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Chapter 1



“Look lively, here comes Flight 1147.”

We pressed our noses to the one-way glass and the parade began. A trickle at first, businessmen wheeling suitcases, cell phones already pressed to their ears. Then young couples in glitter platform shoes, bopping to Walkmans. Well-heeled families carrying duty-free bags, squinting into the fluorescent light to read the signs and line up in the right queue.

Then a pause in the traffic, empty spaces stretching out like ellipses. I scrutinized what the airplane’s belly had disgorged, scanning for stains under silk armpits, restless eyes, hands clenching bags too tightly. They said even a preternatural calm was suspect, since it was normal to be frazzled after fourteen hours in the air, even if you had the patience of a Buddhist monk. Speaking of which, here came five of them, girded in saffron robes that ended in sandaled feet.

An elbow nudged my arm.

“Plenty a’ room for contraband inside those layers,” U.S. Customs Supervisor William Maxwell drawled lazily, watching the monks plod past.

I fingered my notepad, thinking that the monks looked more dazed than surreptitious.

“Don’t you have dogs for that? Sniff out drugs and explosives and stuff?”

I realized as soon as the words left my mouth that bombs were a threat for those boarding, not getting off. If you were going to blow up an airplane, you’d do it in midair.

“One day they’ll invent robo-dogs that sniff out jewels, cash, and illegals, but for now we still rely on good instincts and bad paperwork,” Maxwell said, scanning the crowd.

His eyes shifted to an Asian woman walking behind the monks, and I wondered if his interest was professional. She was tall, with a heart-shaped face and freshly applied lipstick. She wore a pantsuit of raw raspberry silk and carried a slumbering little girl over her shoulder. Behind her came the husband, pushing an elephantine cart heaped with luggage. Balancing precariously on top was a large bag that said, TOKYO-DISNEYLAND.

“You really think those monks are carrying?” I asked, more to make conversation than because I thought so.

“Prayer books, maybe,” he said evenly. “But skepticism is a virtue. We caught some grief last week for pulling apart a Mexican grandma’s wheelchair. She and the granddaughter got on their cells, jabbering to the consulate about their rights being violated. Had no idea what was packed inside those hollow metal tubes.”

“Granny was a drug mule?”

Maxwell snorted. “My black homegirl was hitching a ride.”

I thought I might be missing something because we were both staring out the window while trying to carry on a conversation.

“ ‘My black homegirl’?”

Now some businessmen moved past in trench coats. Tall and blond, with glacier-blue eyes and the slanted cheekbones of the Russian steppes. Behind them sauntered two young Asian men, elaborately casual, their hair iced up. One had a camera around his neck. The other clutched a map of Hollywood. Props, I thought. Way too obvious. Here’s a pair I would watch. I looked to see if Maxwell had noticed the same thing, but his gaze swept right past them.

“Heroin,” Maxwell said. “Ten kilos of uncut tar. It’s black and sticky and La Eme moves a lot of it across the border. Worth an easy five million on the street. They call it ‘my black homegirl’ to throw off the FBI phone intercepts.”

La Eme was the Mexican Mafia. From the letter M. I knew that much from growing up in L.A. La Eme’s tentacles snaked through the barrios and prisons of California and they laundered their money through juice bars and video stores.

“What about those guys?” I pointed to the Asian punks. “There’s something off about them. Like, if they’re so cool, why are they clutching all that tourist stuff?”

But he was watching three Asian women stroll past, big rocks on manicured fingers, strands of pearls, designer handbags. They were young but stout, in elegant, loose-fitting dresses and matching jackets.

“How much you wanna bet they’re Korean and ready to pop?” Maxwell said.

I studied them. What crime slang was he lobbing at me now?

“Preggers,” said Maxwell. “And loaded. They fly over here to give birth so their babies will be U.S. citizens. Big-time status. Shop and play tourist, stay at a fancy hotel till they drop the kid. Then skedaddle on back to Seoul. There’s no law against it, but still…”

“You mean they don’t want to stay?” For some reason, I was insulted on behalf of my country. Wasn’t this the Promised Land?

Before he could answer, a large clot of tired humanity poured into the room on the other side of the glass and began to sort itself into lines. This was the last layer of the plane to be excavated, and it revealed the pitiless archaeology of overseas travel. First had come the rested countenances of first class, airplane royalty from both sides of the Pacific. Then the still-groomed, monogrammed, and pampered business class. And now the flying rabble, the pack I joined when I flew, we of the plasticine food and cramped leg space, the great unruly masses of economy—cranky, disoriented, and sleep-deprived.

My gaze lingered over a swarthy man with black hair. His clean-shaven face bore the unmistakable imprint of the Levant. The plane had originated in Beijing, with stops in Seoul and Tokyo with a final destination of LAX, where I stood now. Would he be pulled aside automatically? I wondered, getting an inkling, for the first time, how difficult it must be to look at people’s papers and faces and make split-second decisions that could affect national security.

Not that I was here on anything quite so exalted. I was a reporter for the L.A. Times, and after the terrorist attacks of September 11, inquiring minds wanted to know how the government screened passengers. So U.S. Customs had set me up with a high-ranking official named Maxwell. I was shadowing him for a day before demystifying the process for Times readers. And there would be plenty of art. My star fotog, Ariel Delacorte, was out there among the disembarking passengers, shooting away. Weighed down by cameras and the shapeless khaki vests that all shutterbugs love, Ariel still managed a casual elegance, her posture erect as a ballet dancer’s, her wavy black hair cut smartly to her sculpted jaw.

I turned to ask Maxwell about the Middle Easterner but he was halfway out the door, speaking into a crackling two-way radio.

“Yeah, that’s them,” he said. “Pinkie and the luggage coolie. Remember, it’s hands-off. Send them through with a smile. I’ll be right over.”

I took two steps after him. “Stay here,” he said. He pushed me back and I saw his hand go to his belt. “I won’t be a minute.”

The door closed behind him. By the time I recovered enough to run and yank it open, the hallway was empty.

I turned back to the one-way glass window. One of the blond businessmen was gesticulating to a U.S. Customs inspector. He dug into his bags and pulled out some papers, which he threw down. The inspector shook her head.

The man looked around, as if enjoining his line-mates to commiserate. People were packed in tight, blocked by suitcases and carts, restrained into orderly lines by shiny black nylon ropes, children running around.

Then without warning, he pushed through the crowd, elbowing other passengers aside. At the same time, I saw lights flash and felt the glass rattle in sharp, staccato shivers. Someone out there was shooting.

As bodies crumpled to the floor, I wondered whether they had been shot or were just taking cover. The crowd surged and shoved as people tried to break loose of the Immigration holding area. On the other side of the glass, a jeweled hand rose up, vermilion nails clawing two inches from my face, before sinking back into the roiling mass. I saw a flash of raspberry as the smartly dressed Asian woman and her husband floated past, propelled by the mob. They slammed momentarily into the other blond businessman, then bounced apart. I noticed the woman no longer held her child.

On the other side of the glass, people were stampeding past the kiosks as security guards sought to push them back. One guard brandished a gun, then got down on one knee, sharpshooter style. Good Lord, they can’t shoot into a crowd of people, it’s going to be a massacre, I thought. The glass rattled again, and I ducked instinctively, hoping it was bulletproof as well as one-way.

Now here came one of the Asian punks, doing the Olympic high hurdles as he sailed over mounds of luggage and passengers who shielded their heads in 1950s duck-and-cover style.

The second Asian punk came into view, running for the exit. He had a gun and was yelling something. Nobody paid any attention. People pushed through the door, faces contorted in terror. After the July Fourth LAX massacre at the El Al counter, no one was taking any chances.

I realized I had been crouched at the window, peeking through my hands like a frightened toddler at the pandemonium on the other side of the glass. But I was a reporter, I needed to get in there. I ran to the door, threw it open, and stepped into a corridor, only to find a mass of people fleeing toward me, wild-eyed and disheveled.

“No,” a man panted, grabbing my arm. “Go back. Terrorists. Shooting.”

Ignoring him, I ran the way he had just come. Bursting through a set of double doors into the large room I had just been observing from the one-way glass, I saw a middle-aged man with blood on his face and a dazed expression. A teenaged girl sobbed and knelt on the dirty floor by a woman who looked unconscious. Sirens split the air, and a recorded voice calmly urged passengers to keep moving in an orderly manner.

On the other side of the room, I saw several crumpled bodies. I recognized the Slav man who had bolted. He lay on the ground with one arm outstretched, as if felled while playing tag. A morbid curiosity propelled me closer. Bright red blood matted his flaxen hair. One cheek was pressed against the linoleum, and I noticed grayish gunk splattered across the pale skin and clinging to his suit lapels. With a start, I realized it was the man’s brains.

Five feet away, the second Slav businessman lay in a tangle of limbs and blood, entwined with the pretty Asian mother. It looked as though they had collided while trying to flee. The front of the woman’s raspberry silk outfit was spotted with blood, fibers charred where the bullets had gone in. My eyes flickered over to the man. An explosion had detonated on his chest. I force myself to stare, to record every detail, ignoring the prickles of fear radiating outward from my spine. The “bolt” reflex was coming on strong. More than anything, I wanted to flee, to run out of this terminal, back to my car, and out of the airport. What if at this very moment someone with a dirty bomb was preparing to detonate it? Part of me did run screaming out of that airport, shaking with fear and babbling incoherently. I let her go. Then I stepped forward. I had a job to do.

Where was the little girl this dead woman had been carrying just moments earlier as she stepped blithely toward Customs? I prayed she was still alive. There were more police and security now, their bodies beginning to block the carnage, but as they moved and space opened in odd geometric angles, I looked for a snub nose. A tiny arm. A head I could cup in one palm. And saw nothing.

My fingers hurt from gripping the pen so tightly. Unclenching them, I jotted down what I had seen. First impressions were important, even scattered and disjointed ones. Later, we’d unravel them for clues. Something teetered in the upper corner of my vision and I flinched. But it was just Ariel, who had climbed atop a pile of suitcases for a better shooting angle. As the machine-gun patter of her film advanced, people dove behind luggage and covered children with their bodies until they realized that the noise came from a camera.

On the other side of the room, Maxwell was screaming into his two-way. I walked over and saw that his men had the Asian punks on the ground, hands cuffed behind their backs. They writhed on their bellies, heads cranked sideways, jaws gaping as if they were some weird pupae begging to be fed. Seeing this, Ariel leapt off her luggage mountain and ran to photograph them. This seemed to enrage the men, who hollered at her to stop and averted their faces.

“Three dead,” Maxwell was saying urgently into his radio, “Asian female and two Caucasian males. We’re checking. Yeah.”

There was a long pause. Part of me expected Maxwell to blow his whistle any minute now and announce that the emergency preparedness drill was over. Then the “bodies” would get up, dust themselves off, strip off the shirts with the paintball blood, and go back to their usual business.

“Don’t know about the males,” Maxwell said into the radio, “but Interpol Tokyo alerted us about the family. I called INS but then all hell broke loose. And now Mom’s dead and Crypto-Dad’s MIA.”

“Are you charging them with murder?” I asked, looking at the guys on the ground.

Maxwell ignored me.

He listened as a faint voice crackled on the other end of the two-way. His lips drew together into a thin line and he seemed to whiten under his L.A. tan.

“Son of a bitch,” he said softly. He hooked the radio back onto his belt, turned slowly, and glared at the captives. Then he shook his head.

“Help these gentlemen up,” he ordered, drawing the word out with a sneer.

“Are they terrorists or what?” I asked.

I knew al-Qaeda didn’t just recruit Middle Easterners. The South Asian archipelagos were said to be awash with Muslim fundamentalists.

Maxwell focused on me. It looked as if he was trying to remember who I was. He scratched an ear.

“We are in the middle of a triple-murder investigation as well as two undercover-criminal operations. You’ll have to leave. And you,” he turned to Ariel, “will have to hand over that film.”

Ariel Delacorte removed the camera from her face. Her eyes were a deep, translucent green. She slid the camera into her shoulder bag, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and said, “You’ll get their names for the captions, won’t you, Eve?” Then she turned on her booted heel and strode out the door without a backward glance.

“Fine,” Maxwell yelled after her. “We’ll let the lawyers duke it out.”

He turned back and I nodded, eager to appear more sympathetic than frosty Ariel. I would never do such a thing.

“What happened back there?” I asked, shifting nervously as the Customs police roughly hauled up the two Asian men. They wore a look of angry vindication that confused me. Here I was, a reporter, an eyewitness, but I had no idea what had just gone down. All I knew was that suddenly the place had exploded into gunfire and chaos.

Maxwell regarded the men.

“Let ’em loose. Yeah, that’s right,” he told his startled colleagues. “You heard what I said.”

One of the freed men brushed off his jacket, took a step forward, and jabbed the air with a forefinger.

“That was fucked-up, Customs,” he said. “Real fucked-up. Your career is over. Starting tomorrow, you’ll be lucky to find work as a six-dollar-an-hour rent-a-cop.”

Maxwell jeered. “That’s your future, G-boy, not mine. Bigfoot blew it bad.

“These guys,” he said wearily, turning to me, “are not terrorists. They are not murderers. They are undercover agents for the FBI. Fucking feds were tailing two mobsters from Vladivostok who are now lying here dead, and they neglected to inform us. Little lack of interagency communication by Bigfoot. Who doesn’t care who they stomp on so long as they get theirs. Meanwhile, we’re doing our own tail, some nasty folks out of Bangkok traveling with a kid. Couple weeks more and we’d a’taken down the whole operation. But these cowboys,” he hooked a thumb at the FBI men, “blew everything sky-high when their guys tried to run. And now one of my little chickens is dead and the other’s flown the coop. Goddamn it!”

He swept his cap off his head and hurled it onto the linoleum floor with a slap that made me start.

A heavyset woman in a white uniform and a name tag walked toward us. She was holding the groggy toddler with the designer clothes who belonged to the dead raspberry lady and her missing husband. The child couldn’t have been more than two. Her pale cheek lay against the woman’s blouse and she observed us with slack eyes. Her breathing was thick and rheumy. When she coughed, her thin frame shook and her plastic diaper crackled. But that was the only sound. Separated from her beautiful and dead mama, witness to the massacre that had just erupted, held tight by a total stranger, the child didn’t cry. She didn’t wail. She didn’t utter a word. One impossibly small hand curled around the woman’s neck. In the other, she clutched a teddy bear.

“She’ll have a Japanese passport, but my guess is she won’t speak a word of Japanese,” Maxwell said. “Her papers will show she’s traveled widely in the last six months, but never stayed anywhere long. She jets around with loving parents who give her anything that money can buy, but she don’t look too happy to me.

“Who are you, little girl?” he asked softly. “And why did they leave you behind?”








Chapter 2



For a moment, nobody said anything.

I tried to lasso my galloping thoughts. Dead Russian mobsters. FBI. Glamorous Asian couple, mother dead, father missing. Abandoned child.

“What makes you think her father isn’t searching for this child right now?” I said. “Maybe they got separated in the melee.”

Maxwell eyed me with something approaching sympathy.

“You obviously haven’t read the case file.”

“Show it to me.”

“I can’t.” He turned away.

“Yes, you can. You invited me here to watch you catch bad guys.”

His face twisted as he watched the FBI men walk over to the airport police and pull out badges.

“Oh yeah. Bad to the bone. That’s what today’s catch was. Trouble was, they were our own bad guys. Goddamn bureaucracies are way too big. Nobody talks to each other, everyone’s too busy protecting their little fiefdom.”

And now a skirmish had broken out among the competing armies. Maybe I could use that to my advantage.

“Three people are dead, Maxwell. Tell me what just went down.”

He just rubbed his face and blinked.

I gave him a minute, then stepped toward the uniformed woman holding the child. Her name tag read, CORVA LIPPMAN, AIRPORT SECURITY SERVICES, INC. She was plump and motherly, but her eyes were hard.

So I made mine soft. That wasn’t difficult when I looked at the child.

“What’s your name, wee one?” I said.

Tentatively, I reached out two fingers and stroked the rose-petal skin of her forearm. I thought she might recoil, but the child stared at me with lassitude. Her pigtails were tied with pink silk bows that matched her mother’s outfit. Her legs, encased in pretty pink tights, dangled against the woman’s bosom like a rag doll’s.

“Get away from her, Diamond,” Maxwell said. “You will not be conducting this interview.”

“Can I sit in?”

“No.”

He took out his wallet and extracted a card.

“Call my office tomorrow and we’ll reschedule this visit when things calm down.”

The tone of his voice brooked little dissent. I looked over at the FBI men, who were walking away. Should I run after them or stay here and work Maxwell? For a moment I despaired. A wrong move would cost me the story. And whisk me farther away from that child, whom I suddenly wanted to help. I closed my eyes and squeezed them tightly, coaxing forth somebody from deep inside, somebody I didn’t like very much and usually kept under lock and key. But she had her uses.

“Calm won’t cut it, Maxwell. The story’s just morphed from soft feature into hard news. Two of them, actually.”

I ticked them off on my fingers.

“Your banner headline is ‘FBI Shootout at LAX Leaves Three Dead.’ Underneath that you’ve got ‘Russian Mobsters Killed in Firefight’ and ‘Mother Killed, Father Missing, Authorities Seek Identity of LAX Toddler.’ Greedy guts that I am, I’d like to write both the suckers, but the other three are dead and she’s here, so my money’s riding on the pigtails. Who is she, Maxwell, and how does she fit into the big picture?”

He ignored me and motioned to several of his men, ready to give them instructions and move on. Leave me in his dust.

“C’mon, Maxwell. The wires are already warbling to every news outlet in the city. People are jittery. Everyone’s on red alert and you just had a massacre in there. The public is going to want reassurance that it’s not some new terrorist incident. And they’re going to want details.”

“They can get them at the press conference.” He turned to go.

“I already have some of those details,” I said slowly. “I don’t know exactly who shot who and why, but I can describe that Asian couple pretty well. And the Russians too. I saw the firefight and how your agency and the FBI screwed up. I don’t know what it adds up to, but I think the public would find it very interesting.”

The skin around his eyes tightened.

“What were we supposed to do, open fire in a terminal filled with people? That would have been insanity.”

“Obviously not everyone shared your squeamishness.”

“It will take the LAX surveillance cameras and lots of legwork to reconstruct what happened,” Maxwell said. “But the Feebs are claiming one of the Russians started it.”

“Why?”

Maxwell shrugged. “Desperation. Thought the noose was tightening. But let Bigfoot tell you.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw more uniformed guards. It was a little late for reinforcements. But instead of heading toward us, they marched on down the corridor, stone-faced, escorting a phalanx of dark-skinned, black-haired men who looked to be from the Indian subcontinent. Most kept their heads down as they passed, and I caught a whiff of humiliation and shame. Mouths set in anger and resignation, all of them tugging gigantic suitcases and cardbox boxes lashed with rope. They kept coming, seventy or more, most of them youngish and skinny, all of them male.

“What the hell is that?” I asked Maxwell, who had also stopped to stare.

“INS action,” he said.

“What?”

“Pakistanis. Overstayed their visas. After nine-eleven, government’s been rounding them up.”

“Fucking amazing,” I said, wrinkling my nose as his words triggered something unpleasant. I thought of the Pakistanis I had met. Students, bellboys, graphic artists, taxi drivers, waiters, every last one of them sending paychecks home to extended families back in Karachi or wherever.

I studied their faces as they shuffled past, searching for something that would illuminate their innermost lives to me. That would reveal an ember of concealed fanaticism that might erupt in the conflagration we all feared. Were there terrorists among them? If not, there might well be in several years, as anger and shame at their treatment percolated back home.

“So they just stick them all on a plane and ship them back?”

Rounding them up, I thought. Words that smacked of cattle cars and deportation camps. Of hate-filled speeches. Of people singled out for one reason only.

“And good riddance,” Maxwell said. “What should we do, offer ’em citizenship after they’ve broken our laws? They get treated humanely. Three in-flight movies and two meals. Halal, mind you. It’s not like they put ’em in cargo with the pets.”

I saw the hollow eyes in the dark faces, and felt queasy suddenly to be living in this black-and-white world where everyone had perfect moral clarity. Everyone except me.

“I hadn’t heard about mass deportations,” I said.

“INS didn’t exactly send out a press release,” Maxwell said. “Get the human rights groups out, waving banners.”

“Well, maybe they should have,” I said darkly.

We fell silent then, out of some complicit unease at how the world had changed.

Any other day, the Pakistani roundup might land on Page One. But not today, with a slaughter at LAX. That was the crapshoot of journalism. Your disaster competed with everyone else’s. I remembered how after 9/11, news unconnected to the attacks had ceased to exist. It had been the perfect time for military juntas to seize power. For energy companies to collapse. For evildoers the world over to act with impunity. The great journalistic eye was turned inward, weeping inky tears of sorrow.

“Are the dead people connected in any way?” I asked Maxwell.

His eyes glinted. “Too early to tell. You saw as much as I did, maybe more if you were still watching through the glass when it started,” he said.

“It was chaos down there, I don’t know what I saw. So help me piece it together.”

“That’s what our ballistics guys are doing right now.”

“Fine. But the backstory, Maxwell. I need the backstory.”

There was only silence.

“It sounds like neither the Russians nor the Asian couple knew you guys were tailing them,” I finally said. “But their friends out in La-La Land will after they read my story. I have no choice except to write what I saw,” I said cheerfully, “unless you deal me in.”

He looked at me in disgust. “I’m trying to keep the borders safe so America can rest easy at night and you give me this shit?”

“You telling me they’re all involved with terrorism?”

“Don’t go jumping to conclusions.”

“How can I do anything else when you won’t talk to me? You know you can trust me, Maxwell.”

“You’re becoming a pain in the ass. Worrying me like a terrier worries a rat.”

“You are not a rat,” I said. “Not even a rodent, unless it’s Mighty Mouse. Swooping in to save the day.”

I looked off into the distance. We both knew I was shoveling it. But just because you know something doesn’t mean it can’t work. Besides, banter was the only way I knew right now to take the edge off the black reality that three people lay dead across the room.

“Give me an hour,” he said finally. “Then come to my office. If I’m not there, the secretary will find me.”

“Don’t screw me,” I said with an urgency that surprised me.

They were evacuating the terminal, and I had to show my press pass to jumpy officials about a dozen times before reaching a safe place. I found a neon sign that said BAR and sat down. Only then did I begin to shake.

 

Bluffer, bluffer, I told myself, putting my reporter’s pad on the plastic table to review my notes. You’ve got nothing for a story and he knows it. He won’t even show, he just said that to get rid of you. But his promise was a lifeline and I clung to it.

As I waited, I replayed the scene in my head, going over the key players, the shots, passengers hitting the floor, the jerky flow of people escaping, the utter pandemonium. But my thoughts kept getting rattled. I couldn’t help staring at the people hunched over the bar, sleeping in seats, hurrying by, intent on catching flights. We were all casing each other, casting furtive glances, everyone trying to play cop and shrink and figure out if there was a monster among us.

I used to love airports, the freedom they conveyed, portals into other worlds, colorful crowds swirling in a babble of languages. But all that had irrevocably changed on September 11, 2001. Now you scanned the faces and the clothes around you and you judged. And what did my fellow travelers make of me, with my shaky limbs, darting eyes, perspiration curling tendrils along my forehead?

The cell phone jangled.

“Eve Diamond,” I stuttered.

“What the hell is going on down there? Wires say three dead, the entire international terminal is being evacuated due to a possible terrorist massacre. Someone sprayed a waiting room with gunfire?”

It was Tom Thompson, my editor. I pictured him loosening his tie and squeaking his chair in the corner office thirty miles away in the San Gabriel Valley, his eyes wild and agitated. I didn’t usually roam so far afield. But with the ever-expanding terrorism coverage, every bureau had been ordered to help out and my draft number had come up today.

“Three dead is right,” I said, “but the shootings don’t appear to be connected to terrorism.”

I explained briefly about the FBI, Russian mobsters, the U.S. Customs investigation into the Asian family, and the abandoned little girl, saying I’d have more after Maxwell briefed me. “Ariel caught most of it. She’s on her way in.”

“Jesus, Eve, I could stick you in an empty intersection and within five minutes, there’d be a five-car pile-up. It’s like you’ve got radar.”

“I write good too.”

“Don’t go getting a swelled head,” Thompson said. “Metro has three reporters on their way to LAX. And we’ll get someone on the federal crime beat to track the Russky angle. You stay and see what you can find out on the kid. Might be nothing if the dad shows up to claim her. ‘Big mistake. So sorry.’ ”

“Maxwell doesn’t think that’s going to happen.”

 

Exactly one hour later, I found myself in Maxwell’s empty office. It smelled as if someone had been dabbing eau de nicotine behind his ears and spilled the bottle. One wall was plastered with smudgy “Wanted” posters from Interpol, their corners yellowed and curling. Mounted against another wall were banks of video monitors, flickering with black-and-white images, a kaleidoscope of crowd shots—people walking down corridors, bent over laptops, standing in the numbingly tedious lines of LAX.

The chair behind the desk had one of those seats with large plastic beads that New York cabbies favor. The poor man’s massage. I wondered if Maxwell had a bad back. I sure would have one from all the stress and pressure. The secretary assured me he’d be back in a moment, he was in a briefing down the hall. I hoped she was right. She had led me in and closed the door to the outer office, but the phone rang nonstop and I wished she had left it open so I could eavesdrop. Maxwell’s desk was a mess of police reports, computer printouts, manila files, crumpled packages of chips and empty containers of vending machine candy.

It was twenty minutes before he came in, which gave me time to examine a fiberglass whiteboard on which someone had outlined the organizational flowchart of a criminal enterprise that looked exactly like that of a multinational corporation, down to the way it spread across five continents. In the bottom corner was a picture of a grinning Maxwell with his arm slung around Sylvester Stallone, who looked groggy and puffy-faced as he came off a plane.

Maxwell sat down heavily. “You’ve got five minutes,” he said. “Now what can I do for you?”

“Who killed those people and why?”

“Internal FBI investigation’s under way,” he said. “Airport police too. Preliminary interviews indicate that one of the Russians fired first. LAX security may have taken him down, we’re checking ballistics. Feds got off a few rounds. Nothing conclusive on anything until we get the tests back.”

This was good. I wrote it all down.

“Got any names for me?”

“They’re working on it,” he said.

“What about an ID on the dead woman?”

He picked up a bag of Fritos and squinted into its shiny depths, then tossed it across his desk in disappointment.

“We’re running everyone’s names through the computers. Gotta cross-reference all the aliases.”

“Were the Asians and the Russians connected? Did the woman get caught in the cross fire, or was it a takedown?”

“Good question. We’ll need more time to answer that.”

The flow of information was sputtering to a halt.

“Why was the FBI tailing the Russians?”

He gave me an inscrutable look. “You’ll have to ask them.”

I had figured as much. Well, Metro was working that end of it from downtown.

“Why were you following that family?”

“Next question,” he said.

I sighed. “So where’s the girl?”

“INS custody.”

“Where? Does Department of Children’s Services get involved?”

“You got me.”

I dug my nails into my thigh, but casually, so he wouldn’t see my frustration. I felt like screaming. Instead, when I spoke, my voice was low and modulated. It was an overcompensation thing I had.

“Look, Maxwell, I have exactly four hours to write a story saying what happened back there, who the dead people are, who the girl is, and why you were trailing her parents. I thought we had a deal. But I need more. You know I won’t burn you.”

He stared at me and flipped through some papers on his desk.

“Like they won’t know exactly who leaked,” he said. “You’ve only been with me all day. What I told you is all I’m authorized to give out right now.”

Which meant there was more.

“The way I see it we’ve got INS, FBI, U.S. Customs, airport police, LAPD, and probably a passel of private security involved. It could be anyone. Just walk me through it.”

He studied me for a moment, as if trying to decide something. Then he looked at the door, so I did too. It was closed.

“Not for attribution, or else I’m not saying another word.”

“Then who do I hang it on?” I said.

He looked like he was wondering the same thing.

“How about ‘a law enforcement source close to the investigation’?” I suggested.

He thought about it. “I guess that’s sufficiently fuzzy.”

“So, I take it the missing dad hasn’t shown up.”

“Correcto,” Maxwell said.

“Were they her real parents? I heard you call him Crypto-Dad.”

The eyes flickered back down to me, assessing and probing. “We’re not sure.”

“Okay, but what do you think?”

He examined a hangnail. “No.”

“Then who are they? And why the false papers?”

“We’re investigating everything.”

“Have you found out the family’s nationality? And what’s the procedure when a kid just washes up on our shores?”

“I don’t know. I’m not shitting you. It doesn’t happen that often. Not with babies, at least. There’s usually a parent or relative involved so INS keeps them together at Terminal Island Detention.”

“But what about the Department of Children’s Services? Couldn’t they stick ’em in a foster home?”

The phone rang, shrilly and insistently. He picked up the receiver, listened, and said he was just finishing up.

“One minute left,” Maxwell told me. “DCS would only get involved once the kid’s in L.A. County. This kid’s not technically in the United States yet. She’s in Immigration limbo. The INS hasn’t approved her tourist visa. That’s what she came in on, by the way.”

I wrote it down. Limbo, I thought, flashing to the Baltimore Catechism of my childhood. It was where unbaptized babies went when they died, sentenced to an eternity suspended in a netherland between heaven and earth. I imaged the tiny girl, floating with thousands of others of every race and nationality, all of them crying, tiny wings fluttering as they hurled themselves against the electrified borders of Limbo in search of a way out.

“And Japanese passport, you said?”

“Yeah, but our boys think it’s a fake. A very good fake. INS has a Japanese-speaking clerk who tried to talk to her, but she’s either deaf or she don’t speakie Japanesie.”

“So what’s next?”

“We’re going to trot out some more interpreters and let them take a whack at her.”

“Thai, maybe? You said the family was out of Bangkok.”

“Most recently. But it’s a regional hub. Doesn’t mean much.”

“And in the meantime, where’d you stash her?”

“You’ve asked me that three times. And I’m getting tired of repeating myself. I’m just Customs. They don’t tell me a blessed thing.” His voice rose petulantly. “So take it up with INS and then you can enlighten us both.”

“Why all the secrecy? They worried about her safety?”

He snorted. “It’s a turf war. INS wants to keep her locked up and incommunicado until they can get her a one-way flight back across the Pacific. The Feebs want to debrief and use her. The L.A. bureau chief’s got a lot to prove after that spying scandal. The girl could redeem things if she leads them to the folks responsible for today’s carnage.”

“And how would a toddler do that?”

Maxwell’s upper lip curled.

“She wouldn’t have to do anything. Just sit pretty. They’d come to her. To reclaim their property. Or at least neutralize it. And when they showed their ugly faces, the Bureau would pounce.”

I was aghast. “They’d use a toddler as bait?”

“They wouldn’t call it that. And they’d deny she was ever in danger. But don’t worry, I have a feeling the INS is going to win this one. They’ve got possession, and that’s ninety-nine percent of the law. They’ll have her on a plane within two days.”

“To where? They don’t even know what country she’s from.”

“Makes no difference. Any one of our allies would take her. They can stick her in a relocation camp until they figure it out.”

I thought of the rheumy-eyed child, her raspberry limbs dangling from the INS matron’s arms, and felt the slow burn of outrage.

Maxwell was watching my reaction and I got a weird feeling he didn’t approve either. He had already told me more than he should. Confused, I fingered my notepad and tried to keep him talking.

“I appreciate you meeting with me, when you’re in the middle of a murder investigation and all. So what about this surveillance operation?”

“This is deep background. I don’t want to see anything in the paper. Are we understood?”

I nodded.

“Our records indicate the kid’s made five flights this year. All accompanied by two adults. She sleeps the whole way. Family claims they’re here on vacation, the kid is crazy for Disneyland, Universal Studios. The beach. They flash jewelry and cash. Fancy toys. Nice clothes.”

“Five times? A toddler?”

“Dad’s a businessman.”

“What do you think?”

Maxwell picked up a coffee mug. He lifted it and sniffed, his nose wrinkling in distaste at the white curds sloshing in brown liquid. “Do you know anyone who takes five vacations a year?”

I shrugged. “Times travel writers.”

Maxwell leaned back in his chair. He picked up a pen and traced a staple mark on the corner of a legal document. “Well, there you go. We suspect this involves trafficking or contraband of some kind.”

I threw his drug lingo back at him. “ ‘My black homegirl’?”

His lip curled on one side like he was trying not to smile. “’S’ only the Mexs call it that.”

Whoops, there went the goofy reporter again, thinking she knew everything and getting it wrong. Such a person could not possibly pose a threat. You could lower your guard and relax a bit. And he did. He leaned back in his chair and launched into a lecture.

“Mexican heroin is brown ’cause it’s less refined. Asian heroin is called China White on account of the color, and it’s ninety percent pure. From the Burma–Chinese border. They stuff it in a condom, slather it with honey so it goes down smooth when you swallow it. Crap it out once they get here. It bursts inside them, they die.”

My eyebrows went up. “They’d make a child swallow a condom of heroin? That’s absolutely revolting. She did seem lethargic and sick.”

What kind of people would do that to an infant? I wondered. And what kind of law enforcement types would watch a sick kid enter the U.S. with fake papers five times in a row, know she was being used for some unscrupulous end, and not do anything about it? That was equally revolting. And now to send her hurtling back into limbo? There was a sick equation at work here: a child’s welfare versus shutting down a smuggling ring. In this algebra, the kid’s value was nil. And I had just become part of the problem. I was privy to this too now. But I wanted a story and I didn’t want my access shut down before I got it.

“Not that kind of sick,” Maxwell said. “She’d be convulsing and frothing blood and dead in an hour.”

“So maybe she’s just sick from bad airplane air.” I shrugged, knowing that wasn’t the case. I had seen her clammy skin, heard the deep cough.

We surveyed each other across the messy desk.

“Can I get a copy of everyone’s passport photos? Especially the kid’s?”

“What for?”

“I want to stick them in my wallet, take ’em out and look at ’em from time to time. Why do you think?”

“Don’t be a wiseacre.”

“Well?”

“The deceased should be no problem. As for the kid, I don’t know if we want her photo plastered on everything from newspapers to milk cartons. I’ll think about it. Time’s up,” he said, getting out of his chair.

“Fair enough,” I said. “Now, if you were a reporter, what would you do next?”

That’s a favorite line of mine. It buys you time and flatters their ego and loosens them up. And almost always, it yields a nugget of intelligence that you didn’t already know.

“I’d call INS. Talk to John Suggs. Just don’t tell him who gave you the name. Good luck. I’ve got to get out of here. But first I want you to do something for me,” Maxwell said. “I want you to yell and scream and call me all sorts of names and then stomp out of this office because I haven’t told you anything.”

“A bit late for that. We’ve been cloistered in here ten minutes.”

He smiled. “But reporters are persistent. It’s taken you that long to accept the word no. My supervisor, Scott Aiken, and his boss are in the conference room off of the reception area and I want them to hear you loud and clear. It will work better than any protestation I could make.”

I opened the door, already raising my voice.

“I wait a goddamn hour for this? How the hell am I supposed to write a story when you won’t tell me what went down? You can just kiss your Customs puff piece good-bye,” I said, slamming the door behind me.

He opened it and followed me, watching me huff into the outer office. The conference-room door opened two inches and a crewcut head poked out. He had steel in his eyes and “ex-military” tattooed all over his jaw.

“Scott Aiken,” Maxwell said. “I’d like you to meet L.A. Times reporter Eve Diamond. She’s having herself quite a tantrum because I won’t play with her.”

Scott Aiken flicked a pen. “You’ll have to wait for the press conference, Ms. Diamond. Roger that?”

“That’s what I told her.” Maxwell turned to me. “The press briefing is at four P.M. and—”

I was gone before he finished.








Chapter 3



I went back to the airport bar and ordered a sandwich and lemonade.

Then I called Suggs, the INS man whose name Maxwell had given me. He demanded to know how I’d gotten his name, but I sidestepped his question with one of my own and eventually he confirmed that the INS had taken custody of the toddler. They were calling her Yasuko Sakamoto for now because that was the name on her passport. He wouldn’t tell me where she was being kept. He said it was for her protection.

“How’s her health?”

“Her health?” He sounded surprised.

“She looked sick when I saw her.”

“No comment.”

“What’s your next step?”

“We are trying to ascertain who she is and what country she’s from and who her next of kin are so we can reunite them without delay. We are already in touch with several consulates.”

So Maxwell had been telling me the truth.

“Such as?”

“I cannot reveal that.”

“And then what?”

“We’ll let you know when it happens.”

After it happens is more likely, I thought. “Well then, can you please explain what you do with unaccompanied minors?”

“We put them in the least restrictive environment.”

“Can you be more specific?”

Suggs told me that the INS contracted with a variety of agencies and places. It might be foster care. It might be a hotel. It might be juvenile hall.

“She’s a toddler, Suggs. Since when is wetting your diaper a crime?”

There was a long silence at the other end of the line.

“Ms. Diamond,” he said finally, “twenty years ago, we didn’t have kids showing up here illegally without parents or relatives. The law was silent on the issue. But now we get sixty thousand each year, and we’re doing the best we can. The truth is that juvenile hall is usually full to bursting anyway. And it takes a couple of days to get the paperwork together for the Department of Children’s Services.”

“So then. Hotel, is it?”

There was a pause, then “No comment.”

I took that to mean yes but I couldn’t be sure, and he retreated behind his bureaucratic barricades and wouldn’t tell me any more. Frustrated, I hung up. Since minors enjoyed a broader swath of protection and privacy under the law, anything involving kids was always incredibly difficult to track down. But ah, the glittering riches that awaited the reporter who succeeded.

If I couldn’t wrangle myself on to the dead-Russian-mobster assignment, with its tantalizing FBI links to organized crime across two continents, this was the next best thing. Missing and abandoned kids made for hot stories. Sure they were tragic, but they were also media catnip. But I’d have to get to her before the INS deported her and my story disappeared into the contrails above the blue Pacific. If I could find her and publicize her plight, people would be outraged and the INS would be forced to keep her here until they learned whom she belonged to and whether it was safe to send her back. Meanwhile, the publicity I generated would quash any Bureau plans to use her as bait. There was an odd, counterintuitive logic at work here, in which she’d be safer in the public eye. Hiding in plain sight. I wanted to help this little girl. But even if I couldn’t find her, anything I did to advance the story would keep it on the front page another day, and that would help my journalistic stock. By becoming her advocate, I’d also be acting as my own.

I sat there thinking of what to do next. Then I remembered May-li, a teenager I had once tried to rescue. I had lost that battle, thanks to a rabbity little INS officer at Terminal Island who I now recalled owed me a big favor.

I still had the INS officer’s business card in my wallet. I wasn’t even sure why I had kept it. Reporter pack-ratting, I guess. But now I called. She was on duty. She remembered me, she said, her voice vibrating with unspoken questions: What did I want?

“Mrs. Locksley, if the INS had a toddler in custody without a parent, where would they put her?” I asked, explaining that I was working on an overview story for Metro. It was a lie, but I absolved myself with a vow to propose exactly such a piece to Thompson when I got back. I was counting on the fact that Mrs. Locksley wouldn’t yet have heard about the abandoned kid her agency had just taken into custody.

“Why, I don’t quite know. Usually they’re with a family member.”

“What about illegals in protective custody who are going to testify against their smugglers?”

“Well, that’s easy,” Mrs. Locksley said, warming once it grew clear that I didn’t want information about a specific case. “We contract with several hotels near Regional. They give us a weekly rate.”

“Which ones?” I asked. The INS regional headquarters was downtown.

“I’m not sure. But the INS is on a limited budget.” Her voice was prim.

“So probably not five-star hotels.”

“I’m sorry I can’t help you more.”

“Are they in downtown proper?”

“Near Chinatown, I think.”

“Heard any names?”

“I couldn’t say.”

I repressed a sigh. “And what, they just check them in and wish them good luck? Or are they accompanied by an INS person? Do they get a meal allowance?”

“They’re under our care; they’re supposed to be supervised at all times.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Locksley.”

“Did you ever find that nice Chinese girl? I felt ever so awfully bad about that.”

May-li. I still had nightmares about her.

“No,” I said grimly. “But I’m still looking.”

 

I hung up and looked at my watch. Chinatown was on the northern fringe of downtown, and I thought there might be time to swing by before deadline. On my way back to the office, I called in what I had learned and got the green light from Thompson to check out a few hotels.

My first stop in Chinatown was a pay phone. They don’t dot the streets of Los Angeles like they used to. Cell phones have taken their toll. So has the disintegration of the urban core. Whores and IV-drug users ply their trade in phone boxes and scavengers rip them apart for scrap metal. So pay phones are going the way of the trolley car, the full-service gas station, and the elevator doorman, all those quaint throwbacks to an earlier, more civilized era.

I stopped in front of a restaurant with a red neon lobster whose tentacles beckoned invitingly. But it wasn’t food I was after. Stepping around a puddle of mustardy vomit, I heaved the phone book onto the metal tray and copied two pages of addresses and phone numbers. I’ve learned the hard way to be neat and methodical, to write things down and cross them off once I’ve checked them out. Unless I got terribly lucky, this wasn’t going to be a one-day job.

There were tons of fancy hotels in the business district—the Bonaventure and the Sheraton, the Standard and the Biltmore, and I put those aside for now, figuring that a cash-strapped federal agency was not going to put up illegals in luxury while it figured out how to deport them.

Still, I wasn’t sure they’d stick people in dumps either. And I knew Chinatown had grown moribund in recent years as the overseas Chinese began bypassing the traditional port of entry and settling directly in the suburbs. Places like San Marino, if you had big bucks. Alhambra and Monterey Park for the middle class. Only the poorest immigrants still landed in Chinatown, and that usually meant Southeast Asians, people whose spirits had been broken and their job skills rendered obsolete from too many years in relocation camps.

But the community took care of its own, and in the meantime, a fresh wave of invaders had washed over Chinatown as the empty storefronts, crooked alleys, and fanciful architecture began drawing artists in search of cheap loft space. A nighttime music and gallery scene had coalesced around them. And Chinatown had grown hip again in a way that hadn’t been seen since the late 1970s, when punk impresarios had made unholy alliances with Chinese matriarchs at Madame Wong’s and the Hong Kong Café to showcase their bands. And thus was a new playground born.

Now, list in hand, I wondered where to begin and found my answer down the street, at the Royal Pagoda, a name that mocked its crude, stucco box construction. When I walked in, a stooped young man behind the counter looked at me quizzically. He knew I wasn’t after a room.

I asked my question and couldn’t tell if he understood me or was hiding behind lack of language when he shrugged and threw up his hands. I put a question mark next to the name and left. Up the street I found a similar hotel, the Golden Palace. There, I got the same reception. Frustrated, I went around the corner and spied a third.

It was a narrow shoe box of a place painted a Mississippi-mud brown. When I strolled in, the hotel proprietor clicked his tongue in a knowing way. My heart quickened. Had a little girl come in? I asked. It would have been only an hour or so ago. I described her.

“No,” he said. “Why you want this girl so much?”

Something in his tone made me pause. I knew how to conceal my intentions better than that.

I smiled apologetically. “I’m not the only one looking for her,” I said, turning the screaming question in my brain into a nonchalant statement.

“Why everybody want her?”

For a moment, I didn’t trust myself to speak.

“You second person,” the man behind the desk chided me.

I nodded, as if it made perfect sense. “That must have been my colleague,” I said, trying for a conversational tone. “The Times is so big, sometimes one section doesn’t know what the other is doing so they send several reporters on the same story. Man, right? What did he look like?”

The clerk shrugged. “Young. Not fat, not thin. Black hair.”

“I think I know him. Asian dude.”

“Caucasian.”

The man leaned over and spat. Despite myself, I looked down. The phlegm glistened in the fluorescent light. In the sudden silence, I realized the light fixture was buzzing. No more so than my brain. A white guy was looking for the little girl, I thought, puzzling out this new information.

“Did he by chance leave his name?”

“Card,” the man said.

“He left his Times card?” I said, perpetuating the fiction. “Could I see it?”

The man leaned over the counter and opened a drawer. He pushed things around in a desultory fashion, then shuffled to another drawer and continued his search. He pulled out a business card and handed it to me.

“He not work for Times. But he nosy like you.”

I reddened but took the card before he could snatch it back.

FRANK, someone had scrawled in blue ink across the top. There was no last name or address, just a PO box in Los Angeles and a phone number that looked suspiciously like a business’s: 583-7000. I memorized it.

“Guess I’m thinking of some other guy,” I said, handing the card back. “He didn’t, uh, leave his last name, by chance?” I asked, my cheeks prickly with heat.

The man pointed to the card as if it were self-explanatory. I gave up.

I could feel his eyes on my back as I walked away. I knew he hadn’t been taken in for a minute and that furthermore, he thought I was a braying ass. Oh well. I had what I wanted. My face was throbbing. When I got back into the car, I jotted down the numbers and drove to the office. Who else was looking for the girl? I would have expected Crypto-Dad to show up, but a Caucasian man? And it couldn’t be law enforcement, because the INS already had her. Was it FBI? And what was so valuable about her, anyway?

I recalled how the INS had drawn a web of secrecy around the girl’s whereabouts, saying it was for her own protection. It was a stock phrase they tossed out, but this time, I thought they might be onto something.

 

In the bathroom, I ran into Ariel Delacorte.

“Hey, Ariel,” I said. “I love the way you handled those guys back there who wanted your film.”

I smiled at the memory, but suddenly could see only the sprawled, desecrated bodies. I knew those gobbets of gray matter would swarm over my subconscious tonight, giving me revolting nightmares. There was something utterly transgressive in seeing what only a brain surgeon should ever lay eyes on, and even then, only reverently cradled and pulsing inside a human cranium. The camera in my mind now panned to the spreading crimson stains on the delicate raspberry silk, filling me with inexplicable sadness that no one would ever wear that beautiful pantsuit again. And the toddler, she’d have to put her matching pink hair bows in a faraway drawer…

Embarrassed, I pushed the thought away and looked at Ariel.

“You were right in the middle of that shooting,” I said. Were you scared? I wanted to ask. Instead, I said, “Did it, like, remind you of Bosnia or Chechnya?”

Ariel observed me in the mirror as she washed her hands. She was several years older than me and radiated the tragic mien that came from documenting man’s beastliness to his fellow man. Several years back, she’d won a Pulitzer for a photo-essay about three generations of a drug-addicted family living in a crack house south of downtown. The story had taken two years and nearly gotten her killed, and since then, the paper had pretty much let her do what she wanted. She favored long projects and I often saw her striding down the hallway at odd hours, her bags trailing like obedient pets, off to Liberia or Iraq to cover the wars. Then suddenly she’d pop up on a daily, craving the adrenaline rush of breaking news close to home. Like the rush we had gotten today.

“No,” she said. “It was over much too fast.”

Was that a tinge of regret in her voice?

“But imagine,” Ariel said, “them telling me what I can shoot. They’ve got some nerve.”

“Censorship, pure and simple,” I agreed. “Prior restraint. But they’re going to call the Times about keeping the girl’s picture out of the paper. Says it could put her in danger.”

Ariel lifted one shoulder, then slowly rotated and lowered it. “Pity. She’s awfully striking.”

The kid had struck me as paralyzed by illness and fear. But unlike Ariel, I wasn’t focused on the aesthetics.

“Well, I guess the editors will sort that out.”

Ariel turned and angled one black jersey–clad hip against the porcelain sink. “Well, those FBI guys certainly don’t need to worry about me blowing their cover. When I edited the film, I realized their faces are obscured in the best shots.”

I was glad about that. If I was going to pursue this story, I needed to stay on Maxwell’s good side.

“It’s the torque of their bodies on the ground that’s arresting, not their faces,” Ariel continued. “Brings to mind those people buried in ash at Pompeii. Speaking of relics, Harry wants to have a drink sometime. You and me and him. He says we’re his favorite dames in the news business.”

Harry was Harry Jack, a cantankerous old fotog who remembered the golden age of L.A. newspapering and was quick to reel out his stories of all the celebrities, murderers, and politicos he had shot in more than a half century on the job.

“I’m around,” I said, trying not to appear too eager. Ariel was so damn intimidating.

“He trained me, you know,” she said. “More than ten years ago, when I landed a summer internship here. None of the other interns wanted to work with him. They thought he was washed-up. A hack. But I was too green to care. We’d cruise around on assignment and he’d point out places like the Ambassador Hotel, where Robert Kennedy got shot. The strip on Sunset, where the original Trocadero nightclub used to be. The motel in South L.A. where the SLA and Patty Hearst shot it out with the FBI. Harry had photographed them all, and he’d tell me about it, then take me into the archives to pull the photos. I felt like I was on a Disneyland ride into the city’s past.”

“With a cranky commentary piped in from the driver’s seat,” I said. “Each time I see Harry, I want to turn on a tape recorder and capture it for posterity.”

“He’s why I always keep an old Leica in my bag along with the digital cameras. There’s a purity to film. But he taught me that taking the picture is the least of it,” Ariel mused. “First you have to establish a rapport with your subject. I thought a lot about that when I was practically living at that crack house. Harry said I was crazy but I told him, ‘It’s your fault, you taught me.’ The worst was the kids. Half-starved bitty things.”

Her eyes took on a sad cast, her mouth drooped. “I used to bring them food. They were so little.”

Her wistful tone jogged a memory. Of waiting for the elevator and overhearing two women whispering sympathetically, something about a lost baby. The conversation had stopped with abrupt warning looks as Ariel walked up. At the time, I hadn’t paid it much thought, and I didn’t know her well enough to ask. But now I wondered about her own private loss and whether suffering had made her a more impassioned photographer. Could someone who was happy and content turn out masterpieces?

Before I could answer, I heard myself paged. Saying I’d call her for that drink, I ran back down the hallway to write my story.

Metro had paired me with Josh Brandywine on a double byline for the main bar. He had been working the FBI-Russian mobster angle and taking feeds from four reporters out in the field who were interviewing airport security, eyewitnesses, and LAPD. A fifth would call in notes from the press conference. My job was the U.S. Customs end of it, describing the melee and the bodies I had seen. Now I played up the information Maxwell had lobbed me and threw in a few boilerplate quotes from Suggs.

But mainly I wrote about the little girl, explaining how she was in INS custody at some undisclosed location and might be connected to an ongoing Customs investigation, although authorities wouldn’t give any details.

From time to time, I glanced at the newsroom TV, which stayed on around the clock. If Maxwell released the child’s passport photo, it would beam out at me, all pixels and light waves, and she’d probably look ordinary and unremarkable, like a million other little kids. All over the Southland, people would absorb her image as they mixed a martini after work. Ladled out macaroni to their kids. Drank coffee in cafés that resounded with Tagalog and Mixtec and Armenian. Would they shudder for a moment and thank God that it wasn’t their kid? “At least it isn’t one of those serial killers,” they’d say. “It’s not like she’s been kidnapped, like that other one on the news last week.”

Soon it would be saturation exposure in every living room and bedroom and bar and boardroom in L.A. County, a stark, unsmiling image, until she was like your kid sister, or the neighborhood brat you couldn’t escape, and yet she’d remain oddly impersonal. You’d be able to pick her out of a crowd, but you wouldn’t have any idea about her life. And there would be no grieving parents in front of the cameras, begging for their daughter’s release. This time it was the parents who had turned up dead and missing, and the kid who was the cipher.

At the next pod over, Josh was crowing into the phone. Muttering about show-offs, I tuned him out and wrote, my fingers flying across the keys, composing in that deadline vacuum where time slowed and stretched into impossibly long segments, the flow of words somehow synchronizing with the minute hand so that both reached the finish line together at five o’clock, that first and most exalted of deadline holies. Then, with silent thanks for the daily transubstantiation of my profession, I leaned back in my chair and hit SEND.

Blinking my way back to real time, I stood up and checked on Josh’s progress. He was still bent over his keyboard, pecking furiously. “Brandywine,” came a gruff voice from the city desk, “you sending that story today or what?”

I smiled. Josh was both my nemesis and my friend. We competed lustily for stories but once they were put to bed, we went out for drinks and dissected how we could have done it better. And he owed me one. I knew something about his secret life that I kept to myself. But he knew things about me too. There was a tacit understanding between us not to expose the other’s soft, white underbelly.

Now a stab of hunger reminded me it was dinnertime. I ransacked my purse and pulled out some nori—dry, seasoned seaweed that I bought by the bushel at a Korean supermarket—and crammed a thin rectangle into my mouth, chewing pensively as I reread my lead.

It was both the blessing and the curse of my profession that we disengaged so easily from death, even when it happened right in front of us. There was no room for hysteria. Anguish had to be immediately alchemized into words. On that morning when the planes had slammed into the Twin Towers, the CNN announcers had recounted the news as it broke, speaking with those calm, newscasterly voices as the world they knew collapsed around them, the only perceptible difference a slight tightening of the mouth, a downward cast to the eyebrows, a charged urgency to certain words. I had wondered then if I would pass such a test if called upon, and whether doing so would rob me of some essential humanity. I saw how it could become addictive, to shut off that part of yourself, to channel your emotions into clipped, precise words, to grow ever calmer as events spun further out of control, if only to prove to yourself that you had no fear. How you might embrace this emotional anorexia, strive to refine and purify your detachment. And then how you could go on doing it, long after your shift had ended and you went home to the rest of your life.

“Don’t you ever just crave a burger and fries like a real American?” Josh asked, peeking over the divider to see what all the rustling was about. He must have finally sent the sucker. Now that deadline was over, his voice was exuberant and flirtatious.

I pulled myself back into the present and kept chewing. “You should talk, Mr. I-Grew-Up-Eating-Street-Food-in-Delhi-and-Nairobi.”

Josh smirked. “That’s exactly why I like burgers,” he said. “I used to dream of them.”

I took my time swallowing. Then I gave him my full attention.

“After my father died when I was sixeen, I got a part-time job at McDonald’s to pay my prep school tuition,” I said. “If I don’t see another burger and fries the rest of my life, it will be too soon.”

A gulf had suddenly opened up between us. Josh’s father had been a celebrated foreign correspondent for The New York Times and he had grown up in posh boarding schools and world capitals. My immigrant father had worked for the local school district and nursed his private sorrows in a suburban tract home behind drawn curtains.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” Josh said, then did the graceful thing and disappeared. I peeled open another packet of nori and went back to rereading my story.

Josh wasn’t at his desk when I got the all-clear, and I was glad for that. Gathering my things, I headed into the library to find the reverse directory. It was like a regular phone book, only backward. You looked up the phone number and it gave you the address.

I pulled out the scrap of paper on which I had scribbled the contents of the business card the clerk had shown me in Chinatown. Frank. With a PO box and that phone number: 583-7000.

Now I flipped through the reverse directory for Los Angeles. My finger was scanning the long lines when I found it. 1527 S. Western Avenue. I put that in Koreatown, south of Wilshire Boulevard. Maybe one of those stately prewar apartment buildings that had fallen on hard times. There was no unit number, but I could wing that when I got there.

A shadow fell across the directory and I looked up, a guilty red stain spreading across my cheeks.

“Wanna get a drink?”

It was Josh, who with his infallible radar had tracked me down. His eyes danced but his words mocked.

“Oh, what’s this? A little reverse directory detective work? Not ready to throw in the towel tonight? Who are you tracking, my friend? A lead on the wee girlie that you’re selfishly keeping all to yourself?”

He leaned back and crossed his arms with studied nonchalance. I had seen something similar on the Discovery Channel, the feline elaborately grooming itself, feigning disinterest in the prey.

“Some other night. And yeah, I’m just following a lead.”

“Hot one?” His smile grew wider.

“Just a hunch. I feel like talking about it would jinx it.”

I should have told him more. Later, I would need his help.
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