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Prologue

“You are a
handsome man,” RJ said. “Women are drawn to you.”

He was sitting in his parked van in front of the
studio—the studio—and talking to his reflection
in the rearview. Truth be told, RJ felt like kind of a jackass complimenting his
own looks like this—especially since he’d never been what anybody would consider
lady bait. But RJ believed in the power of positive affirmation, no joke. Since
the mid-eighties, he’d been reading Louise Hay. In fact, he still owned his
original copy of You Can Heal Your Life, and sure,
Louise had let him down a whole bunch of times since then, but who was he to
doubt her now, when all the good energy he’d sent into the universe was finally
coming home to roost?

Just this morning after he’d packed up his
equipment and printed out the note for his mother, RJ had stood in front of the
full-length mirror affixed to the inside of his closet door. He’d taken in his
new clothes—the black T-shirt, the slightly worn brown leather jacket, the baggy
jeans and the Los Angeles Dodgers cap he’d found online, the bright blue Nikes
he’d bought last night from Foot Locker. He’d looked himself up and down and
compared it all with the picture he’d printed out from X17 and taped by the
mirror for inspiration: Spielberg, wearing the exact same outfit. He’d eyed the
bag next to the door and tried not to wince at what was inside: a Canon EOS 5D
Mark II he’d maxed out his credit card and then some to buy (the “then some”
part being the most troubling …) But as Louise might have
told him herself, In order to do the best work, you need
the best tools.

RJ had put all his doubts and fears aside and
breathed in healing light and then, only then, had he allowed himself to say it
out loud—the most important positive affirmation of his forty-five years on this
planet: “I am a director.”

God, RJ felt great right now. A beautiful camera in
his car and a beautiful actress waiting for him, inside the studio—the studio. This was what he wanted. This was all he’d
ever wanted. Once this thing hit—and it would hit hard, he knew it—RJ would be
famous, rich. He would pay back his creditors in no time. Free himself of
stress. Focus on his art.

He had more than a dozen fully fleshed-out stories
in his head—a thriller about a blind cop with telekinetic powers; a
coming-of-age piece set in 1940s London; the heartwarming tale of a failed
magician and the rescue dog who saves his life … the list went on
and on. They’d been slamming around in there for years, these movie stories,
begging to be let out—and now, at last, he could give them the attention they
deserved. His Breakthrough Project was nearing completion. It was the beginning
of the beginning.

RJ threw open the back of his van. He didn’t need
to unload all his equipment now. He could come back for that with his crew. But
he took the Canon with him for two reasons: (1) He wanted it with him when he
met everyone, and (2) He was worried that if he left it in the van, the camera
would be stolen.

The studio, as it turned out, was in one of the
crappier areas of Mount Temple—and that was saying something. RJ was a native
New Yorker, and in the course of his life, he’d seen even the sleepiest, slowest
towns in Westchester County get fattened and buffed to a fine glow. But somehow
Mount Temple had missed out. Neglected by the nineties bubble and abused by the
current recession, Mount Temple was the poor relation to Scarsdale and
Bronxville and Tarry Ridge, the frumpy uncle who never could catch a break. In a
way, the town was like RJ—well, the old RJ, anyway—and so it was fitting that
the studio would be located here, near the corner of Columbus and 102nd, an
abandoned-looking building between two other abandoned-looking buildings, a tiny
auto body shop three doors down practically the only lit-up thing on the
street.

“Hey! Hey there, sir!”

RJ turned as he was crossing the street to see a
homeless man, sitting in front of a chain-link fence, waving at him. The man
looked like an upended dirty laundry basket with a head on top, his face and
hair so grimy you couldn’t tell what color he was.

“Mr. Steven Spielberg! Love your movies, man.”

Had the homeless guy really just said that—or was
it a trick of the mind? Regardless, RJ wondered what his film school pals would
say if they saw him now—strutting around in his Dodgers cap, Canon EOS 5D Mark
II slung over his shoulder like The Man himself …

RJ snorted. Even in the privacy of his own mind,
that was quite a phrase for him to use—film school
pals. After all, he’d flunked out of film school after just three
months, and he sure as hell hadn’t left any pals
behind. Bunch of snooty, affected turds, they all were. Trust fund brats who
gassed off about French expressionism and Fassbinder and called Spielberg
banal—Christ, they didn’t even like Schindler’s
List—and looked down on RJ just because he wasn’t rich or young or full
of noxious gas like they were.

The professors were even worse. And the one guy who
pretended to be a friend … Shane. Man. More toxic than all the
trust fund brats and full-of-shit professors put together.

Truth was, film school sucked. RJ had learned more
editing pornos than he would have picked up in twenty years at that place, and
that wasn’t sour grapes. He knew it for a fact. He thought back to the letter of
resignation he’d e-mailed Charlie, his boss at Happy Endings, last night, and
hoped it sounded grateful enough. Charlie had to understand, though. RJ was on
the verge of a huge breakthrough. Lula Belle, the
Lula Belle, would soon be in front of his lens—and then, in front of the world.
His ship had finally come in.

As he pushed open the door to the studio building,
RJ realized he was smiling. “My life is working,” he whispered, an affirmation.
He believed it.

There
was no reception desk in the building that housed the studio—not even a
directory. But RJ was too happy to think much about that. With this bare-bones
lobby and this crappy address, the studio itself had to be awesome. It was kind
of a rule. Once, RJ had gone to a party at an abandoned warehouse on the Lower
East Side. One of the porno directors had lived there—nice guy by the name of
Byron Ryder—and the lobby was such a craphole, RJ had thought he might catch a
disease from it. But then he’d gone up to Ryder’s floor-through condo and
practically passed out from shock.

It had reminded RJ of that chick’s apartment in
Flashdance—that’s how implausibly lush the place
was. Giant hot tub made out of real marble. Flat screen that filled an entire
wall. High ceilings with nineteenth-century moldings that made your eyes well
up, they were so gorgeous. What you save on building
safety, Ryder had told RJ, you make up for in
personal luxury.

RJ hit the button on the elevator, and when it
opened, he hardly even noticed the piss smell, or the graffiti, or the dried
blood on the back wall, probably from a ten-year-old fistfight. RJ’s heart
pounded. His palms started to sweat. He felt like a kid on his first date. The
seventh floor couldn’t happen soon enough, yet still he was so nervous. That was
beyond the whole starting-his-directing-career thing, too, the nervousness.
Within moments, RJ realized, he’d see the face of Lula Belle. He’d look into her
eyes. How many men could say that?

The thought made his stomach tighten. How would she
look at him—with respect? Gratitude?

Disappointment?

RJ pushed the thought out of his mind. Instead, he
imagined Spielberg, seeing Kate Capshaw for the first time on the set of Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom. How had she
looked at him, this glowing blonde creature—a star in the true sense of the
word, a woman who could twinkle and burst into bright light?

RJ had made some dumb decisions in his life, yes.
He’d trusted the wrong people, he’d let others down. His learning curve had been
slow and dull. But did that matter? No one was perfect—not even Spielberg. Not
even Louise Hay. Maybe all those times that RJ had screwed up were like plot
points in a movie, each one building on the next and propelling him forward
until he got here. Face-to-face with a bona fide star, his Breakthrough Project
soon to be completed. All at the same time, all helped by the same events
… the synchronicity. That alone was proof that everything had been
for the best.

“I’ll do right by you, Lula Belle,” he said to the
steel doors as the elevator pulled him up, up, up … “I
promise.”

There must be some mistake. That was RJ’s first thought
once the elevator doors opened on the seventh floor. His second: Where the hell is everybody? The floor looked
gutted—clumps of piled-up debris on the cement ground, graffiti creeping all
over the walls. RJ knew the building had electricity—how else would he have been
able to come up here in the elevator?—but you wouldn’t know it from the looks of
this floor, the only light struggling in from the narrow windows on the far side
of the space.

“Lula Belle?” he called out.

RJ heard muffled voices coming from way down to the
right, and so he followed them, his new Nikes scuffing the concrete. He saw a
pile of glass shards against a wall, next to something else—something dark and
rank he couldn’t look at without gagging … This is not a studio. This will never be a
studio.

“Lula Belle?”

“RJ? Is that you?” A woman’s voice. The kind that
curls up your back and down your legs and into your heart and haunts you
forever. Lula Belle.

“It’s me!” he said, his heart beating harder.

“We’re right down here!” the voice said. “Did you
pick up the check at the post office?”

He cringed. He hadn’t expected it to arrive this
early, hadn’t even brought the key with him. “I’m sorry. I forgot.”

“That’s okay, baby.”

Baby. He whispered the
word, his heart soaring at the sound of it. “You’re not mad.”

“I could never be mad at you.”

Once he got to the open door, which in truth wasn’t
an open door at all but a missing door, RJ took a
deep breath. He reached up to smooth his hair but remembered the cap,
straightening that instead. He felt the tug of the camera bag at his shoulder
and closed his eyes. My work allows me to express my
creativity freely, he told himself, Louise speaking through him.
I earn good money doing things I love.

He walked through the doorhole.

The room was crumbling, the walls rashy with mold.
But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the sight of her, standing in the
middle of the room, her robe dropped and pooling at her feet. For a moment, he
couldn’t breathe.

“My God, you’re beautiful.”

“Are you ready?” she said, his Lula, his star.

RJ was about to answer, As
ready as I’ve ever been.

But then someone else said, “Just a sec.” A voice
RJ knew, and when he turned around, he saw him, wearing jeans and a black
T-shirt that fit him a lot better than RJ’s did. He’d managed to grow a thick
beard in the years they’d spent apart, and the beard, too, looked better than
RJ’s.

She brought Shane
Smith?

“Hi RJ,” Shane said. “It’s good to see you.”

How strange life was. Last time RJ had seen Shane,
that prick had pretended like he didn’t even know him—this after ruining his
life and his film school career and even getting him thrown into jail. In the
past three years, RJ must have played it over and over in his head a million
times—what he’d say to Shane Smith if he ever ran into him. And yet now, in the
same room together and with a flood of water under
the bridge—Lula Belle looking on, no less—RJ could only smile back. After all,
if it weren’t for Shane, RJ’s Breakthrough Project never would have
happened.

The synchronicity.

Shane got up from the floor and embraced him, and
RJ hugged him just as tight. I’m bringing healing light
into my life. Forgiving another person does not make me weak. Everything
always works out for the best. “It’s been too long, man,” RJ said,
only vaguely aware of Lula Belle putting the robe back on … and of
the nod she exchanged with his old friend.

“Too long,” Shane said. “We won’t let this happen
again.”








Chapter 1

She wants to die.

The memory flew at Brenna Spector like words on a passing billboard—there for just an instant but solid, real. Brenna had been staring at the image on her assistant Trent LaSalle’s computer screen—their latest missing person, if you could call what they were looking at a person. She was more a shadow, standing behind a scrim, backlit into anonymity—all limbs and curves and fluffy hair, but no detail, no color. No face. She looked as though she was naked, but you couldn’t even be sure of that. But then she tapped her lower lip, the shadow-woman on the screen, she tapped it three times, triggering a memory from less than two months prior … She looks into the girl’s eyes with the chill wind biting their faces and icy water everywhere, so cold it burns. Brenna stares at her—poor, pretty mess of a girl. Then at her boyfriend standing behind her, his hand on her shoulder, the fingertips white from the tightness of the clutch. She looks back at the girl’s face, at the mascara streaks on her cheeks, looking so awful for the wear—worse than Maya and me put together—and then, into the eyes … such fathomless sadness as she meets Brenna’s gaze, her boyfriend oblivious, smiling a little. She doesn’t want to be here. None of us do, but this girl …

The girl taps her lip three times like a Morse signal.

She wants to die.

“She’s so freakin’ hot,” Trent said.

Brenna came back from the memory, fixed her gaze on the screen. “Uh, Trent? She’s a silhouette.”

“Hey, so are those chicks on truck mud flaps.”

Brenna rolled her eyes.

“You’ll get it when you see more.”

As if on cue, the shadow-woman began stretching her body into a series of suggestive yoga poses—a slow backbend, followed by the sharp V of the downward-facing dog, a seamless shift to standing, after which she reached down, grasped her right ankle, and pulled the leg straight out and then up, until the knee touched the side of her head.

“See?” Trent said.

With shocking ease, she yanked the leg, stolelike, around her shoulder. Her voice was a soft Southern accent, drifting out of the speakers like steam. “I’ll bend any way you want me to.”

Trent nearly fell off his chair.

“I get it, I get it.” Brenna grabbed the mouse and hit pause. “Who is she?”

“Lula Belle.” He said it the way a nun might say the name of a saint. “She’s an artist.”

Brenna looked at her assistant. He was wearing a black muscle tee with a deep V-neck, the Ed Hardy logo emblazoned on the front in glittery red letters. His hair was spiked and gelled to the point where it could probably scrape paint off the side of a bus, and, Brenna now noticed for the first time, he was sporting a new tattoo: a bright red lipstick print, hovering just above the left pec. Trent’s definition of an artist was, to say the least, dubious.

“A performance artist,” he said, as if he’d been reading her mind. “She’s on the Web. You can download her, uh, performances.”

“She’s a webcam girl.”

“No,” Trent pointed to the screen. “Lula Belle isn’t about porn. I mean, you can get off to her for sure, but …”

“But what?”

“Here—I’ll show you.” Trent moved the cursor, fast-forwarding the screen image. Brenna watched the shadow twist and bend, watched her drop into the splits and pivot, throw her pelvis over her head and somersault backward to standing, watched her pull up a stool and straddle it, legs spread wide as a Fosse dancer, watched her produce an old-fashioned Coke bottle from somewhere off camera, tilt her shadow-head back, touch her shadow-tongue to the tip, and then take the bottle down her throat all the way to the base, all this inside of twenty seconds.

Brenna said, “Well, I guess you could call that an art.”

“No. Wait.” When Trent hit play, Lula Belle was on the stool, legs crossed, fingers twisting in her hair. “Listen.”

“ ‘ … and you know that little soft part of your head, Lula Belle? Right next to your eyebrow? That’s called your temple. Daddy took his gun, and he put the barrel of it right there at his temple, and he pulled the trigger and his whole head exploded.’ That’s how my mama told me. I was twelve years old. ‘Do you understand, Lula Belle?’ she asked me, and my heart felt like someone had taken a torch to it, melted it down to liquid right there in my chest. But I knew I couldn’t cry. I wasn’t allowed to cry. Mama didn’t … she didn’t take kindly to tears …”

Trent hit pause and turned to Brenna. “You get it?”

“She bares her soul. Shares her secrets.”

He nodded.

“And people pay for this.”

“Yep.”

Brenna shook her head. “Weird.”

“Well, the Coke bottle thing helps …”

“When did she go missing?”

“Less than three months ago.”

“And the client?”

“It was a third party.”

“Who was the third party?”

“Another PI. Lula’s manager hired him.”

“And the PI’s name is …”

“Brenna?”

“Yes?”

“Can I ask you something?”

“As long as you’re not asking me in order to avoid my question.”

“Seriously.”

“Okay.”

Trent cleared his throat. “When I first showed you Lula Belle … you … remembered something, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.” Strange how “remembered” could be such a loaded word, but in Brenna’s world it was. Since she was eleven years old, she’d suffered from hyperthymestic syndrome, a rare disorder that enabled her to remember every minute of every day of her life, and with all five senses, whether she wanted to or not. It came, a California-based neuroscientist named Dr. Louis Gettis had told her on June 24, 2006, “from the perfect storm of a differently shaped brain and a traumatic experience”—storm, as it turned out, a good metaphor, seeing as how the syndrome had descended on Brenna, battering her mind into something so different than it had been before. She had two types of memories now—the murky recollections of her childhood and the vivid, three-dimensional images of everything that had happened from August 22, 1981, to the present.

Brenna could recall, for instance, what she had for breakfast on June 25, 1998, to the point of tasting it (black coffee, a bowl of Special K with skim milk, blueberries that were disappointingly mealy, and two donut holes—one chocolate, one glazed). But her father, who had left her family when she was just seven—he existed in her mind only as strong arms and the smell of Old Spice, a light kiss on the forehead, a story told by one of her mother’s friends, years after he’d gone. He wasn’t whole in Brenna’s head. She couldn’t clearly picture his face. Same with her older sister, Clea, who had gotten into a blue car on August 21, 1981, at the age of seventeen and vanished forever. Clea’s disappearance had been the traumatic event that had sparked Brenna’s perfect storm—yet ironically that event, like Clea herself, was stuck in her fallible pre-syndrome memory, fading every day into hazy fiction.

Brenna had known that would happen—even as a kid on August 21, 1982, the anniversary … Sitting at her bedroom window with her face pressed against the cool of the screen, glancing at the digital clock blinking 5:21 A.M. and chewing grape Bubble Yum to stay awake, her throat dry and stingy from old gum, trying with everything she has to remember the car, the license plate, the voice of the man behind the wheel from a year earlier …

Brenna shut her eyes tight and recited the Pledge of Allegiance in her head—one of the many tricks she’d figured out over the years for willing memories away.

“So?” Trent said.

She opened her eyes, took a breath. “What was your question again?”

“What were you remembering when you looked at Lula Belle?”

“Not much—a gesture,” Brenna said. “On October 30, Maya and I were in Niagara Falls on vacation, remember?”

He gave her a look. “I can remember two months ago.”

“Well, we were on the Maid of the Mist, and there was a girl on the boat who tapped on her lip three times, just like Lula Belle did at the start of the tape.”

“What did the girl on the boat look like?”

“Probably in her early twenties. Blonde. Miserable. She was leaving the boat with her boyfriend, and she had mascara running down her face.” Brenna looked at him. “She looked like she wanted to die.”

Trent’s eyes went big.

“I know what you’re thinking, but we all probably looked that way,” Brenna said. “We were getting hailed on. It was freezing and windy and everybody was seasick and Maya called me the worst mother in the world for taking her on that boat in the first place.”

“Still,” he said. “It could have been Lula Belle you saw. Less than a month after she went missing. On that boat with some jerk-off. Praying to be saved from him …”

“Hell of a coincidence.”

“Happens all the time.”

“Trent, it was just a gesture. Do we have any idea what Lula Belle looks like?”

“No.”

“What about this third party? Do they?”

He shook his head. “Her own manager doesn’t even know what she looks like. He lives in California. Never met her face-to-face. He maintained her site, made the checks out to cash, sent them to a PO box …”

Brenna sighed. “In that case, I could be Lula Belle.”

“Oh man, that would be so awesome.”

Brenna’s gaze shot back to the frozen image on the screen. “Do we at least have her full name?”

“Uh … no.”

“What about her social?”

He shook his head.

“So let me get this straight. All we have on this woman is a fake name, a fake accent, a PO box, and a very obvious skill set.”

“You think her accent’s fake? Really?”

“Trent.”

“Yeah?”

“Why did you think we could accept this case?”

He picked at a fingernail.

“Trent.”

“We … we only have this one video.”

“And?”

“The Web site’s been taken down since she disappeared. There’s no way of downloading more.”

“So?”

“So … if we officially accept the case, we can get … uh …” He cleared his throat. “We can get all the rest of the videos.”

“Oh, for godsakes,” Brenna said. “You’re a fan.”

“I know, I know … I mean, I never heard of her before yesterday, but I can’t get her out of my head. I can’t stop watching. I don’t even care what her face looks like or how old she is … It’s like Errol said—she gets under your skin and stays there.”

“Errol?”

“Crap. I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

“Errol Ludlow? He’s the third party?”

Trent’s face went pinkish. He bit his lower lip, and stared at the floor like a shamed kid. “Yes,” he said finally. “Errol Ludlow Investigations.”

Brenna stared at him. “No.”

“He said you were the best around at finding missing persons—that’s why he wanted to hire you.”

“No, Trent. Absolutely not.”

“He wants to let bygones be bygones and—”

“No!”

Trent looked close to tears.

Brenna hadn’t intended to say it that loudly, but she wasn’t going to take it back, either. In the three years that Errol Ludlow had been her boss, he’d put her in serious danger four times. Twice, she’d been rushed to the hospital. Her ex-husband had made her promise to quit and then the one time, three years after Maya was born, Brenna had made the breathtakingly stupid mistake of taking a freelance assignment from him, it had ended her marriage for good. Brenna couldn’t let bygones be bygones. Trent should’ve known that. There were no such things as bygones in Brenna’s life—especially when it came to a king-sized bad memory-trigger like Errol Ludlow. “No, Trent,” she said again—quieter this time. “I’m sorry you’ve grown attached to this girl’s silhouette, but we can’t take this case.”

Trent started to say something—until Ludacris’s “Money Maker” exploded out of his jeans pocket, interrupting him. His ringtone. He yanked his iPhone out of his pocket and looked at the screen. “My mom.”

“Go ahead and take it,” Brenna said.

Trent moved from the office space area of Brenna’s Twelfth Street apartment, past the kitchen, and into the hallway that led to the living room. Brenna glanced at the shadow on the screen caught frozen, one delicate hand to her forehead—the swooning Southern belle. “Sorry, Lula.” Brenna wondered why Errol had accepted a missing person in the first place. From what she knew, he only handled cheating spouses. Work must be tight.

She clicked play. Lula Belle arched into a languorous stretch that seemed to involve every muscle in her body and sighed, her voice fragile as air. Brenna watched her, thinking about what Trent had said. She gets under your skin and stays there … Was Errol a fan, too?

“I miss my daddy,” Lula Belle said. “He was the only person in the whole world, could stop me from being scared of anything.” She turned to the left and tilted her head up, as if she were noticing a star for the first time. “I used to be afraid of all kinds of stuff, too,” she said. “The dark, ghosts, the old lady next door—I was sure she was a witch. Dogs, spiders, snakes … even cement mixers, if you can imagine that.”

Brenna’s eyes widened. She moved closer to the screen.

“I somehow got it in my head that those cement mixers were like … I don’t know, giant vacuum cleaners or something. I thought they could suck me in through the back, and mix me in with all that heavy wet cement, and I’d never be able to get out, wouldn’t be able to breathe.”

“Me too,” Brenna whispered.

“But my daddy, he made everything better. He got me a nightlight. He protected me from that mean old lady. He told me those dogs and snakes were more scared of me than I was of them, and he was right. But the best thing my daddy did. Whenever we’d be driving and I’d see a cement mixer he’d sing me this song …”

No … It can’t be…

“I don’t know whether he’d made it up or not, but it went a little like this … Cement mixer/Turn on a dime/Make my day ’cause it’s cement time/Cement mixer, you’re my pal/Ain’t gonna hurt me or my little gal …”

Brenna’s breath caught. She knew the song—knew it well enough to sing along. She knew it like the blue vinyl backseat of the white Mustang her dad had called the Land Shark, knew it like the strong hands on the wheel, the smell of Old Spice, and the voice—the deep, laughing voice she loved, but couldn’t hold on to. “It’s okay, pumpkin, it won’t hurt you, it’s just a bus for building materials.” Dad. “Just like the one that takes the big kids to school, only this one is for the stuff they make the playgrounds out of! Cement mixer/Turn on a dime …”

“You know what my Daddy called those cement mixers?” Lula whispered to the camera. “He called ’em school buses. For playground ingredients. Isn’t that funny?”

“Man, I’m gonna miss her,” said Trent, who was back in the room.

Brenna turned to him, fast. “We’re taking the case,” she said.
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