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The fare got in at Cahuenga and Fountain at twelve forty-seven in the morning and said the address was on Beachwood, which was two minutes away, and then said nothing else.

Danny drove.

The man was fifty-something, stocky, in a good coat that had seen weather. He was looking out the window at the closed storefronts the way people looked when they were thinking about something that wasn’t on Cahuenga Boulevard.

Three months in, Danny had developed the patience for this. You didn’t fill silence. Silence was information.

The man said, without turning from the window, ‘You know a car wash on this street?’

‘Suarez Auto,’ Danny said. ‘Couple blocks north.’

‘You use it?’

‘I work nights. It’s not open when I’m heading home.’

The man made a sound that wasn’t quite agreement. He kept looking out the window. When they got to Beachwood he said stop here, not at the building, at the corner. He handed Danny a twenty on a six-dollar fare and was out before Danny could make change.

Danny watched him in the mirror, walking toward an apartment building on the west side of the street. Stopped at the door. Didn’t go in. Just stood there looking back toward Cahuenga Boulevard.

Danny wrote it down at the next red light.

Fare 11. Male, 50s, good coat. C&F to Beachwood and Franklin. No luggage. Asked about Suarez Auto. Got out at corner, did not enter building. 12:49 a.m.

He put the notebook down and drove.



Six months earlier, he’d been in the Sizzler banquet room on Ventura Boulevard telling a joke to eleven people who were there for a birthday party and hadn’t been informed there would be a comedy show.

The joke wasn’t the problem. He’d told it six hundred and forty-two times. He kept a ledger. Hits. Misses. The specific texture of each silence.

The silence in the Sizzler banquet room had the texture of people who didn’t know there was going to be a comedy show.

He finished the set anyway. That was the deal he’d made with himself at twenty-two, in a Denny’s bathroom in Bakersfield before his first open mic: you finish. You don’t walk off. You don’t cry until you’re in your car. You walk off with your back straight.

He walked off. His back was straight.

In the parking lot he sat for twenty-three minutes and did the math. Eight years of open mics. Three years of paid bookings. One Tonight Show submission that got to a second read, meaning a human being watched his tape, thought something, said no. Four hundred twelve dollars in checking. Rent in eleven days. Thirty years old.

He applied for the cab license in the morning.



The fleet operation was on Cahuenga — Bogdan Wisniewski, twenty-two years in Hollywood by way of Kraków, six cabs, three reliable, two intermittently, one a philosophical exercise in optimism. Bogdan interviewed Danny at a folding table in the corner of the converted garage with a space heater running and the cold finding the gaps anyway.

He asked three questions. Did Danny have the license. Did he have a clean record. Was he going to cause problems.

Danny answered yes, yes, and no.

Bogdan handed over the keys to cab forty-four — 1974 Checker Marathon, yellow, cracked passenger visor, an air freshener that had stopped smelling like pine and now smelled like memory of pine. The radio works. The heat works. The meter works. The rest, you manage.

The first shift was Thursday, four to four. Twenty-one fares. Sixty-three dollars after fuel. An In-N-Out at midnight and two swallows of cold 7-Eleven coffee.

He’d never been happier. This surprised him.

The cab was a room with a purpose. Danny was good at rooms. He knew how to occupy them without claiming them, when to speak and when to leave silence alone. Stand-up had taught him all of it. But stand-up required the room to want what you were offering. The cab required nothing. The room came to you.



The notebook started by accident. Third fare of the first shift, a woman who unloaded twelve minutes of a failing marriage with a precision he hadn’t thought possible in that amount of time. He wanted to keep it. So he wrote it down.

By the end of the first week it had structure. Section A: observations. Section B: addresses. Section C, which began on day eight under a question mark, labeled patterns.

He found the first one in week two.

The laundromat on Hollywood Boulevard, open twenty-four hours. Ninth shift: a young man half a block away at one forty-five in the morning, clean sneakers, duffel bag held between his feet with both hands. The man gave an address three miles out. Didn’t speak. Didn’t look back.

Eleventh shift: a woman from the same block at two-twenty, expensive perfume, Motel 6 on Franklin, quiet the whole ride in a way that was calibrated to sound normal.

Fourteenth shift: an older man, thirty yards south, who hummed ‘My Way’ for eleven minutes straight and tipped four dollars on a nine-dollar fare.

Three entries. A small bracket in the notebook. Manchester/laundry. Not laundry.

He didn’t know what it was. He wrote it down. That was the practice: hold the pattern without forcing it into a shape before it was ready. The mistake young comics made was rushing the punchline. The setup hadn’t earned it yet.



Suarez Auto occupied a corner lot on Cahuenga between a tax preparation office and a vacant storefront that had been a nail salon and before that a check-cashing place and before that, based on the ghost lettering above the door, a pharmacy. The car wash was clean, well-lit, the equipment newer than the neighborhood required.

Danny knew about the man named Victor Suarez because his tenth fare on his fourth shift had mentioned him — a real estate paralegal leaving the Tangier restaurant, talking to nobody in particular: Suarez is going to buy that building if Hendricks doesn’t move faster. Danny had written it down without knowing why. Ninety minutes later, a man who’d called dispatch from a payphone near the intersection mentioned, complaining about his schedule, that Suarez’s people want the delivery by Thursday.

Two mentions. Ninety minutes. No visible connection. He put the name in Section C.

Month three: the storage facility on the same block. Chain-link, orange roll-up doors, flood-lit at all hours. Then on a Tuesday at two in the morning he noticed the dark blue F-250 and the white cargo van and, idling with its lights off at the far end of the lot, a Los Angeles County Sheriff’s patrol vehicle. It sat for twenty-two minutes and left.

He photographed all three plates from a moving car.

He wrote three words in Section C, at the bottom of the Suarez entry, and looked at them a while before he closed the notebook.

This is not right.



The man in the good coat was back on a Thursday, six days later. Same corner, twelve fifty-one in the morning. Different address — he said Los Feliz — and the same quality of silence, the same looking-out-the-window at nothing on the street.

Danny drove.

After four minutes: ‘You see a lot, doing this.’

‘Some nights,’ Danny said.

‘You remember what you see?’

‘I’ve got a decent memory.’

Then: ‘Car wash on Cahuenga.’

‘Suarez,’ Danny said.

The man looked up at him in the mirror. First time he’d made eye contact. His eyes were the color of river water in winter. He held it for two or three seconds, assessing, then went back to the window.

‘Drop me on Hillhurst,’ he said. ‘Before the light.’

Danny dropped him on Hillhurst before the light. The man put thirty dollars on the seat without looking at him and was out the door.

In the notebook: Fare 11, second contact. Same man, good coat, river-water eyes. Asked about Suarez Auto again. Eye contact on confirmation. Corner drop, not address. Paid cash. No name.

Then: He’s either a cop or he’s worried about the same thing I’m worried about.

The names that meant something always came back.



His name was Leonard Stout. Retired LAPD, detective division, thirty years. Danny found this out four nights later when the man — fare eleven, third contact — finally introduced himself, in the front seat this time. They were on the 101 heading toward Burbank at four-fifteen in the morning.

‘Leonard Stout,’ he said, and held out his hand.

‘Danny Kowalski.’

They shook. Stout was looking at the highway. ‘You do comedy.’

‘You’ve seen my work?’

‘My wife has. She says you described the night shift correctly. She was an ER nurse for sixteen years.’

‘Tell her I appreciate that.’

Stout had a folded newspaper on his knee he hadn’t opened. ‘The things you notice driving. Are you exaggerating for the stage?’

‘If anything I’m understating. The real things are too specific to use.’

‘What do you do with them?’

‘Write them down,’ Danny said. ‘Wait for them to make sense.’

Stout was quiet for a mile. Then: ‘What I’m going to tell you is not something I’d tell most people.’

Danny drove.

‘The storage facility on Cahuenga. I’ve been watching it for six weeks. Not officially — officially I’m retired. I kept running into the same problem.’

‘The patrol vehicle,’ Danny said.

Stout turned and looked at him. ‘You’ve seen it.’

‘Twice. Lights off. Late.’

‘I’ve seen it five times. Always the same vehicle. Always one of three shifts — one officer, not a rotation.’ He folded and unfolded the edge of the newspaper. ‘There is a woman in that facility. Maybe two. They’re not there because they want to be.’

The highway passed under them. Danny kept his eyes on the road.

‘I can’t walk this through official channels because one of the channels is compromised,’ Stout said. ‘And I’m retired. I don’t have the position I had. But you’re in this city, at these hours, in a vehicle that no one looks at twice. You hear things.’

‘I write things down,’ Danny said.

‘I know. That’s why I’m in your cab.’

Danny drove the rest of the way to Burbank thinking about the orange doors and the three words at the bottom of the Section C entry and the specific feeling of a punchline arriving before you were ready for it.

At the Burbank drop he put the cab in park. Stout was already opening the door.

‘Mr. Stout.’

Stout paused.

‘The officer. You have a name?’

‘Not yet.’ He got out, then turned back. ‘But you drive past that facility twice a night.’

‘Three times,’ Danny said.

Stout looked at him for a moment. Then he closed the door.

Danny watched him walk to the building entrance in the early-morning dark and thought: I need a bigger notebook.

He drove back to Hollywood with the windows down, and when he hit Cahuenga he slowed and drove past Suarez Storage Solutions and looked at the orange doors and kept going.

In the notebook, later: Fare 11. Leonard Stout. Ret. LAPD, detective, 30 yrs. He’s been watching. Knows about the vehicle. Says there’s a woman inside. Maybe two.

He wrote: This is not research anymore.
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Chapter 2
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Victor Suarez had a rule about mornings.

No business before nine. He’d made this rule twelve years ago when he was running everything out of a cousin’s garage in Boyle Heights and had not yet learned the difference between being available and being at the mercy of whoever needed something from you at six a.m. The man who answered at six a.m. was a man who could be rattled. Victor had not been rattled since 1979 and did not intend to start.

So at seven forty-five on a Tuesday he was at the kitchen table with his mother, drinking the coffee she made the way he liked it — too strong, which was the right strength — reading the sports section, and when his phone rang he let it ring.

His mother looked at him over her own cup.

‘It’s Reyes,’ he said, without looking at the phone.

‘How do you know?’

‘Reyes is the only person who calls before nine.’

‘Because he’s stupid?’ his mother said.

‘Because he’s nervous. Nervous people call early. They think the problem gets smaller if they report it faster.’

His mother made a sound that meant she had heard this kind of reasoning before and had opinions about it. She was seventy-one and kept her opinions in the sound rather than the word, which Victor had always thought was a more efficient system than the one most people used.

He finished the sports section. The Dodgers were doing what the
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