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Chapter 1






Charles Samuel Bouchon—“Shake” for short, ever since his first fall for grand theft auto when he was nineteen—took another look at his hole cards.

He tended to fold with a bullet showing and his opponent betting big, but Shake was sitting on a pair of hearts, and he was pretty sure the beast across the table from him wouldn’t recognize a flush if it jumped into his lap and kissed him on the mouth.

The beast was Vader Wallace, a mean young black con from Block C who was one long rope of muscle, braided around and around and around until it was a wonder he could walk. He was doing a dozen years behind a first-degree-manslaughter charge, aggravated. Extremely aggravated, according to the rumors.

Shake, on the other hand, was just a rangy white guy up on another GTA, forty-two years old and feeling every minute of it. But he’d survived the last fifteen months here at Mule Creek and wasn’t going to roll over just because some pumped-up, puffed-up con glared at him.

He called Vader’s bet. “I’ll pay to see that last card,” he said, and gave Vader a friendly smile.

Missouri Bob, the dealer, took his time with the river. Missouri Bob’s hand was tooled with crude blue tattoos—roses and rose stems and thorns.

Finally, dramatically, he showed them the last card.

Queen of hearts.

“Tramp of hearts,” Missouri Bob said. “Lovely but dangerous. Beware.”

Shake waited till he was sure Vader was watching him and then he frowned.

Vader saw the frown and smirked. Shake felt a little sad, how easy this was.

“Bet it all,” Vader said. He pushed his entire bankroll of Top Ramen noodles into the center of the table.

“The bad-tempered brother wrongly convicted of manslaughter bets it all,” Missouri Bob said.

“I heard what the bad-tempered brother said,” Shake said.

“Small-change white bread stalls for time.”

“I don’t know how we’d manage without your commentary, Bob.” Shake gave the queen of hearts another frown, just to see Vader smirk again. He noted that Vader’s head was too small in relation to all the muscle it was perched atop. His mouth, by contrast, was too large in relation to the head.

The fourth person at the table, a tweaked-out kid with one eye focused, the other swimming, tried to get a peek at Shake’s cards.

“That right, Shake?” he asked. “You’re small change?”

“Walks outta here a free man in seventy-two hours,” Missouri Bob said.

“Sixty-eight,” Shake said. “Not that I’m counting.”

“Call or fold, motherfucker,” Vader said.

Shake pushed his call in. “Show me yours, I’ll show you mine.”

“Three aces.”

Vader started to rake in the pot. Shake dropped his flush.

Missouri Bob clapped a hand to his bald head and woo-heed. Vader stared at the cards with affront and confusion, like a dog that’d just banged its head against a glass door it didn’t know was there.

“Say what?”

“Five hearts,” Shake explained, tapping them one by one. “Young and in love.”

Vader turned to Missouri Bob. His expression was both plaintive and murderous. “Don’t beat three aces, do they?”

Missouri Bob shook his head sympathetically. “Like a rented mule.”

Vader slammed his forearms against the table. The impact bounced the queen of hearts to the concrete floor. “Motherfucker!”

He stood up. His expression was just murderous now. Not plaintive. The tweaked-out kid’s good eye went wide, and Missouri Bob began edging discreetly away.

“Motherfucker cheated,” Vader said.

Shake gathered up his winnings. It wasn’t smart to start a beef with sixty-eight hours left on your ticket. He hadn’t cheated, though, and resented the accusation. Plus, he had a hunch, glancing up at Vader, that this beef had started without him; it was just a question, now, of how it ended.

There was a CO across the room, watching some cholos play checkers, but Shake knew that the guards weren’t paid enough to intervene in Vader’s business, not until it had been safely resolved.

“Said the motherfucker cheated!”

“No, Vader,” Shake said, “you just weren’t paying attention. Odds tell you I’m playing hearts in the hole.”

“Fuck the odds, motherfucker.”

Shake shrugged and bent to pick the queen of hearts off the floor. From beneath the table, he saw Vader shift his weight to his back leg, preparing to strike.

“You can run, motherfucker, but—”

Shake kicked hard and drove his heel into Vader’s kneecap. Vader’s back leg snapped with a soft, damp crack, and he dropped like he’d been chopped in half.

“Woo-hee!” Missouri Bob said, and then he beelined for the door as fast as his legs would carry him. Shake followed close behind, trying to think of a good parting shot, while Vader thrashed around with pain and rage.

“You a dead man!” Vader bellowed. “You ain’t leaving here but in a motherfucking bag!”

“I think I’ll just walk,” Shake finally came up with, but not until he was already out of the room, halfway across the yard.

AT LUNCH, SHAKE CARRIED HIS TRAY across the room and found Tatum. Tatum was considered the best go-to guy in the California state system. Even the blacks and Mexicans, who had their own fixers, used him for important acquisitions. Tatum was wired top to bottom, inside and out, and could score just about anything, for a price that was generally fair.

“I need something,” Shake said, sliding in next to him. “Chop-chop.”

“Like what?” Tatum said. “A coffin?” He cracked himself up.

Shake waited patiently for him to finish laughing. “Word travels fast, doesn’t it?”

“You gonna need a bazooka take Vader out.”

Shake passed him a piece of paper.

Tatum read it once, then twice. “A say-what?”

“By tomorrow afternoon.”

“Why—”

“Can you get it? That exact one?”

Tatum shrugged. “Course I can get it.”

THE LINE FOR THE WORKING pay phone was long. Shake approached the guy at the head of the line, a Fresno Bulldog he knew from laundry detail. He slipped the Bulldog a pack of Crest White Strips he’d won last week playing Omaha, and the Bulldog surrendered his place in line to Shake. Just in time, because a minute later Vader came limping along.

Shake picked up the phone and listened to the dial tone. When he could feel Vader right behind him, sour and sweaty, he shook his head.

“No, I said Tuesday,” Shake said into the phone. “If you don’t hear from me by Tuesday, I want you to do it. Understand?”

He hung up before Vader heard the dial tone and realized there was no one on the other end of the line. Shake turned and pretended to notice him for the first time.

“Vader! What’s happening?”

Vader glared at him. The cords in his neck were as thick and rigid as rebar. “Motherfucker.”

The CO at the door sensed the sudden spike in electricity. He moved a thumb to the panic button on his radio.

“Buddy of mine on the outside,” Shake explained, tapping his knuckle against the phone. “Nice to have friends, you know?”

“Ain’t no friend of yours gonna hear from you by Tuesday,” Vader said. “Guarantee that shit, motherfucker.”

Vader let the threat sink in. Shake assumed an expression of appropriate gravity.

“Is that right?” he asked.

“That’s right.” Vader nodded—once up, slowly; once down, slowly. Then he pushed past, smacking Shake hard with his shoulder.

Shake watched Vader limp off, then checked the clock on the wall.

A QUIET SUNDAY, AFTER CHOW. A couple of boom boxes were dueling. 50 Cent on tier two, Metallica just above. Most of the cons were still in the yard, though, scheming and dreaming and dying slowly from boredom.

Shake stretched out on his bunk, hands behind his head, and worked on the menu for the restaurant he planned to open once he was a free man.

Pan-fried chicken, maybe, lightly floured and lots of spice. Mashed potatoes and cream gravy. A few gumbos, of course, with a roux like Shake’s grandmother used to make.

Grilled fish of some sort, whatever was fresh and good. With a grenoblaise sauce, maybe, though that might be too fancy for the effect he was after.

Shake let his mind wander. The only thing, in here, that could. He remembered something he’d heard about death row up at San Quentin. A condemned man, so he’d heard, could request anything he wanted for his last meal—lobster and crème brûlée, barbecued shrimp, you name it. Apparently, though, orders were filled in-house, with whatever the prison mess had on hand, so the poor doomed bastard who ordered filet mignon and strawberry ice cream usually ended up with chopped hamburger steak and a cherry Popsicle.

That was pretty shitty, Shake thought, to get a guy’s hopes up like that, even if he was more than likely a baby-killing sadist. But that was the California Department of Corrections for you—experts at making your life pretty shitty.

He heard the squeak of rubber wheels. Tatum, rolling a meal cart for the keep-locks. He stopped outside Shake’s cell.

“Got it?” Shake said.

Tatum checked the tier for a nosy CO, then handed Shake a package wrapped in brown butcher’s paper. It was the size and shape of a phone book.

“You sure you don’t want to tell me what you need it for?”

Shake slid the package under his bunk. “Sure am.”

VADER DIDN’T COME ALONE. Shake hadn’t expected him to. Just before lockdown, Vader showed up with another black con, leading him on a leather leash attached to a rhinestone-trimmed dog collar. Both of which, Shake guessed, had been procured by Tatum.

Shake, sitting on the edge of his bunk, gave Vader and his boy a polite nod. “Help you fellas?”

“This here my top punk,” Vader said. “Mad Ty.”

Shake considered. “Mad as in angry, mad as in crazy, or mad in the hip-hop sense meaning excellent?”

Mad Ty lunged on the leash and snarled. He was cranked up, or hopped up, or both.

“He gonna shut that smart-ass mouth of yours once and for all,” Vader said.

“Think he can handle the assignment?”

Vader grinned. “Either way,” he said. “You get lucky and jack Mad Ty, you go straight to the hole, stay right here at the Creek and don’t walk.”

“And you stay clean.”

“That’s right.”

“Not a bad plan,” Shake admitted. He reached under his bunk.

“Go on. Get out your shiv.”

“I don’t have a shiv, Vader. I believe in the power of the printed word.”

Shake produced what had been in the brown paper package the size and shape of a phone book:

A phone book. Clark County, Nevada, white pages, 2007–2008.

Vader was momentarily perplexed. “The fuck is that?”

Shake didn’t answer. He assumed that the question was rhetorical, though with Vader you could never be sure.

Vader finally gave a derisive snort. “You gonna hit him with that?”

Shake hefted the heavy book in his hands. Not the worst idea in the world, come to think of it. But instead he dropped the book to the floor. It landed with a boom.

“Two-eighty-one Manzanita Ranch Court,” Shake recited from memory. “Henderson, Nevada.”

Mad Ty lunged again. “Lemme kill that peckerwood! Kill!”

Vader yanked Mad Ty back. “Hold the fuck on, motherfucker.”

“Your brother and sister-in-law live at that address, right?” Shake asked pleasantly. “Couple of nieces?”

He waited for Vader to remember the conversation at the pay phone. Then he gave Vader a little help, just to speed things along.

“ ‘If you don’t hear from me by Tuesday, I want you to do it.’ What I told my buddy on the outside, remember?”

“Kill! Gonna tear off that peckerwood’s head and stick my—”

“Shut the fuck up.”

Vader gave Mad Ty another yank, even harder, and the rhinestone collar bit into his throat. Mad Ty made an ack-ack sound, like he needed to cough up a fur ball, and shut the fuck up.

“You mentioned one time you had family in Henderson,” Shake said, “so I looked it up. Sure enough.”

“The fuck you think you playing at?”

“You see, V,” Shake said, “I was just paying attention. What I’ve been telling you.”

Vader’s braided muscles vibrated helpless rage. He started to open the mouth that was too big for his head that was too small for his body. Shake had to smile.

“Motherfucker,” Shake said. “Yeah, I know.”

SHAKE WOULD HAVE PREFERRED a giant iron gate rattling open, sunlight pouring down and making him squint, the wide horizon stretched out limitless before him, a swell of violins, all that. That’s how you were supposed to leave prison a free man, wasn’t it?

Instead a CO walked him out a side door, through a couple of chain-link gates, and left him in a gravel parking lot across the highway from a bus stop.

Shake didn’t complain.








Chapter 2






Shake rode a city bus into town. The next bus to L.A. didn’t leave for a few hours, so he ate lunch at a fast-food place. Where—Jesus—the scope and variety of choices on the brightly lit plastic menu board left him a little dazed. Salads, pita wraps, burritos. Saver size, supersize, brown-bag combo. He had to step away from the counter for a minute and regroup before he ordered.

He carried his tray to a table by the window. He had a little more than four hundred dollars in cash on him. He had the clothes he was wearing when he was busted and was wearing now—a pair of Levi’s 501 jeans; a striped, pale green button-down shirt; a pair of comfortable brown leather shoes he’d bought on sale at Nordstrom; a brown leather belt. He had a key to a storage unit in Inglewood, by the airport. In the storage unit were a few more clothes, his books, his tools, and another grand or so. The storage unit would be his first stop when he got back to L.A.

And then?

That was the question.

Shake decided not to tackle it till after lunch. Right now he’d just enjoy his grilled chicken pita wrap and appreciate the view of dusty green strawberry fields, no barbed wire or gun towers in sight. He’d ignore both future and past and live in the present, live in the moment, just as he’d been advised to do by one of the COs—a reformed crack dealer and self-styled Buddhist—the first week of his first fall, all those years ago back in Louisiana, Shake just a kid and scared out of his gourd. Live in the moment. Shake, even now, couldn’t decide if that was the best advice you give a man doing time, or the very worst.

“You all done with this?” asked an empty-eyed girl in a bright orange uniform.

Shake looked down at his tray, at the balled-up wrappers and flattened ketchup packets. He realized he must have been waiting for the whistle, tell him chow was over.

ON THE BUS TO L.A., he sat next to a tiny bird of a woman who seemed impossibly old, a hundred years at least. She was already asleep, snoring softly, when he took his seat.

Ten minutes into the trip, the sun set without fanfare. The world bled out suddenly and left behind nothing but the bright bubble of the bus, rocketing along through the darkness. With the flare, every minute or so, of the green mile markers when the bus headlights hit them.

Shake tried to figure out who he’d call when he got to L.A. He knew a couple of women who had nice places, and if they were still single, he was pretty sure they’d put him up for a few nights. But if they were still single, that meant those few nights would be complicated. It was probably better, he decided, to find a cheap motel, maybe one near the beach, stay there while he lined up his next job.

His next job. After he got settled, he’d drop in on Frank. Frank was certain to have something for him, or know someone who did. Shake didn’t consider himself the best driver in the business—only assholes and beginners thought in those terms—but he knew that a lot of people on the West Coast would be eager to hire him, now that he was in play again.

That thought should have made him feel good, had in the past, but right now it had the opposite effect. Here he was, forty-two years old, and what did he have to show for it?

Four hundred bucks, the clothes on his back, a key to a storage unit in Inglewood, and a path ahead, if he wasn’t careful, that looked a lot like the path behind.

He wondered where exactly in his life his shit had gone sideways, and why. It was hard to say. It hadn’t been a couple of momentous decisions that had determined the course of his life. No volcanic eruptions that altered and fixed his personal topography. Instead what had happened were all the little decisions along the way, most of which he didn’t even realize at the time were decisions, the bits of coincidence and circumstance, good luck and bad, the steady, slow accretion of rock and soil and sediment.

He needed a volcanic eruption. He needed to make a move. If he didn’t want to find himself back here on this bus again, ten years from now, ten years older, thinking these very same thoughts. Or dead. Or worse.

He had good ideas for the restaurant he wanted to open, and he knew he had the chops to make it work in the kitchen. But the business end, the money, permits, partners, the ridiculous odds against staying above water—Shake tensed up even thinking about it.

You had to be young, he supposed, to enjoy a volcanic eruption. Young or dumb or convinced of your own miraculous ability to beat the odds. Shake was none of those, unfortunately.

The old lady in the seat next to him stirred and woke. She clutched her purse in her lap with small, veiny hands and examined Shake with the clearest blue eyes he’d ever seen.

“I suppose you just got out of prison,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

She nodded, satisfied, then proceeded to chatter cheerfully on for the next two hundred miles. She told Shake she visited her sister in Riverside every month. She told Shake she’d once been courted by Walt Disney. Which, in case Shake couldn’t figure it out, meant she’d had a fling with him. She told Shake she’d married a marine the day after VJ Day. They’d had four children, none of whom had turned out to be worth a damn. Those four children, however, had given her a dozen grandchildren, all of whom, surprisingly, had turned out to be worth a damn. One was the mayor of a small city in Arizona. Her husband had passed years and years ago, when LBJ was still president. She learned to be independent, something her own mother had never been.

“I suppose you expect me to give you some wise advice or such,” she said.

“I wish you would,” Shake said. “I could use it.”

“I don’t have any advice to give. You pick out the kind of person you want to be, then you try your best to be that person.”

“I think that’s pretty good advice.”

She scoffed, as if she thought he was humoring her. Which he wasn’t.

When they finally reached L.A., well after dark, he helped her down off the bus and carried her suitcase to a waiting cab.

She gave Shake’s forearm a surprisingly strong squeeze and looked at him with her clear blue eyes. “You’re on parole?”

“No, ma’am, I’m free and clear.”

“Get a haircut. You’re a good-looking fellow. You’ve got good-natured eyes and a nice nose. But you look like you got your hair cut in prison.”

He smiled. “That I did.”

“You have a girl?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Had one?”

He thought he knew what she meant. “I’m not sure.”

She scoffed. “You’d be sure.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

“Stay that way.”

“Free and clear?”

“Bingo.”

He watched the cab drive off with her. When he turned away, he discovered that a long black limo had eased silently up to the curb next to him.

No one knew where he was, no one knew he was even out of prison. Why, then, was Shake not surprised when the tinted back passenger window melted slowly into the door frame and he saw Alexandra Ilandryan smiling out at him.

“Hello, Shake,” she said.

“Hello, Lexy.”

“You are surprised to see me?”

Shake shook his head.

“You are happy to see me?”

That one was more complicated. He gave her a wink.

“Depends,” he said as she popped the door open for him.








Chapter 3






Shake settled himself in the limo across from Alexandra and took a nice long look at her. She hadn’t changed a bit since they’d last met—the languid gray eyes, the cheekbones, the lips parted slightly with a hint of amusement.

“You just seem to get younger and younger,” he told her. He felt the limo pick up speed as it merged onto the highway. “If I didn’t know better, I’d suspect you made a deal with the devil.”

She brushed off the thought with an elegant, pale hand.

“The devil,” she said dismissively.

Alexandra Ilandryan was probably the most beautiful woman Shake had ever known. She was also—not probably, but certainly—the most formidable. Shake didn’t know all the details, but enough of them. Married off at age sixteen to a brutish, midlevel warlord in the mountains just across the Armenian border from Turkey, Alexandra had by the age of twenty dispatched the husband, taken over his operation, driven all local competitors out of business. A few years later, she immigrated to America. Within a decade she’d used her charm, her smarts, and a bottomless reservoir of sheer ruthless will to assume control of the entire Armenian mob in L.A. She was the boss, the pakhan. The devil came to Alexandra Ilandryan for favors, not vice versa.

She dropped an ice cube into a glass. She was wearing a silk blouse the same smoky color of her eyes, tailored slacks, and simple black sandals that Shake knew must have cost a fortune.

“Maker’s Mark?” she asked. “Rocks?”

“Good memory,” Shake said.

“You are impossible man to forget, Shake.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

She poured his drink. Her smile revealed nothing. It never did.

“You spend fifteen months in a hard place,” she mused. “I wonder why do you not make plea bargain?”

Shake shrugged. “Dime out the most dangerous lady on the West Coast? And possibly the best kisser?”

“Possibly?” She arched an eyebrow and studied him. He wondered why he was here. Some kind of business, no doubt, but there might be more to it than that. He and Alexandra had enjoyed a brief but intense relationship several months before the job that sent him to Mule Creek. Shake still wasn’t exactly sure why the relationship had petered out, or which of them exactly had been responsible for the petering.

“I appreciate your loyalty,” she said finally. “Now I return favor. I have little something for you, put some money in your pocket.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know, Lexy. The timing.”

“You’re at this time in your life, the middle of things.” She smiled at him. “You want a fresh start. Et cetera.”

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. She reached across and touched his shoulder.

“Just listen first before you decide,” she said. “Yes? What can this hurt?”

Shake sipped his drink and watched the city lights flow past.

What could it hurt?

“It’s your car,” he said. “I’m just along for the ride.”

SHE TOOK HIM TO DINNER at a time-capsule steakhouse in Hollywood—framed head shots from the forties and fifties, red leatherette booths, grouchy old Iron Curtain waiters in tuxedos and starched aprons.

He ordered the New York strip, hot and rosy in the center, and the creamed spinach. Both were excellent. Alexandra let Shake savor the meal and an after-dinner brandy before she brought up business. It was a simple job, she said after she explained what was involved. Then she corrected herself.

“No. ‘Job’ I think is too . . . grand a word.”

“Errand?” he suggested.

“Yes.”

“I drive a car to Vegas. I meet a guy and give him the car.”

“Could not be simpler, no?”

“The guy gives me a briefcase. I fly back to L.A. and give the briefcase to you.”

“A small errand.”

“And you give me twenty thousand dollars. Because . . .”

“Because I am fond of you, Shake. Because you have paid debt to society and deserve fresh start in life.”

“What’s in the trunk of the car?” he asked.

“Is not your worry.”

“What’s in the briefcase?” he asked.

She laughed musically, a run of sweet notes climbing the scale. Her gray eyes twinkled.

“I miss you, Shake. Your sense of humor.”

“How about the guy I meet in Vegas?”

“He works for a man,” Alexandra said. “Dick Moby.”

“The Whale?”

“You are familiar?”

Shake was familiar. You didn’t do time west of the Mississippi without meeting someone who’d worked for, borrowed money from, or narrowly escaped being murdered by Dick Moby. Often all three. The Whale owned a strip club in Vegas, but his real business was drugs, shylocking, extortion, immigrant sex slaves.

“So,” she said.

Shake tried to think of the name of the actor in the head shot above Alexandra’s head. He’d been in The Killers with Burt Lancaster, a character actor who often played a guy you thought was good but turned out bad. Or vice versa. Shake couldn’t remember.

It never worked that way in real life, those sudden character twists, but it made for good movies, he guessed.

“I’m serious, Lexy,” Shake said.

“I know you are.”

“I’m forty-two years old.”

“Yes.”

He explained to her that if, if he took this job, it would be his last one. And he’d only be taking the job so he could put the twenty grand toward the restaurant he planned to open. Twenty grand wouldn’t be nearly enough, of course, but it was a beginning. And he was resolved to make a new beginning.

She listened politely. He knew she didn’t believe him. He knew she didn’t believe he believed it himself.

Their waiter, a dead ringer for Nikita Khrushchev, stomped over and glared at Shake’s empty brandy snifter.

“Another?” he grunted.

Alexandra looked at Shake.

He hesitated. He did believe it himself. At the same time, though, he couldn’t deny how relieved he’d felt when Lexy’s limo had rolled up. When he realized he could just give himself up to the current, one last time, and let life take him where it wanted.

He’d go to work on that new beginning tomorrow.

He shook his head at the waiter. “I’ve got a long drive to make tonight.”








Chapter 4






Alexandra took out her cell phone and made a call from the table, a few curt words in Armenian. When they exited the restaurant, a black Lincoln Town Car was parked next to the limo. Parked next to the Town Car was Alexandra’s personal bodyguard and number-one hatchet man, Dikran Ghazarian, a prehistoric thug with a shaved head shaped like a bullet that hadn’t been fired yet. His squashed blob of a face, however, looked like a bullet that had been fired, then dug out of a concrete wall.

“Shake,” Alexandra said. “You remember Dikran?”

She knew he did, of course. Not only was Dikran possibly the ugliest man on the face of the planet, he was a stupid, sadistic bully who’d once tried, stupidly, to bully Shake. Shake, stupidly, had refused to back down. This was years ago, on Shake’s first job for Alexandra. She’d intervened to impose a truce. Dikran—denied what he considered his God-given right to tear the spine from Shake’s body and strangle him with it—had resented Shake ever since.

“Still waiting for evolution to come back for you, Dikran?” Shake asked pleasantly. He knew that Dikran would never dare come after him while he was under Alexandra’s explicit protection. Shake also knew that if for some reason she ever withdrew that protection, nothing in this world or the next would stop Dikran from killing him. Either way, Shake’s fate was decided, so he always tried to see how far he could goad the big ugly lizard before Dikran burst a blood vessel. “Still waiting for those higher motor functions?”

Dikran took a menacing step toward him and spit onto the asphalt between Shake’s feet. Dikran was wearing a short-sleeved madras shirt and black satin parachute pants that were too short for him. Dress shoes with no socks.

“Fuck you,” Dikran said. “Still fuck you mother?”

“Boys,” Alexandra said. She snapped her fingers. Dikran, still glaring at Shake, handed her an envelope, a set of car keys, and a cell phone. Dur ing the transaction Shake noticed a cloth patch stuck to Dikran’s bare bicep.

“What’s that?” he asked Dikran. “Get a tattoo of your phone number so you won’t forget it?”

“The doctor tells Dikran his cholesterol is too high,” Alexandra said. Her expression was solemn, but Shake could tell she was enjoying this. “He says Dikran has testosterone too low.”

Dikran made a sound like a strangled cough, and the skin beneath his eyes darkened.

“A testosterone patch?” Shake said, amused. “Any side effects?”

“Fuck your mother,” Dikran said, which was pretty much the extent of his repertoire. He turned his squashed face toward Alexandra. “Why you give ass-lick this job?”

“Headaches?” Shake wondered aloud. “Nausea? Persistent erections?”

Alexandra put a hand on Dikran’s shoulder.

“Because I am the pakhan,” she told him. Her voice was mild but deadly. “Yes?”

Dikran held the pose for a second, then stalked over to the limo, got in, slammed the door shut behind him.

“This patch,” she explained to Shake. “It make him crankier than usual. Hard to believe, I know.”

“Where’s the meet?”

“Motel on Las Vegas Strip. Seven A.M. tomorrow. Address is in envelope.” She handed over the envelope, the car keys, and the cell phone. “And three thousand dollars cash to start. You say thank you now.”

“Thank you, Lexy.”

Shake opened the door to the Town Car and climbed in. Alexandra leaned close. One last thing.

“Shake?”

“Yes?”

“This Dick Moby, in Las Vegas. He is not one to fuck with.”

“I know.”

“Shake?”

That inscrutable smile of hers.

“Neither am I.”

He nodded, smiled back. “I know.”

HE LEFT LOS ANGELES AROUND one-thirty in the morning. By three he’d left the ugly sprawl of suburbs behind—West Covina, Ontario, Rancho Cucamonga—and was deep into the dark, empty desert, soaring along just a hair below the legal limit of seventy. Windows rolled down, a sweet-scented springlike wind whipping through the car.

The wind was chilly, but he didn’t mind. Fifteen months locked up at Mule Creek and this was what Shake had dreamed about most. More than a good meal, more even than a woman. This—driving, just driving, a wheel in his hands and the low-throated thrum of a 240-horsepower, 4.6-liter V-8 making every molecule in his body vibrate. Shake couldn’t recall his first kiss, but he did remember precisely the first time he’d driven a car, which also happened to be the first time he’d stolen one. Eighth grade, age thirteen, New Orleans, Louisiana. He wasn’t a bad kid, just a little wild, fallen in with some older kids who were even wilder. The car was a 1974 Ford Maverick, white with a tan hardtop, and the owner had left the keys in the ignition while he popped into a K&B convenience store. His mistake. Shake and his two friends, Whelan and Chunks, tooled around town for a couple of hours, inventing (so they thought) the bootlegger slide in the deserted parking lot of a defunct supermarket. They ditched the Mav down by the levee, and then Shake walked home euphoric, exhausted. That night he slept like the dead and didn’t wake till three o’clock the next day. Shake smiled at the memory.

Whelan would die a few years later when a jack failed and the boosted Corvette he was working on crushed him. Chunks was a dentist, last Shake had heard, living somewhere in Florida.

A sign flashed by that said LAS VEGAS, 100 MILES. Shake flipped through FM frequencies until he found a station with a clear pulse. It was playing slow jazz, unfortunately, not the sound track you wanted when blasting down the highway, so he kept flipping. Rap, rap, country. Finally, at the far left end of the digital dial, he found an old Spring-steen B-side, “Be True.” The Big Man’s sax growled, Bruce sang in a refreshingly grown-up way about the provisional nature of love and trust, and for three beautiful minutes everything in Shake’s world was just about perfect.

Shake drummed along on the wheel as Mighty Max’s tom-toms built to a thunderous crescendo. He’d just about convinced himself he hadn’t made the wrong decision, taking this job. He’d just about convinced himself it had been a decision, and he wasn’t falling back into the old lazy habits again.

The song faded abruptly into a fuzz of static. Shake heard, behind him, a soft whump, whump, whump.

Flat tire. He tapped the brakes and steered the Town Car onto the shoulder. Odd thing, the wheel didn’t tug like it should have, but Shake didn’t give it much thought. He cut the engine and opened his door. If the spare was full and the bolts forgiving, he’d be out and back in under ten minutes.

Except that when he walked around to the rear of the car, he discovered that neither tire was flat. Not a scratch on either.

“What the hell,” he had time to murmur aloud once, before the whump-whump-whump-ing started again, and he realized it was coming from inside the truck.

Get back in the car, Shake told himself. Do not open the trunk. Get back in the car and drive to Vegas. Deliver the car, fly back to L.A., collect the rest of the money from Alexandra. Take the money, and figure out a way to start a restaurant, and never, ever, take a job like this again.

Do not open the trunk.

He opened the trunk.

Inside was a young woman in her twenties, gagged with electrical tape and handcuffed. She stared up at Shake with wet, scared eyes.

The wind had died down, and the night felt suddenly too warm, too still, as if the desert were a big sweaty palm, the fingers closing slowly over him.

The girl started struggling again, kicking the wheel well—that was the sound he’d thought was a flat tire. Shake saw that the cord used to bind her legs had come loose.

A second later, headlights splashed him, and he turned to see a Nevada state trooper rolling up twenty feet behind him. The girl kicked again, and the boom sounded to him like a bomb going off in the dark night.

“Shit,” he said. But he didn’t panic. Never panic. That was the first and only rule. He reached into the trunk and pulled the cord tight around the girl’s legs, tied it off with a knot he hoped would hold. He slammed the lid of the trunk shut just as the state trooper slammed his car door.

Shake strolled back toward the trooper and met him halfway between the two cars.

“Almost hit a coyote,” Shake explained. “Thought I blew a tire, but I’m okay.”

The trooper moved his chin in a way that maybe was a nod, maybe not. He was a long-timer with small eyes crowded together in the center of a big, thick face. His belly strained the buttons of his uniform shirt.

“Where you headed?”

“Where else?” Shake said.

“Play them slots?”

“Little brother’s getting married. Bachelor party tomorrow night at the Flamingo.”

The state trooper waited, like there’d be more.

“Stripper or two,” Shake went on. “Beer and pretzels. Nothing fancy.”

“Thought they tore that one down coupla years ago,” the trooper said.

“What?”

“The Flamingo.”

Shake laughed, tried to make it sound easy.

“Sure hope not,” he said, “or I’m in trouble.” That was the first true thing he’d told the trooper.

The trooper tugged thoughtfully at the skin beneath his chin. A lone semi thundered past, east to west. Shake wished he was in it.

“Might be the Sahara I’m thinking of,” the trooper said finally. “Hell if I know. I can’t keep’ em all straight anymore.”

“Could be.”

“Stay away from them slots. The house always wins, even when you think you got you a system.”

“You got that right.” Shake suspected that the trooper spoke from experience. Either way, the point was a sound one.

“All right, then. Have a safe trip.”

The trooper walked back to his cruiser. Shake watched him drive off. When the burn of taillights finally disappeared in the distance, Shake slowly released the breath he’d been holding for what seemed like the last ten minutes or so. A second later the trunk of the Town Car started whump-whump-whump-ing again.

“Shit,” Shake said.








Chapter 5






Just before sunrise Shake reached the southern edge of Vegas. He turned onto the Strip as a thin, bloodred crack appeared on the horizon. Pyramids, Empire State Building, Eiffel Tower. Shake wondered how long before they opened a Vegas-themed hotel and casino that was an exact scale replica of the city around it, including a replica of the Vegas-themed hotel itself, and so on down to microscopic infinity.

He shook his head and took a deep breath of cold air. He was getting a little loopy. He’d been awake for—how long? He asked for nothing more right now than a soft bed and a few hours of sleep. And no girl bound and gagged in the trunk of the car he was driving. Yeah, that, too, don’t forget.

He didn’t know what he was going to do about the girl. He supposed this was his punishment. For not listening to the old lady on the bus who told him to stay clean and free. For taking this job because it was the easy thing to do.

Live in the moment, Shake advised himself. He checked the dashboard clock. He still had an hour before the meet with Dick Moby’s bagman. He’d find the motel, get a room, try to sort things out.

Traffic was light, so Shake guessed he’d missed the casino shift change. He followed the Strip north until it lost its enthusiasm and turned seedy—big new hotels giving way to big old hotels, big old hotels giving way to small old hotels, small old hotels giving way finally to liquor stores, adult bookstores, crackhead apartment complexes, and skanky by-the-hour motels.

The Apache Motor Inn was on the corner of West Utah and South Las Vegas Boulevard, across from a strip club called the Jungle. It wasn’t the skankiest motel on this stretch of the Strip, but close enough. Shake turned in beneath a sign shaped like a wigwam and parked in back, next to an empty pool half filled with rust-streaked toilets and bathroom sinks.

The clerk at the desk gave him a room key. The key was attached to a hard red rubber bulb scored with teeth marks. Adult teeth, unmistakably. Shake didn’t want to imagine the circumstances. He unlocked the room and propped the door open with a chair, then returned to the parking lot, which was empty except for the Town Car.

He crouched next to a back tire, as if he were inspecting it for tread damage.

“Can you hear me?” he said.

No answer.

“Kick once,” he said.

Whump.

“I’m gonna let you out of the trunk. But I need you to stay quiet. Okay?”

Whump.

Shake glanced around to make sure the parking lot was still empty, then unlocked the trunk. The girl’s face, the part not covered with electrical tape, was pale and dirty, streaked with the paler, less dirty tracks of dried tears.

“I’m not gonna hurt you,” Shake said. He unwound the cord from around her legs. She was wearing jeans, a sweatshirt, no shoes. Her hands were cuffed in front of her, so he looped her arms around his neck, grabbed her waist, and lifted her out of the trunk. Her legs cramped up the second her bare feet touched the ground, and they both stumbled to the asphalt. Shake untangled himself and tried to help her stand, but it was like she was paralyzed from the waist down. Finally he just picked her up again. Her blond hair, pressed against his nose, smelled strongly like tire rubber and faintly like peaches.

He carried the girl into the room, kicked the door shut behind them, and lowered her to the bed. He knelt in front of her.

“Thirsty? You want some water?”

She nodded.

He found a plastic cup in the bathroom and filled it with cold water. Then he turned the tap to warm and soaked a washcloth.

He looked at the reflection in the mirror above the sink.

“Any bright ideas?” he asked it.

The reflection shook its head sadly. Nope.

Shake returned to the room with the cup of water and the wash-cloth. The first thing he noticed was the door: open. The second thing he noticed was the bed: empty.

The girl was gone.

He dropped the cup and the washcloth and sprinted outside. His heart started beating again when he saw that she hadn’t hobbled far—barely halfway across the empty parking lot. Even before Shake reached her, she’d crumpled to the ground. She began crying when he lifted her to her feet.

“Come on,” he said quietly, and led her back into the room.

He put her in a chair and tied off her ankles with pillowcases.

“This is gonna hurt,” he said, “but it’ll probably hurt less if I just do it all at once.”

He found an edge that had come free and pulled the electrical tape off her mouth. The girl didn’t make a peep. She just closed her eyes and bit her bottom lip.

It was a nice lip, Shake noticed. Plump and rosy. He realized for the first time how pretty the girl was, dirty face and all. Eyes that seemed brown until you looked closer and saw the underwater green. Perfect cheekbones and an imperfect nose, a strong-minded nose, with a dusting of freckles across the bridge. The nose, the eyes, wholesome but not dull—the girl reminded Shake of a girl who could have been homecoming queen but had better things to do with her time.

Shake guessed she was a little younger than he’d first thought, probably around twenty-three or twenty-four.

So how did a girl like this end up in the trunk of a car, express delivery to a bad dude like Dick Moby? Shake tried not to consider the possibilities.

She moistened her lips with her tongue.

“If you start to yell,” he warned her, “I’ll have to put the tape back on.”

She nodded and said something he couldn’t hear. He bent closer. Her voice was soft, hoarse.

“Water.”

He brought her a fresh cup of water. Her cuffed hands trembled as she lifted it to her mouth and drank. He found the warm washcloth and gently wiped some of the grime from her face.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

Her big eyes couldn’t seem to make up their mind, if they were brown or green.

“Gina,” she said.

“Gina,” Shake said. “Tell me why you were in the trunk of that car.”

“Please, you have to help me.”

“I want to help you. But first—”

“I don’t know! I’m just a . . . I’m a mom! I have two little boys.”

She made a sound that was part cough, part sob. Shake brought her another cup of water, which she gulped down.

“Where am I?” she asked.

“Las Vegas.”

Surprised. “I live here!” she said.

“But you were in L.A.?”

“On vacation. With my husband. We left the boys with my mom, and . . . we were supposed to go to Catalina Island? To have a picnic? But then Ronnie went out to buy a paper and didn’t come back.” The words tumbling out faster and faster, one over the other. “And the next day this man broke in the door and—”

“Slow down.”

“Can I—I have to take this off.” She pointed her chin down at the baggy UNLV sweatshirt. “I’m burning up. Please.”

Shake hesitated, then pulled the sweatshirt up over her head. Underneath she was wearing a thin white T-shirt, damp with sweat, no bra, her boobs small and perfect. Shake blinked like a man who’d just stepped out of a dark movie theater into the sunshine. Then he looked quickly away and concentrated on getting the sweatshirt over the cuffs. In the end, because he couldn’t find anything sharp, he had to bite the seam and tear the fabric in half.

“Thank you,” she said.

He sat down on the bed across from her and tried to fit the pieces of the puzzle together.

“Your husband. Ronnie? He went out and didn’t come back?”

“It was like he was saying good-bye, when he said good-bye.”

She started crying again, softly. A fat teardrop rolled down her cheek and caught for a second, trembling and translucent, in the corner of her mouth.

“I think he left me,” she said. “I don’t know why he left me.”

“Gina,” Shake said. “Think hard, Gina.”

“There’s nothing, really. I just—”

Suddenly she looked up at him.

“What?”

“He liked to gamble.”

“Ronnie did,” Shake said.

“Everyone at our church tried to help him stop. We’re Mormon? But he just kept borrowing money, and I don’t know . . . I don’t know why I—”

“Gina. Stay cool for me, okay?”

She took a deep breath. Shake glanced over at the
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