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To Jill
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Come, seeling night,

Scarf up the tender eye of pitiful day;

And with thy bloody and invisible hand

Cancel and tear to pieces that great bond

Which keeps me pale! Light thickens; and the crow

Makes wing to th’ rooky wood:

Good things of day begin to droop and drowse;

Whiles night’s black agents to their preys do rouse.

—MACBETH






Part One



I like the night. It’s more honest than the day. Things are hidden but there’s much to hear—police sirens, lovemaking, echoes of gunfire. Sometimes I make out music wafting through an open window.

I like the anticipation that strikes me as the sun goes down. I feel energized by the waiting, but wanting is always better than having.

Murders are done in the dark; plots hatched; husbands and wives lied to.

I spend most of my days discovering what happened at night.

I hate the screamers, the ones who weep and wail and wonder aloud at the fate of whoever it is I’m writing about, always saying they never believed this could happen to them although the one great lesson of the modern world is it can happen to anyone, anytime; we are all potential victims.

We look for motivation behind the violence—why did he do it, why did it happen to her? Those questions are pointless of course. Things happen because they do.

I liked Megan’s mother.

I get a hamburger at a drive-through place and watch CNN at home. When I get bored with that, I turn on the stereo. Then I flip through a magazine.

I’m familiar with all the space in my apartment. I know where the rug is wearing thin and where the furniture is scratched and where the cracks are forming in the walls. I know which stains on the stove are impossible to remove.

I hear there are coffeehouses now in Hollywood. I hear they’re the hot new thing.

I’ve never met Kristen’s father; I don’t know what he looks like; there are no pictures of him around the house. I’ve heard his voice on the phone a few times. He’s an air traffic controller who speaks in flat and even tones, like a guy who doesn’t get too excited about things.

I once asked Noreen why she got divorced. She said it was because she wasn’t happy.

“Are you happy now?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “I’m still unhappy. But in a different way.”

I was eating an ice cream bar in the kitchen at Noreen’s house.

“Do you know how many calories that thing has?” she asked.

I confessed that I didn’t.

“Four hundred. And how many grams of fat?”

I shook my head.

“Twenty. And you stay thin.”

“I’ve always been thin.”

She sat at the opposite end of the table. Her face was flushed.

“It’s so unfair,” she said.

At the checkout line in the supermarket I always flip through the pages of the Grocery Press. I have a special fondness for Elvis sightings.

“I saw him right there,” the heavyset woman tells a reporter. She lives in a trailer park. “I came in to play the Pick Six and saw him by the frozen pizzas and I couldn’t believe my eyes, but I walked up to him anyway, just as plain as could be, and told him that Viva Las Vegas is my favorite movie of all time, and he smiled at me in the way only he can and said, ‘Thank you, ma’am; you’re very kind,’ and then he paid for his food and walked away.

“I’d recognize that voice anywhere.”

As I walk toward my car I feel myself being pulled into the night. I enjoy the anonymity and cover only darkness can bring. The strap from my bag digs into my shoulder but I don’t mind the pain; I know I deserve it; I want the weight to hurt some more. The bag contains all my sins. It represents everything I’ve done wrong. It’s my burden and it would only be right if I had to carry it forever.

When I was three or four I was standing in the middle of the street, several houses down from mine, while a few feet away a big white dog with black spots and a bad temper snapped and snarled, and I couldn’t recall how I’d gotten there and I was afraid to run and I was afraid the dog would kill me and above all else I didn’t know why this animal was tormenting me because I hadn’t done anything.

Sometimes I have nightmares about a hound or Doberman or mastiff lunging at me with no warning, knocking me to the ground as it growls and drools and bares its carnivore teeth, tearing at my throat as it pins me down. In the nightmare, I don’t have time to scream.

Sometimes when I sit at my tube and stare at the words I’ve typed I wonder about the machine and the weird rays it emits while it does what it was designed to do. I wonder if I’m being bombarded with radiation and if I’m going to get cancer and if They know about it but haven’t told anyone.

Some of my pregnant colleagues wear lead-lined aprons at their workstations.

“Helluva story you’re working on,” one of the old-timers said to me at the watercooler.

I mumbled something that I hoped he interpreted as appreciation. The guy has always made me nervous. He owns a lot of guns.

“Why are you so obsessed with it?” he asked.

“I’m not obsessed,” I said.

There is nothing beyond our life. There is nothing beyond what we know. In times that were less knowledgeable—some might call them less civilized—the ancients invented God to explain why things happen. They were afraid to accept the arbitrariness of life, too ignorant to understand the great cosmic joke that the universe itself is just a gigantic accident.

Today we know better. I see lots of bumper stickers that say “SHIT HAPPENS.”








One



There’s a body at the top of Sepulveda Pass. I want more information but that’s all I hear before the scanner moves on to robberies and assaults and domestic disputes.

I could use a story so I drive to the scene. I know the shortcuts.

Two squad cars and an unmarked vehicle are parked beside the road. It’s not much really. A uniformed cop stops me at the edge of the roped-off area, but I recognize the detective standing over the body. I call his name.

“Let him through,” the detective says. “He’s okay.”

The cop stands aside. “Fucking vulture,” he says.

I walk up a slight slope and shake hands with Frank Gruley. He points at the ground. Below us is a girl who looks to be twelve or thirteen. She’s naked except for a pair of white socks. A thin layer of dirt and sand covers her body. Bugs whiz by, settle on her, take off. I notice patches of dried blood on her face and head, part of which has been smashed open.

“Was she killed here?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “Dumped.”

“ID?”

“Not yet.”

I make the notes and walk back to my car. Gruley goes with me. He says the girl most likely was raped. There are bruises on her genitalia and traces of semen. He says a case like this can bother him. He’s a professional but he has two girls himself and he can’t stop imagining what might happen. I tell him it sounds awful, having to worry all the time.

He says they think several perps were involved but they’ll have a better idea once the tests are done. The hair and fiber guys went over her thoroughly. The girl was beaten over the head with a blunt instrument, probably a baseball bat. They found slivers of wood in her skull. Near the body was a footprint, size ten and made by a shoe nobody recognizes. This could be important. Or maybe it isn’t.

They think the girl put up a fight. Some skin from another person was found under her fingernails.

The detective scratches the ground with his shoes. Their leather is dusty and faded, and I wonder how long he intends to keep wearing them.

“That’s the first body I’ve ever seen,” I tell Gruley.

“What did you think?”

“Why would somebody do that to someone?”

“Usually it’s because they feel like it.”

 

Back at the office I write the story. It’s only a few paragraphs long.

•  •  •

I walk around to the rear of Noreen’s place, past the red Volvo with an AAA sticker and the garbage cans and the papers set out for recycling. As I let myself in, I hear a dog barking in a distant yard. He sounds angry about something.

“Is that you?” she asks.

“No,” I reply.

Noreen watches the news in the living room. The colors from the set reflect back, turning her normally translucent skin blue and purple. There was a smog alert today in the Valley.

“Where’s Kristen?” I ask.

“At her father’s. She’s at her father’s every Thursday. I’ve told you that.”

I kiss her on the cheek. She keeps chewing a piece of gum. I wonder if I’ve done something wrong and decide I must have. She asks what I’d like for dinner. I say it doesn’t matter. She says she doesn’t feel like cooking and I say that’s all right. We can order takeout we can get a pizza we can go someplace. It doesn’t matter.

We eat Mexican. Noreen knows the owner. Raul engages in a bit of a fuss and my ladyfriend smiles at the waitress. When the meal is over Raul insists on joining us for a drink. I’d prefer to leave.

“Things are very bad,” Raul says.

I say the place is crowded. Business looks fine.

“That’s not what I mean,” he says. “I’m talking about the gangs and the drugs and the lack of values. Nobody cares about anything anymore.”

“People used to care,” I say. “It never accomplished anything.”

•  •  •

The girl’s name is Megan Wright. That’s the first thing I learn at work. She went to a private school in Sherman Oaks and her teachers say she’d just started, but she seemed to fit in. That’s the most important thing at that age. Fitting in.

I call Gruley and ask how he made the ID. He says it’s his fucking job to make an ID in cases like these. I say I realize that but I’d like some specifics. He says they matched her against a missing person’s report. The mother made the ID at the morgue.

“How’d she react?” I ask.

“All things considered, she was pretty calm.”

 

My editor wants a picture of the girl.

The Wrights live in one of those communities that’s surrounded by a high stucco wall and protected by a gate and booth occupied by a minimum-wage security guard. A couple of TV trucks are parked outside, so I continue to drive. On Ventura I pull into a strip mall and take out the reverse directory I keep under the driver’s seat. The police scanner reports that an elderly couple has been found bound and gagged in their home in Reseda. The woman has had a heart attack. Emergency units are responding to the scene.

After a few tries on my car phone, I find a house near Megan’s that seems unoccupied. I use papers and notebooks to stuff a package from a courier service that I keep for situations like this. Then I drive back. The guard leans out of his cage as I pull up. I display the package and say I have to deliver it to Mr. Roswell’s house. I’m from the office and it’s important he get the material right away.

The guard rings the house. “There’s no answer,” he says. “I can take that for him.”

“I have to deliver this personally. Can you let me in? It’ll take five minutes.”

“You know where you’re going?”

I assure him I do.

The gate goes up. I enter a world of winding streets and lookalike houses, putty-colored with red roofs. Street signs with large eyes at the top advertise the presence of Neighborhood Watch.

When I find the Wrights’ address I park in the driveway and walk to the door as if I belong. The blinds are drawn and I hear no sound except for the bell echoing through uninhabited rooms. As I head back to the car I rehearse what I’ll tell my editor.

“What do you want?”

It’s a female voice. It demands attention. I haven’t heard anything open but she’s standing in the doorway, her form bordered by the frame. With the cool dark of the house behind her, nothing about this woman is distinct.

“I wasn’t expecting anybody. They didn’t call from the gate. What do you want?”

I identify myself and ask if she’s Megan’s mother. She says she is.

“I’m terribly sorry about what happened,” I say.

The words spill out of me. I’ve said them before. I’ve said them so often.

“I know this seems rude and intrusive, but I’d like to take a minute of your time and ask you some questions. I want to find out what kind of a girl your daughter was.”

The woman says nothing. She stands perfectly still.

“I want to make sense of this tragedy,” I say. “For myself and for my readers.”

I’m almost at the door. I’ve approached it slowly.

“Sometimes it’s good,” I say. “Sometimes it’s good to talk.”

She tells me to come in.

We stand in the hall a few seconds. Her eyes are clear and she’s wearing a touch of makeup. She’s dressed in white shorts and a pale pink top. I tell her the house is nice. She thanks me and asks if I need anything. For a second I think about the picture, but it’s too soon to mention it. She leads me into the living room and perches on the edge of a leather sofa. I take a high-backed chair. The woman’s posture is perfect and her hair is blond and I figure she’s about the same age as Noreen. She puts her hands on her knees, looks at me directly and tells me to go ahead.

“When did you first think something was wrong?”

She says she got home quite late that night—it was the night before last, as she recalls—and didn’t bother to check on the kids. It wasn’t until morning—

“Excuse me,” I find myself saying.

I don’t have children so I’m unsure how these things are handled, but I know my girlfriend always looks in on Kristen after we’ve been out. So I ask:

“Why didn’t you check on them?”

“It was quite late,” she says. “I was very tired. I work hard.”

I tell her I understand. I ask her to continue.

She says it was only in the morning that she began to realize what had happened. Jeffrey (that’s her youngest) got ready for school and came downstairs for breakfast while she discussed what needed to be done that day with Maria (that’s her housekeeper), and all the while she had a terrible headache and it was getting late and there was no sign of Megan so she asked Maria to go upstairs and fetch the girl. A few seconds later Maria came running down saying Megan wasn’t there and the bed hadn’t been slept in and somebody had better do something. Actually she was carrying on in Spanish so it took a few minutes to figure out, but once they did she called the police. They told her the girl had probably run away. She’d turn up in a couple of days. Most of them do.

“Did they say anything else?” I ask.

“They told me not to worry.”

I ask if Megan had seemed upset about anything in the days before she died, if she was anxious or preoccupied about something, if an event out of the usual had occurred that might have some bearing on what happened.

“She stayed out late a few times,” Megan’s mother says. “We fought about that. And she bought some terrible clothes her last few trips to the mall. I tried to make her take them back, but she wouldn’t.”

She was discovering boys and staying over at friends’ houses and talking on the phone for hours on end. She was keeping a diary. She was starting to have secrets but all girls do, especially from their mothers.

“Have you looked at her diary?” I ask.

“No. And I won’t. The diary was hers. I have no right to read it.”

“The police might want it.”

“They can’t have it. I’d burn it before I’d give it to them.”

I ask if she has any theories about who could have done it or why. She looks up at the ceiling and down at her hands, then twists her fingers around each other until the veins in her wrists stick out. I notice that she’s wearing no rings. She hasn’t alluded to a husband or father.

She shakes her head and says this whole thing is puzzling to her. Perhaps it was drug addicts who thought she had money or just did it for the thrill. There seems to be a lot of that these days.

I thank her for her time. As she leads me to the door she says she hopes I got something useful. She’s never seen her name in the paper. I tell her she’s been more than cooperative and I appreciate what she’s done and then I say there’s just one more thing…one more thing that would help.

She asks what it is.

I say I’d like a picture. My editors want to run it with the story to let our readers know what this wonderful young girl looked like and who knows, maybe somebody saw something.

She says she’ll be right back. After she disappears I look around. The front hall has some prints of Impressionist paintings. Off to the side is a den with a large-screen TV. In back is a kitchen that’s light, open and airy. Beyond that a swimming pool glitters in the yard.

Megan’s mother returns with her arm outstretched.

At the gate the guard says I took more than five minutes. I apologize for getting lost. I tell him I didn’t know where I was going after all.

 

Noreen says she can’t believe the woman was so calm. In fact she can’t believe Megan’s mother even talked to me.

When we go to bed I tell her to let loose. That’s what I want. I know she wants it too. She can yell, she can scream, she can let me know exactly what I’m doing to her.

She says she can’t. She’s afraid of waking Kristen.

When we’re through Noreen asks if I’ve ever considered getting another job. I say I don’t know what else I could do. I have a pretty good salary and my work is more interesting than most and I’m not qualified to go into business, if that’s what she has in mind.

“You’re wrong,” she says. “You’re limiting yourself. There are other things you can do.”

“Like what?”

“Public relations. Advertising. Businesses are always looking for people who can communicate.”

I tell her I like what I do.

 

Megan’s hair is dark and teased and falls over the left side of her face. Her eyebrows are quite dark.

They changed the lead.

Noreen tells Kristen to put on her blue dress. It’s just been cleaned and today’s the class picture. Doesn’t she want to look good for the class picture? Kristen says she’d look fine in a sweatshirt.

Megan’s face is thin but not pinched. Her eyes are deep-set. I wonder what color they were. I should have looked at the photo more carefully before I gave it away.

“Put on your dress.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Put it on.”

“Moooooommmmmmmmmmmmmmmm!!”

I pour some coffee that I made myself. I don’t trust Noreen. She keeps trying to give me decaf.

The dress hangs limply on Kristen, reminding me of a flag on a windless day. I say hello in as cheerful a tone as I can muster. I once read that children like bright, happy sounds. Kristen takes out a box of cereal and dumps it into a bowl.

Megan’s nose is small and straight, and I notice she’s wearing an earring. I try to figure out why they changed the lead.

“Mooommmmmmm!”

“What?”

“I want some juice!”

“Can’t you get it yourself?”

“I’m eating my cereal!”

I go to the refrigerator, take out the juice and pour it into a glass. Kristen glares as I put it in front of her.

The corners of Megan’s mouth are turned up slightly. For a moment I think of the Mona Lisa.

I’m glad for this chance to see her whole.








Two



After her name and address become part of the public record, the media camp out just beyond the gate. The news at noon has shots of a car with tinted windows rolling into the street. Cameras and microphones and reporters bang into the vehicle. I hear what sound like shouted questions but they overlap, step on each other, cancel out. The car breaks free of the pack and speeds away. Megan’s mother heads into seclusion.

I write a short piece that says police are doing what they can but there are no suspects, no motives, no new clues. They’ve set up a hotline for people who might have information. The number is toll-free of course.

Fresh deaths await me—a gang shooting in Compton, a bar brawl in El Monte, a robbery victim found at home in Van Nuys. That one is nasty. She was discovered bound and gagged and she’d been raped, and whoever did it extinguished their cigarettes on her flesh. The house was ransacked. Police say they’ve rarely seen an attack so vicious and only a couple of hundred dollars’ worth of jewelry is missing.

 

My editor says she’s pleased with the story and glad I got the picture. She’s going to put me in for a prize.

I could get thirty dollars.

 

Frank Gruley tells me that Megan’s father lives near the beach. He gives this to me exclusively. He says he’s doing it as a favor. He says I’m a good guy. He says I owe him one.

When I ring the bell a woman answers. She looks about twenty-five, with a permanent tan. I ask if Megan’s father is there and she says he’s at the surf shop around the corner.

“Does he own the place?” I ask.

“No. He just works there.”

She looks at me with a slight frown, as if she thinks she should recognize me. Maybe we met at some long-forgotten party. Perhaps I interviewed her after somebody got killed. Or she could just be shocked by my appearance. It must be years since she’s seen a man wearing a tie.

She asks if I’m the guy who called last night. I say I might be.

“He’s usually behind the counter,” she says. “He’s expecting you.”

The surf shop is bright and features the canned sound of waves rhythmically swiping the beach. Near the cash register is a guy with the bronzed, well-muscled look of a man engaged in nonstop battle against the onset of middle age. I identify myself and ask if he’s Megan’s father. He says he is. I say it’s a shame what happened. He has my condolences. From everything I’ve heard she seemed like a nice young girl. He says he wouldn’t know. It wasn’t like they were close or anything.

I ask when he saw her last.

He says he isn’t sure. It might have been Christmas. He remembers he got her something and he thinks it was a bathing suit and a nice big beach towel, but he can’t be certain. His ex-wife would probably know. She’s good at things like that. I ask if he has any special memories of Megan, anything at all. He says he remembers taking her to Disneyland once when she was small, like four or five or six or seven, and she was all excited and went on every ride and tried to pull the ears off Mickey Mouse.

I ask when he and Megan’s mother got divorced.

He says it was just after Jeffrey was born. The two of them were drifting apart. It was nobody’s fault.

I ask how he makes a living.

He says the surf shop supports him fine. In fact he’s expecting an important customer at any minute.

 

Feral-looking men toting packs of equipment take up positions outside the church, ready to shoot anything that’s news. The minister has barred them from entering. I think it’s because they’re all wearing T-shirts.

It’s nearly full inside. I slide into a pew in back. Up front Megan’s mother is shrouded in black. Next to her is a man who is not Megan’s father. He wears a dark suit, striped shirt and red tie. His hair is turning to gray. He sits with his hands on his knees and stares straight ahead, unblinking, jaw set. He must have been taught that this is the way men act.

Megan’s casket is covered with lilies.

The minister says she is with God now and we should be happy for her. It’s terrible when the life of one so young is taken so brutally, and everyone here extends their sympathy to Megan’s loving family. They have suffered a grievous loss. He understands from talking to those who knew her that she was a wonderful girl. He wishes he had been acquainted with her. Nonetheless from reading the Bible we know that God has a plan and, however incomprehensible it may seem, this is part of it. Sometimes the events of this world appear cruel, arbitrary and capricious, but we have to put our faith in Him and His divine wisdom. Just as Jesus said in the Gospel according to Luke—

Two blond boys are in the pew with Megan’s mother and the man accompanying her. One of the kids is small. I figure he must be Jeffrey. The other one is taller, thin but not skinny, with the golden brown skin and straw-colored hair that reflect a life spent at ski resorts and the beach. Behind the boys are rows of kids on either side of puberty. Some of the girls are crying. As their soft boohoos float through the church, infiltrating my ears, I ask myself if they’re really sad or if this display of emotion just seems like the right thing to do. Can they tell the difference between Megan’s killing and the thousands of fake ones they’ve seen on TV?

I look around the church and try to calculate the number of mourners. I’ve always been bad at estimating crowds, but the number I give will be treated as fact. I glance at my watch. I’ll go to the burial in case something happens. By the time I get to the office I’ll be right on deadline. I should have brought a laptop. I could have filed from the graveyard.

One of Megan’s classmates steps up to the pulpit. In a high-pitched voice that cracks every so often, she says she knew Megan for only a short time but she seemed nice and she’s really going to miss her.

They allow the mourners to leave before wheeling the casket down the aisle. Megan’s mother puts on sunglasses as she steps outside.

“There she is.”

The camera crews stir behind the barricade.

“Get her.”

“Get the mother.”

“Make sure you get her.”

 

I call Megan’s father at the surf shop.

“I didn’t see you at the funeral,” I say.

“I don’t do funerals,” he says. “Besides, I had something going on down here.”

I ask if he remembers where Megan went to school before she enrolled at her current one. He says he isn’t sure. I ask if his ex-wife and his children had lived in the gated community a long time and he says no, they just moved from West Covina. He doesn’t recall the exact address, but they’d been there for years. I say they made a big leap in one step and he says that’s true, but his ex-wife’s a smart woman and has never lacked ambition.

I tell him to have a nice day.

“You too,” he says.

 

Noreen and I watch the news while Kristen does her homework. The bubbleheads begin the broadcast with footage from the funeral.

“There you are,” Noreen says.

I’m coming down the steps of the church, squinting under the sunlight. I seem taller than I imagine.

The newscaster says there are no new leads in the case.

Noreen says she recognizes the man with Megan’s mother. At least he looks familiar. I ask what his name is and she says she doesn’t remember.

 

Last year’s phone directory lists a West Covina address for Megan’s mother. I determine that there are three middle schools Megan could have attended and ask our education reporter which one was most likely. She shrugs. She doesn’t know the area well and besides the boundaries are never clear.

There are no records of Megan at the first two places I call. At the third school I hear the shuffling of paper and the clicking of a mouse and then I hear that yes, she did go here, last year she was enrolled in seventh grade. I ask for the names of her teachers, which I am given grudgingly, and then I request to be put through to the principal’s office.

“Certainly,” I’m told.

I hear some buzzes and beeps and the line goes dead. I look in the phone book and call the principal’s number directly. A secretary answers. She asks who I am and what this is about. When I tell her, she says I’ll have to hold on for a moment.

Several minutes pass. Every once in a while somebody picks up the phone and asks why I’m on the line. Finally I hear: “This is Consuelo Rivera.”

I identify myself and hear a yelp of surprise. “You’re not the man from the retirement fund.”

I say I have just a few questions. As she may already know, a girl who attended her school last year was found murdered a couple of days ago. Rivera says she wasn’t aware of that and asks for the name of the girl. When I tell her, she says she doesn’t recognize it. Then I hear a click followed by a hum and static.

I call the school office and ask if I can leave a message for Megan’s homeroom teacher from last year. The voice on the other end sighs deeply and says oh, all right, go ahead. I leave my name and number and explain why I want to talk to her. I give the best times for calling. The voice says she’ll put this message in the teacher’s mailbox. She can’t guarantee that the woman will get it.








Three



I call our morgue and ask the researcher to find a fact for me. She tells me to go ahead. I say the man in the picture on today’s front page is causing a stir. Everyone claims he looks familiar, but no one knows his name.

She gets back to me a half-hour later. After pointing out that the man’s face is partially hidden and he’s wearing sunglasses and is a little bit out of focus, she says she’s nevertheless about ninety-five percent certain it’s Jeremiah Devlin.

“Who’s Jeremiah Devlin?” I ask.

She laughs and says I’ve asked some stupid questions over the years, but that’s just about the stupidest. She tells me to check the clips.

A trip through our electronic library reveals that Jeremiah Devlin is the CEO of an electronics firm that has billions of dollars in contracts with the Pentagon. He also owns office buildings downtown and subdivisions in the Valley and large tracts in the desert that are being turned into the exurbs of Los Angeles. The stories mention his beach house in Malibu and his ski chalet in Idaho and his yacht and his jet and of course his private zoo. His home in the Valley has an Olympic-sized pool. He’s on the Forbes list. He spends a lot of time in Vegas and Tahoe. He’s leveraged. From the stories I learn that his wife died several years ago and he hasn’t remarried. He has one child, a boy named Brad.

Most of the accounts note that Jeremiah Devlin hates publicity.

 

My editor says she likes this story. So far the murder is ours. We’ve been way ahead of the competition. In fact some guys on the copy desk have started a pool on who the killer is.

 

I drape my arm around Noreen’s shoulder and slip my hand under her shirt. She rises a few inches off the couch. Her skin is goosebumpy and I turn her head toward mine and stick my tongue in her mouth. She breaks away and tells me to stop. What if Kristen walked in?

We go to the bedroom and lock the door. Soon our clothes are off and I want this woman to talk, I want her to shout, I want her to scream, I want to know what she’s thinking, I want to know how she feels, I want to know what I’m doing to her, I want—

She tells me to put on a condom.

I do.

We finish.

I lie in her arms, my breathing hard but shallow. Her hands rest on my back. I tell myself I should be satisfied. Sex is great, it ends our worries, it fulfills our needs—but I’ve not had an epiphany, only a bit of a release. Nothing has changed and I’m left with myself, and with her, and with all the problems of our lives.

Everything I’ve ever seen or read tells me it’s supposed to be different in bed.

Noreen says I’m heavy.

 

The voice on the other end of the phone belongs to an African-American woman who sounds like she tolerates no nonsense from anyone. I tell myself this is a good quality in a teacher of twelve-year-olds.

She says she got my message, but the handwriting was so bad she couldn’t tell what I wanted to talk about. In fact she could barely make out the number.

I ask if she remembers Megan Wright.

“I do,” she says. “I saw her picture in the paper and wondered if it was the same girl. If you don’t mind my saying so, I don’t have many Caucasians in my class.”

I ask if there was anything special about Megan that she can tell me. She says the girl liked animals. I ask if that was the most distinctive thing about her and the teacher says it’s what sticks in her mind. Of course it’s funny what you remember. Sometimes you recall the most trivial things and forget what’s important.

I ask if she can think of anything that might have a bearing on Megan’s death.

“She seemed…preoccupied.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like there was something going on that was dominating her thoughts. Something that was unrelated to anything in school.”

“Did you ever ask her about that?”

“Once I said to her, ‘Child, you’re walking around like the weight of the world is on your shoulders.’ And she looked at me and gave me that little smile like she had in that picture. And she said, ‘Sometimes it is.’”

“Do you have any idea what she meant by that?”

“Teaching is a hard profession, sir. I see the children now—they’re old beyond their years. They’re growing up too quickly. And we’re expected to do the jobs the parents once did, because they’re divorced, or working too hard, or just not interested.

“So to answer your question, I would have to say no, I did not know what she meant. I could guess, but I do not know.”

 

I ask Frank Gruley if he has any plans to talk to Jeremiah Devlin. I hear silence and gulping on the other end of the phone and finally he says he can’t comment. I ask if the hair and fiber analysis is complete and he says it isn’t so I ask what he’s working on at the moment. He says they’re trying to reconstruct Megan’s last night. I ask how it’s going. He tells me he can’t say anything.

“Even to me?”

“Especially to you.”

When I inform my editor about this she says the cop’s being an asshole but what do you expect, they all are. I say the link between Megan’s mother and Jeremiah Devlin is interesting and my editor says it’s worth mentioning but she’s more intrigued by the idea of recreating Megan’s last night. She tells me to work the story even if the cops won’t cooperate.

I have other things going—gangs in Carson, a chop shop in Northridge, rumors of a big drug bust in the South Bay. Then there are the everyday crimes that go into the roundup. My editor tells me not to worry. She’s been thinking about this. She wants me to handle Megan full-time.

“Where should I start?” I ask.

“Her friends. And talk to her mother again. Is she back at the house?”

“Maybe.”

I say nothing more. My editor hovers over me, ready to lap up words of gratitude for my new assignment. As I reach for my Rolodex, she asks if anything’s wrong.

“Nothing’s wrong,” I say.

“Good,” she says. “Because this is what you want, isn’t it?”

 

The girl at the door is tall and thin and as soon as she speaks I see the braces on her teeth. She may be pretty but a baseball cap covers much of her head. I identify myself and tell her I want to ask a few questions about Megan. After all they were friends and I was moved by what she said at the funeral. The girl says okay but she wants me to hurry. She’s, like, busy. She keeps the storm door closed. Her eyes are bloodshot.

I ask if she saw Megan at all the day she was killed. She says she did. At least she thinks it was the same day. She went over to Megan’s house after school. It was her first time there and they used the pool and stuff and then some boys came over. I ask what they did. She says she doesn’t remember. They just did stuff. I ask who the boys were and she says she thinks it was Brad and some of his friends.

“Brad?” I say. “Brad Devlin?”

She shrugs.

“I don’t know his last name. He’s just ‘Brad.’ He drives a Lexus.”

“How did he and Megan get along?”

“I dunno.”

“Did Megan seem upset or worried about anything?”

She shrugs. She says it wasn’t like she and Megan were close or anything. As she said, it was only her first time at the house. Megan talked about it like it was a palace but actually it was nothing special. She’d seen bigger pools.

From inside I hear a voice with the crack and whine of male adolescence: “Whatcha doing, Alexis?”

Without turning around she shouts, “Nothing!” The word reverberates.

A skinny kid with long hair parted in the middle comes up behind the girl. He’s shirtless, so it’s hard to miss the tattoo of a snake etched on his pale chest. Just under the drawing, in case an observer has missed it, the word “Snake” is tattooed in Gothic lettering. The kid has a ring through each nipple, and he looks at me as if we know each other.

I ask if he ever met Megan.

“Yeah. I saw her here a couple of times.”

“Did you do anything with her?” I ask.

“Stuff.”

“Like what?”

“What do you think?”

The odor of cannabis wafts from his skin.

“Did you like her?” I ask.

“I guess.” He sticks out his hand. The gesture surprises me. “My name’s Grant. Grant Fisher. But you knew that. Because we’ve met before, right?”

I tell him I think he’s mistaken.

He laughs. “You’re trying to find out who killed her, right? Maybe we all did. Maybe it’s a gigantic conspiracy, like the way they killed that president. What was his name?”

“Kennedy.”

He laughs again.

“Did you kill her?” I ask.

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know if you’re the type.”

He tells me that he likes me.

Alexis asks if we’re done.

 

Radio news leads with a mugging that occurred late last night in Encino. A middle-aged Asian male in a late-model Ford had stopped for a red light when he was set upon by a gang of youths who smashed his windows and slashed his tires and dragged him from the vehicle, beating and kicking him and stealing his watch and wallet. After the authorities were summoned, the man was taken to a nearby hospital, where he is in critical but stable condition.

Police are puzzled by the incident.

•  •  •

The rest of my projects are farmed out to other reporters while the roundup goes to an intern named Rebecca just out of Loyola Marymount. She says she’s looking forward to the beat. It seems intense and exciting and she’s sure she’ll have lots of questions. I tell her to ask me anything she wants.

 

There’s a different guard at the gate. I flash the envelope and tell him I have to deliver it to Mr. Roswell. I’m from the office. It’s terribly important.

A Latina in a white uniform answers the door at the house where Megan once lived. I ask if Mrs. Wright is home. When the Latina asks who I am, I give her my card.

The sun burns the back of my neck. I imagine my skin turning red and searing.

Megan’s mother wears a long, flowing dress that reaches almost to the floor. She asks what I want. I say I have a few more questions. She says nothing. She stands with her arms at her side.

I ask if she and Megan talked about anything the night she died.

She says she didn’t eat with the kids. As she told me before, she was out all day. By the time she got back their dishes were in the washer but there was a plate left over. So she microwaved it and ate by herself and went to bed.

I don’t know if I believe this.

“A number of people have remarked on how calmly you’ve handled all this. They say it’s, well…unusual.”

“I don’t believe in flying to pieces, if that’s what you mean. And, if you must know, I’ve been on medication.”

I look up and see pale blue, almost turning to yellow, as if the sky is surrendering to the sun.

“How long have you known Jeremiah Devlin?”

“I should have known,” she says. Her voice gains intensity and momentum. “I should have known you were a goddam gossip hound. Just like the rest of them. You’re nothing but a vulture. A fucking vulture. I don’t know how you got here, mister. I don’t know how you got past the gate, but I’m sure as shit gonna call them if you’re not out of here in thirty seconds.”

I smile at her. “Have a nice day, Mrs. Wright.”

 

Noreen is worried about Kristen. The girl is doing badly in school and she never hangs around with the other kids and she’s been awfully quiet lately. All she wants to do is stay inside and watch television. Sometimes she plays with her dolls.

“Have you ever thought of having children?” Noreen asks. I have no reply.

 

Rebecca smiles and says she hates to bother me because she knows I’m really busy, but she’s trying to reach a sergeant in Boyle Heights and he won’t take her calls.

I get through immediately. I have his number speed-dialed.

“Why are you giving our new girl a hard time?” I ask.

I wink at Rebecca. She rolls her eyes.

The sergeant says there are nuts and flakes and bad guys who call up pretending to be reporters, so the folks at the switchboard are under orders to put through only the names they recognize. I tell him to add Rebecca’s to the list. He asks what I’m doing now. He asks if they’ve given me a real job.

“I’m on Megan Wright full-time.”

“Christ,” he says. “I’m glad they didn’t dump her in my division.”

I look up at Rebecca and ask her extension. I could swear I catch a whiff of jasmine.

“Who’s the new girl?” the sergeant asks.

“Our intern. She’s gung ho. She’ll get over it.”

“She pretty?”

“Yeah. Seems nice enough. She’s black.”

“You mean African-American. Or whatever the fuck they’re calling themselves these days.”

I tell him I’m surprised he didn’t use the n-word.

“I’m too smart to do that,” he says. “You never know when you’ll have to testify.”

 

The boy rushes through the gate, gaining speed as he descends the hill, negotiating the curbs with the grace and efficiency of a sprinter gliding over some hurdles. I cruise after him, admiring his technique and careless self-confidence.

He wipes out.

It happens in an instant.

The board rears up and the boy flips with it, keeping his feet on the thing for a second before losing contact and falling to the concrete. He lands on his butt and rolls over a couple of times as the board plops down on a nearby lawn. Its wheels continue to spin.

I stop my car and run to him. The boy gets up and walks over to the board, inspecting its wheels as if they’ve somehow let him down.

“Are you all right?” I ask. “That was a pretty bad spill.”

“It doesn’t hurt,” he says.

He fingers the wheels, maneuvering them as if he isn’t sure they’re working properly. He frowns a bit.

“Your name’s Jeffrey, isn’t it?”

He looks at me for the first time.

“How come you know my name?”

“I was at your sister’s funeral.”

He looks at the skateboard again, closing one eye and bringing it close to his face, like a jeweler scrutinizing a diamond for flaws.

“My mom says we’re not supposed to talk about that.”

“Why not?”

“Because. It’s a bad thing.”

“Why is it bad?”

“I dunno.”

I raise my hand to shield my eyes from the sun. Doesn’t it ever get cloudy anymore? Doesn’t it ever rain?

Jeffrey’s a blur now, a lump of something with no features whatsoever. He puts the skateboard on the ground.

“Do you miss your sister?”

“Not really.”

“Do you know what happened to her?”

“She got killed.”

“What did you have for dinner that night?”

“Chicken enchiladas. Maria made them.”

“You and your mom and Megan had dinner together?”

“Just me and my mom. Megan was out.”

“I thought your mom was out that evening?”

“She left after dinner.”

He gets on the skateboard. I sense I’m at the end of his attention span and I have to resist a desire coming from a strange place within me to grab this boy and yell at him, shake his frail body until he tells me what he knows and then leave him on the street, alone and crying and frightened.

His sister’s skull was broken. Her almost naked body was left on a dusty hillside.

“Where was Megan? Who was she with?”

“Brad, I guess.”

“Where did they go?”

His back is to me. He has one foot on the ground and the other on the board. I bring my hand close to his shoulder.

He’s off.








Four



Rebecca and I get a burger apiece and split a basket of fries. She says she’s learning a lot and getting so many stories in the paper she’s sick of seeing her byline, although so much of her stuff is rewritten it’s hard to tell if she’s doing it right. She never gets any feedback. Nobody seems to have the time. I say cop stories are routine. There’s a certain way to write them, key elements you always play up. She asks what they are. She says she wants to know.

“Blood, guts, gore.”

She dips a fry in the ketchup.

“Is that your secret?”

“It’s no secret.”

“There has to be a secret. Everyone tells me how good you are.”

She leans toward me and puts her hand on my wrist and asks me this:

“Who killed Megan?”

“Some kid named Brad, probably.”

“There must be a million kids named Brad in the Valley.”

“Yeah, but only one of them is Jeremiah Devlin’s son.”

She looks around as if hoping somebody she knows will walk by and spare her from pursuing this conversation.

“Who’s Jeremiah Devlin?” she asks at last.

I push myself from the table and break the touch of her skin and wipe my hands and mouth with a paper napkin. Then I toss the napkin onto my tray.

“Jesus, didn’t they teach you anything in college?”

 

Noreen stares at the TV. The weather’s on. It’s supposed to be sunny tomorrow.

“Kristen saw a psychologist today,” she says. The appointment was set up by the school district and Noreen left work early to be there. Her boss was upset and said this better not happen again. The company can always find a replacement for a data processing supervisor.

The psychologist asked Kristen her name. The girl answered in a low and nervous voice. Then the psychologist asked where she lived and Kristen gave two addresses, her mother’s and her father’s. When the psychologist asked Kristen for her phone number, she gave two of those also.

The psychologist asked more questions and ran Kristen through a battery of tests. When they were done he said the results were preliminary of course and he’d have to analyze them further, but from what he can tell it seems obvious Kristen blames herself for the breakup of her parents’ marriage and continues to hope they’ll get back together. These feelings are common among the children of divorce. Sometimes they never go away.

Noreen looks up at the ceiling and down at the floor, everywhere but at me.

There’s one more thing she wants me to know. It’s been gnawing at her all day and she wonders if she should even tell me but she’s going to because—well, she’s just going to. The beer I’m drinking is flat and Noreen says that at one point in the session the psychologist asked Kristen if anything in particular was bothering her and Kristen nodded and said yes very softly and the psychologist asked what it was and Kristen said, “My mommy has a boyfriend.”

Noreen shuts her eyes.

 

Whoever did it did it at night. He brought the body here during the darkness. He was free to do it then. He carried Megan’s dead weight up the slope to the top of Sepulveda Pass and laid her out in the open, as if he were proud of what he’d done.

The lights of the Valley stretch out in the distance, and I think of the people in cars, the people in malls, the people in their homes nestled in front of their televisions while murders are done.

I wonder what it’s like to feel someone’s life ebb away. To be the cause of it.

I go back down the slope but before I reach my car I catch a glint of moonlight reflecting off something on the ground. It’s under a bush and some dirt and it looks as if it’s been there awhile.

I pull the thing up with a pen and shake off the dirt and bring it close to my face. It’s a gold band laced with stones, small but thick and broken in back.

 

Rebecca informs me that Megan’s father has been arrested for setting up a drug ring at the beach. Apparently he organized it from the back of the surf shop. Bail has been set at a million dollars.

When I call Gruley he says there’s no way he’s going to talk about it.

I ask if Mr. Wright is a suspect in his daughter’s death.

Gruley says nothing has been ruled out, although they believe he spent most of that night in a meeting with several Colombians.

I ask if it’s possible Megan knew about his activities. Maybe he was afraid she’d expose them.

The detective says that’s an interesting theory. Every case has interesting theories.

I ask if he’s talked to Brad yet.

“Brad who? There are a million guys named Brad. More than a million.”

I tell him what I know: Megan left the house that night with a kid named Brad. Brad’s father is Jeremiah Devlin—remember him?—who, it appears, has a relationship, probably romantic, with Megan’s mother. “That Brad,” I say.

The detective tells me off the record that he’s certainly very, uh, interested in what Brad was doing that night. And he’d be quite happy to talk with the boy because there are a number of things they’d like to go over but he’s been, shall we say, unavailable for comment.

“You mean you can’t find him,” I say.

“I’m not going to confirm that.”

“Maybe they stashed him in Monte Carlo or something.”

“Maybe they did. The very rich are different from you and me.”

“Yes, they have more money.”

“I knew you’d say that.”

I hear the sound of papers being shuffled and I sense he has more facts to tell me, so I stay on the line. He says ever so casually that he’s been doing some reading this morning.

“What is it?” I ask.

“An autopsy report.”

I wait for him to say more.

“Age—thirteen. Sex—female. Race—Caucasian.”

“Came from the Caucasus.”

“Height—five-foot-three. Weight—one-hundred-two. Cause of death—”

“Head smashed in like a melon.”

“Drowning.”

“What?!”

Heads turn. I wish I had said nothing. I hate it when people stare at me.

“That’s what it says. Her lungs were filled with water.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Since when are killings supposed to make sense?”

“But why was she beaten like that?”

“I guess they wanted to make sure she was dead. Or else they just enjoyed doing it.”

“Why are you using the plural?” I ask.

“I wasn’t aware that I was,” Gruley says. “It might have been a ‘he.’ Or a ‘she,’ for all I know.”

 

Steam rises from the medical examiner’s coffee, smoke from his cigarette, and a half-eaten jelly doughnut lies in front of a picture of his wife. The walls of Dr. Jack Karch’s office are covered with framed photos that show him at work on celebrities and presidential candidates.

“I keep expecting to see you down there someday,” he says. “On one of my slabs.”

He takes a bite from the doughnut. A trickle of jelly oozes out the side. Years of working with chemicals have turned his fingernails a faint shade of green.

I say I find his report a little hard to believe.

“How do you think we feel?”

He tells me they could have said the easy things—blunt head trauma, yes the girl was definitely raped, case closed, let’s move on to the next one. There are always so many bodies. But facts are facts. They demand attention. The girl was drowned.

“Drownings can be accidental,” I say.

“Getting your head cracked open usually isn’t.”

“Did the rape occur before or after she was killed?”

“Can’t tell. We may be dealing with sick fuckers. Pun intended.”

“How long had she been dead before the body was found?”

“Ten, twelve hours. A while. Rigor mortis had set in. You would have noticed that if you were as observant as you think you are.”

I ask if he’s told anyone else about the results and he says someone called from Jeremiah Devlin’s office so he gave her the details. I ask if he’s giving out this information to just anybody who wants it and he says it’s all part of the public record and he sure as hell isn’t going to tell Jeremiah Devlin to get lost. I ask if Megan’s mother has called and he says she hasn’t. But he hears she has something going with the rich guy, so he assumes he’s told her.

I say Megan’s mother has made out quite nicely for herself.

“You have a suspicious mind,” Karch says. “That’s why I like you.”

 

I open the drawer where I keep my special things. A small manila envelope has what I’m looking for. I shake out what’s inside and it spills onto the table. I pick it up with a pair of tweezers and hold it against the light.

The stones are diamonds, cut up and sprinkled throughout the necklace. The gold is eighteen karat. I’ve checked it against a catalog. Engraved inside this object I now regard as precious is the symbol of the store in which it was sold. I recognize it as one of the upper-end shops at the Beverly Center.

The phone rings. I’m so startled I drop the tweezers. The answering machine kicks on and I hear Rebecca’s voice saying there’s something she wants to talk about and she’s sorry to bother me at home but it’s important. She leaves her number. She tells me to call anytime.

I pick the necklace off the floor and blow off the dust and dirt before sliding it back in its place.

I wonder if it fell from her body. I wonder if it was even hers. I wonder if there are fingerprints or microscopic bits of blood or anything else the police might find useful.

I should give it to them but I want to keep it. Somehow this object connects me to her. It gives life to the beaten-up thing I saw at the top of Sepulveda Pass.

What did she know? I ask myself. What can she tell me?

When I call Rebecca she says she was going over her notes and something struck her, something strange that didn’t add up, so she thought she should talk it over with someone who might have an answer or at least an explanation.

I tell her to go ahead. I’m listening.

She says Megan’s father posted bail, but he doesn’t have that kind of money. Or shouldn’t have. She also wonders how he came up with the funds for that drug ring he’s supposed to be masterminding. An operation like that requires a lot of cash—which, once again, our aging surfer dude doesn’t have. Or shouldn’t have.

I say it’s like any other business. Having your own capital is unimportant. The key is financing.

“That’s my point,” Rebecca says. “Who loaned him the money? He’s not what I’d call a good credit risk.”

I’m about to reply, to give some logical or at least plausible response, when I stop because I realize I don’t have one.

•  •  •

As I punch in the number, I tell myself this is crazy, this is stupid, this will never work, this is—

“Mr. Devlin’s office.”

“Is Mr. Devlin in?”

“I’m sorry, he’s in a meeting. Can I help you?”

As I identify myself I feel the voice on the other end contracting, ready to address me in brusque tones indicating that I am, as a lower life-form, barely tolerated.

“What is this in reference to?”

The voice is used to fielding calls about mergers and acquisitions, contracts and negotiations, deals and debentures. I can tell it’s ready to refer me to the PR people.

I say I’m calling about his son. I understand Brad’s name has been mentioned in connection with the Megan Wright case. I was at the funeral and I was touched by the concern they showed for the girl and her family. I have a few questions I’d like to ask.

“I’ll give him the message, sir.”

 

Noreen kisses me as I walk through the door. Kristen is at her father’s tonight. We drink some wine and watch the news on TV. A correspondent stands in front of a used-book store in Burbank that was ransacked by a gang of youths last night. They beat the owner to death and sexually assaulted a female clerk and smashed and ripped a lot of merchandise, but they took no money. Police say they’re baffled. Back at the studio the anchor asks the weatherman how long the heat wave will last.

We go to the Mexican place. Raul asks how Kristen is. Noreen says she’s fine. Lately she’s been seeing a child psychologist and it appears to be helping. Kristen is a quiet girl who keeps things inside, but now she’s expressing herself and that’s good of course. Now they know what the problems are. Raul says it’s amazing what goes on in the minds of children.

When Noreen excuses herself Raul leans close to me and says I’m a lucky man and I ask why and he says it’s because of her, she’s a good woman but she carries around a lot of sadness. He asks if I am kind to her and I say I do the best I can.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/fm.jpg
THE
SERPENT

CLUB

a thriller

ToM COFFEY

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney Singapore





OEBPS/Images/7.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
THE
SERPENT

CLUB

a thriller

ToM COFFEY

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney Singapore





