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Chapter 1






The mountain lion had marked his territory, powerful claws shredding the bark of a sturdy oak tree just yards from where the chaparral gave way to terraced backyards.


Standing on a hiking trail in Griffith Park, I wondered where the big cat was now and felt a primal twitch of fear. In the sudden stillness, every sound seemed amplified: the high, clear voices of children echoing off the canyon. The agitated bark of a dog. The drunken buzzing of bees harvesting the last dregs of nectar before winter settled in for good in Southern California.


Beside me, California Fish and Game tracker Jeff Knightsbridge fingered the bill of his baseball cap and cleared his throat. Placing my sharpened pencil against my notepad, I inhaled the tang of wood shavings and waited.


“He’s not after humans,” Knightsbridge said. “He’s after the deer. Let me emphasize that, because I don’t want to open my paper tomorrow and see a sensational story about mountain lions stalking hikers in Griffith Park. Your average puma goes out of its way to avoid people.”


Knightsbridge scuffed a booted toe on the trail, and a plume of dust rose into the milky light. It had been a long, scorching autumn in the City of Fallen Angels, but the heat had eased into a brittle cold as the holidays approached.


“Can you tell how old those marks are? Or how big he was?” I asked.


The furrows started ten feet up the trunk. I imagined the mountain lion rearing up, muscles rippling under tawny skin, the explosive crackle of dry wood as he put his weight into it. What such claws might do to human flesh.


From far away, children’s cries resounded off the rock escarpments. Bees droned, an atavistic murmur from the hive-mind.


Knightsbridge ran his hand along the defiled trunk. The deep scratches exposed the pale fibrous innards of the tree, its amber tears.


He shrugged. “Three days, give or take.”


Lifting his chin, he scanned the brush. “Can you smell that?”


“What?” Looking up at the sky, where charcoal clouds were swiftly overtaking the blue, I wondered if he meant rain. As a hopeless city slicker, I’d benefit from a wilderness survival course that taught me to sniff out a storm and navigate by the North Star. But in my line of work, a martial arts class in self-defense was way more practical.


I was a journalist for the Los Angeles Times and this was my first day as a downtown Metro reporter. But instead of a juicy investigation, I’d drawn mountain lion patrol after commuters spotted a big cat grooming himself under the snowflakes and candy cane decorations of Hillcrest Avenue, where the asphalt met the urban wilderness of Griffith Park. In a city bedeviled by crime and corruption, distraction was a drug and now everyone was breathlessly fixated on a 160-pound feline. And I wasn’t about to leave Griffith Park without a killer story.


“Not rain.” Knightsbridge wrinkled his nose. “Like meat that’s gone bad. I caught it again just now on the wind. Over there.”


I turned in the direction of his outstretched finger and took a deep breath. Through the dust we had kicked up, beyond the resinous scent of anise and sage, I thought I detected it, a faint, sweet charnel house smell.


“If it killed recently,” Knightsbridge was saying, “the puma will hang around. And it will perceive anything that gets too close as threatening its meal.” His hand went to the gun at his waist. “C’mon.”


He set off through the scrub, and I scrambled to follow.


The buzzing grew louder. I paused, shrank back. There must have been a hive nearby.


Looking down, I saw the San Fernando Valley sprawl, arteries already starting to clog with afternoon traffic, commuters getting a jump-start on their holiday shopping. A thin layer of brown haze blanketed everything. Winter often brought the clearest light. But not today.


Knightsbridge had stopped too. He sniffed the air like a bloodhound. In the distance, a black cloud rose and swayed off the trail. The angry humming grew louder. I grabbed his arm.


“Are those…bees?”


“No,” he said, his voice taking on an urgency I didn’t like.


Knightsbridge set off for the cloud, with me tagging reluctantly behind.


He disappeared around a bend. Then came a disembodied shout. He came staggering back, face white, bandanna clasped to his mouth.


“What?”


But he only fumbled for a radio at his belt.


“Cat didn’t do this,” he said, his face a rictus of disbelief.


I pushed past him. I didn’t care about getting stung anymore. The smell of decomposing flesh grew stronger.


As I rounded the bend, what I saw made me avert my eyes and breathe through my mouth, but it was too late, the stench already seeping into my lungs. A body lay facedown at the edge of the dirt trail. A black cloud of flies hovered, swaying and rippling with each breeze. I couldn’t look. I couldn’t not look. Tearing my eyes away, I focused on the dirt trail and tried not to hyperventilate. Among the rocks and footprints and tread marks from mountain bikes, a bullet casing twinkled in the afternoon light.
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A wave of nausea swept over me, and I bent to retch, but only dry-heaved.


It was the flies that put me over. That revolting black mass swarming over the head and nearby ground, dark where something had spilled and dried.


But even in my sorry state, I recognized that Knightsbridge was right. Mountain lions don’t leave bullet casings behind.


I could hear him panting into the radio, announcing his coordinates, then a mumbled, “Oh Jesus, hold on,” and a roar as churning liquid splattered. Then as he recovered, the matter-of-fact recitation.


“Griffith Park. Off the horse trail, on the Valley side. A half mile up the trailhead. Yeah. Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere.”


Notepad still in hand, I steeled myself to look at the corpse. It’s odd how the brain absorbs death in layers. At first I had seen an indistinct shape, my mind fastened in primal disgust on the flies. The second time I’d noted the darker stains on the ground, the bullet glinting like a malevolent jewel. Now I threw a rock, dislodging the flies, and took in the scene methodically.


Long, baggy beige cargo shorts, exposing tanned legs with golden hairs. Thin but muscular calves. A red, long-sleeve T-shirt with fancy lettering that said Val Surf. The body was scrunched where it had fallen. I saw a clunky metallic watch around one wrist. Short blond curls matted with dried black blood. Skin soft, hairs barely sprouting on his chin. Maybe seventeen.


I wrote it down. Knightsbridge hitched the radio back onto his belt and wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt. Despite the cool air, sweat beaded his temples.


“Whoo,” Knightsbridge said, flapping his arms. “Seen plenty of dead animals in my day. Do the autopsy, then head off for lunch. Never blink an eye. But this…” His hand twitched near his throat and he hunched his shoulders. I thought he might be getting ready to heave again. He took two shallow breaths, straightened. “Never seen a dead person before. Not used to it.”


“You don’t get used to it,” I said, unable to resist the impulse to look around and make sure there was nobody crouched behind a rock or bush, pointing a gun at us. Some bozo out hunting human prey. In the Los Angeles hills, you had more to fear from two-legged predators than those on four.


“Homicide,” Knightsbridge said.


I looked at the body on the ground. “How can you rule out suicide?”


“You see a gun?”


I looked around. Unless the kid had fallen on it, Knightsbridge was right.


The Fish and Game man again put his bandanna to his mouth and hiked closer. The flies lifted, hovered. He unzipped the boy’s fanny pack and bent over it.


“Um, I don’t think you’re supposed to do that.”


But I held my pencil ready just in case.


Do it.


“Oh.” A disappointed pause. “I guess you’re right.” He straightened, backed away. “I just thought I’d call in his ID if I found any.”


I shrugged. “Won’t do him much good now.”


“Somewhere he’s got family. Parents. They’ll be in shock.”


“Who do you think he is?” I said.


Knightsbridge hiked to the edge of the hillside and looked down.


“We’re about to find out,” he said. “Here they come.”


 


A woman and three men picked their way carefully along the trail. They hauled a stretcher, metal boxes, cameras and lights, enough to shoot a film. Two of them were armed. One wore a red Santa hat.


I walked over to Knightsbridge and we stood at attention. The crew fanned around the perimeter, marking off quadrants, putting up yellow tape, squatting low to the ground.


“Bullet casing over there,” I said, indicating the chapparal, but Santa’s helper was already bagging it. With its jaunty pom-pom, the man’s hat seemed disrespectful, but I guess when you work around death all day, it’s important to keep your spirits up.


“Hope we didn’t mess up the scene too much,” Knightsbridge called out.


An LAPD honcho walked up, squinting against the winter glare. I got the feeling he was sizing us up.


“Touch anything?” he said.


“Not me,” I said.


Knightsbridge introduced us, told the cop how we had come across the body.


The cop turned to me, wrinkling his nose as though he had just smelled something worse than the body. “Media, huh? Go give your statement to Jones over there,” he said, pointing to a uniformed officer. “Then you’ll have to leave.”


I told Knightsbridge we could continue the tour another day and he bobbed his shaggy head in agreement.


For the next ten minutes, I answered questions about how we came across the body. The policeman said forensics would call if they needed an imprint of my hiking-boot sole and that I was now free to go. He went off to get a statement from Knightsbridge and I stood and watched the crime techs, hoping to pick up a useful tidbit for my story. They wore rubber gloves as they inventoried, carrying things back to a stainless-steel table they had set up to tag and bag evidence.


“What’s the best way down?” I asked a uniformed woman.


Without lifting her head from the red lanyard key chain she was examining, she hooked a thumb back down the trail.


I wondered how she’d look with it tied around her neck in a big Christmas bow. Real tight.


I threw up my hands. “Look, I just don’t want to disturb any evidence on the hike back.”


One of the cops brought over the fanny pack that Knightsbridge had started to open. With gloved hands, he placed it on the metal table. Another tech reached into the pack and pulled out a purple-and-gray Velcro wallet with a lightning bolt across the front. Inside were four twenty-dollar bills and three ones.


“They weren’t after money,” I said, hoping to start a conversation.


But the woman was pulling out a California driver’s license. It showed a blond-haired boy with straight white teeth, freckles, and blue eyes smiling into the camera.


The woman put the ID on the stainless-steel table and filled out a form on her clipboard. I leaned in for a better look.


Dennis Lukin, it read, with an address in Studio City. I jotted it down and memorized it too, just in case. I looked some more. He did not have to wear corrective lenses. He did not have a class-A license that would allow him to drive an eighteen-wheeler. He was seventeen.


“Hey,” the top cop said, walking over. “I thought I told you to get out of here.”


“I was just asking for directions back down the trail.”


He looked from the driver’s license to me, then back again. He extended his hand.


“Give it,” he said.


“What?”


“Whatever notes you just took.”


I thought about saying no, then realized it didn’t matter. Wordlessly, I tore the page out of my notebook and handed it over.


He glanced at my scribbles, snorted, then crumpled the paper and shoved it into his pants pocket.


I turned to go.


“If I see you at that house before we break the news, so help me God, I’ll make sure you’ll spend the rest of your career writing calendar listings.”


“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll be parked across the street until you leave.”


 


I stopped to say good-bye to Knightsbridge so I could take one more look at the body, now framed and set off by yellow police tape.


I didn’t know what I was searching for—needle marks or tattoos, piercings, brown roots to the blond hair, a school ring, hickies. Anything that would give me an inkling of who Dennis Lukin was. What teen tribe he pledged allegiance to. He wore a necklace made of tiny white shells. Puka. Add in the tan, the sun-bleached hair, and the shirt advertising a famous surfboard shop in the Valley and there was little doubt: Dennis Lukin was a surfer. My eye went to the oversize watch again. Probably one of those waterproof jobs for when he sat bobbing in the swells, waiting for that perfect wall of water. But what was that symbol on the face? I bent over the yellow plastic tape to get a better view and recognized the hammer and sickle. How odd. It was a Soviet army watch. I hadn’t seen one in years, not since the USSR collapsed and flea markets around the world had been flooded with these clunky souvenirs of a dead empire. I frowned. Examined the boy again. Something didn’t track. The surfer clothes. The deep tan and puka shells. This kid, who’d barely been born when the Soviet Union fell apart.


“Get away from that crime scene or I’ll have you arrested,” the head cop yelled, breaking my reverie. I straightened.


“Sorry,” I said absently, filing this detail away for later. Maybe the kid had just come back from Russia on a student exchange. Maybe he collected timepieces. Maybe someone had traded it to him in exchange for weed.


I hiked down, glad I wouldn’t have to break the news to Dennis Lukin’s family myself. It was the part I hated most about newspapering. Let the cops be the bad-news messenger. My job was jackal.


Wheeling the car out of Griffith Park and onto the 101 Freeway, I called the City Desk.


“Feliz Navidad,” sang José Feliciano’s exuberant voice on the radio, wishing us a Merry Christmas from the bottom of his heart.


I turned it down.


“We found a body on the trail,” I said when Assistant City Editor Jon Trabuco came on.


I heard the intake of breath, followed by the rapid click of keys.


“Holy shit, this is front page all the way. There hasn’t been a mountain lion killing in L.A. County for years,” my new editor said with mounting excitement. “Start dictating.”


“It wasn’t a cat.”


“Then what the hell was it?”


“Unless mountain lions have learned how to use guns.”


I filled him in.


“Jeez, Eve. You had me all excited there for a minute. I was already writing the damn headline. Now it’s just another dead body.”


“Isn’t a dead body still news in this town?”


“Yeah, but if the perp was a cat, I could have gotten you forty-five inches and a sidebar. Wildlife killings are huge. It upsets the natural order.”


“So do dead teenagers. I’m on my way to talk to the family now,” I said. “Be right behind the cops.”


Trabuco grunted in approval. “By the way, some guy called and left an urgent message for you. He had an accent.”


“This is L.A., Jon. They all have accents.”


“He said he was related to you.”


I winced, glad Trabuco couldn’t see my face. I didn’t have much family, and it was a sore point.


“He wishes,” I said.


“Want the number?”


“Are you kidding?” I said. “I’m on deadline.”









Chapter 2






Dennis Lukin lived on a narrow hill street in Studio City. It was south of Ventura Boulevard, where the money resides. From the road the house was unassuming—just another one-story contemporary flush to the curb. But I knew better. Beyond the front door I’d find a glass tree house, cantilevered over the hillside and supported by steel rails sunk into bedrock. Sliding doors would open onto a wooden deck perfect for barbecuing and sunset cocktails, the fey, caressing breezes of the San Fernando Valley fluttering chiffon scarves. Below there’d be another floor, bedrooms, perhaps, with views and more greenery.


The cops were already there so I drove past, gaping at the house across the street, where a glittering winter wonderland was in full swing. Fake snow covered the ground. Mechanical elves banged in toy workshops while an animatronic Santa Claus loaded the sleigh. From the roof, a speaker blared Muzak carols. All year long, the Valley’s set designers and special effects wizards toiled away in the back lots of Hollywood. Christmas was when they staged their production, limited only by imagination and pocketbooks. Taking in the spectacle, I felt a twinge of sympathy for the Lukin family. While taste was certainly in the ear of the beholder, I knew I’d go batshit if I had to listen to “God Bless Ye Merry Gentlemen” on a twenty-four-hour loop after learning about my son’s murder.


Nosing my car past the Lukin house, I continued up the hill. I had time to kill while the cops broke the news to the family. I took in the scenic views, the lovely Spanish houses mixed with new-money contemporary, a few unfortunate boxes that some ego-crazed architect had convinced a client would look daring and postindustrial. These usually featured black and white lights instead of the candy colors. One had eerie cobalt blue lights and looked like an alien landing pad. No winter wonderland for them.


Forty-five minutes later, I drove back down. Pulling onto a dirt shoulder below the house, I parked and hiked up.


The cops were just getting into their black-and-white.


“How is it in there?” I inclined my head.


“To save us all from Satan’s power when we had gone astray…” sang the virtual choir across the street.


“They’re taking it pretty bad.” The cop stared, trying to shame me into something. I looked away. Fingered my notepad. Felt a drop hit my cheek.


I wiped it off, felt another, then five more. Looked up. The clouds were massing black overhead. It looked like a nasty storm. Damn, I thought. It’s gonna wreak havoc on that crime scene.


“Talk to both parents?” I asked the cop.


“Yeah.”


He sized me up like he was a big cat and I was a rabbit, about to meet my rabbit maker. But the important thing was, he was talking.


“They got any other kids?”


“Boy. Couple of years older.”


“Could this be a drug thing? A gang thing? White gang, maybe?”


There were a couple of them in L.A. All that Aryan nonsense.


“Always a possibility,” the cop said. “But the kid, his family, they seem squeaky clean.”


“Quote you?” I leaned in to catch a name.


“No attribution,” he said. “They don’t like us talking to the press. You have to go through Media Relations.” He shook his head. “Can I ask you something?”


“Yeah.” Wary now.


“How can you live with yourself?”


I looked at him. He must be fairly new on the job. To wear it on his sleeve like that. The outrage. I wanted to reassure him that it would dull after a few years. He’d get over it. We all did.


“How can you live with yourself?” I asked.


“It’s different with us,” the cop said. “We find out who did it, bring ’em to justice.”


I broke a thin smile. “Sometimes we do too.”









Chapter 3






I knocked. From beyond the door, I heard high keening. Then a murmur of words meant to comfort and soothe, but strung together in an unfamiliar cadence—long vowels and jumbled consonants. Then a staccato intake of breath, like babies get when they’ve cried too long. A nose being blown. The door opened.


“Yes?”


A man stood there, a nimbus of wispy white hair around a bald skull. I caught the accented y of the non-native English speaker, soft and mellifluous.


He wore a wool cardigan over a wrinkled Oxford shirt. He looked to be in his seventies, but his face was unlined. His eyes swam with grief, though another emotion was already flooding into them as he beheld me. From inside, I heard gentle sobbing now. And a Bach sonata, turned low. In the thin strip of open door, I saw floor-to-ceiling bookcases. A wall of family photos. The corner of an oil painting in a carved Baroque frame.


“Bozhe moi,” the man said, the strange yet familiar words erupting from deep inside his chest. I focused on him once more. In the seconds I had looked away, the man’s face had changed. The grief had given way to confusion. His cheeks flushed with color.


“Excuse me?” I said.


He gripped the door harder, passed a hand across his forehead.


“For a moment, there…I’m sorry, what did you say your name was?”


“Diamond. Eve Diamond. I’m a…”


“Yes,” he said. “Forgive me. What a coincidence.”


I paused, torn between asking what he meant and getting to the point of my visit. There had been a momentary shock of recognition in his face, naked fear and hope.


“What’s a coincidence?” I finally said.


“It’s nothing.”


“We’ve met somewhere?” I probed.


“I don’t think so.” He waved his hand dismissively. Although he tried to hide it, he kept stealing glances at me.


“I’m…” I bit my tongue. “I’m sorry to disturb you at this difficult time. Are you Mr. Lukin?”


He lifted his chin. “I am he,” he said, his Adam’s apple bobbing in agreement. Against the black door frame, his hands were almost a translucent white, blue veins in high relief against the parchment skin. “They said a detective would come, but I didn’t expect one so soon. Or one so young and…” He swallowed, turned away. “Please forgive me….”


“No,” I said. “It’s me who is sorry. Mr. Lukin, I’m not a detective, I’m a reporter for the Los Angeles Times.”


“Ah. My regrets then, Miss Diamond.”


I was impressed with his civility, the struggle to keep his voice even and polite.


“My wife and I, we cannot talk to anyone right now. We need this time alone. You will respect our privacy, yes?”


He fixed me with those pale blue eyes. Definitely not American, I thought. The cadence of his words, the curious phrasing. The shape of his skull, the high forehead. The rumpled, professorial look. Well-bred, educated, intelligentsia, cultured. Somewhere east of the Danube. My heart gave a little flutter. My father might have looked like this, had he lived. They were Russian, I guessed. That would explain the watch. Or maybe not. Most Russian émigrés had nothing but scorn for the Soviet system. So why would their son strap on a reminder of the hated hammer and sickle?


We stood there. I wondered which line would get me past the door but felt conflicted about manipulating him, now that there was a personal connection. I had touched something deep in him, even if it was only a case of mistaken identity.


“Of course, Mr. Lukin,” I said. “I hope we can talk soon, though. I’m writing about your son for tomorrow’s paper.” I took a breath, plunged forward. “Did the police tell you I was one of the two people who found, uh, him?”


I had almost said “the body.” But that would not do at all.


Lukin closed his eyes and his body swayed. A moment passed. When his eyes opened, they wavered unsteadily.


“They did not.”


He turned and peered into his house, head and shoulders pivoting in the way of old men with stiff necks. I did a little step-glide with him and saw him examining the oil painting. I could see the whole thing now. Two young princes, dressed in ermine and crimson, stared out at me. Their skin was rosy; their golden hair caught and refracted the light. Thick metal crosses inlaid with jewels hung from their necks. One was on the cusp of adolescence, dangling between worlds. The other still a boy, mischievous and dimpled, his limbs steeled into repose, but ready to erupt again in kinetic energy the moment he was dismissed. I almost heard his laughter echoing down the hall as he scampered away, gleeful to be released.


The rich hues of the oil on canvas, the carved wood frame, the gathering shadows of a winter afternoon, all conspired to give the portrait a hushed and timeless air.


“My sons,” croaked Lukin. “Denny is the younger one.”


“Extraordinary,” I said. “They look like children of a long-ago czar.”


Lukin turned back, examining me with renewed interest.


“The artist is well known in Russia. As were his father and grandfather, all the way back to Catherine the Great. The lineage is unbroken. But it’s all dust now. Ach. Dust and shadows.”


His brow furrowed. I waited. My heart went out to this man who had just lost a child. He looked at his watch, muttered under his breath. And then he seemed to decide something.


“Won’t you please come in, Ms. Diamond?”









Chapter 4






I stepped down into a sunken living room, wondering when—or if—I would meet Mrs. Lukin. The smell of buckwheat hit me, a warm, nourishing aroma. And meat frying with onions and spices. Pots bubbling on the stove. Because children come home hungry after a long day at school.


Lukin closed the door after me, bade me sit on a black leather couch. His shoulders hunched like a sad crow’s as he walked with great effort to a chair and sat down. To avoid staring, I looked out the plate-glass windows. The view was stunning: hills stretching out to square grids, the bowl of the San Fernando Valley basin, more hills rising purple in the distance where Chatsworth became Simi Valley. The room shining with the ghostly winter light of late afternoon. This was the house of artists and doting parents. Sports trophies sat atop a grand piano. The furniture was a quirky mix of antiques and sleek modern, laid with heavy Turkish carpets. Around the extraordinary oil portrait of Lukin’s sons was a series of photos. Long-haired blond boys on snowboards, sliding down pine-forest mountains. Lithe, tanned, sand-powdered bodies posed next to long boards, atop skateboards, in fluorescent swim trunks, their rib cages showing, their hair bleached white by the sun, holding up sea tortoises that craned long leathery necks and glared in annoyance. The spoils of a Southern California childhood. But my eye was drawn time and again to the Old World, almost regal quality of the oil portrait. The duality depicted here. Surfer boys with stained glass, Eminem and Pushkin. Duels at sunrise. Movies at the Galleria. Vassals and hounds.


Lukin sat in an upholstered chair next to me, crossed his legs in their baggy khakis, and clasped his long, pale hands.


“Tell me about my son.”


Even though I had expected it, his bluntness startled me. This was the coin I had plunked down to gain entrance. But how could I tell him about the cloud of flies, the smell, the stained earth.


“What did the police say?” I parried.


His head bent like that of a babushka at prayer. He rubbed the inside of one white wrist until it chafed pink and streaky, as though he might dig the pain out of his flesh.


“They said he was found on the trail. That he had been shot in the head. They said…” His voice lowered. “They said…his body…it was eaten by…” He swallowed. The wattles below his chin quivered. “Oh God, forgive me…they said my boy, my child, that his body was eaten by animals.”


Shock rippled through me. I hadn’t noticed that. But then, I hadn’t inspected him the way the forensics people had. I remembered the mountain lion’s deep gashes in the oak tree and shuddered.


“It’s like a grim fairy tale my grandmother used to tell me,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “About the starving wolves in the winter forest, loping after the sled. And the family inside wrapped in fur cloaks, the snow growing thicker, the horses more weary. The wolves closer now, leaping and snarling. The loss of hope. And then finally, how they lightened the load. By one child. So that the wolves, able to feed, would fall back. That the rest might live.”


Lukin hugged his elbows, and his eyes rolled inward to a landscape only he could see. In this hidden place, he now carried on a conversation, trying to soothe and convince an unseen person. “There, there. That was just an old tale to scare naughty children. Not something that really happened. Even in Russia. And certainly not in America.”


His voice rose. “That’s why we came here. To escape the wolves.”


Slowly, his eyes focused. When he spoke again, it was in dull, mechanical tones.


“What else can you tell me?”


“I saw a bullet casing,” I said, staring at my shoes. No, I would not tell him about the flies. There were things that parents of murdered children didn’t need to know. I thought of the monstrousness of it, how murderers leave behind a vortex of suffering that ripples through the generations, tearing families apart. The Lukins had another son. I did the math. If Denny was seventeen, the brother must be about nineteen. Away at college, perhaps? Or comforting his mother in the next room? Or already blotting out the pain with drugs and alcohol and destruction? Would the legacy of violent death beget its own poisonous half-life in this family?


“And what caliber was it?” Lukin asked.


Startled, I looked up. “Sorry. I don’t know much about guns.”


He grew impatient. “But was it big, small? What color? The thickness. What do you remember?”


“I suppose you can get that from the police report,” I said, struggling to remember. “It shone like brass. It was small, slender, like this.” I put my thumb and forefinger about an inch apart.


“Were there any markings on his body? A note? Anything unusual?”


His voice grew more urgent. He was interviewing me.


“Not that I noticed. Nothing at all.”


His body relaxed into the chair, though the grief did not leave his face.


“Is there anything else you can tell me?” he asked.


“He was wearing a Val Surf T-shirt and shorts. A puka-shell necklace. He had a fanny pack, like he was on a hike.”


“A hike,” Lukin said morosely.


“There was one thing.”


“Yes?” he said.


“Was your son a surfer?”


“Yes.” Annoyed now. “What does that have to do with anything?”


“Well, it just struck me,” I said, “because he was wearing a USSR army watch. And I would have pegged him as a sporty-, high-tech-, waterproof-watch kind of guy. Salt water’s hell on metal.”


Lukin stood up. He walked to the chimney mantel. He raised a hand to a framed photo of his boys, ran his fingers along the glass. I thought I saw them tremble. There was a long silence.


His back still to me, he cleared his throat but said nothing.


The air in the room grew thick with waiting.


“Was it yours?” I finally said. “From your time in the Red Army? I mean, it was compulsory back then, wasn’t it?”


Finally, he spoke.


“Yes. Eh, no. I mean, it wasn’t mine. I despise all things from the regime, I’d hardly keep it around as a memento.”


“Hmm. That’s odd, then.”


There was a silence. Then Lukin’s words rushed in to fill it. “But you’re very shrewd, Ms. Diamond. It was a matter of contention between us. Denny, ah, got that watch at a swap meet several weeks ago. It was an act of defiance, a youthful rebellion. He knew I’d recoil at such a thing. What it stood for. Therein lay the attraction.”


Lukin grasped the mantel and a shudder went through him. When he turned back, his face was creased into a horrible grimace.


“Imagine, the old man moves heaven and earth to escape communism, and then years later, safe in America, his son decides to thumb his nose at Papa with such a monstrosity. I tried not to show my distaste. With any luck, he’d have tired of it soon.”


“Ah,” I said, not at all satisfied. “Then please forgive me, I’m sorry to dredge up such painful memories.”


I paused for what I hoped was a decent interval.


“When’s the last time you saw him, uh, uh…” I stuttered, biting back the word, “alive?”


“Saturday night,” Lukin said promptly. “He and a friend were going surfing early Sunday. He called when they got back. Asked if he could stay for a barbecue, spend the night, and go right to school Monday. Er, today. I gave my permission. I thought it was him when the police came. I wondered why he was knocking.”


“Does your son like to hike, Mr. Lukin? Any idea how he ended up in Griffith Park yesterday?”


“Denny loves the outdoors. He walked neighborhoods for the Sierra Club. He cleaned up litter on the beaches. He brought home stray cats.”


He gestured to two tortoiseshell bundles curled on a chair under a window.


“He was a gentle soul. He couldn’t tolerate war, fighting. His moral compass was strong. He fought for the underdog.”


Mr. Lukin put his head in his hands and rocked back and forth. “My son, my son,” he said.


I waited. Then I asked, “What was this friend’s name? What school did they go to?”


“Denny and Max are best friends. You don’t think…? I would vouch for him. We are close with the parents. Max’s father and I, we have the white birches, the food lines, the commissars in common….” He made a dismissive gesture with his hand: I could never understand.


“You mean you’re both from Russia?”


“Yes. Though he’s quite a bit younger than me. He didn’t live through the worst of it.”


Max, I thought. I’ve got to talk to him and his parents both. And for that I needed…


“What’s the family’s last name?” I asked.


“I gave it to the police.”


“It would help if you told me, too.”


I was on the scent now, like a truffle-hunting pig. But if I rooted too hard, I’d trample the delicate treasure. With that in mind, I drifted over to a side table, examined the photos. Saw one of the boys posed with their parents, proud and beaming. Noticed something.


“They’re so handsome, and yet there’s something ethereal, almost otherworldly about them. Maybe it comes from having older parents. You have more wisdom to pass on. By Russian standards, you started late.”


A deep freeze filled the room that an icebreaker couldn’t cut through.


I turned. Lukin was clutching his throat, and seemed to have gone even more pale.


“I had…there was…”


What a dope I was. They had probably tried for years. Or gone through the agony of fertility treatments. Or even adopted, for all I knew. And with my insensitive comment, I had…


“I’m sorry,” I said. “That was crass of me.”


Lukin struggled to speak, swallowed, then said, “You asked about Max, Ms. Diamond. And where my son went to school. I think you should get all this from the police.” His voice trailed off as he followed my gaze to a gold trophy whose inscribed letters read: Academic Decathlon Super Quiz. Third Place, Denny Lukin, North Hollywood High School.


“All right,” I said, turning away. Both of us knowing I now had a partial answer. North Hollywood High. The kids at school would tell me the rest.


Lukin’s lower lip trembled, and he put a hand to his chin. I thought about his persistent questions in that hard, odd voice, and the pinprick of anxiety that I had shoved aside came roaring back.


“Did your son have any enemies, Mr. Lukin? What about you, your family?”


“Sasha,” came a voice from the other room. It was a woman’s voice, raw and wet. She had the same accent as Sasha Lukin. We heard the click-clack of heels moving with determination on hardwood floors. “Who’s there? Who are you talking to, Sasha? Did the police come back?”


Then the owner of the voice appeared and I recognized Mrs. Lukin from her photo. She was tall and slender and wore a long skirt and a blouse with a ribbon at the neck. Her wavy brown hair was held back by ivory combs, revealing tiny pearl earrings. Her eyes were swollen. She held a tissue bunched under her nose.


“It’s a reporter, Irina. This is Eve Diamond. She found Denny’s body.”


There was a sudden intake of breath.


“I don’t care,” the woman said. “What on earth could have possessed you to talk to the press? Have you lost your mind?”


She shoved the tissue into the sleeve of her blouse and advanced toward me.


“How dare you? At a time like this. Get out.”


Grabbing my arm, she marched me to the door over the gentle remonstrations of her husband. Her fingers were surprisingly strong.


Still in her grip, I turned and addressed her husband.


“Mr. Lukin?” I said. “You were going to tell me Max’s last name?”


“Oh no, you don’t,” said his wife, jerking my arm with each word for emphasis. “Sasha, don’t you open your mouth.”


She looked at a grandfather clock solemnly ticking the time.


“We must go identify the body,” she told me icily. “The coroner is waiting. Out.”


Irina Lukin opened the door and released me. Her hand was on my back now, the better to push me out. What she saw waiting outside made her curse sharply in Russian.









Chapter 5






Two news vans were parked on the meager front lawn and a cameraman was clambering out as the TV antenna unfurled into the sky. The rain was coming down in a steady drizzle now. I wondered if anyone in TV news had ever gotten electrocuted. When the cameraman saw us standing in the open door, he hoisted the camera onto his shoulder, pointed it at us, and began filming.


“Sasha,” Irina wailed behind me. “There’s more of them. Oh my God, what a nightmare.”


I felt a shove, then the door slammed behind me.


I stumbled, caught my balance, and tried to walk gracefully to the curb, self-conscious as the camera trailed me, the beefy, tattooed camera guy following.


“Mind if we do a little interview?” he asked.


“Wait, Billy,” came a female voice from inside the van. “I’m coming.”


A woman in a form-hugging red suit emerged from the passenger seat, carrying a microphone. She had the perfectly coiffed hair and pancake makeup of a TV news personality. With a ripple of irritation I recognized Samantha Moore, a local anchor and supersize air-head.


“Miss, miss?” she called, tripping toward me in ridiculous red heels, a flunky running alongside her with a red umbrella. “Do you live here? Are you a relative? Is it true that Denny Lukin was killed by a gunshot wound and his body eaten by animals as he lay on the trail overnight?”


Samantha Moore licked her collagen-stung lips and thrust the microphone into my face.


Somewhere behind me, a garage door whirred open. Samantha Moore craned her neck, panicked that she might miss something. I turned and watched a late-model Buick back out, only to stop as another news van rolled up, blocking the driveway and the Buick’s escape route.


Trapped inside, the Lukins held magazines up to the car windows to shield their faces.


“Get them, Billy,” Samantha said but Billy was already lumbering into position.


“Don’t waste your film,” I said. “They’re just friends of the family. I’m Denny Lukin’s older sister. My parents are already at the coroner’s.”


I was winding up now. “Just home from grad school for the holidays,” I said. “Sure, I’ll talk to you.”


Behind me, the car revved, fishtailed to avoid the TV van, and screeched onto the grass, narrowly missing us.


“Let them go, Billy,” Samantha muttered, loud enough for her cameraman to hear, but low enough to keep the rest of the media pack from baying over. “I need you over here, double-time.”


The Buick jumped the curb, hitting the street with a loud scrape of metal on concrete. Then it was gone.


Samantha gripped her mike more tightly with one hand. With the other, she ran her fingers over her snow white teeth to make sure there was no lipstick dimming the 250-watt glow.


Then she spoke into the camera. “We’re here in front of the Lukin home, talking to Dennis Lukin’s sister,” she said. Her face grew solemn, her voice soft with concern yet steeled to hear the worst.


“Tell us, Miss Lukin, did your brother have enemies? Can you think of anyone who would want to do this to a young boy in the prime of life?”


The camera pivoted from Samantha to me.


“Well, actually,” I began. Samantha nodded, giving me a look of intense empathy. I flashed her my most telegenic smile and said, “Denny doesn’t have an older sister. I’m a newspaper reporter. But I hope you put me on TV anyway. I’m thinking of changing media, and this could be my big break. Be sure to send me the test reel.”


I didn’t wait for her reaction as I took off, jogging down the hill.


 


Once in my car, it took me ten minutes to reach Ventura Boulevard because I kept having to pull over to the shoulder of the narrow street to let more news vans up. The trail is cold, suckers, I thought.


As I drove, I dialed the City Desk, filling Jon Trabuco in on the new details, reconstructing Denny Lukin’s last days, how he had gone surfing, then to a barbecue, then told his parents he was spending the night with a friend. Instead, he had gone hiking in Griffith Park. I relayed what Sasha Lukin had said as he fell apart, the gruesome detail that his body had been eaten by animals.


“Who’s this friend?” Trabuco asked.


“Max somebody. He was about to tell me when the wife kicked me out.”


“Find him,” Trabuco said. “Or don’t bother coming in tomorrow.”


What a hard-ass, I thought.


“I’m working on it,” I said.


I headed to North Hollywood High School. School was long out, but there were still students milling around. Thousands of kids attended this large and sprawling campus. What were the odds I’d find any who knew Denny and Max? At Magnolia and Colfax, I parked, walked around, questioning groups of students on campus and at the doughnut shop on the corner, slinking from awning to tree to overhang in efforts to stay dry. Some looked at me as though I were crazy. Others looked bored. Nobody knew anything. I was now completely wet.


“He Latino, man?” one kid with a shaved head asked. “Cuz I know a heavy cholo named Max.”


“White boy,” I said. “Russian, actually. Surfer.”


“Sorry,” said the kid, and he turned back to his friends.


Knowing a little about the campus ecology, I asked if the Russian kids hung out in any particular area. Nobody had a clue, but white kids in general were a minority. I walked around for another half hour, canvassing students, but had no luck. Finally I gave up and walked back to my car.


I turned my heater to blast, called the police, and asked for the name of the boy Denny had last been seen with.


“We can’t reveal that information,” the cop said.


“I know his first name is Max.”


“No comment.”


Frustrated, I drummed my fingers along the dash.


“Did the Lukin kid have enemies? Gang, drug involvement?”


“We’re checking.”


“Did he have a record?”


“Negative.”


“What about his friend Max?”


“Negative.”


I sat there, biting the inside of my cheek.


“Look,” I said. “I know they’re both from Russian immigrant families. The dad told me.”


“That is correct,” said the cop, laconic and bored.


“Is it possible there’s a Russian Mafia connection?”


“We will be examining every angle.”


“I wish you wouldn’t be such a chatterbox,” I said. “I can’t write that fast.”


“Don’t waste my time, Ms. Diamond. My colleague has already gone through this all with another of your reporters.”


“Who?” I said, my competitive hackles rising.


“Dunno,” the cop said. “And he’s on break so I can’t ask. But this reporter was very thorough. They were on the phone a long time. Now, if there’s nothing else—”


“Just one more thing. Denny Lukin seemed like a typical Southern California surfer kid. But I noticed he had a Soviet army watch on his wrist.”


“They’re from Russia, aren’t they?”


“But the boy’s dad hated the Sovs. That’s why they came here.”


I didn’t want to go into everything Lukin had told me. I wasn’t sure how relevant it was, and I didn’t quite buy it. Lukin had seemed too agitated, his explanation too long and involved.


“Russian family, Russian watch. Whatever. The detectives get the police report. I’m sure they’ll look into it,” the cop said.


Uneasy, I signed off and wondered what to do next. People were getting home from work now; it might pay to visit Lukin’s neighbors. Letting out the clutch, I put the car in drive and drove back up to the Studio City hills.


The media party was in full swing now, the street crowded with news vans. I parked low on the hill and hiked up, knocking at each house along the way, but either no one was home or they didn’t have anything to say to a soggy reporter who balanced a newspaper on her head to ward off the rain.


It was getting dark. Lights were going on. Twinkling Christmas trees stood framed in picture windows. Mechanical deer lit with white fairy lights grazed on front lawns. Here in the L.A. hills, deer were considered more a hooved urban pest than a noble animal. They drank water out of sprinklers, trampled lawns, and breakfasted on the heirloom roses that Angelenos paid a small fortune for. And yet many folks put mechanical deer on their front lawns. I wondered whether the robotized deer confused their flesh-and-blood cousins. But in L.A., artifice always won out over nature, which held too many risks, too many variables. And so the mechanical deer bobbed and grazed, lifting their heads to blink at you.


It was growing colder, a clammy chill settling in. I wished I had brought a warmer jacket. Something with a hood. Or an umbrella. But native Angelenos never check the forecast. Ignorance and a sunny faith in the weather is almost a matter of pride. And since everyone has cars, it’s not like we have to brave the elements very often. And when I rushed out willy-nilly this morning to meet Knightsbridge, I had no idea a storm was brewing or that I’d be out this late.


So now I was paying the piper. I talked to sensibly clad joggers and dog walkers. Some knew the Lukins, I could tell, though they claimed not to. Everyone was battening down the mental hatches in the face of yet another Los Angeles media onslaught.


I reached the Lukin house in time to see the reporters buzzing like the cloud of flies I had seen earlier. One chatty radio guy told me excitedly that a young man had just parked and gone inside, refusing to talk to the press.


Like all the others, my heart rose, then sank. It must be the elusive brother. How I wanted to sit down with him.


“He pulled up in this old-guy car,” one of the male TV personalities chimed in. “I wouldn’t be caught dead in that.”


A thought occurred. “What car was it?”


“That Buick over there.”


He pointed to a cream-colored car parked under a streetlamp, which was barely needed as the street was lit up bright as day with the TV lights. The same car that the Lukins had driven out of their garage two hours earlier.


“Yeah? Thanks. Oh well, guess I’ll call it a night,” I said.


I took a leisurely stroll along the media campsite, then made my way back to the Buick. I jotted down the license plate, intending to DMV it tomorrow, for whatever that might get me. I peered inside, looking for anything that might give a clue. But it was clean as a whistle, the rear seat empty, no receipts or anything in the well. Then my eyes went to the rearview mirror. People sometimes hung things up there, like racing dice, a good-luck amulet. But the only thing hanging from this car was a parking permit.


Parking permit?


I leaned against the car, pretending to get a better look at the house. Nobody paid me the slightest attention. I glanced into the front seat again, deciphering the letters on the parking permit. Rathburn International. Quickly, I looked away, stared up at the stars. My lucky stars. Now I had a lead. Someone in the family worked at Rathburn International. Sounded like a defense company. Tomorrow, I’d find out.









Chapter 6






At the bottom of the hill, I stopped at the red light, annoyed by the wait to get onto Ventura Boulevard. It was late and I was wet and wanted to get home. A sign in Cyrillic caught my eye. Below it were the English words Market and Deli. It was still open. As the light changed, instead of turning left, I pulled into the parking lot and killed the engine. I pictured Sasha Lukin, driving up and down his hill each day, seeing this place. A deli with food from his homeland? What were the chances that they knew him?


I walked in.


It was warm and smelled good. A teenage girl was behind the counter, skinning charred eggplants and mashing the flesh. She had pale skin and red cheeks, which were only emphasized by the white kerchief holding back her hair. When I asked about Sasha and Denny Lukin, she wiped her hands on a towel, said, “One moment, please,” and disappeared into the back. A moment later, she returned with a bigger, jollier, older version of herself. Then she went back to her task, eyes downcast, though she moved with a deliberation that told me she was listening.


The older woman clasped her hands.


“Yes, please,” she said.


I repeated my question.


“Da,” she said, nodding enthusiastically. “Every week he is here. He not buy much. Just for him and wife. He say children are becoming too American, only want tacos and pizza. They lose tastes of home.”


“Russian, is he?”


She posed the question to her daughter. They argued for a moment.


“My daughter says yes. But I not sure,” she said. She ticked off her fingers. “He buy Hungarian salami, Bulgarian feta, Armenian mouhamara, Russian piroshki. Never talk about old country. A lot of them like that. They either talk all time or don’t say nothing. So long they come back, we not care.” She winked, large and friendly.


A picture was emerging that was completely in line with the little I had seen today. A modest man, not given to grand gestures. Who kept to himself, bumbling and absentminded maybe. Quiet. Not gregarious like this lady. Still missing his homeland, but young enough when he got here to fit in, to learn idiomatic English with barely an accent.


“Where are you from?” I asked.


“Tbilisi,” she said proudly. “But I am Russian. Though maybe there was Georgian grandfather hiding in the woodpile.” Her eyes twinkled.


She saw me looking at her daughter, who was savagely mashing the eggplant.


“You would like try?” she said.


“Nah, that’s okay.” I swallowed my saliva.


“Moment,” she said. She slid open the door of the refrigerated glass display case, pulled out a large bowl filled with a reddish-brown dip, and scooped generous spoonfuls onto a plate. Then she added a grape leaf, a knish, and a stuffed cabbage roll.


She handed it to me with a plastic fork.


“You like Russian food?”


“Yes,” I said, my mouth watering.


“Sit down,” she ordered imperiously.


She watched me eat, then busied herself doing things behind the counter. More people came in and ordered food to go. She served them, gossiping gaily in Russian, English, and another tongue I didn’t recognize.


“Why you ask so many questions?” she said, plopping to rest beside me once the crowd thinned. “You KGB?” She laughed heartily at her own joke. I laughed too.


“Not even CIA,” I said. “I’m a journalist.”


“Something happen to him?” She got serious. Looked worried.


I swallowed the last bite, wiped my mouth, and pushed away my plate.


“No. But, unfortunately, something’s happened to his son. He was found murdered today in Griffith Park.”


The woman’s hand rose, clasped over her mouth in horror.


“Bozhe moi.”


“Those words. What do they mean?”


“It mean ‘my God.’ Which boy was killed?”


“The younger one. Denny. Did you know him? Did he ever come in here?”


Across the counter, the young woman had stopped mashing. Her mouth open in an O, she stood, fork poised midmash.


I turned in my chair to face her. “Did you know him?”


“No,” she said. “I cut myself.” She put her forefinger in her mouth and sucked loudly. “Oh, it stings. Please excuse me.”


With that, she ran into the back. I stared at the swinging door, alarm bells going off. The daughter knew something.


“Crazy girl,” the mother said. “Too many hormones.”


“Was she friends with him? Girlfriend, maybe?”


“Not possible,” the woman said stoutly. “She here at six-thirty each morning, making food before go to school. Come straight back after. Work more, then go home and do homework, go to bed. Too busy for boys.”


But I wondered. I knew about teenagers, the secret lives they led, the ones the parents never knew about. My radar was out. I determined to come back here. But first…


“Where does your daughter go to school?”


“North Hollywood High,” the mother said. “She is in magnet program. Smart girl. I tell her she study hard, she not have to work making food all life like me. I am old. But her life just beginning.”


“So did you know the Lukin boy who was killed?” I persisted. This chatty grocer’s wife must be a fount of gossip and knowledge about everything that went on in this tight-knit little community.


She waved an arm dismissively.


“Once or twice, he bring a young man, introduce as son. He not say much. Listening to his iPod.”


“So you don’t know anything about him, or anyone who would have wanted to kill him?”


She wagged a finger at me. “This is America, not Russia,” she said. “Thank God when we immigrate, we leave troubles behind. When I first visit American supermarket, I am crying. Never before see so much food in one place. You want blintz now?” She beamed. “You tell your friends, good place, they come here.”


I walked out about twenty dollars poorer, carrying plastic containers filled with food from eleven time zones. I might be striking out on the Denny Lukin front, but I would eat happy.


 


My phone rang as I got in the car. I turned on the windshield wipers and heater and answered it.


“Did you find Max?” Trabuco asked.


“No, but I found a girl who knows the deceased.”


“It’s getting late for deadline, Diamond,” came his raspy voice.


“I can’t talk to her tonight,” I said, feeling my body starting to steam inside my wet clothes. “But we have a date at six-thirty tomorrow morning, though she doesn’t yet know it.”


“Good,” Trabuco said, “because the cops aren’t releasing Max’s last name. On account of he’s a minor. But they say he’s a person of interest. There are inconsistencies in his story. We need to find him. Maybe this girl can help us.”


No wonder the police had been so closed-mouthed with me.


“It’s sad,” I said. “This is an immigrant family. They come here, fleeing communism or whatever, thinking that their kids will have a better life in America. And this is how they end up.”


“Los Angeles is not America,” Trabuco said.


“Then what is it?”


“The seventh level of hell.”


“If you really believed that, you’d be working for the Boise Gazette.”


“I didn’t say hell wasn’t interesting.”


“Well, this murder is plenty hellish. Who’d want to kill a young man on a hike in Griffith Park with no known enemies? Parents are totally freaked.”


“You’re breaking my heart,” he said. “They got another son, don’t they?”


“Ah, that’s cold.”


“No, Diamond, this is cold. You’re no longer flying solo, I’ve given you a partner.”


“I can handle it myself,” I said, my fingers turning to ice. I did not want help. I had just gotten off a story where I had been roped into working with a new reporter named Felice Morgan whose ambition had nearly gotten us both killed.


“Brandywine just turned in a big take-out on nursing home abuses and he’s at loose ends. I’ve assigned him to help you out. He’s already gotten with the cops about this. That’s how we know that little friend Max is a person of interest. There are too many leads for one person to follow.”


“Of all people,” I spluttered. So that was who the cops had been talking to! Joshua Brandywine was a second-generation journalistic aristocrat who had grown up in world capitals on five continents because his father was a foreign correspondent for The New York Times. Josh’s keen intelligence and killer instincts were laced with a self-deprecating humor and I considered him a friend and sparring partner. But putting us on the same story was like tossing two tigers into a compound that held only one scrawny goat trembling behind a bush. We’d tear each other apart to get to it first.


“So if you’re done mopping up in the field, c’mon back,” Trabuco said. “Brandywine’s sitting on long thumbtacks over here, waiting for you.”


I looked at my watch. It was 6:45 on a cold and rainy night. My boyfriend, Silvio, was in Mexico, scouting promising new bands out of Monterrey. He was a concert promoter, and his immigrant father had built the family music business from a swap-meet stall into a multimillion-dollar empire by catering to the nostalgia of immigrants pining for the sounds of home. Silvio wouldn’t be back until tomorrow, so I had no one to hurry home to. Au contraire, I wanted to work myself senseless to blot out my desire for his arms, the words he murmured in my ear, the scent of his body as his skin slid against mine. And now Trabuco was throwing down the gauntlet. You want to be a big-time Metro reporter, you put in the time.


“I would have been there five minutes ago,” I lied, stifling a burp, “but there’s an accident on the 101.”









Chapter 7






Half an hour later I was hurrying into the lobby of the Los Angeles Times. It never ceased to thrill me that I was one of hundreds of reporters who put out a paper in the great metropolis every day, taking the pulse of this big unruly city that never sleeps. Sure, the tile floor was chipped and the Art Deco chandelier needed polishing, but being here made me feel that I was at the nerve center, the great pulsing heart, of an inky Leviathan. It was a heady feeling, to wend through the city every morning with my notepad and press pass like I owned the place, my nerves quickening with the hunt. Not only did newshounds have to catch the fox, but we had to bring it back, clamped delicately in our jaws, by 5:00 p.m., unbloodied and still alive.


It was what I’d been born to do. Being a journalist made me feel like a swashbuckling pirate, navigating through vast, uncharted oceans, where the tides were constantly shifting, the currents sluggish, then speedy, the waves tossing up new menace, characters, and clues. It was an adrenaline rush more intoxicating than any drug, and one of which I never tired.


Josh was scrolling through the wires when I arrived. I could see his wavy brown hair as I slid into a free cubicle, logged on, and scrolled through eighty e-mails. I had been off last week, vacationing with Silvio in the Yucatán before starting my new posting in Metro, and things had piled up. At least ten of the messages were from the San Gabriel Valley bureau—my old job—saying that a mystery caller had tried to reach me. He had sounded increasingly desperate with each call but wouldn’t leave a message. This wasn’t so unusual in my profession and I wondered if he was a crackpot. Hopefully I could pawn him off on Felice Morgan, the new hire in San Gabe now that I was on to bigger and more important things downtown. I scrolled through the other messages, but they were standard office stuff, reminders of meetings, updates on projects, and a few invites for drinks. I put those aside for later and read through the daily “budget,” which lists the stories running in the next day’s paper.


GRIFFITH BODY, read the skedline. “Police are questioning the family and friends of 17-year-old Denny Lukin of Studio City, who was found shot to death Monday on a trail in Griffith Park. Lukin was last seen leaving the home of a high school friend on Sunday afternoon. The friend, who is not being identified because of his age, told police that Lukin was headed home. But Lukin told his parents he planned to spend Sunday night at his friend’s house and would see them Monday after school. The Lukins, immigrants from Russia, said their son was a good student, was not a gang member and had no known enemies. 35 inches. DEVELOPING. DIAMOND/BRANDYWINE with eyewitness descriptions by Diamond.”


Ah, I thought. A double byline. Already it didn’t belong to me anymore. A few more clicks brought me to the story itself. I skimmed over what I had called in, then moved on to Josh’s contribution. He had zeroed in on the discrepancy between what Denny Lukin had told his family and what he told his friend.


There were a few quotes from the cops, confirming that Denny’s body had been gnawed at by animals. The caliber of the bullet casing, which should satisfy Lukin’s odd curiosity. Confirmation by the cops and the family that Denny Lukin had no known enemies. Josh had even managed to reach a school official after hours at North Hollywood High who confirmed that Denny was a good student, not in a gang. And he had a quote from the coroner, too, weighing in with a preliminary report that gunshot had been the cause of death.


I sensed more than saw Trabuco walking over. My new editor ran six miles every day, could bench-press 210 pounds, and bristled with steely efficiency. He was more like a marine than an editor, but I didn’t mind his gruffness. He was plainspoken and decent and I knew he’d have my back in a dark alley. It was the ones who played kissy-face and praised me to the skies that I worried about. You never knew what they really thought.


“Did you bring your birth certificate?” Trabuco asked.


I slapped my forehead. After 9/11, many federal agencies had tightened access and started demanding new government-issued press passes. The Times was applying for these en masse and tomorrow was the deadline to turn in the forms. I knew my birth certificate was buried in a box of my parents’ papers, sitting on a high shelf in my closet. But I hadn’t needed it in years. Nor was I eager to excavate the past.


“I swear, it’s sitting on my desk at home,” I lied. “I’ll have it for you tomorrow.”


His eyes narrowed. “You’re pathological, Diamond. Why do you always leave things to the last minute?”


I grinned. “Because I’m a reporter. I don’t feel alive unless I’m pushing drop-dead deadline.”


Trabuco crossed his arms over his chest and inclined his neatly trimmed beard at the clock.


“Speaking of which, everything read okay on that story?”


“Yeah,” I said. “But there isn’t anything about the Max kid being a person of interest. Did the cops say anything off the record?”


Trabuco uncrossed his arms and pointed across the City Room to Josh’s bobbing brown head.


“Why don’t you go ask that metrosexual over there.”


I closed the computer file and walked over to Josh.


He saw me, pushed away from his desk, and sent his chair rolling around to face me.


“So?” Josh said. A lazy smile skulked at the edges of his boyish good looks. A snub nose. Smattering of freckles. Thick thatch of chestnut hair. Round glasses. The way he had of speaking in italics, to underline the irony of his words. “Comrades in arms, is it?”


“I’m just grateful they let me breathe the same air as you,” I said.


The smile widened. A dimple formed on one cheek, giving him an impish look that he’d still have when he was seventy and a grandfather. He knew when he was being mocked.


“Remind me to invite myself along next time you go hiking,” Josh said.


I shrugged. “It was a little slow my first day in Metro so I thought I’d toss a body on the trail to liven things up.”


He stood up, clasped his hands behind his back, and walked around the desk, inspecting me. Pivoted, came back. A professorial stroll. Negotiating a half-moon of skepticism.


“You wouldn’t be the first journo to bend facts to your advantage.”


“Aren’t we all talked out on that tedious topic,” I said, rolling my eyes. “So tell me what’s not in tomorrow’s story.”


“Ladies first,” Josh parried, eyes gleaming.


“Such a gentleman.” I sighed. “Okay. One of the parents may work at Rathburn International. That’s in Chatsworth. Sounds Department of Defense-y. I’ll check it out. Also, I found a girl who knows Denny, another Russian kid, they went to school together, and I’m gonna hit her up tomorrow morning at six-thirty to get more. But here’s the clincher. I think the Lukins are hiding something. The father asked me all sorts of questions, then the mom threw me out. It’s not the usual ‘won’t talk to the press’ routine.”


“Squeaky-clean junior dealt a little drugs on the side?” Josh asked.


“Did the cops find any evidence of that? Any unexplained luxury purchases?”


“It don’t mean a thing if it ain’t got that bling? No.”


“What about this friend Max?” I asked.


“Cops are playing mum.”


“Trabuco says he’s on their short list?”


“Max was the last person to see Denny alive. Told the cops that Denny got a call on his cell and headed out.”


“Ah, that wasn’t in the story, either. They ask you to hold off for now?”


“Yeah.”


“It’ll be easy enough to trace the call.”


I saw Josh’s look of pity, and thought fast. “Unless it came in from a pay phone,” I added.


The pity turned to respect. “Right. Do you really think the murderer would be so stupid as to lure Denny to his death over a traceable phone?”


“Probably not. But what makes you so sure he even got a call, smarty-pants? What if the Max kid is lying? Did they find a phone on Lukin’s body?”


“No,” Josh said after a pause. “And there were inconsistencies in his story.”


“So they think Max did it?”


“For now he’s just a person of interest. But the kid better hope he’s got thirty witnesses to swear he was snoring in Calculus II study group while his buddy was getting offed.”


“So how you finessing that for tomorrow’s story?”


“Just say they were late into the night questioning Denny’s schoolmate. And that police wouldn’t release the name, blah blah blah, because he was a minor, but were probing what they called ‘inconsistencies’ in his story.” He shrugged.


“That sure makes it sound like he did it.”


“I don’t think so. But the public can judge for itself.”


“We’ve got to get his name. This girl tomorrow morning might know,” I said, telling him about the deli.


Josh pulled out a cartridge pen and wrote 6:30 a.m. on a legal pad. I didn’t like the looks of that. Or what came next. “Pick you up at five forty-five, then. You still over there on Cove?”


“Um, I was kind of thinking I’d handle this alone. Don’t want to scare her off.”


Josh preened. “Teenaged girls love me,” he said. “It’s that older man, charismatic-writer vibe I give off.”


“No, it’s your great humility,” I said, walking back to my desk. It was impossible to skewer him. He did it first, and better than anyone else possibly could.


Josh trailed behind me like a bloodhound. He crossed his arms and leaned against my desk. Just then, the computer beeped with incoming mail.


“Hold on a sec,” I said, feeling a tingle shoot through me. I hoped it was Silvio. I was counting the hours until he got home.


My lover’s words filled the screen.


Do you miss me, querida? I was sitting in a meeting yesterday and found myself unable to concentrate. All I could think of was that silk thing you wore to bed the night before you left, how the red set off your creamy skin. How hard your nipples felt through the silk. So sorry it ripped but I’ll buy you a new one, that will be fun watching you try it on. I’m insatiable for you.


I flushed warmly, felt a pulse start up between my legs, and hit the screen-saver button, but not before I heard Josh’s breath catch.


“It’s just Silvio,” I said with a sangfroid I didn’t feel. “He’s out of town.”


“Red silk, eh,” Josh said.


“You shouldn’t have read it.”


“You shouldn’t have opened it while I was standing there.”


“I was kind of anxious to know when he’s coming back.”


“Do you guys have, like, computer sex when he’s gone?”


He stared into the middle distance, trying to pretend he wasn’t totally titillated by what he had just read. It wasn’t that I was immune to Josh’s considerable charms. And working together under deadline pressure did make for an odd intimacy. But I had a boyfriend, and quaint holdover that I am, I believed in monogamy. But I was finding that throttling back what I felt for Josh just intensified the attraction.


“We even have it when he’s in town,” I said. “Like in the middle of the day at the office.” I leaned forward. “And when I’m on deadline? It relaxes me, helps me focus. I just have to be careful I don’t put steamy X-rated lines into my copy by mistake. Too many open windows.”


“Really?” Josh licked his lips. He was breathing heavy.


“No, fakely. I’m pulling your chain. I can only concentrate on one thing at a time. Besides, you know I like to keep my work and love life separate.”


This was a big joke, since I had met Silvio when I wrote a story about his family’s business and helped solve his brother’s murder.


“Well, if you ever change your mind about that…” Josh said huskily.


“You’ll be the first to know.”
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