toward the kitchen.


Bob calls out, “Gabi? Sarah? Sam?”


Nothing.


Then Arthur tries. “Gabi? Sarah? It’s Grandpops . . .”


Nothing. Just the silent face of white kitchen cabinets and the dark mouth of the doorway beyond.


Bob slips the semiautomatic from his belt. “You better wait here.”


“Oh, Jesus, God. You don’t think . . .”


“Take it easy,” Bob whispers. “Okay? Okay?”


Arthur nods. He watches Bob walk through the kitchen, then on to the dining room. Bob steps past a chair that has been knocked over. Arthur hears himself praying. His hands tremble, and he feels sick to his stomach. He suddenly finds himself walking into the kitchen, even though he was told not to.


As Bob moves down the hall he begins to smell the faint afterburn of gunpowder. He comes to Gabi’s bathroom. The door is closed. He presses it open with the barrel of his gun. As the room slowly fans into view he sees what looks like a dirty mop stuffed into the well of the toilet.


Wood grabbed the dog as it lunged at him. He grabbed it by the throat. It raked its claws at him as he stuffed it down into the well of the toilet and—


Before the sight registers in his brain, Bob hears a scarred cry. He runs down a length of hall and across the open living room with its fallen Christmas tree and straggle curls of blood leading out to the patio. He turns into another stretch of hall. He chases the cries, hitting photos along the wall, so they twist and fall with a shattering of glass. He finds Arthur collapsed on both knees in the doorway of the den, like some bull struck down, gagging up food and bile. Bob half steps over the gagging form and, passing through the doorway, comes flush up on Sam.


Death coldcocks Bob in his tracks. Sam is sitting against the wall naked. He has been trussed up with wire like a pig stalked and caught. He has been eviscerated, and what is left of his tongue bulges out of his mouth. It is held that way by a letter opener rammed clean through the flesh and used as a brace across the lips. Bob takes a first step forward, a first necessary step to separate himself from the horror that’s swallowing him. His lungs feel like stone, and he hears Arthur saying something when he notices, pinned to Sam’s chest and so covered with blood it is barely legible, what looks like some kind of playing card.
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Case spends Christmas Eve like she spends most every other night since she got off junk, wandering Hollywood Boulevard. Junkies don’t sleep too good, especially when they’re working at being ex-junkies. The real world closes in with the dark, and that’s when they have to face up to the boredom and madness of the straight life.


To burn away the nasties those feelings arouse, Case clicks off the miles between Western and La Brea. She scopes out runaways who work the phone booths and Dumpsters behind restaurants off Cherokee. She checks out cops scoring hookers for free head. She cruises the Chinese where marks with names like Mr. Plain Wrapper Iowa and Mrs. Remodeled Kitchen Kentucky get their pockets picked by faceless hands or hammered for a buck by some aggressive shoeless Rasta. She passes scruff-faced junkies of all creeds and colors and stations in life, all with the same knight errant eyes for a hit. It’s a theme park of life addictions, disguised as civilization.


It’s also where she gets to swallow a full dose of the boredom and the madness to see how it tastes going down. And if it can stay down. Can she actually become a loose part of it without having to leave needle marks in her arm to get by? Every block is a test. Every Hollywood Boulevard star she walks over is a little distance covered, though to what end she has yet to discover. She never talks to anyone who tries to hit on her, and she never looks in storefront windows as she is not ready to see what she looks like looking back. But tonight the street is just overlit space crowding her thoughts about that kidnapped girl in Clay as she debates with herself about whether she should write the authorities a letter.


Case sits in the dark alone at the small Formica table in the windowless kitchenette of her apartment in the recovery house. The thin beam of her flashlight scans the flaking paint along the ceiling scrollwork, then drifts down the grease-skinned wall above the stove. It arcs like a prison searchlight along the refrigerator, stopping at some article on self-reliance or some aphorism she wrote down that has the juice of a philosophical idea she can cling to and is held in place by cheap magnetic replicas of knights and maidens that she bought as a joke at Pic and Save.


Three times she’s tried to beat the junk, and twice she’s taken the fall. They say the third time’s the charm. Kill the horse with this shot, baby, ’cause those veins can’t do another ten years of hard time.


She leans forward with an unfiltered cigarette hanging out of her mouth and aims the light down at the table where black-and-white headlines form up through the darkness: CULT MURDER IN CLAY . . . HUSBAND AND WIFE BUTCHERED . . . DAUGHTER ABDUCTED . . . THE WORST MASSACRE SINCE MANSON, SAYS D.A. . . .


Newspapers are always so clinically lurid, she thinks. Pushing the envelope of socially acceptable slash and burn. Unaware and ultimately uninterested in the truth behind their bullshit teasers.


There is a knock at the door.


“It’s open,” says Case.


Anne walks in, but with the living room dark and the shades drawn, she can’t see a thing. She just stands there and calls out, “Case?”


Case points the flashlight to guide her. Anne’s shape filters past the furniture. She comes into the kitchen and looks around, then leans against the wall by the table.


“Why are you sitting here in the dark?”


“I was thinking.”


“About what?”


Case lets the light fall across the headlines she’d been looking at.


“Oh, yeah. I read about that. But why are you sitting here like this?”


Case rests her head against the wall. “I breathe better in the dark. I don’t know why. I just do. Maybe it’s anxiety. Did I ever mention that to you?”


“No.”


“Well, I’ve mentioned it now. And the flashlight, sometimes, it makes me feel like I have some control against the dark.”


She takes a long hit off her cigarette. Her eyes come back to the headlines. She swings the light up the wall, then lets it slide along that chipped sky of a ceiling.


“The girl’s so young,” says Anne.


“Young.” The word slips out of Case’s mouth, dragging a full history of personal loss.


“Case?”


“Yeah.”


“Do you think . . . the girl . . . Is she still alive?”


Case turns the light on her own face. Lets it fan up from under her neck, causing something unearthly to the jawline and eyes.


“She could be,” Case says, “she could be. But if she is alive, Anne, if she is, what she is going through ain’t like nothing those ‘sheep’ out in Clay could ever imagine. That family looks to me like it was taken down by what we call a ‘war party.’ Blood hunting for Scratch. Blood hunting, Anne, blood hunting. Helter Skelter and then some.”


Case turns off the flashlight and sets it down on the table, and continues to smoke silently. She moves her head as if to say something more, but doesn’t.


“Why don’t you come downstairs. A couple of the girls and their kids are gonna celebrate Christmas Eve. One of them went to Ralph’s and bought a couple of pounds of Christmas cookies. Come on, we’ll listen to Christmas carols and get a sugar rush. It will be good for you.”


Case rolls her cigarette between her thumb and forefinger. “When I was down in San Diego in 1992, that was the second time I tried to kick. And the director of the program, this chicana named Liz, well, there had been some ritual murders of these German shepherds. They were hung, then gutted, blood was drained . . .”


Case’s voice tails off a bit, becomes darkly remote, as if the story itself were again living in moments of her own life.


“Well, Liz got the cops to talk to me about these crimes. At first the cops weren’t too hip to the idea. After all, I was some tattooed junkie ex-cult-member freak. I saw how they looked at me. Enough said about that.”


Case blows on the tip of her cigarette and the ash pulses red hot. “Well, I’d seen this shit before. Body parts and blood are used for potions, you know that? You drink the fuckin’ shit. It’s supposed to give you magical powers. I did all that. Can you believe it?”


“Case . . .”


“The cops didn’t have any idea. This was Greek to them. It took me about one day to find where they were gettin’ them dogs from. One day to figure it. I walked all the animal shelters. Walked ’em. Never said a word. Just went lookin’ for dogs. But all the time I’m checkin’ out the workers. I know what to look for.”


She points to her own arms, which bear a line of tattoos from her shoulders down to her wrist. “People on the Left-Handed Path have the sign. You just have to know what to look for.”


Anne watches Case. Her hand’s beginning to tremble, so she has to put the cigarette down.


“I helped them some after that. Of course, I was always a freaked-out aberration. There ain’t no pity for the pitiful. All’s fair in love and war, right?”


Anne takes Case’s hand in hers.


“I got a good look at everything I’d done back then, looking at them dogs, after I was off junk, finding one strung up from a tree, still alive, but dying, eyes all . . .”


Case’s mouth is too dry to go on. But even in the dark, the whites of her eyes stand out, desperate and stark.


“Don’t be alone. Come on downstairs.”


“The third time’s the charm.”


“Come on. Don’t sit here and hurt yourself.”


Case presses her fingers against her temples. She hears somewhere within the cell of her life something like skin being cut open. She looks up at Anne. “I was thinking about writing the Sheriff’s Department in Clay.”
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Newsrats squeeze onto the roofs of their minivans, working zoom lenses to clear the line of trees that edge the Bouquet Canyon Cemetery and lock onto the plat of hillside where Sarah and Sam are being laid to rest two days after Christmas.


Bob looks across the caskets toward that lineup of vans. It has taken only three days, about the length of time needed for your average crucifixion and resurrection, to destroy a handful of lives and rewrite them through the distilled words and images of the theater we call our free press.


The Valley News reported that John Lee Bacon, head of the Clay Sheriff’s Department, believed that because of Arthur Naci’s wealth and the fact the murder was so well planned, it might have been a kidnapping, or at least a kidnapping gone wrong and covered up to look like a cult murder.


BETA, the black cable channel, suggested in an editorial that the murders may have been racially motivated, arguing first, that this was the Northern Valley, a last bastion of crusader mentality where “black was the color, and none was the number,” and second, that only thirty miles to the west, in Simi Valley, a jury of decent white Christians had acquitted the officers who had beaten Rodney King. Third, it posed the idea that this could have been “blacklash” against a more Christian jury who, thirty miles to the south, had acquitted an American icon, O. J. Simpson, in the murder of his ex-wife.


The L.A. Times and the National Enquirer both chased down a similar lead. An alleged tip, a phone call from an unnamed source, suggested that the murder was an act of revenge against Bob Hightower. To this end, both papers had a hard look into his background. Was he a good cop who was paying the price for putting someone away? Or was he, like so many other cops, dirty enough when the opportunity arose and now he had been issued a silent warning for some transgression?


Photographers hid in the trees behind his property. He had to fight through a bulwark of cameras just to cross his driveway.


The tip turned out to be sadly wrong. Bob Hightower was a desk jockey. A decent “cardboard” cop. A nickel package fill-in. A late-night cruiser when someone was sick.


They even went so far as to suggest he was a “kept” man. That he had remained on the force for two reasons. First, his ex-father-in-law was best friends with John Lee Bacon, the head of the department. And second, John Lee Bacon’s wife, Maureen, a prominent businesswoman and Arthur Naci’s partner, was godmother to the missing girl.


It was all part of a national spectacle, a shared depradation of another’s privacy, another’s grief.


Bob looks over at Arthur as he begins the eulogy. Arthur’s voice is hoarse. It comes up labored and slow, and he sounds like a man much older than fifty-three. He stands there grimly poised between John Lee and Maureen. John Lee with his hands folded and she with one hand gently touching Arthur’s elbow. A triptych study in friendship and grief backlit by the sun so their faces are cast without form and their shadows stretch out over the two mahogany hulls that will ride into the earth.


Bob stares down at the open hole and begins to cry.


Following the funeral, family and friends congregate at Arthur’s house. Dusk is working its way across the canyon, leaving the upscale tract homes of Paradise Hills in deepening shadow. Food is served, Maureen works the bar. A small group has gathered around John Lee to ask him about the case. He starts, of course, by telling them there are certain details, known only to the police and the FBI, that he cannot discuss. But as he fields their questions, it becomes more and more apparent that nothing substantial has broken in their favor. Not yet. But in time . . . He speaks with the kind of dedicated earnestness that inspires assurance, and which comes from a lifetime of honesty or years of successful lying.


Arthur is overtaken by nausea and lies down in the den. Bob brings him a pillow, draws the blinds, and shuts the drapes. Arthur takes Bob’s hand. “We have to take care of each other now.”


“I know, Arthur.”


“We’re all we have.”


“Yes.”


“We have to find her.”


“We’ll find her. Rest some.”


“We will, won’t we?”


“We will.”


“I’m scared, son.”


“I am, too.”


“You don’t think she’s . . .”


“Don’t talk about it. Please.”


Bob drifts outside alone. He stares off into the contour of the hills where the homes are neatly arranged toward the horizon. Lights have begun to be turned on in kitchens and living rooms. They seem like distant fires upon some stony heath. Beyond that, he can make out the low drone of the freeway, trucks and cars racing on toward the Mojave, toward the colorless sage of the night deserts of Arizona and Nevada. The world seems suddenly endless and devoid of perspective. Beyond his grasp. A feeling surges over him of the earth’s sheer power at sweeping away the memory of everything that was. Everything. And he is frightened.


He goes and sits by the pool. Across the slow movement of water the last strips of daylight are like running blood, and he is shocked back into remembering how he found Sarah floating . . .


“I brought you a drink,” says Maureen.


He turns. His face is pale, his mouth bent back against his teeth in pain.


“How you holding up?”


“Not so good,” he says.


He takes the glass of Scotch she’s poured.


She pulls up a chair and sits beside him. “Is there anything I can do?”


“Set the clock back five years.”


“If I could,” she says sadly, “I’d go further back than that.”


Bob nods halfheartedly. She glances at the living room where John Lee is holding court. “If they only knew what a shit he is to live with.”


“Not tonight, Maureen.”


“You’re right. I’m sorry.”


They sit there quietly. When she gets a chance she watches Bob. There is a handsomeness to him that goes unappreciated by most but that she has found quietly enticing.


Maureen sat on the edge of the bed in the half light of late afternoon. She’d been out in Lancaster looking for some property over by the fairgrounds when she found this outof-the-way motel called the Ramona. It was one of those forties-style attached bungalows with portal windows and stucco facing, one block off the Sierra Highway from when the town was just an excuse for a gas station and a diner. Now all that could be said for its rooms was that everything was in its place and had been washed or at least Lysoled.


She took a hit off a joint. She wished she felt shame in these situations, not because the thorny business of one’s conscience makes demands on our pleasure and inspires us to stop, but because shame was pleasure in itself. A little Christian shame made the act all the more exciting. The shower stopped. Moments later Sam came out of the bathroom. He was naked and he stood over her by the edge of the bed. She sat there, his legs pressed close against her shoulders.


“I have an idea,” says Maureen.


Bob is drifting, but he looks up from his drink.


“I had a long talk with Arthur. And we both agree. I know this might not be the right time, but . . . we’d like to have you come to work with us.”


He is too tired to be surprised by anything and barely acknowledges the offer.


“Think about it. Let’s talk. You don’t need to be . . .”


“A ‘cardboard’ cop. Isn’t that what I’m called in the rags?”


“We didn’t offer ’cause some tabloid has to lie up a headline. It’s just—”


“The truth,” Bob snaps back. “Yeah. You know it, too, Maureen. I let Arthur massage John Lee into dropping me behind a desk, and I’ve been dropping ever since.”


“You have not.”


“Oh, please. All that time and field training gone to waste ’cause I let . . . visions of departmental sugar plums dance through my head. I guess I believed I was worth more.”


“Your concern was for Sarah.”


“With a few pinches of selfishness sprinkled in for Bob Hightower.” He pauses, shakes his head, as if hearing something he wishes now he’d acted upon years earlier. “After the divorce I should have asked—no, demanded, that John Lee put me back in the field. But I was dropping through despair to downright self-hate and didn’t care to stop the fall.


“So I’m turning your offer down, Maureen. I’m gonna thank you, but turn you down. Unless, of course, I end up with no job at all. Then we’ll see.”


She leans over, and her hand rests delicately on his thigh. “Anytime. We just thought maybe the change would be good for you.”


John Lee has gotten up and is standing by the patio windows watching Maureen and Bob talk. He notices her hand, and it isn’t the first time he’s seen those quiet little moves of friendship.
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From Christmas to New Year’s, through the Epiphany, and on to Valentine’s Day, the dates are marked off Bob’s calendar with quiet desperation as the Sheriff’s Department and the FBI labor blindly forward. Leads, slim as they are, disappear quick as a spindle of dust on the desert floor.


John Lee feigns strength and quiet support, but his guts eat away at him during every meeting when the least fact that might lead to Cyrus shows its face.


Every morning Bob goes to church and prays. Every day at work he scours the mountains of paperwork for some new fact as yet uncovered. On the weekends he travels southern California, interviewing the state’s most respected forensic experts and homicide detectives. His car becomes a vault of files, photographs, and notes. At night, in the kitchen of the house he once shared with Gabi and Sarah, beer bottles and cigarette butts pile up as he goes through every call, every fax, every letter sent to the department, no matter how ridiculous and absurd.


The world around him has become the bizarre geometry of the dedicated and the delinquent. Of paranoids and conspiracy theorists. Of computer freaks posting hot lines with purported clues and women writing their regrets while sending photographs of themselves and offers of marriage.


Web sites carry a litany of unofficial “Gabi” sightings, and Christians send faxes of support against the nation’s amoral vileness they say this murder represents. Other letters blame the media or pornography or drugs. A sacrificial few offer themselves up if someone, anyone, will just come and get them, or at least pay their bus fare to L.A.


The whole of this floods the kitchen table, overflows cardboard boxes and filing cabinets. Paper stalagmites tower up from the floor, obscuring notes and fragments of information stickpinned to the walls.


The room has become the cluttered and dishevelled landscape of everything Bob feels. A delirium out of which no order can be created.


At midnight Bob walks alone behind the tract, drunk, his boots chafing at the gravelly ridge. Branches of dead leaves brush his face with the last of winter as he tries to slog his way through the naked madness of it all.


By the middle of February Bob’s search has brought him to the dregs. He reads through letters sent from the hard-timer in prison who overhears someone say . . . from the ex-felon on the street who for a few bucks would . . . from the pathetic creature in the mental institution who is certain the killers are living down the hall and keeping his daughter in a foot locker . . .


It’s only then that he comes across Case’s letter.
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On the evening of February 27 there is a knock at Case’s door. An ex-nun who had been addicted to painkillers and now lives by the elevator tells her she has a call on the pay phone.


Case leans against the wall listening to Bob introduce himself. His voice is deep and gravelly, his questions direct and precise. As Bob discusses the letter, Case watches a teenage mother at the end of the hall, seated on the fire escape. She is a fragile thing with a small daughter buoyed in her lap. They sit on the grating taking in the sky as it yields itself up to the night in purple streaks.


Case is surprised that after all this time he’s called. He asks a little more about her background, and when she’s done there is silence. She figures he’ll just hang up, but instead he asks if he can come down the following night to talk further and show her some files and photographs.


How desperate he must be to finally come to her. After Case hangs up, she watches the mother and child fade to dim outlines against the deepening black behind them. She stays by the wall thinking, thinking about the man and his child, until all that is left is a glow of light from a single bulb at the end of the hallway and a night the color of steel and the promise of rain.


It rains on the twenty-eighth. A rain taken to gusts and slashings. Bob drives down to L.A. after dark. The freeway is a ragged line of vehicles slip-streaming through a gap in the foothills toward a dim triangle of light.


The whole trip is an hour of silent running. Just him and a blue emptiness inside the car, which is streaked with the shadow-line of rain trailing down the windows. As the wispy mirage of the city spreads out before him, he begins to consider who this Case Hardin is, beyond what the police in San Diego have told him.


He takes the Hollywood Freeway to Gower, then Franklin west to Garfield. The 1700 block of Garfield runs between Franklin and Hollywood Boulevard. It’s a potluck of lowend apartments, two-story stucco and terrace, and a few straggling homes from another era, the little class they once had flaking away. Some of the buildings have rental signs on them written in Armenian.


He finds the recovery house about five doors up from Hollywood Boulevard. An old brick three-story affair that looks like it has wheezed through the last twenty years.


Case sits in the darkened window seat of her tiny living room watching the street. She smokes, she is apprehensive. She sees a car slow and cruise the buildings’ numbers and thinks this might be him. The car does a U-turn into a driveway and finds a spot to park near a barred and boarded-up grocery.


She leans in close to the window. In the murky glass the reflection of her eyes and the burning tip of a nervous cigarette are all she sees until a man wearing a black oilskin raincoat with the hood pulled up clears the trees. He makes his way along the sidewalk, carrying a brown leather case. He turns quickly up the walkway, his boots kicking up sprays of water.


It must be him.


She grapples with the moment. “I am here . . . and now,” she tells herself, stumping the cigarette out against the top of a Diet Coke. She repeats, “I am here . . . and now.”


The lobby of the building has been turned into a reception and waiting area. A bivouac of cheap metal desks and fake leather couches, sagging from long-term use. A goateed security guard holds the fort from behind a desk. He looks up from a sitcom. Arms folded, leaning back in his chair, he has that air of “try me.” “Yes, sir. How may we help you?” He puts some measure into the word “we.”


“Case Hardin. I’m here to talk to her. I have an appointment.”


“Name?”


“Officer . . .” He cuts himself off. “Mr. Bob Hightower.”


Hearing the word “officer” draws a few looks from the female residents hunkered down on the sofas in the waiting area. They stare at Bob. He can see right away they assume the worst, and their alliance, like warborn partisans, is with one of their own.


A woman behind Bob says, “I’ll take care of Mr. Hightower.”


He turns. Anne steps out of her office, offers him her hand. “I’m Anne Dvore. Resident manager.”


They shake. She motions with a wave of her hand. “I’ll show you to the elevator.”


They start down the long hallway with its worn-out runner of carpet. Both are quiet. Bob looks the place over, sneaking glances into any apartment with an open door. Anne uses the time to get a picture of the man.


“By the way,” Anne says, “I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am about what happened to your ex-wife and daughter.”


Bob nods stoically.


They reach the elevator. Anne presses the button. Bob stares back down the hall. One of the women from the waiting area is now by the desk and staring at him.


“Are all these women here for rehab?”


Anne picks up a tone in his voice that she’s heard before, judgment disguised as curiosity.


“It also doubles as a shelter for battered women. That’s why we have the guard up front.”


“I was curious about that.”


He switches the heavy leather case from one hand to the other, then opens and closes his free hand to get the blood back into it. “I assume being the resident manager you’re some kind of therapist.”


She smiles. “Some kind. Yes.”


“Can I ask you a few questions about this woman?”


There’s that tone again, drifting over “this woman.”


“Why not ask her?”


“Listen, since the murder I’m confronted with all kinds of people offering me . . . hope. A lot of them turn out to be flakes. Flakes I can deal with. It’s disappointing, but I can deal with it. I don’t come at this with any legal authority. But there are a few people I’ve met, on the other hand . . .”


He doesn’t know this woman’s relationship with Case, so he’s not sure quite how to get where he wants.


“A few,” interjects Anne, picking up where he faltered, “are untrustworthy. And potentially dangerous. And I assume you’re carrying in that satchel files that might be sensitive.”


“I couldn’t have said it any better.”


“You didn’t say it at all.”


His throat tightens a bit. “I don’t want to get off to a bad start here.”


“Then just approach it, before you judge it, with an open mind. I’m sure you talked to the police in San Diego about Case.”


His eyebrows raise in halfhearted enthusiasm.


“She was in a cult for seventeen years. She is a heroin addict going through recovery. She is what she is.”


“Is she trustworthy?”


“She’s not a saint, but she’s not a congressman either.”


The elevator arrives. Anne pulls open the worn metal door. “Room 333. Turn right when you get out of the elevator, back up the hall, last door on the left by the street. And good luck, Mr. Hightower.”


“She was in a cult for Christ sake,” said John Lee. He grabbed her file off his desk, the one that had been sent from San Diego, and waved it to punctuate his statement. “Assault with a knife. Six months for conspiracy to sell heroin. Do you think this person is trustworthy?”


“I’m only going to ask her a few questions.”


“You want to ask her questions. Fine. Bring her in.”


“She’s in rehab down in L.A.”


“I’ll pay for the fuckin’ cab.”


“People like her aren’t comfortable comin’in here to talk. I want to try and . . .”


“No shit, they’re not comfortable.”


“She contacted us.”


“And I’d like to know why. What does she want? Bring her in here. Sit her junkie ass across from both of us.”


“We haven’t gotten anywhere with this investigation. It’s been six weeks, there’s no telling what Gabi is going through out there. If she’s alive at all.”


The words fall with a dead thud. Both men face each other soberly.


“She was in a cult. She is an addict. But she’s also an expert of sorts. For profiling alone, she’d be—”


“Bob. Time out. Okay. Time out.”


Bob leaned back, quieted. He didn’t want to, but he did.


“I let you take all those files and run down every lead no matter what. I let you because it has to be done, and I let you . . . you . . . because I know I wouldn’t want it otherwise if I were in your spot.


“But this. This chick is a junkie who was in a cult. She could have her own agenda. Maybe she’s had it with methadone, if she’s on that program, and she’s trying to figure out how to score. Maybe she thinks she could wheel and deal a little info from you that she could sell. Who knows what goes on in those junked-out heads. If you were an experienced investigator who’d handled a few of these before, that would be one thing. But you’re a desk cowboy, okay?”


Bob sat there listening impassively as he was told in no uncertain terms that he was incompetent. At least that’s how he heard it.


“You want to question her. You bring her in. She won’t come in, forget it. Then give her name over to the FBI. You understand?”


“Yes, sir.”


Bob steps out of the elevator and hesitates. He knows he’s broken his word. But what is more troubling yet, he’s not sure if he’s done this wholly because of Gabi or because of a need to prove himself.


Is it pride? The air stinks with something burned on a stove. He can hear laughter, doors closing. More laughter, a wispy uprising of voices till they dust away.


It is pride. A door at the end of the hall opens and the light outlines a woman. At this distance she looks more like a girl, really. Wiry slim, with faded jeans and black boots and hair cropped like a Marine’s.


She steps out into the hall. “Hightower? Mr. Hightower?” Her voice is like dry leaves brushing over wood.


“Yes.”


He starts down the hall. A few long seconds and they are face-to-face.


“Case Hardin?”


“Yeah, that’s right.”


Case wears a sleeveless T-shirt, and Bob can see that her arms are covered with tattoos, a fever line of ink designs from wrists to shoulders.


“You want to come in?”


“Yes.”


“Did you find this place okay?”


“Okay, yes.”


She steps back clumsily over the threshold and he follows. She sidesteps to let him pass.


“We should go in the kitchen there, it’s got a table, we could sit and talk.”


He sets the leather satchel down on the couch so he can take off his oilskin raincoat. She stares at the satchel, assuming the horror of his life is there.


“I just wanted to tell you, up front, how sorry I am. I watched it all on TV and . . . I’m sorry. Your wife . . . ex-wife, she looked—”


He cuts her off clumsily: “Thanks.”


“—nice . . .”


Thanks.


He finishes slipping off the oilskin. “Where can I hang it?”


“Drop it anywhere.”


“It’s wet.”


“It’s alright.”


“Maybe we should . . .” He points toward the closet.


The whole process of going over there and getting a hanger and hanging it up, the whole ritual of it, is a little too much for her nerve endings.


“Drop it right there. I mean, you can see the place ain’t the Ramada Inn.”


She tries to smile. He takes the coat and neatly arranges it over the back of a chair by a wobbly wooden desk.


She glances at the satchel again, then at him. He is taller than she imagined from seeing him on the news.


He follows her into the kitchen silently, carrying the satchel under one arm and eyeing the shabby rooms.


“Sit down. You want some coffee? I need some.”


“Yeah, that would be alright. I’ve been going at it since six this morning.”


“I’d offer you a beer,” she says, “but I’m on the wagon for the next forty or fifty fuckin’ years.”


Case takes a small packet of coffee and tears at the plastic wrapping with her teeth. She turns to him. “The coffee is shit. It’s one of those mail samples.”


“I’m not a connoisseur, so don’t worry.”


“If you smoke, go ahead. Use anything handy for an ashtray.”


Bob smokes, watches her make the coffee. They don’t talk. Her hands tremble. Her moves are jagged and taut at the same time, as if she were cranked up on speed yet bound by some invisible wire. There is something sadly benign about her face, with its broad forehead and jawline of bones that protrude like the thin spine under a bird’s skin. Her eyes are dark, almost black, and they seem blacker against her white flesh.


They sit and talk. Bob opens his satchel and takes out a yellow legal pad. He begins by asking Case questions about her past and her life in a cult, about her time in San Diego, her falls back into drugs. He makes little sidesteps into her illegal activities, into her present state of mind. His eyes slide back and forth between Case and his notes. She sits there, answering each question. She smokes and coils her hands one around the other until she’s a knot of venom over this interrogation.


“Can I ask you something?”


He looks up from his notes.


“You don’t trust me, do you?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, you’ve grilled me with this Nazi kind of attitude and asked every fuckin’ question except what size Tampax I use and do I like takin’ it up the ass. Jesus bullshit Christ, what do you think I . . .”


Without any indication of being startled, Bob replaces the upturned pages of the notepad. Case sits back and presses one booted foot against the rim of the table.


“If I’d have asked you,” says Bob, “to come out to Clay, to the Sheriff’s Department, would you have come?”


She eyes him a long time, her jaw forming a bias across her cheeks. Her arms spread out across the back of the chair like the wings of a hawk getting ready for fight or flight. “I read you, Lieutenant,” she says. “Or is it Sergeant? Or Squire? Or Boss Man? Or is it . . . Desk Boy?”


Angered, he slips the notepad into the leather case. He closes it, stands. He walks out of the room without a word or a look. She gives his back the finger.


At the front door, though, something comes over him and he stops. The rain gutters along the roof and down through rusty drains. A harsh rattling, comfortless sound. Case stares at him through the framework of the doorway. He’s boxed in like some character on a strange, dark stage.


His voice is barely audible across the lightless room, but she can hear in it waves of sorrow through slow breaths. “I have lost a wife,” he says. “I have lost a daughter. I do not know if she is dead or alive or how to find her or if I ever can. I’m desperate and close to giving up. I am here. Maybe I did not approach you quite . . . Maybe you could help me a little?”


She leans forward and rests her elbows on the table and presses her thumbs into the wedges of flesh above her eyes.


“I’m a junkie,” Case says, “and junkies tend to be short of patience and manners on the ride back to that other reality. I’m fighting with myself most of the trip, and I don’t sleep, and I shake, and I hate most everything I see. I shouldn’t have said what I did. I should have ‘asshole’ tattooed across my mouth.”


She looks up and through the door. “Please. Come and sit down.”


Bob drops a stack of manila folders on the table, then looks across at Case. “Do you consider yourself an expert on satanic cults?”


She can see that the top two folders are filled with photographs. “There are no experts. Only survivors.”


He considers this. His fingers tap at the edges of the top folder. “Yes, I can see your point. Survivors.”


Case notices a beaded Indian bracelet tautly wound around his left wrist. It seems out of place somehow. Too delicate, really. And yet . . .


“I believe this was a cult murder,” he says, “not a front for a kidnapping or a failed kidnapping or a robbery or any of that crap you get in the paper or on ‘Inside Edition.’ I have photos here from that night. Do you think you could deal with looking at them and telling me what you think?”


She stares at the stack coldly. She lights a cigarette. There is something absolute and terrible to this, and she wishes more than ever she hadn’t written. She is sick inside, but she won’t let on. She reaches for the folders as if she were reaching into a fire for a perfectly flamed coal.


“I’ll deal with it,” she says.


“What I’m doing now,” he says, “I have no authorization to do.”


“Oh?”


“Do you understand my position?”


She considers this in light of her own human weaknesses. “Maybe you shouldn’t, then.”


She waits to see if he will take back the folders, but he just sits there, pulls a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, and lights one. He sits there, breathing deeply and studying her. There is something steady and remorseless to his face.


She pulls the folders toward her. She opens the one on top. It is filled with family photos. With snapshots of Sarah and Sam, of Gabi riding bareback out the corral gate, of Poncho caught in the act with a steak bone on the kitchen steps. Case spreads the snapshots across the table. It is a simple collage of middle-class life with all the trimmings. In one of the snapshots she notices Gabi wearing a beaded Indian bracelet similar to Bob’s.


“Can I ask you a few questions?” she says.


“Sure.”


“Was Gabi into drugs?”


“Not at all.”


“Not even a little bit?”


“Nooo.”


“You sure?”


“I’m sure.”


“She hang with a druggie crowd?”


“A druggie crowd . . . Noooo . . .”


“Any of her friends into satanic shit of any kind?”


“Look at those photos. Look.” He pushes one toward Case, then another. “Does that look like the kind of girl who’s into drugs or hangs out with that kind of crowd? Come on. I know my daughter. And this is a small, family-oriented Christian community. We don’t have much in the way of deviant behav . . .”


He stops.


“It’s alright,” she says. “We all came from one of those small family-oriented communities. Once. Even me.”


She opens the next folder, and there the remains of that night confront her.


Sarah stumbled, or thought she stumbled. She didn’t know that spray from a shotgun blast had ruptured one of the veins leading from her shoulder to her neck. The hallway was a black tunnel, a wild menagerie of sounds.


She snatched at the air, trying to reach her daughter’s cries. There was smoke and another gravel of gunfire and she thought she saw a boy with a shaved head and metal spikes shaped like a cockscomb growing out of the center of his skull leap over her with a banshee yell.


The glass wall of patio doors and the moon’s eye and the winking lights along the pool all seemed to swim and slur together in one queer molten image that swallowed her, and then another shot hit her full in the back after she had cleared the doors.


Case takes the photo of Sarah floating in the pool and turns it facedown. She glances up at Bob. He is a wall of silent rage.


He pushes himself up on his arms and turns away. He stands by the counter and rests his hands on the ledge of the sink. He stares at the chipped face of the wall, a faded yellow.


Case begins the walk from photo to photo. The next ones are of the dog shot and stuffed down into the toilet and spittles of blood along the tub and tiles. The ones after that are of the horse lying dead in its stall, its eyes gouged out and its genitals hacked off and its groin damp and dark and shiny.


Case turns to the photo of what was once a man’s face.


Cyrus kneeled into Sam. He curled his fingers through the wire that trussed him up like a pig. He rammed him back against the wall. Cyrus took him by the cock with one hand and with the other scored a letter opener along Sam’s teeth. “You like to put your tongue where it don’t belong and get that black dick of yours hard.”


The metal blade of the opener pried apart the row of white molars. Cyrus whispered into Sam’s ear, “You’re crossing over tonight, Mr. Hard Cock. And it’ll be a slow crossing over and triple-X all the way.”
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