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To Nina Zero’s readers:

thanks for sharing the wild, bumpy ride.





The strong men, the masters, regain the pure conscience of a beast of prey; monsters filled with joy, they can return from a fearful succession of murder, arson, rape, and torture with the same joy in their hearts, the same contentment in their souls as if they had indulged in some student’s rag.

—Friedrich Nietzsche
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A DAY HIKER found her body beneath the thorny skirts of a manzanita bush in the Santa Monica Mountains just north of Malibu, her skin white as sun-bleached bone against the baked earth. She did not look dead to him at first glance and he thought she might be taking sun, but where she lay was not a spot for sunbathing and her clothes lay twisted in the brush rather than folded within reach.

From a distance her body still retained some of the beauty it had possessed in life and so the hiker expected her to stir at his approach but she didn’t move, not at all. When he dropped down from the trail and into the brush he saw the bruise circling her neck and death’s terrible vacancy in her face.

He grasped her wrist between his thumb and forefinger, hoping to track a faint pulse of blood. Her skin felt less alive than stone. He called 911 and hiked back to the trailhead to wait for the responding officers, out of sight of the body, because the woman was so young and beautiful, even in death, that the only way he could prevent himself from crying was not to look at her.

Later, when questioned by a reporter from a supermarket tabloid, he described in photographic detail the body’s pose on the ground and the ruin strangulation had visited upon her face, sordid details expected by the readers of tabloids but ones I’ll omit in this telling because I knew the woman, and the brutal manner of her death will haunt me for the rest of my days.

The last time I saw Christine she wore a glittering silver strap-dress to the hanging of my show of photographs at Santa Monica’s Leonora Price Gallery, the Betty Boop tattoo on her bared shoulder winking suggestively at the muscular boy in cutoffs who mounted photographs on the near wall. She planned to wear the dress to the opening party two nights later and claimed to want to know whether I liked the style. The photographs were staged tableaux carefully composed to look culled from the pages of the National Enquirer, the Star, or the paper I freelanced for, Scandal Times. Several of the images depicted a blonde bombshell caught by a tabloid-style camera in scandalous scenes involving cars, sex, drugs, and guns. Christine played the role of the blonde bombshell, her wholesome looks shaded at twenty-one with a complicated sexual awareness, the lens capturing little-girl innocence and anything-goes depravity in a single, flashing glance. The depravity made her visually compelling, but in many ways she was far more innocent than depraved. She didn’t want my opinion about the dress—I realized that the moment I saw how assertively she wore it. The dress clung to her with the fierce grace of a tango dancer. She knew she looked stunning. She simply couldn’t wait for the show to open. She wanted to see what she looked like as a troubled movie starlet, unaware that I cast her in a role she played well enough in real life.

The evening the show opened I was working late in the offices of Scandal Times, trying to suppress my anxiety about exhibiting my so-called serious work, when Frank pitched a padded manila envelope onto the desk. Frank was the tabloid’s crack investigative reporter, author of such seminal stories as “The Truth about Two-Headed Sheep” and “James Dean’s Body Stolen by Space Aliens, Worshipped as God,” practically required reading for every budding tabloid reporter and true aficionado of the form. He’d been in the parking lot, having a smoke, and the scent of cigarettes wafted from his hair like a stale aura.

“Since when did you start getting mail here?” he asked.

I glanced at the envelope, addressed to me care of the tabloid, with no return address and twenty Walt Disney commemorative Mickey Mouse stamps pasted down the right side, as though the sender had neither a clue how much postage the envelope required nor the time to get it metered.

“I get mail here all the time.” I dipped into the side pocket of my camera bag for a Swiss army knife and slit open the envelope’s top flap. “Most of it’s from people peddling information, you know, the four Ws of tabloid journalism: who’s doing what to whom, and where.” I shook something that looked like a CD loose from the envelope.

“I get mail too,” Frank said.

“What kind?” I asked.

“Death threats mostly. Last week, Steven Seagal’s PR girl threatened not only to kill me but to make sure I was reincarnated as a leech.” He fingered the edges of a candid I’d taken of Ben Affleck walking out the door of the Brentwood Starbucks, fingers wrapped around his morning latte. The image was set to run with a story about celebrity caffeine addicts. It had been a slow news week, Hollywood scandal-wise.

“Affleck’s easy,” he said. “Can’t pay more than two hundred for him, plus a hundred bonus points for the coffee. You got anybody else?”

I showed him Owen Wilson in a geeky bucket hat and dark sunglasses, shot through the window of Kings Road Café as he inhaled the fumes wafting from a large porcelain cup. The disguise was effective enough that we argued back and forth about whether Owen Wilson sat beneath the hat or some look-alike, until I settled the argument by tracing the baby-arm-on-steroids contours of his nose, which even the modern miracle of plastic surgery can’t duplicate, should it want to try. I walked the CD to the boom box on the shelf behind Frank’s desk and pressed play. Nothing happened. Frank pulled open his petty-cash drawer. I forgot about the CD, thinking someone had sent me a blank disk by mistake. He paid five large in advance for the Wilson, plus three for Affleck.

It had been a tough couple of months, financially. I needed the cash to bail my car out of the garage and to finance the black cocktail sheath of a dress I planned to wear to the gallery that night, when friends, models, and art collectors would gather to drink wine and gossip while pretending to look at the so-called art. High art is a low-pay occupation, and I’d pretty much invested—or sunk without trace—the last of my money in producing and then printing the photographs to be exhibited. Then, two weeks before the show was to open, an idiot in a BMW rear-ended me in traffic, sending my beloved 1976 Cadillac Eldorado into the shop for bodywork and a two-hundred-thousand-mile makeover. His insurance was covering the bodywork but not the makeover. The mechanic had offered me a loaner while my car was in the shop. I couldn’t afford to say no.

This explains why I pulled into the gallery’s parking lot on the biggest night of my life in a six-year-old Chevy Metro with a four-cylinder, 1.3-liter hamster cage for an engine, my toothless Rottweiler riding shotgun, resplendent in a red bow tie and his usual goofy grin. Unlike me, he didn’t feel humiliated to be seen in such a car. My Goth-girl niece waited out front, leaning with calculated teenage sullenness against the passenger-side suicide door of a 1967 Lincoln Continental. Cassie had flown in the night before from Phoenix, where she lived with her foster parents, and spent the day shopping for vintage clothing on Melrose Avenue, accompanied by the owner of the Continental, Nephthys, a woman who looked like a punk Barbara Stanwyck. Cassie had met Nephthys and Christine six months before, when they modeled together for several photographs in the show, and since then she clung to them as her new role models. Her lips scrunched as though she bit into something sour when I stepped from the car and she said, “Since when do you wear miniskirts?”

It was the first time she’d seen me in a dress, even if I’d accessorized it with a pair of Doc Martens, a rhinestone nose stud, and a black leather motorcycle jacket. Cassie had just turned fifteen. I was twice her age. To her eye, I was a dinosaur. I gave her a friendly shove and asked where Nephthys was. She shrugged and pointed her chin toward the gallery, its brightly lit picture window framing an exhibition hall more packed than I had a right to expect. When I asked her why she remained outside she sidled up and bumped against my arm, her wary interpretation of a hug. “You’re late,” she said. “I was afraid you weren’t going to show.”

I kissed the side of her head. Cassie didn’t show sentiment often. I wanted to reward it. Something shoved me from behind—the Rott, eager to bull his way into the party. Cassie broke away from me to kneel and give the dog a bigger hug than I’d ever seen her give a human being. I tossed her the leash and a moment later we swung open the gallery door to a D-list Hollywood arts crowd, not a single true celebrity among the young and trendy who dressed, talked, and gestured like movie stars in training, as though fame awaited them as certainly as age. A half dozen in the crowd had modeled for the fauxtabloid photographs that lined the walls, and all had invited their equally young and beautiful friends. Leonora Price—the sixty-something doyenne of L.A. arts photography—called my name when I pressed through the door and glared at me from behind rhinestone-flecked cat’s-eye glasses. She cleaved the crowd, big red-bead necklace swaying above the bodice of her lime green dress, to wrap a withered arm over my shoulder, scold me for being late, and swing me face-to-face with two of the few people in the crowd not wearing black, a doctor and her doctor husband, who announced that they’d just purchased two of my photographs.

“Hold on to them,” Leonora advised. “My girl is queen of the tabloids, the first serious photographer to cross over since Weegee.” I shook their hands solemnly, embarrassed by such high praise. Leonora promptly slung me toward two men in gray Italian suits, maneuvering me with a hand on the nape of my neck as deftly as a puppeteer. The two men wore black shoes that gleamed with the high shine only the professional classes can achieve, their smiles polished to match. Personal injury lawyers, Leonora whispered, who had just purchased three images for their Century City offices. The lawyer on the left said how much they loved the photos, their jaundiced take on celebrity, and we talked a minute about what it’s like to work as a tabloid photographer. “If Leonardo DiCaprio ever breaks your nose while you’re snapping his candid,” one said, “give us a call, we’d love to represent you.” They cawed with laughter and I barked back, two personal injury lawyers and a tabloid photographer, fellow scavengers recognizing each other across the species barrier.

Leonora steered me close to the wall, the long, bony forefinger of her right hand curling toward a red dot beneath the nearest photograph, signifying the work had been sold. She painted her fingernails red to match the sales dots; red and green were her good-luck colors. “The photographs, they look wonderful up, don’t you think?” She flicked the nail toward the next photo, and the one framed beyond that, all three marked with red dots. Still gripping the nape of my neck, she turned my head to plant a loud kiss on my brow, her milky blue eyes fierce and gleeful. “Be proud,” she said.

The emotion vented through me like scalding water seeking a fissure, and I turned away because I didn’t want to burden her with a sudden burst of tears. Two weeks earlier I’d gone alone to see the comic-book flick Spiderman, where the sight of Kirsten Dunst lifting enough of Spidey’s mask to plant a wet one on Tobey Maguire’s lips provoked such a surge of Eros and sorrow that I’d bolted for the bathroom, locked myself in a stall, and sobbed through a half pack of tissues. Since the deaths of my sister and mother I’d been increasingly unable to control my emotions, prone to jagged crying fits at moments that once would have provoked no more than a smirk of irritation. I’m not a photogenic crier, and the only thing that prevented tears from sizzling down my cheeks and snot dripping from my nose was the sight of the Rottweiler towing Cassie through the crowd, Nephthys one step behind.

“Have you seen Christine?” Anxiety thinned Cassie’s voice to a whine. “We’ve been calling her, like, all day. We even stopped at her apartment.”

“She’ll show.” I deflected the Rott with my knee and told him to sit. “She’s already seen the photographs, so she’s probably planning a big, fashionably late entrance.”

“Christine, she’s late to everything,” Nephthys said, then wrapped me in a congratulatory hug, not oblivious to the fascinated stares of both men and women in the crowd. She wore a thin black halter and stretch shorts, showing as much of her tattooed body as possible in public without getting arrested. She was insanely proud of her tattoos, precise re-creations of the hieroglyphics and pictographs depicting her namesake, the Goddess of the House and Friend of the Dead in Egyptian mythology. She gave the hug full body contact, then pulled her head back to drop a lip kiss on me, unexpected at that moment but not so bad really, in a nonlesbian girlfriend kind of way. “You rock, girl,” she said. “The photographs are killer.”

“Cindy Sherman meets Weegee,” someone said behind me and I turned to see who, because those were exactly the two traditions I intended to cross when I began composing the photographs in my head. The man who had spoken turned to look at me over his shoulder and then this really weird thing happened to time, the glittering hum of voices ground down and vectored out to silence, the crowd at the peripheral fringe of my vision spun into a centrifugal blur, and if I knew I had a soul, I’d say it broke its moorings and lurched momentarily free of my body.

I’d never seen the man before, but still, his face looked strangely familiar, and I would have sworn I knew him in a previous life if I believed in such things, which I don’t. Yes, he was handsome in a black-haired, blue-eyed, and black-leather-jacketed way, but I wasn’t that conscious of his face; I felt as though I’d found something I wasn’t particularly looking for and never thought I needed until that moment, and now that I saw it, I didn’t know whether to grab it or run headlong in the opposite direction. I floated toward him, not consciously moving my feet at all, and then the sensation of timelessness wavered and broke, because I’d walked right up to a strange man without an idea in my head about what to say, and that made me feel uncomfortably self-conscious.

“You’re the photographer, aren’t you?” He turned to a photograph of Christine on the nearest wall. “I can’t tell you how many times I stepped into the grubbier version of this scene.”

I’d taken the photograph at night off the Pacific Coast Highway a few miles south of Malibu, a white-gowned Christine hitchhiking in the headlight glow of a Mercedes convertible stopped on the shoulder, a little chrome automatic pistol dangling from the forefinger of her opposite hand. The driver’s door to the Mercedes wings open into the center of the image and the body of an elegant young man in a white dinner jacket sprawls toward the pavement, his legs and hips still inside the car, the back of his jacket stained with vivid blossoms of light gray, the color of blood in black-and-white photography.

Frank stuck his shaggy head between us and introduced the man I’d been speaking to as Sean Tyler. We shook hands, his palm leathery smooth, like a good work glove. “Let’s go out to the car for a sec,” Frank said, and hoisted toward Sean the laptop bag slung over his shoulder. “I got something I want to show you.” And then they were gone, just like that, Sean’s big shoulders gracefully creasing the mob, leaving me face-to-face with Terry Graves, my parole officer, who pinched the muscle between my neck and shoulder and said photographs weren’t her thing but these wouldn’t be so bad if she could drop a neutron bomb in the middle of the room to eliminate the poseurs. I told her I needed a glass of wine and pressed toward the door, curious about Sean and what kind of business he had with Frank. He didn’t look like the kind of scamming tipster Frank usually met in alleyways and other dark places.

Out in the parking lot they stood hunched over the open trunk to Frank’s Honda, a silvery light illuminating their faces from beneath, the blue-black of Los Angeles night blanketed around their shoulders. Frank had parked at the far end of the lot, near the street and away from the casual glance of passing eyes. When he heard my footsteps, and glanced to see me walking toward them he reached down into the trunk and shut off the light.

“There’s really nothing you want to see here,” he said, and I realized then that the source of light had been his laptop.

“Maybe I should be the one to decide that,” I said.

In the washed-out streetlight his face looked flush and his eyes glazed. “The disk somebody mailed you?” He cleared his throat. “It wasn’t music.”

“If it was sent to me, then I should see it,” I said. “In fact, if it was sent to me, you shouldn’t even be looking at it.”

Frank stared at me like I really didn’t get it.

“No, it’s all right, she probably needs to see this,” Sean said. “I mean, you’re not sure, right? She’ll know better than you.”

Frank reached into the trunk, pressed something, and moved aside. “This was supposed to be a good night for you,” he said.

I stepped up to the rear bumper and looked into the mouth of the trunk, where Frank’s laptop played a high-resolution amateur bondage video already well in progress. The scene depicted what I imagined to be a routine S&M scenario: a young woman, semiclad in red latex and bound at her wrists to a metal rack, was mounted from behind by a man in a black latex suit and ski mask–style hood. A similar hood covered the woman’s head, slits cut for her eyes. A rubber ball was wedged into her mouth, held in place by a strap. With strips of latex disconnecting her features, the woman’s face could have been any young woman’s face. The eyes were listless. She didn’t seem to mind being tied to a rack.

“Ruffies,” Sean said.

“Rohypnol,” Frank added. “The date rape drug of choice.”

I wanted to ask Sean how he knew she was drugged, but before I could speak the man slung a rubber strap around the woman’s neck and jerked it taut. Her head snapped back and she twisted her shoulders, trying to pull away. The man strangling her stood over six feet tall and pinned the woman to the rack like a butterfly. I looked away because I didn’t want to watch, but then I felt Sean’s hand gently supporting my back. The light from the screen illuminated his face from beneath, as though by theatrical stage light, the lupine curve of his lips and miss-nothing intensity of his eyes sadly predatory. I knew then what he was doing there, what he did for a living, and what was happening in the video. When I glanced back at the screen, the latex suit had been unzipped at the back and my eye met the mischievous wink of Betty Boop, tattooed along the upper curve of the woman’s right shoulder.
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I DROVE BACK to Venice Beach trying to convince myself the woman in the video didn’t have to be Christine. An early summer inversion had settled over the city, smog condensing with beach fog to form a swirling yellow mist in the spears of light thrown by the Metro’s headlights. In the passenger seat, Cassie vied with the Rott to see who could lean their head the farthest out the window. Cassie knew nothing about what might have happened to Christine. When I’d returned to the gallery after answering Sean’s questions the crowd had thinned to a few friends, my models, and their hangers-on. I pretended nothing had happened and proposed a toast first to Leonora Price for taking the risk of exhibiting my work, and then to my models for being so photogenic. When I started to cry, everyone thought the emotions of the moment overwhelmed me in a good way. They all seemed happy, both for me and for themselves, like fireflies burning bright for one brief night against the greater darkness that awaits us all.

I’d shot Christine’s first set of photographs just before Thanksgiving, and we’d gotten along so well she’d accompanied me to the airport to pick up Cassie, who was flying in from Phoenix, released to my care for the holiday by her foster parents. The idea to stage a photographic scene that involved them both had sprung from Cassie’s insistent complaints that I didn’t appreciate her talents as an actress or model, begun no more than a minute after she wheeled her suitcase from baggage claim. We talked about it over dinner that night—pasta and pizza at Angeli Caffé on Melrose—and the next day I rented a bungalow at the Beverly Hills Hotel for the shoot, Nephthys pitching in to help with set design and makeup. We’d scoured Cassie’s face of Goth-girl makeup, secured a curly blonde wig over her purple hair, slipped her into a white dress, and photographed her as a contemporary adolescent Shirley Temple shooting junk amid a zoo of stuffed animals, Christine as her movie-star mom talking on the phone in the background, back turned, clueless.

Film and photo shoots promote a quick and easy camaraderie among participants, and during ours Cassie bonded instantly with Nephthys and Christine. We drove to Chinatown for Thanksgiving dinner that night, substituting Peking duck for turkey, and then over the weekend rode the bike paths of Venice Beach and watched films together. The experience seemed formative to Cassie, who was short on noncriminal role models just then, and she studied both Christine and Nephthys with the voracious curiosity of a young girl watching those a few years older to figure out the woman she might become. Christine and Nephthys may not have been the most wholesome role models, but by the age of thirteen my niece had already involved herself in criminal enterprises that would have sentenced her to a juvenile detention facility for the remainder of her youth had she been caught; any corrupting influences were likely to pass both ways. That Christmas we met again, and though I kept in touch with Nephthys after that, calling her every couple of weeks and meeting occasionally for coffee, Christine and I drifted apart, not from any conflict or lack of interest, but because we had little to talk about except what each of us was doing at the moment. We rarely talked about our pasts or personal issues. She was always a cipher to me, though a lovely one, a woman whose chatter captivated me even if, after a moment of reflection, I didn’t find much meaning in it.

I didn’t really know much about Christine’s sex life, what turned her on. Some people found strangulation erotic, their partner throttling them a few seconds shy of brain damage and death, making the orgasms that much more intense. The video had ended violently but not conclusively, the woman unconscious but not necessarily dead. Maybe the sex had been consensual but had gone a little further than either partner intended. Christine could have been hiding somewhere, her silver dress hanging in the closet while she recovered from a bruised throat. The woman didn’t even have to be Christine. More than one woman bore a tattoo of Betty Boop on her right shoulder.

I glanced over at Cassie. The Rott stretched across her small body, his head out the window, snapping at the wind as though one night he might catch it. I worried what the polluted air was doing to her young lungs but knew she’d scream if I insisted on raising the window.

“Why did you start crying tonight?” Cassie asked, aware I watched her.

“I just felt like it,” I said. I didn’t want to tell her, not then, not until I knew something more definitive.

“I hope it wasn’t from happiness,” she said. “I hate it when people cry from happiness. It’s so Miss America.”

“Maybe you’ll grow a heart some day, find out what it’s like.” It does little good to remind teenagers they’re cruel, but Cassie didn’t seem to mind. She peered at me from the far side of the passenger seat, her face a shining darkness in the night.

“If I had a heart, I’d just suffer,” she said.

Cassie voiced few complaints about going to bed that night, tired enough by the show and her day of shopping to curl under the covers in my bedroom soon after we returned to the place that passed for home. I lived then in a one-bedroom apartment on the second floor of a twelve-unit teardown a half mile from the Venice Beach boardwalk. The landlord accepted all species of living creatures, from ex-cons with big dogs to illegal immigrants packed ten to a room, though cockroaches formed the largest population by far. Not many landlords are willing to rent to ex-cons, and those who are compensate for the risk by doubling the price.

In my line of business the phone often rings at two in the morning with a rumored sighting of one A-list actor or another snorting cocaine off the back of a naked model or some other routine paparazzi photo op. Cassie slept in the bedroom because I didn’t want my work to wake her. I pulled the futon from the IKEA sofa and laid it flat on the floor, thinking I might try to sleep, but the images from the video still flickered through my mind and I got no closer to bed than kicking off my shoes. I pulled a bottle of Jack Daniel’s from the kitchen cabinet, poured three fingers into a tumbler, and sat at the kitchen table to explore the digital camera I’d purchased a few months before at the insistence of Scandal Times. The tabloids are catching up to technology, Frank said. From now on the paper would be looking for photographic content in digital form. Get used to it. I still took my most important shots on film but when the subject and conditions allowed I used the digital camera, a Canon SLR as complicated to navigate as a computer, something else I needed to learn to use.

Just past midnight the cell-phone display lit with a call from an unfamiliar number in the 818 area code, originating from the San Fernando Valley. My network of tipsters, finks, and quislings covers most of the 310 area code—the West Side of Los Angeles—but every now and then a tip comes from the hills on the Valley side of Mulholland Drive. I took the call. A voice asked if Ms. Zero was speaking and it took me a moment to place the voice as Sean’s. “The night’s turning out slower than I thought,” he said. “Any chance you can get her photo to me? I might be able to start work on this right away.”

I didn’t have anything in the apartment larger than a thumbnail image from a proof sheet. “I know an all-night darkroom in Hollywood,” I said, and told him I’d meet him there in an hour.

I collected the negatives I’d need from the hall closet, thought about changing from the dress to a more utilitarian pair of jeans, but decided I didn’t want to risk waking Cassie by hunting down clothes in the bedroom closet. The Rott was slow to understand that his job was to stay behind and play guard dog, but after I whispered Cassie’s name a dozen times, pointing his nose toward the room in which she slept, he curled up at her door, sighed, and watched me go. I didn’t want her to wake and feel abandoned.

 

Sean was waiting for me when I pulled into the mini-mall parking lot, sipping a cup of take-out coffee as he leaned against a pole sign advertising discount dry cleaning, a Korean nail parlor, video rental, an optician, a Thai restaurant, a postal store, a photo and camera shop, and the all-night donut shop that sold him the coffee. Many people in Los Angeles hated the garish ubiquity of mini-malls—there seemed to be at least one at every commercial intersection, and often two on dueling corners—but where else were you going to get a frozen yoghurt to go while you mailed a package and picked up the dry cleaning? In a city increasingly blenderized by corporate franchises, mini-malls were thriving shrines to the small businessman and the best places to find exotic but cheap cuisine, from Argentinean to Vietnamese and most every nationality in between. I slid the Metro between the chalk in front of the photo store and shouldered my camera bag.

A confused look must have clouded my eyes when the door snapped open without my touching the handle; it had been so long since a man had opened the door for me I momentarily thought it somehow opened itself. Getting out of the car in a short, tight dress presented another problem, particularly in such close proximity to a man, but I think I managed it with little flash and some grace.

“Did you get a chance to talk to any of Christine’s friends?” Sean asked. “Anybody tell you anything that can help us find her?”

I’d asked Nephthys and a few other models, I told him, but nobody had seen her in the past twenty-four hours. He hadn’t wanted me to mention the video to anyone, not yet.

“Any idea where she works?”

“Some call service center,” I said. “The graveyard shift, I think.”

“Did she report for work yesterday?”

“I’ll check with another friend,” I said, thinking of Nephthys. “I don’t know where she works, not exactly. Actresses don’t usually go public about their day jobs, even the ones they hold at night.”

“Anything else she does every day?” he asked. “The thing about work, it can help us establish when she went missing, if that’s what happened.”

I told him I’d ask around. I knew she had a roommate, though I’d never met her. Christine came from a small central California town she couldn’t get away from fast enough, but I didn’t remember which one. When it came to facts, I knew little more than her address and telephone number. A hipster-technician with curly hair and a patch of scrub on his chin appeared behind the photo-shop glass, flipped the security locks, and swung open the door to let us in.

We followed the technician to the darkrooms down a back hallway. Like most darkrooms this one had the square footage of a closet, and when the door shut behind us the environment felt a little too intimate. I asked Sean how long he’d been interested in photography. He stood no more than a foot behind me while I unpacked negatives, proof sheets, and photographic paper from my camera bag, so close I could feel his breath on the back of my neck. I knew it was a stock question. I didn’t care what we talked about. He could have been reciting the names of horses running at the track that day and I would have been content, because silence in that small room would have been too powerful.

“I’ve always liked it,” he said. “You ever take photos in color, or just black and white?”

“I took color photos in a studio for a while.” I flipped through the proof sheets of the photographs I’d taken of Christine, looking for an image that caught her in an unguarded look, and found a shot in which she sat before a dressing-table mirror, staring at some unfixed point beyond the glass. “A long time ago I worked in a baby-portrait studio called Hansel & Gretel’s, like the fairy tale. All the employees, we had to dress like characters from the fairy tale.”

“The wicked witch, too?”

“No, she was considered too scary for little kids.”

“It’s a scary story. You remember how it goes? A starving woodcutter and his wife—the wicked stepmother—abandon their children in the forest.”

“I don’t remember that part.” I shuffled through the negatives and found the one that matched the image on the proof sheet. “I only remember the breadcrumb trail, the candy house, and killing the witch at the end.”

“That’s what everybody remembers.”

I loaded the negative into the enlarger and switched off the lights. The safety light cast so faint a red glow that Sean’s black leather jacket disappeared and his face hovered in the darkness like the face of a ghost.

“If you go back to the original,” he said, “it’s a story about felony child abandonment and a serial child killer that ends in justifiable homicide.”

“Gretel burns the witch to death, right?”

“She shoves her in the oven and slams the door.”

“My kind of girl,” I said. I flicked on the enlarger light and focused it onto an eight-by-ten photo, then clicked it off. “Two years of taking photos of screaming babies convinced me that birth control is not a bad thing.”

I liked the warm sound of his laughter in the dark. He slid around the room to watch over my shoulder. I flicked on the enlarger light and counted to three, burning the image into the photographic paper, then slipped the paper into the developing tray. Immersed in liquid developer, Christine’s image surfaced, the shadows surrounding her like dark clouds to frame the blank purity of her face. Sean leaned over my shoulder to watch the image develop, his face so close I smelled the coffee on him, fused with the light scent of his sweat and the oils in his black hair. When the shadows ripened to a dense black, I tonged the photograph into the stop bath to halt the changes in the image and eased it into the fixer to seal the results.

“You know what I love about this?” Sean asked. “It’s like an investigation. You start with a blank and you end up with an image of what happened.” He gracefully slipped aside as I turned to the sink to wash the print beneath running water, the final step before drying. “Homicide investigation, it’s black and white, too. I’m not talking about moral issues here, I’m talking about how it feels. Things happen in my work that don’t happen in the real world, the world of color. Sometimes I think I live and work in a shadow world.”

I turned to him, my interest sharply focused because I’d thought the very same thing about my work in the tabloids, that I lived and worked in a world that shadowed the real world but really wasn’t the real world at all, in the same way that most people who work graveyard shifts and long nights feel distanced from the daylight world of sun and color. Space in the darkroom was cramped and Sean had been hovering over my shoulder to watch me work, and so when I looked up at his face glowing beneath the safety light, our lips no more than a breath apart, what happened was my fault as much as his; I kissed him as much as he kissed me. Even though I considered it a little odd that a homicide investigator was so willing to talk to me about abstract feelings for the work he did, I hadn’t even been conscious of our flirting, in the same way that I wasn’t conscious of the terrible and wonderful consequences of kissing him. Yielding to the impulse to kiss him was like the first step toward falling together downhill, all tumbling-forward momentum, our limbs entwined as though the swift exhilaration of our coupling required an even tighter embrace to hold us together, his tongue in my mouth tasting as rich and fertile as earth, and when he penetrated me I launched into free fall, clutching his leather shoulders, my legs wrapped around his waist and my teeth dug into his neck.

He made a sound like weeping when he came, as though he released his pain with his seed. I stroked the back of his head and kissed his brows and it wasn’t until I thought about his pain that I thought about anything except pleasure. Wild sex had been far from my thoughts when I entered the darkroom. It had been over a year since I’d made love to a man. Sean and I had coupled with such spontaneous passion that I’d neglected some unpleasant but essential realities. I hadn’t asked him to wear a condom and he hadn’t volunteered. I had to trust that he’d been surprised by the encounter no less than I, that his sexual history was clean enough that he hadn’t infected me with anything, and that I was late enough in my cycle not to get pregnant. That was a lot of trust to place in fate and someone I’d just met. I broke away from him and pulled down the hem of my dress.

He wiped his face with both hands and stared at me above his fingertips. “Have you ever been walking fast,” he said, “your mind on something that takes all your attention, so you’re not really looking where you’re going, and then, bam, you run straight into somebody, and you both go sprawling, wondering what hit you?” He glanced down and saw that he’d kicked himself free of only one pant leg, the other clinging to his ankle. “That’s how I feel right now.”

Water still streamed over the print in the sink. I closed the faucet and loaded the wet print into the air dryer, turning my back to give him a moment to pull up his pants in dignity. How much did he know about me? Had Frank told him that I was an ex-con paparazza on parole? I packed the negatives, proof sheets, and photographic paper back into my camera bag, wishing I could sort and pack my feelings as efficiently. I’m accustomed to getting screwed by the cops, but this was a first. I gave him the print, said, “This is quick and dirty, not really up to gallery standards, but it should serve your purpose.”

I opened the door, letting our eyes adjust gradually to the light spilling in from the hallway. Sean swung the photograph toward the light to examine it. “It may be quick and dirty, but it’s beautiful, too.” He sounded as though he spoke about our sex as much as the photograph. “I’ll make photocopies and return this to you,”

“You can keep it,” I said.

“Would it offend you if I asked you to sign it?”

I flipped the print image-side down to sign my name on the back, then slipped the photograph into an oversized envelope to protect it. Outside, in the mini-mall parking lot, he looked at me strangely but said nothing when I gave him my hand to shake rather than a kiss goodbye.

 

Among the loneliest places in the world is any street in Los Angeles at 3 AM, where the stray headlights of automobiles skitter past each other like the wary survivors of an apocalypse and every few miles the swift descent of flashing police lights on one car or another demonstrates that no one roving about at such an hour can be up to much good. Los Angeles defines itself by day, a city of sunlight glinting sharply from the glass, metal, and chrome of rushing automobiles. Past midnight, the city extinguishes itself in the absence of the very things that define it, and roaming its streets is like roaming a wasteland. Until that night I hadn’t thought myself lonely. I had my dog, my work, and a few close friends, and even though I sometimes missed the comfort and pleasure of another body next to mine, I didn’t really see the point. The cool, smog-tainted emptinesses of the city by night harmonized with my spirit far more than the glare and bustle of daily life, as though I felt more at ease with the negative image of things than with the things themselves.

To attach any significance to what happened in the darkroom that night would be a mistake, and given Sean’s profession, an error that could only lead to grief. What had he said? That he felt like he’d been looking in the wrong direction while rounding a corner and knocked into somebody. What do you do when you run into somebody without looking? You apologize and move on. Sure, I felt more passionate in those few brief moments than I had in years, probably because I’d been caught so completely unaware, but a moment of spontaneous passion was nothing to build a relationship on, except one of the most casual kind. The problem was, I didn’t believe I wanted a serious relationship either. If I disallowed myself casual flings and serious relationships, that left me with the sole possibility of sleeping with like-minded friends I found sexually attractive, a phenomenon so rare I may as well have converted to Catholicism and taken vows.

I keyed the top deadbolt to the door of my apartment and when I didn’t hear the thumping gait of the Rott coming to greet me, I dismissed my foreboding with the thought that he liked his sleep too much to get up. Careful not to wake Cassie, I pushed quietly into the apartment and shut the door behind me, listening for the sound of the Rott’s limbs stretching on the carpet, his regular prelude to rising from sleep. The door to my bedroom, where Cassie slept, yawned open. I crept to the door frame and peeked inside. The covers to the bed lay flung aside, the bottom sheet indented where my niece had slept not so long ago. I called her name and turned to the bathroom, hoping to see a sliver of light or hear the toilet clatter and flush. I called her name again, louder, and leapt to flick on the lights, fearing what I might find but fearing more the dark and silence.

A sheet of paper, anchored in place on the kitchen counter by an empty glass, caught my eye. I recognized at a distance the unruly scrawl of printed letters as my niece’s handwriting. “Baby and I gotta go somewhere to do something,” she wrote. “I’ll call tomorrow. Don’t worry.” I crumpled the note and flung it across the room. Don’t worry. Right. Might as well shoot me in the gut, tell me, don’t bleed.
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THE VENICE BEACH boardwalk gleams like a carnival during daylight hours, tarot and palm readers competing with merchants and political cranks for the tourists crowding the boardwalk, but after the sun sets the merchants and mystics pack up and the crowds dissipate, leaving the trash behind. Violent crime escalates, and though most of it is perpetrated by drunks and druggies on other drunks and druggies, I did not always feel safe walking the neighborhood after midnight, even when accompanied by the Rott, and this intensified my worries about Cassie. I searched the beach and boardwalk until dawn, asking the drunks, drug addicts, skate punks, and homeless if they’d seen a teenage girl walking a Rottweiler that night. I called the dog as I searched, certain he’d come if he heard my voice, but the only replies sprang from those so deep into one mind-fogging substance or another that any claimed sighting of my niece or dog would be hallucinated.

Cassie had proved capable of taking care of herself on the streets, and that helped me pass the night a little easier. She’d been running wild the year we met, one of a gang of runaways sleeping rough in an abandoned Nike missile base. I hadn’t even known she existed until a couple of homicide detectives from the Hollywood station picked me up late one night to identify the body of her mother—my older sister. She had been an even stranger child then, harmless enough to look at but wild and unpredictable, like a feral kitten. She could take care of herself well enough. What I didn’t know was how well she took care of others. She and the dog got along, I knew that. Cassie shied from contact with me but didn’t hesitate to hug or pet the Rott. I knew the Rott would be fiercely protective of Cassie, but I didn’t know how fiercely protective Cassie would be of the Rott.

The cry of the cell phone woke me a couple hours past sunrise, curled in the cramped front seat of the Metro, parked on a residential side street in Los Feliz. I glanced at the call display, hoping to see the unfamiliar number of a public phone box where Cassie might be waiting to be picked up. The display registered a name instead, Nephthys, returning my call from late the night before. After abandoning my search of the beach, I’d driven across town to park and wait for her to wake.

“She didn’t say anything to me about it,” Nephthys said when I told her about Cassie. “You know what it’s like at that age. It’s hard to find anything good to say about the people trying to take care of you, but she seemed happy to me, excited to be staying with you. But she’s not your average fifteen-year-old. She does what she wants and damns the consequences.”

While we were talking I locked up the car, crossed the sidewalk to a 1920s bungalow complex, followed the concrete path toward a rear unit set behind a screen of palm fronds and birds-of-paradise, and knocked on the door. “Wait a minute, someone’s at the door,” Nephthys said, and a moment later her eye blackened the peephole on the opposite side. “Holy crap! It’s you!”

When she snapped open the door I half expected to see hieroglyphics painted on the walls of her apartment to match the tattoos on her body, but Nephthys’s fetish for things Egyptian pretty much ended at her skin. She invited me into a tiny, cluttered kitchen, the sunlight streaming onto bright yellow walls. “Don’t worry about Cassie, that girl is fifteen going on thirty-five,” she said, pouring me a cup of coffee. “She was smart to take the dog with her. The dog will protect her.”

“Sure, but who’s going to protect my dog from Cassie?”

Nephthys took my comment as gallows humor. “They’re both going to be okay, don’t worry.” She put her hand on my shoulder and looked up at me—she didn’t stand taller than five foot two—her Egyptian-lined eyes crinkled with concern.

I was crying again.

“No, it’s not that, it’s something else, it’s Christine.” I wiped the sleeve of my jacket across my eyes and told her that someone had sent me a video depicting Christine in an S&M scene that featured strangulation, that it probably wasn’t anything serious but I had to find her as quickly as possible. “She told me she worked as a call service representative,” I said. “Do you know the name of the company, how to get in touch with her boss?”

“Call service representative? That’s what she told you?” The corner of her mouth curved in a wise-girl smile. “That’s not exactly accurate.”

“You mean she didn’t have a job?”

“She had a job, but I think ‘call service representative’ might be a euphemism.” She touched my elbow as though sharing a secret. “She works at one of those 1-900 places.”

I must have looked confused.

“Phone sex,” she explained.

No wonder Christine hadn’t told me the strict truth.

“Do you know which one?”

“Sweet Lasses, I think it’s called, but that kind of work, you never leave the house, the calls are patched to your phone line. I have the number stored on the computer.” She edged past me, careful of our cups of coffee, into a dimly lit living room furnished with a thrift-shop aesthetic, mix-and-match furniture from different eras and styles existing in happy harmony, brightened by colored fabrics from India and South America draped across the chair backs and hung from the ceiling, flag style. “Christine is another girl who can take care of herself; believe me, she’s not as innocent as she looks. But if you’re worried, we can take a look at her journal, see if she wrote anything that might explain what’s going on.”

“Do you have the keys to her apartment?” I asked.

“No,” she said.

“Then how do we get her journal?”

“It’s online.” She plucked a red batik covering from an egg-shaped iMac. “Christine is a Suicide Girl.”

“I can’t believe Christine wanted to kill herself,” I said.

“Suicide Girls isn’t about killing yourself.” She poked the computer’s start button and the thing chimed to life. “It’s an online community where Goths, punks, and alts show off their tats and body mods.”

“Alts?”

“You know, people into alternative culture.” She cracked her knuckles over the keyboard. “For example, I’m a post-post-feminist Egyptologist and body performance artist who reads science fiction and listens to old bossa nova records, and that’s just to start. It’s easier to say ‘alt’ and move on.” Her fingers clattered over the keys and a website loaded onto the screen, thumbnail jpegs of pierced and tattooed young women on the left, some kind of Internet message board on the right, interviews and weird news stories down the center. The women weren’t entirely naked but they didn’t wear a lot of clothes either. A logo in the top right corner depicted the letters SG and an illustrated woman posed before a background of stars. On closer inspection, a shirt I thought a woman wore turned out to be a tattoo.

The screen flashed purple as the page shifted and Christine’s face appeared in the upper left corner, above her personal profile, which listed her age (21), body mods (tongue, nipple, ear, tattoo), favorite bands (Bowie, Yeah Yeah Yeahs, The Cure, Sonic Youth, Pixies, Portishead), favorite films (Amélie, Chocolat, Boogie Nights, Edward Scissorhands), favorite books (Harry Potter), and the five things she couldn’t live without (chocolate, Veuve-Clicquot, pain, laughter, latex). To the right of her profile, sentences from her online journal staggered across the page:


my hair crisis is finally solved and I’m closer to my dream of looking like a 1950’s movie star for that show I’ve been writing about.

i wanted to go platinum, like marilyn monroe.

so i went to the all nite drug store to get the die and started fooling around with a pair of scizzors and i woke the next morning my hair like a haystack, just dry and all over the place ugly.

i thought i’d have to wear a bag over my head but boyfiend the bastard treated me to a day at the stylist and now i look bootifull.

tonite i see the guy says he’s johnny depp’s producer. probably just another cum on.

hey, any of u going to the show nite after tomorrow? if u do the bootifull christine will kiss ur face.



The journal entry was dated the day we’d hung the show, not quite seventy-two hours earlier. She’d dropped by the gallery to model her dress in the afternoon, returned home to type her journal entry, then later that night, if her journal was credible, she’d met the man who claimed to be Johnny Depp’s producer. “This so-called producer, how do you think she met him?” I asked.

Nephthys said she remembered Christine had written about him before and tapped at the keyboard again. The previous day’s journal entry popped onto the screen:


i don’t know if this is just more elay bullshit but some guy claims to be a producer on one of johnny depp’s films (from hell, not his best) wants to see

ME!!!!???!!!

this is his line—he said he needed people who could be cool around johnny, said i sounded like somebody might be good to hang with, maybe cast in the picture but no, he wasn’t going to lead me on, make promises.

this means he just wants to screw me, right? whatever. if that’s all he wants, no effing way, but i’m not gonna tell the boyfiend…

tg he won’t read this, he thinks sg is crap!

don’t don’t don’t forget two nights from now the show.



I asked when she’d last seen Christine.

“I didn’t. I mean, we communicated here on the site but I haven’t actually seen her this week.” She scrolled down the page to a series of comments made in response to Christine’s journal entry that day. A few of the comments were marginally pervy, but most were touchingly supportive messages. Ur soooo Hawt!!! One comment read. I can’t believe ur not gonna be a ***. And then, further down the page, I saw a thumbnail close-up of Nephthys next to her name and the exhortation, U Rock Grrrrl!

“You wrote this?” I asked.

“We all post messages to each other’s journals.” She darted the cursor to her thumbnail image and clicked. “I can’t tell you how excited I was when the first photoset of my tats went online. That’s how I met Christine and a bunch of my friends. Here, let me show you…”

I dug my address book from my camera bag while she loaded a page that contained her thumbnail photo, personal profile, and journal. She clicked another jpeg at the top of the page and a photograph surfaced onto the screen, Nephthys standing at a brick wall, legs pressed tightly together but arms stretched wide, her hieroglyphic-tattooed body like a canvas framed in red. I took my eyes from the screen long enough to show her the address I listed for Christine and she confirmed it was the same as the one in her book. “I keep calling her cell but I don’t get an answer,” I said. “Do you know her roommate?”

“Tammy.”

“Another Suicide Girl?”

“No, she’s an aspiring actress.” Nephthys’s mouth crinkled as though wrapped around something sour. “Tammy’s a real girly-girl. She’s on location right now, somewhere in Canada I think, shooting some made-for-dreck movie.”

“What about the boyfriend?” I asked.

“I don’t want to betray any confidences, but the video you mentioned?” She turned in her chair and looked up at me, her face small and compact as a child’s but the look in her eyes not childlike at all. “It doesn’t surprise me. They were into some really twisted shit.”

 

Christine’s supposed boyfriend, the self-help author Dr. James Rakaan, practiced past-life regression therapy on a dead-end street in the hills above Sunset Boulevard, just east of the Beverly Hills border. I remained a little fuzzy on the underlying theory, but as I understood it past-life regression therapists uncovered a patient’s memories of past lives through hypnosis, sometimes because it was just a cool thing to do but most often because some memories were so terrible that they influenced the patient’s present life. One case history I read on the Internet described a man with chronic phantom back pain who discovered he’d taken a Roman spear to the liver in the second century while trying to save his family from slaughter. Once he remembered and dealt with the trauma, the pain disappeared. According to the promotional information on his website, www.RakaanHeals.com, Dr. Rakaan was not only one of the most revered practitioners of the exciting new science of past-life regression therapy, but also the author of New York Times bestsellers such as Healing the Past-Life Child Within and Soul Mates: One Love Through a Hundred Lifetimes, plus one title that stayed twelve straight weeks on the self-help bestseller list, You’re Not Crazy, You Really Are Napoleon: How to Unleash the Power of Your Past Lives.

In his private practice, Dr. Rakaan charged hundreds of dollars an hour to a star-studded list of studio executives and celebrity clients, but almost anybody could afford the price of a book, the website quoted him as saying, and he was happy to make his techniques available for the benefit of the general public. Most impressive of all, Dr. Rakaan not only elicited past-life experiences from his patients—any second-rate past-life regressionist with half his credentials could pull that off—but with certain talented subjects he could invoke future lives as well, telling patients what shapes their reincarnations would take up to six lifetimes from now, something he called future-life progression, or FULP.™

While I drove toward Beverly Hills I called the phone number Sean had left with me, and when his voice mail picked up I left a detailed message about Christine’s journal and the name of her employer. When I finished giving him this information I nearly said something sappy about our encounter the night before but restrained myself, instead suggesting he could call to let me know he’d received the message. I figured he wouldn’t mind my talking to Rakaan. I tracked people for a living, if celebrities can be called people and photographing them a living.

I parked the Metro in a free slot across the street from Rakaan’s office and walked down a winding flagstone path to a garden complex housing an herbal tea shop, an acupuncturist, a practitioner of holistic medicine, and a carved wooden signboard announcing the offices of Dr. James Rakaan, C.H.T. The heady scent of sandalwood greeted me when I stepped across the threshold into the reception area, a junglish room decorated in palm fronds and rattan furniture. The receptionist, a young woman with opaque gray eyes and a nebula of auburn curls framing her pale skin, serenely tilted her chin toward the ceiling and asked if I had an appointment when I said I wanted to talk to Dr. Rakaan.

“Tell him that I’m worried about Christine,” I said.

The receptionist advised me that Dr. Rakaan was with a patient at the moment but if I would please have a seat, in a few minutes she’d be able to take a message to him. While I waited, I glanced through a brochure touting a Caribbean cruise to the Panama Canal and spiritual enlightenment, in that order, cohosted by Dr. Rakaan and Thomas Van Voorhees, a renowned medium who claimed he could convey detailed messages from deceased family members in the spirit world. I had barely talked to my family members when they were alive, didn’t see what good it would do to chat with them dead, but I figured I was probably in the minority there. The door behind the receptionist’s desk eased open and a woman in dark sunglasses, white dress, and floppy hat emerged, looking like an aging movie star who didn’t want to be recognized. She succeeded. The receptionist slipped into the gap and a few minutes later Dr. Rakaan himself emerged.

You might think that someone hailed as a revered figure in an exciting new science, even one so unexacting as past-life regression therapy, would be a nerdish gentleman of a certain age, balding at the top and dumpling at the middle, a man given to stay-pressed slacks and half-tucked shirts, his abstract but kind gaze obscured behind thick eyeglasses he likes to clean with the bottom end of his mismatched tie. Not Dr. Rakaan. Not even the photograph on his website prepared me for the striking image of the man himself striding into the reception area, long black hair as sleek as a flag waving to his shoulders, the stout bridge of his nose like the stem of a Y connecting the flying wedge of his massive brow, his glance as piercing as phaser fire set to stun. I didn’t doubt he treated a star-studded list of celebrity clients. He looked like a movie star himself.

I asked if he’d seen Christine lately.

“Are you talking about one of my patients…” He made a show of trying to pluck the name from memory. “Christine Myers?”

“I’m talking about your girlfriend. That Christine.”

Dr. Rakaan stepped aside, the tips of his fingers brushing toward the open door to his office, a gesture I took as an invitation to enter. His office looked like something Dr. Freud might have imagined if he took Prozac instead of cocaine and lived in Beverly Hills instead of Vienna. I avoided the rattan couch and selected a club chair set casually beside a weathered teak desk.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t have a girlfriend named Christine,” he said. He settled into the swivel chair behind the desk and clasped his hands below his chin, his wide shoulders framed by a window overlooking the back garden.

“I don’t care how you characterize your relationship. I just want to know if you’ve seen her in the past three days or know where she is right now.”

His eyebrows puzzled together, narrowing his eyes to slits, an expression no doubt meant to convey his confusion but instead gave his face a cagey look. “And you are…?”

I gave him my name.

“You’re the photographer.” He nodded as though watching things fall into place. “She was very excited about that, the exhibition I mean, on the verge of euphoria, really. It gave her a tremendous boost of self-esteem, something she needs very much.”

“Why would Christine say you’re her boyfriend if you’re not?”

“Therapy can be an emotionally intimate experience, even more intimate than sex.” His face angled into the soft light from the garden window and a smug smile creased his lips, a smile he thought better to contain a moment later. He was not a man unaware of his own handsomeness. “It’s one of the hazards—of any kind of therapy actually, not just past-life regression. Even relatively well-adjusted patients form a strong bond with the therapist and sometimes that bond is misinterpreted by the patient to be a romantic one. When a patient is deeply troubled, with a past-life history of abuse…” He raised his hands and held them palms up, a gesture of disarming helplessness. “She can fantasize a romantic relationship when none in fact exists.”

“Is that what happened to Christine?”

“I can’t really tell you without violating the confidentiality between therapist and patient. But what’s this about Christine being missing?”

“She didn’t show for the exhibition last night. I’ve asked around and nobody has seen her for three days, not since she was supposed to go on a date with some guy she thought was Johnny Depp’s producer.”

“A date?” His voice cracked in the middle, as though torn between surprise and skepticism. “She mentioned nothing to me about it. But she missed her appointment two days ago, I can tell you that much. And her karma is so unpredictable this isn’t the first time I’ve worried about her.”

“What’s wrong with her karma?”

“She was murdered in her most recent past life and in the life before that as well.” He spoke as though these events had taken place just days or weeks ago and winced as though he regretted having to divulge a confidence. “Christine loves pain. That’s what her sessions are about. Her love of pain. So naturally I worry about the kind of company she attracts. But really, the most likely thing is that she and this producer hit it off and they’re somewhere in Vegas, Hawaii, or Mexico together. From what I understand that kind of behavior isn’t unusual with her.”

He stood and apologized that he had another appointment scheduled and couldn’t spare more time. I allowed myself to be goaded into standing but instead of moving politely toward the door, I thought about the jealousy in his voice when he spoke and said, “I don’t doubt she’s your patient, but you’re having sex with her, aren’t you?”

Dr. Rakaan pushed past me and opened the door.

“Sure,” I said. “She’s young, blonde, beautiful, and like you said, liable to have romantic feelings toward her therapist. You may as well sit a man down to a gourmet meal and ask him not to eat. Of course you’re having sex with her.”

“I’m not sleeping with Christine,” he said.

“I’m sure Christine is nothing special to you. I’m sure she’s not the only patient you’re having sex with. And I didn’t say you were sleeping with Christine. I said you were having sex with her.”

His fingertips darted to his temples as though his head was about to explode and he said, “You have incredibly filthy karma, I can’t believe I didn’t see it when you first walked in. Is it possible that you’re…?” His face slackened in stunned awe, then he shook his head, revolted. “I’m sometimes hit with moments of clairvoyance. In some cases, I don’t have to take someone through past-life regression to discover who they once were. I already know. Do you have any idea who you were in your past life?”

“I hope you’re not going to tell me I was Napoleon.”

“You were Lizzie Borden,” he said. “Now, please, get out of my office.”
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