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			Praise for Domenic Stansberry

			On THE WHITE DEVIL (recipient of Hammett Prize)

			‘Edgar-winner Stansberry takes the reader on a wild ride in this exceptional noir […] Compelling reading’ Publishers Weekly (Starred Review)

			‘A glittering noir triumph […] Recounted in a delirious, shimmeringly erotic flow, The White Devil is a possessed, fever dream of a book, an unwise third cocktail that proves impossible to resist’ The Irish Times

			‘Gripping from beginning to end, The White Devil is an unforgettable novel by an author at the height of his powers’ Foreword Reviews

			‘Erotic and sophisticated’ Sunday Times Top 10 Summer Crime Club Selection

			‘With its down-to-the-bone, spare prose style […] and scenes that would not be out of place in a Fellini classic, The White Devil is quite simply perfect in its execution’ UK Raven Crime

			On THE CONFESSION (recipient of Edgar Award)

			‘In the literary tradition of The Killer Inside Me, and every bit as powerful […] Stansberry is an extraordinarily evocative writer’ George Pelecanos, writer/producer The Wire

			‘A masterful novel by a (heretofore) under-appreciated master of the genre. Very highly recommended’ Bookreporter.com

			

			‘Fabulous writing, excellent pace and a thoroughly unnerving unreliable narrator results in a book that sticks in your craw, your brain and your gut for a very long time’ Sarah Weinman, Confessions of an Idiosyncratic Mind

			‘This first-person account will give you goosebumps for days. […] With masterful technique, the author reveals and conceals until neither the mystery, nor the suspect can be taken for granted. Chilling ending’ Bookblog.com Vivian Lake

			On THE NORTH BEACH MYSTERY SERIES

			‘[It’s] transporting to view San Francisco’s colorful Italian-American neighborhood, North Beach, through the eyes of Domenic Stansberry […] really gets under the hood of this part of the city… in a habit-forming series about Dante Mancuso, a private eye who knows everyone to talk to – or goes to the funeral of anyone unable to talk’ New York Times Book Review

			‘This series… revitalizes the classic detective story, injecting it with a noir sensibility that both evokes the old masters and seems altogether new’ Booklist (Starred Review)

			‘Suspense… Illicit Passion… Murder… Stansberry does it with originality, through the freshness of his imagery and the lyricism of his lament for times that change, neighborhoods that grow old and people who can never find their way home’ New York Times Book Review on The Last Days of Il Duce

			‘Triumphant… a wonderful exercise in lyrical simplicity… noir in its finest form with near flawless execution and style’ Baltimore Sun on Chasing the Dragon

			‘Brilliantly imagined… packs an emotional wallop genre fiction rarely delivers’ Kirkus (Starred Review) on The Ancient Rain

			

			‘Takes a seemingly soulless contemporary phenomenon – dot-com speculation – and gives it the same chilling, metaphorical resonance that the postwar noir masters gave to a darkened city street or a tilted Venetian blind’ Booklist (Starred Review) on The Big Boom

			‘Compelling… Equal parts contemporary crime fiction and dark, existential poetry’ Publishers Weekly

			‘The demographic collision of the area’s Italian and Chinese residents serves as an apt metaphor for the cultural (and criminal) forces at play in this complex yet unvarnished story… Stansberry doesn’t write with a lot of frills and flourishes. Instead, he stays out of the way of his characters and develops a strong sense of place in which his tale can unfold’

			San Francisco Chronicle on Chasing the Dragon

			On MANIFESTO FOR THE DEAD

			‘Fascinating, beautifully written – an enviable achievement’ San Francisco Chronicle

			‘Stansberry’s prose is an eerie echo of a dead man’s style. And his insights into a writer’s anxiety about losing his identity to his characters would make Thompson’s own skin crawl’ New York Times

			‘Positively hallucinatory’ LA Weekly

			On THE SPOILER

			‘In the tradition of Graham Greene […] a moving chronicle of humanity, disquietingly black and totally absorbing’ Los Angeles Times

			‘A sensitive writer and observer… Stansberry knows his baseball and is obviously in love with the game’ New York Times Book Review
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			For Gillian

		

	
		
			

			Men will go into caves of the rocks 

			And into holes of the ground

			Isaiah 2:19

		

	
		
			

			PART 1

			FUGITIVE

		

	
		
			

			ONE

			La Bahia, September

			After the shootings I abandoned my car and wandered in the desert, in cave country, along the fault lines east of Riverside. I was feverish, on the brink of hallucination. An older couple, aging spelunkers, found me and pulled me from the lava tubes. They gave me water and crackers and drove me in their camper as far as the nearest motel cluster. From there I made it west – my head tilted against the Greyhound glass – and eventually up the coast here to La Bahia.

			The Hotel La Bahia lies just off the boardwalk, an older building in the Mission style, bleached stucco, with heavy red shutters. It’s a squalid place. Sun-baked, poorly ventilated, with tenants who knock up and down the stairs all night.

			The heat seems to have followed me from the interior. I lie awake until dawn, until it’s cooler inside than out, and I can sleep. Meanwhile, the sun rises. There are no awnings, and the glare beats on the windows until the room heats up all over again. By midafternoon, it is too much. I venture out, squinting toward the ocean. The beach is all but empty, the waves listless. Further down the promenade there are places to sit and drink under a tin roof at the foot of the pier.

			Something resembling a breeze drifts from that direction – or is it the illusion of a breeze? – but the last time I went that way I was approached by an activist: an ardent young woman, too ardent, with the face of a seal. She comes every afternoon, carrying her petitions and her pamphlets, to sit at a table under the shade.

			I shrug her off the best I can, but for some reason she regards me as sympathetic. My manner, a veneer, remnant of my old life. An open-hearted diffidence belied – as I turn toward the horizon – by my half-smile, something darker underneath.

			

			Today, I wander the other direction. I wear my khakis, my shades, a shirt the color of the sand. I am unshaven, a little dirty, but this is not unusual in a beach town. I am all but invisible, I tell myself, though I know it’s not true. The streets are emptier in this direction, inland toward the river, but not abandoned. There is movement in the shadows. A man appears behind me, smoking, then vanishes into a motel. A tired-looking woman glints at me from behind the windshield of a parked van. I walk past an enormous man in white shorts into the Café Mosca. A slow, lazy place, ceiling fans overhead and flies pestering the tables. I get a beer and head toward the back. It is an old-style cafe, newspapers scattered about, catering to retirees and the detritus from the beach.

			I shuffle through the Coast Democrat.

			There is no mention of me. 

			Or the murders in Dulce.

			Of course there wouldn’t be. It’s a local rag and the murders were two states away. There is more online, contradictory stuff – including pictures that don’t much resemble me – but the incident is old news, no longer trending, the kind of brief, violent blossom (a handful dead, others missing, including myself: a former reporter, victim or suspect, not entirely clear) that fades quickly in the face of fresher atrocities. Recent statements, though insisting otherwise, give the impression the authorities have lost interest in my whereabouts.

			Logic says they should have located me by now – if indeed they are looking – but between different law enforcement agencies there are gaps in the system, flaws, incompatibilities.

			Never mind conflicting priorities.

			Human error.

			I allow myself a moment’s respite, drifting under the soft breeze of the fan, but I don’t close my eyes completely. I carry a stiletto in my khakis, in the cargo pocket. I watch the clientele, the in-and-out action at the door – a man who enters suddenly, surveying the counter; a woman fumbling with her purse – but also the ones who linger, drifters and deadbeats. An aging surfer. A Rasta man. A blonde in a stained peasant blouse. On the surface they seem harmless enough, people lost in their own shadows, but it is hard to tell who really is as they seem.

			

			This is the truth:

			I miss Renée. I miss my children. I miss my house filled with light and the sounds of traffic rising from Belham Avenue next to the Canal. I miss the coyotes and the smell of wildfire drifting down from the hills. I miss the wrinkled ugliness of my parents, forever vanishing into the dementia of their front porch. I tell myself it wouldn’t be so hard to get back, that there is no danger, to myself, to them. I know my way up the coast, over the hills, to the other side of the mountain. Across the gleaming bridge to our little house overlooking the Canal.

			Not so far away as the crow flies.

			But I am not a crow.

			A man shows up at the counter, in a yellow golf shirt, a silver earbud nested in his right lobe. Broad shoulders, dark eyes. He gives me a look so empty of expression it is hard to tell whether he is looking at me or through me. Or does he even see me at all? He has black hair and a round face and a cell attached to his belt. 

			A cop, I think, undercover, but the outfit is too apparent. Security, it occurs to me, of the sort I have seen along the beach. Hired by La Costa Properties, the group that owns the arcade and a good deal of the adjoining property. And lately has struck a community note, working with the cops, social services.

			He makes me uncomfortable, and I have learned to follow my instincts. I leave through the back exit down a short hall into a gravel parking lot. There is a cyclone fence, with the river beyond, and a homeless encampment in the trampled lot behind an abandoned motel. A path runs along an embankment above the drainage culvert toward Ocean Avenue.

			Outside, the mission bells ring. The tolling echoes down the San Lorenzo River into the Flats, the old Mexican neighborhood that lies in the shadow of the boardwalk. Like Hotel La Bahia, the Flats are slated for destruction. The city intends a convention center. From the embankment, I catch a funeral procession just turning the corner, one such as you might see in a Mexican village – in Jalisco, or Juarez, or East Los Angeles – the peasants carrying a small coffin hung with crepe, the Lady of Guadalupe boosted overhead, a wooden cross held high: a funereal platform burdened up the street under the shadow of the roller coaster on the shoulders of the family, surrounded by relatives and friends, day workers, gangbangers, janitors, alternately solemn, drunk, prayerful, high as kites.

			

			The man in the yellow polo shirt, white as a grub, emerges from La Mosca and stands watching the mourners.

			He glances my direction.

			I touch the blade in my pocket.

			A skink darts from out of the log, across the gravel path. It is long-tailed, with webbed feet, and darts toward the damp grass.

			The sun is behind me. My shadow falls long on the street. 

			It falls longer with every step.

			I look back.

			The man in the yellow polo shirt has disappeared.

		

	
		
			

			two

			Earlier

			Everyone believes they’re born to something special. You must remember that, use it to your advantage. That’s what a newspaper editor told me twenty-five years ago, in his office in Sacramento. Idealists are egotists, he insisted; they think their opinions matter – and are likewise virtuous.

			‘I don’t want virtue from you.’ He eyed me, bemused. Young journalists were notorious for their naivete. Also, their self-importance. ‘Facts,’ he said, with a touch of irony. ‘Nothing but the facts.’

			He assigned me to crime – shootings, thuggery, gang activity – until I wrote something about corruption on the force. After that, the police no longer talked to me. Then he moved me to the state legislature, a promotion of sorts, but I made the same mistake there. The legislators went mute.

			‘The truth shall set you free.’ He spoke fervently, so much so that his mockery became apparent, his underlying cynicism. A professional hazard. He let off. ‘People talk to the press because they want something. Every once in while you must give it to them.’

			‘It’s not my job.’

			‘I’m afraid it is.’

			I persisted, nonetheless. Soon only the crackpots would talk to me. Mothers of lost causes.

			After a while, not even them.

			So, I learned what all reporters learn. I could not write a story if no one would speak to me. I also learned there is a gray area that becomes grayer the closer one gets, a place where the fine print becomes too fine to read, and the truth doesn’t necessarily exist.

			

			I amended my behavior.

			Cultivated, flattered.

			Later, our newspaper was sold to Gannett, and I ended up on the other side of the profession, ghosting a weekly column for a state representative. I was good at it and have worked for a lot of people over the years, some well-known: celebrities, politicians, war heroes, people with stories to tell, ambitions, visions to share. I detested them all at times – but I enjoyed it, too, the special treatment, the limousines, the sense of being close to the heart of things, the secret center, an insider, a spinner of the wheel.

			None of them regarded me that way. 

			I was their instrument.

			It’s the kind of work that wears on you, your head forever bowed to the Dictaphone. It takes its toll. Your skin sloughs off, your tongue grows fat in your mouth. Your identity, if there is such a thing…

			Well…

			You glance back at the discarded self, the empty shell, there on the office floor, and wonder just who this new person might be, freshly emerged, wandering down the hall, toes in your shoes.

			Breathing though your skin.

			Stinking up your shirt.

			I was at such a point, earlier that last summer – standing outside in the heat, in the backyard weeds – when I received a call from Fred Stinson, a Manhattan literary agent I’ve worked with off and on. I was home then, in San Rafael. I’d talked to Fred not too long before about a California gubernatorial candidate who wanted a memoir written under his name, something for the national stage – but the candidate had suddenly demurred.

			It bothered me… a client I’d known a while, a man on the cusp… still young but not too young… a swarm of light in his blue eyes…

			It turned out Fred wasn’t calling about my politician, but another project, something he thought I might be good for.

			

			‘What kind of project?’

			‘There’s confidentiality involved,’ he said. People, when they hire a ghost, have all kinds of privacy concerns. There are non-disclosure papers to sign, sometimes before one even knows the client’s name. There are hoops, quizzes, underlings with laptops and recorders, eccentrics who want to get a look at you without being seen, from across a crowded lobby or behind a see-through mirror in an uptown parlor where you sit, legs crossed, interviewed by an assistant who suddenly wants to know – after a good deal of aimless banter – your opinion on climate change, on off shore drilling, on men who have the shape of their noses altered in midlife.

			‘Well, if you can give me a hint. So I can prepare myself.’

			‘You’ll be okay. It’s on ground you’re familiar with.’

			‘What ground?’

			‘Max Seeghurs,’ he said.

			I let the name hang there between us, suspended in the cellular ether. I was familiar with Max Seeghurs. More than familiar. Fred knew that. Like me, Max had started out as an investigative reporter in the Central Valley. We’d been close, in a way young men can be close, reckless, competitive, stirring in one another a shared desire for what cannot necessarily be shared. The last time I’d seen Max, it had been maybe a year back, in the humid backwaters of Nebraska, in place called Miscoulga. He’d come with his second wife, Anna, but left for a few days to track down a source in Omaha.

			I’d spent some time with her in his absence. They’d been on the verge of splitting, but that split, when it came, I told myself, didn’t have much to do with me.

			‘You and Max, you did some good work together.’

			‘That was a long time ago.’

			He referred to series of articles we’d done on the drug trade out in the Delta, stories that had gotten some attention but ended in an ugly way when a source we’d been pursuing, a legal intern – young, naïve, doing a stint at Cole & Clark – had been found face down in a ditch the other side of the American River.

			

			It wasn’t something I liked to think about.

			‘You ran into Max last summer, I understand. And his wife, Anna.’

			I heard something in Fred’s voice, maybe, I don’t know. I let it pass. Anna was a younger woman. The silence grew, and there was something in the silence, too. I was familiar with these kinds of moments, only from the other side of the table, when I asked a client a question they didn’t want to answer. My job in such cases was to know what lay beneath, not so I could reveal it, but so it might be woven with another fabric, and in that weaving become something entirely different.

			For Fred, Miscoulga was just passing conversation, talk on the way to somewhere else. The reason he’d called:

			‘You know that project Max has been working on, Sundial. His new book. Regarding that mess down in Santa Fe. He’s run into difficulties, sorting that one out.’

			‘That’s understandable. It’s a tough one.’

			‘You know that world.’

			‘A bit – in passing.’

			I knew more than that. Several of my clients had made the pilgrimage to the famous Sundial House – my aspiring governor among them, the man on the cusp, with the blue flame in his eyes. People went to mingle with money and celebrity alongside the black-bottomed pool. Licentiousness, drugs. I’d been there myself.

			No one went down there anymore.

			Sundial’s founder was dead: the philanthropist, Mikel Rolland. He’d been found floating in that pool. Ambien in the bloodstream, alcohol. A bump on the head.

			An accident… officially.

			A freak thing… an insomniac’s blunder… overmedicated, wandering from his bedroom for a late-night swim, as he sometimes did, still in his boxers… stumbling at the concrete edge…

			His foundation had collapsed shortly after: Sundial, with its new school environmental vision.

			

			‘The manuscript could use some help.’

			‘Max and I—’

			‘I understand Max can be difficult,’ Fred said. ‘But you’ve worked with him, and you’ve done this kind of work. You know that world. Your name came up.’

			I’d stepped into projects before, it was true. Not like this one, at least not for some time. But I knew how to wrangle with sensitive material, to cast a glow, or take it away, and how to deal with difficult progenitors.

			‘You’re a good fit,’ said Fred. ‘Max thinks so, too.’

			I wondered about that, but whether Seeghurs welcomed me or not, given the contractual situation, might not much matter. The publisher pulled the trigger. The book was in trouble – otherwise Fred wouldn’t be talking to me – and Fred’s concern, his business, was to keep things on track.

			‘It’s not just about my commission,’ he said. ‘It’s reputation. His – and mine. Also, for you… there’s advantages.’

			‘I’m not a journalist anymore. My clients—’

			‘Your clients.’ He pulled up short, treading with caution. ‘This – it’s an opportunity.’ Fred softened. ‘That’s all. To reinvent yourself, open some new doors. Sometimes, stepping back, into the past, recalibrating oneself, it’s a way of moving forward. Last time we talked, you said as much yourself.’

			I might have said something like that in a winsome moment, inspired by the void in my calendar. Never mind that kind of altruism had been knocked out of me long ago.

			I toed the dirt.

			‘How’s the money?’ I asked.

			Fred told me.

			I stepped into the sun. It was hot. No one was home. Renée was at work, the kids out, so it was just me, the dry hills, the birds gliding in the blue air. Fred and I, the silence hung between us, and Max hung in that silence. The money was good, not great. I could walk away, wait things out. Election season was approaching. My blue-eyed client, aspiring governor, shirt sleeves rolled to the elbows – or one of his rivals – I’d worked that world too long to be free of it, those higher ceilings, just out of reach. But I had other considerations. I thought of Miscoulga, of Anna, stepping off the porch away from us both. Of Max Seeghurs, his disheveled look last I’d seen him, the man fraying apart.

			

			Maybe I had a stroke of conscience then. Or was it something else? The inexplicable desire to lay oneself bare?

			I’d seen it in my clients. 

			‘I’ll need the manuscript.’

			‘No.’

			‘No?’

			‘You know how Max is. He doesn’t make anything easy.’

			‘No,’ I agreed, ‘he doesn’t.’

			‘He wants to talk. In person. You’ll have to take the trip out.’ 

			That gave me pause. The whole thing did. How much Seeghurs knew, about Anna and me, about my own interactions with Sundial. I had no idea, but Seeghurs could be ruthless. He wasn’t going to let go easily. It might have been wiser to stay away. Still, I had people to protect, myself among them.

			The next day I drove to see my parents in Santa Rosa. In the past, these visits had been more festive. Renée would come along, or one of the kids, sometimes the whole group of us, but things had changed. My parents, these last months, seemed to have entered another form of consciousness. They sat for hours in a kind of somnambulist state, eyes lidded, in a wreckage of Solo cups and paper plates.

			I’d been slow to acknowledge this transformation until my sister, who’d taken care of them for years, ran off with a bass player from Ukiah, considerably younger.

			‘I know it’s doomed,’ she told me over the cell, on the way up. ‘Me and him, that won’t last, But I need to have some fun.’

			‘There’s nothing wrong with that.’

			

			‘His last girlfriend pushed him off a cliff.’

			‘Oh. Well.’

			‘It’s okay. He bounced,’ she laughed, joking. It hadn’t been a cliff so much as an embankment, behind a karaoke bar, adjoining a gulley of discarded tires. She laughed again, but there was something else there, an irretrievable sadness. ‘Meanwhile, you and I, we need to make a decision, mom and dad, their living situation.’

			‘I know.’

			‘Talk to them, please.’

			Though it was early in the season, there was the smell of smoke in the air, drifting down from a wildfire outside Mendocino. The smoke colored the air. My father was pushing ninety, a decade older than my mother. They’d married late. My father had worked for the government during the latter part of his career, before moving to Santa Rosa, with a pension that had looked pretty good at the time. Now they inhabited that middle zone, not rich, not poor, waiting to go broke before qualifying for assistance. Meantime, we had hired a woman, Mazie, who came by in the evenings. I stopped by every few days to wheel them onto the porch.

			My parents liked the sun. They liked the warmth. They kept the house overheated, the thermostat cranked up, no matter the season. It was early June, already warm – but that didn’t matter. They brought their sweaters with them onto the porch.

			I got there a little before noon.

			‘I have to leave town for a bit,’ I said.

			It was why I had come, to let them know. My sister wanted me to bring the other matter up. She’d sent me a list of homes.

			Valley of the Moon. Golden Hinde. 

			Grape Mountain.

			My mother gave me a sideways glance. She had a blind spot in the center of her vision, macular degeneration, and glimpsed the world in shadows, through the corner of her eyes.

			

			‘How long will you be gone?’

			‘Till the end of the week.’

			‘Vacation?’

			‘No. It’s work.’

			‘Where?’

			‘Manhattan.’

			‘How lovely.’ My mother’s voice betrayed otherwise. She was blind, arthritic, also envious – and too old to bother to hide it. She missed traveling. ‘I went there with Betty Thayer, you know.’ It was a story I’d heard before. ‘And Margaret Trudeau. Before I met your father.’

			My father peered up. His eyes were hooded. He moistened his lips and tilted his head toward the sun. Flower-like, reptilian. An old whiptail, taking in the heat. He had his faculties, so far as I could tell, but sometimes slurred his speech.

			My mother talked more, but she’d always talked more, and there had always been an element of irreality. She’d spent time at St Elizabeth’s School for Exceptional Young Women, back when the word exceptional had somewhat different connotations than now, and mingled with people she might not have known otherwise. She enjoyed talking about them, in intimate ways, including details that might be true or might not. We were alike in that way.

			‘Even then, she had a thing for older men. Margaret, I mean. And she was promiscuous. So, Pierre was no surprise. Then Fidel…’ She raised her chin a little. ‘Their illegitimate son… prime minister now.’ Her gaze fell into the shadows on my left. Lately she’d developed an interest, half-serious, bemused, in an old notion, regaining popularity, that we were ruled by an alien race who wandered among us in human form. ‘Tabloid nonsense, you might say, but there’s a grain there. History tells us. Those people are all related, all the royalty, so-called. They sleep with whoever they please. Cousins. Commoners. Goats.’

			‘Sheep,’ my father corrected. He’d spent time in the English countryside. ‘More docile, domestic.’

			

			‘See that…’ my mother said.

			‘Goats are problematic. The noises they make. Also, those horns.’

			‘See that,’ she said again. ‘Your father, he’s still sharp. Both of us. I know your sister’s been talking to you. But see, our conversation. Animal husbandry. World affairs. We have our senses.’

			‘Mostly,’ my father said.

			‘Eighty-nine per cent,’ said my mother. ‘Good for our age.’

			‘Also, our looks.’

			‘We are not ugly.’

			My mother had dark skin, deeply lined, and thick silver hair. She was Castilian, a descendant of Spanish royalty, or so she claimed, refugees from Franco’s Civil War. My father had no such pedigree. He’d been raised in foster homes. He’d done a stint in the Navy and gone on to be a communications engineer, working on advanced telemetries and missile tracking systems for the Defense Department. Part of his work had involved traveling abroad, silo to silo, all over Europe. He had a high security clearance, and there’d been some glamour, a trip to Cannes with a French ambassador, now dead, who’d had an affair with Gina Lollobrigida.

			It had been a badge of honor, that security clearance, though a problem as well – the paranoia. Unexpected visitors, questioning this, that.

			I knew the feeling. Ever since I could remember.

			That of someone watching.

			‘So – can you tell us?’

			‘What?’

			‘Who you working for?’

			‘Not yet. It’s all preliminary, and confidential. If we go forward, maybe later.’

			‘You always say that, but we never hear. Meanwhile, your own life, your real life… how things are at home, Renée, the children. You keep that quiet, too.’

			‘Life is good,’ I said.

			She reached toward the sound of my voice, feeling my face: my brow, my nose, running her fingers over my lips, the bump in my chin. ‘People say you resemble me.’ She preened a little. My hair was black, like hers, but also curly, cropped short. Jewish blood, a family rumor, centuries back. Forced conversion during the Inquisition. (A tenuous claim, gleaned by mother’s maiden aunt from the registries in Andalusia, dating back past the Church, the Moors, the Romans, to the scrawlings on ancient caves.) ‘But underneath you’re more like your father,’ my mother said. ‘Everything, you keep it all locked up. I understand. We all have a life inside we can’t talk about.’

			

			The angle of the light changed on the porch, slanting hard and low over the eaves. My mother’s brow beaded with sweat. I wiped her face, and my father’s too, then wheeled them inside. I needed to be home before too late, and Mazie would be by soon.

			‘I’d like some fried chicken,’ my father said. 

			‘Next time, Dad.’

			‘You always say that.’

			‘I promise.’

			My father had trouble with the bones. The doctor had said to avoid it, but there was a place in Cotati – next to the Miwok Casino – and I knew how much my father loved that chicken. ‘I promise,’ I said again. Then I rolled them in front of the television. They wanted their blankets, their sweaters. It was hotter inside than out, but I brought them anyway. I gave them each a kiss on the cheek. Then I slid open the slider, to let in some air through the screen.

			‘No,’ my mother said. ‘Shut it, please.’

			I found Renée sitting on the edge of the infinity pool, her dress hiked up, feet dangling in the water. Our yard was terraced into a rise at the end of the street, the dry hills above us and the bluff below, alongside a sudden canyon, a dry wash snaking down a concrete gulley into the Canal District.

			I sat next to Renée, on the edge of the pool, too, but facing her, my back to the water. The light was all but gone from the sky.

			

			‘When are you leaving?’

			It was a simple question that seemed freighted.

			‘Tomorrow.’

			I couldn’t read her. I didn’t know if she wanted me to come or go. Renée sipped her drink. She had beautiful lips. She’d been born in St Louis, but her mother, who’d been raised in Paris, couldn’t stand it there. Renée had been a language student when I met her – an intern at the legislature who wanted to go into diplomatic service.

			‘You could come with me.’

			‘I have my own work.’

			‘You could take some time off.’

			‘There’s the kids.’

			The kids were old enough to take care of themselves. They weren’t wild or untrustworthy. Rather, they tended to get preoccupied, to lose sense of time. To forget about the faucet filling the bathroom tub until the next morning when the hall carpet was the texture of moss and water trickled down the stairs.

			‘When I get back, we can go someplace together, just the two of us.’

			‘I remember Max Seeghurs,’ she said. ‘I met him that once, when you were still at the paper. A good-looking man. Talented.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘He has a difficult reputation?’ 

			I shrugged.

			‘Everyone has a difficult reputation.’

			‘Has Gaddis called?’

			Gaddis was the politician who’d shied away from the memoir, our current lieutenant governor, running for governor, but with ambitions beyond that. Jim Gaddis, my man on the cusp. A riser. I’d invested time in him, close up. Studied the video clips: the easy smile, hair swept back, just a touch of gray. I’d helped him with some scandal triage a while back – and gone jogging with him a few times since. So I knew his personal story, his strengths, his weaknesses, his blue eyes, but maybe that was the problem. His press secretary had stopped returning my calls.

			

			‘We’re still talking. Fred’s optimistic,’ I said.

			I took her by the ankle. The moon was low on the horizon, a fat moon, creeping up as the color fell out of the sky. Something moved in the brush, on the other side of the hog wire. A coyote, maybe. A neighborhood cat. There were kids out there too, creeping about, as were the homeless who wandered the path up from Trader Joe’s in the shopping center at the base of the cliff. There was the barrio below us, and the wealthier homes above. The hills stretched for a long way, all the way to the ocean, and the darkness rolled in from that direction, over those hills. All of a sudden, I didn’t want to leave.

			‘What about Miscoulga? Are you going back there this summer?’

			Miscoulga was a retreat in the Midwest. It wasn’t as well-known as some of the other retreats, legendary for the debauched smell of their bedsheets. It wasn’t the type of place I’d seek out of my own accord. I’d gone on account of a client who’d paid me to occupy the cottage next to him – to help with an autobiographical article about his deep roots in a midsize Midwestern town served by the small airline where he was the chief executive. Only he’d been called away after a few days, leaving me there to finish
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