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			For Vida

		

	
		
			Dirk: A short dagger of a kind formerly carried by Scottish ­Highlanders. Origin mid-sixteenth century.

		

	
		
			One

			Day One

			Toby Dirk snugged the smooth wooden stock of his Ruger .22 semiautomatic rifle tight against his shoulder. He sighted in on the small Mediterranean stucco house directly across the street. It was one of many vacation bungalows built in the 1950s on narrow lots. Faded pink paint, overgrown shrubs, and tufts of green grass littering the burnt lawn shouted neglect, or poverty, or renters.

			In this case it was poverty. The house was clean, but the home’s decline had outpaced the Sanchezes’ bank account. Toby had known the family for years—solid people, Hispanic, ­struggling to put food on the table. He had no issues with their youngest boy, Juan, dealing dope.

			Juan wasn’t his target.

			Venice Beach these days was an eclectic mix of million-dollar designer digs and old-school bungalows from a time when rents were low and the neighborhoods were inhabited by immigrants, blue-collar workers, street gangs, and artists. Gentrification was crowding out many of the longtime residents, but the gangs were ingrained. Their members would have to be jailed or hauled out in pine boxes to make way for the upscale clientele looking for a “teardown.”

			Toby listened for signs of life in the house he was using as cover, but the precaution was just reflexive. He knew Mrs. ­Montenegro wouldn’t return home from her deli until after dark. Through her rangy bamboo hedge he had a clear shot of Juan’s driveway and front door.

			Now all he needed was a target.

			Tomas Vegas would be dropping off a bag of dope to his newest dealer in less than five minutes. Vegas ran his drug business with precision, just like his iron fist. You could set a clock by his daily rounds.

			Unfortunately for Vegas, he’d set up Toby’s girlfriend, Eva Perez, for a nine-month stretch on trumped-up drug and ­weapons charges. She’d been out on parole for three months now, but she was changed. Damaged. Not the same free spirit. It broke Toby’s heart, and it fueled his rage.

			Two men in love with the same woman. She had chosen Toby. Gotten his name tattooed on her shoulder in neat calligraphy. Had been pregnant with his child. Toby was head over heels, crazy in love.

			Jealousy’s a bitch, he thought, and Vegas was about to pay the ultimate price. Three shots max, to make sure Vegas wouldn’t get up again. If all went according to plan, Toby would soon be paddling out into the Pacific, catching the late-afternoon swells at Sunset Beach.

			Toby, twenty-three, had thick, unruly strands of shoulder­length sandy hair held off his face with a black watch cap. A faint shadow of freckles dusted his high cheekbones, set in a chiseled, angular face. His lean body was sinewy with the long ropy ­muscles of a surfer. His blue eyes were steady and intelligent. He had tested in the top two percentile in the standardized IQ tests at Venice High, and he had been offered a scholastic scholarship to UC Berkeley. He turned it down. All he was interested in was smoking righteous bud and being an outlaw.

			He and his two brothers were doing just fine in that regard. If you played by the rules, you were a sucker. It had killed his father, and he wasn’t going down that dusty trail. He didn’t buy into the old saw that life was a bitch and then you die. Toby was sure of one thing and it guided his life choices.

			Dead is dead. There was nothing else. No great beyond. No nothing. You created your own heaven and hell in the only lifetime you’d ever know, so grab life with two fists while you were young enough to enjoy it, fuck it, eat it, drink it, or smoke it.

			

			Juan Sanchez peered out of his bedroom door and then silently closed and locked it. He could hear his mother working at the kitchen stove, banging her long wooden spoon against the alum­inum pot, filled with enough black beans, garlic, onions, and rice to feed the family for three days.

			Juan stooped down beside the only piece of furniture in his room besides his bed, a scarred wooden four-drawer dresser. He pulled out the tall bottom drawer and set it aside on his threadbare rug. On his hands and knees he strained reaching in, and pulled out a tightly banded roll of greenbacks he had taped to the back panel of the dresser. He slid the money into his pocket, then pushed the drawer back onto its chipped plastic runners until it closed.

			Juan glanced nervously toward the door, averting his gaze from the wooden crucifix nailed to the wall over his neatly made bed. He stood sentry at his window, waiting for the pounding of his heart to settle and his dealer to arrive.

			The sound of Tomas Vegas’s baffled mufflers preceded his ­arrival in front of the house.

			Juan hurried quietly down the hallway, unnoticed by his mother in the kitchen, and into the living room, where his six-year-old sister, Maria, was struggling to pull a sweater over her Barbie’s head. The bright-eyed girl looked up at her brother with such love and admiration, it washed over Juan like a bucket of guilt. He grabbed the doll from his baby sister, yanked the ­sweater’s hole over the mop of long blonde hair, and handed it back to Maria. “Gracias, Juan,” she said with an angelic smile. Juan returned a tight grin, nervously tapped the roll of bills in his pocket, and steeled his nerve.

			“C’mon, be a man,” he mumbled as he headed out the door.

			

			Toby adjusted the rifle’s sight, mindful of the half-inch play in the gun’s trajectory. He had chosen his .22 because it was quiet and, from this distance, deadly as a viper. The bullets would rattle around in his target’s chest, kill him dead, but he wouldn’t have to worry about collateral damage.

			Toby started a silent mantra . . . and slowed his breathing.

			As he visualized a tight cluster tearing into Tomas Vegas, an antique electric-blue Ford Fairlane glided to a stop across the street.

			Young Juan Sanchez ran out of the house and reached the curb before the screen door slammed behind him.

			Vegas slid out of his car with a studied cool and sauntered up to his newest recruit. With icy cool he checked out the houses ­behind Juan, up and then down Fourth Street toward Rose. He was preening like a fucking peacock, Toby thought.

			The young men fist-bumped, exchanged a few words, and Vegas popped the trunk and pulled out a fat brown grocery bag.

			Juan nervously dug in his pocket for the roll of cash, and as Vegas thrust the high-grade weed toward his newest dealer, Toby let out an even breath. Now. Yet just as he squeezed off a round, a car sped by, blocking the play.

			He jerked the gun at the last second. The high-velocity .22 LR load flew wide, shattering a front window. Toby instantly readjusted, fired, and then again.

			Vegas’s face registered surprise as he dropped the bag, ripped open his shirt, stared down at two tight holes in his chest.

			Screaming, Juan dove behind the safety of the Ford.

			Loose buds of marijuana spilled onto the street.

			Tomas Vegas fell to his knees and keeled forward face-first, stone-dead, in the gutter.

			Toby Dirk madly grabbed for the spent shells, palming two from the thick grass. Where was the third one? A primal wail drifted from the target house and chilled him for a beat. Why the hell would anyone shed tears for Tomas Vegas? he wondered as he army-crawled toward the back of the Montenegro house. He had to get out of there before the shit hit the fan. When he was hidden from view, he jumped to his feet and leapt the chain-link fence.

			Toby dropped the butt of the rifle into a Whole Foods bag he had stationed in the rear for that purpose. He held the warm barrel discreetly under his arm, close to his body, looking like he’d just gone shopping. He walked swiftly up the hill, being careful not to run, but flying with adrenaline. He tossed the bagged rifle into the rear compartment of his matte-black ragtop Jeep, covered it with a spare wetsuit, jumped in and fired up the engine.

			The sound of a distant siren could be heard, along with the plaintive screams of a woman. Still puzzled by this reaction—who would cry for a drug dealer?—Toby Dirk sucked in a lungful of air, clicked on Bob Marley, cranked up the volume, and powered away from the scene of his crime.

		

	
		
			Two

			Jack Bertolino stood behind a large hedge, trying for inconspicuous, and watched a team of heavily armed LAPD narcotics detectives pound toward the front door of a modest California ranch protected with security bars on all the exposed windows.

			Jack tensed, despite himself. An ex-NYPD inspector, standing down, not invited to the party. In his twenty-five-year career as a narcotics detective Jack had personally served hundreds of warrants on drug and money-laundering cells. And now he was a casual observer.

			The first detective carried an electronic battering ram that he wedged in the front door jamb and splintered the door frame.

			The second officer ran past him, smashed in the door, and edged inside the house with his bulletproof shield leading the way, shouting “Police! Down on the ground!”

			The operation was textbook perfect, until it went dangerously wrong.

			The third detective, a young male, got to the front door, weapon raised, and froze in his tracks like a deer in the headlights.

			A female detective right on his heels, concerned for her exposed men, shoved him to one side and entered the house, cocked and loaded, shouting for the occupants to get down on the ground! Now! Now!

			The young officer shook off his fear, and as he was about to enter the fray, two LAPD black-and-whites came screaming up the street, sirens wailing, horns blaring, light bars flashing.

			The cars blew past their location—and a man on a loudspeaker yelled, “CUT!”

			“What the fuck, Kenny?” the female actress said to the first AD, who followed her out of the house. Susan Blake glanced at Jack with raised eyebrows and he gave an imperceptible nod of approval, careful not to overstep his bounds with the director.

			Susan stripped off her vest, shook her shoulder-length chestnut­-brown hair with an angry toss of her head, and strode across the crabgrass toward the director.

			Jack stepped out from behind the hedge and started walking toward the camera crew, who were set up across the street. They were shooting a master for Done Deal, a new movie starring the next big female star.

			Susan Blake had flawless skin, gray-blue eyes, zero body fat, the musculature of a gymnast and moved with the fluid grace of a dancer. Not yet a household name, she was enjoying strong buzz in the industry, and with two films in the can, she had the full weight of the studio behind her.

			Jack kept his eyes on the star as he approached one of the off-duty motorcycle cops hired for security and crowd control while the crew was filming on a public street. The man clicked his phone off as Jack approached.

			“A shooting couple of blocks over,” he said to Jack. “They think it’s gang-related, drive-by, possible drug deal gone bad, whatever. Killed a banger and a six-year-old girl. Fuckin’ Venice. Hell, we’ll probably get a meal penalty this way. Make some overtime.”

			Jack didn’t like the cop’s attitude but didn’t push it. He understood cops could get inured to violence if they were in long enough. He said “thanks” to the veteran and walked toward the female star, who was huddled with the director, Henry Lee.

			Jack didn’t hire out as a glorified bodyguard/technical advisor as a habit. In fact, he still wasn’t comfortable with the title of private investigator. Jack Bertolino & Associates, Private Investigation looked fine on a business card, but didn’t come trippingly off his tongue.

			If not for his bum back, caused by an accidental fall doing cleanup at Ground Zero, he’d still be on the force. Simple as that. As it was, the accident left him eating Vicodin-Excedrin cocktails to stay off an operating table. Jack’s doctor promised him that the third operation would be the charm, but after two failed attempts and months of painful rehab, Jack Bertolino was a nonbeliever.

			George Litton, the head of Epoch Studios, had just paid Jack an embarrassingly large sum of money to sign off on the film rights to the kidnapping and sex trafficking case Jack had broken wide open a few months earlier.

			Jack loved to negotiate with Hollywood types. On the force, if he had said no to the dollar amount of a pay raise, they’d say fine and pass him over. Every time he said no to the studio’s offer, they upped the ante.

			Finally, Tommy Aronsohn, Jack’s good friend and lawyer, advised him to accept before they rescinded what he coined “the deal of a lifetime.” Jack didn’t argue the point.

			Litton phoned Jack at home before the ink was dry and ­explained his dilemma. The studio wanted Susan Blake to play the lead in the movie.

			Susan Blake, the new “It Girl,” grew up in NYC with a brother and a “stage father.” A child actress who became an overnight success after fifteen years of small parts, commercials, and knocking on doors. Her father, a frustrated actor himself, pushed his kids into the business and managed their careers.

			A renowned New York theatrical agent discovered Susan in a Broadway production of Rent and signed her on the spot. The man used his formidable power to open doors for her in New York City and Los Angeles, and Susan delivered. After winning critical accolades playing Juliet at Shakespeare in the Park, and then Kate in Taming of the Shrew at the Longacre, she started to land small roles in important films. The powers that be decided she was ready for prime time and threw the full weight of the agency behind her, grooming her for stardom.

			Her meteoric success in show business also brought out the crazies. An Internet stalker had been harassing Susan Blake. Since the studio already knew Jack, they suggested he sign on as her bodyguard, and technical advisor, while she was in Los Angeles.

			

			Jack approached Susan and Henry Lee, a diminutive man who wore a perpetual self-satisfied look on his face.

			“How did we do?” Henry asked Jack, confident in the answer.

			“She was all in. I wouldn’t want to be the cop that screwed the pooch on her watch.”

			“I agree.”

			Susan took the compliment in stride. Jack hammered home the notion that even with all the prep in the world, every time you went through the door, you didn’t know what was on the other side, you didn’t know if you’d get shot in the face. That’s one hell of a motivator.

			“Glad you’re on the team, Jack. Great work, Susan. Take twenty, we’ll reset and go in for your close-up.”

			“Thanks, Henry.” Susan raised her eyebrows and nodded for Jack to follow her. Their not-so-subtle movement together tracked by the crew.

			“Something about a man wearing a gun,” Susan said to Jack.

			“If I didn’t know better, I’d think that was a come-on line,” Jack deadpanned.

			“You wear the gun, I’ll bring the cuffs. Now, that’s a come-on line.”

			She got no argument from Jack.

			“You told me you cooked Italian,” Susan challenged, enjoying herself. “Are you ready to put your money where your mouth is?”

			Jack was about to fire off a clever response when Susan stepped back awkwardly. Her smile faltered and the color drained from her face.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“He’s here,” she said, deadly serious.

			“Who’s here, Susan?”

			Susan paused before speaking, the silence filled by a passing car accelerating. “The man who’s been stalking me.”

			Jack spun in place, spotted the black SUV already reaching the end of the block, about to turn. Jack pounded the pavement after it, but by the time he reached the corner, the side street was empty. Jack’s breath was ragged, his back was tight, and he was pissed off as he walked back to Susan. This was the first time the stalker had made an appearance on his watch.

			The off-duty motorcycle cop had pulled up beside the star to check things out, and Jack addressed him, “Keep your eyes open for a black Ford Explorer. Couple of years old. The driver could be trouble. Too far away to ID the plate.”

			“I’ll check out the neighborhood.” The motorcycle cop powered down the street and made the right-hand turn.

			Jack turned to Susan. “Was it him?”

			“I’m fine, Jack,” she said, evading the question. “I’m sorry, I’m probably wrong, it could’ve been anyone.” She was acting strangely, no longer scared. “No, Jack, I’m not sure it was him.”

			“I want you to sit down with a sketch artist.”

			“Really, Jack. There’s no need to overreact.”

			“Overreact?” Jack said tightly. “I was hired to protect you, but I need some help here.”

			“Okay, Jack,” Susan said, lowering her voice but unable to hide a flash of anger. “Please, I’ve got a scene to shoot. We’ll talk later,” and she strode away.

			What was that all about? Jack watched Henry raise his hands in a question that went unanswered. Susan Blake stormed past her director, banged up the metal steps of her mobile home, and slammed the door behind her.

		

	
		
			Three

			Sean Dirk stood at the sink in the kitchen of the family home, wiping down a bamboo cutting board. His gray eyes darkened and his brow furrowed in concern as his brother’s Jeep pulled into the driveway and glided past the leaded-glass kitchen window. Sean’s reddish-brown hair was cut in a tight crew, and one tattooed arm was a solid sleeve of color. No jailhouse ink, but a rain forest motif.

			The twelve months he had spent at Lompoc Federal Correctional Institution, housing low-security male prisoners, destroyed his sense of humor, hammered home the need for discipline, and kicked his violent proclivities up a notch. It also served as a master class in breaking and entering, and expanded his connections for offloading stolen property.

			Once a month, on the full moon, he’d launch his one-man kayak for a midnight run from Marina del Rey to Shark Harbor, on the backside of Catalina Island, just to keep his anger in check and his head screwed on straight.

			

			Toby hit the remote control and pulled his car into the two-car detached garage that was the same design and age as the family’s Craftsman house. The siding was gray-green with dark-brown wooden trim.

			Jumping out, he grabbed the .22 and stashed it in a hidden compartment he had made behind a loose wooden board on the rear wall. When he rehung the rake, shovel, and clippers over the secret panel, it disappeared. He slid his surfboard up on one of the rafters next to a vintage longboard and a pair of kayaks. He shook out his wetsuit and hung it on the backyard clothesline to dry.

			Gazing at the back of the house he and his brothers had ­occupied since the death of their parents, he gathered his thoughts. Toby knew questions would be raised with the murder of Tomas Vegas, but decided he could handle anything thrown his way. With his emotions firmly in check he jogged into the house through the rear door. Just another perfect day in the sun and the surf.

			

			Toby Dirk idolized his oldest brother, Terrence, who was a nihilist and didn’t believe morality was worth a crap. He had all but raised Toby after their father dropped dead of a massive coronary in their men’s clothing store on Main Street in Santa Monica.

			But Terrence didn’t have to inculcate his young brother. He discovered, while fucked up on eighteen-year-old Macallan, ­expounding his theories on life, death, and beating the odds, that he was preaching to the choir.

			Sean, the middle brother at age twenty-six, was an un­apologetic hellion who had dropped out of Venice High soon after his father’s death. He used his intelligence to live off the fat of the land and developed into a prolific second-story burglar and break-in artist. Why waste a brilliant mind? He was a good earner, but he got sloppy and was busted for selling a roll of stolen gold coins and a platinum Rolex to an undercover cop posing as a fence.

			Mrs. Dirk, widowed and confronted with a mountain of undisclosed debt, never recovered from the shock of having to give up her membership at Wilshire Country Club. She turned to the comfort of Dr. Jim Beam, rarely leaving the sunroom in the rear of the family’s bungalow, just east of the canals in Venice. The empties stacked up outside her door as she exponentially shrank in size. The boys knew it was just a matter of time before she disappeared altogether. The more they tried to help, the more ornery she became, until they finally threw in the towel. His mother had chosen to march inexorably toward her own prepaid burial site next to her philandering husband in the family plot.

			All the while Terrence had constructed a well-defined business model for the family’s criminal enterprises: five more years of pinpoint assaults, continue to launder their dirty money through the family store, keep a low profile, make conservative investments, and then cash out and buy a compound in Costa Rica and a summer home on the Scottish coast. They would all retire young enough to enjoy the fruits of their discipline and labor.

			Nothing wrong with that plan, Toby thought. Live for the pump, and then live like gentry. He was all in.

			

			“How was the surf?” Sean asked as he slid the cutting board onto an upper shelf, flipped the cabinet door shut, and turned to face his brother. At six-foot-three, he stood two inches taller than Toby, as wiry as the rest of the family. The main difference, though, was that Sean’s time in the slammer had rendered his face unreadable.

			“Two-foot swells, but nice curls,” Toby answered as he swept the watch cap off of his head, shook out his hair, and tossed the cap onto the kitchen table. He avoided Sean’s probing gaze as he opened up the fridge, grabbed a bottle of water, and sucked it down in one tilt of the head.

			“You there all day?”

			Toby didn’t like his tone but played dumb. “Yeah.”

			“With your buds?”

			“Yeah, why?” he said with attitude.

			Sean opened the dishwasher, banged a plate in, and closed the door with more force than intended. “Friend of yours met his maker today. You didn’t hear?”

			Toby had already rehearsed the right face. “What the fuck, Sean? What’re you talking about?”

			“Tomas Vegas,” he said, devoid of emotion. “Shot dead.”

			“No shit?”

			Sean focused his stony eyes on his brother. “You didn’t know?” It wasn’t a question.

			Keep the face. “No.”

			“You had nothing to do with it?”

			“Fuck you, Sean!”

			Sean took in a deep breath and let it out with a labored sigh. “Good to hear,” but he wasn’t letting his brother off the hook just yet. “’Cause a little girl took a bullet to the back of the brain pan. She’s dead, too.”

			Sean’s eyes lasered into his brother. Toby didn’t blink, but his mind was whirling. That’s what the lady was crying about. He knew it couldn’t be Tomas Vegas. The pause that stretched out between them developed an uncomfortable life of its own.

			“That sucks,” he finally said, tossing the accusation along with the empty bottle into the recycling bin. His shot banged slightly off the 1950s red Chambers stove that dominated the large kitchen.

			“Yeah,” Sean said. “You know we don’t need any heat, of any kind. We’ve got a lot going on.”

			“I know.” Toby was loose again, in control.

			“There’re a lot of people who are aware of the threats you made against the scumbag.”

			The older Dirk brothers, overly protective of Toby by long habit, didn’t sanction his relationship with Eva Perez. The beautiful blonde had the good looks of a Valley Girl, but her roots were gangland. Eva’s mother was an exbanger who eked out a better life for her daughter. She’d cut off ties with her set and raised Eva as a single mom. Terrence and Sean didn’t buy the conversion. They thought Eva was trouble in spades.

			“Hey, I’m not the only one,” Toby said. “I’m cool. If it happened today, I was on the water. It couldn’t have been me.” He kept his voice casual as he dug for more information. “So how did the girl get shot?”

			“Stray bullet. Drive-by. They said on the news it went through a window.”

			He felt his heart sink. “Huh. Where?”

			”Across the street from Mrs. Montenegro’s house. That ­Guate­malan family.”

			“That’s the shits,” Toby said almost to himself.

			Sean’s voice grew hard again. “Nobody cares about a drug-dealing banger, but a six-year-old girl, they’ll be lighting candles and sitting vigil until they find their shooter. It’s a good thing you were surfing today, Toby, because your name’s gonna come up, sooner or later. You’ll be on a list, and the cops will be asking some hard questions.”

			“Fuck Vegas. Fuck that scumbag. I wish I had pulled the trigger,” Toby said, not having to fake his anger. “But, hey, that’s terrible about the girl.”

			“And your homies? They will vouch for you?”

			“Sean, seriously, go fuck yourself. You’re fuckin’ up my mellow.”

			“Okay, brother.”

			But he didn’t sound convinced, and Toby quickly changed the subject.

			“Terrence?”

			“At the shop.”

			“I’ll jump in the shower and head over,” Toby said as he sauntered out of the kitchen.

			He was well aware that Sean continued to watch him move down the hallway. To escape his gaze, Toby took the stairs two at a time.

			

			Jack Bertolino was staring up at the ceiling of his loft with a satisfied grin. A duvet cover was draped haphazardly over his nether regions and his hands were laced behind his head. His arms were heavily muscled, his body scarred, a roadmap of battles fought. A pale crescent scar under his left eye straightened when he grimaced or smiled. A man-made barometer of his mercurial moods.

			Diana Krall’s live Paris recording of “The Look of Love” played softly in the background. The loft smelled of garlic, onions, and sex. A perfect trifecta, Jack mused contentedly as the door to the bathroom opened and out stepped Susan Blake. One towel wrapped around her head, the other around her supple body.

			“Not sure if that was a good idea,” Jack said, smiling.

			Susan matched his smile. “That’s not what you shouted ten minutes ago. Were you taking God’s name in vain or testifying?”

			“The latter,” he said, hand-raking long strands of damp dark hair off his forehead. The silver-gray that feathered his temples gave him an air of solidity; his intense brown eyes, danger.

			“You can put the blame squarely on the tomato sauce,” Susan said. “I take full responsibility. There’s something about a man taking command of a kitchen that makes me weak in the knees.”

			“My good fortune. Still.”

			“You mean you don’t like to shit where you eat?”

			“Lord,” he said, shaking his head.

			“Oh really,” she said quickly. “You should hang out backstage some time. Theater people are notorious potty mouths.”

			Susan took a look around Jack’s loft. It was fifteen hundred square feet of concrete and glass. Two bedrooms, two bath, open floor plan. The front bedroom served as Jack’s office, along with a galley kitchen, and a sliding wall of glass that opened onto a ­balcony that was reminiscent of a NYC fire escape. It had just enough room for a top-of-the-line Weber grill, a bench, and a handful of wooden stakes that were populated with green tomatoes.

			“I like it,” Susan said. “It’s got a New Yorky feel.”

			Jack hadn’t been looking to change his life when he stopped in Marina del Rey after dropping his son at his first semester at Stanford. But he fell in love with the area, decided to take a flyer and reinvent himself. He picked up the unit in a fire sale after the real estate bubble burst and the building went into foreclosure. He packed up his life on the East Coast, and the fourth-floor unit now served as his home and his office.

			“You should get another boat,” she said, “living this close to the marina.”

			“It’s in the works. Hey, I’m gonna rinse off,” Jack said, stepping out of the bed, “and we can finish what we started.”

			“Really, Jack,” she said, coquettish.

			“The pasta.”

			“Hah!” Susan barked in a friendly, astonishingly unladylike way.

			Jack loved the unpretentious outburst and said, “I’ll save the rest for dessert.”

			Susan gave him a swat on his bare ass as he walked past. She headed over to the wall of glass and gazed past the FedEx lot next door toward the landing lights on the jumbo jets, strung hap­hazardly like constellations, making their final descent into LAX. The sky was midnight blue threatening black. The full moon on the rise just above the horizon was a startling pumpkin orange.

			Her cell phone chimed. Susan ran for her bag, grabbed the phone, checked the caller ID, and with a groan let the call go to voice mail.

			Jack was drying off in the bathroom when Susan’s cell phone chimed a second time. Able to see her reflection in the mirror, he watched her walk out onto the balcony, quietly closing the sliding glass door. Jack didn’t want to interfere, but he couldn’t help but observe Susan getting worked up and then, red-faced-angry, abruptly terminate the conversation.

			Jack stepped into his jeans and shrugged into his black T-shirt as Susan walked back into the loft avoiding eye contact.

			The tension in the room was thicker than the marine layer threatening to envelop the FedEx lot.

			“You get some bad news?” Jack asked, trying to tread lightly.

			Susan spun toward him, ready to attack. “What are you talking about?”

			“Easy with the attitude,” he said, still relaxed. “I could see you on the balcony, the phone call. You didn’t look too happy, and you look a damn mess now. You want to tell me what’s going on?”

			“It’s none of your business,” she snapped.

			“Now, that’s where you’re wrong,” Jack said. “I was hired to protect you. It’s not your call.”

			“Stop pushing, Jack. You don’t know me well enough. Don’t overstep your boundaries.”

			He gave a slight laugh. “Our boundaries became a moot point tonight.”

			“Bullshit. We had sex, Jack. Sex. You only know what I want you to know. Stop talking or you’ll get hurt. I don’t want to hurt you. It’s the last thing I want. To hurt you.” And the fight seemed to drain out of her. For a split second she seemed a lot older, worn out with strain. “Please take me home, Jack. I’ve got an early call and I’m not feeling very well.”

			Jack didn’t have to be asked twice, but as they prepared to go, he couldn’t help but wonder what the call was all about. He had thought this assignment was going to be easy, but he recognized the tingle he felt on the back of his neck. Trouble was brewing on the other end of that phone call.

			

			A lanky blond man with a hawkish nose and dark, close-set eyes, wearing a yellow and black bandanna, was hiding out in his black Ford Explorer. He was parked across the street from Jack’s building on Glencoe Avenue. His telephoto lens was so powerful, Susan and Jack’s images so sharply defined, that he felt as if he were part of the conversation. And then they stepped out of view. They didn’t look very happy, the man thought. He laughed for the first time in days, knowing he was the cause of their discomfort.

			The man’s reverie was cut short by the arrival of a rusted ­Winnebago that rattled to a halt at the curb, blocking his view, and settled in for the night. The blond man cursed and was about to pull away when he saw Jack’s Mustang roll out of the building’s underground parking garage and speed down Glencoe with Susan in the passenger seat.

			The blond man thanked the gods for this piece of good ­fortune and followed their car at a safe distance. The arrival of this ex-cop on the scene wasn’t going to stop the gravy train. He had the star right where he wanted her.

			

			Four wireless phones echoing in the empty loft announced that Cruz Feinberg was on the line. Cruz was a millennial computer genius who handled everything technical in Jack’s company. Jack tossed his keys into a wooden bowl next to the door and hoofed it over to the kitchen extension. He picked up a millisecond before the call was directed to voice mail.

			“Turn on channel two,” Cruz said with enough urgency to spark Jack’s curiosity. He picked up the remote from the couch, hit Power, and his flat screen pinged to life.

			The onscreen tableau showed a scene of mourning: lit candles, a small shrine of flowers, stuffed animals, and cards penned in childlike scrawl.

			And a framed picture of a little girl.

			A loose group of grieving family members stood behind a microphone that was set up in front of their house. A female reporter introduced Mrs. Sanchez, the victim’s mother, who was inconsolable, but spoke bravely in broken English through her tears.

			“My Maria, she is only six. My angel. Gone. Who did this to my angel? Why you do this?”

			The woman’s eyes rolled back in her head, her knees buckled, and she reeled. Her husband grabbed her before she hit the sidewalk. Still, she dissolved in a flurry of choking sobs and stark grief only a parent could fully understand.

			Jack knew this was the shooting that had occurred while he was on the movie set.

			“Do you know the family?” he asked Cruz.

			“Yeah, the Sanchezes. They live a few houses down from my place.”

			Cruz had moved into a garden guesthouse in Venice, near the Rose Café, as soon as he started working for Jack on a regular basis. The hours were ungodly when they were on a case, and living at home had led to hassles. His parents were sad to see him go, but glad not to be woken up in the middle of the night.

			“Their son Juan is at the police station,” Cruz said. “It looks like he was involved in a drug deal with the male victim and lucky to be alive. The word on the street is the deal was just pot. The police think it was a gang-related drive-by.”

			“Is Juan a banger?”

			“No, just a kid, a worker bee. Still in high school.”

			The female reporter, caught up in the emotion, reiterated Cruz’s story in hushed tones and drew Jack’s attention to the screen. He’d seen too many of these reports and attended too many of these scenarios when he was a detective working undercover in narcotics. They always left him feeling empty and angry. Frustrated at the waste of human life.

			“They’re good people,” Cruz went on. “Father’s an illegal, afraid of the police, afraid of being deported, afraid for his family, and doesn’t know who to talk to. His son needs help. I thought . . . ?”

			Cruz had proven himself in the heat of battle, but you couldn’t teach compassion and Jack was impressed.

			“Why don’t you and I meet for breakfast at Three Squares, and then take a drive over? When the emotion settles down some.”

			“That would be great, Jack. It’s a heartbreak.”

			“I’ll see you at nine.”

			Jack clicked off and listened to the reporter implore the television audience that if anyone had seen, heard, or knew anything about the shooter, they should call the Pacific Division of the LAPD. The phone number and address on Culver Boulevard flashed by on a crawl at the bottom of the screen, obscuring the dead girl’s photograph and the makeshift shrine.

			Jack wasn’t optimistic. In his experience, if the shooting was gang-related, the community would be tight-lipped, afraid of ­retribution.

			Their fear was reasonable, but Jack had ways of making ­people talk. If it was possible, someone would soon be held accountable for that little girl.

		

	
		
			Four

			Terrence Dirk was framed by the three-way-mirror in the Dirk Brothers shop, checking out the shoulder fit on a new black motor­cycle jacket he’d ordered from Burberry. It was British, leather like butter, and had the retro look of a sixties Carnaby Street rocker. He wore black peg-legged pants, a classic English boot with a discreet silver buckle on the side, and one-inch heels that needlessly accentuated his height.

			Six-foot-three, rail thin, with his rangy orange-red hair and gaunt face, he looked like the front man he was. Startling hazel eyes had the luminosity of a cat and showed no humor unless they were tempered by a fifth of highland scotch, and even then he looked mean.

			Terrence stepped off the six-inch wooden platform where his father had died pinning the cuffs on a pair of Sansabelt slacks.

			At twenty-eight, Terrence was now the reluctant family ­patriarch. He had dropped out of his freshman year at Duke, taken over the foundering family business, and found new ways to direct his own anger at the unfairness of life.

			Retail was a mind-numbingly bore, but he learned all the tricks of the trade and discovered it provided a perfect outlet to ­launder money. Two sets of books. Doctored inventory. Inflated sales. ­Terrence vowed never to spend his time comparing the day’s ­receipts to the previous years, while tossing back Mylanta on every downtick, like his father had wasted his life doing.

			Within a year, he had expanded the store and branched out into custom-made furnishings along with handmade suits. He discovered that with interior designer pieces, couches, ­mirrors, lighting, and art, he could gain entry to his clients’ homes to ­install the items. It was relatively easy to inflate the cost of ­materials and his own fees as a design consultant. A couch that was ­commissioned for two thousand could be sold for five, and on paper reported as ten. Five thousand dollars of dirty money could be cleansed on one transaction.

			As long as he paid his estimated quarterly taxes on time and ran the numbers through a respected accounting firm, the family’s fat profit margin didn’t raise any red flags with the IRS. Everyone was happy as long as everyone got paid. The more money banked, the larger the commission.

			Willful blindness.

			This new line of work also put him in contact with a wide array of vendors, some who had a penchant for cutting ­corners, doing dirty deals, and fencing the occasional stolen object. Drugs—their specialty was stealing product and cash from other dealers—and high-end theft from the million-dollar properties that were interspersed among the older local denizens, guaranteed a consistent income stream.

			The Dirk brothers, by selling to the yachting and country club set, knew when their marks were taking that dream cruise, the size of their art collection, and the number of carats in their wives’ engagement rings. They were making inroads into the Malibu colony and had photographs of a number of show business clients on the wall behind their bronze antique cash register.

			People loved to brag when they were getting their inseams measured or their living rooms redecorated. Retail hadn’t worked out too well for Terrence senior, but he had left behind a loyal patronage and a perfect front for the Dirk brothers’ gang.

			Terrence, suitably impressed by his new look, turned his attention to his younger brothers. Toby was slouched in a gray Barcelona chair, mildly distracted, drinking a long-neck Pacifico. Sean poured highland scotch into two glasses, neat, handed one to Terrence before giving him the floor.

			Security bars were accordioned across the front door, the CLOSED sign hung in place, and the gray mesh shades had been pulled down, obscuring the two front windows. The shadows of late-night Main Street revelers walking past the shop played across the translucent window coverings like apparitions while the Kinks’ “Lola” drifted softly from hidden speakers.

			Terrence took center stage. “The Diskins are leaving on the eighteenth for two months. They’ve got three Monet hand-signed color lithographs that we can switch out with copies and an original Basquiat from the eighties conservatively appraised at three hundred. Jerry has a client in Japan willing to go two hundred and a collector in Germany who’ll guarantee two seventy-five. He also has a client who’s Monet crazed and will toss in another fifty for the trio. He takes sixty percent and that nets us a little over—”

			“They have a regular house sitter,” Sean said, cutting him off. “She’s a professional.”

			“And she takes the dogs to the Airport Dog Park every day at three thirty for an hour and a half,” Terrence countered, clearly unhappy at being cut off.

			“Why are we trading out the Monets?” Sean pressed. “They’re going to see that the Basquiat is missing. It’s a fool’s game and diminishes our bottom line.”

			Terrence couldn’t argue that point. “So we take as much as we can carry, in and out in ten.”

			“I don’t like it. We’re too close to Diskin. He generates enough income without stealing from the man. We’d be at the top of the list with the cops and the fine arts adjuster.”

			“He makes a good point,” Toby said.

			“And, we’re basically working for Jerry. It’s bullshit. We find the job, take the risk, and a sixty percent hit? The math’s all wrong,” Sean said, angrily tossing back some single malt.

			“We still pocket a hundred-seventy-five K give or take,” Toby said, thinking purely about the bottom line.

			“Right?” Terrence air-jabbed Sean. Met with dead eyes and deaf ears, he upped the volume a notch. “We spend twenty minutes inside the fucking house and walk away with a nice chunk of change.”

			“Back the fuck off,” Sean said. “We’re just talking here. What about the grass? The deep-sea drop-off I pitched last month. We take the risk, but could walk away with as much as three-fifty. Cash dollars.”

			“And we risk having the Sinaloa cartel up our ass.”

			“How the fuck are they gonna know who scooped ’em? It’s a random act, a one-off. And I can unload it out of the area. Toby and I’ll drive the Mercedes to Sacramento as soon as we hit dry land. Ricky J’s got five medical marijuana pharmacies in oper­ation and is always willing to take discounted product.”

			“Toby?” Terrence asked, fishing for an ally.

			“Day after Sean stumbled onto that tuna boat dropping bales off Catalina, everyone in my crew showed up with a bag full of dope and shit-eating grins. Same story two weeks ago.”

			“They only had two guys on the ski boat running the product to shore,” Sean said, adding to his pitch. “There was a half hour lag time between drop-off and pickup. The bales were floating out in the middle of nowhere, shouting: take me, take me.”

			Toby was sold. “And I like the pirate aspect. With two of us in kayaks, and you covering us in the Zodiac, we should be able to disable the GPS, hook up the bales, and make a run to the backside of Catalina before anyone’s the wiser. Even if the Mexicans overlap our play, three against two, we could probably get away clean without firing a shot.”

			Terrence walked over to Sean, grabbed the bottle, and gave himself a generous pour. Stopped short of corking the bottle and tipped some into Sean’s glass. He looked around the shop, at the midcentury modern furniture, the Italian blown-glass lighting fixtures, and the fine local art and photography. Imported woolen suits hung in neat rows against a wood-paneled wall. He wasn’t happy.

			“If they stay on schedule, we’re looking good for the end of the week,” Sean said, trying to close the deal.

			The vote had to be unanimous.

			Toby added, “My guys get a heads-up the day before the drop-off, gives them time to pool their money.”

			“I heard Tomas Vegas ate a bullet,” Terrence said, taking a left turn, trying to catch Toby off guard, looking closely at his reaction.

			Toby didn’t blink an eye. “One Lenox scumbag down, there’s always someone ready to take his place. Shouldn’t slow down commerce. I ain’t crying.”

			“So we’re cool?” Terrence hammered the point, making the question a statement. “We don’t need the blowback.”

			“Good to go. No worries,” Toby said with his studied cool.

			Terrence wanted to believe his little brother. He understood that a successful criminal enterprise was only as strong as its weakest link.

			“So we vote,” Terrence finally said. “All in favor of the art scam?” He was the only man to lift his arm. And then, “Pirates it is,” and he cracked a wicked grin. “But we’ve got to do this right or everything we’ve worked for comes tumbling down around our ankles.”

			Toby growled, “Arghhh.” And that set Sean to cackling.

			The three brothers lifted their drinks in a silent toast to a ­successful venture and the wealth that would follow. After all, those bales of marijuana would be just floating out there for the taking.

		

	
		
			Five

			Day Two

			The summer rain canted toward the house and drummed against the picture window in the Sanchez family’s living room. Within the dark, damp room itself the overwhelming sense of heartache was palpable. A small side window was boarded up from the gunshot, leaking, the water dripping down the faded yellow wall like tears.

			It wasn’t bad enough that their six-year-old daughter had taken a bullet to the head and their youngest boy was sitting in a jail cell for intent to sell marijuana, it’s gotta rain, Jack thought. The dampness inflamed his back, which was throbbing as he sat uncomfortably on the edge of the brightly upholstered couch, ­listening to the father’s lament, heavy with grief, while Cruz ­interpreted.

			Mr. Sanchez hadn’t slept, shaved, or fully come to grips with the nightmare that had enveloped his family. His wife was in the bedroom, medicated, unable to cope. Extended family and neighbors milled through the house, preparing it for the friends who would be stopping by later in the day to pay their respects.

			Jack’s gaze drifted to the blown-up photograph of Maria, bright-eyed with a toothy grin. He could tell she felt secure in the knowledge she was loved, and now she was dead.

			“Tell Mr. Sanchez,” Jack said, “that I’ll find out who’s handling the case and do everything I can to help. I’ve already put in a call to my lawyer. His name is Tommy Aronsohn. He’s a good man who will try to get your son released on his own recognizance. If that doesn’t work, he’ll move for an immediate bail hearing on the drug charges. I’ll need to talk to your son myself as soon as possible.” Jack lowered his voice. “Plus, he’ll do everything in his power to gain the early release of your daughter’s body.”

			In cases like this, Jack was certain there would be an ­autopsy. The bullet that killed the young girl could be an important piece of evidence, and it had been reported that the shot wasn’t a through-and-through.

			Tommy Aronsohn had flown into L.A. that morning, checked himself into the Marina Ritz-Carlton, and hit the ground ­running. Being an ex-DA still carried enough weight to have a few favors granted. And Tommy wasn’t troubled by pro bono work or afraid to throw his weight around when needed. He had put in a call to DDA Leslie Sager, who immediately agreed to look into the ­matter. A thoughtful move not lost on Jack. He had been in a committed relationship with Leslie, but career choices and political aspirations created a wedge that was their undoing. They were on a trial separation that was pushing toward permanent.

			Jack turned to Cruz, who had finished the translation. “Also, ask Mr. Sanchez if he’d be willing to use his house as collateral for his son’s bail, if needed.”

			Mr. Sanchez nodded his head before Jack had finished speaking.

			Platters and trays filled with cold cuts and foil-wrapped casseroles were being arranged on the dining room table. The doorbell rang and the sound of the rain became more pronounced as the door was pulled open by one of the family’s young cousins.

			“Jesus Christ. Bertolino,” were the first irreverent words out of Lieutenant Gallina’s mouth as he stood in the doorway, dripping water onto the living room rug. Gallina, with a jowly face, soft build, and receding hairline, looked older than his thirty-five years. His partner, Detective Tompkins, cleared his throat and was finally allowed entry, generating his own puddle as he wiped the raindrops off his nose and wire-rimmed glasses. Six feet, lean, and African American, he stood a head taller than Gallina. As Jack had learned by now, he was the more reasonable half of their partnership.

			“Jack,” he said.

			Jack nodded his greeting to Tompkins, handed a business card to the father, and stood, ready to vacate the premises and let the good lieutenant go about his police business.

			Mr. Sanchez pulled his wallet from his back pocket, but Jack put his hand over the grieving man’s hand. “It’s not necessary. You can call me, anytime, 24/7.”

			Mr. Sanchez tried for a smile as he slid Jack’s card into the top pocket of his work shirt, but it never reached his tear-stained eyes.

			As Jack moved toward the door, he was stopped by Gallina’s voice.

			“What should I know?” he asked, not pleased Jack had gotten the first shot at interviewing the family.

			Their relationship was better of late, but there was no love lost between the two men. At best they shared a begrudging professional respect. Of course, in Jack’s case, it was hard to warm up to the man who’d once arrested him for a murder he hadn’t committed.

			“What’s the word?” Jack said, answering the question with a question.

			“Drive-by. Drug deal. Internecine gang rivalry. The male victim was a Lenox Road banger. The gang squad’s rousting the usual suspects.”

			“Who phoned it in?”

			“A neighbor up the block in that white two-story modern job dialed 911 at the same time that Mrs. Sanchez called.”

			“Did he see the shooter?”

			“That’s a negative,” Tompkins piped in. “Heard the shots and saw a car drive by. Late-model Japanese sedan. Coulda been ­silver, coulda been white, dark windows, didn’t see the occupants or catch the license number. Wasn’t really sure what had happened until he saw the male hit the pavement face first and dialed it in.

			“We had two uniforms canvassing the neighborhood, but this guy’s the only one who caught any of the action.”

			Gallina and Tompkins were robbery-homicide and would be sharing intel, coordinating the investigation with the gang unit. Jack didn’t expect to be kept in the loop, but he could always put in a call to Detective Nick Aprea, his one good friend on the force, if he wanted the inside scoop.

			“Need I ask why you are here?” Gallina asked as if the effort pained him. “But more important, whadda ya got?” he said, flicking the fingers on his right hand like he was playing standup bass.

			“That there’s a big hole in the family’s heart and they’re afraid justice might not be served,” answered both of Gallina’s questions, Jack thought.

			It didn’t satisfy the lieutenant, but he didn’t press. “The mayor, being elected on the promise to lower violent crime,” he said, “keep the streets safe and what-not, saw the little girl’s face on the tube last night, woke up the captain, who shared the joy and dragged us out.”

			Gallina glanced over at Mr. Sanchez, who was huddled with Cruz. “The family will get all the justice politics can buy. You did not hear that from me.” And then, “Let the man know that his immigration status is not on the table. If he plays ball, we’ll do all we can to arrest the shit-heel who pulled the trigger.”

			Jack walked back to the couch and spoke in hushed tones to Cruz, who relayed the information to Mr. Sanchez. The broken man looked warily at the lieutenant and then nodded in agreement. He let out a sigh that caught in his throat and caused Cruz to turn away, not wanting to intrude on the man’s grief. There was no relief to be had in the Sanchez house that day.

			

			The storm cell rolled through Venice by midafternoon as it made its way north toward Ventura County, as predicted by Dallas Raines, the local weatherman on Channel 7.

			Toby leaned back in his Tommy Bahama beach chair, placed in the wet sand directly beneath the takeoff path from LAX. He snapped a picture of a wide-body Lufthansa jet as it broke through the dense cloud cover, darkened the sky, and then roared out over the Pacific, the vibration thrumming in the pit of his stomach.

			It was damp with a light breeze at Dockweiler beach; the blue sky radiated the kind of brilliance used on travel posters to entice out-of-towners to visit Southern California.

			Toby checked his latest photo on his iPhone, posted it on ­Instagram, and then looked over at his girlfriend. Eva Perez sat in an identical chair, a lime-green scarf pulled up tight to her chin, framing her beautiful face, eyes closed.

			A single tear appeared in the corner of her eye and streaked down the curve of her cheek. And then a second. Toby’s heart caught in his throat. He felt a burning rage that he tamped down. He started to speak, to ease her pain, but had to wait for the next jumbo jet to pass. He wished he were on that flight to anywhere.
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