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			“L.A. is like paradise with a lobotomy.”

			– Neil Simon

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The place in Stone Canyon loomed larger than I had expected. I checked the address on a piece of paper: 30279 Beverly Glen Road. Yup, the right house. The number I’d scribbled down matched the number written in some fancy script a foot high on a wooden sign adorned with roses. Ugh. I hate the rich. But they frequently pay my bills.

			Undulating lawns straight out of a magazine concealed a Tudor-style mansion nestled behind a leafy copse of elm trees only a few hundred yards from the Upper Reservoir. A few hundred yards and a thousand miles. The intoxicating scent of sage drifted around me. This part of L.A. always smells of sage or junipers. You could almost see the hills through the smog, so you knew you were in the ritzy part of town. Birds twittered in the hedges—robins, finches, and sparrows. The sound soothed me.

			The house was larger than its neighbors by plenty. Not out of place, mind you, here in the nice part of town. On the other hand, my sensible if classic maroon sedan glinting under the afternoon sun in the long, arc-shaped driveway seemed way out of place. I couldn’t bear to part with the 1970s relic even though many enticing new models had come and gone in the ensuing twenty-some years.

			When I rang the doorbell, a tight-faced woman in a tight black suit answered and guided me into a room where my dusky appearance seemed even more out of place than my car in the driveway.

			She looked down her nose as if to say, try not to touch anything. “Sit,” she ordered, pointing to the sofa.

			I sat. Then, just for laughs, I barked out loud, “I can roll over and play dead too.” I smiled my most winning smile.

			She gave me another look that seemed to say I wouldn’t care if you got run over by a cement mixer. Then she smiled and left looking just like the nasty neighbor in The Wizard of Oz. Miss Gulch.

			Brrrr. Gives me the shivers just to think of that smile. You coulda chilled champagne in it. So I sat and waited. I half expected Miss Gulch to bring me a dog biscuit but instead she returned with the lady of the house—as Gulch called her—the lady who had sounded like Lauren Bacall on the telephone. Husky and arrogant.

			Carmen Sloan. The last name rang a bell but I didn’t know why. I stood up to shake hands with her.

			She didn’t look anything like Bacall. Didn’t have the effortless style or sultry appeal. She looked good, but the kind of good that takes a long time to get right, from the mauve eye shadow to the slight upturn at the corners of her lips. Still, good’s good, and she looked really good.

			She turned to Miss Gulch. “Thank you, Frida.”

			Ms. Gulch sniffed and turned to leave, but not before looking me up and down, from my partially unbuttoned shirt to my penniless penny loafers. I’m pretty sure she was thinking that she would have to fumigate after I left.

			“Mr. Sharma. Thanks for coming at such short notice,” Mrs. Sloan said.

			“No problem.”

			We studied each other for a moment. “You’re not as tall as I expected,” she observed.

			I laughed. She and I were about the same height. “Did I sound tall on the phone?”

			“No. It’s just that somehow I always picture Indian men as tall.”

			“Depends on their parents.”

			“What about yours?”

			“My parents?”

			“Yes.”

			“Neither were particularly tall. My mother’s Irish, my father originally from India. But I grew up in the States. I’ve never even been to India.”

			“That explains your green eyes.”

			“And my passion for Riverdance.”

			She frowned, clearly not amused. “And your name. What does the D stand for?”

			“Digger.”

			“Oh.”

			I figured it wouldn’t be long before she lit a cigarette. Sure enough, after another moment of studying me, she took a drag, eyed me slantwise, and blew out the smoke in a way that I thought was supposed to impress me. “I guess I also expect detectives to be tall, like in the movies.”

			“Sorry to disappoint,” I said.

			“Well, as long as you can do what I hired you to do, I don’t care if you’re an autosomal-dominant genetic dwarf.”

			Wow. Hadn’t expected the fancy vocab. “What do you want me to do?”

			She studied me some more. Then she turned her back, taking a long drag on her cigarette, and looked toward the window where birds fluttered in the hedgerow. You couldn’t hear the twittering inside the house with the front windows closed. Too well insulated. The back windows were open though, a fresh breeze wafting through.

			She squashed out her cigarette and after a moment, lit another.

			Hard to read this one.

			“How do I know I can trust you?” she asked. Her voiced quavered. It’s not easy to be Bacall, even if you’re a chain smoker.

			I eyed her levelly. “If you trusted Bernie, you can trust me. Don’t you trust Bernie?” I worked with Bernie sometimes. LAPD. I couldn’t imagine how he knew her.

			“I didn’t say that,” she snapped. “It’s just . . .” Her voice cracked. She bit her lip. Pretty soon, I figured, the waterworks. Again, she didn’t disappoint. I waited an awkward moment while dew drops meandered down her cheeks. She straightened and wiped away her tears pretty quick, though. Impressive.

			She turned to a sideboard where a silver platter with several lead crystal glasses and a few decanters stood at attention but a bit lost and forlorn, like chess pieces removed from the board.

			I wondered how often she visited them.

			She poured herself a drink with some ice and turned to me.

			“Drink?”

			I shook my head. “I’ll take some water.”

			“Ice?”

			“No, I take mine neat.”

			Without smiling, she passed me a glass and sat down, staring straight ahead, looking lost. I remained standing. Then she turned her gaze to me. “My husband’s having an affair.” The chill in her voice would have impressed a polar bear, even a cynical one.

			I waited, ever the cynical polar bear.

			“At least I’m pretty sure of it,” she continued. She didn’t sound sure. Or at least, like she didn’t want to be sure.

			I waited some more. I find it’s better sometimes to say nothing. It unnerves people and they occasionally reveal truths they hadn’t intended to.

			“I don’t think it’s jealousy. I . . . I’ve found receipts for hotel rooms, dresses, jewelry, stuff like that.” She seemed to be warming up now. “And sometimes the phone rings but there’s no one there . . .”

			“Go on,” I coaxed.

			She looked away, drawing smoke into her lungs with less pretense, more like the desperate drags of the nicotine addict. “I want to hire you to help me.”

			“Help you what?”

			“I want a divorce. I need someone to get evidence for me so I can get a decent settlement.”

			“Sounds like you’ve got evidence. Why don’t you just get a lawyer?”

			“I haven’t . . . that is, I don’t think what I’ve got now is enough to go on. Besides, my husband’s a lawyer, and he knows everybody in town.”

			Ah. I knew I recognized Carmen’s last name. A recent case in the papers, a civil rights case with a lawyer named Sloan. I could look it up later. “Then hire someone from out of town.”

			“I can’t do that.”

			“Can’t? Or don’t want to?”

			“All right. Don’t want to.”

			“Well, he must have enemies. All good lawyers have enemies. Find someone he screwed over. I’m sure they’d jump at the chance to get even.”

			“I don’t want to do that either. The thing is, I don’t want anyone to know about this until I have more proof.”

			I had to laugh.

			“Don’t laugh at me!” she flashed.

			“I’m not laughing at you,” I said softly. “It sounds more like you’re not sure if he’s being unfaithful and want me to find out.”

			She looked away. “Yes. Something like that.” She stood up and paced for a moment before flopping on the settee. While she lit another cigarette, I looked around at the place. Nice, I guess, if you like that kind of stuff. Probably decorated by a fancy-name designer who had charged a fancy price so that Sloan’s friends could admire his tastefully designed living room along with his tastefully designed wife.

			A high-beamed ceiling canopied a collection of mission-style furniture squatting on carpets with jagged, Southwestern Native American patterns. Equally Southwestern and Native American paintings hung on the walls. Musta come with a fancy price. The faint scent of oranges drifted through an enormous bay window that opened onto a large yard with a swimming pool and a garden. Trees rimmed the edge of the property, blocking off any view of the canyon behind. A wall of privacy.

			To keep people out, or in?

			I tugged my collar and imagined sitting in the shade of the trees. Far off, the air conditioning rumbled.

			The only thing that seemed remotely out of place was a large oil painting above the mantelpiece. I walked over to look at it, keeping an eye on her as I did so. She kept her eyes on me too, watching my every move, her cheeks flushed.

			The painting itself seemed too amateurish to be hanging in this room. Clearly executed by someone who had studied Cubism. Someone who had studied but not mastered it. The picture featured the fractured, multiple perspectives and geometric forms so common to the school but they lacked the simplicity or elegance seen in Picasso’s works. Well done, but not great. From what I could tell, the subject was a nude woman, fragments of her body separated and embedded in various elements of modern life such as bedrooms, cafes, cars, buildings, traffic lights, and so forth. It had the charm so common to amateur paintings but still clashed with the rest of the furnishings. Curious, I searched the lower-right corner for a signature and to my surprise, saw the name Carmen painted there in a style reminiscent of Picasso’s own signature.

			I turned back to study Carmen Sloan and she looked away. I’d pegged her as a trophy wife, but maybe I hadn’t done her justice. She didn’t wear a wedding ring. The painting on the wall reflected aspects of her that were not readily apparent on my first superficial examination. True, she had that kind of “pretty” that trophy wives have, but beneath that, hmmm! Mocha skin and large, dark eyes, wide set like Britney Spears. Her hair started out black and faded to blonde.

			Two feelings about her wrestled with each other: an attraction and urge to rescue her. That meant trouble. And plenty of it.

			In a former life, I’d learned the hard way that when a gal started making me feel like rescuing her, it usually meant that she had some tough problems that would soon become my problems. I looked at the picture again. A troubled hand had painted it. I thought about asking Carmen what it meant but realized that would be falling back into old habits. Somewhat bitter, I decided to change tack and play the wise father confessor. “Mrs. Sloan?”

			“Call me Carmen.”

			“No.”

			“Okay.”

			“I think I’ve got a pretty good idea what’s going on here. You’re what, thirty?”

			She nodded.

			“And your husband, he’s, what, forty?”

			“Thirty-eight.”

			“You married him young. Maybe you wanted to get out of the house? He made you promises no one had made before. He could give you things you had always wanted.”

			She nodded again.

			“He made you sign a prenup, right?”

			“How did you know?” Her eyebrows shot up and her eyes widened.

			“I’ve been doing this for a while Mrs. Sloan.”

			“Call me Carmen.”

			“No.”

			She sank back on the settee, somewhat deflated.

			“So you married him and he gave you everything you wanted, but he wasn’t there for you emotionally. And then you realized he wasn’t such a nice guy, that he had become bored with you, and that you had become just another ornament in his ornamental life.”

			Sullen and glazed, she nodded dully as I continued. “Sure, he gave you everything you wanted, gave you plenty of money, but that’s never enough. He spent less and less time at home, showed less interest in being with you, started going on more business trips. Then you started noticing suspicious things.”

			She fumbled with her gold-plated cigarette case but said nothing.

			Now for the zinger. “What part of the OC are you from?” I asked.

			She started, almost dropping the case, but then she set it down on the coffee tablet, flushing. “How did you know that?”

			“Lucky guess.”

			Actually not. It’s just that good-looking girls from not-as-ritzy-as-Newport Beach towns in Orange County always marry well-heeled lawyers from Beverly Hills. They think the high life will fill the void. It never does. They think their husbands will be faithful. They never are. They become depressed. Then they call me.

			I could have told her all that, but it would have just made her feel bad. Even before she said it, I knew she would answer my question with something like Santa Ana, Costa Mesa, or Seal Beach, or from one of the good—

			“—one of the good parts of Huntington Beach,” she said.

			“Nice town.”

			“Yeah, sure, I guess. I couldn’t wait to leave.”

			“That why you married him?”

			She didn’t answer, the pain on her face eloquent enough. She lighted another cigarette, stood, and walked to the front windows. Two robins fought over something on the lawn. A scrap of food. A female. Territory. Who knew? She watched them for a moment before turning back to stare at me, saying nothing, her expression inscrutable.

			“Look, Mrs. Sloan,” I said. “I’ll take the case. I can help you. If you want references, here are a couple that should ease your mind about trusting me.” I handed her a card.

			She perused the card then looked up at me, hope in her eyes.

			“I’ll take your case, but on one condition.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I’m gonna watch your husband to see if he’s cheating on you. If he is, I’ll get proof. If he’s not, at least you’ll know. And that’s all I’m gonna do.”

			“That’s all I want.”

			“Is it?”

			“What are you saying?”

			“It’s happened before that when a gal says she wants me to help her get a divorce what she really wants is for me to get her life straight for her.”

			She flushed. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			I smiled inwardly. She probably didn’t. It didn’t make any difference. I knew I was right. “Anyway, I’ll need a picture of your husband—what’s his first name, by the way?”

			“Lamont.”

			“Okay. And his work address and number would be helpful.”

			She fetched a silver case from the sideboard and handed me one of his cards. Nothing remarkable about it: Lamont Sloan, Attorney at Law, Wilshire Boulevard.

			I could picture him now with his slicked-back hair, cruising along in a silver current-model Black Forest sports car complete with leather accessories and tinted windows. I hated him already. “My retainer’s two grand. I charge five hundred a day plus expenses. Also, a copy of your phone bill and those receipts you were telling me about would be useful.”

			Without hesitation, she fetched a Louis Vuitton purse from one of the end tables, opened her wallet, and handed me twenty one-hundred-dollar bills as if they were Monopoly money, counting them out with the precision of a bank teller. It never ceases to amaze me how free people are with other people’s cash.

			She then dug a manila folder from the purse and handed it to me silently. I glanced inside to find photocopies of bills, receipts, and so on. Well prepared. I looked up to thank her and she twirled away, stirring her perfume in the air.

			Subtle. Very subtle. She impressed me again. Twice in one day. Not bad.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Traffic sucked. A noisy, angry stream of people who hated each other simply for existing moving in jerking fits and stops. They don’t understand why and they don’t care. They just want to get home or to work or somewhere—anywhere. Most of ’em can’t even see the cities they live in, their houses, or their apartments, through the dirty haze. I hate L.A. Jack Kerouac once called it the loneliest and most brutal city in America.

			Los Angeles. The City of Angels, a beauty parlor at the end of the universe, paradise with a lobotomy, a bright and glitzy place. Today’s weather forecast: smoggy.

			The silver lining, my first micromance of the day. You know what a micromance is, right? When you see an attractive person somewhere and you don’t get the chance to spend more than a few seconds admiring them. They make eye contact and seem to find you attractive as well. But then you both go about your day and you realize you’ll never see each other again. It happens when two people lock gazes from different trains moving apart, pass on the street, or—most commonly in L.A.—peer voyeuristically into one another’s cars.

			In this case, my micromance involved two stunning Asians in a canary yellow Porsche coupe stopped briefly in the stalled traffic. Neither looked older than twenty, but the car, idling with a hypnotic thrum, looked to cost plenty. They both had straight coal-black hair, one cut in a short bob, the other wearing it well below her shoulders. They met my gaze and I smiled. They rewarded me with two dazzling smiles in return.

			Then the one in the passenger seat rolled down her window. I rolled down mine.

			“Hey cutie!” she chirped in an accent I couldn’t place.

			“Hey gorgeous!” I chirruped back.

			“Where you headed?”

			“On my way to work. You?”

			“We’re going clubbing!”

			“At one in the afternoon?”

			“We know where to go!”

			“Nice!”

			“You wanna go with us?” she teased.

			Although sorely tempted, they were way too young for me. “Sorry,” I replied, “but I got a girlfriend and I gotta get to work.”

			“Oh, that’s too bad,” she pouted. Then she reached down somewhere down by her feet and produced a rose. She handed it across to me. “To remember us!” She flashed another winning smile.

			“Oh, I couldn’t forget you two,” I flirted back.

			“Bye now!” she drawled, rolling up the window.

			Ignoring the honking behind me, I changed lanes to get off at my exit and felt a micropang of sadness. I rolled up my window, inhaling the heady scent of the rose. I set it down carefully on the passenger seat, pricking my finger. I sucked at the cut, tasting blood, vaguely disappointed in myself, wondering if I should have joined them after all. My finger throbbed. Well, that’s love for you, I thought.

			The day burned hotter than I had expected, and a blanket of heat had steamed in through the open window. The AC soon cooled me back down, but I could tell we were in for an inferno. The kind of day that makes women swoon and men kill each other. I didn’t plan on getting killed or killing anyone though, and I’d already made the cute Asian girls swoon, so I guided the sensible maroon sedan—hereafter, SMS—back to Old Town Pasadena and descended to the subterranean garage that lay like a mournful afterthought beneath my Mediterranean apartment complex. Cool and quiet here.

			As I rode the elevator to the third floor, yawning and assessing myself in the mirrored wall, my mobile phone vibrated against my right hip. “Hello, Josh” I said, frantically fumbling for the volume. Caller ID’s a wonderful thing.

			Josh bellowed my name before I could adjust the sound level, so I held the phone away from my ear until I could turn it down.  “I know you’re across town, Josh, but we’re using this wonderful invention, the telephone. No need to shout. I can hear you just fine.”

			 “Sorry Digger, it’s just that I’ve got something here I didn’t want to sit on.”

			“What? A Whoopee Cushion?”

			“Ha ha!” he roared again. “No, something that might interest you.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yeah. How soon can you get down here?”

			“Oh, I dunno.” I checked my watch. “If I leave before three, I should miss the traffic.” Untrue, of course. There’s always traffic. “How about fourish?”

			“Great!”

			I moved the phone a few inches away from my ear. “See you.”

			My apartment. My oasis. Cool and dark. I turned on a lamp but didn’t open the shades to the balcony. Maybe later. The mail contained the usual things you see in a bachelor’s post: offers to refinance my house (which I no longer owned); offers for free samples of medication (Viagra, which I definitely didn’t need); the latest Franklin Library selection (Cry the Beloved Country, by Alan Paton); credit cards (“unlimited miles!”); and, of course, a letter from my attorney, asking for monthly payment.

			An old friend named Singleton Webb had sent a post-card from Crete, an island off the coast of Greece. Quite beautiful. I needed more tropical vacations. For a moment, I hated him for having gone to such a nice place.

			I peered inside the fridge only to find the usual thing you see in a bachelor’s fridge: film. I turned on my excellent stereo, the sole remnant of a former life. Renée Fleming’s sultry voice coiled through the apartment like smoke. Very soothing. I thought about Carmen Sloan’s perfume. Then I thought about her legs. Then I thought, I’m thinking a little too much about a client in the wrong way.

			She needed help, that’s for sure. She didn’t need a private detective; she needed a shrink. Still, when a problem has legs like that, a guy could use a drink. I got a glass of ginger ale and bitters and cursed my genetic inability to stomach booze like the tough detectives in books.

			I then ruminated on my genes. My father. Sometimes I wondered what kind of guy he had been. I’d never met him. He’d never tried to contact me so I returned the favor. My mother, an Irish beauty of a bygone era, had fallen for him when they were both at UC Berkeley.

			He vanished like one of his ancestral swamis when he found out he had, well, you know, I guess, knocked her up. Only I don’t like to think about my mother that way. She said she never knew where he went. Maybe. Either way, all she got was a “Dear Molly” letter and all I got was semi-dark skin and hunter-green eyes that had been described as everything from “haunting” to “haunted” to “the masked trap door to that vile darkness of your infernal soul.”

			The latter made me give up dating English majors in college. I don’t mind being criticized as long as I understand the words.

			The answering machine blinked insistently, so I pressed the “play” button to humor it. A message from my attorney’s secretary, reminding me pleasantly about my monthly payment, “in case you didn’t get our correspondence.” Subtle as a flying hatchet, my lawyer, and with all the unctuous charm of a used condom. But a good attorney. Well, maybe not that good. I still paid alimony. A message from the apartment manager about a termite inspection. One from my dear mother, asking me to call her back right away because she had something very important to tell me. I groaned. No way could I talk to Mom right now. I flopped down on the couch and nursed my drink, trying to feel like the tough guy I clearly wasn’t.

			After a few minutes of idleness, I jumped into the shower to wash off several layers of Los Angeles and put on fresh clothes. I dressed lighter and more casually this time but still nice. After all, I was going to see one of L.A.’s finest. But not fine enough to warrant a dress shirt.

			I nosed the SMS down the 110, traffic moving pretty good until I hit the 5, a lousy, crummy, steaming cesspool of a parking lot. Fortunately, with the windows up and the AC on, I couldn’t hear the rumble of the cars around me. I turned on the radio and the cheery if dulcet tones of Jim Ladd, DJ on KLOS—“We lost our minds for a moment but we’re okay now!”—wafted through the speakers. “And now an oldie but goodie from 1982 by Prince! A song whose time has finally come. You know they’ll be shouting this one from the rooftops on New Year’s Eve!”

			As the thundering drums and syrupy synths of Prince’s catchy song pounded hypnotically into my brain, I glanced around, hoping to catch the eye of a cute girl and maybe even be rewarded with a smile. But everyone else looked either as bored as I felt or inanimate. Clearly the freeway was not the way to go today. I knew a few surface street shortcuts, so I pulled off. Fifteen minutes later, I parked in the visitor’s lot of the LAPD substation on San Pedro Avenue. A few minutes after that, I sat enjoying the cool half-darkness of Josh’s office, my salmon pink golfing shirt sticking to me like a second skin.

			Josh was an angular man with irregular angles. His iron-spiked hair shot off in more directions than a drunken pastor’s sermon, and none of his limbs looked like they had formed as part of a matched set. His piercing French blue eyes bore through me, making me feel vaguely guilty. His smile could charm snakes.

			This outside awkwardness couldn’t have been a more deceptive reflection of the inner man, one of the most generous people I knew. I trusted him completely. Well, as much as I trust anyone.

			Not a helluva lot.

			“Digger! You look like hell,” Josh boomed, his voice as loud in person as on the phone.

			“Thanks. I fractured my left nipple in a freak yogurt-eating contest accident.”

			“I don’t even know what that means,” he laughed.

			“Never mind. You look like you got up early this morning to fight the forces of evil threatening the law-abiding denizens of our fair city,” I scoffed.

			He rolled his eyes. “Always the wise guy. Anyway, I’ve got something for you,” he said. “S’right up your alley.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yeah. You remember Eddie Blake, who used to be in homicide?” He watched me closely, his gaze not wavering.

			“The short guy with the limp?” I countered, watching him just as closely.

			“That’s the one. Anyway, he got out of the service and went private, like you.”

			“Okay. What about him?” I asked.

			“Well, it seems he kind of specializes, and he doesn’t handle everything that comes his way. We were talking the other day and he asked me if I knew anyone who might be interested in a case not in his line. I thought of you, but figured I should ask before I told him yes or no. So I just told him I’d get back to him. He told me a little about the case. If you’re interested.”

			“Hmmm. I’m already working on a case now.”

			“Really?” He stared even more intently.

			“Yeah.”

			He cocked his head and spread his hands as if to ask, what about?

			“Sorry. Boring, private, matrimonial work.”

			He raised his eyebrows. “I thought you’d given up that kind of work. I mean, after, um . . .” he trailed off awkwardly.

			I picked up a paper clip off his desk and unbent it.

			“Yeah, I had, but . . .”

			He waited.

			“But, I dunno, there was something about this case,” I concluded, lamely.

			“Something with a firm ass and a nice rack, I’ll bet!” he laughed. “Digger, you son-of-a-bitch!” He shook his head. “You’ll never learn, will you?”

			“Actually, there’s a nice backside in the picture, but I’m more interested in her husband.”

			He shook his head again, “Yeah, yeah. I know, but really . . . isn’t there something in your personal code that says you never screw your clients?”

			“First of all, he’s not my client, she is. And secondly, I’m not gonna screw her. But yes, that’s my code of ethics, such as it is.”

			“Ahhh.” Josh watched me mangle another of his paperclips. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to . . . you know.”

			“Don’t worry about it. Good to hear it unsanitized.” The words came out more sarcastically than I intended them.

			He smiled. “Okay.”

			“Anyway, I usually work on only one case at a time.”

			“I know, I know. Well, lemme tell you about it, then you can decide.”

			“Okay. I’m game.”

			He poured himself a cola and poured me a glass of ginger ale. He didn’t have any bitters. Still, it’s always nice when your friends remember your shortcomings and preferences. In fact, I think we usually like people because we can tolerate their faults rather than because of their good points.

			After handing me my drink, he sat down and sipped his cola for a moment. “What do you know about finding lost people?”

			“Depends upon how lost they are and how much I want to find them.”

			He smiled. “And how much they want to be found.”

			I nodded.

			“This case did go through missing persons, but they came up with nada. The guy’s name is, uh, um . . .” He flipped through some notes on his desk, pulling out a slip of paper. “Noakes, Alfie Noakes. N-O-A-K-E-S. Anyway, somebody approached Blake on the outside wanting to find this Noakes, and Blake told them he would think about it.”

			“Who?”

			“I dunno. I didn’t ask.”

			“Why not?”

			“I dunno. I just got this feeling he didn’t want me to.” He shrugged.

			“Hmmm. What about missing persons. Who reported him lost?”

			“Sorry, Digger. I don’t know that either.”

			“Just a wealth of information, aren’t you?”

			Josh laughed and leaned back in his chair, downing more of his cola. “Well, I may not know much, but I do know that they promised to pay well.”

			I cocked my head.

			“A little extra goes a long way, huh, Digger?”

			I had to smile. “How did you know that I was, well, a little hard up?”

			He tried to look sly, which was impossible with his bushy eyebrows and fleshy jowls. Instead, he ended up looking constipated. “We have our ways of knowing, Digger. We have our ways. And when I hear a friend’s down and out, I like to help.”

			I couldn’t dispute that. I mean, I wasn’t behind on the rent or anything, but my standard of living had dipped below what I would have liked. I thought about it a bit more and figured I could always check out this missing person case and start on it when I was done with Carmen Sloan. I mean, Carmen Sloan’s case. Of course, that’s what I mean. Right. Anyway, that wouldn’t take more than a week or so, and it didn’t seem like the lost man would get any more lost.

			It couldn’t hurt to check it out.

			“All right,” I said. “What’s Blake’s number?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Later that evening, I pulled up in front of a small stucco, Spanish-style home in the Bungalow Heaven neighborhood to pick up my girlfriend, Belle. I liked her place. It was nestled between two much larger houses like someone’s kid brother but much more elegant than the MacMansions looming on either side. Bungalow Heaven was starting to become as much of a myth as the more famous one.

			Actually, girlfriend might not be an accurate term. Mine, not hers. Crazy about her, even though she could be a nuisance at times. She liked me too but had steadfastly resisted becoming exclusive, saying she liked her freedom. I knew she saw other guys but it didn’t matter to me, and I didn’t see other women. Not my style. I had showered—again—and dressed up rather smartly in khakis and a sky-blue, button-down shirt. No tie though. I hate ties. She had a cat called Schrodinger, but I had never seen it and didn’t even know if it existed.

			An adorable little blonde opened the door the instant I pressed the bell, and before I could react, she threw her arms around my neck and kissed me. I kissed back.

			“Digger!”

			“Belle!”

			She eyed me thoughtfully. “What have you been around to today?”

			“Nothing. Why?” I suppressed a smile at her odd word choice.

			“Hmm.” She tilted her head to one side and squinted at me. “You’re on top of a case, aren’t you?”

			I laughed as much out of surprise as at her unusual phrasing. “How did you know?”

			“You’ve got that faraway look in your eyes that you get when you’re on top of a case.”

			Well, on top of two cases, but I admired her powers of deduction. “Yes, you’re right. You’re very clever. I’m on top of a case. Can we go eat? I’m starved.”

			“Ha ha! Yeah, right. Okay. Gimme a minute.”

			I made to follow her into the house but as soon as I stepped over the threshold, she stopped me with a hand on my chest. She kissed me again. “You can’t come in. I’m on my cycle.”

			“That’s just as well. You know the sight of blood makes me queasy.”

			She laughed.

			I searched for a compliment. “Your skin looks radiant!”

			“I just exfoliated.”

			“Oh,” I said, deflated.

			She laughed again. “Back in a minute!”

			I watched her trip lightly down the hallway and disappear into her bedroom, doing god knows what. One of those subtle things that women have to do before they leave the house but that remains a mystery to men. In my experience, it’s best not to try to figure out what they’re up to. You wouldn’t understand it anyway. I peered around in the dim light looking for Schrodinger, but as usual, he was nowhere to be found.

			She bounced back from the bedroom and my heart sped up a bit. Cute but annoying. She came from some wealthy family in Spain, or more precisely, Barcelona. A word to the wise: Catalonians do not consider themselves Spanish. I made that mistaken assumption. Once. Anyway, she had come to the US as a young woman to study at Yale and eventually wound up on the faculty at UCLA as a professor of chemistry. I liked to think she and I had good chemistry but it might have been just her. She had a very sweet accent that most people were unable to place because she had lived in the States for so long and spoke excellent English—apart from some quirks. She had only a few flaws. One, she was very talkative, which I don’t like. The other, she was a kleptomaniac, which for some reason didn’t bother me much. Go figure.

			She wore a beautiful dress the color of wet flowerpots with a white, flowing, see-through scarf and open-toed sandals. She looked stunning. Suddenly, I found myself rethinking my choice of evening dress. I shoulda upped my game. I worried about the SMS as well, wondering if all that gorgeousness might melt into a droopy puddle at the sight of it. Maybe one of these days I should get myself a cool convertible. But the SMS and I had been through a lot together. Anyway, we weren’t going anywhere fancy. I opened the passenger side door for her. She liked my Old-World charm.

			As I said before, she could be annoying but only because she talked incessantly. As we drove to the restaurant through the early evening traffic—bad, but not as bad as rush hour—she told me about some recent discovery in molecular biology. Even though only half-listening, entranced by her perfume, I caught most of what she said. I also noticed out of the corner of my eye she had palmed my Chapstick and eased it into her purse.

			“I thought you were a chemist. Why this sudden interest in molecular biology?” I inquired.

			“Oh, novio!” she said, punching me lightly on the shoulder. “You know that as an undergraduate I examined biology!”

			“Of course,” I slapped my forehead. “How could I forget?”

			She laughed and took my hand. “You’re so cute!”

			I kissed her hand.

			A few minutes later, we pulled up at one of our favorite joints, Casablanca, a Moroccan restaurant.

			Even though I had made reservations, we waited for a table in the packed and noisy entrance. In the dimly lit, hazy interior, ghostly shapes in the form of servers and belly dancers flitted before my eyes. From hidden speakers, the seductive tones of the oud, kamenjah, and qanun, swirled around us. My mouth started watering as the scent of cinnamon, cumin, turmeric, ginger, paprika, cloves, fennel, and nutmeg enveloped us. Belle put her arm around me and warmed me up even more by nestling her face into my neck and kissing it.

			She periodically grabbed soft mints from a glass bowl and stuffed them in my mouth, knowing that I can get hangry.

			Eventually, a diminutive server—after glaring pointedly to the empty mint dish—led us to a table near the kitchen. Still noisy, but at least we could hear each other.

			“So novio, are you going to tell me about this case?” Belle asked.

			“Why do you want to know?”

			We sipped at sweet drinks of some unknown variety.

			“Well, if it’s a cute guy, I’ll be interested in meeting him,” she teased.

			“Okay.”

			“And if it’s a pretty girl, I’ll be jealous.”

			“You never get jealous!”

			“That’s beside the point.”

			She smiled her beautiful smile as she slipped a fork from her set of silverware. It disappeared beneath the table.

			“Okay, honey. If you think you can contain your insane jealousy.” I told her about my encounter with Carmen Sloan but not my meeting with Josh. I figured one case was all she could handle at this point. Hell, it was all I could handle.

			She tapped her teeth with her fingernail, her habit when thinking. Finally, she nodded. “That woman’s lying to you.”

			“Lying? How do you know?”

			“Novio, a woman knows when her man’s cheating on her. She doesn’t hire someone like you to find out for her.”

			“Then why hire me?”

			“I don’t know. Did she see a picture of you before you met? That would explain it.”

			“Ha ha. No, she didn’t. Not that I know of.”

			“And a lot of the other things she told you were lies too.”

			“Oh, really? Like what?”

			“That she doesn’t know any lawyers to hire. Lawyers’ wives mingle only with other lawyers’ wives. It’s a completed circle.”

			“A completed circle, eh?”

			“Yes. That woman’s dangerous and she’s not telling you the truth. Not any of it.”

			“I see.” I pondered this. “But I can’t just confront her.”

			“Oh, you won’t have to. Eventually what she really wants will come out. How did she find out about you?”

			“A lawyer friend of mine named Bernie.”

			“Oh, okay.”

			“Why?”

			“Just . . . oh, nothing.”

			I shrugged.

			“Be careful with this woman, novio. She sounds devious.” She pronounced the last word as if it had about ten syllables.

			“Okay. I promise.”

			We were interrupted by one of the belly dancers who tried to pull me up to dance with her. I glanced at Belle. She just laughed and nodded. I gave in, allowing the girl to drag me out onto her dance floor.

			It was wiggly and I was mortified to find my body contorting into all manner of postures it wasn’t used to being in. Belle laughed the whole time.

			She was still laughing when the belly dancer liberated me to return to the table and our food, which the server had brought while the belly dancer embarrassed me.

			“Oh, novio!” Belle laughed, tears streaming down her face. “That was precious!”

			I had to smile. “I wish there had been more dancing and less belly.”

			Later, while driving her home, she leaned against me and said, “let’s go back to your place.”

			“I thought you were on your period?”

			“That’s okay.”

			I smiled inwardly as I turned to head home. Okay by me.

			When I woke up the next morning, she had disappeared—along with my toaster.
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