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Afterword


This novel is dedicated to the characters that emerged in its writing,
especially to Alfredo Velasco who I imagined to be the hero.

Wherever you are Al, thank you.


Chapter 1

A Twitch in Time

Freddy Panarese tilted his head to the right. The reflected image of the Boeing model-something darted across the glass. Freddy tipped up on his toes and leaned forward. He stared at himself in the glass. All he could see was the slick, the cool, the hip-hop, and the bebop. That was all he wanted to see. Freddy started to hum his memory of youth. He walked the melody straight up the stairway to heaven. Freddy bragged to his silicone image, “Hey, look at you. You got a Ben Franklin cut. Cost you only an Andrew Jackson. A steal, if not a deal.” Freddy rocked back on his heels and landed on vinyl. He could feel the rumble of the jet racing down runway one. Freddy touched down and watched his image recede from the glass, replaced by the fire hose neatly accordion-folded into its cubbyhole. Just like everything else at the airport.

“Sharp,” Freddy said to nobody in particular, “slick,” reminding himself of his core value. He preferred one-way conversations. No talking back. No interruption of the flow. Just Freddy. Just this, just that. He glanced at the thin scar across his hollow cheekbones. He pulled his shoulders back, admired the blue-tinted camel hair catching occasional rays from the fading sun. Freddy slid his right hand inside his jacket. He looked down at his soft leather walking shoes. The luster was still on the shine. He was Mr. Slick. This was the style Freddy imagined a cushy rich asshole would wear. Especially if he was only five foot five.

That was the role Freddy had chosen for himself. He hadn’t looked this good since ninth grade. That was when Freddy had graduated into the real world. Not that he had actually graduated. Freddy asked his special ed teacher, “Who needs school when I’m pulling down $400 a week?” His teacher didn’t answer. That was when Freddy decided he’d graduated.

The wumpff of another jet called out to Freddy while he waited to leave LA. He was certain no one had followed him. Freddy looked at the row of columns winding around the international flight hub. He found a seat hidden behind the fifth column from the entryway, melting into the seated crowd. He was sure he hadn’t been made. Freddy had his own plan to avoid being tagged out. Actually, Freddy had borrowed part of his plan from Morales. Morales sometimes made sense. No harm borrowing from Morales. Freddy let his hand steal up his jacket to feel the ticket bulge inside the pocket.

Morales said he’d look after Freddy. Freddy felt safe. Freddy didn’t think he had to leave LA, but Morales said he wanted Freddy off the playing field for a while. Vacation time. That’s what Morales had said. “Freddy, you going on a vacation.” Not a question, not a maybe this, maybe that.

Panarese puckered his lips. A passerby might have thought he was smiling. Maybe he was smiling. Years of streetwise and smartass running around, hiding under seats in grade eight movie theaters, jumping rooftops without the hot pitch tarring his sneakers, all those adrenaline-zipped moments clipped what might have been a lazy twist of his lips. Whether he was smiling didn’t matter to Freddy.

He liked the trim. He rolled up on his toes to take another look at himself. She’d layered his hair through an obstinate curl. Freddy had tossed an extra Hamilton to whatever-her-name-was. She made him look slick and straight. Straight and slick, a modified duck’s ass. Even hid the scar on his left temple. She cut his hair while standing on top of an unfinished pine box. She had to. She was shorter than Freddy’s short. Freddy thought she was a cleaning woman. A jungle woman. She couldn’t be the barber. Jet-black hair, coffee-bean skin, a Brazilian jungle. He couldn’t remember the name of the movie. It could have been Tarzan Goes to the Amazon. Freddy was no good at remembering movie titles. But that’s where she was from. Freddy was sure about that. Freddy had a hard time explaining what she was doing in his jungle, just like the Amazon Indians in the movie had had a hard time explaining why the little white boy was running around in theirs. Freddy was no movie critic, but even he knew they should have kept Tarzan in Africa.

Freddy stopped by the Last Chance Book and Snack Shop. He walked around the line of newspapers from up and down the state. He looked past the stacked rows of bestsellers and sweets. Freddy knew what he wanted. It was hidden behind the sweatshirts that said LA this and LA that, and if you were in Fargo, they would have said Futzo this and Scarfo that. Freddy bent down to examine the chippees of the month. He bought his essential flying library—Hustler and Miz Lizzy. That would keep him awake till he got to Mexico City. Might give him dick-thritis. He’d ask the stewardess if she had something stronger than aspirin. “Please help me. I can’t stand up. I need something to take away the pain.” Freddy laughed. He sounded like a goat pushing through a high grassy plain. He picked out two magazines. He grinned.

Shit, this is too dope, he thought. He wasn’t thinking about the plastic-wrapped plaything. He was going to fool somebody into thinking he was flying to Atlanta. Freddy didn’t care whom he would fool, just as long as it tricked whomever was going to look for him. Morales was the only one who knew where Freddy was really going. Morales had taken Freddy to see a movie called Once over the Sun. There was a running man. Freddy couldn’t remember whether the man was a spy being chased by other spies or a crook being chased by other crooks. Like Freddy, except that Freddy wasn’t being chased. Freddy was running, but he wasn’t being chased. At least he didn’t think he was. Freddy was disappointed that he wasn’t as tall as the man in the movie. He was losing interest in thinking about the movie and started to nod out. Morales poked Freddy. “Freddy, watch this.” Freddy forced his eyelids up to a two o’clock position, open just enough to see the man write out the name of the airline and flight number on a piece of paper, stuff it in an old pair of jeans, and leave it to be found.

Freddy knew that Morales didn’t think Freddy was smart. What did Morales say? “I’m not sure we can work with you, Panarese. You’re as short as your IQ.” Freddy was quick to respond, “Up yours, dial-a-dick.” That always got a rise. Freddy made sure he was standing behind the streetlamp in case Morales was going to grab him. He could take a punch if he had to.

Freddy told himself not graduating ninth grade didn’t mean shit.

Freddy liked the idea, even if Morales was the one who put him on to it. Freddy made a small change to the script. “Morales, you’re going to drop your shorts for me when I tell you what I’m going to do.” Freddy wanted to send somebody else on the plane to Atlanta using Freddy’s name. That would be two false clues. Morales said okay and even gave Freddy some extra money for the ticket. Freddy wanted to send the delivery boy from Galaxy Gems, a real comer, but the boy didn’t want to fly to Atlanta and leave his mom alone. Freddy found a boy on Warwick Avenue who hadn’t gotten out of his cardboard box.

One p.m. was still too early in the morning. Home is where the heart is. That’s what Freddy told the kid. “You want to go where you’ll be loved?” Freddy didn’t think he’d have any problem.

“Me?” it grunted. Incomprehension rolled around inside his eye sockets. Freddy didn’t bother to hide his disgust. The boy was skipping the groove.

A cracked head. “You like to travel, kid?” Transients liked to travel. The eyes floated up to Freddy. He repeated the question about a dozen times. Freddy watched the kid try to process the question mark. He had no memory of mother. His father was a fantasy. Here was the same as there. So why not travel? Freddy still had a hard time laying down the con. Rotten fish smelled and looked better than this pimply rag.

Freddy had to take a breath and talk in short sentences so he wouldn’t smell the stink.

Freddy paid the cabbie an extra twenty-five dollars to take the kid out to the airport. No way was he going to have the boy ride with him. The boy had a hard time remembering to call himself Freddy. “Hey, dude, this is a weird name. Fred Panarese? I can’t remember this shit.” Freddy wrote it out and pushed the paper in the boy’s pocket. The boy’s pocket was tearing away from his jeans. Freddy thought about shoving it into the boy’s underwear, except when he reached down the boy’s pants, he came up with unexpected loose change. Freddy half thought that maybe using the kid was working out. Freddy was finally satisfied when the boy tumbled into the boarding zone. Then he was gone. The boy’s plane had taken off about an hour earlier. Freddy took his time walking over to the other terminal.

Freddy realized he was still staring at himself in the fire-hose window. He turned around. He forced himself not to look up. Scanning the rows was too obvious.

He walked over to the first row of seats. He pushed the newspaper over to the next seat and sat down. The paper was probably left by a frequent flyer who had waited patiently to leave LA. Or maybe he’d waited impatiently. Nothing was certain. Freddy didn’t like newspapers, particularly the Los Angeles Times. He didn’t like it today either. There it was. It could have been a picture of his face. The words only whispered Panarese. The story was out. Who the fuck was the leak?

Morales had warned him two days ago about being fingered, but he didn’t say the story would be in the papers. Morales would be surprised when he saw this piece. Maybe Morales had told somebody. But Morales was helping Freddy get out of the way. Maybe this, maybe that. Only sure thing was somebody was stirring things up. He was pretty sure Morales wouldn’t tell anybody where he was really going even if Morales was leaking the investigation. Maybe it was meant to be a warning, or maybe it was just somebody with a mean edge, another new face wanting to take the lead. Freddy was like that when he first got into the streets. Freddy was the “rabbit”—that was what they said to his face, and “weasel” when he wasn’t around. Small, fast, lots of action. At least they didn’t call him wop. It wasn’t because they were sensitive. It just wouldn’t make any sense. How many Eye-talians were as fast as he was? Those were the good times for Freddy. He was the weasel rabbit, and he made things happen quick. That was his rep. Morales told Freddy he knew about Freddy’s rep. Morales soothed Freddy’s feelings about his short intelligence and convinced Freddy to do the deal with him.

Freddy picked up the Times. Monday’s paper was always light. He let the pages flap back and forth so he could find the sports section. Freddy wanted to read past the hard news about the secret witness. Freddy was disappointed. No sports, no comics.

The guy had left Freddy only the news. The front page flipped back. Freddy read the headline again. “Key Witness to Nail Local Officials.” Front page, A-1. The only consolation was the article being dropped to the bottom of the page, lost below an article about another big jolt in the valley. “Predicting the Big One.” Freddy would be the big one too, if he ever testified about corruption in LA. Not many politicians would survive. They’d gag on weasel’s dander. So would some cops.

Freddy would be hunted. He couldn’t stay in this jungle any longer.


Federal prosecutor to call unnamed source familiar with bribery and corruption in LA to testify at preliminary hearing. Under the law, state and federal agencies can withhold the name of witnesses who would be likely assassination targets of crime organizations against whom they would testify. The testimony can be videotaped and preserved for any future trial even if the witness, once identified, is ultimately killed.



The story made Freddy feel fuzzy. Everybody who was a target would be itching and poking around for the unnamed source. The politicians would be calling around, and the dirty cops would feign interest as they prowled through the computerized data files. Official use only, the file would say. But who was using the files?

Freddy mumbled. He was not a true believer. The law handicapped the risk-takers. It never guaranteed anything. It didn’t guarantee death to convicted killers or a long life behind bars for three-strikers, even though the law said it would.

Freddy did not believe that the preservation of his testimony in a plastic box would keep the targets from trying to put Freddy into a concrete one. Freddy might have joked about the immortality of digital recordings last week, but not today. Freddy had to leave LA before he became part of the state’s electronic eternity. The modern gravesite: a computer file as his headstone. Here lies Freddy. He existed once upon a time. File closed.

Freddy was thinking that if the newspapers had this much, Morales was probably putting the word out about him going to Atlanta to see who would follow. Bait and switch was the name of the game, and Freddy was the bait. By the time the pimply-faced ragamuffin was found, Freddy would be in Mexico City.

“Rows 50 to 40 will be boarding. Please have your boarding passes ready.”

Freddy hadn’t paid attention. They had already called the early rows. The flight attendant must have called for the aged, the blind, the wheelchair bound, the children, and first class. Freddy figured he could fly regular coach and be the last to board. That way he wouldn’t be trapped. He was certain he would be the last called.

“Rows 40 to 30.” Freddy glanced at the flight attendant calling out for more passengers. She must have been in her forties. Brown hair, overweight. None of the physical attraction Freddy was hoping for. He looked at the floor and watched his foot put out an imaginary cigarette. No smoking, no beautiful women. No this, no nothing.

America was losing its character.

The weasel rabbit ran his fingers through his hair. The jungle lady said she used one of those fancy shampoos. Her cut was worth the twenty. And the tip.

“Rows 30 to 20.” Her voice was okay. Freddy thought that if he didn’t look at her, he could imagine her voice belonging to the photos in Miz Lizzy and Hustler. He pulled his elbow in, holding the magazines tightly inside his arm.

When Freddy first heard the news on the radio—this station always read the LA Times stories—he thought about all the gangstas he knew. That’s what they called themselves. Those up the ladder and those working the streets. Except for the politicians and dirty cops. They choked on the truth. They couldn’t call themselves gangstas even if they thought it. No one on the streets would be worth old-school video cassettes or new-school flash drives, even if the state was reusing them. And from what he heard, a lot of the gangstas up the ladder were going to be indicted. Except Morales. Somehow he was managing to stay in a neutral corner. Others would get a sweet deal too, but not as sweet a deal as the prosecutor had promised Freddy. Or the money. The radio was talking about Freddy. The radio guy didn’t know he was talking about Freddy. But what he was reading was about Freddy. The guy could read the LA Times, tell the whole fucking world that Freddy was the leak, and not know a damn thing about what he was saying.

Freddy’s moniker would decompose. Instead of being the Weasel Rabbit, he’d be Dead Leak.

“Everyone else whose row has not been called may board now.”

Every word Freddy held in his hand he had heard that morning over KKOQ. Also known as L’KOCK. If you had a hard-on for the news, you listened to L’KOCK. French roll and pride. Freddy knew all the inside names. Now, he was even more inside than L’KOCK. He put the Times down and saw no one else heading for flight 312 to Mexico City. He checked his magazines again. Now was the time. Freddy turned in his boarding pass. He walked down the tunnel. He was alone. The yellow-carpet ride to safe city.

Night flights were the best. Freddy could read about the important things in life or at least look at the pictures. He didn’t have those things yet. Soon, though. He didn’t have to push his way to row 47. Maybe forty, fifty passengers. The overhead bins were open. Freddy stepped up onto a seat to pull down some pillows and a blanket.

As he stepped back down off the seat, he felt a little off centered. Maybe dizzy or woozy or whatever the word was. Too much to worry about. Freddy sat down and lifted up the armrests all along the row. He gave himself more room. He put his magazines down. His heart punched out a faster rhythm. Freddy wasn’t familiar with that beat. He stretched back across the seats in the center. The stewardess had encouraged him. “Mr. Byner”—that was the name Freddy had picked for his ticket—“you can stretch out across your row. Is there anything I can get you? Something to read?” Freddy was glad she had that mellow voice. His eyes were blurry, so it didn’t make too much difference what she looked like. Freddy decided that Mr. Byner wouldn’t be crude. So Freddy simply touched the magazines he’d brought with him.

“Thank you, no.” He forgot to ask her for aspirin to ease the pain. Freddy forgot the joke too. Wasn’t he supposed to stand up? He couldn’t remember.

Not too many on board. Everyone should sleep well tonight. And Freddy would look at the pictures in his magazines. He pinched his eyes, hoping that the blur would clear. He was too uptight to sleep.

The plane pulled up into the evening. Goodbye, LA. If Freddy had been looking out a window as the plane pulled around and banked to the south, he would have seen the western sun fall into the Pacific. He might have been lucky to catch the green flash the moment the sun dipped into the ocean. Freddy didn’t look. He liked to watch the pillowy mountains rise up over the horizon. This was as high as a mortal’s heaven could be.

The chain of muscles running down Freddy’s left side twitched. Freddy felt lightheaded; a wild vertigo stormed up his viscera. He couldn’t remember what the twisted mass between his ears was called. It began with the letter b. Freddy had never puked on a plane. Not even when the plane roller-coasted down a wind shear.

Not even when the white daggers of light fused the souls of the midnight travelers. Freddy couldn’t figure out what was going wrong inside his body.

Nobody was watching Freddy. If anyone had looked at Freddy, they would have noticed a tight-faced grin. They would have wondered what could have made somebody laugh like that. They would have been surprised to see his eyes spin about, unable to focus. They would have seen Freddy run his fingers through his hair as if he was searching for a question. “Morales, what’s happening to me? What did you do to me, Morales? Who did you tell?” But nobody was watching anybody else. Least of all Freddy. It was late, and everybody seemed content to stretch out across the seats.

The flight to Mexico City promised to be calm and quiet. For everyone except Freddy.

Freddy wasn’t able to stretch. His left side cramped, shooting a pain down his legs and tearing up his gut. A sea of bile and acid puddled underneath Freddy’s seat. Freddy grunted. A pathetic call for help.

The captain’s voice interrupted the peace and galloped over the barely audible wail coming from row 47. “We’ll be flying at thirty-three thousand feet. The weather is clear all the way through to Mexico City. Your ride will be a pleasant one. In about twenty minutes, we’ll be flying over San Diego and Tijuana.”

Freddy’s head twisted around. A gargoyle’s smile slowly slunk across Freddy’s face. He looked into his Sodom and Gomorrah. His tongue tasted bitter, and he could feel a salted crust at the roof of his mouth. Freddy jerked around, knocking Miz Lizzy off his seat. Miz Lizzy fell open to Freddy’s vision of happiness. Freddy fell forward and stared into heaven.

Nobody witnessed Freddy’s last spasm. It wouldn’t be captured on video. Nobody witnessed Freddy’s dead body roll into the narrow space between rows 46 and 47 as the plane coasted the jet stream only five hours from safe city.

On another night bird, Jerry Cavanaugh faced in exactly the opposite direction. No one saw Jerry Cavanaugh twitch. He was as invisible as Freddy. They were the passengers no one ever sees. No one saw Jerry’s eyes twist about, nor did they hear the sound of his fingers clawing through the fabric of the seats on either side of him. No one knew that he felt the same way that Freddy did. Nobody knew that Cavanaugh was smiling with bitters under his tongue and thinking the same thoughts Freddy was.

The planes out of LA carried their dead away.


Chapter 2

Tale from the Crypt

A Monday midnight. The moon must be harbored somewhere. Mikozy couldn’t fix his universal location yet. All he knew were the cross streets. The buildings shielded the heavenly orb while sodium imposed an unseemly glow over nature’s night-light. Mikozy wondered if he would ever see another star-punctuated sky. Not unless he went to the mountains, or an earthquake swallowed up the generators. The street had only two corners. The massive new building across the street occupied two full blocks.

Barely a scuff mark on the street. Mikozy stared at his new home as if the newness itself was proof that the building was an illusion.

He stood at the corner, leaning against a zinc-coated light pole. Mikozy was a silver-haired leopard resting before the hunt. He welcomed the metal pole, the only solid anchor to the night’s eerie luminescence. No one was looking. No one would see him cross this virgin pathway without his usual facade. Mikozy thought about all the images he could be when he stepped into the street: Bosch, Davenport, Spenser, McGee, Pickett.

Certainly not a Bond, Wolff, or Poirot.

Mikozy’s attention warped back to the present. Time to begin again. It wasn’t about slowly moving through the seasons on a hopped-up crank of a cycle with a full tank of gas.

Mikozy anticipated his new assignment in the criminal justice system. As many others expected, it was that which ordered society—the Criminal Justice System, the CJS. He knew his fifteen years in the criminal justice system were more than blazing a path to an honorable pension. More than transitory assignments between vice and homicide. Mikozy resisted the paranoia of an invisible and unseen hand guiding him through the CJS. Maybe he didn’t see the hands tugging and pulling, twisting and kneading the CJS, but he could feel the cold fingers and sweaty palms clawing at him, burrowing a path for him into the CJS. He wasn’t sure who’d brought him here. Friend or enemy? was a better question than to be or not to be? This was not Elsinore. “You danced all over Laguna, and he’s gonna be doing real time. And you’ve been made. No point in keeping you in that hole. All that will happen is that they will pour gasoline into the hole and have you do an imitation of a Roman candle.” Schmidt liked to strong-arm his arguments. Mikozy figured Captain Schmidt was the one pulling him out of vice into homicide. Away from Laguna and his vices. Mikozy also figured Schmidt to be his friend. Sometimes he was wrong.

Mikozy leaned into the light pole, sidling his shoulder around into a comfort zone. Still no signs of life. Not even a three-legged dog or an alien invader. Just midnight. He resisted walking into the new police headquarters without taking a measure of the new habitat. Each place in the city was unique. Mikozy knew he would miss ambling into Laguna’s place. That was special. And Laguna was special as well. Too bad Mikozy had to sneak inside his trust and eat his food before busting him as a bad-dog dealer. Laguna protested that the only vice he had was serving A.1. steak sauce at La Chucha. Laguna said that if he had only stuck with salsa and chile poblano, no one would have guessed that La Chucha hosted anyone but Mexicans: “How would you have ever found out we were dealing drugs out of La Chucha if I hadn’t been serving dagos steak sauce? You ever see Mexicans putting A.1. on their tacos?” Mikozy thought that would have been a great clue to finding Mafia in East LA.

The truth was a lot simpler. Mikozy had been working up the coke line.

Breaking a street hustler, turning a low-level dealer, and burrowing up the chain of command. Laguna was somewhere in the middle. He wouldn’t roll over and let the police step on his back to reach the next rung of the coke line. Mikozy passed over Laguna’s death threats and thought about the taste of La Chucha’s steak burrito and about running his tongue around the edges of the tortilla to catch the A.1. sauce dripping out its side. Mikozy would miss working vice.

Mikozy studied the newly painted crosswalk. The red cones stood at attention. He knew they’d be red in the morning light; now they were black. Was there something wrong with his eyes? The yellow stripes marking the walkway were steel gray. His hands had a purplish cast, and his fingernails simply glowed. His once-white shirt turned gold. If a mirror had been tacked to the light pole, he would not have dared to look at himself. And if LC were standing next to him, he wouldn’t have asked to borrow the mirror she carried inside her purse. Mikozy was afraid whom he would see.

Mikozy imagined a night creature leaping out from his mirrored image, saying, “I am Rafael Mikozy.”

Blue-white fangs, nostrils flaring in search of a victim, and silver-rimmed eyes daring him to deny the truth about who he was. Strange what sodium nights could conjure, more mercurial than fluorescence on Halloween. Mikozy thought about how the sodium lamps changed day colors into deadly night shades. He wondered if there were other kinds of lamps and phones and aerosols that transformed the sights, the smells, and the sounds from day into night, left into right, good into bad. That would be an interesting class to take at the community college. Something to do instead of watching another video.

Detective Rafael Mikozy pushed himself away from the light pole and walked across the street. Enough daydreaming at night. He looked at the concrete-and-glass nightmare. The new police headquarters surged out of the deep pit that had straddled several blocks only a year ago. The building was vast. A monolith, a testimony to the union of nouveau function and the peccadillos of local politicians. Windowless concrete blocks jutted up from each end, designed to force any human mass up a funnel-shaped stairway. What did they say about behavior in search of a metaphor? Mikozy admonished himself for not remembering the cliché. There was that memo from the high command about the building’s special architectural crowd-control form. Built to withstand the Goths and Vandals from the past and any Terminators from the future. Mikozy avoided going up the tier of steps at the front entrance and decided to step around any exotic features that might have been built into the stairway. He might have missed later memos about the right way to walk up the stairs after midnight. Someone might mistake him for a terrorist. Testing the new building with its computer-monitored cameras and watching it go into a programmed frenzy would not be the best way to start off his new assignment.

Mikozy used his RFD card and personalized code to open the night door on the east side of the new police headquarters. The old building had the same protections against the crazies storming police headquarters, but they were put on as afterthoughts and stuck out like a splint on a broken arm and other fix-it devices. Cosmetic surgeons could have been called in, but the idea of a new building, no matter how far in the future, put off that expense. Mikozy looked around the unattended entryway. Now the devices were tucked away. A miniature camera scanned his face and the semidarkness beyond. Mikozy knew there was a second camera ensconced across the archway. Hunters weren’t the only ones using duck blinds. The door popped open, and he slid across the threshold into silence. Not even New Age Muzak.

Nothing but the erratic beat of his soft soles stepping across the mandatory marble floor. There was a bank of four elevators in the lobby. Mikozy heard about the saltwater aquarium in the main lobby, pinned between two columns. Mikozy was curious if the tank was stocked with sharks. Probably not. Probably just colored exotics, enough to distract unwary visitors. Why warn them with monochrome fish of prey? Maybe he would leave through the front door.

Mikozy skipped the up-and-down elevators and went straight to the service elevator. This path was less likely to have another security block. Mikozy thought about the architect who would have planned the building. He would have had thinning hair and a sharpened pencil, thinking, “Cops need protection from the criminals, from their lawyers, and to hide the witnesses. I’ll put another security device in their elevators.” The architect would later think about the coroner’s service elevator: “Only dead bodies going down to be disemboweled. No need for added security. They’re not likely to complain.” The architect might not have thought these thoughts, but Mikozy figured he could guess the logic a professional school would inspire. He’d never heard of an architect with a degree from the school of hard knocks and ragged edges. That logic would be different. He was sure the architect had been paid well.

Mikozy punched the service elevator button. The elevator was waiting. The doors sprang open. Recessed lighting curved around the ceiling. Mikozy’s eyes adjusted to the indoor lights, checking the color of his hands and fingernails. He was relieved to find that he had returned to the wan colors of cold white lighting. He took notice of the shifting pattern of electric reality. The normal colors? he thought. As he descended to the underground rooms, he shook his head and pitied the man who had to live in sunlight. Did people really want to see the bright edges of reality? There was no railing inside the elevator to hold on to, leaving extra inches for gurneys and for the people who traveled on their backs. Only one way to go. Down. The doors opened, and Mikozy found himself inside the crypt.

Leslie Cianfrancuso, deputy medical examiner, was standing in front of the elevator as the door opened. Her eyes blinked hard. Her lips smothered an uncertain thought. She was tall for a woman and short for a man—at least that was how it appeared to Mikozy every time he saw her. But at five foot ten inches, Mikozy barely qualified as above the national norm. Mikozy remembered thinking this the last time he saw her. Seeing her made him think of himself. “Height is a brittle measure of power,” he quoted from a long-forgotten book of aphorisms. Mikozy seized on other characteristics to demonstrate his macho, not so much for himself as for the women who might desire him, for the crooks who were supposed to fear him, and for the bosses who looked for elusive measures about whether to promote him.

Leslie Cianfrancuso was LC to everyone who knew her. LC wore her white lab coat. Her starched white coat. That didn’t make LC any less beautiful to him. The ash-blond tint in her hair had long since grown out, though she kept the same short cut.

Mikozy would say, “I love everything about you,” and depending on whether her eyes smiled in appreciation, Mikozy would stretch out a string of compliments. LC’s comment about her hair was more pragmatic: “Less corpse contamination.”

“Mikozy,” Leslie said. There was surprise in her voice, as though she were expecting someone else. Mikozy remembered to walk out of the elevator and avoided premature closure.

“Would you say my name the same way if they rolled me in on a gurney?”

“I suppose I would. I’m always surprised to see you.”

“I’ll take that as a positive sign.”

Given the lateness of the hour, he thought it better to compromise. Mikozy never fought over using her first name, though he wanted to. He would have called her “Les” if she had let him. Leslie objected to the familiarity of using her first name. For reasons she couldn’t quite get a hold of, she felt that LC was less devious and less coy than choosing a baby’s name that could be either male or female. LC was born at a time long after women were sent home from wartime Rosie jobs but before affirmative action had leveled male resistance to female coroners. Her parents had explained to a young Leslie how they wanted to get her résumé past reluctant personnel managers. LC dutifully thanked her parents for making her entry into schools and jobs and clubs much easier with her sex-neutral name. But after gaining entry, she wanted to toy with the artificial categories of sex. She took five minutes to consider the alternatives to “Leslie.” She liked “LC.” It could be short for “Lower Cholesterol” or “Less Cranky.” And anyway, no one ever wanted to say “Dr. Cianfrancuso” more than once.

“You always said you’d have some special time for me.”

“When did I say that?” LC went into her anti-Mikozy pose, elbows bent and hands stuffed into her oversized pockets.

“When we were married.” Mikozy watched LC’s eyes wander around his face.

She said she could read a person’s moods by the tension lines in the face. Mikozy felt his lower jaw jutting sideways. He remembered her telling him he was being defensive when he twisted his face. Mikozy said it was a bad habit. Mikozy and LC agreed that this face could be liked, though unlikely to tempt desire. Which was one reason why Mikozy still wore his beard. Rarely trimmed, the wild and prickly silver strands were never mistaken for Santa’s smooth flowing mane. Mikozy claimed to have a skin problem. His friends said he was just plain ugly.

“Married? We were married? I think your mind is playing tricks on you.” Mikozy politely listened to the familiar sarcasm. Even sarcasm gave Mikozy nourishment. He was temporarily lost. The porcupine prick helped him remember when he wasn’t lost. LC never missed an opportunity to stick him with a verbal thrust. Mikozy was sure her sharp wit was related to doing autopsies. LC denied it.

“You seem to forget, LC. Memories are important.”

“Not in the crypt, Mikozy. This is the here and now. I should’ve tried harder to keep Huxley. What a fine and noble bird. Squawrkkk, squawkkk, here and now, here and now.” Her eyes came alive. Mikozy saw Huxley in her face, and he remembered. The red-and-yellow-plumed macaw that he’d smuggled in from Ecuador. Mikozy wanted to be an animal advocate, but more than that, he wanted to surprise LC. The little pill kept Huxley calm at the bottom of Mikozy’s knapsack. Customs didn’t peek deeply under Mikozy’s badge, conveniently placed on top of a ceramic pot that was listed on his traveler’s manifest. Huxley was delighted with his new habitat, and the air pollution didn’t seem to bother the bird. Huxley won Mikozy passage into the first chamber of LC’s heart. “This is for me?” LC had shouted, repaying Mikozy with joy in accepting the gift. Huxley reigned both day and night in the old crypt, crying out at each new body, “Come alive, come alive.”

LC was working on a new vocabulary when someone had informed on her to the feds. Someone had told both customs and fish and wildlife about her illegal friend. The agents swooped into the crypt and seized Huxley. Mikozy’s contact at INS was helpless to intercede with customs: “Illegal aliens and refugees, Mikozy, not illegal birds. Sorry.”

LC worked her administrative powers, protecting Mikozy, and then herself, from the federal agents when their referral surfaced on the county board of supervisors’ weekly agenda. She saved herself as a protector of the dead, and Mikozy as a protector of the living. One supervisor expressed surprise that the police actually protected the living, but let her defense stand. The board of supervisors had more to worry about than federal agents complaining about a macaw in the crypt. Still, the agents scored their victory, insisting that she couldn’t keep Huxley. Huxley lived at the Los Angeles Zoo now. He taught his comrades about the here and now. And whenever he had a human audience, he’d tell them to come alive. Mikozy and LC visited Huxley the week after he was seized by the feds. Huxley danced on his pedestal and spun off his entire vocabulary about death and life. Mikozy and LC shared their memories of Huxley spiraling inside the moment. LC’s new space in the bowels of the new police headquarters muted the sound. Laughter sounded in silence. The old rooms had reveled with vibration. Their laughter would have zinged around the old cavern. Voices were just short of being an echo. Somebody had complained to the architect for the new building, and he had cured the near-echo effect. The new crypt sounded like everybody else’s office.

The old forensic science center had now been bundled up like a police shakedown. The objective was to combine checking equipment and rooms with a quiet efficiency before bodies could be moved into headquarters. LC was in charge of the shakedown. Even though she asked for release time, there was no budget to bring in temporary staff. The dead bodies continued to flow into the old center. The yearly flow of twenty thousand dead had to be accounted for. She couldn’t stop the tide. And worse, she would have been deemed uncharitable. She would become a local news item: “Coroner Postpones Death, Stinks Up City.” LC decided to double shift until the shakedown was complete. Her boss advised her that it was better to lose the sleep than to drown in death. As senior deputy, she had the responsibility to make sure that the transition would not disrupt the examination of the dead. The vaults had to be checked for construction debris. Everyone knew the vaults had been used to store lunches, keep beers cool, and hide the sport pages during inspections. The task was complex. The equipment had to be recalibrated, the recording equipment tested. The most irritating part of the move was the discovery of child-sized toilets. Did the architect think that the dead had to stoop to relieve themselves or that medical examiners became so exhausted that they had to crawl into the bathroom? LC promised the architect no mercy when his body was rolled in for examination and that whatever the cause the death, the certificate would say “pencilitis.” The architect admitted that the child-sized toilets were his mistake. He couldn’t remember what he had been thinking when he drew it in. He said he would look at the budget to see if he could change them out at no cost. LC even checked the outlets. The medical examiner’s quaint motto, “We learn from the dead,” wouldn’t hold much truth if the machines couldn’t be plugged in, the bodies lost, or the specimens mislabeled. LC had to make sure everything was where it was supposed to be and the machines worked the way they had at the old location.

And of course she wanted to be sure that she could find peace and normalcy in the bathroom.

“How can I help you, Mikozy?” LC’s voice had warmed up. Her eyebrows peaked in friendly inquiry. He was always dazzled by her expressions. Mikozy wanted to reach out and brush her hair back and kiss her sweetly on her ear.

The moment slipped back to a memory. He was seated next to LC in a criminal proceeding. They sat on the last wood bench for spectators. The room was jammed with a Mothers Against Violence ensemble. A constant rumble resisted the judge’s incantation for quiet. Everyone was expecting a righteous conviction. Mikozy was hopeful that the accused would plead out so Mikozy could maintain his cover. Too many creatures of evil roaming the streets. Mikozy needed time to build on their confidences. “Trust me” had to be earned.

Mikozy met LC briefly during the autopsy of the toddler, killed by the accused in a drive-by shooting. Somebody had insulted his girlfriend at a high school football game. She was dissed, they all said. LC leaned over and whispered, “How many years do you think he’ll get?” Mikozy guessed right about half the time. As for the rest, it was always a surprise. Mikozy decided to gamble. He leaned over to answer LC’s question. Instead, he kissed her ear. LC stood up, the embarrassment evident, rising from her neckline. She moved away from Mikozy.

After the hearing, LC cornered Mikozy. He hadn’t moved. She stood over him. “I’m thinking about bringing a charge against you for harassment.”

Mikozy was a gambler, and at the moment he was more interested in LC than in his job. His voice appealed to sentiment, trying to work his way around the boundaries of legally correct behavior. “What else are you thinking about?”

LC studied Mikozy. He could have been one of her bodies. “Well,” LC responded, “either that or lunch at Delpino’s.” LC’s lips twisted around, shortening her smile.

“That’ll set me back at least $200.” Mikozy wondered if this was the new revenge or a male fantasy come true.

LC gave her trademark laugh. “I think my ear is worth at least that. You’ve got to take the penalty kick or pay the price.”

Mikozy’s reverie was less than five seconds in real time. The memory faded, but it was enough to tempt him to repeat his high-risk style of making and winning friends. He’d be willing to pay the price again.

“How about an hour of love?” Mikozy didn’t know whether he was serious or not.

Seeing LC short-circuited his repressive mechanisms. Mikozy was looking around for love. He still did not know exactly what had happened three months ago that dissolved the substance of their relationship. It had sort of disappeared, evaporated. Pooff.

“Hmmm, what would we do? Spread-eagle on a cutting table? That’s too cold for my tastes. Anyway, Frank wouldn’t approve.”

LC wasn’t offended. She was rarely provoked. At least her corpses didn’t try to touch her breasts. LC’s female doctor friends complained about their male patients often enough to reinforce LC’s decision to become a medical examiner and treat only the dead. But even among the living, she was in control. Her clinical eye examined their verbal thrusts. With cool surgical incisions, she parried, sometimes with sarcasm, sometimes truth.

“How would he know? He’s home sleeping.” Mikozy hated the name Frank.

“No. He’s on the graveyard shift. In fact, I thought he was coming by early for our coffee break. And,” LC added, dropping to a conspiratorial voice, “Frank insists I tape all my discussions with you.” Her eyes sparkled. An intense fire looked directly into Mikozy’s soul, challenging him to unspeak his words to her. Mikozy knew LC could be as crazy as he could, particularly when it came to building up or tearing down the walls to communication.

“Bullshit.” Mikozy hammered the “boool” and stretched out the “sheeeeet.” He used that word to good effect. Mikozy was equally good at giving the odd look, the surprised look, the hurt look. Mikozy and LC had played the couples game with intensity, learning each other’s styles of combat and love. Mikozy stepped back in defiance, shaking his head in dismay and clapping his hands, and he burst out in unexpected laughter.

“He’s not going to like what you just proposed,” LC said. She ignored Mikozy’s boorish language and weak attempt to laugh her into forgetfulness. She had heard it too many times to be swayed.

“More boool-sheeeet.”

“Listen.”

Mikozy listened. He heard a small hiss above his head. He looked up and noticed a speaker partially hidden behind a gray metal screen.

“How can I help you, Mikozy?” That was LC’s voice.

“How about an hour of love?” That was Mikozy.

The tape continued to hiss. Mikozy heard their voices in surround sound. LC pulled out a remote control that had been hidden in her pocket and pressed a button.

The hiss again.

“How can I help you, Mikozy?”

“How about an hour of love?”

“Frank will be very unhappy when he hears this tape.”

Mikozy wasn’t angry. Mikozy wasn’t afraid. Mikozy wasn’t sure how he felt. Maybe this was how a perp felt when he heard himself admit to a crime. He looked up at the speakers and wondered if his privacy had been invaded. He hadn’t even been Mirandized. An unfair confession.

“You wouldn’t do that, LC.” She had him thinking maybe she would, maybe she wouldn’t.

“My god, Mikozy, this is real funny.” Now it was LC’s turn to clap her hands and shock the air. “Don’t worry, I was just trying out my new sound system. You walked in on my dress rehearsal.”

No response from Mikozy. Mikozy imagined himself losing blood pressure. He felt a tickle under his beard. “Mikozy, are you awake? Can’t you take a joke?” LC prompted. She reached over and pushed him gently with the remote control.

“Yes to all your questions.” Mikozy looked around as if he were testing the wind. “That’s a fine way to treat a friend.”

Mikozy had lost another battle of the two sexes. He wasn’t sure exactly what he had lost. Women seemed to have their way with him more now, now that he was well into his thirties. Rapid senescence. Maybe this was the secret no man ever talked about.

Instead of hot flashes, aging male hormones caused lapses of judgment and extreme gullibility. Mikozy hoped it was just bad luck tonight.

“I’m glad you came down to visit.” LC pointed down the hall. “If you want, I’ll give you the cook’s tour. It’s really great.” She brushed the air back with a broad circular wave of her arm, mocking the ceremony of the tour she had forced herself to master. “We have so much new stuff. It’s almost as if the politicos want to be certain how their citizens die. Or to make sure they’re dead. After all, without our signatures on the death certificates, none of your homicides are really dead. You only think they are.”

Mikozy looked down the hall for the first time past the alcove, looking into a tomb on the scale of pyramids, with rows of refrigerated drawers instead of stone sarcophagi. The room was dim. Just enough light to make out the butcher-block tables that occupied the center of the room. Microphones dropped down. They hovered over each table as silent auditors, the ever-vigilant historians of foul play. He turned back to LC. “Sure, let’s have a peek.”

LC pointed out the hallway behind him. “Let’s go over to the lab first.” Mikozy turned to follow LC and bumped into a pane of glass. LC laughed. “That’s got to be the architect’s humor. I never asked for it. He said it was a work-around for a new code requirement. He couldn’t explain it, and I can’t either. Legislators seem to think they can impose safety even when the reason is invisible.”

Mikozy and LC slipped back into the tease-and-please routine. This had been their banter for the last several years. Except that LC said that it annoyed Frank. Mikozy hoped Frank wouldn’t come by until he left. He never had any interest in meeting Frank.

“Just as long as you don’t offer me anything to taste.”

“Not to worry, the witches’ brew won’t be available till next week.”

They walked back to the laboratory; a line of dim overhead lights identified the room. They entered through an open side door. The room brightened as they stepped inside.

LC noticed Mikozy’s surprise.

“Automatic light switch. You step into the room and the lights overhead triple their wattage. Step back and thirty seconds later, the lights automatically dim. When the room sensors pick out a moving body, the bright lights stay on.”

Mikozy nodded. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t seen this show before so much as being woven into normalcy. Every day was a new beginning.

He knew he’d have a hard time being Rip Van Winkle for even a week. Microscopes abounded. They were still hooded in plastic. LC pointed out one of the combined gas chromatograph/mass spectrometers as if she had something scheduled for them. The GCMS was superior to either of those machines and operated independently. From one new techy tool to another, LC could parse evidence from crude to small and sometimes to the evanescent if caught early by crime scene investigators.

“These look like they’re ready to go,” Mikozy observed.

“Yes,” LC said. It was an uncertain yes, implying much more could be said. Mikozy only needed to wait.

“Back then, our data, our measurements, findings—all of it—crawled inside monstrous computers. Well, look at what we have now. Slimmed down, faster, better networking with national databases. And then there’s AI filtering into everything we do. Mostly for the good.”

Mikozy could see that some of the old equipment had been moved here. Some of the new equipment appeared to be draped in its original boxes. “We’re not taking everything with us. The rest of the old center is being kept as a subsidiary teaching facility.”

“So will this be a teaching facility also?”

“I’m not sure what I mean. There’s been some talk that the feds want a regional laboratory here. Maybe they’ll take it over under…” A hesitation and a long pause. “A cooperation agreement. They’re the ones with the funding for our being tied into their national computer database. Or databases. They haven’t shared that as yet.” LC sharpened her no-nonsense voice. “That is not for the public airwaves.”

“I never realized that education received such a remarkable priority.” Mikozy could have added that this decade confirmed the high demand for doctors of death.

Mikozy walked about the room and recognized most of the equipment from his frequent visits to the forensic science center. LC waited for Mikozy by the door. Mikozy stopped midway down the array of equipment on the right side of the room. One of the objects puzzled him.

“What’s this new fella do?”

“That is Mr. SEM.” LC caught up with Mikozy. “Short for scanning electron microscope.”

“Yeah, well?” SEM’s full name did not enlighten Mikozy about what SEM did in an autopsy.

“You remember the Feldstein case?”

“Yeah. The one with the strange perforation marks on both calves?”

“Well?” LC demanded of her student.

“There were small chips on the cutting tool.” Mikozy brightened. “Oh yeah. The photographs. The super photographs.”

“Right. You’ve seen Mr. SEM at work before. You just have a hard time remembering his name.”

Mikozy smiled and pivoted around, tilting his head back toward a rear door. A wide expanse of glass surrounded the room. Through the windows he saw several doors.

“Those are our offices. I’ll take you by my office after we go through the cutting room. I know you’ll be impressed.”

“I’m always impressed.” What else could he say? “If you’ve seen one cutting table, you’ve seen them all.”

LC and Mikozy walked back out of the laboratory to the alcove in front of the elevators and paused in appreciation of money well spent.

“Now we can go down the other hallway into autopsy central.”

LC continued her tour, taking quiet steps in her tennis shoes. She expected to cross from one end of the underground cave to the other hundreds of times during the week and had long been an advocate of stealth walking. No reason to interfere with somebody else’s work or to joke about the waking-the-dead thing.

As they stepped into the large, open room, the lights brightened. Mikozy mumbled, “Ah, yes, the future’s here too.”

LC showed Mikozy cutting tools and tables, the drainage sloughs, the recessed microphones, and a bank of body refrigerators for short-term storage. The longest time they had ever kept a body was three weeks, those that had been stalled over a competition between police reasons, religious reasons, and political ones as well. The body was a pharmacopoeia of the latest street and legal drugs. The police and ME were following the evidence, while the family claimed religious reasons. The family was worried about the deceased’s soul being trapped between the second and third rings of hell. They wanted Uncle Zip’s soul to go to the furthest depths of Hades immediately. They saw no reason to hold up the autopsy. More important was their fear of him sneaking back into LA by way of the la Brea tar pits. The priest exhorted the family to be good and to avoid becoming a soul sucked into the furnace of time. The family thought about the priest’s words, imagining Uncle Zip becoming something like a toxic gas, seeping back into LA just like the dinosaurs had percolated their way back up as oily sludge. Maybe Uncle Zip could come back as nerve gas. Almost every day, LC encountered parishioners gathered outside the old building with an uneasy sniffling. LC was relieved when the body was carted away.

LC stood in front of one of the autopsy tables. A domed glass chandelier was positioned above the table. The glass bubbled out to reduce the glare. LC reached under the edge of the table. The glass hood slowly descended to the table and stopped when LC pulled her hand away.

“This is a splatter glass. It reduces the chance of flying blood and body matter landing on the medical examiner and others attending the autopsy. We didn’t have this blood barrier at the old Forensic Science Center. We can now deal with the worst-case scenario.”

“Which is what?” Mikozy did not want to hear the worst-case scenario, but he sensed LC wanted to tell him.

“We’re trying to get a negative pressure hood to contain the aerosol—you know, the bloody spray we get when we saw through…” LC stopped midstream. Her voice rose, sharp and inviting as a baited fish hook. “There have been several reported cases of tuberculosis among medical examiners. Other diseases as well. The explanation seems to be that they inhaled some of the aerosol. It’s kind of scary thinking about corpses contaminating the living. Something we thought we had under control. The dome also contains body gases when we pop the body open. You remember that woman who died out in Riverside? The attending doctor and, I don’t remember exactly, one or two nurses fainted. They suspected the woman had taken poison, and when she was popped open, the medical staff got a whiff of something they hadn’t counted on.”

“Do you have to use that word?”

“What word?”

“Popped.”

“I didn’t figure you for queasy.”

“Hey, I’m not queasy. It’s just the word is—what, let’s say overly descriptive.”

“Clinical?” LC said with authority and a wicked smile.

“I hope you warn your visitors.” Mikozy was thinking about his trips down to watch the autopsy and couldn’t remember if he had held his breath all the way through.

Unlikely.

Mikozy coughed. “Thin air.”

“Thanks for the advice, Mikozy, I like a sympathetic listener.”

“What I meant to say was I hope you…” He paused. “I better shut my mouth before you disinfect it.” Mikozy reached up and rapped on the glass. He heard it ping rather than thud. The glass wobbled though he hadn’t hit it hard.

“Real glass. Not worried about a shaker?” Mikozy searched LC’s eyes for the light that once burned for him. He watched the way she canted her body. Was she tilting toward him or only steadying the glass dome?

“Glass cleans better than plastic.” LC sounded as if she were speaking from the other end of a telephone, a pleasant official response. “We decided to trade risks—the chance of a daily infection compared to the many temblors we have and, of course, the Big One. Depends on how you want to live your life.”

LC switched moods again. She leaned forward, pheromones rising like steam off a marsh, the vibrations of the night bouncing back and forth between them. She wasn’t talking into a telephone any longer. Mikozy could touch the sounds. He felt her voice vibrating, a rocking rhythm whenever she used his first name.

“Right, Rafael?” The rhythm coiled around his heart.

Mikozy didn’t know how a cop could trade away the risk unless he went behind a desk. That’s what she wanted from him. It was unfair. If he moved inside and away from the street, he’d be in a position far less risky than a pathologist’s. No chance of blood flying off the pages—only a spray of toner from the copier. Mikozy tried to convey to LC the excitement of being an authorized street person, one who could badge his way into secret rooms and protected spaces. Especially undercover work. Especially vice. Mikozy could change his colors faster than a chameleon could go from ivy to twig.

She said, “Rafe, I don’t want to pull back the sheet and find your toe tag.”

He said, “We all put on the toe tag. Can’t get by Saint Peter without one.”

She said, “Time goes fast enough without being undercover vice.”

Mikozy wondered how his being reassigned to homicide would change her feelings toward him. Maybe those were only her words of the moment, a distraction from the prickly truth, fooling him, fooling herself. Words were a vice, deceiving both the listener and the teller. He could not answer her question, which paralyzed his thoughts.

“Right, Rafael?”

Mikozy looked away from LC, scanning the room for something to talk about.

“By the way, is Carla here?” Carla was paired with LC for doing autopsies.

Carla collected the evidence, weighed it, and, depending on the theory of death, Carla would give bits and pieces to other lab techs for further testing. Carla was heavy in the legs and wide in the shoulders. Carla was a preceptor, a technician of the dead, but she also had the semblance of LC’s bodyguard, ever ready for the day or night when a modern-day Lazarus found his way into the coroner’s bed-and-breakfast and decided enough was enough.

The move into the new building was overwhelming. LC’s frustration showed.

LC looked around Carla’s spirit. It roved around from corner to corner like a Cheshire cat. A magnified grin and beaming eyes, wise about the absurdity of death. This was LC’s wonderland, and Carla was always here in spirit.

“She was supposed to start today over here with me. That’s not going to happen. Carla’s still over at central finishing up our move at that end. It’s been pretty amazing, trying to keep working and moving at the same time. We can’t perform magic.”

“I’m not expecting magic, LC, only your usual witchcraft.”

Mikozy looked at the table furthest away from them, near the back of the room. There was a body waiting for a workup. The sheet had been pulled back. A dark face looked up at the sky.

“Who’s that?”

“Actually, no bodies were supposed to be moved in here. I don’t know if you’re aware of the work slowdown by county drivers. A union dispute. One of them thought it would be cute to make a drop here. We’re half the distance to the FSC and he said, ‘I got this memo we were supposed to start dropping the bodies here.’ It’s hard for me to repeat his accent. He sounded like a New York hack by way of Afghanistan. Whatever he was, he was more union than immigrant. And he wouldn’t transfer the body to the FSC. What a way to start the day. And that was three days ago. But this is a minor irritation compared to the rest of the move. We might have to keep this guy in our coolers for another week. I call him our baptism body, fulano de tal.”

“Ah, so?” Mikozy risked being canceled while mimicking an ancient movie trope. “Spanish for John Doe.” Mikozy didn’t know his own Chinese roots. He only knew they were there. Too many roots and destinies to deal with was how he explained his confusion.

Mikozy walked down the room to the stranger. LC hurried to catch up to Mikozy.

“Didn’t he have any ID on him?” Mikozy asked.

“Of course. He had a driver’s license, a social security card. The trouble is they are fake. My guess is that he’s an illegal alien.”

“I wonder who’s going to pay the tab.”

“The county. Who else?”

“Probably paid property tax on the house he owned. Fair is fair.”

“A house? Maybe a rancho in a canyon.”

LC shook her head. The contempt she had for the decades-old dispute over whether illegal aliens were a boon or a drain on the local economy. She knew that in parts of LA, illegals were the economy. Their dollars pumped through LA’s veins, lifting the pallor of a postindustrial city. LC remembered Mikozy toasting her with a Negra Modelo. Mikozy said the owner had slipped across the border and opened La Chucha. The owner also brought in his relatives and friends from Mexico and made the restaurant a village enterprise. And there were the drugs too.

Mikozy tilted the bottle to LC. “The best dark ale in the best restaurant for the best woman.”

LC knew Mikozy would admit to having offered her that honor, even now. LC decided not to remind Mikozy of those better days. The moment for reminiscing had slipped away.

“We won’t be shipping him back to his country of origin, wherever that is. A lot cheaper to put him in Potter’s field, the place for the unknown Angeleno.”

Mikozy walked over to the stranger and bent over his head.

“Do you want me to run a check through immigration?” Mikozy knew that Mitch Jackson would help. Mikozy had an inexhaustible credit line with Mitch. A very serious favor that could never be called in. Jackson had only come up short once. He couldn’t keep customs from seizing Huxley. “Mikozy, please, anything but illegal birds.”

“Maybe. Give me a little time to work him up.”

The man had jet-black hair, straight, probably cut with the help of a bowl; a deep coffee color resisted death’s pallor. Mikozy thought he saw an old scar sliding behind the ear and reached his hand to brush the hair back.

LC caught Mikozy’s hand before he could touch the body. She reached across with her left hand. An awkward reach that almost tipped her off balance. LC stood further away from the body than she usually did during the examination. Her lockjaw grip fastened around Mikozy’s wrist. Her suddenness surprised Mikozy. LC pushed his hand away from the body. Mikozy looked at her for an explanation.

“You don’t need to make him look better.”

That was not the explanation Mikozy expected. That was no explanation at all. Her voice was curt.

“You know I’m not a beautician,” Mikozy said, questioning LC with his eyes. He reached out for her hand, but she pulled away.

“I just wanted to take a closer look at the scar.” Mikozy was still hoping LC would tell him why she’d pushed his hand away with so much force.

LC bit down on her lower lip. She nodded for Mikozy to follow her as she edged away from the body. As she walked down the room, she pulled out the remote control and pushed one of the buttons. “I want to make sure the system isn’t recording.” LC wasn’t offering anything further in the hall of the dead. She continued down the room toward the entrance. Mikozy followed behind.

“Can you at least tell me whether Pomerance did the background check on the guy?” Mikozy asked as he caught up to LC.

Mikozy knew Pomerance. Someone he could ask about the body later if he needed to know more than what would eventually find its way onto the paperwork. Might even become his paperwork. Pomerance was an investigator for the medical examiner. Pomerance had more hair on his chin than on his head. He looked dignified when he stood up and like a professor when he hunched over a dead body.

Pomerance had the air of an instructor when he offered his qualified opinion about the cause of death. Qualified, always qualified. Pomerance knew how to offer the politically astute cause of death, leaving the final pronouncement to his bosses, the MEs. Mikozy expected to see a lot of Pomerance now that he was being reassigned to homicide.

LC stopped opposite the elevators and nodded. Her lips stretched tight and thin, her brow peaked, a combination of grim preparation and uncertainty about this reaper’s victim.

“It’s an unusual death, Mikozy.” LC moved away from him, circling a speck of concrete that hadn’t been swept from the floor. She moved closer to Mikozy. The distance could have been inside their zone of intimacy. Or it could have simply meant a silent request for confidentiality. Even so, Mikozy had to lean over to hear what LC was saying. If they hadn’t been alone, Mikozy doubted if he’d have been able to hear her voice.

“We just got the results back on the blood workup. We also took some fluid out of his eye to run a second analysis to confirm our early results. Actually, we ran the second analysis to check out some of our new equipment. We run over thirty-five thousand tests a year, and it’s nice to know that the hardware is in sync. But in this case, we needed a second opinion from our instruments.” LC realized she was dancing away from the corpse and paused to regain her concentration.

“Anyway, he probably absorbed a chemical through his hands and face. The chemical was toxic, a poison. His body was pretty contaminated with it. I’ve never seen this poison before.”

LC stopped her recitation. Apart from hearing about the novelty of LC finding a new poison, Mikozy was still puzzled. His reaction was always the “so what” question, forcing out what mattered.

“I’ll bet there are millions of chemicals. How many times have you seen death by sodium chloride?” Mikozy boomed out to the near-empty chamber. His voice bounced off the elevator’s metal doors and startled LC. The architect had failed. The room wasn’t as mute as he’d planned. There was just enough echo to satisfy Mikozy.

LC ordinarily cherished Mikozy’s wisecracks about her medical opinions. LC frowned. She was aware that she had slipped into a cautious mood. Her face creased, deep valleys on the frontier of knowledge. The strange chemical bothered her. LC turned and continued past the elevators with Mikozy in tow. Mikozy saw a row of four offices to the left opposite large glass windows that framed a laboratory with numerous workstations. The doors had peekaboo windows, a detail that raised a question about the architect’s intentions. Mikozy could understand no window at all or a half-door window. The tiny windows disclosed a lascivious design. If he were still in vice, Mikozy thought, he might have arrested the architect. The first door had gold letters stenciled beneath the tiny window: “Dr. Robert Charnovsky, Medical Examiner.” LC’s nominal head, the one who rarely showed up for the work of deciphering death. The next door had a cardboard skull pasted over LC’s name. The skull also covered up the little window. She never wasted any time in adding a touch of humanity and securing her privacy at the same time. Mikozy smiled. They still shared unspoken opinions.

“You’re right.” LC opened the door and invited Mikozy to her office. “I haven’t seen death by table salt. Or for that matter by 99.9 percent of the chemicals that we know about. But at least I can find them in my reference books. The toxin we got out of fulano de tal is weird.” As Mikozy stepped into the room, the lights turned on automatically.

“Weird? Is that a scientific term?” Mikozy looked around. Most of the room was vacant shelves. Her move into her office was a work in progress. In the center of the room, she had a large Steelcase metal desk and swivel chair. The quintessential furniture, designed to survive the trash heap of eternity. An ancient telephone and computer rested on top of the desk. She didn’t answer his question, so he asked another. “Are these computers hooked up?”

LC nodded. LC walked around her desk and picked up a sheaf of papers. She flipped through the pages. LC looked up at Mikozy, ready to bare a truth about herself.

“I try to stay ahead of the industrial chemists who are out there inventing new catalysts, new solvents, plastics, and pesticides. I also try to stay ahead of the pharmacologists playing with new drugs, some that work and others that are better left unknown as failed experiments. I try to stay ahead of the biologists who invent new life-forms and the spirits of the dark…I’ve tried to see what I could do with AI. It can generate thousands of toxins if prompted. You know, Mikozy, the government anoints a small group of experts to forge the rules of decency. They are the ones who see themselves as the toxic Terminators, compiling lists of do this, don’t do that. But there are many who ignore those lists. I don’t think our guardians will stop the handiwork of the creative and the criminal.” LC ran her free hand through her hair. She stared at Mikozy through gray eyes.

“That’s a pretty grim view of the people you have to deal with. The good, the weird, and the ugly.” Mikozy cringed, thinking about the corpse with the unknown chemical and what might have happened to him if he had touched the plague, the toxin, the whatever-it-was. LC had marked him with fear when she pulled him away from newly arrived body.

“Maybe I should be pleased to see evolution at work. God knows what we’re making ourselves into.” LC placed the papers back down on the desk. She pointed to the monitor. Mikozy joined her on her side of the desk and saw the cursor blinking on the screen. He wasn’t familiar with the program she was using. Across the top of the screen was a single word—MEDEX—and underneath that it read National Institutes of Health. The rest of the screen was a mystery.

“As best as I can tell, this chemical should be called 1,1 triethylchloroactinate.”

LC ran her finger along a line in the middle of the screen. “I’m running a literature search on the MEDEX database. That one is funded through the National Institutes of Health. It identifies toxins; their properties; uses, if known; and their effects. It catalogs another 20 percent more than what I have in my local area network. It’s also a lot more current.” She looked up briefly to make sure he was listening.

Mikozy had heard her search-and-hunt stories before. Her method was cold and relentless. He called it the windchill factor for tenacious research. Cold, real cold. When he first felt the force of her determination, he asked her, half seriously, if she thought he suffered brain impairment, maybe an attention deficit disorder or an imperfect memory—she looked at him in a funny way, but he realized that she loved research. The way she had looked at him was a reflection of her inner struggle. She lost herself and spoke in tongues whenever she was on the hunt for the modern arcanum, something the alchemists never found in their quest for nature’s great secret but that biologists, geneticists, and industrial chemists were still eagerly searching for.

LC had told Mikozy about the hundreds of millions that were being spent on collecting and organizing medical information. Maybe a government pork project, but LC didn’t mind. She was fascinated at being able to dial up or link to a distant library for her computer database searches. Mikozy knew the police spent hundreds of millions to collect and organize information about criminals. He was disappointed about the acronym the criminal justice system had invented: CRIMDEX. The Criminal Information Index. MEDEX had a crisper sound.

Mikozy lacked the same interest LC had in talking to computers. He had hoped when he was forced to use CRIMDEX, all the garbage would have been cleaned out. It was improving, but there was too much wasted time dealing with odd combinations of information that would never exist, that would never be considered, if not for the computer trying to please humans with its exhaustiveness. There was an art to picking through these bits and pieces. Something that Mikozy lacked. This was not about counting how many angels could dance on the head of a pin, but trying to determine how many of the dancing angels had brown curly hair and wore red fingernail polish. Maybe the MEDEX database was in better shape than CRIMDEX.

Mikozy watched LC’s anxiety evaporate as she plucked away at this enigma. Her face flushed. The electricity in her movements multiplied in intensity. She picked up her papers and put them down again. Her nervous energy never needed a caffeine prompt. She was charged up by her hunt for answers to death’s puzzles.

“If it’s a new chemical, how do you know it killed your illegal?” Mikozy asked the obvious, hoping she could bring him closer to an understanding of this mystery. And he didn’t want to claim ownership of the misfortune by saying “our illegal.” The death probably wasn’t a homicide. And even if it was, Mikozy hadn’t been assigned to the case.

LC told him that she also wanted to be an instructor, not just an investigator. But she’d have to wait until somebody retired. Until then, she loved instructing Mikozy. Tonight, Mikozy knew he was giving her a cheap thrill, but it was his cheap thrill too. He liked listening to her talk, even if it was only a toxic puzzler.

“It’s similar enough to triethylchlorosilane that I would imagine it to be poisonous.
OEBPS/images/ht.jpg
FOISONADE













OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
v

PALMETTO
" Connsc
—— e






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		Cover



		Title



		Copyright



		Table of Contents



		Chapter 1: A Twitch in Time



		Chapter 2: Tale from the Crypt



		Chapter 3: New Digs



		Chapter 4: Fond Farewell



		Chapter 5: Cloud Data



		Chapter 6: National Security Calls



		Chapter 7: Clue Analysis 1



		Chapter 8: Bedtime Reading



		Chapter 9: A Poisoned History



		Chapter 10: Sleep No More



		Chapter 11: Homes No More



		Chapter 12: Upward Mobility



		Chapter 13: Messed Up



		Chapter 14: Fitness



		Chapter 15: Galaxy Gems



		Chapter 16: Iron Heel Redux



		Chapter 17: Riptide



		Chapter 18: Office Tripping with AI



		Chapter 19: Call from the Crypt



		Chapter 20: Barber from Facatativa



		Chapter 21: Talk Radio



		Chapter 22: Talk Radio Redux



		Chapter 23: A Dog’s Death



		Chapter 24: Invoicing Death



		Chapter 25: Office of Enlightenment



		Chapter 26: Crypt Redux



		Chapter 27: The Interview



		Afterword













		Cover



		Title



		Table of Contents













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
FOISONADE

Joseph Nalven





