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More praise for Robert Crais
and L.A. Requiem


“A milestone in the career of a very fine writer and a must-read for contemporary hardboiled fans.”

—The Washington Post




“After Chandler we had James M. Cain and after Cain there was Ross MacDonald and currently we have Robert Crais.”

—Los Angeles Times Book Review




“Strong characters and plenty of terse dialogue give this tale of West Coast madness a lot of punch.”

—Chicago Tribune




“The trouble with starting a Robert Crais book is that you just can't put it down until you finish it. Crais is one of the great ones.”

—Tony Hillerman




“Outstanding … Readers will learn what drives Pike, how he uses his taciturn demeanor as a shield, and why the toughest thing he ever did involved neither guns nor physical bravery. This is an extraordinary crime novel that should not be pigeonholed by genre. The best books always land outside preset boundaries. A wonderful experience.”

—Booklist (starred and boxed review)







“CRAIS IS A TERRIFIC WRITER.”
—SUE GRAFTON


“As the complicated plot unfolds, there are surprises and setbacks for all the characters, as well as many moving moments as the friendship between Joe and Elvis is put to the ultimate test. And behind it all stands the city of Los Angeles, populated with the best and worst humanity has to offer and served and protected by a police force that also mirrors the best and worst in human nature.”

—The Denver Post




“Robert Crais … should be mentioned in the same breath as Robert B. Parker, Tony Hillerman, Sue Grafton, and James Lee Burke.”

—Houston Chronicle




“[A] blockbuster … The best in the Elvis Cole/Joe Pike series to date … Its plot moves through serial killers, ice-cold revenge, doppelgangers, lingering effects of childhood violence, sexism on the force, fatal attractions, and lethal media feeding frenzies. You just can't take your eyes away. And Crais can still turn a phrase with the best of them.”

—New Orleans Times-Picayune




“Streamlined plotting, smiling charm, slick action … A taut, suspenseful case that opens up scars that easygoing Elvis never looked into before.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)







“A SINISTER AND SUSPENSEFUL
THRILLER.”
—Bookpage


“A hip, tightly crafted novel full of consistently drawn characters and more than a handful of surprises. There's nothing predictable here.… The story is complex and realistic. …Crais is a pro, never missing a detail, never crossing himself up with clues, never offering more than he needs to keep the reader mesmerized.”

—The Denver Gazette




“Truly outstanding … Powerful … It is an astonishing story, full of twists and turns, which holds one riveted right to the end. …A major breakthrough novel for this talented writer.”

—Publishing News




“[A] page-turner … Since James Ellroy stopped writing about Los Angeles crime, Crais has emerged as one of the most authentic Southern California ‘noir’ mystery authors. He knows the territory, and, in Elvis Cole, has created an appealing private eye.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette




“Recommended … Elvis Cole fans will love this latest page-turner featuring the fast-talking private eye and his taciturn tattooed partner.”

—Library Journal
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For Ed Waters and Sid Ellis,
who taught more than words.

“And dat's da' name o' dat tune.”
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Do you know what love is?
(I would bleed out for you.)
—Tattooed Beach Sluts




I've got the whole town under my thumb and all I've gotta do is keep acting dumb.




We say goodbye so very politely
Now say hello to the killer inside me.
—MC 900 Ft. Jesus




Mama, Mama, can't you see
What the Marine Corps has done to me?
Made me lean and made me strong
Made me where I can do no wrong.
—USMC marching cadence







•  •  •

The Islander Palms Motel

Uniformed LAPD Officer Joe Pike could hear the banda music even with the engine idling, the a.c. jacked to meat locker, and the two-way crackling callout codes to other units.

The covey of Latina street kids clumped outside the arcade giggled at him, whispering things to each other that made them flush. Squat brown men come up through the fence from Zacatecas milled on the sidewalk, shielding their eyes from the sun as veteranos told them about Sawtelle over on the Westside where they could find day labor jobs, thirty dollars cash, no papers required. Here in Rampart Division south of Sunset, Guatemalans and Nicaraguans simmered with Salvadorans and Mexican nationals in a sidewalk machaca that left the air flavored with epizoté, even here within the sour cage of the radio car.

Pike watched the street kids part like water when his partner hurried out of the arcade. Abel Wozniak was a thick man with a square head and cloudy, slate eyes. Wozniak was twenty years older than Pike and had been on the street twenty years longer. Once the best cop that Pike had then met, Wozniak's eyes were now strained. They'd been riding together for two years, and the eyes hadn't always been that way. Pike regretted that, but there wasn't anything he could do about it.

Especially now when they were looking for Ramona Ann Escobar.

Wozniak lurched in behind the wheel, adjusting his gun for the seat, anxious to roll even with the tension between them as thick as clotted blood. His informant had come through.

“DeVille's staying at the Islander Palms Motel.”

“Does DeVille have the girl?”

“My guy eyeballed a little girl, but he can't say if she's still with him.”

Wozniak snapped the car into gear and rocked away from the curb. They didn't roll Code Three. No lights, no siren. The Islander Palms was less than five blocks away, here on Alvarado Boulevard just south of Sunset. Why send an announcement?

“Woz? Would DeVille hurt her?”

“I told you, a fuckin' perv like this would be better off with a bullet in his head.”

It was eleven-forty on a Tuesday morning. At nine-twenty, a five-year-old girl named Ramona Ann Escobar had been playing near the paddleboat concession in Echo Park when her mother, a legal émigré from Guatemala, had turned away to chat with friends. Witnesses last saw Ramona in the company of a man believed to be one Leonard DeVille, a known pedophile who'd been sighted working both Echo and MacArthur parks for the past three months. When the dispatch call had come about the missing girl, Wozniak had begun working his street informants. Wozniak, having been on the street forever, knew everyone and how to find them. He was a treasure trove of information that Pike valued and respected, and didn't want to lose. But Pike couldn't do anything about that, either.

Pike stared at Wozniak until Wozniak couldn't handle the weight any longer and glanced over. They were forty seconds away from the Islander Palms. “Oh, for Christ's sake, what?”

“It isn't too late, Woz.”

Wozniak's eyes went back to the street, and his face tightened. “I'm telling you, Joe. Back off with this. I'm not going to talk about it anymore.”

“I meant what I said.”

Wozniak wet his lips.

“You've got Paulette and Evelyn to think about.”

Wozniak's wife and daughter.

The cloudy eyes flicked to Pike, as bottomless and as dangerous as a thunderhead.

“I've been thinking about them, Pike. You bet your ass.”

For just an instant, Pike thought Wozniak's eyes filled. Then Wozniak gave a shudder as if he were shaking out his feelings, and pointed.

“There it is. Now shut the fuck up and play like a cop.”

The Islander Palms was a white stucco dump: two stories of frayed carpets, stained beds, and neon palms that looked tacky even in Los Angeles, all of it shaped into an L around a narrow parking lot. The typical customers were whores renting by the hour, wannabe pornographers shooting “amateur” videos, and rent jumpers needing a place to stay while they found a new landlord to stiff.

Pike followed Wozniak into the manager's office, a skinny Hindu with watery eyes. First thing he said was, “I do not wan'trouble, please.”

Wozniak had the lead.

“We're looking for a man with a little girl. His name is Leonard DeVille, but he might've used another name.”

The Hindu didn't know the name, or about a little girl, but he told them that a man matching the description Woz provided could be found on the second floor in the third room from the top of the L.

Pike said, “You want me to call it in?”

Wozniak went out the door and up the stairs without answering. Pike thought then that he should go back to the car and call, but you don't let your partner go up alone. Pike followed.

They found the third door, listened, but heard nothing. The drapes were pulled. Standing on the exposed balcony, Pike felt as if they were being watched.

Wozniak took the knob side of the door, Pike the hinges. Wozniak rapped on the door, identifying himself as a Los Angeles police officer. Everything about Joe made him want to be the first one inside, but they had settled that two years ago. Wozniak drove, Wozniak went in first, Wozniak called how they made the play. Twenty-two years on the job against Pike's three bought you that. They had done it this way two hundred times.

When DeVille opened the door, they pushed him backward, Wozniak going first and pushing hard.

DeVille said, “Hey, what is this?” Like he'd never been rousted before.

The room was tattered and cheesy, with a closet and bath off the rear. A rumpled double bed rested against the wall like some kind of ugly altar, its dark red bedspread stained and threadbare, one of the stains looking like Mickey Mouse. The room's only other piece of furniture was a cheap dresser edged with cigarette burns and notches cut by a sharp knife. Wozniak held DeVille as Pike cleared the bathroom and the closet, looking for Ramona.

“She's not here.”

“Anything else? Clothes, suitcase, toothbrush?”

“Nothing.” Indicating that DeVille hadn't been living here, and didn't intend to. He had other uses for the room.

Wozniak, who had busted DeVille twice in the past, said, “Where is she, Lennie?”

“Who? Hey, I don't do that anymore. C'mon, Officer.”

“Where's the camera?”

DeVille spread his hands, flashing a nervous smile. “I got no camera. I'm telling you, I'm off that.”

Leonard DeVille was five-eight, with a fleshy body, dyed blond hair, and skin like a pineapple. The hair was slicked straight back, and held with a rubber band. Pike knew that DeVille was lying, but waited to see how Woz would play it. Even with only three years on the job, Pike knew that pedophiles were always pedophiles. You could bust them, treat them, counsel them, whatever, but when you released them back into the world, they were still child molesters and it was only a matter of time.

Wozniak hooked a hand under the foot of the bed and heaved the bed over. DeVille jumped back and stumbled into Pike, who caught and held him. A rumpled overnight bag was nesting in about a million dust bunnies where the bed had been.

Wozniak said, “Lennie, you are about as dumb as they get.”

“Hey, that ain't mine. I got nothing to do with that bag.” DeVille was so scared that he sprouted sweat like a rainstorm.

Wozniak opened the bag and dumped out a Polaroid camera, better than a dozen film packs, and at least a hundred pictures of children in various stages of undress. That's how a guy like DeVille made his living, snapping pictures and selling them to other perverts.

Wozniak toed through the pictures, his face growing darker and more contained. Pike couldn't see the pictures from where he stood, but he could see the vein pulsing in Wozniak's temple. He thought that Wozniak must be thinking about his own daughter, but maybe not. Maybe Wozniak was still thinking about the other thing.

Pike squeezed DeVille's arm. “Where's the little girl? Where's Ramona Escobar?”

DeVille's voice went higher. “That stuff isn't mine. I never saw it before.”

Wozniak squatted, fingering through the pictures without expression. He lifted one, and held it to his nose.

“I can still smell the developing chemicals. You didn't take this more than an hour ago.”

“They're not mine!”

Wozniak stared at the picture. Pike still couldn't see it.

“She looks about five. She matches the physical description they gave us. Pretty little girl. Innocent. Now she's not innocent anymore.”

Abel Wozniak stood and drew his gun. It was the new Beretta 9-millimeter that LAPD had just mandated.

“If you hurt that child, I'll fucking kill you.”

Joe said, “Woz, we've got to call in. Put your gun away.”

Wozniak stepped past Pike and snapped the Beretta backhand, slamming DeVille in the side of the head and dropping him like a bag of garbage.

Pike jumped between them, grabbing Wozniak by the arms and pushing him back. “That doesn't help get the girl.”

Then Wozniak's eyes came to Pike; hard, ugly little rivets with something behind the clouds.

When the two police officers went up the stairs, Fahreed Abouti, the manager, watched until they pushed the blond man back into his room. The police often came to his motel to bust the prostitutes and johns and drug dealers, and Fahreed never passed up a chance to watch. Once, he had seen a prostitute servicing the officers who had come to arrest her, and another time he watched as three officers beat a rapist until all the man's teeth were gone. There was always something wonderful to see. It was better than Wheel of Fortune.

You had to be careful, though.

As soon as the upstairs door closed, Fahreed crept up the stairs. If you got too close, or if they caught you, the police grew angry. Once, a SWAT officer in the armor and the helmet and with the big gun had grown so angry that he'd knocked Fahreed's turban into a puddle of transmission fluid. The cleaning cost had been horrendous.

The shouting started when Fahreed was still on the stairs. He couldn't understand what was being said, only that the words were angry. He eased along the second-floor balcony, trying to get closer, but just as he reached the room, the shouting stopped. He cursed the fates, thinking he'd missed all the fun, when suddenly there was a single loud shout from inside, then a thunderous, deafening explosion.

People on the street stopped in their tracks and looked. A woman pointed, and a man across the parking lot ran.

Fahreed's heart pounded, because even a Hindu knew a gunshot. He thought the blond man might be dead. Or perhaps he had killed the officers.

Fahreed heard nothing within the room.

“Hallu?”

Nothing.

“Is everyone all right?”

Nothing.

Perhaps they had jumped from the bathroom window into the alley behind.

Fahreed's palms were damp, and all his swirling fears demanded that he race back to his office and pretend to have heard nothing, but instead he threw open the door.

The younger officer, the tall one with the dark glasses and the empty face, spun toward him and aimed an enormous revolver. Fahreed thought in that instant that he would surely die.

“Please. No!”

The older officer was without a face, his remains covered in blood. The blond man was dead, too, his face a mask of crimson. The floor and walls and ceiling were sprayed red.

“No!”

The tall officer's gun never wavered. Fahreed stared into his dark bottomless glasses, and saw that they were misted with blood.

“Please!”

The tall officer dropped to his fallen partner, and began CPR.

Without looking up, the tall officer said, “Call 911.”

Fahreed Abouti ran for the phone.
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That Sunday, the sun floated bright and hot over the Los Angeles basin, pushing people to the beaches and the parks and into backyard pools to escape the heat. The air buzzed with the nervous palsy it gets when the wind freight-trains in from the deserts, dry as bone, and cooking the hillsides into tar-filled kindling that can snap into flames hot enough to melt an auto body.

The Verdugo Mountains above Glendale were burning. A column of brown smoke rose off the ridgeline there where it was caught by the Santa Anas and spread south across the city, painting the sky with the color of dried blood. If you were in Burbank, say, or up along the Mulholland Snake over the Sunset Strip, you could see the big multiengine fire bombers diving in with their cargoes of bright red fire retardant as news choppers crisscrossed the scene. Or you could just watch the whole thing on television. In L.A., next to riots and earthquakes, fires are our largest spectator sport.

We couldn't see the smoke column from Lucy Chenier's second-floor apartment in Beverly Hills, but the sky had an orange tint that made Lucy stop in her door long enough to frown. We were bringing cardboard moving boxes up from her car.

“Is that the fire?”

“The Santa Anas are bringing the smoke south. Couple of hours, the ash will begin to fall. It'll look like gray snow.” The fire was forty miles away. We were in no danger.

Lucy shifted the frown to her Lexus, parked below us at the curb. “Will it hurt the paint?”

“By the time it settles it'll be cool, just like powder. We'll wash it off with the hose.” Elvis Cole, Professional Angeleno, educating the recent transplant, who also happens to be his girlfriend. Wait'll we get a big temblor.

Lucy didn't seem convinced, but then she stepped inside, and called her son. “Ben!”

Less than a week before, Lucille Chenier and her nine-year-old son had left Louisiana and settled into the apartment that they had taken in Beverly Hills, just south of Wilshire Boulevard. Lucy had been a practicing attorney in Baton Rouge, but was beginning a new career as a legal analyst for a local television station (a nouveau occupational fruit growing from the ugly tree that was the Simpson trial). Trading Baton Rouge for Los Angeles, she gained a larger salary, more free time to spend with her son, and closer proximity to moi. I had spent all of Friday, Saturday, and most of Sunday morning arranging and rearranging the living room. That's love for you.

The television was tuned to the station she now worked for, KROK-8 (“Real News for Real People!”), which, like every other station in town, had interrupted regular programming with live coverage of the fire. Twenty-eight homes were threatened and had been evacuated.

Lucy handed Ben the box. “Too heavy?”

“No way.”

“Your room. Your closet. Neatly.”

When he was gone I slipped my hand around her waist, and whispered, “Your room. Your bed. Messy.”

She stepped away and considered the couch. “First we have to get this house in order. Would you please move the couch again?”

I stared at the couch. I had moved it maybe eight hundred times in the last two days.

“Which wall?”

She chewed at her thumb, thinking. “Over there.”

“That's where it was two moves ago.” It was a big couch. It probably weighed three thousand pounds.

“Yes, but that was when the entertainment center was by the fireplace. Now that we've put the entertainment center by the entry, the look will be completely different.”

“We?”

“Yes. We.”

I bent into the couch and dragged it to the opposite wall. Four thousand pounds.

I was squaring the couch when the phone rang. Lucy spoke for a minute, then held out the phone.

“Joe.”

Joe Pike and I are partners in the detective agency that bears my name. He could have his name on it if he wanted, but he doesn't. He's like that.

I took the phone. “Hernias R Us.” Lucy rolled her eyes and turned away, already contemplating new sofa arrangements.

Pike said, “How's the move going?”

I walked the phone out onto the balcony. “It's a big change. I think she's finally realizing how big. What's up?”

“You heard of Frank Garcia?”

“The tortilla guy. Regular, large, and Monsterito sizes. I prefer the Monsterito myself.” You could walk into any food store in Los Angeles and see Frank Garcia smiling at you from the packages of his tortillas, eyes bright, bushy black mustache, big smile.

Pike said, “Frank's a friend of mine and he's got a problem. I'm on my way there now. Can you meet me?”

Pike and I have owned a detective agency for twelve years, and I have known him even longer since his days as a Los Angeles police officer. He had never once asked a favor, or asked for my help on a personal problem in all of that time.

“I'm helping Lucy set up her house. I'm wearing shorts, and I've spent the morning wrestling a ten-thousand-pound couch.”

Pike didn't answer.

“Joe?”

“Frank's daughter is missing, Elvis. She's a friend of mine, too. I hope you can make it.” He gave an address in Hancock Park, then hung up without another word. Pike is like that, too.

I stayed out on the balcony and watched Lucy. She was moving from box to box as if she could no more decide what to unpack next than where to put the couch. She had been like that since she arrived from Louisiana, and it wasn't like her. We had had a long-distance relationship for two years, but now we had made a very real move to further that relationship, and she had carried the weight of it. She's the one who had left her friends. She's the one who had left her home. She was the one taking the risk.

I turned off the phone, went back inside, and waited for her to look at me.

“Hey.”

She smiled, but seemed troubled.

I stroked her upper arms and smiled back. She has beautiful amber-green eyes.

“You okay?”

She looked embarrassed. “I'm fine.”

“It's a big move. Big changes for both of us.”

She glanced back at the boxes as if something might be hiding in them.

“It's going to work out, Luce.”

She snuggled against me, and I could feel her smile. I didn't want to leave.

She said, “What did Joe want?”

“The daughter of a friend of his is missing. He wants me to help check it out.”

Lucy looked up at me, her face now serious. “A child?”

“He didn't say. You mind if I go?”

She glanced at the couch again. “You'll do anything to avoid this couch, won't you?”

“Yeah. I hate that damned couch.”

Lucy laughed, then looked into my eyes again.

“I'd mind if you didn't go. Take a shower and go save the world.”

* * *

Hancock Park is an older area south of the Wilshire Country Club, lesser known to outsiders than Beverly Hills or Bel Air, but every bit as rich. Frank Garcia lived in an adobe-walled Spanish villa set behind a wrought-iron fence just west of the country club. It was a big place, hidden by lush green tree ferns and bird-of-paradise plants as big as dinosaurs and leafy calla lilies that were wilting from the heat.

Forty minutes after Pike gave me Garcia's address, I followed an older Latina with a thick waist and nervous hands through Garcia's rambling home and out to where Frank Garcia and Joe Pike waited beside a tile-lined pool.

As I approached, Pike said, “Frank, this is Elvis Cole. We own the agency together.”

“Mr. Garcia.”

Frank Garcia wasn't the smiling man with the bushy mustache you see on his tortillas. This Frank Garcia looked small and worried, and it had nothing to do with him being in a wheelchair. “You don't look like a private investigator.”

I was wearing one of those terrific Jam's World print shirts over the shorts. Orange, yellow, pink, and green. “Gee, did I wear this on a Sunday?”

Garcia looked embarrassed, then raised his hands in apology. “I'm sorry, Mr. Cole. I'm so worked up about this thing with Karen, I'm not thinking. I don't care how you dress. I just want to find my daughter.” He touched Joe's arm. It was a loving gesture, and surprised me. “That's why I called Joe. Joe says if anyone can find Karen, it's you. He says you're the best there is at finding people.”

Here's the scene: The three of us are by the Olympic-sized pool. The Latina with the thick waist is hovering in the shade of the veranda up by the house, her eyes on Frank in case he might want something, but so far he doesn't and he hasn't offered anything to me. If he did, I would ask for sunblock because standing here next to his pool is like standing on the sun side of Mercury. Gotta be ninety-six and climbing. Behind us is a pool house larger than my home, and through the sliding glass doors I can see a pool table, wet bar, and paintings of vaqueros in the Mexican highlands. It is air-conditioned in there, but apparently Frank would rather sit out here in the nuclear heat. Statues of lions dot the landscape, as motionless as Joe Pike, who has not moved once in the three minutes that I have been there. Pike is wearing a gray sweatshirt with the sleeves cut off, faded Levi's, and flat black pilot's glasses, which is the way he dresses every day of his life. His dark brown hair is cut short, and bright red arrows were tattooed on the outside of his deltoids long before tattoos were au courant. Watching Joe stand there, he reminds me of the world's largest two-legged pit bull.

I said, “We'll do what we can, Mr. Garcia. How long has Karen been missing?”

“Since yesterday. Yesterday morning at ten o'clock. I called the police, but those bastards wouldn't do anything, so I called Joe. I knew he'd help.” He patted Joe's arm again.

“The police refused to help?”

“Yeah. Those pricks.”

“How old is Karen, Mr. Garcia?”

“Thirty-two.”

I glanced at Pike. Together, we had worked hundreds of missing persons cases, and we both knew why the police had brushed off Frank Garcia.

I said, “A thirty-two-year-old woman has only been missing since yesterday?”

“Yes.” Pike's voice was soft.

Frank Garcia twisted in his chair, knowing what I was saying and angry about it.

“What's your point, asking that? You think just because she's a grown woman she'd meet some man and run off without letting anyone know?”

“Adult people do that, Mr. Garcia.”

He shoved a piece of yellow legal paper into my hands, and now the nervous eyes were rimmed with frustration, like I was his last best hope and I wasn't going for it, either. “Karen would've called. She would've told me if she had to change her plans. She was gonna go run, then bring me a bowl of machaca, but she never came back. You ask Mrs. Acuna in her building. Mrs. Acuna knows.” He said it as though if he could only get it out fast enough, it would become as important to me as it was to him. But then Frank wheeled toward Joe, and now his voice held anger as well as fear. “He's like the goddamned police. He don't want to do anything.” He spun back at me, and now you could see the man he had been before he was in the chair, a teenaged gangbanger out of East L.A. with the White Fence gang who had turned his life around and made a fortune. “Sorry I pulled you away from your donuts.”

From a million miles away behind the dark glasses, Joe said, “Frank. We're going to help you.”

I tried not to look embarrassed, which is hard to do when your face is red. “We'll look for your daughter, Mr. Garcia. I just want you to know that the police have their policy for a reason. Most people we think are missing aren't. Eventually they call or show up, and they're embarrassed that everyone went to so much trouble. You see?”

He didn't look happy about it.

“You know where she was going to run?”

“Somewhere around Hollywood up by the hills. Mrs. Acuna said she was going to this Jungle Juice, one of those little juice places? Mrs. Acuna said she always got one of those things, a smoothie. She offered to bring one back.”

“Jungle Juice. Okay, that gives us a place to start.” How many Jungle Juices could there be?

Frank was looking more relieved by the second. Like he could breathe again. “I appreciate this, Mr. Cole. I want you to know that I don't care how much this costs. You tell me how much you want, it's yours.”

Joe said, “Nothing.”

Garcia waved his hands. “No, Joe, c'mon.”

“Nothing, Frank.”

I stared at the pool. I would've liked some of Frank Garcia's money just fine.

Garcia took Joe's arm again. “You're a good boy, Joe. You always were.” He hung on to Joe's arm as he looked at me. “We know each other since Joe was a policeman. Joe and my Karen, they used to see each other. I was hoping maybe one day this boy might be part of the family.”

Joe said, “That was a long time ago.” He said it so softly that I could barely hear him.

I smiled. “Joe. You never told me about this.”

Joe turned my way, the flat black lenses reflecting sun. “Stop.”

I smiled wider and shook my head. That Joe. You learn something every day.

The old man looked up at the sky as the first flecks of ash swirled around us, the flecks catching on his hands and legs. “Look at this mess. The goddamned sky is melting.”

The woman with the thick waist showed us out through the cool of Frank Garcia's home. Joe's red Jeep Cherokee was parked beneath an elm tree at the curb. My car was parked behind it. Pike and I walked down the drive without speaking until we came to the street, and then Joe said, “Thanks for coming.”

“I guess there are worse ways to spend a Sunday. I could be wrestling that damned couch.”

Pike canted the glasses my way. “We finish this, I'll move the couch for you.”

Friends.

We left my car where it was, climbed into Pike's Jeep, and went to find Karen Garcia.


2
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Frank Garcia had written his daughter's name, address, and phone number on the yellow sheet, along with a description of Karen's car (a red Mazda RX-7) and her license number (4KBL772). He'd attached a snapshot of Karen laughing about something as she sat at what was probably his dining-room table. She had a brilliant white smile, offset nicely against golden skin and rich black hair. She looked happy.

Joe stared at the photograph as if he were peering through a window at something far away.

I said, “Pretty.”

“Yes. She is.”

“You had to be seeing her, when, before you knew me?” His eyes never left the picture. “I knew you, but I was still on the job.”

I remember Joe dating back then, but the relationships seemed as they were now, none more important than any other. “I guess you were tight with this girl.”

Joe nodded.

“So what happened?”

Pike handed back the picture. “I broke her heart.”

“Oh.” Sometimes prying is a lousy idea.

“A few years later she married and moved East to New York. It didn't work out, and now she's back here.”

I nodded, still feeling small for prying.

I used Pike's cell phone to call Karen Garcia's number. She didn't answer, but I identified myself to her machine, and asked her to call her father if she got this message. Frank had provided Mrs. Acuna's phone, also, so I called her next, asking if she knew where Karen had gone to run. The dry winds were amping the air with so much static electricity that her voice sounded like bubbling fat, but I understood enough to get that the answer was no. “Is it possible, Mrs. Acuna, that Karen came home, then left again without your seeing her? You know, like maybe she came home long enough to get cleaned up, then went out with friends?”

“You mean yesterday?”

“Yes, ma'am. Yesterday after her run.”

“Oh, no. My husband and I live right here by the stairs. Karen lives right above us. When she didn't come back for the machaca, I was so worried. Her father loves my machaca. She always brings him a bowl. I just been up there again, and she still isn't back.”

I glanced at Joe. “You see Karen much, Mrs. Acuna? You two chat about things?”

“Oh, yes. She's such a sweet girl. I've known her family since before she was born.”

“She say anything to you about maybe getting back together with her ex-husband?”

Pike glanced over.

“No. Oh, no, she doesn't say anything like that. She calls him ‘the creep.’ He's still back in that place.” That place. New York.

Still looking at Pike, I shook my head. Pike turned to the window.

“What about other boyfriends?”

“She sees young men. Not a lot, you know, but she's very pretty.”

“Okay. Thanks, Mrs. Acuna. I'll probably drop around later on. If Karen happens to come home, would you ask her to phone her father?”

“I'll call him myself.”

I ended the call, then looked over at Pike. “You know she's probably with her friends. Probably went to Vegas, or maybe spent all night swing dancing and she's crashing at some guy's.”

“Could be. But Frank's worried, and he needs someone to help carry the load.”

“You really were close with these people.”

Pike went back to staring out the window. Getting him to talk is like pulling your own teeth with pliers.

The information operator told me that there were two Jungle Juice outlets, the original in West Hollywood on Melrose, the second on Barham in Universal City. West Hollywood was closer, so we went there first. Detective work defined by the process of least effort.

The first Jungle Juice was manned by a skinny kid with blue hair and Irish tattoos on his arms, a short girl with a bleach-blond buzz cut, and a guy in his early thirties who looked like he might be president of the local Young Republicans chapter. All three of them had worked yesterday when Karen would've been in, but none of them recognized her picture. The bleach blond worked every weekend and said she would know her if Karen were a regular. I believed her.

The Santa Anas continued to pick up as we drove north to the second Jungle Juice. Palm trees, tall and vulnerable like the necks of giant dinosaurs, took the worst of it. The wind stripped the dead fronds that bunched beneath the crowns and tossed them into streets and yards and onto cars.

It was a few minutes before noon when we reached the second Jungle Juice, just south of Universal Studios. It was set in a narrow strip mall that ran along Barham at the base of the mountains, and was crowded with Sunday shoppers and tourists trying to find the Universal City Walk, even with the wind.

Pike and I stood in line until we reached the counter and showed them the picture of Karen. The girl behind the register, all of eighteen with a clean bright smile and chocolate tan, recognized Karen at once. “Oh, sure, she comes in all the time. She always gets a smoothie after her run.”

Pike said, “Was she in yesterday?”

The girl didn't know, and called over a tall African-American kid named Ronnie. Ronnie was a good-looking kid a couple of inches over six feet whose claim to fame was six seconds in a Charmin commercial. “Oh, yeah, she comes in here after her run. That's Karen.”

“Did she come in yesterday?”

Now Ronnie squinted at me. “Is she okay?”

“I just want to know if she came in yesterday.”

The squint turned into a frown, went to Pike, then grew suspicious. “What is this?”

I showed him the license. He squinted at that, too.

“Your name really Elvis?”

Pike stepped past me until his hips pressed against the counter. Ronnie was maybe an inch taller than Joe, but Ronnie took a fast step back. Joe said, “Did she come in here or not?” Voice so soft you could barely hear him.

Ronnie shook his head, eyes bugging. “Not yesterday. I worked from opening to six, and she didn't come in. I would've known because we always talk about her run. I jog, too.”

“You know where she runs?”

“Sure. She parks down here and runs up the hill there to the reservoir.” He gestured across Barham to the hill. Lake Hollywood Drive meandered up through a residential area to the reservoir.

The girl said, “I'm pretty sure I saw her drive past yesterday. Well, it was a little red car. I didn't see her or anything. Just the car.”

Ronnie said, “No way. Karen always comes in after the run, and she didn't come in.” Like he was disappointed that maybe she had come for the run and not stopped in to see him. “No way.”

We thanked them, then went out to the parking lot.

I said, “Well, that's something. She shows up for the run, but she doesn't go in for the smoothie, which is her habit.”

Pike walked to the street, then looked back at the parking lot. It was small, and empty of red Mazdas.

He said, “She runs, but maybe she remembers something and doesn't have time to get the smoothie, or she meets someone and they decide to do something else.”

“Yeah. Like go to his place for a different kind of smoothie.”

Pike looked at me.

“Sorry.”

He stared up the hill. “You're probably right. If she runs to the reservoir, she probably follows Lake Hollywood up. Let's drive it.”

We followed Lake Hollywood Drive past upscale houses that were built in the thirties and forties, then remodeled heavily in the seventies and eighties into everything from homey ranch-styles to contemporary aeries to postmodern nightmares. Like most older Los Angeles neighborhoods (until the land boom went bust), the homes held the energy of change, as if what was here today might evolve into something else tomorrow. Often, that something else was worse, but just as often it was better. There is great audacity in the willingness to change, more than a little optimism, and a serious dose of courage. It was the courage that I admired most, even though the results often made me cringe. After all, the people who come to Los Angeles are looking for change. Everyone else just stays home.

The road switchbacked up the hillside, meandering past houses and mature oaks that shuddered and swayed with the wind. The streets were littered with leaves and branches and old Gelson's Market bags. We crested the ridge, then drove down to the reservoir. It was choppy and muddy from the wind. We saw no red Mazdas, and no one who looked like Karen Garcia, but we didn't expect to. The hill was there, so you climbed it, and so far I wasn't too worried about things. Karen was probably just waking up at wherever she'd spent the night, and pretty soon she'd go home or collect her messages, and call her father to calm down the old man. The burden of being an only child.

We were halfway down the mountain and thinking about what to do next when a homeless guy with a backpack and bedroll strolled out of a side street and started down the mountain. He was in his mid-thirties, and burned dark by the sun.

I said, “Pull over.”

When Pike slowed, the man stopped and considered us. His eyes were red, and you could smell the body odor even with the wind. He said, “I am a master carpenter looking for work, but no job is too small. I will work for cash, or books.” He managed a little pride when he said it, but he probably wasn't a master carpenter and he probably wasn't looking for work.

Pike held out Karen's photograph. “Have you seen this woman?”

“No. I am sorry.” Every word like that. Without contractions.

“She jogged through the neighborhood yesterday morning. Blue top. Gray shorts.”

He leaned forward and examined the picture more closely. “Black ponytail.”

Pike said, “Could be.”

“She was running uphill, struggling mightily against the forces that would drag her down. A truck slowed beside her, then sped away. I was listening to Mr. Dave Matthews at the time.” He had a Sony Discman suspended from his belt, the earphones hanging loose at his neck.

I said, “What kind of truck?”

He stepped back and looked over Pike's Cherokee.

“This truck.”

“A red Jeep like this?”

He shrugged. “I think it was this one, but it might've been another.”

The corner of Pike's mouth twitched. In all the years I had known him, I have never seen Pike smile, but sometimes you'll get the twitch. For Pike, that's him busting a gut.

I said, “You see the driver?”

He pointed at Pike. “Him.”

Pike looked away, and sighed.

The homeless man peered at us hopefully. “Would you have a small job that needs a careful craftsman? I am available, don't you know?”

I gave him ten bucks. “What's your name?”

“Edward Deege, Master Carpenter.”

“Okay, Edward. Thanks.”

“No job too small.”

“Hey, Edward. We want to talk to you again, you around?”

“I am but a Dixie cup on the stream of life, but, yes, I enjoy the reservoir. I can often be found there.”

“Okay, Edward. Thanks.”

Edward Deege peered at Pike some more, then stepped back, as if troubled. “Release your rage, my friend. Rage kills.”

Pike pulled away.

I said, “You think he saw anything, or he was just scamming us?”

“He was right about the ponytail. Maybe he saw a four-wheel-drive.”

We followed Lake Hollywood Drive down to Barham, and when we turned left toward the freeway, Pike said, “Elvis.”

Karen Garcia's red Mazda RX-7 was parked behind a flower shop on this side of Barham, opposite the Jungle Juice. We hadn't seen it when we were at the Jungle Juice because it was behind a building across the street. We couldn't see it until we were coming down, and I wished then that it wasn't there to see.

Pike turned into the parking lot, and we got out. The Mazda's engine was cool, as if it had been parked here a very long time.

“Been here all night.”

Pike nodded.

“If she went up to run, that means she never came down.” I looked back up the hill.

Pike said, “Or she didn't leave by herself.”

“She's running, she meets some guy, and they use his car. She's probably on her way back to pick up the Mazda now.” I said it, but neither of us believed it.

We asked the people at the flower shop if they had seen anything, but they hadn't. We asked every shopkeeper in the strip mall and most of the employees, but they all said no. I hoped they had seen something to indicate that Karen was safe, but deep down, where your blood runs cold, I knew they hadn't.
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