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CHAPTER
1
It came in a plain brown wrapper.
Padded envelope, book rate, book sized. I assumed it was an academic text I'd forgotten ordering.
It went on to the mail table, along with Monday's bills and announcements of scholarly seminars in Hawaii and St. Croix. I returned to the library and tried to figure out what I was going to do in ten minutes when Tiffani and Chondra Wallace showed up for their second session.
A year ago their mother had been murdered by their father up on a ridge in the Angeles Crest Forest.
He told it as a crime of passion and maybe he was right, in the very worst sense. I'd learned from court documents that absence of passion had never been a problem for Ruthanne and Donald Dell Wallace. She'd never been a strong-willed woman, and despite the ugliness of their divorce, she had held on to “love feelings” for Donald Dell. So no one had been surprised when he cajoled her into taking a night ride with sweet words, the promise of a lobster dinner, and good marijuana.
Shortly after parking on a shaded crest overlooking the forest, the two of them got high, made love, talked, argued, fought, raged, and finally clawed at one another. Then Donald Dell took his buck knife to the woman who still bore his name, slashed and stabbed her thirty-three times, and kicked her corpse out of his pickup, leaving behind an Indian-silver clip stuffed with cash and his membership card in the Iron Priests motorcycle club.
A docket-clearing plea bargain landed him in Folsom Prison on a five to ten for second-degree murder. There he was free to hang out in the yard with his meth-cooking Aryan Brotherhood bunkmates, take an auto mechanics course he could have taught, accrue good behavior brownie points in the chapel, and bench press until his pectorals threatened to explode.
Four months into his sentence, he was ready to see his daughters.
The law said his paternal rights had to be considered.
An L.A. family court judge named Stephen Huff—one of the better ones—asked me to evaluate. We met in his chambers on a September morning and he told me the details while drinking ginger ale and stroking his bald head. The room had beautiful old oak paneling and cheap country furniture. Pictures of his own children were all over the place.
“Just when does he plan on seeing them, Steve?”
“Up at the prison, twice a month.”
“That's a plane ride.”
“Friends will chip in for the fare.”
“What kind of friends?”
“Some idiocy called The Donald Dell Wallace Defense Fund.”
“Biker buddies?”
“Vroom vroom.”
“Meaning it's probably amphetamine money.”
His smile was weary and grudging. “Not the issue before us, Alex.”
“What's next, Steve? Disability payments because he's stressed out being a single parent?”
“So it smells. So what else is new? Talk to the poor kids a few times, write up a report saying visitation's injurious to their psyches, and we'll bury the issue.”
“For how long?”
He put down the ginger ale and watched the glass raise wet circles on his blotter. “I can kibosh it for at least a year.”
“Then what?”
“If he puts in another claim, the kids can be reevaluated and we'll kibosh it again. Time's on their side, right? They'll be getting older and hopefully tougher.”
“In a year they'll be ten and eleven, Steve.”
He picked at his tie. “What can I tell you, Alex? I don't want to see these kids screwed up, either. I'm asking you to evaluate because you're tough-minded—for a shrink.”
“Meaning someone else might recommend visitation?”
“It's possible. You should see some of the opinions your colleagues render. I had one the other day, said the fact that a mother was severely depressed was good for the kid—teach her the value of true emotions.”
“Okay,” I said. “But I want to do a real evaluation, not some rubber stamp. Something that may have some use for them in the future.”
“Therapy? Why not? Sure, do whatever you want. You are now shrink of record. Send your bill straight to me and I'll see you get paid within fifteen working days.”
“Who's paying, our leather-clad friends?”
“Don't worry, I'll make sure they pay up.”
“Just as long as they don't try to deliver the check in person.”
“I wouldn't worry about it, Alex. Those types shy away from insight.”
 
The girls arrived right on time, just as they had last week, linked, like suitcases, to the arms of their grandmother.
“Well, here they are,” Evelyn Rodriguez announced. She remained in the entry and pushed them forward.
“Morning,” I said. “Hi, girls.”
Tiffani smiled uneasily. Her older sister looked away.
“Have an easy ride?”
Evelyn shrugged, twisted her lips and untwisted them. Maintaining her grip on the girls, she backed away. The girls allowed themselves to be tugged, but unwillingly, like nonviolent protesters. Feeling the burden, Evelyn let go. Crossing her arms over her chest, she coughed and looked away from me.
Rodriguez was her fourth husband. She was Anglo, stout, bottom-heavy, an old fifty-eight, with dimpled elbows and knuckles, nicotine skin, and lips as thin and straight as a surgical incision. Talk came hard for her and I was pretty sure it was a character trait that preceded her daughter's murder.
This morning she wore a sleeveless, formless blouse—a faded mauve and powder blue floral print that reminded me of a decorative tissue box. It billowed, untucked, over black stretch jeans piped with red. Her blue tennis shoes were speckled with bleach spots. Her hair was short and wavy, corn colored above dark roots. Earring slits creased her lobes but she wore no jewelry. Behind bifocals, her eyes continued to reject mine.
She patted Chondra's head, and the girl pressed her face against a thick, soft arm. Tiffani had walked into the living room and was staring at a picture on the wall, tapping one foot fast.
Evelyn Rodriguez said, “Okay, then, I'll just wait down in the car.”
“If it gets too hot, feel free to come up.”
“The heat don't bother me.” She raised a forearm and glanced at a too-small wristwatch. “How long we talking about this time?”
“Let's aim for an hour, give or take.”
“Last time was twenty minutes.”
“I'd like to try for a little longer today.”
She frowned. “Okay . . . can I smoke down there?”
“Outside the house? Sure.”
She muttered something.
“Anything you'd like to tell me?” I said.
“Me?” She freed one finger, poked a breast, and smiled. “Nah. Be good, girlies.”
Stepping out on the terrace, she closed the door. Tiffani kept examining the picture. Chondra touched the doorknob and licked her lips. She had on a white Snoopy T-shirt, red shorts, and sandals with no socks. A paper-wrapped Fruit Roll-Up extended from one pocket of the shorts. Her arms and legs were pasty and chubby, her face broad and puggish, topped by white-blond hair drawn into very long, very tight pigtails. The hair gleamed, almost metallic, incongruous above the plain face. Puberty might turn her pretty. I wondered what else it might bring.
She nibbled her lower lip. My smile went unnoticed or unbelieved.
“How are you, Chondra?”
She shrugged again, kept her shoulders up, and looked at the floor. Ten months her sister's senior, she was an inch shorter and seemed less mature. During the first session, she hadn't said a word, content to sit with her hands in her lap as Tiffani talked on.
“Do anything fun this week?”
She shook her head. I placed a hand on her shoulder and she went rigid until I removed it. The reaction made me wonder about some kind of abuse. How many layers of this family would I be able to peel back?
The file on my nightstand was my preliminary research. Before-bed reading for the strong stomached.
Legal jargon, police prose, unspeakable snapshots. Perfectly typed transcripts with impeccable margins.
Ruthanne Wallace reduced to a coroner's afternoon.
Wound depths, bone rills . . .
Donald Dell's mug shot, wild-eyed, black-bearded, sweaty.
“And then she got mean on me—she knew I didn't handle mean but that didn't stop her, no way. And then I just—you know—lost it. It shouldn'ta happened. What can I say?”
I said, “Do you like to draw, Chondra?”
“Sometimes.”
“Well, maybe we'll find something you like in the playroom.”
She shrugged and looked down at the carpet.
Tiffani was fingering the frame of the picture. A George Bellows boxing print. I'd bought it, impulsively, in the company of a woman I no longer saw.
“Like the drawing?” I said.
She turned around and nodded, all cheekbones and nose and chin. Her mouth was very narrow and crowded with big, misaligned teeth that forced it open and made her look perpetually confused. Her hair was dishwater, cut institutionally short, the bangs hacked crookedly. Some kind of food stain specked her upper lip. Her nails were dirty, her eyes an unremarkable brown. Then she smiled and the look of confusion vanished. At that moment she could have modeled, sold anything.
“Yeah, it's cool.”
“What do you especially like about it?”
“The fighting.”
“The fighting?”
“Yeah,” she said, punching air. “Action. Like WWA.”
“WWA,” I said. “World Wrestling?”
She pantomimed an uppercut. “Pow poom.” Then she looked at her sister and scowled, as if expecting support.
Chondra didn't move.
“Pow poom,” said Tiffani, advancing toward her. “Welcome to WWA fighting, I'm Crusher Creeper and this is the Red Viper in a grudge match of the century. Ding!” Bell-pull pantomime.
She laughed, nervously. Chondra chewed her lip and tried to smile.
“Aar,” said Tiffani, coming closer. She pulled the imaginary cord again. “Ding. Pow poom.” Hooking her hands, she lurched forward with Frankenstein-monster unsteadiness. “Die, Viper! Aaar!”
She grabbed Chondra and began tickling her arms. The older girl giggled and tickled back, clumsily. Tiffani broke free and began circling, punching air. Chondra started chewing her lip, again.
I said, “C'mon, guys,” and took them to the library. Chondra sat immediately at the play table. Tiffani paced and shadowboxed, hugging the periphery of the room like a toy on a track, muttering and jabbing.
Chondra watched her, then plucked a sheet of paper off the top of a stack and picked up a crayon. I waited for her to draw, but she put the crayon down and watched her sister.
“Do you guys watch wrestling at home?” I said.
“Roddy does,” said Tiffani, without breaking step.
“Roddy's your grandmother's husband?”
Nod. Jab. “He's not our grampa. He's Mexican.”
“He likes wrestling?”
“Uh-huh. Pow poom.”
I turned to Chondra. She hadn't moved. “Do you watch wrestling on TV, too?”
Shake of the head.
“She likes Surfriders,” said Tiffani. “I do, too, sometimes. And Millionaire's Row.”
Chondra bit her lip.
“Millionaire's Row,” I said. “Is that the one where rich people have all sorts of problems?”
“They die,” said Tiffani. “Sometimes. It's really for real.” She put her arms down and stopped circling. Coming over to us, she said, “They die because money and materials are the roots of sins and when you lay down with Satan, your rest is never peaceful.”
“Do the rich people on Millionaire's Row lay down with Satan?”
“Sometimes.” She resumed her circuit, striking out at unseen enemies.
“How's school?” I asked Chondra.
She shook her head and looked away.
“We didn't start yet,” said Tiffani.
“How come?”
“Gramma said we didn't have to.”
“Do you miss seeing your friends?”
Hesitation. “Maybe.”
“Can I talk to Gramma about that?”
She looked at Chondra. The older girl was peeling the paper wrapper off a crayon.
Tiffani nodded. Then: “Don't do that. They're his.”
“It's okay,” I said.
“You shouldn't destroy other people's stuff.”
“True,” I said. “But some things are meant to be used up. Like crayons. And these crayons are here for you.”
“Who bought them?” said Tiffani.
“I did.”
“Destroying's Satan's work,” said Tiffani, spreading her arms and rotating them in wide circles.
I said, “Did you hear that in church?”
She didn't seem to hear. Punched the air. “He laid down with Satan.”
“Who?”
“Wallace.”
Chondra's mouth dropped open. “Stop,” she said, very softly.
Tiffani came over and dropped her arm over her sister's shoulder. “It's okay. He's not our dad anymore, remember? Satan turned him into a bad spirit and he got all his sins wrapped up like one. Like a big burrito.”
Chondra turned away from her.
“Come on,” said Tiffani, rubbing her sister's back. “Don't worry.”
“Wrapped up?” I said.
“Like one,” she explained to me. “The Lord counts up all your good deeds and your sins and wraps them up. So when you die, He can look right away and know if you go up or down. He's going down. When he gets there, the angels'll look at the package and know all he done. And then he'll burn.”
She shrugged. “That's the truth.”
Chondra's eyes pooled with tears. She tried to remove Tiffani's arm from her shoulder, but the younger girl held fast.
“It's okay,” said Tiffani. “You got to talk about the truth.”
“Stop,” said Chondra.
“It's okay,” Tiffani insisted. “You got to talk to him.” She looked at me. “So he'll write a good book for the judge and he'll never get out.”
Chondra looked at me.
I said, “Actually, what I write won't change how much time he spends in jail.”
“Maybe,” insisted Tiffani. “If your book tells the judge how evil he is, then maybe he could put him in longer.”
“Was he ever evil to you?”
No answer.
Chondra shook her head.
Tiffani said, “He hit us.”
“A lot?”
“Sometimes.”
“With his hand or something else?”
“His hand.”
“Never a stick or a belt or something else?”
Another headshake from Chondra. Tiffani's was slower, reluctant.
“Not a lot, but sometimes,” I said.
“When we were bad.”
“Bad?”
“Making a mess—going near his bike—he hit Mom more. Right?” Prodding Chondra. “He did.”
Chondra gave a tiny nod, grabbed the crayon, and started peeling again. Tiffani watched but didn't stop her.
“That's why we left him,” she said. “He hit her all the time. And then he came after her with lust and sin in his heart and killed her—tell the judge that, you're rich, he'll listen to you!”
Chondra began crying. Tiffani patted her and said, “It's okay, we got to.”
I got a tissue box. Tiffani took it from me and wiped her sister's eyes. Chondra pressed the crayon to her lips.
“Don't eat it,” said Tiffani. “It's poison.”
Chondra let go and the crayon flew out of her hand and landed on the floor. Tiffani retrieved it and placed it neatly alongside the box.
Chondra was licking her lips. Her eyes were closed and one soft hand was fisted.
“Actually,” I said, “it's not poisonous, just wax with color in it. But it probably doesn't taste too good.”
Chondra opened her eyes. I smiled and she tried to smile, producing only a small rise in one corner of her mouth.
Tiffani said, “Well, it's not food.”
“No, it isn't.”
She paced some more. Boxed and muttered.
I said, “Let me go over what I told you last week. You're here because your father wants you to visit him in jail. My job is to find out how you feel about that, so I can tell the judge.”
“Why doesn't the judge ask us?”
“He will,” I said. “He'll be talking to you, but first he wants me to—”
“Why?”
“Because that's my job—talking to kids about their feelings. Finding out how they really—”
“We don't want to see him,” said Tiffani. “He's an insument of Satan.”
“An—”
“An insument! He laid all down with Satan and became a sinful spirit. When he dies, he's going to burn in hell, that's for sure.”
Chondra's hands flew to her face.
“Stop!” said Tiffani. She rushed over to her sister, but before she got there, Chondra stood and let out a single, deep sob. Then she ran for the door, swinging it open so hard it almost threw her off balance.
She caught it, then she was out.
Tiffani watched her go, looking tiny and helpless.
“You got to tell the truth,” she said.
I said, “Absolutely. But sometimes it's hard.”
She nodded. Now her eyes were wet.
She paced some more.
I said, “Your sister's older but it looks like you take care of her.”
She stopped, faced me, gave a defiant stare, but seemed comforted.
“You take good care of her,” I said.
Shrug.
“That must get hard sometimes.”
Her eyes flickered. She put her hands on her hips and jutted her chin.
“It's okay,” she said.
I smiled.
“She's my sister.” She stood there, knocking her hands against her legs.
I patted her shoulder.
She sniffed, then walked away.
“You got to tell the truth,” she said.
“Yes, you do.”
Punch, jab. “Pow poom . . . I wanna go home.”
 
Chondra was already with Evelyn, sharing the front seat of the thirty-year-old, plum-colored Chevy. The car had nearly bald blackwalls and a broken antenna. The paint job was homemade, the color nothing GM had ever conceived. One edge of the car's rear bumper had been broken and it nearly scraped the ground.
I got to the driver's window as Tiffani made her way down the steps from the landing. Evelyn Rodriguez didn't look up. A cigarette drooped from her lips. A hardpack of Winstons sat on the dashboard. The driver's half of the windshield was coated with greasy fog. Her fingers were busy tying a lanyard keychain. The rest of her was inert.
Chondra was pressed up against the passenger door, legs curled beneath her, staring at her lap.
Tiffani arrived, making her way to the passenger side while keeping her eyes on me. Opening the rear door, she dove inside.
Evelyn finally took her eyes off her work, but her fingers kept moving. The lanyard was brown and white, a diamond stitch that reminded me of rattlesnake skin.
“Well, that was quick,” she said. “Close that door now, don't kill the battery.”
Tiffani scooted over and slammed the door.
I said, “The girls haven't started school yet.”
Evelyn Rodriguez looked at Tiffani for a second, then turned to me. “That's right.”
“Do you need any help with that?”
“Help?”
“Getting them started. Is there some kind of problem?”
“Nah, we been busy—I make 'em read at home. They're okay.”
“Planning to send them soon?”
“Sure, when things calm down—so what's next? They have to come again?”
“Let's try again tomorrow. Same time okay?”
“Nope,” she said. “Matter of fact, it isn't. Got things to do.”
“What's a good time for you, then?”
She sucked the cigarette, adjusted her glasses, and placed the lanyard on the seat. Her slash lips twitched, searching for an expression.
“There are no good times. All the good times already been rolled.”
She started the car. Her lips were trembling and the cigarette bobbed. She removed it and turned the wheel sharply without shifting out of park. The car was low on steering fluid and shrieked in protest. The front tires swung outward and scraped the asphalt.
“I'd like to see them again fairly soon,” I said.
“What for?”
Before I could answer, Tiffani stretched herself out along the back seat, belly down, and began kicking the door panel with both feet.
“Cut that out!” said Mrs. Rodriguez, without looking back. “What for?” she repeated. “So we can be told what to do and how to do it, as usual?”
“No, I—”
“The problem is, things are upside down. Nonsensical. Those that should be dead aren't, and those that are, shouldn't be. No amount of talking's gonna change that, so what's the difference? Upside down, completely, and now I got to be a mama all over again.”
“He can write a book,” said Tiffani. “So that—”
Evelyn cut her off with a look. “You don't worry yourself about things. We got to be heading back—if there's time, I'll get you an ice cream.”
She yanked the gear lever down. The Chevy grumbled and bucked, then drove off, rear bumper flirting with the road.
 
I stood there a while, sucking up exhaust fumes, then went back up to the house, returned to the library, and charted:
“Strong resistance to eval. on part of m.g.m. T overtly angry, hostile to father, talks in terms of sin, retribution. C still not communic. Will follow.”
Profound.
I went to the bedroom and retrieved Ruthanne Wallace's police file.
Big as a phone book.
“Trial transcripts,” Milo had said, hefting it as he handed it over. “Sure isn't because of any hotshot detection. Your basic moron murder.”
He'd pulled it from Foothill Division's CLOSED files, filling my request without question. Now I flipped pages, not knowing why I'd asked for it. Closing the folder, I took it into the library and crammed it down into a desk drawer.
Ten in the morning and I was already tired.
I went to the kitchen, loaded some coffee into the machine, and started going through the mail, discarding junk mail, signing checks, filing paper, then coming to the brown-wrapped package that I'd assumed was a book.
Slitting the padded envelope, I stuck my hand in, expecting the bulk of a hardcover. But my fingers touched nothing and I reached deeper, finally coming upon something hard and smooth. Plastic. Wedged tightly in a corner.
I shook the envelope. An audiocassette fell out and clattered onto the table.
Black, no label or markings on either side.
I examined the padded envelope. My name and address had been typed on a white sticker. No zip code. No return address either. The postmark was four days old, recorded at the Terminal Annex.
Curious, I took the tape into the living room, slipped it into the deck, and sank back onto the old leather couch.
Click. A stretch of static-fuzzed nothing started me wondering if this was some sort of practical joke.
Then a shock of noise killed that theory and made my chest tighten.
A human voice. Screaming.
Howling.
Male. Hoarse. Loud. Wet—as if gargling in pain.
Unbearable pain. A terrible incoherence that went on and on as I sat there, too surprised to move.
A throat-ripping howling interspersed with trapped-animal panting.
Heavy breathing.
Then more screams—louder. Ear-clapping expulsions that had no shape or meaning . . . like the soundtrack from the rancid core of a nightmare.
I pictured a torture chamber, shrieking black mouths, convulsing bodies.
The howling bore through my head. I strained to make out words amid the torrent but heard only the pain.
Louder.
I leaped up to turn down the volume on the machine. Found it already set low.
I started to turn it off, but before I could, the screaming died.
More static-quiet.
Then a new voice.
Soft. High-pitched. Nasal.
A child's voice:
 Bad love. Bad love.
Don't give me the bad love.
 Child's timbre—but with no childish lilt.
Unnaturally flat—robotlike.
Bad love. Bad love.
Don't give me the bad love . . .
Repeating it. Three times. Four.
A chant, Druidish and mournful—so oddly metallic.
Almost like a prayer.
 Bad love. Bad love . . .
No. Too hollow for prayer—too faithless.
Idolatrous.
A prayer for the dead.
By the dead.

CHAPTER
2
I turned the recorder off. My fingers were stiff from clenching, my heart thumped, and my mouth was dry.
Coffee smells drew me to the kitchen. I filled a cup, returned to the living room, and rewound the tape. When the spool filled, I turned the volume to near inaudible and pressed PLAY. My gut knotted in anticipation. Then the screams came on.
Even that soft, it was hideous.
Someone being hurt.
Then the child's chant again, even worse in replay. The robotic drone conjured a gray face, sunken eyes, a small mouth barely moving.
Bad love. Bad love . . .
What had been done to strip the voice so completely of emotion?
I'd heard that kind of voice before—on the terminal wards, in holding cells and shelters.
Bad love . . .
The phrase was vaguely familiar, but why?
I sat there for a long time, trying to remember, letting my coffee go cold and untouched. Finally I got up, ejected the tape, and took it into the library.
Down into the desk drawer, next to Ruthanne's file.
Dr. Delaware's Black Museum.
My heart was still chopping away. The screams and chants replayed themselves in my mind.
The house felt too empty. Robin was not due back from Oakland till Thursday.
At least she hadn't been home to hear it.
Old protective instincts.
During our years together I'd worked hard at shielding her from the uglier aspects of my work. Eventually, I realized I'd erected the barrier higher than it needed to be and had been trying to let her in more.
But not this. No need for her to hear this.
I sank lower into my desk chair, wondering what the damned thing meant.
Bad love . . . what should I do about it?
A sick joke?
The child's voice . . .
Bad love . . . I knew I'd heard the phrase before. I repeated it out loud, trying to trigger a memory. But the words just hovered, chattering like bats.
A psychological phrase? Something out of a textbook?
It did have a psychoanalytic ring.
Why had the tape been sent to me?
Stupid question. I'd never been able to answer it for anyone else.
Bad love . . . most likely something orthodox Freudian. Melanie Klein had theorized about good breasts and bad breasts—perhaps there was someone out there with a sick sense of humor and a side interest in neo-Freudian theory.
I went to my bookshelves, pulled out a dictionary of psychological terms. Nothing. Tried lots of other books, scanning indexes.
Not a clue.
I returned to the desk.
A former patient taunting me for services poorly rendered?
Or something more recent—Donald Dell Wallace, festering up in Folsom, seeing me as his enemy and trying to play with my head?
His attorney, a dimwit named Sherman Bucklear, had called me several times before I'd seen the girls, trying to convince me his client was a devoted father.
“It was Ruthanne neglected them, Doctor. Whatever else Donald Dell did, he cared about them.”
“How was he on child support?”
“Times are rough. He did the best he could—does that prejudice you, Doctor?”
“I haven't formed an opinion yet, Mr. Bucklear.”
“No, of course not. No one's saying you should. The question is, are you willing to form one at all or do you have your mind made up just because of what Donald Dell did?”
“I'll spend time with the girls. Then I'll form my opinion.”
“ 'Cause there's a lot of potential for prejudice against my client.”
“Because he murdered his wife?”
“That's exactly what I mean, Doctor—you know, I can always bring in my own experts.”
“Feel free.”
“I feel very free, Doctor. This is a free country. You'd do well to remember that.”
Other experts. Was this bit of craziness an attempt to intimidate me so that I'd drop out of the case and clear the way for Bucklear's hired guns? Donald Dell's gang, the Iron Priests, had a history of bullying rivals in the meth trade, but I still didn't see it. How could anyone assume I'd make a connection between screams and chants and two little girls?
Unless this was only the first step in a campaign of intimidation. Even so, it was almost clownishly heavyhanded.
Then again, Donald Dell's leaving his ID at the murder scene didn't indicate finesse.
I'd consult an expert of my own. Dialing the West L.A. police station, I was connected to Robbery-Homicide, where I asked for Detective Sturgis.
Milo was out of the office—no big surprise. He'd endured a demotion and six months' unpaid suspension for breaking the jaw of a homophobic lieutenant who'd put his life in danger, then a butt-numbing year as a computer clerk at Parker Center. The department had hoped inertia would finally drive him into disability retirement; the LAPD still denied the existence of gay cops, and Milo's very presence was an assault upon that ostrich logic. But he'd stuck it out and finally gotten back into active service as a Detective II. Back on the streets now, he was making the most of it.
“Any word when he'll be back?” I asked the detective who answered.
“Nope,” he said, sounding put upon.
I left my name. He said, “Uh-huh,” and hung up.
I decided nothing further could be gained by worrying, changed into a T-shirt, shorts, and sneakers, and trotted out the front door, ready for a half-hour run, knees be damned.
Bounding down the steps, I jogged across the motor court, passing the spot where Evelyn Rodriguez's car had leaked oil. Just as I rounded the eugenia hedge that blocked my house from the old bridle path winding above the Glen, something stepped in front of me and stopped.
And stared.
A dog, but I'd never seen one like it.
Small dog—about a foot high, maybe twice that in length. Short, black coat brindled with yellow hairs. A lot of muscle crammed into the compact package; its body bulged and gleamed in the sunlight. It had thick legs, a bull neck, a barrel chest, and a tight, tucked-in belly. Its head was disproportionately wide and square, its face flat, deeply wrinkled, and pendulously jowled.
Somewhere between frog, monkey, and extraterrestrial.
A strand of drool dangled from its flews.
It continued to look me straight in the eye, arching forward, as if ready to spring. Its tail was an inch of stub. Male. Neutered.
I stared back. He snorted and yawned, showing big, sharp, white teeth. A banana-sized tongue curled upward and licked meaty lips.
A diamond of white hair in the center of his chest throbbed with cardiac excitement. Around his beefy neck was a nailhead-studded collar, but no tag.
“Hi, fella.”
His eyes were light brown and unmoving. I thought I detected a softness that contradicted the fighter's stance.
Another yawn. Purple maw. He panted faster and remained rooted in place.
Some kind of bulldog or mini-mastiff. From the crust around his eyes and the heaving of his chest, the early autumn heat wasn't doing him any good. Not a pug—considerably bigger than a pug, and the ears stood upright, like those of a Boston terrier—in fact, he looked a bit like a Boston. But shorter and a lot heavier—a Boston on steroids.
An exotic dwarf fighter bred to go for the kneecaps, or a pup that would turn massive?
He yawned again and snorted harshly.
We continued to face off.
A bird chirped.
The dog cocked his head toward the sound for half a second, then peered back at me. His eyes were preternaturally alert, almost human.
He licked his lips. The drool strand stretched, broke, and fell to the pavement.
Pant, pant, pant.
“Thirsty?”
No movement.
“Friend or foe?”
Another display of teeth that seemed more smile than snarl, but who knew?
Another moment of standoff, then I decided letting something this pint-sized obstruct me was ridiculous. Even with the bulk, he couldn't weigh more than twenty or twenty-five pounds. If he did attack, I could probably punt-kick him onto the Glen.
I took a step forward, then another.
The dog came toward me deliberately, head lowered, muscles meshing, in a rolling, pantherish gait. Wheezing.
I stopped. He kept going.
I lifted my hands out of mouth range, suddenly aware of my exposed legs.
He came up to me. Up to my legs. Rubbed his head against my shin.
His face felt like hot suede. Too hot and dry for canine health.
I reached down and touched his head. He snorted and panted faster, letting his tongue loll. I lowered my hand slowly and dangled it, receiving a long lick on the palm. But my skin remained bone dry.
The pants had turned into unhealthy-sounding clicks.
He tremored for a second, then worked his tongue over his arid face.
I kneeled and patted his head again, feeling a flat plate of thick, ridged bone beneath the glossy coat. He looked up at me with a bulldog's sad-clown dignity. The crust around his eyes looked calcified. The folds of his face were encrusted, too.
The nearest water source was the garden-hose outlet near the pond. I stood and gestured toward it.
“Come on, buster—hydration.”
The dog strained but stayed in place, head cocked, letting out raspy breaths that grew faster and faster and began to sound labored. I thought I saw his front legs quaver.
I began walking to the garden. Heard soft pads and looked behind me to see him following a few paces behind. Keeping to the left—a trained heeler?
But as I opened the gate to the pond, he hung back, remaining well outside the fence.
I went in. The pond water was greening due to the heat, but still clear. The koi were circling lazily. A couple of them saw me and approached the rim for feeding—babies who'd survived the surprise spawn of two summers ago. Most were over a foot long now. A few were colored brilliantly.
The dog just stood there, nose pointed at the water, suffering.
“Come on, pal.” I picked up the hose.
Nothing.
Uncoiling a couple of feet, I opened the valve. The rubber hummed between my fingers.
“C'mere. H2O.”
The dog stared through the gateway, panting, gasping, legs bowed with fatigue. But he didn't budge.
“C'mon, what's the problem, sport? Some kind of phobia, or don't you like seafood?”
Blink. He stayed in place. Swayed a bit.
The hose began to dribble. I dragged it out the gate, sprinkling plants as I walked.
The dog stood his ground until the water was an inch from his fleshy mouth. Then he craned his neck and began lapping. Then gulping. Then bathing in it, shaking his head and showering me before opening his maw and heading in for more.
Long time since the last tipple.
He shook and sprayed me again, turned his head away from the water, and sat.
When I returned from replacing the hose, he was still there, settled on his ample haunches.
“What now?” I said.
He ambled up to me, jauntily, a bit of roll in his stride. Putting his head against my leg, he kept it there.
I rubbed him behind the ears and his body went loose. He stayed relaxed as I used my handkerchief to wipe the crust from his face. When I was through, he let out a grumble of contentment.
“You're welcome.”
He put his head against my leg once more, blowing out breath as I petted.
What a morning. I sighed.
He snorted. A reply?
I tried it again, sighing audibly. The dog produced an adenoidal grunt.
“A conversationalist,” I said. “Someone talks to you, don't they? Someone cares about you.”
Grunt.
“How'd you get here?”
Grumble.
My voice was loud against the quiet of the Glen, harsh counterpoint to the flow of the waterfall.
Nut mail and talking to a dog. This is what it's come to, Delaware.
The dog gazed up at me with a look I was willing to classify as friendship.
You take what you can get.
 
He watched as I pulled the Seville out of the carport, and when I opened the passenger door, he jumped in as if he owned the vehicle. For the next hour and a half, he looked out the window as I drove around the canyon, watching for LOST DOG posters on trees and talking to neighbors I'd never met. No one belonged to him and no one recognized him, though the checkout girl at the Beverly Glen Market opined that he was “a little stud,” and several other shoppers concurred.
While I was there, I bought a few groceries and a small bag of kibble. When I got home, the dog bounced up the stairs after me and watched as I unloaded the staples. I poured the kibble into a bowl and set it on the kitchen floor, along with another bowl of water. The dog ignored it, choosing instead to station himself in front of the refrigerator door.
I moistened the kibble but that had no effect. This time the stubby tail was wagging.
I pointed to the bowl.
The dog began nudging the fridge door and looking up at me. I opened the door and he tried to stick his head in. Restraining him by the collar, I scrounged and found some leftover meatloaf.
The dog jumped away from my grasp, leaping nearly to my waist.
“A gourmet, huh?”
I crumbled some meatloaf into the kibble and mixed it with my fingers. The dog was snarfing before my hand was free, coating my fingers with a slick layer of drool.
I watched him feast. When he finished, he cocked his head, stared at me for a moment, then walked toward the back of the kitchen, circling and sniffing the floor.
“What now? Sorbet to clean your palate?”
He circled some more, walked to the service porch door, and began butting and scratching at the lower panel.
“Ah,” I said, bounding up. I unlatched the door and he zipped out. I watched him race down the stairs and find a soft, shaded spot near a juniper bush before lifting his leg.
He climbed back up, looking content and dignified.
“Thank you,” I said.
He stared at me until I petted him, then trailed me into the dining room, settling next to my leg, frog face lifted expectantly. I scratched him under his chin and he promptly flipped onto his back, paws upright.
I scratched his belly and he let out a long, low, phlegmy moan. When I tried to stop, one paw pressed down on my hand and bade me continue.
Finally he turned back on his belly and fell asleep, snoring, jowls shaking like mudflaps.
“Someone's got to be looking for you.”
I slid the morning paper across the table. Plenty of lost-dog ads in the classifieds, but none of the animals remotely matched the creature stretched out on the floor.
I got animal control's number from information and told the woman who answered it what I'd found.
“He sounds cute,” she said.
“Any idea what he is?”
“Not offhand—could be some kind of bulldog, I guess. Maybe a mix.”
“What should I do with him?”
“Well,” she said, “the law says you have to try to return him. You could bring him in and leave him with us, but we're pretty crowded and I can't honestly tell you he'll get anything more than basic care.”
“What if you have him and no one claims him?”
“Well . . . you know.”
“What're my alternatives?”
“You could put an ad in the paper—“founds' are sometimes free. You might also want to take him to a vet—make sure he's not carrying anything that could cause you problems.”
I thanked her, called the newspaper, and placed the ad. Then I pulled out the Yellow Pages and looked under veterinarians. There was an animal hospital on Sepulveda near Olympic that advertised “walk-ins and emergencies.”
I let the the dog sleep for an hour, then took him for another ride.
 
The clinic was a milky blue, cement-block building set between a wrought iron foundry and a discount clothing barn. The traffic on Sepulveda looked angry, so I carried my guest to the front door, upping the weight estimate to thirty pounds.
The waiting room was empty except for an old man wearing a golf cap, comforting a giant white German shepherd. The dog was prone on the black linoleum floor, weeping and trembling from fright. The man kept saying, “It's okay, Rexie.”
I tapped on a frosted glass window and registered, using my name because I didn't know the dog's. Rex was summoned five minutes later, then a college-age girl opened the door and called out, “Alex?”
The bulldog was stretched on the floor, sleeping and snoring. I picked him up and carried him in. He opened one eye but stayed limp.
“What's the matter with Alex, today?” said the girl.
“Long story,” I said and followed her to a small exam room outfitted with lots of surgical steel. The disinfectant smell reminded me of traumas gone by, but the dog stayed calm.
The vet arrived soon after—a young, crewcut, Asian man in a blue smock, smiling and drying his hands with a paper towel.
“Hi, I'm Dr. Uno—ah, a Frenchie, don't see too many of those.”
“A what?”
He one-handed the towel into a waste bin. “A French bulldog.”
“Oh.”
He looked at me. “You don't know what he is?”
“I found him.”
“Oh,” he said. “Well, that's a pretty rare dog you've got there—someone'll claim him.” He petted the dog. “These little guys are pretty expensive, and this one looks like a good specimen.” He lifted his flews. “Well cared for, too—these teeth have been scaled pretty recently and his ears are clean—these upright ears can be receptacles for all kinds of stuff . . . anyway, what seems to be your problem with him?”
“Apart from a fear of water, nothing,” I said. “I just wanted him checked out.”
“Fear of water? How so?”
I recounted the dog's avoidance of the pond.
“Interesting,” said the vet. “Probably means he's been perimeter trained for his own safety. Bulldog pups can drown pretty easily—real heavy boned, so they sink like rocks. On top of that, they have no nose to speak of, so they have trouble getting their head clear. Another patient of mine lost a couple of English bull babies that way. So this guy's actually being smart by shying away.”
“He's housebroken and he heels, too,” I said.
The vet smiled and I realized something very close to owner's pride had crept into my voice.
“Why don't you put him up here on the table and let's see what else he can do.”
 
The dog was probed, vaccinated, and given a clean bill of health.
“Someone definitely took good care of him,” said Uno. “The basic thing to watch out for is heatstroke, specially now, when the temperature is rising. These brachycephalic dogs are really prone to it, so keep him out of the heat.”
He handed me some brochures on basic dog care, reiterated the heat danger, and said, “That's about it. Good luck finding the owner.”
“Any suggestions along those lines?”
“Put an ad in the paper, or if there's a local Frenchie club, you could try getting in touch with them.”
“Do you have a list of club addresses?”
“Nope, sorry, we do mostly ER work. Maybe the AKC—American Kennel Club—could help. They register most of the purebreds.”
“Where are they?”
“New York.”
He walked me to the door.
“These dogs generally have good temperament?” I said.
He looked down at the dog, who was staring up at us and wagging his stub.
“From the little I've heard and read, what you're seeing right now is pretty much it.”
“They ever attack?”
“Attack?” He laughed. “I guess if he got attached to you he might try to protect you, but I wouldn't count on it. They're really not good for much but being a friend.”
“Well, that's something,” I said.
“Sure it is,” he said. “That's where it's at, bottom line, right?”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/Kell_9780345463753_epub_cvt_r1.jpg





OPS/images/Kell_9780345463753_epub_001_r1.jpg
BAD
LOVE

Jonathan Kellerman

BALLANTINE BOOKS + NEW YORK.





OPS/images/Kell_9780345463753_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
BALLANTINE BOOIKS






