













PRAISE FOR THE NINA ZERO NOVELS

Burning Garbo


“Zero’s is such a sad, funny, companionable voice, and Eversz’s L.A. is a noir-lover’s neon dream…. What’s most compelling in Burning Garbo is the way character, whether remaining constant or changing, both drives the story and is itself a kind of metabolizing, breathing organism … Eversz’s other main character, of course, is the city of Los Angeles, about which nobody writing today is as sweetly lethal.”

—The Washington Post




“With plenty of celebrity satire and an ending that confounds expectations, this is a rollicking ride.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Eversz has a superb sense of place that’s perfectly matched by his plotting and characterization in a book with action and psychological depth. Burning Garbo is rich, rewarding crime fiction by an author who should be much better known.”

—Detroit Free Press




“Good supporting characters, realistic depictions of Southern California and Arizona and bump-to-jump fast plotting. A fun read.”

—Austin American-Statesman




“Eversz is good, wickedly good.”

—About.com




“(Nina Zero) comes across as the pissed-off, trouble-prone love child of Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe and Joan Jett. Or is it Chrissie Hynde? Or, maybe, Courtney Love? Well, whoever her mother is, Nina can probably kick your ass. At least, verbally.”

—January Magazine




“Celebrities, cameras, guns, death by wildfire and toothless big dogs. Who could ask for more?”

—Arizona Daily Star




“The action is nonstop, the Los Angeles images spot on, and the mood evocative of the noir classics that defined the early great L.A. crime novels.”

—BookPage




“Eversz keeps delivering deft noir touches and explosive action throughout this latest entry in the tough-girl Nina Zero series.”

—Booklist




“Zero is a fine character, someone who has definitely had the cards stacked against her in life, but who never gives up the good fight…. A fun read.”

—San Jose Mercury News



Killing Paparazzi


“A wonderful fictional voice … Eversz’s considerable talent infuses this terrific thriller with tension and feeling, and will leave readers wanting more of Nina Zero.”

—The Washington Post Book World




“[A] street-smart, razor-sharp combination of crime fiction and Southern California social commentary.”

—Los Angeles Times




“Zero is a convincing ex-con … Eversz, who can plot up a storm, makes sure there’s a chuckle or at least a grin on almost every page.”

—Chicago Tribune




“Nina Zero is a delicious invention …”

—St. Petersburg Times



Shooting Elvis


“A feverishly hip satire of the Hollywood zeitgeist … With his slick style and cheeky cynicism, Eversz is already an expert at setting heads to spinning.”

—The New York Times




Whip smart … An exciting and daringly original book.”

—The Boston Globe
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We began to congregate on street corners
at night, Santa Monica and La Brea,
to erect searchlights
and marquees announcing premieres
for which there were no films.
We looked upward

as if what had been taken from us
were somehow etched in starlight above
their sacred city. We began
to chant, demanding their return—
to learn, for once, the meaning
of their desperate, flagrant love.

—GERALD COSTANZO, from “Dinosaurs of the Hollywood Delta”
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On the morning of my thirtieth birthday I scaled the hills above the Malibu estate of a movie star who hadn’t been seen in public for the last decade. I hiked in jeans and a T-shirt, my camera equipment packed into a bag on my back. The late-October sun burned over my shoulder and the resinous perfume of coastal sage plumed into the air as I kicked through the brush. I had been trying to get a tabloid-worthy photograph of Angela Doubleday for three days, commissioned by the editor of Scandal Times to coincide with the tenth anniversary of the death of a stalker killed in her arms.

Midway up the hill I paused to plot a course to an outcrop of rock above the estate. The rock, worn sandstone jutting from the chaparral, would serve as the paparazza’s equivalent of a duck blind, concealing me while I waited out the shot. Doubleday was not an easy woman to photograph. Years of self-imposed exile had honed her skills at seclusion. She may have left the house once during the three days I tracked her, ferried to Beverly Hills in the back of a stretch Cadillac driven by a liveried chauffeur. The passenger windows were smoked and the limousine cruised the streets of Beverly Hills without once pulling to the curb. The chauffeur could have been transporting a flock of parrots and I wouldn’t have known the difference.

I hiked to the rock briskly enough to work up a sweat, aware that I’d be sitting for the remainder of the afternoon. Celebrity stake-outs demand hours of idleness and solitude, valuable job skills I acquired at California Institute for Women. I’ve learned to take my exercise when I can. I unpacked the Nikon and glanced through the viewfinder. Cypress trees had been grown at the back of the estate to screen the pool and house from the view of jackrabbits, coyotes, lost hikers, and the occasional enterprising paparazza with a telephoto lens. I crouched beside the rock and attached the longest lens I owned, a five-hundred-millimeter beast the size of a rhinoceros horn. The cypress trees spired yellow-brown against the blue horizon, struck by a drought or blight that had stripped the needles near the trunk. I lined up my shot through a gap in the branches, focusing on a set of French doors that opened to the pool. I waited, a dry Santa Ana wind whipping at the tendrils of my hair. Though I sometimes had moral qualms about shooting people who didn’t want to be shot, I was happy in my work. Six months earlier, the California Department of Corrections had paroled me four years into a seven-year fall for manslaughter. Nobody in my family spoke to me. I had associates, but no one I’d call up just to say hello. I was good at my job, and in the absence of any sustaining human relationships, that was good enough.

I pulled from my camera bag the Leonard Maltin biography of the woman I’d been hired to shoot and passed the time reading, my eye routinely flicking up to glance through the lens. Angela Doubleday made her first film appearance in a 1970s James Bond movie, playing a Las Vegas showgirl. The role was not coincidental. She had strutted the Vegas stage since the age of eighteen, wearing an elaborately stitched headdress of the Eiffel Tower and little else. A casting director noticed that her figure stuck out a little more here, tucked in a little more there. The two million men who bought the issue of Playboy featuring her that year noticed it, too. In the early 1960s, she might have been molded into a Marilyn Monroe—style sex icon, but by the ’70s women whose figures seemed pumped by an air hose were looked up to only in automobile garages, truck stops, and other shrines to the pneumatic female. She was young enough to pattern herself with the changing times and did. She grew her hair long and straight, dispensed with bra and cosmetics, and rather than emulate the bleached-blond bimbos of the past, she portrayed a spaced-out hippie chick, which in retrospect was still a bimbo, just one redefined by the tastes of a different era.

An hour after I began my vigil an unfamiliar figure breached the French doors behind the pool. The man’s zinc-colored hair marked him on the far side of fifty—or so I thought until I focused on his face. It wasn’t a bad-looking face, the lips full and the nose prominent, like the nose on the bust of a Roman senator, but the skin at his cheekbones pulled with the tautness of youth, and a single, manly crease marked his brow. Save for that crease, his face looked as smooth as a swept sidewalk. That alone was not proof of anything, not since L.A.’s seekers of eternal youth discovered Botox, a neurotoxin that when injected into the face paralyzes the muscles and as a side effect erases nearly every wrinkle from the skin. You can’t accurately judge anyone’s age in L.A. anymore, not from the neck up, not unless you put a gun to their head, tell them to wrinkle their brow. Those on Botox can’t.

I dipped the lens to check out his moccasin-style loafers, Gap khakis, and striped polo. He glanced over his shoulder, perhaps at somebody in the house, then stared intently up the hill. I fought the impulse to duck behind the brush. The point of his gaze struck above me, near the crest. I’d staked out enough celebrities to know that movement attracts the eye. I knew enough to sit perfectly still, except for the twitch of my finger on the shutter release. Maybe I was looking at Doubleday’s lover. Maybe he was the pool man. Maybe he’d turn out to be both. Only the collective imagination of Scandal Times would know for sure. The reflection of the pool in the glass shimmered when he slammed the French doors. I waited a few minutes for him to return. He didn’t. I propped the Maltin biography on my knee and turned to the next chapter.

Had Angela Doubleday continued to play a spaced-out hippie she would have finished in a one-bedroom apartment far from the studios and not on a two-acre estate in Malibu. The defining moment in her career came when the director Sidney Lumet cast her in the role of Anna, the voracious young wife in Eugene O’Neill’s Desire Under the Elms. Doubleday played Anna like a cornered lioness. The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences likes nothing more than a surprise turn by one of its stars and gave her the nod for the first of four Academy Award nominations, the last for a low-budget independent production in which she portrayed an aging Las Vegas showgirl battling drug and alcohol addiction.

The stalker attacked on the night she celebrated her nomination. He broke through a security barrier outside Spago in Beverly Hills and slashed a guard with his penknife. The stalker had been following her for two months. Something glinted in his raised hand as he charged forward. Everybody swore it was the knife. An off-duty cop shot him. The stalker grabbed the bodice of Doubleday’s dress as he fell. He weighed no more than 130 pounds and was mortally wounded but gripped her so fiercely they sprawled together to the ground. The bullet had clipped his aorta. He bled to death in seconds. When the guards peeled him away they found a doll in the hand where the knife should have been. The doll was dressed and painted to look like Angela Doubleday. In the note pinned to the doll’s dress he wrote that he intended to give it to her.

I put my eye to the viewfinder again and panned from the house to the sea, where the stiff offshore breeze whipped a flotilla of catamarans and windsurfers beyond the wave break. For a moment the real world vanished. Only the image existed, bright and beautifully distant, the four corners of the viewfinder framing the world into a coherency I found lacking to the naked eye. A crack of brush behind me pulled my face from the camera. A man crashed through the chaparral on the opposite side of the rock, charging down the hill at such speed that when he glimpsed me in passing and tried to stop he skidded ten yards into a clump of sage. I yanked the five-hundred and inserted a fifty-millimeter lens, not thinking much about him at the moment except that he was too close for the telephoto. The man had a wild and winded look, one hand grabbing the sage for balance and the other hidden behind his back as he stared at me, wide-eyed and panting. I didn’t confuse him for a day hiker, not after glancing at his corduroy pants and slick-soled loafers. I lifted the viewfinder and focused on his face. He didn’t look too happy about the camera. A four-day growth stubbled his jaw, which was the style of the moment, combined with black hair gelled back in thick grooves. His eyes were a bright, psychopathic blue. I figured him for a bodyguard, someone hired to keep creeps like me away from Angela Doubleday.

I took the shot.

He released his hold on the sage to climb up to me but the soles of his loafers wouldn’t hold on the hardpan and he slipped to one knee.

I took that shot, too.

He pushed off the ground, slung a pistol from behind his belt, and told me to give him the camera. He didn’t bother to point the pistol at me, as though I’d drop dead at the mere sight of one. I lowered the Nikon, let him see my face. I have a nice face. Some men find me attractive, particularly ones who don’t expect a woman to look like a Barbie doll, unless it’s one who dresses in black, wears a nose stud, and can do a hundred push-ups in less than three minutes. I’ve done time, and when someone tells me to do something I don’t want to do, I’ve learned how to make my face a hard place to look at. I moved my lips carefully, in case he was slow to understand things. I said, “No.”

He took two nervous steps uphill, afraid of falling. “Look, I don’t have time to fuck around.”

“Then leave,” I said.

He inched up the hill again, dug the heel of his downhill foot into the dirt, and pointed the pistol at me street-punk style, one-handed, the grip parallel to the ground. Instinctively, I raised the viewfinder to my eye, as though the magic prism of the lens would shield me from a bullet. Aggressive bodyguards are one of the hazards of my job. I asked, “What are you going to do, shoot me?”

I watched his finger tighten around the trigger, a movement simultaneous to my own finger pressing against the shutter release. A thought rimmed my mind as we waited for each other to shoot. If he actually did pull the trigger and I caught the flash of the muzzle as the bullet fired I’d rate a Pulitzer Prize in photography, if a posthumous one.

I took the shot.

Fired upslope, the bullet struck the camera at the join between lens and body. The viewfinder slammed into my eye like a good left cross.

I don’t remember going down.
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Some time later, smoke burned my nostrils like a dose of salts. I wedged a hand into the crevice of a sandstone boulder and pulled myself vertical. The taste of copper clung to the back of my throat, and memory throbbed with the dull perception that the strand of time had been cut and spliced together with a scene missing. I’d been concussed often enough to know that balance and nausea would be more of a problem than pain. The skin above my right eye felt numb, and an exploratory finger returned wet with blood. A yard downslope, the Nikon stared blindly at the sky, its back ripped open. The bullet had shattered the optics inside the lens, cracked the mounting ring, and gouged the frame before ricocheting farther up the hill. I tossed what was left of the camera into my bag. The roll of film I’d shot was gone.

A second waft of smoke bit into my nostrils. I groped inside the bag for my water bottle and pushed against the rock, thinking if the bullet had sparked the brush, I could douse the fire while it still smoldered. I waited for the vertigo of standing to subside and turned uphill, the wind on my face, a hot, desert wind, a Santa Ana wind. Whatever damage the bullet had done to me, I couldn’t hold it responsible for the source of the smoke. Less than a hundred yards distant, flames swarmed down the chaparral-packed hillside. I steadied myself against the rock, fearing I hallucinated. Embers soared and dipped on gusts of wind, bright spots of yellow and red against the sky, like kites set afire and loosed from their strings. They descended to the brush in puffs of smoke, jumping the fire with the speed of the wind.

I shouldered my camera bag and strode toward a ridge that sloped down to the Pacific Coast Highway. The fire swept down the adjacent ravine and leapt amid plumes of resinous smoke to ignite the brush along the opposite ridge. Shrieks pierced the roar of fire, first one and then four, five, six in a row, lancing up from the ravine, where spheres of flame shot from the smoldering brush, then sputtered and writhed, igniting the chaparral where they fell. Another two streaked from the flames—jackrabbits bolting too late from their thickets. I climbed a spur of rock to the ridge and ran downhill, each jolting step a hammer blow to my head. The air inside Doubleday’s mansion expanded to blow out the windows with a bright popping sound that turned my head as I ran. The tinder-dry cypresses at the rear of the estate ignited like torches. The average acre of Malibu hillside contains forty tons of chaparral and burns at temperatures up to 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit. Drapes, rugs, and wood combusted like cardboard tossed in a kiln. The house burst into flame before the fire reached its walls.

The ridge abruptly steepened. I hurtled down the hill too fast for my legs to keep pace and kicked out hard to avoid going down face first. I tucked my arms around the camera bag and tobogganed down the slope on my back, lashed by chaparral and coastal sage. The ridge ahead dropped sharply away. I braked my heels into the dirt too late and launched off the side of the cliff. The air whooshed beneath my back, and I thought I’d die where I hit, fire or rock. The ground rose quickly. I struck it a glancing blow, bounced into the air, and came down again in a blistering slide. My boots struck a thick clump of sage and the impact catapulted me into the sky like a hapless cartoon character, Wile E. Coyote or Sylvester the cat, a befuddled look on my face the moment before I swan dived into waist-high grass at the base of the hill.

I pushed myself to one knee, amazed that nothing had broken except the seat of my pants. Smoke billowed from the base of the ravine and rolled over me like a wave. I pulled the neck of my T-shirt over my nose and stumbled forward. The cotton proved as effective at clearing the smoke as the filter of a cigarette. My eyes burned and I suppressed the terrible urge to cough. A black-and-white sheriff cruiser pulled to the shoulder of the highway a hundred yards ahead of me. I dropped to the ground where the smoke thinned enough to draw breath and staggered forward again. A squadron of fire engines sped past, sirens in full howl. The head of a female deputy popped above the cruiser roof to mark my progress. The fire trucks and sheriff cruiser were the only vehicles in sight, the highway closed to through traffic. The air cleared near the shoulder. I let the collar fall from my mouth, took a tentative sip of air, and coughed my lungs out.

“You mind telling me what you were doing up the hill?” The sheriff uniform didn’t do much for her figure. The big gun belt flattens the hip curve and makes most female officers look as blocky as the front of a freight truck. This one was a strapping California blonde a good six inches above the minimum height requirement, and like all law she scared the hell out of me. I unbuckled the flap of my camera bag, and when I noticed gun wariness flicker in her eyes, I croaked, “ID.”

She took her time examining the press credential from Scandal Times and parsed the information on my California driver license with the caution of a remedial-reading student. When I thought she was ready to hear it, I described the man on the hill and showed her the damage his bullet had done to my camera. She poked at the lens with the blunt end of her pen, went to the trunk of her patrol car, and returned with an evidence bag and fingerprint kit. She bagged the camera as evidence and took my prints for comparison against the prints that might be found on the lens or body.

“Everybody’s needed for fire control right now but somebody from LASD arson will want to talk to you.” LASD was the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department abbreviated, the law in Malibu and in more than half of Los Angeles County. “Paramedics’ll be here in a minute, so you stick around, get them to check you out, and after that someone will come talk to you.”

She stepped into her cruiser, flashed the lights, and jetted down the highway. I sat on the ocean side of the road for a while, happy that I could breathe again. The paramedics didn’t show, not immediately, and neither did anyone from arson. It was good to breathe again but I’m a restless person by nature. I walked away. My head and back hurt and my lungs ached but unless I did something else really stupid the odds were good I’d live out the day. On the beach below, sunbathers and stranded motorists stood and cheered the fire. Out past the wave break, figures black as seals bobbed in the water. The weather report had predicted a six-foot swell. A wave rippled across the surface of the sea like the tail of an immense beast. A half dozen surfers paddled frantically to catch it, and as the wave rose up, one figure leapt to his feet and raced the curl beneath an ashen sky, surfing the apocalypse.

I walked on.

A black dog the size of a baby bull emerged from a thicket of coastal sage as I approached El Matador State Beach, where I’d parked my car. The dog sniffed at my hand and fell in beside me. When I was young my dad would try to keep a dog around the house. He liked to beat them, and like my brothers and sisters they cowered until they ran away. I wasn’t afraid of dogs, not even a big Rottweiler like this one.

“Pretty big fire, you think?”

He looked up at me when I spoke, his tongue rolling out of his mouth from thirst. I pulled the water bottle from my bag, knelt by the side of the highway, and let him drink from my cupped hand. I was thirsty too, dehydrated by the heat and smoke. Together we finished off the bottle. I patted his head, told him he was a good boy but it was time to go.

I jogged the final hundred yards to my car, a 1976 Cadillac convertible with 130,000 miles under it. The dog trotted at my heels. I told him to go home. He sat. I didn’t know if he was dumb, confusing the command for “home” with “sit,” or just patient. I got behind the wheel, thinking he’d figure it out when I drove away, but before the door closed he leapt over the frame and into the backseat.

I said, “No, uh-uh, I’m not taking you with me.”

I give him credit, he didn’t try the sad-eye treatment, just a lolling tongue and a level gaze that announced he didn’t plan to move.

I stepped out of the car and pitched my voice to a tone of high excitement. “C’mon boy! Let’s go! Here we go now! Out of the car!”

He lay out flat.

I reached for his collar and pulled. He was eighty pounds of stubborn muscle and didn’t want to go. I tugged, he dug in, and all I succeeded in getting out of the car was his collar. I looked at the tag. It said his name was Dog, didn’t list an address. I slipped the collar back over his ears, wondering who would name their dog Dog, and it was then that I noticed the Rott had no teeth.
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I lived then in a third-floor walk-up a block from the boardwalk in Venice Beach, paying an inflated rent for the glamour of living in a high-crime neighborhood where half my neighbors were homeless. Free and legal parking spots near the beach were rare in any season, and I considered myself lucky to find a space at the corner, where the Caddy’s rear fender extended less than a foot into the red zone. I knew I couldn’t count on a blind eye from the parking patrols. Applicants for jobs with the city of Los Angeles are screened for compassion and pity, and those found most completely lacking are employed as meter maids. But the alternative, parking a mile inland, meant walking a strange dog through heavy traffic, and I didn’t think he’d appreciate escaping the fire just long enough to get hit by a car. I shut off the engine. The Rott jumped from the backseat as though he’d known all along where we were going and followed me up the stairs. I believe in being honest with all creatures. I didn’t want to give him false hopes. “You can stay tonight,” I said. “But this is only temporary, understand me? Tomorrow I’m taking you to the dog pound.”

The Rott looked up, worried by my tone of voice.

“Yes, I know what happens to dogs at the dog pound and I’m sorry that you run the risk of getting gassed a month down the line but you’re not my dog and the world is a cruel place.”

When the door keyed open he nudged me aside and trotted into the living room. The living room is also the family room, master bedroom, guest quarters, and library. Not counting the bathroom and closet, it’s the only room in the apartment.

“You can see for yourself the place is barely big enough for one, no way you’d be happy here.”

The Rott’s truncated tail wagged so hard he spun in circles.

The answering machine’s message light blinked red on the upended fruit crate that served as my bed table. I pressed the play button. I didn’t expect my mother to call, birthday or not. We hadn’t talked much since I got into trouble with the law. The voice on the machine belonged to the editor at Scandal Times who’d commissioned me to photograph Angela Doubleday. He wanted to know when he could expect photographs of the fire. His was the only message. I switched on my mobile phone just long enough to tap out a succinct SMS: no pics.

The sound of lapping water echoed from the bathroom. The Rott stood with his head in the toilet bowl, drinking his fill. “Good,” I said, “I don’t have to worry about getting you a water bowl.” I opened the refrigerator door, intending to cook a hamburger. The Rott poked his head around my leg and sniffed the shelves. I was accustomed to shopping for one. The package of hamburger meat weighed less than a pound. I broke the meat onto a plate. He wolfed it with a toss of his head, then backed away from the plate, eyes quick with expectation. I knew what he was thinking. If he stared at the plate hard enough, maybe barked once or twice, more food would appear. I cracked a half dozen eggs into a bowl. When he finished the eggs, I washed down four tablets of ibuprofen and took a bath. I took the bath fully clothed. When the water soaked loose the grip of dried blood, I cut the jeans free with kitchen scissors. The water stung but three fingers of whiskey took care of that. I stood and tossed the jeans into the corner. A glance at my backside in the bathroom mirror suggested I shouldn’t try wearing a bikini for the next few weeks. Not that I ever did. I should also avoid having sex in situations where I had to remove my clothes. Not that I ever did that either. I dried off, dressed, and took the Rott for a walk on the Venice Beach boardwalk.

Picket sat a seventh row bench in the bleachers above the outdoor basketball courts, identifiable at a distance by his Air Jordans and thigh-length black leather jacket. Ten players streaked from basket to basket below us, five of them shirtless. I asked, “Who’s up?”

“Skins by five.” Picket was a broken-down gym rat with a bum knee and connections to every housebreaker and sneak thief west of the San Diego Freeway. “That your dog?”

“Just for the night.”

“Don’t like dogs. Thirty-five Nikon, right? Any lenses?”

A camera was only good for a couple of months in my profession. Surly actors and bodyguards took their toll. “Just the fifty.”

“Enjoy the sunset,” he said. “Looks like a good one today.”

That was my exit line. He didn’t like customers hanging around watching the way he conducted his business. I glanced back once, when the Chicano point guard playing shirts, the shortest guy on the court by six inches, skied at the end of a fast break and dunked the ball. Picket nodded once at the play, talking to somebody on his mobile phone.

I bought a couple of sausages at a beachside stand and took them to the last ridge of dry sand before the beach sloped into the sea. The Rott watched me eat, the expression of sorrow in his eyes deepening with each bite, as though I intentionally starved him. “You’re just a big baby, you know that?” I cut the second sausage into coins with the blade of my Swiss Army knife and fed it to him. The sun plunged through a hellish sky, crimson from the smoke in Malibu. When I returned to the basketball courts, Picket had the Nikon waiting for me in a plastic bag.

The Rott woke me before dawn. His bark resonated, deep and ferocious, like the bite of a power saw on hardwood. I woke reluctantly, angry at the dog for disturbing me, until I heard the tramp of feet up the stairs. I knew the law stood at the door from the knock, an aggressive pounding meant to scare me senseless. I counted three officers by the sound of their steps, more than a courtesy call but short of a full raid. A booming voice announced the presence of the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department and ordered me to open the door.

Nothing in the parole release agreement demanded that I answer the door naked. I opened the closet and pulled a baggy pair of black jeans and a matching T-shirt from the stack. The fist pounded at the door again. The Rott continued to bark as though his jaws were ripping through the floorboards. I dragged him by his collar into the bathroom and shut the door. Maybe he didn’t have any teeth but I didn’t need a strange dog gumming a cop in my living room.

The three faces on the other side of the door were among the least friendly I’d seen since leaving California Institute for Women. The detective who pushed to the front stuck me with a glare meant to make women weep and small children tremble. His hairstyle scared me more than the scowl. Combed straight up and greased back, it looked like a boomerang stuck to his head. His partner stood respectfully behind, a freckled young woman more beige than black, with a gap between her two front teeth. She looked new at this kind of thing. My parole officer hung at the rear of the landing, examining the polish on her short-heeled black pumps.

The guy with the bad hair said, “You’re Nina Zero?”

“My parole officer is standing right behind you. Why don’t you ask her?”

“Because I’m asking you.”

“You weren’t smart enough to ask her first?”

The detective thrust his jaw forward. I thought he was going to bite me. “You want to have this conversation in the back of a patrol car?”

“If it means keeping you out of my apartment, sure.”

My parole officer glanced up from the inspection of her shoes with a look that brooked no argument. “You know the rule, Ms. Zero. Please stand away from the door. We need to talk to you.”

“Anything you say, Ms. Graves.”

I retreated behind the kitchenette counter and kept my hands in clear view. The rule: a parole officer has the right to enter the parolee’s home or place of work unannounced and at any hour of her choosing. I may have been released from prison, but I wasn’t free. Parole Officer Terry Graves was a 140-pound ball at the end of a very long chain. The detective ordered her to search the apartment. That was another rule: a parole officer is empowered to search the premises of a parolee on demand. The Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department needed probable cause. Graves opened the closet door without much enthusiasm. She was a midthirties morality junkie who always played me tough but fair. I knew by her deference to the cop in my apartment that he carried the juice to make trouble. I asked to see his ID. He flipped open his badge wallet. His name was Ted Claymore. He was a detective on the LASD arson squad.

I asked, “How can I help you, sir?”

He snapped the badge wallet shut and wandered about the room, looking at everything and touching nothing. “What were you doing in the hills above Matador State Beach yesterday?”

“Trying to get a photograph of Angela Doubleday.”

“Why would you want to do that?”

“It’s my job. I’m a paparazza.”

“What would that pay you, a photo of Doubleday?”

I walked right into it.

“Scandal Times paid me two-fifty up front, plus I get reprint rights on the back end. My agent handles reprint rights. A good photo of Doubleday, one clear enough to make out it’s her, might gross more than twenty grand.”

“Twenty grand.” Claymore unwrapped a stick of peppermint gum, one tinfoil leaf at a time, until the stick lay exposed on the white inner wrapper, then folded the stick in half and popped it into his mouth. The moment he had the gum between his teeth he chewed furiously, as though killing it. “Enough to set a match, isn’t it?” He walked toward me, the sound of his chewing like cracking glass, and when he didn’t slow at a distance of half an arm’s length I backed into the kitchen cabinet. Still, he didn’t stop, not until his face came within three inches of mine. His eyes were shot with blood. When he spoke his breath reeked of mint and venom. “You set the fire and waited for Miss Doubleday. You planned to ambush her with your camera when she ran out of the house. Reclusive film star flees fire. Front-page photo. Twenty grand. Bingo.”

“Not twenty grand,” I corrected. “Scandal Times gets a cut, then my agent takes half of what remains.”

He stepped back, glanced down at the fruit-crate end table and the futon beside it, then up to my brick-and-board bookcase. “Doesn’t look like you’ve spent a lot on home decor,” he said. “Having money problems?”

“I pay my rent on time,” I said.

“Sure you do. But you like a little spending money too, don’t you? I’ve seen people kill for a nickel. No reason you wouldn’t torch a dozen acres in Malibu for ten, twenty grand.”

“I volunteered a statement to the deputy yesterday. I have nothing to add to it.”

“Volunteered? A deputy challenged you. You were told to wait. You fled the scene of a crime.”

“I waited. You didn’t show. I left.”

“Fleeing the scene of a crime, isn’t that a parole violation?”

My parole officer glanced over her shoulder, shut the closet doors, and moved to the bookshelf. No comment.

I said, “You doubt my word, look at the camera your deputy bagged. No way I could take pictures with it.”

He picked the new Nikon from the breakfast table and pointed the lens at my face. “You carry this as your backup yesterday?”

I was stuck. I couldn’t admit that I’d bought it after the fire. The camera was hot. Buying a hot camera was a parole violation.

“Bingo again. You hammered a dent in an old camera, gave yourself a little cut above the eye, claimed you were shot by a mysterious gunman, then planned to take your photos with the backup.”

“Didn’t happen that way.”

“I have your word as a murderer on that?”

“Manslaughterer.” I put the emphasis on the first syllable. The court didn’t convict me of murder. Just manslaughter. The so-called victim ran an organization that shot a friend of mine in the head. They shot him because they were looking for me. Two of the men who hunted me were shot to death—no reliable witnesses—and the third drove his car 60 miles an hour into a gas pump. He lost control of the car because I was chasing him with a Harley and a .38-caliber handgun. The jury decided that was manslaughter. “Tell you what, if the tabloids publish photos of Angela Doubleday fleeing the fire and you see my name on the photo credit, you can come back and arrest me. But that won’t happen.”

“There are no photos of Angela Doubleday.”

“Not by me.”

“There are no photos of Angela Doubleday because you underestimated the speed of the fire. You set it at the top of the hill and ran down. People always underestimate brushfires around here when the Santa Anas blow. You probably didn’t think the fire would get that big and move that fast. But it did, and if you’re lucky and smart enough to cut a deal, you’ll fall a second time for manslaughter. If you’re not smart enough to cooperate, you’ll go down for murder.”

Graves pretended to search my books for contraband while she obliquely watched the interrogation. I didn’t believe anything Claymore said. I turned to her. She crouched to lift the corner of my futon, showing her back to me.

“Somebody burned to death in the fire,” I guessed.

“Bingo.”

“Doubleday?”

“Her house. Shake you up a little?”

“Every woman’s death diminishes me.”

“We’ll see how a life sentence diminishes you,” Claymore countered. “Or maybe you’ll get the death penalty. We execute murderers by lethal injection here. She burns, you get the hot shot. Poetic justice.”
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The news bullpen at Scandal Times occupied the second floor of a two-story former sewage-works warehouse converted to office use near the crossroads of the Ronald Reagan and Golden State freeways in Pacoima. The only walls were those screening the bathrooms. Even on a slow news day, the noise cranked just short of deafening. The paper defined scandal broadly enough to allow the usual tabloid fare—freaks of nature and alien abductions, usually depicted as evidence of government conspiracy—but excelled most in its coverage of celebrity scandals, where it was the most authoritative source of rumor, if not fact.

Frank Adams sat sprawled against the back of his chair as I approached, ragged high-tops propped on the corner of the desk while his fingers banged at the desktop computer keyboard nestled in his lap. Nobody ever accused Scandal Times’s lead investigative reporter of handsomeness, not even his mother, and long ago Frank had learned to turn his appearance to advantage. His eyes were razor-blue slits of light in a haplessly round face. He was fifty pounds overweight and didn’t care. He carried the weight as a disguise, excess flesh puffing from his jowls like a mask. His hair hung over his ears in a lank gesture of antistyle, and his preferred dress, day or night, featured windbreakers and torn-neck T-shirts depicting one Chicago-area team or another, worn over faded blue jeans two sizes too large, all signaling the great care he took in caring little about his appearance. When he interviewed a subject, his head down as he jotted quotes into a reporter’s notepad, he looked like just another fat-boy loser. The subject might say a little more than prudence dictated, and think nothing of it, until the next issue roasted his liver on page 1.

“Tell me you brought photos of the fire,” he said loud as a jackhammer.

I stared at him over the top of my thrift-special shades. I didn’t say yes. I didn’t say no. I didn’t nod or shake my head. I just stared. It took him some time, but his keen, journalistic eye finally picked out the change in my appearance. He said I looked like somebody tagged me with a left hook. I told him how it happened. He dropped his feet and if he didn’t exactly sit up straight, his habitual slouch grew less pronounced. When I told him the fire cop considered me his chief suspect, he commented, “That’s great,” without apparent irony. “We still got another six hours to deadline, should be able to wrap it up in time for this week’s issue. You driving?”

He speared the corner of his mouth with a cigarette and fingered his silver Zippo like a strand of rosary beads as he led the way out the office and down the stairs to the street. The moment his face broke into fresh air the Zippo flamed and he sucked a good quarter inch of ash onto the tip of the cigarette.

I coughed, lungs still aching from the fire.

“I hope that isn’t a political statement,” he said, trailing smoke. “They haven’t outlawed smoking on the street, not yet anyway.”

“I smoked half of Malibu yesterday. I think I can handle the secondhand smoke from your cig.”

“If it bothers you,” he suggested, “walk upwind.”

Along Pacific Coast Highway the waves crashed to shore like rolling sheets of glass. Frank balanced a laptop computer on his knees and tapped out paragraph after paragraph of my eyewitness account, an unlit cigarette dangling like a pacifier from his lips. The Rott hung his head out the window behind me and snapped at the air, certain anything that slapped him in the face could be bit. He began to whine at the first scent of burn, just north of Trancas Canyon. I didn’t know whether he was traumatized by memories of the fire or by the fear that I was going to abandon him. He was a good animal, but I reminded myself that he wasn’t mine. He’d need to go the following day to the animal shelter over the hills from Malibu. I parked in the lot above El Matador State Beach and left the Rott in the car, ragtop up but windows rolled down a crack for air, while I led Frank across the highway. We hiked slowly up the ridge I’d come down the day before. Frank wasn’t in good enough shape to catch the bus. That morning, neither was I. Halfway up the hill I stopped to rest, covering my discomfort with a question. “The piece you’re going to write, what’s the headline?” The air rasped in my lungs like aspirated alcohol.

“‘Burn, Stars, Burn!’”

“Catchy.”

Frank’s smiles were rare things of beauty, a sudden bloom of lips that softened the edge of his glance. He took advantage of the pause to light another cigarette, then puffed merrily up the hill. “I’m going for the Pulitzer on this one.”

It hurt so much when I laughed that I coughed up soot from the day before.

“What, you think the Pulitzer review committee is prejudiced?”

“Not at all. When they get around to tabloid journalists, sometime after they honor greeting-card scribes and graffiti artists, your name is certain to be at the top of the list.”

“You can make all the fun you want but this is going to be a major story. Granted, nothing new about Malibu brushfires, and celebrities have been burned out of their homes before. But this is the first one to result in a celebrity fatality. That’s what makes it so special.”

“You’re twisted.”

“Thanks.”

“I take it then Angela Doubleday was killed in the fire?”

“We can only hope.”

I skirted Frank on the ridge and headed toward the outcrop of rock where I had concealed myself to photograph the Doubleday estate. “No positive ID then?”

“The body was burned beyond recognition, my sources say, but nobody’s seen her since the fire and her accountant is panicking.” Frank studied the crest of the hill, then swept his gaze down the ridge to the estate. He slipped a long, narrow notebook from his back pocket and a cheap ballpoint from the neck of his T-shirt. “The gunman, you figure him for the arsonist?”

“I thought he was the bodyguard at the time.”

“Why run down the hill? He was no nature boy, the way you describe him. Why not set the fire near a road and drive away?”

“Maybe he was stupid, lit the fire from the downhill side.”

“And suddenly found himself separated from his car by the same fire he’d set?” A staccato sound, more bark than laugh, boomed down the hillside. Frank didn’t laugh often, but when he did he put his lungs into it. “Anybody that stupid would have gotten himself killed in puberty, but we’ll let that go for now. There was somebody in the house, you said?”

“Not the chauffeur. Somebody I’d never seen before. He came out once to look up the hill.”

“Think he spotted you?”

“I didn’t think so at the time, but how else does the gunman know I’m there, unless he stumbles over me by mistake?”

“Okay, the guy lights the match, runs down the hill rather than up it for one reason or another, sees you hanging around the bushes with a camera. You photographed him, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t ask him for a date.”

“What kind of gun?”

I closed my eyes, saw the picture I’d taken the moment before his bullet slammed the viewfinder into my eye. It would have been a great photograph too, the bastard. “Blue steel automatic, black grips. Not a popgun, a 9 millimeter, Beretta or one of the knockoffs. And the guy had hairy knuckles.”

“What do I care the guy had hairy knuckles?”

“I thought you wanted to win the Pulitzer. That kind of detail’s important, you want to win the big prizes.”

“Right.” He back-pocketed the notebook and lifted the Nikon from my bag. “Take a few steps down the hill and point toward the ruins so I can get both in one shot.”

“I don’t want my picture in the paper.”

“C’mon, everybody wants to be a star.”

“Not me.” I’d been in the paper too many times. Bad times.

“What else is gonna convince this fire cop to back off? The story has to be about you and it has to show your beautiful, innocent face. Don’t laugh. You look like a choir girl.”

“Right. One with a nose stud and a cut above her eye.”

“He won’t be able to frame you for this, not with your story on the front page. Are you afraid of the arsonist? Is that why the hesitation?”

“I just don’t like to see my picture in the paper.”

“This arsonist, he already shot you once. Did it kill you?”

“No.”

“Did it even put you in the hospital?”

“No.”

“That clinches it. You’re bulletproof. But if the past is any indication of your future, you’re not jail proof.”

I posed for the shot.
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An hour before dawn the approaching wail of a siren stirred an ancient memory in the Rott’s blood, and he answered with a low, mournful howl. He lay just off the edge of the futon, ears pricked and head raised from the pillow he’d made of crossed paws. I like to sleep. I don’t like being woken at 5:00 A.M. two days running. I told him to shut up. He tipped his nose to the ceiling and sang. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t hit the high notes, and he couldn’t harmonize either. To add to all his other problems, the poor animal was tone-deaf. I said, “It’s not another dog, you idiot, it’s a siren. We live in a high-crime area. Sirens blow by here every night. If you howl at every one, you’ll lose your voice. No teeth and no voice, then what kind of a dog will you be? You won’t have a bite or a bark.”

The siren receded and abruptly clipped to silence some blocks to the south. The Rott listened intently, as though divining whether the other canine had successfully mated or killed, and coming to some unfathomable animal conclusion, he turned two circles to his left, four to his right, dropped to the floor, and fell asleep again.

I wasn’t so lucky. I kicked around the sheets while the sky turned gunmetal gray. The Rott slept like a hibernating bear. I gave up all hope of sleep and put on my running clothes. A month after my release from prison I took up jogging because every morning I liked to remind myself there were no walls to stop me. I kicked the Rott in the butt to wake him and tied a length of rope to his collar. When he realized we were going for a walk he pranced like he was happy I’d awakened him. It usually took me a good hour to go from sleep to my first smile of the day, but the Rott could do it in less than ten seconds. Maybe he could teach me something.

I’d never run with a dog before and within fifty yards of the front door it was pretty clear the Rott had never run with a human either. Our ideas about what constituted a morning run were completely different. My routine was to set a slow but constant pace at the start, then to accelerate when the endorphins kicked in. The Rott preferred to race ahead until a scent distracted him, then stop to sniff or lift his leg, sometimes both, depending on what it was. I tried to pull him along on the end of the rope, but my shoulder gave out before his neck did. I’m not even sure he was aware I pulled on him. A fifteen-minute mile into the run I gave up and untied the rope. What did I care if he ran off? I was taking him to the pound that day. If he disappeared I’d have one less thing to do.

Freed of the rope, the Rott raced ahead, then fell behind, then raced ahead again, rarely straying more than a five-second sprint from my side. My endorphins kicked in and I ran, lungs still raw from the smoke, until I spotted a newsprint photograph of a familiar face behind the plastic shield of a boardwalk news vending machine. I pulled up, fed a couple of quarters into the slot, slipped a new copy of Scandal Times from behind the shield. The Rott loped to my side and sniffed at the paper, probably wondering if he could eat it. I rolled the paper into a tube and continued the run.

The face on the front page was mine.

The moment I shut the Rott on the opposite side of the bathroom door, intending to shower in privacy, the animal began to whine, as though he feared something terrible was about to happen to one of us. I turned on the shower, thinking I wouldn’t hear him under the stream of water, but knew that wasn’t the right thing to do and leaned back to turn the knob. The Rott bulled open the door the moment the latch clicked and dropped heavily to the floor. I said, “All this anxiety, it’s about the pound, isn’t it?”
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