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Chapter 1



I was sitting at the city desk, halfway through my first cup of cafeteria coffee, when I saw him. His jacket was flapping, his arms flailing, as he sprinted along the computer terminals and zigzagged past three-foot piles of newspapers, eyes trained on the prize—a big sign that said METRO, under which I sat, scanning the wires on a slow Saturday morning.

You might think that with all those deadline pressures, newsrooms would be kinetic places where people leapt and darted and yelled all day long. Maybe they do at other places, but here at the Los Angeles Times, the only place I’ve ever worked, such displays are considered a mark of poor breeding.

I’d never seen anyone run in the newsroom and wasn’t sure what to make of it. But up he came, skidding to a stop before me, white bubbles foaming at the corners of his mouth. He wore a tweed cap, which he took off and ran along his forehead to swab up the sweat pearling at his hairline. Then he placed the cap over his chest like he was pledging allegiance.

“Miss, you’ve got to help me look for her. The police won’t do anything until forty-eight hours have passed. But something’s dreadfully wrong, I feel it here.”

His cap flapped weakly against his chest.

“Look for who?” I cast around for someone who could wrestle him to the ground if it came down to that, but it wasn’t yet eight o’clock and the newsroom was empty. How had he gotten past security downstairs?

“My daughter. Isabel,” the man said. His face tightened, and he looked over his shoulder. “She’s been missing since yesterday. I think I know where she is, but I don’t want to go alone. The press should be there. Please, miss, are you a reporter? Will you come with me?”

He must have heard how unhinged he sounded, because he shoved his hand into his pants pocket, rooted around for a wallet, and pulled out his driver’s license.

“Vincent Chevalier,” he said, holding it up with a trembling hand. “I’m a sound engineer. Done all of Jackson Browne’s records since Late for the Sky.”

He looked at me. “Of course, you’re too young to remember that one. I know what you’re thinking. That I could be an ax murderer.”

Damn straight, I thought, inching away my chair.

“I know I sound crazy, and I am—I’m crazed about what might be happening to my daughter. Please, miss, we have to hurry.”

He craned his head again, and this time, I did too. We heard yelling and the pounding of feet.

“He went that way. There he is, get him.”

For the second time in my career, I saw people running in the newsroom. This time it was two security guards, charging straight for the city desk. Was I going to be on the news myself tonight? The guards pounded up, each seizing one of Chevalier’s arms.

“He flashed an ID at the door,” one of them said, “but it didn’t look right so I told him to wait. Then he ran up the stairs. I had to radio for backup before leaving my post.”

The guard saw me staring at him, and then at the man he had apprehended much too late to save anyone. He shifted from one foot to the other and hooked his thumb into his thick black belt.

“We only have a skeleton crew on the weekends since budget cutbacks,” he mumbled. “C’mon, you.” He jerked the captive’s arm roughly to show him who was boss. “Out we go.”

An anguished howl leapt from Vincent Chevalier’s throat. “Isabel,” he bellowed. Then the fight went out of him and he began to weep. “And what if it was your daughter? Wouldn’t you do everything you could?”

It wouldn’t be my daughter, I thought, because I don’t have a daughter. But if I did, I’d keep closer tabs on her than you obviously have. “Late for the Sky” indeed. But something about his tone got to me.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “He came up here wanting to talk to a reporter. Let’s hear what he has to say.”

Reluctantly, the guards stepped back. Vincent Chevalier’s face took on a cautious, cunning look. He knew he had one chance and he’d better not flub it.

“My daughter is only fifteen, but she’s precocious. We live in a nice part of Pasadena, prep school and all that, but in the last year she’s gotten restless. Started hanging out with an edgier crowd. Some of them are runaways, and she brings them food and warm clothes. They squat in abandoned buildings. There’s a young man she’s been trying to help. He gives me the creeps but I keep my mouth shut. I don’t want to drive them closer. They’ve been on and off for months. Yesterday she said she was going to visit a girlfriend and would be home for dinner. She never showed.”

He looked at us, anxiety mounting in his eyes. “I want someone to go to the squat with me.”

“Why can’t you check it out by yourself?” I asked.

Vincent Chevalier twitched his cap up and down against his fleecy sweater. He was slight and couldn’t have stood more than five foot eight inches tall. “Last time I saw Finch, that’s her squatter friend, he threatened me.”

“Sounds like you need a bodyguard, not a puny girl reporter.”

He stared at me. His silvery-black hair was curly and wet, plastered against his pale skull, except for one unruly lock that fell forward into his eyes.

“What I really need is the police, but they won’t come. They’ve been there with me before, when she’s run away. They don’t take my calls seriously anymore. But if the press noses around, maybe they will. I don’t want to go by myself. I want a witness.”

“Where is this squat?”

Something about his story gnawed at me. His daughter had been hanging out with a disturbed runaway in some abandoned building and he didn’t put a stop to it? And now he wanted me to help find her? Yet desperation rolled off him in big, crashing waves. He was bewildered in that way honest people get when they find themselves spinning into madness. And he had already tried the police. I suppose that counted for something.

“East Hollywood,” he said. “You can follow me in your car.”

I scrolled through the wires again to see what else was going on in the city. All over town, people were dying violently—shot in dead-end bars, withdrawing money from ATMs, working the night shift in liquor stores, and playing hopscotch on the corner. Usually, we waited until Sunday, when the final tally came in, then did a roundup. Unless the victims were rich, prominent, or had met their end in some horribly unusual and tragic way, they got folded into the main story as smoothly as egg whites into cake. So far the wires were at fourteen and counting. As for scheduled events, there was a Mexican concert and All-Star Rodeo in La Puente at noon. The mayoral candidates were debating at the Century Plaza Hotel. Vietnam vets were demonstrating in front of the federal building at three o’clock. It was a slow news day.

Vincent Chevalier tapped his black suede sneaker impatiently. I focused on its agitated dance. It could be a great story. I pictured the headline, strategically placed in the paper’s coveted Column One slot. DANCE WITH THE DARK SIDE—BORED RICH GIRLS SEEK ULTIMATE THRILLS SLUMMING WITH HOMELESS RUNAWAYS. But if he wasn’t on the level? I looked around. The other 8 A.M. reporter was just strolling in, carrying his designer coffee in its corrugated paper holder. He was a Princeton graduate who had studied with Tom Wolfe and achieved notoriety when his senior thesis, a literary deconstruction of speed metal songs, had been published to great acclaim. I had gone to a state school and jostled with 250 students in a drafty auditorium for the attention of some postdoc lassoed into teaching Journalism 101.

Chevalier was watching my colleague too.

“Is he a reporter?” Chevalier inclined his chin. “Maybe a man would be better.”

That settled it.

“Can I see your ID again?” I said sweetly. Chevalier handed it over and I typed all his stats into the computer. Then I compared his license photo with the face before me. A few more lines, a certain tautness around the mouth, but it was him all right. I got his home and work phone and typed that in too, leaving a note for the early editor, who was still upstairs in the caf eating breakfast and perusing our competitor the Daily News to see what stories we had missed. I would be back way before noon if they needed me to cover one of the wire events. But that was all canned, predictable stuff, while the foot-tapping Vincent Chevalier was dangling some very live bait. I made a printout of what I had just typed, tucked the cell phone into my purse, and told the guards they could return to their post.

In the parking lot, Chevalier and I turned to look at each other. In the milky light of a fall morning, I blinked and wondered why I was embarking on a human scavenger hunt to find his daughter.

Chevalier fingered the bill of his tweed cap, then stuck it squarely back on his head. “I’m a single father, you know, and it’s been tough since she hit adolescence. She’s constantly challenging authority. I understand that, since I was a rebel myself. So I keep the lines of communication open, like the books say. I tell her I love her and I’m there for her and then I let her go. She runs away a lot. Once she was gone for three months. Don’t look at me like that, she’d call. Tell me where she was, what she was up to. Tucson, Kansas City, New Orleans. It made me feel better, knowing where she was. She’s always come back. Until now.”

Yikes, I thought. Mister, she’s a fifteen-year-old girl. She needs you to lay down the law, and instead you hand her a Kerouac novel and wish her good luck.

“We’ll find her,” I told him, keeping my parenting lesson to myself.

He told me to get off the freeway at Western and head north, past Santa Monica Boulevard to a side street called Manzanita. The kids squatted in an old government building that had been damaged in the 1994 Northridge earthquake and was now condemned and fenced off.

I jotted the directions down, then got in the car and pulled out behind him onto Spring Street. Downtown was empty at this hour, only an occasional panhandler and a few Latino families trudging off for a day’s shopping on Broadway. I usually worked in a small bureau in the San Gabriel Valley but pulled an occasional weekend shift downtown on rotation. Today, my number had come in.

Pulling alongside, I glanced at Vincent Chevalier’s black SUV. It used to be that you could tell a lot about a person by what they hung from the rearview mirror. Asians decorated their cars with golden pagodas and good luck characters. Little plastic virgins and rosary beads meant Latinos. Fuzzy racing dice, well that was low riders. But then things got all mixed up and the street-racing Asian kids started hanging fuzzy dice and Latinos began thinking pagodas were way cool. Then the white punks appropriated dragons, dice, santos, and milagros and my whole theory went south. Chevalier’s windshield was as bare as the Sahara. No window to the soul there.

I let him pull ahead, then grabbed my computer printout and looked at his car again. The plates matched. Check No. 1. Then I groped in my purse, past the squishy black banana I kept meaning to toss, until I felt the smooth plastic of the cell phone. Holding it up to the steering wheel so I could see the keypad, I punched in the home number Chevalier had given me and got a recording saying that Vincent and Isabel weren’t home but would return my call as soon as possible. Check No. 2.

Now I dialed the Times editorial library, only to learn that the librarian on duty was working on a deadline project about campaign contributions in the mayoral race. Could I call back after nine, when more librarians came on?

Great, I thought. I’m going to end up dead in some filthy squat so that star political reporter Tony Hausman can reveal the shocking story that big money influences politics.

I hung up and considered my options, mentally tracing a path through the paper’s labyrinthine corridors that stopped at…the copy messenger desk. Yes, that was it. Luke Vinograd could help me. He was a snarky and overgrown copy messenger who had spent years chipping away at a library degree. By now he should have been running the place, but something had stalled him, and so at an age when most people were hitting their career stride, Luke Vinograd was still delivering faxes from the wire room and ferrying over morning editions to impatient editors who had no time or desire to chat about the sixteenth-century Italian poet whose lyric couplets he’d just discovered or the fabulous French farce he’d seen the previous night.

That was a shame, because in a place that lived and died on words, millions of them each day, Luke was renowned for his bon mots, a Noel Coward type but more wickedly bawdy. Even early in the morning, he sounded as though he should have a martini glass in one hand and a cigarette holder in the other.

“I do hope you’re calling to invite me to brunch,” Luke said, recognizing my voice.

“Thank God you’re there.”

“I know this fabulous place where they throw in salsa lessons with the eggs Benedict.”

“In the morning?” I groaned. “Those moves are hard enough at night.”

“Dawn’s early blight, eh? The trick is to extend your night through brunch.”

“Then when do you sleep?”

“Sleep’s for sissies. A real man can hold his yawns.”

“I see. Well, see if you can stay awake for this one. I need a huge favor.”

I filled him in on my concerns about Vincent Chevalier, then asked him to go online, look up Jackson Browne, and tell me the name of the sound engineer on his last albums. Sure enough, several clicks later, I had my confirmation. It was Chevalier. Check No. 3.

“No pretender, him.”

“Glad to hear it. Hey, Luke, just a couple more favors.”

“Your requests always come in multiples, don’t they, Eve?”

“Like my orgasms, dahling.” Despite myself, I blushed. Luke always brought out the Miller’s Wife in me. “Now don’t smart-mouth me, it’s too early,” I continued. “Could you please check property records on this Vincent Chevalier?”

“Ooh,” Luke said, delighted by such sauciness as he tapped away, “and who has Miss Eve been mixing it up with lately?”

We had gone out for drinks several months back at the Redwood up the street, the old reporter’s bar, moaning into our beers over the peccadilloes of our respective boyfriends. Ever since, the banter between us would have made an ink-stained printer blush.

“It’s all completely theoretical at this point, Luke,” I told him.

“My condolences,” he murmured, hands whirring on the keyboard as he recounted the latest gossip about a reporter who had sneaked off to her editor’s van for an afternoon quickie. They had been caught by Times security guards who came to investigate when the vehicle started rocking as they got rolling.

A few more clicks onto the L.A. County Register of Voters database and Luke was reciting the same address on my printout. Check No. 4. So Vincent Chevalier checked out. He still might be a murderer, of course, but he wasn’t a liar. He was fifty-four, owned a home, had a real job, and appeared to be who he said he was. I felt better.

“Next,” Luke Vinograd intoned.

“Oh yeah, one last thing. Speaking of Jackson Browne, and this is very important, I need you to hum the first bar of ‘The Pretender.’”

There was silence on the other end of the line, then sputtering.

“Such abuse. ‘My Funny Valentine’ would be more up my alley.”

“That’s all the abuse you get for now, dollface. Muchas gras and talk to you later.”

I was in East Hollywood now, which had always served as the industrial back lot for the glitzy Hollywood that tourists searched for in vain at Hollywood and Vine. East Hollywood was home to prop shops and postproduction facilities. It was where wanna-be starlets rented rooms in buildings of decayed glamour and rode the creaky elevators with immigrant families whose vision of the future was no less intense because it was dreamed in Armenian, Thai, Russian, and Spanish.

Latino men lounged on the street corners, signaling with two fingers to passing cars. Crack for sale. I shook my head and kept driving. In front of me, a brown truck pulled to the curb by a large apartment building and honked. In response, black-clad women streamed out the front door, clutching plastic bags and change purses. The driver hopped out and threw open the doors to his truck, oblivious to the traffic backing up behind him.

I groaned and craned my neck to signal Chevalier to wait, but he had swerved and kept going. I cursed the vehicular gods that had stuck me in traffic behind Armenian Home Grocer. It wasn’t really Home Grocer, of course, those pretty peach-and-green-colored trucks that delivered food you ordered directly from the Internet. But the concept that had been such an innovation to harried Americans was old news in this ethnic hood. In unmarked brown trucks crammed floor-to-ceiling with fruits and vegetables, pita and fresh herbs, drivers careened up and down narrow side streets where immigrants retained the vestigial memory of haggling at outdoor markets. Armenian Home Grocer didn’t charge for delivery either. With traffic hemming me in, I had little choice but to watch the driver hand over scallions and curvy purple eggplants, feathery dill, and new potatoes. The women milled on the sidewalk, muttering “che, che,” “no, no,” when he tried to sell them something extra.

Finally I saw an opening and pulled out.

Five minutes later, I stopped at a decrepit heap of a building surrounded by a cyclone fence. The place was old, dating back to the 1920s, I guessed, from the white arches and pillars. Fissures had made crazy-quilt patterns in the plaster, and here and there, chunks had fallen out to expose the lathe beneath. All the windows and doors were boarded up with plywood and festooned with yellow emergency tape. If I were fifteen and trying to get as far away from Rose Bowl Landia as possible, I might end up here too. But only if I had a death wish. With its eyeless holes where windows should be, its cracked adobe defaced by gang graffiti, and its jagged piles of plaster and glass, the building struck me as a malevolent and grinning skull.

When Vincent Chevalier walked up, I shivered in aversion. Nothing good could come from going in there. I punched in the cell phone again and got through to George Bovasso, the morning city editor, who had finally finished his cafeteria bacon and egg whites and ambled downstairs to the third floor. I explained where I was and told him to start worrying if he didn’t hear from me soon.

“That was my editor,” I told Vincent Chevalier, clambering out. “I was just giving him the address. He’s going to call the police if he doesn’t hear from me in an hour.”

I scrutinized him as I spoke, watching his eyes for flinching, for turning away, for any tick or twitch or wolfish quickening that would tell me to turn back. I found none. If I refused to crawl inside the squat, I might lose the best story I had run across in a long time. I had done what I could to check out my companion, to leave a trail, and to alert the proper authorities. I had to take a deep breath, plunge off that cliff, and hope the bungee cord didn’t snap.








Chapter 2



So you’ve been here before?” I asked.

Vincent Chevalier and I had scaled the eight-foot chain-link fence. Soon we’d be on the other side. I imagined how ludicrous we looked as we perched precariously at the top, two adults trespassing on private property in broad daylight.

“I’ve dragged her out of here and several other squats, but she keeps coming back. This time it’s gone too far. I’m thinking seriously about sending her to one of those boot camps in Utah.”

With a jingle of his pockets, Chevalier lowered himself down and I followed, glad I had worn linen pants instead of a dress. Too late, I felt the material catch, then rip. I put my hand up to stop it and only succeeded in gouging the inside of my wrist with the pointy, barbed-edge spikes. I tugged, feeling the flesh ripple as I drew blood. Christ. I had torn a big, jagged flap in the butt of my pants. I could feel my green silk underwear billowing out from the black linen. Great, so now I was half undressed and bleeding. At least it would be dark in there. I could deal with the damage later.

Sucking my wrist, I followed Chevalier onto a crumbling walkway where thorny, two-foot-high brambles pushed up through the cracks. The entrance was boarded and barred by a security door padlocked with a thick, rusted chain. “Fuck tha Police,” someone had spray-painted in big letters. “The Chronic,” a reference to marijuana. A large “A” with a circle around it—the anarchy symbol. “Sid & Nancy.” “Sublime” and “Megadeth.” More speed metal bands. Pentagrams. The usual detritus of alienated teens. I got out my notepad and wrote it all down.

“Follow me,” Chevalier shouted, rounding the building. I ran to catch up. We hiked over broken glass, fast food containers, and a faded, lumpy mattress upon which someone had defecated. It was about ten degrees colder at the back side of the building, where the sun’s rays hadn’t yet penetrated. Chevalier led me behind a pile of rotting wood planks imbedded with rusty nails. He pointed. Before us was another window, covered with plywood like the others. He walked up, grabbed it with both hands, and lifted it to one side. To my surprise, it came off. He clambered through and peered back out at me from inside, already half hidden in the shadows.

“You coming?”

I took a step forward. Raw sewage hit my nostrils and mingled with the earthy funk of abandoned buildings. Chevalier held out his arm to help me in.

“It’s disgusting, I know, but don’t be afraid, I know my way around.”

I swayed there a moment, undecided, then slipped my hand into my purse, turned on my cell phone, and climbed in. I felt claustrophobic, unable to breathe the musty air, my eyes adjusting slowly to the penumbra. I looked around. We were in what used to be an office. A rusting file cabinet sat in the corner. I saw a wooden desk scarred by a thousand penknives. There were no chairs. The floor was carpeted in dirt, as if the room had flooded several times, then dried out. I followed Chevalier into a hallway. It was much darker, and I heard something click in his hand. I tensed, then relaxed as a thin beam of light came on, lighting our way. We walked to the next room and Chevalier shone his flashlight. It took me a moment to make out what I saw—two mattresses wadded with blankets, a boom box, a dead rodent nailed to a makeshift cross, porno magazines, a black duffel crammed with clothes, a bong, a smudged mirror with a razor blade, empty beer cans, and a two-gallon bottle of water. Chevalier’s flashlight played along the walls, where the plaster bubbled from the damp. I saw yellow water stains and more pentagrams, scrawled snippets from rap songs, the word “Lucifer” in gang-like tagging, an upside-down cross, a rat’s face with enormous whiskers and buck teeth, and, touchingly, a big red heart encircling the words “Isabel + Finch.”

I’m no expert on adolescent angst, but this went way beyond garden-variety rebellion. It was self-immolation.

“My baby wrote that,” Chevalier said. “This is Finch’s room. They’re not home.”

“This is disgusting,” I said. “I can’t believe she comes here.”

I can’t believe you don’t stop her, I wanted to add.

But Chevalier caught the accusation in my voice. He retraced his steps and shone the light at our feet.

“Let’s get one thing straight, Miss—I don’t even know your name.”

“Eve Diamond.”

“Thank you.” He forced the words through clenched teeth. “I’m an involved parent. The two from my first marriage turned out just fine. Got college degrees and kids of their own now. Isabel was the baby and I loosened up a bit. But I know her friends. They hang out at our house. She has a curfew. But I also trust that I’ve raised her right. This is a phase she’s going through. If I forbid it, she’ll just climb out the window at night and do it anyway. But I love her and worry about her. And that’s why I crawl into this crumbling sewer to drag her out. Maybe you should write about that, huh? This whole subculture of kids whose parents give them everything and yet they still seek out trouble. Not everyone who hangs out in these condemned buildings is a fucked-up runaway.”

In that awful place, my pulse quickened. That was exactly what I had in mind. But I didn’t say anything just yet. I wanted to find the girl first. Cherchez la fille.

He turned and headed off.

For a long time, our feet thudded noiselessly against a floor where the linoleum was slowly rotting and reverting to earth.

We entered a bathroom and the smell of sewage grew stronger. I breathed through my mouth and willed myself not to throw up. Someone had wrenched the cubicle door off its hinges. The toilet was overflowing with waste and wadded-up toilet paper. In a cheery domestic touch, someone had hung a roll of toilet paper on a red plastic hook.

The longer we searched, the more I hoped we wouldn’t find her. Nothing good could survive here, nothing wholesome. The place was too eerie, too filthy, too desecrated. It was the underbelly of something I couldn’t even name, the flip side of all those teens partying and laughing and living it up on TV and billboards and CDs. Something dark and formless and sinister. This is where you washed up when hope ran out.

We kept searching and I began to feel better. Isabel was probably panhandling on Hollywood and Vine. At Venice Beach, scoring some dope. Crunching popcorn with friends at the theater in Pasadena’s Old Towne. We walked through rooms filled with more larval nests. Sleeping bags and personal effects. Skulls and crossbones. Leering devil faces. Now we were nearing the front of the building. Faint beams of sunlight shone through cracks in the plaster, illuminating the dust motes that danced in this cold, dead place.

There were no kids here. Just their crazy leavings.

“There’s one more place to check,” Chevalier told me.

He found the door to the stairwell and clicked his beam on high, pointing down into a basement. I shrank back at the smell.

“Do they sleep down there too?”

In a far corner of my mind, a movie loop of Isabel played. She bent to hear what a friend was saying, then laughed and blew away a strand of hair that the ocean wind had whipped into her mouth. The board-walk was getting colder. Soon she’d be heading home. She felt guilty, thinking that she should have called her dad by now. She didn’t want him to worry.

“Isabel says they do drugs down there.” Vince Chevalier stared into the darkness. “She doesn’t partake.”

That’s right, I thought. The girl on the tape loop had a purity about her, despite the punk couture. She just liked to hang out while her friends did their thing. Then she’d hold their heads while they puked. I just knew she was that kind of girl.

Chevalier began the descent, stepping gingerly on the wooden planks. Once he reached the bottom, he shone the light up. A polite gesture, so I wouldn’t trip.

Holding on to the clammy stucco walls, I put one foot in front of the other, my brain riveted by the image of that little girl, tossing her head back and laughing in the fresh air. She was not the kind of girl who came to a bad end in a rotted basement. She had too much to live for, too much pluck and promise. This was just the last formality, the last place we had to look, before we could leave this dung heap and dust ourselves off and congratulate ourselves on a job well done.

I reached the bottom. It was a small room. The ceiling came down at a slant, and the light was murky, like swimming through seawater. Boxes filled with brochures were stacked against a wall. I found a pamphlet advertising services for homeless Vietnam vets, another for a substance abuse program. I walked farther in, making sure Chevalier wasn’t blocking my path back to the stairs. While I imagined the laughing girl, I also imagined racing upstairs, my screams careening through the corridors, if Vincent Chevalier suddenly lunged toward me. I was surprised I could keep two such opposite images so vividly engraved in my brain while continuing to move forward into the basement, and I wondered what that said about the kind of girl I was.

Chevalier’s light flickered over the room and we saw a storage closet whose door stood open, as in invitation. Someone had tried to shove a rolled-up futon inside. It was about six feet long and lay on its side, tied with thick twine. Chevalier walked right past it, but I saw something that shouldn’t have been there, tumbling out of one side.

“Vince,” I said hoarsely.

“Yeh?” His flashlight illuminated the far corners.

“C’mere for a minute.”

He heard the icicles creeping up my throat. I watched him retrace his steps. As he did, I inched closer to the stairs and away from him.

“Down there. Check out that futon.”

He squatted and the light played across what I had seen. There was an intake of breath. He reached out a tentative hand to stroke something, then gave a low moan. In the light, we saw a lock of unnaturally blonde hair, that dyed look the punk kids go for.

“For the longest time, her hair was streaked pink,” Chevalier said. “She only changed it last week.”

He touched it tenderly, a caress. He seemed contemplative, lost in thought, as if he was desperately trying to recollect something. I saw him tug on the hair. It did not give. It was still attached to something.

Don’t unroll it, I wanted to say. Wait for the police.

But to my surprise, he didn’t even try. Instead, he stretched himself out on that filthy floor, lay on his side, and embraced the futon, stroking the top part where the hair dragged in the dirt, as if he were cradling a lover or a child.

“Isabel,” he crooned. “Oh, my dear sweet baby. It’s okay now. Daddy’s here. Daddy will save you.”

It was this simple gesture that shook loose the terror inside me, the fear I had kept at bay since entering this creepy moldering building.

“No,” I whispered, running up the stairs, jabbing my fingers across 911 as I ran, the crosshatch I had spent hours memorizing so I could now do it in my sleep. He was either crazy or a murderer or both, I thought. Didn’t the police always suspect the one who found the body? Was that why he brought me here as a witness? And how close had I come? Down the hallway I ran, retracing my steps through this chamber of horrors, back out through the trick window and into what suddenly seemed like the brightest daylight I had seen in years.








Chapter 3



By the time the police arrived, I was in my car, writing up what I had seen. The notes would come in handy on deadline. Now I unlocked the door, stepped shakily out, and told the cops what little I knew about Vincent Chevalier and his daughter.

“I think he’s lost his mind,” I added, as we hiked around to the back of the building. “He’s down there with the body, at least I think it’s a body. There’s a lock of hair poking out of the futon. It’s rolled up…”

While one officer grilled me, another stood with a bullhorn in front of the window and ordered Chevalier to come out. A third trained her gun on the spot where he would appear. From inside came a meager shout, telling them he was unarmed and not to shoot. But when he popped his disheveled head through the window, his face tracked with grimy tears, they yanked him out by the shoulder, threw him to the ground, and searched him. Only then did they let him stand up.

“Check your goddamn phone logs,” Chevalier said. “I tried to get you out here this morning but you wouldn’t come. You told me she had to be missing forty-eight hours. Now there’s a dead girl down there and she’s…”

Chevalier stopped, eerily calm suddenly, and took a step forward. “My daughter,” he said, as though it was only sinking in now. He cocked his head like a jay and peered at us. “Do you know that Isabel was our princess? Our miracle baby? My wife longed for a little girl. We went through years of infertility treatments, being poked and prodded and measured. From the day she was born, Isabel could do no wrong.”

Lord help me but I was jotting it all down.

Chevalier was angry now. “You want to find who killed her, ask that bastard Finch. He was her boyfriend. This was his squat.”

“We’re sending two men in,” one of the cops said. “Hold tight for a few minutes and don’t jump to conclusions. It may not be your daughter. It may be some transient who crawled down there to die. It may be nothing.”

Vincent Chevalier shook his head, stuck his hands in his pockets, and kicked the chunks of concrete that had once been a walkway, scattering them.

I excused myself to call Bovasso and explain there was probably a body. He told me to forget about the La Puente rodeo and stay at the scene. Then I sidled back up to Vincent Chevalier.

“Tell me more about what she was like,” I said, wincing as the past tense slipped out.

He inched away, but it was a halfhearted shuffle. I stepped into the space he had just created.

“Did she like school? Have hobbies? Pets? What kind of music did she listen to?”

They weren’t questions so much as memory aids, designed to jog something in his brain and loosen his tongue. I knew how profane it was for me to stand there, haranguing him at a time like this. But as a journalist, I also knew how deep grief could evoke the sacred. That was why I persisted, even though the elegies never sounded as luminous the next day, trapped in paper and ink, as they had in the trembling moment of transcendence when first uttered.

“I want to kill him with my bare hands,” Chevalier said, expelling the words through clenched teeth. “I want to throttle him, watch his eyes pop out and his tongue turn purple. Then I want to pound his face into the pavement like this.”

Chevalier lunged for a jagged boulder of concrete. He lifted it skyward with both arms like some pagan priest, then brought it straight down against the pavement with a full-throttle yell that culminated in a sickening thud. The concrete shattered, breaking into smaller chunks that continued to crack and crumble long after his anguished animal howl had bounced off the old industrial building and faded. Two more cops came at a running crouch, arms extended, guns trained on Vincent Chevalier.

Jesus, if this madman doesn’t kill me with a chunk of concrete, the cops will accidentally shoot me, I thought, forgetting all thoughts of transcendence and putting my own arms up in surrender just in case they thought I was going to lob one next.

“It’s okay,” I yelled. “He just threw a rock.”

They conferred, then decided to keep him in shooting range just in case. I looked at Chevalier. His last effort seemed to have exhausted him. His eyes rolled back in his head. A thin stream of spittle clung to his chin. I saw his knees buckling and grabbed his arm, easing him down onto what remained of his projectile. We sat silently. An acrid odor rose from him, mingling with the smell of wet earth from the squat, and I breathed through my mouth and waited.

“From the moment she was born, she was loved and held,” he said under his breath. “All she ever heard was how beautiful and smart she was.” He gave a rueful little laugh. “If only she had believed it, we wouldn’t be sitting here today.”

He took out a handkerchief and blew his nose loudly, then folded and slid it back into his pocket. “She went to a private school in Pasadena, Borwick Academy, but even there, she shone.” He turned to me.

“Do you know she got picked to be lead prosecutor of Borwick’s mock trial team, and they went all the way up to the state championships and won? My baby won.”

He shook his head. “But inside, she didn’t feel like a winner. She wore a dog collar to school and punked out her hair. She listened to the Dead Kennedys and X. They’re good bands, I’ve done some work for them, but you know that song ‘Sex and Dying in High Society’? She wanted to live that. I thought it was a phase she was going through. Then she started hanging out on the street. She said school was filled with boring people, but on the street she felt alive. Maybe I should have clamped down. Maybe it’s all my fault. I thought I was doing the right thing. Then she met Finch. He was James Dean with a Mohawk, and I was only her dad, pleading with her to be home by ten…”

Chevalier broke off as we heard plywood splinter, then give. Several policemen crawled out of a broken window in the abandoned building. I hadn’t said a word, afraid to staunch the flow. He hadn’t seemed to notice, or perhaps he didn’t care, about the reporter’s notepad I had eased onto my knees.

We watched the cops report to their sergeant. A stony look hardened on his face as he headed our way.

“There’s a body all right,” the sergeant told us. “Young girl, wearing a black T-shirt and jeans, with blonde hair and moon earrings. Mr. Chevalier, we are going to set up some lights down there, then we are going to ask you to go back down with us and identify whether it’s your daughter. After that, we’d like you to come to the station and answer some more questions.”

He put a big palm on Chevalier’s shoulder and paid no attention when the man shrugged it off.

Vincent Chevalier stood up wearily. “Let’s go.” He started walking toward the building, then stopped. “You’re not considering me a suspect, are you?”

The sergeant scratched his jaw. “You are not a suspect at this time. I checked with the commander and he remembers you. My men have been here several times looking for your daughter. We have also rousted young transients who sleep in the building. Now, Mr. Chevalier, are you up to this task?”

Chevalier stared at the ground.

“Yes. Let’s go.”

“Can I come too?” I asked.

The policeman looked at me, as if realizing for the first time who I was and what he might read in the paper the next day and how that would affect his chances of catching his suspect, unless, of course, he was already standing in front of him.

“No press. I know he brought you out here, but your role is over. You’ll have to wait until we’re ready to brief you people.”

My access cut off, I felt crushed, until I realized I had the Chevaliers’ home address and telephone number. Sooner or later today, I’d be ringing his doorbell.

As Chevalier disappeared into the squat with the sergeant, I looked around and saw a police forensics van parked by the curb. Two burly guys were unloading industrial-strength Hollywood lights and carrying them over to the broken window, where they were gingerly lowered into the crawlspace. That would be one nasty crime scene for the police techs.

Soon the first news van pulled up, antenna unfurling. I sidled up to a policeman I knew who had just crawled out of the hellhole, shaking off grime and a smell that would linger long after his shower.

“So?” I asked. “Was it his daughter?”

He glared at me.

“Yeah, it was his daughter.”

“But he’s not a suspect?”

“On the record, no.”

“And off the record?”

“Nothing’s being ruled out,” he said. “It can’t hurt to make him feel we’re on his side. People let their guard down, they say things.”

“What about this boyfriend, Finch?”

The cop turned his head, hawked and spit. “I know that scumbag. Finch ‘Mad Dog’ Marino. Coldhearted little bastard, perfectly capable of a one eighty-seven. We’ve hauled him in for drugs, burglary, theft. Some girls usually come and bail him out.”

“Girls?”

“His little groupies. He’s got a whole passel feeding and watering him.”

“Where can I meet them?”

“They’re around.”

The sergeant was walking toward us.

“So like I was saying, call later this afternoon and ask for the detectives,” the policeman was enunciating loudly. “They may know more.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I got back in my car and took inventory. Dirt smudges on my face. A ragged cut along the inside of my wrist that looked like an aborted suicide attempt. A rip on the butt of my linen trousers. Stains on the knees. Bits of plaster in my hair. I shook it out as best I could, then looked at my watch. High noon. No time to go home and change. But I couldn’t walk around like this. I checked the car trunk, found a sweater. It would have to do.

As I drove back, the clouds massed, beating back the sun, and I thought the sky might open up and weep for fifteen-year-old Isabel Chevalier. For a lost little girl who had recently swapped dirndl skirts for black leather and traded her Pasadena mansion for a foul squat smeared with human excrement, crucified rats, and pentagrams drawn in blood.

In the Times bathroom, I washed my face and arms and brushed the plaster out of my hair. I tied the sweater strategically around my waist to cover the tear in my trousers.

Taking in my sorry appearance, I gave thanks that it was Saturday and barely anyone was around. Then I headed for the newsroom to talk to Bovasso. He looked at me and said something about a tough morning, then gave me twenty-two inches for a straight-ahead news story that would incorporate quotes from Dad that no one else would have. He wanted me to follow up with a news feature on the trend, if I could nail it down, of rich and middle-class girls like Isabel who caught cheap thrills and risked their lives, slumming it with homeless punks. “Dancing with the Dark Side.”

“What about my San Gabriel Valley stories?” I asked.

“I’ll talk to your editor and see if we can free you up. Good work, kid.”

It was a word he used on every female reporter under fifty, but somehow it made me feel happy and young again.








Chapter 4



Walking down the long hallway to the third-floor elevators, I ran unexpectedly into the Metro editor, Jane Sims. Even on a Saturday, she wore a trim suit. Streaky blonde highlights obscured the premature gray of her hair. I felt acutely aware of my own dishabille. Jane looked uncomfortable to be trapped in such proximity to a mere suburban reporter, and gave a quick look up and down the long expanse of corridor, hoping for an excuse to flee. Seeing none, she steeled herself and said hello, asking what I was doing downtown. I told her, describing the dead girl as well as the larger story I planned to explore.

She scrunched up her eyes and fidgeted. “Hollywood? That’s not exactly in your bailiwick, is it, Eve? You need to focus on the San Gabriel Valley and stop reaching so far afield. When are you going to learn that? You’re downtown today, so you’re doing the daily. Monday you’re back in San Gabe and we put a Metro writer on it.”

“But…” I thought about telling her that Bovasso wanted to put me on it, but I knew that would just make her more determined to override him. Better to play cocky and dumb.

“Since when do good stories fall out in neat, geographic patterns?” I asked her. “Besides, the family lives in Pasadena. That’s the San Gabriel Valley. And I’ve got a personal line to the dad.” I lowered my voice and moved closer, seeking eye contact. She edged away, clearly uncomfortable by our faked intimacy. “He won’t talk to anyone else, Jane. He trusts me. We bonded over the body.”

“He’ll have to bond with someone else,” Jane Sims said.

“It’s my story. I’m already researching a larger piece. She was part of a trend.” I sketched it out for her, stressing my contacts, which were nonexistent at this point.

“They’ll talk to me,” I told her.

Jane Sims seemed to waver. “I’m not promising anything.” She frowned. “You’re a hothead, you almost got yourself killed on that story about the kids last year. And what we need right now is cool, mature thinking.”

She stared at my hair and I realized that whatever flakes of plaster I hadn’t succeeded in brushing out probably looked like dandruff.

“Tell me, Eve, where did you go to school?”

Now what in the hell did that have to do with anything?

“Cal State Northridge.”

She nodded, as if I had just confirmed some long-held suspicion.

“Well, Eve,” she said with a false heartiness, “have you ever considered taking some classes at USC?”

I looked at her. She wasn’t that much older than me, but she had been fast out of the starting blocks, whizzing through college and rising through the newspaper’s ranks during those long years I had juggled work and school. Now I knew exactly where this was headed. I don’t often chew gum, but something about that squat had left a stench in my nostrils and sent me rummaging through my purse for the Trident peppermint. Now I gathered the gum with my tongue and popped the biggest white-trash bubble I could muster.

“What for?” I asked. “I already have my master’s.”

Jane Sims looked pained.

“It’s just that…they do such a fine job of teaching over there. It’s a first-rate school.”

I could not believe what I was hearing. Then, thankfully, I recalled a small pellet of intelligence I had once filed away on Jane Sims.

“Uh-huh. Well, I’d love to follow in your footsteps. What did you get your master’s in?”

Jane Sims examined the cuff of her silk shirt, which had suddenly come undone.

“I was already halfway through the master’s program in English Lit at Harvard when the Provincetown Journal hired me full-time,” Jane Sims said, her eyes shiny at the memory. “It was a tough decision, and part of me still rues not sticking around for the diploma.”

“It’s not too late, Jane. I hear that USC has an extraordinary English program. Maybe we could take some classes there together.”

I banged my satchel against my knee for emphasis.

“Now, Eve, that’s a very good idea. I’ll have to consider it.” She nodded briskly up and down, then strode off, her low heels clicking on the shiny linoleum.

“Don’t forget the Chevalier story’s mine,” I called after her, watching her step quicken as my voice trailed after her. “Those kids won’t talk to anyone but me.”

 

After grabbing a sandwich from the tenth-floor cafeteria, I spent the afternoon working the phones, calling the cops, who weren’t talking yet, Chevalier’s home, where no one answered, and a teen homeless center in Hollywood, where a staff psychologist filled me in on runaways.

Many were fleeing pretty heavy scenes back home—sexual abuse, neglect, beatings. Most had what they call dual diagnosis—mental health problems plus drug and alcohol abuse to dull the pain. Crystal methamphetamine was the high of choice. The shrink didn’t seem surprised when I asked whether some of the squatter boys had girlfriends with intact homes and parents. It was a disturbing new trend, he told me, words that I heard in italics, picturing exactly where I’d put his quote in my story. Smack after the nut graf, I decided. The girls took their hardened street boyfriends home to shower, gave them money, bought them food, drove them around to score drugs, and sometimes squatted alongside them for a lark. The shrink likened it to setting a hungry panther loose in a cage of plump bunnies.

“They think they’re just hanging out with friends, but we try really hard to tell them that this is not a safe place,” the shrink told me. “They’re getting used. They can get raped, robbed. These guys are predators. We try to get that message out, but the girls are living out a fantasy. Think about it—what’s the twenty-first-century equivalent of the glamorous teen outlaw? A feral runaway who lives completely and permanently outside of society.”

The shrink told me the kids hung out at the Santa Monica Promenade and Hollywood Boulevard, wherever they could panhandle and score. And come to think of it, I’d seen some well-fed kids scamming change recently.

I hung up and added several grafs about this phenomenon. Now I needed quotes from school friends or teachers. It was a weekend, bad timing for that. But then I remembered something. Chevalier had boasted about how Isabel had been the lead prosecutor in the mock trial. If her school had won the state championships, we might have written something, though I didn’t remember it offhand. I did a database search and turned up a ten-inch story from the previous month. Then I noticed a photo caption at the bottom. “Borwick Academy students cross-examining witnesses in preparation for mock trial finals next week in San Francisco. From L to R, Antonia Chang, Jose Parilla, Isabel Chevalier, and Paolo D. Langdon.”

I printed out the story, then headed to the editorial library. Luke Vinograd was on the phone, reading statistics from his computer screen into the receiver. He rolled his eyes and motioned me to wait.

“Okay, hon, call back if you need any more scintillating stats.”

He hung up, swiveled in his chair, and began humming in a throaty baritone.

With a laugh, I recognized the closing bars of “The Pretender.”

“Don’t I always come through for you?” he said. “I have many hidden talents that you know absolutely nothing about.”

“Show me one more. Can you pull a file photo?”

“Depends.”

I slid the computer printout along the counter and tapped on the photo. “That one.”

“You should probably get a real librarian,” he told me. “They’ve got me chained to this stats project like a galley slave.”

“Please.”

Luke sighed and held out his hand. I handed it over. With a nimble roll, he wheeled over to the graphics computer and punched in a long index number. An image materialized on the screen.

“I’m coming around,” I said, and let myself through the little gate into the back of the library.

I bent over his shoulder and scrutinized the photo. Isabel was short, with freckles and unruly hair that stuck out at angles from her face. Pink streaks weaving through the natural mousy brown. She looked defiant and vulnerable at the same time, her face still rimmed with baby fat. She had been cross-examining a witness and the camera had caught her midsentence. Her full bow lips were parted.

“What a hottie!” said Luke Vinograd.

“She’s dead,” I said. “Besides, I didn’t think you swung from that vine.”

“So that’s why you need the pic,” Vinograd said with sudden perception. “But I didn’t mean her, I meant him.”

He pointed to the boy Isabel Chevalier was cross-examining. He was tall and rangy, his limbs folding into themselves on the stand. He had a high forehead, widely spaced gray eyes, and a chiseled jaw. His hair was cropped short, which only accentuated the piercing eyes and straight nose.

“He’s underage. A child.”

“I can dream, can’t I? And besides, he’s no child. Just look at his eyes.”

I did. They held both intelligence and depth. You could see the gears clicking as he considered the student prosecutor’s questions and prepared his answers.

“Paolo D. Langdon,” Luke read. “D’s short for Dellaviglia. They shortened it because they didn’t have enough room. But that’s Venus’s son.”

“L.A.’s reigning diva,” I said, realizing why it had sounded familiar.

“She’s enough to make a gay man swoon. And between her and her son, I’d never recover.”

I studied the photo again. Everyone knew of Venus Dellaviglia Langdon. She was something of a legend in town, an Italian-born, super-socialite hostess with charm and brains whose husband, Carter Langdon III, just happened to be running for mayor. What journalist had not received a personally signed Christmas card featuring Venus, Carter, and their handsome son posed amid the ruins of Pompeii with Mount Vesuvius smoking in the background, carefully reenacting the tableau from some ancient Roman vase. There was Venus in a red velvet and black lace toga, holding up a platter of grapes and persimmons, a slightly lascivious look to her overblown features. Carter Langdon III looked more sheepish than goatish in a hand-stitched satyr’s outfit, his bare, hairy legs ending in cloven hoofs, a wooden flute lifted half-heartedly to his thin, WASPy lips.

An idea was forming in my head, a way to round out the hole in my story. Venus, who never turned down an opportunity for publicity, might let me talk to her son. If the two kids had been school friends and mock trial colleagues, he’d be good for a quote. Maybe Venus had known Isabel too.

“That’s perfect, Luke. I’m going to try and interview him before deadline. Print me out a color Xerox and I’ll buy you a big fat puckery apple martini next week.”

“Only if it’s accompanied by all the salacious details of your personal life, Eve.”

“I promise, just as soon as I get this nailed down.”

Back at my desk, I picked up the phone to call information, then put it down. I should just go to their house. It was three o’clock. I could file the story now and call in the quote before deadline. Bovasso gave me the papal blessing to leave.








Chapter 5



Now I drove back toward my part of town. The Dellaviglia Langdons lived in Los Feliz, which had always been more elegant and uptown than neighboring Silverlake, where I lived. Lately it had grown star-studded and celebrity-infested as well. But the Dellaviglia Langdon estate was old money. It sat on Via Encantada in the sere hills abutting Griffith Park. Winding my way up from Los Feliz Boulevard, I found myself on a narrow street of increasingly spacious houses built in the 1920s and 1930s. There was a Frank Lloyd Wright, whose owners opened it up once each year—probably for tax reasons—to the gawking public. There were gleaming white Spanish castles with crenellated turrets and empty moats. There were two-story Tudors with hewn timbers that provided only decorative support and Southern plantation–style mansions with rounded pillars and rolling lawns. I saw a Cape Cod house that could have been transported from New England and a Cotswold cottage whose brown-shingled roof curled low over the house like puffy gingerbread. Most jarring were the cantilevered modernist fantasies that looked like insect spaceships about to take off. A sense of winking whimsy reigned in these hills, as if the architects had rooted through a studio back lot for inspiration and come out with a polyglot style to suit their overblown imaginations. As the road curved upward, the houses grew farther apart. Finally the city street ended and a sign announced PRIVATE DRIVE, NO ADMITTANCE.

But today the twelve-foot gates that guarded the entrance thrust open in welcome. They were breathtaking, wrought of ornamental iron adorned with strutting peacocks, branching trees, and dryads. The filigreed metal evoked Aubusson tapestries more than the polluting foundry near industrial Vernon, where this thing of beauty had been forged by immigrant laborers dreaming of a better life.

Silently, I absorbed the sanctity of workmanship from fingers dead these many years. Then I continued up the private driveway. It was paved in cobblestones like the Appian Way. On either side of me, what passed for old-growth orchards in Southern California stretched out gnarled brown limbs in greeting.

I recalled what I knew about the family. Debate raged over whether Venus was the most charismatic, brilliant charmer people had ever met or a ruthless social climber to rival Machiavelli who craved pure, unadulterated power and publicity for its own sake. Venus had what society columnists and besotted male journalists referred to as a mane of cascading auburn hair and her intellectual pedigree came directly from the Sorbonne, but she was Italian, with an accent that only grew stronger and more mellifluous as the years went by. She was tall and statuesque like a Renaissance statue, curved and rounded in a town where the female ideal was a ten-year-old boy with breasts, and she spoke with her hands, laying her elegant, manicured half-moons across many a cuff-linked arm as she debated philosophy and politics. This had helped her snare a patrician diplomat husband named Carter Langdon III, who had long been considered one of the most eligible bachelors the city had ever produced. As the legend went, they had met in Italy when he had served as ambassador. Then the Dellaviglia Langdon family, which now included a sixteen-year-old son, had returned for good to the ancestral Langdon estate in Los Feliz, which Venus had immediately set about turning into a nonstop salon for her husband’s political ambitions. With family money and the best public relations firm in town on permanent retainer, Langdon was now launched on a bid for mayor. Reporters considered him a bit of an empty suit. But with Venus at his side, laughing, quoting Dante, serving her family’s treasured panna cotta recipes that imported French maids whipped up in the designer kitchen, cajoling everyone to do her bidding with a mixture of flattery and cultural imperative, they were a team that made many tremble with fear, envy, and ineluctable longing. Around Venus, who spoke six languages and had mastered the rare art of being a good listener, your every utterance dripped with brilliance, your attractiveness to both sexes jumped by leaps and bounds, and your horizons shimmered before you, unlimited. That was her great gift, to make you believe in yourself, and thus in her. Even for people like me, who should know better, she inspired that kind of reverie. She was glamour and European sophistication on a scale not seen in Los Angeles, well, perhaps ever.

Even the benign neglect of her gardens was calculated. But to my dismay, civilization began to encroach on the Appian Way as I drew nearer to the house. There were cars parked along the dirt shoulder, dozens and dozens of them, and as I rounded the last bend, men in puffy white shirts and tight black trousers sprinted up the driveway and beckoned me forward.

I followed the windmill arms of one young toreador and pulled up to the circular driveway in front of the house, stopping my Acura Integra behind a burgundy Bentley. A valet immediately opened my door and stood crisply at attention, waiting to help me out.

“Is this the Dellaviglia Langdon home?” I asked, afraid I had taken a wrong turn and stumbled into some Hollywood party.

“Yes, miss, right this way.”

Before I knew it, I was ushered out of my stained velveteen seat, across the wide driveway, through majestic carved oaken doors and into a foyer, where I was asked to sign the guest book. I pulled my dog tags out of my shirt.

“Oh press, yes, right this way,” a beaming young woman said, handing me a thick folder. On the front was a portrait of the Dellaviglia Langdons and their son, the same boy I had seen in the Times photo. Flipping through the folder, I saw press releases documenting Carter Langdon’s run for mayor, news clippings, speeches, and his “Ten Points of Light” campaign platform. I had stumbled into a political fund-raiser.

Now an earnest young handler saw me standing there, looking confused. He steered me down a long hallway and into a high-ceilinged room filled with well-dressed people eating hors d’oeuvres and drinking glasses of wine as uniformed maids scurried around.

“The Times certainly doesn’t stint on the reporters,” he said in a professionally vacant way. He wore a name tag that said “Langdon, Man of the People” and looked like a Stepford clone, a blank-faced young man oozing Christian goodness. “There’s already a political correspondent here, and one from the society pages.”

He stopped, realizing the implication of his words. “And you are…?”

“Eve Diamond, Metro,” I said. “I’m covering the, uh, daily angle.”

That seemed to satisfy him. In hushed tones, he pointed out the candidate, who was nodding as a woman in a Chanel suit held forth. Carter Langdon III was tall and slender and burned with the asceticism of a medieval monk. He wore an understated charcoal suit and had an impossibly high forehead, made even more wide and spacious by hair that was trimmed almost to his protruding skull. It gave him an odd, unbalanced look, as though he might tip over from being so top-heavy. I had never seen him in person and I found him both more intelligent-looking and alarming than in his photos. His large, gray eyes were set back deep in his face, which only enhanced the skeletal effect.

“As soon as there’s a break in the crowd, I’ll introduce you,” my handler said, adding that his name was Skip Goodman but that I should feel free to call him Skip.

As soon as there’s a break in the crowd, Skip, I am out of here, I thought, spying what I wanted in the corner by the bar, gulping discreetly from a highball glass. He wore a dark blue blazer with the Borwick Academy patch embroidered in red and gold, and brass buttons to match, and looked more sullen than he had in his photos. He was talking on a cell phone. Perched on the edges of his parents’ crowd, he obviously would rather be elsewhere. It was my boy, Paolo. I imagined grabbing a bottle of single-malt whiskey from the mirrored bar and leading him out the door, trekking through the orchards, and settling under a grapefruit tree, where we’d talk about Isabel and forgo the glasses. I could catch Mama Dellaviglia on the rebound.

But I was only halfway across the crowded room when I heard the tinkling of female laughter and saw people repositioning themselves with subtle body shifts and head inclinations, the better to see Venus Dellaviglia Langdon. She swept into the room on the arm of a Los Angeles city councilman renowned for living inside the pockets of developers and was promptly introduced to a young Chinese man in an ill-fitting suit.

“And this is our lovely Italian cultural pundit and hostess,” the councilman said, as Venus extended her hand in a gracious drape for him to kiss. The Chinese man looked momentarily bewildered, then seemed to absorb what was required, and bent over it obligingly.

“No, no, darling, I’m not Italian,” Venus Dellaviglia Langdon said with a throaty laugh and a light touch on his arm. “I am Roman. An imperial Roman.”
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