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				Dedication

				This one is for the HrtBrkrs,
dreamers and believers.
If we told our younger selves
how bumpy the road ahead,
would we still walk it?
Damn right, we would.

				And for Kailey and Karen,
always and forever.

			

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				Before the blood, the raw canvas cost twenty dollars. With the squeeze of a trigger, the artist would make it priceless. Quite an achievement for a bronzed urchin who first spoke his heart on the only canvas available: cave walls, tree bark, the flaking curves of abandoned cars, and sun-bleached walls of cursed and neglected huts.

				In rural New Mexico, a sable brush was as foreign as indoor plumbing, reliable electricity, or parental rules. His tools came from the earth: shards of mottled flint, stone edges as thin and sharp as any knife. His paint palette surrounded him: charcoal from communal fires; solid bands of red and yellow ochre from ravaged hills, the pigments crushed in the same manner as his ancestors, by brutal force; crumbling yellow-white sulfur in pockets near the natural hot springs where he once saw an alabaster angel, naked and laughing with ripe cherry nipples atop vanilla cream; and the color that dominated most of his work: the rich orange-brown rust that grew over everything, thick as despair.

				Some days he became so carried away, scratching his marks deep into charred wood or oxidized metal, he could ignore the pain. A hundred tiny cuts caused blood to dribble from his fingers and fill the grooves and swirls with living color. He became the paint; nature, his canvas.

				Nothing since had ever truly recaptured that level of intimacy.

				The art was forgotten.

				The artist lifted a Remington .12-gauge shotgun. He stroked the warm varnished stock and cold blue-black steel, the pure esthetic practicality of the thing. Hands trembling, he positioned the weapon—aptly named “thunder stick,” a foreboding tool of destruction.

				It snaked between legs, unsettlingly phallic, the weight of it resting on stomach and chest, its rubberized, slip-resistant butt firmly anchored to the floor.

				The weapon’s terrifying black hole slid between soft, dry lips, teeth reluctantly parting as the barrel dug just a little deeper. The artist felt warm tears flowing down ruddy cheeks as he hooked a bare toe through the curved metal guard and settled it on the well-oiled trigger.

				He took a deep, calming breath and whispered a final prayer to his neglectful creator.

				The trigger squeezed so easily.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				Some people like to count sheep; I prefer ex-boyfriends. Bare-chested, tight boy shorts and strong thighs flexing at my command.

				I usually have them leap over the bed. I enjoy the perspective. They tense muscles to my left, leap and fly over my prone form in a variety of ways, and land somewhere to my right.

				I don’t watch the landings, for I hate to see them strut. Few men realize it’s not the finish that makes it worthwhile, but rather the anticipation and flight in between.

				Poor Andrew, a boy I met backpacking along the border between Germany and France, loved his beer. And when he leaps over my bed, his soft belly jiggles and his freckled skin glows. But he had the gentlest eyes and the softest touch.

				Diego likes to show off. His body is athletic, bronzed, and trim, but his eyes are anything but gentle. He needs to dominate, his inner flame bright and hot and … captivating. Perhaps we were too much alike.

				Brian was a virgin in every way. He fell in love too easily at a time when love was not what I needed. It ended badly, and he averts his gaze now when he soars.

				Johnny was a hockey player, and he grins with bloody teeth as he glides. He was all about speed and danger and taking everything to its limit. There were times I couldn’t get enough and times I felt fear.

				Salvador …

				Brrring.

				The phone makes Salvador vanish in midflight.

				It rings again as I open my eyes.

				_____

				Dixie’s Tips #1: When a phone rings in the middle of the night, it’s never good news.

				Trust me. It’s not Ryan Gosling, Hugh Jackman, or Joseph Gordon-Levitt (young, but yummy) making a late-night booty call and getting your number by mistake. If anything, it’s some married schmuck who thinks a few slurred overtures on how he can’t stop thinking about the dimples on your ass will get him through the door—again.

				And if not the schmuck, it’s your mother calling about one of her seven sisters who tripped over a rug or slipped in the bathtub and “isn’t that terrible, just think, it could have been me.”

				But it wasn’t, Ma.

				“But it could just as easily and who would be here to find me? Why, I could be lying in my own …”

				However, there are always exceptions to Dixie’s tips. The main one being that if you’re Dixie, you tend not to follow your own advice, no matter how sage. Plus, if instead of getting some badly needed beauty sleep you find yourself counting seven lads a-leaping, almost any distraction is welcome.

				Which brings us to Dixie’s Tips #2: If you don’t have the self-control to follow Tip #1, unplug the damn thing before going to bed. Remember, it’s never good news.

				I pick up on the fifth ring and use my huskiest phone-sex voice to say, “I can’t believe it’s not butter.”

				Obviously I grew up as a latchkey kid with the TV as my babysitter because my other favorite commercial slogans that, taken out of context, sound just plain dirty are “Where’s the beef?,” “Melts in your mouth, not in your hands,” “It’s Finger Lickin’ Good,” and my go-to line when people are pissing me off, “Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful.”

				Unfortunately, the person on the other end of the line doesn’t share my fondness for advertising nostalgia. Mostly that’s because she’s the one who allowed network broadcasters to brainwash her susceptible child.

				“Do you know what he’s doing?” the caller asks. “Right this minute?”

				“Mom!” I exhale noisily. “It’s polite to say hello before beginning a tirade.”

				She ignores me.

				“He’s on a date. At his age! And you’ll never guess who with.”

				“With whom.”

				“Don’t correct me,” she snaps. “I’m your mother, not Jane Austen.”

				“OK. With whom is dearest papa out courting?”

				“Thelma. She must be in her eighties.”

				“Thelma Carson?” I ask. “Your former best friend before the infamous pastrami incident?”

				“Thelma Carson Gonzales. She’s been married twice, you know.”

				“I know. You attended both weddings. And you’re the same age, so she isn’t eighty.”

				She harrumphs. “Well, you don’t see me buying secondhand tits off the Internet, do you?”

				“Secondhand—”

				“That’s what Marcy says. Pamela Anderson, that bouncy Playmate from Baywatch, auctioned her old implants, the extra-large ones, on eBay. Thelma bought them.”

				“I doubt that’s true.”

				“That’s what Marcy says.”

				“Marcy’s your friend. It’s twisted, but she’s trying to be supportive.”

				“Unlike some people I could—”

				“Don’t start, mother. I’ve told you before I’m not getting in between you and Dad. It’s better that I stay out of the way until you decide what you’re going to do.”

				“You’ve always loved your father more.”

				“You know that’s not true.”

				“Do I?” She begins to sob.

				“Of course you do,” I say gently. “You’re just tired. It’s after midnight. You should be sleeping.”

				“How can I sleep when he’s—”

				“You don’t know what Dad is doing, and letting your imagination get the better of you won’t help. Why don’t you hang up the phone and get some sleep?”

				“You just want rid of me.”

				“No, Mom. I want you to—”

				“Fine! I know when I’m not wanted.”

				The phone goes dead in my ear.

				And that’s why it’s wise to follow my own incredibly astute advice culled from years of life experience. I’ve worked horrible jobs, dated selfish men (and enough good ones to have hope there are still a few out there), and eaten dinner with annoying relatives whose photographic memories retain the most embarrassing moments of my tender thirty-six years.

				It’s this accumulated experience that confirms I don’t need to answer the phone to know there’s nothing like a guilt trip from your mother to make impossible the sleep of angels.

				_____

				I am still tossing and turning when the phone rings again.

				Remember Dixie’s #1 Tip?

				I answer.

				“Apology accepted,” I say wearily. “Now can you let me sleep?”

				“Dix?” The voice has a wheezy, high-pitched squeak that could easily belong to a laughable cartoon pervert. It is that type of cruel observation, however, that if voiced aloud could make paying the rent difficult. And affordable rent in San Francisco is difficult enough even with a job.

				“Hmmm, depends,” I say with tongue lodged comfortably in my cheek. “You don’t sound like Ryan or Hugh or—”

				“This is why I hate calling you, Dix. I get a headache every damn time.”

				“Hi, boss.”

				“Don’t get cute.”

				“Too late.”

				“You’re giving me a migraine.”

				“Ahh, but what have you given me lately?”

				“How about a job? I even pay you a wage. But that can all end, Dix. Should I get someone else to work on next week’s cover?”

				“Cover?”

				“I don’t like to repeat myself.”

				“Could you say that again?”

				“You want me to hang up?”

				“I’m all ears, boss.”

				“No, you’re all lip. You ever hear of Diego Chino?”

				All the moisture leaves my mouth. “The artist?”

				“Yeah, I guess that’s what you’d call him. I can’t get my head around that abstract stuff.”

				“I know him.” The memory of him leaping over my bed shimmers and fades. “He does nice work, but it’s been marketed to death. He signed a seven-figure deal with Ralph Lauren last year for a line of art-inspired sweaters and a new fragrance. I don’t recall if either has made it to market yet, but the success certainly changed him.”

				“He’s dead.”

				I wince. “Jeez, boss, don’t pull any punches.”

				“What are you talking about? It’s a story. I need you—”

				“I said I know—knew—argh!” I’m flustered, but my lips keep moving. “We were close. Kinda. We dated. God!”

				A heavy sigh drifts over the phone line.

				“Oh,” he says. “Sorry, I’ll get—”

				“Don’t even think about it,” I snarl and suck in a deep, cleansing breath. “I want it.”

				“If you were close maybe it’s not—”

				“The operative word is were.” My game face is on and I’m back in control of my lips. “I haven’t talked to him in over a year. I want the story. He became a big deal in this town. His death will leave a mark.”

				The boss sighs again. “You sure? I just received the tip. The body’s fresh. No details, except it’s messy.”

				“Isn’t that sweet.” The sarcasm drips off my tongue like venom. “You hear messy and think of me.”

				Another heavy sigh that sounds more like a wheezy death rattle. “Forget it.”

				“Give me the address?”

				“No, this isn’t a good idea. You’ll go in guns blazing and piss off everybody.”

				“So?”

				“So? You know how tough it is to mend fences once you’ve plowed them over? The police commissioner and the publisher are golfing buddies.”

				“The commish doesn’t advertise.”

				“So?”

				“So our publisher only gives a crap about the people who buy ads, and one of the reasons they buy ads is because they know I don’t play favorites.”

				“Is that so?”

				“Yeah.”

				“It’s got nothing to with the other reporters, editors, and photogs, or the calls I make in the newsroom every day?”

				“OK,” I relent, sensing he’s feeling a touch sensitive. “You make me look good, but you know it’s me they’re dying to read.”

				“I don’t know any such thing.”

				“Flatterer.”

				“What?”

				“You know what I always say?”

				“Yeah, don’t hate you because you’re beautiful.”

				I laugh. “Give me the address. I can handle it.”

				His voice softens. “You really sure?”

				“I really am.”

				He gives me the address.

				_____

				I hang up and stare into the fishbowl that rests on top of the dresser facing the bed. Bubbles, the world’s oldest goldfish, having survived now for ninety-two days, turns her back to me in a disturbing show of indifference.

				I hit speed dial on the speakerphone and pull on some clothes. Fortunately, I keep my natural copper hair in a frenetic, just-got-out-of-bed-and-couldn’t-give-a-damn cut so that when I get out of bed, I look like I don’t give a damn.

				“Dispatch.”

				“I need a ride, Mo.”

				“Dixie, baby, I’ve been thinking about you.” Mo’s guttural Bronx accent usually sounds like he has a mouth full of marbles, but tonight it’s more like he crunched up a few and gargled the broken shards.

				“You sound rough, Mo. The clean air getting to you?”

				“Doc says I need to give up the smokes.”

				“You should listen.”

				“The man puffs more than I do.”

				“Then listen to me: Give up the cigs.”

				“Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it before, but …” He hesitates, a sudden loss for words, which is unusual.

				“What aren’t you telling me?” I ask.

				“Ahh, it’ll be nothing. Just the doc did a biopsy. Left my throat sore, you know?”

				“A biopsy? For cancer?”

				Mo snorts. “Nah, because of my fabulous singing voice, he wants to see what carat gold my tonsils are made of.”

				I don’t laugh. “Jeez, Mo. Cancer.”

				“It ain’t for certain,” he says gruffly. “We’re waiting on results.”

				I exhale noisily. “You need anything you call, OK?”

				Mo chuckles. “What you gonna do, hire a cab to drive me somewhere?”

				“No, but I’m a good listener.”

				“Don’t be sweet, you’ll ruin both our reputations.” He sniffs, sucking in a lungful of air through his nose. “Now what you got?”

				Back to business.

				“Dead body.”

				“Juicy?”

				I wince, but try not to let it show in my voice.

				“An artist. High profile.”

				“Ooh! How did he snuff it? Paint up the nostrils, a brush down his—”

				“Don’t know yet,” I interrupt, sharper than intended. “That’s why I need a cab.”

				“Relax. Dispatched one as soon as I saw your number. He’ll be there in two.”

				“You’re a doll, Mo.” I try to insert a little levity. “We should run away together.”

				“Forget it. Non-smokers make lousy lovers. After sex, they want to talk, talk, talk.”

				“I’m hurt.”

				Mo laughs the throaty cackle of a Shakespearean witch. “Go get your cab, Dix. My boys hate to wait.”

				_____

				The taxi pulls up as I exit the front door of the postcard-pretty, three-story Painted Lady where I lease one of six apartments. King William of Orange—who along with his human, Mrs. Pennell, owns the building—stretches full out on the kitchen windowsill of his main-floor domain like an African lion spied through the wrong end of binoculars. When he hears me leaving, he opens one eye and winks approval.

				I am dressed for battle: notepad and pen tucked in the back pocket of slim-fitting jeans; a point-and-shoot camera and digital voice recorder neatly stowed in the pockets of a vintage tea-brown leather bomber. For emergencies, I also carry Lily, a small, pearl-handled switchblade that slips into a moleskin pocket sewn inside a pair of russet biker boots. The scuffed and scarred leather boots are secondhand, the knife a don’t-tell-your-mother present from an over-protective (though rarely present) father.

				My one concession to the chilly San Francisco night is the addition of a gray lamb’s wool scarf that curls around my neck with the warmth and comfort of a purring kitten.

				I give the driver the address where I expect to find the dead body of my former lover.

				“You’re Dixie Flynn of NOW, right?” he asks once I’m ensconced in the back seat.

				I nod and glance at his registration: Charlie Parker.

				“Cool name, Charlie. You play?”

				“Nah! No lungs, no talent. Only one Yardbird in this world and he already made his mark.” He grins. “I read your stuff though. How come it only lands once a week?”

				I grin. “That’s the trouble with weekly news magazines.”

				Charlie nods. “You ever think of moving to the Chronicle or Examiner?”

				“Tried that once, but they wanted to pay me too much. Plus, they have a dress code: No shirt, no shoes, no paycheck.”

				Charlie laughs. “Man, I never expected you to be funny. I mean, you write about all the dark stuff in this town. Sometimes after I read one of your columns, I need to go for a drink. Mo loves it, says you’re the best, but, man, you depress me sometimes. No offense.”

				“None taken,” I lie.

				_____

				Charlie drops me in front of the restored, seven-hundred-seat Metro Theater on Union Street with a cheery, “Catch you on the remix.”

				The street is lit by moonlight and yellow sodium-vapor fireflies trapped under glass. The theater’s neon 1920s-era marquee is dark, while heavy shutters hide the enticing window displays of neighboring boutiques, art galleries, and gem merchants from the great unwashed. This is a street that prides itself on iron bars and quick response from private armed security—unattractive qualities to those who hunt at night.

				The payoff for its vigilance is an eerie silence. San Francisco isn’t a town that sleeps, and it’s unusual to find a pocket that has learned how to catch a few Zzzs.

				Some inner-city dwellers panic when shut off from the constant rumble of cars, buses, junkies, and sirens, but I haven’t spent all my life cocooned in concrete. There was a time when I also sought silence as a refuge.

				Diego’s place is easy to spot: a third-floor penthouse with curtains pulled back, its interior ablaze in cool white light. Two officers in inky blue uniforms pace restlessly inside. Thankfully, there isn’t enough manpower on scene yet to keep the curious away with crime scene tape and an extra body on the door.

				I cross the street and stroll into the open lobby like I belong. Inside, thick carpet the color of a frothy cappuccino and a smooth oak handrail lead the way upstairs. As I climb, I brush my hand along the light-mocha wall, drawn by its unusual texture. Instead of paint, the walls are covered in a soft fabric that probably cost more than my best cotton sheets.

				Diego has moved up in the world since the last time we made art together.

				On the first landing, a lazy three-quarter moon is framed by a large half-circle of leaded glass, the clarity of which would make that bald Mr. Clean beam with pride. I feel at the neck of my charcoal blouse, suddenly wondering if I should have worn a dress and heels—or at least a bra.

				There are three apartment condos on each of the first and second levels, the occupants secure behind heavy, solid-core doors and tamper-proof hardware.

				On the top floor, the door to Diego’s penthouse stands open, exposing the scene within.

				Messy doesn’t do it justice.

				Dixie’s Tips #3: Vomiting at a crime scene, although oftentimes warranted, is not recommended. You only have to blow chunks once to be forever looked upon as a girly sidekick to the “real” journalists. If necessary, swallow.

				Beyond the door waits a headless body, pale and oozing atop polished hardwood floors.

				Jeez.

				I brace myself against the doorjamb as my legs unexpectedly tremble.

				Surrounding the body is a sticky carpet of burnt crimson edged in black. The ruby carpet also grows on walls, glistening in the light like a human lung—alive and breathing.

				I look away, digging deep within myself to unearth roots for my bravado. I’m no stranger to blood. What woman is? But on my beat, death is rarely gentle, and one’s first and most human reaction is often to flee.

				As part of the night crew—reporters, police officers, firefighters, hookers, junkies, paramedics, undertakers, pimps, dealers, coroners, nurses, and bartenders—I learned how to survive by detaching from the humanity of the dead. I trained myself to look at death as the introduction to a story, with the body serving as merely the hook beneath my all-important byline.

				It sounds morbid, but it’s surprising how oddly automatic it becomes. Then again, I usually don’t know the corpse on an intimate level. And, truth be told, most of us on the night crew also drink too damn much.

				Pulling my gaze from the body, I scan the room. Diego has come a long way from the one-bedroom he rented in the building I still call home. He lived directly above me, except for a brief three weeks when he shared my bed. We lived a year in those twenty-one days and parted on difficult terms. We didn’t hate each other per se; we just couldn’t stand the sight of ourselves in the other’s presence.

				Beyond the lake of blood, two uniformed officers—one saggy in the seat, the other bakery fresh—stand with their backs to me. Their focus is a large picture window and the empty street below. The slump of shoulders and heavy air of silence say all they want is for a detective to show so they can report what precious little they know and book off.

				Careful not to disturb them, I check the main door. It proves even more sophisticated than I first guessed. A steel bar hidden in the core of the door could slide into brass-finished iron plates on the floor and ceiling, making it practically impenetrable when locked. Try to kick that sucker in and you would end up flat on your ass with a broken ankle.

				When ready, I inhale deeply and return to the meat of the matter.

				The corpse is male, shirtless, with a firm, muscular stomach. I kissed that stomach. Not now, but then. My fingers traced sharp, square-cut muscles. Diego hated to be tickled, the loss of control. Naturally, that made it impossible to resist.

				The bloodless skin still holds a bronze pigment, and I have to dam a sudden dampness in my eyes.

				Focus, focus. Come on, Dix. It’s been a year. Do your job.

				There are no tattoos, which surprises me. Even though Diego didn’t sport any when we were together, I always suspected he was just itching to ink his own skin. The body is bent awkwardly over two large cushions, legs splayed wide with bare feet pointing in opposite directions. A single-barreled shotgun is laying a few feet away with something small, red, and meaty stuck in its trigger guard.

				OK, stop. Don’t look.

				I have to. Jesus, I have to.

				The head, or what is left of it, is a burst melon—everything from the mouth up, gone.

				The thought that immediately enters my head is that I miss his eyes. The light that was Diego had glistened within those eyes like an erupting volcano. The orbs were so bright that I often wondered if he could see in the dark.

				No point taking a photo, I tell myself. It would never make it into print. Can’t have our readers gagging on their Sunday morning cornflakes.

				The skull’s jellied contents are what carpets the walls, but there is also an abnormally symmetrical shape at its epicenter. Stepping closer, I stifle a gasp as the shape takes three-dimensional form.

				Positioned directly in the path of the volcanic spatter stands a large, rectangular canvas.

				The stretched canvas, anchored firmly to a heavy easel, is covered in tiny fragments of shattered bone, pummeled brain matter, and at least a bucket of congealing blood. Within the gore, however, Diego has painted an intricate pattern in what I can only guess is some form of clear wax.

				While the raw canvas soaks in the blood, the pattern repels it. Without the wax, the canvas would have been just another mess to clean up, and without the blood, the pattern would never have been revealed.

				I move closer, mesmerized. As my eyes relax, shapes flicker within the pattern, but the blood has yet to set and the final message eludes me.

				Once you look past the gore—which I assume will be an easier chore once the canvas is removed from the scene and allowed to dry—the power of the piece is palpable.

				Unexpectedly, almost spiritually, I feel this could become Diego’s greatest creative achievement: a complete and personal sacrifice to art and a single-barreled Fuck You to the world.

				But that is also what bothers me. The Diego I had known was far too narcissistic to conceive of something so self-sacrificing.

				To me, it looks more like murder.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				“Hey! Get the hell away from there.”

				I snap a photo of the bloodied canvas and turn to see cute buns looking both stunned and surprised to find an extra person in the room.

				I flash him my most promising smile, since my décolletage gene—necessary to distract all men from all things—sputtered and died shortly after puberty, and I still haven’t managed to master the art of fluttering my eyelashes in a way that doesn’t look like I’m having a seizure.

				Time to work.

				“Dixie Flynn, NOW. Who found the body?”

				Saggy pants turns to display a face not dissimilar to a Shar Pei chewing a wasp. “How’d she get in here?”

				The flash of anger that steels his younger partner’s eyes shows he doesn’t appreciate the inference.

				I nod toward the door. “It was open. I was in the neighborhood.”

				I flash the smile again, playing innocent and coy, like butter wouldn’t melt.

				“You’re the gal who writes the columns, right?” asks the first cop. “Sergeant Fury’s girlfriend.”

				The older cop laughs. “Fury doesn’t have friends, never mind a—”

				The look—trained at the knee of my mother, and her mother before her—stops him short, but it doesn’t seem to penetrate his partner’s Kevlar vest.

				“He likes this one,” the younger cop says as his eyes scan my body for fingerprints. “Word in the locker room is he adopted her as some kind of charity case after she wrote a fluff piece when his wife was killed a few years back.”

				“Who called this in?” I ask, the words practically cutting my tongue. “Or is Detective Fury the only cop worth quoting?”

				The partners exchange a look as if sharing a telepathic secret. The senior one shrugs.

				“Neighbor,” says junior.

				“They find the body or did you?”

				“We did,” he continues. “Neighbor called in a report of gunfire but didn’t breach the scene.”

				“How did you get in? That’s quite the lock.”

				He shrugs. “Neighbor had a spare key.”

				“Neighborly.”

				“Yep.”

				“So the door was locked?”

				“That’s why we needed the key.”

				I nod at the body. “Messy.”

				“Very.”

				Junior puffs up his chest to show if there is any extraneous vomit on the floor, it doesn’t belong to him. This was his way of impressing upon me that if I ever needed any spiders killed or leaking bodies removed, I would know whom to call.

				With some effort, I manage not to shudder. His cuteness factor has dropped so far below my minimum, it’s no longer on the radar. It’s a pity sometimes when they open their mouths.

				“You I.D. the victim?” I ask.

				“Mailbox says Mr. Diego Chino. Neighbor said he lived alone, some kind of famous artist.”

				“That what made you tip off my editor?”

				Silence.

				I move on. “Neighbor sure it’s him?”

				The young officer winks at his partner. “She didn’t feel up to helping us look for his face.”

				_____

				Detective Sergeant Frank Fury storms into the apartment with trench coat flapping and bare hands curled into fists the size of boiled hams. He is ready for a challenge and appears mildly disappointed when the two officers merely gawp and retreat.

				“Ah, crap,” he grumbles while looking at the body. “What a bloody mess.”

				The two uniformed officers physically shrink as Frank’s glare falls upon them. Then he spots me.

				“How in hell did you get here?”

				“Cab,” I say dryly. “Driver’s name was Charlie Parker, but he claims not to be musical. Not sure I believed him.”

				Frank rubs the knot between his eyes. “I’ve got two boys downstairs with strict orders to keep the jackals out of my hair.”

				“Not much left to get tangled in.”

				He scowls.

				I show my teeth.

				It’s how we work best.

				Frank and I prowl the same beat, but he doesn’t have the luxury of typing -30- (a nostalgic journalistic holdover from the days of the telegraph that means, quite literally, “No More”) at the end of each story before sending it to press and starting the next. He tends to hold on to the idea of justice too tightly until the frustration oozes from his pores like musk. That fervency has bled into a craggy face with a W. C. Fields nose and shovel-sharp chin, and left its mark most prominently in a pair of predatory, steel-gray eyes.

				His wardrobe does nothing to help, with baggy brown Kmart pants, wrinkled cotton dress shirt, a skinny tie the color of a coffee stain, and a knot so tight you know he never unties it. He wraps it all in a shapeless trench coat that barely envelops his solid 240-pound frame.

				Next to Frank, I look like a juvenile delinquent. He stands eight inches taller than my five-six-in-heels, which means if there’s a moonroof in his severe salt-and-pepper flat top, I can’t tell.

				I move carefully around the edge of the room to stand beside him. I’ve only been on the scene a short time, but already I’ve managed to distance myself. The body on the floor has become more of a puzzle piece than flesh and blood. Perhaps that cold detachment is one reason I have trouble getting second dates.

				“His name is Diego Chino,” I volunteer. “He’s an artist.”

				“Never heard of him.”

				“He’s big if you move in the right circles.”

				“I get dizzy easy.”

				We both smirk.

				“Looks like suicide,” I say.

				Frank nods.

				“But might not be,” I add.

				Frank flares his nostrils. “Go on.”

				“Notice the canvas?”

				“The one covered in blood?”

				“Yup.”

				“What about it?”

				“It’s brilliant.”

				“Come again.”

				“The raw power of it,” I explain. “That piece is going to be worth a fortune.”

				“Once you clean the blood off?”

				“No. The blood is the paint. The positioning of the canvas and direction of the gun blast was intentional. It’s a modern masterpiece.”

				“You’re one sick pup.”

				“Wait and see. I won’t be surprised if Diego’s agent has a buyer by morning.”

				Frank holds up one hand. From heel to tip, it is larger than my entire face.

				“OK,” he says. “Let’s say this painting is valuable. Why does that rule out suicide?”

				“Diego was a publicity machine. He courted celebrity and gained a following, but his star was fading. Hollywood’s nouveau riche are a fickle bunch. One week you’re a must-have, the next, not so much. In another year, he could easily be forgotten, replaced by the next great discovery. Bottom line, he was too self-centered to let that happen. I don’t believe he would check out without a fight. His ego wouldn’t let him.”

				“Maybe he ran out of ideas,” Frank reasons. “And legends are born when they die young.”

				“Could be, but the indefinable thing that makes a true artist is soul. Peel back the layers and you find an unquenchable desire to leave a mark, create a kind of immortality.”

				“You’re making a strong case for suicide,” Frank says.

				I shake my head. “There’s also the ego factor. Making a mark is important but totally pointless if you’re not around to bask in the glory. Diego didn’t want to be Van Gogh, dying a pauper with nothing but rejection to show for a life’s work. He wanted to be Picasso, Dali, Warhol—worshipped while he walked the earth. That’s why his limited-edition prints were practically limitless. And that’s why he was letting his art be used on ties for rich businessmen and on print ads for perfume. Pretty soon he would be doing Converse shoes and Christmas wrap.”

				“Everyone’s a critic.” Frank rubs his temples.

				“True, but I know what I’m talking about. We used to argue into the small hours—”

				“What a minute,” Frank says. “You know the victim?”

				I’m not big into kissing and telling to friends who happen to be colleagues. Or colleagues who happen to be friends. Whatever.

				“Before he became a name.”

				Frank has the kind of disapproving smile that makes children cry.

				He sighs heavily. “OK. Let’s suppose you’re right. If it’s not suicide, what’s the motive for murder?”

				“Beats the hell out of me.”

				Frank guffaws so loudly that the two officers turn to stare.

				“Excuse me, then,” he says. “While I look for a note.”

				_____

				“Please don’t touch that,” cries a nasally voice from the doorway.

				Frank looks up from the bloodied canvas as a smartly dressed man, a gaily colored ascot swirling wildly around his throat, trots in from the hall.

				“Stop right where you are!” Frank yells, a finger the size of a small truncheon stabbing the air.

				The magic finger seems to do the trick as the man stops stock still, every part of him frozen except for rapidly blinking eyes and a creepy caterpillar moustache that squirms beneath a long, hooked nose.

				A silver-haired officer with a face the color of boiled beets and a gut the size of a vodka-infused watermelon arrives close behind. His lungs are expanding and contracting so rapidly he looks about to have a coronary.

				“If you’re going to die, do it outside,” Frank warns the officer. “My crime scene is busy enough.”

				Ascot man chances a look over his shoulder at the gasping officer.

				“Who are you?” Frank demands.

				The man’s neck snaps back around so quickly, I imagine chiropractors wincing in their sleep.

				“My name is unimportant, but I implore you not to touch that painting.” The man lifts a white handkerchief to cover his nose and mouth.

				Until the handkerchief raises the issue, I can’t say I noticed an unpleasant smell. Some crime scenes are nasty, especially if the bodies have been lying around for a while or the victims really went to town on a greasy last meal. But this one isn’t bad at all, which makes me wonder why.

				“Your name,” Frank growls. “And how’d you get up here?”

				This last question is directed at the officer in the hallway who is still a noticeably unhealthy color.

				The thin man stiffens, but one hand still manages to snake into a jacket pocket to produce a plain white business card with raised gold ink. He holds it out proudly as though it is a double-0 license signed by M herself.

				Frank storms forward, using his height to all its intimidating advantage, glances at the card, and snorts.

				“Are you saying the officers allowed you up here because you own a damn art gallery?”

				The man sniffs. “I don’t own the gallery.”

				Frank shoots me a look that says I better swallow the sarcastic comment rising in my throat.

				The man puffs out his bird-like chest indignantly. “I happen to represent a very influential art collector in our city. And I am here to take possession of Mr. Chino’s final work before something unforeseen happens.”

				“You mean like me taking a knife to it?” Frank asks as he produces a small whittling knife from his pocket.

				“Please, sir. I beg you not to deface that painting. It’s so …” His voice is full of wonder. “Incredible. Perhaps his finest work.”

				Frank waves the knife lazily in the air, a two-inch blade rising from the handle at the flick of a gnarled thumbnail. “And you knew this bloody thing would be here, how?”

				“Mr. Chino left instructions via text message, which detailed when I was to arrive at this location and take possession of his latest work.”

				“A suicide note?” Frank asks. “By text?”

				“I suppose so, although I did not know that at the time.”

				“And yet, you don’t seem too surprised at finding a body on the floor and its head used as a friggin’ paint pot!”

				The man shivers like a frightened rabbit, but I have to give him props for not backing down.

				He sniffs again. “Mr. Chino has been depressed of late, and he has always had a flair for the dramatic. So although I was hopeful for a …” He pauses to consider his words. “Less messy affair, I cannot say that I am completely shocked.”

				“Well, that makes one of us, Mister—Hey, you never did tell me your Goddamn name.”

				“It’s written on the card.”

				Frank stares at him like a hungry grizzly on a salmon run.

				“It’s Blymouth,” says the man. “Casper Blymouth.”

				“And who’s the collector?”

				“I don’t see the need—”

				The man freezes as Frank moves back to the painting and begins scraping some of the blood from the bottom, right-hand corner.

				“Kingston!” he blurts. “I represent Sir Roger Kingston.”

				Frank lets out a low whistle. “I’m impressed. You can’t blurt a name much bigger than that.” Frank scrapes more of the blood.

				Blymouth gasps. “Please.” His voice drops to a whine, and his eyes actually begin to fill with frightened tears.

				Frank stops scraping and turns to catch my attention. His grin can now frighten serial killers.

				“I’ll be damned,” he says. “This bloody thing is signed.”

				“Of course it’s signed,” Blymouth sniffs. “It would be worthless otherwise, and Mr. Chino would not—”

				“You don’t find that twisted?” Frank returns to his full height, wincing slightly as both knees crack. “I understand texting the suicide note, that’s human nature. I can even see blowing your brains over a canvas. Why not? But signing it first? That’s whacked.”

				“Whacked?” I pipe in.

				Frank’s mouth twitches.

				Blymouth sighs loudly. “If you two are quite done, I would like to take possession of the painting and leave. The smell is really quite dread—”

				“Air conditioning,” I blurt.

				Frank cocks one of his thick barbed-wire eyebrows.

				“That’s why it doesn’t smell,” I explain. “I didn’t take off my jacket, and with the front door open it’s less noticeable, but the air conditioning is on.”

				“Yeah, the place was real cold when we first entered,” agrees saggy pants.

				“To keep the scene fresh,” Frank muses.

				“Also makes time of death more difficult to pinpoint,” I suggest too quickly.

				Frank’s mouth twitches again. “Waking the neighbor with a shotgun blast might help with that.”

				“Mr. Chino was no fool,” Blymouth pipes up irritably. “The cool air naturally helps to preserve his work. And if you do not possess the olfactory senses to—”

				“Christ!” Frank snaps. “This is why I post officers on the Goddamn door.”

				Blymouth gulps.

				“Did Chino’s note say how he wanted the canvas cured?” I ask quickly.

				Blymouth nods. “Air dried and then sealed with several coats of high-grade, matte lacquer. I have several artists available who can do the job.”

				“They’ll need to wait.” Frank’s face turns hard. “Right now it’s evidence, and I need you out of here while I do my job.”

				“I must protest! I have—”

				“Protest all you like. Just do it outside.”

				The beet-faced officer rushes forward in an effort to redeem himself. He clamps a firm hand on Blymouth’s shoulder and yanks him roughly out of the apartment.

				“And Colin,” Frank yells at the retreating officer.

				The officer turns around, his seasoned face stoic as he holds onto the squirming man.

				“Sir?”

				“Bag his cell phone,” Frank says. “I want to see that text.”

				Blymouth opens his mouth to protest, but Colin isn’t going to mess up twice. He drags the art dealer down the stairs.

				“You, too, Dix.” Frank releases an audible sigh. “You’ve seen enough.”

				“Well, that’s whacked,” I say cheekily but quickly take the hint when Frank’s mouth fails to twitch.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				I should have headed straight home and crawled back into bed. It was late, I was tired, and Bubbles was likely pining. But that’s one of the troubles with the night crew: we’re not too bright.

				The Dog House is a cramped dungeon of a pub two blocks from the Hall of Justice on Bryant Street. Originally built as a coal cellar and storage for a turn-of-the-century boardinghouse, it was converted into a speakeasy during Prohibition and became an unorthodox street church for hippies in the Sixties.

				Abandoned for decades, it was quietly reopened in the late Eighties as a place for cops and scoundrels to hide from prying eyes. The owner, bouncer, bartender, and occasional bookie is an ex-wrestler who had a slippery headlock on fame in the Seventies as the Biting Bulgarian Bulldog. In the newspaper archives, he was regaled as every wide-eyed kid’s favorite Friday-night villain.

				Ask him about it now and he’ll tell you his loyal fans cheered the loudest when he regularly bit off his opponent’s ear and spat it at the ineffective referee.

				“Kids back then were less cynical,” he told me once. “None of them questioned how the wrestlers all magically grew their ears back for the next match.”

				When boxer Mike Tyson did it for real in a heavyweight bout against Evander Holyfield, Bulldog shook his head and muttered, “Where’s the magic? Dumb prick.”

				Nowadays Bulldog goes by Bill, but his eyes still dance when an old fan recognizes him and asks for an autograph. He even has a Hasbro action figure of himself in full costume perched on the till.

				After wiping hairy hands on a black apron with the angry green face of the Hulk silk-screened across the front, Bill hands me a sweaty bottle of Warthog Ale and a shot of tequila, slice of lime hanging off the rim. I use the beer to connect a few wet rings on the scarred mahogany of the L-shaped bar before taking a sip.

				“You OK, Dix?” Bill asks. “Kinda quiet.”

				“Tough gal like me? Couldn’t be better.”

				“Got a story?”

				“Dead artist,” I explain. “Old friend, actually. Blew his fool head off with a shotgun.”

				“Ah, the Hemingway solution. Grim.”

				“You have no idea.”

				I pick up the lime wedge, squeeze its juice into the shot glass, and watch the tequila turn cloudy.

				“Frank there?” Bill asks.

				I nod and take a small sip of tequila.

				Bill waits, his hands continually busy drying glasses or refilling marquee bottles from bar-brand gallon jugs.

				“You think there’s something wrong with me, Bill?” I ask after another sip.

				“Let me think.” His voice is the steady rumble of a subway train. “It’s one in the morning; you’re alone in a dingy bar, drinking tequila and courting advice from a mug so ugly he would give your mother palpitations.” He pauses. “Nah, you’re doing just fine.”

				“Thanks,” I say dryly. “You’re a sweetheart.”

				Bill grins. “Don’t let that out, I have a reputation to uphold.”

				“You too, huh?”

				Bill walks to the far side of the bar to serve his only other patrons, two arguing retirees with matching ill-fitting dentures who look like they can barely afford to split a beer between them.

				From my stool, I have a clear view of the entire room. Eight feet to my left is the lone washroom that breaks every health regulation in the book and makes me determined to learn levitation; two feet to my right is the bricked-up doorway that once led to a boardinghouse of ill-repute above; and sixteen feet directly behind me is a steel door complete with Prohibition-era peephole that, contrary to fire regulations, is the only way in or out if you don’t know about the trapdoor behind the bar that leads to a dank cellar and a maze of forgotten tunnels that are said to cover most of the block. If you put thirty people in the room, it’s five too many.

				Frank usually sits to my left and, as a house courtesy, the wooden stool to my right is reserved for Al Capone, the dead Chicago mobster.

				According to local legend, Capone was known to be a regular of the speakeasy whenever he ventured west on business. The bar had a waitress back then whom Bill claims was Capone’s one true love. When she mysteriously disappeared one day, Capone made a decree that no one was to be hired to replace her. And to this day, no one has.

				To be fair though, with the way cops and reporters tip, it wouldn’t be a job anyone would clamor for either.

				After Capone was convicted of tax evasion, he requested to serve his time in Alcatraz, where (Bill claims) he would sit in his cell, look across the water, and dream about this place and his missing sweetheart. Of course, Bill also claims Capone still visits regularly, which is why the stool is reserved.

				Personally, I have yet to meet the man’s ghost, but it’ll be a hell of a story when I do.

				The door swings open behind me and I hear Frank’s heavy feet slap the concrete floor. I glance in the mirror behind the bar to see his usual bravado lost between hunched shoulders and a slouched back. He slides onto the stool beside me and runs thick fingers through thinning hair.

				Bill pours a tall mug of O’Doul’s Amber—a dealcoholized draft made by Anheuser-Busch with a caramel color, malt taste, and thin head—and slides it to him. Frank sighs with pleasure as he takes a long, slow pull.

				“To the blue,” Frank says, lifting his glass to the ceiling.

				“May the good Lord watch our backs,” answer the two old-
timers.

				Frank nods at Bill to pour two fresh mugs of draught and deliver them to the far side of the bar.

				_____

				Frank stopped drinking regular beer two weeks after his wife died. The fortnight in between was a time he’s only talked about once, and for some reason, I was the one he trusted to tell it to.

				Despite rumors that the public outpouring garnered by my story saved Frank’s career, I didn’t pull any punches. Frank was falling down drunk the night his wife was murdered. That’s a weight only he can carry, but anyone who follows the daily news knows anyone—drunk or sober—can be absent when needed the most.

				The medical examiner confessed it took a long time for her to die, the murder weapon being a wire brush like you would use to clean cast-iron pots or a greasy barbecue grill. The killer used it to scrape away her skin until the blood loss, pain, and terror became too much for her heart. Evidence at the scene pointed to a “person known to police” with a record reaching back to junior high and a hard-on for Frank.

				Ten days after the murder, the suspect was climbing out the window of a second-story apartment (a laptop emblazoned with a Hello Kitty sticker under one arm, and his pockets stuffed with cheap jewelry and a pink Swarovski-crystal iPod) when a bullet punched through his kidney and dropped him to the alley below. Several witnesses said they were sure he was still screaming after he hit the ground, but the M.E. was unable to determine if immediate medical attention would have saved his life.

				When the squad cars arrived, they found Frank leaning against the alley wall, sipping from a flask, smoking gun dangling from his fingers. More witnesses said he refused anyone entry to the alley while he silently watched the man bubble and froth, drowning in his own blood.

				A well-oiled snub .38 was discovered nearby with the corpse’s prints on its trigger and grip.

				Rumor naturally said Frank planted the gun, but there was never any evidence to back it up.

				The daily newspapers and broadcast news delivered the facts plain and true, but that’s not what I’m paid to do.

				Instead, I told a story about a young woman from Kansas who loved to bake apple pies with a brown sugar crust, volunteered at the library teaching adults how to read, and married a handsome, young cowboy who took her on a journey to the craziest city in America.

				The killer’s background, unfortunately, was tougher to unravel; despite knocking on doors in his neighborhood, talking to social workers and parole officers, and making a hundred phone calls, I couldn’t find a single person with a kind word to say. His father probably summed it up best when he told me, “That boy was born dead.”

				A month after the story ran, Frank moved to the stool on my left and Bill began carrying O’Doul’s.

				_____

				“We found something weird in the artist’s place after you left,” Frank says, tipping back his glass.

				“After I was kicked out, you mean?”

				Frank downs the beer, places the mug on the bar, and picks up a freshly poured second. A skin of ice slides down the glass.

				I wait.

				Nothing.

				I roll my eyes, hating when he refuses to play.

				“OK. What’s so weird?”

				Frank digs in the pocket of his coat and pulls out a Polaroid. The snapshot shows a colorful abstract painting that invokes the cold romance of the Northern Lights dancing above Arctic tundra, but as viewed through a child’s kaleidoscope.

				“We found that painting between the box spring and mattress in the bedroom,” Frank says. “It’s signed ‘Adamsky’. ”

				“Huh. Weird place to keep a painting.” I study the photo closely. “Was Diego trying to hide it?”

				Frank shrugs. “If anybody knew it was in the apartment, that’s about the first place they’d look. It’s the only piece of furniture large enough to hide something like that. Place was practically bare.”

				Bill moves in and plucks the photo out of my hand. “Maybe he hated it,” he says before tossing it back onto the bar.

				Frank and I look up, twin frowns knitting our brows.

				“Huh?” I say with my usual intellectual wit.

				“It was something Al said.”

				“Capone was in?” I ask.

				“Yesterday.”

				“Damn, I keep missing him.”

				Bill continues. “Al was telling me how he liked to put pictures of all the women who ever crossed him under his mattress. He said it was fun to screw other broads right there on top of them.” He begins to chuckle. “Then he would sleep on his back so they had to look at his hairy ass all night.”

				Bill cracks up and wanders away, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes.

				With a smile, I turn to Frank. “So what do you think of Capone’s theory?”

				“You never know,” Frank says seriously. “Maybe fat, old ghosts know more than fat, old cops.” He stares off into space for a moment. “After all, he’s in a better position to ask the guy.”

				I pick up the Polaroid.

				“I’ve seen this artist’s work mentioned on the international wires. He’s European, I think, and bigger than Diego. Most of his stuff sells in the fifty- to hundred-thousand range.”

				“Dollars?”

				“Euros.” I grin. “Art is big business.”

				Frank snorts. “Who sticks fifty-plus grand under a mattress?”

				“Could be a motive for murder,” I suggest.

				Frank’s mouth twitches. “An art thief breaks into Chino’s place, goes to all the trouble of staging a suicide, and then forgets to take the painting?”

				“Well, when you put it like that.”

				“Best leave detecting to the professionals, Dix.”

				“Yeah, yeah.”

				I finish the tequila in one shot—the glass nearly colliding with my pouting lower lip—and chase it with a swallow from the bottle of ale.

				“By the way.” I attempt to stifle a yawn. “What was that pink thing stuck in the shotgun’s trigger guard?”

				“A toe. Kickback must have sliced it off.”

				“Is the body missing one?”

				Frank’s twitch blossoms into a grin.

				“Yeah, Dix. It is.”
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