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     Chapter 1

    


   


   

    

     

      

       A

      

     ll day the sun had baked the concrete, sending waves of heat shimmering skyward. Now a breeze blew through the canyons of downtown and people crept from buildings and sniffed the air like desert animals at the approach of night.


    Perched at the edge of a fountain outside the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion, I felt my mood lift along with the crowd’s. It was opening night at the city’s premier theater, and soon we’d file inside and leave the pavilion empty, save for the saxophonist nestling his instrument in its blue velvet case, the bums sifting the trash for crusts of panini, and the cashier savoring a cigarette before closing up for the night.


    I sipped my Pinot Blanc and watched the café grill send up wisps of woodsy smoke. It felt delicious to be anonymous and alone, the crowd swirling around me in a way that suggested New York or Budapest or Paris. This was as good as L.A. street life got, even though it wasn’t a street at all, but a concrete slab ringed by theaters and concert halls.


    My city had been wrenched from the desert, willed into being by Denise Hamilton brute force and circus barkers who sold people on a mass hallucination that became a reality. And for generations, the loudest of those barkers had been my newspaper, the Los Angeles Times, and its onetime owners the Chandler family. Their name graced this square, with its reflecting pools and shimmering fountains. It was sheer hubris to send water cascading skyward in the heat of an L.A. summer, but then, water had been the original currency of this land. Without it, the city would sink back to chaparral and sagging clapboard, a provincial outpost doomed to fitful dreams.


    Then a man was walking toward me. He wore a guayabera, the accordion-pleated shirt of Mexico. His black wavy hair cascaded over his collar. As always when I saw him from afar, before recognition hit, a wave of impersonal pleasure passed through me at his beauty. Then the pleasure grew personal as I realized it was Silvio Aguilar, the man who occupied an increasingly large part of my heart.


    We had met the previous year when I profiled the music promotion business that his family had built from a swap meet stand into a multimillion-dollar empire. The attraction had been instantaneous and mutual, but Silvio was grieving the death of his brother and I wasn’t supposed to date sources so we tried to control ourselves, which only made things more explosive when we finally did get together.


    I loved his complexity, his Old World chivalry, the masterful control with which he ran the family business and the utter abandon I saw in his eyes when he made love to me. Straddling the formal Mexican culture of his parents and the easygoing American ways of his home, Silvio grappled daily with the duality of his existence and wondered where he belonged. Sometimes he turned inward, retreating into pride and moody secrecy, and then I wondered how well I really knew him.


    But tonight promised to be perfect. One of Silvio’s childhood friends had written Our Lady of the Barrio, the play that would premiere in less than an hour, and we had front-row tickets. It was a triumph the entire city could celebrate, because Alfonso Reventon was a gangbanger who had been saved by the arts, a playwright whose tales of streetwise magical realism brought him growing acclaim and commissions. Our Lady of the Barrio was poised to be a smash hit.


    As Silvio drew closer, I saw a harried look on his face. He looked at his watch, frowned, then took my hand and caressed it absently.


    “Hullo, Eve.”


    “Is something wrong?” I asked. My lover’s mind was clearly elsewhere.


    “I was just backstage, dropping off flowers for Alfonso. The stage manager says he’s hysterical. It’s forty-five minutes to curtain on opening night and Catarina hasn’t shown up.”


    “Who’s Catarina?”


    “Only the leading lady.” A hint of incredulity in his voice.


    “She’s probably running late. You know those temperamental actresses.”


    I was determined not to let his words shatter my good mood, the Old World theater aura, the air like crushed velvet against my skin.


    Silvio’s cell phone rang and he answered sharply. “Yeah?”


    On the other end, a man’s voice spoke too fast and garbled for me to make out anything. Silvio listened, then said, “Absolutely. You can count on me.”


    He hung up and scuffed his feet against the concrete, refusing to meet my eye.


    “Look, uh, Alfonso says Catarina’s not answering her phone. It’s a fool’s errand, but he’s asked me to go by her house. It’s only ten minutes away.”


    My vision of a romantic evening, a shared drink at the fountain, holding hands in the darkened theater, vanished.


    I looked at my watch: 7:20. Curtain was at 8:00. There was no way I’d be able to sit still, knowing Silvio was out there, hunting down the star.


    “I’m coming,” I said.


    By the time we wheeled his truck out of the underground lot, seven more minutes had elapsed.


    “At this point, it would take a medevac helicopter landing on the roof to get her there on time,” I said.


    Silvio grunted and kept driving. Tense and focused, he swerved in and out of traffic, his eyes on the road.


    “So what’s Catarina’s story?”


    Silvio explained that Catarina Velosi was a fiery Latina. For years she had been Alfonso’s muse and his lover. But she was capricious. Unstable. The final straw came when she took off to Berlin midrun with a composer who had scored one of Alfonso’s plays. An understudy took over the part and Alfonso had no choice but to get over the actress too. He married, fathered a child, and grew increasingly prominent. His gangbanger past, when it was mentioned at all, lent him a greater nobility for his having escaped it. His plays received critical raves and he won a MacArthur “genius” grant. Eventually the Mark Taper Forum commissioned a play. In Los Angeles, it was theater’s holy grail, and Alfonso yearned to be its Latino Lancelot and Arthur combined.


    “He wrote Our Lady of the Barrio for her, you know,” Silvio said. “Every woman he creates is based on Catarina.”


    “What a burden.”


    Silvio shot me an insulted look. “It’s an honor,” he said. “But the director didn’t want to cast her. He had heard the diva stories. So Alfonso got on his knees and begged. Then he had to beg Catarina to audition. She thought it was beneath her.” Silvio exhaled through clenched teeth. “Oh, he ought to kill her for this.”


    The truck shot out over Glendale Boulevard and up around Echo Park Lake. Silvio turned right, making his way along a hillside street above the water.


    Catarina Velosi lived in a freshly whitewashed duplex draped with bougainvillea and banana plants and set back from the street by a wooded hillside. We trudged up a short flight of stairs to the entrance. From the house next door came the loud thumping of Spanish rap, the faint smoky scent of something sweet. Pot?


    Silvio knocked, then stepped back. He knocked harder, calling her name. He swore in Spanish and yelled something at the rapper’s window. A young man with a shaved head and a scraggly goatee stuck his face through the yellow curtain.


    “Can you turn that down for a second, I’m trying to reach the lady in there,” Silvio said.


    The man scowled and withdrew his head. A moment later, the volume was lowered. Silvio knocked again and tapped his foot. He tried the knob. It wouldn’t turn.


    “Poor Alfonso,” he said. “Every critic in town is there tonight.”


    “How do you know she hasn’t turned up by now?”


    “He promised he’d call.” Silvio tapped the mute cell phone in his pocket.


    He stood there, undecided, for a moment. Then he said, “Do me a favor. In my glove compartment, there is a screwdriver. Could you please get it while I check the window?”


    Eager to help, I walked down to the truck, somewhat encumbered by my outfit, a scoop-necked 1940s cocktail dress of raw silk that curved nicely around my hips before ending just above the knee. It was a frock made for sipping Cosmopolitans and clapping for encores, not hiking down a stone staircase. The high-heeled black leather pumps didn’t help, either.


    Inside the truck, the glove compartment held only papers. I looked on the floor and groped under the seats, to no avail. Then I ran up to tell Silvio the bad news. He was standing at the front door, now ajar, and shoving something into his pocket. I heard a faint jingle.


    “I thought it was locked.”


    “I jimmied it.”


    “That’s good, because I couldn’t find the screwdriver.”


    He gave me an odd look. “Well, never mind.”


    And with that, he stepped into the house. From somewhere inside, we heard a low, guttural growl. Silvio stumbled backward. Something soft brushed against my bare legs. I shrieked. Craning my head, I saw a fluffed orange tail disappear into the shrubbery.


    The cat’s eerie rrowwwllll reverberated up my spine.


    Silvio straightened, pulled a tissue from his pocket, and sneezed several times, his allergies distracting him momentarily from the task at hand. Then he grasped the door with renewed determination.


    Inside, the windows were closed and the curtains drawn against the heat. Silvio flipped on the light. When my eyes adjusted, I saw the room was empty. An overhead fan chugged at high volume, its blades whipping the hot, tired air.


    From the recesses of the house came faint music, male voices singing plaintively in Spanish, their voices twining in the style of long ago.


    “Someone’s home,” I said.


    Silvio ignored me and moved into the living room. Mexican serapes were slung over a leather chair. There was a rattan couch upholstered with toucans and tropical flowers. A low coffee table scattered with Hollywood trade publications. I saw a purse tipped on its side, spilling out coins, a brush, a leather wallet, and a cell phone.


    “Catarina?” Silvio called.


    I followed him, sniffing the air. The sickly odor of gas from a tidy two-burner stove in the kitchenette mingled with the overflowing contents of an ashtray, each butt kissed by bright red lipstick. Two mugs of half-drunk tea sat on a 1950s chrome table. Above the sink, colorful Fiestaware cups marched along the windowsill. A bleeding Jesus crowned in thorns gazed out from a dispenser of Wash Your Sins Away hand soap. An avocado seed stuck with toothpicks sprouted in a cloudy glass, its vines tumbling to the floor.


    “Catarina, are you here?”


    The tiny house seemed to absorb and muffle his words. Silvio walked into the hallway, floorboards squeaking under his weight. The singing was louder now, voices naked and anguished. He pushed the bathroom door open and called again, but the only answer was the slow gurgle of a toilet tank. He headed for the bedroom and I followed.


    The music seeped out, crooning a silvery ballad. I could make out the lyrics now and they seemed sinister, at odds with the soaring melody and sweet harmony.


    

     

      “Eres una flor carnivora

     


     

      En un jardin salvaje.

     


     

      Bonita pero fatal

     


     

      Devorando mi corazon.”

     


    


    I went back over the words in English to make sure I had it right:


    

     

      You are a carnivorous flower

     


     

      In a savage garden.

     


     

      Beautiful but deadly

     


     

      As you devour my heart.

     


    


    As the strings died away, I heard a scratchy whir, the pop of a record ending. Then the click of a phonograph arm rising, moving then dropping, the needle nestling back into the vinyl groove in a blur of white noise. The song started up again. It was plaintive and mournful, like the cry of a heron at dusk when the river holds no more fish.


    But Silvio wasn’t listening. At the bedroom arch, I heard his sudden exhale.


    “Maybe you should wait here.”


    His voice was unsteady. He turned to block the doorway, but I was already looking beyond him.


    The bed was empty, its white eyelet sheets pulled back and tousled. A torn screen balanced precariously against the pillow. The sash window above the bed, which looked out onto an alley, gaped open. I craned over Silvio’s shoulder.


    “Is she there? Let me see. For God’s sake, I’m a reporter.”


    “Catarina?” Silvio said.


    

     

      You are a carnivorous flower

     


    


    Silvio stepped into the room. He walked to the closet and threw it open, pushing aside clothes and meeting only empty space. With a cry of exasperation, he strode to a large hamper and lifted the lid. Nothing. His eyes roved, considering where else a woman might hide.


    

     

      In a savage garden.

     


    


    He brushed past me and soon I heard him outside, calling hoarsely for Catarina.


    I walked over to examine the bedsheets. There was no blood. Maybe the screen was old and warped and had fallen in. Maybe it had been torn for years.


    

     

      Beautiful but deadly

     


    


    My gaze went to the window and I thought I saw a faint smear of red on the sill. I bent closer. It was rusty, already dry and slightly ridged, like a furrow in a field.


    

     

      As you devour my heart.

     


    


    Why was this song playing over and over? It was as though someone was trying to tell us something.


    “Silvio?” I called, but he didn’t answer.


    I moved to Catarina’s bedside table, filled with framed photos. All held the same pale-skinned woman with long black hair, an oval face, and dark eyes. She had a disquieting way of staring directly into the camera, the force of her will radiating through the photo and into the room. My eyes flittered over more frames. There she was, clad in a negligee and cradling a cocktail in her “Thin Man” phase. Defiant with a group of zoot-suited men, her arms filled with flowers. Dressed in a T-shirt and boxers, her thin, sculpted arms flung around a boyfriend. One of the photos had fallen to the sisal carpet. It lay facedown. I squatted to pick it up, then thought better of disturbing a potential crime scene. Slowly, I stood up.


    “Don’t touch anything,” I called to Silvio. “You already have to explain to the police why your prints are all over the knobs.”


    I considered Catarina Velosi. A single woman who lived alone. I pictured her putting on her favorite album and twirling around the room in the arms of an imaginary lover. Sliding between those sheets for an afternoon nap before her Taper debut tonight. Then someone raising the window, left unlocked in the heat, slashing the screen and climbing in. Every woman’s nightmare. Did he have a gun or a knife? Had he put it to her head? Had a struggle ensued as she tried to fight him off, a struggle in which someone’s blood was spilled on the windowsill?


    Or had she put on the record for a lover before they headed to bed, then left in such a hurry that she forgot to take it off? What if Catarina Velosi was striding onto the Taper boards to mass applause right now, her biggest concern a case of preshow butterflies? And Alfonso so relieved he’d forgotten to call?


    I pictured us two hours from now, gathered backstage. We’d make toasts and drink champagne and Silvio and I would turn this into a funny little anecdote. Remember that night Catarina gave us such a scare…but what if that wasn’t it?


    There are pivotal moments in everyone’s life, when they see the future laid out clear as a seer’s vision, and there’s both a hallucinatory and a hyper-real quality about it. Can this really be happening? Is it what my gut tells me it is? Should I go on my instinct, even though I’ll be roundly embarrassed if I’m wrong?


    

     As you devour my heart, the man crooned.


    Slowly, I pulled my cell phone out of my purse.


    “There’s something that looks like blood on the windowsill,” I yelled to Silvio. “I’m calling 911.”


    “No,” he said, his footsteps echoing back into the house. “Wait.”


    Amazingly for L.A., an operator came on immediately. I took a deep breath.


    “I’d like to report a break-in,” I said. “A woman is missing. There’s a dried substance that looks like blood. Echo Park, above the lake. The address is—”


    “Don’t,” Silvio said. He ran up, a queer look on his face as he realized I was already talking.


    “I’m waiting, miss,” the operator said.


    “What’s the address here?” I asked.


    Silvio stared at me for a long moment.


    “Eight sixty-two Lakeshore,” he finally said.


    It was only after I hung up that I considered the apprehension I had seen on Silvio’s face.


    “Why did you tell me to wait?” I asked.


    The corner of Silvio’s mouth twitched.


    “Because there’s got to be some logical explanation,” he said. “Catarina’s pulled these stunts before. And frankly, I’m worried that bad publicity could kill Alfonso’s play.”


    His answer seemed anything but frank.


    “What if Alfonso’s not the one getting killed,” I said, leading him to the rusty red mark on the sill. “What do you think that is, nail polish?”


    He looked at it and repeated that there must be an explanation. I thought he might be trying to convince himself. But then I thought of something else. Again, I heard the jingle in his pocket.


    As the sirens drew closer and the singers wound up again with their beautiful and disturbing song, I asked my lover, “You have a key to her apartment, don’t you?”


   


  





   

    

     Chapter 2

    


   


   

    

     

      

       S

      

     ilvio stared off into the hills, calculating something. “Look,” he said finally, “I can deal with the police. But someone needs to go back to the theater and tell Alfonso.”


    It was as if my words hadn’t registered. I crossed my arms over my chest. “Why don’t you answer my question first.”


    Silvio took my shoulders and tugged me toward him. I saw myself reflected in his measured green irises and didn’t like the pleading look on my face.


    “Because it would take longer than we’ve got,” he said softly. “I will tell you everything, I promise. But right now, I need you to do this one thing. Trust me, querida.”


    I stepped back. I didn’t want to get lost in those eyes.


    “She’s probably shown up by now and everything’s fine.” Silvio’s voice was cajoling. “But I promised Alfonso an answer. Leave me to deal with the police. Take my truck. Here.”


    He pulled out his ring of keys, unhooked one, and handed it to me.


    “How will you get back?”


    “Cab.”


    “Why can’t you call and tell him yourself?” I said, not understanding why I had to leave.


    Silvio shook his head. “I’ve already tried. He’s not answering his cell.”


    “Maybe something’s wrong with your phone. Why don’t you try hers?”


    I pointed to an antique rotary on the bedside table. It was painted bloodred.


    “Eve, you said yourself, we don’t want to disturb any prints.”


    My voice rose. “And you just said there’s a logical explanation—”


    He took my elbow and squired me away from the house, down the steps and to his truck.


    “You’d better be gone before the police arrive or they’ll tie us both up for hours. Call me after you find Alfonso. And be discreet. You can’t imagine the politics.”


    Silvio wasn’t telling me the whole truth, but I was worried enough about what he might be hiding to go along. For now.


    Clambering into his truck, I put it into gear and drove back downtown. Along the lake, I passed a police car barreling down Echo Park Avenue in the opposite direction, its lights flashing. Heading, no doubt, for its own rendezvous with my lover.


    Despite Silvio’s upbeat tone, I knew that women, even absentminded, narcissistic ones, didn’t leave the house without their purse. Especially if it was crammed with a phone and a wallet. I dreaded what lay ahead. How was I going to tell Alfonso Reventon what we’d found? This was not at all how I had imagined meeting the celebrated playwright whom Silvio was so proud to call his friend.


     


    I parked in the underground lot and trudged up the concrete stairs of the Music Center, ignoring the stares of the attendants, who hadn’t expected to see a woman in a cocktail dress and four-inch pumps hop out of a primer-splattered pickup. Emerging into the cool emptiness of the square, I walked to the box office, collected my ticket for Our Lady of the Barrio, and handed it to the man at the door.


    “I’m afraid you’ve missed quite a lot,” he said, tearing it.


    So the play had begun. Was Catarina onstage? I looked at my watch. It was 9:15.


    In the foyer, crowds of well-dressed, tanned, and perfumed people mingled, drinks in hand. Was it already intermission? Catarina’s house had seemed to exist outside of time.


    Then came the trilling of three musical notes. Around me, patrons hurriedly gulped the remains of their drinks, plonked down glasses, and headed back into the dark of the theater. I stepped inside.


    Spotting an usher, I told him I needed to find the playwright.


    “And you are…?”


    “Eve Diamond, L.A. Times,” I said firmly, in the tone I used to get past velvet ropes, receptionists, and emergency tape.


    “I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until after the performance,” the usher said smoothly. He had freckles, a shock of red hair, and a name tag that said Brad. “Why don’t you enjoy the second act and then we’ll see what we can do…. Front row, you really scored. Shall I escort you to your seat? Once they start we can’t let anyone in until there’s a break.”


    The warning notes went off again and the lights dimmed.


    “Why don’t you get me the manager instead?”


    I could feel the gears turning as he appraised me, calculating the odds of my lobbing a bomb into the crowded house or rushing the stage with a submachine gun cleverly concealed in my purse. Telling me to wait right there, Brad took my ID and scurried away.


    The doors to the theater closed. I walked over and pressed my nose to the crack. The last stragglers were finding their seats. The stage lights went on. Then a young and beautiful woman in baggy pants and a wife-beater shirt sauntered onto the stage and began a monologue. A man wearing the brilliant plumage and paint of a rooster wandered after her, pecking at the ground.


    Was this Catarina? She had the same dark features as the woman in the framed photos, but it was hard to tell at this distance. Why hadn’t I asked the usher if she had shown up?


    “…he’s not a bad boyfriend, really,” the girl onstage was saying. “He never hits me. We got two kids now.”


    The rooster raised himself up, flapped his wings, and crowed. He waddled over to a nest, and with much waggling of his feathered butt, sat down on two eggs and fluffed himself out.


    “My homegirls, they say, Angelica, why you settle for a goddamn bird? With your smarts, you could have anyone, but I tell them…”


    I pulled away, scanning for Brad, but saw only a bartender at the far side of the bar, polishing a glass. Someone backstage would be able to tell me where Alfonso was sitting. Trying not to attract attention, I walked through the lobby and into a corridor, turning doorknobs, but this roused another usher, who came hurrying over.


    “I need to find the playwright,” I said. “It’s important.”


    He shot me a look that said “crazy.”


    “I’m with the L.A. Times and I’ve got a message for him.”


    The usher crossed his arms.


    “His subscription lapse?”


    “Big-time,” I said. “Has Catarina Velosi shown up?”


    “Who?” he said politely, clasping his hands together.


    Just two hours ago, I had asked the same thing. Now, having stood in the sanctum of her bedroom and seen the blood, the tousled sheets, it seemed I had known her forever.


    “The lead actress,” I said, biting back the words you idiot.


    “It’s opening night,” the usher said. “Of course she’s here.”


    “Did you see her arrive?”


    “Not personally.”


    “Did they announce any substitutes before curtain?”


    He inclined his head. “You’ll have to ask one of the ushers inside.”


    “Good idea.” I walked back to the lobby. He caught up to me at the theater entrance and blocked my path.


    “We’re under strict orders not to let anyone in once the second act starts.”


    “Oh, for Christ’s sake, I need to speak to Alfonso Reventon.”


    I reached into my purse to show him my ID before remembering I had given it to Brad.


    “You’ll have to wait until the show’s over,” he repeated firmly.


    I groaned, and stalked back to where Brad had told me to wait. Onstage, the action was heating up. I pressed my nose against the crack.


    A guy dressed like Che Guevara was explaining to a young blond woman why people of color can’t be racist.


    “We’ve been oppressed all our lives,” the proto-Che said. “We wouldn’t turn around and oppress other people of color.”


    The young woman threw up her hands. “But you just said you wouldn’t want your daughter to marry a Guatemalan.”


    “You’re right! See how insidious it is! Your racist attitudes have even infected me.”


    “Me?” the woman said. “I can’t tell the difference between a Mexican and a Guatemalan. You’re all wetbacks to me.”


    “That’s exactly the attitude I’m talking about.” The man’s voice grew heated. “I’m working on overcoming it. But I still don’t want my daughter marrying no Guatemalan.”


    A Spanglish rap song started up, punctuating his words.


    “Ms. Diamond?”


    Reluctantly, I wrenched myself away. Brad was back. From the stage came raised voices, a slap, then a woman screaming. A rooster’s hoarse cock-a-doodle-doo.


    “The house manager will see you now,” Brad said.


    I followed him through an unmarked door, down a set of stairs, and into the bowels of the theater. In a small office with exposed piping, a plump man with a receding hairline and tortoiseshell glasses adorned with twisting gold snakes sat behind a desk. My press pass lay in front of him. He picked it up as I sat down, held it at arm’s length, then flopped his meaty forearms onto the desk.


    “I know all the Times theater critics, honey, and you ain’t one of them.”


    “I never said I was. I’m a news reporter, and I’ve got an urgent message for Alfonso Reventon. I need to find him.”


    A salacious look shot from Brad to the manager. This time I thought it said “groupie.”


    The manager held out short, stubby fingers heavy with rings. “Give it to me. I’ll see that he gets it.” He winked.


    I flared with rage that he might mistake me for a theater groupie, but a more evolved part of my cortex also wondered: Did playwrights have groupies?


    “I’m waiting,” the manager said in a singsong voice.


    Torn between my concern for the missing actress and the desire to remain loyal to Silvio and his friend, I stood up. My back prickled with nervous heat. I was supposed to tell Alfonso, not this guy. But now the police were involved.


    “It’s about Catarina Velosi,” I said in desperation. “Is she here?”


    That got their attention. I took advantage of their momentary stillness to snatch back my reporter’s pass.


    From above, the sound of clapping began.


    “She was a no-show,” the manager said in a calm, deliberate voice. “You know something about that? ’Cause I don’t care what excuse Alfonso’s got this time, they’re firing her diva ass.”


    I hesitated. Silvio had told me to be discreet. But didn’t management deserve to know?


    “My message is for Mr. Reventon. And no one else.”


    Still, I couldn’t resist a parting shot as I walked out.


    “From what I saw in her bedroom just now, your leading lady has made a dramatic exit.”


   


  





   

    

     Chapter 3

    


   


   

    

     

      

       H

      

     e might have been yelling at me to stop; it was hard to hear over the clapping and whistling as I swam against the stream of early departures and into the cool dark of the theater.


    The audience was on its feet. Onstage, the cast was holding hands and taking a collective bow. As I got closer, I scanned the actors. The woman from the bedroom photos was not among them.


    Now the actors flung their arms out in synchronized welcome and the playwright strode down an aisle and hopped onto the stage. Alfonso was a slight man with a hawk nose, rounded shoulders, and a goatee. He had thick black hair pulled back in a ponytail. His brown eyes, piercing behind round glasses, roved over the crowd. With his collarless black jacket and severe manner, he looked every inch the Chicano intellectual.


    Placing one arm over his heart, he bowed deeply, then allowed himself a thin smile to acknowledge the full house, on its feet and clapping rhythmically. As he straightened, a pretty young woman thrust a bouquet of flowers at him. The applause grew, swelling the theater.


    I spotted another usher and gave him my most professional smile. “L.A. Times,” I said, flashing my press pass. “How do I get backstage?”


    “This way, miss,” he said, and I followed him through two unmarked doors into a room filling up with well-wishers.


    Soon the actors filed in from the stage, glowing and exuberant. First came a flood of the minor characters—Che and the earnest blond woman, a ravaged older woman in jeans and a T-shirt, a priest in a Roman Catholic collar, a gaggle of haughty gangbangers and their molls, and finally Angelica the homegirl and her rooster, a tall, bronzed man smeared with feathers and paint whose fierce Yanomami getup was undermined by dimples as he smiled.


    Last came Alfonso, and people’s heads turned like flowers basking in the nimbus of his celebrity sun. Such was his magnetism that it took me a moment to see the woman who hung on his arm, laughing and greeting people. By herself, she would have had her own celebrity glow. But next to Alfonso, her light seemed diminished. Could this be Catarina? As they drew closer, I knew I had never seen her before.


    She was taller than Alfonso and curvy, poured into a red halter dress, with a fringed black shawl thrown over bare shoulders. She had flowing hair, strong features, and large, startled eyes. As patrons paid their respects, she embraced them loudly, but there was a nervous trill in her voice and an affected nonchalance as she surveyed the high-octane crowd.


    The mayor of Los Angeles was there, Carter Langdon III, whom I knew as a millionaire philanthropist and keeper of secrets. Forming a rear guard behind him were the affluent white theatergoers who kept formal culture alive in Los Angeles. The East Side power brokers were out in force as well—U.S. Congressman Henry Duarte, who owed his seat to Latino redistricting, and a heavyset L.A. city councilman named Julio Cortez who had gone to Dartmouth and returned to govern his people at age twenty-seven. Around him clustered labor activists and community organizers.


    Off to the side stood an edgy movie director from Mexico City, a popular DJ, a graffiti artist whose work commanded six figures in the best galleries, and an East L.A. rock band. I moved closer and heard them pledging money to a slight and bearded Jesuit priest who was beloved throughout the tough East Side projects—and the violence-weary city at large—for brokering a truce among Los Angeles’ Latino gangs. Realizing that lack of jobs bred trouble, the Jesuit had opened a panadería—a Mexican bakery—and hired sworn rivals to work side by side turning out tortillas and pan dulce.


    A little girl darted through the crowd dressed in her Sunday best, only to be swept up into the arms of a man in huaraches with hollowed cheeks, a graying ponytail, and the pious serenity of a modern-day Jesus. Next to him stood a man with jailhouse eyes who looked like he lined up every morning for his methadone cocktail. Next to them were three animated Latino yuppies in slick suits. The crowd was a mixture of low-down street and aesthete, and it struck me that here was the crossroads where Alfonso situated his plays. He was humilde, a humble man of the people, and that was why they had turned out in droves to honor him.


    Anxious to deliver my message to Alfonso, I pushed my way through, only to see the man with jailhouse eyes cut to the front of the receiving line and grab the playwright in a headlock. A collective “oh” issued from the crowd as people flowed backward, unsure whether to call security. The two tussled for a moment, then broke apart. Alfonso jabbed his attacker playfully in the stomach.


    “I wrote that thing you said,” Alfonso told him. “When you left the other day. I wrote it down and then the words kept coming. Like an ángelito perched on my shoulder whispering in my ear. It felt like I was taking dictation.”


    

     “Carnal!” the man roared. He grabbed Alfonso’s shoulders. “Just tell the truth, man,” he said, pulling him closer. “Speak for us. Be our voice. That’s all we ask.”


    He stared into Alfonso’s eyes, seeming to want to say something more, then turned and stalked off. The West Side theater patrons stared, his queue-jumping already forgiven as they salted away this anecdote for their next dinner party. Here were Alfonso’s roots laid bare, a character stepping into life from one of his plays.


    Just as I reached him, Alfonso Reventon was whisked away by a well-groomed couple, immaculate in summer whites. His dark ponytail bobbed and disappeared into the crowd.


    Alfonso’s consort saw me staring and stretched out a long hand.


    “Marisela Reventon,” she said by way of introduction. “I’m nobody important, just the wife. But it’s nice to meet you anyway.”


    Taken aback, I shook her hand.


    “Glad to meet you. I’m a friend of…” but before I could finish my sentence, she hitched up one foot to adjust the strap of her high-heeled sandal, balancing precariously. She tilted and I stepped forward and caught her. A lock of her hair fell against my face, and I smelled lilacs and something else—liquor—coming off her in waves.


    “Ah, thank you,” she said, finding her balance. She parted the curtain of wavy hair and I saw that her eyes were black as two marbles and her face shone with a luminous glow, though whether it came from the booze or somewhere deeper inside was hard to say. The drink was eroding her lush beauty, thickening her features and making her voice jagged and rough.


    “And now I really must…”


    And she teetered off, eyes unfocused, until she spied a waiter with a tray of margaritas.


    “Aaaah,” she said, swiping one. “Thank you.”


    She drank deeply. And in that wet pause, I caught up with her.


    “Please help me,” I said. “I don’t know what the actors look like, but I’ve got to know. Is Catarina here?”


    Marisela stopped. Her eyes glinted unpleasantly. And then she did focus on me.


    “Why is everyone so obsessed with her?” she said, tossing back her hair. “Now he can make me his muse. I told him not to cast her. I knew she’d destroy everything. And now,” her voice rose triumphantly, “my warning has come true.”


    While I hadn’t seen the whole play, it struck me that there was as much melodrama going on offstage as on. If this performance was any indication, Marisela could give Catarina a run for her money in the acting department.


    Now a small frown played across Marisela’s generous mouth.


    “The understudy stepped in. On opening night, what a travesty. This is the end of Catarina’s career.” Her voice held barely banked glee.


    “So you have no idea where she is?”


    “Who are you?” Suspicious now. Bristling with hostility.


    “A friend of Silvio Aguilar’s,” I said. “Your husband sent us to Catarina’s apartment to look for her. She wasn’t there but it looked like someone had broken in. The bedroom window was open and the screen torn and pushed in.”


    Marisela’s mouth quivered, and her heavy brows drew together.


    “Come with me,” she said, dead sober now. “We must tell Alfonso immediately.”


    She grabbed my arm and tugged me through the crowd, which parted before her. Soon we stood next to her husband.


    Up close, Alfonso Reventon looked older and had finer features than I had seen onstage. A silver loop hung from one ear. His black hair sparkled with strands of silver. He had small, thin lips and a slender nose. Two horizontal lines ran across his forehead, just above the bridge of his glasses. He turned to us with the practiced smile of an artist greeting his patrons.


    “Sweetheart, this is a friend of Silvio’s,” Marisela said. “She was just at Catarina’s apartment. Tell him,” she commanded, prodding me in the back.


    As the halting words fell from my tongue, Alfonso’s smile ebbed. A muscle in his jaw twitched and his body stiffened. I had expected concern. But what I saw looked more like anger. The anger of a control freak who learns his orders have been defied.


    “Silvio stayed to talk to the police,” I concluded.


    “The police?” Alfonso shook his head. He pulled a cigarette out of his pocket, turned it from end to end, but didn’t light it. “She’s probably passed out drunk somewhere. Or shacked up at the Chateau Marmont with some new boyfriend. Unfortunately for my plays, Catarina is a creature of libidinous impulse.”


    “Here’s to libidinous impulse,” said a voice behind us. I turned and saw Marisela Reventon, margarita in hand.


    Alfonso tapped the end of the cigarette against his palm, his gaze fastened somewhere above my head.


    “It’s certainly given the understudy a chance to shine,” he continued, ignoring his wife. “She might as well enjoy her moment in the spotlight until Catarina turns up. What a lucky break for her,” he finished bitterly.


    Marisela’s long, wavy hair flew like Medusa’s snakes.


    “I told you not to cast her,” she said through gritted teeth. “That woman is poison. You deserve this, Alfonso. It’s all your fault.” Then she stalked off.


    I thought I saw Alfonso’s eyes narrow, but his voice was steady. “My wife,” he said, “is not well. She’s easily agitated. You must take no notice of her. She doesn’t mean what she says.”


    He studied the floor, contemplating some private sorrow, then slowly raised his eyes to me.


    “I should call Silvio,” he said finally, pulling out his cell phone.


    He dialed, then swore as it beeped twice. “Oh Christ, battery low, it’s not going through.”


    He looked around for another phone but I was already calling Silvio on mine.


    “It’s me,” I said when he answered. “She’s not at the theater.”


    From the other end came a loud groan.


    “Where are you?” I asked.


    “At the house. I can’t talk long. The police are still here.”


    “I didn’t realize you had so much to tell them.”


    I felt brittle, caught up in a drama of my own. I’d been cast as the jealous girlfriend and was playing it to a T.


    There was a loud exhalation. “As soon as I’m finished, I’ll fill you in.”


    “I’ll be all ears.”


    “Can I talk to Alfonso a sec?”


    I handed over the phone and listened to a highly circumscribed conversation. Then Alfonso walked across the room and talked heatedly and at length.


    After hanging up, he looked over and saw I had been watching. His face darkened, but by the time he walked back with the phone, he was smiling.


    “Thank you,” he said, and gave a little bow. “You should relax until Silvio gets here. Have a drink.”


    I shook my head. My appetite for alcohol had vanished along with my romantic evening.


    “Please,” the playwright said. “It will leave that much less for my wife.”


    He pressed his lips into a smirk, but I wouldn’t meet his eyes. Maybe his wife had a drinking problem but it seemed petty and mean-spirited to call attention to it.


    “Well then, you’ll excuse me…” Alfonso pointed to the line of well-wishers, deferential smiles on their faces, champagne and flowers in their arms.


    I gave him an incredulous look. The leading lady was missing on opening night and her apartment showed signs of being broken into—why wasn’t Alfonso more alarmed?


    “Silvio said you think she’s dead or something,” he said, divining my thoughts.


    “Does that mean you’re actually concerned?” I let the sarcasm dangle between us.


    “I’d be more concerned if her Toyota was there. Silvio said it’s gone. She went somewhere, that’s all.” Petulance filled his voice. “Just to spite me and ruin my play.”


    I crossed my arms and stared at him.


    “Women don’t usually leave a full purse behind when they take off.”


    “Why don’t you read your own paper’s clips about Catarina,” Alfonso said. “That will convince you of her flakiness faster than I ever could.”


    Just then we heard shrill laughter. The room fell silent.


    “I was never his muse,” slurred a female voice.


    “If you’ll excuse me,” Alfonso said, “I’ve got another problem to attend to.”


    He took a step toward his wife, stopped, and said, “For years she’s taken acting lessons. She doesn’t understand why I don’t cast her.”


    Then with the air of a condemned man, he took her by the arm and whispered into her ear, caressing her hair. Marisela Reventon’s expression softened.


    I thought how difficult it must be to be married to a genius. To languish on the periphery of his world and yearn for center stage.


    An aide appeared with two chairs. Alfonso settled his wife into one and sat beside her. Then he composed his features and greeted the next well-wisher. His face grew animated, mouth upturned in a modest smile as the compliments rained down. But I thought that his eyes remained alert and calculating.


    The door opened. Two more visitors stepped backstage. They wore badges and uniforms and hadn’t come to offer congratulations. But they had the good grace to look apologetic as they cut to the front of the line.


   


  





   

    

     Chapter 4

    


   


   

    

     

      

       A

      

     s ripples of confusion spread through the room, I slipped away. The cops would want to question Alfonso and that was one party I couldn’t crash. I was anxious to meet up with Silvio but even more curious about the bizarre backstage performances of his friends.


    And so, despite the late hour, I drove the few blocks to Second and Spring streets, to the Los Angeles Times, the building that never sleeps. I would read the clips and steep myself in Catarina’s past while I waited for Silvio’s call. This had all the hallmarks of a good story, and I wanted to be prepared.


    As I drove, a bubble of exhilaration rose inside me. I knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t help it. It flooded my capillaries until every bit of me tingled with certainty that came from the viscera, not the brain. Something terrible had happened to Catarina Velosi, and I was being drawn inexorably into the fire.


    It was 11:30 when I reached the third-floor editorial offices. I was shocked to see Tom Thompson sitting at the City Desk. He ran the San Gabriel Valley section, where I usually worked, and it was hard to fathom what could have brought him to the mother ship so late.


    “Did an airplane go down at LAX?” I asked.


    He peered out over his bifocals.


    “Why, if it isn’t Eve Diamond,” Thompson said, his relaxed tone providing the answer. “Even considering your slavish devotion to the job, it’s a bit late.”


    “Had a theater date downtown,” I said. “But it ran amok.”


    “Whassamatter, your date stand you up?”


    “He stood himself up. And the play’s leading lady is missing.”


    Thompson grinned. “Maybe they ran off together.”


    I remembered Silvio’s urgent calls for Catarina in that tiny house.


    “I’m here to read the clips on her,” I said.


    I bit back the impulse to say more. Thompson would want me in the San Gabriel Valley tomorrow, not haring after a missing woman from Echo Park.


    “So what brings you to the Velvet Coffin tonight?” I said, using the paper’s nickname. Despite being a top-notch place, the Times often had an airless, half-dead feel, which is quite a feat for a daily newspaper.


    Thompson wearily adjusted his glasses. “Bunch of paperwork on that new hire. Plus I gotta write condolence letters to everyone else.”


    He opened his briefcase, revealing a jagged mountain of cover letters, résumés, and newspaper clips. He had been busy for months, reading and shuffling them like cards and arguing with Hiring and Development. They had told him to hire a minority; he wanted the best person for the job, regardless of color. Meanwhile the barrage kept coming, fat manila files stuffed with hope.


    “So who’d you hire?” I asked


    “A Met-Pro.” He beamed. “She was right under our noses.”


    Met-Pro was the Minority Employee Trainee Program, which brought talented reporters of color into the newsroom while allowing the paper to observe and hire the best ones. The only trouble was, the deck was stacked with suburban children of privilege, not the truly disadvantaged, but that was something nobody talked about.


    “She’s been in the Long Beach bureau for two months, broken a few stories. Plus she’s working on a nondupe.”


    I raised an eyebrow. Nondupes were front-page stories that ran in the paper’s coveted left-hand, Column One slot. Even for seasoned reporters, they were hard to land.


    “Sounds like she’s on the fast track.”


    “Let’s just say downtown’s watching her closely. Anyway, Long Beach already has two minorities on staff, so Jane Sims did a little horse-trading.”


    Thompson slapped down a Polaroid and I leaned in to examine it.


    The photo showed paunchy Met-Pro director Barry Patterson standing next to a pretty young woman with mocha skin, high cheekbones, almond eyes, and the bee-stung lips that women in Hollywood pay small fortunes for. Long black hair erupted around her oval face in tight ringlets.


    I clicked my tongue.


    “She doesn’t look that black,” I said, recalling a reporter who had been hired solely because management thought he was black. His clips were heavy with profiles for Jet, Ebony, and Essence. It was only when he walked into the newsroom that the shocked editors realized he was just another white guy.


    “She doesn’t look that white, either,” Thompson shot back. “Felice Morgan,” he said, his lips caressing the words. “Hotshot reporter from the Fort Worth Star-Telegram. Wrote a story that got drug convictions overturned for thirty-two black prisoners. Turns out the fat-bellied sheriff trumped up the evidence. Now he’s sitting in his own cell block. Oh yeah,” Thompson said, “she’s the real deal. Hiring and Development’s hot on her. Sees lots of potential. And as of tomorrow, she belongs to San Gabe.”


    I knew he didn’t mean it, but it still had an unpleasant ring. I’d heard about the fierce bidding wars that newspapers waged over top minority reporters. It made me think of auction blocks and chattel and the merciless Southern sun.


    

     SOLD! To the Los Angeles Times: One young, ambitious, intelligent black female reporter. Guaranteed to enhance diversity and improve your institution’s credibility with people of color.


    I snorted.


    “Knowing Patterson, he’s probably hot for her too,” I said.


    Rumors swirled that the man took a personal interest in his prettiest prospects. But with jobs hanging in the balance at one of the nation’s largest papers, there were few complaints.


    “She starts tomorrow,” Thompson said, “and I’d appreciate it if you take her out on assignment with you this week, show her how we do things around here.”


    Annoyance rippled through me. I should be advancing my own career, not babysitting the paper’s latest poster child for affirmative action. I focused on the résumés sticking out of Thompson’s briefcase and took several deep breaths.


    “It’s hard to believe so many reporters want to come here for a lousy bureau job,” I said.


    Thompson grinned. “You forget, ingrate, that this is the L.A. Times,” he said. “When you’re slogging through a Buffalo winter and it’s so cold the ink in your pen freezes during an interview, the orange groves of the San Gabriel Valley begin to smell mighty fragrant.


    “Now about this missing actress gal,” Thompson said, and I knew he hadn’t been fooled by my earlier change of topic. “It’s too late for today but write up what you’ve got for the Overnote,” he said, referring to the nightly memo the late editor left for the morning folks.


    “But don’t think you’re going to cover it,” he said, seeing my eagerness. “For one, it’s out of your geographic beat. And two, there’s a personal connection. Am I wrong?”


    “You think I can’t separate my personal life from my professional?”


    “If this thing gets messy, your boyfriend’s gonna get hauled in front of the police. So you’d best stay away.”


    “Silvio already spoke to them. And I may be next. We were at her house tonight, looking for her.”


    Thompson’s eyes narrowed and his voice rose. “Jesus, Eve, why can’t you ever stay out of trouble?”


    “It was supposed to be a quiet evening at the theater,” I said, remembering that moment by the fountain, which, in retrospect, had been the cultural highlight of my night.


    “Well, next time make it a puppet theater.”


    Thompson stood up and stretched. “It’s eleven forty-five and this old boy is plum tuckered out.”


    He stuffed the papers into his bulging briefcase but one fell out and zigzagged lazily to the floor. I bent to pick it up and read:


    

     

      Gelatinous pork in a can.

     


     

      Our taste buds hail

     


     

      Mama’s mystery meat.

     


    


    “What the heck is this?” I asked, dangling it between thumb and forefinger.


    “It’s big on the Internet,” he said. “Spam haiku. People try to one-up each other. I’m still working on the meter.” Thompson reddened.


    My grandmother tried to get me to eat Spam once. It was big in Europe after World War II when the Allied food lifts had kept the continent fed. She sautéed it with garlic, but still…


    “You eat that stuff?”


    He laughed. “’Course not. I just like to see how profound I can get in seventeen compressed syllables. Takes the pressure off, after a long day. A true creative challenge.”


    He took the paper from my hand and slid it into his briefcase.


    “San Gabriel tomorrow morning, Diamond.” He fixed me with a knowing look. “We don’t want to keep Felice waiting.”
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