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they arrived from everywhere

to forage among the palmettos
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One



IWAS SITTING behind a cup of coffee in Café Anastasia when the girl with the lavender-colored glasses walked through the slab of light at the front door, looking for a woman wearing a black leather jacket and rhinestone nose stud. The glasses looked good on the girl but she couldn’t see past the blunt line dividing sun and shade and dropped her head to peer over the top of the rims. I knew she searched for a woman in a black leather jacket because she had called twenty minutes before and I wore a leather jacket that day, as I do every day when the temperature drops below 95° Fahrenheit. I sipped my coffee, the movement of my cup drawing her eye. She stepped forward, her head tilted self-consciously high, as though aware that she looked good when she held her head high but also afraid that she might trip in the dim light and that wouldn’t look good at all.

“You’re the photographer works for the tabs?”

“Sometimes,” I said.

She took that to mean yes and sat in the straight-backed chair across the table. “They said you’d give a hundred dollars.”

I watched the girl over the rim of my cup. I get a few desperate people trying to sell me fabricated information every week and it has taught me to be cautious, particularly of runaways. Her low-slung knit slacks, bare-midriff silk blouse, and calfskin jacket appeared pulled from the racks of name designers. She’d applied the makeup to her heart-shaped face subtly, as though taught by a cosmetician instead of the myopic older sister with a makeup kit who taught me and most of my friends. She’d pulled her hair back in a tight ponytail to conceal that it hadn’t been washed in a week and when she’d turned to sit I’d noticed a swath of dirt at the seat of her pants.

“They said you’d give more,” she said, “if I saw someone really famous.”

“I don’t give anything. I buy information, if it’s good enough.”

“How do I know if you’ll buy?”

“You tell me who and what it is.”

The girl nodded. She seemed to get it. She glanced over her shoulder as though afraid someone might be eavesdropping, then leaned far over the tabletop to whisper, “About five minutes before I called, I’m hanging out near the beach, just chilling, you know, and I, like, look across the street and there’s Chad Stonewell walking into this place on Ocean Avenue, a restaurant, the Italian-sounding one with the valet parking on Broadway.”

She had a sense of the melodramatic, at least.

“Chad Stonewell was a big star ten years ago,” I said.

“Is he worth more than a hundred?”

“Back in his prime, he would have been worth more than a hundred. Right now, I don’t think I can sell his photograph on eBay, let alone to the tabs.”

The girl curled up from the table as though I’d just slapped her. “Okay,” she said. “I thought he’d be worth something.”

“You hungry?” I asked. “Get whatever you want. My treat.”

Her eyes drifted to the sandwiches, pies, and cakes in the display case at the back of the café, then snapped back. “I’m fine,” she said.

“Who set you up with the tip?”

She flicked the tip of her index finger beneath her eye, obliterating the tear welling in the corner before it could roll down her cheek. “Nobody,” she said.

“Somebody told you to call me, say you’d seen Chad Stonewell, isn’t that right? Some PR flack?”

“I saw him with my own two eyes.” A second tear sprang from her eye. She flicked it from her cheek and laughed. “What’s a PR flack? I don’t even know what it is.”

“Get yourself something to eat,” I said. “It’s part of the deal. Not your fault Stonewell’s star sank.”

She lowered her lavender lenses. “You’re not just testing me?” Her eyes glimmered with a half-dozen more tears ready with the slightest justification to leap free. “You really aren’t interested?”

I guessed her age at sixteen. Maybe younger. She hadn’t been on the street long. Crying one moment, laughing the next, subject to the wicked sway of hormones that emotionally cripple most teenagers—the wolves on the street would sniff her out soon enough. She didn’t have a clue and even less of a chance. I sucked down the last of my coffee and stood. “You got it right, little sister. It was a test. You passed.”

The Rottweiler stood on his hind legs and barked when we stepped from the café. I let him jump his paws to my shoulders, then pushed him down and untied the leash from the no-parking sign. I felt bad about tying him up but the city sanitary codes discriminate against dogs. Can’t take one into a restaurant, no matter how well behaved the dog or badly behaved the waiters.

“Aren’t you afraid it’ll bite somebody?” the girl asked.

I dropped the leash. The Rott leaped the door frame into the old Cadillac convertible I drove, settling behind the wheel like he thought I was going to let him steer. “He’s only bit two people in the three months I’ve owned him,” I said.

The girl stood at the passenger door, afraid to open it.

“He bites?”

I pointed to the backseat. The Rott got the message and jumped over the headrest. “Get in,” I said. “If he bites it won’t hurt much.”

The girl slid into the passenger seat, her eyes never leaving the Rott. “A dog that big, it could take your head off.”

“He could,” I admitted. “If he had any teeth.” I started the engine and pulled into traffic. Café Anastasia wasn’t far from the beach. With luck Stonewell would be a fast eater and I could grab his photo and be gone within the hour. I asked, “Where you from?”

“Around here.”

“Don’t lie to me. I hate lies.”

“Indiana.”

Her face burned red. I proved I was tough enough to intimidate a teenaged runaway, if nothing else.

“How many days you been in L.A.?”

“A couple.”

“You sleeping rough?”

She leaned against the passenger door, as far away from me and the dog as possible. Her survival instincts weren’t completely dead. “Somebody’s taking care of me,” she said.

“Doesn’t look like they’re doing that great a job.”

“That’s none of your business, is it?”

It wasn’t. I curbed the Cadillac at the narrow strip of green that forms Palisades Park, pointed to the public toilets across the grass. “Wait for me there. When I’ve taken the photo or at least confirmed your tip, I’ll drop by to pay you.” I dipped into the side pocket of my leather jacket. “Here’s a twenty on advance.”

She took the money and climbed out of the car.

Before she shut the door I said, “In case you’re scamming me and I never see you again, some advice. Be careful who you trust, and never let a man talk you into sleeping with someone for money.”

She crossed her arms over her chest, looked away. “I’m not scamming you.”

“Good to hear it,” I said. “But the advice holds true anyway.”

Only one parking valet worked the curb at the restaurant where the girl said I’d find Stonewell and he didn’t look overwhelmed by traffic. I hopped out of my car brandishing a cheap folding map. An unwritten set of rules governs the paparazzi biz and one of the most important is never to embarrass informants. Most of my tips come from waiters, waitresses, and parking valets. If I charge into a restaurant, flash attachment firing, I burn my contacts. As I approached the stand I flashed a twenty-dollar bill in my opposite hand, asked, “Can you help me with directions?”

The valet’s eyes clicked from map to cash.

I lowered my voice and said, “I heard Chad Stonewell’s taking a late lunch.”

“I heard the same thing but I wouldn’t know for sure,” he said, playing along, glancing at the map. “Mr. Stonewell’s driver doesn’t valet park.”

“No reason you should get stiffed. I’ll be parked across the street, on Ocean. Give me a salute when you see Stonewell’s driver pull out, okay?”

The valet nodded. He was a twenty-something Latino, probably worked two jobs just to get by. The bill changed palms when we shook hands. I didn’t know why I was going to so much trouble. Stonewell would never be a nobody—he’d been too famous for too long for that—but he hadn’t been in a hit film for almost a decade and despite owning the most famously dimpled chin in the history of motion pictures, his name was rapidly dropping to the bottom of the list of bankable stars. An undisputed champ of big-budget action flicks in the 1980s, when he burst onto the scene as the Bruiser from Brewster, Texas, Stonewell was no longer the first name called when the script called for a brawny kind of action hero, and so the parts that came his way were ones others had already rejected. Hard to get another hit that way, particularly when the rise to fame came on a reputation for invincibility rather than acting talent. Not that I wouldn’t be able to sell his photograph after I’d taken it. If Scandal Times—the primary tab I worked with—didn’t take it, another one would. But I wouldn’t get much more than a couple of hundred for it. I’d be lucky if I broke even.

I circled the block a couple of times before a spot opened on Ocean Avenue in clear sight of the parking valet. The girl had needed money, sure, but that didn’t mean I was responsible for giving it to her. I hated being played for a sucker even if I’d played myself for one. In prison I’d seen a hundred variations of the same girl ten years after the wolves had found her, hollowed out by drugs and hardened by abuse. Nothing I could do to stop that from happening to her, but I didn’t have to contribute to it by refusing to help. Maybe she’d take that hundred dollars and change her life. Maybe a hundred dollars was all she needed to tip her life over to the good. Maybe Stonewell was inking at that very moment a multimillion-dollar contract to star in the Next Big Thing and I’d sell his photograph for a couple grand. One thing about suckers like me, we have hope.

The sun rolled over the lip of sea and the sky darkened to violet before the parking valet saluted and a black Mercedes S430 rolled to the stoplight up the street from the restaurant. I wrapped the 35mm Nikon in a plastic bag and tucked the little point-and-shoot into the ankle of my boot. Stonewell’s image hadn’t graced the pages of a tabloid in months. He needed the publicity. He was going to kiss the sidewalk at my feet when the first flash popped. I checked the avenue for traffic and jaywalked to the opposite curb. The Mercedes stopped in the space reserved for valet parking. I lingered on the corner next to a blond guy waiting to cross the street at the green. When the driver circled the hood to open the passenger door I pulled the camera from the bag and stepped around the corner. A bodyguard held the door to the restaurant open. Stonewell strode out wearing jeans, sneakers, and a satin windbreaker, the kind with the name of a film emblazoned on the back. The guy with him wore a black suit that made him look like a priest in Armani. They stepped into the shot before they even knew I was there.

“Hey, Chad, give us a smile!” I called, and fired the flash.

That was the only shot I’d need, I thought, Chad Stonewell leaving a Los Angeles restaurant with an unidentified man, but Stonewell shouted like I’d just pulled a gun and the bodyguard bolted from the door. My finger twitched again to get the shot, Stonewell pointing at me, the bodyguard vaulting around his left shoulder. I’d seen the same gesture from other celebrities and knew it meant I needed to jet. I backpedaled for a last shot, turned to start my sprint, and collided into the citizen I’d seen waiting for the light at the corner. I spun to go around him, but he grabbed my arm and hit me with a forearm shot to the jaw. He jerked the camera as I fell, held it over his head to show Stonewell that he’d gotten it, and tossed it to the bodyguard. The bodyguard flipped open the back of the camera and stripped out the film.

“Teach her a lesson,” Stonewell said. “Camera, too.”

The bodyguard shrugged and windmilled the Nikon on its strap. On the downstroke he dropped his shoulder and smashed the camera lens-first into the sidewalk.

“Again,” Stonewell said.

The black-suited man behind him presumably watched, his expression impassive behind teardrop-shaped sunglasses. The Nikon swung in a high arc, taut on its strap. The lens had already shattered and the film compartment twisted open on a broken hinge. The second blow came like the coup de grâce to a corpse. The lens snapped free and rolled like a severed head into the gutter. Had they stopped at stripping the film from my camera I would have accepted the loss as one of the hazards of the trade. Celebrities have bodyguards. Sometimes they catch you and when they do they take your film. Every now and then they might throw an elbow into your ribs or in extreme circumstances wrestle you to the ground. By breaking my camera they had taken the chief tool of my trade and that threatened my survival. I pulled my legs up to my chest and drew the boot cam concealed in my Doc Martens. Nobody paid any attention to me when I stood. Stonewell tapped fists with the bodyguard and said something to the man in the black suit as they stepped toward the car. The citizen returned to the street corner, as though waiting for the light. I leapt forward and swung the point-and-shoot to my eye.

“Hey, Chad, how about a smile?”

The flash popped on a group shot, the black-suited man almost smiling in surprise, Stonewell and the bodyguard gaping like they’d just been caught robbing the bank. The flash momentarily blinded them. I sprang from my shooter’s crouch and sprinted for the gap between the driver and the man in the black suit, who stepped back to avoid me, cutting off the bodyguard. The driver just looked on. I wasn’t his job. Midblock I cut left onto the 3rd Street Promenade, a walk-street of shops and cinemas three blocks from the beach. They’d pile into the car, I thought, and try to catch me on the streets, probably at Wilshire, where the Promenade ends. I cut left again, toward Palisades Park, got lucky catching a green light at Ocean Avenue, and when I reached the mouth of the pedestrian bridge that crosses over the Pacific Coast Highway to the beach, I glanced back to see the bodyguard hunched three blocks behind, vomiting into the curb. I maintained my stride until slowed by the sand beneath Santa Monica Pier and only then, safely concealed among the pilings, did I begin to wonder what the hell had just happened.








Two



THE GIRL jittered from one foot to the other near the public restrooms in Palisades Park, her calfskin jacket buttoned against the cold, and every minute or so she stepped to the curb to peer first one way down the avenue and then the other. A dozen yards distant, a slender young man stood against the wood railing that marked the cliff edge, as though he loitered there with no other objective than to enjoy the sweeping night vistas of ocean, pier, and mountains. He couldn’t keep his glance from the girl, betraying his not-so-clandestine surveillance to catch her eye and show his palms to the sky as if to ask, “What’s up?” When he turned his face toward the railing again the park lights reflected against a scraggly blond goatee waging a battle for survival on his chin. Personally, I didn’t think the goatee was going to make it.

“Coming up behind you,” I said.

The girl turned quickly. “I thought you’d come by car,” she said. “Did it work out? Was he there?”

I lifted the point-and-shoot camera to my eye. The flash burst across a face too confused to know whether to smile or turn away. “He was there,” I said.

“Why did you take my picture?”

“I’m a photographer. It’s what I do.” I pulled four twenties from the side pocket of my leather jacket. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to put it in the paper.”

She tried out a brave smile. “You kidding? I wish you’d put my picture in the paper. Like maybe then some producer would notice me.”

“You want to be an actress?”

“I guess everybody here says that.”

I gave her the money, glanced over my shoulder at the young man standing at the rail, said, “Don’t let your boyfriend take all of it, okay?”

She pushed the money into the front pocket of her pants. Her pants were tight. She had to push hard. “How did you know he was my boyfriend?”

“Just guessed. What’s your name?”

“Theresa.” She said the name like it was her own.

“Thanks for the tip, Theresa. Just one more question for you.”

She tilted her head to the side, her expression bright and attentive, wanting, it seemed, to get the answer right.

“The guy in the black suit who accompanied Stonewell, you know who he is?”

She shook her head before I finished the sentence. “No, never saw him before,” she said.

“That isn’t what I asked you.”

Her eyes furrowed and she gave her head a little shake. “But you just—”

“I asked if you knew who he was.”

“No, I don’t, no idea,” she lied, stepping back.

I handed her a card with my home and mobile phone numbers, said, “Ask your boyfriend.”

“Look, thanks for the money. If I get another tip, I’ll give you a call.” She turned and took the path toward the pier. A moment later, the boy at the railing decided to walk that way too, still playing the game as though I hadn’t made him the moment I walked up.

While I drove the freeways I counted my losses. I’d be lucky to lose half a grand, including a replacement camera and lens, and that factored in selling the photograph, which I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do. It didn’t matter that Theresa might have lied to me about the guy in the black suit. Frank would know him if he was anybody. Frank knew everybody by sight, name, and reputation. He wrote for Scandal Times. Some of his pieces were first-rate investigative journalism, some pure fiction. He was a good writer. The readers never knew which was which.

The staff at Scandal Times worked out of a former sewage-works warehouse converted to office space in the San Fernando Valley. The paper offered its devout readership the usual tabloid fare—cloned sheep giving birth to live aliens, as Frank liked to call the perfect story—but had made its greatest mark in the tabloid world by reporting on celebrity scandals, where it was the most authoritative source of rumor, if not fact. I freelanced for Scandal Times, giving them first look at everything I shot. They didn’t care that I was an ex-con. In fact, they considered it an asset.

I plugged my parking card into the slot and drove into the employee parking lot next to the building. The lot was about a quarter full and as usual people had double-parked the spaces nearest the door, as though a twenty-yard walk would kill them. I read once that if Americans took the first available space when they parked, rather than circling the rows looking for the closest possible space to the entrance, the gasoline saved every year would power 23,468 rocket trips to the moon. I read that in Scandal Times. I parked toward the back of the lot and gave the Rott a pat on the head, told him to stay. The only animals the paper allowed in the building were the two-legged kind. He whined and let out a single angry bark.

I pulled the point-and-shoot camera from my jacket pocket and pressed the rewind button as I threaded my way between cars. The Rott barked again, and when I turned to let him see I was all right, a man stepped from the cover of the SUV beside me, a ski mask sheathing his face. I whirled to run but another ski-masked figure popped from the opposite side, trapping me in the narrow aisle between the SUV and van beside it. I vaulted toward the roof of the SUV but the one behind me grabbed my leg and something streaked against the side of my head as he pulled me down. Time skipped a groove and I found myself belly-down on the asphalt, a pair of Timberland hiking boots dancing around my head. Hands rifled my pockets and rolled me over. Someone shouted and the shapes vanished, replaced by a black face carrying a wet, red cloth.

The Rott. He was licking me.

A flash sparked, the light flicking hot across my forehead. Frank Adams knelt beside me, a digital camera gripped in one hand while he felt for my pulse with the other. He said, “You don’t mind me taking your photo, do you? This is really too good to pass up. Assaulted right in our own parking lot.”

“It was the dog,” Hector said, arms crossed below the badge that identified him as the Scandal Times security guard. “The second they saw him, they run off.” He pointed through the ring of bystanders toward my car, parked a half-dozen rows back. “Look, you can see the glass on the ground. Went clean through the side window. That dog’s a hero, I tell you.”

“Do you want an ambulance?” Frank asked.

I shook my head and nearly vomited.

“Are you going to live?”

“Hope so,” I said.

“Then get closer to the dog.” He pointed the lens at the Rott. “Hang around his neck or something.”

The Rott licked my face.

The camera flashed.

“That dog may be ugly but he’s a natural around a camera,” Frank said. “We’ll run a sidebar near the back of next week’s issue, headline it ‘aMazing Mutt Mauls Muggers.’ ”

I stretched my hand out to Hector. He pulled me to my feet. I held on to my knees, back braced against the SUV, and tried to breathe some clarity into my head. “They weren’t muggers,” I said.

“ ‘They could have killed me,’ Scandal Times photographer Nina Zero said, tears in her eyes. ‘And maybe they would have, if not for my heroic hound.’ ” Frank moved in for a close-up of the Rott while he improvised. “See, the story just about writes itself.”

“I think I’m going to throw up.”

“Sure, it can use some polish, but it’s not that bad.” Frank watched carefully, ready to photograph me if I fell. “You could cooperate a little, give me something quotable so I don’t have to make everything up.”

I stepped around the SUV and vomited. The crowd of late-night staffers quickly scattered. Someone getting mugged in the employee parking lot was an exciting diversion. Watching the victim throw up wasn’t. I breathed through my nose until the wave of nausea passed, then asked for water. The camera flashed again and I looked up at Frank, pointing the lens at me.

“Don’t get mad,” he said. “You’d take my picture in the same situation. But as your friend and colleague, I counsel you to sit down.”

Somebody handed me a bottle of water, said, “Keep it.”

“I’m not mad at you for taking my picture.” I took a swig, swirled it around my mouth, and spat it out. “I’m mad at you for being such a lousy journalist.”

Frank’s lips made a little O, as though my remark wounded him. He isn’t a handsome man. He’s about forty pounds overweight, cuts his own hair, and wears oversized T-shirts and baseball caps to compensate. Making faces doesn’t help his appearance.

“This story is bigger than a sidebar,” I said.

“You sure you’re okay?”

I took Frank’s advice and sat down again.

“Because sometimes when people get whacked over the head, they can’t think straight for a while.”

“I took Chad Stonewell’s picture this evening outside a restaurant in Santa Monica.”

Frank arched his eyebrows, as if to say, “So?”

“One of his bodyguards stripped the film, broke my Nikon. You know I carry a backup.”

Frank nodded, eyebrows still arched.

“I took his picture with the backup and ran.”

“And you think Stonewell set this up.”

“Sure. Made it look like a mugging.”

“Chad Stonewell would kiss my ass to get his photograph in Scandal Times.”

“I know.”

“Why are you wasting film on him? He’s worth maybe a hundred bucks, tops.”

“I got a tip from somebody needed money.”

Frank stared at me. “Somebody needed money?”

“She wasn’t more than sixteen.”

“I know, you wanted to help her.” Frank glanced pointedly at the dog. “You’re a sucker for lost creatures, aren’t you?”

The carnival lights of an approaching patrol car skimmed the blacktop. A loud voice told everyone to go back inside, let the boys in blue do their job. I stretched out my arm for a hand up. Frank said, “I think you’re better off sitting down.”








Three



THE INSIDE of my skull felt lined in jagged glass when I woke the next morning, curled on the floor beside Frank’s desk, a Chicago Bulls sweatshirt for a pillow and extra copies of Scandal Times covering me like a hobo’s blanket. I’ve suffered my share of headaches—mostly alcohol induced—but this one disoriented me in a way the others hadn’t. I braced my arms against the floor and pushed myself to standing. Frank had left a glass of water, two Tylenol, and a note on the desk. I swallowed the Tylenol, scanned the note. He’d gone to walk the dog, it read.

I couldn’t immediately figure out why I’d crashed on the floor. I didn’t remember passing out, but then, people who pass out rarely remember it. Two officers from the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department had taken my statement the night before. I remembered that much. I’d lost a ninety-nine-dollar point-and-shoot camera and hadn’t been killed—no need to call out the crime scene technicians to vacuum the parking lot. The officers had given me a case number and a phone contact, advised me to seek medical treatment, and motored off to respond to the next call, less than thirty minutes elapsing between the moment they stepped from the patrol car and the flash of their lights pulling out of the lot. I remembered walking up the stairs to Frank’s office after they left. We were going to talk about Stonewell but I couldn’t remember if we did.

I searched out the employee restroom and splashed cool water on my face. Blood veined my eyes so thickly the whites disappeared and the irises had shrunk to black dots. The lump behind my ear had swollen to the size of my chin. My face steamed like a hot rock splashed with water, my heart accelerated, and I wanted to smash something, anything, preferably Stonewell. I breathed deeply, through the pain in my head, through my rage, slowing the anger in my heart, beat by beat. My heart swelled as it slowed and my throat tightened. I gasped, inexplicably near tears. I hadn’t cried in years. I thought the tears had been burned from me years ago, but that morning, as I stood over the sink, they sprang perilously near the surface. Most of the women I knew cried when sad or angry or just frustrated. Tears came to them as naturally as water. Years before, I’d been arrested and convicted of manslaughter. I never regretted committing the crime but since then I’ve been more likely to cry stones than water. Maybe what I’d needed all along to make me a more normal human being was a little tap behind the ear.

Frank and the Rott were waiting for me by the desk when I stepped out of the restroom, the Rott wagging his truncated tail so hard he spun in circles, Frank with half of a glazed donut in his mouth. He pointed at a box on the table, said, “Help yourself. The dog’s already had his share.”

I took a cup of take-out coffee and sat, the Rott quickly finding his spot at my feet. I knew Frank didn’t care much for dogs, said, “Thanks for walking him.”

“No problem.” Frank gulped down the last of the donut and blindly groped for another. “We took a walk in the park. Your dog met another dog, I met the dog’s owner. Your dog got a good sniff of the other dog’s rear end, I got the owner’s phone number. As a matter of fact, your dog and I got along just fine until we started fighting over the donuts.” He kicked out, rolled his chair back to the printer, pulled a sheet of paper from the tray, and scooted forward. “You might want to take a look at this.”

Frank handed me an itinerary of some kind. I tried to read it but the lines on the page fractured like windblown pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. I closed my eyes, breathed deeply, and when I opened them again the word Chicago fluttered to the surface of the page. Frank had booked me a round-trip ticket to Chicago. “What am I doing going to Chicago?”

“We talked about it last night,” Frank said, his mouth full. “You don’t remember?”

I looked at the paper again. “Tonight? Midnight? I can’t possibly make it.”

“You really did take a crack on the head, didn’t you? We’re renting a car in Chicago, driving from there to Fairmount, Indiana. And you’ve already agreed to go.”

I blew ripples across the surface of my coffee, cooling it enough to gulp. A smirk fought to the corner of Frank’s mouth. I asked, “Was I conscious when you asked me?”

“Enough to say yes.”

“I need permission to leave the state. I can’t just pick up and go. Conditions of my parole.”

“I already spoke to your parole officer. It’s in the works.”

I glanced at the donuts, thought something in my stomach might clear my mind. I grabbed one, asked, “What’s the story?”

“Night before last, someone stole James Dean.”

“He’s dead. How can somebody steal him?”

“With a pick and shovel,” Frank said. “Broke into the cemetery after midnight, located his grave, and dug down to the coffin. Then they pried open his coffin and stole his bones.”

“His bones? All of them?”

“Just some. I don’t know which ones yet.”

“Anybody else running the story?”

“Our exclusive so far. I got an anonymous phone call yesterday, some kid asking me if I paid for stories. Sure, I said, but it depends what it is. Dumb little bastard told me everything over the phone. We got an appointment tomorrow morning with the guy who’s heading up the investigation.”

“I don’t get it.” I dropped the half-eaten donut back into the box and rubbed at my eyes to try to clear my vision. “Sure, somebody stealing James Dean’s bones, it’s quirky enough to make a good story but it’s not front-page stuff and I don’t get why it’s big enough to fly us all the way to Indiana.”

“Because Dean’s coffin was broken into by a sect intent on cloning him from the DNA in his bones.”

“Really?”

“Who knows anything for sure anymore?” Frank said. “But it’s going to make one hell of a story.”

[image: space]

My parole officer stepped out of a brown Chevy sedan when I neared the steps of my Venice Beach apartment, just as Frank had promised, the tail of her gray suit coat catching in the gap between her shoulder holster and blouse. She took an unhurried moment to free it and then another to smooth the coat over her shoulders before shutting the door with the clipped heel of her black pumps. She always likes to remind her charges she’s armed, she once told me; it eliminates the question of authority. She didn’t need her authority reinforced, in my opinion. She was a mid-thirties blond who worked out regularly with free weights and trained in judo. If she had a sense of humor, she hadn’t shared it with me. When I evoked her suspicions—which was often, and with good reason—she fixed me with a look of such cool fierceness it was like staring down the barrel of a gun. She didn’t need the one under her shoulder.

“Thanks for coming out,” I said, holding the Rott by his collar. My parole officer was wearing a nice-looking suit, a distinction the dog might fail to grasp in his enthusiasm to greet her.

“I was due for a visit anyway.” She tapped a white envelope against her hip as she walked up. According to the terms of my parole, I needed permission to leave the state. By the look of the State of California seal on the envelope, she’d brought the parolee release form that granted it. She offered her other hand to the dog. He licked it. “He looks good. Fully recovered?”

“He limps a bit when he runs,” I said. The Rott had taken a bullet a week after I’d found him. “But that just makes it easier for me to keep up with him.”

“Your dog looks considerably better than you do.” She didn’t offer the envelope, and though her sunglasses were tinted to a shade that cloaked her eyes, I knew she stared at me by the tracer lines of heat her glance left on my skin. “In fact, you don’t look like you could keep up with a Chihuahua right now.”

“I was mugged last night,” I said, fingering the bulge behind my ear. “And yes, I filed a police report.”

“Don’t expect me to pat you on the back for obeying the law if, in fact, that’s what you did.” She pointed the corner of the envelope up the stairs. “You can tell me how it happened while I look around your apartment.”

That was another condition of my parole: at any time of her choosing my parole officer had the right to enter my residence, my place of work, or my car and to search it for evidence of parole violations. I walked her up the exterior stairway to the third-floor landing, keyed the door, and swung it open.

“When you moving?” She stepped over the boxes I’d packed several days before, in an unexpected fit of optimism.

“I’m due out next week.”

“Where you going?”

“Don’t know yet.”

Graves slipped her sunglasses into the side pocket of her suit coat, leaned against the kitchenette counter, and stared at me.

“What?” I said.

“Don’t think you can escape by sticking your head in the sand. You knew the consequences when you decided to keep the dog.”

My landlord had given me an eviction notice three months before, when I’d found the Rott. The lease didn’t allow dogs.

I said, “Right.”

“How’s your financial situation?”

“Good enough.”

“Then get off your butt.” She flung open the door to a kitchen cabinet and rearranged the boxes of breakfast cereal. “You need a place to live. You’re on parole. You need a place of residence. If you don’t have a place of residence, your parole is revoked, understand me?”

I said, “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. Now tell me what happened last night.”

I told the story the same way I’d told it to the police, watching her attack the kitchen cabinets first, then the bookshelves, clothes closet, and bathroom. Every time my parole officer visits, she searches the same places in the same way. Ninety-five percent of the time parole officers are searching for drugs. She knew I didn’t use any. Given my record, however, a gun wasn’t out of the question. She paused once during the search to observe the number of messages beside the blinking light of my answering machine. “Aren’t you curious to hear who called?”

I suspected that was one of the tricks of her trade, the parolee gambling the replay wouldn’t be legally compromising and playing back drug buys or sex dates. “They would have called my cell if it was important,” I said.

She glanced around the apartment one last time, tapped the envelope against the palm of her hand, asked, “How’s your love life? Seeing anybody?”

“Nobody. How about you?”

She snorted, the closest she ever came to laughing. As though she’d tell me anything about her personal life. “You’re going to Indiana?”

“Small town called Fairmount.”

“Notify the local police department when you arrive. They like to know when felons come to town.” She pointed the envelope toward me like a finger.

I took it.

“And report back in when you return,” she said.

I waited until she reached her car before I played the messages on my machine. My life then was reasonably clean but I expected to hear from my local fence, who had promised to see whether a new Nikon had recently fallen off the back of a truck. The first message was from my mother. I leaned against the wall, then sat down. I hadn’t heard from her in six months. I closed my eyes and let her voice wash over me. She and Pop were fine, she said. She wished she could talk to me rather than the machine. She was sorry we’d fallen out of contact, hoped I was okay. I could call tomorrow, if I liked. Pop would be out. She’d be in all day. The next message was from my fence.

I leashed the Rott and eased down the steps, past the flashing colored lights behind the ground-floor apartment’s barred windows. I walked slowly to minimize the pain each step jarred into my head. The last time my mom and I had spoken she’d been in the hospital with a broken hip and laceration above her left eye. She’d fallen off the front step, she claimed, but I knew Pop had hit her. He hit everybody. When I was a child, I’d accepted it as one of the laws of life, as certain as gravity. Every man lost his temper, Pop more than most. He hit me one day, my older sister the next, the day after that my brother. If my mother provoked him he’d beat her, too. She never left him. The last time I’d seen her, in the hospital, we’d argued about that. I’d just been released from prison. She probably didn’t think I had a right to lecture.

My fence sat three rows high in the stands overlooking the blacktop basketball courts, watching a pickup game of shirts and skins. I tied the Rott to a palm tree and folded a hundred-dollar bill into my palm. The fence nodded once when I neared the steps, giving me permission to approach. Wraparound sunglasses shielded his eyes and he didn’t turn his head from the game, seemingly absorbed in the flow of action.

“Still got that dog?” he asked.

I dipped the bill into the side pocket of his black leather trench coat, a liberty he wouldn’t have allowed with less regular clients. I told him I did.

“Don’t like dogs,” he said.

I could have pointed out that most housebreakers and fences didn’t. Dogs are bad for business. I thanked him for the service and left with a new, boxed Nikon in a plastic bag.

A neighbor sat perched on the lower two steps when I returned to the apartment building, a mug of what smelled like mint tea warming his hands. The steps overlooked the strip of plants that made his a garden apartment. “You’re the one with the dog,” he said, his voice friendly and completely unaware of the obviousness of the statement. The building housed the eccentrics typically found in Venice Beach and a few young urban professionals, whose recent arrival was driving up the rents, making it uninhabitable for those making less than six figures a year. With curly gray hair swarming about his head like a cloud and mystic blue eyes that seemed to see everything and nothing at the same time, I guessed my neighbor was one of the eccentrics.

“Not for long,” I said, and pulled the Rott to my side. “I expect to be out next week sometime.”

“I heard about the eviction notice.” He stood as though about to offer his sympathies, but his first good look at my face paused him. His glance lifted just above my head, the tint of his eyes darkening as though an invisible something hovered there and that something was worrisome. “Oh, no,” he said.

“Oh no what?”

“Somebody hit you on the back of the head.”

“How did you know?”

“Your aura,” he said. “Forgive me for not introducing myself earlier. I’m Dr. James Whitehead. I’m an aura healer.”

“Oh,” I said.

His glance dropped to meet my eyes just long enough to be polite and drifted again to the space above my forehead. “We really have to take care of that.”

“Take care of what?”

He raised his hand cautiously and pointed to the side of my head. “Your aura is so badly cracked it’s almost separated.”

“You can see my aura?”

He nodded, no doubts at all. “You have a lot of anger, don’t you?”

“Doesn’t everybody?”

“Your aura is so red it’s pulsating.” He moved his hand lightly over my head and above my shoulders. “Thank God you have some blue in there to compensate. Let’s just hope it’s enough, eh? A couple days of treatment should tell, a week at the most.”

Every day, diviners of Tarot, palm reading, astrology, numerology, and every other variety of psychic seer lined the Venice Beach boardwalk, waiting patiently for customers. I guessed his angle. “I don’t have any money,” I said.

“We’re neighbors. I’ll do it without charge.” He darted through the door of his apartment before I could object.

Through the crack in the doorway I noticed a battery of colored lights pointing at an aluminum pole. The pole stretched from the floor to the ceiling, squares of what looked like photographs clipped to the metal. Dr. Whitehead emerged from the apartment carrying an antique Polaroid camera. “The sequencing of lights bathing the photograph is what heals the aura,” he said, as though it made perfect sense. He framed a close-up and pressed the shutter. The camera spat out a tongue of film and for a moment both of us watched the old but still compelling magic of a photograph emerging from the black.

“What’s so bad about having a cracked aura?” I asked.

“That’s how the demons get inside your head.” He waved the Polaroid to speed the drying. “Through cracks in the aura. And once they’re in, they’re hell to get out again.”

I gave that a moment of thought, asked, “If new demons get in, any chance they’ll kill the ones already there?”








Four



ISLEPT that night curled toward the window on a red-eye flight into Chicago, woke just long enough to drag my camera bag from the terminal, crashed out again slumped against the passenger window of Frank’s rental car. I opened my eyes a couple hundred miles later to the film-strip jitter of telephone poles clipping by. Farmland lined the highway, the fields fallow in midwinter, and the sky hovered, low and gray, above the land. A half mile from the road, grain silos flanked a barn painted Andrew Wyeth red. Awareness returned to me like a series of lights thrown on, one by one. I felt anxious about something I couldn’t identify, but my headache was gone and my arms tingled with energy. Sleep cures most ills and it was curing mine. I asked, “Where are we?”

“A few miles outside Kokomo, Indiana.” Frank leaned against the door, his head tilted toward the side window and right wrist draped over the wheel, the posture of a man in the middle of a long drive. I reached into my camera bag on the backseat, slid out the hot Nikon, and focused on Frank’s profile. When he yawned I released the shutter.

“The Raelians,” he said, like the punch line to a Surrealist joke.

I knew community service clubs were big in the Midwest so I asked, “You mean the Rotarians? What do they have to do with anything?”

“Not the Rotarians. The Raelians. They’re a religious sect that believes scientists from another planet created all life on earth.”

I figured he was just talking, trying to stay awake. I said, “That doesn’t sound so screwy. In fact, it sounds almost normal.”

Frank glanced away from the road to judge whether or not I spoke seriously. “When that guy hit you on the head, did it turn your brain into cottage cheese?”

“You know what I heard the Scientologists say?”

“That’s it, first hospital we pass, I’m committing you.”

“A hundred billion space aliens were kidnapped in ancient times, brought to Earth, and blown up with hydrogen bombs.” Dr. Whitehead had told me that the day before. “We can’t see them, but that’s the reason we’re all so screwed up, because we’re infested with the souls of murdered space aliens. And those murdered space aliens? They’re not very happy about being murdered, which is why they insist we can’t be happy either, until the Scientologists chuck ’em all out. Compared to that, the idea of alien scientists sounds almost sweet.”

“The Scientologists aren’t cloning themselves, at least, not yet. God help us if they find a way to bring L. Ron Hubbard back.”

I remembered what Frank had said the day before, his claim that a group of cloners had broken into James Dean’s grave. “That’s what the Raelians do? They’re cloners?”

“They say we’re all clones of alien scientists. It’s their religious duty to clone themselves, a point of honor.” He stretched the word honor around a wry smile.

“Little harder to do than say, isn’t it? It’s not like you can go out to the local electronics store, buy yourself a do-it-yourself clone kit.”

“The Raelians have one thing not even the most sophisticated research labs can produce.” He jutted his chin toward my abdomen. “Wombs. Hundreds of them, donated by volunteers culled from the sect.” The face of James Dean flashed by on the right, appended to a town-limits sign welcoming us to Fairmount. At first sight, the town didn’t present itself as more than a few grain silos, vacant fields, and real estate signs. “This first piece needs to be visually compelling—desecrated grave sites, spooky shots suggesting aliens in the cemetery, that sort of thing. We’re going to ride this story for a couple issues, whether it’s true or not.”

I didn’t have a problem with that, not then. I glanced out the window. Fairmount was a farming community, not more than five thousand people in the town itself, and like most farming communities the only structure of any size in what passed for downtown was the bank, a Victorian-era brick building two stories tall topped by an onion-domed turret, as though the architect’s steady and sober Midwestern vision had suddenly slipped into Slavic fantasy.

The town marshal worked out of a two-room office around the corner from the bank, close enough to come running in the event someone wanted to rob it or just needed help with their deposit bags. His uniform—a snappy green number with triangular arm patches and big gold badge—clung to a slim, muscular build, the type of beautiful young body most men lose in their thirties. Portraits of his wife and abundant children on the wall framed him like a halo. I knew by the family photos that I’d left L.A. far behind; no officer of the law in L.A. would leave photos of his family in plain sight. Too dangerous. I’d thought towns like Fairmount existed only in old Hollywood, as fictitious backdrops for Jimmy Stewart movies. He stood from behind his desk when we entered his office and without waiting for an introduction said, “You must be the reporter from Scandal Times.”

Frank stopped dead still, his eyes widening in mock wonder, and asked, “How did you know?”

“We don’t get a lot of strangers this time of year, not until spring, when the tourists come. The lady, now,” he said, nodding at me, “I suspect she’d probably be your photographer.”

I looked at him through the Nikon’s viewfinder. “Lucky guess. What was it gave me away, the camera?”

The marshal laughed at the remark as though he truly thought it funny and introduced himself as Tom Tuchman. “Just call me Tuck,” he said. “Everybody else does, whether I like it or not.” His vehicle was parked outside. Maybe we’d like to drive out to the crime scene? He could brief us on the status of the investigation on site, answer any questions we might have while we took a look firsthand. Neither Frank nor I were accustomed to such hospitality from the law and mostly kept our mouths shut as he drove the streets of Fairmount, afraid that if we said anything, he’d change his mind about cooperating and drop us on the highway leading out of town. Wisely or not, I refrained from disclosing, as my parole officer demanded, that I was a convicted felon serving out my parole under the guidance of the California Department of Corrections. Given the peacefulness of the town, he might be shocked to meet a real criminal.

 

James Byron Dean’s grave lay in a small tree-lined cemetery at the edge of a field that may have grown corn in the summer but in February stretched frozen and bleak to the horizon. His name and the brief dates of his existence had been engraved into a stumpy block of polished beige granite mounted on an unpolished granite pedestal. Behind Dean’s name the headstone had been painted white, like a single page in the Book of Judgment. The headstone was neither larger nor smaller than those surrounding it, nor was its position within the cemetery in any way privileged. As a monument to one of the most famous figures of the twentieth century, a symbol of beautiful but doomed youth not just to his generation but to succeeding ones as well, the grave site was a bit underwhelming.

Tuck kicked at the edges of a gently packed mound of dirt in front of the headstone, the entire grave site fenced by the yellow tape that marked it as a crime scene. “By the standards of a big city like Los Angeles, the theft of a couple bones might not seem like the crime of the century, but around here it’s pretty big news.” He pointed to the surrounding fields. Near the western horizon a pale silver light glimmered through the haze; sunset, or what passed for it during a Midwestern winter. “As you can see, we’re pretty isolated out here. They came on a Sunday night, about midnight, maybe a little later, figuring everybody would have done their visiting over the weekend. As a matter of fact, the robbery wasn’t spotted until the following afternoon.” He sidestepped to the headstone and sat on his heels. “See this red stuff here?” He pointed to five puddles of congealed wax on the headstone’s granite base.

I lay on the frozen grass for a low-angle shot of the marshal, his finger pointed ominously toward the headstone. “It’s candle wax,” he said. “They set five red candles on poor Jimmy’s headstone, probably part of some Satanic ritual, before they broke the earth. The ground is pretty well frozen here, so they came well equipped. It’s not as though they had a bit too much to drink, suddenly decided to go digging for souvenirs.” He stepped over the crime-scene tape and fingered through the mounded earth until he uncovered a long splinter of wood. “Whoever done it took the time to fill the grave back in but they couldn’t do anything about the grass. When I found pieces of wood mixed in with the dirt, I knew they’d broken all the way through to the coffin.”

“What bones they take?” Frank cupped his reporter’s notebook in his left palm, pencil tip poised to record the reply.

“The entire set of bones from the left hand were picked clean as corn by a crow. The right foot, too. Two ribs, five vertebrae, some small bones from the neck, I forget what they’re called, hyoids or something, both femurs, a tibia, and five teeth.” Tuck palmed dirt over the piece of coffin he’d uncovered and stood. “I asked a doctor to come out from Marion. Don’t know what the right word is for what he did. An inventory, I guess. That’s how we learned what was missing. He said digging up a corpse was common in Satanic rituals.”

“That was smart, getting the doctor to examine the body, but did you ever stop to think the people who lit these candles might be setting a trap for you?”

Tuck dug a white handkerchief from his left hip pocket and used it to wipe his hands. “How so?”

“Simple misdirection,” Frank said. “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? They want you to think it’s witchcraft because that’s what they know you’ll expect to see. Everybody knows devil worshippers are more likely to steal the skull than the bones of the hand or foot.” Frank turned to me and winked. “How about a picture of the marshal here, next to the headstone?”

“Already got it,” I said.

Frank turned a serious look on Tuck, asked, “What do you know about cloning?”

“Not much,” Tuck said.

“Did it occur to you that Mr. Dean’s grave might have been robbed by a rogue sect of cloners, intent on artificially reproducing a new copy of the actor?”

Tuck smiled, thinking the big-city reporter was making fun of his small-town gullibility, but when Frank didn’t acknowledge the joke his grin turned more wary. “I’m familiar with the kind of stories Scandal Times likes to print.” He knew he was being had, his grin said, it had just taken him an extra moment to figure out how. “Given my druthers, I’d be talking to reporters from the New York Times or Chicago Tribune, but I know that’s never going to happen. Fairmount’s just not big enough.”

“A hundred million eyes,” Frank said.

Tuck looked up, wondering what that had to do with anything.

“That’s the number of eyes that scan the Scandal Times headlines at the supermarket checkout counter, and this is a front-page story for us, not something we’d bury like the Times, on page forty-two between ads for men’s underwear.”

Tuck folded the handkerchief, taking care to get the creases right, said, “I get your point, and I sure appreciate you taking the time to come out here. If you want to get down to the truth of it, those bones are a major part of who we are as a town, and to have them stolen, even just some of them, it hurts like the dickens. The more press we can get, letting people know what happened, the better. How you cover the story is your business. My job is to tell you the facts. And right now, your guess is as good as mine.”

“So it could be cloners.”

“Could be Satanists. Could be kids from one of the towns around here, playing a prank. Could even be some unholy combination of the two. About the only thing we know for sure is whoever did this has a taste for cola-flavored soda pop.”

Frank scratched the back of his head with the eraser of his pencil, glancing through his notes for context. “How the hell do you know that?”

“Found a thirty-two-ounce cup from McDonald’s buried about halfway down. Back in 1955, when they buried Jimmy, the nearest McDonald’s was in Des Moines, and they sold cola by the bottle, so I suppose whoever took the bones left the cup.”

“A soft-drink cup,” Frank repeated.

“Thirty-two ounces.” Tuck craned his neck to the side to see if Frank thought that important enough to write down.

“This cup, it have any fingerprints?”

“Oh sure, I pulled a clean set. The dirt in the grave picked up the oils so well I didn’t even have to use powder, could see the prints the moment I picked up the cup. ’Course I used powder and tape anyways. But for the prints to be any good to us I need someone to match ’em against, which at the moment I don’t.”

“Should be easy enough to interview the employees at the local McDonald’s,” Frank said, “find out if they remember anybody came in that night.”

“You’re right, should be easy enough, if I could come up with a good definition of local.”

Frank looked at the marshal as though he suspected he wasn’t just mentally slow but completely stopped. “How about the one in Fairmount? Is that local enough?”

“Fairmount doesn’t have one. Not big enough.”

“The next town over, then.”

“You seem like an educated man.” Tuck stepped back over the crime-scene tape. “How many McDonald’s outlets you think there are within, say, an hour’s drive from here?”

“Five?” Frank guessed.

“That’s a good guess,” Tuck said. “Why don’t I just show you?”

 

A map of Indiana, punctured by colored pins, covered the far wall of the back room in Tuck’s office, opposite a television set, VCR, and ink jet printer perched on a rickety metal stand. Blurred black-and-white photographs surrounded the map and spread to the adjacent walls on both sides. Tuck ushered Frank around the table in the center of the room, stacked at the moment with videotapes, and asked, “How many pins do you see?”

Frank nosed up to the map and did a quick count. “Looks like about a hundred.”

“Over a hundred, and each pin is a McDonald’s outlet.” He pointed to a cluster of pins in the middle of the state. “About fifty are in Indianapolis. I’m saving those for when I’m really desperate. That leaves me fifty or so franchises spread out in all directions, not to mention the time it takes to go through the surveillance tapes.”

I changed lenses, my hands working blind while my eye wandered to the images taped to the wall. The photographs mostly depicted young men holding what looked like large soft-drink cups, shot in the smudged black and white of a video surveillance camera. I asked, “These photographs on the wall, they’re your suspects?”

“Not exactly suspects, no. Just the ones I’m trying to keep an eye on.” Tuck pointed to the cassettes on the table. “I’m still collecting tape from most of the franchises.”

“Suspects or not, how are you identifying them?”

“Anybody buying a thirty-two-ounce soft drink the night of the crime.”

“Looks like you’re focusing on teenaged boys,” Frank said.

“Not focusing, no,” Tuck said. “Just happens that most everybody in McDonald’s between ten and midnight is teenaged and male, at least around here. I haven’t looked specifically for any cloners, but you’ll have a better idea what those look like.” He showed the palm of his hand to the wall. “You want to take a look, tell me if you see any, be my guest.”

I clicked the shutter on his gesture and when I lowered the camera, thinking I’d taken the shot I’d wanted, I saw a face I recognized. I stepped up to the wall and examined the photograph pinned to the right of Tuck’s shoulder. A young man stood at the counter, accepting change from the cashier, his purchase concealed in a take-out bag. He wore jeans and a denim jacket buttoned against the cold. The quality of the photo was so poor I could barely make out what looked like a scraggly blond goatee. I asked, “Who’s this guy?”

Tuck glanced at the photograph and pointed to the next one in the series, which began another row down. “Somebody I’m not looking at too hard. He’s with a girl. I’m not interested in couples that look like they’re dating.”

The second photo snapped from the tape caught the young man as he lifted the bag and turned away from the counter. The woman with him couldn’t resist a brief glance at the surveillance camera before she followed him out. I’d seen the same young man or one just like him loitering by the railing in Pacific Palisades Park, and the girl at his side, glancing up at the camera, looked like Theresa, the girl with the lavender-colored glasses.
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