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Chapter
ONE



Los Angeles, California: City of Angels, city of nothing. Ten million people living fast and breathing smog with no connections, no problems, no ties. A bustling city spread out from coastland to farmland to desert townships, from water to drought. The only chain that linked the desperate and disparate neighborhoods of this wide, sprawling town was the long, heavy arm of the Los Angeles Police Department, an unlikely, violent unifier for a dysfunctional city. Los Angeles was informally known as the “Gang Capital of the Nation,” and so it was no surprise that the authorities acted accordingly, earning a reputation for being one of the most violent forces in the country. Even now, almost twenty years after the race riots prompted by the Rodney King trial, the city was still on edge, walking the thin line between racial sensitivity and an authoritative stance over such a wide swatch of neighborhoods, races, and cultures. All the PR in the world couldn’t change the past, but it could inform what came next. It could help the large force adapt and prepare for the changing landscape of the future, regardless of the violent undertones of the city.


Detective Sam Carey knew that, and perhaps that’s what drew him into the line of work. On the force it was often hit first, ask questions later—not that different from what he saw growing up. But that was years ago.


The downtown skyline was all glass and steel, all the better to reflect the constant California sunlight. Brutal traffic perpetuated the smog that seemed to reach all the way to the ocean, the noises from the cars and trucks the only organic symphony Los Angeles could truly call its own.


Most of that was evident to Sam, who sat uncomfortably in the small, wobbly chair, his muscled frame towering over the cheap steel and fabric. His boss, Captain Haymer, sat across from him, his face set in the usual scowl. His words droned on but Sam wasn’t listening; his eyes traveled to the open window, the dirty square framing the view of glaring sunlight and glass buildings beyond. He knew he should be paying closer attention to the angry noises coming from his captain, but something was distracting him like a rock in his shoe: an errant thought of his younger brother, Leo, even though they hadn’t spoken in well over ten years. Theirs had not been an easy childhood, which probably explained the ten-year gap in communication. But one memory stuck in Sam’s mind: the little boy with the loud voice and terrified eyes looking up at Sam, his older brother. Hit me, he remembered, the words repeated over and over again. Hit me, hit me, hit me …


Captain Haymer’s booming voice brought him back to the present, to the small, stuffy room, where the captain had set up a flat-screen television monitor on which to view Sam’s latest indiscretion. A couple of the other wonks from the force, officers who should have been out preserving the peace or at least grabbing a sandwich at their favorite spot two blocks away, stood in the corner of the room, only thinly veiling their smiles now that Sam once again had been called to the carpet.


“My God, man, but you did hit that sumbitch sweet …” Captain Haymer’s words trailed off, his eyes remaining glued to the screen.


Sam registered his boss’s face, sensing a bit of pride in his words, before looking again at the flat-screen television sitting on the table beside them. Frozen on the screen was the frenzied face of a madman, a towering block of muscle and flesh with wild, crazy eyes. Sam hadn’t seen that look in a long time: the hard, open stare, a violence he could feel through the still image. Worse, he barely recognized his own face.


Captain Haymer unfroze the image and rewound the scene—a bright day, the steps outside the Los Angeles courthouse, the grass surrounding it a vivid green. He watched some lowlife in a cheap suit gloating about a victory before a twin set of news cameras that were all too eager to record the scene that was about to happen. From behind, Sam, blatantly ignoring the news cameras and the fact that they would be recording him, charged at the unidentified man, sweeping him up in the wake of his fury and placing his massive right shoulder squarely in the man’s chest. The man was airborne for almost two seconds before Sam sent him crashing to the ground: the perfect tackle. On any given Sunday, on any football field in the country, he would be labeled a hero. But not today. And not in Los Angeles.


Captain Haymer ran the scene back a few more times, watching the violent act over and over again as Sam became increasingly uneasy in his chair. The two other cops in the room continued to laugh and collar each other, completely amused by the scene repeating on the screen. Haymer played and replayed the point of impact until Sam once again could feel the physical force on his chest, the contact of taking the scumbag down. He tried to slow his breathing and remain calm.


Captain Haymer paused the scene and let out a long sigh, his dark hands falling slowly to his desk. His eyes looked weary.


“Did you have to jack him up on national TV?” Captain Haymer asked.


Sam almost didn’t know what to say. They’d been here before and it wasn’t a new story, not for him. Angry cop. Guilty perp. The system letting the guilty go free. It happened every day in Los Angeles. Sam was sick of it.


Nonetheless, Sam measured his words carefully. “I was …” he said, pausing to let his eyes scan the room, “frustrated.”


Wrong word. The captain pointed his remote at the monitor, which still held Sam’s wild and crazy face, as if it would be frozen that way forever.


“Frustrated? You look like the poster boy for bipolar disorder.” The captain’s voice was flat and measured, as if he, too, knew they’d been here before.


Sam noticed his boss’s calm and made the decision to go on the offensive. “This guy rapes a ten-year-old and gets off?” He paused to steady his voice. “I got a ten-year-old.”


Captain Haymer grew quiet then and stared at his desk. Sam looked at him pleadingly, but they did not make eye contact.


“Well, I just wish you woulda killed him,” Captain Haymer finally said. “It would have taken the sting out of losing my best cop. I’ll need your gun, et cetera.”


Sam pulled his ID from his jeans pocket and threw it on the desk, letting it bounce across the polished wood. He let the gun go more slowly, pulling it gently from his belt holster.


Captain Haymer grabbed them both, clearly eager to get this task over with. For the first time, Sam felt worried. He’d been in trouble before—too much aggression, too quick to get physical with a suspect out in the field—but never like this. Never suspension.


“I will try to clean this up and get you back on the job ASAP.” The captain didn’t sound very hopeful.


But Sam ignored him, thinking already of what a suspension would mean for his career. For his paycheck. He was a good cop, he knew it. It wasn’t his fault the system let scumbags walk free around the city. Sam knew what justice meant, and he knew how to make those who were guilty pay the price for their deeds.


Just then a uniformed officer stuck his head in the doorway to Captain Haymer’s office. The captain looked up expectantly, but the officer gestured with his head toward Sam.


“Sorry, Cap. Sam, your sister called. She wanted you to call right back.”


A strong uneasiness began to grow in Sam’s stomach. First the out-of-the-blue thought of Leo and now a phone call from Nina? Sam suddenly had the sense that if Nina was looking for him, getting suspended was not going to be the worst part of his day.





Chapter
TWO



Not far from the skyscrapers and bustle of downtown, in one of the many quiet, rundown neighborhoods that wend their way throughout the county, Nina Carey sat in her car staring down at her lap. She fingered the silver cross on a chain around her neck, an old habit since childhood, hoping to still the slight shaking in her hands. It usually calmed her down, but not today. She whispered a prayer and reached for the car door handle.


She crossed the busy street, rusted boxes of metal and worn-down wheels speeding by on their way to join the snakes of traffic all around the city. Raising a hand to block out the glaring sunlight, she wished she hadn’t forgotten her sunglasses. She walked by the bare patches of grass and dirt, up the cracked sidewalk in front of the complex of shabby condos. Each looked the same, each, somehow, in similar disrepair: faded paint, unkempt lawns, torn screen doors covering entryways that were used to being kept shut and locked.


She walked the familiar path to the painted brown door with the gold X still hanging in its center. She wiped a bit of dust from the dull gold, another habit. From her small purse she pulled out her keys and inserted one into the lock. She had to wiggle the knob and pull up on the door before it opened.


Nina walked into the front room of the condo, forcing out a deep sigh that forecast a chance of tears. On the small table near the front door sat an envelope, sealed and unmailed, addressed in a shaky script. One lone lamp with a yellow shade stood near the closet.


Nina shut the door and adjusted the purse strap on her shoulder, once again fingering the silver cross around her neck. She looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time: the pale yellow walls, a shade she once favored; the brown corduroy couch where her father liked to take naps; the red-and-brown plaid pillows she found for him at a yard sale in the Valley last summer; the old oil painting of an eighteenth-century street in London, a scene the old man curiously loved. Even with all these things, these familiar items, her father’s condo now seemed empty. Nina felt tears form in her eyes, but she fought them back, taking another deep breath.


She walked slowly around the front room of the condo, trying to remember the last time she saw her father, the last words he spoke to her, some little bit of their time together that she might be able to carry with her. But nothing came. She was too troubled by her own thoughts, her own plans, since hearing the news of his death. She was a good Catholic girl. She would confess her sins in the end if, indeed, the end failed to justify the means.


She moved over to the dusty table near the couch and noticed the photograph: taken recently, a close-up of her father. He was smiling for the camera, but his eyes looked tired, the glare of the sunlight off his thick glasses too severe. She ran a finger across the glass as if to comfort him. It was the only photograph she could find in the entire condo—nothing of her or Sam or their brother, Leo. Only him, alone as always, forever preserved in dust and glass.


Tears once again built in her eyes, but this time she let them come. “Despite everything, I love you, Daddy,” she said. Her voice wavered and caught in her throat. “But this is not going to be easy.”


She placed the photo back on the table a bit too harshly. The sound of it hitting the wood echoed across the quiet space. She wiped her eyes and turned away from the photo.


She just hoped that, in the end, it would be worth it.





Chapter
THREE



The black limousine snaked through the streets of downtown, its chrome rims shining in the morning sun. It made a long, languid left turn past Figueroa Street and soon joined the rows of short cars in the traffic of the morning commute. The smell of gas mixed with the smog already choking the morning air. Car horns blared at one another.


None of the noise was apparent inside the quiet confines of the limousine. The tinted windows kept the sun at bay, and the air-conditioning, noiseless and powerful, kept the black leather interior cool and soft. Kyle Wills, having become used to such luxury, read over the Wall Street Journal business section and hardly gave it a second thought. What also hardly received a second thought was his young son, Janson.


The boy was a spitting image of his father: fair hair, slender waist, pale blue, inquisitive eyes. Both were dressed for success—Kyle in his dark gray Armani suit, Janson in the dark sports coat and khakis preferred by the Catholic school he attended, one of the best in the city. Janson wasn’t sure if his family was Catholic, but according to the other kids in his class, it was money—not faith—that drove the private school. Dollars, not God, dictated their world.


Janson picked at a thread on his coat sleeve, sneaking glances at his father. Kyle Wills cut an intimidating figure. In his midforties, he was slender and strong, with few wrinkles marring his wide forehead and a full head of silver-and-blond blooming hair. Janson’s father pored over the newspaper, never looking up, never noticing the boy was in the elegant car with him.


Janson cleared his throat, trying to get his father’s attention. He knew not to bother his father when he was reading, especially during their morning drive, but this couldn’t wait any longer.


Finally, Janson spoke. “It’s due tomorrow.”


Wills turned a page of the paper, his eyes staying focused on the small black print, calculating in his head how much profit the numbers of the day foretold. He waited a beat, as if he had only just heard his son’s voice.


“What’s due tomorrow?” Wills asked, barely audible.


Janson shifted in his seat, glad to have even a scrap of his father’s attention and intending to hold on to it as long as he could. Even though he was only in middle school, the boy had learned that if he found an opening, he’d better take it.


“My paper—‘What My Dad Does for a Living.’ It’s due tomorrow.” Janson forced the words out as quickly as he could and waited expectantly for a response.


A bodyguard glanced from father to son and shifted uncomfortably in the seat across from them. The hulking figure—one of two in the limousine, dressed identically in dark suit and tie—turned his attention out the window, pretending to scan the street for unseen dangers.


In the front, the driver and the other bodyguard went about their business as well. They all knew their job was to provide security and comfort but to stay invisible to the man they were hired to protect. And not to get involved in personal family business.


Janson continued to stare at his father, waiting for some reply to his comment. He had spent three nights staring at a blank screen on his new MacBook Pro. For all the nice things in their life—the private school, the mansion complete with a new swimming pool, the hired car and driver, the bodyguards, the new laptop—Janson had no idea where they came from. His friends had already finished their papers, long, detailed accounts of lawyers, doctors, state judges, and even a bestselling author. But Janson had nothing. No clues, no stories.


Wills didn’t lift his eyes from the paper.


“Oh, yeah,” he began. “I, ah, I own a company that … owns a lot of other companies.”


Another opening. Janson took it. “What kind of companies?” he asked.


“Well,” Wills continued, his eyes still glued to the paper, “retail mostly. Clothes, shoes, pharmaceuticals, some high-tech stuff …” Wills’s voice faded as he became engrossed in an article about the long-term financial effects of the Japanese tsunami on the global marketplace.


“Okay,” Janson said, becoming confused. “But what do you actually do?”


Wills smiled at the boy’s emphasis on the word do. “I make money,” he said definitively. “It’s difficult to explain to someone your age.”


Janson stared at his father, feeling both angry and dismissed at the older man’s words. It was yet another conversation between them without eye contact. He wondered if this was how his friends had completed their papers. If they had to sit quietly and wait for their chance to pry enough details from their fathers to write a dumb essay complete with thesis statement and follow-up evidence. If they had to sit surrounded by bodyguards just to get a ride to school in an embarrassing monstrosity, when everyone else in town was going green and driving a Prius.


Janson waited for his father to say more, but Wills was already engrossed in another article. Janson had lost his chance. His window of opportunity had closed.


The boy gave up and looked out the tinted window of the sleek car at the traffic all around them. Where are all these people going? he wondered. Somewhere, he noted. Anywhere but here.





Chapter
FOUR



The sounds of traffic were a distant echo across most of downtown, past the flower district with its merchandise already wilting in the strong morning sun; past the jewelers and market stalls hawking imitation goods with fake designer labels; past the Mexican shops offering white lace quinceañera dresses and head scarves; past the taco trucks and their tinned mariachi music. There, in the eastern tip of downtown, barely in the shadow of the mighty glass-and-metal towers, sat a street of quiet decrepitude. Buildings filled with bachelor apartments—little more than a room and a dirty lightbulb hanging from the middle of the ceiling—dotted the street. A few storefronts were boarded up and abandoned. Most of the dealers had even made for better digs, able to get a few dollars more for their street bags over on the west side, closer to the ocean, closer to the money.


Amid the disrepair sat a dirty brick-front building. It was small and smelled of mold and cigars, infused in the constant red neon glow of its signage: Bail Bonds Open 24 Hours. But most important, for Leo Carey, it was home.


The empty alley echoed Leo’s angry shouts, a familiar sound for the few neighbors the bail bondsman had left. Leo was in a dirty business, and everyone down the block and up the next knew he liked to yell.


“You’re going back to a guy whose idea of romance is two-for-one night at the dog track?” Leo yelled into the phone, a slow simmer of anger rising underneath the surprise in his voice. He kicked the wood paneling on the wall and watched it shake. It, like everything else in the office, looked worse for the wear. Light switches that only occasionally worked. File cabinets that squeaked bloody murder when they opened, if they opened at all. Two cloudy windows with a view of only the alley and the bums who liked to sleep there in the afternoon.


Leo turned his attention back to the call, fumbling to say the right thing. “Okay, listen. I’m right here, okay? And I treat you like a goddess.” He waited a beat to process the words coming into his ears. “What do you mean ‘maybe that’s my problem’? Hey, I can be a bad boy, too, if that gets you off.”


He heard the beep on the line that told him he had another incoming call. Leo pushed all his anger into his stomach in a last-ditch effort to sound tough. His neighbors were going to love this one.


He let his voice go as loud as he could. “Hold on, I’m getting another call!” His scream echoed off the cheap wood paneling. God, he sounded crazy. He sounded like his brother, Sam.


His new persona did not have the anticipated effect. And so Leo was once again in the familiar position of backpedaling. “No, no, no, sweetheart. I’m being a bad boy. Okay? It’s like a role-play thing. Ah, hold on. I’m sorry, hold on.”


The insistent beep once again came into his ear. Leo clicked the button to get the other call.


“Make it quick, okay?”


Leo Carey had received a lot of bad news in his life. He was a bail bondsman, for Christ’s sake. He heard the worst of the worst: sob stories, deportation tales, long, complicated explanations of how his various clients and scumbags were innocent of all the trumped-up charges brought against them by a system too corrupt and complicated to care about the truth. But never had Leo heard this: the worst news ever. The bottom fell out of his world. He was going to be ruined.


Leo’s expression quickly turned to one of rage.


“What do you mean Rodriguez is gone? Do you mean gone gone? Because if that’s the kind of gone you’re talking about, I would appreciate it if you drove down here and shot me in the face, because it would be very comforting for me to be dead right now!”


Leo tried to wrap his head around what this meant. Rodriguez gone. Bail bond lost. All of Leo’s money: gone.


Just then Leo heard the tiny squeak of his office door. Mikey, his ancient postman, hobbled into the room. He watched Leo’s tirade continue without missing a beat. He, too, knew Leo liked to yell.


“Hey, Leo,” the mailman said.


“Hey, Mikey,” Leo replied.


“Leo, special delivery,” the old man said, handing over a specially marked, thin, white envelope along with the other mail.


The postman shuffled out of the room as Leo returned to his screaming into the phone. As he listened to the caller’s reply, he absentmindedly sifted through the stack of mail, noticing the one with the special-delivery notification. He began to tear open the envelope.


“Rodriguez is the biggest bail I’ve laid out in my entire life-sucking, miserable career and …” Before he could complete the thought, Leo’s eyes shifted down to the paper he was holding in his hand. He stopped cold. His mind raced. He reread the words, allowing his brain to soak in their meaning.


“Hold on a second …” he said into the phone. He ignored the voice yelling at him from the other end of the line. The entire world transformed itself into this one sheet of paper. This one bit of good fortune. Special delivery indeed, Leo thought.


Leo turned back to the phone, a giant smile spreading across his face.


“You know what … it’s only money.”


With that, Leo hung up the phone. He gripped the letter gently, as if holding a precious artifact.


For the first time in a long while, Leo felt that things were finally turning around. He wanted to scream out the news, to yell as loudly as he could so every person on the block would know. But Leo restrained himself. This was one little secret he decided to keep to himself.





Chapter
FIVE



Roughly twenty miles northeast of the state capital of Sacramento sat the legendary Folsom State Prison. It was the second oldest prison in the state, dating back to 1880, but perhaps made famous by Johnny Cash, whose two concerts there in the late 1960s brought Folsom to the forefront of pop-culture trivia. Douglas Carey grew up listening to those Cash records—the singer’s deep, gravelly voice set against the tinny recording equipment—and Folsom Prison took on, in the young boy’s mind, an almost iconic status. That is, until he had to live there.


What Douglas hadn’t realized was how much desert and flatland existed in California, how a state known for fake tits and beaches was actually filled up in the middle with flat, barren plains and shit-filled farms that broadcast their smells depending on which way the wind blew. It was another misconception of his, one following the other—Folsom and now California—and Douglas felt he was behind bars because of those two mistakes, rather than the petty theft charges that brought him here.


He was only twenty years old, a product of Child Services and the state-run system, a juvenile delinquent who once learned the name of his father but never met the man himself. No matter—nothing much ever bothered Douglas Carey, and that ease displayed itself all over his body. Trim with an athletic physique, Douglas used his long, blond hair and cool, blue eyes to pull himself through life, to get the most favors he could from a world that seemed not to give much thought to him at all. No family, no problem. Douglas made do. And he had a good time in the process.
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before they can claim the money, the three brothers must
start a family business together.
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