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TO THE MEMORY

of

KENNETH MILLAR

1

THE GIANT KNEW Richard Nixon.

Towering, yellow-hared, grizzled, alising mountain in khaki twill, he limped

closer, and Milo tightened up. | looked to Frank Dollard for a cue. Dollard appesred
untroubled, meeaty arms at his sides, mouth serene under the tobaccoed gray mustache.
His eyes were dits, but they'd been that way at the main gate.

The giant belched out a bass laugh and brushed greasy hair away from his eyes. His
beard was a corn-colored ruin. | could smdl him now, vinegarish, hormonaly
charged. He had to be six-eight, three hundred. The shadow he threw on the dirt was
ash-colored, amoebic, broad enough to shade us.

He took another lurching step, and this time Frank Dok-lard's right arm shot out.

The huge man didn't seem to notice, just stood there with Dollard's limb flung

across hiswaist. Maybe a dozen other men in khaki were out on the yard, most of
them standing Htill, afew others pacing, rocking, faces pressed againgt the chain

link. No groupsthat | could see; everyone to himself. Above them, the sky was an
untrammeled blue, clouds broiled away by avengeful sun. | was cooking in my suit.
The giant's face was dry. He sighed, dropped his shoulders, and Dollard lowered his
arm. The giant made afinger gun, pointed it a us, and laughed. His eyes were dark
brown, pinched at the corners, the whites too sdlow for hedth.

"Secret service." He thumped his chest. "Victoria's Secret service in the closet
underwear undercover dways lookin' out for the guy good old Nixon RMN Rimmin,
aways rimmin wanting to be rimmed he liked to talk the walk cuttin outta the White
House night house doing the party thing dl hours with Kurt Vonnegut J. D. Sdinger
the Glass family anyone who didn't mind the politics heat of the kitchen | wrote

Cat's Cradle sold it to Vonnegut for ten bucks Billy Bathgate typed the manuscript
one time he walked out the front door got dl the way to Las Vegas big hasde with
the Hell's Angdl's over some dallar dots Vonnegut wanting to change the nationd

debt Rimmin agreed the Angdls got pissed we had to pull him out of it me and Kurt
Vonnegut Salinger wasn't there Doctorow was sewing the Cat's Cradle they were bad
cats, woulda assassnated him any day of the week leeway the oswad harvey."
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He bent and lifted his left trouser leg. Below the knee was bone sheathed with
glossy white scar tissue, most of the calf meet ripped away. An organic peg leg.
"Got shot protecting old Rimmin," he said, letting go of the fabric. "He died anyway
poor Richard no amanac know what happened rimmed too hard | couldn't stop it."
"Chet," said Dallard, stretching to pat the giant's shoulder.

The giant shuddered. Little cherries of muscle rolled dong Mil€s jawline. His hand
was where his gun would have been if he hadn't checked it at the gate.

Dollard said, "Gonna make it to the TV room today,

Chet?'

The giant swayed abit. "Ahh ..."

" think you should make it to the TV room, Chet. Thereés gonnabe a movie on
democracy. We're gonnasing 'The Star- Spangled Banner,' could use someone with a
good voice."

"Y eah, Pavarotti,” said the giant, suddenly cheerful. "He and Domingo were a
Caesars Pdace they didn't like the way it worked out Rimmin not doing his voice
exercisesleeleeleelololo no egg yolk to smooth the tracheaiit pissed Pavarotti
off he didn't want to run for public office.

"Yeah, sure” said Dollard. He winked at Milo and me.

The giant had turned his back on all three of us and was staring down on the bare
tan table of the yard. A short, thick, dark-haired man had pulled down his pants and
was urinating in the dirt, setting off atiny dust sorm. None of the other meniin

khaki seemed to notice. The giant's face had gone stony.

"Wet," he said.

"Don't worry about it, Chet," Dollard said softly. ™Y ou know Sharbno and his
bladder."

The giant didn't answer, but Dollard must have transmitted a message, because two
other psych techs came jogging over from afar corner. One black, one white, just as
muscular as Dollard but alot younger, wearing the same uniform of short-deeved
sport shirt, jeans, and sneakers. Photo badges clipped to the collar. The heat and
the run had turned the techs faces wet. Mil€'s sport coat had soaked through at the
armpits, but the giant hadn't let loose a drop of swest.

His face tightened some more as he watched the urinating man shake himsdf off, then
duck-walk across the yard, pants till puddled around his ankles.

et

"WEéll handle it, Chet," soothed Dollard.

The black tech said, "I'll go get those trousers up.”

He sauntered toward Sharbno. The white tech stayed with Chet. Dollard gave Chet
another pat and we moved on.

Ten yards later, | looked back. Both techs were flanking Chet. The giant's posture
had changed—shoulders higher, head craning as he continued to stare at the space
vacated by Sharbno.

Milo said, "Guy that Sze, how can you control him?"

"We don't control him," said Dallard. "Clozapine does. Last month his dosage got
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upped after he beat the crap out of another patient. Broke about a dozen bones.”



"Maybe he needs even more," said Milo.

IIWI,.]y?I

"He doesn't exactly sound coherent.”

Dollard chuckled. "Coherent." He glanced & me. "Know what his daily dosageis,
Doctor? Fourteen hundred milligrams. Even with hisbody weight, that's pretty
thorough, wouldn't you say?"

"Maximum's usudly around nine hundred,” | told Milo. "Lots of people do well on a
third of that."

Dollard said, "He was on even migs when he broke the other inmate's face."
Dollard's chest puffed abit. "We exceed maximum recommendations dl the time; the
psychiatrigs tell usit's no problem.” He shrugged. "Maybe Chet'll get even more.

If he does something el se bad."

We covered more ground, passing more inmates. Un-trimmed hair, dack mouths, empty
eyes stained uniforms. None of the iron-pumper bulk you seein prisons. These

torsos were soft, warped, deflated. | felt eyes on the back of my head, glanced to

the side, and saw a man with haunted- prophet eyes and a chestful of black beard
staring at me. Above the facid pdt, his cheeks were sunken and sooty. Our eyes
engaged. He came toward me, armsrigid, neck bobbing. He opened his mouth. No teeth.
He didn't know me but his eyes were rich with hatred. My handsfisted. | walked
faster. Dollard noticed and cocked his head. The bearded man stopped abruptly, stood
there hi the full sun, planted like a shrub. The red exit Sgn on the far gate was

five hundred feet away. Dollard's key ring jangled. No other techsin sight. We kept
waking. Beautiful sky, but no birds. A machine began grinding something.

| said, "Chefs ramblings. There seems to be some intelligence there."

"What, ‘cause he talks about books?' said Dallard. "I think before he went nuts he

was in college somewhere. | think his family was educated.”

"What gat himin here?' said Milo, glancing back. "Same as dl of them.” Dollard
scratched his mustache and kept his pace steady. The yard was vast. We were halfway
across now, passing more deed eyes, frozen faces, wild looks that set up the small
hairs onthe back of my neck.

"Don't wear khaki or brown,” Milo had said. "The inmates wear that, we don't want
you stuck in there—though that would be interesting, wouldn't it? Shrink trying to
convince them he's not crazy?'

"Sameasadl of them?' | sad.

"Incompetent to stand trid," said Dollard. ™Y our basic 1026."

"How many do you have here?' said Milo.

"Twelve hundred or 0. Old Chet's caseis kinda sad. He was living on top of a
mountain down near the Mexican border—some kind of hermit dedl, deeping in caves,
eating weeds, dl that good stuff. Couple of hikers just happened to be unlucky

enough to find the wrong cave, wrong time, woke him up. He tore 'em up—redlly went
a 'em with his bare hands. He actualy managed to rip both the girl's arms off and
wasworking on one of her legs when they found him. Some park ranger or sheriff
shotgunned Chet's leg charging in, that's why it looks like that. He wasn't

ressting arrest, just sitting there next to the body pieces, looking scared someone

was gonna hit him. No big challenge getting a 1026 on something like that. He's been
here three years. First Sx months he did nothing but stay curled up, crying,



sucking his thumb. We hadtol V- feedhim.”
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"Now he beats people up,” said Milo. "Progress."

Dollard flexed hisfingers. He was in hislate fifties, husky and sunburnt, no

vigble body fat. The lips beneath the mustache were thin, parched, amused. "What do
you want we should do, haul him out and shoot him?"

Milo grunted.

Dollard said, "Yeah, | know what you're thinking: good riddance to bad rubbish,
you'd be happy to be on the firing squad.” He chuckled. "Cop thinking. | worked
patrol in Hemet for ten years, woulda said the exact same thing before | came here.
Couple of years on the wards and now | know redity: some of them redlly are sick.”
He touched his mugtache. "Old Chet's no Ted Bundy. He couldn't help himsdf any more
than ababy crapping its digper. Same with old Sharbno back there, pissing in the
dirt." He tapped histemple. "The wiring's screwy, some people just turn to garbage.
And this place isthe Dumpster.”

"Exactly why were here" said Milo.

Dollard raised an eyebrow. "That | don't know about. Our garbage doesn't get taken
out. | can't see how we're gonna be able to help you on Dr. Argent.”

He flexed hisfingers again. His nallswere yellow horn. "I liked Dr. Argent. Redl

nice lady. But she met her end out there." He pointed randomly. "Out in the

civilized world." "Did you work with her?*

"Not steadily. We talked about cases from timeto time, shed tell me if a patient
needed something. But you can tell about people. Nice lady. A little naive, but she
was new." "Naivein what way?'

"She gtarted this group. Skillsfor Daily Living. Weekly discussions, supposedly
helping some guys cope with the world. Asif any of 'em are ever getting out.” "She
ran it by hersdf.” "Her and atech." "Who's the tech?' "Girl named Heidi Ott." "Two
women handling a group of killers?' Dollard smiled. "The date saysit'ssafe” "You
think different?' "I'm not paid to think."

We neared the chain-link wal. Milo sad, "Any ideawhy someonein the civilized
world would kill Dr. Argent? Spesking as an ex-cop.”

Dollard said, "From what you told me—the way you found her in thet car trunk, al
cleaned up—1'd say some sociopath, right? Someone who knew damn well what he was
doing, and enjoyed it. More of a 1368 than a 1026—Yyour basic lowlife crimind trying
to fake being crazy 'cause they're under the mistaken impression it'll be easier
herethan injal. Weve got two, three hundred of those on the fifth floor, maybe a
few more, ‘cause of Three Strikes. They come here ranting and drooling, smearing
shit on the wdlls, learn quickly they can't B.S. the docs here. Less than one

percent succeed. The officid evd period's ninety days, but plenty of them ask to
leave sooner.”

"Did Dr. Argent work on thefifth floor?' "Nope. Herswere dl 1026's.”
"Besdestotal crazies and ninety-day losers, who else do you have here?' said Milo.
"Weve got afew mentally disordered sex offendersleft,” said Dollard. "Pedophiles,
that kind of trash. Maybe thirty of 'em. We used to have more but they keep changing
the lav— gtick 'em here, nope, the prison system, oops, back here, unh-uh, prison.



Dr. Argent didn't hang with them, ether, least that | noticed.”

"So the way you see it, what happened to her couldn't relate to her work here.”

"You got it. Even if one of her guys got out— and they didn't—none of them could've
killed her and stashed her in the trunk. None of them could plan that well.”
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We were a the gate. Tan men standing till, like oversized chess pieces. The

faraway machine continued to grind.

Dollard flicked a hand back at the yard. "I'm not saying these guys are harmless,

even with al the dope we pump into them. Get these poor bastards delusiona enough,
they could do anything. But they don't kill for fun—from what 1've seen, they don't
take much pleasure from life, period. If you can even cal what they're doing

living."

He cleared histhroat, swalowed the phlegm. "Makes you wonder why God would take
the trouble to create such amess.”

2.

Two CORPSES IN car trunks. Claire Argent was the second.

Thefirgt, found eight months earlier, was a twenty-five- year- old would- be actor
named Richard Dada, left in the front storage compartment of hisown VW Bug in the
industrid zone north of Centindlaand Pico—a warren of tooland-die shops, auto
detailers, spare-parts dedlers. It took three days for Dada's car to be noticed. A
maintenance worker picked up the smell. The crime scene was walking distance from
the West L.A. substation, but Milo drove over to the scene.

In life, Dada had been tdl, dark, and handsome. The killer stripped off his

clothes, bisected him cleanly at the waist with a tooth- edged weapon, dropped each
segment in a heavy-duty black plastic lawn bag, fastened the sacks, stashed themin
the Volkswagen, drove to the dump spot, most probably late at night, and escaped
without notice. Cause of death was loss of blood from a deep, wide throat dash.
Lack of gorein the bags and in the car said the butchery had been accomplished
somewhere else. The coroner was fairly certain Dada was aready dead when cut in
half.

"Long legs"” Milo said, the firgt time he talked to me about the case. "So maybe
cutting him solved a storage problem. Or it was part of the thrill."

"Or both," | said.

He frowned. "Dada’s eyes were taken out, too, but no other mutilation. Any ideas?"
"The killer drove Dadas car to the dump spot,” | said, "so he could've lft on foot
and lives close by. Or he took the bus and you could interview drivers, seeif any
unusua passengers got on that night.”

"I've dready taked to the bus drivers. No memory of any conspicuoudy weird
passengers. Same for taxi drivers. No late-night pickupsin the neighborhood,
period.”

"By 'unusud' | didn't mean weird," | said. "Thekiller probably isn't

bizarre-looking. I'd guess just the opposite: composed, a good planner,

middle-dass. Even so, having just dumped the VW, he might've been alittle worked
up. Who rides the bus at that hour? Mostly night-shift busboys and office cleaners,
afew derdicts. Someone middle-class might be conspicuous.”



"Makes sense”" he said, "but there was no one who stuck in any of the drivers
memories.”

"Okay, then. The third possibility: there was another car reedy to take the killer
away. Extremey careful planning. Or an accomplice.”
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Milo rubbed his face, like washing without water. We were a his desk in the
Robbery-Homicide room at the West L.A. station, facing the bright orange lockers,
drinking coffee. A few other detectives were typing and snacking. | had a
child-custody court appearance downtown in two hours, had stopped by for lunch, but
Milo had wanted to talk about Dada rather than eet.

"The accomplice bit isinteresting,” he said. "So isthe loca angle— okay, time to

do some footwork, see if some joker who learned freelance mest-cutting at San
Quentin is out on parole. Get to know more about the poor kid, too—seeif he got
himsdf introuble.”

Three months later, Milo's footwork had unearthed the minutiae of Richard Dadas
life but had gotten him no closer to solving the case.

At the hdf-year mark, the file got pushed to the back of the drawer.

I knew Milo's nerves were rubbed raw by that. His specidty was clearing cold cases,
not creating them. He had the highest solve rate of any homicide D in West L.A.,
maybe the entire department for this year. That didn't make him any more popular; as
the only openly gay detective on the force, held never be invited to blue-buddy
barbecues. Buit it did provide insurance, and | knew he regarded failure as
professondly threstening.

Asapersond sn, too; one of the last things held said before filing the murder

book was " This one deserves more. Some felonious cretin getting bashed with a pool
cueisonething, but this ... The way the kid was diced—the spine was sheared
sraight through, Alex. Coroner says probably a band saw. Someone cut him, neat and
clean, the way they section meat."

"Any other forensic evidence?' | said. "Nope. No foreign hairs, no fluid

exchange.... Asfar asI've been able to tell, Dada wasn't in any kind of trouble,

no drug connections, bad friends, crimina history. Just one of those stupid kids

who wanted to be rich and famous. Days and weekends he worked at akiddie gym.
Nights he did guesswhat."

"Waited tables."

Hisindex finger scored imaginary chak marks. "Bar and grill in Toluca Lake.

Closest he got to ddivering lines was probably "What kind of dressng would you
like with that? " We were in abar, oursaves. A nice one a the rear of the Luxe
Hotel on the west end of Beverly Hills. No pool cues, and any felons were wearing
Itdian suits. Chanddliers dimmed to orange flicker, spongy carpets, club chairs
warm as wombs. On our marble-topped drink stand were two leaden tumblers of Chivas
Gold and a crystd pitcher of iced spring water. Milo's cheap panatela asserted

itself ruddy with the Cohibas and Churchills being sucked in corner booths. A few
months later, the city said no smoking in bars, but back then, nicotine fog was an
evening ritud.

All the trim notwithstanding, the reason for being there was to ingest dcohol, and



Milo was doing agood job of that. | nursed my first scotch as he finished histhird
and chased it with aglassful of water. "I got the case because the Lieutenant
assumed Dada was gay. The mutilation when homosexuas freek, they go dl the way
blah blah blah. But Dada had absolutely no links to the gay community, and his folks
say he had three girlfriends back home."

"Any girlfriends out here?"

"Nonethat I've found. He lived donein alittle sudio place near LaBreaand

Sunst. Tiny, but he kept it neat.”

"That can be adicey neighborhood,” | said.

"Y eah, but the building had a key-card parking lot and a security entrance; the
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landlady lives on the premises and tries to keep a good clientele. She said Dadawas
aquiet kid, she never saw him entertain vistors. And no sgns of a bregk-in or any
burglary. We haven't recovered hiswallet, but no charges have been run up on the
one credit card he owned a Discover with afour hundred dollar limit. The apartment
was clean of dope. If Dada did use, he or someone cleaned up every speck.”
"Thekiller?' | sad. "That fits with the clean cut and the planning.”

"Possbly, but like | said, Dadalived neat. His rent was seven hundred, he took
home twice that a month from both jobs, sent most of his money back hometo a
savings account.” His big shoulders dropped. "Maybe he just ran into the wrong
psychopath.”

"The FBI says eye mutilation implies more than a casud relationship.”

"Sent the FBI the crime- scene data questionnaire, got back double-tak and a
recommendation to look for known associates. Problemis, | can't locate any friends
Dada had. Hed only been out in Cdiforniafor nine months. Maybe working two jobs
prevented a socid life.”

"Or he had alife he hid."

"What, he was gay? | think | would've unearthed that, Alex."

"Not necessaxily gay,” | said. "Any kind of secret life.”

"What makes you say that?'

"Mode tenantsjust don't walk out on the street and get sawed in half."

He growled. We drank. The waitresses were al gorgeous blondes wearing white peasant
blouses and long skirts. Ours had an accent. Czechodovakia, shed told Milo when he
asked; then shed offered to clip his cigar, but held aready bitten off thetip. It

was the middle of the summer, but a gas fire was raging under alimestone mantel.
Air-conditioning kept the room icy. A couple of other beauties a the bar hed to be
hookers. The men with them looked edgy.

"Toluca Lake isadrive from Hollywood," | said. "It's dso near the Burbank

sudios. So maybe Dada was trying to make acting connections.”

"That'swhat | figured. But if he got ajob it wasn't at agtudio. | found awant ad
from the Weekly in the pocket of one of hisjackets. Tiny print thing, open casting
cdl for someflick called Blood Walk. The date was one month before he was killed.
| tried to trace the company that placed the ad. The number was disconnected, but it
had belonged at that time to some ouitfit called Thin Line Productions. That traced

to alisting with an answering service, which no longer serviced Thin Line. The



address they had was a FOB in Venice, long gone, no forwarding. No onein
Hollywood's heard of Thin Line, the script's never been registered with any of the
guilds, no evidence amovie ever got made. | talked to Petra Connor over in
Hollywood. She says par for the course, the industry's full of fly-by-nights, most
cagting cdls go nowhere" "Blood Walk," | said.

"Yeah, | know. But it was afull month before, and | can't take it any further.”

"What about Richard's other job? Where's the kiddie gym?”

"Pico and Doheny."

"What'd he do there?'

"Played games with toddlers. Irregular work, mostly birthday parties. The gym owner
said he was great— patient, clean-cut, polite”" He shot back whiskey. "Goddamn Boy
Scout and he gets bisected. There hasto be more."
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"Some homicidd toddler who resented waiting in line for the Moon Bounce."

He laughed, studied the bottom of his glass.

"You sad he sent money home" | sad. "Where's that?"

"Denver. Dad's a carpenter, Mom teaches school. They came out for afew days after
he was killed. Sdt of the earth, hurting bad, but no help. Richard played sports,

got B'sand C's, acted in dl the school plays. Did two yearsin junior college,

hated it, went to work for his father.”

"S0 he's got carpentry skills—maybe he met the killer at some woodworking class.”
"He never went to classes of any typethat | can find."

"A carpenter'skid and he gets band-sawed," | said.

He put down his glass, careful to do it dlently. His eyesfixed on me. Normdly
sartling green, they were gray-brown in the tobacco light. His heavy face was so
paeit looked talced, white as his Sdeburns. The acne pits that scored his cheeks
and chin and brow seemed deeper, crueler.

He pushed black hair off hisforehead. "Okay," he said very softly. "Besides
exquidte irony, what doesit mean?'

"l don't know," | said. "It just seemstoo cute.”

He frowned, rolled his forearm aong the edge of the table asif rubbing an itch,

raised his glassfor arefill, thanked the waitress when he got it, Spped hisway
through haf the whiskey, and licked hislips. "Why are we even talking about it?

I'm not gonna close this one soon, if ever. | can just fed it."

| didn't bother arguing. His hunches are usudly sound.

Two months later, he caught the Claire Argent homicide and caled meright away,
sounding furious but sparked by enthusaam.

"Got anew one, some interesting Smilarities to Dada. But different, too. Femde

vie. Thirty-nine-year-old psychologist named Claire Argent—know her, by any chance?"
"No."

"Home address in the Hollywood Hills, just off Woodrow Wilson Drive, but she was
found in West L.A. territory. Stripped naked and stashed in the trunk of her Buick
Regdl, back of the loading dock behind the Stereos Galore in that big shopping
center on La Cienega near Sawyer."

That sde of La Cienegawas West L.A.'s eastern border. "Barely in your territory.”



"Y eah, Santaloves me. Heréswhat | know so far: the shopping center closes at
eleven, but there's no fence at the dock; anyone can pull in there. Red easy access
because an dley runsright behind. West of the dley is a supplementary indoor Ict,
multiple levels, but it's closed off at night. After thet, it'sdl resdentid.

Private homes and gpartments. No one heard or saw athing. Shipping clerk found the
car at Sx A.M., cdled for atow, and when the driver winched it up he heard
something rolling around insde and had the smarts to worry about it."

"Was shecut in hdf?' | said.

"No, left in one piece, but wrapped in two garbage bags, just like Dada. Her throat
was dashed, too, and her eyes were mangled.”

"Mangled how?'
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"Chopped into hamburger.”

"But not removed.”

"No," he sad irritably. "If my storage theory about Richard is correct, it would
explan why she wasn't cut in haf. Dr. Argent was five-five, folded essly into the
Buick. And guess where she worked, Alex: Starkweather Hospital.”

"Redly," | sad.

"Ghoul Centra. Ever been there?'

"No," | said. "No reason. None of my patients ever killed anyone."

3.

IN THE SPRING of 1981, Emil Rudolph Starkwesther died in his bed in Azusa & the age
of seventy-9x, unmarried, leaving no heirs, having dedicated fifty yearsto public
service, ten as aWater and Power engineer, forty as a state senator.

Tightfisted in every other regard, Starkwesther campaigned relentlesdy for

mental- hedth funding and pushed through congtruction of scores of community
trestment centers throughout the state. Some said living with and caring for a
psychotic Sster had made him a one-issue humanist. The Sgter died five months
before Starkweather's massive nocturna coronary. Soon after her burid,
Starkwesther's hedlth seemed to rot away.

Not long after hisfunerd, state auditors discovered that the veteran senator had
systematicaly embezzled four decades of campaign funds for persond use. Some of
the money had been spent on the sister's twenty-four- hour nursing care and medica
bills, but most went into red estate: Starkwesather had amassed an empire of over
eleven thousand Cdlifornia acres, primarily vacant lots in run-down neighborhoods
that he never developed.

N o racehorses, no Swiss accounts, no secret mistresses. No apparent profit motive of
any kind. People started questioning Emil Starkwesether's mentd hedlth.

The rumorsintensified when the will was made public. Starkwesather had bequeathed
everything to the State of Cdifornia, with one proviso: at least one hundred acres

of "his" land was to be used for congtruction of a"mgor mentd hygiene facility

that takes into account the latest research and progressin psychiatry and dlied
disciplines™

Lega experts opined that the document was probably worthless, but the knots
Starkwesther had tied might take years to unrave in court. Y et, in one sense, the



timing was perfect for the newly eected governor. No admirer of Starkweathe—whom
he'd long considered an annoying, eccentric old fat—he'd campaigned as a
aime-crusher, condemning revolving-door justice that spat dangerous maniacs back
onto the street. Frenzied consultations with legidative bosses produced a plan that
cut through the morass, and aides were dispatched from Sacramento to search for
worthless publicly owned red estate. The perfect solution emerged quickly: a
long-unused parcd of county land well east of the L. A. city line, once agaes
company fuel station, then a garbage dump, now a toxic swamp. Poisoned soil,
pollutants seeping past bedrock. Only eghty-nine acres, but who was counting?
Through a combination of executive order and rammed-through legidation,
Starkwesther's purloined plots reverted to the state, and construction of a"major
menta hygiene facility” for criminds judged incompetent to stand trid was
authorized. Secure housing for spree murderers, blood drinkers, cannibals,
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sodomizers, child-rapers, chanting zombies. Anyone too crazy and too dangeraus for
San Quentin or Folsom or Pelican Bay.

It was an odd time to build anew hospitd. State asylums for the retarded and the
harmlesdy psychotic were being closed down in rapid successon, courtesy of an odd,
cold- hearted dliance between right-wing misers who didn't want to spend the money
and left-wing ignoramuses who believed psychatics were political prisoners and
deserved to be liberated. A few yearslater, a"homeless problem™ would appear,
shocking the deacons of thrift and the socid engineers, but & the time,

dismantling an entire inpatient system seemed a clever thing to do.

Stll, the governor's storage bin for maniacs went up in two years.

He stuck the old fart's name on it.

Starkweether State Hospital for the Crimindly Insane was one main building—a
five-story cement-block and gray stucco tower hemmed by twenty-foot- high dectrified
barbed-wire chain link, streaked with minerd deposits and etched by poklutive
grime. Punitively ugly.

Wed gotten off the 10 Freeway, sped past Boyle Heights and severa miles of
industrid park, traversed a series of dormant oil wells frozen like giant mantis
specimens, greasy-gray daughterhouses and packing plants, abandoned freight yards,
severd more empty milesthat stank of tillborn enterprise.

"Here we go," said Milo, pointing to a narrow tongue of asphalt labeled Starkweather
Drive. Another Sgn said STATE FACILITY AHEAD.

The road drew the unmarked into a gray- green fringe of eucayptus maybe seventy
trees deep that blessed us with mentholated shade before we reemerged into the
August sun and awhite glare o piercing it rendered my sunglasses usdless.

Up ahead was the high fencing. Electric cablesthick and black as water snakes. A
collection of English and Spanish warning Sgnsin approved sate colors presaged a
glassed-in booth and a stedl gate arm. The guard was a chunky young man of
indeterminate mood who did open awindow, listened to Milo's explanation, took his
time coming out. He examined our |.D. with what seemed like pain, took al the
paper s back to his glass closat, returned, asked how many firearms or knives we were
carrying, and confiscated Milo's service revolver and my Swiss Army knife.



Severd minutes later, the gate opened very dowly and Milo drove through. Hed been
unusualy quiet during the trip. Now he looked uneasy.

"Don't worry," | said. "Y ou're not wearing khaki, they'll let you out. If you don't

say too much."

He snorted. What he was wearing was an old maroon hop-sack blazer, gray wide-wae
cords, gray shirt, wrinkled black poly tie, scuffed beige desert boots with soles

the color of pencil erasers. He needed a haircut. Black cowlicks danced atop his big
head. The contrast with the now-white sideburns was too strong. Y esterday, held made
some comment about being Mr. Skunk.

Theroad tilted upward before flattening. We came to an outdoor parking lot, nearly
full. Then more chain link, broad stretches of earth, yellow-tinged and sulfurous.

Behind the fence stood a solid-looking man in aplaid sport shirt and jeans. The

sound of the unmarked made him turn and study us.

Milo sad, "Our welcoming party,” and began searching for a spot. "Why the hell

would anyone want to work here?"

"Areyou asking in generd or about Dr. Argent?'

"Both. But yeah, her. What would make her choose this?*
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It was the day after held called me, and | hadn't yet seen the Argent file. "There's
something for everyone,” | said. "Also, managed care's tightened things up. Could be
she had no choice.”

"She had plenty of choice. She quit aresearch position at County Generd,
neuro-something.”

"Maybe she was doing research here, too."

"Maybe," he said, "but her job title was Psychologist 11, pure civil service, and

the director— some guy named Swig— didn't mention research. Why would she quit County
for this?'

"Y ou're sure she wasnt fired?'

"Her ex-boss at County told me she quit. Dr. Theobold."

"Myron Theobold."

"Him you know?"

"Met him afew times a faculty meetings. What dse did he say?'

"Not much. Like he didn't know her well. Or maybe he was holding back. Maybe you
should talk to him."

"Sure.”

He spotted an opening, swung in sharply, hit the brakes hard. Y anking off his seat

belt, he looked through the windshied. The man in the plaid shirt had unlocked the
second fence and come closer. He waved. Milo returned the gesture. Fifties, gray

hair and mustache.

Milo pulled hisjacket from the backseat and pocketed his keys. Gazed beyond the man
in the plaid shirt a the chain-link desert. " She spent eight hours aday here. With
deranged, murderous assholes. And now she's dead—wouldn't you cdl this place a
detective's happy hunting ground?”!

4.

DOLLARD UNLOCKED THE rear gate and took us out of the yard and across a short cement



path. The gray building appeared like a orm cloud—immense, flat-roofed,
dab-faced. No steps, no ramp, just brown meta doors set into the block at ground
level. Smal sharp-edged letters said STARKWEATHER: MAIN BLDG. Rows of tiny windows
checked the cement. No bars across the panes. The glass looked unusualy dull,

filmed over. Not glass. Plagtic. Thick, shatterproof, wind-whipped nearly opague.
Perhaps clouded minds gained nothing from aclear view.

The doors were unlocked. Dollard shoved the right one open. The reception areawas
cool, smdl, ripe with a broiled-meat smdl. Pink-beige walls and black linoleum
blanched under blue-white fluorescence. Overhead air-conditioning ducts emitted a
sound that could have been whispering.

A heavyset, bespectacled woman in her thirties sat behind two old wooden desks
aranged in an L, talking on the phone. She wore adeeveless yellow knit top and a
picture badge like Dollard's. Two desk plagues. RULE ONE: I'M ALWAYSRIGHT. RULE
TWO: REFER TO RULE ONE. And L. SCHMITZ. Between them was a stack of brochures.
Her phone had a dozen lines. Four lights blinked. On the wall behind the desk hung a
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color photo of Emil Starkwesather flashing a campaign smile full of bridgework. Above
that, a banner solicited employee contributions for Toys for Tots and the United

Way. To the left, asmdl, sagging shelf of athletic trophies and group photos

trumpeted the triumphs of "The Hurlers: Starkweather Hosp. Staff Bowling Team.”
Firgt prize for seven years out often. Off to the right stretched along, bright

halway punctuated by bulletin boards and more brown doors.

Dollard stepped up to the desk. L. Schmitz talked a bit more, findly got off.

"Morning, Frank."

"Morning, Lindeen. These gentlemen are Mr. Swig'sten o'clock.”

"He's dill on acdl, should be right with you. Coffee?!

"No, thanks" said Dallard, checking his watch.

"Should be soon, Frank.”

Milo picked up two brochures and gave one to me. Lindeen watched him, then got back
on the phone and did alot of "uh-huh"ing. The next time she put down the receiver,
she said, "You're the police about Dr. Argent, right?'

"Yes, mdam,” said Milo, hovering by the desk. "Did you know her?"

"Just hello and good-bye. Terrible thing." She returned to the phone.

Milo stuck around for afew more minutes. Lindeen looked up once to smilea him but
didn't interrupt her conversation. He gave me a pamphlet. We both read.

Brief higtory of Starkweather State Hospital, then a bold -type " Statement of

Purpose” Lots of photos: more shots of Emil the Embezzler; the governor bresking
ground with a gold-tipped shove, flanked by nameless dignitaries. Congtruction
chronology from excavation to completion. Cranes, earth movers, hard- hatted worker
ants. Findly along view of the building set againgt a gorgeous sky that looked as

false as Starkwesather's chompers. The block walls were dready stained. The hospitd
had |ooked weary on its birthdate.

The misson statement was written by William T. Swig, MPH, Director, and it stressed
humane treatment of inmates while safeguarding the public. Lots of tdk about godls,
directives, objectives, interfaces. Who taught bureaucrats how to write?



| folded the brochure and dipped it in my pocket just as Lindeen said, "Okey-doke,
he'sfree.”

Wefollowed Dollard down the hall. A few of the brown doors bore name signsin
dideout dots, most were blank. The bulletin boards were layered with state paper:
notices, legidation, regulation. No other people walked the corridor. | redized

the place was slent except for the shilance from the ducts above us.

Swig's door was no different from the rest, his sgn no more permanent. Dallard
knocked once and opened without waiting for areply. Outer office. Another
receptionist, older and heavier than Lindeen—"Go right in, Frank." Three vases of
huge ydlow roses, obvioudy homegrown, sat on her desk. Her PC monitor featured a
Mona Lisa screen saver. Smiling, frowning, smiling, frowning ...

Dollard pushed through to the inner sanctum. Swig was on his feet with his hand out
as we entered.

He was younger than I'd expected, maybe thirty-five, spardly built, with a soft,
round baby face under abad dome and several ominous moles on his cheeks and chin.
What little hair he did have was blond and cottony. He wore a short-deeved blue
shirt, plaid tie, navy dacks, moccasin loafers.
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"Bill Swig." Introductions dl around. Swig's hand was cool and smdl-boned. His
desk was abit larger than his secretary's, but not by much. No joke plagues here,
just a penrand-pencil set, books and folders, severa standing picture frames, their
felt backsto us. A photo on the right-hand wal showed Swig in adark suit with a
curly-haired, pointy-chinned woman and two pretty girls around four and six, both
Asian. A few books and lots of rubber-banded paper in asingle case. Swig's plagtic
window offered an aily view of the yard.

Dollard sad, "Anything dse?'

Swig sad, "No thanks, Frank," and Dollard hurried out.

"Please, St. Sorry to keep you waiting. Tragedy, Dr. Argent. I'm till shocked.”

"l guess you'd be a hard one to shock, sr," said Milo.

Swig looked confused.

"Working here" sad Milo. "The things you see”

"Oh. No, not redly, Detective Sturgis. Thisis generdly a peaceful place. Probably
sdfer than the Streets of L.A. Especidly since the air-conditioning's fixed. No,

I'm as shockable as anyone.”

"The ar-conditioning?"

"We had a problem,” said Swig. "The condensers went out afew years ago. Before |
arrived.” He raised his hands, pams up. "My predecessor couldn't get them fixed. As
you might imagine, the confort of our patientsisn't ahigh priority in Sacramento.
Steff attrition'swhat findly did it. People started quitting. | filed areport, we

findly got anew system. Today's a perfect example—can you imagine it without
AC?”

"How did the inmates handle it?'

Swig sat back. "It was a bit of a... chdlenge. So ... how can | help you?!

"Any ideas about Dr. Argent's murder?’

Swig shook hishead. "l can understand your thinking it might be work-related, but |



term that impossible. Because of one smple fact: Dr. Argent's patients are here,
and she was murdered out there.” He pointed at the window. "Add to that the fact
that her tenure was totdly trouble-free, and there's nothing to work with, is
there?'

"Mode employee?’

"l was very impressed with her. Cdm, levd, thoughtful. Everyone liked her.
Including the patients.”

"That makes the patients sound rationa,” said Milo.

"Pardon?’

"The patients liked her, so they wouldn't hurt her. | thought the men here didn't
operate out of any logical motive pattern. So what's to say one of them didn't hear
avoicetdling himto cut Dr. Argent's throat?"

No mention of the eyes. He was keeping that confidential.

Swig tightened hislips. "Yes. Well, they are psychotic, but most of them are very
well maintained. But what's the difference? The main point is, they don't leave

here."
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Milo took out his pad and scrawled for awhile. That dmost dways gets a reaction.
Swig raisad his eyebrows. They were pae blond, nearly invisble, and the movement
created two crescent-shaped wrinkles above his clear blue eyes.

Milo's pen stopped moving. He said, "No one ever gets out?"

Swig shifted in hischair. "1 won' tdl you never. But very, very rardy.”

"How rare?'

"Only two percent even attempt to obtain release, and most of those never make it
past our review committee. Of those who are reviewed, perhaps five percent succeed
in obtaining conditiona release. That means placement in well-supervised board and
care, regular outpatient treatment, and random uri-nalys's to monitor medicetion
compliance. Additiondly, they must continue to show absolutely no symptoms of
dangerous decompensation. Any minor infraction lands them back here. Of those who do
leave, the revocation rate is still eighty percent. Since I've been here, never has
ardeasad patient committed a violent felony. So, for al practica purposes, it's
anon-issue.”

"How long have you been here?'

"Five years."

"Before that?'

"Before that, there were afew problems.”

"So," sad Milo, scanning his notes. "With so few men released, it should be easy
enough to track those who've gotten out.”

Swig clapped his hands together very softly. "Yes, but that would require a court
order. Even our men have rights—for example, we cant monitor their mail without
clear evidence of infraction.”

"Y ou can dose them, but no snooping?’

"The difference is that dosing them isfor their own good.” Swig wheded his chair
forward. "L ook, I'm not trying to make your job difficult, Detective, but | redly
don't get thisline of questioning. | can understand your initid assumption: Dr.



Argent worked with dangerous individuas, and now she's been murdered. On the face
of it, that'slogicd. But as| said, it's probably safer at Starkwesather than on

your begt."

"So youretdling me | need to file papersto find out who's been released.”

"I'm afraid 0. Believe me, if there was some obvious risk, don't you think 1'd let
you know? If only for our sake. We can't afford errors.”

"Okay," sad Milo with an ease that made me glance a him. "Let's move on. What can
you tell me about Dr. Argent's persondity?'

"l didn't know her well," said Swig, "but she was competent, quiet, busnesdike. No
conflicts with staff or patients.” He picked up afolder and scanned the contents.
"Here's something | can give you. Her personne file"

"Thank you, Sr." Milo took it and handed it to me and resumed jotting notes. Insde
were Claire Argent's job application, an abbreviated resume, and a headshot photo.
The resume was five pagesthick. Severa published studies. Neuropsychology.
Reection timein dcohalics. Solid journals. A dlinica gppointment as alecturer.
Why had she quit to come here?

The picture reveded a pretty, dightly broad face brightened by a shy half-amile.
Thick, dark hair, shoulder-length, flipped at the edges, feathery bangs, white
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hairband, baby blue crewneck top. Clear skin, very little makeup, big dark eyes. The
firgt adjective that came to my mind was "wholesome." Maybe allittle too ingenue for
someone her age, though she looked closer to thirty than the thirty- nine established
by her birthdate.

No date on the photo, so maybe it had been snapped years earlier. She'd gotten her
Ph.D. ten years ago. Graduation shot? | continued to study her face. The eyes were
lustrous, warm—her best feature.

Now mangled. Someonge's trophy?

"I'm afraid | can't tell you much,” said Swig. "Weve got a saff of over a hundred,
including more than twenty psychologists and psychiatrists.”

"The others are psych techs like Mr. Dollard?"

"Techs, nonpsychiatric physicians, nurses, pharmacists, secretaries, cooks,
plumbers, dectricians, custodians.”

"And you don't know if any of them had some kind of reaionship with Dr. Argent
away from work?'

"I'm afraid not."

"Did shework with any staff members consigtently?”

"I'd have to check on that."

"Please do."

"Certainly. It will teke afew days.

Milo took the file from me, opened it, flipped pages. "1 appreciae your letting us
have this, Mr. Swig. When | saw her she looked quite different.”

Asif warding off the comment, Swig turned to me. Y oure a psychologi<, Dr.
Ddaware? Forensc?'

"Clinicd. | do occasona consulting.”

"Have you worked much with dangerous psychotics?'



"| rotated through Atascadero as an intern, but that's about it."

" Atascadero must have been pretty tough back then.”

"Tough enough,” | said.

"Yes" hesad. "Before us, they were the toughest place. Now they're handling
mostly MDSO's— sx offenders” His tone was dismissive.

"Y ou have some of them, too, right?" said Milo.

"A few," said Swig. "Incorrigibles who happened to come up for sentencing when the
law-of-the-week said hospitaiza-tion. Nowadays, they go to jail. We haven't
accepted any in years."

That made the hospitd sound like a college. | said, "Are the sex offendershoused
with the regular population or up on the top floor with the 1368 !s?'

Swig touched one of his moles. "Regular population. The 1368's are a completely
different gtuation. They're boarders, not residents. The court orders usto screen
them. We keep them totdly isolated on the fifth floor.”
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"Bad influences on the 1026's?" said Milo.

Swig laughed. "I don't think the 1026's can be influenced too easly. No, it'sdl

the traffic and the escape risk. They come in and out on sheriff's buses—what they
redly want isn't trestment, it's out." He sat back, touched some of the moles on

his face. Fingering them carefully, like ablind man reading braille. "We're talking
about maingering criminas who think they can drool and avoid San Quentin. We
evauate them, ship them back.”

His voice had climbed and his skin had pinkened.

"Sounds like ahasde" | said.

"It'sadigraction from our main god."

Milo said, "Managing the 1026's."

"Treeting insane murderers and keeping them invisble. From the public. Every one of
our men has committed the proverbid 'sensdess crime.” On the outside, you hear
nonsense like 'Anyone who kills has to be crazy.' Doctor, you of course know that's
garbage. Most murderers are perfectly sane. Our men are the exception. They terrify
the public—the apparent randomness of their crimes. They have motives, but not the
kind the public can relate to. I'm sure you understand, Dr. Delaware.”
"Voicesinthehead,” | sad.

"Exactly. It'slike sausage making. The less the public knows about what we do, the
better off we and the public are. That's why | hope Claire's murder doesn't put us

in the spotlight.”

"No reason for that," said Milo. "The sooner | clear the case, the faster I'm out of
your life

Swig nodded and worried another mole. "Is there anything e se?'

"What, specificdly, did Dr. Argent do here?'

"What any psychologist would do. Behavior modification plans for individud
patients, some counseling, some group work—truthfully, | don't know the details."

"l heard she ran agroup caled Skillsfor Dally Living."

"Yes," said Swig. "She asked permisson to gart that a few months ago.”

"Why, if the men don't get out?"



" Starkwesther's dso an environment. It needs to be dedlt with."

"How many men werein the group?”

"l have no idea. Thedinicd decisonswere hers.”

"I'd like to meet with them."

"Why?"

"In case they know something.”

"They dont," said Swig. "How could they—no, I'm afraid | can't let you do that. Too
disruptive. I'm not sure any of them even redlize what happened to her."

"Areyou going to tell them?'

"That would be adinica decison.”
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"Made by who?"'

"The dinician in charge—probably one of our senior psychiatrigts. Now, if that's
al—"

"One more thing,” said Milo. "Dr. Argent had a good postion at County Hospitd. Any
ideawhy she switched jobs?"

Swig dlowed himsdf asmadl amile. "What you're redlly asking iswhy would she
leave the glorious world of academic medicine for our little snakepit. During her

job interview she told me she wanted a change of pace. | didn't discussit further.

| was happy to have someone with her qualifications come aboard.”

"Did she say anything dse during the interview that would hep me?"

Swig's mouth puckered tight. He picked up a pencil and tapped the desktop. " She was
very quiet—not shy. More like salf- possessed. But pleasant—very pleasant. It'sa
terrible thing that happened to her."

He stood. We did, too. Milo thanked him.

"l wish | could do more, Detective."

"Actudly," sad Milo, "we wouldn't mind taking alook around—just to get afed for
the place. | promise not to disrupt anyone clinicaly, but maybe | could chat with
some of the saff Dr. Argent worked with?"

The white eyebrows climbed again. " Sure, why not." Swig opered the door to the front
room. His secretary was arranging roses.

"Letty," he sad, "please cdl Phil Hatterson down. Detective Sturgis and Dr.
Delaware are going to get alittle tour.”

5.

PHIL HATTERSON WAS short, pear-shaped, middle-aged, with Slly Putty features and
thinning brown hair. His mouse-colored mustache was feathery and offered no shelter
to plump, dark lips.

"Pleasad to meet you," he said, offering the firm, pumping handshake of aclub
charman.

His eyeswere hazd, dert, and inquidtive, but soft—Iike those of atame deer.

His shirt and pants were khaki.

Wefollowed him at adistance.

"Firg floor's dl offices," he said cheerfully. Hiswak was odd—smal, net,
dancelike steps that forced us to dow down. "Not docs offices, just

adminigration. The docs circulate through offices on the wards."



His smile begged for gpproval. | managed an upturned lip. Milo wasn't having any
part of it.

Toward the end of the hdll, a the right, were two double-width eevators, one
key-operated that said STAFF ONLY, the other with a call button, which Hatterson
pushed. Milo watched Hatterson intently. | knew exactly what he was thinking: The
inmates run the asylum.
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The elevator didn't respond but Hatterson was unbothered, bouncing on his feet like
akid waiting for dessert. No floor-number guide above the doors, no grinding gears.
Then avoice came out of the wal—out of asmdl square of sted mesh surrounding
the button.

"Yes?' Mde voice, dectronicaly detached.

"Hatterson, Phillip Duane”

"I.D."

"Fve two one Six éght. You just let me down to see Administrator Swig.
Adminigtrator Swig just caled to authorize me back up.”

"Hold on." Three beats. "Where you heading?'

"Just up to Two. I've got two gentlemen taking atour—a police officer and a
doctor."

"Hold on," the voice repeated. Seconds | ater, the elevator doors did open.

Hatterson said, "After you, Srs.”

Wondering whom | was turning my back on, I complied. The lift was waled with thick
foam. Interior key lock. Sickly-sweet disinfectant permested the foam.

The doors closed. Aswe rose, Hatterson said, "Up up and away." Hewas standing in
the middle of the car. I'd pressed myself into a corner, and so had Milo.

The eevator let us out into another pink-beige halway. Brown double doors with
plastic windows. Key locks. Wall spesker smilar to that near the elevator. A Sgn
above the door said A WARD. Hatterson pushed a button, talked to someone, and the
doors clicked open.

At firg glance, the second floor resembled any hospita ward, except for anursing
sation completely encased by plastic. A sign said MED LINE FORM HERE, NO PUSHING.
Three white-uniformed women sat ingde, talking. Nearby, agurney was pushed to the
wal. Brown stains on white cotton sheeting.

The same black linoleum and brown doors as the firgt floor. Very low cellings—no
higher than seven feet. Khaki'd figures roamed the halls. Many of the taler inmates
stooped. So did some short men. A few inmates sat on white plastic benches. Bolted
to the floor. Others rocked in place; severd just stood there. The arms of the

chairs were drilled through with one-inch-diameter holes. Handcuff dots.

| tried to look around without being conspicuous.

Black men, white men, brown men, ydlow men.

Y oung men with surfer-blond hair and testosterone posture, callow enough for acne
but ancient around the eyes. Old men with toothless, caved-in faces and hyperactive
tongues.

Gape-jawed catatonics. Ragged, muttering apparitions not much different from any
Westside panhandler. Some of the men, like Hatterson, looked relatively normdl.



Every one of them had destroyed human life.

We passed them, enduring a psychotic gauntlet, receiving afull course of dares.
Hatterson paid no notice as he dance stepped us through.

One of the young ones smirked and took a step forward. Patchy hair and chin beard,
swadtika tattoo on his forearm. White welted scars on both wrists. He swayed and
smiled, sang something tundless, and moved on. A Higpanic man with abraid dangling
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below his belt drank from a paper cup and coughed as we neared, splashing pink
liquid. Someone passed wind. Someone laughed. Hatterson sped up a bit. So many brown
doors, marked only by numbers. Most bore smadll, latched rectangles. Pegphole covers.
Hafway down the hal, two black men with matted hair— carel ess dreadlocks—faced
each other from opposite sdes. From a distance their sance mimicked a
conversation, but aswe got closer | saw that their faces weren't moving and their

eyes were distant and deed.

The man on theright had hishand in hisfly and | could see rapid movement beneeth
the khaki. Hatterson noticed it too, and gave aprissy look. A few feet away, an
avuncular type— seventyish, white-haired as Emil Starkwesather, wearing rimless
eyeglasses and awhite cardigan sweater over his beige shirt—leaned againg the wall
reading The Christian Science Monitor.

Someone cried out. Someone laughed.

The air wasfrigid, agood ded colder than down in Swig's office. We passed an
obese, gray-haired man sitting on a bench, soft arms as thick as my thighs, face
flushed and misshapen, like an overripe melon. He sprang up and suddenly hisface
wasin mine, blowing hot, sour bregth.

"If you're log, that's the way out." He pointed to one of the brown doors.

Before | could respond, a young woman appeared and took him by the elbow.

He sad, "If you're log—"

The woman sad, "It's okay, Ralph, no oneslos.”

"If you'relogt—"

"That's enough, Raph." Sharp voice now. Raph hung his head.

The woman wore a green striped badge that said H. OTT, PT-I.

Claire's group-therapy tech. She wore along-deeved cham-bray shirt, rolled to the
elbows and tucked into snug jeans that showed off atight shape. Not alarge
woman—five-9x and smdl-boned. She looked maybe twenty-five, too young to wied
authority. Her dishwater hair was gathered in atight knot, exposing along face,
dightly heavy in the jaw, with strong, symmetrica features. She had wide-set blue
eyes, the clear, rosy complexion of afarm girl. Ralph had six inchesand at least a
hundred and fifty pounds on her. He remained in her grasp, looking remorseful.

"Okay, now," shetold him, "why don't you go rest." She rotated him. Her body moved
smoothly. Taut curves, smal bust, long smooth neck. | could see her playing

volleybal on the beach. What did the men in khaki see?

Raph tried again: "If you're log, that'stheway ..." His voice caught on the last

word.

Heidi Ott said, "No one'slogt.” Louder, firmer.

A tear fdl from Ralph's eye. Heidi Ott gave him a gentle push and he shuffled off.



A few of the other men had watched, but most seemed oblivious.

"Sorry," she said to us. "He thinks he's atour guide." The blue eyes settled on
Hatterson. "Keeping busy, Phil?*

Hatterson drew himsdf up. "I'm giving them atour, Miss Ott. Thisis Detective
Sturgis from the LAPD, and thisis a doctor—sorry, | forgot your name, sir.”
"Deawvare.”
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Heidi Ott said, "Pleased to meset you."

Hatterson said, "The thing about Ralph is, he used to cruise the freeways, pick up
people having car trouble. HEd offer to help them and then hed—"

"Phil," said Heidi Ott. ™Y ou know we respect each other's privacy."

Hatterson let out asmall, tight bark. Pursed hislips. Annoyed, not regretful.
"Sorry."

Heidi Ott turned to Milo. "Y ou're here about Dr. Argent?' Her lips pushed together
and paed. Young skin, but tenson caused it to pucker.

"Yes, maam," said Milo. "Y ou worked with her, didn't you?'

"1 worked with a group she ran. We had contact about severa other patients.” The
blue eyes blinked twice. Lessforcein her voice. Now she seemed her age.

Milo sad, "When you have a chance, I'd like to—"

Screams and thumps came from behind us. My head whipped around.

The two dreadlocked men were on the floor, a double dervish, rolling, punching,
clawing, biting. Moving dowly, ddiberately, slently. Like pit bulls.

Other men gtarted to cheer. The old man with The Christian Science Monitor dapped
his knee and laughed. Only Phil Hatterson seemed frightened. Hed gone white and
seamed to be searching for aplace to hide.

Heidi Ott snapped awhistle out of her pocket, blew hard, and marched toward the
fighters. Suddenly, two made techs were a her sde. The three of them broke up the
fight within seconds.

The dreadlocked men were hauled to their feet. One was bleeding from his|eft cheek.
The other bore a scratch on his forearm. Neither breathed hard. Both looked calm,
amost serene.

The old man with the newspaper said, "By golly fuck!"

Heidi took the bleeder by the arm and led him to the nurses station. Button- push,
click, and she received something from a dot in the front window. Swabs and
antibiotic cream. As she ministered to the bleeder, some of the men in khaki began
to come dive. Shifting position, flexing arms, looking in dl directions.

The hdlway smdled of aggression. Phil Hatterson sdled closer to Milo. Milo stared
him 4ill. His hands were fisted.

One of the mae techs, ashort, husky Filipino, said, "Okay, everyone. Just stle
down now."

The hdlway went quiet.

Hatterson gave out along, loud exhaation. "I hate when stupid stuff happens.
What's the point?’

Heidi hustled the bleeder around the nursing station and out of sight.

Hatterson said, "Gentlemen?' and we resumed our tour. Mogt of his color had



returned. | wouldnit have picked him for any pathology worse than oily
obsequiousness— Eddie Haskell misplaced among the lunatics, annoying but coherent. |
knew many psychoatics were helped mightily by drugs. Could this be chemidry at its
best?

He said, "Heres my favorite place. The TV room."
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The ward had ended and we were facing the open doorway of alarge bright space
filled with plagtic chairs. A big-screen TV stood at the front like an dtar.

Hatterson said, "The way we choose what to watch is with democracy— everyone who
wantsto vote, votes. The mgority rules. It's pretty peaceful— picking shows, |

mean. | like newsbut | don't get to watch it too often, but | also like sports and
amost everyone votes for sports, so it's okay. There's our mailbox.”

He pointed to a hard plastic box fastened to the wall. Rounded edges. Chain-locked.
"Our mall's private unless there's a mitigating circumstance.”

"Such as?' | sad.

The question frightened him. " Someone acts out.”

"Does that happen often?’

"No, no." Hiseydidsfluttered. "The docs do agreat job."

"Dr. Argent, too?" said Milo.

"Sure, of course.”

"So you knew her."

Hatterson's hands made tiny circular motions. He licked hislips and turned them the
color of raw liver. "We didn't do any counsdling together, but | knew who she was.
Very nicelady." Another lip-lick. "1 mean, she seemed very smart—she was nice."
"Do you know what happened to her?*

Hatterson stared at the floor. " Sure.”

"Does everyone?'

"l can't speek for anyone, Sr. It wasin the paper.”

"They let you read the paper?' said Milo.

"Sure, we can reed anything. | like Time magazine, you get dl the newsin a neat
little package. Anyway, that'sit for A Ward. B and C are mogtly the same. Therésa
few women on C. They don't cause any problems.”

"Arethey kept to themsdves?' | said.

"No, they get to mingle. There'sjust not too many of them. We don't have problems
with them.”

"What about the fifth floor?' said Milo.

"Oh," said Hatterson. "The 13's. Naw, we never see them except to look out the
window when a sheriff's bus brings them in. They wear jall blues, go straight up

their own eevator. They're..."

He shrugged.

"They'rewhat?' | said.

"Fakers. Got no stake here. Anyway, we've got some pretty nice rooms, let me show
‘em to you— here's an open one we can take alook at."

The space was generous, totally bare, clean as a Marine barracks. Four beds, one for
each corner: mattresses set into white molded- plastic frames attached to the floor.
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Next to each one, anightstand of the same materidl.

A single clouded window offered afew square inches of cottony light.

Three of the beds were made up nestly, top sheets tucked tight. One was jumbled. No
closts. A doorless entry led to atiny white lav. Lidless white toilet, white sink.

No medicine cabinet, no tailetries, no toothbrushes. Anything was a potentia

weapon.

"They give us disposables,” said Hatterson, asif following my thoughts.

"Aftershave, brushes, shaving cream, safety razors under supervison. Guys who wart
to shave use dectrics that are sterilized and reused.” He looked disgpprovingly at

the unmade bed. " Someone must be having abad day.... We can't hang anything on the
wall because it could be set on fire. So thereés no family pictures or anything like

that. But it's not bad, right?’

Milo grunted.

Hatterson flinched, but persisted: "We get our three squares, the food's pretty

tasty."

Chapter president of the Starkweather Chamber of Commerce. | could see why Swig had
picked him. He led us out of the room. "And that's about al she wrote, folks."

"Are dl the rooms multiple occupancy?' | said, wondering how roommeates were chosen.
"Except for the S& R's— Suppression and Restraint. Those come one to a customer. Y ou
can tell which ones they are because they have an S after the number.” He pointed.
"They're basicdly the same, except smdler, ‘cause it's only one patient.”

"Does Suppression and Restraint mean sraitjackets?' said Milo. "Padded walls like
the elevator?'

Hatterson's mustache vibrated. "No padding, but sure, if someone needs a

Sraitjacket, we've got ‘em. But hopefully, if you behave yoursdlf after you earn an
S&R, you earn out of therein ajif. | couldn't say from direct experience, but
that'swhet | imagine.”

Pride of ownership; he gave denid new meaning. | saw therevulsonin Milo's eyes.
We stood in the empty room as Hatterson prattled on about the food. Fridays were
dtill fish, even though the pope said meat was okay. Vitamin pills, too. The

patients were well taken care of.

An operator; there'sone in every setting. A gossip, too, eager to tell us about

Rdph's crimina history. Was he Swig's stoolie? Risky business on award full of
murderers.

Might as well take advantage. | said, "What wards did Dr. Argent work on?"

Hatterson stopped. "I guess she worked al over the place. The docs dl do—they move
around. Mogt of them don't even have permanent offices, they just share desks for
charting.”

"Where are the charts kept?'

"In the nurang Setion.”

"What exactly did Dr. Argent do here?' | said.

"I guess counsding.”

"What do you know about her group— kills for Dally Living?"
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"Jugt that she garted it afew months ago. Picked some weird guysfor it."

"Werd in what way?"

"Messed-up guys,”" said Hatterson. He tapped his temple. "Y ou know, low-functioning
guys.”

Milo said, "What was the point? No one gets out of here, right?”

Hatterson whitened. His head began to droop and remained low, asif straining under
impossible weight. The plump lips rotated.

"Right," he sad.

"It'snot right?"

"No, no, yesitis."

"Did joining Dr. Argent's group help someone earn release?’ said Milo.

"Not that | heard, Sir."

"Did any of the group members get out?"

Hatterson shook his head. "No, it was just about—Ilearning to do things for yoursdlf.
| guess Dr. Argent wanted to help them fed better about themsdlves.”

"Improvethear saf-esteem,” said Milo.

Hatterson brightened. "Y ou got it. Y ou can't love others 'less you love yoursdif.

She knew what she was doing, the docs here are smart. Okay, I'll cal and get us up
toB."

The two upper wards were laid out identically to A. On C the hallway teemed, but no
femae inmates were in sght. We waked through quickly. No fights, nothing
untoward; the same mix of degraded muscles, stupor and self-absorption, occasiona
dark staresrife with paranoia, afew serpentine tongue-flicks and jumpy musces
that said phenothiazine drug sde effects. Hatterson moved us through quickly, no
more happy chatter. He seemed defeated, amost peevish.

With his chatter gone, the corridors were stripped of conversation. No discourse
among the inmates.

Here, every man was an idand.

| supposed Swig was right; his charges would be easer to control than smple
criminas. Because once the violent impulses were held in check, psychosiswas a
custodian's friend, neurochemicaly suppressng and restraining as the disease
blunted initiative, squelched the spark of freshness and novety.

Medication helped, too. To handle violent psychatics, the trick was to find a drug
that soothed the occasiond fried syngpse, squelched rage, hushed the little voices
that commanded mayhem.

But take away the violence and you didn't have serenity. What remained were what
psychiatrists |abeled the negative symptoms of psychosis: apathy, flat mood,
deadened voice, blunted movement, impoverished thinking, language stripped of nuance
and humor. An existence devoid of surprise and joy.

That explained the ambient silence. The lack of noise wasn't peaceful. The ward fdlt
like acrypt.

A psych tech came by whedling afood cart. | found mysdf welcoming the jangle.
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Hatterson took usto the C Ward devator. Milo said, "Let's go up to Five."



"Sorry," said Hatterson. "I'm not authorized. No oneis, not even the docs unless

they get an order to evaluate a 13."

"Y ou know alot about thisplace” | said.

Hatterson shrugged. As we waited for the lift to arrive, | peered through the

plastic pandls on the door and watched the traffic on the ward. Techs moving around
confidently, unarmed; a black nurse emerging from the station with a clipboard and
making her way down the corridor with a high-hipped trot. Inmates not doing much of
anything.

| thought of how Heidi Ott had handled Ralph and the fighters. In ajail, a kirmish
like that could have led to full-scde rioting.

So Starkwesther wasindeed atight ship. Full of one-way passengers.

Meaning the chance that Claire Argent's work had anything to do with her murder was
remote.

But had the system broken down somehow? A released man "acting out” in the worst
way?

Maybe Heidi could tell us. She'd worked with Claire Argent on the Living Skills
group ... low-functioning men, according to Hatterson. What had Claire had in mind
when setting up the sessons?

Why had she come here?

Hatterson said, "Here's some docs.”

Three men came through the door. Shirts and ties, no white coats, badges with yellow
bars. No outward sign that a colleague had been dashed to desth and stuffed in a

car trunk.

Milo said, "Excuse me," showed his badge, explained his purpose. The manin the
middle was tdl, sandy- haired, weathered-looking, in his sixties. Green plaid shirt,
ydlow knit tie. He said, "Terrible thing. | wish you luck." V N. Aldrich, M.D.,
Psychiatrist HI.

Milo sad, "If therés anything anyone can tel me that might help ..."

No responses. Then abald, dark-bearded man said, "Claire seemed very nice, but |
can't say | knew her." C. Steentburg, Ph.D.

The third man was short and ruddy. D. Swenson, M.D. He shook his head. " She was
comparatively new, wasn't she, Vern?"

Aldrich sad, "Just afew months. | was her nomind supervisor on afew cases. Her
work was fine."

"Nomind?' | said.

"I'm the senior psychiatrist on day shift, so, officidly, she reported to me. But

she didn't need much supervison. Very bright. I'm taribly sorry about what
happened. Weadl are"

Nods dl around.

"What kind of work did she do here?' | said.

"Mogly behavior modification—setting up contingency schedules—rewards for good
behavior, withdrawa of privilegesfor infractions. That kind of thing." Aldrich
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smiled. "I won't claim to be an expert on her work product. Were pretty autonomous
around here. Claire was very well trained, used to work at County Genera."



"Any ideawhy shetrandferred?’ | said.

"She said she needed a change. | got a sense she didn't want to talk about it. My
feding isthat shed smply had enough of what she was doing. | used to bein
private practice, retired, got bored with golf, came here.”

"Did you get the sense that she needed more human contact than neuropsych provided?'
| asked. It was a psychologist's question, not a cop's, and Aldrich studied me.

"l suppose” he said. "In any event, | don't imagine any of this has much to do with
what happened to her."

"Why'sthat?' said Milo.

"She got killed out there." Aldrich pointed to awall. "The wonderful, democrétic,
norma world." He looked over a Hatterson asif first noticing the little man,

laced his hands behind his back, scanned Hatterson from toe-tip to head.
"Circulding, Phil?

"Mr. Swig asked me to show them around, Dr. Aldrich.”

"l see. Well, do that, then." Aldrich faced Milo. "I wish we could help you,
Detective, but wereal stymied.”

"S0 you've discussed what happened?’

The three of them exchanged looks.

"Yes, of course,” said Aldrich. "We were dl upset. What we found out is that none
of us knew Dr. Argent. It spurred us to be more socid with each other. Good luck
getting to the bottom of it."

"One more thing,” said Milo. "The group Dr. Argent ran, Skillsfor Daily Living.
Would it be possible to meet with the patients?"

"Youd have to check with adminigtration on that,” said Aldrich.

"Would you see a problem with it? Medicaly spesking.”

Aldrich tugged at histie. "Let me look into that. | want to make sure we dont...
upset anything.”

"Appreciaeit, Doctor." Milo gave him and the others business cards.

The eevator arrived. Aldrich said, "Y ou three ride down first. Well catch it next
time"

As we descended, Hatterson said, "Dr. Aldrich isvery, very smart.”

Milo said, "How long have you been here, Phil?"

Hatterson's head drew back like that of aturtle poked with astick. His reply was
inaudible.

"What's that, Phil?"

Hatterson began smoothing his mustache. Chomped hislower lip with his upper teeth.
"A long time"

He stayed in the car and waved us out.
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"Goddamn weenie," said Milo, as we walked back toward the reception area. "Didn't
get a chance to speak with the Ott girl— better get her home number and follow up.
Everyone here spoutsthe sameline: Thisplaceis as safe as milk."Y ou buy it?"
"They broke up that fight pretty fagt.”

"Y eah, okay, let's assume they've got the lunatics well controlled. Y ou see anything
that would lure Claire away from County?"



"Maybe dl the structure,” | said. "No more applying for grants or having to play

the academic game. Aldrich said she talked about needing a change.”

"Structured or not, the place cregps me out.... We didn't even scratch the surface,
did we?'

"Maybe there's nothing below the surface.”

He didn't answer. We passed Swig's office. The door was closed. "Okay, I'll get Ms.
Ott's number, then we fly out of here. If you've got time, | can show you Argent's
house. Out in the evil, messy, norma world. The longer | stay here, the more |

crave theinsanity out there.”

Lindeen Schmitz was back on the phone and she barely looked up. Milo stationed
himsdlf in front of her desk and leaned forward, imposing on her space. Where doesa
frudtrated, six-three, 240-pound cop stand? Anywhere he wants.

Shetried to "uh-huh" her way through a conversation that was clearly persond,
findly said, "Gotta go," and hung up.

"Yes, Sr?'

Milo grinned down &t her. "1 need to do some follow-up with one of your saffers.
Hedi Ott. May | have her home number, please?"

"Um, I'm not sure | can do that without authorization. And Mr. Swig's gone— Oh, what
the hey, you're the palice. Y ou can dways get it anyway, in one of those backwards
directories, right?' Batting her lashes, she left her desk, sashayed up the hdl to

the closest brown door, came back with a message blank, and gave it to Milo. Nesatly
printed name and number, 213 area code.

Milo gave asmall bow. "Thank you, maam."

"No problem, sir." More eyelash aerobics. "1 hope you find whoever did it."

Milo thanked her again and we headed for the main doors.

Lindeen said, "Why do you want to speek to Heidi ?*

" She worked with Dr. Argent.”

Lindeen picked up a pencil and tapped the edge of her desk. "'l don't think they were
friends or anything. Dr. Argent didn't have any friendsthat | saw. Real quiet. When
abunch of uswent for margaritas or something we asked her dong, but she dways
said no, so we stopped asking. | figured she was shy. But ill, it's so horrible

what happened to her. When | heard, | just couldn't believe it, someone you see
every day and then they're jud..." She snapped afinger. "She used to walk right

past me every morning a eight, pronto, say good morning, walk on like she had abig
plan for theday. It'sso... horrible.”

"Yesitis" sad Milo. "So she didnt have any pasat al?’

"Not that | saw. She dways seemed like work, work, work. Nice, but work, work,
work. Hope you solveiit.”
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She reached for the phone. Milo said, "Pardon me, maam. Just one more thing I'm
curious about."

Her hand rested on the receiver. "What's that?"

"The guy who took us around—Hatterson. What's hein for?!

"Oh, him," she said. "Why, was there some kind of problem?

"No. Does he cause problems?



She snorted. "Not hardly.”

"The reason I'm asking is, he didn't seem very crazy. I'm just wondering what kind
of guy getsto be atour guide.

"Phil," she said, pronouncing the name with distaste. "'Phil rgped a child so bad she
needed recongtructive surgery.”

6.

FRANK DOLLARD WAS waiting for us, outside. He walked us across the yard without
comment. Giant Chet stood in a corner, staring at chain link. Sharbno the urinator
was gone. A few men pasied, afew men st in the dirt. The sun was even hotter.
Dollard waited as we retrieved Milo's gun and my knife. The outer gate swung open.
Milo said, "Let me ask you aquestion, Frank. A guy like Hatterson—in prison hed be
lunch mesat."

Dollard smiled. "So what's his status here? Low. Same as everyone. For al | know,
the other guys don't even know what he did. They don't care much about each
other—that's the point. They're not connected.”

Driving through the eucayptus grove, Milo began to laugh.

"What?' | said.

"How'sthis for agtory line: we catch the bad guy; he's some joker they let out by
mistake. He pleads insanity, ends up right back here.”

"Sdl it to Hollywood—no, not stupid enough.”

We |€ft the grove, passed into white light. " Then again, you tell me our boy

probably doesn't act or look crazy, so maybe | should forget about this place.”

"My guessisour boy is probably more like afifth-floor resdent.”

"So do | bother looking for arecently released Starkweather dum? And what's with
that group Claire ran? Why do low-functioning guys need dally living skills? Unless
she had a notion some of them would end up onthe outside.”

"Maybeit was dtruism,” | said. "Misguided or otherwise. Heidi Ott might be able to
shed somelight on it. Sheldd dso be able to tdl you if any of Claires patients

have been released recently.”

"Y egh, she's definitely high on my list. Towgh kid, the way she handled that Raph
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guy. Can you imagine afemae coming in here, day in and day out?' He drove off
Starkwesether Drive and back onto the connecting road. The bare gray acreage
appeared, then the first of the packing plants, gigantic and soot-stained. Behind

the shadowy columns, the blue sky seemed like an insuilt.

Milo said, "I'm neglecting basc detective dogma: Lay your foundation. Get to know
the vie. Trouble is, I'm getting the same fedling about Claire that | did about

Dada. Grabbing air. She lived done, no obvious kinks so far, no pals | can locate,
no loca family. Y ou heard the way everyone at Starkwesther described her: nice, did
her job, stayed to herself. Offended no one. Richard's spiritua sster. So what do
we have here, a psychopath who goes after inoffensive people?”

"Assuming the cases are related, maybe someone who goes after londly people.”
"Then haf of L A.'sat risk."

"Whereis Clarres family?'

"Pittsburgh. Just her parents— she was an only child." He chewed his cheek. "1 did



the natification call. Y ou know the drill: | ruin ther lives, they cry, | ligen.

They're coming out this week; maybe I'll get more than | did over the phone, which
was Claire had no enemies, terrific daughter, wonderful girl. They're dways
wonderful girls™

We cut through industria wasteland. Mounds of rotting machinery, dag heaps, muddy
trenches, planes of greasy dirt. Under agray sky, it could have passed for hell.
Today, it just looked like something you kept from the vating public.

Milo wasn't noticing the scenery. Both his hands were back on the whed,
tight-knuckled, white.

"Loney people”" he said. "Let me show you her house.”

He drove much too fast dl the way to the freeway. As we swooped up the on-ramp, he
sad, "l was up there for agood part of yesterday, checking out the street, talking

to neighbors. Homeé's the big killing spot for femades, so | told the crime-scene
guysto take their time. Unfortunately, it looks like time ill spent. Got some

prelims this morning: no blood or semen, no evidence of bresk-in or disruption. Lots
of printsal over the place, which you'd expect in anyone's house, but so far, the

only matches are to Claire's. Fina autopsy's scheduled for tomorrow if were lucky
and no drive-bys stuff up the pipdine.”

"What did the neighbors have to say?"

"Teke aguess.”

" 'She kept to hersdlf, never caused problems." "

"I'm hanging with the Answer Man." He pressed down on the accelerator. "No one spoke
two words to her. No one even knew her name.”

"What about visitors?'

"None that anyone saw," he said. "Just like Richard. She did have an ex-husband,
though. Guy named Joseph Stargill. Lawyer, lives down in San Diego now. | put acal
into him."

"How'd you find him?"

"Came across some divorce papers she kept in her home office. | caled Dr. Theobold
this morning; helll be happy to engage in shrink talk with you. He had some vague
recollection of Claire getting divorced. Only reason he found out is eech year Saff
members update their resumes. In the past, Claire had put ‘Married' in the
maritd-status blank. Thisyear she whited it out and typed 'Divorced. "
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"So it wasrecent,” | said. "Theobold didn't ask her about it?"

"He said she just wasn't the type you got persond with."

"Maybe that's why she took the job at Starkwesther.”

"What do you mean?'

"Grest escape. Show up on time, don't make waves, no one bugs you. Like Dr. Aldrich
said, the saff getsleeway. Maybe she wanted to do clinical work but was afraid of
having to relate to patients. Surrounding herself with psychotics took the pressure

off, and aslong as none of her patients got violent, she could do what she wanted
with them. The perfect escape.”

"Escape from what?'

"Academia. And emotiond entanglerrent. Her divorce was recent. Just because she



didn't talk about it doesn't mean she wasn't il hurting. People going through

life changes sometimes try to smplify.”

"Y ou see Starkweather as smple.”

"Inasensg, itis”

He didn't answer, put on even more speed.

A few mileslater, | said, "On the other hand, she got entangled with someone. The
person who cut her throat.”

The house was like so many others.

Sngle-story white stucco aged to a spoiled-milk gray, roofed with black composite
shingle. Attached single garage, double parking space instead of afront yard. One
of those unadorned late-fifties hillsde knockups posing as intentiondly
contemporary but redly the product of atight construction budget. The street was
caled Cape Horn Drive—a short, straight afterthought of adit into the north Sde
of Woodrow Wilson, dead-ending a a huge tipu tree. Matching treestilted over the
pavement. The sidewak was bleached and dry where the branches didn't hover.
Second lat in, third from the end. Eight neighboring residencesin dl, mogt like
Claire Argent's, with minor variation. Very few cars at the curb, but closed garage
doors made it hard to assess what that meant. No maor intersections or nearby
commercid digtrict. You'd have to intend to come up here

Thishigh, the air was moving. In the summer light, the tipu trees were filmy, their
fern-shaped leaves swishing in the breeze. Contrary crestures: they lost their
leavesin the spring, when everything else bloomed. When other branches began to
shed, the tipuswere ariot of yellow blossoms. Not yet. The only sparks of color
shot from flower boxes and potted plants. Other houses, not Claire's.

We made our way up to the front door. Nice views dl around. The freaway was miles
away, but | could hear it. Nowadays, you always seem to heer it.

LAPD sed on the door. Milo had akey and let usin. | followed him into atight,
bare gpace too smdl to be caled an entry hall. Two white wallsright-angled us

into the living room.

Not alived-in room.

Unmarked walls, empty hardwood floors, not asingle piece of furniture.

Milo took three echoing steps and stood in the center. Over his head was alight
fixture. Chegp frosted dome; it looked origindl.
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Chenille drapes browned the windows. The walslooked clean but were turning the
same gray-white as the exterior.

Thefloors caught my attention—Iacquered shiny, free of scuff marks, dents, drag
furrows. Asif the inhabitants had floated, rather than walked.

| felt short of bresth. The house had no odor—neither the stench of deeth nor the
aromas of tenancy. No food, sweet, perfume, cut flowers, air freshener. Not even the
must of disuse.

A vacant place; it seemed airless, incgpable of sustaining life.

| made mysdlf take a deep breath. Milo was il in the center of the room, fingers
drumming histhighs

"Cozy," | said, understanding why held wanted meto seeit.



He turned very dowly, taking in the open areato the left that led to asmall

kitchen. A single oak stool a an eat-in counter. White Formicalaced with agold
threadlike design, aso bare except for black fingerprint-powder smudges. Same for
the other counters and the cabinets. On the far wall hung an empty wooden spice
rack. Four -burner white stove & least twenty years old, refrigerator of matching
color and vintage. No other appliances.

He opened the fridge, said, "Y ogurt, grapes, two apples, baking soda ... baking soda
for freshness. She liked things neet. Just like Richard ... smplifying.”

He began opening and closing cabinets. "White ironstone dishes, Noritake, service
for four ... Ditto gainless-sted utendls ... Everything full of fingerprint

powder ... One skillet, one saucepan, containers of salt, pepper, no other spices

... Bland life?"

On to the stove burners. Lifting the grill, he said, "Clean. Either she never cooked

or she was redlly compulsive. Or somebody else was."

| stared back at the empty front room. "Did Crime Scene take furniture back to the
lab?'

"No, just her clothing. Thisisthe way we found it. My first thought was someone
cleaned the place out, or sheld just moved in or was in the process of moving out.
But | can't find evidence of her leaving, and her deed says she's been here over two
years."

| pointed to the virgin floor. "Either she was planning to redecorate or never
bothered to furnish.”

"Like | said, grabbing air. C'mon, let's take alook at the rest of the place.”

A hal to the left led to one bath and two small bedrooms, the first set up asan
office. No carpeting, the same pristine hardwood, harsh echoes.

Milo kneded in the hdlway, ran his finger dong the smooth, clean oak. "Maybe she
took off her shoes. Like in a Japanese house.”

We gtarted with the bedroom. Box spring and mattress on the floor, no headboard,
four-drawer pecanveneer dresser, matching nightstand. On the stand were atissue
box and a ceramic lamp, the base white, ovular, shaped like a giant cocoon. Swirls
of white fingerprint powder, the tdlltale concentrics of latent prints.

"Her linensare a the lab,” said Milo, "dong with her clothes.”

He moved the mattress around, did his hand under the box spring, opened the closet.
Empty. Same for the dresser.
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"| watched them pack her undies,” he said. "No hidden stash of naughty things, just
your basic white cotton. Small wardrobe: dresses, swesters, skirts, tasteful stuff,
Macy's, some budget- chain suff, nothing expensive.”

He righted the mattress, looked up at the celling, then back at the empty closet.
"She wasn't moving out, Alex. Thisiswhere she lived. If you can cdl it that.”

In the office, he put his hands together prayerfully and sad, "Give me something to
work with, Lord."

"Thought you dreedy went through it."

"Not thoroughly. Couldnt, with the crimindigts buzzing around. Jugt thet box." He
pointed to a cardboard file on the floor. "That's where | found the divorce papers.



Near the top."

He approached the desk and studied the books in the cheap plywood cases that covered
two walls. Shelves stuffed and sagging. V olumes on psychology, psychiary,
neurology, biology, sociology, bound stacks of journas arranged by date. White
powder and prints everywhere.

Milo had emptied the top drawer of staples and paper clips, bits of paper and lint,
was into the second drawer, rummaging. "Okay, here we go." He waved ared
leatherette savings account passbook. "Century Bank, Sunset and Cahuenga... Well,
well, well—looks like she was doing okay."

| went over and looked at the page he held out. Balance of $240,000 and some cents.
He flipped to the front of the booklet. The initid transaction had taken place

three years ago, rolled over from a previous passbook, when the balance had been
ninety-eight thousand less.

Accrua of nearly ahundred thousand in three years. The deposit pattern was
repetitive: no withdrawals, deposits of three thousand &t the end of each month.
"Probably a portion of her sdary,” | said.

"Theobold said her take-home was around four, so she probably banked three, took out
agrand for expenses. Looks likeit didn't change during the time she worked at
Starkwegther. Which makes sense. Her civil service job classfication puts her at a
comparable salary.”

"Frugd," | said. "How'd she pay her bills? And her tax Isthere a checking

account?'

He found it seconds later, in the same drawer. "Mont depogts of five hundred ...

lagt Friday of the month—saday she deposited into the savings account. The woman w;
clock.... Looks like she wrote mostly small check probably household stuff.... Maybe
she had a credit ¢; paid the rest of her billsin cash. So she kept five hundrel so

around the house. Or in her purse. To some junkiei could be a sizable score. And

the purse hasn't been found But this doesn't fed like robbery, doesit.”

| said, "No. Still, people have been killed for alot less. Without her purse, how'd

you identify her?'

"Car regidration gave us her name. We ran her pri matched them to her
psychologigt's license.... A sti junkie robbery, wouldn't that be something? She's

out S ping, gets mugged for her cash. But what junkie muj would bother stashing her
in trash bags, driving her to a SE public spot, and leaving her car behind, when he
could 1 thrown her somewhere dark, gotten himsdf some whed; the night? Then again,
most criminals take stupid pills. Okay, let's see what €l se she left behind.”

He got to work on the rest of the desk. The money sho up in a plain white envelope,
pushed to the back of the hand bottom drawer. Nine fifty-dollar bills, under ab

Page 32

Kdlerman - Mongter v1

|eatherette appointment book issued as a gift by adrug ¢ pany. Three-year-dd
cadendar, blank pages in the book.

"So maybe she had fifty or so with her," he said. ' spender. This does not fed like
robbery."

| asked him for the bankbook, examined every page.

"What?' he said.



"So mechanicd. Exact same pattern, week in, week No sizable withdrawals a so means
no vacations or predictable splurges. And no depodits other than her 5 implies she
got no dimony, ether. Unless she put it ir other account. Also, she maintained her
individua ace throughout her marriage. What about her tax return? Diefile

jointly?"

He crossed the room to the cardboard file box. Inside were two years of state and
federd tax returns, negtly ordered. "No outside income other than sdary, no
dependents other than hersdlf... nope, individua return. Something's off. It'slike

she was denying being married.”

"Or she had doubts from the beginning.”

He came up with a stack of stapled paper, sarted flipping. "Utility bills ... Ah,

heré's the credit card.... Visa... She charged food, clothing, gasoline for the

Buick, and books.... Not very often—maost months there're only three, four
charges.... She paid on time, too. No interest.”

At the bottom of the stack were auto insurance receipts. Low premium for no smoking
and good driving record. No financing on the Buick meant she probably owned the car.
No way for her to know it would end up being a coffin on wheds.

Milo scribbled notes and placed the paper back in the carton. | thought of what we
hadn't found: mementos, photographs, correspondence, greeting cards Anything
personal.

No property tax receipts or deductions for property tax. If she rented, why no
record of rent checks?

| raised the question. Milo said, " So maybe the ex paid the mortgage and taxes.
Maybe that was his dimony."

"And now that she's gone, he's off the hook. And if he's maintained some ownership
of the house, theré's abit of incentive for you. Any ideawho gets the two hundred
forty? Any will show up?'

"Not yet. So you like the husband?”

"I'm just thinking about what you awaystell me. Follow the money.”

He grunted. | returned to the bookcase, pulled afew books out. Foxed pages, nestly
printed notes in margins. Next to five years worth of Brain was a collection of
journd reprints.

Articles Claire Argent had authored. A dozen dudies, dl rdated to the
neuropsychology of acoholism, funded by the Nationd Ingtitutes of Hedlth. The
writing was clear, the subject matter repetitive. Lots of technica terms, but | got

the gist.

During graduate school and the five years following, shed filled her hours

measuring human motor and visud skills under various levels of intoxication. Easy
access to subjects: County Hospital was the treatment center of last resort for
physicaly wasted acoholic paupers who used the emergency room astheir private
clinic. E.R. docs cdled them GOMER's—Get Out of My Emergency Room.
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Her results had been consstent: booze dowed you down. Statistically significant

but hardly profound. Lots of academics drudged through undigtinguished careers with
that kind of stuff. Maybe she hed tired of the grant game.



Oneinteresting fact: shed dways published solo— unusud for academic medicine,
where chairmen commonly stuck their names on everything underlings produced.
Maybe Myron Theobold had integrity.

Letting Claire do her own thing.

Clare going it done from the very beginning.

A rattling sound made me turn. Milo had been handling the objects on the desktop and
apen had dropped. He retrieved it and placed it next to asmdl caendar in a green
plagtic frame. Another drug company giveaway. Empty memo pad. No appointments, no
indentations on the pad.

Such asparelife.

Severd books trumpeting the virtues of serene smplicity had recently gone
best-sdler. | wondered if the newly rich athors practiced what they preached.

This house didn't seem serene, just blank, hollow, null.

We left the office and moved to the bathroom. Shampoo, soap, toothpaste, multiple
vitamins, sanitary napkins, Advil. No birth control pills, no digphragm. The
travertine deck around the tub was clear of niceties. No bath beads or bubble bath
or loofah sponge— none of the solitary pleasures women sometimes crave. The porcdain
was streaked with amber.

Milo said, "Luminol. No blood in the tub or the drain. No semen on the towels or
sheets, just some sweet that matches Claire's blood type.”

Wondering if anyone but Claire had ever set foot in this house, | thought of the
work pattern sheld chosen for hersef. Five years with drunks, sx months with
dangerous psy-chotics. Perhaps, after days immersed in deusion and warp, shed
craved slence, her own brand of Zen.

But that didn't explain the lack of letters from home, not even a snapshot of

parents, nieces, nephews. Some kind of contact.

The ultimate Zen triumph was the aality to lose identity, to thrive on nothingness.
But this place didn't bespeak any sort of victory. Such asad little box ... or was

| missing something? Projecting my own need for attachment?

| thought of what Claire had hoarded: her books and her articles.

Maybe work had been everything and she had been content.

Y et sheld abandoned her firgt job impulsively, rdinquishing grant money, trading

dry but durable science for the chance to school psychotic murderersin the art of
daly living.

To what end?

| kept searching for reasons sheld traded County for Starkwesather, but the shift
continued to bother me. Even with comparable sdaries, acivil service postion was
acomedown from the white-coat work she'd been doing at County. And if shed craved
contact with schizophrenics, County had plenty of those. Dangerous patients? The
jal ward was right there.

If she was tired of the publish or-perish grind, then why not do some private
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practice? Neuropsych skills were highly prized, and well-trained neuropsychologists
could do forensic work, consult to lawyers on injury cases, bypass the HMO's and
earn five, ten times what Starkwesether paid.



Even if money hadn't been important to her, what about job satisfaction? Why had she
subjected hersdf to shift after shift in the ugly gray building? And the drive to
Starkweather— day after day past the dag.

There had to be some other reason for what | couldn't stop thinking of asa

s f-demotion.

It was dmogt asif sheld punished hersdf. For what?

Or had she been fleeing something? Had it caught up with her?

7.

IT WAS JUST éfter two P.M. when we left the house. Outside, the air felt dive.
Milo connected to Laurel Canyon, headed south to Sunset, drove west on the Strip. An
accident near Holloway and the usud jam of misery ghouls dowed us, and it was
nearly three by the time we crossed through Beverly Hills and over to Beverly Glen.
Nether Milo nor | was saying much. Taked out. He zoomed up the bridle path to my
house. Robin'struck wasin the carport.

"Thanks for your time."

"Where are you headed?'

"Hall of Records, look for red estate paper, see what €lse comes up on Mr.

Sagill. Then acdl to Hedi Ott."

He looked tired, and his tone said optimism was afdony. | said, "Good luck,” and
watched him speed away.

| walked up to my new house. Three years, and | till thought of it as a bit of an
interloper. The old house, the one I'd bought with my first real earnings, had been

an amalgam of redwood and idiosyncrasy. A psychopath out to kill me torched it to
cinders. Robin had supervised the construction of something white, airy, agood ded
more spacious and practica, undeniably charming. | told her | loved it. For the

most part, | did. One day, I'd Stop being secretly stodgy.

| expected to find her out back hi her studio, but she was in the kitchen reading

the morning paper. Spike was curled up at her feet, black-brindle pot-roast body
heaving with each snoring breeth, jowls flowing onto the floor. HEs a French
bulldog, a miniature verson of the English breed, with upright bat ears and enough
vanity for an entire operatroupe. Helifted one eydid as| entered— Oh, you
agan—and let it drop. A subsequent sigh was laden with ennui.

Robin stood, spread her arms, and squeezed me around the waist. Her head pressed
againg my chest. She smdlled of hardwood and perfume, and her curlstickled my
chin. | lifted a handful of auburn coils and kissed the back of her neck. She'sa
charitable five three but has the long, swanlike neck of afashion modd. Her skin
was hat, dightly moigt.

"How'd it go?" she said, putting her hand in my hair.

"Uneventful "
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"No problem from the inmates, huh?"

"Nothing." | held her closer, rubbing the taut musculature of her shoulders, moved
down to delicate vertebrae, magica curves, then back up to the clean line of her
jaw and the silk of her eydids.

She stepped away, took my chin in one hand. "That place made you romantic?'



"Being out of there makes me romantic.”

"Wal, I'm glad you're back in one piece.”

"It wasn't dangerous,” | said. "Not even close.”

"Five thousand murderers and no danger?"

"Twelve hundred, but who's counting.”

"Twelve hundred,” she said. "How silly of meto worry." At the last word, her voice
rose a notch.

"Sorry," | said. "But redlly, it was fine. People go to work there every day and
nothing happens. Everyone seemsto think it's safer on the wards than out on the
streets.”

"Sounds like retiondization to me. Meanwhile, that psychologist gets suffed in a
car trunk."

"Therés no indication, so far, that her work had anything to do with it."

"Good. The main thing is, you're back. Have you eaten yet?'

"No. You?'

"Jud juice in the morning.”

"Busy day?"

"Pretty busy, trying to finish that mandaolin." She stretched to her full height. She

had on ared T-shirt and denim overdls, Sze six Skechers. Smal gold hoops glinted
from her ears. She took them off when she worked. Not planning to return to the
studio.

“I'm hungry now," she said. "Hint, hint."

"Let'sgoout,” | sad.

"A mind reader!"

"Jugt cdl me the Answer Man."

We gave Spike a chewbone and drove to an Indian buffet in Santa Monica that was open
al afternoon. Rice and lentils, kulcha bread stuffed with onions, curried spinach
with soft cheese, picy eggplant, hot milky tea. Some sort of chant played in the
background— a sngle mae voice keening, maybe praying. The two ectomorphsin the
next booth got up and left and we were the only patrons. The waiter left us alone.
Hafway through the pile on her plate, Robin said, "I know I'm harping, but next
time you go somewhere like that, please cdl the minute you get out."

"Y ou were redly that worried?"

"Ax murderers and vampires, Lord knows what €lse?"
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| covered her hand with mine. "Raob, the men | saw today were submissive." Except for
the bearded fellow on the yard who'd come toward me. The fight in the hal. Plagtic
windows, S&R rooms.

"What makes them submit?'

"Medication and a sructured environment.”

She didn't seem comforted. " So you learned nothing there?!

"Not so far. Later we went to Claire Argent's house." | described the place. "What
do you think?'

"About what?"

"Theway shelived."



She drank tea, put the cup aside, thought awhile. "Would | want to live like that?
Not forever, but maybe for a short stretch. Take anice vacation from dl the
complications.”

"Complications," | sad.

She smiled. "Not you, honey. Just... circumstances. Obligations, deadlines—life
piling up. Like when | was handling al the congtruction. Or now, when the orders
stack up and everyone wants results yesterday. Sometimes life can start to fed like
too much homework, and alittle smplicity doesn't sound bad at al."

"This was more than smplicity, Robin. Thiswas... blesk. Sad."

"Y ou're saying she was depressed?”

"l don't know enough to diagnose her," | said. "But the feding | got from the place
was—inorganic. Blank."

"Did you see any evidence she was neglecting hersdf?' she sad.

"No. And everyone describes her as pleasant, dependable. Distant, but no obvious
pathology.”

"So maybe inwardly she wasfine, too."

"Maybe" | sad. "The only things she did amass were books. Maybe intellectua
dimulation was what turned her on."

"There you go. She trimmed things down to concentrate on what mattered to her."

| didn't answer.

"You don't think s0," she said.

"Pretty severetrim,” | sad. "There was nothing persond in the entire house. Not a
gangle family photo.”

"Perhaps she waan't close to her family. Or she had problems with them. But even o,
how different does that make her from millions of other people, Alex? She soundsto
me more like... someone cerebrd. Living in her head. Enjoying her privacy. Even if
shedid have socid problems, what does any of that have to do with her murder?’
"Maybe nothing." | spooned more rice onto my plate, played with grains of basmati,
took abite of bread. "If she wanted intdlectud stimulation, why switch from a
research job to Starkweather?”
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"What kind of research was she doing?"

"Alcoholism and how it affectsreaction time.”

"Anything earth- shettering?"

"Not to me." | summarized the sudies. "Actudly, it was pretty mundane.”

"Could be she came to aredlization: shed been agood little girl, doing what was
expected of her since grad school. She got tired of hacking it out. Wanted to
actudly help someone.”

"She didn't pick avery easy group to help.”

"S0 it was the chdlenge that motivated her. That, and tackling something new."
"The men at Starkwesether don't get cured.”

"Then | don't know. All out of guessss."

"I'm nat trying to be contentious,” | said. "She just redly puzzles me. And | think
therésagood ded of truth in what you're saying. She got divorced within the last
year or 0. Maybe she was trying to cut free on severd levels. Maybe for someone



who'd been grinding out Sudies year after year, Starkweather seemed nove."

She smiled and stroked my face. "If knitted brows are any kind of measure, Milo's
getting his money's worth out of you."

"The other thing | wonder about is the first case— Richard Dada, the would - be actor.
On the surface, he and Claire have little in common. But what they do seem to share
IS negative gpace— an absence of friends, enemies, quirks. Both of them were very
nest. No entanglements. Maybe we're talking about loneliness and an attempt to fill
the void. Some sort of londly- hearts hookup with the wrong person.”

"A man and awoman?' shesad. "A bisexud killer?'

"That would make Dada gay, and Milo never found any indication of that. Or maybe it
had nothing to do with sex—just companionship, some kind of common-interest club. On
the other hand, the cases could be unrelated.”

| raised her hand to my lips, kissed the fingertips one by one. "Mr. Romantic. I'd
better switch gears before | drive you into isolation.”

She grinned, waved languidly, kissed ar, put on her Bette Davis voice. "Pass me the
spinach, dahling. Then you can pay the check and sweep me off my feet to the nearest
Baskin

Robhins for some jamoca amond fudge. After that, hi-ho dl the way home, where you
ah cawjully invited to add some entanglement to my life"

8.

AT EIGHT PM. Milo cdled. "Am | interrupting anything?"

He'd missed interrupting by an hour. Robin was reading in bed and I'd taken Spike
for ashort walk up the canyon. When the phone rang, | was Sitting out on the

terrace, trying to rid my mind of question marks, struggling to concentrate on the
sound of the waterfdl that fed the fishpond. Grateful because | couldn't hear the
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freeway.

"Not at dl. What's up?'

"Got the info onClaire and Stargill. Married two years, divorced nearly two, no

kids. | reached Stargill. He says the split was amicable. HEs apartner in a
ten-lawyer firm, remarried three months ago. He just learned about Claire. San Diego
papers didn't carry it, but one of his partners was up here, read about it."

"What was his demeanor?'

"He sounded pretty upset over the phone, but what the hell does that mean? Said he
doubted there was anything he could add but hed talk to me. | set up an appointment
for tomorrow morning & ten."

"San Diego?'

"No, hesdriving up.”

"Very cooperative fellow."

"He has business here anyway. Some commercia property closngs—he's ared estate
lawyer."

"So hecomesupto L.A. regularly.”

"Yeah, | made note of that. Let's see what he's like face-to-face. Were meeting at
Claire's house. Which she owns. It was his bachelor place, but after the divorce he
dgned it over to her and agreed to pay the mortgage and taxes in lieu of dimony



and her dipping into his stocks and bonds.”

"Who inherits the property now?"

"Good question. Stargill wasn't aware of any will, and he clams neither of them

took out insurance on the other. | never came across any policies, Claire was
thirty-nine, probably wasn't figuring on dying. | suppose alawyer would krow how to
play the probate process—he might make a case for mortgage payment congtituting
partid ownership. But my guess her parents would come first. What do you think a
place like that is worth?"

"Three hundred or so. How much is equity?"

"WEell find that out tomorrow if Mr. Cooperative stays cooperative. ... Maybe he got
tired of paying her bills, huh?'

"It could chafe, especidly now that he's remarried. Especidly if he's got money
problems. Be good to know what his finances are like."

"If you want to meet him, be there at ten. | left amessage with Heidi Ott's

meachine, no calback yet. And the lab sent another report on the prints: definitely

only Claires. Lookslike sheredly did goit done.”

The next morning | called Dr. Myron Theobold a County Hospitd, |eft avoicemall
message, and drove to Cape Horn Drive, arriving at 9:45. Milo's unmarked was aready
there, parked at the curb. A deep-gray late-modd BMW sedan st in front of the
garage, ski clamps on the roof.

The house's front door was unlocked, and | entered. Milo had reassumed his position
at the center of the empty living room. Near the kitchen counter sood a man in his
forties wearing a blue suit, white shirt, yelow pin-dot tie. He was just shy of Six

feet, trim, with short, curly red haeir and a matching beard stresked with gray.

Skinny gold watch on his left wrist, wedding band studded with smdl diamonds, shiny
oxblood wingtips.
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Milo sad, "Thisis Dr. Ddlaware, our psychologica consultant. Doctor, Mr.

Stargill.”

"Joe Stargill." A hand extended. Dry pams but unsteedy hazel eyes. His voice was
dightly hoarse. He looked past me, into the empty room, and shook his head.

"Mr. Stargill was just saying the house looks pretty different.”

Sargill sad, "Thiswasn't the way we lived. We had wall-to-wadl carpeting,

furniture. Over there was abig leather sofg; that wall held a chrome cabinet—an
etagere, | think it was cdled. Claire taught me that. I'd bought a few things when

| was sngle but Clarefilled it in. Pottery, figurines, macrame, dl that good

suff." He shook his head again. " She must have gone through some mgor changes.”
"When's the last time you spoke to her, Sr?' said Milo.

"When | U-Hauled my things awvay. Maybe a hdf-year before the find decree.”

"S0 you were separated before the divorce.”

Stargill nodded, touched the tip of his beard.

Milo said, " So your last contact would be around two and a half years ago.”
"Tha'sright."

"You never talked about the divorce?'

"Wl sure. A phone cal here and there to wrap up details. | thought you meant a



real conversation.”

"Ah," said Milo. "And &fter the divorce you never came back to vist?'

"No reason to," said Stargill. "Claire and | were over— we'd been over long before
we made it officid. Never redly started, actudly.”

"The marriage went bad quickly.”

Stargill sghed and buttoned his jacket. His hands were broad, ruddy, coated with
beer-colored hair. "It wasn't amatter of going bad. The whole thing was essentidly
amigtake. Here, | brought this. Found it this morning.”

He fished out a crocodile wallet and removed a smdl photo, which Milo examined,
then handed to me,

Color sngpshot of Claire and Stargill am inarm, "Just Married" banner in the
background. He wore a tan suit and brown turtleneck shirt, no beard, eyeglasses. His
nude face was bony, his amile tentative.

Claire had on along, pae blue deeveess dress printed with lavender pansies, and
she carried a bouquet of white roses. Her hair was long, straight, parted in the
middle, her faceleaner than in the headshot I'd seen, the cheekbones more
pronounced.

Full amile

"Dont redly know why | brought it," said Stargill. "Didn't know | even had it."
"Whered you find it?" said Milo.

"In my office. | went in early this morning before driving up here, started going
through al the paperwork Claire and | had in common: divorce documents, transfer of
ownership for the house. It's dl out in the car—take whatever you want. The picture
popped out from between some pages.”
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Stargill turned to me. "Guess a psychologist could interpret that—dtill having it.
Maybe it does mean something on a subconscious leve, but | sure don't remember
holding on to it intentionaly. Seeing it again was bizarre. We look pretty happy,

don't we?'

| sudied the photo some more. A flimsy-looking dtar flecked with glitter was
visble between the newlyweds. Glittering red hearts on the wals, apink Cupid
figurine with Dizzy Gillespie cheeks.

"Vegas?' | sad.

"Reno," said Stargill. "Tackiest wedding chapd you ever saw. The guy who officiated
was an old geezer, haf blind, probably drunk. We got into town well after midnight.
The geezer was closing up and | dipped him atwenty to do a quickie ceremony. His
wife had aready gone home, so some janitor—another old guy— served as witness.
Afterward Claire and | joked that they were both senile—it probably wasn't legd."
He placed his hands on the counter, stared blankly into the kitchen. "When | lived
here, we had appliances dl over the place—juicer, blender, coffee maker, you name
it. Claire wanted every gizmo invented.... Wonder what she did with the stuff—Ilooks
like she was stripping everything away."

"Any ideawhy shed do that?' | said.

"No," hesad. "Like | said, we weren't in touch. Truth is, even when we were
together | couldn't have told you what made her tick. All she ever redly liked was



going to the movies—she could see aflick anight. Sometimes it didn't seem to
matter what was on the screen, she just liked being in the theater. Beyond that, |
never knew her at al."

"Wheré'd the two of you meet?"

"Another mgor romantic story: hotel cocktail lounge. Marriott at the airport, to be
specific. | was there to meet a client from the Far East who never showed up, and
Claire was attending a psychology convention. I'm ditting at the bar, irritated
because this guy does thisto me dl the time, and now I've wasted haf a day.
Clareglidesin looking greet, Sts afew stools down."”

He pointed at the picture. "Asyou can see, she was an eyeful back then. Different
from my usud type, but maybe that'swhat did it."

"Different, how?' | said.

"I'd been dating legal secretaries, pardegds, afew models, wannabe
actresses—were talking girls who were into fashion, makeup, the whole

body- beautiful thing. Claire looked like exactly what she was: a scholar. Greet
sructure, but she didn't mess with hersdlf. That afternoon she was wearing granny
glasses and one of those long print dresses. Her whole wardrobe was those dresses
and somejeans and T-shirts. No makeup. No high hedls—open sandals, | remember
looking down at her feet. She had redlly pretty feet, adorable white toes. She saw
me garing and laughed—this low chuckle that struck me as being redly sexy, and
then | started to ook past the glasses and | redlized she was great-1ooking. She
ordered aginger de, | waswell into the Bloody Marys. | made some crack about her
being awild party girl. She laughed again and | moved closer and therest is

history. We got married two months later. At the beginning, | thought 1'd died and
gone to heaven."

He had aredhead's typica milky complexion and now it pinkened.

"That's the whole sordid story,” he said. "I don't know why | came here, but if
there's nothing ese—"

"Died and gone to heaven?' said Milo.
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Fink turned to rose. "Physicdly," said Stargill. "1 don't want to be vulgar, but

maybe this will help you in some way. What drew Claire and me together was one
thing: sex. We ended up getting aroom at the Marriott and stayed theretill

midnight. Shewas— Let'sjust say I'd never met anyone like her, the chemistry was
incredible. After her, those other girls seemed like mannequins. | don't want to be
disrespectful, let's leaveit at that."

| sad, "But the chemigtry didnt last.”

He unbuttoned his jacket, put a hand in his pocket. "Maybe it was too much too
quickly. Maybe every flame burns out, | don't know. I'm sure some of the blame was
mine. Maybe mogt. She wasn't my first wife. I'd gotten hitched in college— that one
lasted less than ayear; obvioudy | wasn't good at the matrimony thing. After we
darted living together, it was like ... something sputtered. No fights, just... no

fire. Both of uswereredly into our work, we didn't spend much time together.”
The beard hair under hislip vibrated a bit. "We never fought. She just seemed to
loseinterest. | think shelost interest firdt, but after awhile it stopped



bothering me. | fdt | wasliving with astranger. Maybe | had been dl dong.”

The other hand went in a pocket. Now he was douching. "So here | am, forty-one,
working on my third. Happy honeymoon so far, but who knows?*

| noticed that he tended to shift the focus to himsdf. Sdf-centered, or an

intentiond digraction?

| said, "So Claire was redly into her work. Did that ever change?'

"Not that | saw. But | wouldn't have known. We never talked about work. We never
talked about anything. It was weird—one moment were getting hitched, having
hurricane sex, then we're each going about our business. | tried. | invited her to

the office acouple of times, but she was dways too busy. She never invited meto

her lab. Onetime | dropped in on her anyway. What a zoo, dl those drunks lurching
around. She didn't seem happy to see me—Ilike | wasintruding. Eventudly, we were
avoiding each other completely. Easy to do when you're both working seventy hours a
week. I'd get home when she was dready adeep; sheld wake up early, be over at the
hospita by the time | wasin the shower. Only reason we stayed married for two
yearsis each of uswas too busy— or too lazy—to file the papers.”

"Who ended up filing?' | sad.

"Claredid. | remember the day she announced it to me. | came home late, but this
time she was up, in bed doing a crossword puzzle. She pulls out a stack of papers,
says, 'l thought it was about time, Joe. How do you fed about it? | remember
feding rdieved. But aso hurt. Because she didn't even want to try to work it out.
Also, for meit was the second time, and | was wondering if I'd ever pull off the
whole rdaionship thing. | moved out, but she didn't actudly file for Sx months™
"Any ideawhy?' said Milo.

"She said she hadn't gotten around to it."

"What was the financid agreement?’ said Milo.

"Polite" said Stargill. "No hasdes, we worked the whole thing out with one phone
cdl. | give Claire big points for fairness, because she refused to hire alawyer,

let me know she had no intention of cleaning me out. And | was the vulnerable one, |
had the assets—investments, pension plan, | had some red etate things cooking. She
could've made my life miserable, but al she asked was for me to deed her the house,
finish paying it off, and handle the property taxes. Everything esewas mine. |

left her the furniture, waked away with my clothes and my law books and my dereo.”
He rubbed an eye, turned away, tried to speak, cleared his throat. "The paperwork
Page 42

Kedlerman - Mongter v1

was easy—Wwe never filed ajoint tax return. She never changed her name. | thought it
was afeminist thing, but now | wonder if she ever intended to stay with me."

"Did that bother you?' said Milo.

"Why should it? The whole marriage didn't fed like amarriage. Morelikea
one-night stand that stretched out. I'm not saying | didn't respect Claireasa

person. She was a terrific woman. Considerate, kind. That was the only downer: |
liked her—as a person. And | know she liked me. My first wife was twenty when she
left me, we'd been together even months and she tried to endave me for the rest

of my life. Claire was so damn decent. | wouldn't have minded remaining her friend.
But it just didn't go down that way.... | can't understand why anyone would want to



hurt her.”

He rubbed his eyes.

"When did you move to San Diego?' said Milo.

"Right after the divorce. A job opportunity came up, and I'd had it with L.A.,
couldn't wait to get out."

"Fed up with the smog?' said Milo.

"The smog, the congestion, the crime. | wanted to live near the beach, found myself
alittle renta near Del Mar. Thefirs year, Claire and | exchanged Christmas

cards, then that stopped.”

"Did Clare have any enemies you were awvare of 7' said Milo.

"No way. | never saw her offend anyone—maybe some nutcase a County got an ideain
his heed, staked her or something. | till remember those drunks leering, smelling

of barf, leaking dl over the place when they walked. | couldn't see how Claire
could work with them. But she was red business like about it, giving them these
tests, doing research. Nothing grossed her out. I'm no expert, but I'd concentrate
on County."

He folded his handkerchief and Milo and | used the split second to exchange glances.
Stargill didn't know about the job switch to Starkwesather. Or wanted us to think he
didnt.

Milo shook his head. Don't bring it up now.

He said, "How much is owed on the house, Mr. Stargill?* Quick change of context. It
throws people off baance. Stargill actualy stepped backward.

"Around fifty thousand. By now the payments are mogtly principd; | was thinking of
paying it off."

"Why's that?'

"Not much of atax deduction anymore.”

"Who gets the property in the event of Dr. Argent's death?"

Stargill sudied him. Buttoned his coat. "I wouldn't know."

"S0 you and she didn't have any agreement—in the event of her demisg, it revertsto
you?'

"Absolutely not."

"And 0 far, no will's turned up—do you have awill, Sr?"

"l do. Why is that relevant, Detective Sturgis?'
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"Just being thorough.”

Stargill's nodtrils expanded. "I'm the ex, S0 I'm a suspect? Oh, come on." He
laughed. "What's the motive?' Laughing again, he stuffed his hands in his pockets
and rocked on his heels—a courtroom gesture. "Even if | did get the house, three
hundred thousand equity, tops. One of thethings | did when | moved to SD. was
invest in seaside property. I've got anet worth of six, seven million, so murdering
Claire for another three, before taxes, would be ludicrous.”

He walked to the bare kitchen counter and rubbed the Formica. "Claire and | were
never enemies. | couldn't have asked for a better ex-wife, so why the hell would |
hurt her?"

"Sir," said Milo, "l have to ask these questions.”



"Sure. Fine. Ask. Hearing about Claire made me sick to my stomach. | fdt this

gupid urge to do something—to be useful. That'swhy | drove up, brought you dl the
documents. | should've figured you'd see me as a suspect, but sill it's ..."

Shrugging, he turned his back on us. "All | can say is, glad it's your job and not

mine. Anything ese you want to quiz me on?'

| said, "What can you tdl us about Claires family background, her socid life?!
"Nothing."

“"Nothing about her family?"

"Never met her family. All | know is she was born in Fittsburgh, did undergrad at

the University of Rittsburgh, went to Case Western for her Ph.D. Only reason | know
that is| saw her diplomasin her office. She refused to talk about her past.”

"Refused, or avoided?' | said.

"Both."

"And she never taked at al about her family?'

Stargill pivoted and stared a me. "That's right. She was a closed book. Claimed she
had no brothers and sisters. Her parents ran some kind of store. Other than that, |
don't know athing."

He shook his head. "I talked plenty about my family, and she listened. Or pretended
to. But she never met my side, either. My choice.”

"Why'sthat?' | said.

"Because | don't like my family. My mother was okay—a quiet drunk— but by thetime |
met Claire, she was dead. My father was a violent, drunken sonofabitch | wouldn't
have tossed a tick &, let alone introduced to my bride. Same for my brother.”

He gave asick smile. "Get it? I'm one of those adult children of acoholicset

cetera, et cetera. Never developed a drinking problem mysdlf, but | watch mysdif,
went through the whole therapy thing after my mother killed hersdf. When | saw
Clarrewith that ginger de | wondered if maybe she had some history with acohol,
maybe we had something in common. | ended up telling her about my colorful
background." The smile acquired teeth. "Turned out, she just liked ginger de.”

"Not amention of her family in two years of marriage” | sad. "Amazing."

"Likel sad, it wasn't your typica marriage. Every time | tried to get persond,

she changed the subject.” He rubbed his scap and the corners of his mouth curled
up—outward trappings of another smile, but his mood was hard to read. "And she had
an interesting way of changing the subject.”
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"What'sthat?' | said.

"She took meto bed."

0.

STARGILL WAS EAGER to leave but Milo convinced him to tour the rest of the house.
The bathroom provoked no comment. In the office he said, "Now, this looks exactly
the same. Thiswas Claire's place, she spent dl her time here.”

"Where was your office?’ said Milo.

"l didn't like bringing work home, used a smd| desk in the bedroom.”

That room widened his eyes. "No memories left here. We had a king-size bed, brass
headboard, down comforter, antique nightstands. Claire must have redty wanted a



change."

His expression said he till took that persondly. He looked into the empty closet.
"Where are dl her clothes?'

"At the crimelab,” sad Milo.

"Oh, man ... I've got to get out of here." Grabbing his beard for support, he left

the room.

Outside, he got the carton of documents from his BMW, handed them over, revved
noisly, and barreled down the hill.

"What's your take on the guy?' said Milo.

"He's got his share of problems, but no bells are ringing. And unless Claire wasnt
asfinancidly benevolent as he made out—or he's not as rich—where is the motive?"
"Three hundred even after taxesis till serious bread. And guys with big net worth
can il get into trouble. I'm going to take a crash course on his finances. What

do you mean, problems?

"Bleading in public—telling us hislife history. Maybe that's whet attracted Claire

to him. Someone so self-absorbed he wouldn't try to get into her head. Their
marriage sounds like a passiontwith-a- stranger fantasy gone stale. That shows an
impulsve sde to Claire, sexudly and otherwise. Stargill says they avoided each
other for most of the marriage, meaning both of them couldve had multiple affairs.
Maybe Claire's been dating strangers for years, and findly met the wrong one.”
"The neighbors never saw anyone.”

"Neighbors don't notice everything. Pick someone up in a bar, bring them back in
your car late at night, who's to know? Or she had liaisons awvay from home. That
would fit with no prints except hersin the house.

"Stargill described her the same way everyone dse has: nice but detached,” | went
on. "But there's one thing he did add: a touch of dominance. She movesinto his
house, takes over the office; he gets a desk in the bedroom. He shares his past, but
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she refuses to reciprocate. When she tires of him, she decides they're going to
divorce. And what the settlement is going to be. The fact that Stargill didn't press
her on anything tells us something about him.”

"A submissve lawyer? That's a nove concept.”

" Some people keep work and play separate. Think of the specifics of the settlement:
Claire ends up with the house, gets him to carry the mortgage and the taxes, and he
fedsgrateful because she didn't take more. Even their first meeting has that same
lopsided fed: she's sober, heign't. Shelsin control, heisn't. He spills his guts

about his drunken father and brother, acohoalic tendencies of his own that he keeps
in check. The guy's her pdar opposite: turns every conversation into therapy. Some
women might be put off. Claire goes upgtairs with him and gives him the time of his
life. Later on, whenever she wants to shut him up, she uses sex. Shewas clearly
drawn to people with serious problems. Maybe she left County because she needed a
bigger dose of pathology."

"S0," he said, "Maybe she found a nutcase who'd gotten out of the hospital, tried to
dominate him, pushed the wrong button. I've got to see if anyone was released from
Starkwesather during the last Ssx months. But if nothing turns up, then what?'



He looked worn out. | said, "Y ou ask me to theorize, | theorize. It could il turn

out to be a carjacking gone redly bad.”

Wewaked to the Seville,

"Something dse" he said. "The big taboo she had on talking about her family. To me
that says rotten background. Only, unlike Stargill, she kept the bandage on.”

"When are her parents coming out?"

"Couple of days. Why don't you meet them with me?"

"Sure | got in the car.

He said, "She starts out as your basic nice lady, and now we're thinking of her as
some kind of dominatrix.... So dl | have to do is find some highly disturbed joker
with sadigtic tendencies who held on to her credit card. Speaking of which, better

cdl Visa"

He looked back at the house. "Maybe she did have visitors no one saw. Or just one
scko loverboy ... Her living room woulda been a grest playpen, wouldn't it? Plenty
of spaceto rall around in—those floors are baby smooth. No body fluid traces on the
wood, but who knows?'

"Wheat's easier to clean than lacquered hardwood?' | said.

"True" he said. "Carpet would have yielded something.”

"Stargill said she took the carpeting out.”

He rubbed his face. "Ex-patient or ex-con, some bad boy she thinks she can control.”
"Both woud fit with the fact that she was found in her own car. Someone without his
own whedls."

"Putting her in the driver's seet, again.” Faint amile. "A late- night pickup—we know
from Stargill that she wasn't opposed to being picked up. They go somewhere, things
go bad. No semen in her, so it never got to hanky-panky.... Bad Boy cuts her, puts
her in the trash bag, stashes her in the trunk and drives her over to West L.A.

Doesn't sed the car, because that's a sure way to get busted. Smart. Meticulous.
Not a Starkweather fdlow." He grimaced. "Meaning I'm wasting my time over there.
Back to square one."
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His cell phone chirped. Snapping it off hisbdt, he said, "Sturgis-... Oh, hi....

Y es, thank you— Oh? How s0? Why don't you just tel— Okay, sure, that would be fine,
give medirections.”

Cradling the phone under his chin, he produced his pad, wrote something down,
clicked off.

"That," he said, "was young Miss Ott. She does the night shift today at

Starkweather, wants to talk before work."

"Tak about what?"

"She wouldn't say, but | know scared when | hear it."

Sheld asked to meet a Plummer Park in West Hollywood. | followed Milo, connecting
to Laurd, turning east on Md-rose. On the way, | passed a billboard advertising a
kick-boxing gym: terrific-looking woman in a ports bra drawing back aglove for a
roundhouse. The ad linewas"Y ou can rest when you're dead." Theology everywhere.
The park was scrubby, crowded, more Russian spoken than English. Most of the
inhabitants were old people on benches, heavily garbed despite the heet. A sprinkle



of kids on bicycles circled adry ovd of grass in the center, degpy-looking dog
wakers were led by the leash, afew scruffy typesin designer T-shirts and chegp
shoes hung out near the pay ptones trying to radiate Moscow Mafia

Heidi Ott stood by herself under a sad-looking carrotwood tree, arms crossing her
chest, checking out the terrain in dl directions. When she spotted us, she gave a
smdl wave and headed for the only vacant bench in Sght. A pile of fresh dog turd
nearby explained the vacancy. Wrinkling her nose, she moved on and we followed her
to a shady spot near the swing s&t, under an old Chinese em. The surrounding grass
was bruised and matted. A lone young woman pushed her toddler in agently repeating
arc. Both she and the child seemed hypnotized by the motion.

Heidi leaned againgt the e m and watched them. If | hadn't been looking for the

fear, | might not have noticed it. She wore it lightly, a glaze of anxiety, hands

knotting then rdleasing, eyes fixing too intently on the swinging child.

"Thanks for meeting with us, maam,” said Milo.

"Sure" she said. "My roommate's deeping, or | wouldve had you come to my place.”
She moistened her lips with her tongue. She wore low-dung jeans, aribbed white
T-shirt with a scalloped neck and high-cut deeves, blunt-toed brown boots. Her hair
was drawn back, just asit had been at Starkweather, but in a ponytail, not atight
bun. Dangling earrings of Slver filigree, some eye shadow, asmear of lip gloss.
Freckles on her cheeks that | hadn't noticed on the ward. Her nails were clipped
short, very clean. The T-shirt was form-fitting. Not much megt on her, but her ams
were Snewy.

She cleared her throat, seemed to be working up the courage to speak, just asa

tdl, thin man with long hair came loping by with a panting mutt. The dog had some
Rottweller in it. The man wore dl black and his coarse hair was adull ebony. He
stared at the ground. The dog's nose was down; each step seemed to strain the
animd.

Heidi waited until they passed, then smiled nervoudy. "I'm probably wasting your
time"

"If there's anything you can tell me about Dr. Argent, you're not.”

Squint lines formed around her eyes, but when she turned to us they disappeared.
"Can | ask you onething firg?'

"Sure.
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"Claire Dr. Argent was anything done to her eyes?"

Milo didn't answer immediately, and she pressed hersdlf againg the tree trunk.
"There was? Oh my God."

"What about her eyes concerns you, Ms. Ott?"

She shook her head. One hand reached back and tugged her ponytail. The man with the
dog was leaving the park. Her eyes followed him for a second before returning to the
swinging child. The boy squdled as the young woman pulled him off, struggled to
suff him into astraller, findly wheded away.

Just the three of us now, asif astage had been cleared. | heard birds sing;

digant, foreign chatter, some traffic from Fuller Avenue.

Milo waslooking a Heidi. | saw his jaw loosen ddliberately and he bent one leg,



trying to appear casud.

She sad, "Okay, thisis going to sound weird buit... three days ago, one of the
patients—a patient Dr. Argent wozed with— said something to me. The day before Dr.
Argent was killed. It was a night, | was double-shifting, doing bed check, and all

of a sudden he started talking to me. Which by itsdf was unusud, he's barely

verba. Didn't tak at dl until Dr. Argent and | began—"

She stopped, pulled the ponytail forward so that it rested on her shoulder, played
with the ends, squeezed them. "Y ou're going to think I'm flaky."

"Not at dl," said Milo. "Y ou're doing exactly theright thing.”

"Okay. Thisisthe Stuation: I'm just about to leave his room and this guy sarts
mumbling, like hé's praying or chanting. | pay atention because he hardly ever
talks—never redly talks at al. But then he stopsand | turn to leave again. Then

al of asudden, he says her name—'Dr. A.' | say, 'Excuse me? And he repeatsit a
little louder. 'Dr. A." | say, 'What about Dr. A? And he givesthis srange

amile—till now, he never amiled ether—and says, 'Dr. A bad eyesin abox.' | say,
'What? Now he's back to looking down at his knees the way he dways does and he's
not saying anything and | can't get him to repest it. So | leave again and when |

reach the door he makes this sound I've heard him make afew times before— likea
bark— nth nth ruh. I never knew what it meant but now | get the feding it's his way
of laughing— he's laughing a me. Then he stops, he's back in space, and I'm out of
there"

Milo sad, " 'Dr. A bad eyesin abox.' Have you told anyone about this?*

"No, just you. | planned to talk to Claire about it, but | never got to see her

because the next day ..." She bit her lip. "The reason | didn't mention it to anyone

at the hospital was because | figured it was just crazy tak. If we paid attention

every time someone talked crazy, we'd never get any work done. But the next day,
when Claire didn't come to work, and later in the afternoon | heard the news, it
fresked me out. | il didn't say anything, because | didn't know where to go with
it—and what connection could there be? Then when | read the paper and it said sheld
been found in her car trunk, I'm like, ' "Boxed up" could be a car trunk, right?
Thisisfresky.' But the paper didn't mention anything about her eyes, so | thought
maybe by 'bad eyes he meant her wearing glasses, it probably was just crazy talk.
Although why would he say something abouit it al of a sudden when usudly he doesn't
spesk at al? So | kept thinking about it, didn't know what to do, but when | saw
you yesterday, | figured | should cal. And now you're telling me something was done
to her eyes.”

She exhded. Licked her lips.

Milo sad, "I didn't exactly say that, maam. | asked why Dr. Argent's eyes
concerned you."
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"Oh." She dumped. "Okay, so I'm making a big ded. Sorry for wasting your time."
She started to walk away. Milo placed abig hand on her wrigt.

"No apologies necessary, Ms. Ott. You did theright thing." Out came his pad.
"What's this patient's name?"

"You're going to pursue it? Ligten, | don't want to make waves—"



"At thispoint,” said Milo, "l cant afford to diminate anything.”

"Oh." She picked some bark from the tree trunk and examined afingernail. "The
adminigration doesnt like publicity. Thisis not going to earn me gold stars"

"What's the problem with publicity?*

"Mr. Swig believes in no- news-is-good- news. We depend on politicians for funding and
our patients aren't exactly looked upon kindly, so the lower the profile, the fewer
the budget cuts"" She flicked bits of bark from under her nail. Sender fingers
twirled the ponytail again. Shrug. "I opened the can, what did | expect. No big

dedl, I've been thinking about leaving anyway. Starkweather's not what | expected.”
"In what way?"

"Too repetitious. Bascdly, | baby-gt grown men. | was looking for something a
little more clinica. | want to go back to school to become a psychologist, thought
thiswould be a good learning experience.”

"Dr. Delawar€'s a psychologit.”

"| figured that," she said, smiling at me. "When Hatterson said he was adoctor. You
wouldn't exactly be taking a surgeon around on the ward, would you?"

"This patient,” | said. "Is there any particular reason held pay attention to Dr.
Argent?'

"Not realy, except she worked with him. | was helping her. We were trying to raise
his verba output, getting him to interact more with his surroundings.”

"Behavior modification?' | said.

"That was the ultimate goad— some kind of reward system But it didn't get that far.
Basicaly, shejust talked to him, trying to build up rapport. She had me spending
time with him, too. To bring him out of hisisolation. No one e se bothered with
him."

"Why's that?'

"Probably no one wanted to. HE's got difficult... personal habits. He makes noises
in his deep, doexn't like to bathe. He eats bugs when he finds them, garbage off

the floor. Worse stuff. He doesn't have roommates because of that. Even at
Starkwesther, he's an outcast.”

"But Claire saw something workablein him,” | said.

"l guess," she sad. "She told me he was a challenge. And actually, he did respond a
bit—the last few weeks, | got him to pay attention, sometimes nod when | asked
yes-or-no questions. But no rea sentences. Nothing like what he said that day.”
"'Dr. A. bad eyesin abox.”

She nodded. "But how could he know? | mean, it doesn't make sense. Thisis nothing,
right?’
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"Probably,” | said. "Did this man associate with anyone who could've planned to hurt
Claire? Maybe someone who's been discharged?’

"No way. He didn't associate with anyone, period. And no one's been discharged since
I've worked there. No one gets out of Starkweether."

"How long have you worked there?"

"FHve months. | came on right after Claire did. No, | wouldn't be looking for any
friends of thisguy. Like | said, no one hangs out with him. On top of his mental



problems, he's physicdly impaired. Tardive dyskinesa”

Milo said, "What's that?"

"Side effects. From the antipsychotic drugs. His are pretty bad. Hiswak is

unsteady, he sticks his tongue out congtantly, rolls his head. Sometimes he gets

active and marchesin place, or his neck goesto one sde, like this"

She demondtrated, straightened, kept her back to the tree trunk. "That's al | know.

I'd like to go now, if that's okay."

Milo sad, "His name, maam.”

Another tug on the ponytail. "We're not supposed to give out names. Even our
patients have confidentidity. But | guess dl that changes when..." Her arms went

loose and her hands joined just below her pubis, fingers tangling, remaining in

place, asif protecting her core.

"Okay," she said. "His namé's Ardis Peske, maybe you've heard of him. Claire said he
was notorious, the papers gave him anickname: Mongter."

10.

MILO'S jaw was too smooth: forced relaxation. "I've heard of Pegke."

So had I.

A long time ago. I'd been in grad school—at least fifteen years before.

Heidi Ott's cm was redl. Sheld been a grade-schoal kid. Her parents would have
shielded her from the details.

| remembered the facts the papers had printed.

A farm town named Treadway, an hour north of L.A. Walnuts and peaches, strawberries
and bell peppers. A pretty place, where people il |€eft their doors unlocked. The
papers had made abig ded out of that.

Ardis Peake's mother had worked as amaid and cook for one of the town's prominent
ranch families. A young couple. Inherited wedth, good looks, a big old frame house,
atwo-gtory house—what was their name? Pegke's name was immediately familiar. What
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did that say?

| recalled snippets of biography. Peake, born up north in Oregon, alogging camp,
father unknown. His mother had cooked for the tree men.

Asfar as anyone could tell, she and the boy had drifted up and down the coast for
most of Ardiss childhood. No school registrations were ever found, and when Pegke
and his mother Greyhounded into Treadway, he was nineteen and illiterate,
preternaturdly shy, obvioudy different.

Noreen Peake scrubbed tavern floors until landing the job at the ranch. Shelived in
the main house, in amaid's room off the kitchen, but Ardis was put in a one-room
shack behind a peach orchard.

He was gawky, mentdly dull, so quiet many townspeople thought him mute. Unemployed,
with too much time on his hands, he wasripe for mischief. But his sole offenses

were some paint- sniffing incidents out behind the Sinclair store, broad- daylight

acts s0 reckless they confirmed his reputation as retarded. The ranch ownersfinally
gave him ajob of sorts: rat catcher, gopher killer, snake butcher. The farm's human
terrier.

His territory was the five acres immediately surrounding the house. His task could



never be completed, but he took to it eagerly, often working late into the night

with pointed stick and poison, sometimes crawling in the dirt—Kkeeping his nose to
the ground, literdly.

A dog'sjob assigned to aman, but by al accounts Peake had found his niche.

It al ended on a cool, sweet Sunday morning, two hours before dawn.

His mother was found firgt, a heavy, wide woman sSitting in a faded housedress at the
kitchen table, a big plate of Granny Smith gpplesin front of her, some of them

cored and pedled. A sugar bowl, white flour, and a stick of butter on a nearby
counter said it would have been a pie-baking day. A pot roast was in the oven and
two heads of cabbage had been chopped for coledaw. Noreen Peake was an insomniac,
and dl-night cooking sprees weren't uncommon.

This one ended prematurely. She'd been decapitated. Not aneet incision. The head
lay on the floor, severd feet from her chair. Nearby was a butcher knife till

flecked with cabbage. Another knife from the same cutlery set—heavier, large— had
been removed from the rack.

Bloody snesker prints led to a service saircase. On the third floor of the house,

the young rancher and hiswifelay in bed, coverstossed asde, embracing. Their
heads had been |eft on, though severed jugulars and tracheas said it wasn't for lack

of effort. The big knife had seared through flesh but failed at bone. Facid crush
wounds compounded the horror.

A gore-encrusted basebd| bat lay on the floor in front of the footboard. The
husband's bat; he'd been a high school dugger, achamp.

The papers made a big deal about how good-looking the couple had been in life—what
wasther name... Ardullo. Mr. and Mrs. Ardullo. Golden couple, everything to live
for. Their faces had been obliterated.

Down the hdl, the children’s bedrooms. The older one, afive-year-old girl, was
found in her closet. The coroner guessed sheld heard something and hid. The big
knife, badly bent but intact, had been used on her. The papers spared its readers
further detalls.

A playroom separated her room from the baby's. Toys were strewn everywhere.

The baby was an eight-month-old boy. His crib was empty.
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Fading snesker prints led back down to the laundry room and out arear door, where
thetrail lightened to specks aong awinding stone path and disppeared in the dirt
bordering the kitchen garden.

Ardis Pegke was found in his shack—a wood-dlat and tar-paper thing rancid with the
gtink of athousand dogs. But no animas lived there, just Peake, naked, unconscious
on acot, surrounded by empty paint cans and glue tubes, flasks bearing the label of

a cheap Mexican vodka, an empty filled with urine. A plastic packet frosted with
white crystd residue was found under the cot. Methamphetamine.

Blood smeared the rat catcher's mouth. His arms were red-drenched to the elbows, his
hair and bedding burgundy. Gray-white specksin his hair were found to be human
cerebral tissue. At first he was thought to be another victim.

But he stirred when prodded. Later, everything washed off.

Fast adeep.



A scorching smell compounded the reek.

No stove in the shack, just a hot plate powered by an old car battery. A tin
wastebasket serving as a saucepan had been left on the heat. The meta was too thin;
the bottom was gtarting to burn through, and the stench of charring tin lent a

bitter overlay to the reek of offd, putrid food, unwashed clothes.

Something else. Heady. A stew. The baby's pgamas on the floor, covered by flies.
Ardis Peake had never been one for cooking. His mother had always taken care of
that. This morning, he'd tried.

Hedi Ott said, "I never heard of him till | came to Starkwesether. Way before my
time"

"So you know what hedid,” said Milo.

"Killed afamily. It'sin his chart. Claire told me about it before she asked me to
work with him, said held been non-violent snce commitment but | should know whét |
was dedling with. | said fine. What he did was horrible, but you don't end up at
Starkwesther for shoplifting. | took the job in the first place because | was

interested in the endpoint.”

"The endpoint?"

"The extreme—how low people can go."

Sheturned to me, asif seeking approval.

| said, "Extremes interest you?"

"| think extremes can teach usalot. What I'm trying to say is, | wanted to see if

| was redly cut out for menta- hedth work, figured if | could handle Starkwesther,

| could cope with anything.”

Milo said, "But the job ended up being repetitious.”

"Therésalot of routine. | guess | was naive, thinking | was going to see

fascinating things. Between their medication and their disabilities, most of the

guys are pretty knocked out—passive. That'swhat | meant by baby-sitting. We make
surethey get fed and stay reasonably clean, keep them out of trouble, give them
time out when they pull tantrums, the same as you'd do with alittle kid. Same thing
over and over, shift after shift."

"Dr. Argent was new to the job,” | sad. "Any ideaif she liked it?"

"She seemed to.”
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"Did shetak about why shed transferred from County Genera ?!

"No. She didn't talk much. Only work-related stuff, nothing persond.”

"Was she assigned to Ardis Peake, or did she choose to work with im?"

" think she chose to—the doctors have alot of freedom. We techs are pretty much
bound by routine.”

"Did she say why she wanted to work with Peake?"

She stroked her ponytail, arched her back. "All | remember her saying about him was
that he was a challenge. Because of how low-functioning he was. If we could increase
his behaviora repertoire, we could do it for anyone. That appealed to me."
"Learning from the extreme."

"Exactly.”

"What about the Skillsfor Daily Living group?' | said. "What was her god there?'



"She wanted to see if the men could learn to take better care of

themsdves— grooming, basic manners, paying attention when someone else spoke. Even
withther psychoss”

"How were men picked for the group?"

"Claire picked them. | was just thereto ass&."

"See any progress?"

"Sow," she sad. "We only had seven sessons. Tomorrow would've been eight.” She
swiped at her eyes.

"Any paticular disciplinary problemsin the group?’

"Nothing unusud. They have their moods; you have to be firm and consistent. If
you're asking if any of them resented her, not a al. They liked her. Everyone

did.”

Tug. She chewed her cheek, arched her back again. "It redly stinks. She was a good
teacher, very patient. | can't believe anyone would want to hurt her."

"Even though she didn't get persond,” said Milo, "did she tdl you anything about
her life outsde work?'

"No. I'm sorry—I mean, you just didn't St down for coffee with her."

Y et she referred to Claire by her firg name. The ingtant familiarity of Gen X.
Shesad, "I redly wish | could tel you more. The thing about Peske—it'snothing,
right?’

"Probably nothing," said Milo. "But | will want to talk to him."

She shook her head. ™Y ou don't talk to him. Not in any norma way. Most of thetime
he'stotally spaced. It took Claire and me months just to get him to pay attention.”
"Wdl," said Milo, "well see what happens.”

She reached back, pulled aleaf from the tree, and ground it between her fingers. "I
guess | expected that. Better brace myself for alecture from Swig. | probably
should've gone through him firgt."
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"Want me to run interference for you?'

"No, | can handleit. At least | know | did the right thing— time to move on,
anyway. Maybe do some work with children.”

"How much more school do you have?' | said.

"One more year for abachelor's, then graduate work. I'm paying for it dl, o it'll
take time. One thing about Starkweather, the pay's good. But I'll find something.”
Milo said, "So you're definitely leaving?'

"Can't seeany reason not to."

"Too bad. Y ou might be able to hep some more."

"Help how?'

"By trying to draw Peake out again.”

Her laugh was skittish. "No thanks, Detective Sturgis. | don't want to get any more
involved. And he doesn't redly talk to me, ether.”

"He did the day before Claire was killed."

"That was—| don't know what that was dl about,” she said.

Milo smiled. "I can't convince you, huh?'

She smiled back. "1 don't think so."



"Think of it as learning more about extremes—a chdlenge.”

"If | want achalenge now, | rock-dimb."

"A dimber," said Milo. "I'm &fraid of heights.”

"You get used to it. That's the point. | like dl sorts of chalenges—physica

things— climbing, parasaih’ng, skydiving.

Getting physicd's especidly important when you work in a place like Starkweather.
Having to watch yoursdlf dl the time, but no exercise, no movement. Anyway ..." She
looked at her watch. "I'd redlly like to go now, okay?'

"Okay."

She shook our hands, walked away with an easy athletic stride.

Milo said, "So what the hell isthis thing with Peske dl about?'

"Probably nothing,” | said. "He muttered something; normally Heidi wouldn't have
noticed. After Claire was murdered, she got scared.”

"Little Ms. Daredevil ?*

"Jumping out of planesis one thing. Murder's another.”

"'Dr. A bad eyesinabox,' " he sad. "What if it's not pure gibberish? What if
Peake had a buddy who got out? Someone who told him he was gonna do something bad to
Clare?’

"It doesn't sound as if Peske has buddies. Heidi said he rooms aone, no one wants
to associate with him. But maybe. Let's have a closer look at him.”
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"Ardis Pegke" he sad. "Long time since he did histhing. Sixteen years ago. | know
exactly, because I'd just started Homicide, firgt thing they hand me is a screwed-up
whodunit, I'm sweeting over it, not getting anywhere, wondering if | went into the
wrong line of work. A few days later Peake does histhing over in Whateverville,
someloca yokd sheriff solvesit the same day. | remember thinking some people
have dl the luck: asshole just hands himsdlf over on a platter with garnish. Few
years later, when | took that VICAP course at Quantico, the Fibbies used Peske asa
teaching case, said he wastypica of the disorganized spree killer, just about
defined the profile: raving lunatic with poor hygiene, mind coming apart at the
seams, no serious effort to hide the crime. 'Bad eyesin abox'—so now he's gone
from psycho to prophet?’

"Or he overheard another patient say something and repeated it. | just can't seehim
involved in Clairés murder. Because he is disorganized. Borderline intelligence.
And whoever murdered Claire—and Richard—planned meticuloudy.”

"That's assuming Peake redlly is that messed up.”

"You think hes been faking dl hislife?'

"You tdl me—isit possble?'

"Anything's possible, but I'd say it's highly unlikdly. Y ou're saying he's part of

some murderous duo? Then why would he brag about it? On the other hand, aguy like
that, withdrawn, never taks, someone might figure he's not tuned in, let down their
guard around him, say something interesting. If that's what happened, maybe Peake
can focus enough to tell you who it was."

"Back to Bedlam," he said. "Peachy.”

We headed out of the park, toward our cars.



| sad, "One thing's consistent with what we were just saying about Claire. Picking
Peake as a project because she wanted serious pathology. But what if something else
happened aong the way? In her attempt to open Peake up, she opened herself up—had
the poor judgment to talk about hersdlf. In thergpist jargon, it's called

sdf-disclosure, and we're taught to be careful about it. But people mess up dl the
time—focusing on themsdlves ingtead of the patient. Claires specidty was
neuropsych. As a psychothergpist, she was anovice."

"She never got persona, but with Peake she related?!

"Precisaly because Peake couldn't relate back.”

"S0," he sad, "she tdlls him something about a box, bad eyes... whatever the hell

that means, and he spitsit back.”

"Maybe a box refers to some kind of bondage game.”

"Back to dominance... You redly see her that way?'

"I'm just throwing out suggestions,” | said. "Maybe Claire selected Peake out of
some great sense of compassion. Robin disagrees with my impresson of Claire's
house. She saysiit just sounds lik e Claire wanted privacy."

"Something ese" he sad. " Something that made my little heart go plink-a-plink

when Heidi mentioned Peake's name. At Quantico, his case summary was passed around.
| remember relatively seasoned guys looking at the photos and groaning; a couple had
to leave the room. It was beyond butchery, Alex. | wasn't a hardened bastard yet.

All I could do was skim."

He stopped so suddenly that | walked past him severa steps.
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"What?' | sad.

"One of the photos," he said. "One of the kids. The older one. Peake took the eyes.”
11.

WILLIAM SWIG SAID, "You think that means something?'

It wasjust after four P.M. and we were back in his office. Milo's unmarked was low
on gas, so heleft it at the park and | drove to Sarkwesther.

On the way, he made two calls on the cdl phone. An attempt to reach the sheriff of
Treadway, Cdlifornia, resulted in arerouting to the voicemail system of a private
security firm named Bunker Protection. Put on hold for severa minutes, he findly

got through. The brief conversation left him shaking his heed.

"Gone" he sad.

"The shexiff?"

"The whole damn town. It's aretirement community now, called Fairway Ranch. Bunker
does the palicing. | talked to some robocop with an attitude: "All questions of that
nature must be referred to nationa headquartersin Chicago.' ™

The cdl to Swig connected, but when we arrived at the hospitd's front gate, the
guard hadn't been informed. Phoning Swig's office again findly got usin, but we

had to wait awhile before Frank Dollard showed up to walk us acrossthe yard. This
time he barely greeted us. Impending evening hadn't tamed the heet. Only three men
were out on the yard, one of them Chet, waving his huge hands wildly as he told
storiesto the sky.

The moment we passed through the end gate, Dollard stepped away and left us to enter



the gray building done. Swig was waiting just insde the door. He hurried usin to

his office.

Now he tented his hands and rocked in his desk chair. "A box, eyes—thisis obvioudy
psychoatic rambling. Why would you take it serioudy, Doctor?!

"Even psychotics can have something to say,” | said.

"Canthey?| can't say I've found that to be the case."

"Maybeit'sno big lead, sr," said Milo, "but it does bear follow-up.”

Swig'sintercom buzzed. He pressed a button and his secretary's voice sad, "Bill?
Senator Tuck."

"Tell him I'll cal him back." Back to us. "So ... dl this comes viaHeldi Ott?"'

"Does she have credibility problems?’ said Milo.

Another beep. Swig jabbed the button irritably. The secretary sad, "Bill? Senator
Tuck says no need to call him back, he was just reminding you of your aunt's
birthday party this Sunday.”

"Fine. Hold my cdls. Please” Rolling back, Swig crossed his legs and showed us his
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ankles. Under his blue trousers he wore white swest socks and brown, rubber-soled
walkers. "State Senator Tuck's married to my mother's Sster.”

"That should help with funding,” said Milo.

"On the contrary. State Senator Tuck doesn't approve of this place, thinks al our
patients should be hauled outside and shot. His views on the matter harden
epecidly during dection years.”

"Mugt make for spirited family parties.”

"A blagt," Swig said sourly. "Wherewas ... yes, Heidi. The thing to remember about
Heidi is she's arookie, and rookies can be impressionable. Maybe she heard
something, maybe she didn't, but either way | can't believe it matters.”

"Even though it's Ardis Peake were talking about?"

"Him or anyone ese. The point is, he's here. Locked up securely.” Swig turned to
me: "He's withdrawn, severdly asocid, extremely dyskinesic, has a whole boatload of
negative symptoms, rarely leaves his room. Since he's been with us he's never shown
any sgnswhatsoever of any high-risk behavior."

"Does hereceive mail?' said Milo.

"I'd tend to doubt it."

"But he might."

"I'd tend to doubt it," Swig repeated. "I'm sure when he was first committed there
was some of the usual garbage— screwed- up women proposing marriage, that kind of
thing. But now he's ancient history. Obscure, the way he should be. I'll tell you
onething: in the four yearsI've been here hel's never received avistor. Interms

of his overhearing something, he has no friends among the other patientsthat | or
anyone e se on the staff is aware of. But what if he did? Anyone he might have
overheard would be confined here, too."

"Unless someone's been released recently.”

"No one's been released since Claire Argent came on board. | checked.”

"| appreciate that."

"No problem,” said Swig. "Our god's the same: keep the citizens safe. Bdieve me,



Peake's no threat to anyone.”

"I'm sure you'reright,” said Milo. "But if he was receiving mall or sending it, no

one on the gaff would be monitoring it. Same with his phone cals—"

"No one would officidly be monitoring content unless Pegke acted out, but—" Swig
held up afinger, punched four digits on his phone. "Arturo? Mr. Swig. Areyou aware
of any mall—letters, packages, postcards— anything arriving recently for Patient
Three Eight Four Four Three? Peske, Ardis. Even junk mail... You're sure? Anything
at all snce you can remember? Keep an eye out, okay, Arturo? No, no authority for
thet, just let me know if anything shows up. Thanks."

He put the phone down. "Arturo's been here three years. Peake doesn't get mail. In
terms of phone calls, | can't prove it to you, but believe me, nothing. He never
comes out of his room. Doesn't talk."

"Pretty low-functioning.”

"Subterranean.”

"Any ideawhy Dr. Argent chose to work with Peake?"
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"Dr. Argent worked with lots of patients. | don't believe she gave Pegke any specia
atention." Hisfinger rose again. Springing up, he left the office, cdlosng the

door hard.

Milo sad, "Hdpful fellow, even though it kills him."

"AsHeidi sad, he thinks publicity's the kiss of desth."

"| was wondering how such ayoung guy got to bein charge. Now | know. Uncle Senator
may not gpprove of this place, but how much you wanna bet he had something to do
with nephew getting the gig.”

The door sivung open and Swig bounded in, carrying a brown cardboard folder.
Bypassng Milo, he handed it to me and sat down.

Pegkes clinica chart. Thinner than I'd have predicted. Twelve pages, mostly
medication notes Sgned by various psychiatrigts, afew notations about the tardive
dyskinesa "T.D., no change" "T.D. intengfies, more lingud thrugt." "T.D.

Ungteady gait." Immediately after arriving at Starkwesather, Peake had been placed on
Thorazine, and for fifteen years he'd been kept on die drug. HEd also received
severa medications for the sde effects: lithium carbonate, trypto- phan, Narcan.

"No change." "No behav. change." Everything but Thorazine had been phased out.
The test two pages bore four months of nearly identica weekly entrieswrittenin a
smadl, rest hand:

"Indiv. sess. to monitor verb., soc., assess beh. plan. H. Ott assist. C. Argent,
Ph.D."

| passed the chart to Milo.

"Asyou can see, Dr. Argent was monitoring his speech, not treating him,” said Swig.
"Probably measuring his response to medication, or something like that.”

"How many other patients was she monitoring?' said Milo.

Swig sad, "'l don't know her tota load, nor could | give you specific names without
going through extensive review procedures." He held out his hand for the folder.

Milo flipped pages for a second and returned it.

Milo said, "Did Dr. Argent seek out severely deteriorated patients?”



Swig rolled forward, placed his ebows on the desk, expelled a short, pufflike

laugh. "As opposed to? We don't house mild neurotics here.”

"So Peake'sjust one of the guys.”

"No one at Starkweather's one of the guys. These are dangerous men. We treat them as
individuals™"

"Okay," said Milo. "Thanks for your time. Now, may | please see Peske?"

Swig flushed. "For what purpose? We're taking bardy functioning.”

"At this point in my investigation, I'll take whet | can get." Milo smiled.

Swig made the puffing sound again. "L ook, | appreciate your dedication to your jab,
but | can't have you coming in here every time some theory emerges. Way too
disryotive, and as | told you yesterday, it's obvious Dr. Argent's murder had

nothing to do with Starkwesther."

"Thelast thing | want to do isdisrupt, gr, but if | ignored this, I'd be

derdlict.”
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Swig shook his head, poked a amole, tried to smooth the fluff atop his bald head.
"WEell keep it short, Mr. Swig."

Swig dug anall into his scap. A crescent-shaped mark rose on the shiny white skin.
"If | thought that would be the end of it, I'd say sure. But | get aclear sense

you're hdll-bent on finding your solution here."

"Not a dl, sr. | just need to be thorough.”

"All right," Swig said with sudden anger. He seemed to hurl himsdlf upward. After
fiddling with histie, he took out achrome ring filled with keys.

"Herewe go," he said, jangling loudly. "Let's peek in on Mr. Pegke."

On theride up the devator, Milo said, "Heidi Ott's not in any hot water, is she,

sr?!

"Why would she be?"

"For telling me about Peske."

Swig sad, "Am | going to be vindictive? Chrigt, no, of course not. She was doing
her civic duty. How could | be anything other than a proud administrator?*

"G

"Don't worry, Detective Sturgis. Too much worry is bad for the soul.”

We got out on C Ward. Swig opened the double doors and we walked through.
"Room Ffteen S&R," he said. The halls were ill crowded. Some of the inmates moved
aside as we approached. Swig paid them no attention, walked briskly. Midway down the
hall, he stopped and ingpected the key ring. He was wearing short deeves, and |
noticed how muscled his forearms were. The bulky, sinewed arms of a laborer, not a
bureaucrat.

Double dead bolts fastened the door. The hatch was aso key-locked.

Milo said, "Fifteen S& R. Suppresson and Redtraint?"

"Not because he needsit,” said Swig, dill shuffling through the keys. "The S& R
rooms are Smaller, so when a patient lives aone we sometimes use them. He lives
aone because his hygienes not dways what it should be." Swig began shoving keys
up thering. Findly, he found what he was looking for and stabbed both locks. The
tumblers clicked; he held the door open six inches and looked indde.



Swinging it back, he said, "Hée'sdl yours.

Sx-by-9x gpace. Unlike the halways, generous ceilings— ten feet high or close to
it.

More of atube than aroom.

High on the walls were mounted thick metd rings— fagtenersfor the iron shackles
now coiled up againg the plagter like techno-sculpture.

Soft walls, pinkish white, covered with some kind of dull-looking foam. Faint scuff
marks said the materia couldn't be ripped.

Dim. The only light came through atiny plastic window, a skinny, vertica rectangle
that aped the shape of the room. Two round, recessed ceiling bulbs under thick
plastic covers were turned off. No interna switch, just the one out in the hall. A
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lidless plagtic toilet took up one corner. Precut strips of toilet paper littered

the floor.

No nightstand, no red furniture, just two plastic drawers built into the foam

walls. Molded. No hardware.

Music came from somewhere in the celling. Sugary strings and belching horns—some
long-forgotten forties pop tune in amajor key, done by a band that didn't care.

On athin mattress attached to araised plagtic platform sat... something.

Naked from the waist up.

Skin the color of whey, blue-veined, hairless. Ribs so deeply etched they evoked a
turkey carcass the day after Thanksgiving.

Khaki pants covered his bottom half, bagging on gtick legs, stretching over knees as
knobby as hand- carved canes. His feet were bare but dirty, the nails untrimmed and
brown. His head was shaved clean. Black stubble specked his chin and cheeks. Very
little stubble on top said held gone mostly bald.

His cranium was strangely contoured: very broad on top, the hairless skull flat at

the gpex, furrowed in severd places, asif achild's fingers had dragged their way
through white putty. Under a bulging shelf of abrow, hiseyeswerelogt in
moon-crater sockets. Gray lids, caved-in cheeks. Below the zygométic arch, the
entire face tapered radicdly, like a too-sharpened pencil.

Theroom smdled foul. Vinegary swest, flatulence, burning rubber. Something dead.
The music played on, nice bouncy dance tunein watz time.

"Ardis?' sad Swig.

Peake's head stayed down. | bent low, caught afull view of hisface. Tiny mouth,
pinched, lipless. Suddenly it filled: adark, wet tongue tip showing itself asa
liver-colored oval. The tongue retreated. Reappeared. Peake's cheeks bellowed, caved
in, inflated again. He rolled his neck to the left. Eyes closed, mouth open. Lots of
testh missing.

Swig stepped closer, came within three feet of the bed.

Peake's head dropped and he looked down at the floor again. His nose was short, very
thin—not much more than awedge of cartilage—and bent up to the left. More putty,
the child twigting capricioudy. Large but lobeless ears flared bat-tishly. Narrow,
van-encrusted hands ended in tentacle fingers that curled over his knees.

Living skeleton. I'd seen aface like that somewhere....



Peake's tongue darted again. He started to rock. Moved his head from sdeto side.
Rolled his neck. Blinked spasmodicaly. More tongue thrusts.

The mouth had flattened, gone two-dimensiond. Moistened by sdiva, thelips
meateridized— port-wine dash in the center of the triangle, vivid againg the doughy
in.

It opened again and the tongue extended completely— thick, purplish, mottled, like
some cave-dwdling dug.

It hung in the air. Curled. Wagged from side to side. Zipped back.

Out again. In again.

More neck-ralling.
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I knew where I'd seen the face. Poster art from my college days. Edvard Munch's The
Scream.

Hairless mdting man dutching his face in prima menta agony. Peske could have
posed for the painting.

His hands remained in hislap, but his upper body swayed, trembled, jerked afew
times, seemed about to topple. Then he stopped Righted himsdif.

Looked in our direction.

Hed butchered the Ardullos at age nineteen, making him thirty-five. He looked
ancient.

"Ardis?' sad Swig.

No reection. Peake was staring in our direction but not making contact. He closed
his eyes. Rolled his head. Another two minutes of tardive balet.

Swig gave adisgusted look and waved his hand, asif to say, "Y ou asked for it."
Mik> ignored that and stepped closer. Peake began rocking faster, licking his lips
the tongue emerging, curling, retregting. Severd toes on his|left foot jumped. His
left hand fluttered.

"Ardis, it's Mr. Swig. I've got some vistorsfor you."

Nothing.

Swig said, "Go ahead, Detective.”

No response to "Detective.”

| bent and got down at Peake's eye level. Milo did, too. Peake's eyes had remained
closed. Tiny waves seemed to ruffle—eyebdls rolling behind gray skin. His chest was
white and hairless, freckled with blackheads. Gray nipples— apair of tiny ash
piles. Up close the burning smell was stronger.

Milo said, "Hey," with surprisng gentleness.

A few new shoulder tics, tongue cadisthenics. Peake rolled his head, lifted his

right hand, held it in midair, dropped it heavily.

"Hey," Milo repeated. "Ardis." His face was inches from Reake's. | got closer
mysdf, dill smdling the combustion but feding no heet from Peske's bodly.

"My name's Milo. I'm here to ask you about Dr. Argent.”

Peakée's movements continued, autonomic, devoid of intent.

"Clare Argent, Ardis. Y our doctor. I'm ahomicide detective, Ardis. Homicide."
Not an errant eyeblink.

Milo sad, "Ardid" very loud.



Nothing. A full minute passed before the lids lifted. Hafway, then afull view of
the eyes.

Black dots. Finpoints of light at the center, but no definition betweeniris and
white.

"Claire Argent,” Milo repeated. "Dr. Argent. Bad eyesin abox."
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The eyes dammed shut. Peake rolled his head, the tongue explored air. One toe
jumped, thistime on the right foot.

"Bad eyes" said Milo, nearly whispering, but his voice had gotten tight, and | knew
he was fighting to keep the volume down. "Bad eyesin abox, Ardis"

Ten seconds, fifteen ... haf aminute.

"A box, Ardis. Dr. Argent in abox.”

Peake's neuropathic ballet continued, unatered.

"Bad eyes" Milo soothed.

| was looking into Peake's eyes, plumbing for some shred of soul.

Flat black; lights out.

A crud phrase for menta disability came to mind: "no one home."

Once upon atime, hed destroyed an entire family, speedily, ludtily, a one-man
plague.

Taking the eyes.

Now his eyes were twin portholes on a ship to nowhere.

No one home.

Asif someone or something had snipped the wires connecting body to soul.

His tongue shot forward again. His mouth opened but produced no sound. | kept
daring a him, trying to snag some kind of response. He looked through me—no, that
implied too much effort.

He was, | was. No contact.

Neither of uswasredlly there.

His mouth cratered, asif for ayawn. No yawn. Just agaping hole. It stayed that
way as his head craned. | thought of a blind newborn rodent searching for its
mother's nipple.

The music from the calling switched to "Perfidia" done much too dowly.
Ogtentatious percussion that seemed to lag behind wanwan trumpets.

Milo tried again, even softer, more urgent: "Dr. Argent, Ardis. Bad eyesin abox."
The tardive movements continued, random, arrhythmic. Swig tapped his foot
impeatiently.

Milo stood, knees cracking. | got to my feet, catching an eyeful of the chain on the
wall. Coiled, like a degping python.

Theroom smelled worse.

Peake noticed none of it.

No behav. change.
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12.

OUTSIDE THE ROOM, Swig said, " Satisfied?'



Milo sad, "Why don't we give Hadi atry with him?”

"Y ou've got to be kidding."

"Wish | was, sr."

Swig shook his head, but he hailed atech standing acrossthe hdl. "Get Heidi Ott,
Kurt."

Kurt hustled off and we waited among the inmates. Patients. Did it make a difference
what you caled them? | sarted to notice lots of tardive symptoms—a tremor here,
lip work there—but nothing as severe as Peake's. Some of the men seemed oriented;
others could have been on another planet. Shuffling feet in paper dippers. Food
dans on dothing.

Swig went into the nuraing station, used the phone, glanced at his watch. He was
back just as Heidi Ott came through the double doors.

"Hello, Heidi."

"G

"Because of the information you provided, Detective Sturgis has been trying
unsuccessfully to communicate with Ardis Peske. Since you've got atrack record, why
don't you giveit a shot?'

"gr, 1—"

"Don't worry,” said Swig. "Y our sense of duty is beyond reproach. The main thing is,
let's get to the bottom of this."

"One thing before you go in there. Y ou're sure Peake actualy spoke to you—real
words, not just grunts.”

"Yes gr."

"Tdl me exactly what he said.”

Heidi repested the Sory.

"And this was the day before Dr. Argent died?’

"Yes, Sr."

"Had Peake taked to you before?”

"Not about Dr. Argent.\

"What did he say?'

"Nothing much. Mostly mumbles. Y egh, no, nods, grunts. When we asked him questions.”
Tug on the ponytail. "Nothing, redlly. That'swhy | paid atention to when he did
start—"
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"Y ou were monitoring his speech.”

"Yes, gr. Dr. Argent was hoping she might be able to increase his verba outpuit.

His behaviord output in generd.”

"l see" said Swig. "Any particular reason she wanted to do that?"

Heidi glanced at us. "Like | told these gentlemen, she said he was a chdlenge.”

A faint, scraping sound grew louder, and we dl turned. Paper soles on linoleum. A
few of the men in the hdl had drifted closer. Swig looked a them and they stopped.
Retreated.

He amiled a Heidi. "Looks like you've got the chalenge, now."

She went in done, stayed for twenty minutes, emerged, shaking her head. "How long
do you want meto try?"



"That'll be enough,” said Swig. "It was probably just an isolated incident.
Meaningless rambling. For al we know, he does that when he's done. Thanks, Heidi.
Y ou can get back to work. We'd al better get back to work."

As| drove off the grounds, Milo said, "Whet the hdll turns a human being into

thef!"

"Answer that and you've got the Nobd," | said.

"But weve got to be talking biology, right? No amount of stress can do that.” The
ar-conditioning was on, but sweet dripped offhis nose and spotted his trousers.
"Even in concentration camps people rarely went mead from suffering,” | said. "And
schizophrenia has the same prevaence in nearly every society—two to four percent.
Culturd factors influence how madness is expressed, but they don't causeit.”

"So what isit—brain damage, genetics?'

"The highest risk factor is having ardative with schizophrenia, but only avery

smdll percentage of schizophrenics relatives becomeill. Sightly more
schizophrenics are born during winter and pring, when virus levels are higher. Some
sudies have implicated prenatd influenza. It's dl speculation.”

"Hell," he sad, "maybeit'sjust bad luck.”

He wiped his face with atissue, pulled out a panatela, unwrapped it, and jammed it
in his mouth, but didnt light up.

"l had a couple crazy relatives," he said. "Two aunts—my mother's cousins. Loony
Letitia had this thing for baking, did it nonstop. Cookies every day, hundreds of
them. She ended up spending al her money on flour and sugar and eggs, started
neglecting hersdlf, trying to stedl ingredients from the neighbors. They finaly put

her away."

"Sounds more like manic behavior than schizophrenia” | said. "Anyone ever try her
on lithium?'

"Thiswas years ago, Alex. She died in the asylum— choked on her dinner, how's that
for abad joke? Then there was Aunt Renee, sumbling around the neighborhood,
looking like amess. She lived till she was pretty old, died in some county

fadility.”

He laughed. "That's my pedigree.”

"l had a schizophrenic cousin,” | said. Brett, two years my senior, son of my
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father's older brother. As children wed played together. Brett had competed
fiercdy, cheated chronicaly. During college he metamorphosed from a'Y oung
Republican to an SDS honcho. By his senior year he was an unwashed, silent recluse
who accumulated narcotics arrests, dropped out of sight for five years, findly

ended up in an lowa board-and-care home. | assumed he was il dive. Thered been
no contact between us for over two decades. Our fathers hadn't been close....
"There you go," said Milo. "Tainted stock. Starkweether, here we come.”

" Starkwesther's only for the chosen few,” | said.

"Bad little madmen. So what makes crazy people violent?'

"Ancther Nobel question. The main ingredients seem to be acohol and drug use and a
strong delusond system. But not necessarily paranoia. Psychotics who kill usualy
aren't trying to protect themsdves from attack. They're more likely to be acting on



some paranorma or rdligious deluson—waging war againgt Satan, battling space
diens”

"Wonder what Peake's misson was."

"God only knows," | said. "Dope and booze were obvioudy in play. Maybe he thought
the Ardullos were mantises from Pluto. Or nineteen years of twisted sexud impulses
findly exploded. Or arandom circuit in his brain shorted out. We just don't know
why some psychotics blow."

"Grest. I'll never be out of work." His voice drifted off.

"Inone sense,” | said, "Peske's typica. Schizophrenic breaks occur most frequently
in young adulthood. And long before Pegke fdll gpart, hed been showing signs of
schizotypy—it's afancy name for oddness. Low mentd skills, socid ineptitude, poor
grooming, eccentricities. Some eccentrics stay mildly strange, others move on to
full-blown schizophrenia”

"Oddness," he said. "Take awalk in the park, walk out of arestaurant, therere
some odd guys wanting spare change. Which one's gonna start wielding the cleaver?”
| didn't answer.

He said, "If Peske had any sort of thought system, he must have been in ahdluva

lot better shape than what we saw today."

"Probably. Though behind dl the tardive symptoms there could till be some thinking
going on."

"What does 'tardive’ mean, exactly?'

"Late-onset. It'sareaction to Thorazine."

"Isit reversble?'

"No. At best, he won't get worse."

"And hes dill crazy. So what good's the Thorazine doing him?”

"Neuroleptics are best at controlling deusions, hadlucinations, bizarre behavior.

What psychiarigs cal the pogtive symptoms of schizophrenia. The negeatives—poor
speech, flat mood, apathy, attentiona problems—don't usualy respond. Drugs can't
put back what's missing.”

"Whéll-behaved vegetables," he said.

"Peake's an extreme case, possibly because he didn't start out with that much
intellect. His T.D.'sdso very severe. Though he's not getting that much Thorazine.
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Despite what Bollard told us about high-dosing, Peake's prescription has remained at
five hundred milligrams, well within the recommended range. They probably haven't
needed to high-dose him because he behaves himsdf. Behaves very little.
Psychologicaly, he's disappeared.”

Milo removed the cigar, placed it between hisindex fingers, and sighted over the
tobacco bridge. "If Peake was taken off Thorazine, would he be able to talk more?’
"It's possible. But he could aso fal gpart, maybe even revert to violence. And

don't forget, he was on Thorazine when he talked to Heidi. So he's capable of speech
while medicated. Are you il taking thisin-a-box stuff serioudy?'

"Nah.... | guess| can't get away from the eye thing—hey, maybe I'm ddusond and
Peake's atrue prophet. Maybe Satan has dispatched the Pluto Mantises.”

"Maybe," | said, "but would he inform Peake?"



He laughed, chewed the cigar some more." '‘Bad eyesin abox.™

"For dl we know, Claire tried talking to him about his crime and sparked some kind
of memory. 'In abox' could mean his own incarceration. Or something ese. Or
nothing a dl."

"Okay, okay, enough of this" he said, pocketing the cigar. "Back to basics: check
out Claire's finances and StargilFs. Go over Richard's file again, too. For the
hundredth time, but maybe there's something | missed. And if you're not jammed,
now's as good atime as any to go see Dr. Theobold at County. Maybe one of uswill
come up with something remotely resembling afactoid.”

He grinned. "Lacking that, I'll settle for some juicy delusions.”

| CALLED DR. Myron Theobold's office and got an appointment for tenfifteen the next
morning. By nine-forty-five | was dearing my head in the fast lane of the 10 East,
enduring the crawl to the interchange, moving with the smog stream toward San
Bernardino. | got off afew exitslater, on Soto Street in East L.A., drove past the
county morgue, and pulled into the main entrance of the dun-colored metropolis that
was County General Hospitd.

Perenidly underfunded and overstressed, County's a wonder: first-rate medicine for
the tired and the poor, last stop for the hopeless and the addled. 1'd done some
clinicad training here, taught occasiona seminars, but it had been two years since

I'd set foot on the hospital campus. Outwardly, little had changed—the same sprawl
of bulky, homely buildings, the congtant parade of people in uniforms, the halting
march of theill.

One of those hot, overcast days that makes everything look decayed, but after
Starkwesther, County seemed fresh, amost perky.

Theobold's office was on the third floor of Unit IV, one of the half-dozen no-frills
annexes sprouting at the rear of the complex like afterthoughts. Dazed-looking men
and women in openbacked pgjamas wandered white-tiled hdls. Two grim nurses
escorted a heavy black woman toward an open door. 1V's in both her arms. Tears
marked her cheeks like dew on asphalt. In an unseen place, someone retched. The
overhead pager recited names emotionlessly.

Theobold's secretary occupied a space not much bigger 106

man Peake's cdl, surrounded by gunmetd filing cabinets. A stuffed Garfied dung

to the handle of one drawer. Empty chair. A note said, "Back in 15 min."

Theobold must have heard me enter because he stuck his head out of me rear doorway.
"Dr. Delaware? Comeonin."
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I'd met him afew years ago, and he hadn't changed much. Sixtyish, medium height and
build, graying far har, white beard, large nose, close set brown eyes behind

aviator specs. He wore awide-lapeled herringbone sport coat the color of iced tea,
abeige vest checked with blue, awhite shirt, abluetie.

| followed him into his office. He was a psychiatry vice-chairman and a respected
neurochemistry researcher, but his space wasn't much more generous than the
secretary's. Haphazardly furnished with what looked like castoffs, it sported

another collection of file cases, brown metd furniture, astorm of books. An

attempt to freshen things up with a faux-Navgo rug had faled long ago; the rug's



threads were unraveling, its color bands fading. The desk supported a turbulent
swirl of paperwork.

Theobold squeezed behind the desk and | took one of the two metal chairs wrinkling
the fake Navgo.

"S0," hesad. "It'sbeen awhile. You're dill officidly faculty, aren't you?"

"Courtesy faculty,” | said. "No sdary."

"How long since you've been down here?’

"Couple of years" | said. His attempts at cordidity were degpening the lines on
hisface. "l appreciate your seeing me."

"No problem." He cleared the area around the phone. Papers flew. "I had no ideayou
led such an interesting life— police consultant. Do they pay well?"

"About the same as Medi-Cal."

He managed a chuckle. "So what have you been up to, otherwise? Still a Western
Peds?’

"Occasondly. | do some consulting, mostly legd work. A few short-term trestment
cases."

"Ableto ded with the HMO's?'

"l avoid them when | can.”

He nodded. "So... you're here about poor Claire. | suppose that detective thought
I'd confide secretsto you that | withheld from him, but thereTs redly nothing more
totell."

"| think he felt it was more a matter of knowing the right questions to ask."

"l see" he said. "Perastent type, Sturgis. Smarter than he lets on. He tried to
disarm me by playing to class consciousness—'I'm the humble working- class cop,
you're the big smart doctor." Interesting approach. Does it work?"

"He's got agood solverate.”

"Good for him.... The problem is, he was wasting his acting talents on me. | wasn't
holding back. | have no ingde information about Claire. | knew her as aresearcher,
not as a person.”

"Everyone seems to say that about her."

"Well, then," he said, "at least I'm congstent. So no one has much to offer about
her?'

| nodded.

"And here | thought it was me—the way | run my projects.”
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"What do you mean?"

"| like to think of mysdlf as a humane adminigtrator. Hire good people, trust them
to do their jobs, for the most part keegp my hands off. | don't get involved in their
persond lives. I'm not out to parent anyone.”

He stopped, as if expecting me to pass judgment on that.

| said, "Claire worked for you for six years. She must have liked that.”

"l suppose.”

"How'd you find her?"

"I'd put in for my grant and she applied for the neuropsych position. She was
completing a postdoc at Case Western, had published two papers as a grad student,



sole author. Nothing earth- shattering, but encouraging. Her interest—a coholism and
reaction times—meshed with mine. No shortage of dcohoalics here. | thought shed be
able to atract her own funding, and she did.”

All factsI'd read in Claire's resume.

" So she worked with you and on her own research.”

"Twenty-five percent of her time was her research; the rest she spent on my
longitudina study of neuroleptic outcomes— NIMH grant, three experimenta drugs
plus placebo, double-blind. She tested the patients, hel ped organize the data. We
just got renewed for five more years. | just hired her replacement— bright kid from
Stanford, Wadter Yee"

"Who else worked on the study?' | said.

"Three research fellows besides Clare—two M.D.'s, one Ph.D. pharmacologi<t.”
"Woas she friendly with any of them?'

"l wouldn't know. As| said, | don't meddle. It's not one of those Situations where
we fraternize after hours."

"Hve-year renewd," | said. "So there was no financid reason for her to leave."

"Not in the least. She probably could've renewed her own study, too. She had
substance-abuse money from NIH, completed the find study before she left.
Inconclusive results, but well run, very decent chance. But she never applied.” He
glanced upward. "Never even told me she was dlowing the grant to lapse.”

"S0 she must have been intending to leave for sometime."

"Lodks that way. | was pretty irritated at her. For not wanting to follow through.

For not communicating. Irked at mysdlf, too, for not staying in touch. If shed come
to me, mogt likely 1'd have been able to raise her to full-time, or to find her
something else. She was very good at what she did. Dependable, no complaints. |
managed to get Dr. Y ee on full-time. But she never bothered to— | suppose you're
right. She wanted to leave. | have no ideawhy."

" S0 she never complained.”

"Not once. Even the way she told me she was leaving— no persond mesting; she just
sent in asummary of her data with a note that the grant was finished and so was
she."

That reminded me of the way sheld divorced Joe Stargill.
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" Who'd she work with on her own grant?'

"She got part-time secretarid help from the main pool, ran al her own sudies,
andyzed her own data. That was dso irksome. I'm sure she couldve applied for
ancillary funding, brought more money into the department, but she dways wanted to
work by hersdlf. | suppose | should be grateful. She took care of hersdlf, never
bothered me for anything. Thelast thing | need is someone who requires
hand-holding. Still... I suppose | should've paid more attention.”

"A loner," | sad.

"But dl of usare. In my group. | didn't think 1'd been hiring antisocia types,

but perhaps on somelevel..." Wide amile. "Did you know | sarted as an andyst?"
"Redly."

"You bet, classical Freudian, couch and dl. This'—he touched the beard—"used to be



avery andytic goatee. | attended the indtitute right after residency, got hafway
through—hundreds of hours cultivating the proper 'hmm'— before | redized it wasn't
for me. Wasn't for anyone, in my estimation, except possbly Woody Alien. And look
at the shape he'sin. | quit, enrolled in the biochem Ph.D. program at USC. I'm sure
those choices mean something psychodynamticdly, but I'd rather not waste time
trying to figure out what. Claire seemed to me the same way— scientific, focused on
redity, sdif-possessed. Still, she must have been terribly unhappy here.”

"Why do you say that?"

"Leaving for aplace like that. Have you been there?!

"Y esterday.”

"What'sit like?'

"Highly sructured. Lots of hight dose medication.”

"Brave new world," he said. "I can't see why Claire would have wanted that.”
"Maybe she craved clinica work."

"Nonsense," he said sharply. Then he smiled gpologeticaly. "What | mean is, she
couldve had dl the clinica work she wanted right here. No, | must have missed
something.”

"Could | talk to the ather fdlows?' | said.

"Why not? Wt Y ee didn't know her, of course, and | don't believe Shashi Lakshman
did, eithe—he's the pharmacologist, has his own lab in a separate building. But
maybe she interfaced with the M.D.'s—Mary Hertzlinger and Andy Ve-man. Let me call
Shashi firgt."

A few seconds on the phone confirmed that Dr. Lakshman had never met Claire. We took
the stairs down to a second-floor lab and found Doctors Hertzlinger and Velman
typing at persond computers.

Both psychiatric fdlows were in their thirties and had on white coats. Mary
Hertzlinger wore a short brown dress under hers. She was thin, with cropped
platinum-blond hair, ivory skin, well-formed but chapped lips. Andrew Vedman's coat
was buttoned up high, reveding ablack shirt collar and the tight knot of a
lemon-yellow tie. He was short, broad, with black wavy hair, agold stud hi hisleft
ear.

| asked them about Claire.

Veman spokefirg, inaclipped voice. "Virtud stranger. I've been here two years
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and maybe we exchanged twenty sentences. She aways seemed too busy to hang out.
Also, | do the gtructured clinica interviews on the study and she did the

neuropsych testing, So at any given time, weld be with different patients.”

"Did she ever say why she was leaving to work at Starkweather?'

"No," he sad. "'l didn't even know about that until Mary told me." He glanced at
Hertzlinger. So didTheobold.

She held her coat closed with one hand and said, " She told me afew days before she
left." Low, smooth wice. "I had aredly smdl office on the floor below, and she
asked meif | wanted hers. | went to look at it and said yes, helped her carry some
boxesto her car. She said her grant had run out and she hadn't tried to renew it.
Shed just written a note informing Dr.Theobold.”



Theobold said, "What reason did she give you, Mary?'

"None."

"What was her mood when shetold you?' | said.

"Pretty calm. Not agitated or upset... I'd have to describe her as cdm and

deliberate. Asif shed planned it for awhile, was at peace with it."

"Timeto moveon,” said Veman.

"Did you socidize with her?' | asked Hertzlinger.

She shook her head. " Same thing as Andy—we had amost no contact. 1've only been
here a year. We saw each other in the cafeteria and had coffee. Maybe three, four
times. Never lunch. | never saw her eat lunch. Sometimes when | was on my way out to
the caf, I'd pass her office and her door would be open and sheld be at her desk
working. | remember thinking, What awork ethic, she must be extremely productive.
"Thetimes you did have coffeg," | said, "what did you talk about?'

"Work, data. After | found out what happened to her, | redized how little | knew
about her. It's so grotesque—do the police have any ideawho did it?"

"Not yet."

"Terible" she said.

Veman said, "Had to have something to do with Starkwesather. Look at the patient
population she got hersdf involved with."

| said, "Only problem is, the patients don't get out.”

"Never?'

"So they daim.”

He frowned.

"Did shetdl ether of you that she was going to Starkweather?"

Velman shook his head.

Mary Hertzlinger said, " She told me. The day we moved the boxes. It surprised me,
but I didn't question her—she was like that. Y ou didn't get persond with her."

"Did she give areason?’ | said.

"Not redly areason,” she sad. "But she did say something ... uncharacteriticaly
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flippant. We'd just loaded the car. She thanked me, wished me luck, and then she
amiled. Almost smugly.”

"What was funny?' said Theobold.

"Exactly,” said Hertzlinger. "I said something to the effect that 'I'm glad you're
pleased about your plans” That's when she said it: 'It's not a matter of being

pleased, Mary. So many madmen, <o littletime." "

"SHE WAS N abig damn hurry to work with psychotics?" saidMilo.

It was noon. We were standing next to the Seville, on Butler Avenue, across from the
West L.A. getion.

"She had plenty of psychotics at County,” | said. "She wanted madmen.”

"Why? To squeeze afew more syllables out of them? To hdl with dl that, Alex, I'm
concentrating on the boring stuff for now. Located a safe-deposit box at her bank,
actualy managed to finagle my way in with the death certificate. No cash, no dope,
no B&D videos, no drooling letters from psycho pen pas. Stone empty. So if she did
have some secret life going, she kept it very well wrapped.”



"Maybe we should go back further—grad school, the years before she moved to L.A. |
can try talking to someone at Case Western."

"Sure, but tomorrow you'll have a chance at something better. Her parents are
arriving on the red-eye tonight. | have a date with them at eight A.M. down &t the
morgue. No need for them to view the body, tried to talk them out of it, but they
indgted. After dl that fun, I'l try to St down with them. I'll give you a call

where and when. Probably be late afternoon.”

Severd young officers walked by. He watched them for awhile, stared at the roof of
the Seville, flicked dirt off the vinyl. "Reviewing Richard's file was sobering. Not
asmuch of afileas| remembered. The only people | spoke to were Richard's
landlady and parents and the gtaff at the restaurant where he worked. No listingsin
the 'Known Associates column. Sound familiar? | made another try at locating the
film outfit that Richard might've auditioned for—Thin Line. Still can't find atrace

of them. Youd think even arinky-dink outfit would make a mark somewhere.”
"Something about the movie bothers you?

"They've got carpenters on movie sats, right? All sorts of tools, including saws."
"Plenty of knivesin restaurants, too."

"Maybe I'll go back there.”

"Onepossbleangleon Thin Ling™" | sad. "Even fly-by-nights need equipment. A
amadl outfit would be likely to rent rather than own. Why not check some of the
leasing companies?’

"Very good,” he said. "Thank you, sr." He laughed. "Any other case | wouldn't
condder the film thing half alead. But these two— you don't wanna blame the victim,
Alex, but the least they could've done is relate to someone.”

| wanted another look at Claire's resume, so the two of us crossed over to the
station and walked upstairs to the detectives room. Milo retrieved the box of
materia held taken from Claire's house. He hadn't booked it into the evidence room,
meaning he'd planned some review himsdlf. He left to get a cup of coffee while
searched.

| found the resume near the middle, nestly typed and stapled. The Wite-Out in the
"Maritd Status' dot was a chaky lozenge. Sheld been born in Pittsburgh, lived
there through college before moving to Cleveland to attend Case Western.
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Thousands of miles from Richard Dada's Arizona childhood, little chance of a
connection there.

| scrounged until | found the firgt study sheld published— the student research that
had impressed Myron Theobold.

Solo author, just as held said, but at the bottom of the first page, in very small

print, were acknowledgments and thanks: "To the Case Western Graduate Fund for
supplies and data andysis, to my parents, Ernestine and Robert Ray Argent, for
their unwavering support throughout my education; and to my dissertation chairman,
Professor Harry 1. Racano, for his thoughtful guidance.”

One PM. inL.A. wasfour in Cleveland. Using Milo's phone, | didled 216
Information. None of the other detectives paid notice to acivilian usng dty
equipment. Scrawling the number for Case Western's psychology department, | called



and asked for Professor Racano.

The woman at the other end said, "I'm sorry, but there's no one here by that name.”
"He used to be on the faculty.”

"L et me check our faculty directory.” Severa moments passed. “No, I'm sorry, gir,
not in the current directory or the emerituslig.”

"|s there anyone around who worked in the department ten years ago?”

Silence. "Hold on, please.”

Another five minutes before another woman said, "May | ask what thisis about?'
"I'm calling from the Los Angeles Police Department.” Literdly. "Unfortunately, one
of your dumnae, Dr. Claire Argent, was murdered, and we're trying to locate anyone
who might have known her back in Cleveland.”

"Oh," she said. "Murdered.... My God, that's terrible.... Argent. No, I've only been
here six years, she must have been before my time—how terrible, let me check.” |
heard paper shuffling. "Y es, here sheis, on the dumni rogter. And she was
Professor Racano's student?”

"Yes, maam."

"Well, I'm sorry to tell you Professor Racano's deceased as well. Died right after |
came on. Cancer. Nice man. Very supportive of his students.”

Racano's tolerance of Claire's solo launch suggested an easygoing nature.

"|s there anyone who might have known Dr. Argent, Ms.... 7'

"Mrs. Bausch. Hmm, I'm afraid there aren't too many people in the building right
now. There's abig symposium going on over at the main auditorium, one of our
professorsjust won aprize. | can ask around and get back to you."

"I'd appreciate that." | gave her Milo's name. Just as | put the phone down, it

rang. Milo was nowhere in sight so | took the cdl. "Detective Sturgiss desk.”

A familiar voice said, "I'd like to leave a message for Detective Sturgis.”

"Heidi? It's Dr. Delaware."

"Oh ... hi—ligen, I'm sorry | couldn't get anything out of Peake today.”

"Don't worry about it."
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"It didn't hdp my credibility with Swig, ether. After you were gone he caled me
into his office and made me go over the whole thing again: what Peske said, when he
sadit, was| surel heard right.”

"Sorry for the hasde.”

"It would've sure been nice to be able to proveit.... Anyway, | just wanted to call
to let Detective Sturgis know I've decided to leave Starkwesther in a couple of
weeks, but if there's anything €l se he needs, he can cdl me."

"Thanks, Heidi. I'll tdl him."

"S0," she said, "you actualy work there? Right at the police station?”

"No. | just happen to be here today."

" Sounds interesting. Meanwhile, I'll keep trying with Peske, maybe something will
come up."

"Don't put yoursdlf in any jeopardy.”

"What, from Ardis? Y ou saw his condition. Not exactly dangerous. Not thet | let my
guard down—do you think Claire did?'



"Don't know," | said.

"1 keep thinking about her. What happened to her. It seems so strange that anything
could touch her."

"What do you mean?'

"She seemed like one of those people— caught up in their own worlds. Like she was
happy being aone. Didn't need anyone lse.”

15.

| CALLED HOME before leaving the station. Robin was out, and dl that awaited me was
paperwork—final reports on custody cases that had aready been decided. | told my
own voice on the message machine that 1'd be back by five.

Taking to mysdf.

Put acdl phonein a psychotic's hand and he could fake normacy.

The encounter with Ardis Peake had stayed with me.

Monster.

Hard to connect that mute, emaciated husk with someone capable of destroying an
entire family.

What better endorsement for Mr. Swig's highly structured system?

What turns a human being into that?

I'd given Milo the short-version lecture and hed been gracious enough not to

Page 73

Kellerman - Mongter v1

complan. But | had no real answers; no one did.

| wondered what questions had led Claire to Starkwesther. And Peske. Sheld
gravitated to him shortly after taking the job. Why, of dl the madmen, had he been
the one whose pathology had drawn her in?

The other thing that troubled me was Pegke's assault on the eyes of the little

Ardullo girl. Had | been too hasty minimizing his gibbering a Hedi?

Or perhaps it was smple: Claire had learned about the eyes and discussed it with
him. Had it dicited something in him— guilt, excitement, a horrible nogtagia?

Bad eyesin abox. Was the box a coffin? Peske's imagery of the dead child. Rdliving
the crime and feeding off the memory, the way lust killers did?

It dl hinged on learning more about Claire, and so far her ghost had avoided

capture.

No entanglements, no known associates. Not much impact on her world.

Ardis Pegke, on the other hand, had been a tar in his day.

| drove to Westwood and used the computers at the U's research library to look up
the Ardullo massacre. The murders had been covered nationdly for one week. The
periodicas index offered haf a page of citations, and | went looking for

microfiche.

Mogt of the articles were nearly identically worded, lifted intact from wire service
reports. An arrest headshot showed a young Peake, stick-faced, hollow- cheeked,
gporting afull head of long, stringy, dark hair.

Wild-eyed, startled, a cornered animd. The Edvard Munch screamer on jet fud.

A large bruise spread beneath hisleft eye. Theleft Sde of hisface swelled. Rough
arrest? If so, it hadn't been reported.

Thefactswere as| remembered them. Multiple stab wounds, crushing skull fractures,



extengve mutilation, cannibaism. The articlesfilled in names and places.

Scott and Theresa Ardullo, thirty-three and twenty-nine, respectively. Married Six
years, both UC Davis agricultura grads. He, "the scion of a prosperous farming
family," had developed an interest in winegrowing but concentrated on peaches and
walnuts,

Brittany, five years old.

Jugtin, eight months.

Next came the happier-times family photo: Scott hand in hand with a restless-looking
little girl who resembled her mother, Theresa holding the baby. Pacifier in Judtin's
mouth, fat cheeks balooning around the nipple. Ferns whed in the background, some
kind of fair.

Scott Ardullo had been muscular, blond, crew-cut, grinning withthe full pleasure of
one who believes himsdlf blessed.

His wife, dender, somewhat plain, with long dark hair held in place by awhite

band, seemed less certain about happy endings.

| couldn't bear another look at the children's faces.

No picture of Noreen Peake, just an account of the way sheld been found, Sitting at
the kitchen table. My imagination added the smdll of gpples, cinnamon, flour.
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A ranch superintendent named Teodoro Alarcon had found Noreen's body, then
discovered the rest of it. HEd been placed under sedation.

No quote from him.

Treadway's sheriff, Jacob Haas, said: "l served in Korea and this was worse than
anything | ever saw overseas. Scott and Terri took those peoplein out of the
goodness of their hearts and thisis how they get repaid. It's beyond belief.”
Anonymous townspeople cited Peake's strange habits— he mumbled to himself, didn't
bathe, cruised dleys, pawed through garbage cans, ate trash. Everyone had known of
his fondness for sniffing propelants. No one had thought him dangerous.

One other attributed quote:

" 'Everyone dways knew he was weird, but not that weird,’ said aloca youth,
Derrick Crimmins. 'He didn't hang out with anyone. No one wanted to hang with him
because he smdled bad and he was just too weird, maybe into Satan or something.' "
No other mention of satanic rituals, and | wondered if theréd been any follow-up.
Probably not, with Peake out of circulation.

Treadway was labeled a"quiet farming and ranching community.”

" "The wordgt things we usualy have,' said Sheriff Haas, ‘are bar fights, oncein a
while some equipment theft. Nothing like this, never anything like this." "

And that wasiit.

No coverage of the Ardullos funeral, or Noreen Peake's,

| kept pooling, found a three-line paragraph inthe L.A.

Times two months later reporting Peske's commitment to Starkwesther.

Using "Treadway" as a keyword pulled up nothing since the murders.

Quiet town. Extinct town.

How did an entire community die?

Had Peake somehow killed it, too?



Milo cdled in amessage while | was out on my morning run:

"Mr. and Mrs. Argent, the Flight Inn on Century Boulevard, Room 129, one P.M."

| did some paperwork, set out at twelve-thirty, taking Sepulveda toward the airport.
Century's awide, sad gtrip that cuts through southern L.A. Turn east off the

freeway and you might end up in some gang gully, carjacked or worse. West takes you
to LAX, past the blesk functionalism of airport hotdls, cargo depots, private

parking lots, toplessjoints.

The Hight Inn sat next to a Speedy Express maintenance yard. Too largeto bea
motel, it hadn't passed through hotel puberty. Three stories of white-painted block,
ydlow gutters, cowgirl-riding-an+airplane logo, inconspicuous entry off to the

right topped by apink neon VACANCY s€ign. The bi-levd sdf- park wrapped itself
around the main building. No security in the lot that | could see. | |eft the

Savillein aground-floor space and walked to the front as a 747 roared overhead.

A banner out in front advertised king-size beds, color TV, and discount coupons to
happy hour at someplace caled the Golden Goose. The lobby was red- carpeted,
furnished with vending machines selling combs and maps and keychains with Disney
characters on the fobs. The black clerk at the counter ignored me as| strolled down
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the white-block hall. Fast-food cartons had been |eft outside severd of the red
doors that lined the corridor. The air was hot and sdty, though we were miles from
the ocean. Room 129 was at the back.

Milo answered my knock, looking weary.

No progress, or something else?

Theroom was smdl and boxy, the decor surprisingly cheery: twin beds under blue
quilted flordl coversthat appeared new, floating-malard prints above the

headboard, a fake-colonid writing desk sporting a Bible and a phone book, a pair of
hard-padded armchairs, nineteen-inch TV mounted on the wal. Two black nylon
suitcases were placed negtly in one corner. Two closed plywood doors, chipped at the
bottom, faced the bed. Closet and bathroom.

The woman perched on a corner of the nearer bed had the too-good posture of
pardyzing grief. Handsome, early sixties, cold-waved hair the color of weak
lemonade, white pearlescent glasses on agold chain around her neck, conservative
makeup. She wore a chocolate-brown dress with a pleated bottom, and white pique
collar and cuffs. Brown shoes and purse. Diamond- chip engagement ring, thin gold
wedding band, gold scalop-shell earrings.

She turned toward me. Firm, angular festures held their own againg gravity. The
resemblance to Claire was gtriking, and | thought of the matron Claire would never
become.

Milo made the introductions. Ernestine Argent and | said "Pleased to meet you" a
exactly the same time. One sde of her mouth twitched upward; then her lips jammed
shut—asmilereflex dying quickly. 1 shook a cold, dry hand. A toilet flushed behind
one of the plywood doors and she returned her hands to her |ap. On the bed nearby
was awhite linen handkerchief folded into atriangle.

The door opened and aman, drying his hands with a hand towel, struggled to emerge.
Working at it because he could barely fit through the doorway.



No more than five- seven, he had to weigh close to four hundred pounds, a pink egg
dressed in along-deeved white shirt, gray dacks, white athletic shoes. The
bathroom was narrow and he had to edge past the sink to get out. Breathing deeply,
he winced, took several small steps, findly squeezed through. The effort reddened
his face. Folding the towe, he tossed it onto the counter and stepped forward very
dowly, rocking from sSde to Sde, like abarge in choppy water.

The trousers were spotless poly twill, held up by dip-on sugpenders. The athletic
shoes appeared crushed. Each step made something in his pocket jingle.

He was around the same age as hiswife, had afull head of dark, curly hair, afine,
amos ddicate nose, afull-lipped mouth pouched by bladder cheeks. Three chins,
shaved close. Brown eyes nearly buried in flesh managed to project a pinpoint
intengity. Helooked at hiswife, sudied me, continued to lumber.

Mentdly paring away adipose, | was able to visuaize handsome structure. He pressed
forward, perspiring, breathing hard and raspy. When he reached me, he stopped,
swayed, righted himsdlf, stuck out a ham-hock arm.

His hands were smdlish, his grip dry and strong.

"Robert Ray Argent." A deep, wheezy voice, like a bass on reverb, issued from the
echo chamber of his enormous body cavity. For asecond, | imagined him hollow,
inflated. But that fantasy faded as | watched him struggle to get to the nearer bed.
Every step sounded on the thin carpeting, each limb seemed to shimmy of itsown
accord. His forehead was beaded, dripping. | resisted the urge to take his elbow.
Hiswife got up with the handkerchief and wiped his brow.
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He touched her hand for an ingtant. "Thanks, honey."

"Sit down, Rob Ray."

Both of them with that soft, digtinctive Pittsourgh drawil.

Moving dowly, bending ddliberatdly, he lowered himsdf. The mattress sank down to
the box spring and creaked. The box spring nearly touched the carpet. Rob Ray Argent
sat, spread-legged, inner thighs touching. The gray fabric of his pants stretched
shiny over dimpled knees, pulled up taut over agiant pumpkin of abely.

Heinhaed afew times, cleared histhroat, put his hand to his mouth, and coughed.
His wife stared off at the open bathroom door before walking over, closng it,

Stting back down.

"S0," hesad. "You're apsychologig, like Claire” Dark circles under his armpits.
"Yes" | said.

He nodded, asif we'd reached some agreement. Sighed and placed his hands on the
apex of his abdomen.

Ernestine Argent reached over and handed him the handkerchief and he dabbed a
himsdf some more. She pulled ancther white triangle from her purse and pecked at
her own eyes.

Milo sad, "l wasjugt telling Mr. and Mrs. Argent about the course of the
investigation.”

Ernestine gave asmdl, involuntary cry.

"Honey," Robert Ray said.

Shesad, "I'm okay, darling,” dmost inaudibly, and turned to me. "Claire loved



psychology.”

| nodded.

"Shewas dl we ever redly had."

Rob Ray looked at her. Parts of his face had turned plum-colored; other sections
were pink, beige, white—apple-ped mottle caused by the variable blood flow through
expanses of skin. He turned to Milo. "Doesn't sound like you've learned much. What's
the chance you find the devil who did it?"

"I'm dways optimigtic, Sr. The more you and Mrs. Argent can tell us about Claire,

the better our chances.”

"What dse can we tdl you?' said Ernegtine. "No one didiked Claire; she wasthe
nicest person.”

She cried. Rob Ray touched her shoulder with his hand.

"I'm sorry,” shefindly sad. "Thisian't heping. What do you need to know?"

"Wdl," said Milo, "let's get a basic time frame, for sarters. When wasthe last
timeyou saw Clare?'

"Chrigmas" said Rob Ray. " She dways came home for Chrismas. We dways had anice
family time, no exception last Chrismas. She helped her mother with the cooking.

Said in L.A. she never cooked, too busy, just ate things out of cans, takeout.”
Consgtent with the kitchen at Cape Horn Drive.
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"Chrigmas" said Milo. "Haifayear ago."

"That'sright." Rob Ray flexed his|eft foot.

"That would be right around the time Claire left County Hospital and moved to
Starkweather Hospital "

"Guess 0."

Milo said, "Did she talk about changing jobs?'

Headshakes.

"Nothing & dl?"

More slence.

Ernestine said, " She never talked about her work in specifics. We never wanted to be
nosy."

They hadn't known. | watched Milo hide his amazement. Rob Ray tried to shift his
weight on the bed. One leg cooperated.

Milo said, "Did Claire talk about any sort of problems she might be having? Someone
who was giving her difficulty—at work or anywhere else?’

"No," said Rob Ray. "She had no enemies. That | can tell you for sure.”

"How did she act during her Chrigmas visit?"

"Fine. Normal. Christmas was dways a happy time for us. She was happy to be home,
we enjoyed having her."

"How long did she stay?"

"Four days, like dways. We went to a bunch of movies; she loved her movies. Saw the
Rittsburgh | ce Extravaganza, too. When she was alittle girl, she kated. The last

day, she came into our store, helped us out a bit—we're in giftware, have to Say

open somewhat during the holiday season.”

"Movies" | sad. Joseph Stargill had said the same thing.



"That's right—the whole family loves'em," said Rob Ray.

" She was happy, had no problems,” said Ernestine. "The only problem for uswas we
didn't see her enough. But we understood, what with her career. And travel's hard

for us. The busness”

"No buck-passng when it'syours," said Rob Ray. "Also, | don't travel well—my sze
But so what? This had nothing to do with Claires trip home or her problems. Thered
be no reason for anyone to hate her; this had to be some maniac on the

loose— somewhere from that place she worked." His skin had deegpened to scarlet and
his words emerged between rough inhdations. "I tell you, | find out anyone put her

in danger, I'l— Let'sjust say alot of lives are going to be made miserable”
"Daring," sad hiswife, patting hisknee. To us. "Wha my hushand's saying is,

Claire was kind and generous and sweet. No one could've hated her."

"Generous to the nth," Rob Ray agreed. "Back in high school, she was dways the
firgt to volunteer to help others. Old people a the hospital, animals at the
shelter—didn't matter, she was there at the head of the line. Sheloved animds
especially. We used to have adog, alittle Scottie. Y ou know how kids never take
responsbility with pets, it's dways the parents who end up with it. Not our
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dtuation. Claire did everything, feeding it, cleaning up after it. She was dways

trying to fix things—broken wings on bugs, anything. We knew she/d be some kind of
doctor, | wouldve guessed a veterinarian, but psychologist was fine. She aways got
good grades—it doesn't make sense, Detective Sturgis. At the morgue—what we just
saw—I just dont... It had to be a maniac—this Starkweather place is nothing but
maniacs?'

"Yes, dr,” sad Milo. "It's the first thing we looked at. So far, no leads.

Apparently the inmates never get out."

"Sure," said Rob Ray. "lan't there dways some screwup that lets someone out? Some
stupid mistake?" Tears began coursing slently down the jely of his cheeks
"Youreright, dr," said Milo. "But so far | haven't come up with anything.”

His tone had gentled; suddenly he seemed like a much younger man.

"Well," said Rob Ray. "I can tel you're good people. Where you from origindly?
Your folks, | mean.”

"Indiana"

Satisfied nod. "'l know you're trying.”

Suddenly onelog-arm moved with astonishing Speed, damming upward to the big man's
face, as he ground the handkerchief to his eyes.

"Oh, Rob," said hiswife, and she was crying again, too.

Milo went into the bathroom and brought them water.

Rob Ray Argent said, "Thanks, I'm supposed to drink alot, anyway. For my joints,
keep them lubricated." Half a shrug made his doping shouldersjiggle. He plucked
shirt fabric out of afat fold.

Milo said, "So Claire vigted only on Chrigmeas.”

"Yes, gr."

"Is that sSince she moved to Los Angeles or sSince she went to graduate schoal in
Cleveland?'



"Los Angdes,” said Rob Ray. "When she was at Case Western she came home for
Thanksgiving, Eagter, summers. She helped us out in the store, summers.”

"Once she moved to L.A., how often did she write?'

Silence.

"We're phoners, not writers,” said Ernestine. "L ong distance is so economica
nowadays. We have one of those cdling plans.”

| remembered Claire's phone bills. No recent cdls to Fittsburgh. Had she dided her
parents from the office? Or had she become a stranger to them? Adding them to the
club of strangers we'd encountered at every turn?

"So shecdled,” sad Milo.

"That's right,” said Ernestine. "Every so often.”

Milo scribbled. "What about her marriage? And the divorce. Anything | should know
about that?"

Ernestine lowered her eyes. Her husband took along, noisy breath.
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"She said sheéd gotten married in Reno," he said. "Soon &fter. One of her calls.”

"So shetold you over the phone," said Milo. "Did she seem happy about it?”

"I'd say yes" sad Ernegtine. " She apologized for not telling us before, said it

was one of those sudden things— love at firgt Sght. She said the husband was anice
fdlow. A lawyer."

"But you never met him."

"I'm sure we would've, but Claire didn't stay married to him very long."

Two years, no contact.

"So she vigted on Christmas while she was married.”

"No," sad Ernestine. "Not during the marriage. Last Christmas she was divorced
aready."

Milo said, "Did she explain why she got divorced?"

"She called after it happened, said she was fine, everything was friendly.”

"She used that word?' said Milo." 'Friendly.' "

"Or something to that effect. She was trying to reassure me. That was Claire. Take
care of everyone ese.”

She glanced at her husband. He said, "1 know this sounds weird to you—our not
meeting him. No big white wedding. But Claire aways needed her freedom. She— It
was—That's just the way she was. Give her her freedom and she got straight A's. She
was aways agood kid—a great kid. Who were we to argue? Y ou do your best, who knows
how your kids are going to turn out? She turned out great. We gave her freedom.”
Focusing on me during most of the speech. | nodded.

"We asked to meet him," he said. "The husband. She said sheld bring him by, but she
never did. | got the feding it didn't work too well from the beginning.”

"Why's that?'

"Because she never brought him out.”

"But she never actualy complained about the marriage,” said Milo.

"She never said she was unhappy,” said Rob Ray, "if that's what you're getting at.
Why? Do you suspect him of having anything to do with it?"

"No," said Milo. "Just trying to learn what | can.”



"You're sure?'

"Absolutdly, Sr. At this point, he's not a suspect. No oneis, unfortunately.”

"Well," said Rob Ray, "I know youd tdll usif it was different. The only mention

she made of him was sometimes a the end of a conversation, she might say, 'Joe
sends hisregards.” She did say he was alawyer, not a courtroom lawyer, a business
lawyer. When she cdled he was never home. | got the feding he was aways working.
She was, too. One of those modern marriages. That's probably what happened, they
were too busy for each other."

Ernestine said, "She did send us a picture. Of the wedding— the chapel. So we knew
what he looked like. A redhead.
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I remember joking to Rob Ray about little ginger-haired grandchildren.”

She started to cry again, checked it, gpologized under her breath.

Rob Ray said, "You'd have to know the kind of girl she was to understand. Very
independent. She dways took care of hersdlf.”

"Took care of others, too," | said.

"Exactly. So you can see why she'd need to unwind. And she unwinds by going off by
hersdf to the movies. Or reading abook. Privacy's a big thing with her, so we try

to respect that. Mostly she does things by hersdlf. Except when we go out to the
movies together. She likes doing that with me— we're both crazy for the movies."
The lapse into present tense made my own eyes begin to ache.

He might've redlized it, too. His shoulders lowered suddenly, as if someone had
pushed down upon them, and he stared at the bedcovers.

"Any particular kind of movies?' | sad.

"Anything good,” he mumbled. His face stayed down. "It was something we did
together. | never pushed her to do sports. Tell the truth, being large, | wasn't

exactly ready to run around, mysdlf, so | was glad she wasthat kind of kid, could

gt gill and watch amovie”

"Even when she wastiny," said Ernesting, "she could amuse hersdf. She wasthe
sweetest little thing. | could leave her in her playpen, go about my housework, and
no matter what was happening al around her, shéd just St there and play with
whatever you put in there.”

"Cregting her own world," | said.

Her smile was sudden, unsettling. "Exactly, Doctor. Y ou put your ringer right on it.
No matter what was happening al around her, she created her own world."

No matter what was happening al around her Second time sheld used the phrase within
seconds. Did it imply some kind of family turmoil?

| said, "Privacy as an escape.”

Rob Ray looked up. Uneasinessin hiseyes. | tried to engage him. He turned away.
Ernestine watched him, twisted the handkerchief.

"About the way Claire got married,” she said. "Rob Ray and | had a big church
wedding, and it put my father in debt for two years. | dways thought one of
Claresintentions was to be considerate.”

"What put alight in her eyes" said Rob Ray, "was congderation. Hel ping people.”
"Before Mr. Stargill,” said Milo, "did Claire have any other boyfriends?"



"She dated,” said Ernestine. "In high school, | mean. She wasn't some socid

butterfly, but she went out. Loca boys, nothing steedy. A fellow named Gil Grady
took her to the prom. He's afire lieutenant now."

"What about later?' said Milo. "College? Graduate school ?*

Slence.

"How about once she moved to L.A.?"

"I'm sure," said Ernestine, "that when she wanted to date, she had her pick. She was
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adways very pretty.”

Something— probably her most recent memory of her daughter, gray, damaged, laid out
on astedl table— caused her face to collapse. She hid hersaf behind both hands.

Her husband said, "I can't see where thisisleading us anywhere."

Milo looked at me.

"Just one morething, please,” | said. "Did Clare ever get involved in artsand

crafts? Painting, woodwork, that kind of thing?*

"Crafts?' said Rob Ray. "She drew, like any other kid, but that's about it."

"Modlly she liked to read and go to the movies" said Ernestine. "No matter what was
happening dl around her, she could dways find some quiet time for hersdf.”

Rob Ray sad, "Excuse me" Lifting himsdlf Iaborioudy, he began the trudge to the
bathroom. The three of us waited until the door closed. Running water sounded
through the wood.

Ernestine began spesking softly, frantically: "Thisis so hard on him. When Claire
was growing up, children made fun of him. Crud children. It's glandular; sometimes
he eats lessthan | do."

She stopped, asif daring usto debate. "He's awonderful man. Claire was never
ashamed, never treasted him any way but respectful. Claire was aways proud of her
family, no metter what—"

The last word ended too abruptly. | waited for more. Her lips folded inward. As she
bit down on them, her chin shuddered. "He's dl 1've got now. I'm worried about what
thiswill do to him—"

Another toilet flush. Severd moments later, the door opened and Rob Ray's big head
appeared. Repeat of the |aborious ext, the huffing trek to the bed. When he findly
stled, he said, "'l don't want you to think Claire was some strange kid, al locked

up in her room. She was atough kid, took care of hersdf, wouldn't fal in with
anything bad for her. So this had to be an abduction, some kind of maniac.”

Tdking louder, more forcefully, asif hed refueled.

"Clairewas no fool," he went on. "Claire knew how to take care of hersdf—had to
know."

"Because shelived done?’ | said.

"Because—Yes, exactly. My little girl was independent.”

Later, Stting in a coffee shop on La Tijerawith Milo, | said, "So much pain.”

"Oh, man," he said. "They seem like good people, but talk about delusons. Making
likeit's one happy family, yet Claire never bothers to bring the husband around,
never cdls. She cut them off, Alex. Why?'

" Something the mother said made me wonder about family chaos. She used the phrase



'no matter what was happening dl around her' three times. Emphasizing theat Claire
coped well. Maybe there was turmoil. But they're sure not going to tell you now.
Pretty memories are dl they've got. And why would it matter?"

He amiled. "All of a sudden the past isn't relevant?!

"It'sdways rdevant to someoneslife” | sad. "But it may not have had athing

to do with Clairés death. At least, | don't seeit.”
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"A maniec, like the old man said.”

"He and hiswife might be holding back family secrets, but | don't think they'd
obstruct you," | said. "Claire's been out here for years. | think L.A.'smore

relevant than Pittsburgh or Cleveland.”

He gazed past me, toward the cash register, waved for service. Other than two
red-eyed truckers at separate booths, we were the only customers.

A waitress came over, young, nasd, eager to please. When sheleft with our sandwich
order, | sad, "If she grew up with disruption, wanted her adult life quiet, that

empty living room makes abit more sense. But how it helped make her avictim, |
don't know."

Milo tapped afront incisor. "Dad's size done wouldve been disruptive. Kids making
fun of him, Claire having to ded with it." He drank coffee, peered through the

coffee shop's front window. An unseen jetliner's overhead pass shook the building.
"Maybethat'sit," | said. "Growing up with him could dso've made her comfortable
with folks who were different. But when it cameto her persond life, she drew a
clear line: no fuss, no mess. Escaping to solitude, just as she had as a child.”

The walitress brought the sandwiches. She looked disappointed when Milo said thered
be nothing else. He took a bite of soggy ham as | assessed my burger. Thin, shiny,
the color of dry mud. | put it aside. One of the truckers tossed cash on the table

and hobbled out the front door.

Milo took two more gulps of his sandwich. "Nice how you worked the arts-and- crafts
question in. Hoping for some wood-shop memories?'

"Wouldn't that have been nice."

He bit down on something disagreeable and held the bread at arm's length before
returning it to the plate. " Some scene at the morgue. The coroner did his best to

put her back together, but it was far from pretty. | tried to discourage them again
from viewing. They ingsted. Mom actualy handled it okay; it was Dad who started
breathing rea hard, turned beet red, braced himself against thewall. | thought

we'd end up with another corpse. The morgue attendant's been staring at the poor guy
like he's some freak-of- the-week, now he's redly gawking. | got them out of there.
Thank God he didn't collapse.”

Neither of ustaked for awhile. Ever the prisoner of my training, | lapsed into
thoughts of Claire's childhood. Escape from ... something ... finding refugein

solitude ... because solitude spun layers of fantasy ... theater of the mind. Red
theaters.

| said, "Clareslove of movies. That's something both the parents and Stargill
mentioned. What if it led beyond just watching? Caused her to have acting
aspirations? What if she answered a cagting call—the same one Richard Dada



answered?'

"Shelikesflicks, so dl of a sudden she wants to be a star?'

"Why not?' | said. "It'sL.A. Maybe Claire did a bit on Blood Walk, too. There's
your link with Richard. The killer met both of them on the set.”

"Everything weve learned about this woman tells us shes a privacy nut. Y ou think
shed put hersdf in front of acamera?’

"I've known actors who were extremely shy. Taking on someone else'sidentity adlowed
them to cut loose."

"l guess" he said doubtfully. "So they both meet some loon on the set and he

decides to pick them off for God knows what motive.... Then why the time lapse
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between the murders?’

"Maybe there are other murders in between that we don't know about.”

"I looked for smilars. Anything in car trunk, anything with eye wounds or saw

marks. Nothing."

"Okay," | said. "Just atheory."

The walitress came over and asked if we wanted dessert.

Milo's barked "No thanks' made her step backward and hurry away.

"l understand about role-playing, Alex, but we're talking Ms. Empty Room, her big
thrill was being aone. | can see her taking in amatinee by hersdlf, pretending to

be Sharon Starlet, whatever. But going to the moviesisn't being in the movies.

Hell, | ill can't believe there's no link to Starkwesther. The woman worked with
homicidal murderers, for God's sake, and I'm expected to take it on faith that none
of them got out and hunted her down. Meanwhile, we St here wondering about some
hypotheticd acting gig.”

He pressed both temples, and | knew a headache had come on.

The waitress brought the check and held it out at arm's length. Milo shoved a twenty
a her, asked for aspirin, ordered her to keep the change. She smiled and hustled
away looking frightened.

When she brought the tablets, he swalowed them dry. "To hell with Swig and his
court orders. Time to get with State Parole, see what they can tdl me about
Starkwesther creeps flewing the coop since Claire went to work there. After thet,
aure, the movie thing, why not? Equipment rentds, like you suggested.”

Crumpling the aspirin packet, he dropped it into an ashtray. "Like you sad, it's

L.A. Since when has logic ever meant a damn thing here?!

16.

IN THE COFFEE-SHOP parking lot, he cell-phoned Sacramento, billing through LAPD.
Authorization took awhile. So did being shunted from clerk to supervisor to clerk.
Every few seconds a plane swooped down to land. | sood around as he burned up
caories keeping his voice even. Findly, his patience earned him the promise of a
priority records search from State Parole.

"Which means days instead of weeks" he said, walking over to anearby phone booth
and lifting achained Y ellow Pages from its shelf. Dried gum crusted the covers.

"One thing the supervisor did confirm: Starkweather guys do get out. Not often, but
it happens. She knows for afact because there was a case five years ago—some guy



supposed to be on close supervision returned to his hometown and shot himsdlf in the
local barbershop.”

"So much for the system,” | said. "Maybe that's why Swig was nervous.”

"The system is bullshit. People aren't machines. Places like Quentin and Pdican

Bay, therés dl kinds of trouble. Either you cage them completely or they do
whatever the hdll they please.” He began paging through the phone directory. "Okay,
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let'sfind some rentd outfits, play cinema deuth.”

Mogt of the film equipment companies were in Hollywood and Burbank, the rest
scattered around the Valley and Culver City.

"Hollywood firg," he sad. "Where es=?'

It was just after three P.M. when | followed Milo's unmarked 135 onto the 405 and
over to the 101. We got off a Sunsat. Traffic was mean.

The Hollywood ouitfits were in warehouse buildings and large storefronts on the west
end of the district, between Fairfax and Gower. A concentration on Santa Monica
Boulevard dlowed usto park and cover half a dozen businesses quickly. The mention
of Thin Line Productions and Blood Walk evoked baffled stares from the rental
clerks, most of whom looked like thrasht metal band castoffs.

On the seventh try, a a place on Wilcox caled Hick Stuff, a bony, smian-looking
young man with amassive black hair extenson and a pierced lip douched behind a
nipple- high counter. Massvely unimpressed by Milo's badge. Maybe twenty-one; too
young for that level of world-weariness. Behind him were double doors with an
EMPLOYEES ONLY d€gn. In the background, afemale vocalist shouted over power chords,
Joan Jett or someone trying to be her. Big Hair wore atight black T-shirt and red
jeans. A dogan on the shut: "No Sex Unless It Leads to Dancing” His arms were white
and hairless, more vein than muscle. Lumpy fibroid dope scarsin the crooks said

held probably had police experience.

Milo sad, "Were you working here twenty months ago, Sr?"

"Sir* made the kid smirk. "Off and on." He managed to douch lower.

Price lists were tacked to the surrounding walls. Day rates for sandbags, Western
dollies, Sdewalls, Magliners, wardrobe racks, Cardellini lamps, Greenscreens.
Surprisingly chegp; a snow machine could be had for fifty-five bucks.

"Remember renting to an outfit called Thin Line Productions?!

| expected ayawn, but Big Hair said, "Maybe."

Milo waited.

"Sounds familiar. Yesh, maybe. Yeah."

"Could you check your files, please?’

"Y eah, hold on." Hair opened the double doors and disappeared, returned waving an
index card, looking ready to spit. Y eah, now | remember them.”

"Problems?’ said Milo.

"Big problems." Hair wiped his hands on the black T-shirt. The grubby stedl ring
through his upper lip robbed his expresson of some of the injured dignity he was
trying to project.

"What'd they do?' said Milo.

"Stiffed us fourteen grand worth."



| sad, "That'salot of equipment.”

"Not for Spieberg, but for assholes like that, yeah. We gave 'em everything. Mikes,
props, fake blood, filters, misters, eye chamois, coffee makers, cups, tables, the
fuckin' works. The big items were adolly and a couple of cameras— old gear, no
studio would touch 'em, but till they cost. Supposed to be atenday rentd. They
had no higtory with us and it was obvioudy like a virgin voyage, so we demanded
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double deposit and they gave us a check that we verified was covered. | got 1.D.,
everything by the book. Not only didn't they pay up, they fucking split with the
equipment. When we tried to cash the deposit check, guess what?"

He bared histeeth. Surprisngly white. Behind them, something glinted. Pierced
tongue. No click when he talked—the voice of experience. Were pain thresholds risng
among the new generation? Would it make for a better Marine Corps?

| said, "What made you think it was avirgin voyage?'

"They putzed around, didn't know what they were doing. What pisses me off is|
guided them, man, told them how to get the most for their money. Then they go and
screw me.”

"Y ou got blamed?’

"Boss sad | did the transaction, | was assigned to find ‘em, try to recover. |
couldn't find shit."

"You say ‘they, " said Milo. "How many people are we talking about?"

"Two. Guy and agirl."

"What'd they look like?'

"Twenties, thirties. She was okay-looking, blond hair— light blond, like Marilyn
Monroe, Madonna, when she was like that. But long and straight. Nice body, but
nothing specid. Okay face. He wastall, older than her, trying to play hip."

"How old?' sad Milo.

"Probably in his thirties. She was maybe younger. | wasn't redly paying attention.
She didn't say much, it was mostly him."

"How tall washe?' said Milo.

"About your sze, but skinny. Not as skinny as me, but nothing like you either.”
Smirk.

"Hair color?' said Milo.

"Dark. Black. Long."

"Like yours?'

"He wished, man. Hiswas curly, like a perm, maybe went to here." He touched his
shoulders.

"Plainum blond for her," said Milo, writing. “Long and curly for him. Maybe wigs?'
"Sure they were" said Hair. "It's not exactly hard to tell, man.”

"What kind of dothing did they wear?'

"Regular. Nothing specid.”

"Any other distinguishing marks?'

Hair laughed. "Like '666' on their foreheads? Nope, unh-uh.”

"Could you identify them if you saw them again?'

"1 dunno.” The pierced tongue did between his upper and lower teeth. The mannerism



formed his mouth into a tragedy- mask frown. "Probably not. | waan't redly paying
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attention to their faces. | was concentrating on getting them the most for their
money."

"But maybe you could recognize them?"

"Why, you have apicture?’

"Not yet."

"Well, bring one if you get it. Maybe, no promises.”

"Thefact they were wearing wigs," said Milo. "That didn't bother you?"

"Why should it?"

"Maybe they were hiding something." Hair laughed. "Everyone in the industry hides
something. Y ou never see a chick with anaturd rack anymore, and haf the guys are
wearing wigs and eye shadow. Big fucking dea— maybe they were acting in their own
flick, doing it dl. That'stheway it iswith alot of these indie things"

"They tdl you anything about the flick?"

"Didn't ask, they didn't say.”

"Blood Walk," said Milo. "Sounds like a dasher flick."

"Could be." Boredom had returned.

"They rented fake blood."

"Couple galons. | picked out the best we had, nice and thick. Then they butt-ream
me like that. Boss loved that."

"Any hint it might've been porn?"

"Anything's possible," said Hair. "1 know most of the porn people, but there's
aways new assholestrying to bregk in. | don't think so, though. They didn't have
that virgin porn fed."

"What's the virgin porn fed?"

" Stoned- happy on Ecgtasy, big fucking adventure. They didn't say much—thinking about
it, they didn't say hardly nothing at dl.”

"Baosstake it any further than having you look for them?' said Milo.

"What do you mean?'

"Did he run atrace on them? Hire a collection agency?"

"He put 'em out to collection and when that didn't work, he wrote it off. We had a
good year, | guess he can piss away fourteen grand.”

"Does thiskind of thing happen dl the time?"

"Getting ripped off? Not dl the time, but yeah, it hgppens. But not usudly for

this much. And usudly we collect something.”

"Do you dill have their file?"

"l didn't throw it out."

"Could we please seeit, Mr.... 7'
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"Bonner. Vito Bonner." He wiped his hands again. "L et me go back and check. They rip
someone ese off? That why you're here?"

"Something like that."

"Man," said Bonner. "Tak about stupid. We warned the other companiesin the



neighborhood. Burbank and Culver too." A black sprig of false hair tickled his chin
and he dapped it away. "l think we warned the VVdley, too. So anyone who rented to
them after that deservesto get cornholed.”

We sat in the unmarked and studied thefile. Thetab read THIN LINE: BLOOD WALK, BAD
DEBT. Thefirgt page was aletter from an Encino collection agency reporting an
extensive search, no results. Next came the rental gpplication. Thin Line's address
was listed on Abbot Kinney Boulevard in VVenice. Venice phone exchange with the
notation that it traced to a pay phone.

"Bit of adrive to Hollywood," | said. "Especidly with renta outfits close by in
SantaMonica They didn't want to foul their own nest.”

Milo pored over the form, nodding. The sSignature at the bottom was hard to read, but
ablack business card stapled to the file folder said:

Griffith D.Wark

PRODUCER AND PRESIDENT

THIN LINE PRODS

The pay- phone number in the lower left corner. White printing on black.
Old-fashioned cameralogo in the lower right-hand corner.

"Bogus phone" he said. "Scam from the get-go ... Wark. Sounds like a phony
moniker."

"Griffith D. W," | sad. "Ten to oneit'san inverson of D. W. Griffith. I'll dso

bet the W in'D. W." was Wark. Not very subtle, but old Vito didn't catch it."

"Old Vito probably knows more about Maglites than film history.” He flipped to the
next page. "Herée's the bank verification on the deposit check—B. of A. branch out in
Panorama City. These guys were dl over the place.”

He studied his Timex. "Too late to cal the manager. I'll drive by the Venice

address, seeif they redly did have a place there; then I'll get the file over to

thelab just in case some old latents from known bad guys show up. Tomorrow, it'son
the horn to every other prop house in the county, see if Mr. Wark talked anyone else
out of gear."

"You likethe film thing now," | sad.

"Work with what you've got,” he said. "I'm an old stink-hound: when something smdlls
bad, | go nosing."

"The casting ad could have been another scam—get wannabesto pay for auditioning.”
"Wouldn't surprise me. Hollywood's one big scam, anyway—imeage fiber dles. Even when
it's supposedly legit. One of my first cases, back when | was doing Robbery, was—"
He named awell-known actor. "Got his sart as a sudent, doing artsy stuff using

gear he gole from the university's theater arts department. When | caught up with

him he was ared fresh-mouth, no remorse. Findly, he agreed to return everything

and the U decided not to take it any further. A few yearslater, I'm watching TV and
this asshole€'s up for an Oscar, some socia-issues film about prison reform, making

a holier-than-thou speech. And what about—" He named amgjor director. "I know for a
fact he got hisfoot in the door by selling coke to studio execs. Y eah, this Wark

found the right business for a psychopath. The only question is how rdevant his
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mischief isto my cases.”



| got home just after six. Robin'struck was in the carport. The house smelled
wonderful—the salty bouquet of chicken soup.

Shewas at the stove, ftirring apot. Her hair was loose, tumbling down her back;
black swests accentuated the auburn. Her deeves were pushed up to her elbows and
her face |ooked scrubbed. Steam from the soup had brought up some sweat. Down by her
feet, Spike squatted, panting, ready to pounce for a scrap. The table was set for
two.

When | kissed her, Spike grumbled. "Be agood sharer,” | sad.

He grumbled some more and waddled over to his water bowl.

"Winning through intimidation,” | said.

Robin laughed. "Thought wed egt in. Haven't seen enough of you lately.”

"Sounds great to me. Want me to prepare something?'

"Not unless there's something else you want.”

| looked into the pot. Golden broth formed a bubbling home for carrots, celery,
onions, divers of white mesat, wide noodles.

"Nothing," | said, moving behind her, cupping her waist, lowering my hands to her
hips. | felt her go loose.

"This" | sad, "is one of those greet fantases—he chances upon her as she cooks
and, lugty gdlion that heis..."

She laughed, let out two soft breaths, leaned back against me. My hands rose to her
breasts, loose and soft, unfettered by the thin fleece of the sweets. Her nipples
hardened againgt my pams. My fingers dipped under the waistband of her pants. She
inhaled sharply.

"You drinks" she said, placing her hand over mine. Guiding it down. " Spending too
much time on fantasy, not enough on redity.”

17.

I WOKE UP the next morning thinking about Mr. and Mrs. Argent's clam that Claire
had chosen psychology because she wanted to nurture people. Y et she'd opted for
neuro-psychology as a specidty, concentrating on diagnogtics, avoiding treatment.
On research diagnogtics, charts and graphs, the hieroglyphics of science. Shed
rarely ventured out of her lab. On the face of it, shedd nurtured nothing but data

a County.

Until six months ago and the shift to Starkweether. Maybe Robin wasright, and the
move represented getting in touch with her dtruism.

But why now?Why there?

Something didn't fit. My head fet like abox full of random index cards. | circled

the office, trying to collate. Robin and Spike were out, and the silence chewed at
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me. There had been atime, long ago, when | was content living done. The knots and
liberties of love had changed me. What had Claire experienced oflove?

The phone ring was glass shattering on stone.

"Smal suff fird," said Milo. "Joseph Stargill's not quite asrich as he clamed,
because some of his properties are mortgaged, but he still comes out over four mil

in the black. His law practice bringsin around a hundred and eighty K ayear. If

he's agreedy psychopath or he hated Claire's guts, | suppose three hundred K might



motivate him, but | can't find evidence of either, and a probate lawyer telsme

Sargill would have a hell of atime getting hold of that property. With no will,

the ate takesmost of it and Claire's parents get the rest. Stargill's not off the

suspect list completely; | till have to nose around about any bad investments he

might have. But he's been kicked down severa notches.

"Item Two: no other prop company reports being bilked by Mr. Wark or Thin Line, so
maybe he wasn't out for a big-time eguipment rip-off, just wanted to supply hisown
shoot, decided to keep the gear when they were through. No progress finding Wark.
The Blood Walk script has definitely not been registered with any of the guilds, no
one's heard of Thin Line, and there's no evidence the film was ever released. |
contacted film-developing labs, because if there was ever footage it might've been
processed somewhere. Nada. At the B. of A. in Panorama City, no dice over the phone,
| have to comein, present awarrant to get alook at the Thin Line account.”

"Busy day," | said.

"With zippo to show for it. I'm thinking thiswhole movie angleis a digraction.
Especidly with Item Three: the clerk from State Parole called me, God bless her.
Turns out a Starkweether inmate was released, seven months ago. A guy named Wenddl
Pelley. Three weeks before Claire went to work there. It's a narrow window, but
Pelley could've learned about Claire from some buddy il in there. Or Claire

actudly had contact with him. Think about it: her officid dart date was three

weeks after Pelley got released, but what's to say she didn't go to Starkwesather
before then? To take alook, seeif it wasright for her. Let's say sherunsinto

Pdlley by accident—he's about to be sprung, so they make him a trusty—a tour guide,
like Hatterson. She's coming there to help people, and here's a success story. It

could be gppeding to her, right?"

"Sure" | said, "but seven months ago means Pelley was released one month after
Richard Dadas murder.”

"So someone ese did Dada. That's dways been a possibility.”

His tone said not to push it. "What's Pelley's background?' | said.

"White male, forty-9x, got committed twenty-one years ago for shooting his

girlfriend and her three little kids up in the Serras—gold country. Apparently

Pelley was trying to do some mining, brought the rest of them dong to be one happy
family, got drunk, convinced himsdlf they were trying to rob his claim, and went
berserk. Diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia, drug and booze history, too wacky for
trid."

"Why'd they let him out?'

"Staff recommendation from Starkwegther is dl State Parole had.”

"Swig approved therdlease," | said. "So he held back plenty.”

"Shmuck. Never liked him. Gonnalook into his background, but right now Pelley's
whereabouts are my main concern.”

"He'son therun?' | said. "Released inmates are supposed to get counsding and
random drug tests.”
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"Funny thing 'bout that, in't it? Peley was bunking in a hdfway house near

MacArthur Park. The operators haven't seen him for amonth. They claim they notified



his parole officer right away. | tried to reach the P.O., no cdlback yet."

"Whom would the parole officer be obligated to notify?"

"Thelocd police. Ramparts Divison. They can't find any record of notification.
The system, huh?"

"Would Swig be notified?"

"Maybe. If 50, it's something else he held back on. Not that he'sany useto usa
this point. Pelley wouldn't be likely to run back to Starkwesther.”
"Sowhat'snext?' | said. "A Satewide dert?"

"Nah," hesad. "Tha'sfor TV Officidly, Peley hasn't done anything bad yet, so
no way does State Parole or anyone else want to get the pressonit, panic the
public. If Ramparts does get notified, al it meansis Pelley's face and stats go up
on abulletin board in the station, maybe if the desk's fedling red cooperative

they issue photo memos for the squad car dashboards. Meaning if Pelley acts up
publicly and a uniform gets there in time, he's busted. But if he doesn't cause
problems, he can probably fade into the woodwork."

"Out on the streets three weeks before Claire joins the staff at Starkwesather,” |
said. "You could be right. She met Pelley and he became her outpatient project.”
"Hey," he said, "shetold that psychiatrist she was ripe for it. 'So many madmen, so
littletime""

"And maybe Pdley and Peske maintained some sort of communication. Maybe Pegke
talked to him because they had some kind of rapport. They had one important thing in
common: they both murdered families.”

"As good abasisfor friendship as|'ve ever heard." He cursed.

"Heidi never mentioned Policy's release. But she came on gaff after Claire, might
not have heard about it."

"l want to talk to Heidi again, anyway," he said. "So far she'sthe only onein that
place showing any desire to help. She's due on shift at three. I'm gonna be out on
the road dl day, trying to trace Pelley, s0 | |eft amessage with your number as
backup. Okay?'

"Okay. | can dso try that head psychiatrist at Starkweather— Aldrich—see whéat he
knows about Pelley.”

"No, not yet—I need to be discredt. If it turns out Pelley’'s our bad guy, whoever
okayed his release is gonna be up the creek. No reason to warn them, give them time
to get their defenses up. Give Swig a chance to get on the horn with Uncle Senator
and unleash a paper barrier.”

He sounded angry but exhilarated.

"Y ou have a good feding about this" | said.

"Don't know about that, but | will tel you onething: thisisa heluvalot moreto

my liking than movies and dl thet hocus-pocus about Peake's gibberish. Thisisthe
world as | know it: bad guy gets out on the street, bad things happen... . Guess my
faith in crappy endings has been validated once again.”

| heated up some of the leftover soup and chewed on ahard roll as | thought about
Milo's enthusasm for Wendd | Pelley.
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In addition to his being clear for the Dada murder, Pelley had used agun, not a



knife. But maybe twenty-one years had changed hiskilling style. And he had bolted
the halfway house.

Stll, Milo was relying on what he hated most: theory. If

he'd looked at it coldly, he might've tempered his enthusiasm. | hadn't said a

thing. I'd continue to keep my doubts to mysdf. One thing doing therapy had taught
me timing isdl.

My service rang at three-twenty-three. 1'd been expecting a cal from Heidi Ott, but
the operator said, "It's a Dr. Hert-zlinger, from County Generd Hospitdl. She says
it'sabout Dr. Argent.”

"Put her on."

Click. "Dr. Ddaware? Mary Hertzlinger. | was cdling Detective Sturgis, but someone
a the gation gave me this number.”

"He's out, asked me to take some messages. What's up?”

"After you and heleft, | found mysdf thinking more about Claire. And | began to
wonder if I'd misspoken. About that strange parting shot—'So many madmen, o little
time."Y ou asked meif Claire seemed upset when she said it, and | said no, she was
actudly smiling. But the more | consdered it, the more | redlized how unlike

Claire the remark was. Because she'd never joked before. Never displayed any sense
of humor, redly. | don't mean that unkindly — she was just a very serious person. Off
thejob, I try not to andlyze people, but you know how it is. Anomdies etract me."
"Me, too. Occupationa hazard."

She laughed softly. "Anomalies a'so make me wonder about anxiety.”

"Y ou think Claire was anxious about switching jobs?’

"It'sjust gpeculation,” she said, "but she judt rattled off thet line asif shed

rehearsed it. Had been reciting it to hersdf. Because, let'sfaceit, it wasa

strange thing to do. Claire's job was secure, Dr. Theobold liked her. To just pick

up and leave for aplace like Starkweather? She'd never worked with patients, let
adone homicidd psychatics. It redly doesn't make sense.”

"Maybe after doing dl that research, she wanted to help people directly.”

"Then why Starkwesther? Who gets help there?'

"S0 you're saying the decision scared her but she went ahead, anyway,” | said.

"Yes, but that doesn't make sense, ether, doesit? If she was nervous, why do it?

I'll bet if sheld marched into Dr. Theobold's office and announced sheld changed her
mind, hed have taken her back in aflash, no questions asked. So it's confusing. |
tried to think back, what her demeanor had been as we cleaned out those boxes. What
wed been talking about. | couldn't remember much, but | did recal something: she
mentioned leaving some materid behind in the office closet, said shed be back for

it later in the afternoon. But | wasin the office al day and she never returned.

Ever. After | met you, | went to check, and sure enough, there it was, back in a
corner. Two cartons with her name on them. The flaps were closed but not sedled, so
| opened one up— I hope | didn't ruin anything by doing that?"

"No," | sad. "Find anything interesting?'

"Mostly they were journd reprints. Clairé's own publications and some articles
related to her acoholism research. But there was aso a plastic bag full of

newspaper clippings. Photocopies, actualy, and when | read them, | knew | had to
cdl Detective Sturgis. They were dl about a mass murder that took place sixteen
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years ago—"

"The Ardullo family," | sad. "Ardis Peske."

Silence. "So you dready know."

"Peake's at Starkweather. He was one of Claire's patients.”

"Oh, my... So Claire was interested in him before she went there— maybe he was one of
the reasons she took the job. But why would that be?!

"Good question,” | said. "Where are the dlippings now?"

"Right here in front of me—I won't touch another thing, haven't even gone near the
second box. Someone can pick them up any time before eight tonight, and I'll be back
inaround seven A.M."

"Thanks" | said. "And thank you for caling. Soon as | can reach Detective Sturgis,

I'll let him know."

"This Peske," she sad. "Hées Hill in there—incarcerated?’

"yes"

"So it couldn't have been him," she said, sounding relieved. "'l started to reaed the
clippings. Thethingshedid ... Anyway, that'sit.”

"One morething,” | said. "Did Claire ever mention loving the movies?'

"Not to me. Why?'

"Welve been told it was amain form of recreation for her."

"| suppose that wouldn't surprise me," she said. "Sure. | could see that—Ilosng

herdf in fantasy.”

"Y ou saw her as someone with an active fantasy life?!

"l saw her as someone who might've depended upon an active fantasy life. Because she
didn't—I don't want to be crud, but the truth is, she just didn't seem to have much

of ared life”

Interested in Peake before she'd taken the job.

Her project. Trying to increase hisverbal output.

Or s0 sheld clamed. What about him had redly caught her interest? . Stashed the
clippings dong with her research data.

Because she consdered the clippings data?

Why would an acoholism researcher raised in Pittsburgh and schooled in Cleveland be
concerned with a sixteenyear-old atrocity in a Cdiforniafarm town?

A town that no longer existed.

| thought about the abolition of Treadway. An entire community obliterated. What
role had been played by Ardis Peake's savage night?

Peake's blood walk... | wrestled with it some more. Claire, aresearcher, coming

upon something ...

It was three-forty, and Heidi Ott till hadn't caled. | checked out with my service

and drove back to the library.
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18.

FIRST | PHOTOCOPIED and reviewed the murder articles I'd pulled up yesterday. No new
indghts. Using "Ardullo" and "Ardis Peske" as keywords, | went back twenty years



before the crimes and pulled up five references, dl from the L.A. Times. November
24,1929:

ARDULLO LEADS INDIANS

TO GRIDIRON VICTORY Red Schoen, Times sportswriter

Two fourth-quarter record-bresking runs by star quarterback Henry "Butch "Ardullo
led the Stanford Indians to a 21- 7 victory over the UC Bearsin last Sunday's
diffhanger game.

Ardullo, dready renowned for his passing, showed his leg stuff, accomplishing a

pair of unimpeded Mercury imitations to the touchdown line, 70 and 82 yards
respectively. The capacity crowd showed its appreciaion with a sanding ovation,
and professional scouts, derted to Ardullo's stdllar performance dl season, were
reputed to be eyeing the husky juniokK No one will be surprised when Butch is tapped
on the shoulder for sardom, maybe even while till in his cap and gown. More
important to assembled Pah Alto stalwarts and dums, a Rose Bowl place for the
Redskinsisal but assured.

Decembers, 1929:

INJURY SIDELINES GRIDIRON STAR Red Schoen, Times sportswriter

A broken femur suffered during practice yesterday led to Stanford great Henry "Butch
" Ardullo being carried from the field on a dretcher.

Ardullo, the Pecific College League's hight scoring quarterback, had been expected to
lead the Indians in their upcoming Rose Bowl game with USC. Doctorstreating the
injured junior have pronounced his football career over.

August 12,1946:

FARMERS GROUP SAYS IMMIGRANT LABOR

NECESSARY TO FEED STATE John M. D'Arcy, Times staff writer

A consortium of Cdiforniafruit growers met with Deputy Agriculture Secretary
Clement W. Chase in Washington this week to request relaxation of immigration laws
in order to permit increased numbers of "wetback " Iaborers from Mexico.

The Affiliated Agriculturd Network damsthat tighter immigration laws will raise
labor costs to the point of "severe abuse of the domestic consumer,” according to
AANpresident Henry Ardullo, a peach and wanut grower from Treadway, Cdifornia.
" These people,” said Ardullo, "can come up here and earn ten times what they can
down in Mexico and il give us excellent labor value. They do jobsno onedse
wants, so American workers don 'tget hurt. Meanwhile, Mrs. Housewife getsto go to
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the grocery store and stock up on the finest, most nutritious produce ever grown on
this planet at a price that makes hedthful egting the only logica choice."
Anti-immigration groups oppose the variance. Secretary Chase said he will consider
the petition and issue aruling.

January 14,1966:

RESIST LAND BOOM LURE, SAY S GROWER Stephen Bannister, Times business writer
Farmers need to resst the temptation to sl their land at high marketprices, says
aprominent Kern County fruit grower, because the future of the family farmis at
stake.

"Quick profits pose adifficult temptation, and Lord knows farnming can be difficullt,



what with al the government restrictions” said Henry Ardullo, awalnut and peach
farmer from Treadway, Cdifornia, and past president of the Affiliated Agriculturd
Network, a group representing the interests of independent growers. "But thefam is
the soul of Cdifornia This state is America's breadbasket, and if we cut off the

hand that feeds usin the name of easy money, what are we leaving to our children?
Golf courses and country clubs are pretty, but try feeding your family with turf

grass.”

Ardullo's comments were made at a GOP fund-raiser at the Fairmont Hotel in San
Francisco, where he shared the dais with State Senators William Greben and Rudy
Torres, and rea estate devel oper Sheridan Krafft.

March 5,1975:

OBITUARIES

HENRY ARDULLO, COLLEGE GRIDIRON STAR AND AGRICULTURAL EXEC
Henry "Butch " Ardullo died at hisranch in Treadway, Cdifornia, this past
Wednesday. Renowned as a quarterback at Stanford University, where he broke severa
records for running and passing, Ardullo received aB.A. in businessin 1930. He had
been widely expected to enter professona football until an injury ended his

athletic career.

Upon graduation, he joined the family enterprise, alarge wanut and peach

plantation begun by his father, Joseph (Giuseppe) Ardullo, an immigrant from Naples
who came to Californiain 1883, found work as a fruit vendor in San Francisco and
invested his profitsin red estate in and around the Kern County community of
Treadway, where he planted hundreds of fruit trees from stock acquired in England,
Itay and Portugdl.

Upon Joseph Ardullo s death in 1941, Henry Ardullo took over the business, Ardullo
AA Fruit, which he renamed and incorporated as BestBuy Produce, and continued to
purchase land, amassing large private red estate holdingsin the lower central

valey region. Elected as president of Affiliated Agricultural Network, a post World
War |1 consortium of independent growers, in 1946, Ardullo represented grower
interests in Washington, including a successful petition for relaxation of

immigration laws to alow increased numbers of farm laborersinto Cdifornia. He was
amember ofKiwanis, the Treadway Chamber of Commerce, and the Farm League and a
contributor to the Republican party; he served as centrd valey chairmen of United
Way from 1953 to 1956.

He married Stanford classmate KatherineAnn Steth-son, daughter of a Palo Alto
department store owner, in 1933. She died in 1969. A son, Henry Ardullo, Jr., died
in amountain climbing accident in Nepd, in 1960. The senior Ardullo is survived by
his other son, Scott Stethson Ardullo of Treadway, vice president ofBestBuy Produce.
Thefarmisthe soul of Cdifornia
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It had taken the rampage of a madman to bring Henry Ardullo's nightmare home.

A family obliterated. An entire town wiped off the map. Once sentimentaity had been
taken care of, high rea estate values had done the rest.

Sad, but | couldn't see any connection to Claire or the demons hissng in Ardis
Peake's head.



Could she have had a family connection to the Ardullos? Her parents hadn't mentioned
it. There seemed no reason for them to conced history. Still, people often hid

their reasons. | found a pay phone just outside the reading room, phoned the Hight
Inn, and asked for the Argents room. Rob Ray's familiar rumble said, "Yes?"

"Mr. Argent? Dr. Delaware.”

"Oh. Hello."

"Sorry to bother you again, sir, but | had one more question.”

"Lucky you caught us" he said. "We're on our way out the door and back home." *
"I'll be quick, Mr. Argent. Do you have any relatives in Cdifornia? Specificaly,

in the farming business?'

"Farming? Nope."

"Does the name Ardullo mean anything to you?'

"No again. | thought you might be calling about some progress—what's this dl

about?'

"The Ardullos were afamily Clare showed some interest in— sheld read up on them,
held on to some newspaper clippings.”

" Were afamily?' he sad. "Something happened to them?"

"Unfortunately, they were murdered. Fifteen years ago, and Claire seemed to be
interested in the case.”

"Murdered. The whole family?' He nearly choked on the last two words. "So what— |
don't mean, so what they were murdered. So what about Claire? No, | don't know them,
never did. It was probably just something ... professiona. Doing her work. Have to
go, good-bye."

"Have agood flight,” | sad.

"Oh, yeah," he said. "It'sgoing to be agrest flight—at least I'm getting out of

your lousy city."

His anger rang in my head and | hung up feding foolish and intrusive. What had |
hoped to accomplish? What did big money and land dedls have to do with Claire's
murder? Now that | was thinking straight, | redlized there was a smple explanation

for the clippings. knowing she was trandferring to Starkwesther, Claire had plugged
the hogpitd's name into some data banks, come across the description of Peake's
bloody night. Once she got there, she looked him up, found him near vegetative. A
chdlenge.

So many madmen, so little time.

After dl those yearsin the lab, she was hungry for dinica raw meat—for a

firghand look at astounding crimina madness. Maybe she'd even intended to write
Peake up, if she made some kind of progress.

Sheld entered the world of madness, but—Milo's enthusiasm for Wendell Pelley asde—|
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wondered if that had anything to do with her deeth. Right at the beginning, my gut

had told me someone organized—twisted but sane—had cut her throat, stashed her in
the car trunk, made off with the bit of cash in the as yet undiscovered purse. Left

no clues.

Maybe the same person who'd bisected Richard Dada, maybe not. Any smilarities
between the two cases could be explained by abnorma psychology: psychopaths weren't



that original. Confront enough evil and you smell the same garbage over and over.
No voicesin the head here. Maybe Pelley was now sane enough to pull it off, maybe
not. In any case, | couldn't help thinking we were up against something col dhearted,
orchestrated.

Murder for fun. A production.

There was nothing more | could do, so | drove home, spent some time outdoors,
weeding, pruning, feeding the fish, netting leaves out of the pond.

Just before five, my service patched Hedi Ott through.

"Doctor?" She sounded buoyant. "I can't believe it, but Peske's talking again, and
thistime Swig can't accuse me of being hystericd. | got it on tapel”

19.

"Tuh."

"What's that, Ardis?"

Tape buzz. | clocked it. Twenty-two seconds—

"What did you say, Ardis... ? You just said something . .. because you want to talk
to me, right, Ardis. . . ?' Thirty-two seconds.

"Ardis? Could you open your eyes. .. please? " A minute. Ninety seconds, a hundred
... Heidi Ott held up her finger, signaing us to be patient.

It was just before midnight, but her eyes were bright. She and Milo and | werein an
interrogation room at the station— ahot, Lysolsmeling yellow doset bardy large
enough for the three of us. Heidi's hair was tied back and styled with a shark dlip.
Sheld come straight from Starkwesather and the clip of her 1.D. badge protruded from
abreast pocket. The recorder was atiny black Sony.

"Just a bit more," she said, tapping her fingers on the sed table.

Her voice on the tape said, "Okay, Ardis. Maybe tomorrow."

Thirty-three seconds. Footsteps.

"Tuh."

"Tuh, Ardis? Two? Two wha?"

Twenty-eight seconds.
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"Ardis?"

"Tuhguh."

"Togo?'

"Tuh guh choo choo bang bang.”

"Togo choo choo bang bang? Whatdoes that mean, Ardis?"

Fifteen seconds.

"Choo choo bang bang, Ardis? Is that some sort of game?"

Eighteen seconds.

"Ardis? What's choo choo bang bang? "

Thirty seconds, forty, fifty.

" What doesit mean, Ardis?"

Eighty-three seconds. Click.

She said, "At that point, he turned away from me, wouldn't open his eyes. | waited
awhile longer, but | knew it wasdl | was going to get out of him."

" 'Choo choo bang bang,' " said Milo.



She colored. "I know. It's pretty stupid, isn't it? | guess | shouldn't have gotten

90 jazzed. But at least it's something, right? He's talking to me. Maybe helll keep
talking."

"Where'd you keep the recorder?’ | said.

"In my pocket." She pointed to the navy photographer's vest she'd draped over her
chair. "l tried yesterday, too, but nothing happened.”

" 'Choo choo bang bang,' " said Milo. " 'Bad eyesin abox."

"I've been trying to figure out some connection,” said Heidi. Suddenly, she looked
very tired. "Probably wasting your time. Sorry."

"No, no," said Milo. "l appreciate your help. I'd like to keep the tape.”

"Sure." She popped it out of the machine, gave it to him, placed the recorder back
in the vest pocket, collected her purse, and stood.

Milo held out a hand and they shook. "Thanks," he said. "Redly. Any information is
hepful.”

She shrugged. "I guess. . .. Want me to keep taping?’

"l don't want you to do anything that violates regulations.”

"Never heard of any regulation againg taping.”

"It's generdly illegd to tgpe anyone without their knowledge, Heldi. Jall

prisoners lose the presumption of privacy, but whether or not that gppliesto the
men at Starkweather, | don't know."

"Okay," shesad. "So | won't do it anymore.” Shrugging, she moved toward the door.
"Kind of strange, isn' it? Protecting them. That's another reason | don't want to
stick around.”
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"What's that?"

"Swig taks dl the time about humane care, how they're human beings, too. Buit |
just can't find much sympathy for them, and 1'd rather work with people | care
about. —At least they can't leave. | guess that's the main thing.”

"Speaking of which," said Milo. "One of them did get out."

Her knuckles whitened around the purse handle. "1 never heard that. When?'
"Before you came on gaff."

"Who? What was his name?"

"Wendel Pdlley."

"No," she said. "Never heard of him—why, is he some sort of suspect in Claire's
murder?'

"No," said Milo. "Not yet. I'm just trying to cover dl bases. Anything you could
find out about Pelley would be useful. Like, did he and Peake associate with each
other."

"l cantry ... long as| stay at Starkwesather.”

"Two more weeks."

"Yes, but if therés something you think | can ... Are you saying thisPelley is

what Peake's little speeches are dl about? Pelley's been communicating with Peske?
Sending him messages, and Peake's babbling them back at me?"

"l wish | knew enough to theorize, Heidi. Right now I'm smply looking into
everything."



"Okay ... I'll dowhat | can." Sharp tug of the ponytail. Looking troubled, she

opened the door. Milo and | walked her downstairs to the street. Her car was parked
at the curb, haf-lit by astreetlamp. Old, dented Chryder minivan. A bumper

sticker reed, " Climbers Get High Naturdly."

Milo said, "What's the highest mountain you ever tackled?'

"I'm more of awall person than a mountain person. Sheer surfaces, the more verticd
the better." She smiled. "Promise you won't tell? The best one wasn't exactly legd.
Power station near the Nevada border. We did it at three A.M., then parachuted
down."

"Adrendine high," said Milo.

"Oh, yegh." Shelaughed, got in the van, and drove away.

"Got your junior G-woman on the job," | said. "I think she's found a new source of
adrendine.

"Yeah, she's alittle hyper, isn't she? But at |east someone's cooperating.... SO,

what do you think about Peske's latest soliloquy?”

"If theré's some deep psychologicd meaning, it's euding me."

" 'Choo choo bang bang.' " He laughed. "Tak about loco motives.”

Wereturned to the Robbery-Homicide room. A Dunkin' Donuts takeout box dominated
Mile's desk. He said, " Shouldn't you be getting home to Robin?!
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" told her it might take awhile.

He studied the notes held scrawled in the interrogation room. "Heldi," he sad. "Our
little mountain girl. Too bad everything she's come up with is probably worth awarm
bucket of gpit.... "Choo choo bang bang.' What's next? Peake reads selections from
Dr. Seuss?'

He rubbed his eyes, stacked some papers, squared the corners with his thumbs.
"You think it was poor judgment?’ he said. "Asking her to check on Pdley?’

"Not if she's discreet.”

"Worse comes to worst, Swig finds out, gets dl huffy. He can't afford to make too
big aded of it—bad publicity.”

"Anything new on Pdlley's wheresbouts?' | said.

"Zilch. Ramparts was notified by the P.O., so there's something positive. Other than
that, the P.O. wasn't very helpful. Casdload in the hundreds; to him, Pelley was

just another number. | doubt he could point him out in a crowd.”

He pulled afolded sheet out of hisjacket pocket and handed it to me. LAPD Suspect
Alert. Pdley's vitd datistics and a photo so dark and blurry | couldn't seeit

being useful for anything. All 1 could make out was around, cleanshaven Caucasian
face smudged with indeterminate features. Thin, light-colored hair. Serious mouth.
The crime was failure to report.

"Thisiswhat they're usng?' | said, placing the paper on the desk.

"Yeah, | know—not exactly Cartier-Bresson. But &t least they'relooking. | did some
looking, too. Driving around the neighborhood, checking out MacArthur Park,
Lafayette Park, aleys, con bars, some other bad-guy spots | know. Vigted the
halfway house, too. Old gpartment building, cons out in front, some Korean guy
running the place— sincere enough, told me held been a socid worker in Seoul. But he



barely speaks English, and basicdly dl he doesis warehouse the residents, do
random drug tests maybe four times a year. Counseling consists of asking the cons
how they're doing. The ones | saw hanging around didn't look at al ingghtful. As

for Pelley, al the Korean could say was that held been quiet, hadn't caused

problems. None of the cons remembered a damn thing about him. Of course.”

He reached for a piece of stae cinnamon roll. "He could be athousand miles away by
now. | didn't do much better with Stargill's investment records. The Newport money
managers wouldn' talk to me, and they informed him I'd been asking around. He calls
me, dl irate. | tell him I'm just trying to clear him, how about he voluntarily
givesmealook at his stock portfolio. If everything checks out, we cdl it aday.

He says helll think about it, but | could tell he won't.”

"Hiding something?' | said.

"Or just guarding his privacy—everyone gets privacy, right? Even guys who cook and
edt babies. Everyone except citizenswho get laid out on sted tables, some
white-coat peding off their face, doing the Y -cut, playing peekaboo with their

interna organs. No privacy there."
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20.

ROBIN DIDN'T STIR when | dipped into bed beside her a one A.M. Visions of Peake's
crimes and the knowledge that | hadn't helped Milo much kept me up for awhile,
heart besting too fast, muscles tight. Deep-bresthing mysdf into an uneasy torpor,

| findly dipped off. If dreams intruded, | had no memory of them in the morning,

but my legs ached, asif I'd been running from something.

By nine A.M., | was drinking coffee and catching what passesfor TV newsinL.A.:
capped-toothed jesters hawking showhiz gossip, the latest bumblings of the moronic
city council, the current heglth scare. Today, it was strawberries from Mexico:
everyone was going to die from an intestinal scourge. Back when 1'd treated

children, the news had frightened more kids than any horror flick.

| was about to switch off the set when the grinning blonde gushed, "And now more on
that train accident.”

The story merited thirty seconds. An unidentified man had lain across the MetroRall
tracksjust east of the city limits, squarely in the path of an empty passenger

train. The engineer spotted him and put on the emergency brake, but not in time.
Choo choo.

| cdled Milo.

He picked up right away. "Y eah, yeah, the little train that couldn't. Probably

nothing. Or maybe Peake redly is a prophet and we should be worshiping him insteed
of keeping him locked up. Nothing much e'se on my plate, so | cdled the coroner.
The deceased is one Ellroy Lincoln Begtty, male black, fifty-two. Petty crimina
record— mostly possession and drank and disorderly. The only thing that intrigued me
was that Bestty spent sometime in amentd hospital. Cama-rillo, thirteen years

ago, back when they were still open for that kind of business. No mention of
Starkwesther, but you never know. The accident happened in Newton Dividon. | wish
Manny Alvarado had the case, but he retired and the new guy isn't great about
returning cals. | figured 1'd head over to the morgue before lunch. Fed freeto



join me. If it gets you hungry, we can have lunch later. Like abig rare steak."”
"Badcdly, the head and the lower extremities" said the attendant. He was a short,
solidly built Hispanic named Albert Martinez, with a crew cut and goatee and
thick-lensed glasses that enlarged and brightened his eyes. The crucifix around his
neck was gold and hand-tooled, vaguely Byzantine.

The coroner's office was two stories of square, smooth, cream stucco, meticuloudy
maintained. Back in East L.A. Back at County Hospital. Claire's old office was afew
blocks away. | hadn't redlized it before, but shed come full circle.

"Therest of him is pretty much goulash," said Martinez. "Persondly, | think it's
amazing we got wha we did. The train mugt have hit him at what—forty, fifty miles
per?’

The room was cool, immaculate, odorless. Empty sted tables equipped with drain
basins, overhead microphones, awal of stedl lockers. A junior high student would
recognize dl of it; too many TV shows had dimmed the shock. But televison rarely
offered a glimpse at the contents of the lockers. Dead people on TV were intact,
clean, bloodless props resting peacefully.

| hadn't been down here since internship, wasn't enjoying the experience.

"How'd you identify him?' said Milo.
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"Wefare card in his pocket," sad Martinez. "The lower extremities sill had pieces
of pants on and the pocket wasin one piece. All he had on him wasthe card and a
couple of bucks. The interesting thing is, you could gtill smell the booze on him.

Even with dl the other fluids. | mean, it was redly strong. Only other timel

ameled it that strong was this woman, died in childbirth, must have drunk two
bottles of wine that night and she arrested on the delivery table. Her amniotic

fluid was red—wine-red, you know? Almost purple. She must have been saturated with
Thunderbird or whatever. The baby was dead, obvioudy. Probably lucky."

Martinez touched his crucifix.

"When's Begity's autopsy scheduled?' said Milo.

"Hard to say. It'sthe usua backlog. Why?!

"It might be related to something. So you're saying Begtty must have been pretty
juiced.”

"To smdl that strong? Sure. My guess would be way over the limit. He probably got
blasted, wandered onto the tracks, lay down for a nap, and boom." Martinez smiled.
"So, could | be a detective?

"Why bother?" said Milo. "Y our job's more fun.”

Martinez chuckled. "Those tracks—they redly should do something about them, no
fence, no guardrail when they get closeto thetrain yard. | grew up around there,
used to play on the tracks, but they weren't running trains back then. Y ou remember
last month? The little kid who wandered on, walking home from school ? Not far from
where Begity got hit. That kid, we didn't get anything recognizable on him. They
should put afence up, or something.... So, anything se?'

"I'dliketo look at Bestty."

"Redly? How come?’

"l want to think of him as a person.”



Martinez's thumb and forefinger closed around the bottom of the crucifix. "A person,
huh? Wdl, maybe looking & him isn't the right way to do that, you know?"

Milo sad, "Humor me."

Martinez walked over to alocker, did the drawer out slently, drew back white
sheeting.

The face was gray, surprisngly intact except for athatch of lacerations on the

left cheek. Ash gray, becausein life Ellroy Begity had been black. White lint of

kinky beard stubble, maybe four, five days worth. Untrimmed mass of gray hair. The
eyes were open, dull, dry, the lips caked with pinkish crust. That vacant look
common to al dead faces. No matter what your 1Q in life, when the soul flies, you
look stupid.

Below the neck was empty space. Clean decapitation except for afew fringes of
trachea and jugular, meaty muscle fibers protruding. Two feet down the tablewas a
white-wrapped package that Martinez needlessy explained was "the lower
extremities”

Milo stared at the ashen chunk that had once borne the consciousness of Ellroy
Beatty. Not blinking, not moving. | wondered how many times held been down here.
Just as Martinez said, "Okay?" the door opened and a man strode in. He wore scrubs,
ahairnet, paper dippers, aloose mask around his neck. About Bestty's age, tall,
stoop- shouldered with a deeply tanned face and a thick black beard.
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He glanced at us, read the index card in hisright hand, and heeded for one of the
stedl lockers, two rows away.

Then he saw Ellroy Bestty's head and flushed with anger. "What the hdll's going on
here?'

Martinez said, "Some kind of problem, Dr. Friedman?"

"I'd sure as hell say so. Who cut up my D.B.?"

"Your D.B.?" said Martinez.

"That'swiet | sad. Are you deef, Albert?" Friedman turned to Milo. "And who the
hell are you?'

"LAPD."

" thought Willis Hooks was on this one.”

"No," said Milo. "Hooks is Centrd. Thisis a Newton case, the detective's Robert
Aguilar.”

"What?' said Friedman, jabbing the card. "The paperwork says Central, Hooks. How
long have you been doing this, Mr. Aguilar?"

Milo sad, "I'm Sturgis, Doctor. West L.A."

Friedman blinked. "Whét the hell—" He stepped closer to Ellroy Bestty's head. "L et
me tell you, Detective, someone'sin deep dirt. | had this D.B. scheduled for a post
and someone cut his goddamn head off! And what's he doing in that drawer when he's
supposed to be over here?' Friedman waved the card.

"No one moved him, Dr. Friedman," said Martinez. "He got put here right away. And no
one cut him, thisisthe—"

Bullshit, Albert! Bullshit on toast— bullets don't sever your damn head! Bullets
don't—"



"ThisisD.B. Bestty," said Martinez. "The one who was hit by a—"

"l know who heis, Albert!" Another wave of the card. "Bestty, Leroy. Gunshot wound
to the head, brought in last night—"

"Bestty, Ellroy," sad Martinez.

"Leroy, Albert. Says S0 right here.” The card was thrust at Martinez's face. "Case
number 971132; Time of Ddlivery: three-gxteen A.M."

Martinez rolled up some of the sheeting covering Bestty's legs. Pulling out atoe

tag, heread, "Ellroy Bestty, hit by atrain. TOD three-forty-two A.M., case number
971135."

Friedman looked down at the head. Then the card. Then the numbers on the sted!
drawers. He yanked one open.

Insde was an intact body, naked, gray.

Exact same gray as Ellroy Bestty.

Same face.

All four of us Sared.

| looked from corpse to corpse. Minor discrepancies materidized: Leroy Bestty had
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dightly less hair on top than Ellroy, but more on the bottom. A full white beard.

No scratches on his face, but akeloid scar puckered the right jawline, probably an
old knife wound.

The nest, blackened hole in his forehead looked too innocuous to have killed him.
The impact had caused facid distortion—swelling around the nose, puffiness under
the eyes. Bloodred eyebdls, asif hed stared too long into the fires of hell.

Friedman's head was swiveling now, too.

"Twins" sad Martinez. "Brother Ellroy, meet Brother Leroy."

Friedman turned on him. "Don' joke, Albert. What the hell's going on?!

"Good quegtion,” said Milo.

It took two hoursto put it al together. Dr. Friedman left long before then,

muttering about having to work with incompetents.

| s&t with Milo in amorgue conference room. Detective Robert Aguilar from Newton
showed up first. Y oung, good-looking, with adeek black pompadour, he wore a gray
pingtriped suit tailored to his trim frame. Manicured nails. He spoke very crisply,
alittletoo fagt, tried to come across light- hearted but couldn't pull it off.

Milo'd told me he was new to the division, a Detective . For dl | knew, thiswas
hisfirst case.

Last to arrive was Willis Hooks from Centrd. 1'd met him when he worked Southwest.
A s=ries of killings of handicapped people that had given me a glimpse of a cowardly
new world.

Hooks wasin his early forties, black, five-nine, heavy, with a clean head, bulldog
jowls, and athick, drooping mustache. His navy blazer had that baggy, too-long look
you sometimes see with big-chested men. His shoeswere dusty.

"Milo," he said, Stting down. "Dr. Delaware. Fate kegps putting us in the same
room."

Aguilar watched and listened, trying, | guessed, to gauge Hookss mood. To know with
whom to dign himsdif.



"Fate or just plain bad luck, Willis" said Milo.

Hooks laughed hoarsely and spread pudgy fingers on the table.

Milo sad, "Willis, thisis Robert Aguilar.”

"Newton Divison," sad Aguilar.

"Charmed," said Hooks. "Yoursisthe tran?

"Yup," said Aguilar. "Ellroy Lincoln Begity, mde black, fifty-two."

"Mines Leroy Washington Begtty, mae black, fifty-two. Think they could be
distantly related?"

Before Aguilar could answer, Hooks winked and said, "Mine went down around three
A.M., giveor take."

"Mine, too," said Aguilar.

"How 'bout that?* Hooks turned to Milo. "It gppears someones got it in for the
Besity family. Maybe we should find out if they've got any other Sblings. Maybe
there's some more Begity 187's all over town—hell, this could be a Beatty Holocaust.
If not, least we shoud do iswarn them.”
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Aguilar frowned. Taking out agold Crass pen, he began writing in his pad.
Hooks said, "Got some ideas, Detective?'

Aguilar looked up. Hislips were tight. "Just charting the data flow."

Hooks pursed his lips and his mustache bristled. "Well, that's good. So tell me,
Detective Sturgis. What's your connection to the Bobbsey twins?'

"You're not going to bdieve this," said Milo.

We |eft the morgue at twelve-thirty P.M. Misson Road was dive with pedestrians.
Thear smelled like fried chicken.

"Grease" sad Milo. "Yum. Lunch?'

"Not in the mood,” | said.

"Such gtrength of character.”

Hed left the unmarked in the red zone turnaround in front of the building dong
with other police vehicles. I'd used a nearby lot. A white-and-blue coroner's van
circled past us and cruised out to the street.

Milo said," 'Choo choo bang bang. A train and agun.” He rested afoot on the
unmarked's front bumper.” '‘Bad eyesin abox.' Both times Peake spouts off the day
before. So when does the bastard go on the Psychic Hotline and start raking in
serious money?'

"If the news got out, I'm sure agents would be doing lunch with him at Spago.”
He huffed. "So what the hell does it mean, Alex?'

"Two homeless men, a psychologist, awaiter,” | said. "Wide range of ages, both
sexes, blacks, whites. If theré's a connection, | don't see it. Maybe Wenddll
Pelley's behind some of it. But he didn't do Dada. So if Dadd's part of the mix, it
means more than onekiller. Same if the Begtty brothers redly were killed
smultaneoudy.”

"Fine, fine, there's a psycho army out there. For al we know, Peake spouted off
about Richard, too, but till Claire showed up, no one was around to listen. The
guestion is how the hell does Peake know?"

"The only logicd possbility,” | said, "isthat he has some link to the outsde.”



"Got to be Pdley,” he sad. "Or another Starkweether dum. Guys like that would
know al the boozehound places like the train tracks, the alley where Leroy was

shot. Booze and mentd illness, you said so yourself: bad combination. And Pelley's
higtory fits: he was blind drunk when he shot his girlfriend and her kids. Now he's
living on the streets again. The Besttys are just the kind of people hed run into.”
"Why usethetrain?' | said. "Why not shoot both of them?"

"The guy's crazy. Maybe a voice told him to do it that way. Choo choo goddamn bang
bang. The main thing is, there's some pattern here."

| didn't reply.

He said, "Y ou have a problem with Pelley?’

"No," | said. "l just can't see any conceptud link, even diminating Richard Dada
from the mix, between Claire and the Besttys."
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"The Besttys were dcoholics he said. "Claire worked with acoholics. Maybe they
were her patients.”

"They'd fit the County profile” | said, "but that still doesn't offer any motive to

kill them. It had to have something to do with Peake. His crimes—those clippings
Claire held on to. She targeted him becauise there was something she wanted to learn
about him. Or from him. | went back into the newspaper files and got some background
on the Ardullo family. Scott's father was a mgor agriculturd figure, adamant about
not salling farmland to developers—he'd been wooed for years, but refused. Then he
died, Scott and his family got nurdered, and dl the Ardullo land was sold. Be
interesting to know who inherited.”

"What?' he sad. "We're running off in awhole other direction? The Ardullos were
eliminated for profit, and Peake's some corporate hit man? C'mon, Alex, I'm more
likely to believe Pegke can flow through walls at will, off people, and return to

his beddy-bye at the Loon Farm."

"1 know Peske's disorganized, but big money adways adds another dimension. Maybe you
should at least visit Treadway—Fairway Ranch. Maybe someone will be around who
remembers.”

"Remembers what?'

"The crime. Something. Just to be thorough.”

"Right now being thorough means finding Wenddl| Pelley.”

He placed both hands on the hood of the unmarked and gazed over at the coroner's
building, then up a the milky sky. Behind us were Dumpsters, water pumps, the rears
of two antique hospita buildings. Sculpted cornices and ornate moldings topped
crumbling brick. More Victorian London than East L. A. Jack the Ripper wouldve
found it cozy.

"Okay," | said. "Let's stick with here-and-now. | can even give you amotive. The
Besity twins died a around the sametime. That has aritud flavor to it—a game. My
vote is daughter for fun. That dso fits with the second-killer scenario. Plenty of
precedent: Leopold and Loeb, Bianchi and Buono, Bittaker and Norris. It could return
Richard Dadato the victim list. Pelley's buddy killed Dada before Pelley was
released. But only a month before—the crime would Hill be psychologicaly fresh.
Maybe the buddy's descriptions of how he did it turned Pelley on, got him back in



the murder game.”

"And the other bastard could be some nutcase Pelley hooked up with at the halfway
house, Alex. | saw the guys living there. Not the Kiwanis Club. Okay, I'm going
back, gonna be a little more assertive. Gonna continue patrolling Ramparts on my
own, too. Keep checking the bum haunts. Play more phone tag with other divisions,
neighboring cities, in case Pelley and/or Nut Buddy has been a bad boy somewhere
else. Though the dite of the Besttys murders says they're ill local. Which makes
sense. They probably have no whedls, can't hit the freeway."

That reminded me of something. "Thefirgt time we discussed Richard, we talked about
someone without a car. Maybe a bus rider. Same for Claire's phantom boyfriend.”
"Thereyou go," he sad. "Bus-riding lunatics. Y ou said he wouldn't look crazy. How
do you fed about that, now?'

"Pretty much the same,” | said. "All four murders were planned and meticulous.
Whoever killed Richard and Claire had the sense not to stedl their cars. And
murdering the Begttys on the same night adds another level of caculation.
Choreography. So if Pelley isinvolved, he's probably not actively psychotic. At
least not externally. Don't forget, they et him out. He must've appeared coherent.”
"When he kills, he's negt. That makes me fed awholelot better.” Shaking his heed,
Milo reached for the car door.
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| said, "So theTreadway thing's off the table, completely?!

"Y ou don't want to let go of it?’

"Those clippings bother me, Milo. Whatever Pdley'srole in dl this, something went
on between Claire and Peake. She sought him out, made him a project. He predicted
her murder. Sixteen years ago, he took out Brittany Ardullo's eyes. Claire's eyes
were aso targeted. It'sadmost asif held been trying to connect the two
crimes—somehow rdlive his pagt, usng a surrogate.”

"The Bedttys eyes weren't messed with."

"But Richard's eyes were taken. Too much variation, too much that doesntt fit.
Peakes the only link. If we understand more about him—nhis history—it may get us
closer to Pelley. And whoever dseisinvolved.”

He swung the door open. "l just don't have the time, Alex. But if you want to go out
there, fine. | gppreciate the effort— I'll even phone Bunker Protection, seeif |

can get them to be cooperative. Meanwhile, | go nut- hunting right here on the
streets.”

"Good luck," | said.

"Luck doesn't seem to be cutting it." He withdrew his hand from the door and placed
it on my shoulder. "I'm being a cranky bastard, aren't 1? Sorry. Not enough deep,
too much futility."

"Don't swedt it."

"L et me apologize anyway. Contrition's good for the soul. And thanksfor dl your
timeonthis. | meanit."

"My thanks will be your getting good grades and cleaning your room."

He laughed. Much too loudly. But maybe it helped.

21,



TWENTY MILES NORTH of L.A., everything empties.

I'd stopped a home long enough to pick up and scan the articles I'd photocopied a
the library, gulp down some coffee, and get back on the freeway. The 405 took meto
the 101 and findly Intergtate 5, this time headed north. The last fast-food sgns

had been five miles back and | shared the freeway with flatbeds hauling hay,
long-distance movers, the odd car, afew Winnebagos lumbering in the dow lane.

| had a heavy foot, speeding past brown, rumpled-blanket mountains, groves of scrub
oak and pine and Cdifornia pepper trees, the occasiond grazing horse. The hest
hadn't let up, but the sky was awash with pretty clouds— lavender-gray swirls,
satin-shiny, asif an old wedding dress had been draped over the world.
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The clippings had given me three possible contacts. Teo-doro Alarcon, the ranch
superintendent who'd found the bodies; Sheriff Jacob Haas; and the only other person
to comment on Ardis Peske's strange behavior without protection of anonymity, akid
named Derrick Crimmins. No listings on Alarcon or Crimmins, but a Jacob B. Haas had
an address at Fairway Ranch. | caled his number and a hearty male voiceon a
machine told me Jake and Marvelle were unavailable, but fedl freeto leave a
message. | sad I'd be in town on LAPD business and would gppreciate it if Sheriff
Haas could spare me sometime.

The highway forked, the truck route sprouting to the right and draining the traffic
from three lanes. Radar survelllance warnings were al around, but the eternity of
open road before me was too seductive and | kept the Seville at 85, zipping past
Saugus and Cagtaic, the western ridge of Angeles Crest National Forest, the Tgjon
Pass, then the Kern County border.

Shortly after eleven, | exited at Grapevine and bought some gas. My freeway map
showed me how to get to Fairway Ranch, but | confirmed directions with the
deepy-looking attendant.

"That'sfor old people,” he said. He was around nineteen, crew-cut, tan, and

pimpled, with four earrings in his|eft lobe.

"Vigting Grandma," | said.

He looked up and down the Seville. "It's pretty nice there. Rich people, mostly.

They play alot of golf." The minitruck with the huge whed's and the Radiohead
bumper sticker parked near the garbage cans was probably his. Freshly waxed. His
eyes narrowed as he continued to stare at the Seville. | try to keep the car in good
shape, but it'sa'79 and there are limits.

"Used to be another town around here" | said.

His stare was dull.

"Treadway," | said. "Farms, ranches, peaches, and walnut groves."

"Oh, yeah?" Profound indifference. "Cool car.”

| thanked him and left, taking a narrow northeastern road toward the Tehachapi
Mountains. The range was gorgeous— high and sharp, peeks of varying height laid
againg one another magterfully, more perfectly arranged than any artist's
composition could ever be. The lower hills were dun, the upper ridges the precise
ashrgray of the Beatty brothers dead faces. Some of the more distant crests had
faded to amisty purple. Wintry colors even & thistime of year, but the heat was



more intense than in L.A., burning through the clouds asif they were tissue paper.
The road rose sharply. Thiswas subapineterrain. | couldn't imagineit as

farmland. Then ten milesin, asgn reading FAIRWAY RANCH: A PLANNED COMMUNITY
directed me down aleft-hand pass tha cut sharply through walls of granite. Another
Sgn—STEEP GRADE: REDUCE SPEED—cametoo late; | was dready hurtling down a
roller-coaster chute.

A good two miles of chute. At the bottom was flat green patchwork centered by a
diamond-bright aguamarine lake. The lake was amorphous—too perfectly shapeess, it
shouted marntmade. Two golf courses hugged the water, one on each side, fringed by
lime-colored trees with feathery tops— Cdifornia peppers. Red-topped houses were
grouped in premeditated plots. Spanish tile on cream stucco, interspersed with
trapezoids of green. The entire layout— maybe five miles wide—was outlined in white,
as if drawn by achild too fearful to* go outside the lines.

Asl got closer | saw that the white was waist- high beam-and- post fencing. An exact
duplicate of the "planned community” sgn appeared ahundred yards later, over a
smaller plaque that said Bunker Protection patrolled the premises.
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No gates, just aflat, clean road into the development. Fifteen MPH speed limit and
warnings to watch for dow-moving golf carts. | obliged and crawled past stretches

of perfect rye grass. Lots more pepper trees, shaggy and undulating, sub-planted

with beds of multicolored impeatiens.

A thousand feet in, another dozen signs on a stout, dark tree trunk that might have
been walnut offered a crash course in the layout of Fairway Ranch.

Bamora Golf Course to the north, White Oak to the south, Reflection Lake straight
ahead. The Pinnacle Recreation Center and Spato the north, Walnut Grove Fitness
Center to the south. In the center, Piccadilly Arcade.

Other arrows pointed to what | assumed were six different housing subdivisons
Chatham, Cotswold, Sussex, Essex, Y orkshire, Jersey.

The mountains were two or three miles away but seemed to be closer. Sparkling color
and knife-edge detail said the air was pure.

Beyond the tree post was asmall single cube of abuilding. The rounded edges and
blatant texture of pseudo-adobe. More Spanish tile.

Letting the Sevilleidle, | looked around. Acres of grass and scores more Cdifornia
peppers, afew clumps of peach trees with curling leaves. A handful of larger trunks
with bark that matched the color and texture of the signpost and had to be walnuts.
No fruit or blossoms. Dead branches and truncated tops.

Imagining the stink of fertilizer, the grind of machinery, pickers moving through
sun-dappled rows, | thought of Henry Ardullo's resolve never to sdll out.

In the distance | could see assortments of houses— sugar cubes with red tile roofs.
Not ahint of haf-timber, brick, date, or wood shingle.

Sussex, Essex ... English monikers, Southwest architecture. In Cdifornia, escape
from logic was sometimes construed as freedom.

| heard an engine start. A pale blue Ford sedan with black-wall tires was parked

next to the cube. Now it drove forward very dowly and stopped right next to me.
Understated shield logo on the driver's door. Crossed rifles above "BP, Inc. A



Security Corporation." No cherry on top, no conspicuous display of firearms.

At the whed was a mustachioed young man wearing a pae blue uniform and mirrored
shades.

"Morning, gr." Tight smile.

"Morning, Officer. I'm here to visit Jacob Haas on Charing Cross Road.”

"Charing Cross," he said, stretching it out so he could gppraise me. "That's dl the
way over in Jersey."

| ressted the temptation to say, "Atlantic City or Newark?'

"Thanks."

He cleared histhroat. "New around here?'

"Hrat time," | sad.

"Reldive of Mr. Haas?'

"Acguaintance. He used to be the sheriff. Back when it was Treadway."

He hesitated a moment before saying, "Sure.” The same dullness I'd seen on the gas
jockey's face. Treadway meant nothing to him, either. He knew nothing of the aredls
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history. How many people did? | looked past him at the peach and walnut trees, now
just woody memorids. Nothing else from the ranching days remained. Certainly not a
hint of the blood-bath at the Ardullo ranch. If Jacob Haas wasn't in, or if he

refused to see me, I'd wasted my time. Even if he talked, what could | hope to

learn?

The security guard's car phone buzzed and he picked up, nodded, told me, "Jersey's
way at the end—go graight through to the lake, turn right. Youll seeasign

pointing to the White Oak golf course. Just keep on and it'll be there."

| drove away, watched him through my rearview mirror as he performed a three-point
turn and headed toward Bamord.

Piccadilly Arcade was asmal shopping center due east of the security office.
Grocery with apost officeand ATM, dry cleaner, two clothing shops leaning toward
golf togs and velour jogging suits. A sign outside the second said the movie tonight
was Top Gun.

My drive to Jersey took me past perfectly gppointed public buildings—the clubhouse,
the spa—tennis courts, swimming pools. The houses looked better from a distance.
They varied in Sze by development. Essex was the high-rent district—detached
Flit-levels and two-story hacienditas on postage- stamp lots, some landscaping, lots
of Cadillacs and Lincolns, afew satdlite dishes. Clear views of the lake,

Ft-looking white-haired people in activewear. Further inland, Y orkshire was
mock - adobe town houses clumped in fours and fives. A little skimpier in the
flower-and-shrub department, but till immaculate.

The lake was obscured, now, by peppers. The trees were hardy, drought resistant,
clean. They'd been brought into the San Fernando Vdley years ago by the truckload,
taking over the chaparral and contributing to the desth of the native oaks. A
quarter-mile of shaded road before Jersey appeared.

Mobile homesin an open lat. The units were uniformly white and spotless, with
plenty of greenery camouflage at the base, but clearly prefab. Just afew treeson

the periphery and no direct access to the lake, but majestic views of the mountains.,



The few people | saw aso looked in good shape, perhaps a bit more countrified.
Parked in front of the mobiles were Chevys, Fords, Japanese compacts, the occasiond
RV Theroad that split the subdivison was freshly asphated. No-frills, but the

overdl fed was Hill cleanliness, good maintenance, seniors sdttled in

contentment.

| parked in one of the ten public spaces at the end and found Charing Cross Road
eadly enough—firgt dreet to theright.

Jacob and Marvelle Haas announced ownership of their Happy Traveler with a
wood- burned sign over the front door. Two vehicles—a Buick Skylark and a Datsun
pickup—so maybe someone was home. Some improvements had been added to the unit:
green canvas window awnings, an oak door that ooked hand-carved, a cement porch
stacked up to the entrance. Potted geranium and cactus at the top, dong with an
empty fishbowl gill housing a carbon filter. The door knocker was a brass cocker
spanid. Around its neck hung agarland of tiny cowries.

| lifted the dog and let it concuss against the door.

A voice cdled out, "One minute.”

The man who opened was younger than 1'd expected— younger than any of the resdents
I'd seen, so far. Sixty, if that, with iron-gray hair brushed straight back, and

very acute eyes the same color. He wore a short-deeved white knit shirt, blue

jeans, black loafers. His shoulders were broad, but so were hiships. A lip of fa
curled over hisbet buckle. His arms were long, hairless, thin except at the

wrigts, where they picked up some heft. His face was narrow, sun-spotted in places,
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cinched around the eyes, and sagging around the bone lines, but his skin had a

sheen, asif someone had buffed him lovingly.

"Dr. Ddlaware," he said in that same hearty voice. But his expresson didn't

match— cautious, tentative. "Got your message. Jacob Haes."

When we shook hands, his grip seemed reluctant—bare contact, then quick pressure
around my fingers before he pulled away and stepped back insde.

"Cmonin."

| entered a narrow front room that opened to a kitchenette. A window air conditioner
hummed. The interior wasn't cool, but the worst of the heat had been kept at bay. No
knotty pine, no framed homilies, no trailer-park cliches. Deep gray berber carpeting
floored the mobile. White cotton sofa and two matching easy chairs, glass-and-brass
coffee table, blue-and-white Chinese garden bench serving as a perch for daffodls

in adeep bluevase,

Picasso prints hung on pand walls painted pale salmon. Black lacquer bookshelves
held paperbacks and magazines, a thirty-five-inch TV with VCR and stereo setup, and
askinny black vertica rack full of CD's. The Four Seasons, Duare Eddy, the Everly
Brothers, Tom Jones, Ferula Clark.

Rock and roll was old enough to retire.

The room smelled of cinnamon buns. The woman on the sofa got up and said, "Marvele
Haas, so pleased to meet you.” She wore a navy polo shirt, white dacks, white
sandd's, looked to be her hushand's age. More wrinkled than he, but atrim figure.
Short, wavy hair dyed mahogany.



Her grip was strong. "Have anice drive up from L.A.?'

"Very nice. Beautiful scenery.”

"It's even more beautiful when you live here. Something to drink?!

"No, thanks."

"WEell, then, I'll be shoving off." She kissed her husband's cheek and put her arm
around his shoulder—protectively, | thought. "Y ou boys be good, now."

"Now, that's no fun," Haas said. "Drive carefully, hon."

She hurried to the door. Her hips rotated. Y ears ago, she'd been beautiful. She

ill was.

When the door closed after her, Haas seemed to get smaller. He motioned toward the
chairs. We both sat.

"She decided to vigt her sster in Bakersfidld,” he said, "because she didn't want

to be here when you were."

"Sorry—"

"No, not your fault. She doesn't like unpleasantness.” Crossing hislegs, he plowed
his hair with one hand and studied me. "I'm not sure | want to be doing this,

myself, but | guess | fed obligated to help the police.

"| gppreciate that, Sheriff. Hopefully it won't be unpleasant.”

Haas amiled. "Haven't been 'Sheriff' for awhile. Quit right after the Ardullos,

darted sdling insurance for my father-in-law. Two years later, there was no need

for asheriff— no more town."
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"Who closed it down?"

"Group cdled BCA Lesure bought dl the land. One of those multinationa

dedl s— Jgpanese, Indonesian, British. The American partners are a development group
out in Denver. Back then they were buying up land right and Ieft.”

"Was there any resistance from the resdents?’

"Not apeep,” he sad. "Farming's dways been atough life, and inTreadway only two
families made a serious living from it, the Ardullos and the Crimrninses. Between
them, they owned ninety percent of the land. The rest of us were just here to keep
thelr businesses going—like sharecroppers. So once they sold out, it wasn't much of
abrainer. The sheriff job was only part-time, anyway. | was dreedy living up in
Bakerdfield, near my in-laws. Doing bookkeeping for my father-in-law.”

"When did you move back here?’

"Fveyears ago." He amiled again. "Like | sad, it was near my in-laws. Serioudy,

| decided to pack it in when | figured | had enough policies tucked away to be
comfortable. And Bakersfield was starting to look like L.A. We were thinking out of
state, maybe Nevada, then this unit came up—a lucky ded, because Fairway units
don't stay vacant very long. We said, why not. The air's great, terrific fishing,

they show movies, you can do dl your shopping right here. Wetravel haf the year,
asmadl placeis perfect. We don't go mobiling, thisthing's as rooted as any

regular house. We fly. Vegas, when there's a show we want to see. Alaska, Canada.
Thisyear, we did abig one. London England. Saw the Chel-sea Flower Show because
Marvele likes flowers. Beautiful country. When they say green, they mean it.”

His tone had relaxed. | hated what | had to do, decided to approach the task



indirectly. "The Ardullos and the Crimminses. A boy named Derrick Crimminswas
quoted in an article | read about the crime.”

"Carson Crimminss son. The younger one— he had two boys, Derrick and Carson Junior,
Cliff. Yeah, | remember both of them hanging around the crime scene, dong with a
bunch of other kids. I don't remember Derrick talking to the press, but sure, | can
see him shooting off his mouth, he dways had a mouth on him. —So, tell me, why do
the police send a psychologist to talk about the Mongter? Don't tell meit's some

kind of evauation, they're thinking of letting him out.”

"No," | said. "He's locked up tight, no releasein Sight. | just saw him. He's

pretty deteriorated.”

"Deteriorated,” he said. "Like what, a vegetable?'

"Closeto."

"Wl that's good. He shouldn't be dive.... Deteriorated— the village idiat, that's

how everyone saw him. Mysdlf included. He was trested with kindness, pity, it'sa
big-city lie that amdl-town people are prejudiced and intolerant, like those morons
you see on Jerry Springer. The Monster received more kindness in Treadway than he
ever wouldvein L.A. Him and his mother. A couple of drifters, not apenny in ther
pockets, they just showed up one day and got taken in."

Haas stopped, waited for comment. | just nodded.

He said, "She was no charm-school gal, Noreen. And he was certainly no prize. But no
onelet 'em sarve."

"Was she adifficult person?'

"Not difficult, but not exactly pleasant, either. She was doppy-looking, kind of

puffy in the face, like she cried dl night. Y ou'd try talking to her and sheld hang

her head and mutter. Not as crazy as Ardis, but if you ask me they were both
retarded. Him more than her, but she was no genius. It was nothing but kindness on
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the Ardullos part, taking her and Ardisin. She could cook, but Terri Ardullo was a
fine cook hersdlf. It was charity, pure and smple. Doneit in away to give them

some dignity.”

"Scott and Terri were charitable people.”

"Sdlt of the earth. Scott was anice felow, but it was Terri had the idedls.

Religious, invalved in dl the church activities. The church was on land donated by
Butch Ardullo—Scott's dad. Presbyterian. Butch was born a Catholic, but Kathy— his
wife—was Presbyterian, so Butch converted and built the church for her. That wasa
sad thing. Demolishing that church. Butch and his crew buiilt it themselves—beautiful
littlewhite-board thing with carved moldings and a steeple they had made by some
Danish felow over in Solvang. Butch's house was something, too. Three stories, dso
white board, with a big stone porch, land stretching out in al directions. They

grew walnuts and peaches commercialy but kept asmall citrus grove out in back. You
could smell the blossoms dl the way out to the main road. They gave most of the
oranges and lemons away. The Crimmins place was almost as big, but not as tasteful.
Two mansions, opposite sides of the valey."

His eyes clouded. "I remember Scott when he was a kid. Running around the groves,
aways cheerful. The house was happy. They wererich folks, but down-to-earth.”



He got up, filled a glass with bottled water from the fridge. " Sure you don't want a
drink?"

"Thanks, | will."

He brought both tumblers to the coffee table. Two gulps and his was empty.

"Refill time" he said. "Don't want to parch up like araisin. Need more BTUs on the
A.C"

Anather trip to the kitchenette. He drained the glass, ran his finger around the

rim, set off ahigh- pitched note. "Y ou gtill haven't told me why you're here."

| began with Clairés murder. Her name drew no look of recognition. When | recounted
Peake's babbling, he said, "I can't believe you came all the way up here because of
that."

"Right now, therés very little ese to go on, Mr. Haes"

"You just said he's deteriorated, so who cares what he says? Now, what is it exactly
you think I can help you with?"

"Anything you can tel me about Pegke. Thet night.”

His hands flew together and laced. Fingertips reddened as they pressed into
knuckles. Nails blanched the color of clotted cream.

"I've spent along time trying to forget that night, and it doesn't sound like

you've got any good reason to make me go through it again.”

"I'msorry,” | sad. "If it'stoo difficult—"

"Damn thirgt," he said, springing up. "Must be going digbetic or something.”

Page 113

Kedlerman - Mongter v1

22,

HAASRETURNED LOOKING no happier, but resigned.

"It happened at night," he said, "but no one found out till the morning. | was the
second to know. Ted Alarcon called me—he was one of Scott's field supervisors. Scott
and Ted were supposed to drive up early to Fresno, take alook a some equipment.
Scott was going to pick up Ted, and when he didn't, Ted called the house. No answer,
S0 he drove over, went in."

"The door was open?' | said.

"No one locked their doors. Ted figured Scott had overdept, maybe he should go
upstairs and knock on the bedroom door. That shows you the kind of guy Scott was—a
Mexican supervisor felt comfortable going upstairs. But on the way, Ted passed
through the kitchen and saw it. Her." He licked hislips. "After that, God only

knows how he had the strength to go upgtairs.”

"The papers said he followed the bloody sneaker prints.”

"Ted was agutsy guy, Vietnam vet, saw combat.”

"Any ideawhere | can locate him?

"Forest Lawn,” he said. "He died a couple years later. Cancer." He patted his
gernum. "Fifty years old. He smoked, but nothing will convince me the shock didn't
break down his hedth.”

He sat up dtraighter, asif affirming his own robustness.

| said, "So Ted went upstairs, saw the rest of it, and called you."

"l was il in bed, the sun had just come up. The phone rings and someone's
breathing hard, gasping, sounding crazy, | can't make head nor tail out of it,



Marvdl€es saying, 'What's going on? Findly, | recognize Ted's voice, but he's

ill not making any sense, | hear 'Mr. Scott! Miss Terri!" " He shook his heed. "

just knew something bad had happened. When | got there, Ted was on the front porch
with abig pool of vomit in front of him. He was a dark-skinned fellow, but that
morning he was white as a sheet. He had blood on his jeans and shoes, at first |
thought he 'd done something crazy. Then he started throwing up some more, managed
to stand up, just about collapsed. | had to catch him. All the while he's crying and
pointing back at the house."

Putting his knees together, Haas hunched and sank lower on the couch. "I took my gun
out and went in. | didn't want to mess anything up, so | was careful where |

stepped. The light was on in the kitchen. | saw Noreen Peske Sitting on achair— |
mean you couldn't redly tell it was her, but | knew. Maybe it was the way she was
dressed—" His hand waved diffly. "Ted's boot prints were in the blood—he wore
Westerns—but so were others. Sneakers. | till didn't know if anyone was up there,
s0 | moved redly quietly. The lights were on wherever hed—like he was showing off
what held done. Scott and Terri were next to each other—hugging each other. | ran
acrossthe hal... found the little girl....."

He emitted alow- pitched noise, like poorly oiled gears grinding. "The FBI

interviewed me, wrote it up for their research. Get your bosses at LAPD to find you
acopy."

| nodded. "What led you to Peake's shack?"

"The damn blood, it was obvious. The trail had thinned but it ran down the back

stairs and out the back door. Specks and spots but you could still see bits of

snesker prints. It kept going maybe twenty yards on the pathway; then it died
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completely. At that point, | didn't know | waslooking for Peake, only that | should
head back to the shack. The sneakers were right inside Peake's door. Clerk over at
the five-and- dime said Peake had tried to shoplift ‘em afew weeks before and when
she caught him, he mumbled and paid something and she let him keep the damn things”
Haas glared. "That was the trouble. Everyone was too nice to him. He sumbled around
town looking dumb and spooky; we didn't have any redl crimein Treadway, didn't
recognize him for what he was. It was a peaceful place, that's why a part-timer like
me could be the law. Mostly what | did was help people fix stuff, check on shut-ins,
make sure someone didn't get in his car when he was blind drunk. More of adamn
socia worker. But Peake ... he was always strange. We were dl too damn trusting.”
His hands were working furioudy. Time to give him some breathing room. | said,
"When Treadway closed down, what happened to dl the town records?!

"Boxed and shipped up to Bakersfield. But forget about finding anything there. We're
talking maps, plot plans, and not much of it, at that. Sounds to me like you're

digging adry hole, Doctor. Why don't you go back to L.A. and tell your bosses to
forget dl this psychologicd stuff. Peske'slocked up, that's the main thing.”

He looked at hiswrist. No watch. He got up and found it on one of the bookshelves,
put it on, checked the did.

| said, "'l appreciate your spending the time. Just afew more things. The article |

read said you found Peske deeping.”



"Like a—" His mouth trembled. "I was going to say like a baby. Christ— yesh, hewas
adeep. Lying on his back, hands folded over his chest, snoring, face al smeared

with blood. At first | thought he'd been killed too, but when | looked closer |

could seeit wasjust stains, and that made me jam the cuffs on him."

He wiped swest from his cheeks. "That place. I'd seen it from the outside but never
been indgde before. A sty— smdled worse than adog run. What little stuff Peske
owned was al jumbled and thrown around. Spoiled food, armies of bugs, empty bottles
of booze, cans of spray paint, glue tubes, porno magazines he must've gotten
somewhere else, ‘cause that garbage wasn't sold in Treadway. No one recalls Peake
traveling, but he must've. For the dope, too. He had dl kinds of pills—speed,
downers, phenobarbitol. The prescription pharmacist was over in Tehachapi, and they
had no record of any prescriptions. So it must have been street stuff. Scum like
Peake can get any sort of thing."

"Was he stoned that night?"

"Had to be. Even after | cuffed him and screamed in hisface, stuck my gun right
under hisnose, | could barely rouse him. He kept fading in and out, got thisred
dumb smile on hisface, and then held close his eyes and be in Never-Never Land
again. It wasal | could do not to shoot him right there. Because of what he
did—what | found in his shack." He turned away. "On his hot plate. He'd taken the
knife with him, the one he used on the little girl, grabbed that baby boy out of the

crib, and—"

He sprang up again. "Héll, no, | won't go there. Took me too damn long to erase
those pictures from my head. Goodbye, Doctor—don't say another word, just good-bye."
He hurried to the door, held it open. | thanked him for histime again.

"Yeeh, sure.”

"Just one morething,” | said. "Who inherited Scott and Terri's estate?!

"Bunch of relatives al over the sate. Her folks were from Modesto, and Scott till
hed family up in San Francisco, on his mother's Sde. The lawyer in charge sad

there were two dozen or so heirs, but no one was fighting. None of them gave adamn
about inheriting, they were dl broken up about how the money came to them."

Page 115

Kdlerman - Mongter v1

"Do you remember the lawyer's name?"

"No. Why the hdl would it matter?"

"I'm sure it doesn't,” | said. "And Scott's mother was aready deceased.”

"Y ears before. Heart condition. Why?'

"Jugt being thorough.”

"W, you're sure being that." He started to close the door.

| said, "Mr. Haes, is there anyone e se around here who might be willing to talk to
me?"

"Wha?' he sad, furioudy. "This wasn't enough?'

"Aslong asI'm up here, | might aswell cover dl bases— you were alavman, you
know what it'slike."

"No, | don't. And | don't want to. Forget it. There's no one from the old days.
Fairway's for old city folk looking for peace and quiet. I'm the only Treadway hick

in the place. Which iswhy they stuck me out with the trailers™ His laugh was cold.



| said, "Any ideawhere Derrick Crimmins—"

"The Crimminses are as gone as anyone dse. After Carson Senior and his wife got
their money out of the land, they moved to Florida | heard they bought a boat, did
dl thissalling, but that's al | know. If they're dive, they'd be old. At least

he would."

"Hiswife was younger?'

"She was a second wife."

"What was her name?"

"l don't remember," he answered too quickly. His voice had hardened and he had
closed the door till only afive-inch crack remained. The hdf-face | saw was grim.
"Cliff Crimminsis aso gone. Motorcyde accident in Vegas— it made the papers. He
was into that motocrass stuff, sunt driving, parachuting, surfing, anything with

speed and danger. Both of them were lik e that. Spoiled kids, aways had to be the
center of attention. Carson bought them dl the toys they wanted.”

Thedoor closed.

I'd raised someone else's stress level. Some psychologist.

No end to justify the means, ether.

Had he reacted with gpecid vehemence when the topic was the second Mrs. Crimmins,
or had | dready primed his emotiona pump so that anything | said raised his blood
pressure?

Walking back to the car, | decided upon the former: how likely would he be to forget
the name of one of the richest women in town? So something about Mrs. Crimmins
bothered him ... but big deal. Maybe held hated her. Or loved her. Or lusted for her
without satisfaction.

No reason to think it related to anything | was after.

| didn't even know what | was &fter.
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Dry hole.

It was till before noon, and | felt usaless. Haas claimed no Treadway residents
were around, and maybe he was telling the truth. But | felt unsettled—something
about his demeanor—why had he agreed to see me, started off amiable, then turned?
Probably just horror flashbacks.

Stll, aslong as | was up here ... I'd dready exhausted the magor news sources on
the Ardullo murders, but small towns had loca papers, and Treadway's might've
covered the carnage in detall. The records had all been shipped to Bakers-field. Not
much of it, Haas claimed. But city libraries gppreciated the vaue of old news.

As | reached the Seville, ababy blue security sedan nosed through the trailer park.
Different guard at the whed, aso young and mustachioed. Maybe that was the Bunker
Protection image.

He cruised dongside me, stopped the way the first man had.

Staring. No surprise. He'd been told about me.

| said, "Have anice day."

"You too, Sr."

On my way out, | tripled the speed limit.

Back at the Grapevine gas Sation, | made afew cdls and learned that the main



reference library for Kern County was Bedle Memorid, in Bakersfield.

Anather forty-five minutes of driving. | found Bedle easly enough, atenyear-old,
modernistic, sand-colored structure in anice part of town, backed by a
two-hundred-vehicle parking lot. Insde was a fresh-ameling atrium and the fed of
efficiency. | told the smiling librarian at the reference desk what | was after and

she directed meto the Jack Maguire Loca History Room, where another pleasant woman
checked a computer database and said, "We've got twenty years of something called
the Treadway Intelligencer. Hard copy, not microfiche."

"Could | seeit, please?’

"All of it?'

"Unless that's a problem.”

"L et me check.”

She disappeared behind adoor and emerged five minutes later pushing adolly bearing
two medium-sized cardboard boxes.

"Yourein luck," she said. "It was aweekly, and asmdl one, so thisis twenty

years. You can't take it out of the room, but we're open till six. Happy reading.”

No raised eyebrows, no intrusive questions. God bless librarians. | whedled the

dolly to atable.

A smadl one, indeed. The Intelligencer was a severt page green sheet and the second
carton was haf empty. Copies, beginning with January 1962, were bound by the dozen
and bagged in plagtic. The publisher and editor-in-chief was someone named Orton
Hatzler, the managing editor Wanda Hatzler. | copied down both names and started to
reed.

Wide- spaced text and afew photos with surprisingly good clarity. Wesather reports on
the front page, because even in Cdifornia weeather mattered to farmers. High school
dances, bumper crops, science projects, 4-H Club, scouting expeditions, glesful
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descriptions of the Kern County Fair ("Once again, Lars Carlson has shown himself to
be the peach-pie-eating champion of dl timel"). Page two was much the same, and
three was reserved for wire-service snips abstracting the internationa events of

the day and for editorias. Orton Hatzler had been a strong hawk on Vietnam.

Butch Ardullo's name cropped up frequently, mostly in stories rdated to his

leedership in the farm organization. A photo of him and hiswife a a Fresno charity
bal showed abig man with abulldog face and a gray crew cut hovering over a
willowy, refined-looking, dark-haired woman. Luck-of-the-draw genetics had favored
Scott with his father's build and his mother's facid festures.

Scott hed inherited athletic skills, aswdl. Thefirg time | found his name was

under one of those football- hero group shots—players saected for the Kern County
dl-gtar game knedling and beaming in front of a goapost. Scott had played hafback
forTehachapi High, acquitted himself honorably.

No pictures of Terri Ardullo, which made sense. She wasn't aTreadway native, had
grown up in Modesto.

Carson Crimminss name showed up regularly, too. The other rich man in town. From
what | could make out, Crim-mins had started out as Butch Ardullo's dly in the

fight for the family farm, but had switched course by the early seventies,



expressing his frugration with low walnut prices and the risng cost of doing

business, and advertising hiswillingnessto sdll "to the highest serious bidder."

No pictures of him. No comments from Butch Ardullo. The Intelligencer avoided taking
Sdes.

March 1969. An entire issue devoted to Katherine Stethson Ardullo's funerdl.
Referencesto a"lingering illness,” and to the hiking deeth, years before, of the

oldest son, Henry Junior. The article was augmented by old family sngpshots and
pictures of Butch and Scott at graveside, heads hung low.

August 10, 1974. Orton Hatzler mourned Nixon's resgnation.

The following December, a hard frost damaged both the Ardullo and the Crimmins
crops. Butch Ardullo said, ™Y ou've got to be philosophica, ride out the bad times

with the good." No comment from Carson Crimmins.

March 1975. The death of Butch Ardullo. Two extrapagesin amemorid issue. This
time, Scott stood done in the cemetery. Carson Crimmins said, "We hed our
differences, but he was aman's man."

Jdune 1976. Announcement of Crimminss marriage to "the former Sybil Noonan, of Los
Angdes. Aswe dl know, Miss Noonan, a thespian who has acted under the name Cheryl
Norman, met Mr. C. on acruise to the Bahames. The nuptials took place at the
Beverly Wilshire Hotd in Beverly Hills. Maid of honor was the bride's sger,

Charity Hernandez, and cc—best men were Mr. C.'s sons, Carson Jr. and Derrick. The
newlyweds are honeymooning in the Cayman Idands.”

Two photos. Finaly alook at Carson Crimmins. Black tie. In the first shot, he and

his new wife cut afive-tiered cake. He looked to be around sixty, tal, stooped,

bald, with atoo-small face completely overpowered by a beak of anose. The nose
bore down upon a fleshless upper lip. A pencil mustache added movie-villan

overtones. Tiny, dark eyes glanced somewhere to the left—away from the bride. His
smilewas panful. A wary owl in atuxedo.

The second Mrs. Crimmins— she who'd narrowed Jacob Haas's eyes and hardened his
voice—was in her late thirties, short, with full arms and a lush body packed into a

tight silk sheath of adeeveless wedding dress. What |ooked to be a deep tan. Spiky
tiaraperched upon a pile of platinum hair. Lots of teeth, lipstick, and eye shadow,
agenerous offering of cleavage. No ambivaence in her thousand-watt smile. Maybe it
wastrue love, or perhaps the rock on her finger had something to do with it.
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The second picture showed the Crimmins boys flanking the newlyweds. On the left was
Carson Junior, around seventeen. Haas had said Derrick was younger, but that was
hard to tell. Both boys were thin, rangy, with prominent noses and a touch of their
father's avian look. Better-1ooking than their father—stronger chins, broader

shoulders. The same thin lips. Carson Junior was dreedy his father's height,

Derrick dightly taler. Junior's hair was wild, blond, curly, Derrick's dark and

sraight, hanging past his shoulders. Neither boy seemed to share the joy of the

day. Both projected that immovable sul-lenness unique to teenagers and mug-shot
criminds.

April 1978. The front-page story was avigt to Treadway by representatives of a
company caled Leisure Time Development. Carson Crimminss invitation. Scott Ardullo



said, "It's afree country. People can sdll what'stheirs. But they can aso show

some guts and hold fagt to the farming tradition.” No follow-up progress reports.

July 1978. The wedding of Scott Ardullo and TheresaMclntyre. The bridd gown, a
"flowing dfair complete with 10-foot train and hand embroidery, including Belgian
lace and freshwater pearls, was imported from San Francisco.” No cleavage here;
Theresa Ardullo had favored long deeves and full cover.

| moved on to the next batch of papers.

A hdf-year after the developers visit, there was till no mention of land sdes or
negotiation, offers from other companies.

Crimminss overtures rejected because Scott Ardullo had refused to sell out and no
one wanted to dedl for haf aloaf?

If 0, Crimmins wasn't commenting on the record. In July 1978, he and Sybil took a
cruise to the Bahamas. Snapshots of her on deck, doing justice to a flowered bikini,
atal, iced drink in one hand. The text said shedd "entertained the other guests

with lilting renditions of show tunes and Broadway classics.”

Nothing of interest till January 5, 1980, when | came across an account of "The Farm
League New Year's Bal and Fund-raiser” a the Siver Saddle Lodge in Fresno.
Mostly pictures of people | didn't recognize. Till the bottom of page four.

Scott Ardullo dancing, but not with his wife.

In his arms was Syhil Crimmins, white-blond hair long and flowing over bare tan
shoulders. Her gown was black and strapless; her breasts were barely tucked into its
skimpy bodice asthey pressed against Scott's starched white chest. Her fingers were
laced with his and her big diamond ring sparkled between his digits. He looked down
a her, she gazed up a him. Something different in his eyes—at oddswith the

s0lid- young- businessman image—too much heat and light, a hint of supidiity.

Dopey surrender.

Maybe it was too many drinks, or the novelty of holding someone who wasn't your
wife, feding her warm breath againg your face. Or maybe abig party had offered
the two of them the chance to flaunt something they'd been savoring in dark, musky
rooms.

It could be why Jacob Haas had tightened up when talking about Sybil Crimmins.
Scott, aboy heéld long admired, straying with a platinum- haired strumpet from L.A.?
As| dtared at the picture, it seemed to give off waves of heet. Worth well more

than a thousand words. | was surprised the Intelligencer had published it.

| found an editorid three weeks later that might've explained thet:

After much soul-searching, as well as witnessing, firsthand, the triumphs and the
travails of those noble enough—and some would say sufficiently quixoticaly
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indined—to brave the e ements of Nature aswell as the much more maignant Forces
of Big Government, this newspaper must weigh in on the side of rationdity and

s f-preservation.

It sdl fine and well for those born with slver spoons in their mouths to

pronounce righteoudy about abstract idedls such as the Sanctity of the Family Farm.
But to the bulk of the populace, those hardy but bowed men entrusted with the
day-to-day, backbresking labor that keeps the ground fertile, the branches laden,



and the trucks loaded with Bounty, the story is quite another one.

Joe Average in Treadway—and, we 'd venture to wager, any agricultura
community—toils day after day for fixed wages, with no promise of security or
profit, or long-term investment. In most cases, his meager plot of backyard and his
domicile are al he owns, and sometimes even that is tethered to some Financid
Ingtitution. Joe Average would love to plan for the Future, but he's usudly too
overwhelmed by the Present. So when Good Fortune smiles in the form of rising land
vaues, offering said Mr. Average the chance of Red Gain, he cannot be condemned
for saizing the opportunity to afford his family the same safety and comfort that

the more fortunate regard as their birthright.

Sometimes good sense and the rights of individuas must prevall.

At our lagt Kiwanis luncheon, Mr. Carson Crimmins said it best: "Progressislike a
jet plane. Hy with it or stand on the runway and you risk getting blown away."
Those of more fortunate lineage but less vison would do well to redize this.

Times change, and change they must. The higtory of this great country is based upon
Free Will, Private Property, and Sdlf-reliance.

Those who resst the voice of the future may find themsalves in that Godless Sate
known as Stagnation.

Times change. Brave and smart men change dong with them.

Humbly, O. Hatzler

Scott Ardullo, falen out of editorid good graces. Still, wouldn't the picture have
embarrassed Carson Crimmins as well?

| read through subsequent issues, waiting for Scott's written response to the

editorid. Nothing. Either he hadn't bothered, or the Intelligencer had refused to

print his letter.

Five weeks later, Orton and Wanda Hatzler's names were gone from the paper's
masthead. In their place, in ornate, curlicued typescript:

Sybil Crimmins PUBLISHER, EDITOR AND CHIEF WRITER

A pink sheet now, and cut back to three pages, flimsy as a supermarket meiler. No
more wire photo materid. In its place, gushing movie reviews that seemed copied
from pressreleases, bardly literate accounts of local events, and amateurishly

drawn cartoons with no apparent point. The too-large signature: "Derrick C."

Three barely filled pages, even twenty months later, when the headline screamed:
SLAUGHTER AT THE ARDULLO RANCH! RATCATCHER PEEKE ARRESTED!
by Sybil Noonan Crimmins Publisher, Editor and Chief Writer

Treadways darkest hour has arrived, or so it seemed when Sheriff Jacob Haas was
cdled by Best Buy Produce Supervisor Teodoro "Ted" Alar con to the ranch and found
ahorrible massacre of unbelievable proportion. Their in the house, Sheriff Jacob
Haas found severd dead bodies, namely the ranch cook, Miss Noreen Peeke who was
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subjected to unbelievable and unhumane trestment at the hand of a dark fiend.
Updtairs, were the other bodies, the ranch owner Scott Ardullo who got the place
from his dad, Butch Ardullo, Scott'swife Terri and their daughter little Brittany

who was around five years old. It was dl horrible. But no sign of one other member
of the family. The baby—Jdugtin. All of us remember how Terri had such ahard labor



with him and it wouldve been greet for him to be okay.

But the terror continued. Sheriff Haas followed the blood and walked al the way to
the back of the house where Noreen Peeke's son Ardith was living at the time and
their he found Justin. Good taste says we won't go into detail but let's just say
whoever did that to atiny little infant isafiend of unbelievable sstartlike

proportion. We are sick over this.

Ardith Peeke was drunk and stoned on dl sorts of drugs. He was the ratcatcher on
the ranch, going after dl sorts of rodents and other pests, as well. So he probably
had al sorts of wegpons and poisons but we don't know yet what he used on those
poor people.

Itsredly terrible and unbelievable, that something like this could happenin a

smdll, peaceful place like ours but that seems to be the way the world is going,

look at the Manson Family and how they attacked people who thought they were safe
because they had money and lived behind gates. And the music of today, no one Sngs
about love and romance, it sdl nasty stuff and getting worse.

So the message, | guessiis, trust in God, only He can protectyoul.

Sheriff Haas cdled in the FBI and the Bakersfield police to consult on this because
itsway out of what he usudly dedls with. He told me he was in Korea but never saw
anything like this

My sources tell me Ardith Peeke has dways been weird. Sometimes people tried to
help him—I know my sons Cliff and Derrick sure did, trying to get him involved in
some athletic activities and whatnot, theater projects, you nameit. Anything to

bring him out of his shell, because they figured he was londly. But he wouldn 't

hear of it. He just stayed by himsdlf snorting paint and glue and whatnot. My
sources tell me he was too into himsdlf to relate to other people, some sort of

severe mentd illness.

Why did he suddenly do such aterrible thing?

Will we ever know?

Everyone loved theArdullos, they were here so long, working hard even when it wasn
't sure that would help because crop prices were so low. But working hard because
that's what they believed in, they were sdt of the earth people, they just loved to
work.

HOW COULD THIS HAPPEN HERE—IN TREADWAY!?
INAMERICA!I'II??7?

But that's what happens when the mind goes | guess.

I wish | had the answers but I'm only ajournaist not an oracle.

| wish God worked in ways that we could understand— why should babies and children
auffer like that? What makes aguy just go crazy like that?

Questions, questions, question.

When | get some answers, I'll keep you posted.

S.N.C.
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She never did.

Last edition of the Inteligencer.

23.



RETURNING TO THE main reference room, | pulled up San Francisco, Bakersfield, and
Fresno microfiche on the Ardullo dayings. Nothing that hadn't been covered down in
L.A.

In the Modesto Bee | found an obituary for Terri Mclntyre Ardullo. Her death was
described as "untimely,” no mention of homicide. The bio was brief: Girl Scout,
volunteer for the Red Craoss, honor student at Modesto High, member of the Spanish
Club and the Shakespeare Society, B.A. from UC Davis.

Sheld been survived by her parents, Wayne and Felice Mclntyre, and ssters Barbara
Mclntyre and Lynn Blount. A Wayne Mclntyre was listed in Modesto. Feding like a
creep, | dided and told the ederly woman who answered that | was conducting a
search for relatives of the Argent family of Pennsylvania, in anticipation of the

first Argent reunion, to be held in Scranton.

"Argent?' she sad. "Then why us?'

"Y our name came up on our computer lis."

"Did it? Well, I'm afraid your computer got it wrong. We're not related to any
Argents. Sorry."

No anger, no defensiveness.

No ideawhat had interested Claire about Peake.

| pictured him in his room, grimacing, twitching, rocking autisticaly. Nerve

endings firing randomly as Lord knew what impulses codesced and scrambled among the
folds of beclouded frontal |obes.

The door opens, awoman enters, smiling, eager to help. A new doctor. The first
person to show any interest in him in Sxteen years.

She knedls down beside him, talks soothingly. Wanting to help him ... help he

doesn't want. Help that makes him angry.

Put her in abox. Bad eyes.

| went searching in Miami newspapers for items about the Crimminses. Obituaries were
the daily specid: the Herdd informed me that Carson and Sybil Crimmins had died
together twelve years ago, in ayacht explosion off the coast of south Florida. An
unnamed crew member had perished as well. Carson was listed as a "redl edtate
developer," Sybil asa"former entertainer.” No pictures.

Next came a Las Vegas Sun reference to Carson Crimmins, J.'s, death in amotocross
accident, two yearslater, near Pimm, Nevada. Nothing on the younger brother,
Derrick. Too bad; he'd talked on record once. Maybe he'd be willing to reminisce, if
| found him.

Former Intdligencer publisher Orton Hatzler was memoridized in a back-page
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paragraph of the Santa Monica Evening Outlook. HEd died in that beach town of
"naturd causes' @ the age of eghty-seven. Just afew milesfrom my house.

Memoria services at the Seaside Presbyterian Church, donations to the American
Heart Association, in lieu of flowers. The surviving widow: Wanda Hatzler.
Maybe she il lived in SantaMonica. But if | found her, what would | ask about?

I'd uncovered afinancid battle between the Ardullo and Crimmins clans, had played
Sherlock with a single photograph that suggested another type of competition. But
nothing suggested that the daughter of the Ardullos had resulted from anything



other than one madman's blood feaest.

| thought of the suddenness of the attack. Asian cultures had aword for that kind

of unprovoked savagery: "amok."

Something about Peake's amok had caught Claire Argent's interest, and now she was
dead. Along with three other men ... and Peake had predicted the murders of two of
them.

Prophet of doom in alocked cell. There had to be a common thread.

| abandoned the periodicals indexes and searched computer databases for Wanda
Hatzler and Derrick Crimmins. Find-A-Person coughed up a single approximation: Derek
Albert Crimmins on West 154th Street in New Y ork City. | used alibrary pay phone,
cdled, and participated in a confused ninety-second conversation with aman who
sounded very old, very gentle, and, from his patois, probably black.

W. Hatzler was listed in Santa Monica, no address. The woman's voice on the tape
machine was adso elderly, but hearty. | gave her machine the same spie 1'd offered
Jacob Haas, told her 1'd stop by later today.

Before | left Bakersfidd, | phoned Milo. He was away from his desk and not
answering his cell phone. Route 5 clogged up just past Newhadl. An accident had
closed the northbound lanes and caused rubberneck spillover in the opposite
direction. A dozen flashing red lights, cop cars from severd jurisdictions and
ambulances parked diagonadly across the freeway, news copters whirring overhead. An
overturned truck blocked the mouth of the nearest on-ramp. Inches from its front
whedls was a snarled mass of red and chrome.

A highway patrolman waved us on, but inertia dowed usto asnail dide. | turned on
KFWB. The accident was a big sory: some sort of dtercation between two motoridts,
achase off the ramp, then an abrupt U-turn that took the pursuing vehicle the wrong
way. Road rage, they were cdling it. Asif labeling changed anything.

It took over two hoursto get back to L. A., and by the time | reached the Westside
the skies had darkened to charcoa splotches underlaid with vermilion. Too late to
drop in on an old woman. | bought gas a Sunset and La Brea and called Wanda Hatzler
again.

Thistime, she answered. "Come on over, I'm expecting you."

"You're sureit's not too late?"

"Don't tell me you're one of those morning people.”

"Asamatter of fact, I'm not."

"Good," she said. "Morning people should be forced to milk cows.”

| called hometo say I'd be late. Robin's message said shed be in Sudio City till

eight, doing some on-Ste repairs a arecording sesson. Synchrony of the
hyperactive. | drove to Santa Monica

Wanda Hatzler's address was on Y ae Street, south of Wilshire, a stucco bungaow
behind alawn of lavender, wild onions, thyme, and severa species of cactus. An
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adarm company sign protruded from the herbs, but no fence surrounded the property.
Shewas at the curb by thetime | finished parking, abig woman—nearly Sx fedt,

with healthy shoulders and heavy limbs. Her hair was cut short. The color was hard
to make out in the darkness.



"Dr. Ddlaware? WandaHatzler." Brisk shake, rough hands. "1 like your car—used to
have a Fleetwood until Orton couldn't drive anymore and | got tired of supporting

the oil companies. Show me some identification just to play it safe, then come

indgde"

Insde, her house was cramped, warm, bright, ash-paneled and filled with chairs
covered in a least three variations of brown paidey cotton. Georgia OK efffe

prints hung on the walls, dong with some muddy-looking Cdifornia plein-ar ails.

An open doorway peeked into the kitchen, where soft dolls were arranged on the
counter—children in al sorts of native costumes propped up Sitting, atiny stuffed
kindergarten. Old white two-burner stove. A saucepan sat above dancing blue flames,
and achildhood memory hit me: the cold-afternoon fragrance of canned vegetable
soup. | tried not to think of Peske's culinary forays.

Wanda Hatzler closed the door and said, "Go on, make yourself comfortable.”

| sat in apaidey armchair and she stood there. She wore a degp green V-neck
pullover over awhite turtleneck, loose gray pants, brown dip-on shoes. The hair

was black well sdted with silver. She could've been anywhere from seventy to
gghty-five. Her face was broad, basset- hound droopy, crumpled as used wrapping
paper. Moist blue-green eyes seemed to have suction power over mine. She wasn't
amiling but | sensed some sort of amusement.

" Something to drink? Coke, Diet Coke, hundred- proof rum?”

"I'm fine, thanks."

"What about soup? I'm going to have some.”

"No, thanks."

"Tough customer.” She went into the kitchen, filled amug, came back and sat down,
blew into the soup, and drank. "Treadway, what a hole. Why on earth would you want
to know anything about it?"

| told her about Claire and Peake, emphasizing a thergpeutic relationship gone bad,
keeping prophecy out of it, omitting the other murders.

She put the mug down. "Pegke? | dways thought he was retarded. Wouldn't have pegged
him for violence, so what do | know? The only psychology | ever studied was an
introductory course at Sarah Lawrence back in another century.”

"I'll bet you know plenty.”

She amiled. "Why? Because I'm old? Don't blush, | am old." She touched one seamed
cheek. "Thetruthisin the flesh. Didn't Samue Butler say that? Or maybe | made it
up. Anyway, I'm afraid | can't give you any ideas on Pegke. Never had afed for

him. Now you're going to leave. Too bad. Y ou're good-looking and | waslooking
forward to this"

"To taking about Treadway?"

"Tomadigning Treadway."

"How long did you live there?'

"Too long. Never could stand the place. At the time of the murders, | wasworking in
Bakersfiedld. Chamber of commerce. Not exactly a cosmopolis but at least there was
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some semblance of civilization. Like Sdewalks. At night | helped my husband put the
paper to bed. Such asit was."



She lifted the mug and drank. "Have you reed the rag?’

"Twenty years worth."

"Lord. Whered you get hold of it?'

"Bede Memorid Library."

"Y ou are motivated." She shook her head. "Twenty years worth. Orton would be
shocked. He knew what he/d come down to."

"Hedidnt like publishing?'

"He liked publishing fine. He would've preferred running the The New Y ork Times. He
was a Dartmouth boy. The Intelligencer—doesn't that reek of East Coast
senshilities? Unfortunately his politics were somewhere to the right of Joe

McCarthy, and after the war that wasn't very fashionable. Also, he had alittle
problem." She pantomimed tossing back a drink. "Hundred- proof rum— developed ataste
for it when serving in the Pacific. Lived to eghty-seven, anyway. Developed paate
cancer, recovered, then leukemia, went into remission, then cirrhos's, and even that
took yearsto kill him. His doctor saw an X ray of hisliver, caled him amedicd
mirade—he was oodles older than me."

Laughing, she finished the soup, got up, poured arefill, came back. “The

Intelligencer was Orton hitting bottom. He began his career at The Philaddphia
Inquirer and proceeded to embark on adownward dide for therest of hislife.
Treadway was our last stop— we bought the rag for next to nothing and settled into a
life of crushing tedium and gented poverty. Gawd, | hated that place. Stupid people
everywhere you looked. Socid Darwinism, | suppose: the smart ones leave for the big
city, only theidiots remain to breed."” Another laugh. "Orton used to cdl it the

power of positive backpedaling. He and | decided not to breed.”

| made sure not to look at the dallsin the kitchen.

She said, "The only reason | stayed there was because | loved the guy—very
good-looking. Even handsomer than you. Virile, too."

She crossed her legs. Were those eyelashes batting?

| said, "The Ardullos don't sound stupid.”

She gaveadismissve wave. "Yes, | know: Butch went to Stanford—he told anyone
who'd listen. But he got in because of footbal. Everyone ese liked him, but |

didn't. Pleasant enough, superficidly. One of those fdlows who's convinced hes a
magnet for femades, puts on the Gaahad act. Too much confidence in aman is not an
endearing trait, particularly when it's unjudtified. Butch had no fire— stalid,
Sraight-ahead as a horse with blinders. Point him in adirection and he went. And

that wife of his. An oh-so-ddicate Victorian relic. Taking to her bed dl thetime.

| used to think it was phony baloney, cdled her Little Miss Vgpors. But then she
aurprised me and actudly died of something.”

She shrugged. "That's the trouble with being maicious— occasiondly one iswrong,
and anadty little urge to repent seepsin.”

"What about Scott?"

"Smarter than Butch, but no luminary. He inherited land, grew fruit when the westher
obliged. Not exactly Einstein, en? Which isn't to say | wasn't shocked and sickened
by what happened to him. And his poor wife—swest thing, liked to reed, | dways
suspected there might be an intellectuad stresk hidden somewhere.”
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Her lip trembled. "The wordgt thing was those babies.... By the time it happened,
Orton and | had just sold the paper and moved down here. When Orton read about the
murder in the Times, he vomited, sat down at his desk, and wrote a ory—asif he
were ill ajourndist. Then he ripped it up, vomited again, drank daiquiris dl

night, and passed out for two days. When he woke up, he couldn't fed hislegs. Took
another day to convince him he waan't dying. Gresat disgppointment for him. He
cherished the idea of drinking himsdlf to death, senstive soul. His big mistake was
taking the world serioudy—though | guessin a case like that you'd have to. Even |
cried. For the babies. | wasn't good with children— found them frightening, too much
vulnerability, abig girl like me never seemed suited to those little twig bones.

Hearing what Peake had done confirmed dl that. | didn't degp wdll for along

time"

She brandished the mug. "I haven't thought about it in years, wondered if raking it

up might bother me, but apart from thinking about the babies, thisis rather fun.

For twenty years we lived above the newspaper office, scrounged for advertising,
took extrajobs to get by. Orton did peopl€e's bookkeeping, | tutored incredibly
stupid children in English and wrote press releases for the yahoos a the C of C."

"So you never had much contact with Peake.”

"l knew who he was—rather conspicuous fellow, lurching around in the dleys, going
through the garbage—but no, we never exchanged a single sentence.” She recrossed her
legs. "Thisis good. Knowing | can gill remember afew things— some juice in the
old machine. What € se would you like to know?"

"The Crimmins family—"

"Morons." She spped more soup. "Worse than the Ardullos. Vulgarians. Carson was
like Butch, uncreetive, obsessed by the dollar, but minus the charm. In addition to
walnuts, he grew lemons. Orton used to say he looked as if held been weaned on them.
Never seemed to take pleasure in anything. I'm sure you have aword for it."
"Anhedonia."

"Thereyou go," she sad. "l should've taken Intermediate Psychology."

"What about Sybil 7'

"Sut. Gold digger. Dumb blonde. Right out of abad movie."

"Out for Crimminss money," | said.

"It sure wasn't hislooks. They met on a cruise line, faw-gawdsakes, what a horrid
cliche. If Carson had had a brain in his head hed have jumped overboard.”

"She caused him problems?”

Pause. Eyeblink. "She was a vulgar woman.”

"She claimed to be an actress.”

"And I'm the Sultan of Brung."

"What kind of difficulties did she cause?' | said.

"Oh, you know," she said. "Stirring things up—wanting to run everything the moment
she hit town. Transform hersdf into agtar. She actualy tried to get athester

group going. Got Carson to build a stage in one of his barns, bought al sorts of
equipment. Orton laughed so hard telling me about it, he nearly lost his bridgework.
'Guess who moved in, Wanda? Jean Harlow. Harlow in Horseshit." "

"Who did Syhil plan on acting with?"
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"The loca yokels. She dso tried to rope in Carson's boys. One of them, | forget
which, had aminor knack for drawing, so she put him to work painting sets. She told
Orton they both had 'star qudity.’ | remember her coming into the office with her

ad for the cadting call."

Leaning toward me, she spokein achirpy, little-girl voice " 'l tell you, Wanda,
theré's hidden talent al over the place. Everyone's crestive, you just have to

bring it out." She even thought she'd rope Carson in, and just being civil wasa
performance for him. Guess what play she had planned? Our Town. If shed had a
brain, you could have credited her with some irony. Our Dump, she shouldve called
it. The whole thing fell apart. No one showed up at the audition. Carson helped that
aong. The day before the ad was supposed to run, he paid Orton double not to print
it

"Stege fright?”

She laughed. "He said it was awaste of time and money. He aso said he wanted the
barn back for hay."

"Was that pretty typicd?' | sad. "Crimmins buying what he wanted?'

"What you're redly asking is, Was Orton corrupt when he dedlt with wedlth and
power?, and the answer is, Absolutdly.” She smoothed her swester. "No apologies.
Carson and Butch ran that town. If you wanted to survive, you played aong. When
Butch died, Scott took over his hdf. It wasn't even atown. It was ajoint fiefdom
with the rest of us serfs balancing on awire between them. Orton was caught right

in the middle. By the late seventies, we decided we were getting the heck out, one
way or the other. Orton had qudified for Socid Security and mine was about to kick
in, plusI'd inherited a smal annuity from an aunt. All we wanted wasto sdll the
printing equipment and get something for ownership of the paper. Orton approached
Scott first, because he thought Scott would be easier to deal with, but Scott
wouldn't even ligten.”

Besating her chest, she put on agorillaface. " 'Me farmer, me do nothing dse’
Straight ahead and pigheaded, just like his father. So Orton went to Carson, and to
his surprise, Carson said he'd consider it."

" Surprise because Carson was uncregtive?'

"And because everyone knew Carson wanted to get out of Treedway himsdf. Each year
theréd be talk of some new real estate dedl.”

"How long had that been going on?"

"Years. The main problem was Scott wouldn't hear of it, and half the land wasn't
very atractive to the devel opers. The gpproach Orton used with Carson was to
suggest the paper might be agood activity for Syhil, to keep her out of trouble.”

She snapped her ringers. "That did the trick."

Now | understood the Intelligencer's sudden editorid shift toward Crimmins.

"What other kind of trouble was Sybil getting into?' | said.

She smiled archly. "What do you think?"

"| saw apicture of her and Scott at a dance.”

The amile fdtered, then changed course, growing wider, fuller, ripe with glee.

"Oh, that picture” she sang. "We might as well have published them naked. Orton



wasn't going to print it, a gentleman to the last. But that night, he was doshed to
thegills, so | put the paper to bed.”

Breathing in deeply, she savored the exhdation.
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| sad, "What wasthe fdlout?'

"Nothing public. | suppose there was tension among those directly concerned. Terri
Ardullo dways impressed me astightly wound, but she didn't run around after Sybil
with a haichet. The Ardullos were never the type to air their laundry in public.

Same for Carson.”

"What did the serfs have to say about it?"

"Nothing that | heard. Doesn't pay to antagonize the nobility if you want to est.

And it wasn't asif everyone didn't dready know about Scott and Syhbil."

"The affair was public knowledge?' | sad.

"For months. Certainly since Syhil's production fell gpart. | suppose she needed
another role." She shook her head. "The two of them adopted a flimsy coven Firs,
Scott's truck would speed out of town. An hour later, the dut's little Thunderbird
would zoom away. Sheld dways return firgt, usualy with shopping bags. Sometimes
sheld vigt the peasantsin the loca tores, showing off what sheld acquired. Then,
sure enough, Scott's truck would zip past. Ludicrous. How could they possibly think
they were getting away with it?"

"So Carson had to know."

"l don't see how he couldn't have."

"And no reaction a dl? He never tried to stop it?"

"Carson was much older than Sybil. Maybe he couldn't cut the mustard, didnt mind
someone e se keeping her busy from timeto time. Perhaps that's why he bought
Orton's line about finding Sybil recreation. We were certainly trying to exploit
him—did you read the rag after she took over?”

"Borderline coherent.”

"Y ou're a charitable young man." She stretched. "My, thisis great fun.”

"What can you tell me about Jacob Haas?' | said.

"Wdl-meaning but a boob. Before he became sheriff, held been working as a
bookkeeper in Bakersfield. He got the job because held served in Korea, took some
law enforcement coursesin junior college, didn't offend anyone.”

"Meaning he waan't digned with either Butch or Carson.”

"Meaning he never put their kidsinjail."

"Was that ever a possibility?' | said.

"Not with Scott, but with the Crimmins boys, sure. Two obnoxiouslittle
buggers—spoiled rotten. Carson gave them fast cars, which they proceeded to race
down Main Strest. 1t was common knowledge that they drank and took drugs, so it was
only luck they never killed anyone. One of them paid for his recklessness afew
years late—died motorcycling.”

"Any other offenses besides drunk driving?"

"Genera bad character. They treated the migrants like dirt. Chased the migrant

girls. When the picking season was over, they switched gears and bothered the local
girls. | remember one night, very lae, I'd just finished with the paper, waked



outside to get some air, when | saw a car screech to a stop down the block. One of
those souped- up things with stripes on the side, | knew right away whose it was. The
back door opened, someone fell out, and the car sped away. The person lay there for
Page 128

Kdlerman - Mongter vl

a second, then got up and started walking down the middle of Main Street very
dowly. | went over. It was alittle Mexican gir—couldn't have been older than
fifteen, and she spoke no English. Her face was dl puffy from crying and her hair

and clothes were messed and torn. | tried to talk to her but she just shook her

head, burst into tears, and ran away. The street ended a block later and she
disappeared in the fields.”

"Whose fidds?' | said.

Her eyes narrowed, then closed. "L et me think about that.... North. That would have
been Scott's dfdfafied.”

" S0 no consequences for Cliff and Derrick?"

"None."

"How did they get ong with their sepmother?’

"Areyou asking if they dept with her?' she said.

"Actudly, my imagination hadn't carried me that far.”

"Why not? Don't you watch talk shows?'

"Y ou're saying Sybil—"

"No," she sad. "I'm not saying anything of the sort. Merely musing. Because she was
adut and they were hedlthy big boys. To be fair— something | generdly detest—I
never picked up an inkling of anything quite so repdlent, but... How'd they get
aong? Who loves a stepmother? And Sybil wasn't exactly the maternd type.”

"But she managed to get them involved in her theatrica production.”

"Only one of them—the one who drew."

"Derrick," | sad. "She wrote about it in the Intdligencer. Still, spoiled

adolescents don't do things they hate.”

She turned quiet. "Yes... | suppose he must have enjoyed it. Why all these

questions about the Crimmins clan?'

"Derrick Crimminss name came up in newspaper accounts of the murders. Commenting
about Peake's oddness. Other than Haas, he was the only person to speak on the
record, so | thought I'd track him down."

"If you find him, don't send regards. Of course held jump at the chanceto ridicule
Peake. He and his brother delighted in tormenting Peske—another bit of their
delinquency.”

"Tormenting how?" | said.

"What you'd expect from rotten kids—teasing, poking. More than once | saw the two of
them and agarg of others they ran with collecting in the dley that ran behind our
office. Peake used to hang around there, too. Inspecting garbage cans, looking for
paint cans and God knows what. The Crimmins brats and their friends must have been
bored, gone after some sport. They circled him, laughed, cuffed him around a bit,
stuck a cigarette in his mouth but refused to light it. Thelast time, 1'd had

enough, so | stepped out into the alley using some blue language and they dispersed.
Not that Peake was grateful. Didn't even look at me, just turned his back and walked



away from me. | never bothered again.”

"How'd Peake react to theridicule?’ | said.

"Just stood there like this™" Her facial muscles dackened and her eyes went blank.
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"The boy was never dl there."

"Noanger?'

"Nope. Likeazombie."

"Were you surprised when he exploded into violence?'

"l suppose,” she said. "It wouldn't surprise me, today, though. What do they dways
say—'It'sthe quiet ones? Can you ever tdl about anyone?"

"Any theories about why he killed the Ardullos?"

"He was crazy. Y ou're the psychologist, why do crazy people act crazy?!

| started to thank her and moved to stand but she waved me till. ™Y ou want a
theory? How about bad luck, wrong time, wrong place. Like waking off a curb,
getting hit by abus."

Her lips worked. She looked ready to cry. "It's not easy— surviving. | keep waiting
for something to happen to me, but my luck keeps running in the black. Sometimes
it'sinfuriating— yet another day, the same old routine™ Another wave. "All right
then, be off. Abandon me. | haven't helped you, anyway."

"Y ou've been very hepful—"

"Oh, please, none of that" But she reached over and took my hand. Her skin was cold,
dry, so smooth it seemed inorganic. "Bear that in mind, Doctor: Longevity can be
hdll, too. Knowing things will inevitably go bad, but not knowing when.”

24,

WHEN | LEFT, just after eight P.M., Wilshire was a pretty stream of headlights under
a black-pearl sky. My head hurt— gtuffed with higtory and hints. More hatred and
intrigue in Treadway than 1'd counted on. But till no connection to Claire Argent.
Ready to end the workday, | caled my service from the pay booth in the parking lot.
An earful: Robin would be delayed till ten, and a particularly obnoxious Encino
attorney wanted my help on afestering custody case. He knew | worked only for the
court, not as a hired gun, and he hadn't paid his bill for a consultation I'd done

last year. Delusions were everywhere.

Thefifth message was from Milo: “I'll be at my desk by seven-thirty, get in touch.”
The operator said, "He sounded pretty irritated, your detective friend.”

| drove to the gtation, announced mysdlf at the desk, waited asthe clerk cdled up
to the Robbery-Homicide room. Uniforms passed in and out. No one paid me any
attention as | scanned the Wanted posters. A few minutes later the stairwell door
opened and Milo bounded out, brushing hair off his forehead.

"Let'sgo outsde, | need air," he said, not bothering to stop. His suit was the

color of curdled oatmedl, the right lapel stained with something green. Histie was
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tight, his neck was suffering, and he looked like a poster boy for Nationa
Hypertension Week.

We reached the sdewalk and started walking up Butler. Dry, acidic heat hung in the



ar and | wished I'd stopped for a cold drink.

"Nothing on Pelley, yet," he said, "so don't ask. It's the Bestty twins who've been
occupying my day. Brother Leroy told people he had an acting gig."

"Which people?"

"Hisfellow juiceheads. Willis Hooks and | were down at the murder scene this
evening. Not far from aliquor store where Leroy used to hang, aong with some other
grape-suckers. Couple of them said Leroy had bragged about becoming amovie sar.”
"How long ago wasthis?' | sad.

"Time isn't a strong concept with these guys, but they figure three, four months.

Leroy dso told his drinking buds he was gonna get his brother involved with the
movie—said once the director found out he had atwin, he offered to pay more. The
winaos thought he was just running his mouth, ‘cause Leroy tended to do that when he
got sufficiently drunk. They didn't even believe Leroy had atwin. HEd never
mentioned Ellroy."

"Did Leroy report back after the filming?'

"No. He returned aweek later, cranky, refusing to talk about it. If held gotten

hold of any cash, no one saw it. His buddies figured held gone on a bender, flushed

it dl down hisgullet.”

"Or Mr. Griffith D. Wark iffed someonedse” | said. Now my mind was racing.
Fragments of history coming together . . . piecesfitting ...

"l thought of thet," he said. "None of them saw any tal white guy chetting up

Leroy."

"Did Ellroy's drinking pals have anything to say about the movie?'

"Aguilar hasn't found any pasfor Ellroy yet. He seems to have been the loner twin,
lived by himsdlf near the train tracks. One of the conductors remembers seeing him
from time to time, sumbling around. Figured he was crazy because he was aways
taking to himsdf."

He scratched the side of hisnose. "So here | am, stuck with the movie angle again.
Maybeit'salink between Dada and the twins, but still no tie-in with Clare.

Except for the fact that she went to the movies. Hell, can't you see me explaining

that to her parents? | showed her picture to the bums and they didn't recognize her.

No surprise, why would she have gone down to some South Centra wino kip? I'm gonna
head back tonight to that place in Toluca Lake where Richard used to wait tables—the
Oak Barrd. It'salong shot, but maybe Claire dined there. For al we know, Mr.

Wark picked up both of ‘'em there—and incidentaly, you were right about Wark being
D. W. Griffith's middle name. | looked it up. So this asshole sees himsdlf asa

cinema hotshot.”

He scratched his head. "Thisis exactly the kind of flaky bullshit | hate degling

with. Why would Wark—or anyone else—bump offhis cas?' "Keegping the budget low?" |
sad. "Better not give the studios any idess. Serioudy, what's going on here? And
how— and why—would arobot like Peake be clued in?' "Maybe Wark's filming murder.” "A
suff thing?'

"That, or a variant—not necessarily a sexua angle. A chronology of unnatura
desth—aliterd blood walk. For the underground market. That would explain why the
script's never been registered and why Wark used afake nameto rent his equipment
and cut out on the bill. It could dso explain the diversity of victims and methods.
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And the ritudism. We could be dealing with someone who sees himsdlf as a glaiter
auteur. Playing God by setting up characters—real people— then bumping them off.
Psychopaths depersondize their victims. Wark could be accomplishing the ultimate
degradation: reducing his ‘cast’ to prototypes: The Twins, The Actor, that kind of
thing. It's crud, primitive thinking— exactly the way kids play out their anger.

Some angry kids never grow up. Asfar as Peake is concerned, he could be involved
because Wark wants him involved. Because Wark's someone out of Peake's past. Wark's
mightily affected by Peake's crimes. Now he's creating his own production, wants to
integrate Peake into the process. And I've got a possible candidate for Wark: a
felow named Derrick Crimmins.”

| told him everything I'd learned about Treadway. The longtime conflict between the
Ardullos and the Crimminses, Scott's affair with Syhil, the Crimmins boys

antisocia behavior, Derrick'sinvolvement with Sybil's abortive theater group.

"He had no specid love for his sepmother, Milo, but he stayed involved with her.
Because the whole notion of theater—of production—grabbed him persondly. He dso
matches the physical description Vito Bonner gave us of Wark—tall, thin—and his age
fits Derrick would be in his mid-thirties now."

Milo took along time to think about that. We were walking dark resdentia Streets,
shoes dgpping the pavement. "So dl the Crimminses except this Derrick are dead?!
"Father, ssepmother, brother, al by accidenta desth. Interesting, isn't it?"

"Now he's afamily murderer, too?"

"Rigging accidents can aso be seen as aform of production— setting up scenes.
Derrick was far from amode citizen. Wanda Hatzler described him and his brother as
spoiled bullies and possible rapigts.”

| stopped.

"What?' he said.

"Something else just occurred to me. Sheriff Haas told me that after the murder

Peeke was found with lots of different drugs in his shack, including someillegd
prescription pills, phenobarbital. None was missing from the pharmacy in Treadway
and no onein the Ardullo household had obtained a prescription for it. So Haas was
certan it had to have been obtained out of town. But no one ever saw Peake leave
Treadway. So maybe he had a dope source in town. Wanda saw Derrick and hisfriends
hanging around with Peake, mostly to harass him. Peake offered no resistance, was
extremely passve. What if the Crimmins boys were the ones who supplied him with
drugs— having fun with the village idiot? The night of the massacre, Peske got
massvely stoned, his psyche broke down, and he daughtered the Ardullos. And
Derrick and his brother redized they'd played an indirect role in it. Someone ese
might be horrified by that, but the Crimmins boys had plenty of reason to hate Scott
Ardullo. Hisrefusd to sdl hisland had obstructed their father's big devel opment

dedl for years. And Scott was deepng with their sepmother. What if they were
pleased with what Peake had done? Took some vicarious credit for it? And, in asick
sense, it was a successful production: the land ded went through, the family became
rich again. That kind of high couldve beenpowerful stuff for akid who'd dready
shown some serious antisocid tendencies. A few years later, Derrick tries hishand



at something more direct: blowing up Daddy and Stepmom'’s boat. And, once again, he
getsaway withit." "Or," he sad, "the boat thing redly was an accident, someone

else gave Peake his dope, Wark's not Derrick, and Derrick's just some playboy
drinking pifla coladas in PAm Beach while working on his meanoma.”

"All that, too," | said. "But as long as were being contentious, I'll go you one

further: Derrick and Cliff'sinvolvement was more than vicarious. They fed Peske
dope and played on his delusions intentionaly. Prodded him to kill the Ardullos.
They were dominant, aggressive; Peake was passve, impressionable. Maybe they
learned that Peake harbored some resentment of his own toward the Ardullos, and they
used that. Perhaps they never really expected it to happer—idle teenage dope
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tak—and when Pegke ran amok, they were frightened, initialy. Then amezed. Then
pleased." He knuckled his eyes. "What happened during your childhood to make you
think this way?"

"Too much sparetime." Alcohalic father, depressed mother, dark hours donein the
basement fighting to escape the noise upstairs, struggling to create my own world...
"My, my, my."

"At thevery least," | said, "wouldn' it be good to find out where Derrick lives,

what hisfinancid Stuation is, does he have some sort of police record?’ "Fine,"

he sad. "Fine"

Back in Robbery-Homicide, he played with the computer. No wants or warrants out on
Derrick Crimmins, no listings on the sex offender rosters or the FBI's VICAPfile,
and asfar aswe could tell, he wasn't occupying space in any Cdiforniajail.

A cdl to the Department of Motor Vehicles policeinfo line reveded zero current
regidrations under that name.

Samefor Griffith D. Wark. Find-A-Person yidded severd D. Crimminses but no
Derricks. No G. D. Wark.

Milo sad, "I'll follow up with Sociad Security tomorrow. I'll even check out the

death certificates for the Crimmins family, just to show you | care. Where exactly

did the boat thing go down?'

"All | know is, out on the water off the coast of south Florida," | said. "Brother

Cliff crashed on amotocross run in Pimm, Nevada."

He scribbled, closed his pad, got up heavily. "Whoever this Wark is, how's he
contacting Peake?'

"Maybe with ease,”" | said. "Maybe he works at Starkweather."

He grimaced. "Meaning | need to get alook at personned records. My old pa Mr. Swig
... If this Blood Walk is amega snuff, you think Wark's actualy hoping to sdl

it?"

"Or he just wants to keep it around for his own amusement. If he's Derrick and he
inherited a bundle and doesn't need money, it could be one big, sck diversion.”

"A game."

"I dways thought the murders had a gamelike quality to them."

"If only," he said, "you were astupid guy and | could kiss off your fantasies....

Okay, back to Planet Earth. The Oak Barrel."

"Il comewith, if you want."



He checked his Timex. "What about hearth and home?”

"Too hot to light afire in the hearth, and the home's empty for a couple more

hours."

"Suit yoursdlf," he sad. "You drive."

Toluca Lake's a pretty secret sandwiched between North Hollywood and Burbank. The
main drag is acurving eastern dretch of Riversde Drive lined with low- profile

shops, many with their origind forties and fifties facades. The housing ranges from
garden gpartments to mgjor estates. Bob Hope used to live there. Other ars il

do, mostly those leaning toward the GOP. Lots of the great Western flicks were shot
nearby, a Burbank Studios and up in the surrounding foothills. The Equestrian
Complex isjust ashort drive away, asis NBC headquarters.
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A quick turn on either Sde of Riverside takes you onto quiet streets emptied at

night by permit-only parking and an attentive police force. Toluca Lake restaurants
tend to be dim and spacious, leaning toward that unclassifiable fare known as
continenta cuisine, once an L.A. staple, now nearly extinct west of Laurel Canyon.
White hair doesn't dicit sneers from the wait staff, martinis aren't the retro

craze of the minute, piano bars endure.

From timeto time | tegtify in a Burbank court and find myself down here, thinking
about the perfect suburbia of black-and-white TV shows. moderne furniture, fat
sedans, dark lipstick. Jack Webb tippling stedly-eyed a a vinyt padded bumper,
winding down after along day on the set. Nearby might be the guy who played Ward
Cleaver, whatever his name was.

I'd been to afew of the Riverside Drive restaurants, but not the Oak Barrdl. It
turned out to be amodest stack of bricks and stucco squatting on a southeastern
corner, half-lit by streetlamps, the cask-and-tankard logo discreetly outlined in

green neon above the porte cochere. A parking lot twice the Sze of the restaurant
put the congtruction date at late forties, early fifties. No valet, just awell-lit

asphalt skillet with scores of spaces, aquarter of them occupied. Lincolns,

Cadillacs, Buicks, more Lincolns.

The front door was oak inlaid with a pand of bubbled glass We walked in,
confronted alattice screen, stepped around it into asmall reception area backed by
the cocktall lounge. Four drinkers flashing ebow. TV news winking above awal full
of bottles. No sound on the set. The air wasiicy, seasoned with too-delicate piano
music, the lighting barely strong enough to let us make out colors. But the maitre

d's bright green jacket managed to work its way through the gloom.

Hewastdl, at least seventy, with dicked white hair, Roman festures, and
black-rimmed eyeglasses. A reservation book was spread out before him on the oak
lectern. Plenty of open dots. The lattice blocked aview of the main dining room to
hisleft, but | could hear slverware dlatter, conversationd thrum. The pianist was
turning "Lady Be Good" into a minuet.

The maitre d' said, "Good evening, gentlemen.” Capped smile, clear diction peppered
by an Itaian accent. Aswe came closer, he said, "Ah, Detective. Nice to see you
agan." A smal gold rectangle on hisjacket was engraved LEW.

"Hey, you remember,” said Milo, with jovidity that might've been redl.



" ill got amemory. And we don't get too many police, not here. So thistime you
cometo eat?'

"Todrink," sad Milo.

"Thisway." A green deeve flourished. ™Y ou making any progress on Richard?'
"Wish | could say | was," said Milo. " Spesking of which, has thiswoman ever been
here?' A photo of Claire had sngpped into his hand like a magician's dove.

Lew smiled." "Spesking of which," huh? Y ou here to drink anything but information?’
"Sure. Beer, if you carry that."

Lew laughed and peered at the picture. "No, sorry, never saw her. Why? She know
Richard?’

"That'swhat I'd like to know,” said Milo. "Tell me, isthere anything e se that

came to mind since the last time | was here?"

The maitre d' handed back the photo. "Nah. Richard was a good boy, quiet. Good
worker. We don't usudly hire the so-calleds, but he was okay."
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"The so-cdleds” | said.

"So-called actors, so-cdled directors—mostly they're punks, think they're
overqudified for everything, doin' you a big favor to show up. Nine times outta ten
they can't handle carrying a bread plate or they end up mouthing off to some regular
and | gotta untangle everybody's shorts."

He reached behind his back and tugged upward.

"We prefer old guys," he said. "Classy pros. Like me. But Richard was okay for a
kid. Polite—"'madam’ and 'sr," not that goddamn 'you guys." Nice boy, very nice boy,
that's why even though he wanted to be an actor | hired him. Also, he begged me.
Said he redlly needed the money. And | was right about him. Good worker, got the
orders right, no complaints— c'mon, let's go over, get you gents anice drink.”

The bar was an enormous lacquered walnut parabola rimmed with red leather. Brass
bar, red stools with brasslegs. The four drinkers were all glassy-eyed middle-aged
men wearing sport coats. One necktie, three sport shirts with open collars spread
over wide lgpels. Plenty of space between them. They stared into tall glasses on
paper coasters, dipped thick hands into dishes of nuts, olives, roast peppers,
sausage chunks, pink curls of boiled shrimp pierced by red plagtic toothpicks. The
bartender was pushing sixty, dark-skinned, with luxuriant hair and the face of a
carved tiki god. He and a couple of the drinkers looked up as Lew showed usto the
end of the bar, but a second later, everyone had settled back into booze hypnoss.
Lew said, "Hernando, bring these gents ..."

"Grolsch,” said Milo. | asked for the same and Lew said, "Some of that sauterne for
me, the reserve stuff, but just alittle.”

Hernando's hands moved like a chop-sockey hero. After hed delivered the drinks and
returned to the center of the bar, Milo said, "Y ou ever get a customer named Wark?"
"Work?'

"Wark." Milo spdled it. "Mid to late thirties, tall, thin, dark hair, could be

curly. Clamsto be afilm producer.”

The maitre d's eyes were merry. "Plenty of claims-to-be's, but no, | don't recall

any Wark."



Milo sSpped his beer. "What about Crimmins? Derrick Crimmins. He might have comein
with awoman, younger, long blond hair."

" 'Might," 'maybe—thisis till about Richard?'

"Maybe," said Milo.

"Sorry, no Crimmins ether, but people come in without reservations, we don't know
their names.”

"Were tdk ing eight, nine months ago. Would you remember every name—even with an
excellent memory?'

Lew looked hurt. ™Y ou want me to check the reservation books, I'm happy to do it,
but I can tell you right now, weird names like that I'd definitely remember.” He
dosad hiseyes. "Tdl and skinny, huh? Richard's customer?'

"Could be."

"l am thinking of one guy, never gave me aname, just waltzed in expecting to be
seated— but no girl, just him. | remember him clearly because he caused problems.
Monopolized Richard's time to the point where the other customers weren't getting
their food. They start complaining to the bus-boys, the busboys gripe to me, | have
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to deal with it. Another reason | remember was it was the only time | had any kind

of problem with Richard. Not that he gave me any lip—it wasn't his problem, it was
the guy's, just kept gabbing to Richard and Richard didn't know what to do. Hed
just been working here for afew weeks. We drum into ‘em, The customer's dways
right, so this musta put Richard in a Stuation, know what | mean? So | have to dedl
with it, doing my best to be polite, but the guy is not polite about it. Givesme

the look, like who am | to tell him, know what | mean?'

"Did Richard say what the guy was taking to him about?"

"No, but the guy did. Something like, 'Hey, | could be his medl ticket, you think he
wants to work here for the rest of hislife? Richard's off a another table,

looking a me out of the corner of his eye, letting me know thisisn't hisidea. |

offered the guy some comp wine, but he just said something nasty, threw down money,
and |eft. Barely covered the check, not much left over for Richard. Caesar sdad,

ved parmigiana, German chocolate cake."

"So tell me" sad Milo, "what song was the piano playing?'

Lew grinned. "Probably "You Tak Too Much.'" He shrugged. "I'm just lucky, dways
had a memory, never bother with that elderberry stuff, Ginkgo biloba, any athat.

Tdl thetruth, sometimesit's not fun. I got two ex-wives| wouldn't mind

forgetting." His laugh was phlegmy. "Y ou got pictures of this Wark guy, | can tell

you right away if it'sthe same one."

"Not yet," said Milo. "Can you describe him?"

"Sx-two, maybe -three, skinny, those dl-black clothes like they do now, the
so-cdleds. My day, that was going to afunerd.”

"Har?'

"Long, dark. Not curly, though. Straight down—Ilike awig. Cometo think of it, it
probably was awig. Big nosg, little eyes, skinny little mouth. Not a good-looking
guy. Hungry like, know what | mean? And tan—Ilike he baked himsdf under alamp.”
"How many times did he come in here?"



"Just that once. One thing that might help, | saw his car. Corvette. Not anew
one—the style with the big swoop in front? Bright yellow. Like ataxicab. | saw it
because after he left, | cracked the door, made sure he was redly leaving. You're
saying he had something to do with Richard getting killed? Sonofabiteh.”

"Don't know," said Milo, finishing hisdrink. ™Y ou've been very helpful. |

appreciate it. Is there anyone € se working tonight who might remember the guy?'
Lew ran hisfinger around his wineglass. The sauterne was brassy gold. He hadn't
touched it. "Maybe Angdo—I'll check. Want arefill?*

"No, thanks. Y ou didn't happen to get alook at the Corvette's license plate? Even a
few numbers.”

"Ha" sad the maitre d'. "Y ou're one a those cockeyed optimists, huh? Like in the
song—think I'll go tell Doristo play thet."

25.

Page 136

Kedlerman - Mongter v1

ANGELO WAS A short, bald waiter of the same vintage as Lew, rushing flush-faced
between two large tables. When the maitre d' beckoned him away, his frown turned a
pencil mustache into an inverted VV and he gpproached us, muttering under his breeth.
Milo had talked to him, too, months ago, but he recdled the interview only vaguely.
The troublemaker in black evoked nothing from him but ashrug.

"Thisis concerning Richard,” said Lew.

"Richard was anicekid," said Angelo.

Milo sad, "Is there anything ese you can tdl us about him?"

"Nice kid," Angelo repeated. "Said he was gonna be a movie sa—gotta get back,
everyone's bitching about not enough mushrooms in the sauce.”

“I'll talk to the kitchen," said Lew.

"Good idea" Angdo |eft.

Lew said, "Sorry 'bout that, his wife's sck. Give me your card and I'll call you

when | have achance to look at those books.”

Driving back to the city, | said, "Maybe the meeting at the Oak Barrel was Richard's
audition. Richard answers the casting ad, Wark says let me meet you where you work.
Seeyou in your naturd habitat. Like a hunter sighting prey. It would also

eliminate the need for Wark to have aforma casting location.”

"Pretty gullible of Richard."

"He wanted to be a star.”

He sghed. "Curly wig, sraight wig—thisis starting to fed nasty. Now dl we have

to doisfind Mr. W, have anicelittle chat."

"You've got acar now. A ydlow Corvette isn't exactly inconspicuous.”

"DMV doent list colors, only make, moddl, and year. Still, itsadtart, if the

"Vette wasn't solen. Or never registered ... Big fenders—probably a seventies
modd." He sat up abit. "A "Vette could aso explain why Richard was stashed in his
own car.' Vettes don't have trunks."

"Someone ese to think about,” | said. "The blond girlfriend. Shefitsthe
second-driver theory. She waits nearby until Wark's ditched Richard's VW, picks Wark
up, they drive away. Untraceable. No reason to connect the two of them with
Richard."



"Every producer needs abimbo, right? Her | don't even have afake namefor.” Taking
out acigar, he opened the window, coughed, and thought better of it. He dosed his
eyes, and his fleshy features settled into what might have passed for stupor. |

stayed on Riverside, going west. By Cold-water Canyon, he still hadn't spoken. But
his eyes opened and he looked troubled.

"Something doesn't fit?' | said.

"It'snot that," he said. "It's the movie angle. All these years sweeping the

gablesand | findly bresk into showbiz."

| didn't hear from him in the morning and Robin and | went for breekfast down by the
beach in Santa Monica By deven, she was back in the shop with Spike and | was
taking a cdl from the obnoxious Encino attorney. | listened to one paragraph of

oily spid, then told him | wasn't interested in working with him. He sounded hurt,

then he turned nasty, findly dammed down the phone, which provided a bit of good
cheer.
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Two seconds later, my service phoned. "While you were on the line, Doctor, aMrs.
Racano called from Fort Myers Beach, Florida."

Florida made me think of the Crimmins boating accident.

Then the name clicked in: Dr. Harry Racano, Clairé's mgjor professor. I'd called
Case Western two days ago, asking about him. | copied down the number and phoned. A
crisp-voiced woman answered.

"Mrs. Racano?"

"Thisis Eileen."

"It's Dr. Alex Delaware from Los Angeles. Thanks for cdling.”

"Yes," shesad guardedly. "Mary Ellen at Case told me you called about Claire
Argent. What in God's name happened to her?!

" She was abducted and murdered,” | said. "So far, no one knows why. | was asked to
consult on the case.”

"Why did you think Harry could help you?'

"Weé're trying to learn whatever we can about Claire. Y our husband's name showed up
on one of her papers. Faculty advisers can get to know their students pretty well.”
"Harry was Claire's dissertation chairman. They were both interested in dcoholism.
We had Claire at the house from time to time. Swest girl. Very quiet. | can't

believe she's been murdered.”

Taking fagter. Anxious about Something?

"Claire worked on dcoholism here)" | said, "but afew months before she was killed,
she quit her job somewhat abruptly and took a position at Starkweether Hospital.

Its agate facility for the crimindly insane™

Slence.

"Mrs. Racano?"

"1 wouldn't know about any of that. Claire and | hadn't been in contact since she

left Cleveland.”

"Did she ever show an interest in homicida psychotics?' | said.

Her sgh blew through the phone like gatic. "Have you met her parents?'

"y es"



"And ... But of course they wouldn't say anything. Oh, Dr. Delaware, | suppose you'd
better know."

She gave methe basic facts. | got the details back at the research library

newspaper files.

The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, twenty-seven years ago, but it could've been any mgjor
paper. The story had been covered nationally.

FAMILY SLAIN IN YOUTH'S RAMPAGE Responding to cals from concerned neighbors, police
entered awest Pittsburgh home this morning and discovered the bodies of an entire
family, and, hiding in the basement, the youth who is aleged to have murdered them.
James and Margaret Bmwnlee, and their children, Carlo, 5, and Cooper, 2, had been
stabbed and beaten to death with a knife and a tenderizing mallet obtained from the
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kitchen of their Oakland home. Brownlee, 35, was adelivery supervisor for Purity
Bottled Water, and his wife, 29, was ahomemaker. Both were described as early
risers with regular habits, and by noon yesterday, when Mr. Brownlee hadn 't left

for work and none of the other family members had appeared, neighbors called
thepolice.

The suspect, Denton Ray Argent, 19, was found crouching near the furnace, il
clutching the murder wegpons and drenched with blood. Argent, who lived with his
parents and a younger sster three doors down from the Brownlees, was termed odd and
reclusive, a high school dropout whose pasondity had changed severd years before.
"He was around fourteen when it arted,” said awoman who declined to be
identified. "Even before then, he wasn 't very socid—aquiet, but the whole family

was, they kept to themsalves. But when he got to be a teenager he stopped taking
care of himsdlf, real doppy. You 'd see him walking around, talking to himself,
waving his hands around. We al knew he was strange, but no one thought it would
ever cometo this”

Reports that Denton Argent had worked briefly as a gardener for the Brownlees have
not been confirmed. Argent was taken into custody at centrd jail, pending booking
and further investigation.

Pugging Denton Argent's name into the computer pulled up severd more stories that
reiterated the crime. Then nothing for amonth until a page-three item appeared:
FAMILY KILLER COMMITTED TO HOSPITAL Alleged mass murderer Denton Argent has
been

judged legdly insane and incapable of assisting in his own defense by three
court-appointed psychiatrists. Argent, accused of daying Mr. and Mrs. James
Brownlee and their two small children in ahomicidd spree that shocked the quiet
Oakland neighborhood and the entire city, was evauated by doctors hired by both the
prosecution and the defense.

"It was pretty clear,” said Assgtant Didtrict Attorney Stanley Rosenfield, assigned

to prosecute the case. "Argent is severely schizophrenic and completely out of touch
with redlity. No purpose would be served by going to trid."

Rosenfield went on to say that Argent would be committed to a state hospita for an
indefinite term. " Should he ever regain competence, we'll haul him into court.”

One week after that:



MURDERER'S FAMILY STAY S PUT—AND MUM The parents of family killer Denton Argent
have

no plans to move from the Chestnut Street address where, three doors from their
well-kept house, their son dew dl four members of a neighboring family.

Argent, 19, was judged crimindly insane and incapable of assting in hisown
defense againgt the charges of murdering James and Margaret Brownlee and their two
young children, Carlo, 5, and Cooper, 2. His parents, Robert Ray and Ernestine
Argent, owners of aloca gift shop, have refused to talk to the press, but

neighbors report they have stated an unwillingness to "run from what Denton did.”
Their shop was closed for three weeks but later reopened, reportedly with a
subgtantia drop in business. But the generd attitude of the neighborhood was
chariteble.

"These are decent people,” said another neighbor, Roland Danniger. "Everyone knew
Denton was strange, and maybe they should ve tried to help him more, but how could
they know he'd turn violent? If | fed sorry for anyone, it'sthe little sgter;

she's dways kept to hersalf, now you don't see her at dl."

The reference was to Argent s younger sster, Claire, 12, who was removed from her
public junior high school and is reportedly being tutored a home.

Five years later:
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FAMILY SLAYER DIESIN ASYLUM Mass murderer Denton Argent has died of abrain seizure
inhiscell a Farview State Hospita, authorities reported today.

Argent, 24, murdered an entire family during a bloody early-morning spree five years
ago. Judged mentally incompetent, he was committed to the sate facility, where he
has resded without incident. The seizure, possibly due to a previoudy undiagnosed
epileptic condition, or to psychiatric medication, caused Argent to passout in his
locked cdll and to choke on his own vomit in the middle of the night. His body was
discovered the following morning. Hospita authorities report no suspicions of foul
play.

"Harry never found out until Clairés last year in grad school,” Eileen Racano had
sad. "It was ashock. The poor thing, carrying around that burden.”

"How did she bring it up?'

"It was during the time she was working on the find draft of her dissertation.

That's dways a stressful period, but Claire seemed to be having an especidly hard
time. Writing didn't come easily to her, and she was a perfectionis, drafting and
redrafting. She told Harry she was worried she wouldn't pass her orals.”

"Was that a possibility?' | said.

"Her grades were excellent and her research was solid.”

| let the unspoken "but” hang in the air.

"Back then, persondity issues couldn't be consdered,” she said.

"So your hushand had reservations about Claire's temperament.”

"He thought she was a sweet young woman, but... too closed off. And to grow up under
ashadow like that... Harry felt she hadn't dealt with it. That it might cause her
problemslater on.”

"How exactly did hefind out?' | said.



"One morning he came in to the lab and found Claire there. She looked awful; it was
obvious shed been working dl night. Harry asked her why she was driving hersdlf so
hard and she said she had no choice, she just had to pass, it was everything shed
lived for. Harry said something to the effect that there was life beyond grad

school, and Claire fell gpart— sobbing, telling Harry he didn't understand, that
becoming a psychologist was al that mattered, she had to do it, she wasn't like
other students. Harry asked in what way, and that'swhen it dl came out. Afterward,
Clarejust curled up on the chair, shivering. Harry gave her his jacket and stayed
with her until she cmed down. After that, we reached out more to Claire, invited
her over for dinner. Harry was awonderful man. His sudents al loved him. Years
after he went emeritus, wed till get letters and cards and vidits. Not from

Claire, though. After that one episode, she closed up, refused to talk about it.

Harry couldn't demand that she receive therapy, but he suggested it strongly. Claire
promised she would, but she never confirmed that she had.”

" S0 she passed her exams, received her doctorate, and went her own way."
"Believe me" she sad, "it troubled Harry. He even debated holding her up—hewasin
red conflict, Dr. Delaware. But ethically, he knew he couldn't. Claire had

fulfilled al the requirements for graduation, and he felt shed never trust anyone

again if he went public with her gory. The funny thing was, a her orals, she was

the picture of confidence. Charming, in control, asif nothing had ever happened.
Harry chose to take that as a sign that she'd gotten help. But once she had her
degree in hand, she shut us out completely. Even after she received the fellowship
right here at Case Medical School we never heard from her. A year later, we heard
shegot ajob in Los Angdes. Harry said, 'Claire's going off to the Wild West.' The
whole incident bothered him. He wondered if he should've been more forceful in
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getting her to ded with the guilt.”

"She felt guilty about what her brother had done?"

"Unjudtified guilt, but yes, that's the way Harry saw it, and hisingghts were

amost always correct. He saw neuropsy-chology as an escape for Claire. Testing,
numbers, lab work, no need to get into fedings. He wondered if shed ever leave the
field, and now you tell me she did.”

"Her brother died of asaizure" | said. "Did your husband wonder if Claire's career
choice might have been related to her seeking an organic basis for Denton's crimes?”
"That, too. But he worried that someday that defense would crumble. Because she
wouldnt find any smple answers, might grow disillusoned. Harry was a
neuropsycholo-gist himsdf, but he was dso amaster psychothergpist. Along with his
acoholism research, he worked with MADD, treeting the families of drunk-driving
victims. He tried to teach his students the value of maintaining emotiona baance.”
"Claire didn't get the message.”

"The Claire we knew didn't. Shewas such a... distant girl. Seemed to be punishing
hersdf.”

"In what way?'

"All work, no play, never attending department functions, no friendships with the
other students. I'd bet the dinners a our home were her main socia contacts. Even



the way she furnished her room, Dr. Delaware. Student housing's never gorgeous, but
most Sudents try to do something with what the university gives them. One night it
was especidly cold, and Harry and | drove her home. The way she lived shocked us.
All she had was a bed, adesk, and achair. | told Harry it looked like ajail cell.

He wondered if she might be trying, symboalicaly, to share her brother'sfate."

Now | knew why Claire had refused to tak about her family to Joe Stargill.

Now | understood Rob Ray and Ernestings willingness to let Claire shut them out of
her life: monumenta shame.

No matter what was happening around her.. .

I'd wondered about family chaos, but my imagination hadn't stretched far enough.

Like so many people who enter the helping fidds, Claire had been trying to hed
hersdf. Approaching it from adistance, at first, as she hid behind hard data and

lab work. Working for Myron Theobold, a man who'd abandoned psychoanaysis for a
Ph.D. in biochemidry. | see mysdlf as a humane adminigtrator. . .. | don't get

involved in their persond lives. I'm not out to parent anyone.

Staying with Theobold al those years because he dlowed her to remain a stranger.
Then something changed.

Professor Racano had suspected professona escape wouldn't work forever, and hed
been right. Last year, Claire had gone looking for answers—going about it with
characterigtic academic detachment, scanning library files for rampages smilar to

her brother's.

Why at that point in her life? Perhgps something had weakened her defenses.... The
only thing that came to mind was the divorce. Because marrying Joe Stargill had been
another sad stab at normalcy, and it had failed.

| thought of how she and Stargill had met. That afternoon in the Marriott ber,
impulsve, just like the Reno wedding. Y et ultimately, Claires motivation for

pairing up with Stargill had been anything but hasty, most probably unconscious.
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Sheld preserved the secrecy with which sheld encrusted hersalf since adolescerce by
selecting a self-absorbed child of acoholics who could be counted upon to
concentrate on his own problems and keep his nose out of hers.

Casud pickup, incredible sex. The semblance of physica intimacy, unencumbered by
exploration. Stargill had described the marriage as the pardlel movement of two

busy roommeates.

Claire had made a brief stab at decorating her home and her life. After Stargill

moved out, she stripped the house bare. Not for serenity. Back to the cell.

Punishing hersdlf, just as Professor Racano had suspected. Trying, once again

without conscioudy redizing it, to replicate Denton Argent's blesk fate in order

to bond, somehow, with the brother who'd polluted her formétive years.

Sheld been twelve when Denton daughtered the Brownlees. But maybe much younger
when she redized there was something different— maybe dangeroudy different—about
her only sbling. Did she blame hersdlf for not telling someone?

Or was she smply ashamed to be linked genetically to a monster?

| thought of how the Argents had refused to move. Remaining on the same block had to
have been wrenching for them. For the entire neighborhood. Had Claire been shunned



for the rest of her childhood?

When Denton seized fatdly, sheld been seventeen, il living a home. An
upbringing capped at both ends by trauma, shame, and loss. Adolescence was
hallmarked by the quest for identity. What had happened to Claire's sense of sdlf?
Had she ever vidted Denton a the asylum, or had her parents forbidden contact? Had
she planned, at some point, to talk to her brother about his crimes? Tried to make
sense of events that defied explanation?

If s, Denton's death had killed any hope.

Y ears later, she decided to look for answers anyway.

Learning about the Ardullo murders must have seemed like salvetion.

The paralels between the two cases chilled my blood. | could only imagine how
Claire had felt, spooling microfiche, only to come upon Denton's doppelganger in
Ardis Peake.

Firdt, shock. Then sckening, soreading familiarity, empathy in its worst

incarnation.

Findly, aglimmer of reprieve: one last chance to tackle the Big Why.

Now that | knew what | did, Claires move to Starkwegther, her zeroing in on Ardis
Peske, waan't puzzling & all.

So many madmen, so little time.

Not achoice, redly. A psychologicaly preordained dance backed by the choreography
of pan.

A dead certainty.
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26.

"NoLUCK," SAID Milo.

"Onwhat?'

"Anything. The Corvette, any sort of locale on either Wark or Derrick Crimmins. No
Socia Security on Wark, and Crim-minss lagt tax filing was ten years ago. In
Florida. Didn't get to take it any further ‘cause | wastied up in the courthouse.
Trying to get three separate judges to okay warrants on Peske's mail and his phone
calls. No go. Prophecy didn't impress them. The third one laughed me out of chambers
and told me to consult a palm reader.”

It was nearly five. HEd pulled up in my driveway afew minutes ago. Now he was
scrounging in the fridge, bent sharply as he eyed alower shdf, the ridges and

bulges of his service revolver protruding through his too-tight tweed jacket.
"Clairésrelaionship to Pegke didn't matter?’ | said.

He shook his head, pulled out mayonnaise, mustard, a packet of corned beef I'd
forgotten about, got some corn rye of smilar vintage from the bread box. Sgpping
together alimp-looking sandwich, he sat down, chomped out a semicircle.

" 'Gobbledygook’ was the operative word," he said. "And 'psychotic meanderings.'
They dl said Peske was, a most, a materid witness. If that. Also, his mental

date rendered him unlikely to provide significant materidity, so the entire

rationae fals apart.”

Anather chunk of sandwich disappeared. "1 didn't do any better on getting into
Wark's B. of A. account. A fictitious person only remotely and theoreticdly



associated with an elght-month-old homicide doesn't cut the evidentiary mustard.”
"Mommy," | said, "1 wanna be a policeman when | grow up.”

His grin was savage. "Now for the happy news. Wendd| Pelley is no longer a suspect.
At least not for the Bestty brothers. Wendell Pelley is deceased. For well over a
week— before choo choo bang bang. His body showed up in a county garbage dump in
Lennox six days ago. Sheriff's deputy happened to read the wire | put out and

cdled. The dump's organized, so they were able to pinpoint what load Pelley camein
on. Commercid container behind an indugtrial laundry. 1t was collected three days
before he was found, but the maggot feast indicates Pelley could have been in there
awhile before that. No sgn of violence to the corpse. Looks like he fell adegpin

the Dumpster and got shipped out with the trash.”

"Crushed to death?"

"No, they spotted him before compaction—what was left of him. Cause of death was
extreme dehydration and manutrition. The sonofabitch starved himsdif. | cdled the
Korean who runs the hafway house. He said yeah, Pelley hadn't been eating much
before he split. Probably weighed a hundred and twenty back then. No, he didn't see
that asreason for darm, Pelley wasn't causing problems.”

"Tak about sdf-punishment,” | said. "Pelley made it dl the way from Rampartsto
Lennox on foot?

"He probably waked through dleys in some not- nice neighborhoods, found hisfind
resting place, curled up, and died.”

"Not atrace of foul play?"
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"Nothing, Alex. They filed it as a definite suicide. | read the report and it's

pretty clear. Desiccation, cachexia, low hemoglobin count, something about his liver
chemigtry that said he hadn't recelved adequate nutrition for along time. No

wounds, no broken bones; his neck bones were intact, and so was his skull. The only
damage was what the maggots had done."

Staring at what was |eft of the sandwich, he hesitated, gulped it down, wiped his

face, got himsdlf abeer.

"Think about that, Alex. Feding so low that you throw yourself out in the garbage.”
"He could till be good for Claire,” | said.

"If I could show that he and Claire ever met, maybe. But now that he's dead? Also,
given the fact that he's not good for Dada or the Begitys, my enthusiasm for him has
faded considerably. | got carried away. Like Mr. Dylan said, too much of nothing."
He returned to the fridge, got an apple, bit down noisly.

"Maybe | can throw you alittle cheer,” | said. "For what it'sworth, | know why
Claire sought out Peake."

| told him about Denton Argent's rampage. His chewing dowed. When | finished, he
put the apple down. "Her brother. Never heard of the case.”

"Me, neither. It happened twenty-seven years ago."

"l wasin Vietnam.... So what was she hoping to learn by glomming on to Peske?!
"Her conscious motive was probably wanting to understand psychoatic violence. Being a
psychologist—and a researche— legitimized it. But | think she wasredlly trying to
understand why her family— her childhood— had been shattered.”



"And Peake couldve told her that?'

"No," | sad. "But she would Ve denied her motives.”

"So she attaches hersdlf to Peake, triesto get him to open up about what he did.”
"Maybe she did more than try,” | said. “If anyone could pry him open, it wouldve
been Claire. Because she was the only person to spend any significant time with him
during his commitment. She cared. What if she succeeded, and Peake told her
something that put her in danger?'

"Such as?'

"He hadn't acted alone. He'd been prodded by the Crim-mins brothers. Or believed he
hed. Alternatively, Peske's il hi contact with Crimmins and told him Claire was
getting too nosy. Crimmins decided to fix the problem. That's how Peske knew about
Claire's murder the day before it happened.”

"heknew," hesad. " 'Bad eyesin abox' ain't exactly evidence. As| was reminded
three times today." He picked up the apple, twirled it by the em. "Very credtive,
Alex, but | don't know. It dl hinges on Pegke having conversations. Faking out

being aveg."

"What if hismentd dullnessisnt dl due to psychoss?' | sad. "What if the bulk

is caused by his medication? The severity of his tardive symptoms and the fact thet
he's never had his dosage atered from five hundred milligrams show he reacts
strongly to moderate amounts of Thorazine. Let's say Claire decided to experiment,
withdrawing pillsin order to restore some clarity. And it worked."

" She tampered on the dy?'
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"We're talking intense mativation. A woman who gave up her job just to get next to
Peake. If she thought easing up on his Thorazine would open him up, why not? She
couldve rationdized that it was for his own good—the meds were increasing his
neurologica problems, he could get by on less. The dovious risk would have been an
increase in his violent impulses, but she might've felt confident she could dedl

with that."

"Heidi was working with him, too," he said. " She wouldn't suspect?’

"Heidi's medicaly and psychologicaly unsophigticated. Claire told her what she
wanted her to know. Any changes may have been subtle—a few sentences here and there.
And they may have occurred only in response to Claire's prodding. Claire was
spending intense one-or+one time with Peake, probing very deliberately. She knew
what she wanted: awindow into Peake's violence. And, by extension, Denton's. Even
if Peake did say something to Heidi, thered be no reason for her to comprehend. Or
care. Sheld dismissit as gibberish, just as she did with the 'bad eyes recitation

until Claire turned up deed.”

"And with Claire gone, Peske gets hisfull dosage again.”

"And lgpses into incoherence.”

"Okay," hesad. "Let metakethisdl in.... Peske blabs, Claire finds out someone
elsewasinvolved ... and Wark enters the picture because he and Peake are somehow
in contact—"

"Because Wark works at Starkweather—"

"Yegh, yeah, let me put thisin order.... Peake wakes up— maybe he does get more



violent. Or at least belligerent with Wark. He makes threats—'I've got this doctor
who'sredly interested in me. | told her you turned me into a mongter, she believes
me, she's gonna get me out of here.' Even if Claire never said that, Peake could
beieve it—ddusond. Hes ill crazy, right?”

| nodded.

"Stll," hesad, "that's an awful lot of gabbing for old Mongter."

"Unless he's been faking."

"l brought that up at the beginning. Y ou said it was unlikely."

"The context has changed.”

He shot out of his chair, paced the room, buttoned and unbuttoned his coat. "If Wark
was threatened, why not kill Peake?"

"Why bother?' | said. "Back on afull dose—or ahigher one, if someone's tinkering
in the opposite direction— Peake's no threet. Helll live out hislifein his S&R

room, the tardive symptoms will intensfy until hel's neurologicaly cooked, one day
someone will wak in and find him deed. Just like Denton.”

"Clare could just do that?' he said. "Pull pills with nobody noticing?'

"Starkwesether givesits staff plenty of latitude. Dr. Aldrich was Claire's nomina
supervisor, and he didn't seem to know nruch about her cases. Neither did Swig. In
that repect, working a Starkwesther was smilar to her job with Theobold — plenty of
solitude. The style to which sheld become accustomed since childhood.”

"S0," hesad, "l waltz in there again and ask to look at the personnd files.

Swig's gonnaroll out the carpet.”

"Y ou can use the publicity threst—filing for warrants, the media getting hold of it.
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No reason for him to know the judges haven't cooperated. Ask to meet with the men in
Clares group. That's certainly reasonable. While you're there, try to work in the
personnel records.”

He circled some more. "One more thing. The Begity brothers. Why would Crimming/Wark
tell Peake about killing them? On the contrary, if Peekée's hassing him, the last

thing held want would be for Pegke to know anything.”

"Good point,” | said. "So maybeit's Column A: Pegke and Crimmins il are
colluding. Carrying on the dliance that led to Peske's origind blood walk. Having

fun with it— recording it on film." My gut tightened. "I just thought of something.

The eye wounds. What's a camera lens?'

He stopped pacing. "An eye."

"Andl-seeing eye. Invisble, omniscient, director as god. These crimes are about
power and control. Actors as subjects. Subjected. Camera observation goes only one
way. | see, you don't. No eyesfor you."

"Then why weren't the Besttys eyes messed with?"

"Maybe because they were dready impaired. Drunk— blind drunk?"

"Nutso," he said. "Back to the booby hatch. Maybe while I'm there I'll rent aroom.
... Okay, I'll setit up for tomorrow. I'd like you there, see what else you can

pick up. Meanwhile, I'll do more tracing on Crimmins, seeif | can find out the last
time he surfaced under his own name, learn more about those family accidents.”

A big finger poked the expanse of wash and-wear that covered his heart. He winced.



"You okay?' | said.

Laborioudy, he sood up. "Just gas—serve me something hedlthier next time."

27.

GLOSSY WALLS PAINTED a peach pink that managed to be unpleasant. A dozen blond
fake-wood school deskslined up in two rows of six. The facing wall was nearly
spanned by a spotless blackboard. Rounded edges blunted the plastic frame; no chalk,
two soft erasers.

Directly in front of the board was an oak desk, bolted to the floor. Nothing atop

the surface. Theright-hand wall bore two maps of the world, equal-area and Mercator
projection. Posters taped to the walls offered treatises on table manners,

nutrition, the basics of democracy, the aphabet in block and cursive, a chronology

of U.S. presidents.

Duct tape fastened the posters: no thumbtacks.

The American flag in the corner was plagtic sheeting atop aplastic rod, also

bolted.

Outward trappings of a classroom. The students wore khaki uniforms and bardly fit
behind the blond desks.

Sx of them.
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Up front sat an old man with beautiful goldentwhite hair. Kindly granddad on a
laxative commercid. Behind him were two black men in their thirties, one
mocha-toned, freckled, and heavy, with Coke-bottle glasses and a rashlike beard, the
other lean, with a hewn-onyx face and the glint-eyed vigilance of ahunter surveying
the plains.

At the head of the next row was avery thin cregture in his twenties with hollow
cheeks, haunted eyes, and blanched lips. Gray fists knuckled his temples. He sat so
low his chin nearly touched the desktop. Stringy brown hair streamed from under a
gray stocking cap. The hat was pulled down to his eyebrows and made his head appear
undersized.

Behind him was giant Chet, yanning, flexing, sniffing, exploring the interior of his
mouth with hisfingers. So big he had to St Sdeways, giraffe legs sretched into

the aide. No hint of the bony horror concealed by khaki trousers. He recognized

Milo and me right away, winked, waved, blew araspberry, said, "Y 0 bro my man whus
shakin and bakin baked Alaska Juneau you know hot cold tightass don't sneeze on me
homey you too homey homo fuck me up the ass" The lean black man glared.

When we'd seen Chet the first day, Frank Dollard hadrit mentioned held been part of
Clareés group. Today, Dollard wasn't saying much of anything; he stood in a corner
and glared at the inmates.

The last man was asmal, sdlow Hispanic with a shaved head and a grease-dan
mustache. The room was air-conditioned to meat-locker chill, but he swested. Rubbed
his hands together, craned his neck, licked hislips.

More tardive symptoms. | scanned the room for other signs of neurological damage.
Grandpa's hands trembled a bit, but that could've been age. Probably the freckled
black man's gaping mouth, though that might have been psychotic stupor or a twisted
daydream . ..



Frank Dollard swaggered to the front of the room and positioned himsdlf behind the
oak desk. "Morning, gentlemen.”

No more warmth in his voice than fifteen minutes ago, when hed met us & the inner
gate, ams folded across his chest.

"Here again,” hed findly said, making no moveto free the lock.

Milo said, "Just couldn't stay away, Frank."

Dollard huffed. "What exactly are you trying to accomplish?'

"Solve amurder, Frank.” Milo's hand grazed the lock.

Doallard took along time pulling out his key ring, locating the right key, inserting

it in the lock, giving one sharp turn.

The bolt released. Several more seconds were taken up in pocketing the key. Findly,
Doallard shoved the gate open.

Oncewe werein, he smiled sourly. "Like | said, what exactly are you trying to
accomplish?' Not waiting for an answer, he smoothed his mustache and began walking
acrossthe yard. The dirt stretched ahead of us, brown and smooth as butcher's
paper.

Milo and | started to follow. Dollard increased the distance between us. The heat
and the light were punishing. Inmates stared. If one of them had come from behind,
Dollard would have been nouse a dl.

Three techs stood watch on the yard. Two Hispanics and a blocky white man, nothing
close to Derrick Crimminss physical description.
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Dollard unlocked the rear gate and we approached the main building. Instead of
entering, he stopped severd feet from the door and rattled his key ring.

"Y ou can't see Mr. Swig. Not here."

"Whereishe?' said Milo.

"Hospital business. He said to give you fifteen minutes access to the Skills for

Daily Living group. Thet'sit."

"Thanks for your time, Frank," said Milo, too mildly. " Sorry to be such a bother."
Doallard blinked, pocketed the keys. Gazing back at the yard, he clicked his teeth
together. "These guys are like trained animals, you can't vary the simulus-response
too much. Your coming in here is disruptive. Top of that, it's pointless. No one
here had anything to do with Dr. Argent.”

"Becalise no one gets out.”

"Among other things"

"WenddPdlleygotout.”

Doallard blinked again. His tongue rolled under his lower lip. "What does that have
to do with the price of eggs?’

"A nutcase gets out, a few weeks later one of his shrinksis dead?"

"Dr. Argent was never one of Pelley's shrinks. | doubt she ever ran into him."
"Why was Pelley released?’

"You'd have to ask one of the doctors."

"Y ou have no idea, Frank?"

"| don't get paid to haveideas" said Dollard.

"So you said the firgt time," said Milo. "But we both know that's crap. What'd



Pelley do to get out?'

Dollard's leathery skin reddened and his shoulders rose. Suddenly, he chuckled.
"More like what he didn't do. Act crazy. He hadn't been crazy for along time."
"Medicd miracle?' said Milo.

"My opinion, the guy was never redly psychatic in the first place, just a drunk.

I'm not saying he faked anyone out. People who knew him when he was first committed
said hewas dl over the place—hdlucinating, acting wild, a one point they had to
put him in restraints. But then a month or two later, that al stopped, even without
meds. So, my opinion, it was severe alcohol poisoning and he got detoxed.”

"Then why wasn't he sent back to tria ?"

"Because when he got arrested we were still doing not guilty by reason. He was off
the hook."

“Lucky him," said Milo.

"Not so lucky—he till got cooped up here for twenty-odd years. Longer than he
would've been in prison. Maybe it wasn't just dcohol. Pelley'd been mining for
years, he could've got some kind of heavy-metd poisoning in his sysem. Or he was
just a short-term crazy, freaked out and got better. Whatever, he never needed any
neuroleptics, just some antidepressants. Y ear after year, he's hanging around, no
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symptoms, guess they thought it didn't make sense.”

"Antidepressants,” said Milo. "Sad sack?"

"Why al the interest? He cause problems on the outside?"

"Only for himsdlf, Frank. Starved himsdif to death.”

Dollard's mouth twitched. "He never liked to edt.... So wheréd they find him?"

"In a garbage dump.”

"Garbage dump,” said Dallard, asif visudizing it. "Thisis gonna sound
bleeding-heart, but he waan't redlly that bad of aguy. At least when| talked to

him, heredly fdt remorse for what hed done to his girlfriend and those kids.

Didn't even wanna get out. Which don't excuse what he did, but..." He shrugged.
"What the hell, we dl have to go sometime.”

"Who was his doctor?" | said.

"Aldrich. Not Argent.”

"Y ou're sure he had no contact with Dr. Argent?"

Dollard laughed. "Can't be sure of anything but death and taxes. And to answer your
next question, he wouldn't a known Peake, either. Pelley was on B Ward, Pegke's
adwaysbeenon C."

"What about out on the yard?' | said.

"Neither of them ever went out onto the yard that | saw. Peake never leaves his damn
mom."

"So who did Peske have contact with?"

Dollard's eyes got cold. "I answered that last time you were here, doc. No one. He's
adamn zombo." Helooked at his watch. "And you're wasting my time. Let's get this
over with."

Turning, he somped past the big gray building, bull neck pitched forward. A
well-trodden dirt path veered to the right. When we reached the west side of the



building, the dirt kept snaking to a group of three low, sngle-story beige

dructures cooking in the full sun.

A sgnsad ANNEXESA, B, AND c. Behind the smdler buildings sorawled another brown
yard, as wide asthe onein front, locked and empty. Then more chain link and a bulk
of forest. Not eucalyptus, like at the entrance. Denser, greenblack, some kind of
pine or cedar.

"Where does that lead?’ said Milo.

"Nowhere."

"Thought there was only one building.”

"These aren't buildings, they're annexes,” said Dollard, smiling. He hurried us past

A. Double-locked door, plagtic windows. Darkness on the other side of the panes, no
sgns of habitation. Outside were afew plastic picnic benches and a cement patio
swept clean. The silence was punctured by occasond shouts from the main yard. No
birdsongs, no insect chitters, not even the faintest stutter of traffic.

Annex B was empty, too. | sensed something behind me, glanced over my shoulder. The
main building, shieded from the morning sun, had darkened to charcod.
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Then theilluson of movement danced in a corner of my right eye, and my heed
buzzed, seized by split-second vertigo that passed just as quickly.

| looked back without stopping. Nothing. But for thet brief interva, the entire
sructure had seemed to tilt forward, asif straining on its foundation. Now it was
immobile as a building had to be, rows of windows dull and black, blank as a series
of empty scorecards.

Dollard hurried to Annex C, stopped at the door, nodded at the pair of techs
standing guard. Two black men. No Wark. They checked us out before stepping back.
Dollard used his key, opened the door wide, peeked in, let the stedl-reinforced

pand swing back in Milo's face as he charged in.

"Morning, gentlemen,” Dollard repeated.

None of the men returned the greeting. He said, "L et's do the pledge,”" and began
reciting. No one stood. Dollard's tone was bored. Chet and Grandpa and the lean
black man joined in.

"Hey, dl you patriots," said Dollard when it was over.

"Borninthe U.SA.," said Chet. To us "Top of the morning to ya morning becomes
Elektra dectrified al those ions ioning boards gotta keep everything smooth,

pressed, even the French cuffs, fisticuffs cuffing up Rodney King yo bro.”

The lean black man angled his head toward Chet and shook it disgustedly. No one ese
seemed to pay attention to the giant's ramblings, though the old man's hands were
shaking more conspicuoudly.

"Okay," said Dollard, perching on the edge of the oak desk. "It's been awhile snce
you guys got together because Dr. Argent no longer works here but—"

"Fuck her," said the sweeting Higpanic. "Fuck her in the ass."

"Paz," sad Dallard in atight voice. "Keep it clean.”

"Fuck her," said Paz. "Giving us her pretty-face attention and then cutting out on

us."

"Paz, | explained to you that she didn't quit, she was—"



"Fuck her," Paz ingsted. Sweat dripped from his chin. He appeared on the verge of
tears. "Fucking fucked up, man ... no fair." He looked at his classmates. None of
them paid attention.

"Fuck her," he said weakly. "Can't motherfucking treat people like that."

"Fuck you," said Chet, cheerfully. "Fuck everyone everything the old Kama Sutra
pretzel bake about time we had some fun around here oral love ora roberts ora
hygiene"

"Fuck her," said Paz sadly. He closed his eyes. His chest vibrated with every
exhaation. The vibrations dowed. Within seconds, he appeared to be deeping.
"Nighty-night," Chet said. "Fuck everyone equdlity for al rights and

respong bilities and participatory democracy with liberty under God livery too
riding a pale horse—"

"Enough,” said the lean black man. Weary voice, but clear, cdm, dmost parenta.
"Good point, Jackson,” said Dollard. To Chet: "Enough, big man.”

Chet remained cheerful. Hisydlow beard was littered with crumbs and his eyes were
bloodshot. He gave a throaty, equine laugh. "Enough is too much enough is never
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enough unless which is a paradox so enough can be anything depending on the
dimenson of—"

"Hey, man," said Jackson, Stting up straighter, "we dl know you went to school,
you're agenius, but hey. Okay?' Baring histeeth a Chet.

Chet said, "I'm no genius I'm the genus and the species and the—"

"Y eah, yeah, yeah, the mama, the son, and the Holy Roller Ghogt," said Jackson.
"Hey, okay. Chill out, okay?' His grin was pantherish.

Chet said, "Hey hey hey bro muhfuh you know whu hey hey hey | be okay you be—"
Jackson moved forward in his chair.

"Chet," said Dallard.

"Chet," said Jackson.

"Chet," giggled Chet. Sapping his desk, he reached down, bared his ruined leg, ran
his hand aong the pole of skin-sheathed bone.

Dollard said, "Cover that up.”

Jackson had disengaged, was staring at the ceiling. Kindly Grandpatwiddled his
thumbs and smiled swesetly.

Paz |et out aloud belching snore.

Chet continued to finger-wak up and down hisown leg. A smile soread dowly,
bristling the yellow beard.

Another snore from Paz.

"Cover it," sad Dallard.

Chet laughed and complied.

The heavy, freckled black man's head |olled; he seemed to be degping, too. Grandpa
caught my eye and favored me with a smile. His cheeks were fresh gpples. The comb
tracks in his hair were drafting-table precise.

The only one who hadn't moved was the pae, thin man in the stocking cap. Hisfists
remained glued to histemples.

Dollard said, "Gentlemen, these guys are from the po-lice. And speaking of Dr.



Argent, they want to ask you some questions about her.”

Only Grandpaand Chet observed Milo'swalk to the desk. Dollard remained in place
for amoment, asif unwilling to cede ground; then he stepped aside.

"Po-lice," said Chet. "Good man gendarme right to bear two arms got to guard society
from the dregs and the dross and the eggs and the boss born inthe U.SA.! | was
po-lice mysdf po-lite Poe Edgar Allan lite trained with Specia Forces me and Chuck
Y eager and Annabdl Lee and Bobby McGee—"

"Good," said Milo. "We need al the help we can get. About Dr. Argent—"

A harsh whisper cut through the introduction: "The Jews did it."

Stocking Cap. He hadn't moved. His face had dl the life of bleached driftwood.

"Got apoint, there" said Chet. "Karl Marx violent overthrow dl those other

Semites semiotics antibiotics no that was Fleming no Jew a Scot—"
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"The Jews did it," Stocking Cap repested.

Dollard said, "Enough of that, Randdl.”

Chet said, "Maybe vdid Jack the Ripper writing on the wal the Jews are the men who
didn't not do it or somesuch doubletriplenegeative which in the alternate universe
paralel systems pardldograms dodecahedrons you rever know any-thing's possible—"
"RandaFsaracist asshole," said Jackson. "He don't know shit and neither do you.”
He showed teeth again, began picking at his cuticles.

Dollard glared at us. Look what you ve done.

"Randdl's aracist motherfucker,” said Jackson matter- of-factly.

Randall didn't react. Paz and the freckled black man remained adeep.

"One more word out of you, Jackson,” said Dollard, "and it's S&R."

Jackson fidgeted wildly for severa seconds, but he kept slent.

Dallard turned to Milo: "Finish up.”

Milo looked a me. | moved next to him. "So, Dr. Argent was working with you guys.”
Kindly Grandpa said, "Would you be so kind asto inform us exactly what exactly
happened to the poor woman?"'

Dollard said, "Weve dready been through that, Holtzmann.”

"| redize tha, Mr. Dallard," said Holtzmann. " She was murdered. How tragic. But
perhapsif we knew the details we could assist these police officers.”

Gentle voice. Twinkly blue eyes. Coherent. What had gotten him in here?

"l gave you al the details you need to know," said Dollard.

Paz's eyes opened. And closed. Someone passed wind and the stink floated through the
room, then disspated.

Randd|'s head raised an inch. Hisfigts began grinding into his skull. The stocking

cap wasfilthy. The hand dipped down abit and | saw that the skin around his
temples was red and raw, scabbed in places.

| sad, "If there's anything—"

"How did it happen?' said Grandpa Holtzmann. "Was she shot? If so, wasit a handgun
or along gun?'

"She wasn't shat,” said Dollard. "And that's dl you need to—"

" Stabbed, then?' said Holtzmann.

"What doesit matter, Holtzmann?'



"Well," said the old man, "if we're to be of assg—"

Chet said, "The modusis dways a clue sgnature profile-wise psychologicd
penmanship so to speak to squeak—"

"Was she stabbed?' said Holtzmann, pressing forward so that the desk bit into his
trunk.

Page 152

Kédlerman - Monger v1

"Holtzmann," said Dollard, "there's no reason for—"

" She was stabbed!" the old man exclaimed. "Fileted to the bone, halelujah!” Working
at his zipper with both hands, he exposed himsdlf, began masturbating frantically.
Singing out in afine rich baritone: " Stabbed, stabbed, stabbed, glory be! Gut the
bitch in pieces three!"

Doallard took him roughly by the shoulders and shoved him toward the door.

Tous, "You, too. Out. Meeting over."

Aswe exited, Chet shouted, "Wait I've solved it cherchez |lafemme cherchez la
femme—!"

Outside, Dollard locked the door to the annex and handed Holtzmann over to the other
two techs. The old man smpered but looked thrilled.

Thetdler tech said, "Tuck yoursdf in. Now."

Holtzmann obeyed, dropped his hands to his side.

"Nice to meet you." Kindly Grandpaagain. "Mr. Dallard, if I've offended—"

"Don't say another damn word," Dollard ordered him. To the techs. "Keep them in
there while | deal with these two. I'll send Mills back to help you."

The techs moved Holtzmann to the wall, had him face the stucco. "Don't budge, old
man." Pointing at the door, one of them said, "They okay in there, Frank?'

"Chet Bodine's running his mouth like a broken toilet and Jackson'sticked at him.

At Randdl, too— he's doing the Aryan crap.”

"Redly?' sad the tech lightly. "Haven't heard thet in awhile, thought we had it

under control.”

"Yegh," sad Dallard. "Something must have tensed them al up.”

When we were back at the main building, he said, "Now, that was a good expenditure
of taxpayers money."

Milo said, "I want to see Peake."

"And | want to fuck Sharon Stone—"

"Take meto Peake, Frank."

"Oh, sure, just like that. Who the hell do you think—" Again, Dollard checked his
anger. Chuckled. "That requires authorization, Detective. Meaning Mr. Swig, and,
likel said, he's not—"

"Cdl him," sad Milo.

Dollard bent one leg. "Because you order meto do it?"

"Because | can be back here in an hour with serious backup and a warrant on you for
obstruction of justice. My bosses are antsy about this one, Dollard. Maybe Swig will
eventualy be able to protect you, but seeing as he's not here, he won't stop you
from going through the process. I'm talking Central Booking. Y ou were a cop, you
know the drill."

Dollard's face was the color of rare stesk. Hiswords came out low and clipped.



"Y ou have no ideawhat kind of deep shit you're getting yoursdf into."

"l have ared good ideg, Frank. Let's play the media game. Bunch of TV idiots with
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sound trucks and cameras. The dant I'll give them is the police were saddled with a
stroke-inducing whodunit homicide and you did everything in your power to impede.
I'll dso throw in anice little Sdebar about how you geniuses judged a mass
murderer sane and qudified for release and then he proves how sane heis by turning
himsdf into garbage. When dl that hits the fan, Frank, think Uncle Senator's gonna
help Swig, let done you?'

Dollard's jaw jutted. He toed the dirt. "Why the hell are you doing this?"

"Just what | was going to ask you, Frank. Because this change of attitude on your
part puzzles me. Ex-cop, you'd expect something different. Makes me wonder, Frank.
Maybe | should be looking closer a you."

"Look al you want," said Dollard, but his head drew back and hisvoice lacked
conviction. Squinty eyes examined the sky. "Do your thing, man."

"Why the change, Frank?'

"No change," said Dallard. "Thefirg timeyou were here was courtesy, the second
time tolerance. Now you're adisruption—Ilook at what you just did to those guys.”
"Murder'sadisruption,” said Milo.

"| keep telling you, this murder had nothing to— Forget it. What the hell do you
want from me?'

"Take meto Peake. After that, well see”

Dollard's toe stirred up more dirt. "Mr. Swig's in a serious budget meeting and

can't be—"

"Who's second in command?’

"No one. Only Mr. Swig authorizesvigts."

"Then leave him amessage” said Milo. "I'll give you five minutes, after that, I'm
outta here and it's awhole different game. When's the last time you had your
fingersrolled for prints?

Dollard looked up at the sky again. Someone on the yard howled.

Milo said, "Okay, Doc, were outta here.”

Dollard let us walk ten paces before saying, " Screw it. Y ou get ten minutes with
Peake, in and out.”

"No, Frank," said Milo. "'l get what | want."

28.

WE ENTERED THE main building. Milo got to the door first, throwing off Dollard's
rhythm. Lindeen Schmitz was at the front desk, talking on the phone. She began to
smile up a Milo, but a glance from Dollard stopped her.

We rode up to C Ward in silence. On the other side of the double doors, four inmates
idled. | could see the nurses in the station chatting cheerfully. Laughter, shalow
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and grating, spilled from the TV room.

Dollard ssomped to Peake's room, unlocked the peep hatch, flipped the light switch,
frowned. He released both bolts and opened the door cautioudy. A brief ook insde.



"Not here." Trying to sound annoyed, but puzzlement took over.

"How about that," said Milo. "He never leaves his room."

"I'm telling you," said Dallard, "he never does"

"Maybe heswatching TV," | said.

We went over to the big room, scanned the faces. Two dozen men in khaki stared at
the screen. Canned yuks poured out of the box—a sitcom. No one in the room was
laughing. Peeke wasn' in the audience.

Back in the corridor, Dollard had flushed again. The rage of adogmatist proven
wrong. "I'll get to the bottom of this™ He was heading for the nursing station when
aduggish, abrasive sound stopped him.

Swish swigh ... swish swish ... swish swigh ... Like a snare drum bottoming adow
dance. Seconds later, Peake stepped out from around the left Side of the Sation
Swish ... Paper dippers shuffling on linoleum.

Heidi Ott held his dbow as he sumbled forward, eydlids half-shut, each step
causing histriangular head to bob like that of arear-window stuffed dog. In the
merciless fluorescence of the hdlway, the bits of stubble on his head and face
looked like random blackheads. The furrows on his skull seemed painfully deep. He
was bent over sharply, asif his spine had given way. Asif gravity would have

pulled him down but for Heldi's grip.

Neither of them noticed us as she propdled him, whispering encouragement.
Dollard said, "Hey," and she looked up. Her hair was drawn back in atight bun, her
expression bland. Peake could've been any kind of invaid, she hislong-suffering
daughter.

She held him back. Peake swayed, opened his eyes, but still didn't seem to be aware
of our presence. He rolled his head. His purple-dug tongue ocozed out, curled,
remained suspended for severa seconds before retregting.

"What's going on?' said Dollard.

"Teking awak,” said Heidi. "I thought some exercise might help.”

"Hep with what?' said Dollard. His thick arms snapped across his chest, fingers
digging into stout biceps.

"|s something wrong, Frank?'

"No, everything's greet, terrific—they want to see him again. Be nice if hewas
where he's supposed to be."

"Sorry," sad Heidi, glancing my way. "Is he on room restriction? | didn't hear

about it."

"Not yet heisn't," said Dollard. "Go on, put him back." To Milo: "Do your thing,

I'll be back in fifteen."

Arms gill folded, he walked off.

Heidi smiled uneesily—a teenager embarrassed by Dad's outburst. "Okay, Ardis,
exercisetimes over." One of Peake's eyes opened wider. Bleary, unfocused. He
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licked hislips, extended his tongue again, rolled his shoulders.

"No one bothersto get him out,” said Heidi. "I thought it might help with ... you
know."

"Verba output,” | said.



She shrugged. "It didn't seem like abad idea. Cmon, Ardis, let's get you back."

She guided him across the hdl to hisroom, led him to his bed, sat him down. He
stayed exactly where she put him. For severa seconds, no one said anything. Peake
didn't budge for awhile. Then the tongue-thrusts renewed. Both eyes fluttered,
struggled to stay open, couldn't.

Heidi said, "Could one of you please turn off the light? | think it bothers him."

| flipped the switch and the room turned gray. Peske sat there, licking and rolling

his head. The same reek of intestinal gas and charred wood seemed to press forward,
aputrid greeting triggered by our entry.

Heidi turned to Milo. "Why was Frank so bugged? |s something wrong?"

"Frank's not in agood mood. So tell me, has Peake been talking at dl since you
taped him?"

She shook her head. "No, sorry. I've been trying, but nothing. That'swhy | thought
ome exercise ..."

Peake rolled his head. Rocked.

Milo motioned us away from the bed. We moved toward the doorway.

Milo said, " So no daboration on ‘choo choo bang bang." "

Heidi's eyes widened. "Does that actualy mean something?'

Milo shrugged. "Let me ask you, did Pegke ever mention anything ese— like aname?”'
"What name?"' she said.

"Wark."

She repested it very dowly. "Doen't redly sound like aname ... more like a

bark."

"So he might've blurted it and you wouldve thought it was just gibberish?"

"Maybe .. . But no, he never said that." She reached to tug her ponytail. Nothing
there. Her hand rose to the tight bun. "Wark ... No, he never said that. Why? Who is
it?'

"Maybe afriend of Peskes"

"He doesn't have any friends."

"Old friend," said Milo. "Are you il taping?'

"| tried . .. when | could. Why's Frank so uptight?

"Frank doesn't like being told what to do."

"Oh," shesad. "And you've got him actudly working."

"Frank doesn't like to work?'
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She hesitated. Moved closer to the door, looked out through the hatch. "This may not
be true, but | heard he got fired from some police department for deegping on the

job. Or something like that."

" Whao'd you hear it from?' said Milo.

"Just talk on the wards. He's also a sexist—treats me like | don't belong. Y ou saw
his attitude— I mean, what's wrong with taking someone who never gets out for awalk?
All the other patients are watching TV, it's not like anyone's getting neglected.”

| said, "Has Frank been giving you other problems?’

"Badcdly what you just sawv—aittitude. Swig likes him, so he doesn't have to do too
much scut.”



She glanced back at Peake. He continued to Sit and rock and lick air. ™Y ou're saying
Peake actudly has afriend? From his pagt?’

"Hard to believe?' | sad.

"Sureis. I've never seen him make contact with anyone."

Milo sad, "No mail?"

"Not that | know about. Same with phone calls. He never leaves his room.”

"Till today "I said.

"Well, yeah. | was trying to help out. What's this Wark done? What's going on?"
"Probably nothing,” said Milo. "Just working dl the angles. Y ou drill abunch of
wells, hope for atrickle every now and then.”

"Sounds too dow for me" said Heidi. "No offense.”

"Not like jumping off power gations.”

She amiled. "Very few thingsare.”

Weleft Peake's room and she locked the door.

Milo said, "Any ideawhere | could get apersonnd lig?"

"l guessin the front office. Why?"

"To seewho ese | should talk to."

"If it's about Peake," she said, "I'm the only one worth talking to. No one else

pays attention to him, now that Claire's gone."

"How much time exactly did she spoend?" | sad.

"Hrnm. Hard to say. There were times when | was on shift when sheéd bein there as
long as an hour. Sometimes every day. Usudly every day. She waslike
that—involved."

"With everyone?'

"No," she sad. "Not redly. | mean she spoent more time with her patients; in

genera, than the other docs. But Peake was ... she seemed to be especidly
interested in him."

"Spesking of her patients” | said, "we just met the men in the Living Skills group.
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Low-functioning, just like you said. Any ideawhat criteria she used to pick them?”
"We never discussed that. | was just the tech. Mostly | stood guard, got supplies.
To be honedt, the group never really went anywhere. Claire seemed to be ...
observing them more than training. The group only met saven times before she was
..." Shaking her head. Stroking the bun. " Sometimes it just hits me. What actudly
happened to her."

"Do you have any background information on the men? What they did to get here?'
"Let's see ... there's Ezzard Jackson—skinny black guy. He killed hiswife. Tied her
up in their house and burned it down. Same with Holtzmann—the old man you'd never
think could do anything crimind. He cut his wife up, stored the piecesin the

freezer, marked them the way a butcher would— flank, loin. Randdl shot his
parents—he was into some Nazi stuff, had some delusion they were part of a Zionist
plot.... Who dse ... The other black guy. Pretty. That's his name— Monroe Pretty.
Killed hiskids, four of them, little ones. Drowned them in the bathtub, one by one.
Sam Paz—the Mexican guy—went bonkers at his brother's wedding. Shot his brother and
his mother and abunch of bystanders. All told, | think six people died. The giant,



Chet Bodine, was living like a hermit. Killed some hikers."

S0 many madmen, so little time...

| said, "All except Chet victimized family members.

"Actudly, Chet wasn't picked for the group,” she said. "He found out abot it,

asked Claireif he could join. He was S0 verbd, she thought it might simulate the
others, so she agreed. Y eah, you'reright. | never thought about it, but she must've
been interested in family killers™

Milo sad, "Any ideawhy?"

She pulled a bobby pin from the bun, dipped it back in. "To be hones, it probably
doesn't mean that much. Lots of the guys in here have murdered family members. [an't
that what crazy people usualy do when they freek? Like Pegke, he sarted with his
mother, right? At least, that's what Claire told me."

"What ese did she tell you about Peake's crimes?”

She touched the tip of her nose. "Jugt what he did. His mom and an entire family.
Wheat does any of that have to do with Claire being killed?'

"Maybe nothing," said Milo. "So are you gonna keep working with Pegke?!

"l guess. If you want me to. Not that I'm accomplishing much.”

"Don't get yoursdlf in trouble, Heidi. | appreciate whatever you do.”

"Sure" she sad, gnawing her lip.

"Isthere a problem?’

"Like| told you before, | wasfiguring it was time to move on. Was kind of waiting
until you got to the bottom of Claire's murder.”

"Wish | could tel you it would be soon, Heidi," he said. "Meanwhile, aslong as Dr.
Delaware's here, he might as wdll give Peske atry.”

"Oh, sure," she sad. "Wheatever."

The door closed after me with apneumatic hiss.

| stood halfway between the door and the bed, watching Peake. If he was aware of my
presence, he didn't show it.
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| watched. He did tongue calisthenics. Rocked, rolled, fluttered his eyes.

Standing there immobile, suspended in gray light, | began to fed formless,
weightless. My nose habituated to the stink. Keeping my eyes on Pegke's hands, |
edged closer. A few more minutes of observation and | thought 1'd detected a cadence
to his movements.

Tongue-thrugt, curl and hover, lingud retreat, neck roll clockwise, then
counterclockwise.

Approximately tern second sequences, Six repetitions per minute, played out against
the congtant rocking of historso.

| took in other detalls.

His bed wasn't made. Looked as if it was never made. The hands rested on rumpled,
swest-gtained covers. The fingers of the left hand were hooked in the sheeting,
haf-hidden.

Hands that had wreaked so much ruin... | moved to within inches of the bed, standing
over him for awhile.

No changein theroutine. | knedled. Bringing mysdlf down to Peskées eye leve. His



eyes were glued shut. Strain-marks at the corners said he was pressing the lids
together tightly. A few moments ago, with Heidi, they'd been haf- open. Responding
to that bit of stimulation? Withdrawing further, once returned to isolation?

| heard, atapping from below. Looked down. His feet. Bare—the paper dippers had
come off without my noticing.

Two thin white feet. Oversized feet. Unnaturaly long toes. Drumming the floor,
faster than the upper-body movements, out of rhythm with the tardive dance.

So much mation, but no flavor of intent—the inanimate dangle of a puppet.

All through it, his eyes remained sedled. This close | could see dry, greenish crust
flecking the lashes.

"Ardis"lsad.

The best went on.

| tried again. Nothing.

A few minuteslater: "Ardis, thisis Dr. Delaware. | want to talk to you about Dr.
Argent."

Nothing.

"Claire Argent."

No response. | repeated myself. Peake's eydids remained shut, but started to
tic—Ilids contracting and releasing, laterd movement visible under the skin. A few
green specks dropped onto his lap.

Reaction? Or random movement?

| sdled closer. Had he wanted to kiss me or claw out my eyes, he could've.

"Ardis, I'm here about Dr. Argent.”

Ancther eydid tic—a jerky wave traveling benegth the papery skin.
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Definite response. On some leve, he was able to focus.

| said, "You were important to Dr. Argent.”

Tictictic.

"She wasimportant to you, Ardis. Tel mewhy."

His eydids quivered like afrog in agavanic experiment. | counted thetimein
tardive sequences. One T.D., two T.D.'s.. .tenT.D.'s.

Twelve. Two minutes. He stopped.

Subjectively, it seemed longer than a hundred and twenty seconds. | was far from
bored, but time was dragging. | started wondering how many minutes Peake's rampage
had consumed. Had the Ardullos been fully awake or adeep? Or somewhere in between—a
murky semiconsciousness as they died, thinking it was dl a bad dream?

I mentioned Claire's name again. Peake's eyesticced. But nothing more.

| thought back to his arrest photo, the look of terror in his eyes. It reminded me

of something—a vicious dog from my boyhood. It had drawn lots of blood but, when
findly cornered by the dogcatcher, had curled up and whimpered like a starving pup.

How much violence was fear catapulted back at the world? Was al viciousness
cowardice at the root?

No, | didn't think so, was gill convinced Claire's murderer had acted from a
position of power and dominance.



Fun.

Had Peske enjoyed his blood wak? Looking a him now, | found it hard to imagine him
extracting enjoyment out of anything.

As| watched a him now, the notion of this husk decapitating his own mother,
gaking up the gairs, bloody knife in hand, running from room to room inflicting
agony and desth, seemed impossibly remote....

Asunlikely askindly Mr. Holtzmann sectioning and freezing his wife.

In this place, logic meant nothing.

| said, "Bad eyesin abox."

No flutter benegth the lids.

"Choo choo bang bang.”

Nothing.

| tried it again. Same lack of response.

Back to basics. Claire's name.

"Dr. Argent,” | said.

Nothing. Had | turned him off?

"Dr. Argent cared about you, Ardis."

Five T.D.'s, Sx ... the eyes ticced.
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"Why did Dr. Argent die, Ardis?'

Eleven, twdve. . . tic, tic, tic.

"What about Wark?' Fourteen ... "Griffith D. Wark."

Sixteen, seventeen. Nothing.

"Blood Walk."

Static eyelids.

Maybe the tics meant nothing, and I'd fooled mysdif into dlowing arandom
neurologica spark to take on meaning.

Delusions were everywhere....

Knowing this might be my last shot with Peake, | decided to keep going. Keep it
smple

Moving close enough to whisper in hisear. "Dr. Argent. Claire Argent.”

The eydids jumped spasmodicaly and | retreasted with a pounding heart.

He froze. No more T.D. for several seconds.

The eyes opened, reveding adiver of gray white.

Looking a me. Seeing me? | wasn't sure.

They closed.

"Dr. Argent cared,” | said.

N o eye movement—Dbut the cords of his neck tightened; he craned toward me. Again, |
drew back involuntarily.

Unable to see me but turning toward me, and | couldn't help feding hewas ...
engaging me. His mouth gaped wider. No tongue visible, and now he was making a
gagging sound, asif choking on it. Suddenly, his head thrust forward, a snake
darting, the eydids fluttering once again, wildly.

| sared in fascinated horror as he tilted his head upward, neck stretched so tight
it seemed to eongate impossibly. What little mandible he had pointed up & the



caling.

| took another step backward. His arms began climbing. Slowly. Painfully.

His eyes opened. Remained open. Wide, very wide. Fixed on the celling.

Asif heaven resided in the plagter... asif he were praying to something.

He gurgled, gagged some more. How far had he retracted the dug of muscle into his
gullet?

His arms rose higher. Supplication ...

He coughed, made no sound. The neck rolls resumed, more frantic than ever,
epilepticaly rapid. More gagging. His sunken chest heaved. | thought of Denton
Argent, deed in his cdll, brain burned out from seizing, and wondered if | should do
something.

But Peske seemed to be breathing fine. Not a seizure. New pattern of movement.
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He began rocking faster. His scrawny buttocks lifted from the mattress as he thrust
his chest upward.

Offering himsdlf.

His right hand sank to his mouth. Four fingers jammed insde.

He withdrew them and the tongue appeared— yanked free—flapped like afish on deck,
curled, hovered....

Return of theinitial T.D. sequence: thrugt, curl, hover, retract. But his rear
remained inches above the bed, feet barely touching the ground. Unnaturd—it had to
dran—did he even fed pain?

Then, suddenly, it was over, and his head had lowered to its usud dump, hisarms
were back in the bedcovers, and the beat went on....

OneT.D.twoT.D.'s...

| sat there with him for five more minutes, whispering, coaxing, to no effect.

Now Clare's name left him dlent as paint. Maybe a new approach would startle him
into another outburst.

"The Bestty brothers,” | said. "Ellroy. Leroy."

Zero.

"Choo choo bang bang."

Nothing.

"Onewith agun, one run over by atrain.

Desf, blind, mute.

Stll, Claire's name had stimulated him. | needed more time with him, knew |
wouldn't get much.

Keep going.

OneT.D.,two...

| whispered: "The Ardullos™

No change.

"The Ardullos—Scott Ardullo, Terri—"Yes, yes, yesthere it was. the eydid tic,
fagter than before, much faster, a churning of thelids asif the eyebdls were
rotating at jet speed.

"Terri and Scott Ardullo,” | said.

The eyes opened. Alive now.



Fixed on mine.

Awake.

Clear intent. To do what?

He stared & me. Didn't move at all.

Paying close atention? To me.
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Success, but | fdt asif a scorpion were cakewaking aong my spine.

| checked his hands. Those hands. Both knotted in the sheets.

Keep alook out for sudden movement.

"Scott and Terri Ardullo,” | said.

Thestare.

"Scott and Terri. Brittany and Judtin.”

The stare.

"Brittany and Judtin.”

He blinked. Once, twice, Six times, twenty, forty— eydid convulsons, which
wouldn't—or couldn't—cease.

Metronomic, hypnotic. | felt mysdf being drawn in. Avoid that, watch his hands....
His arms rose again. Fear stabbed me and | stood up quickly, backed away.

He didn't seem to notice.

Stood, himsdlf.

Ungteadily, but managing to remain upright. Stronger than held appeared out in the
hadlway, in Heidi's grasp.

Stll garing. Hot gare. Hands curling dowly into figs.

Straghtening his spine.

Stepping toward me.

Okay, you ve done it, Delaware. Success!

He moved another step closer. | braced myself, plotted my defense. How much damage
could he do, unarmed, o thin, so feeble?

Another step. His arms reached out, inviting embrace.

| retreated toward the door.

His mouth opened, contorted—no tongue-thrudts, just the excruciating labor of the
lipless orifice struggling to change form, fighting to talk or scream ... working so
hard, working working—

Suddenly, a shrill, dry sound escaped. Soft, wispy, echoing— soft, but it pounded my
ears—

His arms began to climb again, very dowly. When they were pardle with his
shoulders, they flapped. Birdlike. Not abird of prey, something thin, ddliberate,
delicate—a crane.

Without warning, he turned his back on me and hobbled— dill flgpping, miming
flight—to the far corner of the room.

Pressing his back to the wall, keeping the arms stretched. Heed tilted to the right.
Above him, the meta restraint hooks embedded in the wall hovered like warnings.
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Eyes gill open—wide open—stretched open; | could see



wet pink borders al around. Wet eyes. Tears welling, overflowing, streaming down
sunken cheeks.

Hisleft leg crossed over its mate so that he was standing on one leg.

More avian posturing—no, no, something ese—

Posing.

Unmistakable pose.

His body had formed a cross.

Crucifixion on an unseen scaffold.

Tears flooded his face. Uncontrollable, silent sobs, brutally paroxysmic, each gush
saizing ownership of hisfragile body and shaking it like awet kitten.

Weeping Jesus.

29.

HE STAYED THAT way, just stayed that way.

How long had | been in there? Surely Dollard, hostile and impatient, would be
returning soon and ordering me out.

Five minutes later, it hadn't happened.

Peake remained againgt the wall. The tears had dowed, but they hadn't stopped.
The gtink had returned. My skin itched. Senses returning, heightening. | wanted out.
Knocking on the brown stedl door produced only a feeble thump. Could it be heard out
in the hall? No sounds from the outside made their way insde the cdll. | tried the
hatch. Locked. Released only from the outside. The door hatch opened from the
outsde. Sensory deprivation. What did that do to aready damaged minds?
Another knock, louder. Nothing.

Peake stayed frozen in the cruciform pose, pinioned by invisible spikes.

The names of his victims had loosened his tears. Remorse or sdlf- pity?

Or something | could never hope to understand?

| thought of him entering the Ardullo kitchen, spotting his mother, the strength it

had taken to saw through the cervica spine... .Updtairs, swinging Scott Ardullo's
baseball bat.

The children ...

Their names had triggered the Jesus pose.
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Martyr pose.

No remorse at al?

Seaing himsdf asavictim!

Suddenly, the absurdity and futility of what | was doing hit me—trying to pry
information from a diseased mind that smoothly morphed sin and sdvation. What use
could this be to anyone?

Had Claire prodded Peake the same way? Died, somehow, because of her curiogty?
The narrow room started to close in on me. | was up againgt the door, couldn't get
far enough away from the white, dangling cregture.

Just atrickle of tears, now.

Crying for himsdf.

Monster.

Serenein hissuffering.



His heed rotated very dowly. Lifted abit. Faced me. Something surfaced in his eyes
that | hadn't seen before.

Sharpness. Clarity of purpose.

He nodded. Knowingly. Asif the two of us shared something.

| pressed my back against the door.

The space opened behind me and | tumbled back.

Heldi said, "Sorry! | should've opened the hatch and warned you, first."

| regained my baance, took a bregth, smiled, tried to look composed. Milo watched
me, dong with Dollard and the trio of doctors—Aldrich, Steenburg, and Swenson. Al
in sport shirts, asif they'd just gotten in from the golf course. Nothing playful

on their faces.

Heidi started to close the door, looked into the room, went pale. "What's he doing?
What's going on?"

The others rushed over and stared. Peake had returned to the full Jesus pose, head
cocked to the right. But no tears.

| sad, "He got up afew minutes ago, positioned himsdlf that way."

Aldrich said, "My, my ... Has he done this before, Heidi?'

"No. Never. He never gets off the bed." She sounded scared. "Dr. Delaware, you're
saying he actudly moved on hisown?

"y es

Steenburg and Swenson looked at each other. Aldrich said, "Interesting.” The gravity
of histone bordered on comicd. Trying to assume authority on a case he knew
nothing about.

Frank Dollard said, "What'd you say to him to get him that way?'

"Nothing," | said.
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"You didn't talk to him?"

Milo said, "What's the big dedl? He used to think he was a vegetable, now he's
evolved into Jesus."

Dollard and doctors glared a him.

"Psychossisadisease” sad Aldrich. "It'sunseemly to ridicule”

"Sorry," sad Milo.

Swenson said, "Has he ever talked about religious themes, Heidi ?!

"No. That'swhat I'm trying to tell you. He doesn't talk much, period.”

Swenson turned contemplative, laced his hands over his belt buckle. "I see. ... So
it's something dtogether new."

Doallard jutted his head in my direction. "Y ou'd better tell us what you were talking
to him about. We need to know, in case he starts acting out.”

Aldrich said, "Is there some problem, Frank?'

"These people are a problem, Dr. Aldrich. They keep coming in here, disrupting,
going a Pegke. Mr. Swig authorized only fifteen minutes with the SDL group, no time
with Pegke." He pointed through the door. "L ook at that. Guy like that, who knows
what could happen? And for what? He couldn'ta had anything to do with Dr. Argent. |
told 'em that, you told 'em that, Mr. Swig told 'em that—"

Aldrich turned to Milo. "What is your purpose here, Officer?"



"Invedtigating Dr. Argent's murder.”

Aldrich shook his head. "That's not an answer. Why are you questioning PeskeT’
"He said something that might have predicted Dr. Argent's murder, Doctor.”
"Predicted? What in the world are you talking about?"

Milo told him.

"'Inabox,' " sad Aldrich. He faced Heidi. Steenburg and Swenson did the same.
"When did he say thisto you?'

"The day before it happened.”

"An oracle?' said Steenburg. "Oh, please. And now he's Jesus—am | the only onewho
sees atrend toward irrelevance?’

Swenson sad, "At least it's original. Relatively, that is. We don't get alot of
Jesuses anymore.” He amiled. "Plenty of Elvises but not that many Jesuses. Maybe
it'sthe godless state of our culture.”

No one &lse seemed amused.

Swenson wouldn't give up. "We can dways do what Milton Erickson did with his
Jesuses—qgive him carpenter's tools and have him fix something.”

Aldrich scowled and Swenson looked the other way.

"Officer," said Aldrich, "let me get this clear: on the badis of this supposed ...
utterance, you're back here?'

"It's an unsolved homicide, Dr. Aldrich."
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"Even 50 ..." Aldrich moved closer to the doorway and peered inside. Peake hadn't
budged. He closed the door.

Dollard said, "They caused aruckusin SDL, too. Herman Randall's al worked up,
shouting Nazi suff in hisroom. We might think of upping his meds."

"Might we?' said Aldrich. He turned to Heidi. "How about you and | mesting after
lunch to review Mr. Pegkes file. Make sure what we're seeing in there isn't some
kind of regression.”

"I'd think just the oppogite,” | said. "He's showing more mohility and affective
response.”

"Affective response?’

"Hewas crying, Dr. Aldrich."

Aldrich took another look ingde. "Well, he's not crying now. Just hanging there
looking pretty regressed. Looks like cataepsy to me.”

| said, "Isthere any chance of reducing his meds?’

Aldrich's eyes bugged. "Why in the world would we do that!"

"It might loosen him up verbdly."

"Loosen him up," said Swenson. "Just what we need, a loose Jesus.”

A couple of figuresin kheki had drifted out of the TV room. The inmates stared at
us, began heading our way. Swenson and Steenburg stepped forward. The men turned,
reversed direction, collected near the door to the TV room, returned inside.
Aldrich sad, "Thank you for your opinion, Doctor. However, you and Officer Sturgis
must leave immediately. No further contact with Mr. Peake or any other patients
until cleared by mysdlf or Mr. Swig." To Steenburg and Swenson: "Wed better get
moving. The reservation's a one."



Crossing the yard, Dollard walked even farther ahead. Big Chet was on the yard and
he garted to come over, gesticulating and laughing, rugging & his hair like a

toddler.

Dollard's pam shot out. " Stay back!"

The giant hated, pouted, yanked aclump of hair out of his heed. The yellow
filaments floated to the ground like danddion petds.

His expression said, Look what you made me do.

"Idiot," Dollard growled.

Chet's eyes ditted.

Dollard waved and two techs jogged over from across the yard. Chet saw them, froze,
findly skulked away. Four steps later, he stopped, looked at us over his shoulder.
"Mark my words," he bellowed. "Cherchez lafemme Champs Elyseed!”

Dollard threw the gate open, dammed it after us, left without aword.

Aswe waited to get Milo's gun and my knife, | said, " Something sure yanked his
shorts."

"Makes you wonder, doesn't it?" he said. The moment we got in the Seville, he was on
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the cdll phone, asking for the number of the Hemet police department. | let the car
idle as he talked. The car seat was agriddie and | cranked the air-conditioning to
an actic blast. Milo got transferred half a dozen times, maintained collegial cheer
through every step, but he looked asif held swalowed something dimy. The air
insde the car cooled, hit my face, turned my swest icy. Milo was drenched.

He hung up. "Findly got a supervisor who'd talk. Heidi wasright. Dollard was a
major-league goldbrick: ignored cdlsin his zone, took unauthorized leaves, put in
for unjustified overtime. They couldn't prove anything serious enough to prosecute
him—probably didn't want to. Easier just to ask him to leave."

"How long ago was this?'

"Four years ago. He went straight to Starkweather. Supervisor made a crack about
nutcases being perfect for Frank, no one to complain when he dacked off."

"Swig likeshim,” | said. "Tdls you something about Swig."

"High standards, al around.”

| drove out of the parking lot. Convection waves rose from the asphalt.

"What did you do to get Pegke to play Jesusin the school play?”

"Mentioned the Ardullos names. After | got aresponse to Claire's name—eyetics,
tensing up. When | whispered Brittany's and Justin's names into his ear he jumped
up, ran to the wall, assumed the pose. I'd been thinking of him as lethargic,
stuporous, but he can move fast when he wantsto. If held jumped me, I'd have been
unprepared.”

"So hel's not atotal veg. Maybe he's a snesky bastard, playing dl of us. Makes
sense when you think about how he walked in on his mother. She's gitting there
coring apples, he gets behind her, she has no ideawhat he's going to do.”

"He surprised the Ardullos, too," | said. " Sheriff Haas said they |eft their doors
unlocked.”

"Everyonés nightmare. Right out of a splatter flick."

The eucalyptus forest appeared, a big gray bear split by ayawning mouth of road.



"S0," he sad, "was he crying red tears?'

"Copioudy. But I'm not sure it was remorse. When he turned and stared a me, |
darted to fed something else: salf-pity. The Jesus pose fits that, too. Asif he

sees himsdf asamartyr.”

"Sick bastard,” he said.

"Or maybe," | said, "hearing the kids names evoked an overpowering memory. Recall
of not acting done. Of taking the rgp for something the Crimmins brothers put him
up to. Maybe he communicated that to Claire. | didn't see anything close to speech,
but with alowered dosage...”

He cooled his hands on the air-conditioning vent. "Why do you think Dollard turned
90 hodtile?’

"Antsy about our return vist. Something to hide."

Milo didn't answer. We exited the forest and summer light whitened the windshield.
The trees shimmered as they broiled. | could sense the hest trying to claw itsway

in.

"What about some kind of hospital scam?' | said. "Financid mismanagement. Or
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trafficking in prescription drugs. Claire found out about it and that's what put her

in jeopardy. Maybe Pegke knew, too. Learned someone was going to hurt Claire and the
‘prophecy’ was hisway of warning her."

We were free of the hospita grounds, heading toward the dudge yards and the
freight barns. | wondered where the rear forest behind the annexes led, was unable
to seethetal dark trees from here,

"How would Peske find out?" he said.

"Loose lips. Everyone assumes he's vegetative, can't process. | saw enough today to
convince me that's not true. If Dollard was involved in something illegd, he

might've said or done something that Peake noticed.”

"That cardless?'

"How many cases have you closed because someone was carel ess?’

"Peake warns Claire," he said. "Now he'sahero?

"Maybe on some level, he bonded with Claire. Appreciated the attention Claire was
giving him."

"Then why warn Heidi?'

"Claire wasn't a work that day, so Peake did the next best thing: told her

assistant. Not a clear message, because he was struggling to talk through the
Thorazine haze and his neurologica problems.”

"Everyone tregts Peake like he's wallpaper, but he's sucking up information.”

"He's functioned like wallpaper for sixteen years. It wouldn't be hard to get
complacent. That could be why Dollard was so upset when he saw Peake playing Jesus.
Now he realizes Peake's capable of more. HE's nervous, doesn't want us back there.
Look how he bad-mouthed usto Aldrich. And Aldrich played into it. Or Aldrichis
part of it."

"Big-time staff racketeering?"

"Likeyou sad, it'snot atight ship. Either way, Dollard just got what he wanted.

We won't get through those gates again without a court order.”



" 'Bad eyesinabox,' " he said. "That has Peske knowing someone is gonna gouge
Claire's eyes and stash her somewhere closed. | might be able to buy Dallard

blabbing to some compadre in generad terms about getting Claire, but | can't see him
laying it out in detall.”

| had no answer for that. He pulled out his pad, made some notes, closed his eyes,
seemed to doze. We reached the freeway. | floored the Seville, crossed over to the
fast lane, sped to the interchange, headed west on the 10, past the old brick

buildings on the fringes of downtown, surprise survivors of the big quake. A huge
blowup of a movie poster had been painted on one of them. Some hypertrophied bionic
cop flashing fire from gun-barrdl knuckles. If only it were that easy.

Milo said, "Dollard a scamgter.. . our Mr. Wark, his partner. But what about

Richard, the Besatty twins? How do they connect to any hospital racket?'

"Don't know," | said. "But if Wark is Derrick Crimmins, his working there makes
sense on another level: he was drawn by Peake's presence, just as Claire was.
Because Peake's rampage made a mgjor impression on him. And if my guess about his
being Peake's drug source sixteen years ago isright, that would fit with the racket
being a dope thing. Dok lard smuggles out pharmaceuticals, hands them over to Wark,
who sdls them on the street. Wark had enough money in that Bank of Americaaccount
to cover the gear rentd when Vito Bonner caled to vaidate the check. So he's got
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some sort of cash source. Being the outside man would aso make Wark the perfect
choice for ambushing and murdering Claire. Dol-lard derts Wark, gives Wark Claire's
address from personnel files, Wark staks her, kills her in West L.A.., dumps her in

her own car. No reason for anyone ever to connect it to Starkweather. What's the
mantra everyone there keeps reciting? ‘It couldn't be related to her work.' | looked
around the hospital today to see if anyone fit Wark's physical description. The only
onetal and thin enough is Aldrich, but hestoo old, and | doubt Wark would
masquerade as a doctor—too risky. But there are over a hundred people on staff and
welve run into maybe twenty."

"And we get no access to the personnd records.” Milo punched the dashboard lightly.
Keeping his arm 4iff; | knew he wanted to hit much harder.

"How about gpproaching it another way?' | said. "Let's assume Peake's presence is
what attracted Wark to Starkwesther initialy. But he dso needed money, and the job
had to be something he could qudify for quickly. That would iminate anything with
extengvetraining— doctor, psychologigt, nurse, pharmacis—and leaves lower-level
positions. cooks, custodians, gardeners, psych techs. A would-be producer down on
his luck might see the firgt three as benegth him. Psychiatric technician, on the

other hand, has some cachet, could be construed as dmost-a-doctor. And psych techs
are licensed by the state. The medical board keeps aroster.”

Milo's smile spread very dowly. "Worth atry.”

Themovie-poster murd flashed in my head. "Another reason for Wark to take the job:
if he sees himsalf as some dark-side cinema auteur, what better place to dredge up
bloody plots than Starkweather? That could explain Richard and the Begity twins:
they're part of Wark's film game.”

"The snuff extravaganza, again—were dl over the place with this."



"Like you sad, drill afew wells..."

He massaged his temples. "Okay, okay, enough talk, | need to do something. | put
cdlsinto Miami and Pimm, Nevada, this morning. When we get back, I'll seeif
anyone called. And the psych board for that tech list. Though for it to be of any

use, Wark wouldve had to register under that name or Crimmins, or something close.”
He rubbed hisface. "Long shots.”

"Better than nothing,” | said.

"Sometimes | wonder."

30.

WE WERE BACK in the detectives room by two P.M.

Friday. Mogt of the desks were empty. Ddl Hardy's was next to Milo's, and Milo waved
meto Dd's chair. Del had partnered with Milo years ago—an early dliance cemented
by mutua respect and shared dienation. Del had been one of the first black D'sto

get an assgnment west of La Brea. Now he had plenty of black colleagues, but Milo
remained a one-man show. Maybe that had wedged them apart, or perhaps it was Ddl's
second wife, awoman with strong views on just about everything. Milo never talked
about it.
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| used Ddl's phone to call the State psychiatric board, got put on hold

electronicdly. Milo's desktop was clear except for a message dip taped to the

meta. He peeled it loose and read it, and his eyebrows arched.

"Cdlback from Orlando, Florida. Some guy named Castro 'happy to talk about Derrick
Crimmins' "

He punched numbers, loosened histie, sat down. A recorded voice of indeterminate
gender told me my call would be accepted as soon as an operator was free. | watched
Milo's shoulders bunch as his cadl came through.

"Detective Srurgis for Detective Cadiro,” he said. "Oh, hi. Thanksfor caling back.

... Redly? Well that's interesting-listen, could | put someone else on the line?

Our psychological consultant . .. Yeah, occasionally we do... .Y eah, it's been

helpful.”

Pacing ahand over the mouthpiece, he said, "Hang up and punch my extenson
number.”

The recorded voice broke in, thanking me for my patience. 274

| cut it off, made the conference adjustment, introduced mysdlf.

"George Cadtro,” said athick voice on the other end. "We dl set now?

"Yeah," said Milo. "Dr. Delaware, Detective Casiro was just saying he's been waiting
for someone to cdl him about Derrick Crimmins.”

"Waiting along time" said Cadro. "Thisis like Chrigmas in the summer. Tell the

truth, I gave up, figured he might be dead.”

"Why's that?'

"Because his name never showed up in any crimelist | could find, but bad guys don't
just give up. And that kid was red bad. Got away with multiple murder.”

"His parents,” said Milo.

"You gotit," said Castro. "Him and his brother—Cliff. Cliff was older, but Derrick
was smarter. What a pair. Kind of a pre-Menendez Menendez, only the Crimminses



didn't even come close to getting arrested. It was my curse. It's been jammed in my
craw ever Snce. Tell me what you have him on, the little bastard.”

"Nothing definite" said Milo. "Can't even find him. So far it looks like scamming

and homicide."

"Well, that's our boy, toaT. | got to tell you, thisredly takes me back. | was

new to Miami Beach. Did ayear on Bunco, then Homicide. Moved down the year before
from Brooklyn for the sun, never thought about what being named Castro would mean in
Miami." He stopped, asif waiting for laughter. "And I'm Puerto Rican, not Cuban.
Anyway, | worked some pretty ugly stuff up north. Bed- Stuy, Crown Heights, East New
Y ork. But none of the scum | met ever bothered me as much as those brothers. Killing
your own folks for dough—dad and stepmother, actualy. It was a Coast Guard case,
because the boat blew up in the water— haf amile offshore— but we did the land work.
No doubt at al about it being dirty. Someone rigged a pipe bomb to the fud tank,

and the whole thing turned into sawdust. Three people died, actudly. Old man
Crimmins, his wife, and some Cuban kid they'd hired to captain. They were out marlin
fishing. Boom. Shreds of bone, and that's about it."

"Did the Crimmins boys build the bombs?'

"Doubtful. We had some theories about that— down here there's quite afew characters
with explosives experience floating around. Mobbed- up types, druggies, Maridlitos.
Alibis narrowed it down to haf a dozen scrotes;, we hauled 'em dl in, but no one
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talked. And no one's bank account had suddenly gotten fat. | had my eye on two of
them in specific— pair of Dominicans with adry-cleaning joint as cover. They'd been
busted before on anearly identical explosion in a clothing warehouse, weaseled out

on lack of evidence. We pulled in every informant we had, couldn't shake a rumor

loose. That tells me the payoff was big bucks."

"The boys had money?'

"Big dlowances—fifty grand ayear, each. Back then you could have someone taken out
for ahundred bucks. One to five thousand would get you someone competent, fifteen a
stone pro. We scoured the brothers' bank accounts, found some nice sized cash
withdrawals during the weeks before the explosion, but we couldn't make anything

outa that because that's the way they lived in generd: the old man gave 'em the

fifty a the beginning of the year, they took out play money asthey needed it—four,

five amonth. Spent every penny. So there was no changein pattern. They used a
smart-mouthed lawyer, he didn't give us an extra syllable.”

"Y ou focused on them right away ‘cause of the inheritance angle?'

"You bet," said Castro. "First commandment, right? Follow the honey trail. With the
stepmother gone, they were the old man's sole heirs, figured to get millions. Also,

their dibis were too damn perfect: both out of town, they made sure to let us know

that firg thing. It was like one minute of phony grief, then, 'Oh, by the way, we

werein Tampa, riding motorcycles.” Showing us some admission ticket to arace

they'd been in—all ready with it. And smirking—rubbing my face in it. Because wed
had contact before. Back when | was on Bunco. Which isthe third thing that nailed
them in my mind: they'd been bad boys before. Fraud. Like | said, murder and cons,

perfect fit."



"What was the con?' said Milo.

"Nothing brilliant. They cruised the beach, picked up senile old people, drove them

out to some swampland that they pitched as vacation lots. Then they'd head over to

the marks bank, wait while the marks withdrew cash for a down payment, hand them
some bullshit deed of trust, and split. They preyed on red deteriorated old folk.

Mogt of the time, the marks didn't even know they'd been fleeced. And the
withdrawals weren't huge—five, Sx hundred bucks—so the banks didn't notice. It
ended when some old lady's son got wind of it—Iloca surgeon. He waited with his mom
on the beach until she pointed out Derrick."

"They servetime?'

"Nah," said Castro angrily. "Never even got charged. Because Daddy hired a
lawyer—the same smart- mouth who shielded them on the boat thing. The weakness was
the identification angle. The lawyer said hed have fun with the old people on the
stand— show they were too demented to be reliable witnesses. The D.A. didn't want to
risk it. A couple of bank tellers thought they could make an 1.D. but they weren't

aure. Because Derrick and Cliff wore disguises—wigs, fake mustaches, gasses. Stupid
stuff, amateurish, they coulda dressed up like Fidd for al the marks noticed. We
couldn't trace the phony deeds back to them, either—primitive shit, mimeographed
jobs. The whole thing was so low-leve it woulda been funny if it hadn't been so

crud. In the end, the old man made regtitution, case closed.”

"How much redtitution?'

"l think it was six, seven thou. Not amgor con, but remember, were taking a
one-month period and two kids in their early twenties. That'swhat | found scary: so
young and so cold. My experience was you got plenty violent kids at any age, but it
usualy takes afew years to season afrosty con like that. It wasnt like they were

50 bright—neither of them went to college, both just bummed around on the beach.
Cliff was actudly kind of a cabbage-head. But they had that con edge.

They were lucky, too. One good |.D. and they mighta gone down—at least probation.”
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He laughed again. "L ucky bastards. The excuse they gave was the stupidest thing of

al: big misundergtanding, die old folk were too mentaly disturbed to know the
difference between redlity and fantasy, the land thing was never supposed to be

taken serioudy. It was dl part of some movie they were doing on con games. They
even showed us the outline of a script. One page of bullshit— scam games and hot
cars— something like The Sringmeets Cannonba IRun. They claimed they were gonna sl
it to Hollywood." He laughed again. "So they actualy got out there, huh?!

"Derrick madeit," said Milo. "Cliff died afew years after Daddy and Stepmom.

M otocross accident near Reno.”

"Oh boy," said Castro. "Interesting.”

"Very."

"Likel told you, cold. | dways saw Derrick astheideaguy. Cliff was aparty

dude. Better-looking than Derrick, nice tan, expert water-skiier, pussy hound. And,
yeah, motorcycles, too. He had a bunch of them. A collection. They both did. So
Derrick might very wdl know how to rig one.... | figured if anyone cracked, it'd be
Cliff, my plan wasto split them gpart, seeif | could play one againg the other.



But the lawyer wouldn't let me get close. I'll never forget the last time | talked

to them. I'm asking questions, faking being civil, and those two are looking at

their lawyer and he's telling me they don't have to answer and they're smirking.
Findly, | leave, and Derrick makes a point of walking me to the door. Big old
house, tons of furniture, and he and his brother are gonna get it dl. Then he
smilesa me, again. Like,'l know, you know, fuck you, Charlie’ The only contort |
got out of it wasthey didn't get asrich as they thought they would.”

"How much they get?' said Milo.

"Eighty grand each, mostly from the sde of the house. The place was heavily
mortgaged, and by the time they paid edtate taxes, commission, dl thet good Stuff,
there wasn't much left. They were figuring the old man was Stting on big-time cash,
but turns out held made some bad investments—I|and dedls, as amatter of fact—which
isfunny, don't you think? Leveraged up the Y.Y. Hed even cashed in hisinsurance
policies as collaterd for some loans. The only other assets were the furniture,

pair of three-year-old Caddies, golf clubsand agolf cart, and the sepmom'’s
jewdry, haf of which turned out to be costume and the rest new stuff, which
doesn't maintain its vaue once you take it out of the store. The other funny thing
was, the boat hadn 't been borrowed on. Apparently the old man loved it, kept up
with his dip fees and maintenance. Nice-looking thing, from the pictures. The old
man had stuffed fish dl over the house" He laughed louder. "Fifty grand worth of
boat, minimum, free and clear, and that they blew up. So tell me more about what
Derrick did out there."

Milo kept it Sketchy.

"Whoa," said Cadgtro. "Creepy murder, that'sawhole new levd.... Makes sense, |
guess. Keep getting away with it, you start thinking you're God."

"Thething that interets me," said Milo, "is from what we can tdll, Derrick isn't
living well. No car regigtrations, no addressin any swank neighborhood that we can
find, and he may have taken alow-paying job under an dias. So he must not have
invested thet eighty grand.”

"He wouldn't. HEd plow right through it, just like any other sociopath.”

"l cant find any Socia Security for him except when helived in Miami," said Milo.
"S0 no jobs under his own name. Any ideawhat he's been doing all these years?'
"Nah," said Cagtro. "He left town nine or ten months after the murder, they both
did, left no trail. The case was officialy open, but no one was realy working on

it. Inmy sparetime, | kept following the money, drove by some clubs they hung out
a. Then one day asource at County Records called me—I'd asked to be told when the
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edtate was settled. That'swhen | learned how little they were gonna get. The
address on the transfer was in Utah. Park City. | traced it. FOB. It was winter by
then. | figured the little fucks went skiing with the death money.”

"Scams, murder, movies,”" | said. "No known address. Need a closer fit?"

Milo shook hishead. | felt sparked by what wed just learned but he seemed
dejected.

"What isit?'

"Firgt Derrick offs his parents, then his brother, probably for Cliff's share of the



eighty grand. Thisis professond evil."

"What was left of Cliff'sshare” | said. "Like Castro said, they probably chewed
right through it. Maybe Derrick chewed faster.”

"Derrick the dominator... arrogant, just like you've been saying.”

"Good crimind sdf-esteem,” | said. "And why not? He does bad things and gets away
clean. And maybe he had practice with family eimination.”

"The Ardullos" he said. " Spurring Peske on—well, your guesses have been pretty
right on, havent they?'

"Aw shucks" | said. "Now dl we need to do isfind Derrick. Let me get back on the
line with the psychiatric board."

"Sure. I'll hit Pimm again. And Park City. Maybe Derrick tried aland scam there,
too."

"If you want, I'll give you some other possibilities.”

"What?'

"Agpen, Teluride, Vegas, Tahoe. Thisis aparty boy. He goes where the fun is”

The dgjected look returned. "Those kinds of record checks could take weeks," he
sad. "The guy'sright here, polluting my city, and | can't put afinger on him."

It took severa callsto learn that psychiatric tech licenses were granted for

periods ranging from thirteen to twenty-four months. Individua names could be
verified, but sending the entire list was unheard-of. Findly, | found a supervisor
willing to fax the roster. Another twenty minutes passed before paper began spooling
out of the sorry-looking machine across the room.

| read asit unraveled. Page after page of names, no Crim-mins, no Wark.

Ancther dias?

Griffith D. Wark. Scrambling afilm maestro. Manipulative, pretentious, arrogant.
And srangdy childlike— playing pretend games.

Seeing himsdf asamagor Hollywood player. The fact that hed never produced
anything was anasty bit of potential dissonance, but the same could be said of so
many coutured reptiles occupying tables at Spago.

Psychopaths could ded with dissonance.

Psychopaths had low levels of anxiety.

Besides, there were other types of productions.

Blood Walk.

Page 174

Kedlerman - Mongter v1

Bad eyesin abox.

Something else about human snakes: they lacked emotiona depth, faked humanity.
Craved repstition. Patterns.

So maybe Wark had co-opted other mgor directors. | was no film expert but severa
names came to mind: Alfred Hitchcock, Orson Welles, John Huston, John Ford, Frank
Capra.... | scanned the tech list. None of the above.

But Wark was D. W. Griffith's middle name. What was Hitchcock's?

| called the research library at the U, asked for the reference desk, and explained
what | needed. The librarian must have been puzzled, but odd requests are their
business and, God bless her, she didn't argue.

Five minutes later | had what | needed: Alfred Joseph Hitchcock. John no middle name



Huston. Frank NMN Capra. George Orson Welles. John NMN Ford; real name, Sean
Aloysius O'Feeney.

Thanking her, | turned back to the tech list. No Capras, four Fords, one Hitchcock,
no Hustons, no O'Feeneys ... no obviously cute manipulations of Hitchcock or Ford...
Then| saw it.

G. W. Orson.

Co-opting agenius.

Delusons were everywhere.

31.

"CITIZEN CREEP," SAID Milo, looking &t the circled name.

"G. W. Orson got licensed twenty-two months ago,” | said. "That's about all | could
get except for the address he put on his application form."

He studied the address dip. " South Shenandoah Street... around Eighteenth. West
L.A. territory ... only afew blocks from the shopping center where Claire was
dumped.”

"The center's far from Claire's house, so why would she shop there? Unless she went
with someonedse.”

"Crimmins? They had a rdaionship?'

"Why not?' | said. "Let's assume Orson—and Wark—are both Crimmins diases. We have
no employment records yet, but Crimminsis a psych tech, so it's not much of alegp
to assume he works at Starkwesather, or did in the past. Heran into Claire.

Something developed. Because they had two common interests: the movies and Ardis
Peake. When Claire told Crimmins she'd picked Peake as a project, he decided to find
out more. When Crimmins learned Claire was uncovering information potentialy
threatening to him, he decided to cast hex in Blood Walk."

"Kills her, films her, dumps her," he sad. "It holds together logically; now dl |

haveto dois proveit. | canvassed the shopping center, showed her picture to every
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clerk who'd been working the day she was killed. No one remembered seeing her, one
or with anyone ese. That doesn't mean much, it'sahuge place, and if | can get a
picture of Crimmins, I'll go back. But maybe we can get alook & himin person.”

He waved the address dip. "This helps big-time. Firgt let's seeif he registered
his'Vette"

Thecal to DMV left him shaking hishead. "No G. W. Orson cars anywherein the
sate”

"LivesinL. A., but nolegd car,” | sad. "That donetdlsushesdirty. Try

another scrambled director's name.”

"Later," he said, pocketing the address. "This is something redl. Let's go for it."

The block was quiet, intermittently treed, filled with plain-wrap, sngle-story

houses set on vest-pocket lots that ranged from compulsively tended to ragged. Birds
chirped, dogs barked. A man in an undershirt pushed alavn mower in do-mo. A
dark- skinned woman strolling a baby looked up as we passed. Apprehension, then
relief; the unmarked was anything but inconspicuous.

Y ears ago, the neighborhood had been ravaged by crime and white flight. Rising redl
estate prices had reversed some of that, and the result was a mixed-race didtrict



that resonated with tense, tentative pride.

The place G. W. Orson had called home twenty - two months ago was a pale green Spanish
bungalow with a nestly edged lawn and no other landscaping. A FOR LEASE sgn was
staked dead center in the grass. In the driveway was a late-modd Oldsmobile
Cutlass. Milo drove hdfway down the block and ran the plates. "TBL Properties,
address on Wilshire near LaBrea."

He U-turned, parked in front of the green house. A stunted old magnolia tree planted
in the parkway next door cast some shade upon the Olds. Nailed to the trunk was a
poster. Cloudy picture of a dog with some Rottweller init. Eager canine grin. "Have

Y ou Seen Buddy?' over a phone number and a typed message: Buddy had been missing for
aweek and needed daily thyrod medication. Finding him would bring a hundred-dollar
reward. For no reason | could think of, Buddy looked strangdly familiar. Everything
was sarting to remind me of something.

We waked to the front of the green house, stepping around alow, chipped stucco
wall that crested asmadl patio. The front door was glossy and sharp-amdling—fresh
varnish. White curtains blocked the front window. Shiny brass door knocker. Milo
lifted it and let it drop.

Footsteps. An Asian man opened the door. Sixties, angular, and tanned, he wore a
beige work shirt, deeves rolled to the elbows, matching cotton pants, white

sneskers. Creepily close to Starkwesather inmate duds. | felt my hands ball and

forced them to loosen.

"Yes?' Hishair was sparse and white, his eyes a pair of surgicd incisons. In one

hand was a crumpled gray rag.

Milo flashed the badge. "Were here about George Orson."”

"Him." Weary amile. "No surprise. Comeonin."

We followed him into a smdl, empty living room. Next door was a kitchen, dso
empty, except for asix-pack of paper towel rolls on the brown tile counter. A mop
and a broom were propped in a corner, looking like exhausted marathon dancers. The
house echoed of vacancy, but stale odors— cooked meat, must, tobacco— lingered,
baitling for domir nance with sogp, ammonia, varnish from the door.

Vacant, but more lived-in than Claire's place.
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The man held out his hand. "Len Itatani.”

"Y ou work for the owner, Sir?' said Milo.

Itatani smiled. "1 am the owner." He produced a couple of business cards.

TBL Properties, Inc. LEONARD J. ITATANI, PRES.

"Named it after my kids. Tom, Beverly, Linda. So what did Orson do?’
"Sounds like you had problemswith him, gr,” said Milo.

"Nothing but,” said Itatani. He glanced around the room. " Sorry theré's no place to

sit. Theré's some bottled water, if you're thirsty. Too hot to be cleaning up, but
summer's prime rental time and | want to get this place squared away.”

"No thanks," said Milo. "What did Orson do?"

Itatani pulled a square of tissue paper from his shirt pocket and dabbed a clear,

broad forehead. No moisture on the bronze skin that I'd noticed. "Orson was a bum.
Always late with his rent; then he stopped paying at al. Neighbor complained he was



sling drugs, but 1 don't know about that, there was nothing | could do. She said
al kinds of cars would show up a night, be here a short time, and leave. | told

her to cdl the police."

"Did she?'

"You'd have to ask her."

"Which neighbor?’

"Right next door." Itatani pointed south.

Milo's pad was out. " So you never talked to Orson about sdlling drugs?*

"l was going to, eventually," said Itatani. "What | did try to talk to him about was
the rent. Left messages under the door— he never gave me a phone liging, said he
hadn't bothered to get one. That shouldl've warned me." Another swipe at the dry
brow. "Didn't want to scare him off with any drug tak until he paid the rent he
owed me. Was this close to posting notice. But he moved out, middle of the night.
Solefurniture. | had hisfirg and last and damage deposit in cash, but he trashed
more than was covered by the deposit— cigarette burns on the nightstands, cracked
tiles in the bathroom, gouges in the wood floors, probably from dragging cameras
around.”

"Cameras?’

"Movie cameras—big, heavy duff. All sorts of stuff in boxes, too. | warned him
about the floors; he said held be careful." He grimaced. "Had to refinish a hundred
square feet of oak board, replace some of it totdly. | told him no filming in the
house, didn't want any funny business.”

"Like what?'

"You know," sad Itatani. "A guy like that, says he's making movies but he'sliving
here. My firgt thought was something X-rated. | didn't want that going on here, so |
made it clear: this was aresdence, not a budget studio. Orson said he had no
intention of working here, had some kind of arrangement with one of the studios, he
just needed to Store some equipment. | never redly beieved that—you get atudio
contract, you don' live here. | had abad feding aout him from the beginning—no
references, he said held been fredlancing for awhile, working on his own projects.
When | asked him what kind of projects, he just said short films, changed the
subject. But he showed me cash. It was the middle of the year, the place had been
vacant for along time, | figured a bird in the hand."
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"When did he gart renting, sir?'

"Eleven months ago,” said Itatani. "He stayed for sx months, stiffed me for the

last two."

"So it's been five months since he left,” said Milo. "Have you had other tenants
snce?’

"Sure" sad Itatani. "Firgt two students, then a hairdresser. Not much better, had
to evict them both.”

"Did Orson live done?!

"Far as| know. | saw him with a couple of women; whether or not he moved themiin, |
don't know. So what'd he do to get you down here?!

"A few things," said Milo. "What did the women look like?"!



"One was one of those rock-and-roll types—blond hair, al spiky, lots of makeup. She
was here when | showed up to ask about the overdue rent. Said she was afriend of
Orson's, he was out on location, sheld give him the message.”

"How old?'

"Twenties, thirties, hard to tell with al that makeup. She wasn't tough or
anything—kind of polite, actualy. Promised to tell Orson. Nothing happened for a
week, | stopped by again but no one was here. | |eft anote, another week passed,
Orson sent me a check. It bounced.”

"Remember what bank it was from?"

"Santa Monica Bank, Pico Boulevard,” said Itatani. "Closed account, hed only had it
for aweek. | came over athird time, looked through the window, saw he il had
his stuff here. | couldve posted right there, but al that does is cost money for

filing. Even if you winin Smal Claims, try collecting. So | left more messages.

Hed cal back, but dways late a night when he knew | wasn't in." He ticked his
ringers. " 'Sorry, been traveling.’ There must be a bank mixup.”'I'll get you a
cashier's check.' By the next month, 1'd had it, but he was gone."

"What about the second woman?' said Milo.

"Her | didn't meet, | just saw her with him. Getting into his ca—that's another
thing. His car. Yéelow Corvette. Hashy. That he had money for. Thetime| saw the
second woman was around the same time—five, Six months ago. 1'd come by to get the
rent, no one was home. | left anote, drove away, got hafway up the block, saw
Orson's car, turned around. Orson parked and got out. But then he must've seen me,
because he got back in and drove off. Fast, we passed each other. | waved but he
kept going. She was on the passenger Sde. Brunette. I'd aready met the blonde,
remember thinking He can 'tpay the rent but he can afford two girlfriends.”

"Y ou figured the brunette was his girlfriend.”

" She was with him, middle of the day. They were about to go into the house."
"What else can you tell me about her?'

"l didn't get much of alook &t her. Older than the blonde, | think. Nothing

unusud. When she passed me, she was looking out the window. Right at me. Not
smiling or anything. | remember thinking she looked confused—Ilike why was Orson
making a getaway, but... | redly can't say much about her. Brunette, that's about

it

"How about a decription of Orson?"
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"Tdl, skinny. Every time | saw him he wore nothing but black. He had these black
boots with big hedls that made him even tdler. And that shaved heed—redl
Hollywood."

"Shaved head," said Milo.

"Clean asacuebal,” sad Itatani.

"How old?'

"Thirties, maybe forty."

"Eyecolor?"

"Thet | couldn't tell you. He dways reminded me of a vulture. Big nose, little
eyes—I| think they were brown, but | wouldn't sweer to it."



"How old was the brunette in the car?'

Itatani shrugged. "Like | said, we passed for two seconds.”

"But probably older than the blonde," said Milo.

"l guess.

Milo produced Claire's County Hospitdl staffphoto.

Itatani studied the picture, returned it, shaking his head. "No reason it couldn 't

be her, but that's as much as | can say. Who is she?'

"Possibly an associate of Orson. So you saw the brunette with Orson five, Sx months
ago."

"Let methink.... I'd say closer to five. Not long before he moved out.” Itatani
dabbed his face again. "All these questions, he must've done something redly bad.”
"Why's that, Sr?'

"For you to be spending al thistime. | get burglaries a& some of my other
properties, robberies, it'sdl | can do to get the police to come out and write a
report. | knew that guy was wrong.”

Milo pressed Itatani for more details without success; then we waked through the
house. Two bedrooms, one bath, everything redolent of soap. Fresh paint; new
carpeting in the halway. The replaced floorboards were in the smdler bedroom. Milo
rubbed his face. Any physica evidence of Wark's presence had long vanished.

He said, "Did Orson keep any tools here—power tools?' "In the garage,” said Itatani.
"He set up awhole shop. He kept more movie stuff in there, too. Lights, cables, dl
kinds of things"

"What kind of tools did he have in the shop?' "The usud," said Itatani. " Power

drill, hand tools, power saws. He said he sometimes built his own sets.”

The garage was flat-roofed and double-width, taking up athird of the tiny backyard.
Outsized for the house. | remarked on that.

Itatani unlocked the diding metal door and shoved it up. "'l enlarged it years ago,
figured it would make the place eader to rent.”

Inside were walls paneled in cheap fake oak, a cement floor, an openbeam ceiling
with a fluorescent fixture dangling from aheader. The smdl of disnfectant burned
my nose.
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"You've cleaned this, too," said Milo.

"Firg thing | cleaned,” said Itatani. "The hairdresser brought catsin. Againg the
rules— he had a no-petslease. Litter boxes and those scratch things dl over the
place. Took daysto air out the ink." He sniffed. "Findly."

Milo paced the garage, examined the wals, then the floor. He stopped at the rear
left-hand corner, beckoned me over. Itatani came, too.

Faint mocha- colored splotch, amoebic, eight or nine inches square.

Milo kndlt and put his face close to the wall, pointed. Specks of the same hue
dotted the paneling. Brown on brown, barely visible.

Itatani said, "Cat pee. | was able to scrub some of it off."

"What did it look like before you cleaned it?"

"A little darker."

Milo got up and waked aong the back wal very dowly. Stopped afew feet down,



wrote in his pad. Another splotch, smaller.

"What?' sad Itatani.

Milo didn't answer.

"What?" Itatani repeated. "Oh—you don't— Oh, no ..." For thefirgt time, he was
swedting.

Milo cell-phoned the crime-scene team, gpologized to Itatani for the impending
disruption, and asked him to stay clear of the garage. Then he got some yellow tape
from the unmarked and stretched it across the driveway.

Itatani said, "Still looks like cat dirt to me," and went to St in his Oldsmohile.

Milo and | walked over to the south-side neighbor. Another Spanish house, bright
white. The mat in front of the door said

GO AWAY. Very loud classca music pounded through the walls. No response to the
doorbell. Severa hard knocks finally opened the door two inches, revealing one
bright blue eye, adice of white skin, asmudge of red mouth.

"What?" a cracked voice screeched.

Milo shouted back, "Police, maam!"

"Show me somel.D."

Milo held out the badge. The blue eye moved closer, pupil contracting asiit
confronted daylight.

"Closer," the voice demanded.

Milo put the badge right up against the crack. The blue eye blinked. Several seconds
passed. The door opened.

The woman was short, skinny, at least eighty, with hair dyed crow-feather black and
curled in Marie Antoinette ringlets that reminded me of blood sausages. A face
powdered chalky added to the aging-courtesan look. She wore a black silk dressing
gown spattered with gold stars, three strings of heavy amber beads around her neck,
giant pearl drop earrings. The music in the background was assertive and
heavy—Wagner or Bruckner or someone else a goose- stepper would've enjoyed. Cymbds
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crashed. The woman glared. Behind her was a huge white grand piano piled high with
books.

"What do you want?" she screamed over a crescendo. Her voice was as pleasing as grit
on glass.

"George Orson,” said Milo. "Isit possible to turn the music down?"

Cursing under her bregth, the woman dammed the door, opened it aminute later. The
music was severd notches lower, but till loud.

"Orson,” she said. "'Scumbag. What'd he do, kill someone?' Glancing to the |ft.
Itatani had come out of his car and was standing on the lawn of the green house.
"Goddamn absentee landlords. Don't care who they rent to. So what'd that scumbag
do?'

"That's what were trying to find out, maam."

"That's aload of double-talk crap. What'd he doT' She dapped her hands againgt her
hips. Silk whistled and the dressing gown parted a her neckline, revealing powdered
wattle, afew inches of scrawny white chest, shiny sternd knobs protruding like

ivory handles. Her lipgtick was the color of arterid blood. "Y ou want info from me,



don't hand me any crap.”

"Mr. Orson's sugpected in some drug thefts, Mrs—"

"Ms," shesad. "Sindar. Ms. Marie Snclar. Drugs. Big boo-hoo surprise. It's
about time you guys caught on. The whole time that lowlife was here thered be cars
in and out, in and out, dl hours of the night.”

"Did you ever cdl the police?"

Marie Sinclair looked reedy to hit him. "Jesus Almighty— only Sx times. Y our
so-cdlled officers said they'd drive by. If they did, lot of good it accomplished.”

Milo wrote. "What ese did Orson do to disturb you, Ms. Sinclair?"

"Carsin and out, in and out wasn't enough. I'm trying to practice, and the

headlights keep shining through the drapes. Right there." She pointed to her front
window, covered with |ace.

"Practice what, maam?' said Milo.

"Piano. | teach, give recitas" She flexed ten spidery white fingers. The nails

were amatching red, but clipped short.

"] used to do radio work," she said. "Live radio—the old RKO studios. | knew Oscar
Levant, what alunatic— another dope fiend, but agenius. | was the first girl

pianist for the Co-coanut Grove, played the Mocambo, did a party at Ira Gershwin's
up on Roxbury Drive. Tak about stage fright— George and Ira listening. There were
giants back then; now it's only menta midgets and—"

"Orson told Mr. Itatani he was a film director.”

"Mr. ltawhosis— she sneered—"doesn't give a damn who he rents to. After the scumbag
moved out, | got stuck with two doppy kids—red pigs—then afag cosmetologist. Back
when | bought this house—"

"When Orson lived here, did you ever see any filming next door?' said Milo.

"Y eah, he was Cecil B. DeMille—no, never. Just cars, in and out. I'm trying to
practice and the damn headlights are glaring through like some kind of—"
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"You practice a night, maam?"'

"Sowha?' said Marie Sinclair. "That's againgt the lav?"

"No, maam, | was just—"

"Look," she said. He hands separated from her hips, clamped down again. "I'm a
night person, asif it's any of your business. Just woke up, if it'sany of your

business. Comes from al those years of clubbing." She stepped onto the porch,
advanced on Milo. "Nighttime's when it comes alive. Morning's for suckers. Morning
people should be lined up and shot.”

" S0 your basic complaint against Orson was dl the traffic."

"Dope traffic. Those kinds of lowlifes, what was to stop someone from pulling out a
gun? None of those idiots can shoot straight, you hear about all those colored and
Mexican kids getting shot in drive- bys by accident. | could've been sitting in there
playing Chopin, andpow!"

She squeezed her eyes shut, punched her forehead, jerked her head back. Black
ringlets danced. When her eyes opened, they were hotter, brighter.

Milo said, "Did you ever get agood look at any of Orson's visitors?”

"Vidtors. Hah. No, | didn't look. Didn't want to see, didn't want to know. The



headlights were bad enough. Y ou guys never did a damn thing about them. And dont
tell me to turn the piano around, because it's a seven-foot-long Steinway and it

wont fit in the room any other way."

"How many cars would there be on an average night, Ms. Sinclair?"

"Five, 9X, ten, who knows, | never counted. At least he was gone alot.”

"How often, maam?'

"A lot. Haf the time. Maybe more. Thank God for smdl blessings.”

"Did you ever tak to him directly about the headlights?"

"What?' she screeched. "And have him pull out agun?

We're talking scumbag. That's your job. | called you. Lot of good it did."

"Mr. Itatani said Orson had a machine shop out in the garage. Did you ever hear
sawing or drilling?'

"No," she said. "Why? Y ou think he was manufacturing the dope back there? Or cutting
it, whatever it is they do to that crap?’

"Anything's possible, maam.”

"No, it'snot," she snapped. "Very few things are possible. Oscar Levant will not

rise from the dead. That cancer in George Gershwin's genius brain will not— Never
mind, why am | wasting my time. No, | never heard drilling or sawing. | never heard
adamn thing, because during the day, when | deep, | keep the music on—got one of
those programmable CD players, six discs that keep repesting. It's the only way |

can go to deep, block out the damn birds, cars, dl that daytime crap. It was when

| was up that he bothered me. The lights. Trying to get through my scales and the
damn heedlights are shining right on the keyboard.”

Milo nodded. "I understand, maam.”

"Sureyou do," shesad. "Too late, too little"”
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"Anything dse you can tdll us?'

"That'sit. Didn't know | was going to be tested.”

Milo showed her Claire's picture. "Ever see her with Orson?”

"Nope," she said. "She looks like a schoolteacher. Is she the one he killed?!
Thecrime-scene crew arrived ten minutes later. Itatani sat in his Oldsmobile,

looking miserable. Marie Sinclair had gone back insde her house, but afew other
neighbors had emerged. Milo asked them questions. | followed as he walked up and
down the block, knocking on doors. No new revelations. If George Orson had been
running a dope house, Marie Sinclair had been the only one to notice.

A pleasant old woman named Mrs. Leiber turned out to be the owner of Buddy, the
missing dog. She seemed addled, disgppointed that we weren't here to investigate the
theft.-

Convinced Buddy had been dognapped, though an open gate at the side of her house
indicated other possibilities.

Milo told her hed keep his eyes open.

"He's such asweetie," Mrs. Leiber said. "Got the courage but not any meanness.”
We returned to the green house. The crimindists were till unpacking their gear.

Milo showed the stains in the garage to the head tech, a black man named
Merriwegather, who got down and put hisnosetoit.



"Could be," hesaid."If itis, it's pretty degraded. Well scrape. If it isblood,

should be able to get abasic HLA typing, but DNA's awhole other thing."

"Jug tell meif it's blood."

"| can try that now."

We watched him work, wielding solvents and reagents, swabs and test tubes.

The answer came within minutes:

"O-pogtive.”

"Richard Dadastype," sad Milo.

"Forty-three percent of the population,” said Merriwegther. "L et me scrape around
here and insgde the housg, it'll take us the best part of the day, but maybe we can

find you something interesting.”

Back in the unmarked, Milo phoned DMV again, cross-referencing vehicle regigrations
with the Shenandoah address. No match.

Gunning the engine, he pulled away from the curb, tires squeding. Less urgency than
frudration. By the time we were back on Pico, he'd dowed down.

At Doheny, we stopped for ared light and he said, "Richard's blood type. Orson's
cutting out on the rent could explain why Richard was cut in haf and Claire wasn't.

By thetime he did her, heéd logt his machine shop, didn't have the time—or the
place—to set up.... All that stolen movie junk. He has to keep it somewhere. Timeto
check out storage outfits. ... Be niceif Itatani could've LD.'d Claire as the woman
inthecar.”

"If shewas, Itatani saw her shortly before she was murdered. Maybe she and Orson
did go shopping &t the center, and that's why he dumped her there. What stores are
there?' "Montgomery Ward, Toys 'R’ Us, food joints, the Stereos Gaore she was found
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behind." "Stereos Gdore" | sad. "Might they sdl cameras?' Helooked in his
rearview mirror, hung anillegd U-turn.

The front lot was jammed and we had to park on the far end, near La Cienega. Stereos
Gdore was two vast stories of gray rubber flooring and maroon plastic partitions.
Scores of TV's projected soundlessy; blinking, throbbing entertainment centers
spewed conflicting backbests, salespeople in emerald-green vests pointed out the
latest feature to stunned-looking customers. The camera section was a the rear of

the second floor.

The manager was a smdl, dark- skinned, harried-looking man named Albert Mustafa with
aprecise black mustache and eyeglasses so thick his mild brown irises seemed miles
away. He shepherded us into a reatively quiet corner, behind tal displays of film

in colorful boxes. The cacophony from below filtered through the rubber tiles. Marie
Sinclar would have felt & home.

Claire Argent's picture evoked a blank stare. Milo asked him about substantial video
purchases.

"Sx months ago?' he sad.

"Five or sx months ago,” said Milo. "The name could be Wark or Crimmins or Orson.
We're looking for a substantia purchase of video equipment or cameras.”

"How much is subgtantid ?' said Mudtafa

"What's your typicd sde?'



"Nothing's typical. Still cameras range from fifty dollars to nearly athousand. We

can get you set up with basic video for under three hundred, but you can go
high-tech and then you're talking serious money."

"Every sdeisin the computer, right?"

" Supposed to be."

"Doyou categorize your customers based upon how much they spend?”

"No, sr."

"Okay," said Milo. "How about checking video purchases over one thousand dollars,
four to Sx months ago. Start with this date.” He recited the day of Claire's

murder.

Mustafa said, "I'm not sure thisislegd, gr. I'd have to check with the home

office

"Where'sthat?"

"Minnegpolis.”

"And they're closed by now," said Milo.

"I'm afraid so, ar.”

"How about just spooling back to that one day, Mr. Mustafa, see what comes up.”
"I'd redly rather not.”

Milo gared a him.

"l don't want to lose my job," said Mugtafa. "But the police help us... Just that

day."
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Eight credit-card purchases of video equipment that day, two of them over athousand
dollars. No Crimmins, Wark, or Orson, or Argent. Nothing that brought to mind a
scrambled director's name. Milo copied down the names and the credit card numbers as
Mustafa looked on nervoudly.

"What about cash sdes? Would you have records of those?"

"If the customer purchased me extended warranty. If he gave us his address so we
could put him on the mailing lis."

Milo tapped the computer. "How about scrolling back afew days."

Mugafasad, "Thisisn't good,” but he complied.

Nothing for the entire week.

Mustafa pushed a button and the screen went blank. By the time Milo thanked him,
he/d walked away.

32.

A FEW MORE detectives had returned to the Robbery-Homicide room. | pulled achair up
next to Mile's desk and listened as he cdlled Socia Security and the Franchise Tax
Board. Two hits: tax refunds had been sent to George Orson. Place of employment:
Starkweather State Hospital.

"The checks were sent to an address on Pico—ten thousand five hundred. Commercia
zone, ten to oneamail drop. Also, close to Richard's dump site ... Okay, okay,
something's happening here. | need to get more specific, find out if he till works

at Starkwesather."

"What about Lindeen the receptionist?’ | said. "She likes you. Must be that
measculine cop musk."



He grimaced. "Y eah, I'm amusk ox.... Okay, why not?' He jabbed the phone. "Hello,
Lindeen? Hi, it's Milo Sturgis. Right... Oh, muddling aong, how 'bout you.... Well,
that's terrific, yeah I've heard about those, sounds like fun, at least you get to

solve something.... Uh, wel, I'm not sure | have anything to ... Think so? Well,

okay, if | can get some freetime—after | clear Dr. Argent's case.... No, wish |

could say | was.... Speaking of which, does a psych tech named George Orson il
work there?' He spelled the surname. "Nothing mgor, but | heard he might've been a
friend of Dr. Argent's.... | know she didn't, but his name came up from another

party, they said he worked at Starkweather and knew her.... No?' He frowned. "Could
you? That'd be great.”

He lowered the mouthpiece. "The name's a little familiar, but she can't connect it
toaface."

"Hundred employees,” | said. "What's the barter?" ,

He started to answer, moved the phone back under his mouth." Y up, dtill here.... Did
he? When was that? Any forwarding address?' His pen was poised, but he didn't write.
"S0 how long was he actudly on saff?" Scribble. "Any ideawhy heleft? No, |
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wouldn't cal him that, just checking every lead.... What's that? That soon? | wish

| could say yes, but unless the case clears, I'm pretty— Pardon? Y eah, okay, |
promise.... Yeah, it should be fun. Me, too. Thanks, Lin-deen. And listen, you don't
need to bother Mr. Swig about this. I've got everything | need. Thanks again.”

He hung up. "The barter is | come give atak to some murder-mysery club she
belongs to. They stage phony crimes, give out prizes for solving them, eat nachos.

She wanted me next month but | deferred to their big bash at Christmas.”

"Playing Santa?"

"Ho ho fucking ho."

"l tdl you it'sthe musk."

"Yeeh, next time I'll shower fird.... The ded on Orson is, he joined Starkwegther
fifteen months ago, |eft after ten months of full-time employment.”

"Five months ago,” | said. "A month after Claire got there. So they had plenty of

time to get acquainted.”

"The brunette in the car,” he said. "Itatani's three second observation isn't much,

but with this ... maybe. Orson's file says he worked primarily on the fifth floor,

with the crimind fakers—how's mat for amatch made in hell? But he did do some
overtime down on the regular wards, so that gives him access to Peake. No
infractions, no problems, he quit voluntarily. His photo's missing from me file, but
Lindeen thinks she might remember him—maybe he had light brown hair. Probably being
overly helpful. Or the guy's got awig collection.”

"Little dip into the costume box," | said. "He produces, directs, and acts. Five

months ago is dso shortly after Richard Dada's murder. Right when Orson closed up
shop at Shenantdoah, packed up the machine shop. He keeps himsdlf a noving target.
Saves money on rent and gets off on the thrill of the con.”

"His relationship with Claire. Y ou think it could've gone beyond an interest in

Peake?'

"Who knows? Castro said he wasn't very smooth in Miami, but he's had time to polish



his act. For dl her love of privacy, Claire might've been londy and vulnerable,

And we know she could be sexudly aggressve. Maybe her interest in pathology went
beyond the workday. Or Orson promised to put her in pictures.”

He knuckled his eyes, let out air very dowly. "Okay, let's check out that Pico
address."

Aswe left the building, | said, "One thing in our favor, he may trip himsdf up.
Because therés rigidity and childishness to his technique. The way he scripted his
Miami con. I'll bet he's done the same here. The way he stays in comfort zones,
dumping Claire near one of his addresses, Richard near another. He seeshimsdlf as
some cregtive wizard, but he dways returns to the familiar.”

"Sounds about right,” he said, "for ashowbiz guy.”

Mailbox Heaven. Northeast corner of a scruffy strip mal just west of Barrington, a
suffy closet lined with brass boxes and smelling of wet paper. A young woman came
out from the back room, redheaded, bright-eyed, brightening as Milo showed her his
badge. Opining that police work was "coal.”

George Orson's box had been rented to someone else for over ayear and she had no
records of the origind transaction.

"No way," she said. "We don't keep stuff. People come and go. That's who uses us.”
We got back in the unmarked. On the way to the Station, we passed the spot where
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Richard Dada's VW had been abandoned. Smal factories, auto mechanics, spare-parts
yards. Just another industria park—a cleaner, more compact version of the desolate
stretch presaging Starkwesther.

Comfort zones...

We sat, parked a the curb, not talking, watching men with rolled-up deeves hauling
and driving, loafing and smoking.

No gates around the enclosure. Easy entry after hours. Empty, dark acres: the
perfect dump ste. A flatbed full of duminum pipe rumbled past. A catering truck
with rust- specked white sides sounded a clarion and men marched forward for
bur-ritos of dubious composition.

The noise had never abated, but now | heard it for the first time. Compressors
snapping and popping, metd clanging againgt cement, whining triumph as saw blades
devoured wood...

| accompanied Milo as he visited shop after shop, asking questions, encountering
boredom, confusion, distrust, occasiona overt hodtility.

Asking about atdl, thin, bald man with a bird face who did woodwork. Maybe awig,
black or brown, curly or straight. A yellow Corvette or an old VW. Two hours, and
al the effort bought were lungfuls of chemicd air.

Milo drove me back to the station and | headed home, thinking, suddenly and
inexplicably, of amissing dog with anice amile.

Nighttime can be so many things.

Shortly after eight P.M., Robin and | were eating pizza on the deck, tented by a
sarless purple sky. Just enough dry heat had lingered to be soothing. The quiet was
meraful.

Robin had driven up an hour before. Fedling guilty about returning to Starkwesther



without informing her, I'd filled her in.

"No need for confesson. Y ou're here in one piece.”

Sheld looked tired, soaked in the tub while | drove into Westwood to get the pizza.

| took the truck, playing Joe Satri-ani very loud. Not minding the traffic, not
minding much of anything at al. A couple of beerswhen | got back didn't raise my
anxiety. The bath had refreshed Robin, and staring at her across the table as she
worked on a second dice seemed a great way to passthe time.

I'd dlowed mysdlf to fed pretty good by the time the unmarked zoomed up in front
of the house.

The headlights made my head hurt. Tonight, Marie Sindlair and | were kindred
Sirits

The car stopped. Spike barked. Robin waved. | didn't budge.

Milo stuck his head out the passenger's window. "Oh. Sorry. Nothing

earth- shattering. Call me tomorrow, Alex."

Spike had cranked up the volume, and now he was baying like an insulted hound. Robin
got up and leaned over the railing. "Don't be slly. Come up and eat something.”
"Nah," he said. "Y ou lovebirds deserve some qudity time."

"Up, young man. Now."

Spike hurled himsdlf down the stairs, sped to the car, sationed himsdf a Milo's
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door and began jumping up and down.

"How do | interpret this?' said Milo. "Friend or foe?"

"Friend," | said.

"You're sure?!

"Psychologists are never sure,” | said. "We just make probability judgments.”
"Meaning?'

"If he pees on your shoes, | was wrong."

He claimed to have grabbed a sandwich, but one and a hdf beerslater, he sarted to
observe the pizzawith interest. | did it over to him. He got down four dices,

sad, "Maybe it's good for me—the spice, cleanses the body."

"Sure," | said. "It's hedlth food. Detoxify yoursdf.”

He got to work on afifth dice, Spike curled at hisfeet, Iapping the scraps that

fdl from his dangling left hand, Milo maintaining a poker face, thinking Robin and

| weren't noticing the covert donations.

Robin said, "Dessart?’

"Don't put yoursdf out—"

She patted his head and went into the house.

| said, "So what's not earth- shattering?'

"Found four more George Orson bank accounts. Glendae, Sylmar, Northridge, downtown.
All the same pattern: he plants cash for aweek, withdraws right after writing
checks."

"Checks for what?'

"Haven't been able to look a them yet. After a certain amount of time—no one seems
to know how long—bad paper's destroyed and the data's sent to some computer in the
home office"



"In Minnesota,” | said.

"No doubt. These guys are addicted to paperwork, don't seem to wanna help
themsalves"

"Glendade, Sylmar, Northridge, downtown,” | said. "Orson's spreading himsdf al
over the city. It might dso mean he's arestless driver. Consstent with a

fun-killer. Anyone remember him?!

"Not aone. The crimes were duly documented, police reports were filed, but no one
bothered to check for smilars, no one spent much energy following up. Next item:
the lab has complete HLA typing from the stainsin the garage. | sent over samples
of Richard's blood for comparison. Nothing showed up in the rest of the house. Too
many cleanings by Mr. Itatan—where are negligent dumlords when you need them?”
Spike emitted a pulsating, froglike croak. Milo's left hand did across the table.
Surp, munch.

"Findly: the lovely and outgoing Ms. Sindair did indeed report the nighttime

treffic at the house. A dozen complaints, cruisers were sent out seven times, but

al the blues saw were some cars in the driveway, no dope transactions. | spoke to
one of the sergeants. He considers Sinclair a crank. | have cleaned up his language.
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Apparently, bitching's her main hobby. Onetime she cdled in a two A.M. about a
mockingbird in atree she clamed was Snging off-key intentionaly— some bird plot
to throw off her piano playing. In the warrant application | thought it best not to
describe her psychologica status in too much detail, caled her a'neighborhood
observer.' But what awhack job; you guyswill never be out of work.”

"Too bad Mrs. Leiber didn't notice anything,” | said.

"Who's Mrs. Leiber?"

"The lady with thelost dog.”

"Oh, her. All she cared about was the dog."

"1 keep thinking about the dog."

"What do you mean?"'

"Hisface stayswith me. Don't know why. It's asif I've seen him before.”

"In apat life?'

| laughed because it was the right thing to do. Milo dipped Spike along strip of
mozzarella

Robin came out with iced coffee and chocolate ice cream. Milo finished the pizza and
joined us sipping and spooning. Soon, held did down in his chair, nearly supine,
eyes closed, head hanging over the back of the chair.

"Ah," he said, "the good life."

Then his begper went off.

33.

"Swio," HE SAID, returning from the kitchen.

"Someone told him about Peske's Jesus pose,” | said, "and he's going to make your
lifealiving hdl if you don't Say away."

"On the contrary. He offered a personal invitation to come over. Now."

IlWhy?l

"Hewouldn't say, just 'Now." Not an order, though. A polite reques. He actualy



said please.”

| looked at Robin. "Have fun.”

She said, "Oh, please. Y oull be pacing the house, end up having one of your
deeplessnights” To Milo: "Take care of him, or no more beer."

He crossed his heart. | kissed her and we hurried down to the car.

As he sped down to the Glen and headed south, | said, "Were you shielding Robin, or
did heredly not say?'
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"Thelatter. Onething | didn 't say in front of her. He sounded scared.”

Ten P.M. The night was kind to the industrid wasteland. A hospita security guard
was waiting on the road just outside the turnoff, idly aming aflashlight beam a

the ground. Aswe drove up, he illuminated the unmarked's license plate and waved us
forward hurriedly.

"Straight through,” he told Milo. "They're waiting for you."

"Who's they?"

"Everyone.

The guard in the booth flipped the barrier arm as we approached. We drove through
without being questioned.

"No surrendering the gun?' | said. "When do they unfurl the red rug?’

"Too easy," sad Milo. "I hate it when things go too easy.”

At the parking lot, ablack tech with salt-and-pepper hair pointed out the closest
parking space. Milo muttered, "Now | haveto tip him."

When we got out of the car, thetech said, "Hd Cleveland. I'll take you to Mr.
Swig."

Hurrying toward the inner fence without waiting. Running ahead the way Dallard had
done, he kept checking to see if we were with him.

"What's the story?' Milo asked him.

Cleveland shook his heed. "I'll leave that to Mr. Swig."

At night, the yard was empty. And different, the dirt frosty and blue-gray under
high-voltage lights, scooped in places like ice cream. Cleveland half-jogged. It was
nice being able to cross without fear of some psychotic jJumping me. Still, 1 found
mysdlf checking my back.

We reached the far gate and Cleveland unlocked it with aquick twist. The main
building didn't look much different— gill ashen and ugly, the clouded plastic
windows gaping like an endless series of beseeching mouths. Another guard blocked
the door. Armed with baton and gun. First time I'd seen a uniform—or wegpons—insde
the grounds. He stepped aside for us, and Cleveland hurried us past Lindeen's
cleared desk, past the brassy flash of bowling trophies, through the silent hallway.
Past Swig's office, dl the other adminigtrative doors, Sraight to the elevator. A

quick, uninter-ruped ride up to C Ward. Cleveland wedged himsdlf in a corner, played
with hiskeys.

When the elevator door opened, another tech, big and thick and bearded, was
positioned right in front of us. He stepped back to let us exit. Cleveland stayed in

the lift and rode it back down.

The bearded tech took us through the double doors.



William Swig stood midway up the corridor. In front of Peake's room. Peake's door
was closed. Arother pair of uniformed guards was positioned afew feet avay. The
bearded man left us to join two other techs, their backs againgt the facing wall.

No men in khaki. But for the hum of the air conditioner, the ward was Slent.

Swig saw us and shook his head very hard, as if denying a harsh redity. He had on a
navy polo shirt, jeans, running shoes. The filmy strands atop his head puffed at odd
angles. Overhead fluorescents heightened the contrast between hisfacia molesand
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the palid skin that hosted them. Dark dots, like braille, punctuating the message

on hisface.

Nothing ambiguous about the communication: pure fear.

He opened Peake's door, winced, gave aringmaster's flourish.

Not that much blood.

A sngle scarlet python.

Winding its way toward us from the far right-hand corner of the cell. About three
feet from the spot where Peake had played Jesus.

Otherwise the room looked the same. Messy bed. Wall restraints bolted in place. That
same burning smdl mixed with something coppery-sweet.

No sign of Pesgke.

The blood trail stopped hafway across the floor, its point of origin below the

bodly.

Stocky body, lying facedown. Plaid shirt, blue jeans, sneakers. A head full of

coarse gray hair. Arms outstretched, amost relaxed-looking. Thick forearms. The
skin had dready gone grayishgreen.

"Dollard," said Milo. "When?"

"We don't know," said Swig. "Someone discovered him two hours ago.”

"And you caled me forty-five minutes ago?'

"We had to conduct our own search firgt," said Swig. He picked at a mole, brought a
rosy flush to its borders.

"And?'

Swig looked away. "We haven't found him."

Milo was glent.

"Look," said Swig, "we had to do our own search firgt. I'm not even sure | should've
cdled you. It's sheriff's jurisdiction—actudly, it's our jurisdiction.”

"So you did me afavor,” said Milo.

"You had an interest in Pegke. I'm frying to cooperate.”

Milo stepped closer to the body, kneeled, looked under Dollard's chin.

"Looks like one transverse cut,” he said. "Has anyone moved him?"

"No," said Swig. "Nothing's been touched.”

"Who found him?"

Swig pointed to one of the three techs. "Bart did." The man stepped forward. Y oung,
Chinese, delicatdly built, but with the oversized arms of a bodybuilder. His badge
photo was that of astunned child. B. L. Quan, Tech I.

"Tel me about it,”" Milo told him.

"We werein lockdown," said Quan. "Not because of any problems; we do it during



dtaff meetings”

Page 191

Kelerman - Mongter v1

"How frequent are staff meetings?'

"Twice aweek for each shift."

"What days?'

"It depends on the shift," said Quan. "Tonight was for the €leventto- seven.
Sx-thirty. Friday night, the weekly summary. The patients go in lockdown and the
saff goesin there." He pointed to the TV room.

"No geff on the ward?' said Milo.

"One tech gays outsde. We rotate. There's never been any problem, the patients are
al locked up tight."

Milo looked at the body.

Quan shrugged.

"And Dallard was scheduled to be the outsde guy tonight.”

Quan nodded.

"But your beeper never went off."

"Right."

"So what made you look for him?' said Milo.

"The meeting was over, | was doing adouble, and Frank was supposed to talk to me
about some patients. Give me the transfer data—meds, things to watch out for, that
kind of thing. He didn't show up, | thought he forgot.”

"Was thet typicd?' said Milo. "Frank forgetting?"

Quan looked uncomfortable. He glanced a Swig.

"Don't worry," said Milo. "Y ou can't embarrass him anymore.”

Quan sad, "Sometimes."

" Sometimes what?'

Quan shifted hisfeet. Milo turned to Swig.

"Tel him anything you know," said Swig. His voice had turned hoarse. Herolled his
fingers, rubbed ancther mole.

"Sometimes Frank forgot things," said Quan. "That'swhy | didn't make any big dedl
out of it. But then, when | went to get the charts | couldn't find one of
them—Peake's. So | checked out Peake's room.”

"You ever find the chart?'

"No."

"What es2?' said Milo.

"That'sit. | saw Frank, Peake was gone, | locked the door, put out a Code Three
dert. Easy, we were dready in lock-down. Mr. Swig came in, we brought outside
guards onto the wards, and a bunch of us searched everywhere. He's got to be
somewhere, it makes no sense”
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"Whet doesnt?' sad Milo.

"Peake disappearing like that. Y ou don't just disappear at Starkwesather.”

Milo asked for akey to Peake's room, got Swig's, closed the door and locked it,
then moved out of earshot and used his cell phoneto call the sheriff. He talked for



along time. None of the guards or techs budged.

The slence seemed to amplify. Then it began to fate— with sporadic knocks from
behind some of the brown doors, muffled scuffs, faint as mouse steps. Cries, moans,
escalating gradudly but steadily into ragged shards of noise that could only be
human voicesin distress.

A chorus of cries. The guards and techs eyed one another. Swig seemed oblivious.
"Shit," said the bearded tech. " Shut the hell up.”

Swig moved farther up the hal. No one attempted to stop the noise.

Louder and louder, frantic pounding from within the cells.

Theinmates knew. Somehow, they knew.

Milo pocketed the phone and returned. " Sheriff's crime-scene team should be here
shortly. Squad cars will be searching afive-mile radius outsde the hospita
grounds. Tell your men in front not to hold anyone up at the gate.”

Swig said, "We need to keep this under wraps until— What | meanis, let's find out
exactly what happened before we jump to—"

"What do you think happened, Mr. Swig?'

"Peake surprised Frank and cut histhroat. Frank's astrong man. So it had to be a
sneak attack."

"What did Peske use to cut him?"

No answer.

"No guesses?' said Milo. "What about Dollard's own knife?'

"None of thetechs are armed,” said Swig.

"Theoreticdly."

"Theoreticaly and factudly, Detective. For obvious reasons we have strict—"
Milo cut him off: "You have rules, an ironclad system. So tell me, are techs and
doctors required to check in weapons at the guardhouse the way we were?

Swig didn't answer.

IIS' r?l

"That would be cumbersome. The sheer number of..."

Milo looked over at the three techs. No telltale evasive gestures. The big bearded
man stared back defiantly.

"So everyone but staff isrequired to surrender wespons?”

"Staff knows not to bring wegpons," said Swig.

Milo reached into hisjacket, pulled out his service revolver, dangled it from his
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index finger. "Dr. Dlaware?'

| produced my Swiss Army knife. Both guards tensed.

"No one checked us tonight. | guess the system breaks down from time to time,” said
Milo.

"Look," said Swig, raising hisvoice. He exhded. "Tonight is different. | told them
to facilitate your entry. | hed full knowledge—"

"So you're willing to bet Dollard wasn't carrying the blade that killed him?

"Frank was very trusworthy."

"Even though he tended to forget things?'

"I've never heard that," said Swig.



"Youjus did," said Milo. "Let metel you about Frank. Hemet P.D. fired him for
mafeasance. Ignoring calls, fase overtime—"

"l had absolutely no knowledge of—"

"So maybe there are other things you have no knowledge of "

"Look," Swig repested. But he added nothing, just shook his head and tried to smooth
down his filmy hair. His Adam's gpple rose and fell. He said, "Why bother? Y ou've
dready got your mind made up.”

Milo turned to the techs. "If | frisk any of you guys, am | going to turn up
something?'

Silence.

He waked across the hdl. Bart Quan's feet spread, asif ready for combat, and the
other two men folded their arms across their chests—the same resistant stance
Dollard had adopted yesterday.

"Tel them to cooperate,”" said Milo.

"Dowhat he says," said Swig.

Quickly, efficiently, Milo patted down the techs. Nothing on Quan or the tech who
hadn't spoken—an older man with droopy eyes—but the jeans of the heavy, bearded man
produced a bone-handled pocketknife.

Milo unfolded the blade. Four inches of gracefully honed stedl. Milo turned it
admiringly.

"Steve" said Swig.

The heavy man's face quivered. "So what?' he said. "Work with these animals, you
take care of yoursdf."

Milo kept examining the blade." Whered you get it, Home Shopping Network?"
"Knife show," said Steve. "And don't worry, man, | haven't used it snce | went
hunting last winter." "Kill anything?' "Skinned some ek. Tasty."

Folding the knife, Milo dropped it in his jacket pocket. "That's mine, man,” said
Steve. "If it'sclean, you'll get it back." "When? | want areceipt."”

"Quiet, Steve," ordered Swig. "You and | will talk later." The bearded man's

nostrils opened wide. "Yeah, right. If | even want to stay in this dump.”
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"That's up to you, Steve. Meanwhile, the state's till paying your sdary, so listen

up: Go down to A and B Wards, make sure everything's in order. Complete foot
circuits, congtant surveillance including door checks. No breakstill you're

notified."

The bearded man gave Milo one lagt glare and somped around the |eft Side of the
nursing sation. "Where's he heading?' said Milo. "Steff levator.”

"We didn't see any eevator when we toured.”" "The door's unmarked, staff only," said
Swig. "We need to keep searching. Can | free these guards?’ "Sure" said Milo.
"Go," Swig told the uniformed men. "Where?' said one of them.

"Every damn where! Start with the outer grounds, north and south perimeters. Make
sure hel's not hiding somewhere in the trees.” Swig turned to the two remaining

techs. "Bart, you and Jim search the basement again. Kitchen, laundry, every storage
room. Make sure everything's astight as it was the firgt time we looked."

Barking orders like a generd. When everyone had dispersed, Swig turned to Milo. "'l



know what you're thinking. Were a bunch of civil-service bumblers. But thisis
absolutely the firgt time since I've run this place that welve had anything close to

an escape. As arule, nothing ever—"

"Some people,” said Milo, "live for the rules. Me, | ded with the exceptions.”

We waked up and down C Ward as Milo ingpected doors. Several times, he had Swig
unlock hatches. As he peered indde, the noise from within subsided.

"Can't see the entire room through these" he said, fingering a hatch door.

"Weve gone over every room," said Swig. "Firgt thing. Everything checks out.”

| sad, "That unmarked staff elevator door. | assume the inmates know about it."
"We don't make apoint of explaining it," said Swig. "But | suppose—"

"Reason | mention it isthat yesterday Peske and Heldi came from that direction. It
was the firgt time anyone remembers Peske leaving his room for any length of time.
I'm wondering if he saw someone enter the elevator, got an idea. Does it sop on
every floor?'

"It can,” sad Swig.

"Has anyone checked it?

"l assume.”

Milo bore down on him. ™Y ou assume?'

"My orders were to check everywhere."

"Y our orders were not to carry wegpons.”

"I'm sure,” said Swig, "that— Fine, to hdl withit, I'll show you."

Brown door, dightly wider than those that sedled the inmates cells. Double key
locks, no intercom speaker. Swig keyed the upper bolt and alatch clicked. The door
swung open, reveding yet another brown rectangle. Inner door. No handle. Single
lock in the center of the pand. The same key operated it, and aflick of Swig's
wrist brought forth rumbling gear noise that vibrated through the walls. A few feet
away was asmadler door, maybe two feet wide and twice as high.

"Wheré's the car coming from?" said Milo.
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"Noway totdl," said Swig. "It's alittle dow, should be here soon.”

"The first time we were here," | said, "Phil Hatterson caled upstairs, spoke to
someone, and got the elevator sent down. Y ou can't do that with this one.”
"Right,” said Swig. "The cdl box for the main devator isin the nurang gation. A
tech'sin there a al times to monitor meds. Part of station duty's a'so monitoring
inter-floor transport.”

"Did Frank Dallard ever have that duty?'

"I'm sure he did. The gtaff circulates. Everyone does a bit of everything.”

"When the elevators are keyed remotely, what determines where they stop?'

"Y ou leave the key in until the devator arrives. When an approved persor— someone
with akey—rides up, he can rdease the lock mechanism and punch buttonsin the
elevator.”

"So once the lock's been released, this operates like any other elevator.”

"Yes" sad Swig, "but you can't release anything without a key, and only the staff
has keys."

"Do you ever remagter the locks?"



"If therésaproblem,” said Swig.

"Which never happens," said Milo.

Swig flinched. "It doesn't take something of this magnitude to remaster, Detective.
Anything out of the ordinary—akey reported stolen—and we change the tumblers
immediatdy.”

"Must be ahasde" said Milo. "AH those keysto replace”

"We don't have many hasdes"

"When's the last time the tumblers were changed, Mr. Swig?"

"I'd have to check."

"But not recently, that you can recall.”

"What are you getting at?' said Swig.

"One more thing," said Milo. "Each ward is sectioned by those double doors. Every
time you walk through, you have to unlock each one."

"Exactly,” sad Swig. "It'samaze. That's the point.” "How many keys do the techs
need to carry to negotiate the maze?!

"Severd," said Swig. "'l never counted.”

"|s there a master key?"

"l have amager.”

Milo pointed to the key protruding from the inner eevator door. The rumbling
continued, louder, as the lift approached. "That it?"

"Yes. Thereés dso acopy in the safe in one of the datarooms on the first floor.
And yes, | checked it. Still there, no tampering.”
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The door groaned open. The compartment was small, harshly lit, empty. Milo looked
in. "What's that?'

Pointing to a scrap on the floor.

"Looks like paper,” sad Swig.

"Same paper as the sandd's the inmates wear?"

Swig took acloser look. "I suppose it could be—I don't see any blood."

"Why would there be blood?!

"He cut Frank's throat—"

"There were no bloody footprintsin Peske's room,” said Milo. "Meaning Peske did a
nice clean job of it, depped away as he cut. Not bad for a crazy man.”

"Hard to believe" said Swig.

"Whet is?'

"Just what you said. Peske mobilizing that much skill."

"Closethisdevator," said Milo. "Keep it locked, don't let anyone in. When the
aime-scene people come, | want them to remove that paper first thing."

Swig complied. Milo pointed to the smaller door. "What's

that?" "Digposa chute for garbage,” said Swig. "It goes straight

down to the basement.” "Like adumbwaiter,"

"Exactly.”

"| don't see any latches or key locks" said Milo. "How doesit open?'
"Therésalever. In the nurang station.” "Show me."

Swig unlocked the station. Three walls of glass, afourth filled with locked sted



compartments. The room felt like a big telephone booth. Swig pointed to the meta
wall. "Meds and supplies, dways locked."

| looked around. No desks, just built-in plastic counters housing amultiline phone,
asmdl switchboard, and an intercom microphone. Set into the front glasswas a
ax-inch dot equipped with adiding sted tray.

"Too narrow to get their hands through,” said Swig, with defensive pride. "They line
up, get ther pills, nothing's I eft to chance.”

"Wheresthelever?' said Milo.

Reaching under the desk, Swig groped. A snapping sound filled the booth. We €ft the
gation and returned to the hdl. The garbage chute had unhinged at the top,

cregting asmal meta canopy.

"Big enough for askinny man." Milo stuck his head in and emerged sniffing. "Pegke
wasn't exactly obese.”

Swig said, "Oh, come on—"

"What dseisin the basement?’
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"The service areas—Kkitchen, laundry, pantry, storage. Believe me, it'sal been
checked thoroughly.”

"Déliveries come through the basement level ?'

"y es

"So theré's aloading dock."

"Yes, but—"

"How can you be sur e Pegke's not hiding out in abin of dirty laundry?"

"Because we've checked and double-checked. Go see for yourself."

Milo tapped the eevator door. "Does this go up to the fifth floor, too—where the
fakers are kept?'

Swig looked offended. "The 1368's. Yes"

"Does the main eevator go there, to0?"

"No. Thefifth floor hasits own devator. Express from ground leve to the top.”

"A third devator," sad Milo.

"For Five only. Security reasons,” said Swig. "The 1368's come in and out. Using the
main devator for dl that traffic would cregte obviouslogistical problems. The

jail bus lets them off around the back, at the 1368 reception center. They get
processed and go straight up to Five. No stops—they have no access to the rest of
the hospitd.."

"Except for the staff elevator.”

"They don't use the gaff elevator.”

"Theoreticdly.”

"Fectudly,” said Swig.

"If you want to segregate the fifth floor completely, why even have the saff

elevator go there?'

"It's the way the hospital was built,” said Swig. "Logica, don't you think? If
something happens on Five and the staff needs backup, we're ready for them.”
"Ready,” said Milo, "by way of adow eevator. How often does something happen on
Five?'



"Rarely."

"Give me anumber.”

Swig rubbed amole. "Once, twice a year—what does it matter? We're taking temporary
disruption, not ariot. Some 1368 trying too hard to impress us with how crazy he

is. Or afight. Don't forget, plenty of the evaluees are gang members.” Swig sniffed
contemptuoudy. Every society had its castes.

"Let'shave alook a Five" sad Milo. "Through the reception center. | don't want
anyone to touch that piece of paper.”

"Evenif itisan inmate dipper,” said Swig, "that wouldn't make it Pegke's. All

the inmates are issued—" He stopped. " Sure, sure, $aff only—what was | thinking?"
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On theway down, he said, "Y ou think I'm some bureaucrat who doesn't give adamn. |
took this job because | care about people. | adopted two orphans.”

We got out on the first floor, exited the way we'd come in, followed Swig around the
left Sde of the building. The sde wed never seen. Or been told about.

Identical concrete pathway. Bright lights from the roof yellowed five Sories,

creating a giant waffle of clouded windows.

Another door, identical to the main entrance.

The structure was two-faced.

A painted sgn said INTAKE AND EVALUATION. A guard blocked the entry. Ten yards
away, to the left, was a smal parking lot, empty, separated from the yard by a
chain-link-bordered path that reminded me of a giant dog run. The walkway veered,
bled into darkness. Not visible as you crossed the main yard. Not accessible from

the main entry. So there was another way onto the grounds, an entirdly different

entry.

Off to theright | saw thefirefly bounce of searchlights, the outer borders of the
uninhabited yard we'd seen yesterday, hints of the annex buildings. Unlit, too far

to make out details. The search seemed to be carrying on beyond the annexes,
fireflies clustering near what had to be the pine forest.

"How many roads enter the hospital grounds?’ | said.

"Two," said Swig. "One, redly. The one you've taken."

"What about there?' | pointed to the smal parking lot.

"For jail buses only. Specia access path clear around the eastern perimeter. The
drivers have coded car keys. Even staff can't access the gates without my
permission.”

| indicated the distant searchlights. "And that Sde? Those pine trees. How do you

get in there?'

"You dont," said Swig. "No access from the western perimeter, it's dl ferced.” He
walked ahead and nodded at the guard, who stepped aside.

The intake center's front room was proportioned identicaly to that of the hospital
entrance. Front desk, same size as Lindeen's, gunboat gray, bare except for a phone.
No bowling trophies, no cute dogans. Lindeen's counterpart was a bullet-headed tech
perched behind the rectangle of county-issue steel. Reading a newspaper, but when he
saw Swig, he snapped the paper down and stood.

Swig sad, "Anything unusud?"



"Just the lockdown, Sir, per your orders.”

"I'm taking these people up." Swig rushed us past abare hal, into yet another
elevator and up. Fast ride to Five, during which he used his wakie-takie to check
on the search's progress.

The door did open.

"Keep onit," he barked, before jamming the intercom into his pocket. His armpits
were soaked. A vein behind his left ear throbbed.

Two sets of double doors, over each apainted sign: i AND E,

RESTRICTED ACCESS. As Opposed tO what?
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Where the nurang station would have been was empty space. The ward was asingle
hal lined with bright blue doors. Higher tech-inmate retio: a dozen especidly

large men patrolled.

Milo asked to look insde acell.

Swig sad, "We went roomto-room here, too."

"Let me see one, ayway."

Swig cdled out, "Ingpection!™ and three techs jogged over.

"Detective Sturgis wants to see what a 1368 looks like. Open adoor.”

"Which one?' said the largest of the men, a Samoan with an unpronounceable name on
his tag and a soft, boyish voice.

"Pick one."

The Samoan stepped to the closest door, popped the hatch, looked inside, unlocked
the blue pandl, and held it open sx inches. Sticking his head in, he opened the

door fully and sad, "Thisis Mr. Liverwright.”

The room high and condricted, same dimensions as Peake's. Same bolted restraints. A
muscular young black man sat naked on the bed. The sheets had been torn off athin,
sriped mattress. Torn into shreds. Roya blue pgamas lay rumpled on the floor next
to apair of blue paper dippers. One of the dippers was nothing but confetti.

| stepped closer and was hit by aterrible stench. A mound of feces sat in adrying
clot near the prisoner'sfeet. Severd pools of urine glistened. The walls behind

the bed were stained brown.

He saw us, grinned, cackled.

"Cleenthisup," sad Swig.

"We do," sad the Samoan camly. "Twice aday. He kegps trying to prove himsdf."
He flashed Liverwright avictory V and laughed. "Keep it up, bro."

Liverwright cackled again and rubbed himsdif.

"Shake it but don't bresk it off, bro," said the Samoan.

"Close the door," said Swig. "Clean him up now."

The Samoan closed the door, shrugging. To us. "These guys think they know what crazy
is, but they overdo it. Too many movies." He turned to leave.

Milo asked him, "When's the last time you saw George Orson?”

"Him?' sad the Samoan. "I dunno, not in awhile.

"Not tonight?"

"Nope. Why would 1? He hasn't worked here in months."

"Who are we talking about?' said Swig.



"Has he vigited snce he quit?' Milo asked the Samoan.

"Hmm," said the Samoan. "Don't think so0."

"What kind of guy was he?' said Milo.
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"Jugt aguy." The Samoan favored Swig with asmile. "Love to chat, but got to clean
up some shit." He lumbered off.

"Who's George Orson?"' said Swig.

"One of your former employees,” said Milo. Watching Swig's face.

"l can't know everyone. Why're you asking about him?"

"He knew Mr. Pegke," said Milo. "Back in the good old days."

Swig had plenty of questions, but Milo held him off. We rode the fifth-floor

elevator down to the basement, took atense, ddliberate tour of the kitchen, pantry,
laundry, and storage rooms. Everything smelled of dightly rotted produce. Techs and
guards were everywhere. Helping them search were orange-jumpsuited janitors.
White-garbed cooks in the kitchen stared as we passed through. Racks of knives were
in full view. | thought of Peake passing through, deciding to sample. The good old
days.

Milo found four out-of-the-way closet doors and checked each of them. Key-locked.
"Who gets keys besdes clinicd gaff?" he asked Swig.

"Noone."

"Not these guys?' Indicating a pair of janitors.

"Not them or anyone ese not engaged in patient care. And to answer your next
question, nonclinica gtaff enter through the front like anyonedse. 1.D.'sare
checked.”

"Even familiar faces are checked?' said Milo.

"That's our system.”

"Do dinicd dafferstake their keys home?'

Swig didn't answer.

"Do they?' said Milo.

"Y es, they take them home. Checking in scores of keys a day would be cumbersome. As
| said, we change the locks. Even in the abosence of a specific problem, we remaster
every year."

"Every year," said Milo. | knew what he was thinking: George Orson had |eft five
months ago. "What date did that fall on?’

"I'll haveto check," said Swig. "What exactly are you getting at?'

Milo walked ahead of him. "Let's see the loading dock.”

Sixty-foot-wide empty cement space doored with Six pands of corrugated metd.
Milo asked ajanitor, "How do you get them open?

The janitor pointed to a circuit box at the rear.

"Is there an outsde switch, too?"

"Yup."

Milo loped to the box and punched a button. The second door from the left swung
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upward and we walked to the edge of the dock. Six or seven feet above ground. Space



for three or four large trucks to unload smultaneoudy. Milo climbed down. Five
steps took him into darkness and he disappeared, but | heard him walking around. A
moment later, he hoisted himself up.

"The delivery road," he asked Swig, "where does it go?'

"Subsidiary access. Same place the jail bus enters.”

"] thought only the jail buses came in that way."

"l was referring to people” said Swig. "Only jall bus trans-portees come in that
way."

"So there's plenty of traffic in and out.”

"Everything's scheduled and preapproved. Every driver is pregpproved and required to
show |.D. upon demand. The road is sectioned every fifty feet with gates. Card keys
are changed every thirty days."

"Card keys" said Milo. "So if they show 1.D., they can open the gates on their
own."

"That'sabigif," said Swig. "Look, were not here to critique our system, we want

to find Pegke. | suggest you pay more attention to—"

"What about techs?' said Milo. "Can they use the access road?"

"Absolutely not. Why are you harping on this? And what does this Orson character
have to do with it?"

Shouts from the west turned our heads. Severd fireflies enlarged.

Searchers approaching. Milo hopped down off the deck again and | did the same. Swig
contemplated a jump but remained in place. By thetime | was a Milo'sside, | could
meake out figures behind the flashlights. Two men, running.

One of them was Bart Quan, the other a uniformed guard.

Suddenly, Swig was with us, bresthing audibly. "Whet, Bart?'

"We found a breach,” said Quan. "Western perimeter. The fence has been cut.”
Haf-mile walk to the spot. The flap was man-szed, snipped neatly and put back in
place, wires twisted with precision. It had taken acareful eyeto spot it in the
darkness. Milo said, "Who found it?"

The uniform with Quan raised his hand. Y oung, thin, svarthy.

Milo peered at his badge. "What led you to it, Officer Dafen?"

"l was scoping the western perimeter.”

"Find anything ds?'

"Not so far."

Milo borrowed Ddfen's flashlight and ran it over the fence. "What's on the other
sde?'

"Dirt road," said Swig. "Not much of one."

"Where does it lead?'
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"Into the foothills™

Milo untwisted the wires, pulled down the flap, crouched, and passed through. "Tire
tracks" he sad. "Any gates or guards on thissd e?"

"It's not hospitd territory,” said Swig. "There has to be a border, somewhere.”
"What's in the foothills?"

"Nothing. That's the point. Thereé's no place to go for agood three, four miles. The



county clears trees and brush every year to make sure there's no cover. Anyone up
there would be visble by helicopter.”

"Spesking of which,” said Milo.

By the time the choppers had begun circling, nine sheriff's cars and the crime-scene
vans had arrived. Khaki uniforms on the deputies; | saw Swig tense up further, but
he said nothing, had started to isolate himsdlf in a corner, muttering from time to
timeinto hiswakie-takie.

Two plainclothes detectives arrived last. The coroner had just finished examining
Doallard, searching his pockets. Empty. Milo conferred with the doctor. The paper
scrap in the staff elevator had been retrieved and bagged. Asacriminalist carried

it past, Swig said, "L ooks like a piece of dipper.”

"What kind of dipper?' said one of the detectives, afar-hared maninhis

thirties named Ron Banks. Milo told him.

Bankss partner said, "So dl we have to do isfind Cinderdla™ He was a stout man
named Hector DelaTorre, older than Banks, with flaring mustaches. Banks was
serious, but De la Torre grinned Unintimidated by the setting, held greeted Milo

with areminder that they'd met. "Party over at Musso and Frank's—after theLisa
Ramsey case got closed. My buddy here is good pas with the D who closed it."
"Petra Connor?' said Milo.

"She'sthe one"

Banks looked embarrassed. "'I'm sure he cares, Hector." To Milo: "So maybe he rode
down in that dlevator.”

"No inmates dlowed,” said Milo. "So there's no good reason for thereto be a
dipper in there. And Dollard's key ring is missing, meaning Peske lifted it. The

rest of the techs were in a meeting, so Peake could've easly ridden down to the
basement, found a door out, and hightailed it. On the other hand, maybeit'sjust a
scrap that got stuck on the bottom of someone's shoe.”

"No blood in the elevator?' said Banks.

"Not a drop; the only blood's what you just saw in the room.”

"Clean, for athroat cut."

"Coroner says it wasn't much of a cut. Peake nicked the carotid rather than cut it,
more trickle than spurt. Came close to not being fatdl; if Dollard had been able to
seek help right away, he mght've survived. Looks like he went into shock,
collapsed, lay there bleeding out. No spatter—most of the blood pooled under him."
"L ow-pressure bleedout,” said Banks.

"A nick," said DelaTorre. "Tak about bad luck."

"Peake didn't have much muscle on him," said Milo.
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"Enough to do thetrick,” said De la Torre. "So who cut the fence? Whered Peake get
tools for that?'

"Good question,” said Milo. "Maybe Dollard carried the blade he was cut with. Maybe
one of those Swiss Army deals with tools. Though there'd be no way for Peake to know
that, unless Dollard had gotten really doppy and let him seeit. The dternative's
obvious. A partner.”

Banks sad, "Thisis some big-time premeditated ded? | thought the guy was a



lunatic.”

"Even lunatics can have pds" sad Milo.

"You got that right," said DelaTorre. "Check out the next city council meeting.”
Banks said, "Any ideas about who the buddy might be?"

Milo eyed Swig. "Please go down to your office and wait there, Sir."

"Forget it," said Swig. "Asdirector of thisfadility, | have jurisdiction and |

need to know what's going on."

"Youwill," said Milo. "Soon as we know something, you'l be the first to find out,
but in the meantime—"

"In the meantime, | need to be—" Swig's protest was cut short by a beeper. He and
all three detectives reached for their belts.

Banks said, "Mine," and scanned the readout. A cdll phone materidized and Banks
identified himsdf, ligened, said, "When? Where?" wiggled hisfingersat De la
Torre, and was handed a notepad. Tucking the phone under his chin, he wrote.

The rest of us watched him nod. Emoationless. Clicking off the phone, he said, "When
we got your call | told our desk to keep an eye out for any psycho crimesin the
vicnity. Thisisn't exactly in the vicinity, but it's pretty psycho: woman found on

the Five near Vdencia" He examined his notes. "White femade, gpproximately
twenty-five to thirty-five, multiple stab wounds to torso and face, redly messy.
Coroner sayswithin the last two hours, which could fit if your boy has whedls. Tire
tracks nearby said someone did. She wasn't just dumped there—Iots of blood: it's
amost certain that's where she got done.”

"What kind of facia wounds?' said Milo.

"Lips, nose, eyes—the guy a the scene said it wasredly brutd. That fits, right?”
"BEyes" sad Milo.

"My God," said Swig.

"Was she found on the northbound Five?' | said.

"Yes" sad Banks.

Everyone stared a me.

"The road to Treadway," | sad. "He's going home."

34.

THE LAST BIT of news deflated Swig. He looked smdl, crushed, akid with aman's
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job.

Milo paid him no attention, spent his time on the phone. Taking to the Highway
Petrol, informing the sheriffs of the towns neighboring Treadway, warning Bunker
Protection. The private firm must have given him problems, because when he got off,
he snapped the phone shut so hard | thought held break it.

"Okay, let's see what shakes up,” hetold Banks and Dela Torre. To Swig: "Get me
George Orson's personnd file."

"It'sdowngtairs in the records room."

"Then that's where we're going.”

The records-room treasures were concedled by one of the unmarked doors bordering
Swig's office. Tight space, hemmed by black file cabinets. The folder wasright
where it should have been. Milo examined it as the sheriff's men looked over his



shoulder.

Missing photo, but George Orson's physicd gatistics fit Derrick Crimmins

perfectly: Sx-three, 170, thirty-six years old. The address was the mail drop on

Pico near Barrington. No phone number.

"What else exactly did thisguy do?" said Banks.

"Series of cons, and he probably killed his dad and mom and brother.”

Swig sad, "l cant believethis. If we hired him, his credentids had to bein

order. The state fingerprints them—"

"He has no arrest record we know of, so prints don't mean much,” said Milo, taking
the file and flipping pages. " Says here he completed the psych tech course at Orange
Coast Callege.... No point following that up, who caresif he bo-gused his
education.” To Swig: "Would there be any record if he actudly returned his keys?'
"Hisfilésin order. That means he did. Any irregularity—"

"Is picked up by the system. | know. Of course, even if he did return them, seeing

as he got to take them home every day, he had plenty of chances to make copies.”
"Each key is clearly imprinted 'Do Not Duplicate." "

"Gee," said DelaTorre. "That would scare me."

Swig braced himsdlf againgt the nearest file. "There was no reason to worry about
that. The risk wasn't someone breaking in. Why don't you look for him, instead of
harping? Why would he come back!"

"Must be the ambience" said Milo. "Or maybe the new air - conditioning." He looked up
at asmal grilled grate in the center of the ceiling. "What about the ductwork?

Wide enough for someone to fit?'

"No, no, no," said Swig, with sudden conviction. "Absolutely not. We considered that
when we ingtalled, used narrow ducts— six inches in diameter. It caused technica
problems, that's why the work took so long to—" He stopped. " Pegke's my only
concern. Should we keep searching?'

"Any reason to sop?' said Milo.

"If he killed that woman on the freeway, he's miles avay."

"And if he didnt?'

"Fne— exactly—got to go, need to supervise."
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"Sure" said Milo. "Do your thing."

Outside the main building, the fireflies continued to dance, fragmented sporadically

by the downdanting beams of circling helicopters. Milo yelled a a guard to get us

out of there.

He and | and the sheriff's detectives reconvened in the parking lot, next tothe
unmarked. The white coroner's van was gtill in place, as were the squad carsand a
pea-green sedan that had to be Banks and De la Torré's wheels.

Banks said, "So what's the theory here? This Orson, or whatever hisreal nameiis,
snuck in somehow and got Pegke loose? What's his motive?' Milo flourished an open
pam in my direction. "Unclear," | said. "It may have had something to do with
Peake's original rampage. Crimmins and Peake go way back. It's possble—now 1'd say
probable—that Crimmins was involved somehow. Either by directly urging Peske to kill
the Ardullos or by doing something more subtle” | described the long-term conflict



between the Crimminses and the Ardullos, described Peake's prophecies. "Money," said
DelaTorre.

"That's part of it, but theres more. Theroot of al thisis power and
domination—crimina production. Orson— Derrick Crimmins—sees himsdf as an artigt. |
think he views the massacre as his first mgjor creetive accomplishment. He's been
working on something called Blood Walk. At least three people associated with the
film are deed; there may very wdl be others. | think Crimmins has reserved arole

for Peake, but | can't say what it is. Now he's decided it'stime to put Peake in

the spotlight.” "Sounds nuts" said De laTorre.

Bankslooked back at the yard. "Funny 'bout that, Hector." To me: "So Crimminsis
crazy, too? They hired a psychotic to work here?"

"Crimmins comes across as a classc psychopath,” | said. "Sane but evil. Sometimes
psychopaths fal apart, but not usualy. Fundamentaly, he's aloser—can't hold on

to money, cant stick with anything, has had to take jobs that he considers below

him. On some leve, that enrages him. He takes out his anger on others. But he's

fully aware of what he's doing—has been careful enough to shift identities,

addresses, pull off one scam after another. All that spells rationdity.”

"Rationd," said De laTorre, "except he likesto kill people.” He stretched both
wings of his mustache, distorting the lower half of hisface. Rdeasng the hair, he
dlowed hislipsto sttle into afrown. "Okay, now Pegke. Bascdly, you're saying

he was a head-case blood freak who turned into a vegetable here because they
overdosed him. But for him to cooperate in the escape, held have to be sgnificantly
better put together than a summer squash. Y ou think he could've been faking how
crazy heis?'

"The guyson Fivedoit dl thetime" sad Milo.

"And rarely succeed,”" | said. "But Peake's a genuine schizophrenic. For him, it
wouldn't be a matter of either-or, it'd be the intengty of his psychosis. At an

optimal leve, it's possible Thorazine made him more lucid. Clear enough to be able

to cooperate in the escape. Crimmins could have played arole, too. Hewas a
sgnificant figure in Pegké's life. Who knows what fantasies his showing up on the
ward could have stimulated.”

"The good old days" said Milo. "Like some damn reunion. And once Crimmins got here,
he'd have seen right away how rinky-dink the system was. Pure fun. Betcha he had
keysto every door within weeks. We know he floated overtime on Peake's ward.
Meaning he could wear his badge, drop in whenever he wanted, arouse no suspicion.”
He shook his head. "Peake must've seen it as salvation.”

"Crimmins dominated him before, knows he's passve” | said. "Slips him aknife. No
one bothers to check Peake's room for weapons because he's been nonfunctional for
sixteen years. Crimmins cues Pesake that the time's right; Peake sneaks up on
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Dollard, cuts histhroat, leaves on the aff elevator. Dollard was a perfect

target: lax about the rules. And if he was involved in adrug scam with Crimmins,

that would be another reason to hit him. Y ou asked Swig if Dollard had accessto the
drug cabinet, o you were thinking the same thing. Or maybe Crimmins snesked in and
did the cutting himsdlf. Showed up on the ward during the staff meeting, knowing he



had only Dollard to contend with."

"What drug scam?' said Banks.

Milo explained the theory, the cars in the driveway that had bedeviled Marie

Sinclair. "What's better than pharmaceutica grade? Dollard's the insde man,
Crimmins works the street. That'swhy Dollard got so antsy when we kept coming back.
Idiot was afrad hislittle side biz would be blown. He shows his anxiety to

Crimmins, tips Crimmins that he can't be counted on to tay cool, and signs his own
deeth warrant. Crimmins has a history of tying up loose ends, and Bollard's sarting
to unravel.” "This," said Banks, "is ... colorful." "Lacking facts, | embroider,”

said Milo. "Whatever the detalls”" | said, "the best guessis that Crimmins managed

to get Peske down in that eevator. | think he entered the hospital grounds tonight
through that cut in the fence, made hisway across the rear yard, maybe hid in one

of the annexes. Easy enough, no one uses them. Coming in through the foothills
wouldn't be much of a problem. Crimmins used to race motocross. He could've brought
adirt bike or an off-roader.”

"Where does your vie come in?' said Banks. "The Argent woman?"

Milo said, " She could've come across the drug scam. Or found out something from
Peake she wasn't supposed to."

"Or, she was part of the drug scam.”

Silence.

"Why," said De laTone, "did Pegke start prophesying?”

"Because he's dtill psychatic,” | said. " Crimmins made the mistake of divulging what
he was going to do, figuring Peske would keep his mouth shut. Don't forget, Peake's
been mum for sxteen years about the Ardullo murders. But recently

something— probably the attention Claire paid him—opened Peake up. He got more
verbal. Started to see himsdlf as a victim—a martyr. When | brought up the Ardullos,
he assumed a crucifixion pose. That could make him athreat to Crimmins. Maybe the
role Crimmins has hi mind for himisvictim.”

"Not if he'sthe one diced that woman up on the I-Hve."

"Not necessaxily,” | sad. "In this case monster and victim aren't mutualy

exclusve"

Banks ran his hands down his lapels, looked up at the helicopters.

"One more thing," said Milo. "That fence wasn't cut tonight. There was some
oxidation around the edges.”

"Well rehearsed,” | said. "Just like any other production.

That's the way Crimmins sees life: one big show. He could've come anytime, set the
stage.”

"What ajoke," said Banks. "Place like this and they take keys home."

"Not thet it matters” said De la Torre. To Milo: "You ever seen a maximum-security
prison that wasn't full of dope and wegpons? Other than my mother-in-law's house.”
"Can't stop inhuman nature,” said Banks. "So now Crimmins and Peske are heading back
to the hometown? Why?"
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"Theonly thing | can think of is more thester. A script dement. What | don't get
iswhy Crimmins would leave that woman on the freeway. It'sdmost asif he's



directing attention to Treadway. So maybe he's deteriorating. Or I'm totaly
wrong—the escape's a one-man operation and Peske's fooled everyone. He'sa
caculating monster who craves blood, is out to get it any way he can.”

Banks studied his notes. "Y ou're saying the Ardullo thing might've been financid
revenge. Why kill the kids?

"You ruin my family, | ruin yours. Primitive but twisted judtice. Derrick might have
planned it, but a twenty he lacked the will and the somach to carry out the
meassacre himsdlf. Then Peske entered the picture and everything clicked: the village
lunatic, living right there on the Ardullo ranch. Derrick and Cliff started spending
time with Peake, became his suppliersfor porn, dope, booze, glue, paint.
Psychopaths lack insight about themselves, but they're good at zeroing in on other
people's pathology, so maybe Derrick spotted the seeds of violence in Peake, put
himsdf in apogtion to exploit it. And it was ano-risk Stuation: if Peske never

acted, who'd ever know the brothers had prodded him? Even if he said something,
who'd bieve him? But he did follow through, and it paid off, big-time: Carson
Crimminswas able to sl hisland; the family got rich and moved to Florida, where
the boys got to be playboys for awhile. That's one big dose of postive
reinforcement. That'swhy | called Peske amajor influence on Crimmins”
"Crimmins didn't worry about Peake blabbing back then,” said Milo, "but now it's
different. Someone's ligtening.”

"Maybe Clare was involved in the drug scam,” | said, "but unless we find evidence
of that, my bet is she died because shed learned from Peake that he hadn't acted
adone. And she bdlieved him. Believed in him. Because what she was redlly after was
rinding out something redeeming about her brother. Symbolicaly.”

"Symbolicdly," said DelaTorre. "If she suspected Crimmins, what was she doing
getting in that Corvette?!

"Maybe she got involved with Crimmins before Peake sarted taking. Crimmins held
himsdlf out as a cinematic hotshot, a struggling independent filmmeaker trying to
plumb the depths of madness or some norsense like that. He cdls his outfit Thin
Line—as hi waking the border between sanity and insanity. Maybe he asked her to be
atechnical adviser. The guy was acon; | can see her faling for it.”

"Something ese" said Milo. "If Peake's blabbing to Claire he'stelling her about
Derrick Crimmins. The guy she knowsis George Orson."”

That made my heart stop. "Y ou're right. Claire could've told Crimmins everything.
Fed him the very information that signed her death warrant.”

"Eyewounds," said Milo. "Likethe Ardullo kids. Only he sees. No onedse." He
rubbed his face. "Or he just likes carving peopl€'s eyes.”

"Buvil, evil, evil," said Banks, in a soft tight voice. "And no ideawhere to find

him."

The helicopters sky-dance had shifted westward, white beams sweeping the foothills
and whatever lay behind them.

"Waste of fud," said Dela Torre. "He's got to be on the road.”
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35.

MILO AND THE sheriffs did more cell- phone work. Better suits and they might have



looked like brokers on the make. The end result was more nothing: no sightings of
Peake.

Milo looked at hiswatch. "Tenfifty. If any reporters are playing with the scanner,
this could make the news in ten minutes.”

"That could be hdpful," said Banks. "Maybe someonéell spot him."

"l doubt Crimmins has him out hi the open,” | said.

"If héswith Crimmins”

Milo said, "CHP says the vie from the freeway was transported. | thought I'd hit the
morgue.”

"Fing" said Banks. "Let's exchange numbers, well keep in touch.”

"Yeeh," sad Milo. "Regardsto Petra.”

"Sure," said Banks, coloring. "When | see her.”

In the past, Milo had sped through the eucdyptus grove. Now he kept the unmarked at
twenty miles per, used his high beams, glancing from Sdeto Sde.

"Stupid," he said. "No way they're anywhere near here, but | can't stop looking.
Wheat do you cal that, obsessive-compulsve ritudisn?’

"Habit srength.”

He laughed. "Y ou could euphemize anything.”

"Okay," | said. "It's canine trandformation. Thejob's turned you into a
bloodhound.”

"Naw, dogs have better noses. Okay, I'll drop you off."

"Forget it," | sad. "I'm coming with."

"Why?"

"Habit strength.”

The body lay covered on agurney in the center of the room. The night attendant was
aman named Lichter, paunchy and gray-haired, with an incongruoudy rich tan. A
Highway Patrol detective named Whitworth had filled out the papers.

"Jugt missed him," said Lichter. The bronze skin gave him the look of an actor
playing a morgue man. Or was | just seeing Hollywood everywhere?

"Whered he go?' sad Milo.

"Back to the scene.” Lichter placed his hand on a corner of the gurney, gave the
sheet atender look. "I was just about to find a drawer for her.”

Milo read the crime-scene report. " Gunshot wound to the back of the head?”

"If that'swhat it says."

Page 209

Kedlerman - Mongter v1

Folding the sheet back, Milo exposed the face. What was | €ft of it. Deep dashes
crisscrossed the flesh, shearing skin, exposing bone and muscle and gristle. What
had been the eyes were two oversized raspberries. The hair, thick and light brown
where the blood hadn't crusted, fanned out on the stedl table. Slender neck.
Blood- splashed but undamaged; only the face had been brutdized. The eyes ... the
dash wounds created a crimson grid, like a barbecue grilling taken to the extreme.
| saw freckles amid the gore, and my stomach lurched.

"Oh, boy," said Lichter, looking sad. "Hadn't looked at it yet."

"Look like a gunshot to you?'

Lichter hurried to a desk in the comer, shuffled through piles of paper, picked up



some stapled sheets, and flipped through. " Same thing here ... sngle wound to the
occipita cranium, no bullet recovered yet."

Gloving up, he returned to the gurney, rolled the head carefully, bent, and

squinted. "Ah—see."

A digtinct ruby hole dotted the back of the skull. Black crust fuzzed the edges and
black dots peppered the dender neck.

"Stippling,” sad Lichter. "I'm just abody mover, but that means an up-close wound,
right?' He released the head carefully. Another sad look. "Maybe she got shot first
and then they used a knife on her. More like a hatchet or a machete—a thick blade,
right? But | better not say more. Only the coroners have opinions.”

"Who's the coroner tonight?"

"Dr. Patel. He had to run out, should be back soon with some genuine wisdom."
He began to cover the face, but Milo took hold of the sheet. " Shooting, then
dashing. Right on the sde of the freeway."

"Don't quote me on anything,” said Lichter. "I'm not alowed to speculate.”
"Sounds like a good guess. Now dl we haveto do isfind out who deis."

"Oh, we know that," said Lichter. "They pulled prints on her right away. Easy, the
fingers were fine. Detective Whit-worth said she cameright up on PRTNTRAK—hold on.”
He ran back to the desk, retrieved more papers. "She had arecord ... drugs, |
think.... Yup, here we go. Hedy Lynn Haupt, femae Caucasian, twenty-six ...
arrested two years ago for P.C. 11351.5—that's possession of cocaine for use or
sale, right? | know it by heart, because we get lots of that in here. Got an address
on her, too."

Milo covered the distance between them in three strides and took the papers from
him.

"Hedy Haupt," | said, leaning down for alook at the face.

Putting my face inches from the ruined flesh. Smeling the copper- sugar of the
blood, the sulfur of released gases ... something light, flord— perfume.

The skin that unique green-gray where it wasn't blood-rudty.

Most of the head had been turned into something unthinkable, the mouth kissed by a
smear of blood, the upper lip split diagonaly. Y et the overdl structure remained
somewheat recognizable. Familiar... freckles across the nose and forehead. The ear
that hadn't been hacked to confetti, an ashen seashell.

| peeled back the sheet. Plaid blouse. Blue jeans. Even in degth the body retained a
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trim, tight shape. Something protruded from the breast pocket of the blouse. Half a
loop of white eagtic. Ponytail band.

"l think | know who thisis" | said.

Milo whedled on me.

| said, "Hedy Haupt, Heidi Ott. The agefits, the hair's the right color, the body's
the right length—Ilook at the right jaw, that same strong line. I'm sure of it. This

is her."

Milo's face was next to mine, exuding sweet and cigar residue.

"Oh, man," he said. "Another cast member?"

"Remember what big Chet kept shouting & us?' | said. "Both in group, and as we



walked across the yard? 'Cherchez |lafemme.” Search for the woman. Maybe he was
trying to tell us something. Maybe maniacs are worth listening to."

36

MILO WANTED TO examine the body closely and to go over the paperwork in detall.
Figuring | could do without either, | left, bought scading, poisonous coffee from a
machine, and drank it out in the waiting area facing the autopsy room. The coffee
didn't do much for my stomach, but the chill that had taken hold of my legs started

to dissipate.

| st there, thinking about Heidi, executed and mutilated on the 1-5.

Everyone associated with Peake and Crimmins was being discarded like garbage. It
stank of a pecid maevolence.

Mongters.

No; Peake's moniker notwithstanding, these were people, it aways came down to
people.

| pictured the two of them, bound together by something | was redlly no closer to
understanding, stalking, severing, hacking, shooting.

Crimminss production, the worst kind of documentary. For the sake of what? How many
other victims lay buried around the city?

Crigp, rapid footsteps made me look up. A perfectly groomed Indian in hisforties
passed me wordlesdy and entered the autopsy room. Dr. Patel, | assumed. | found a
pay phone, called Robin, got the answering machine. She was adegp. Good. | told the
machine I'd be back in afew hours, not to worry. | finished the coffee. Cooler, but

it il tasted like toasted cardboard sauteed in chicory gravy.

Heidi. A narcotics record. That started me off in awhole new direction.

Viewing life through anew set of glasses ... The door swung open and Milo shot out,
wiping hisforehead and waving a sheet of paper full of his cramped, urgent
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handwriting. Body-outline logo at the top. Coroner's gift- shop Setionery.

"Heidi's home address,” he said. "Let'sgo."

We headed for the elevator.

"Whered shelive?'l said.

"West Hollywood, thirteen hundred block of Orange Grove."

"Not far from Plummer Park, where we met with her."

"Not far from my own damn house." He stabbed the devator button. "C'mon, ¢mon,
c¢mon.”

"Who'sin charge?' | said. " Sheriff or Highway Petrol ?

"Highway Patrol on the killing itsdlf," he said. "I reached Whitworth at the scene.

He said fed free to check out her house. He's staying there, wants to make sure

they scrape whatever physical evidence they can off the road before traffic thickens
up."

"They shot her and butchered her right there on the freeway?*

"Turnoff. Wide turnoff. Far enough and dark enough for cover."

" Crimmins would know the road well," | said. "Growing up in Treedway. But ill, it
was risky, right there in the open.”

" S0 they're loosening up—maybe losing it, like you said. Peake's massacre wasn't



exactly well thought out. He left goddamn bloody footprints. Maybe Crimminsis
garting to freak, too."

"l don't know. Crimminsis a planner. The escape says he's fill pretty organized.”
He shrugged. "What can | tdll you?' The eevator arrived and he threw himsdlf in.
"Did the coroner have anything to add?' | said.

"The bullet's il in there, helll go digging. Ready for me to drop you off now?"
"Not achance" | said.

"Y ou look wiped out."

"You 're not exactly perky-fresh.”

His laugh was short, dry, reluctant. "Want some chewing gum?’

"Since when do you cany?' | said.

"| don't. The attendant— Lichter— gave me a pack. Says he started doing it for any
copswho comein. Says he's gonnaretire next year, feels like spreading good cheer
and fresh breath.”

Outside the morgue, the air was warm, thick, gasoline-tinged. Even at this hour, the
freeway noise hadn't abated. Ambulances shrieked in and out of County Generdl.
Derdlicts and dead- eyes walked the street, dong with afew white-coated citizens
who didn't look much better off. Above us, on the overpass, cars blipped and
dopplered. A few miles north, the interstate was quiet enough to serve as akilling
ground.

| imagined the car pulling abruptly to the Sde—not the yelow Corvette; something
large enough to sedt three.
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Crimmins and Peake And Heidi. Riding dong.

A captive? Or a passenger.

The dope conviction.

| thought of the meeting a Plummer Park.

My roommate's deeping, or | would've had you come to myplace.

Would alive roommate be waiting for us at the Orange Grove address? Or...

My mind flashed back to the freeway kill. Heidi out of the car, surprised, asking
Crimmins what was up. Or immobilized—bound, gagged—and terrified.
Crimmins and Peske haul her out. She'sastrong girl, but they control her eesily.
They walk her asfar asthey can from the freeway. To the edge of the turnoff,
everyone swalowed by darkness now.

Last words or not?

Either way: pop. A searing burgt of light and pain.

What was the lagt thing shed heard? A truck whizzing by? The wind? The racing of
her pulse?

They let her fdl. Then Crimmins gives asigna and Peske steps forward.

Bladein hand.

Summoned.

Camera. Action.

Cut.

My guts pogoed as | got in the unmarked, wanting to sort it al out, to make sense
of it before | said anything to Milo. He started up the engine, sped through the



morgue lot, and turned left on Misson. We roared off.

Orange Grove showed no signs of ever having hosted citrus trees. Just another L.A.
dreet full of smal, undistinguished houses.

The house we came to see was hidden behind an untrimmed ficus hedge, but the green
wall didn't extend to the agphdt driveway and we had a clear view dl the way to

the garage. No vehiclesin Sght. Milo drove a hundred feet down and we returned on
foot. | waited by the curb as he made his way up the asphdt, gun in hand, back to
the garage, around the rear of the wood-sided bungalow. Even in the darkness| could
see scars on the paint. The color was hard to make out, probably some version of
beige. Between the house and the ficus barrier was a stingy square of dead lawn.
Sagging front porch, no shrubbery other than the hedge.

Milo came back, gun still out, breathing hard. "L ooks empty. The back door's Mickey
Mouse, I'm going in. Stay theretill | tdl you.”

Another five minutes, ten, twelve, as| watched his pen-light bounce around behind
shaded windows. A single firefly. Findly, the front door opened and he waved me
ingde.

Hed gloved up. | followed as he turned afew lights on, exposing a poverty of

gpace. First we .did an overall check of the house. Five smdl, shabby rooms,
including adingy lavatory. Grimy ydlow wadls, the window shades crazed, gray
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oilcloth patched in spots by duct tape.

Colorlessrentd furniture,

Where the space dlowed. The bungaow was filled with crisp-looking cardboard boxes,
most of them sedled. Printed |abels on the outside. THIS SIDE UP. FRAGILE. Scores of
cartons of TV's, stereos, video gear, cameras, PC's. Cassettes, compact discs,
computer discs. Glassware, sllverware, smal appliances. Sacks of video cartridges
and Fuji film. Enough film to shoot a thousand birthday parties.

In acorner of the larger bedroom, squeezed next to an unmade queen-Sze mattress,
stood a pile of smaller boxes. The labels clamed Sony minirecorders. Just like the
one Heidi had used to tape Peake.

"The movie suff's out in the garage,” said Milo. "Dollies, booms, spotlights, crap

| couldn't identify. Tons of it, piled dmosgt to the ceiling. Didn't see any saws,

but they could be buried under dl the geer. It take a crew to go through it.”
"Shewasinonit," | sad.

He'd moved into the bathroom, didn't answer. | heard drawers opening, went over to
see him remove something from the cabinet beneath the sink.

Glossy white shoe box. Severa more just like it stacked next to the pipes.

He lifted the lid. Rows of white plagtic bottles nesting in Styrofoam beds. He
extracted one. "Phenobarbital .

All the other bottlesin that box were labeed identicaly. The next box yielded an
assortment, and so did all the others.

Chlorpromazine, thioridazine, haloperidol, clozapine, di-azepam, dprazolam, lithium
carbonate.

"Candy sampler for ajunkie,” said Milo. "Uppers, downers, dl-arounders.”

He ingpected the bottom of the box. " Starkwegther samp's till on here.”



"Uncut pharmaceuticas” | said. "It upsthe price” Then | thought of something.

Milo was looking the other way, but | must have made a sound, because he sad,
"What?"

"l shouldve figured it out along time ago. The missng dog, Buddy. He was sticking

in my head because I've seen him before. That day in the park, atall man in black
came by waking a Rottweiler mix. Passed right by where we were Stting with Heidi.
Heidi was aware of him. She watched him.

He was her roommate. The one sheld clamed was deeping. Thelr little joke. They
were playing with us right from the beginning. So much for powers of observation.

Lot of good it does us now."

"Hey," he said, recording the drug inventory in his notepad. "'I'm the so-called
detective, and | never noticed the dog."

"Crimmins stole him from Mrs. Leiber. Taking what he wanted. Because he could. For
him, it'sal about power."

He stopped writing. "No sign of any dog here," he said. "No food or bowl anywherein
the house" "Exactly."

"Heidi," he said, suddenly sounding tired. "It casts awhole new light on her

story,” | said. "Peake's prophecy. Peake's supposed prophecy.”
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His hand tightened around his pen. He stared a me. "Another scam.”

"Has to be. The only evidence we ever had was Heldi's account.”

" 'Bad eyesin abox.' 'Choo choo bang bang.' " "The tape, t0o,” | said. | led him

back to the larger bedroom. Pointed at the stack of Sonys. "The tape was nothing but
mumbles. Unrecognizable mumbles, couldve been anyone. But we know who it was."
"Crimmins”

"Dubbing the soundtrack,” | said. "George Welles Orson. Like | said, he's an auteur:
produces, directs, acts." He cursed violently.

"He murdered Claire," | went on, "then set Peake up as a phony oracle to spice up
his sory line—who knows, maybe he thought he'd be able to use it one day. Write a
screenplay, sdl it to Hollywood. We took it serioudy—greeat fun, once again he's
screwed the Law. Just like he did back in Florida. And Nevada. And Treadway. So when
he eiminated the Bestty brothers, he did it again. Used Heidi, again. Once again,

no risk; nothing he does with Peake bears any risk. No one's heard Pegke talk in
amost two decades—whao's to say it's not his voice on the tape? The first time we
met Heidi, she let us know she was going to quit the hospital. That dlowed her to

do you afavor by sticking around. Gave her ingtant credibility—persondly invited

by the police. From that point, no one was going to suspect anything she did with
Peake."

"Except maybe Chet."

" 'Cherchez lafemme, " | said. "Maybe Chet noticed something— something off about
Heidi. Maybe the way she rdated to Peake. Or he saw her stedl dope from the nursing
gation. Or get alittle handoff from Dollard. But once again, who'd pay attention

to hisramblings? Heidi was freeto continue as Crimminss insde woman. She was
there in the firgt place because Crimmins wanted her—she joined the gtaff right

after heleft. He gave her multiple assgnments: work with Dollard to keep the drugs



flowing, make sure Dallard didn't rip themoff, and attach herself to Claire so she
could report back what Claire was saying about Peake. Because he had to have
discussed Peske with Claire. That was the basis of their relationship.”

" 'Cherchez lafemme,’ "he said."The guy collects them" He looked around &t the

piles of contraband. "Heidi traveling with him and Pegke tonight probably means she
was in on the escape. Her being the ingde woman would smooth the escape, wouldn't
it? Y esterday, the last time we ran into her, she was walking Pegke right near that
sarvice devator. Dry run for tonight.”

"Has to be. She and Crimmins needed to rehearse, because whatever the State of
Peake's psyche, he'd been cooped up for sixteen years, was unpredictable. It's also
possible the timetable for the escape was sped up because you were getting too
close. That same day, you asked Heidi if Peake had mentioned Wark's name, and she
hesitated for a second. Probably shocked that you'd gotten on to the dias, but she
sayed cool. Said it was a funny name, didn't redly sound like aname. Edging us
away from Wark and diverting our attention to Dollard by Ietting us know held been
fired for malfeasance. Because Dollard had become aligbility. HEd dways been the
expendable member of the dope scam. Crimmins and Heidi came up with akill-two-birds
plan: get rid of Dollard and bresk Peske loose. Something ese: right after Heldi

told us about Dollard, she returned the conversation to Wark, started asking
questions. Who was he, was he actudly Pegke's friend? Why would she care? She was
trying to find out exactly what we knew, and we didn't notice because we saw her as
andly.

"Actress" hesad.

"Cam under pressure—a very cold young woman. The moment we were gone, she was
probably on the phoneto Crimmins. Informing him you were on to his dter ego. He
decided to act."

"Cool head," he said. "Lot of good it did her head.”
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"Cool but dso reckless" | said. "A coke conviction didn't stop her from stealing

dope at Starkweather. Flirting with danger was aso behind her attraction to
Crimmins. Shetold us she was a thrill seeker. Rock climbing, skydiving off power
dtations—meaking sure to let you know that wasillegd. Think of it: teling a cop

shed committed a crime. Smiling about it. Another little game. Getting off on

clanger is probably aso the way she hooked up with Crimminsin the first place.
Cadtro told us Derrick and brother Cliff were thrill chasers, liked speed. Derrick

and Heidi probably met at some kind of daredevil club.”

"Going for the adrendine rush," he said. "Then it gets old, so they moveonto a
different kind of high."

"Crimminss crimes have a profit maotive, but I've been saying al dong that

thrill's the main ingredient. Crimminssthing is cregting a twisted world and

controlling it. He scripts the action, cadts the players, moves them around like

pawns. Getsrid of them once they've finished their scenes. For a psychopath, it
would be pretty damn close to heaven. Heidi had smilar motivations, but she wasn't
in Crimminss league. It was afun ride for her, but her mistake was thinking of

hersdlf as a partner when she was just another extra. She must have been confused



when Crimmins pulled off the I-Five and told her to get out.”

| didn't fed like laughing, but there | was, doing it.

"What?' he said.

"Jugt thought of something. If Crimmins had been lucky enough to redly bregk into
Hollywood, maybe none of this would've happened.”

He took in the room and | followed his eyes. Cramped, dingy, nothing on the wals.
For Heidi and Crimmins, interior decorating had meant something else, completely.
Crud puzzles, bloody scenes, embroidery of themind ...

"L et me sort out the escape,” he said, very softly. "Double entry to Starkwesather:
Crimmins enters the grounds from the back, through that hole in the fence; Heidi
drivesright in through the front gete, like she would any other night. She waltzes
right on to C Ward, heads over to Peake's room, gets him ready. All the techs are at
the weekly meeting, except Dollard, who's patrolling. Heldi lures Dallard into
Peake's room—no big chdlenge, dl she hasto doistel him Peskeissick, or
freaking out— assuming the Jesus pose again. Dollard goesin, locks the door behind
him—basic procedure— goes over to check on Peake. Maybe Peake jumps him, maybe not.
In either case, Heidi gets Dollard and cuts his throat. Or she distracts Dollard and
Peake does the cutting ... She makes sure the coast is clear, hustles Peake over to
the gaff elevator, no floor guide to tell anyone where it's going ... Down to the
basement, over and out.”

"And Crimmins, hiding in one of the annexes, or nearby, meets up with them,” | said.
"Heidi and Crimmins lead Peake out the back fence. Heidi returns and leaves the
hospitd the way she came in, through the front, while Crimmins and Peske escape
into the foathills, where they've got a vehicle waiting that can handle the terrain.
Pegke's not in greet condition, but Crimminsis aclimber, dready knowsthe hills;

it wouldn't be a problem dragging Peske dong. Heidi as Dol lard's cutter would also
explain why the artery was only nicked, not dashed clear through. She was a strong
girl without much of aconscience. But if shed never actually cut anyone's throat
before, her inexperience could've showed. It takes will to saw through someone's
neck. And there's the gush factor. She would've wanted to avoid getting
bloodstained, had to coordinate cutting and stepping back in time—1 can see Cfimmins
rehearsing her. So she wounded Dollard just deeply enough to open the jugular.
Dollard collapsed, so she thought she'd finished him off. He went into shock, lay
there draining. Once again, they were lucky— no one found him soon enough to save
him."

"Crimmins ssemsto have lots of luck.”
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"No sin unrewarded,” | said. "That's why he keeps doing bad things."

"The nick could also mean Peske did it," he said. "Atrophied muscles from dl those
yearsin the loony bin."

"Not if he chopped up Heidi's face. Those gashes took force. What do you figure, a
hatchet?'

"Patel said that, or some kind of cleaver. Y eah, you're probably right.... Heidi cut
Dollard, and Peske cut Heidi."

"Her murdering Dollard would serve another purpose: no need to hide awegpon in



Peake's room, risk discovery. Techscarry. You just proved that."

He pulled out his phone, called Ron Banks, told him about the drugs and the stolen
goods, Hedi'sinvolvement. "Y eah, looks like she was.... Listen, I'm gonna snoop
around her house some more, but it's West Hollywood, so you might as well get some
of your guys over hereto tape it off. Tel 'em I'm here, what | look like, s0

thereé's no misunderstandings. ... Thanks. Anything new over there? ... Yeah,
sometimesthejob isboring. .. .Yeeh, | think | will. Chippies dill over there. .

.. Whitworth. Michad Whitworth."

Milo started to search in earnest. The bedroom closet held blue jeans, blouses, and
jackets in women's smal and medium sizes, and men's black jeans, 34 wais, 35
length, black XL T-shirts, swesaters, and shirts.

"Home sweet home," he said, shining his light on the floor. Three plagtic cartons

full of rumpled underwear and socks sat next to ajumble of battered running shoes
and severd pairs of thick-soled, dirty-looking boots. In the corner were four
olive-drab packages the size of seat cushions, festooned with straps. U.S. Army
gtencil. Next to them, scuba gear, asingle set of skis, abox of amyl

nitrate— poppers. Another box full of polyester hair. Four woman's wigs. long and
blond; short, spiky, and blond; raven black; tomato red and curly. Three mde
toupess, dl black, two curly, one sraight. Labelsingde from a theetrical makeup
store on Hollywood Boulevard.

"Toys" sad Milo. "When you were over a Fairway Ranch, see any good climbing
spots?"

"The entire development is backed by the Tehachapi mountains. But a short walk
through foothills is one thing, serious dimbing's another. Crimmins would be

limited by Peake's condition. Even if Pegke's vegetable act's afake, he's no Edmund
Hillary. Also, if Crimmins has returned to Treadway, it's because it has
psychologica meaning for him. So maybe helll stick closeto home.™

"What kind of psychologica meaning?'

"Something to do with the massacre—maybe he's reworking it. For his movie.
Rescripting— rdiving—amagor triumph. Back when he lived there, Treadway was
essentialy divided between the Ardullo and the Crimmins ranches. Wanda Hatzler told
me the Mexican girl Derrick and Cliff threw out of their car ran toward the Ardullo
property. On the north side. That could narrow things down.”

"But which way would he go? To the Ardullo side because that's where the massacre
went down, or to his daddy's place?"

"Don't know," | said. "Maybe none of the above."

"What's there now? Where the ranches were."

"Homes. Recregtiond facilities. A lake.”

"Bighomes?' he said. " Something that might remind Crimmins of the Ardullo place?!
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"l didn't get that close alook. It's an upscae development. Whether or not that

will trigger anything in Crimminss head, | can't say."

"Any obvious place to hide out?'

"It's pretty open,” | said. "Two golf courses, the lake. If they break into

someone's home, therell be plenty of cover. But even if Crimminsisloosening up



mentdly, that seems downright stupid.... Maybe outside the devel opment.

Somewhere at the base of the Tehachapis. If Derrick climbed as akid, he could have
aspecid hiding place”

Milo got back on the phone, called Bunker Protection. Once again, his side of the
conversation was tense. "ldiot rent-a-cops. No sign of any disturbance, no
disreputables have driven through tonight, yawn, yawn .. . Okay, let me tossthe

rest of thispalace.”

The second bedroom, the space where Heidi and Derrick Crimmins had dept, was
narrow, also devoid of persond touches, with barely enough space for the queen-sze
mattress and two cheap nightstands. In the top drawer of the stand on the right were
ahdf-empty box of tampons, three gold-wrapped Godiva chocolates, two energy bars,
abaggie of marijuana. The bottom compartment held woman's underwear, an empty Evian
bottle, some white powder in a glassine envelope.

"The 11351.5 didn't make much of animpression,” | said.

"Frg offense—she probably got probation. If that."

"More fud for her confidence. Coke and poppers would've hel ped, too."

He checked under the mattress, in the pillowcases, moved around to Crimminss
nightstand. Pack of Koals, two foil-wrapped condoms, two matchbooks, and a thin red
paperback book entitled Finding Fame and Fortune in Hollywood: Writing Y our
Screenplay, "by the editors of the Fame and Fortune Series.”

The publisher was an outfit called Hero Press, FOB address in Lancaster, Cdifornia
Theflyleaf sad othersin the series included Buying Red Estate with Nothing Down,
Options and Commodities Trading with Nothing Down, Start Your Own Business with
Nothing Down, and Live to 120: The Herba Way to Longevity.

"The scammer findly gets scammed,” said Milo, knedling in front of the lower
compartment.

Insde was a black vinyl loosdeaf. He pulled it out, turned to the title page.

Typed at the top was

BLOOD WALK

A TREATMENT FOR A MAJOR MOTION PICTURE

By D. Griffith Crimmins***

***PRESIDENT AND CEO, DGC PRODUCTIONS, THIN LINE PRODUCTIONS,
ENTERPENEUR, DIRECTOR,

PRODUCER, AND CINEMATOGRAPHER

The next page, soiled and smudged, bore several up-danting lines written in

balpoint. Curious, sharp-edged penmanship, full of angles and peaks that reminded
me of hieroglyphics.

Equip. Noprob. Obviody.

Cadting: wrd ofmth?Ad? Pickups? Specid effects fakeout, double- biuff
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Figure out the cameras or use video? Worth the hasde? Viedo can work good enough
Titles Blood Walk. Bloodwalkers. Walk of Blood. Blood-bath. The Big Walk
Alternetivetitles: 1. The Mongter Returns 2. Bagging the Mongter 3.

Daredevil Avenger—judtice for dl. 4. Saturday The 14th 5. Return of the

Master 6. Horror On Pam Street 7. Maniac 8. Psycho-Drama 9. The Ultamite



Crime 10. Genius and Insanity 11. The Thin Line—who s to say whos crazy and
whos not.

"Ancther plot outline, just likein Florida" | said. "Readslike a

tweve-year-old's diary—Iook at the third dternative title. '‘Daredevil
Avenger—ijudtice for dl." Superman fantasies. He sees himsdf asarisk taker, is
thinking of himsdlf as the hero who saves the world from Peske."

Milo shook his head. "Number deven's the one he actudly used for the name of his
company—who's to say who's nuts asshole? | say. And you are.” He turned to the next
page. Blank.

"Guessheran out of ideas" he said. "Thiskind of brilliance, he definitely

could've gotten alegit job a the studios.”

The light changed in the room. Something yelowing the window shades.
Heedlights. A car idling next to the house. In the driveway.

| thought of Marie Sinclair, cranky and paranoid. Paysto listen to everyone.

Milo moved quickly, killing the room lights, replacing the loosdeef, pulling out

his gun.

The headlights dimmed; the engine diesdled for savera seconds before quieting. The
whoosh-and-click of the car door closing. Footsteps scraping the driveway.
Diminishing footsteps.

Milo raced through the house, made it to the front door, said something to me.
Stay put, he explained later, but | never processed it and | stayed on his hedls.

He cracked the door, looked outside, flung it open, ran.

In the driveway sat alemon-ydlow Corvette.

We ran past the ficus hedge. A man was fifty feet up the dtreet, to the north.
Walking casudly, arms swinging.

Tdl man. Thin. A too-big head—much too big. Some kind ofhat.

Milo set out after him. Closed the gap, bellowed.

"Policefreezedon ‘tmovepolicefreezefreezel ™

The man stopped.

"Stay right there hands behind your head."

The man obeyed.

"Lie down dowly face to the sdewak — get your hands back there again—up up behind
your head.”

Totd compliance. Asthe man lay down, his hat fell off.

Page 219

Kedlerman - Mongter v1

In aflash, Milo had his cuffs out, was bending the man's arm behind his back.

Thet essy.

Time for someone ese to have some luck.

"Where's Peake?' Milo demanded.

"Who?' High, tight voice.

"Peske. Don't fuck with me, Crimmins—"

"Who—"

Keeping his gun trained on the back of the man's head, Milo fished out the penlight
and tossed it to me. "Shine it on his face—Iift up your facel™

Before the man could respond, Milo grabbed a handful of hair and helped him aong.



The man gasped in pain. | moved around in front and aimed the beam at his face.
Thin face. Framed by long blond hair. He had hat heed from the watch cap that lay a
few feet away on the pavemen.

A few lights went on in neighboring houses, but the street remained quiet.

Milo hdd the man's chin as | illuminated scared pae eyes. Week chin, cottony with
fledgling beard growth.

Pimples.

Adolescent acne.

A kid.

37.

HisNAME WAS Christopher Paul Soames and he had 1.D. to proveiit.

An obvioudy phony Cdifornia ldentification Card and a student card from Bdllflower
High, dated three years ago. He'd been a sophomore then, with shorter hair and
clearer skin. Had dropped out the following summer, because "it sucked and | had a
job."

"Where?' said Milo. He'd dragged Soames onto the lawn behind the ficus hedge,
emptied the boy's pockets.

"Lucky's."

"Doing what?"

"Box boy."

Page 220

Kellerman - Mongter v1

"How long did you work there?!

"Two months™

"After that?'

Soamess shrug was inhibited by the cuffs.

He had atwenty-dollar bill in his podket, a marijuanaroach, apartidly crushed
bag of Peanut M&M's, no driver'slicense. "But | know how to, my brother taught me
before he went into the Marines.”

Milo pointed to the Corvette. "Nice whedls"

"Y esh— can you take these off me, man?"

"Run your gory by me one more time, Chris."

"Can | at least get Off the grass? It's wet, I'm getting my asswet."

Milo lifted him by a belt loop and hauled him over to the bungdow's front porch.
The interrogation had been going on for nearly ten minutes. No sign of any sheriff's
carsyet.

Soames shifted his shoulders. "These hurt, man. Lemme loosg, | din't do nothin'."
"Didnt sed the car?'

"Noway, | toleyou."

"You didn't find an address in the car and drive over to rob the house?’

"Noway."

"How'd you get the keys?'

"Dude gave 'em to me, | tole you."

"But you don't know the dude's name."

"Right."

"Dude just hands you the keysto his 'Vette, just like that.”



"Yeah." Soames sniffed. A bony knee arted shaking.

" Wheréd thisfairy tae take place?' said Milo.

"lvar and Lexington, like | tole you."

Hollywood back streets. The boy had a hollow-cheeked ook that screamed too much
Hollywood.

Milo said, "He just came up to you on the corner and gave you his keys."
"Right."

"What were you doing on Ivar and Lexington?"

"Nothin'. Hangin'."

"And he drove up in the 'V ette and—"

"No, he walked up. The 'Vette was parked somewhere else.”
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"Where?'

"Coupla blocks away."

"So you figured him for aJohn."

"No—1I don' do that shit. That's al that happered, man."

"What'd the dude look like, Chris?"

"Don' know."

"Dude gives you his car keys, and you don't know what he looks like."

"It was dark—it's always dark there, that's why— Go look for yoursdf, it's dways
dark there."

"Dude you don't know and whose face you can't see just hands you the keys to his
'Vette, tdls you to drive it home for him, gives you twenty bucks for the favor.”
"That'sright,” said Soames.

"Why would he want to do that?"

"Ask him."

"I'm asking you, Chris."

"He had another car.”

"Ah," said Milo. "Something you forgot to tell me thefirst time around.”

"He— |—" Soamess mouth snapped shut.

"What, Chris?'

"Nothing."

"Part of the twenty was the dude told you not to say anything to anybody, right?"
Silence.

"Did he say anything about bailing you when you get busted for grand theft auto?”
Slence.

Milo got down on one knee, eye level with Soames. "What if | told you | believe you,
Chris? What if | told you | know what this guy looks like? Tdl, skinny, big nose
like abird's beak. Dresses al in black. Black hair, or maybe light brown. Asin,
wig."

Soames blinked.

"How'm | doing?"

Soames looked away.

"What if | told you you're a very lucky kid, Chris, because thisisavery, very,
very bad individua and you might be mixed up in something extremely heavy."



Soames's nose wrinkled. Dried snot crusted one nodtril. His eyes were runny. His
clothes smelled dirty, old, strangely metallic.
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"Something unbelievably heavy, Chris"

"Right."

"Think I'm kidding you, Chris?How else would | know what he looks like? Why do you
think I'm here a his house?"

Soames gave another abbreviated shrug.

"Accessory to murder, Chris" said Milo.

"Right."

"Hundred percent right. This guy likesto kill people. Likesto make it hurt.”
"Bullshit."

"Why would | bullshit you, Chris?'

Soames said, "Y ou—he—Y ou better be bullshitting.”

“I'mnot."

Soamess eyes had turned wet. Hislip was shaking.

"Y ou know something, Chris?'

"You better be bullshitting,” Soameswhined. "1 let him take Suzy."

Susanna Gavez. Femde Higpanic, black and brown, five-two, 116. A DOB that made her
fourteen years and seven months old. Missing- persons report filed eighteen months
ago a the Bdlflower substation.

"Parents sugpect she'swith her boyfriend,” said Milo, pocketing his phone. "Mde
Caucasian, blond and blue, six to six-two, a hundred forty-five, goes by the name of
Chris. No lagt name."

To Soames. "So, Mr. No Last Name, she ran away with you when she was twelve?'
"She's fourteen now.”

Milo grabbed his collar. Y ou want her to make fifteen, tell methe rest of it,

Chris. Now, you stupid little shit.”

"Okay, yeah, yeah, I've seen the guy before, but | don' know him, that's the truth,
man. Not a John, that was true, he just usually cruises. No name, he never told me
no name."

"No name and he cruises Hollywood in the 'Vette," said Milo.

"No, no," Soames said impatiently. "Not the 'V ette, never saw the 'Vette before, the
other car, thisblack Jeep. Suzy and | used to cal him Marilyn, like Marilyn

Manson, ‘cause hel'stal and weird-looking like Marilyn Manson.”

"What's he cruise for?'

Soames's nose bubbled. Milo pulled out a handkerchief, wiped it, took hold of
Soamess face again and stared into the boy's eyes. "Wheat's his business, Chris?'

" Sometimes people—not me—score dope from him. Rills

He's got boocoo pills, prescription shit. Not for me, Suzy either. | just seen him

<l pillsto other dudes. He has this girlfriend, white hair, dl punked up, they
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both | pills—"

"What happened tonight?"



"Me and Suzy were hangin' out, what time | don't know, we don't have watches, don't
give a shit about time, had a couple burgers a Go-Ji's, we were headed back to this
place where we camp—no B&E, it'slike an empty squat, we camp there dl the time,
this guy Marilyn comes up and says he needs me to drive the 'Vette to his house, he
knows I'm straight he can trust me, he just wants me to driveit there, put the keys

in the mailbox, and take the bus back to "Wood. Twenty bucks now and fifty more when
he sees me tomorrow morning a Go-Ji's."

"What time tomorrow morning?'

"Ten. He's gonna meet me in the parking lot and give me the fifty and dso give Suzy
back."

"Give her back from where?' said Milo.

"l don't know," said Soames. He whimpered.

"Hejust took her and didn't tell you where or why?"

"He borrowed her, man."

"To make amovie, right? Guess what kind of movies he makes?

Soames's shaking knee locked. He began to cry. Milo shook him out of it. "What else,
Chris?'

"Nothing, that'sit— you think he redlly could hurt her?'

"Oh, yeah," said Milo. "So think back, genius. Where did he say he was taking her?'
"l don't know! Oh, man!" said Soames. "Oh man, oh man— after we arranged about the
'Vette, he looked at Suzy and said she wasred pretty and he coud use her in this
movie he was making, he's a producer. He didn't say nothing about where, | thought,
Oh, man, her dad's gonnakill me."

IlWhy?l

"'Cause athe movie—you know."

"Y ou assumed he was making afuck film," said Milo.

"No," said Soames. "l wouldnta— He said, 'Don't worry, no one's gonna mess with
her, it'sjust amovie.' "

"What kind of movie? Y ou handed her over and didn't ask him anything?'

"l— He— | think he said it was athriller, she was gonna be like amain character,

he needed to film her at night. 'Cause it was a thriller. He was gonna give us—her—a
hundred bucks."

"In addition to the fifty?'

IIY%.II

"Generous.”

"He sad it was abig part.”

"And he said hed give you every penny of it, right?’
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"It was for both of us, man. We hang together, but Suzy don't hold no money, I'm
more responsible.”

The deputiesfindly arrived. Milo let them take custody of Soames, and heand |
hurried to the unmarked.

He pulled away fast, sped north.

"Two cars meanstwo drivers” | said. "Before the escape, Crimmins and Heidi
arranged a meet. Somewhere in Hollywood. But Crimmins knew Heidi wouldnt live out



the evening, and with her out of the way, he needed someone to drive the second car.
Most Hollywood streets have parking regulations, he couldn't risk aticket. Also,

the 'Vette's conspicuous.”

"Why would he trust an idiot like Soames to transport it?'

"Theidiot followed through, didn't he? Like | said, Crimminsis good at reading
people. Or maybe he didn't care— was finished with the 'Vette."

"Judt like that? He walks away from acar? And why would he be finished with it?"
"Because tonight marks anew stagein hislife” | said. "And money's not histhing,

it never was. The moment he has any, he letsit dip through hisfingers. He grew up
with fagt toys, easy come, easy go. Easy to replace, too. He stedl's movie equipment,
boosting another car's no big ded. The Jeep's not registered under any of the names
we know about, either. For al we know, he's got a fleet stashed somewhere.”
"Supercriminal. Daredevil Avenger.”

"Let'sfaceit, Milo, you don't have to be a geniusto get away with fdoniesin

LA

He growled, raced to Sunset, turned right. | closed my eyes and sat back, knowing
exactly where he was headed. Moments later, | felt the car swerve, opened my eyesto
see afreaway Sgnpost. The 101 North. Very little traffic this late, and the 1-5
interchange was only minutes away. He pushed the unmarked up to ninety, a hundred.
"Susanna Galvez," he sad. "That Hatzler woman told you Derrick and his brother had
athing for Mexican girls"

"Nosgtdgia," | said. "Exactly. This whole thing's about reliving the good old days.”

38.

THE SPOT WHERE Heidi Ott had been executed wasn't hard to find.

The rosy incandescence of Highway Petrol flares was visble hdf amile avay,
sarburgts fdlen to the horizon.

Aswe got closer, atapering row of red cones cordoned off the right-hand lane. Milo
drove between them, showed his badge to a uniformed officer, received awary
gppraisa. Two CHP cruisers, a CHP bike, and a deek, nonregulation Harley-Davidson
were parked on the turnoff.

Page 225

Kedlerman - Mongter v1

The officer said, "Okay."

"Mikewhitworth?'

"There"" A thumb indicated a huge man in his thirties sanding near an embankment.
Severd arc lights cast focused glare on a taped- off area. The white body outline

was a the far edge of the turnoff, inches from the merging of asphat and dirt
embankment. Full-scale verson of the morgue gift- shop logo; life imitates art.
Whitworth stood just outside the cones. Y oung and in good shape, but he looked
tired. His ruddy baby-face was centered by a smal, blond mustache. His hair was
buzzed so short the color was hard to determine. He wore a peanut-butter-colored
leather jacket, white shirt, dark tie, gray dacks, and black boots, and he carried
amotorcycle hdmet.

Milo introduced himsdlf.

Whitworth shook his hand, then mine. He pointed at the ground. Severa ruby
blotches, the largest over afoot wide. "We found some bone bits and cartilage, too.



Probably part of her nose bone. We get gore dl the time, plenty of bad stuff in
garbage bags, but thiskind of damage ..." He shook his head.

Milo said, "'l think the guys who did her are about to do another one." He gave
Whitworth a breakneck account of Derek Crimminss history, Peake's escape, Heidi's
possible involvement, ended with Christopher Soames's account. The recruitment of
Suzy Gavez.

"Out in the Tehachapis?' said Whitworth.

"Best guess. The Tehachapis behind his hometown. It's a place caled Fairway Ranch,
now. Know it?'

"Never heard of it," said Whitworth. "I live in Altadena, do most of my work closer
to the city. Before Grapevine or past?’

"Right there," | said.

"Crimmins probably has some climbing experience,”" said Milo, "but Peake doesn't, and
if they've got the girl with them, it's not gonna be any Everest thing. They could

even be right on the devel opment— commandeering someone's house. The private cops who
patrol Fairway say no, but that doesn't convince me. If they are in the mountains,

I'm figuring right at the base, maybe some kind of sheltered spot—a cave, an
outcropping. Either way, weve got to take alook.”

"Who're the private cops and what's their problem?" said Whitworth.

"Bunker Protection, out of Chicago. Every time| try to convince them therée's
something to worry about, they don't wanna know. Keep handing methis public
relations crap— 'Nothing ever goeswrong here." "

"Till it does™ said Whitworth, massaging his belt buckle. "Okay, let's get going. |

don't know about the jurisdictional aspect, but to hell with al that." He glanced

back at the body outline. "We're just about wrapped up, so | can get you these four
troopers right now, cal for more with ETA's of less than haf an hour. I'm on my
bike— I was going off duty when the cal camein; I'll ride solo, meet you there. If

the Bunker yahoos give you a hard time, well bulk -intimidate them. What about
choppers?'

Milo turned to me. "What do you think? Would noise and lights stop him or egg him
on?'

"Depends what'sin the script,” | said.

"The script?' said Whitworth.
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"He's following some sort of tory line. In terms of how hell react to adirect

threat, the problem is we don't know enough about his arousal leve to predict
sfdy.”

"Arousa? Thisisa ®x thing?'

"His generd physologicd state” | said. "Psychopaths tend to function & a

quieter leve than the rest of us—Ilow pulse rates and skin conductance, high pain
thresholds— except when tension builds up. Then they can be extremely explosive. If
we confront Crimmins when he's il rdaively cam—scheming, planning, taking
control—it's possible hell fold his tents and run, or just give up. But if we caich

him at a peak moment, he might just go for the big ending.”

"Pull aKoresh," said Whitworth. "How old's thet girl?"



"Fourteen.”

"Coursg, theré's nothing to say he hasn't dready done her."

Milo said, "Put the choppers on standby. Get me two, three more cars. Along the same
lines, we drive into Fairway quietly, no lights, no srens” To me: "Where do the
Bunker people hang out?'

"There's a guardhouse right past the entrance.”

"Okay," he said to Whitworth. "Meet you at the main entrance. Alex, give him
directions. Y ou're the only one who's actualy been there.”

39.

THE MEN IN the powder-blue shirts weren't happy.

Three guards, surprised as they sat in the mock- Spanish guardhouse. Soft music on
stereo. The shirts freshly pressed.

Nest, clean building, outside and in, cozy interior: spotless kitchenette, oak table

st with four matching chairs, blue hats on arack. On the table were the remains of
takeout Mexican food. Taco Fiesta, Vaencia address. Next to a haf-eaten bur-rito,
aTrivid Pursuit board. Threelittle plastic pies, blue, orange, brown, the last
haf-filled with tiny plastic wedges.

Thedoor had been unlocked. When Milo and Mike Whit-worth and | entered, al three
guards had stood up, grabbed for guns that weren't there. Across the room, a metal
locker ssid WEAPON DEPOSITORY . Next to it was a plague with the crossed-rifleslogo
of Bunker Protection.

Now we were dl outside in the peach-scented air, under asky surprisingly deprived
of sars. The Bunker guards kept their eyes on the CHP cruisers that blocked the
entrance to Fairway Ranch. Insde the cars, the barest outline of men behind
night-darkened windshields.
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Aswed driven in, Milo had eyed the low white fence, muttered, "No gate. They
couldve cruised right in."

Moments later, Mike Whitworth coasted up on his Harley and said something to the
same effect.

"S0 you haven't seerched yet," Milo said to thetallest guard. "E. Cliff." The one
who'd protested loudest until Milo hushed him with a scolding index finger.

"No," he sad. "It's past two in the morning, we're not going to wake up the
residents. No reason to."

"You'd know if there was areason?' said Whitworth.

"Absolutdy,” sad Cliff. Adding a barked "Sir."

Whitworth stepped closer to him, using his size the way Milo does. "The way you're
st up, anyone could get in—isit Ed?"

Cliff tried to smile as he backed away. "Eugene. Not correct. Anyone entering can be
spotted from the guardhouse.”

"Assuming the drapes are open.”

Cliff's head jerked toward the building. "They usudly are.

Milo sad, "I'm usudly charming." He moved in on Cliff, too. "So tdl me, what
category would two murderers driving right past you fal into? Sports and Leisure?
Arts and Entertainment?’



"Sir!" sad Cliff. "There's no reason to get disrespectful. Even with the drapes
closed we see headlights.”

"Assuming there were headlights— 1 know, there usudly are.”

"Theré€'s no reeson—"

Milo stepped closer. Cliff was over six feet, but reedy, an ek confronting bears.
He looked at the other two Bunker guards. Both just stood there.

Milo said, "Ther€'s every reason to search the premises, friend, and were going to
do it, right now."

"I'm sorry, Sr, interms of your jurisdiction ..." Cliff began. Milo's nose moved a
haf-inch from his, and the voice tapered. "At the least, I'll have to dlear it with
headquarters.”

Milo smiled. “In Minnegpalis?"

"Chicago," said one of the other guards. Nasa voice. "L. Bonaface."

"Cdl," sad Milo. "Meanwhile, we sart. Give me amap of this place.”

"Thereign't one" sad Cliff.

"Noneat dl?'

"Not ared map, with coordinates. Just agenerd layout.”

"Jesus," said Milo. "Thisisnt arctic exploration, hand it over. Before you call.”
Cliff looked a Bonaface. "Go get it for him." Bonaface went ingde the guardhouse
and returned with several sheets of paper.
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"l brought abunch,” he said.

Milo grabbed the maps and distributed them. A single page of crude,
computer-generated diagram. English street names printed in Gothic, the shops and
golf courses, Reflection Lake dead center. No indication amountain range loomed to
the east.

Whitworth said, "Except for the golf courses, it'sasmal area—that'sin our
favor... Already divided into Sx zones, and I've got five officers plus me. How's
that for karma?"

"Karmasfor believers,” said Milo, "but yeah, do the golf coursesfird, then the
public buildings and the lake, then door-to-door at each resdence. Prioritize any
place with anything Jeep-like parked nearby. If the vehicle's got any film equipment
in the back, get redly careful. If we're right about Crimmins trying to film
something, there may be tdltde lights."

| said, "In his notes he debated learning how to use the film cameras or sticking
with video. He's not one for honest labor, so I'll bet on video. That means he may
just be usng a handheld cam, keeping it very low-key. Also, | doubt he'd be on
either of the golf courses. Too open.”

"Assuming he's even here" sad Cliff.

"'I'm assuming you've got golf carts" Whitworth told him.

"Sure, but they're the property of—"

"Law enforcement.” Whitworth turned to Milo. ™Y ou're doing the mountains?'

"If I can get out there. WEll stay in radio contact.”

"How're you going to travel?'

"Got afour-wheder?' Milo asked Cliff.



The guard didn't answer.

"Hard of hearing, Eugene?’

"We have bascdly one Samura, over behind the golf shop, with the carts. It'sa
relief vehide, just in case”

"In case of what?'

"In case we have to go out back. Like an old person getting lost. But that's never
happened yet. We don't useit, | can't even say if thetireshave ar or if it's

gassed up—"

"Soyoull inflate and sphon,” said Milo. "Bring it over.”

Cliff didn't respond.

Milo bared histeeth." Pretty please, Eugene.”

Cliff snapped, "Go," a Bonaface. Again, Bonaface hurried away.

Milo asked Whitworth the helicopters estimated time of arrival.

"l could only get one" said Whitworth. "They're holding it at Bakerdfidd—five, ten
minutes.”

"Eugene, is there aroad leading from Fairway out to the mountains?'
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"Not much of one."

"How much of one?'

Cliff shrugged. "It's maybe a quarter-mile long. It was supposed to be for hiking,
but none of the residents hike. It goes nowhere, just ends, and then al you've got
isdirt and rocks™" He gave asmdl smirk, decided to hide it by covering his mouth
with his hand.

Whitworth drew Milo and me away from him. "The Ott girl was shot, so they've got
some kind of firepower. We have vests, how about you?'

"One" said Milo. Helooked a me. "None for you. Sit this out.”

"Loveto," | sad, "but you'd better consider using me. It's a hostage Situation

with two hostage takers, each with a different psychologica makeup, in both cases
poorly understood. I'm as close to an expert on Peake and Crimmins as you're going
to get."

"Makes sense” said Whitworth. "1 think we've got an extra vest.”

Milo shot him a sharp look.

Whitworth said, "Not that | want to tel you how to—"

"I've been through worse," | said, knowing what was going on in Milo's mind. An
undercover Stuation last year had gone very bad. He blamed himself. | kept telling
him | was fine, the worst thing he could do for me was treet me like an invaid.
"Robin will kill me" he said.

"Only if | get scratched. Right now it's Suzy Galvez who's got something at stake.”
He looked up at the sky. Out past the development at high, black, unknowable
mountains.

"Fine" hefindly sad. "If therésaves."

Whitworth trotted over to one of the cruisers, returned with a bulky black package.
| dipped the vest on. Scaed for someone Milo's Sze, it fet like agiant bib.
"Sylish," said Milo. "Okay, let's get going.”

"One place you might check right away," | told Whitworth, "is Sheriff Haass



traler. Jacob and Marvelle Haas. He arrested Peake for the origind massacre, isa
maor link to the past.”

"Helives here?'

"Right over in Jersey.” | pointed south. " Charing Cross Road."

Whitworth said to Eugene Cliff, "Get me the exact address— no, take me there
persondly.”

Cliff jabbed his own chest. "What about me? No protection?”

Whitworth looked ready to pound him into the ground. "Take me within fifty yards and
scram.”

"All of asudden | work for_yow?"

Whitworth's arm shot up and for a second | thought he'd hit Cliff. Cliff believed

it, too. He recoiled, raised his own arm protectively. Whitworth's arm kept going.
Smooathing his buzz cut. He jogged to his bike, pulled another vest out of the
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storage box, and dipped it on.

Cliff's mouth was il trembling. He forced it back into smirk mode. "Big-time SWAT
attack."

"You find thisfunny?* said Milo.

"l find it awaste of time. And I'm calling Chicago, now." He took a step, waited

for debate, got none, and walked away. The remaining guard followed. Ten steps
later, Cliff stopped and looked back. "Remember: these are seniors. Try not to give
anyone a heart attack. They pay alot to live here.”

"And look where it getsthem,” said Milo. "Jugt alittle mindless violence, and
gracious living bites the dugt.”

The Samurai was open-roofed, powder blue, and noisy. An after-market roll bar arced
over the front seats. Bonaface | eft the motor chugging and got out. "It's got half a
tank. But hdl if I'd use it out there. Makes a shitload of noise, and your

lightsll be spotted amile avay."

Milo checked the tires.

"Those are okay," said Bonaface. He had a smooth pink face, blond hair, monkey
features, big blue eyes. "Wouldn't use that buggy out there: too easy to spot.”

Milo straightened. ™Y ou know the area?"

"Not this exact area. Grew up in Piru, but out to the mountainsit's the same thing

al over. Full of rocks and pits. Plenty of shit to tear up the undercarriage.”

"Any caves at the base of the mountains?'

"Never been out there, but why not? So who are these guys, and why would they be
here?'

"It'salong story,” said Milo, getting behind the wheel and adjusting the driver's

sedt. | climbed in next to him.

Bonaface looked miffed. "Y ou're usng headlights?' He turned at the sound of his
name. Cliff barking from the doorway of the guardhouse.

"Asshole" muttered Bonaface. He stared at the vest. Smiled a me. "That thing's way
too big for you."

40.

WE DROVE THROUGH the center of the development, passing the gentle swdll of



Bamord, the northern golf course, behind twelve-foot chain link. Moving dowly
while trying to keep the Samurai as quiet as possible. Tricky, because low gear was
the loudest.

| could hear the low hum of the golf carts, but the vehicles were invisible, except

for an occasond suggestion of shadows shifting on the green. Headlights off. Same
for the Samurai. The Victorian streetlights glowed a strange, muddy tangerine color,
bardly rescuing us from depthless black.
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We reached the end of the road: the pepper trees that rimmed Reflection Lake. The
growth here was luxuriant, fed by moigt earth. Miserly light from a distant
quarter-moon turned the foliage into gray lace. In the empty spaces, the water was
il and black and glossy, agiant sunglass lens.

Milo stopped, told meto stay put, took his nine-millimeter in one hand and his
flashlight in the other, and climbed out. He walked to the trees, looked around,
parted a branch, and peered through, finaly disgppeared into the gray fringe. | sat
there, absently rubbing one thumb against the warm wooden stock of therifle hed
placed in my lap. No animd sounds. No air movement. The place fdt vacuum sedled.
Maybe another time I'd have found it peaceful. Tonight it seemed dead.

| was done for what seemed like along time. Then scraping sounds from behind the
trees tightened my throat. Before | could move, Milo emerged, bolstering his gun.
"If anyone's out there, | can't see them.” He looked at the 368

rifle. Unconscioudy, 1'd raised the wegpon and pointed it in his direction.

| rdlaxed my hands. Therifle sank. He got behind the whed.

When we wererolling again, he said, "It's pretty open once you get past the trees,
just some reeds and other low stuff on the other side. No Jeep or any other car in
sght; no onesfilming." Grim smile. "Unlessit's an underwater shoot—new twist on
Creature from the Black Lagoon.... For al we know, they've aready been here and
gone, did what they wanted to do, dumped the girl in the water. Or they never came
herein thefirg place.

"| think they did," | said. "No other reason to kill Heidi on the route that leads
graight up to Fairway. And Crimmins paid the Soames kid to take the Corvette
home—just amile or two from Hollywood. If he was in the city, he could Ve driven
the Jeep home himsdlf, walked back in half an hour, and gotten the' Vette. Why
bother with Soames unless he was planning to be far avay?'

"Because he has plans for Soames? Nice little screen tet?

"That, too. Tomorrow morning. But thered be no reason to entrust him with the car.”
"Why'd hekill Heidi?'

"Because he had no more use for her," | said. "And because he could.”

He chewed hislip, squinted, lowered his speed to ten miles per. The map had
indicated a service road that hugged the southern end of the White Oak golf course
and led to the rear of the development. The streetlamps were less frequent now,
vighility reduced to maddeningly subtle shades of gray.

Milo missed the road, and we found oursdves at the Ssgn marking the entrance to
Jarsey. Lightsout in al the mobile homes. | remembered the street bisecting the
subdivision as freshly asphalted. In the darkness, it stretched empty and smooth, so



perfectly drafted it appeared computer generated. Resumption of the tangerine light.
Deep orange on black; every night was Halloween.

"Thisiswhere Haas lives?' he said.

"Hrst street to theright. | can show you the trailer.”

He cruised past the trailers.

"Upthereis parking for vigitors," | said. "No visitors tonight... There's Charing

Cross. Haass placeis four unitsin. Look for a cement porch, aBuick Skylark, and
aDatsun truck."
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He stopped two houses away. Only the truck was parked in front, backed by Mike
Whitworth's Harley.

Lights out. No sign of Whitworth, and | saw Milo's face tighten up. Then the Highway
Patrol man came out from behind the trailer and headed for the bike.

Milo stage-whispered, "Mike? It's Milo."

Whitworth stopped. Turned toward us, focused, came over.

"In the neighborhood," said Milo, "so we dropped by."

If Whitworth was offended by being second - guessed he didn't show it. "No one home,
nothing funny. | spotted some unopened mail on the table—a day's worth, maybe two."
"One of their carsisgone,” | sad. "They have family in Bakerdfield. Probably
traveling."

"You see any judification for bresking in?* said Whitworth.

Milo shook his head.

"I'm not comfortable with it either. Okay, let me go seeif any of my guyshit a

holein one. Y ou ready for the mountains yet?'

"Onour way," said Milo.

Whitworth looked out at the black peaks, barely discernible againgt the onyx sky.
Country skies were supposed to be crammed with stars. Why not tonight?

"Must bepretty during the day,” said Whitworth, kick-garting the Harley. " Sure you
want to go it done?'

"I'd better," said Milo. "Gonna be hard enough to avoid being spotted with one
vehicle" He brandished his cell phone. "I'll keep in touch.”

Whitworth nodded, took another glance at the Tehachapis. Keeping his engine low, he
rolled away.

Turning the Samurai around, Milo drove back through Jersey. Lights went on in one of
the mobiles as we passed, but so far weld avoided attracting undue attention. Milo
coasted without gas, looking for the service drip. Almost missing it again.

Unmarked, just a car-wide break in the peppers, topped by arcing branches.

L etting the Samurai idle, Milo got out and shined his light on the ground. "Hardpack

... maybe degraded granite ... tir e tracks. Someone's been here." "Recently?’

"Hdl if | know. Jeb the Tracker | ain't.”

He got back in and turned onto the road. The passage was unlit and lined on the
north sde by more chain link, on the south by a high berm planted with what looked
and smelled like oleander. The Samural traveled well below the berm levd, asif we
were tunnding.

Thefour-by-four rode rough, every irregularity in the road vibrating through the



diff frame, Milo's head bouncing periloudy close to the roll bar. Nothing changed
for the next haf-mile: more chain link and shrubbery. Then the road ended without
warning and we were faced with the sudden shock of open space, asif tumbling out of
achute.

No more gray, just black. | saw nothing through the windshield, wondered how Milo
could navigate. He began wrestling with the whedl. Pebble spray snare-drummed
againg the undercarriage, followed by deeper sounds, hollow, like hoof- beats.
Larger rocks. The Samurai began swaying from side to side, seeking purchase on the
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grit. Benegth the floorboard, the chasss twanged.

The next dip dammed Milo's head againgt the bar.

He cursed and braked.

"You okay?' | said.

He rubbed his crown. "If | had abrainin here | might be in trouble. What the hell
am| doing?| can't drive like this. Vighility's zilch; we hit abig enough rock,

this thing flips and we bresk our goddamn necks."

Locking the parking brake, he stood on the seat and stared over the windshield.
"Nothing," he sad. "Whale lot of nothing."

| took the flashlight, got out, faced away from the mountains, cupped my hand over
the lens, and tried to examine the ground with the resultant muffled light.

Dry, compacted soil, inlaid with sharp-edged stones and desiccated plants. Matted
flat and embroidered by chevron-shaped corrugations. "The tracks are ill going.”
He got down beside me. "Y eah ... maybe someone went off-roading. That wild oF
Cdifornialifestyle" Helaughed very softly. "They're supposed to be the crazy
ones, but they probably did it with headlights, or at least low beams. Meanwhile, |
blind myself. And even without lights were vulnerable. All the empty spece, this
thing's probably audible clear to the mountains.” Standing, he squinted at the

Teha chapis. "How far does that look to you?"

"Two miles" | sad. "Maybe three. Y ou're saying it'stimeto go it on foot?"

"l don't see any choice. If you're up for it, that is— scratch that, stupid question.

Of course you're up for it. Y ou're the one who thinks running is fun.”

He tried to call Whitworth, got no connection, walked a hundred feet back, tried
again, same result. Switching off the phone, he put it in his pocket dong with the
car keys. The flashlight went into another pocket. He took therifle, gave methe
nine-millimeter.

"Handing acivilian my gun." He shook his head.

"Not jugt any civilian," | said.

"Even worse. Okay, let me get rid of thisthing." He yanked off histie and tossed

it inthe car. "And this" In went his jacket. Mine, too.

We began walking, trying to follow the tracks.

Moving on legther- soled shoesill-equipped for the task. Nothing to guide us but the
hint of the crisp peaks I'd seen during my daytime visit. The quarter-moon looked
sickly, degraded, a child's rendering erased here and there to tissue- paper
congstency. Set high and well behind the mountains, the filmy crescent appeared to
be fleeing the gdlaxy. Whét little light filtered down to earth offered no wisdom



about anything below the mountaintops.

Thelack of spatid cues made it fed asif we'd entered ahuge, dark room as big as
the world; every step was tinged by the threet of vertigo.

Reduced to giff, smal movements, | edged forward, feding the rocks rolling under
my shoes. Larger, sharper fragments caught on the leather, like tiny parasites
atempting to burrow through. As the stones grew progressively larger, contact
became painful. | got past the discomfort but remained unable to orient mysdlf.
Clumsy with indecison, | sumbled afew times, came close to faling, but managed
to use my arms for balance. Severd feet in front of me, Milo, encumbered by the
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rifle, had it worse. | couldn't see him but | heard him breathing hard. Every so

often the exhaations choked off, only to resume harsher, fagter, like a labored

heart making up for skipped bests.

Ten more minutes seemed to bring us no closer. No lights up ahead. Nothing up aheed
but walls of rock, and | started to fed 1'd been wrong about Crimmins returning to
the scene. A fourteenyear-old in his grasp, and we were baby-stepping toward
nothing.

What else was there to do but continue?

Three times we paused to risk a quick, cupped flashtlighting of the path. The tracks
endured, and immense boulders started appearing, sunk deeply into the ground, like
falen meteorites. But no rocks directly in front of us, so far. Thiswasa

wdl-used clearing.

We kept moving a a pitiful pace, shuffling like old men, enduring the loss of
orientation in angry slence. Findly, the moonlight obliged a bit more, reveding
folds and corrugationsin the granite. But | till couldn't see two feet in front of

me, and each step remained condtricted, tension couraing up my tailbone. Finaly, |
got a handle on waking by pretending | was weightless and able to float through the
night. Milo's breath kept cutting off and rasping. | got closer behind him, ready to
catch himif hefdl.

Another hundred yards, two hundred; the peaks enlarged with a suddenness that shook
me, asif 1'd taken my eyes off the road and were headed for collision.

| reassessed the distance between Fairway's eastern border and the Tehachapis. Less
than two miles, maybe a mile and ahdf. In daylight, nothing more than a relaxed
nature groll. | was swesating and breathing hard; my hamdtrings felt tight as piano
wire, and my shoulders throbbed from the odd, stooped posture that maintaining
balance had imposed on me.

Milo stopped again, waited till | was a his Sde. " See anything?'

"Nothing. Sorry."

"What are you gpologizing for?"

"My theory."

"Better than anything e'se welve got. I'm just trying to figure out what we do if we
get there and it's il nothing. Head straight back, or trail dong the mountains

just in case they dumped a body?*

| didn't answer.

"My shoes are full of rocks" he said. "Let me shake them out.”



A few thousand baby steps. Now the mountains were no more than a haf-mileaway,
reducing the ky to adiver, dominating my field of vison. The contours dong the
rock walls picked up clarity and | could see driations, wrinkles, dark gray on
darker gray againgt black.

Now, something else.

A tiny white pinpoint, fifty, Sxty feet to theleft of the track.

| stopped. Squinted for focus. Gone. Had | imagined it?

Milo hadn't seen it; his footsteps continued, ow and steedly.

| walked some more. A few moments later, | saw it agan.
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A white disc, bouncing againgt the rock, widening from sphere to ovd, paing from
milk white to gray to black, then disappearing.

Aneye

Theeye.

Milo stopped. | caught up with him. The two of us stood there, searching the
mountaingde, waiting, watching.

The disc appeared again, bouncing, retreating.

| whispered, "Camera. Maybe she's fill dive.”

| wanted to run forward, and he knew it. Placing a hand on my shoulder, he whispered
softly but very quickly: "We gill don't know what it means. Can't give ourselves
away. Backup would be great. One last try to reach Whitworth. Any closer and it's
too risky."

Out came the phone. He punched numbers, shook his head, turned off the machine.
"Okay, dow and quiet. Even if it feds like well never get there. If you need to

tell me something, tap my shoulder, but don't talk unless it's an emergency.”
Onward.

The disc regppeared, vanished. Circling the same spot to the left.

Focused on what? | yearned to know, didn't want to know.

| stayed close behind Milo, matching my stepsto his.

Our footfals seemed louder, much too loud.

Walking hurt and sllence fed the pain. The world was slent.

Slent movie,

Images flooded my head: herky-jerky action, corseted women, men with warus
mustaches, mugging outrageoudy over a plinkety-manic piano score. White-1ettered
captions, framed ornately: "So it's carving you want, Sr? I'll show you carving.”
Stop, stupid. Keep focused.

Fifty yards from the mountain. Forty, thirty, twenty.

Milo stopped. Pointed.

The white disc had appeared again, thistime with atail—abig white sperm diding
aong the rock, wriggling away.

Stll no sounds. We reached the mountain. Cold rock fringed with low, dry shrubs,
larger stones.

Holding theriflein front of im, Milo began edging to the left. The

nine-millimeter was heavy in my hand.

The disc materidized overhead. White and creamy, bouncing, lingering, bouncing.



Gone.

Now a sound.

Low, ingstent.

Flash. Whir. Click.
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On. Off.

N o human struggle. No voices. Just the mechanics of work.

We moved dong the mountain undetected, got to within twenty yards before | saw it.
A high, ragged rock formation—an outcropping of sharp-edged boulders, sprouting like
stdagmites from the base of the parent range. Clumped and overlapping, ten to
fifteen feet high, pushed out twenty feet.

Natural shield. Outdoor studio.

The sound of the camera grew louder. We crept closer, hugging the rock. New sounds.
Low, unintdlligible speech.

Milo stopped, pointed, hooked his arm, indicating the far end of the boulders. The
wall had acquired convexity, continuing in asmooth, unbroken semicircle. No bresks
in Sght, meaning entry had to be & the far north.

He pointed again and we edged forward inch by inch, bracing oursalves with pdms
agang the rock. Thewdl curved radicdly, killing vighility, transforming every

sep into alegp of faith.

Twelve steps. Milo stopped again.

Something jutted out from the rock. Square, bulky, metdlic.

Rear end of avehicle. From the other Sde of the granite vt&\\,flash, whir.

Mumbles. Laughter.

We edged to the vehiclesrear tires, squatted, swallowed breath.

Chrome letters. Ford. Explorer. Black or dark blue. Sand spray stresked the rear
fender. No license plate. A partidly shredded bumper sticker commanded: ENGAGE IN
RANDOM

ACTS OF KINDNESS.

One-third of the vehicle extended past the rock walls, the rest nosed ingde. Milo
straightened and peered through the rear window. Shook his head: tinted. Crouching
again, he secured his grip on the rifle, moved around the Explorer's driver's Sde.
Waited. Pointing hisrifle a whatever wasin front of him.

| joined him. The two of us remained pressed againg the truck.

Partid view of the dearing. Plenty of light now, from aspotlight onapole. An

orange extension cord connected the lamp to a gray battery pack. The bulb was amed
downward, well short of the fifteen-foot walls that created the staging area.
Forty-foot stage, roughly circular, set on flat gray earth rimmed by the high,

seamed rock. A few boulders were scattered in the corners, like sprinkles of pebbles
where the mountain had given way.

Natural amphitheater. Derrick Crimmins had probably discovered it as ayouth,
driving out with his brother to stage God knew what.

Thegood old days, when held designed setsfor his stepmother, acquired ataste for
production.

Tonight, hed gone minimdist. Nothing in the dearing but the sngle light, a



tackle box, and severa videocassettes off to the Sde. Three white plastic folding
chairs.
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The chair to the left was off by itsdlf, twenty feet from its neighbors. On it sat a

young, brown-skinned, plain-faced girl, arms and legs bound by thick twine, dark

hair tied in pigtails. Pink baby-doll pgamas were her sole costume. A pink spot of
blush on each cheek, red lipstick on afrozen mouth. A wide leather belt secured her
to the chair, cinching her crudly at the wais, pushing her rib cage forward. Not a
belt—a hospita restraint, the same kind they used at Starkweather.

Her head hung to theright. Livid bruises splotched her face and breasts, and dried
blood snaked from her nose down to her chin. A shiny red rubber bal was jammed into
her mouth, creating a nauseating cartoon of gee-whiz amazement. Her eyes refused to
go dong with it: open, immobile, mad with terror.

Staring straight ahead. Refusing to look at what was going on to her |eft.

The center chair held another woman captive: older, middle-aged, wearing apae
green housedress torn down the middle. The rip was fresh, fuzzed by threads,
exposing white underwear, loose pae flesh, blue veins. Auburn hair. The same kind

of bruises and scratches as the girl's. One eye purple and swollen shut. Red ball in

her mouth, too.

Her other eye undamaged, but a so closed.

The gun jammed againg her Ieft temple was small and square- edged and chrome- plated.
Next to her, in the right-hand chair, sat Ardis Peake, holding the weapon. From our
vantage, only haf his body was vishle. Long white fingers around the trigger. He

had on his Starkwesather khakis. White sneakers that |ooked brand-new. Big sneskers.
Oversized fedt.

Tormenting the auburn-haired woman, but showing no sign he enjoyed it. His eyes were
closed, too.

Beyond enjoyment into reverie?

The man holding the video camera prodded him. Handheld camera, compact, dull black,
not much larger than a hardcover book. It sprayed abeam of creamy-white light.
Peake didn't budge, and the cameraman gave him a sharper prod. Peake opened his
eyes, rolled them, licked his lips. The cameraman got right in front of him,

capturing each movement. Whir. Peake dumped again. The cameraman let the camera
drop to hissde. Thelenstilted upward and the beam climbed, hitting the upper

edges of the rock and projecting the eye-dot onto the mountainsde. The cameraman
shifted and the dot-eye died.

Milo'sjaw bunched. He edged around to get afuller view. | stayed with him.,

No one esein the clearing. The cameraman kept his back to us.

Tdll, narrow, with asmall, white, round, shaved head that glowed with swest. Black
sk shirt, buccaneer deevesrolled to the elbows, black jeans, dusty black boots

with thick rubber soles. Some kind of designer label ran diagonaly acrosstheright
patch pocket of the jeans. From the left patch dangled the butt of another chrome
automatic.

Milo and | sdled farther. Froze as gravel spat under us. No reaction from the
cameraman. Too busy mumbling and cursing and prodding Peske.



Manipulating Peske.

Sitting Peske up straighter. Poking Peake's face, trying to mold expresson.

Adjusting the gun in Peake's hand.

Adhering to Peake's hand.
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Strips of transparent tape bound the weapon to Peake's spindly fingers. Peskesarm
was held unnaturdly rigid by atripod that had been rigged to support the limb.

Tape around the arm.

Forced pose.

Milo narrowed his eyes, raised hisrifle, amed, then stopped as the cameraman moved
suddenly.

Half-turning, touching something.

A tight, downdanting line that cut through night-space.

Nylon fishing filament, so thin it was virtudly invisble from this distance.

Running from the gun's trigger to awooden stake hammered into the dirt.

Slack line. One sharp tug would force Peake's finger backward on the trigger, prope
the bullet directly into the auburn-haired woman's brain.

Specid effects.

The cameraman ran afingertip aong the line, stepped back. Peake's gun arm remained
Siff but the rest of him was rubbery. Suddenly awave of tardive symptoms took hold
of him and he began licking hislips, rolling his heed, fluttering his eyelids.

Moving hisringers just enough to twang the line.

The cameraman liked that. Focused on the woman. The gun. Back to the woman. Seeking
the juicy shot.

Peake stopped moving. The line sagged.

The cameraman cursed and kicked Peake hard in the shins. Peake didn't react. Sumped
again.

"Go for it, fucker." Low- pitched gravd voice. "Do it, man."

Peake licked his lips. Stopped. His legs began to shake. The rest of him froze.

"Okay! Keep those knees going—don't stop, you psycho piece of shit.”

Peake didn't react to the contempt in the cameraman's tone.

Somewhere dse, completely. The cameraman walked over and dapped him. The
auburn-haired woman opened her eyes, shuddered, closed them immediately.

The cameraman had stepped back, was focused on Peake. Peake's head whipped back,
bobbled. Drool flowed from his mouth.

"Fucking meat puppet,” said the cameraman.

The sound of his voice brought awhimper from the auburn-haired woman. The crepe
around her uninjured eye compressed into a spray of wrinkles as she bore down,
struggling to block out the moment. The cameraman ignored her, preoccupied with
Peake.

No other movementsin the clearing. The brown skinned girl was in a podtion to see
us, but she showed no sign of recognition. Frozen eyes. Fear paralysis or drugs or
both.

Milo trained the rifle on the back of the cameraman's head. Thick ringers around his
trigger. But the cameraman was only inches from the fishing line. If hefdl the



wrong way, the gun would fire.
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Tucking the camera under his arm, the filmmaker positioned Peake some more. Peake's
arms dangled; he threw his head back. More drool. He inhaed noisly, coughed, blew
snot through his nose.

The cameraman yanked the camera up and filmed it. Sigpped Pegke again, sad, "Some
mongter you are.”

Peake's head dropped.

Unbound. Free to leave the chair, but constrained by something stronger than hemp.
The cameraman filmed, shifting atention from the woman to the gun to Peske, il
inches from the rigged line.

Morelip-licking and head-rolling from Pegke. His eydids dammed upward, showcasing
two white ovals.

"Good, good—more eye Suff, give me eye suff.”

The cameraman was talking louder now, and Milo used the sound for cover, charging
out into the clearing, raisng hisrifle

The cameraman's right thigh nudged the line. Made it bob. He redlized it. Laughed.
Did it again, watched the pull on Peakée's hand.

Peske was able to pull the trigger, but even tardive movement hadn't caused him to
do so.

Resding?

Again, his head dropped.

The cameraman said, " Where's good help when you need it?" Taking hold of Peske's
ear, he shoved Peake's head upward, filmed the resultant gaping stare. Caressing the
line with his own index finger as the camera panned the length of Peske's body,
moving dowly from furrowed skull to oversized fedt.

Disproportionate feet. Puppet.

| understood. Insight was worthless.

| reedied my gun, but stayed in place. Milo had inched closer to the cameraman,
fifteen or so feet to his rear. With exquisite care, he lifted the rifle to his

shoulder, trained it once again on the cameraman's neck. Sniper'starget: the
medulla oblongata, lower brain tissue that controlled basic body process. One clean
shot and respiration would cease.

The cameraman said, "All right, Ardis, I've got enough background. One way or the
other, let's do the cunt.”

The auburn-haired woman opened her good eye. Saw Milo. Moved her mouth around the
red ball, asif trying to spit it out. | knew who she was. Sheriff Haass

wife—Marvelle Hass.

Mail on the table, one day, maybe two. One car gone, the wife left alone.

She began shivering violently.

The young girl remained glazed.

The cameraman turned toward Marvelle, gave usafull view of hisprofile. Deep lines
scored the sdes of alipless mouth. Grainy, tanned skin, severa shades darker than
the white, hairless head. The head accustomed to wigs. Smdl but aggressive chin.
Beak nose sharp enough to draw blood. No facid fat, but loose jowls, stringy neck.
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Forearms wormed by veins. Big hands. Dirty nalls. Derrick Crimmins was turning
deadily into hisfather. His father had been a sour, grasping man, but nothing said

held been anything other than a flawed human being.

Herein front of me was mongtrosity.

Y et open him up and thered be unremarkable viscera. Bouncing around the vault of
his skull would be alump of gray jely, outwardly indistinguishable from the brain

of asant.

A man—it aways came down to just a man.

Marvelle Haas closed her eyes again. Whimpers struggled to escgpe from behind the
red bal. All that emerged were pitiful squeaks. Milo crouched, ready to shoot, but
Crimminswas il too closeto theline.

"Open your eyes, Mrs. Haas," said Crimmins. "Give me your eyes, honey, come on. |
want to catch your expression the moment it happens™

He checked the tape around Peake's hand. Adjusted the gun barrel so that it centered
on Marvele Haass left temple.

She squeaked.
He said, "Come on, let's be professiona about this." Moved toward her. Away from
thefishing line

"Used to fish," he said, arranging her hair, parting her housedress. Slipping a hand
under the fabric and rubbing, pinching. "Look what | caught here."

Stll within arm's reech of theline.

"Back when | fished," he said, "atug on the line meant you'd caught something. This
time it means throwing something away."

She turned away from him. He moved to the left, focusing, filming.

Away from the line. Far enough away.

"Don't move!l Drop your hands! Drop 'em drop 'em now!"

Derrick Crimmins froze. Turned around. The look on his owlish face was odd:
surprised—betrayed.

Then the flush of rage. "Thisis a private shoot. Where's your pass?'

"Drop your hand, Crimmins. Do it now!"

"Oh," said Crimmins. "You tak so I'm supposed to listen, asshole?!

"Drap it, Crimmins, thisisthe lagt time— "

Crimmins said, "Okay, youwin."

He shrugged. The lipless mouth curved upward "Oh well," he said.

He lunged for the fishing line. Milo shot him in the amile.
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41.

THE EXPLORER SHOWED up on aHollywood Divison want ligt. Stolen from a gtrip mdll
at Western and Sunset two months before. In the rear Storage area were five sets of
license plates, three phony registrations, two videocams, a dozen cassettes, candy
wrappers, soda cans. Wedged in the spare-tire case, barbiturates, Thorazine,
methamphetamine.

Hedy Haupt was traced to afamily in Yuma, Arizona. Father's whereabouts unknown,



Weéfare Department clerk mother, one brother who worked for the Phoenix fire
department. Hedy had earned a B average during her first three years a YumaHigh,
played a garring role on the track and basketbal teams. After she "fdl inwith a

bad crowd" during her senior year, her grades had plummeted and she'd dropped out,
earned a GED, gotten ajob at Burger King, run away. During the ensuing eight years,
her mother had seen her twice, once for Christmeas five years ago, then a one-week
vigt last year, during which sheld been accompanied by a boyfriend named Griff.

"Had a bad fedling about him," Mrs. Haupt told Milo. "Carried a camera around and
did nothing but take our picture. Wore nothing but black, like someone died.”

Milo and Mike Whitworth found the tapes while excavating the mounds of stolen goods
in the garage a Orange Drive. Sixteen cassettes in black plagtic cases, buried

under thousands of dollars worth of motion picture gear that Derrick Crimmins had
lacked the will, or the ability, to madter.

Sixteen desth scenes.

The first recognizable victim was the fourth we viewed.

Richard Dada, young, handsonme, talking animatedly about his career plans, unaware of
what lay ahead. Cut to the next scene: Richard's head yanked back by the hair,
exposed for the throat dash. The body bisected with a band saw. The dark-deeved
arms of the murderer visible, but no face. The camera was Stationary, making it
possible for one person to murder and film. Other tapes featured aroving lens that
necessitated two killers. The log on the tape said Dada had been killed a one A.M.
Ellroy Bearty's tape featured two segments, aninitia shot of the homeless man

sucking a bottle near the train tracks, then, four months later, Begtty prone and
unconscious on those same train tracks, followed by along shot of an approaching
express. Poor technique; the camera jumped around and the moment of impact was just
ablur. Next came brother Leroy, dso in two instalments. Smiling drunkenly as he
talked about wanting to be a blues singer. Four months later, asmilar smile, cut

short as a black hole snapped onto his forehead like a decal and he collapsed.

Both brothers killed the same night. Ellroy firg, his desth mandated by the train
schedule. Leroy's turn two hours later. Midway through the stack was Claire Argent's
fina day on earth: like the others, shed been unprepared. Crimmins had filmed her

in front of a bare white wall. Whether it was her own living room couldn't be
determined. She talked about psychology, about wanting to learn more about madness,
made dlusions to the project she and the cameraman would be starting soon, then

said, "Oh, sorry, I'm supposed to forget you're there, right?* No answer from the
cameraman.

Claire talked more about the origins of madness. About not jumping to conclusions,
because even psychotics had something to tell us. Then she smoothed an
eyebrow—rprimping for the camera—and smiled some more. Five seconds of shy smile
before she was smothered by a pillow. Long shot of her motionless body. Close-up on
the draight razor ... Twelve other home movies, unlabeled. Seven femdes. five

teenage girls with the haunted look of street kids, two attractive blond women in

ther thirties. Five maes: a painfully thin goateed boy around sixteen or seventeen

and four men, one Asian, one black, two Hispanic.

Folded into an empty box were two sheets of paper.
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Title page: The Mongter's Chosen. He Canot Be Stopped.

Second page: Cast

Weworked on that for along time.

The"fag actor” was mogt likely Dada, the "old-maid pro-fesor,” Claire. Other
desgnations included "the wino twins (Monger finds a perfect match)" and three
headings— "pompos businessman,” "coke whore," and "girl shopping'— for which no
conforming tape could be found. " Greaser farm chick” matched Suzy Galvez, "the
sheriff's hotblooded wife" Marvelle Haas. The "teenage pimp"* could've been the
goateed boy stabbed in the chest, then dismembered. But he fit "street punk,” so my
guess was Christopher Soames. Never had his audition, lucky lad.

Thejob of identifying the unnamed victims was assgned to a Sx- detective task

force from LAPD and the Sheriff's Department. After two months, three of the teenage
girls had been matched with runaways on various missing persons rosters, al the

girls, it was believed, had been living on the streets of Hollywood. Hedy Haupt
would've understood that scene. Two girls and the goateed boy remained nameless, as
did the younger of the blond women, probably the "stripper,” and the black man (the
"nigger sud"). "Greaser 1" and "greaser 2" turned out to be Hernando Alas and

Sabino Red, cousins from El Salvador seeking work as laborers by standing outside a
paint storein Eagle Rock. Contractors seeking cheap labor cruised the store daily.

No one remembered who'd picked up Alas and Redl, but family membersliving in the
Union Didtrict findly stepped forward to make the identification.

A Koreanr American sdesman named Everett Kim, bludgeoned with a baseball bat—the
"chink™—was traced to the Glendale-based skydiving club where Derrick Crimminsand
Hedy had first met. The ex-wife of another member, adentd hygienist from Burbank,
turned out to be Allison Wisnowski. "The nurse.”

Four months later, no new 1.D.'s and only one of the bodies had been found: one of
the runaway girls, a Sxteen-year-old named Karen DeSantis, discovered by hikersin
Bouquet Canyon.

One additiona tape was found in the Explorer, the scene barely discernible because

of poor light: Hedy Haupt aka Heidi Ott, getting out of the four-wheder, samiling
uneadily. Handing the camera to someone off screen, then turning her back and
cocking her hip. Moving dowly, seductively. Vamping. Smiling as she turned to look
back.

Saying, "How'm | doing—sexy enough?"' just before her head disappeared in aflash. No
designation on thelist. Perhaps Derrick Crimmins had conceived her as "coke whore,"
or maybe he had yet to dream up a designation.

Cregting characters, killing them off.

Folded in apocket of Crimminss black silk shirt was a copy of the Blood Walk title
page wed found in his night-stand. On the reverse were several handwritten
paragraphs in the same sharp-edged hieroglyphics used for the production notes:

The Mongter: combenation of extreme evil-madness and supernatura psychic ability s
to tell the future and to get into peoples heads. Locked up in the high security

asylem just like Haniball Leckter he aso cant be stopped like Leckter, can go

through walls, beam himsdlf around change his moleculs like a StarTrek dien. Exits



a will, goes around killing a will. Various people, dl types just cause he likes

it, gets off on it, not crazy dl thetimethisisjust what he does, hisjab, his

cdlinin life, no one will ever understand it because theyre not in the same

dimension. And he canot be stopped anymore than Jason or Freddie Kruger or Michael
Meyers.
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Except by The Daredeveil Avenger. Who understands him cause He grew up with him and
Hes aso got the psychic powers but for good not evil. Once Hhe was akid now Hes a
man, tal and muscular and silent, ared John Wayne Dirty Harry type but with a

sense of humor. True Lies meets James Bond. Doesn 't waste action except whem it
counts. Women love him the same as James Bond but He has no time for them because
only He knows what The Mongtersredly capible of, so only he can stop The Blood
Walk which otherwise would be inevatable.

He wears Black but He's the Good Guy. Keep it different, cregtive. The actionsin

the end aways between him and the Mongter. Prime-evil battle. Only at the end can
we know how it turns out. In the last scene the Mongter dies the worse degth of al.
Maybe burning, maybe grinded up in some kind of hamburger machine. Or acid. Either
way, he'sdead.

Or maybe not.

If it works there's dways a sequdl.

42.

"WHAT THE HELL was he planning to do with it?" said Milo. "Take a meeting with some
studio scrote?”

He stuffed pretzelsinto his mouth. No answer expected.

We were sitting in abar on Pacific Avenue on the south end of Venice, not far from

the Marina Jmmy Buffett on tape, sun-roughened faces and zinc noses, portstalk,

the pretzels. Mostly calsfor beer on tap.

It was Thursday. 1'd spent the afternoon just as | had every day thisweek. Out in
Bdlflower with Suzy Galvez, trying to bresk through. Milo had offered my services
right after the rescue. Mr. Galvez, alandscaper with avicious scar running from

his|eft ear to his shoulder blade, had turned him down, growling, "We handle our

own problems.”

Three weeks later, | got the cal from Mrs. Galvez. Meek, hdting, dightly accented
voice. Apologetic when she didn't need to be. Suzy was Htill waking up with

screaming nightmares. Two days ago, shedd started wetting her bed and sucking her
thumb; she hadn't done any of that since the age of Six.

| drove out the next day. The house was a brown box behind freshly painted white
pickets, too many flowers for the space. Mr. Galvez greeted me at the door, a
scar-faced, muscled keg of steam. Shaking my hand too hard. Telling me hed heard |
knew what | was doing. Handing me a mixed bouquet, cut fresh from the garden, when |
| eft.

Marvelle Haas was rumored to be seeing athergpist in Bakersfield. Neither she nor

her husband had returned anyone's cdls. The task force was il looking for

bodies, contacting departments in other cities, other sates, trying to figure out

how many people Derrick Crimmins had murdered. Cases in Arizona, Oklahoma, and



Nevada seemed promising. Evidence on Derrick’s brother's motorcycle accident was
sketchy, but Cliff Crimminss name had been added to the victim lig.

Milo snarfed more pretzels. Someone shouted for a Bud. The bartender, a black-haired
Croatian with four rings in his left ear, pamed the tap. We were drinking

sngle-malt scotch. Eighteen-year-old Macdlan. When Milo asked for the bottle, the
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Croatian's eyebrows lifted. He smiled as he poured.

"What the hdl wasit dl for?' said Milo.

"That's ared question?"

"Yegh, I've used up my ration of rhetoricd.”

| was sorry he asked. 1'd thought about little €l se, had answers good enough for

talk shows but nothing redl.

Milo put his glass down, dtared a me.

"Maybeit was dl for fun," | sad. "Or preparation for the movie Crimmins convinced
himsdf hed write one day. Or he was actudly going to sdll the tapes.”

"We dill haven't found any underground market for that kind of crep.”

"Okay." | 9pped. "So diminate that.”

"l know," he said. "There's an appetite for every damn bit of garbage out there. I'm
just saying nothing's turned up linking Crimmins to any snuff-film busness dedls,

and we've looked big-time. No cash hoard, not a single bank account, no meetings
with any shifty typesin long coats, no adsin weirdo magazines. And the computer
Crimmins had in the house wasn't hooked up to the Internet. Nothing but basic
software, no files. Our guy says he probably never used it.”

"Technologicdly impaired,” | said. "No swest. Video's as good as film."

"All I'm saying isit doesn't look like he was after the money. Stole dl that gear

but never tried to sl it. We figure he was probably living off dope sdes.”

"And Heldi'ssdary,” | sad. "Till she became superfluous. No bank accounts means
the two of them spent everything as it camein. They werent living like royaty and
they avoided paying rent, so agood dedl of it probally went up her nose.”

"His, too. Coroner found some cokein his system. A little meth, too. And something
cdled loratadine.”

"Antihigaming” | said. "Doesn't make you drowsy. Maybe Crimmins was dlergic to
the desert, needed to keep his energy level up for the big shoot."

Milo refilled his glass. "Blood Walk."

"Whatever his specific motivation,” | said, "and he may have had severd, in his

head it was amajor production. It was the process he loved. He got hooked on
playing God sixteen years ago.”

He downed the scotch. "Y ou redly think Crimmins did the Ardullos by himsdf."
"By himsdlf or with his brother. But not with Pegke. Peake was set up. I'll probably
never be able to prove it, but the facts support it. Think about Peake's blood test:
just aresdue of Thorazine. Heidi'd been weaning him off his meds for awhile. Just
as Claire probably had. But Claire's motive was to get Peake to talk about his
crimes. And, unconscioudy, she wanted to find some virtue in his soul because that
might say something about her brother. Heidi wanted Peske sufficiently coherent so
he could cooperate in the escape and— more important—perform on film. Killing



Marvedle and Suzy on camera—the Monger findly revedsitsdf. But it didn't work.
He didn't perform. Y ou saw his condition. With or without Thorazine, hel's extremely
low-functioning, has been for years. At his prime, he had no more than a borderline
IQ. Adolescent paint- and glue-sniffing and acohol knocked off afew more points.
Thorazine and tardive dyskinesia numbed him further. He was never in any shapeto
plan and conduct a crime spree, even the disorgani zed massacre Jacob Haas found at
the Ardullo house. He had nothing to do with Heidi's death or Frank Dollard's. No
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motive, no means. Same for the Ardullos™

"The Ardullos were your basic sensdess crime,” he said. "Maniac on the loose, no
need for amotive." "That's what Derrick wanted everyoneto think," | said.

"And he got hisway. But there's dways some kind of motive. Psychatic or otherwise.
Peake's no criminal superman, just pathetic. Derrick plotted it al out. Good

agang evil; Derrick gives, Derrick tekes avay.”

Anather drink poured. Milo sad, "Daredevil Avenger."

"On some leve, Derrick probably started believing his own P.R. Peake as surrogate
mongter, Derrick asangd of ddiverance. But Peske just doesnt fit any type of
psychoatic killer. HE'S never shown any indication of adelusond system, bloody or
otherwise, never acted violently before the massacre or since. He's aretarded man
with advanced schizophrenia, organic brain damage, dcoholic dementia. Crimmins
cdled him ameat puppet and that's exactly what he was, right from the beginning.
Derrick and Cliff got him drunk, borrowed his shoes they were able to even though
they were much taler, because Peake's feet are disproportionately large. One or
both of them walked through the Ardullo house dashing and bludgeoning. Two killers
would have made it easier, quicker. The sneaker prints pointed to Peake and led to
his shack. With that kind of proof, why bother looking any further? And don't forget
who was in charge: Haas, a part-time cop, absolutely no homicide experience. Then
the FBI camein and did an &fter-the-fact profile.”

Milo had two more shots.

"One other thing," | said. "That night, when Peake had his hand taped to the gun, he
was experiencing plenty of tardive symptoms. Lots of movement; you'd think he
would've pulled the trigger just by chance. But he didn't. And | swear there were
times, looking a him, that he seemed to be resisting. Forcing himsdlf to hold

back."

He pushed his drink away. Swiveled on his stool and stared.

"He's a hero now?”’

"Make of it what you will."

Another shot. He said, " So what are you going to do about it?"

"What can | do? Like you said, no proof. And one way or the other, Peake's going to
need confinement. | suppose Starkwesather's as good a place as any.”

" Starkwegther in the post-Swig era” he said. "'l heard his uncle found him ajob on
someone el se's gaff."

"Swig was a mediocre man trying to do awizard's job. Ther€'re no easy solutions.”
"So Pegke stays put.” "Peake stays put.” "Y ou're okay with that.”

"Dol haveachoice?' | sad. "Let'ssay | do raise astink, somehow manageto free



him. Some do-gooder will see that he gets out on the Sreet, whichll turn him into
just another homeless wretch. He can't take care of himself. Hed be dead ina
week."

"So we're putting him away for hisown good.” "Yes," | said, surprised & the
harshnessin my voice. "Who the hell sad lifewasfar?' He sared a me again.
"That day in hisroom," | said, "when | talked to Peake about the Ardullo children
and he began to cry, | migudged him. | thought it was dl sdif-pity. But he was
feding red pain. Not just a being blamed for it. At what happened. Maybe he
revedled some of that to Claire, and that's what kept her going with him. Or maybe
she never saw it. But it wasred, I'm sure of it. Right after that iswhen he

jumped up, assumed the Jesus pose. He was tdling me held been martyred. Suffered
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for someone dsgs sins. Not sorry for himsdlf. At peace with it.”

"Teling you," he sad. "Severdy low-functioning, but hesworth listening to?"
"Oh, yegh," | sad. "It dways paysto ligen." We st in sllence for along time.
Someone el se replaced Jmmy Buffett, but | couldn't tell you who.

| threw money on the bar. "Let's get out of here" He lifted himsdlf with effort.
"You going to see him again?" "Probably,” | said.

THE END
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