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      For Kim Turner

      “There’s a light within the light.”

   





      No hope.

      See, that’s what gives me guts.

      —Minutemen, “It’s Expected
 I’m Gone”

   





      Prologue

      OSCAR AWOKE FROM A DREAM OF HEAVEN. OPENING HIS eyes, he saw swollen clouds massed in a dark sky and realized that he was back on earth. No more glittering mansions, no
         more streets of gold.
      

      He sat up on the bench in MacArthur Park, and the pain that roared through him drove tears into his eyes. His arms, his legs—there was no part of his body that didn’t hurt. He was full of liquid fire that burned him from the inside out.
      

      He lifted his shirt. The makeshift bandage he’d fashioned out of a blue cotton dress he’d found in a Dumpster had slipped
         out of place, exposing the worst of the bites on his stomach. The edges of the wound were black, and it oozed bloody pus.
         Afraid to look too closely, Oscar grimaced and slid the bandage back into position.
      

      Struggling to his feet, he hobbled along the concrete path that led to the lake on the other side of the park, careful not
         to stumble, lest he attract the attention of the police who patrolled the area. He was feverish, dizzy. The shouts of a group
         of boys playing soccer were like nails being pounded into his throbbing head as he hurried into the dank, piss-smelling tunnel
         that passed under Wilshire Boulevard.
      

      When he was midway through the passage, he turned to look over his shoulder, and there it was, the devil that had been following
         him all morning, silhouetted against the square of light at the entrance to the tunnel. Oscar could make out the creature’s
         horns, its tail, its cloven hooves. He’d always known that the time would come when he’d have to pay for his sins, and he
         was ready, he would go without a fight, but not until he’d said good-bye to Maribel and the baby. Carlos would give him money
         to go to them. He had to find Carlos.
      

      He came up out of the tunnel and walked next to the lake. A cold wind ruffled the surface of the black water, and an empty
         paper cup floating there spun round and round like something wounded. Oscar had seen fishermen pull tennis shoes from the
         murk, a sleeping bag, a rusty sword, and there were rumors of corpses resting on the bottom.
      

      Near the boathouse a fat white duck quacked furiously as Oscar passed by.

      “Farewell, my friend,” Oscar said. He’d been talking to birds since he was a child in Guatemala. The other boys had called
         him Saint Francis. Spray from the fountain in the middle of the lake, a flickering plume of water twenty feet high, was like
         a cool hand on his cheek. He watched the tall palm trees that bordered the park hiss and strike like angry snakes.
      

      At the frantic corner of Wilshire and Alvarado an old man preached the love of Jesus through a cheap megaphone that wreathed
         his words in static. “Jesus is love! Jesus is power! Jesus is life!” Juanito was there too, hawking counterfeit ID cards.
         He sat on a fire hydrant and whispered offers at passersby, his eyes constantly moving, alert for police or gangbangers who
         might try to shake him down. Oscar asked if he’d seen Carlos.
      

      “You look like shit,” Juanito said.

      “Callate, pendejo. Just tell me where he is.”
      

      “Home Depot, with Francisco. Some white son of a bitch said he’d use them on a painting job today.”

      Oscar coughed. The pain buckled his knees, and purple spiders skittered across his eyeballs.

      “Come to Jesus!” the old man with the megaphone yelled.

      “Yes, come to Jesus,” Oscar said to the devil.

      Juanito hissed and shook his head. “You keep talking to yourself like that, and they’re gonna lock you up.”

      Oscar crossed Alvarado and headed east on Wilshire. The delicious smell drifting out of a pupuseria stopped him in his tracks. He hadn’t eaten in two days, couldn’t keep anything down. When he opened the door, the dark-skinned
         fat woman behind the counter turned away from the portable television she was watching and looked at him. It was a tiny restaurant:
         two tables with plastic floral-print tablecloths, the specials handwritten on sheets of colored paper tacked to the walls.
      

      “Por favor,” Oscar said. “Can you give a sick man something to eat?”
      

      “Get out of here, you filthy drunk,” the woman shouted. “This is a respectable place.”

      “Por favor, señora.”
      

      The woman picked up the knife she’d been using to chop carrots and pointed it at Oscar.

      “Out with you. Now!”

      “Fuck you then, you old witch,” Oscar said. He spit on the floor before hurrying outside.

      A block later he stopped and leaned against the side of a building. He was racked by chills that rattled his teeth. God give
         me strength, he prayed. The devil trotted up the sidewalk toward him. It had a pointy black beard and carried a flaming sword.
         Oscar saw it best out of the corner of his eye. If he looked at the demon directly, it turned into an old man or a schoolgirl
         or a mailbox.
      

      “I’m not afraid of you,” Oscar shouted at the devil. “I’m ready to die.” But who, he wondered, would take care of his animals
         when he was gone?
      

      Carlos, Francisco, and a few others were sitting on a low cinderblock wall next to the driveway at Home Depot. As Oscar approached,
         a pickup pulled out of the parking lot, and the men swarmed around it, shouting, “Take me.” “I speaking English.” “How many?”
         The driver shook his head and left without hiring anyone.
      

      “The fat queer.”

      “Seriously. He wanted someone to fuck him in the ass.”

      “Give me a hundred bucks, and I’ll do it,” Carlos said. He saw Oscar and shouted, “Look out! A zombie!”

      Oscar stumbled over to the group and sank to the cold sidewalk, rested his back against the wall. Sweat rolled down his face
         and neck; his T-shirt was soaked with it.
      

      “Man, I’ve got to tell you, you stink,” Francisco said. “Last night it was so bad, it was like sleeping next to a dead pig.”

      Carlos punched him in the arm and said, “Have mercy. The boy’s sick.”

      “Sure, fine, so change beds with me.”

      Waving Francisco quiet, Carlos crouched next to Oscar and asked him, “How is it today?”

      Oscar shook his head, too exhausted to speak. He couldn’t even open his eyes. A police car raced past, lights flashing, sirens
         blaring, and to Oscar it sounded like the end of the world.
      

      “Have you eaten?” Carlos asked.

      Again Oscar shook his head. Carlos moved closer to him, grabbed one of his arms, and draped it around his neck. “Francisco,”
         he said, “let’s carry him to McDonald’s.”
      

      “What about the painting?”

      “That cabrón isn’t going to show up. A storm is coming. Get over here.”
      

      They helped Oscar walk across the parking lot to the restaurant and sat him in one of the plastic booths. Francisco left to
         meet a girl in the park, and Carlos joined the long line of customers waiting to order at the counter. Oscar watched the children
         in the restaurant’s playground. One little boy had such a serious look on his face as he climbed and crawled and slid that
         Oscar almost laughed. He thought of his son, looked forward to holding him once more.
      

      Carlos brought Oscar a cheeseburger and an orange juice. Oscar managed to choke down half of the sandwich before the nausea
         set in. When he reached for the juice, Carlos grabbed his hand and examined the bites there.
      

      “These are infected,” he said. “My father lost a foot that way. You’ve got to go to the clinic.”

      “They know that I’m hurt,” Oscar replied. “They may be watching it.”

      “We’ll sneak in the back, then. We’ll put you in a disguise.”

      Oscar pulled his hand away and shook his head. “It’s not important,” he said. “The devil has come for me, and there’s nothing
         I can do about it.”
      

      “You’re delirious,” Carlos said. “Your blood is full of poison. Please let me take you to see the doctor.”

      Oscar smiled, though it hurt his cracked lips to do so.

      “You’ve always been a good friend, Carlos,” he said. “Remember in Zunil, when we stole that burro from the trash-man, and
         it kicked you in the ass? I tell you, I’ve never laughed so hard in my life.”
      

      “You were supposed to have control over all the animals, Saint Francis. What happened?”

      Oscar watched an old man in a McDonald’s uniform mop up a drink that had been spilled on the floor. Was this the better life
         the man had dreamed of?
      

      “We should never have come here,” he said.

      “But we did,” Carlos replied, “and now here we are.”

      Oscar pushed away the tray with the rest of the burger on it and sat up a little straighter. “Listen,” he said, “I want to
         see Maribel and Alex. Could you give me money for the bus?”
      

      “If you promise to go to the clinic when you return,” Carlos said.

      Oscar placed his hand over his heart. “I promise,” he said.

      Carlos passed him two dollar bills and a few quarters.

      Oscar sipped from his drink, then said, “And will you feed my dog tonight?”

      Oscar felt stronger when they got out into the fresh air, which was now heavy with the threat of rain. His head was clearer,
         and he could walk without stumbling. He and Carlos banged fists when they parted in front of Home Depot, and Oscar blinked
         back tears. He knew it was the last time they would see each other.
      

      On his way back to Alvarado to catch a bus going south, he passed a botanica and decided to stop in. A bell rang when he entered.
         It was a small, dusty shop, cluttered with votive candles and incense and icons. A statue of San Simón, in a broad-brimmed
         hat, black suit, and red tie, sat on the counter between the Virgin of Guadalupe and a hooded Santa Muerte.
      

      Oscar’s mother had often visited Simón’s shrine in Zunil to ask for things like luck in the lottery or a new kitchen table.
         Oscar always thought it was a bit silly, a comfort for superstitious housewives and old men. The Church didn’t even recognize
         Simón after all. Today, though, Oscar was happy to see something that reminded him of home. Others had left offerings of tequila
         and cigars, but he had nothing to give. Nonetheless, he bowed his head and mumbled a quick prayer.
      

      “Oh powerful San Simón, please help me and protect me from any dangers. Oh Judas Simón, I call you brother in my heart because
         you are everywhere and you are always with me.”
      

      The owner of the shop, a tall, skinny man in a long robe and feathered headdress, parted a curtain of beads and stepped through
         it.
      

      “Can I help you, my son?” he asked.

      “I was just speaking to San Simón.”

      “You seem troubled. Would you like to come in back for a cleansing? Only twenty dollars, and you will feel much better.”

      “I have no money, sir.”

      “No money?”

      “I am a poor man.”

      “I see, but you must understand that you can’t get something without giving something. Especially from San Simón.”

      “You smile when you say that?” Oscar snapped. “But you should be ashamed to be living in this world.”

      The owner scowled and pointed. “Your nose,” he said.

      Oscar raised his hand to his face, and his fingers came away covered with blood.

      It was raining when he walked out. He squeezed his nostrils shut with the napkin the store owner had given him and tilted
         his head back to let the fat drops cool his face. The pain inside him had returned, more intense than ever, but he kept moving,
         afraid that if he stopped, he wouldn’t get started again.
      

      Los Angeles was not its haughty self in the rain. It was like a wet cat: humiliated, confused. People stepped gingerly on
         suddenly slippery sidewalks, looking like they’d been lied to. The gutters, clogged with garbage, overflowed, and water puddled
         in busy intersections.
      

      Oscar waited for the bus with a mumbling loco and a couple of old ladies who shared an umbrella. The rain came down harder,
         the drops slamming into the pavement like suicides. Oscar zipped his jacket and pulled the hood over his head.
      

      The bus arrived, a great hissing, snorting beast throwing up silver sheets of spray. Oscar climbed aboard and pushed his way
         to the back. It was too hot; there were too many people. He winced every time he brushed against someone, and his whole body
         was slick with rancid sweat. A few stops later a seat opened up, and he fell into it.
      

      Raindrops chased one another across the window. Though it was only noon, it had grown so dark outside, all the cars had their
         lights on. Oscar began to have trouble breathing. It felt like someone was standing on his chest. For the first time he was
         frightened.
      

      When he closed his eyes he saw heaven; when he opened them, the rain. The bus stopped, and the devil came through the doors.
         It walked down the aisle toward Oscar, pointed a bony finger at him. Oscar thought of Maribel and Alex, heaven and the rain.
      

      “The Lord is with me,” he shouted.

      Lightning flashed, turning everyone into ghosts. The devil swung its fiery sword, and Oscar fell backward into a black pit,
         fell down and down and—oh, God, the thunder in his head.
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      JIMMY. HEY, JIMMY.”

      Jimmy Boone raises a hand to signal Robo to hold off, he’s in the middle of taking an order, but Robo either doesn’t see or
         doesn’t care.
      

      “You hear about that kid they found dead on the bus?” he says.

      “Later, buddy, okay?” Boone replies. “I’m busy.”

      The big redhead he’s serving can’t decide what she wants, a cosmo or an appletini. “Which do you recommend?” she asks, sexing
         up her southern drawl. Another tourist cutting loose, getting crazy in Hollywood.
      

      “Hard to say,” Boone replies. “They’re both popular.”

      Red slides her sunglasses down to the end of her nose, rests her elbows on the bar to give Boone a nice shot of her freckled
         cleavage, and says, “Let’s put it this way: which’ll get me fucked up fastest?”
      

      “I’d go with the appletini.”

      The Tick Tock restaurant is on Hollywood Boulevard, a few blocks east of the Chinese Theater, and most of the patrons are
         out-of-towners looking for a little old-time glitz and glamour. The guidebooks tell how the place opened in 1910, was a hot
         spot throughout the thirties and forties, closed in 1972, becoming a notorious squat for runaway teens, then reopened in 2004,
         when the boulevard began to come back.
      

      The new owner, an Israeli businessman named Weinberg, spent a fortune getting the place into shape. The bar, all the woodwork,
         is original, and they even replaced the dozens of clocks jammed into every nook and cranny that gave the restaurant its name.
      

      The bar runs along one wall, separated from the dining room by a chest-high partition. Boone can see over it to the tables,
         where Joe Blow from Iowa and his brood eat their fifteen-dollar burgers. It’s the perfect tourist trap: cheaper than Musso’s,
         more authentic than Hooters, and every once in a while a C-list celebrity stops in, someone from Survivor or an eighties sitcom.
      

      Red sips her drink and says, “This’ll do just fine, sweet cheeks.”

      Sweet cheeks. Jesus.

      Boone isn’t looking to hook up with a customer. Nine times out of ten, it’s nothing but trouble. Apparently, though, the customers
         haven’t heard this statistic. It’s gotten so bad lately that Boone has been thinking about taking the advice of an old pro
         who told him that a simple way to keep things professional is to pick up a cheap wedding band at a pawn shop and wear it when
         you’re behind the bar. He wonders if Red would take that kind of hint.
      

      “You an actor?” she asks.

      “Nah. I’m a bartender,” Boone replies. “Do you want to run a tab?”

      “Sure,” Red says and hands over a Gold Card. “I thought everyone in Hollywood was an actor.”

      “A lot of the girls working here take acting classes. Does that count?”

      “I’m staying up the street, at the Renaissance, here for a medical supplies conference.”

      “Great hotel,” Boone says, trying to figure out some way to be polite about moving on. Delia didn’t show for her shift again,
         and thirsty customers are lined up all the way to the waitress station.
      

      “Be nice to have a friendly tour guide,” Red says.

      “Talk to Robo, our doorman,” Boone replies. “I bet he can help you out.” He turns quickly to the guy standing next to Red
         and asks what he wants, and it’s go-go time after that. Gonzalo, the bar back, handles the drinks for the dining room while
         Boone moves up and down the stick, pouring beers and blending margaritas, completely focused on keeping his orders straight
         and making sure tabs are settled.
      

      He falls into a groove sometimes when he’s slammed, and an hour will pass like nothing. It makes him think back to Corcoran,
         when a day could last a month, no matter how many god-damn games of dominoes or chess you played, trying to burn off your
         time.
      

      Right when things are busiest, Simon, the owner’s son, appears at the end of the bar. A little schmuck with curly black hair
         and a prominent mole on his cheek, he runs the place for his father. This entitles him to hit on all the waitresses when he
         isn’t holed up in the office watching online porn and entertaining his “boys,” the greasy pack of rich shitheads he rolls
         with. He’s twenty-three, drives a Lexus, and recently boasted to Boone that he’s popped eight cherries so far. The mere sight
         of the guy is enough to put Boone in a foul mood.
      

      “See that dude?” Simon asks, pointing with his nose at a wigger in a baby blue warm-up suit who’s been nursing a Southern
         Comfort and Coke and chatting up the other customers.
      

      “Eminem?” Boone asks. The kid looks fourteen, but Boone checked his ID when he ordered, a Florida license that put him at
         twenty-two.
      

      “Watch him,” Simon says. “I think he’s up to no good.”

      “You want Robo to walk him out?”

      “What did I just say? I want you to watch him. Find out what his game is and call me.”

      Boone grits his teeth, being talked to like that by such a punk, but there’s not much he can do about it. Employment opportunities
         are limited for ex-cons, and he needs the job.
      

      “You got it, boss,” he says, the words stinging his tongue like acid.

      IT ISN’T LONG before Boone hears the kid offer to sell ecstasy to a young couple who look ready to party. Money changes hands, the deal
         is done, and the wigger moves on to work another section of the bar.
      

      Boone calls Simon in the office.

      “The kid’s selling X,” he says.

      “Okay. Now what I want you to do is take him out back, to the alley, and I’ll meet you there.”

      “I’m a bartender, Simon, not security. You’ve got Robo for this kind of shit.”

      “Robo has enough to do. Get Gonzalo to watch the bar for a minute while you handle this.”

      Boone hangs up. Deep breaths from the stomach. He needs to get past the initial red-hot, “I want to kill every fucking thing”
         spasm and shove his anger into a cage, where he can gawk at it like it’s a poor, dumb zoo animal. It’s a trick a shrink taught
         him in the joint, but it’s tough today. The tiger fights back with all its strength.
      


      BOONE HAS EVERYTHING under control by the time he steps out from behind the bar. He’s focused yet alert, his antennae extended. He feels like
         he used to when guarding a client at a crowded premiere, like a cocked and loaded pistol. It’s good to be back in action,
         even if he is just rousting some goofball.
      

      He swoops down on the wigger, who’s bobbing his shaved head and mouthing the words to the old Beastie Boys song blasting out
         of the sound system. Putting his hand in the middle of the kid’s back, Boone exerts just enough pressure to get him moving,
         all the while talking in a low, friendly voice, a big smile on his face.
      

      “Hey, bro, how’s it goin’? Having a good time? Buddy of mine wants to invite you to join our VIP club. Have you tried any
         of our drink specials?”
      

      The idea is to fill his pea brain with so much noise that by the time he realizes what’s up, he’ll be out of the restaurant.

      “We got three-buck Jager shots, kamikazes.”

      “Do I know you?” the kid asks as they pass the bathrooms. He stiffens and slows, starts to turn around. Too late. Boone grabs
         his wrist and twists his arm up between his shoulder blades as he shoves him through the back door and across the alley that
         runs behind the restaurant, pinning him face-first against a brick wall and kicking his ankles until he spreads his legs wide.
      

      “What the fuck?” the wigger yells. “You best get offa me, motherfucker.”

      The stench of rotting garbage from a nearby Dumpster has Boone breathing through his mouth. Simon steps into the alley with
         a mean smile.
      

      “Let me see him,” he says.

      Boone wraps an arm around the kid’s throat and turns him to face Simon, who is careful to keep his distance. Spillover from
         a neon sign on the boulevard gives everything a spooky green glow and makes them all look like monsters.
      

      “So you’re a real pimp, huh? Big-time dope dealer,” Simon says to the kid, getting all South Central via Beverly Hills.

      “The fuck you talking about, dope dealer?” the kid replies.

      “I got you on camera, dog, selling to my customers. The cops are on their way.”

      The wigger struggles a bit, and Boone tightens up on his windpipe to calm him. The kid’s pulse taps frantically against the
         thin skin on the underside of Boone’s forearm.
      

      “What’s your name, playa?” Simon asks.

      “Virgil,” the kid replies. “Folks call me V for Vendetta.”

      “What do you think this is, Virgil, the fucking ghetto? The fucking trailer park where you grew up? This is Hollywood, son,
         and I own this town.”
      

      “I didn’t know,” Virgil says, his voice rising into a whine. “Come on and let me go and you’ll never see me again.”

      “Let you go. Right. How old are you?”

      “Twenty-two.”

      “Bullshit. That mustache of yours looks like a motherfucking eyelash.”

      “Okay, eighteen.”

      “Eighteen? Oh, man, the booty bandits down at County are gonna be scrapping over you.”

      “Come on, dog.”

      Simon rubs his mole and pretends to think while Virgil trembles in Boone’s choke hold, close to crying. Boone frowns at Simon
         and shakes his head to say, “That’s enough,” but Simon ignores him.
      

      “Show me everything you got,” Simon says.

      “What?”

      “The drugs, fool.”

      Virgil reaches into his pocket and brings out a plastic bag. Simon grabs it and empties it on top of a Dumpster.

      “Shit, doc, you make house calls?” he says as he sorts through the contents. “We got some rock, some powder—what is it?”

      “Crank.”

      “These pills?”

      “Vicodin.”

      “Nice!”

      Simon sweeps everything back into the bag and says, “You know what I have to do, right? I’m confiscating all this garbage
         and taking it off the street. We have to think about the children.”
      

      “Come on, dog,” Virgil wails. “Why you want to rip me off?”

      “Why you want to peddle drugs in my house? You’re lucky I don’t have my man here tear you a new asshole.”

      “Seriously, bro, somebody fronted me that stuff. I come back with nothing, I’m in deep shit.”

      “You’re in deep shit right now, you idiot. What are you? Retarded? Let him go, Jimmy.”

      Finally, Boone thinks as he releases his grip and Virgil scurries out of reach. A couple of real criminal masterminds going head-to-head.
         Boone wants to smack them both. Virgil runs halfway down the alley, then stoops to pick up an empty beer bottle and turns
         back to face Boone and Simon.
      

      “You stupid bitch,” Simon says. “I’m giving you a pass. Take it and get the fuck out of here.”

      “I’m not kidding,” Virgil says around a sob. “Give me my shit.” Green tears crawl down his cheeks.

      Simon takes a few steps toward him, and Virgil throws the bottle, which shatters harmlessly in the shadows. He then runs to
         where the alley opens onto Cherokee, turns left, and disappears.
      

      Simon is bent at the waist, laughing. “Now that was fucking funny,” he says.

      Boone snorts disgustedly and walks inside the restaurant. Danny Berkson, his lawyer, lined up this bartending gig for him
         when Boone was released from prison six months ago; worked out some kind of deal with Simon’s dad, an old friend of his. Boone
         is grateful, but he isn’t sure how much longer he’ll be able to tolerate Simon. And this kind of crap, jacking dope dealers—if his parole officer got wind of it, she’d violate him for sure.
      

      Simon catches up to him and pats him on the shoulder.

      “You must have been an excellent bodyguard,” he says with a nasty grin.

      Boone doesn’t respond.

      “Too bad you fucked up, huh?”

      “Too bad,” Boone says. He thought the story of how he ended up here was going to stay between him, Berkson, and Weinberg,
         but now Simon knows too. Boone hopes that whatever shit Simon helps himself to from Virgil’s stash is cut with rat poison.
      

      CUSTOMERS ARE THREE deep at the bar when Boone returns. Gonzalo is getting it from all sides. Boone steps behind the stick and dives right in.
         After a few orders he finds his rhythm, and his troubles slide to the back of his mind. Work can be a blessing sometimes,
         when everything else lists toward rotten.
      

      The crowd thins out at about eleven, when the restaurant stops serving and everyone moves on to one of the clubs in the neighborhood.
         Wait an hour in line, pay twenty bucks to some jerk-off with too much gel in his hair, and maybe you’ll catch a glimpse of
         a drunk starlet’s snatch.
      

      This is Boone’s favorite part of the night, the sudden quiet after all the hustle. It feels like a party has just ended, kind
         of mellow, kind of melancholy. He listens to the waitresses gossiping at the end of the bar as he polishes wineglasses. They’re
         all ten years younger than him. How the hell does that happen?
      

      Gonzalo is practicing tossing ice and catching it in a cup behind his back, some kind of Tom Cruise Cocktail move. He’s saving up to open his own place in Mazatlán where he’ll serve sweet, potent drinks with names like the Itchy Pussy
         and the Cum Shot to sorority girls on spring break. “You can come work for me,” he told Boone the other day. Definitely an
         offer to consider.
      

      Boone puts the Nirvana unplugged CD on the sound system and begins setting up for the day guy. Mr. King and Gina roll in for
         Mr. King’s nightcap. Mr. King is dressed to the nines as usual, in an ascot and a dark blue jacket with brass buttons. He’s
         eighty-two, a retired cameraman whose heyday was in the fifties and sixties. He’s got those big, thick glasses, and his last
         few strands of white hair are combed straight back and lacquered across his spotted scalp. Gina, his fourth wife, is a mail-order
         bride from the Philippines. She’s a plump little woman, maybe thirty years old. Looks more Spanish than Asian.
      

      They live in a condo at the base of the hills and come in an hour before closing every night. In spite of the difference in
         their ages, they seem to get along just fine. Gina doesn’t speak much English but always has a smile on her face, and the
         old man treats her with a gentleness Boone doesn’t often see husbands display toward their wives.
      

      Mr. King once told him that Filipino women are the best in the world. Loyal, loving, good cooks. “They smell kind of strange
         down there,” he said, pointing at his crotch. “But you get used to it quick enough.” Boone didn’t tell him that he’d been
         with plenty of Olongapo whores when he was in the Marines and never once caught a whiff of anything funny.
      

      “What can I get you tonight?” Boone asks. “The usual?”

      “For Gina, a Sprite, but for me, it’ll be a Blood and Sand,” Mr. King replies.

      “A Blood and Sand, huh? You’re gonna have to help me with that one.”

      Mr. King leans back on his stool and rubs his hands together. He’s on a mission to turn Boone into a proper bartender. That
         means once a week or so he forgoes his usual martini to order a drink nobody’s heard of since Kennedy died, then guides Boone
         through the process of preparing it. Boone gets a kick out of the way he calls out the ingredients, playing teacher.
      

      “First, you’ll need a shaker filled with ice.”

      “Got it.”

      “Now an ounce of scotch—not the good stuff, something blended will do fine—and an ounce of orange juice.”

      Boone measures them out and pours them into the shaker.

      “Then three-quarter ounces each of cherry brandy and sweet vermouth.”

      “I bet you sleep good tonight.”

      “Shake it, strain it into a martini glass, and I’ll have mine with two cherries.”

      Boone slaps down a napkin and sets the drink in front of Mr. King, who sips it, his hand shaking a bit as he raises the glass,
         then nods approvingly and says, “Fantastic. Make yourself one, Jimmy.”
      

      Boone doesn’t necessarily want a drink, but it’s part of the routine: Mr. King always buys him one of whatever classic concoction
         he’s having.
      

      Boone has refilled the shaker with ice and added the scotch when Robo appears at the bar and motions him over. Robo stands
         six feet tall and weighs in at about 350 pounds. His enormous gut starts right below his chest and hangs over his belt, and
         there are thick rolls of fat on the back of his bald head. He couldn’t run to save his life, but God be with you if he gets
         his hands on you. Boone once saw him dislocate a mouthy drunk’s shoulder with a flick of his wrist, and he can fold half-dollars
         between his thumb and forefinger.
      

      “Can you talk now?” Robo asks.

      “Sure, man, shoot,” Boone replies.

      “You heard about that kid on the bus, right? The one with the dog bites?”

      There was something about it on the news last week. A Guatemalan illegal turned up dead on an MTA bus. When they examined
         him they discovered that he was covered with dog bites that had gotten so infected, they’d killed him. The cops gave the picture
         from his bogus green card to the media, but nobody ever showed up to claim the body or to explain what had happened. A weird
         one, even for L.A.
      

      “That was messed up,” Boone says. “Did you know him?”

      Robo snaps his head back, feigning indignation. “Why?” he asks. “Because all us beaners hang out together? No, man, I didn’t
         know him, but it turns out my cousin, he knows someone who knows the kid’s grandpa, who heard about my side work, the community
         outreach stuff…”
      

      “Is that what you call it?”

      Robo does hero-for-hire gigs for people who can’t go to the police for this reason or that. He’ll evict that crackhead who
         refuses to pay rent, convince that gangbanger he really doesn’t want to date your daughter, or find out who your wife is screwing
         on her lunch break. Penny-ante strong-arm stuff and surveillance mostly. Half his customers pay him in trade—bodywork, haircuts.
         Even a fifty-gallon aquarium once.
      

      “Seriously, ese, check it out,” Robo says. “The grandpa wants to meet me tomorrow to talk business. I don’t know what’s going to go down,
         but he’s got three hundred dollars to spend, and I’ll give you fifty if you show up and pretend to be my cop buddy. All you
         got to do is wear a sport coat and sit there looking like you got a stick up your ass.”
      

      “Won’t that scare him off?”

      “Nah, nah. I’ll tell him you’re working under the table, that it don’t matter that he’s illegal or whatever. You’ll make me
         look legit is all, like I got weight. I wouldn’t ask you, but my regular white boy is fishing in Cabo.”
      

      Boone shrugs and throws up his hands. “I’d like to help you, man, but tomorrow’s my day off, and I really need a day off.”

      Robo narrows his eyes, strokes his handlebar mustache. “You like that Olds I got for you?” he says. “Runs good, don’t it?
         What’d I charge you for that again, for getting you that deal?”
      

      “I’m just saying, I’ve got to stay out of trouble,” Boone replies. “You know how it goes.”

      “There ain’t gonna be no trouble, ese. I’ll see to that.”
      

      Simon and his posse explode out of the back room and pass through the bar, laughing too loud and playing grab-ass. Simon stops,
         a little unsteady on his feet, and points at Robo.
      

      “If you’re in here, who’s watching the door?”

      “Just getting a drink of water, boss,” Robo replies.

      “And I told you I want you to wear a suit. Let’s get that going next time you’re on duty.”

      Robo tugs at his XXXL Raiders jersey and says, “Where’m I gonna find a suit that’ll fit me?”

      “That really ain’t my problem, bro,” Simon says. “Alls I know is, I can’t have you looking like a thug.”

      “Denny’s at Gower Gulch, eight a.m.,” Robo hisses at Boone before following Simon and the others out the front door, saying,
         “Yo, we need to talk about a raise then, boss.”
      

      Boone finishes making the drink he started, shakes it, and pours it into a glass. OJ and scotch. Tastes pretty good. You wouldn’t
         think it would, but it does.
      

      He could say fuck it and stand Robo up tomorrow morning, but there’s no denying that the ’83 Cutlass the guy hooked him up
         with is a pretty decent five-hundred-dollar ride. He’s had no real trouble with it yet, except that the battery won’t hold
         a charge. It’s hard for him to believe that he was driving a Porsche four years ago. Seems like he died since then and was
         born again into a different life.
      

      Kurt Cobain is singing about the man who sold the world as Boone walks down to where Mr. King and Gina are sitting.

      “This one’s a winner,” Boone says. He raises his glass. “Blood and Sand.”

      “After the Valentino picture,” Mr. King says.

      “How are you two doing tonight?”

      Mr. King pats Gina’s hand, and she smiles shyly. “It’s our anniversary tomorrow. Two years,” the old man says.

      “Congratulations.”

      “What about you? Are you married?” Mr. King asks.

      “I was,” Boone replies. “It didn’t work out.”

      “Well, don’t give up. It’s like the man said, ‘Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.’ ”

      Boone raises his glass once more and says, “Hey, I like that.”

      The waitresses come out of the back room in their street clothes, all ready to go to a club. One of them cracks a joke, and
         the others laugh. Boone takes another sip of his drink, then moves off to help Gonzalo finish cleaning up.
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      FAIL BETTER. BOONE WAKES UP THINKING HE’S GOING TO take this as his motto, the most he can hope for. The previous night’s dreams, more real than life a moment ago, slip away
         from him, and he lies in bed and listens to the birds’ simple morning songs while waiting for dawn to chase the shadows into
         the corners.
      

      He’s in the midst of putting his day in order—the meeting at Denny’s, the Laundromat, grocery shopping—when the past begins
         to circle like a persistent fly, demanding attention. As far as he’s concerned, it does him no good to look backward when
         all he’s going to do is beat himself up for the mistakes he’s made. But sometimes, despite his best efforts, he’s forced to
         contemplate the damage.
      

      This time he goes back to when he was eighteen, right out of high school, and killing time in his hometown of Oildale, California,
         working pickup construction jobs and running with a hard crowd of wannabe bikers and gunslingers who were always half out
         of their heads on something, always zinging wildly between rage and black despair. He’d put in ten hours pounding nails in
         the merciless Central Valley sun, then spend the night drinking and doping with Chi Chi, McMartin, Frank, and the rest, doing
         his best to keep up.
      

      Chi Chi was the ringleader. At twenty-three, he’d already served time for robbery. He lived in a trailer next to an onion
         field at the edge of town, where the crew gathered every evening to listen to Metallica, drink whatever beer was on sale,
         and smoke bowl after bowl of dirt weed, and it was he who came up with the idea to break into Tony Rubio’s cabinet shop.
      

      Frank had worked for Tony for a while and remembered the combination to the lock on the door of the shop. They’d go in, steal
         as many tools as they could carry, pawn them in Bakersfield, then drive on to Magic Mountain to ride a new roller coaster
         and party at a motel with some girls Chi Chi knew from East L.A.
      

      Boone had never stolen anything in his life, but, in a moment of drunken bravado, he volunteered for the job. Why the hell
         not? His mom was dying of lung cancer, his dad had split when he was a baby, and he didn’t give two shits about anything.
         Also, his participation would give him some cred with the gang from Chi Chi’s trailer.
      

      He listened closely as the scheme was laid out: he and Chi Chi would go in and steal the tools, Little Jerry would act as
         lookout, and Frank would be playing pool at Shooters, so he’d have an alibi if the cops questioned him later.
      

      The whole thing was so stupid it makes Boone wince even now. They didn’t do any planning, didn’t even bother to case the shop.
         The night it went down, they guzzled a twelve-pack of Pabst, parked the car by a canal, and set off through an orange grove
         to reach the shop, which was located in a Quonset hut next to Tony’s house.
      

      It was slow going beneath the trees. The stink of a nearby dairy came to them on a hot wind that rattled leaves and rearranged
         shadows, and Chi Chi stumbled in the dark and fell, spitting a curse.
      

      They paused at the edge of the grove. The shop lay twenty-five yards away, across a dirt road, and beyond that was the house.
         It was after midnight, and all the lights were out. The full moon, small and bright overhead, cast a graveyard pall, and a
         dog barked somewhere in the distance.
      

      Once they got Jerry settled in a spot where he could keep an eye on things, Boone and Chi Chi stepped out onto the road and
         sprinted for the shop. Chi Chi spun the combination into the lock, and the door creaked as it swung open. Boone’s heart tossed
         in his chest. He glanced over his shoulder at the house. Nothing.
      

      It was pitch dark in the windowless shop. Chi Chi fired up his disposable lighter and began pointing out the most valuable
         items. Within seconds, however, the lighter grew too hot for him to hold, and the flame died. Chi Chi let the lighter cool,
         then sparked it again, and Boone set about gathering as many tools as he could before Chi Chi’s thumb began to cook.
      

      They worked in short bursts of weak, watery light. The router and bits, the circular saw. The petty-cash box was right where
         Frank said it would be, in the bottom drawer of the desk. Everything went into two duffel bags they’d brought along to carry
         the loot.
      

      Boone was grinning as they stepped outside. He couldn’t believe they’d actually pulled the heist off. But then a powerful
         white beam scorched their eyes, and a voice shouted, “Hands on your heads, boys.”
      

      Turns out Tony had installed an alarm since he’d fired Frank, one that went off in the house if anyone entered the shop. He
         waited for them to come out, got the drop on them, then used his shotgun to herd them into the yard, where they knelt next
         to Jerry, who was being covered by Tony’s wife and a .45. She’d spotted him pissing in the bushes, his stream shining in the
         moonlight. Approaching sirens cut the night’s stillness to ribbons.
      

      The judge offered Boone a choice of jail or the military, so two weeks later he said good-bye to his mom and caught the bus
         to the Marine Corps Recruit Depot in San Diego. He enjoyed his four years in the service. The physical training added a thick
         layer of muscle to his frame, and the complex web of rules and regulations was the first real discipline he’d ever known.
         Even being forced to show respect for the officers, no matter what species of asshole they were, was good for him, a valuable
         lesson in how to hold his tongue and play the game.
      

      Plus, it was a hell of a lot of fun. He got to shoot powerful weapons, blow up stuff with his fellow devil dogs, and see some
         of the world—the Philippines, Korea, Japan. He learned a little Tagalog, a little Japanese; climbed Mount Fuji while on
         leave; and fell in mad, sad love with an Okinawan bar girl who called herself Sunshine.
      

      He also discovered that he could fight. A soft-spoken black guy in his platoon, Carl Perry, had won a few amateur bouts back
         in Compton, and Boone spent hours in the gym with him, training, sparring, and soaking up his knowledge of boxing. When it
         came to technique, Boone was a bit of a brawler. The first few times he climbed into the ring, anger welled up in him after
         taking a few jabs from Carl, and he charged in, swinging wildly. After a while, though, he was able to channel that anger
         into powerful punches that often rocked the bigger man back on his heels.
      

      “Damn, Jimmy,” Carl said once. “You got zero style, but when you hit somebody, dude’s gonna know it.”

      Boone returned to Oildale only once, near the end of his first year in the corps, to attend his mother’s funeral. Cancer had
         finally brought her down. She’d done a lousy job raising him, always more wrapped up in whatever roughneck was helping with
         the rent and buying her wine than in her only child, but Boone was a Marine now, and brimming with notions of honor and duty.
         He put on his dress blues, helped carry the casket, and tossed a white rose into the grave when the preacher said it was time.
      

      Afterward, he stopped by Shooters for a drink. Chi Chi was in the midst of a two-year bit for the cabinet-shop burglary, but
         Little Jerry was there, having got off with probation, and so were McMartin, Frank, and a couple others from the old gang.
         It started out fine. They bought Boone shots and told him again and again how sorry they were to hear about his mom’s passing.
         A few hours of beer and tequila took their toll, however, and eventually Frank asked Boone if he wanted to hot rail some speed,
         and Jerry said he was a fucking stooge for choosing the military over prison.
      

      Boone dropped Jerry with a short sharp right to the solar plexus and left him puking Cuervo on the floor of the bar as he
         walked out to his truck. He filled his tank, spit out the window, and drove all the way back to Pendleton without stopping.
      

      ENOUGH, BOONE THINKS. He rolls out of bed and pulls on cut-off sweatpants and a T-shirt and sets out for a run in the hills. He has a tough route
         and an easy one, and today he does the tough one, which is five miles round-trip and takes him up a fire road that gives him
         a tour-bus view of the Hollywood sign, hanging by its fingertips from a dusty, weedy hillside.
      

      He hops in the shower when he gets back and is in the process of drying off when there’s a knock at the front door. Stepping
         into the living room with a towel wrapped around his waist, he shouts, “Who is it?”
      

      “It’s just me, Amy Vitello, from apartment three.”

      The new girl. They met last week when she moved in. Boone manages the complex, eight Spanish-style bungalows set around a
         small palm-shaded courtyard, in exchange for reduced rent—another deal arranged by his lawyer. It’s easy duty: watering
         the grass, unclogging sinks, collecting checks on the first of the month.
      

      “Gimme a sec,” he says.

      Boone steps into a pair of jeans and buttons up a clean shirt, something off a hanger. Wiping the fog from the bathroom mirror
         with the edge of his hand, he smoothes his close-cropped black hair and checks his nostrils and the corners of his eyes. She’s
         pretty, this Amy. He’s not looking for a girlfriend, has nothing to offer one, but she’s pretty.
      

      “Sorry for bugging you so early,” Amy says when he opens the door, “but I heard the shower running.”

      “Not a problem. What’s up?”

      “One of my windows won’t close. It’s jammed or something, and I’ve got to go to work.”

      “Let’s check it out,” Boone says.

      He follows her across the courtyard. She’s about five-five with long, dark hair pulled into a ponytail, very professional
         this morning in gray pinstriped slacks and a white blouse. He likes that she has some curves, a real figure. It sets her apart
         from the flocks of skinny minnies he sees in the bar every night.
      

      “Don’t look,” she says over her shoulder as they walk into her place. “I’m still getting settled.” Boxes are stacked everywhere,
         and a partially assembled wall unit from Ikea takes up most of the living room floor.
      

      The problem window is in the bedroom, which is a little more pulled together. The queen-size bed is covered with an orange
         spread, and Amy’s clothes are hung neatly in the closet. Boone tugs on the window, wiggles it, but it won’t budge.
      

      “These old double-hung things have a tensioned wire in the frame that gets tangled sometimes,” he says. “I’ll have to remove
         the sash to find out what’s going on.”
      

      Amy pulls back her sleeve to glance at her watch and says, “I’m running superlate.”

      “Go ahead and split,” Boone says. “I’ve got a key, and as soon as I get back from a meeting I have this morning, I’ll sort
         it out.”
      

      “Is it okay to leave the window open until then?” Amy asks.

      Boone jerks his thumb toward the front door and says, “Have you met Mrs. Hu, in number five?”

      “The little old lady who peeks through the curtains every time I pass by?”

      “She keeps her hearing aid cranked to where she picks up sounds only dogs can hear and carries a .38 in the pocket of her
         housecoat. You don’t have to worry.”
      

      Amy has a cute laugh that seems like it might get away from her once in a while. It makes Boone smile.

      He waits on the porch while she gathers her purse and jacket and a canvas shoulder bag stuffed with books and papers.

      “Thanks for your help,” she says as she locks the door.

      “I’m just glad it was something I know how to fix. Makes me seem all manly and stuff.”

      She turns to look at him with a smirk in her green eyes. “And that’s important, right?”

      “Isn’t it?” Boone replies. “I can never remember.”

      He starts back across the courtyard as Amy heads down the walkway to the street.

      “Have a nice day,” he calls after her, wishing instantly that he’d come up with something slicker.

      “You too,” she replies.

      BOONE DRIVES INTO Gower Gulch a little before eight. The corner of Sunset and Gower got its name in the 1920s, when extras hoping to be cast
         in the silent Westerns being shot at nearby studios would gather there. In a nod to this, the shopping center that now occupies
         the space has been styled to look like an old frontier town, albeit a frontier town consisting of a sushi bar, a Starbucks,
         and a Walgreens. The Denny’s takes up a corner of the parking lot.
      

      Robo is wedged into a booth, talking to a waitress. “There’s my homeboy now,” he says when he sees Boone enter the restaurant.
         “Come on over here, dog.”
      

      The security-guard uniform Robo is wearing is too small for him, and his shirt is missing a button. He asks Boone if he wants
         coffee and orders it from the waitress when he says yes.
      

      “You look good, man,” he says. “I like that coat. That’s definitely something a cop would wear.”

      “I bought it for job interviews,” Boone says. “Haven’t used it yet.” He leans across the table to flick the badge on Robo’s
         chest. “What are you supposed to be?”
      

      “Don’t give me no shit. I been working since you last saw me. I go from the Tick Tock to a prop house over here and guard
         it all night.”
      

      “Two jobs, huh?”

      “Two? More like five or six. I do yards with my cousin, hang drywall. Man, I got babies to feed. Check it out.” He struggles
         to pull his wallet from his back pocket, opens it, and flips through the photos there. “Maria is six, Junior is five, George
         is three, and Rosalie, the baby, is about a year. There’s something wrong with her hips. We got medical bills up the ass.
         And George, see how he’s cross-eyed?”—he points with a stubby finger—“He’s gonna need an operation to fix that, special
         glasses. I’ll tell you, bro, when I’m not sleeping, I’m working. That’s just how it is.”
      

      The waitress delivers Boone’s coffee. He stirs in some sugar.

      “What about you?” Robo asks. “You got kids?”

      “No,” Boone says, tapping the spoon on the rim of his cup. “No kids.”

      THREE MONTHS AFTER Boone got out of the Marines he met Lila in a bar in Pacific Beach. Lila, oh, Lila. Blond hair, big fake titties, and a rich
         daddy—a former jarhead’s wet dream. Boone moved into her oceanfront condo two days after they hooked up for the first time,
         in the backseat of her Beamer. A couple of weeks of drinking and fucking convinced them that what they had was something real,
         and they drove to Vegas and got hitched on the sly.
      

      Rich daddy wasn’t happy when he found out about the marriage. He called Boone into the office of his construction company,
         offered him five grand to get lost, said he respected Boone for turning him down, then asked, “How about ten?”
      

      “What’s your problem with me?” Boone wanted to know.

      “Truthfully?” rich daddy said. “You’re a good-for-nothing Okie, and I don’t want your blood mixing with mine.”

      He cut off Lila’s allowance, had them evicted from the condo. Fine. They’d make it on their own. Boone’s job installing car
         stereos paid enough to rent a creaky one-bedroom apartment on the edge of downtown, and Lila signed up with a temp agency,
         though she never seemed to get any assignments.
      

      Boone looked forward to Friday nights when they’d splurge on a couple of steaks, maybe invite some friends over to drink beer
         and listen to music. It wasn’t a glamorous life, but they were paying their bills and having a few laughs. Lila got depressed
         at times, but a tall Jack and Coke usually snapped her out of it.
      

      Then Boone came home one day and found her sprawled on the bed, weeping desolately. She’d just learned that she was pregnant.
         They’d talked about kids but had decided to wait until buying Huggies wouldn’t mean missing a meal, so Boone was a little
         taken aback. Nonetheless, he tried to say the right things, telling Lila that babies come when they want to, that he could
         get another day at the shop, and that everything would be just fine. As he spoke, it was wild, but he actually began to believe
         his reassurances, and a strange, unexpected joy swelled inside him.
      

      Lila, though, laughed through her tears and said, “Are you crazy? No way I’m having this baby.” Boone remembered rich daddy’s
         comment about his blood and felt like he’d been sucker punched.
      

      Things changed after the abortion, or maybe they snapped into focus for the first time. Lila decided she needed to spend more
         time with her friends, so most nights Boone came home to an empty apartment, threw something in the microwave for dinner,
         and fell asleep in front of the TV, waking when Lila stumbled in at three or four in the morning. Whenever he wanted to do
         something with her, she was always too tired. On his days off he went to movies by himself or rode his bicycle to the border
         and back.
      

      He was as lonely as he’d ever been. His marriage was falling apart, and he didn’t know how to stop it. The one time he tried
         to talk to Lila about the chasm that had opened between them, she brushed him off, saying, “Is it really that serious?” and on a couple of occasions he caught her whispering to rich daddy on the phone.
      

      Then one day she announced that she was going on a family trip to Maui, and Boone wasn’t invited. He left for work that morning
         with a knot in his stomach and the feeling that if he spoke, he’d vomit. Their coldness, father’s and daughter’s, shocked
         him. They were the kind of people he’d always thought were better than that.
      

      When he got home that evening, all of Lila’s stuff was gone. She’d left him the thrift-store furniture, a note saying she
         was sorry, and a five-hundred-dollar check signed by rich daddy, which Boone tore to bits and flushed down the toilet. The
         divorce papers showed up a week later.
      

      The marriage had been a stupid mistake, and he’d thought he was done making stupid mistakes after leaving Oildale. Suddenly
         unsure of his instincts, Boone proceeded cautiously for a long time afterward. Stripping his life to the bone, he retreated
         into routine, planning his days down to the minute.
      

      During the week there was plenty to do, with work and keeping the apartment squared away, but the weekends were a little scarier,
         all that time to fill. He joined a kickboxing gym, pumped iron, and ran until his legs wouldn’t carry him any farther. The
         idea was to keep moving forward, no matter what, like a locomotive on its track. On a good night he fell asleep as soon as
         his head hit the pillow.
      

      ROBO SCRATCHES HIS massive forearm. There’s a faded tattoo there of two masks, comedy and tragedy, and the words “Smile now, cry later.” Cholo stuff. Boone sips his coffee and fiddles with a jelly packet.
      

      “Here he comes,” Robo says under his breath, looking past Boone to the front door of the restaurant. “Get ready, Officer Whitey.”

      Robo raises his hand and shouts a greeting in Spanish. A little man, not more than five feet tall, approaches the table. He
         has dark skin and broad Indian features. Robo motions for him to sit next to Boone, but the man hesitates, eyes downcast.
         Robo explains that Boone is a police officer, a friend who can help them, and the guy finally removes his blue Dodgers cap
         and lowers himself into the booth, keeping to the edge of the seat.
      

      Robo asks him if he wants coffee, and he says no. Boone’s Spanish is pretty good, but the man speaks so softly, he’s often
         drowned out by the clatter of plates and conversations at other tables. Boone struggles to follow what’s being said, scowling
         alternately at the man and at Robo, whoever is speaking. That’s about as much cop attitude as he can muster this early in
         the morning.
      

      Señor Rosales is from the town of Zunil in Guatemala. He’s been in the United States for thirty years and works as a janitor
         at a sweatshop downtown. The dead kid on the bus was his grandson, Oscar, who’d come to L.A. three years ago, after his father
         died in a car crash in Guatemala, to try to make some money to keep the family afloat.
      

      Rosales and Oscar met for the first time when the boy arrived in town, Rosales having left Zunil long before the kid was born.
         Oscar looked so much like his father, Rosales’s son, that at first Rosales thought he was talking to a phantom.
      

      They got together for dinner, and Rosales gave Oscar a few leads on jobs, but after that they didn’t see much of each other
         because both were working all the time. Then Oscar met a girl and had a baby with her and was even busier. The old man hadn’t
         heard from his grandson in three months when he saw his picture in the newspaper and learned that he was dead.
      

      Rosales hasn’t been able to sleep since. His dreams are spiked with horrible scenes of Oscar dying alone and scared and in
         pain, far from home. How could something like this happen? Dog bites! Infection! To such a good boy. In the U.S. It’s a mystery
         he can’t live with, and he wants Robo to solve it, to uncover the chronology of Oscar’s final days.
      

      Robo leans back and strokes his mustache with his thumb and forefinger after Rosales makes his request, as if he’s debating
         whether to take on the job. It’s all an act, though, Boone’s sure of it, because Robo has never turned down a job.
      

      A girl with blue hair sitting in the next booth says, “I asked for cottage cheese instead of potatoes. Can I get cottage cheese?”
         The waitress refills Boone’s and Robo’s cups.
      

      “Why didn’t he claim the boy’s body?” Boone asks Robo, interrupting his deliberation.

      “Qué?” Robo says. “What?”
      

      It bugs Boone that the old guy didn’t make the trip to the morgue. He says, “Ask him why, if he cares so much, if it bothers
         him so much now, he didn’t claim his grandson’s body.”
      

      “You ask him,” Robo replies.
      

      Boone puts the question to the old man, and for the first time since sitting down, Rosales lifts his gaze from the tabletop.
         He glares at Boone briefly, fire in his bloodshot eyes, then turns to give his answer to Robo.
      

      He says that, of course, Boone doesn’t understand why he was afraid, because Boone is rich and white and doesn’t know what
         it’s like to get fucked with every time you turn around. He says that he’s illegal and didn’t want any trouble. He says that
         if they’d arrested him when he went to get the kid, where would he be then? He has a job, a house, and a woman who depends
         on him.
      

      He pauses for a second, then adds, And I drink, okay? I am not strong inside.

      He goes back to staring at the table, at his gnarled hands curled into fists there. His bottom lip quivers ever so slightly.

      Robo shoots Boone a look like, “See what you did?” but Boone keeps his cop face on. It was a legitimate question. He realizes
         he’s only here for window dressing, but Robo should find out what he’s stepping in before he’s knee-deep in it.
      

      Robo tells Rosales that he’ll help him out, but he’ll need to hear anything the old man knows about Oscar’s whereabouts before
         he died.
      

      Rosales gives Robo a scrap of paper with an address on it for Oscar’s girlfriend, the mother of Oscar’s child. This is all
         he has, he says, but she might know something. Where he was working, people he associated with. Then he hands over an envelope
         stuffed with wrinkled tens and twenties, Robo’s fee.
      

      Robo tells him that he’ll start the investigation immediately and report back to him with anything he comes up with. God bless you, Rosales says. He shakes hands with Robo but ignores Boone, then walks slowly to the door, leaving an air of such deep sadness
         behind that Boone and Robo sit in gloomy silence long after he’s gone.
      

      Finally, Robo says, “Want breakfast? It’s on me.”

      “Nah, bro, I have to go,” Boone replies.

      “Come on. That Grand Slam is good. Bacon and sausage.”
      

      “One of my tenants has a broken window, and I promised to fix it.”

      Robo rubs the side of his shaved head and raises his eyebrows. “Okay, uh, check it out,” he says. “Here’s the real deal: my
         car’s in the shop.”
      

      Boone knew he’d heard something coming. “No, Robo.”

      “Take you twenty minutes to drive me down to talk to the kid’s baby momma. I’ll be in and out in ten, then twenty minutes
         to get back. What’s that? An hour?” Robo slides the money out of the envelope and counts out a few bills. “When’s the last
         time you made fifty dollars in an hour?”
      

      Boone bites his tongue. His base rate as a bodyguard was a thousand a day, but Robo doesn’t need to know that. He looks at
         his watch, looks at the money. Tips have been lousy at the Tick Tock lately, his phone bill is due, and the way Rosales reacted
         when Boone asked about his grandson’s body makes him feel like he owes the old man a little something.
      

      “It’s a hundred dollars,” he says. “You haven’t paid me yet for showing up here.”

      Robo peels a few more battered bills off the stack. “Eighty okay?”

      “And I’ll have that breakfast first.”
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      BOONE AND ROBO HIT THE LAST OF RUSH-HOUR TRAFFIC as they drive south on the Harbor to talk to Oscar Rosales’s girlfriend. It locks up coming out of downtown and stays tight
         all the way past USC. The city spreads out flat and gray on both sides of the freeway and seems to go on forever. An easy
         place to get lost, Boone thinks. Which is good if you’re running from something, but hell if you’re not.
      

      The Cutlass’s air-conditioning doesn’t work, so they ride with the windows down. Robo punches in a classic rock station on
         the radio and sings along. “I dreamed I was in a Hollywood movie.” Boone gives up trying to find the perfect lane, the one
         that’s moving steadily. He just stays in the middle all the way to the Florence exit.
      

      On Florence, they head west, cruising past grim, graffiti-covered liquor stores, muffler shops, and burger-and-burrito joints.
         Ten, fifteen years ago these neighborhoods were all black, but now the crumbling apartment buildings and sun-bleached stucco
         houses with bars on their doors and windows are filled mostly with Latinos.
      

      “Holy shit. Florence and Normandie,” Robo says as they roll through the intersection. “You remember the riots?”

      “That was ninety-two, right?” Boone replies. “I was a senior in high school. We watched it on TV.” And his mom said, “Look
         at those stupid niggers burning up their own shit.” He leaves that part out.
      

      “It was wild, ese,” Robo says. “The first day, when the verdict came down, I got home from this car wash I was working at and watched the brothers
         beat the shit out of that dude, that truck driver, on TV. I was like, ‘What the fuck?’ All kinds of craziness was jumping
         off, and the cops were too scared to go in and do anything about it.
      

      “Then the next day they shut the car wash down and told us to go home because there was some kind of curfew. The shit was
         spreading out of South Central into the rest of the city. We could smell the smoke and see the fires from the roof of our
         apartment building.
      

      “A bunch of vatos were hanging out on Whittier Boulevard, and me and my homie, Sneaky, walked over to see what was up. Guys were blasting their
         stereos, and girls were dancing. It was like a party. There were no cops anywhere, and everyone was screaming ‘Fuck the police’
         and ‘Viva la raza’ and all kinds of stupidness.
      

      “Then someone chucked a bottle at a fire truck, and someone broke a window on a shoe store, and all of a sudden everybody
         lost it and was snatching shit and wrecking shit and trying to turn over cars.
      

      “I followed some people into a market, and we started grabbing candy and cigarettes. I don’t know what we were thinking. We
         weren’t thinking. The owner, this Korean pendejo everybody in the neighborhood hated, yelled for

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
   




Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Welcome

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	Prologue

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More Richard Lange

	Reading Group Guide

	Richard Lange’s List of Ten Great Crime Films

	Richard Lange’s List of Ten Great Crime Books

	Questions and Topics for Discussion

	About the Author

	Also by Richard Lange

	Acclaim for Richard Lange’s This Wicked World

	Copyright




Navigation


	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents






Copyright

The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

Copyright © 2009 by Richard Lange

Reading group guide copyright © 2010 by Richard Lange and Little, Brown and Company

Cover design by Allison J. Warner

Cover photograph by Paul Edmondson/Getty Images

Cover copyright © 2010 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

littlebrown.com

twitter.com/littlebrown

facebook.com/littlebrownandcompany

First ebook edition: June 2009

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

Excerpt from “It’s Expected I’m Gone” written by Mike Watt, © 1984 New Alliance Music. All rights reserved. Used by permission.

ISBN 978-0-316-05328-0

E3-20171110-JV-PC




OEBPS/images/9780316053280.jpg
“A terrific st novel. .. Even the most ruthless vilains are drawWith ao unexpected
sensjliit 4. Lange has a true feel for his Southern Callfomiz-tufk:

— New York Times Book Review

avivor or DEAD BOYS

RICHARD LANGE






