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Love takes off masks that we fear we cannot live without and know we cannot live within

—James Baldwin


PROLOGUE

Isaiah Quintabe’s East Long Beach neighborhood hadn’t changed much over the years. It was the hood when he was growing up and it was the hood now. Gangs, street crime, poverty, drugs, and violence were constants, facts of life. Isaiah didn’t know the statistics but from his perspective, things were getting worse. Not a surprising viewpoint when your job was fighting human suffering and indifference.

As the area’s only unlicensed PI and unofficial ombudsman, there wasn’t much he hadn’t seen. Murders, robberies, burglaries, scams, bullying, kidnappings, addiction, rape, child abuse, loan sharking, questionable suicides; runaway children, husbands and wives. There were cases of great consequence and those of very little, but all were crucial to the victims, whatever the size of the injustice.

Someone had stolen Mrs. Marquez’s Pomeranian, Pepito, and was holding it for ransom. The kidnapper left a note on her porch. There was a phone number and a demand for five hundred dollars or your dog will be drownded in the ocen. She called the number while Isaiah listened in.

“Yeah?” the man said. “Who’s this?”

Isaiah immediately recognized the voice. It was Freemont Reese, a young hooligan who was so stupid and cowardly even the gangs rejected him.

“This is Mrs. Marquez,” she said. “You stole my dog?”

“I sho’ did,” Freemont said. “Did you read the part about the money?”

“How do I know you have him?” Mrs. Marquez said, Isaiah nodding his approval.

“Because it’s sitting right next to me watchin’ TV. You want me to put him on the phone?”

“I mean, what’s the dog’s name?”

“His name? I don’t know. He hasn’t told me yet.”

“It’s on his tag. You know, the one hanging on his collar?”

Freemont told her to meet him at McClarin Park and sit on the bench nearest the south entrance. “You better have the money,” he said. “Or you can go get yourself a cat right now.”

Mrs. Marquez went to the park and sat on the designated bench. She had twelve dollars in her purse. Isaiah stayed well back and watched. He spotted Freemont near the restrooms, peeking around a corner. He didn’t have the dog. Isaiah circled and got behind him.

“How are you, Freemont?” Isaiah said.

Freemont jumped. “Hey, man. Don’t be sneakin’ up on me like that! I might have shot your ass.”

“With what?” Isaiah said. “The gun you have in your sock? Where’s the dog?”

“What dog?” Freemont said, just realizing it was Isaiah.

“The one that belongs to the collar you have in your hand.”

“This? I found it.”

“Where’s the dog?”

“I don’t have to tell you nothin’, Isaiah, and you can’t make me.”

“No, I can’t, but I know who can.”

“Oh, yeah?” Freemont sneered. “And who is that?”

“Your mother,” Isaiah said.

Freemont’s face crumpled in on itself like a wadded-up napkin. “Hey, man,” he said, putting his palms out, his voice rising an octave. “She ain’t got nothin’ to do with this.” Freemont lived with his mother, Oleta, a bony, fearsome woman with no sense of humor and nails jutting out of her eyes.

“Do you remember that time I helped her out?” Isaiah said. “Her boss at the shoe store wouldn’t pay her overtime and I made him give it up? She was grateful. Really grateful.”

Freemont shook his head and looked to the heavens. Maybe someone up there would have his back.

“Bring me the dog,” Isaiah said. “And if there’s a scratch on him, I’ll lock you in a room with Mrs. Marquez and a baseball bat.”

Mrs. Marquez was thrilled to get Pepito back, and she brought Isaiah a soul-warming pot of calabacitas con puerco, a hearty stew of vegetables, spices and pork cooked in butter. Isaiah wished she had more dogs that were stolen.

He was happy to have helped her like he was happy to help anybody, but lately he’d been wondering if he had a higher calling. The traditional notions of success bored him. He had a nice place to live, food on the table, and a fast car to drive. Getting a nicer place, more food on the table and a faster car didn’t interest him at all. A lot of people seemed to enjoy power. Controlling the lives of others, telling them what to do, determining their fates—the idea made him cringe. He could barely control his own life, let alone determine his fate. Isaiah in charge of Isaiah was plenty. Maybe he should just shut up and get on with it.

He had a girlfriend now, Stella McDaniels. They’d been seeing each other for three months. She was a violinist, first chair, in the Long Beach Symphony Orchestra. He’d met her on a case. On her way to rehearsal she’d stopped at Beaumont’s store to get a bottle of water. She was late and didn’t lock the car. When she returned, her violin was gone. A Giovanni & Giuseppe Dollenz violin made in Italy circa 1855. When she was in high school, her parents had used their life savings and cashed in their IRA to buy it for her. The instrument was insured for fifty thousand dollars, but over the years it had increased in value and the payout wouldn’t cover the cost of anything comparable. The symphony season was starting and she was frantic. She got a rental but it was like wearing someone else’s shoes, the same thing but unfamiliar, and when you’re playing music at her level, feel was everything.

Stella had come up the hard way, like Isaiah, like everyone in the neighborhood. Her family lived on the border between Long Beach and Compton, the hood if there ever was one. Isaiah asked her when she knew she was going to be a musician. “I’ve always known,” she said. “There was never a day I didn’t know.”

Her parents were working people and couldn’t afford music school or even music lessons. She used a relative’s battered, tinny-sounding instrument and practiced relentlessly. A friend of her mother’s owned a laundromat. At age nine, Stella was sorting lights and darks, stuffing wet clothes into the dryers and folding sheets by herself. She used the money to pay for music lessons, but she could only afford three. The teacher recognized almost immediately that Stella was exceptionally talented and lowered her rates to next to nothing. In high school, Stella worked two jobs after school and in the summer. She got a better teacher, played in junior orchestras and earned a music scholarship to the California School of the Arts. She entered competitions but was disappointed. There were other exceptionally talented violinists who were better than her. She would never command an audience of her own.

After graduation, she gave violin lessons to children, taught music at a small college, substituted in local orchestras, played in Vegas for Michael Bublé and finally, finally, got a spot in the Long Beach Symphony. It took her seven years to work herself up to first chair. A prestigious position. She was the principal soloist as well as leader of the section. The other musicians would take her directions on inflection, dynamics, bowing and numerous other things. Her first solo would be her proudest moment and the proudest moment for her family.

Where to start? Isaiah thought. East Long Beach had a legion of car thieves, but the violin had been stolen right outside of Beaumont’s and she’d been inside the store for only a minute, two at the most. Someone was Johnny-on-the-spot. A local walking by or someone on his way into the store. Beaumont’s was in gang territory. Locos Sureños 13.

Isaiah went to see the gang’s entrepreneurial leader, Manzo. They weren’t friends but they respected each other and sometimes traded favors.

They met at Café Michoacán, Manzo’s new coffee place. Manzo was thirty-five or so, dressed in nice chinos and a black shirt, inked-up, bulked-up arms coming out of the sleeves. He was the only gang leader Isaiah had ever heard of who invested the gang’s money. Manzo had told Isaiah he was going to open a Starbucks for Mexicans and here it was. Clean, modern, comfortable seating, display cases for Mexican pastries and beautifully embroidered story cloths on the walls. Mexican jazz was playing. Isaiah thought he recognized Juan José Calatayud but he could have been wrong. The place was nearly full. A mix of young and old staff. Not a Corona poster or a sombrero in sight. It could have been an actual Starbucks save for the solidly Latino faces.

“Cool place,” Isaiah said. “Congratulations.”

“Yeah, it came out better than I thought,” Manzo said, sipping his latte. “Another year, we’ll be profitable. I’m thinking about a franchise.” Manzo funded his enterprises with drug money so he had no loans to carry. “You think it’ll go?”

“I don’t see why not,” Isaiah replied.

Manzo’s stated mission was to get his gang off the street but so far, he hadn’t succeeded. The members who signed on for the investments didn’t quit banging or dealing. The dividend checks were another income stream that paid for the same shit gangstas always dropped their money on: weed, guns, electronics and cars.

Isaiah told Manzo about Stella.

“A violin can be worth that much?” Manzo said.

“I guess so. I don’t know much about it.”

“Who’s Stella?”

Isaiah shrugged. “Client.”

Manzo smiled. “Is she paying you?”

Isaiah smiled back. “Do I ask you about your personal life?”

“I’ll talk to the fellas about your violin,” Manzo said as he got up. “Coffee’s on the house.”

Manzo put the word out to the homies who put the word out on the street. The khan of the Locos wanted the violin and if you happened to have it in your possession, your best option was to return it or suffer a life-threatening injury. Two days later, it came back. There were a couple of new scratches on the fretting board and a dent on the scroll, but they were cosmetic.

“Alfredo had it,” Manzo said. “He gave it to his eight-year-old daughter as a birthday present.”

“Thanks,” Isaiah said. “I owe you one.”

“I know.”

It cost Isaiah a favor but it was worth the effort. Stella was nice to look at and a good listener, sifting through your words like she was panning for gold. She talked about music with intensity and passion, and Isaiah wished he still felt like that about his work. Stella was a few years older and had been through the relationship wars. She said she was done with being cool, buying cool things, hanging in cool places and, most of all, cool men.

“I’m not cool?” he said.

She smiled. “No, you’re not. And that’s what’s cool about you.”

Isaiah was driving over to Stella’s place thinking about how he envied her and wished he’d taken a path like hers instead of his own. To be brilliant at something the world recognized. He wondered what that could be. His brother, Marcus, had told him many times, he could be anything, do anything he wanted, and nothing could stop him but himself. Was that true? Could he really be anything he wanted? Maybe so, if he knew what that was.

He was nearing Stella’s place when he saw Grace. He did a double take and nearly rear-ended the car in front of him. He couldn’t believe it. Was it actually her? He hadn’t seen her in two years, since she’d left for New Mexico and taken his heart with her. She was going in the other direction, driving the same ’09 white GTI. The New Mexico sun had burnished her skin, the pale green eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses, her hair tucked messily under a baseball cap. Isaiah had given her his dog, Ruffin, for protection, and there he was, head out the window, tongue flapping, happy as could be. Isaiah who? In an instant, Grace was past him. He tried to make a U-turn but was boxed in by the traffic. He yanked the car over into a red zone, got out and clambered onto the roof. He stood on his tiptoes and craned his neck, but the GTI was gone.

He was confounded. Why had she come back? How long had she been here? His heart was thudding like he was mid-marathon and losing. Was she back for good? The car still had its California plates. Why hadn’t she called him? Had she forgotten him? Or maybe she’d just arrived. Yeah, that made sense. She’d made the long drive and wanted to get herself together before they met.

Except her car was clean. No road dust, no bugs on the windshield, so she’d been here long enough to get her car washed, and he didn’t remember her ever wearing sunglasses or a cap even on sunny days. Maybe that was something she picked up in New Mexico. Sure, that was it. It was hot out there—but it was hot here too. Maybe she was hiding from someone and in disguise. Maybe she was hiding from him. He felt hollow and a little sick. The torch he’d been carrying all these months had smoldered but never gone out. He could feel it crackling into flames again. What to do? Track her down? It was tempting, but wait, he told himself. Calm down. She has her reasons. Be patient. She’ll call. She had to, didn’t she?


CHAPTER ONE

Come to Justice

Beaumont’s corner store, Six to Ten Thirty, had been a fixture in the neighborhood for more than thirty years. Like people his age tend to do, Beaumont wondered what his life had been about, stuck here in this cramped, un-air-conditioned space with the Red Vines, the packages of Kotex, the cans of frijoles, the racks of chips and coolers full of Budweiser, the hard liquor behind the counter. There was a time when he thought about moving on, doing something else, going someplace where he could be outdoors and breathe some clean air. But after his wife, Camille, died, he didn’t see the point. Why bother being anywhere in particular if the love of your life wasn’t there with you? Beaumont had two grown children. Merrill was a traffic engineer in San Diego. His daughter, Katrice, was locked up in Vacaville for carjacking. These days, one out of two wasn’t bad.

Beaumont heard rowdy voices coming up the street. He sighed, dreading their arrival. It was never a group of police officers or a troop of Boy Scouts or some other kind of law-abiding folks, and sure enough, four hooligans from a Cambodian gang came in with their white T-shirts, gold chains and tattoos. Maybe one of these days somebody would break the mold, wear a bowler hat or some penny loafers. The chubby one was the shot maker or shot supervisor or shot daddy or whatever they called the ringleader these days. In Beaumont’s eyes, the kid didn’t look any different from the others, but that’s what they used to say about black folks so he crossed that off his observation list. He wondered if there was a nationality left that didn’t have gangsters. Even white people who’d never been closer to the hood than one of Biggie’s CD covers walked around talking like they’d been born in East Long Beach with a Glock 17 in their nappies.

The Cambodians dispersed into the store. There were fish-eye mirrors everywhere but these guys were past shoplifting. They had money. They still made Beaumont nervous but he wasn’t afraid of them. He’d been in Vietnam and had seen action that would have these punks crying for their mamas.

They came back with a pile of junk food and dumped it on the counter.

“How you doin’, Chief?” Chubby said. He was the leader for no apparent reason Beaumont could see.

“I’m doing just fine,” Beaumont said.

“I been meaning to ask you. What do you do with yourself all day besides sit back there and jerk off?”

“And I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Beaumont retorted, “what do you do all day besides lie around being an asshole?”

Chubby slow-blinked twice. “You know, one of these days your store might burn down.”

“And one of these days your mama’s house might catch on fire. I know where she lives, son.”

Chubby tightened up and let one shoulder sag like he was going to throw a punch. Beaumont put his hand under the counter. He hadn’t fired the .45 Colt Commander since Phnom Penh but the gesture made Chubby hesitate. The moment teetered on the edge of violence.

One of the other guys said, “Hey, fuck this guy, Lok. We got shit to do.”

Chubby had his eyes locked on Beaumont’s. “I’ll be back, Chief.”

“And I’ll be right here,” Beaumont replied.

Beaumont thought he might clean the gun, see if it still fired when he heard a big engine revving and the Cambodians shouting get down! The salvo of bullets came through the window like copper hornets, spider-webbing the glass, exploding the tiny boxes of Tide, cans of chili and SpaghettiOs, the coolers shattering, the whole candy section blasted apart, a confetti of paper towels and toilet paper fluttering in the air.

Beaumont couldn’t get down fast enough. He’d barely bent his knees when he was hit in the shoulder. “Oh God, I’m shot!” he shouted. Then the second and third bullets struck him in the chest. He twisted around, grabbing at the shelves and sliding to the floor, dragging bottles of Smirnoff and Early Times down on top of him, a fleeting, silver moment of consciousness streaking past as he closed his eyes and the world was gone forever.

Isaiah was on a case and didn’t hear about the shooting until the next day. Dodson came over to tell him.

“Beaumont?” Isaiah said. “They shot Beaumont?” Dodson looked the same, maybe a little heavier, but the same. Homeboy uniform, short, cocky, swagger in his chromosomes.

“I talked to his son,” Dodson said. “He said Beaumont’s hurt bad, doctors don’t know if he’s gonna make it. You want to go to the hospital?”

“No, the store first.”

Isaiah and Dodson hadn’t worked together since the 14K Triad case. The partnership had gone bust, but since then they’d fallen into an easy comradery that Isaiah cherished. It was the most solid, reassuring thing he’d had in his life since Marcus was killed. As long as he and Dodson didn’t spend too much time together, the relationship worked fine.

“I’m telling you, this gun shit is getting out of hand,” Dodson said. “I was over at Raphael’s crib buyin’ some weed? Three of them East Side Longos was there and check dis. They all had brand-new Berettas, that compact model? Julio said the whole damn gang has them. They bought them like team jerseys.”

“How’s Micah?” Isaiah said.

“He’s doing aight,” Dodson said. “Big-head boy thinks he can walk, stumbling around with his feet all wide apart, little hands up in the air, and making goo-goo noises that Cherise says are words. That’s a fortunate lil’ muthafucka, growing up proper-like. Got love all around him, don’t have to worry about nothin’.” Dodson’s face didn’t match the words. He seemed far away and brooding. Strange for him.

“You okay?” Isaiah said.

“Yeah, I’m cool. I think I’m coming down with a cold.” Isaiah didn’t believe him. Dodson’s gears were grinding on something too private to talk about.

Isaiah had heard about him only sporadically. After the Walczak case, Grace’s mother had given Dodson a not-so-small fortune. That was a while ago and he hadn’t mentioned it since. A couple of times, Isaiah saw him driving a tow truck. Dodson had seen him but pretended he didn’t. Isaiah wondered what that was all about and whether his friend was hustling again.

The police had come and gone. Beaumont’s store was boarded up, yellow tape hanging loosely across the open door. Isaiah and Dodson had known Beaumont since they were kids. The crotchety old man was one of the good, hardworking people who made up most of the neighborhood. He’d never hurt anybody or caused any trouble. He ran his store, loved his family, smoked a cigar in the park on warm evenings and went fishing with TK and Harry Haldeman. Now he was dead for no reason at all. Isaiah hated the term “random violence,” as if it were an anomaly, worrisome only if you were unlucky, and not a plague on the community that infected everyone with the belief that killings were an ordinary part of life.

“This is bullshit,” Dodson said, shaking his head in disgust. “Muthafuckas ain’t got nothin’ better to do than kill people minding they own business?”

Isaiah said, “Do you know what happened?”

“Drive-by. Around one in the afternoon,” Dodson said. “No witnesses.” The bullet holes in the store’s façade were large, wood splintered around them. “Big-ass bullets,” Dodson noted.

“Could have been nine-millimeter but I’m thinking .45s,” Isaiah said. Dodson looked at the splotches of dried blood on the sidewalk where a gangsta had been hit.

“I hope he died,” Dodson said. “Lok’s people were the ones that got shot at. Cops haven’t identified the shooters. They were on the news asking for help, which means they don’t know shit.” Isaiah shook his head. One third of the murder cases in the US go unsolved and he was fiercely determined Beaumont’s wouldn’t be one of them. He put his hands in his front pockets and looked off a moment. “Let’s talk to Mo.”

Across the street from Beaumont’s was a vacant storefront that used to sell vacuum cleaners. A wino named Mo camped out in the vestibule for part of the day. He used to hang with another wino named Dancy but Dancy died of liver cancer. Nobody knew he had it until the coroner found a tumor as big as a fist. None of the other winos could remember saying Mo’s name without saying and Dancy. Mo still said it, though his friend had died months ago.

Mo was sitting on a greasy sleeping bag with his back against the door, eating noodles from a Styrofoam cup. His shopping cart full of overstuffed garbage bags was parked beside him. He’d probably tried to flee when the shooting happened but it was a drive-by, over in seconds.

Isaiah and Dodson approached him.

“Hey, Mo,” Isaiah said.

“How you doin’, Isaiah. Is that you, Dodson?”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“Bad day,” Mo said, shaking his head. There was lint in his gray hair, hands as dirty as the sidewalk, his layers of clothes stuck together with grime. “Beaumont was a good man. I cried like a baby when I heard he was dead. Seems to be goin’ around. Wasn’t no cause for that. No cause at all.”

“You saw the whole thing, didn’t you?” Isaiah said, going right at him.

Mo choked on some noodles and wiped his mouth on a sleeve infested with every germ in the world. “No, I didn’t. I didn’t see nothin’. Wasn’t even here.”

“Mo—” Isaiah said, a warning in his voice.

Mo slurped down the last of the noodles. “I see no evil, hear no evil. That’s the only way to get along out here.”

“You saw everything, start to finish.”

“Imm-possible,” Mo said with a sharp nod. “I wasn’t even here.”

“Stop lying, Mo. In the morning you hang out around the Coffee Cup because Verna passes out leftovers, and then around lunchtime you come over here because Beaumont gave you a free beer if you swept the sidewalk and kept the trash area clean. You were here, Mo.”

“How you know all that?” Mo said. “You been followin’ me?” Isaiah glared. Mo cringed. “Okay, okay. Y’all don’t need to be like that. Ain’t much to tell no ways. Some thugs went into the store, came out again, and then this pickup goes by, somebody on the passenger side started shooting. Br-d-d-d-d-d-d-it! Just like that.”

“Was it loud?” Isaiah asked. “You’ve heard gunshots before.”

“Shits yeah it was loud. Almost broke my hearin’ system.”

“What kind of truck was it?” Dodson said.

“You mean the brand? I don’t know. Ain’t had a car since I drove through a fence and landed in some lady’s fish pond. Big fish in there, orange and white. When the lady stopped screaming at me, she said some of ’em was a hundred years old. You believe that?”

“Color?” Isaiah said.

“Like I said, orange and white.”

“I mean the truck.”

“Black.”

“Did you see the driver?”

“He went by real fast,” Mo said. “But it was a white boy, had a cap on backwards, you know how they do.”

“You sure it was a white boy?” Dodson said.

Mo nodded adamantly. “Positivity,” he said.

“Anything else stand out to you?” Isaiah asked. “Anything at all?”

“No, I don’t think so. You believe that lady’s fish was a hundred years old?”

Intensive Care was a familiar scene to Dodson. He’d been here many times in his gangsta days, the room dim, his homeboy diminished and frail no matter what his size, the badass bled out of him, lying there in a mess of tubes, white tape and catheters, family members crying and solemn, like the boy’s life meant something, the slow beeps and barely oscillating lines warning you the end was near. Save for the medical equipment, Beaumont might have been lying in state.

Beaumont’s son, Merrill, was there. The old folks described him as a nice young man; a ranking just below TV star in the hood. Merrill was standing next to the bed. Dodson and Isaiah shook Merrill’s hand. The only things Dodson could think of to say were clichés. Probably the same with Isaiah.

“He respected you, Isaiah,” Merrill said. His eyes were bloodshot and brimmed with tears.

“And I respected him too,” Isaiah said.

“I appreciate you coming, Dodson,” Merrill said. His tone suggesting Dodson’s presence was as unexpected as it was unnecessary.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Merrill,” he said. “Beaumont was a good man.”

Glints of anger sparked off Merrill’s eyes and he turned away. Dodson knew why. He was one of the kids that stole from Beaumont’s store and told him he charged so much he must be a Jew and painted graffiti and pictures of big dicks on the walls and said shitty things about Camille when she was bald and stripped down to the bone with cancer.

Merrill said, “Dad is gone and he won’t recover. I’m waiting for his sister to arrive before I pull the—” He wiped the tears off his face with his shirtsleeve. “Before I end it.” He took his father’s hand.

Dodson, Merrill and Isaiah had known each other since middle school. Merrill and Isaiah were good students and hung out with other good students. Dodson was on the other side of the playground, smoking weed with the fellas and trying to convince girls to meet him in the bathroom.

Dodson lived across the street from Merrill. They’d watched each other grow up with the wary, amused contempt of rival religious groups. Dodson and his crew taunted Merrill at every opportunity; about his pastel polo shirts and his fucked-up haircut and his lame-ass backpack. They would have beat him up for sport if Beaumont hadn’t known all their parents.

Dodson’s father threw him out of the house when he was seventeen. Nobody would take him in and he was living in Lateesha’s car with the Saran Wrap windows and cat hair fossilized in the seats. It was a school morning. He woke up with crust in his eyes, Buckwheat hair and the taste of weed and cheap wine in his mouth. He was standing at the curb, brushing his teeth and rinsing his mouth out with a warm Dr Pepper. He was just realizing how stupid that was when Beaumont drove by. Merrill was in the passenger seat. They made eye contact, a moment so humiliating Dodson wanted to shoot him.

Dodson and Isaiah left the hospital room, Isaiah with that look on his face, the one that said he was pissed off and wasn’t going to let this go. Dodson was angry too, but for some reason, he couldn’t get his mind off Merrill, standing at his father’s bedside holding his hand.

Dodson had to babysit Micah, so he drove Isaiah home. He stayed distant and tight. Not like him. He was usually talkative to the point where you wanted to put your hand over his mouth. A tension crept into the car, the imminent kind, where something important was going to be said and it was only a question of when. But nothing happened.

“Thanks for the ride,” Isaiah said as he got out of the car.

“Yeah, I’ll see you later,” Dodson said.

Strange, Isaiah thought, that Dodson had come over in the first place. He could have told him about Beaumont over the phone. There was something weighty on his friend’s mind. He’ll talk when he’s ready, Isaiah decided, knowing that was true about himself.

He ate a bowl of oatmeal standing at the kitchen counter and thought about Grace. Where she was, what she was doing and who she was with. Why hadn’t she called? He imagined a dozen scenarios. She had a deadly disease, she was disfigured, she was homeless, she lost his phone number, address and email all at the same time. Or maybe she had amnesia or had become a heroin addict, joined a cult or was married with a couple of kids. He was driving himself crazy so he went to Ari’s gym to work out.

Ari taught Krav Maga, a mixed martial art developed by the Israeli military. Isaiah had been attacked and beaten numerous times over his career. Belatedly, he’d realized he should take self-defense more seriously.

Ari was the same as he’d always been. Built like a concrete pillar, silver hair in a flattop, fists big as sledgehammers.

“Let’s go, Isaiah,” Ari said. “Show me what you’ve learned.”

They sparred, Ari saying, “Too slow, Isaiah. Isaiah, keep your balance. You are leaving yourself open, see?” as he slammed him to the mat.

“Don’t you think you could be a little encouraging?” Isaiah said.

“Maybe later,” Ari said, pulling him to his feet. He put his hands on Isaiah’s shoulders and looked like a father sending a son off to war. Ari knew what wars were like and for him, they were never over. “Remember, Isaiah,” he said. “Fight to win, and it doesn’t matter how. Don’t stop, don’t give up. Whatever you do, keep fighting.”

Isaiah was far more skilled than he’d been only a few months ago. He’d been jogging and lifting weights at home, getting his body fat down to nine percent, pro-athlete range. His muscles were cut, steely six-pack, his arms corded with veins. He was pleased when he looked in the mirror but embarrassed too, vanity being new to him. He wished Grace could see him.

Ari had told Isaiah his kicking was weak and he lacked leg strength. Isaiah worked on it hard, leg squats and kicking the shit out of the heavy bag.

“Kick through the bag,” Ari said. “Like you’re trying to kill someone on the other side.”

After his workout, Isaiah went home, showered and changed. He thought about Beaumont. The shooting was obviously gang related, but Isaiah didn’t know any white gangs in the area.

He made some calls to a few contacts who’d spent time in one prison or another. He found out there’s a skinhead gang in Signal Hill called the Starks—a German word for powerful and strong. In the joint, the Starks hung around with the Aryan Brotherhood and the Nazi Lowriders.

Isaiah didn’t know anybody from those organizations, but he did have an acquaintance named Kevin Boyd. Kev didn’t belong to any of the gangs. He was more of a closet racist who hated niggers and Jews in the privacy of his own home.

They’d met about a year ago. Kev was drunk and his car had broken down not far from Beaumont’s. Some local thugs were beating him for trespassing. Isaiah happened by and told them to stop. It was a sign of respect that they backed off. Kev promptly pronounced Isaiah as one of the “good ones,” right up there with Michael Jordan and Derek Jeter. Presently Kev was serving seven to ten in CCI for armed robbery.

Getting permission to visit someone in prison was a lengthy process. You had to fill out a Department of Corrections questionnaire, available only if the prisoner sent it to you. There’s also a background check and a bunch of other hoops to climb through. Isaiah called Carter Samuels, a police officer and former client, who got a message to Kev to call Isaiah, which Kev agreed to do for a fifty-dollar contribution to his commissary account.

“The Starks call themselves white nationalists but it’s bullshit,” Kev said. “They’re not real believers.”

If you call yourself a white nationalist, Isaiah thought, you are a white nationalist. “Who’s their leader?” he asked.

“A guy named Sidero Bernal. Weird name for a white guy, huh? He tells everybody it’s Latin but who knows? He’s a vicious little prick. Even the Mexicans and the nig—blacks—leave him alone. He’s done some crazy shit.”

“Like?”

“Like he stole some gasoline from the motor pool and set a guy on fire. He made a shiv out of a toothbrush and a shaver blade and cut a guy’s Achilles’ heel. He locked this one poor asshole in a dryer and watched him go around and around until he blacked out. That kind of crazy shit. It’s the joint so nobody saw anything.”

“Is he in there now?” Isaiah asked.

“I’m not sure. The Starks have a house they call the Den. It’s in Signal Hill.”

“Give me the directions,” Isaiah said, and wrote them down. “One last thing. Don’t tell anybody I asked about them.”

“I won’t,” Kev said.

“I mean it. I know people in there,” Isaiah said. “You rat me out and you’ll be wearing an apron and calling somebody hubby.”

“I get it, okay? When do I get my fifty bucks?”

Signal Hill was east of Long Beach, nothing separating the two hoods but lines on a map. Isaiah took Willow toward the airport and stopped by the Sunshine Cemetery to visit Marcus’s grave. He regretted it. Looking at the headstone brought back terrible memories. Marcus, with his beautiful smile and sterling goodness murdered in the street. His killer, Seb Habimana, was dead but it was no consolation. Isaiah cried for a while and left.

He was feeling faint. He hadn’t eaten anything since the previous night. Beaumont’s death and Grace’s sudden appearance had squelched his appetite. He stopped at a park and forced down an energy bar. Kev’s directions weren’t very specific, but eventually Isaiah found the dirt road that led to the Den. It was an odd area next to the freeway. Drive down the road and whoever was at the other end would see you coming.

Isaiah drove past the road. Immediately adjacent was a grove of trees and past that was a vast parking lot, both surrounded by tall, chain-link fences. Isaiah parked on the street, walked by the empty kiosk and crossed the lot. It seemed to be a storage depot for the city—office trailers, rows of earth movers, cranes and other heavy machinery. A few men in orange hard hats were driving forklifts, taking rolls of rebar and bags of cement into a warehouse. Isaiah made a mental note like he did whenever he was in new surroundings.

He walked through the grove of trees. Grove was something of an overstatement. There were desiccated eucalyptus, exhausted palms and stunted pines. The ground was covered with pine needles and litter, one of those nasty places where you might step on a hypodermic needle or a used condom.

It was a long walk. Isaiah was sweating by the time he reached the opposite tree line. Just across a dirt road was the so-called Den. It was an old, two-story thing with boards missing from the front steps and scabs of paint flaking off the gray wood. Everything in and around the place looked broken.

Mo said the car involved in the drive-by was a black pickup. There were cars around but no black pickup. It was probably hidden somewhere until the heat wore off. A group of Starks had gathered on the front porch, in their teens or twenties, passing around a joint and drinking cans of Coors. Their uniform was the same as every other gang in the country: oversize shorts or jeans, gold chains, tats, shirts and caps with slogans on them. NO JEW WILL REPLACE ME. MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN. WHITE SUPREMACY IS REAL.

White supremacy, Isaiah thought. What a joke. In what fields of endeavor did these assholes imagine they were superior? Art? Science? Ending world hunger? These people hadn’t shown their superiority in anything besides burning crosses, wearing pointy hats and inventing new kinds of swastikas. And why were they always complaining about losing jobs to minorities? What jobs and minorities were they talking about? Did they mean they applied for work harvesting crops but were turned down in favor of an undocumented immigrant? Or that they wanted to build airplanes but Boeing overlooked them and hired engineers from India and Korea? Or they had an opportunity to be a bank president but the board of directors chose a fellow Jew? Their problems weren’t because of the niggers, faggots and wetbacks. Their lives were of their own making; they had no one to blame but themselves.

Isaiah used his binoculars and tried to pick out the leader. Could be the guy sitting on the top step. Scrawny, shaved head, mandatory tats and a terrible case of acne. There was something hyena-like about him. The malicious grin, maybe, or the dull, merciless eyes. Next to him was a big guy. Really big. He was shirtless, inked up, bulbous belly, his skin pink from the sun that glinted off his bald head. He looked lethargic but dangerous, like you were in a canoe and a half-submerged hippo was staring directly at you.

The others were seated around them like acolytes. They were the two leaders or maybe leader and second lieutenant. The others listened when the hyena talked and laughed when he laughed. A red-haired woman sat beside him, bored, like I’ve heard this shit a hundred times before. Hyena said something sharply and one of the guys got up immediately and went into the house. That’s him, Isaiah thought, Sidero Bernal. And Kev was right. He didn’t look like his name. A white guy like any other.

Did he shoot Beaumont, or was it one of the others? It didn’t really matter. Isaiah thought about revenge but he knew better now. Revenge, served cold, hot or any other way was a form of self-mutilation that scarred you as much as your victimizer. But these murdering sons of bitches would come to justice. Of that, he was sure.


CHAPTER TWO

Are You Okay, Weiner?

Isaiah took a shower to wash off the smell of racism. He’d just finished dressing when the doorbell rang. Out of habit, he took the collapsible baton off the coffee table and put it in his back pocket. He looked through the peephole and opened the door. On the other side of the security screen stood a man in his forties or early fifties. He wore an electric blue suit, crisp white shirt, gold tie, gold tie clip, gold cufflinks, and fat gold Rolex. A-type, Isaiah thought, struggled early, has money now, and feels the need to show it off.

“Can I help you?” Isaiah said.

“Are you Isaiah?” the man asked in a tone that sounded like are you the garbage man?

“Yes. Who are you?”

“Dwight. I work for Angus Byrne.”

“That’s too bad.”

Dwight smirked. “Sure, anything you say.”

Dwight had a puffed-up build, a square head, his salt-and-pepper hair shiny and combed back. He reminded Isaiah of John Gotti—cunning eyes and a smug, cruel face. He was restless and fidgeting, seemingly embarrassed; a flunky who was too old to be doing a flunky’s job.

“Say what you want or I’m closing the door,” Isaiah said. Dwight turned his head and nodded at the Maybach idling at the curb, a stretch Mercedes, snow white, gleaming like a block of sculpted ice. “Angus wants to talk to you. Five minutes.”

“Why?” Isaiah said. “Did he lose a shipment of machine guns? A box of hand grenades go missing?”

Dwight sighed impatiently. “It’s five fucking minutes, okay? Don’t give me a hard time.”

“Sorry, I’m busy,” Isaiah said. “I’ve gotta go do something important like wash the dishes or sweep the floor.”

Dwight puffed himself up even more and growled through the screen like a mafioso. “You’re making a big fucking mistake.”

“I make them all the time,” Isaiah said as he closed the door.

He ate some soup standing at the counter. He’d been tempted to accept Dwight’s offer; a chance to get a read on a bad guy was always a good thing, but Isaiah loathed Angus Byrne. He was one of the biggest arms dealers on the West Coast, another prince of darkness living the life of royalty. His weapons had robbed parents of their children and turned children into orphans. They had gunned down husbands and wives and grandparents, teachers and nurses and laborers in the field, and Isaiah wouldn’t abet Angus in the smallest way. The old man had probably sold the gun that killed Beaumont.

Isaiah knew what Angus wanted. He had a case, he needed help. Why else would he be reaching out? Isaiah would never work for that asshole. The man was pestilence, a virus, a stinking glob of human offal. Making the smallest effort on his behalf would be like burying yourself under an outhouse. You’d never get the filth off.

Later that afternoon, Isaiah was holding a bag of groceries, trying to put in the key and thinking about Grace when three men rushed him from behind. By the time he heard them and dropped the groceries, they were at his back. He whirled around and caught the first attacker with an elbow and heard the guy’s nose snap. It was Sidero, the dull hyena eyes going wide and bright. He howled, spun away, blood spurting on the lawn. The second man was Dwight, grinning and eager, his gold tie undone. Isaiah ducked under his lunge and punched him in the crotch. Dwight screamed and doubled over, clutching his balls like they were trying to escape. The third attacker was hippo man from the Den. He bear-hugged Isaiah from behind. Isaiah pushed up on his arms and ducked, slipping out of the embrace, but Dwight was on his feet now. He came at him with his teeth bared, snarling, hitting Isaiah with a flurry of angry punches to the midsection, enjoying himself. He only stopped because the others told him to. They dragged Isaiah into a van gasping for breath. Sometimes a six-pack helps.

They drove to Newport Beach, an upscale area south of Long Beach. Dwight was driving, shooting glares in the rearview mirror, Isaiah bookended between the others. If he wasn’t so winded he’d have taken them on. Sidero had his head back, holding a T-shirt against his bloody nose.

“If it was just you and me?” he said nasally. “I would hab killed you.”

“If it was just you and me,” Isaiah replied, “I’d have broken more than your nose.”

Hippo man was taking up most of the seat. The sleeves of his T-shirt were cut off by necessity and apparently he’d run out of deodorant.

“Could we open a window?” Isaiah said.

“Christ, you stink, Hugo,” Dwight said. “Don’t you take a shower?”

“Eben I cad smell it,” Sidero said through his T-shirt.

“Shut up, Sidero,” Hugo said. Then he leaned forward and tapped Dwight on the head with a sausage-like finger.

“Listen, asshole, you don’t say shit to me, okay?” Hugo said. “Or I’ll fuck you up bad. Stop the car and I’ll do it right now.” Dwight smoothed his hair, looked in the mirror and sighed like he was bored.

“Sure, Hugo,” he said. “Anything you say.”

Angus’s house was a monument to sterility. A stack of cement blocks, painted white with smoked windows and bands of oak across the front for that homey feel, the cheapest possible way for a developer to build a luxury house. Fuck aesthetics. Fuck architecture. Houses sold by the foot.

Isaiah was ushered into the study, nearly cringing when he saw Angus. He’d always been repulsed by the man’s impossible ugliness. Angus was at his desk, talking on the phone. He was wearing a suit that was too young for him and reeked of cologne that smelled like limes. When he saw Isaiah, he dropped the phone.

“You nimrods,” he said. “You were just supposed to bring him here, not beat him up. Can’t you do anything right?” He glared at Sidero still holding the bloody T-shirt to his nose. “What happened to you? Weren’t there three of you?”

“Des,” Sidero said, “but—”

“And you get your face busted up? How does that happen? Did you have your hands in your pockets? I wouldn’t be surprised if you hit yourself in the face, you goddamn moron! Stop bleeding on my fucking carpet and get the hell out of my sight!” Sidero hurried out of the room.

Angus was a stooped, skeletal old man, Ebenezer Scrooge with thinning hair dyed too brown and an antique scowl. His face was inexplicably lumpy, like someone had pressed his knuckles into a hunk of cookie dough. Add big startled eyes, a mustache and ears like sideways satellite dishes and you had an aging Mr. Potato Head after a car accident.

“Why are you standing there, Dwight?” Angus said. “Get the man some water and an aspirin. Dwight took a second too long to respond to Angus, testing his patience. He left the room tugging at his sore balls.

A brown dachshund slept next to the unlit fireplace. Angus looked at the dog with concern, as if he hoped it hadn’t been disturbed. “You okay, Weiner?”

“This is kidnapping,” Isaiah said, “and if you think I won’t press charges, you’re dumber than the people who work for you.”

“I know you’re angry. I’m angry too,” Angus said. “I’m surrounded by idiots. Give them a screwdriver and they’ll stab themselves in the forehead. Do you want a drink?”

“No, I don’t want anything except to get the hell out of here,” Isaiah said. “Say what you’re going to say or I’m out.”

“I want you to work for me,” Angus said.

“No chance. I’d rather work for a serial killer,” Isaiah replied. “At least they murder people one at a time.”

“You haven’t heard what I want you to do.”

“Like I said, no chance.”

Dwight returned with an ice pack, Tylenol and a bottle of water. “Here,” he said, and Isaiah waved him off.

“My daughter’s in serious trouble,” Angus said.

“I don’t care,” Isaiah said.

“Could you just listen for a minute? This is important.”

“I guess you didn’t hear me. I don’t care.”

“You handle this for me and I’ll pay you fifty grand.”

“Fifty grand won’t buy you breakfast,” Isaiah said.

“Taking the high road, are we?” the old man said. “I realize we don’t walk on the same side of the street, but you can’t take it out on my kid.”

“Oh, yes, I can,” Isaiah retorted. “You’re a plague on the world, Angus, and I want nothing to do with you, your kid, your problems, your dog or anything else.” Isaiah moved toward the door. Hugo was standing in front of him, his arms folded across his chest. “I’m going home,” Isaiah continued, “and you need to get out of my way.”

Angus wasn’t used to being challenged. The lumpy face had flattened, the big ears turning red. He took a moment, nodding, thinking, and then he said casually, “I have a question for you,” and Isaiah knew from his tone that something bad was coming.

“I was wondering,” Angus went on, “can you play the violin with a broken hand?” Something cold and sharp pierced Isaiah’s gut. Dwight smiled. “I’m not a medical man,” Angus continued, “but I think it would be impossible. Even after they put it back together. You’d lose flexibility.” Dwight cracked his knuckles.

Isaiah restrained himself. Outrage would have no effect on Angus. Pleading or arguing would only make him more confident of his position. There was no doubt he’d carry out the threat. He’d have Dwight and the Starks slam Stella’s long, graceful fingers in a car door until they splintered.

Angus was known for his vindictiveness. Jose Modesto cheated him on a deal and left town. Three and a half years later, Jose came back and his wife found him upside down in a barrel of tar with his feet tied together. A rival named Teddy Walsh went missing. The next time anybody saw him, he was lying under an industrial steamroller like a poster of himself. There was no way Isaiah could protect Stella 24/7 and if he told her about the threat what would he say? That he’d brought his virulent world into hers? That she’d have to be on guard all the time, even when she was home rehearsing Vivaldi? That wherever she went she’d always be in danger of losing her ability to play music? Isaiah remained blank but he knew his eyes revealed his fury.

Angus smiled like a skull in the catacombs. “Like I said, I want you to work for me. My daughter, Christiana, makes custom suits, has a shop here in Newport Beach. A man named Tyler Barnes was shot and killed right in front of her and the cops think she did it. It’s ridiculous bordering on idiocy. The girl is spoiled and capricious, but she wouldn’t kill anybody.”

“Who is Tyler Barnes?” Isaiah asked.

“He worked for me,” Angus said.

Isaiah snorted a laugh. “A guy who worked for you got shot in your daughter’s shop?”

“It’s not funny. It’s my flesh and blood we’re talking about.”

“What did Tyler do for you?” Isaiah said, still amused.

“Finance and logistics,” Angus said. “He handled the money and got things organized. He was honest, smart—and classy. None of that flashy stuff. He could have been from another time, another era. He had manners. He lived in one of those historic homes and drank vintage wine. He was also the best employee I’ve ever had.” He shot a snide glance at Dwight. “This asshole has been with me for fucking decades and hasn’t come close.” Dwight’s jaw tightened and stared off at his anger. If he didn’t want to kill Angus, Isaiah would be very surprised.

“Tyler was a homo,” Hugo said.

“No, he wasn’t, Hugo,” Angus said. “Maybe you should suck some dick yourself. It might make you smarter.”

“Suspects?” Isaiah said.

“Ponlok. Know him?” Angus said.

“Sure, I know him. He’s a thug like you.”

“He’s trying to run me out of town and I’m doing the same. We’re at war. That’s why I have all these dimwit monkeys hanging around my house. Lok couldn’t get to me so he went after Tyler.” Isaiah had doubts about that. Angus went on. “I still can’t believe they got him. He was a former Marine, always armed, and on the lookout for an attack.”

“Was Tyler from LA?” Isaiah asked.

“From Oregon, somewhere on the coast,” Angus said. “Why do you ask?”

“I was wondering if Tyler and Lok had some prior beef,” Isaiah said.

“None that I know of.”

“So what do you want me to do?” Isaiah asked.

“What do you think I want you to do?” Angus snarled. “Get my daughter free and clear.”

“If your daughter didn’t do it, then she is free and clear. I don’t see the problem.” Angus hesitated. Isaiah said, “You think she might have done it, don’t you?”

Angus was glaring now, his ears bright red, his breathing faster. “No, I don’t, goddammit! That’s not possible!”

“Okay, let’s say it is Lok’s crew,” Isaiah said. “I’m supposed to find out which one of them pulled the trigger and convince the cops he’s guilty? That’s impossible and you know it. It’s stupid and a waste of time. If your daughter did it, that’s not my fault or yours.”

Angus’s gaunt body seemed to swell, his breathing pumping noxious fumes into his system, the cartoon face contorting into a freak-show exhibit, grotesque and terrifying, a Stephen King clown come to life. A small, white scar on his temple glowed brighter. “My daughter is precious to me,” he hissed, spit bubbling between his teeth. “Christiana is the only person in the world I care about and you will get this done no matter what it takes, do you understand?” He was shaking, palsied with fury. “Fuck this up and I swear to God, I’ll cripple your girlfriend and break you in half!”

They looked at each other, death rays coming from Angus’s eyes. Isaiah didn’t react, his usual response to threats, his gaze steady and unrevealing, his face blank as unbuttered toast. Angus’s rage dissipated into what appeared to be sadness or despair. He turned away and looked out of the window. “Hugo?” he said. “Tell Sidero to drive him to Christiana’s place. She’s expecting him.”

Seething, Isaiah went outside. Sidero was leaning against his black pickup truck, the hyena wearing a backward baseball cap and a swollen nose. It was slightly off center, wads of Kleenex stuffed in his nostrils.

“Get in,” Sidero said.

“You shot Beaumont,” Isaiah said, stepping closer.

“Who’s Beaumont?”

“Remember that drive-by? The Cambodians you shot at? You hit the man who owned the store. He’s in the hospital. He’s dying.”

Sidero grinned and stuck his neck out so their faces were nearly touching. “The fuck do I care? Now get in the goddamn car.”

Isaiah whipped an elbow across his nose. Sidero screamed and fell back into the truck and slid to the ground. He had his knees up and was rocking back and forth, his hands cupped around his face, blood spilling between his fingers. He tried to get up but Isaiah put his foot on his chest and pushed him down again. Sidero took his hands off his face and looked up, snarling. “I’m gonna put you in the ground, motherfucker!”

“No, you’re not,” Isaiah said. “You’re too stupid to put me anywhere.” He walked off and heard the punk shouting.

“A bullet in the head, nigger. Wait for it!”

Isaiah went home, put on some music and tried to calm himself. He doubted Lok was Tyler’s killer. Ponlok called shots for the Cambodian street gang, TEC. If they wanted to kill Tyler, they wouldn’t shoot him in somebody’s shop. They’d spray him with bullets from a moving car or send a newbie to do a walk-up and blast him from three feet away. Isaiah resisted the urge to call Angus and tell him to fuck himself. He thought of Stella looking at her crippled hands, her crippled life. Go to work, Isaiah. Shut up and go to work.


CHAPTER THREE

Alters

Angus’s daughter, Christiana, lived in Newport Beach, not far from her father’s place. The drive there from Long Beach was depressing, the transition from want to bountiful, from struggle to ease, from peril to relative safety. Isaiah wondered what algorithm of race, history, economics, politics and law had led to a divide so deep and insoluble. Experts had explanations, but it was like describing the universe. Whatever your vantage point, there was so much more to wrap your head around.

Christiana’s condo was in a posh building, marbled and mirrored, all potted palms and glittering chandeliers. A woman opened the door.

“Hello, Isaiah. I’m Gia, Christiana’s mother.” She was in her sixties, short silver hair, genteel in her mannerisms, primly dressed in a sweater set and pearls. Isaiah was incredulous. This woman married that evil old man? “I’m assuming you spoke to Angus,” she said.

“Yes, I have,” Isaiah said.

“I apologize if he was—well, his usual self. We’ve been divorced for nineteen years,” she was quick to say. “All we have in common is Christiana.” She led him into the living room. Isaiah stopped and stared. “I know,” Gia said, embarrassed.

The décor, if you could call it that, was chaotic. An Edwardian armchair, a poster of the Clash, a Turkish throw rug, a Chinese throw rug, a convincing reproduction of a Tiffany lamp, a convincing reproduction of Monet’s water lilies, an antique pine dining table, a porcelain bird clock and myriad other things that had no connection to one another. It was like a 7-Eleven and the prop room on a movie set had collided in the living room. Clothes were hung on the backs of chairs and piled on the furniture. Beer cans, fast-food debris, golf clubs, gambling chips, crumbs, a broken tennis racquet, pizza boxes, miscellaneous stains, and a bunch of other random stuff were scattered across the marble floor.

“I’m sorry for the mess,” Gia said. She looked helpless, like a child lost in TK’s wrecking yard. “It’s hard to keep up with things,” she said.

Why not get a housekeeper? Isaiah thought. Why not get ten? Angus could pay for them out of his penny jar. “May I get you something to drink?” she said.

“No, thank you,” he said.

“Please, sit anywhere.” There was irony in her voice. Isaiah found a spot on the black leather sofa, between the HOME IS LOVE pillow, a giant stuffed panda, a stack of tabloid magazines and a scuffed leather jacket.

“Is Christiana around?” Isaiah said.

“Yes, of course. I’ll get her.”

She left. There had to be other people living here, Isaiah thought. Scanning the room again. Rabid teenagers or schizoid decorators. Strewn on the coffee table were an empty bottle of Grey Goose, a tumbler imprinted with bright pink lipstick, assorted beer cans, a charred bong, a half-eaten container of sushi, a lacy pink thong, an open bag of peanuts and a paperback romance novel with a viking on the cover.

Piled in a corner were shoes. Lots of them. Pumps, stilettos, oxfords, cap toes, basketball high tops, patent leather thigh-highs, ballet slippers, motorcycle boots and who knew what else. Usually Isaiah could get an idea of what someone was like based on their belongings, but this made no sense at all.

Christiana came in. She’d inherited her mother’s looks—slim and pretty and she moved with an elegance Isaiah associated with swans. Her clothes were another matter, like she’d stolen them from a hooker. Short-short skirt, tank top that said LET’S PLAY, spiky heels with straps around the ankles. She smelled like booze and cigarettes.

“Hello, Isaiah,” she said in a soft voice. “Thank you for coming.”

She looked for a place to sit down, glancing wearily at her mother. Hard to believe she was responsible for this chaos. Her nails were bitten to the quick, he noticed. You’d think she’d be biting them now, though she didn’t seem nervous, more weary, more sad. She had peculiar scars, a thin line of raised skin around both wrists. Somebody had tied her up and not with rope. Christiana moved the stuffed panda off the sofa and sat down. Her mother pushed the laundry aside and took the Edwardian chair.

“These aren’t my clothes,” Christiana said. She looked at her mother. “I think Marlene lost again. There wasn’t any money in my wallet.” She gently rubbed her hands together while she spoke. There was a spot of blue paint between her thumb and forefinger. Odd. Isaiah wondered why they weren’t her clothes or who Marlene was and why she was stealing.

“Your father said you witnessed a murder,” Isaiah said.

“Well, I—” Christiana hesitated, seemingly embarrassed.

“It’s simpler if I do this part,” Gia said. “I’m sure you understand.” Isaiah didn’t, but let it go. “It happened at Christiana’s shop,” Gia continued. “She makes custom suits.” She smiled, trying to brighten the moment. “Christiana has a wonderful reputation and her reviews are always five-star. Most of her customers are regulars.” She tensed, getting to the hard part. “Last Friday night, Tyler Barnes was shot—killed—right in the showroom. Christiana and Tyler were the only ones there.” Isaiah didn’t understand why Christiana couldn’t tell him that herself.

“Did you see the killer, Christiana?” he asked.

Gia interjected. “No. She wasn’t aware there was a shooting.”

“You didn’t hear the shot?”

“No, she didn’t,” Gia said.

“Tell me what happened,” Isaiah said. Gia started to speak but he raised a hand.

Christiana looked down at her lap. “Tyler and I were in front of the mirrors for a final fitting.” Her brow furrowed, she pinched her lips together, straining, like she was kicking herself for not remembering. Gia was gripping her knees, restraining herself from speaking.

Christiana sagged, exasperated, like the whole exercise was
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