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          Hollywood, California

        

      

    

    
      It was so much easier than the old days. Back then, it was closer to a fifty-fifty deal. Half of the investment came from the sheer force of Herm’s personality, the other half in pure sweat equity. Herm was fast closing on sixty years old, practically ancient in the flesh game. And with no retirement plan but for the slivers of cash he could stow in his City National Bank safe deposit box, the former pimp was all about less talk and a high-efficiency system for identifying the most commercial girl.

      “Just look into the camera and speak your name,” said Herm flatly, but in his naturally resonant voice. It was meant to sound as if he’d performed video auditions tens of thousands of times instead of only a few hundred.

      “Sandy Smithers,” said the candidate through an artificially bright smile.

      “That your real name?”

      That’s when the actress wannabe revealed a sheepish gleam. Innocent. Marketable.

      “Stage name,” she said. “Do you need my birth name?”

      “No,” said Herm, interjecting a little of the old charm along with a shiny grill of fine dental work as a pearly contrast to his near-perfect complexion of eggshell-brown skin. “As long as it’s the same name on your headshot.”

      “Oh, good,” said the girl, twisting from side to side on the pivoting stool. A sure sign of her nerves.

      A pair of umbrella lights on aluminum stands cast a couple hundred watts of soft light onto the subject. The rest of the candlepower bounced off the Sheetrock walls to be absorbed by some low-pile industrial-grade carpet. The videographer’s kit looked professional enough and cost Herm less than thirty bucks on Craigslist. Add to that the rental of the fifteen-by-fifteen audition space and advertisements in Backstage, and Herm’s total monthly investment clocked in at just north of three bills.

      “Is this good like this?” asked Sandy, crossing her legs in order to show off her toned stems.

      “That’s totally fine,” said Herm, flicking his eyes up to check the image on the tiny monitor screen instead of actually looking at the subject.

      In his bad old days, Herm would have rejected Sandy the moment she’d uttered her stage name. Sandy Smithers. Sure, it had a nice double-S sibilance and rolled smoothly and memorably over both the tongue and eyeballs. Just way back then the right girl would’ve been two to four years younger with an invented stage moniker chock-full of starry ambition.

      Like Ashley Apples.

      Herm suddenly found himself repeating the name—if only just in his head—freely allowing it to ricochet between his temples as he adjusted the video camera lens, pushing the frame until it was hugging Sandy’s curves as tight as her peekaboo blouse.

      “Now, I’d like you to please twist yourself about a quarter turn counterclockwise,” said Herm.

      “That’d be this way, right? Little bit to my left?”

      “That’s good right there.”

      “Keep smiling?”

      “Probably don’t have to tell you that,” said Herm.

      Little Ashley Apples.

      Herm had met the fourteen-year-old in a Sunset Boulevard coffee shop. He could tell from the instant he saw her that she was ripe. As brand spanking new as a shiny penny fresh off the assembly line at the US Mint. She was just off the Greyhound bus and sharing a four-top booth with her hot pink rolling suitcase. And where was she originally from? Was it Washington State or Idaho? Near Spokane came to mind. Man, she was something to remember. A once-every-ten-years find. Herm remembered all the ones who ticked off his top boxes. They were the unicorns. The perfect perfects. Produced by none other than the hand of God for man’s earthly consumption. And, if the stars and planets aligned, for Herm’s personal profit.

      “Do you have something for me to read or do you want me to do a monologue?” asked Sandy, beginning to wonder how long Herm was going to let his video camera linger on her.

      “Car commercial,” said Herm. “Clients are going for a certain look.”

      “Any particular kind?” asked the wannabe. “I can do other looks.”

      “I’ll bet you can,” said Herm, reverse-zooming the video lens back to the widest angle. “But, hey. Why mess with perfection?”

      The actress giggled a little too easily. More tease than surprise. A sure sign she was accustomed to attention.

      “Any piercings or tattoos?” he asked.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Might be some bikini work. Both the agency and automaker are European. I expect the ad will air somewhere overseas.”

      “Can’t they just airbrush out a tattoo?”

      “Airbrushing’s for still pictures. Digital film is way more expensive,” said Herm, easily spilling a little showbiz factoid in the name of veracity. His. Proving that a little truth could go a long way.

      “Oh.”

      “Gotta ask. On the agency casting form.”

      Herm picked up a clipboard and flipped over the first page to show her. Never mind that it was little more than a copy of an actual casting form he’d printed off the Net. He’d been using the same dog-eared sheet for two years already.

      “I have two tiny bits of body art,” said Sandy. She twisted at the waist and used a hot pink fingernail to pinpoint the first. “One on my shoulder here. And another cute one in kinda, you know . . . private place.”

      “So, pink’s your color?” weathered Herm, shifting gears and, more importantly, not taking her bait. His game required a professional demeanor. Non-threatening. Entirely devoid of malevolence. That was his job in the food chain.

      “I do like pink,” answered the girl, revealing a trace of Dixie in her voice. “What about you? You like girls who like pink?”

      I just can’t get enough of pink.

      At least, that’s what little Ashley Apples had said to him back in the day.

      I like me lotsa pink and just a little bit of gray.

      With that, Ashley would gently rub her knuckles up against Herm’s spiky salt-and-pepper sideburns, grown just long enough to appear retro, à la some kind of seventies rock star. He’d been about forty years old back then. Ripped like a gym monkey and full of Southern California vitality. Yet the gray around his temples gave him a distinguished streak. When some men of a certain age were spending hundreds of dollars in salon chairs, dyeing their years into blonde or brown submission, Herm found wearing his forties like a badge made the teen girls he hunted feel that much safer in his care. Funny, he used to think. These young women whom he’d chosen to pluck from the runaway tree had all arrived in L.A. with a trunk full of parent issues. Abused. Already halfway down the trail to a future heroin, meth, or crack addiction. Yet it was a daddy sort of lover they still so desired. And hell if Herm wasn’t going to be there to provide for them.

      I like pink all right. But Herman Bland needs him some green. You wanna help him with that?

      And rare was the girl who said no to Herm. At least, not the girls from the bad ol’ days.

      Why the crap do things gotta be so different today?

      “Okay. I think we’re good to go,” said the finely aged man behind the camera.

      “That’s it?” asked Sandy, hoping to have been given more opportunity to shine for the lens.

      “All I need,” said Herm, giving a final once-over to her model consent form. “Now, is this your home phone number or a cell?”

      “Cell.”

      Check one.

      “And do you live in town?”

      “You mean, here in LA?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Hollywood. Well, I think it’s Hollywood. Or is it just East Hollywood?”

      “Roommates?”

      “Two. I’m sorry. But what does that—”

      “Not the best part of town. My guess is you’re new to La La Land.”

      “La La Land?”

      “L.A. Hollywood. Tinseltown,” explained Herm, his voice reaching down for the tonal mellifluence that lent him such gravitas. His height, smooth yet ethnically confusing pallor, and easy grace reminded many of famed character actor Morgan Freeman. A comparison he used to his advantage.

      “You guessed that I was new to California?” she asked.

      Check two.

      “Good you don’t live alone,” added Herm.

      “That’s what my dad always says.”

      “Might need to travel for the job. That a problem?”

      “I love to travel. Where?”

      Check three.

      “Undetermined. These things change a lot. One day they’re shooting the spot in Cancún. The next at an airplane hangar in Lancaster.”

      “Where’s Lancaster?”

      “Don’t worry. No place you wanna go unless they’re paying you.”

      “Good. ’Cause I really need the money right now.”

      “Don’t we all need the money?” smiled Herm as a way of wrapping up the audition. “Thanks for coming by. If there’s a callback, I’ve got your number.”

      “Don’t call us. We’ll call you,” joked Sandy. “But I couldn’t call you anyway cuzza I don’t have your number.”

      Herm released a polite but still fraudulent chuckle, slipped his six-foot-four frame past the umbrella lamps, and opened the door. Sandy said a faint goodbye, eventually disappearing down a long barren corridor with identical thresholds. It resembled a veterinary clinic more than a commercial casting operation renting audition space by the hour. Once the wannabe had vanished down the stairs, Herm swept his eyes over to the petite young woman in a pair of size-zero Daisy Dukes and bright red lipstick. She was seated in one of two folding chairs that flanked an Arrowhead water cooler.

      She was no unicorn. For that matter, neither was Sandy Smithers. But either—given the right circumstance—would still be worth some coin.

      “Are you Bristol?” asked Herm.

      “I am,” said the girl, springing to her feet.

      “Well, come on in and let’s get you on video.”
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      Lucky Dey loathed stakeouts.

      Aside from his longstanding opinion that it was a waste of his time, he had spent enough hours with his ass wearing holes in car upholstery that he’d come to the conclusion that it was also an utter flush-hole of taxpayers’ resources. He imagined the cumulative hours of his life lost on what he’d come to call watch and rots. He’d imagined the same for other L.A. County sheriff’s detectives, then applied salaries, union-negotiated overtime payments, plus the required contributions to each and every health and pension plan. It was a boondoggle, in his undervalued opinion. When cops could have been spending their on-duty time trying to solve actual crime cases, chasing gangbangers with guns, or even the general minding of the public safety, they were often assigned the life-sucking task of watching some empty doorway and cataloguing every innocuous matter of a suspect’s comings and goings. Sure, it might possibly, maybe, or eventually lead to a real live hook. But Lucky rued the man hours that would be saved if assistant DAs and the judges who signed warrants would reach into their pants, rediscover their testicles, and allow smart cops to bust down those empty doors and sort out the bad guys from good guys.

      What made this Monday stakeout different was that instead of grinding over the waste of his precious time, Lucky was left to ponder the ungodly emptiness that had haunted him from the moment he had woken from his dreamless sleep. Distraction was his only relief from the nearly constant detachment he felt from the human race.

      It was December in L.A. and unseasonably cold. Lucky’s habit on stakeouts was to leave his car windows rolled down in order to utilize his ears as part of the surveillance. Hearing was key. Be it the throaty fingerprint of a car engine or identifying the direction of gunfire. But the bitter air outside made all those metal pins screwed into his bones just ache, convincing the Los Angeles native to keep the tinted windows at full mast and utilize the late-morning sun to warm the borrowed, mid-nineties model Crown Victoria. It surely wasn’t the stealthiest of vehicles. The old Ford reeked of cop car, complete with the hand-operated spotlight mounted just above the driver’s side-view mirror. The car was beat to hell, a patchwork of Bondo body repair and primer gray, blending well into the Van Nuys neighborhood that mixed small industry and lower-middle-class single-family homes.

      The Crown Vic was parked with its back end up against a Circle K. Lucky, sucking on a forty-four-ounce cocktail of Diet Coke and Mountain Dew, checked the Breitling watch that had belonged to his deceased younger brother, Tony. It ticked in tight Swiss circles, the only survivor of the upturned car fire that had consumed its previous owner.

      It was 9:49 a.m.

      The Ukrainian bastard Lucky was waiting on should have shown by now. The cop yawned. His eyes autonomically slammed shut as if to demand a power nap just before he forced his lids back open after a bone-shaking sneeze. The ensuing spew left fine speckles on his rearview mirror. With no tissues to clean the misty mess, he tried utilizing the cuff of his jacket, only to leave a horizontal smear across his own blue-eyed reflection. Still, his view was clean enough to chart the deep creases on a face that was less than classic good looks and more akin to a buzzed-cut cage fighter who’d taken one too many cracks to the nose. Considering all the punishment, Lucky was sometimes shocked he could still breathe through his oft rerouted nasal passages.

      Personal distractions aside, now was not the time for messing up. He had to get this done and move on to the next item on his never-ending list of duties.

      Finally, he spotted the man.

      He was hard to miss in the bright yellow Bug. The little damned intel Lucky had was the man’s name. Benjamin Anton Kuzmanov. And that nearly everybody, including his employees, five children by three different mothers, and two ex-wives, called him Kuz. The report also expressed that Kuz could best be found driving a newly leased VW Beetle between the hours of 8:00 a.m. and noon on most weekdays. That’s when he would leave his fabricating plant for a late-morning meal at Beeps Diner, a local fast-food landmark. Guaranteed, Lucky’s female source had claimed. The man apparently couldn’t go a weekday without his Beeps’ Big Pastrami Breakfast.

      The restaurant, famously trimmed in hot pink and turquoise, sat on the northeast corner of a busy boulevard, across which Lucky dodged a variety of cars, their horns sounding like noisy geese chased by a bird dog wanting to play. Lucky ignored the shouts from the annoyed driver of a Wonder Bread truck. The words weren’t in a language he could recognize, but they fit well with the middle-fingered gesture the driver used to punctuate his angry, anti-pedestrian tirade.

      As the sticky soles of Lucky’s boots landed on the opposite curb, he re-directed himself to cut off his target before the man could reach the restaurant’s entrance. Lucky was reaching around to retrieve something tucked into the small of his back when he spoke the man’s name simply and clearly.

      “Benjamin Kuzmanov?” announced Lucky, only to discover his voice swallowed by a cargo jet taking flight at the nearly next-door Van Nuys Airport. So, Lucky waited for a count of three, then elevated his volume with a simple, sharply enunciated, “Kuz!”

      The runty man in question glanced over the top of his sunglasses, gathered in the visage of the buzz-cut cop in boots and Ray-Ban aviators, and reversed his direction with a burst of purse-thief speed.

      “STOP!” shouted Lucky.

      Son of a bitch.

      Before the cop even realized it, he was in a race, chasing the runty rabbit between parked cars and into four lanes of morning traffic. Lucky recalled hearing squealing tires coupled with relief that the sound of high-pitched friction on asphalt wasn’t followed by the telltale whump of metal crunching metal.

      Twenty yards ahead, all Lucky could see were those short damned legs cranking at what felt like double his own pace, a jean jacket flapping, and dark hair trailing as the man called Kuz cut behind the filling station and right-turned himself into the side yard of a transmission repair shop.

      Why the hell am I chasing this fucker? thought Lucky.

      Once in the yard, Lucky glimpsed the man vaulting over a wooden fence. Disappearing in a flash of curled black hair and denim. Lucky suddenly imagined himself in pursuit of some kind of former Soviet gymnast.

      It was as Lucky hoisted himself over the fence that he felt the first significant spike of Monday’s pain. A wincing jolt that radiated all the way through his limbs to his fingertips. Yet he continued the pursuit. Keeping his feet underneath him. Driving with his legs and arms down an overgrown back alley that reeked of week-old fry oil before he plowed into an eight-foot-high vertical stretch of chain-link. Lucky climbed as if on autopilot. Got purchase with his feet, but got hung up when trying to sling his body over the top. A rogue wire had punctured through his Wranglers at mid-calf.

      “Shit-fuck!” Lucky barked before landing on what felt and smelled like fresh-pressed asphalt.

      He spun, scanning for the rat-faced runt he was already blaming for ruining a new pair of dungarees. The radiating pain, though, that was all on Lucky with an extra special mention to the team of docs that had pieced him back together with steel sutures and what must have been yards of orthopedic-grade titanium. The rest of the blame was reserved for an evil former Marine named Greg Beem, who, by some miracle, had survived a car wreck, a bullet to the back, and a rushing river that should have drowned him.

      The Ukrainian was dashing across the fresh pavement without an ounce of slowing down. Just beyond was a pair of enormous airplane hangars. Big white elephants set atop an ocean of black asphalt. The short bastard had put some stretch in the distance between himself and Lucky. The running little prick was smaller, faster, and unfortunately blessed with a far more efficient pulmonary output.

      That and you’re goddamned outta shape, Luck.

      A lime green SUV swept wide around the southernmost hangar, cutting off Kuz’s angle and forcing him to downshift his stubby legs and make a ninety-degree turn. As he pivoted, his suede deck shoes lost traction, nearly sending him to the tarmac. Then, in no time, his arms were pumping again and his speed was back.

      But he didn’t see Lucky’s fence post of a forearm.

      The clothesline move employed by the air-sucking cop instantly turned Ben Kuzmanov from a free-runner into a doorstop. As his back landed on the asphalt, all air left him in a single exhale. Those superior lungs emptied, leaving the small man wheezing for oxygen.

      “You’re okay, ya dumb runt,” insisted Lucky. “Just got the wind knocked outta ya.”

      Kuz could only offer the slightest up-and-down nod of his chin, acknowledging Lucky while trying like hell to force his diaphragm to re-expand.

      “Now, yes or no?” asked Lucky, astride his captive. “Are you Ben Kuzmanov?”

      The tires of that green SUV chirped, driver and passenger doors jackknifing open.

      “Yes or no?” demanded Lucky, his right fist unconsciously balled, knuckles pale and prepped to pummel.

      “Yeah . . .” coughed the runner, palms open and pleading surrender.

      This is when Lucky, in the most accustomed of rituals, reached around to the small of his back to where so many cops stowed guns or handcuffs or both. Instead, he withdrew a short stack of papers, folded in thirds and sealed, then dropped it on the runner’s chest.

      “You’ve been served, shit-wad,” spat Lucky.

      “Whoa . . . wait . . .” hacked Kuz, still seeking inflation to his lungs. Despite the lack of air behind them, his words were clear yet thickly coated with a Russian accent. “I’m getting sued? You’re a fucking process server?”

      “Got sweat in your ears?”

      “Thought you were a cop!”

      “I am a goddamn cop!” barked Lucky. “Just not today.”

      “So, you’re a cop?” interjected the heftier of the two Lockheed Martin security officers who’d taken up trained positions at ten and two o’clock. Their uniform shirts were the same shade of green as their SUV with brass badges so shiny the sun was glinting off them. Both men were armed, hands placed on the butts of their unskinned weapons.

      “L.A. County,” said Lucky, finally catching his own breath. “Dude hopped your fence. I’m just the pursuer.”

      “He’s a fucking process server!” said Kuz, finding his feet and dusting off his khakis with the process papers.

      “So, which is it?” asked the security officer. “Cop or process server?”

      “Both,” said Lucky, fending off their looks with a shrug. “So what? Never heard of moonlighting?”

      “That means you’re both trespassing on private property,” said the security officer. “Gonna have to ask you to please get in the vehicle.”

      “How’s this?” offered Lucky, snagging his prize by the back of the collar and jerking him as if setting a hook. “I turn around and drag runt-turd’s ass back over the fence and we forget this ever happened?”

      “If you’re really with the sheriff’s,” said the security officer, “then you should understand protocols.”

      “We really gonna do it this way?” asked Lucky.

      “Lockheed’s a government contractor,” said the security officer. “Homeland Security writes our rule book. Now, please? Get in the truck.”

      Though Lucky shook his head in disbelief, he quickly relented for no reason other than he’d ridden down such a road way too many times before. Whether it was the Feebs or just some bullshit jurisdictional beef between county deputies and the jack-booted LAPD, it was sometimes more efficient—let alone easier on the personnel dossier—to acquiesce and let the bureaucrats have their petty procedures.

      As Lucky started toward the back of the SUV, the runty runner’s tony deck shoes seemed to be stuck in the asphalt. So, Lucky popped him in the back of the head with an open hand.

      “The both of us means me and you,” reminded Lucky.

      “I have a business to get back to,” demanded Kuz in a practiced protest that Lucky wrote off as that of a habitual shirker of responsibility. “Asshole. You should’ve left me to my breakfast.”

      “Next time, don’t run, Mr. Kuz.”

      “Not Kuz. Coooooz. You hear the ‘ooooo’ sound? Kuz. That’s how you say my name.”

      “Get in the truck, Kuuuuuuz, before I hang you up and use you for a piñata.”
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          Universal City

        

      

    

    
      Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump . . .

      Cherry’s eyes were closed as she swiveled her hips to the incessant beat. Not that anybody could see that her eyes were actually shut. For that last set of the night, she’d kept her retinas hidden behind a pair of cheap costume sunglasses. White rims. Coffee-grind lenses. The shades were identical to the hundred other pairs that had been handed out to the party guests. Boys and girls. Dressed to their thirteen-year-old nines. About half the young women were wobbling on heels too steep for their young legs to handle.

      Cherry danced in her usual spot, at nine o’clock to Marco, the DJ, atop a gray Plexiglas cube with a synchronized strobe underneath. The pulsing light caught the thousands of tiny jewels fixed to her Lycra short-shorts. Each booty shake colored the room in a constellation of ever-shifting rainbows. It was a cheesy effect. But, for the most part, the kids loved it.

      Fifteen more minutes, get paid, then a fast elevator to the valet, my shitty car, and a late shift at the Rabbit Pole.

      The bar mitzvah had all the bells and whistles of a top-shelf event. The parents of the lucky boy had rented out the event room that sat atop the Sheraton Hotel at Universal Studios in North Hollywood. The space sported two-story, floor-to-ceiling windows with a 270-degree view of the San Fernando Valley. Below, a sparkling carpet of lights spread north and west for miles upon suburban miles. And to the south, a carving streak of car lights cut through the low-lying hills—thousands upon thousands of beams in a constant river that flowed in and out of the Basin and beyond.

      “All my friends think you’re the hottest dancer,” shouted the boy over the ear-bleeding din.

      Cherry lifted her eyelids but didn’t stop grinding out the song from atop her post. Below her was a thirteen-year-old boy with a mop of black curly hair wearing a nifty, gray tailored suit. Still growing, she sized up. And most likely from serious money. The boy, though nearly six feet in height, was still in full sprout. And only a mom and dad with a bank full of fuck-you cash would hook up their growing child with an Italian custom tailor.

      “What’s that?” shouted Cherry, wanting the boy to repeat himself. She remembered him, picking him out as maybe the tallest young man at the party and the obvious best friend to the evening’s boy of honor. She had even wondered which of the coterie of fawning teen girls attending might be the likeliest to service the young stud—if that hadn’t already happened in some darker hotel corner. After all, she had party-danced at so many of these “manhood” celebrations that she’d picked up on the stories. Willing thirteen-year-old Jewish girls—still giggly and seemingly innocent enough—queued up to orally pleasure the bar mitzvah boy and his equally decked-out entourage.

      Cherry, who was originally from Sacramento, had written off the sordid accounts as myth, until one Saturday event only a month before, she’d stumbled into just such a situation. Three girls on their knees fellating three equally young boys in the ladies’ room’s handicap stall.

      “You’re definitely the hottest dancer,” shouted the boy even louder.

      “Why, thank you,” mouthed Cherry, not caring to compete with the decibels.

      “I mean, you can really move,” continued the tall boy, venturing close enough that he wouldn’t have to scream. “Sure. Like, she may be way prettier than you. But she can’t dance near as hot.”

      Cherry was certain there was a compliment in there somewhere. But the she to whom the boy was referring was Cherry’s dancing doppelgänger on the opposite side of the stage. Her name was Valerie or Valentina or some damned V name. Whatever the stage name she’d chosen to sell, it for sure wasn’t her birth certificate name. That much Cherry could guess. This from a woman whom everyone assumed had her own fake moniker. As if she’d pulled the name out of the air the moment after finishing up her very first strip club tryout. The owner of the club had asked her name. And because she’d already been saying it her entire life, it was easy to remember.

      I’m Cherry. Like Cherry pie, you know?

      Just like the title of the classic hair metal hit she’d just auditioned to. “Cherry Pie” by Warrant.

      So, that’s your name? Cherry Pie?

      Yessir. That’s my name. Don’t wear it out.

      As for Valerie or Valentina or whatever the new girl’s name was. Sure, she may have been prettier, and much, much younger than Cherry. Not yet eighteen, by Cherry’s streetwise estimate. But the girl couldn’t move nearly as well as her more seasoned counterpart. She was still stuck in ballet class, thought Cherry. Waiting for some mean prima dance instructor to stalk her from behind, grab hold of her bun-head, and yank upward to get the girlie to put some steel in her spine.

      The party ended with a final blitzkrieg of disco-pop. Marco, on the turntable, pushed the volume up to an ear-rupturing torment, making Cherry glad she remembered to install her earplugs. For the last set, her job was to venture forth and drag whoever hadn’t yet sweat through their Saturday finery out of their seats and onto the dance floor. The new girl hadn’t yet mastered the art of luring the unwilling to shake their booties. Out of the corner of her eye, Cherry could see her gesturing and cajoling various middle-aged bar mitzvah invitees to join the dancing throng. That wasn’t at all what Cherry had instructed her. The trick was simply to smile flirtatiously, reach out and grab the unsuspecting man or woman, and begin pulling them toward the parquet.

      Ask somebody and they’ll usually say no. Grab hold and pull and they’ll feel obligated to trot back to the dance floor with ya.

      Then came the stroke of 11:00 p.m., when, by hotel contract, the boy’s bar mitzvah was required to unplug. DJ Marco, who could spot a hotel security phalanx from two hundred paces, turned off the mix and began to strike his audio equipment.

      For her part, Cherry wisely stayed amongst the milling adults for a few extra moments, congratulating them, shaking hands, accepting both compliments on her energetic dancing and making herself available for whatever cash tips might come her way. She’d begin with her own twenty-dollar bill folded into her fist as a way of chumming the water. There’d surely be a few more Andrew Jacksons to follow from men who didn’t want to be embarrassed in front of their wives or impressionable children. That and there’d always be one or two who would inquire as to her background or even quasi-tease her with their hotel room numbers. And if a man appeared at all cool, she might tell him where he could see her later.

      I dance at the Rabbit Pole. Midnight to two. Come see me and I’ll dance some more for you.

      “Did you really just tell that man you work as a stripper?” asked the new girl.

      “I did and I do,” said Cherry, toweling the sweat off her face with the nearest unused cloth napkin. In the quiet air following the hours of nonstop dance music, Cherry’s voice gave off a throaty tone. Smoky and warm.

      “Is that cool?”

      “Is what cool?” asked Cherry. “That I dance at a strip club or tell some middle-aged dude where I dance?”

      “I guess . . . both.”

      “What’s your name again?” asked Cherry, toweled off and beginning her beeline to the elevators.

      “Valeriana,” repeated the new girl, following but not nearly as sweat-drenched as her more experienced doppelgänger.

      “Valeriana,” said Cherry. “You dance for three hours around a lotta these middle-aged Jewish dads and you’re gonna find out who’s horny and who ain’t. Better you have a safe place for them to come watch you finish them. Instead of, you know . . .”

      “You know . . .” pressed the new girl.

      “Instead of them trying to get you into some hotel room.”

      The new girl—Valeriana—nodded as if she understood. In Cherry’s view, the new girl clearly hadn’t the maturity or grasp of the potential side effects or benefits that came with the job of a party dancer.

      “You been doin’ this a while, huh?” asked Valeriana.

      “Party dancing?” said Cherry. “Off an’ on for five or so years. Mostly on. It’s once a week and an easy two hundred bucks.”

      “But you also . . . You know.”

      “Strip. Yeah, so?”

      “So nothing . . .”

      “Stripping pays for my car and my rent and all my classes. Party dancing pays gas, if I’m lucky.”

      “Is it hard?”

      “Making a living? In this town?” was Cherry’s answer, acting as if she didn’t understand the question.

      “Exotic . . . stripper dancing?” clarified Valeriana.

      “How old are you?” Cherry pressed the down elevator button, engaged with the new girl but still moving.

      “Eighteen.”

      “My ass,” said Cherry. “More like sixteen or fifteen, or you tell me?”

      Valeriana bit her lip like a bad liar. It brought out the pink in her face, flushing behind all the strawberry freckles under a fever of matching blonde hair.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not gonna tell Marco,” promised Cherry. “As long as you don’t tell him I told some old guy with bad cologne to meet me at the Rabbit Pole.”

      “Sixteen this coming Friday,” admitted Valeriana.

      “And Valeriana’s not your real name, is it?”

      “Not really . . .”

      “That’s okay. Think my real name’s Cherry Pie?”

      “It’s not?”

      “It kind of is. But that’s for another party.”

      Valeriana laughed. And when she did, her face sparkled like a new day. Cherry would later remember that. She herself was Los Angeles jaded. Had thought she’d seen just about all the city had to give. But Valeriana or whatever the hell her real name was? At that moment, Cherry saw the new girl had something special. Unique. A quality that one could easily see, but not exactly describe. More than just a mix of hair and eyes and preternatural shapeliness.

      “Hey,” said Cherry. “You wanna come along?”

      “To where?” asked the new girl.

      “My other job. See how things work.”

      “But I just told you I wasn’t even sixteen.”

      “Far as I’m concerned, you’re Valeriana and you’re eighteen and from Shitsburg.”

      Then it happened again. The lip biting as a tell to the new girl’s thinking process. Engaging. Sexy. Telegenic as hell.

      “I better not,” answered Valeriana. “I’m not ready for . . . that.”

      “No girl is ever ready for it. Just maybe a little less wanting.”

      “Wanting for what?”

      Man, thought Cherry. What she could do with the new girl. General Ho, the owner-manager of the Rabbit Pole, would probably pay Cherry for an introduction to a girl with such radioactive cuteness.

      “There’s the elevator,” announced Cherry. “Last chance.”

      “Another time?” asked the new girl.

      “Yeah. Another time. You gonna work next weekend?”

      “If I’m available. I’m kinda up for another job.”

      “Ooooh?” guessed Cherry. “Sounds like an acting gig.”

      “Sorta maybe.”

      “Well, good luck with it.”

      “Good luck to you too.”

      “No luck in shucking your clothes for tips,” said Cherry. “As long as the club’s ATM machine is working.”

      Then came the new girl’s laugh again. Magical. On the verge of miraculous. With that, Cherry stepped into the elevator and gave an unconsciously girlish wave. Then, just as the doors were sliding shut . . .

      “Wait!” called out the new girl.

      Cherry stuck out her hand and the doors slid back open.

      “Got nowhere else to go,” admitted Valeriana. “Guess it wouldn’t hurt if I came along.”
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      Lucky’s latest and not-too-greatest apartment was a stuffy San Fernando Valley roach motel. There was practically zero airflow even with all the windows slid wide open. Lucky blamed the brand-new mega-unit building across the alley. It was like a massive, five-hundred-unit stucco and tile buffer that, no matter the direction of the wind, would reroute the molecules of air so that few ever found their way to breeze through Lucky’s second-floor windows. That was all the rationale Lucky needed to run the fan on his wall-mounted air-conditioning unit on even the coldest nights.

      Suffice it to say, Lucky liked to feel as if the air around him were on the move. Another reason why he pretty much always drove with his car windows partially cracked. And possibly one of the very few reasons Lucky missed the high-desert life he had made up in Ridgecrest; no matter the time or the day or the temperature, there had always been some kind of breeze to tickle the skin.

      Tired of both the TV and trying to read himself to sleep from his dusty stack of overdue library books, the former Kern County sheriff’s deputy shut off the light and lay there in the dark in hopes his body would succumb to slumber.

      Damn it, he thought to himself. Sleep used to be one of my best tricks.

      It was after 2:00 a.m. when his phone rang. Lucky instinctively reached for his mobile device, only to discover that it was his actual hard line that was ringing. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d received a call over a wire or even why he had it installed upon moving into the cramped but furnished one-bedroom rental.

      “Yeah, you got me,” griped Lucky into the phone after he’d found the cordless receiver plugged into the wall behind an unopened carton of his dead brother’s clothes.

      “Lucky Dey?” breathed the voice on the other end. Though the voice didn’t ring as that familiar, the nearby sound of ice cubes tinkling in a crystal tumbler sparked a name.

      “Conrad Ellis?” guessed Lucky.

      “Hope I’m not waking you,” said Conrad. “It’s late for most people.”

      It must have been a year since Lucky had spoken to the entertainment mogul. He recalled hearing of the man’s penchant for pacing about his Bel-Air mansion, running his business after midnight.

      “I’m a cop,” Lucky tried to joke. “We only sleep on the job.”

      “Do you really have a job?” asked Conrad.

      “Cop job?” returned Lucky. “No. I’m kinda between gigs.”

      And what a fuckin’ understatement, Luck.

      Not long after Tony Dey’s untimely murder, Lucky had resigned his Kern County job and moved back to Los Angeles. But his reinstatement to the L.A. Sheriff’s Department was stuck in bureaucratic neutral. It also didn’t help that during those fateful three days when Lucky had tracked down his brother’s evil killer, he’d left the LAPD and L.A. County Sheriff’s in a pissing match over who would accept liability for all the damage Lucky was alleged to have left in the wake of the eventful chase.

      “Still in touch with the lawyer I got you?” asked Conrad.

      “He calls, I answer,” quipped Lucky. “And when he deposes, I try to show up.”

      “Good man.”

      “How are you doing?” asked Lucky.

      “Dying slower than my old man,” said Conrad. “But that’s only ’cause I drink better scotch than he did.”

      I wonder what he’s up to? Half a fifth a day? The whole damn bottle?

      Yet who could blame Conrad if he drank until his liver surrendered? While Lucky had lost his only brother to that bastard ex-Marine, Conrad had lost his daughter in the same fiery conflagration. His one and only child. Lucky couldn’t imagine that kind of pain. Then again, at thirty-six he felt so used up and empty he couldn’t comprehend anything filling the void. At least, anything that wasn’t temporary or chemical.

      In Lucky’s opinion, Conrad Ellis was an advertisement for remaining childless.

      “You available for a little private detective work?” spoke Conrad over the phone.

      “Available enough,” said Lucky. “But for the part where I don’t have a license to practice the trench coat arts.”

      “Trench coat arts,” laughed Conrad. “I like that.”

      “I’m here all week,” deadpanned Lucky, sounding slightly more awake.

      “The PI license is easy enough to remedy,” said Conrad. “Assuming I can arrange one, I have a business pal who needs someone to show him around the city.”

      “Sounds more like he needs a tour guide than a detective.”

      “I’d prefer he tell you himself what kind of help he needs.”

      “Sure,” said Lucky without much more thought. “I can meet him.”

      Of course, Lucky would meet him. And it wasn’t out of sympathy for Conrad’s loss. Lucky owed him so much more. While Kern County, L.A. County Sheriff’s, and the LAPD passed the responsibility buck like it was some kind of nuclear hot potato, Lucky had laid in a hospital bed in rehab limbo, waiting for someone to please pay his nearly half-million-dollar tab. Without hesitation, Conrad Ellis had stepped in. He had covered both the medical care and the attorney’s fees without a single, solitary quid pro quo.

      “Send you a text with a place and time,” said Conrad. “Tomorrow okay?”

      “Already is tomorrow,” said Lucky, remembering the time of day. “Unless you’re talking about, you know . . . tomorrow.”

      “Go back to sleep,” said Conrad.

      “Might need a bottle of scotch,” joked Lucky. Again, the line landed flat.

      “Gimme your address and I’ll have my driver bring you a bottle.”

      “It was a joke, Mr. Ellis.”

      “You should know, detective,” reminded Conrad. “I don’t joke about fine whiskey.”

      “I’m gonna hang up now, sir.”

      “You do that. And stay in touch, okay? I wanna know how this private eye job turns out.”

      “I will. Good night.”

      “Good night, Lucky.”

      Private Dipshit Detective.

      The sheriff’s-deputy-in-limbo lay awake for another ninety-plus minutes as the insulting handle pinged inside the boundaries of his skull like an old video game. Not that he begrudged any ex-cop who took to private investigating as a line of work. Lucky believed anything for a buck was fair game. It just wasn’t close to the sexy, glam-assed job portrayed in fiction. The PI game was dirty work for fat-assed geeks with an over-affection for computers and writing reports on domestic misery. The job involved little more than divorce cases and, for the occasional kick, workman’s comp claims. Setting himself up on stakeouts to video-capture some José or Yolanda out for some beer and bowling despite a debilitating on-the-job back injury. No thanks. In Lucky’s universe, the job wasn’t worthy of a seasoned sheriff’s detective.

      Let alone a bona fide Lennox Station Reaper.

      But Conrad Ellis wasn’t suggesting a career change for the county cop. And if Lucky was going to be snob-up about what kind of work he would do to pay off a few bills, he sure as hell wouldn’t have been caught dead serving subpoenas on unsuspecting rubes at fifty dollars per.

      When Lucky finally woke from just shy of four hours’ sleep, the text containing the meeting spot had already showed up on his phone screen. Conrad must have been extra keen on Lucky’s performing the favor because the address was within walking distance of Lucky’s Reseda apartment. He knew it too. Manja’s Deli and Grocery. If Lucky recalled correctly, it was in a nearby strip mall, sandwiched between Pizza Hut and ACE Cash Express. Outdoor seating. Lucky checked the weather app on his cell phone, then began digging through a pile of unfolded laundry for a turtleneck.
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      “Hey. You must be Mr. Dey.”

      The stranger stood from his patio seat at the tiny café table and forced a smile. Despite the forty-eight-degree temp, the man appeared comfy enough wearing little more than a simple white dress shirt untucked over designer jeans and a pair of polished black penny loafers. Lucky clocked him at just over five-foot-six and around fifty years old, the once-boyish face now turned as weary as a man carrying the weight of the world. He was also manicured down to his fresh shave and a salon-cut shock of naturally red hair with the occasional streak of white.

      More than ten years younger, with his own head shaved for convenience’s sake, Lucky carried zero hair envy. It was part of his credo in keeping things simple. And if it was cold, that’s why they invented fleece knit caps.

      “Lucky,” said the cop, introducing himself with a handshake.

      “Andrew Kaarlsen,” said the stranger, his voice pitched to a tinny height. “You mind sitting outside?”

      “Not at all,” Lucky lied, lowering himself and his thick, navy wool jacket into the pre-chilled chair.

      “I’m from Milwaukee. And we just don’t get days like this in the winter.”

      “Neither do we,” joked Lucky. “For us, this is about as cold as we can stand.”

      “Warm, sunny day like today?” wondered Andrew. “This isn’t cold.”

      “I’ve seen pictures of it,” said Lucky.

      “Never been out to the Midwest?”

      “Folks out here call ’em the flyover states,” jibed Lucky. “The ones we fly over on our way to places like New York and Miami.”

      “Now, that’s pretty funny,” said Andrew without actually laughing. “So, you’re local? From around here?”

      “Born and raised, as they say,” replied Lucky.

      “So, you know your way around?”

      “Mr. Ellis called me at two in the morning.”

      “Ah, yes,” said Andrew. He revealed a knowing smirk. “Always the midnight rambler.”

      “That’s what you call him?”

      “Don’t know if I made it up or heard it from somewhere else,” said Andrew. “But the hours Connie keeps are pretty infamous.”

      “And you know him how?”

      “Connie and me?” asked Andrew. “We go pretty far back. I own a software company. Business applications, mostly. When I was just a start-up, Connie was one of my first customers. Introduced me around to a few fellas. Indebted forever to him.”

      “Know whatcha mean.”

      There followed an uncomfortable few seconds of silence. Andrew appeared to be sizing up Lucky. It was not an unaccustomed feeling for Lucky. Street thugs tried to measure a cop’s resolve the moment the police car’s door swung open. But this once-over from the middle-aged, Midwestern friend of Conrad’s made Lucky feel like a horse scaled out before a race.

      “Anyway,” cued Lucky. “Connie pretty much kept the reason for this meeting to himself. Asked me to do him a favor and meet you. So, here I am.”

      “Yes. You’re an ex-cop, right?”

      “Not retired, if that’s what you’re asking,” explained Lucky. “I’m transferring from Kern County back to L.A. Sheriff’s. But the reinstatement situation is slow as shit.”

      “So, you’d be available to do this?”

      “Do what?” asked Lucky, his eyes narrowing to a point.

      “Right,” said Andrew, leaning back as if trying to find comfort in the stackable chair. It appeared to Lucky as if Andrew were trying like hell to keep his composure. “This, right here. Why I’m in L.A. . . . is because I believe my daughter is here.”

      “How old?” asked Lucky, his arms crossed. The pain Andrew clearly carried and Lucky’s own instinct had already informed him where this was going.

      “Karrie,” continued Andrew. “That’s my little girl’s name—”

      “How little?” pressed Lucky. If the man’s daughter was missing, age was paramount when it came to the law.

      “She’s fifteen,” said Andrew. “And, technically, a runaway, I guess.”

      “You guess? She either ran away or she didn’t.”

      “Okay,” Andrew shrugged in difficult surrender. “She ran away.”

      “From you. In Milwaukee?”

      “Well, from Chenequa,” corrected Andrew. “It’s a suburb. She spends half her time there with me and the other half in town with her mom.”

      “You’re divorced?”

      “Not yet. It’s an ongoing . . . Well, it’s a bloody marathon, if you ask me.”

      “Acrimonious.”

      “Sadly, yes. Her mom’s just . . .” Andrew stopped the thought as if being polite were more important than sharing his angry divorce grievances. “Let’s just say it’s been very hard on my Karrie.”

      “Assuming that’s why she ran off?”

      “Partly, I’m sure,” said Andrew. “Along with the fact that she’s just like her.”

      “Her mom?”

      “Yeah. Her mom. She’s pretty high maintenance. Then again, I suppose I take the blame for marrying that kind of woman.”

      “Only child?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is it true, then?”

      “Is what true?”

      “Old bit of Irish my granny used to say,” poked Lucky. “One child makes a fool of three people.”

      The line was indeed meant to poke Andrew for his reaction. Lucky still hadn’t said yes. Or even shown interest.

      As for Andrew, he politely considered the Irish adage. And as he thought about it, he appeared to nod with approval. As if he wished somebody had informed him before he and his soon-to-be ex-wife decided to stop after one kid.

      “Drugs?” asked Lucky.

      “Me?” asked Andrew. “Or her mom or Karrie?”

      Lucky shrugged his response. Hands remaining stuck in his woolly pockets.

      “Okay. Me? No,” said Andrew. “Absolutely not. Not even a beer. My stomach can’t take it.”

      Andrew brought his hand to his solar plexus as if the thought of liquor would give him an ulcer.

      “As for my wife and Karrie?” dripped Andrew with sarcasm. “Both, I should assume. My ex . . . or soon-to-be ex . . . I happen to know she still parties. On my dime, of course. And Karrie? For a kid, she’s pretty good at keeping her stuff private. So, aside from a couple of marijuana cigarettes I found in her book bag . . .”

      “Does your ex do drugs around your daughter?”

      “Elise?” asked Andrew. “That’s my wife. And that answer would probably be no.” Andrew’s eyes searched for Lucky’s hands . . . or lack thereof. Both were still firmly placed in his coat pockets. “Sure you don’t need to write any of this down?”

      “What for?” asked Lucky. “I don’t know what the job is yet.”

      “I thought it was pretty obvious,” said Andrew, the friendly Midwest pathology showing an edge. “I need you to help me find my baby girl.”

      “Understood,” said Lucky. “You understand I’m not a private detective.”

      “Connie informed me.”

      “And if your daughter is underage, there’s a lot of other help available to you. There’s the Department of Missing—”

      “Missing Children and Family Services,” finished Andrew, before reeling off the rest of his already traveled dead ends. “The Child Abduction office of the Los Angeles District Attorney’s Office. Lemme see. There’s Find the Children, California Missing Teens, Children of the Night. I think there might be one more but . . .”

      “You’ve done the tour,” nodded Lucky.

      “I believe I’ve reported everywhere a father can report, talked to whomever would see me, and followed up and followed up again.” Andrew placed his hands on the tabletop, palms flat, fingers splayed. “I’ve been here for three weeks already. And I’m flat-out tired of the inside of my hotel room, not to mention dialing numbers I already know by heart, only to be told there’s nothing more I can do but check back in another week.”

      “So?” pressed Lucky.

      “I want you to find my daughter for me . . . or with me,” burst Andrew. “I’m looking for help, okay? Connie told me you tracked down his daughter’s killer. Three days was all it took. You tracked him and you finished him—”

      “Didn’t finish him. Least, not officially. Nearly killed myself, though. And I was on the job.”

      “On the job?”

      “Was a working cop,” clarified Lucky. “With access and support.”

      “But you’re here, right? Talking to me? You must be kind of interested in helping.”

      “I’m here because Mr. Ellis has been very kind to me over a pretty rough coupla years. I owe him a lot.”

      “I get that. Really, I do. You don’t owe me a thing. But Connie . . . or Mr. Ellis, as you know him. He lost his own little girl. He put me in contact with you because he knows what it’s like. He knows I will do anything not to lose my little girl.”

      As a veteran cop, Lucky was better than most at reading people and their involuntary tells. When he rode gang duty, he could jam any car full of Crips, line ’em up against any graffiti-painted wall of Compton cinder block, and, by instinct, pick out the leader.

      The same was true for victims.

      Lucky had gathered that the man from the Midwest was plenty distressed about his circumstances. Maybe somewhat narcissistic in his sincerity. But who the hell had landed his own fortune and not become full of himself?

      “Find her and I’ll pay you fifty grand,” said Andrew.

      “And if you don’t like what you find?” asked Lucky.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Ain’t all palm trees and swimmin’ pools out here. Plenty of ugly in L.A. And a lost girl like your daughter doesn’t need to go far before landing smack in the shit.”

      Lucky understood he was still understating the realities. Runaway teens in sunny Los Angeles often wound up drug addicted, working as prostitutes, and/or as targets for predators. The morgue saw plenty of young girls every year, each finding her final rest in what was essentially a meat locker for dead humans.

      “I’m aware of the realities of this place—”

      “But one more thing,” interrupted Lucky. “How do you even know she’s here?”

      “Oh, yeah. Right here.” Andrew fumbled with his phone. He was quick, though, to pull up a recent digital posting from Karrie. “Her last Facebook page.”

      The digital picture uploaded onto Andrew’s smartphone was low resolution and appeared to have been snapped just after sunset. It was a candid self-portrait, revealing roughly half of Karrie’s freckled face exploding in an unmistakable smile. Some unseen wind appeared to be swirling a strawberry-blonde mane of a far more appealing color than her father’s shock-top red. Pictured next to Karrie was another unknown beauty, equally young, with blue eyes and a rhinestone nose stud. Just behind the duo, anchored in the upper right-hand corner, was the partial neon script of a sign. Somewhat blurry. But the letters could still be made out.

      
        
        Lucy’s El Ado

      

      

      “Googled what you can see in the neon,” pointed Andrew. “It’s a place called Lucy’s El Adobe. It’s in Hollywood across the street from some kind of movie studio.”

      “I know it,” said Lucky. “Mexican food.”

      “I stopped in there. Showed everybody who worked in the restaurant this picture. Nobody but nobody remembered my girl or the other one.”

      “Got a date when the photo was posted?”

      “Exactly twenty-five days ago, fourteen hours, and . . .” Andrew Kaarlsen pulled up the cuff on his shirt, revealing an antique Gruen timepiece, gold trim with a pearled face. Sleek but not the least bit ostentatious, and oddly strapped to the inside of his wrist. “. . . And sixteen minutes.”

      Lucky looked past Andrew, squinting through his Ray-Bans in the direction of the morning sun, wishing to hell God would make the day ten degrees warmer.

      “I know this is really urgent for you,” said Lucky. “But I’d like to think on it. Get in a workout. Shower. Call you after?”

      “You’re my guy,” pressed Andrew, forcing the kind of salesman’s smile that opened doors in the world. Only this particular show of teeth was marked with a trace of panic and fear. He was, after all, the parent of a missing child. The man’s thin voice cracked. “I need you to say yes.”

      “Couple of hours.” Lucky eased to his feet. “I’ll get you my answer.”
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      To look at the building from its exterior, the Mayfair Hotel, with its old European-styled awning and red brick facade, hadn’t aged much at all in its ninety-plus years of service to travelers visiting Los Angeles. Though not exactly located in downtown proper, its old-school charm at a bargain price consistently lured guests seeking extended stays and a few extra ounces of discretion. It was just far enough off the beaten track that the odds of a business traveler bumping into someone he or she knew dipped from damned remote down to slim and none. Which was just the way Mr. Londale Newton of Atlanta liked it.

      “Hello?” answered the voice at the other end of the cell phone connection.

      “Hi,” said Lon. “I, uh, read your ad on JumpFinder.”

      “Oh . . . Well, hi. I’m Jodi.”

      Oh my, how the travel insurance exec cherished his quarterly road trips. Boston and Hartford in the spring. Summer usually brought him to Seattle. Fall was Nashville or Dallas and sometimes Houston. But winter was reserved for Southern California. San Diego and Los Angeles, respectively, where the mean temperature hovered in the mid-seventies and the quality of working girls was undisputed. For the months prior to his getaways, he would squirrel away small chunks of dough, one twenty-dollar bill at a time. The cash stash was hidden in a pocket in the bottom compartment of his shave kit. By the time he eventually hit the road, there would be nearly a grand in unaccounted household cash that his wife hadn’t a clue had gone unspent on household necessities like fashion magazines and another decorative display recommended by Martha Stewart.

      “Is Jodi your real name?” asked Lon.

      “Real enough,” flirted the voice. “Did you like my page?”

      “Very much,” said Lon. “Your pictures sorta spoke to me.”

      After a business meal, followed by a short digesting nap, Lon had flipped open his laptop and logged in to JumpFinder.com, a website dedicated to selling everything from used cars to furniture to secondhand electronics to local sex services. All anyone needed to do was register a username, click on the escort section, load in a few keywords, then scroll through the individually posted banners.

      Jodi’s was especially enticing:

      
        
        ♠ — SEXY — BUBBLY — U WON’T BELIEVE IM OLD ENUFF ♠

      

      

      And when Lon clicked on the post, the photos he found were conveniently cut off at the neck to conceal a young girl’s identity. A barely there string bikini. Six images, each in a different pose. Reclined on a bed and on an apartment rug. In the shower . . . All awkwardly staged, but with a clear and illicit message that the pictured girl was probably close to fourteen or fifteen years of age.

      “So, you like my pictures?” asked Jodi.

      “I do,” said Lon. “Who took ’em?”

      “Girlfriend.”

      “School friend?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m kinda a photographer myself,” bragged the insurance man.

      “You are?” squeaked Jodi. “You wanna take my picture?”

      “You bet I do. How old are you?”

      “You read my JumpFinder ad. I’m old enough.”

      “I need to hear it.”

      “Gonna be sixteen next week . . .”

      “Birthday this close to Christmas has to be a bummer.”

      “You can make it easier for me by singing ‘Happy Birthday’.”

      “Now? Over the phone?”

      “Where are you?”

      “Mayfair Hotel. Near downtown. You know it?”

      Lon began to sweat. Microscopic beads of excitement gathering on his neck into drops, which eventually absorbed into his Geoffrey Beene shirt collar.

      “Hey, mister?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m savin’ up to buy my first car. If I come over, will you help me with a donation?”

      “I’d love to. How much?”

      “Two hundred dollars?”

      “Cash?”

      “Ooooooooooh. I like cash.”

      “I’ll make it rain for you.”

      By eleven, when Jodi called to say she was downstairs in the Mayfair Hotel lobby, Lon had already scrubbed himself raw, shaved all his body hair, and dressed in fresh underwear, khakis, and a loose-cut chambray shirt. He gave the escort directions to his sixth-floor room then searched for his wallet. He wanted to have the cash folded and ready. The sooner the transaction was out of the way, the quicker he could jettison reality for some role-playing fantasy, the details of which he hadn’t yet decided. He’d first need to size up his underage date. See how game she would be.

      The knock at the door was weak. Two quick rapping knuckles that would have gone unnoticed if he’d had a movie playing
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