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Once upon a time, telephones were dumb objects tethered in place by a vast network of copper wires. When the first cell phones were foisted on the world, they were almost a joke: brick-heavy, nerdily antennaed, and such gobblers of energy that batteries were exhausted in twenty minutes. Despite all that, they soon morphed into status-symbols. 

And bait.
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Friday May 21, 6:49 p.m.

His hunger was strong tonight. Too strong for his usual fare. He sat brooding in his station wagon, unsatisfied, as the radio scanner clipped to his dashboard sampled the airwaves. The bright amber numbers spun and settled. As the iron sky turned to rust, tinny telephone voices crackled from the speaker. 

“—damn it, that’s one thing you’re not getting. You already got the house. Plus all that support money you and your lawyer screwed me out of—”

“My lawyer says I’m entitled—”

“Listen, you tell that greasy, money-grubbing bastard—” the language degenerated into a string of curses.

He wrote in a notebook, his handwriting small and neat, his notes organized by date and topic. May 1993; domestic; divorce; argument. 

“I want that car. I’ll get a court order.”

“The Corvette is mine.—The hours I put into it!”

“You spent more time with that car than you did with me—”

“—rebuilt that engine with my own two hands! So forget it, you’re not getting it.—God, Brenda, you always said you hated it! I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”

“Vindictive lousy bitch—I swear I’ll smash it up before I let you have it.”

“Go and smash it. Total it out. That would suit me fine.”

The connection ended and his scanner sought another. It found a woman ordering Chinese takeout on her way home: a sad little meal for one. He hit Seek, seeking meatier fare. The numbers spun and settled, spun and settled.

A salesman and buyer negotiated. Not over prices, but the size of their kickback, and how to avoid reporting the income. He listened, took more notes, dispassionately examining their naked greed. Good for the notebook, but not really the kind of fare he needed. Not tonight.

He glanced out the side window. His car sat on a dirt road a few hundred feet off Crestview.  From the ridge, the land dropped away revealing a series of neighborhoods running to the edge of San Francisco Bay. But he wasn’t here for the view. From nine hundred feet above sea level, he could tap into conversations all along the peninsula and across the Bay. It wasn’t exactly legal, but it was a harmless diversion. A meager crumb of amusement. Some warmth for the ice in his veins. 

A few stars appeared over the lights of the homes below. In the back seat, Lulu shifted her twelve-year-old bones into a more comfortable position, her black and white markings stark in the dimming light. The scanner spun and settled, spun and settled. His need grew.

A man called his girlfriend. “Jackie? Hey guess what? My wife’s gonna be traveling on business for a week.” He took notes.

A woman complained about her job. “The boss comes on to me like I’m going to suck his weenie for some lousy twenty five buck raise.” He took notes.

A store manager complained about a theft. “The bitch swiped it right out of the freezer, just stuck it under her sweater and walked out the door. A fuckin’ fourteen pound turkey!” He took notes.

And then a woman’s voice reached out to him. The word “lumpectomy” hung in the air. He put his pen down and listened.

“Have you told Don?”

“I can’t. I can’t. He’s never been able to deal with—”

“Honey, you have to tell him.”

“What if the doctor decides a lumpectomy isn’t enough?”

“Oh, I’m sure it’ll be fine, Andrea. Statistics—”

“What if I have to have a radical? He’d walk, I know he’d walk.—Things haven’t been all that great between us lately.”

“He wouldn’t leave you. Not like this.”

“Don can be a bastard sometimes. The things he says to me. You don’t know.”

“I don’t want to hear this—”

“—And then where would I be? Disfigured—alone—scared I might die—Oh God, Karen.—Jesus, how could I—how could I even support myself?”

“Andrea, for God’s sake—”

Faintly through the silence, He heard what must have been crying. The scanner moved mercifully on. 

A salesman driving home checked his messages. 

A woman told her girlfriend about her collagen injections. 

A man bragged to a friend about his new Beamer. 

As the evening wore on, he found a pair of familiar voices. Carrie and Jim. They’d become regular users of their new cell phones. Jim complained about his day, and Carrie commiserated. They made dinner plans as they drove from opposite directions, heading home.

In the endless hours he spent at his scanner, Nick Clayborne had come to know many voices. Kelly, breathlessly describing every date to her friend Amy. Sheila and her overweight husband Al. Sexy and long-suffering Amanda, dominated by Scott. Jilly, the San Francisco call-girl whose sexual adventures had ended in a sordid murder. Kimberly and her traveling salesman husband Jamie, who sent her flowers every time he cheated on her. And his personal favorite, Samantha and her clinging-vine boyfriend Tom. His notebooks were filled with them: his vicarious society, his people. He took a proprietary interest in them all. Life in full. Death, too. Besides Jilly, there was a Menlo Park schoolteacher named Zoey. Another murder victim. Though it was irrational, he couldn’t help feeling that his ghost-presence had brought evil down on those poor women. 

His listening was balm to his wounded spirit. But his note-taking was for another purpose. Two years earlier, as the cell phone phenomenon was just taking off, he’d written a sardonic article describing the illicit, inane or explicitly sexual things people talked about on their new toys. Most of them were unaware that their conversations could be heard by anyone with a radio wave scanner. The few who did know might have been titillated by the chance that someone was listening in. Nick’s article appeared in Rolling Stone, triggered some amusing comments in the following issue, and now he had a book contract for more of the same. 

One thing he would never do, though, was reveal the deeply personal things he came across, such as the breast cancer discussion he’d just heard between poor Andrea and Karen. Those he hoarded for himself.

Nick Clayborne stretched his aching back. This pain, like the other, his deeper pain, was worse than usual tonight.  He started his engine. It was time to head home. 

A sudden scream of police sirens shattered the silence. In the distance, a white San Carlos squad car soared over the top of Crestview, its electronic wailing an assault on the ears. A second car followed almost immediately. Nick punched in the police band. His scanner locked onto the local frequency.

Frenzied voices tumbled out of the speaker as squad cars converged on the scene.

“Code 3—”

“Green responding. Heading up Club.”

Static.

Something unintelligible.

“Unit Four, 10-23.”

“Give me a 10-41.”

More static.

“Green 10-97.”

“10-4.” The dispatcher fielded the calls with cool efficiency, her responses crisp and quick. Nick sorted through the code numbers. One unit ordered to stand by; the dispatcher asking if an ambulance is needed; another unit announcing his arrival. One code stood out from the rest: 10-54: Possible Homicide. In the distance, the sirens ended their mournful wail. Minutes of aching silence. Then the scanner squawked. A supervisor announced his arrival on the scene.

Through an open police microphone, the faint sounds of a man crying.  Nick found his hands locked onto the steering wheel. He unclenched and exhaled. This police action  seemed to last an eternity.

Then a more authoritative voice. “Boyfriend entered and found the woman on the floor. When he saw blood, he freaked and ran out. He left his keys locked inside.”

An officer spoke. “Okay, we’ll take the door.”

Nick Clayborne stared into the fog and congealing darkness. The silence stretched. A crackle of static and the sergeant’s voice. “Sam One—” More silence.

“Sam One, go ahead.”

“Sam One we have a DB and a crime scene here.”

DB. Dead Body.

The cop’s microphone was keyed on. Heavy breathing. “—We need Investigations right away.”

“Ten-Four, Sam One. Any need for backup?” The dispatcher sounded younger now, no longer so cool and detached.

“We could use two more units for crowd control. The place is starting to crawl with neighbors and they’re gonna chew up the—ah, Jesus!”

Through the open microphone, another patrolman, his voice hoarse with strain: “Christ, he cut out her tongue!” Nick felt his gorge rise.

Another voice. “—seen so much blood!”

“Hey, 10-12 on that, all right?”

10-12. Others May Be Listening. A quick rictus of a grin creased Nick’s somber features: they got that right.

More static, then the sergeant came back on. “I’m going to the car phone.” The transmission ended.

A nasty grinding sound as Nick tried to start his already-running engine. He backed up the dirt road onto Crestview but instead of turning left and heading home, he was drawn the other way, toward the scene of the crime. An impulse he found impossible to resist. He slowed as he reached the location.

Fog curdled around the townhome complex, lit blood-red and corpse blue by the flashing lights of four police cars on the scene. Two of the cars occupied the entrance to the parking lot, the others angled up on the lawn, sitting in the ugly crescents they’d carved coming to a stop. What was left of the lawn was churned to mush by the neighbors, huddled together, murmuring quietly, some of them clutching their coats against the cold. All of them drawn by morbid curiosity.

Nick sat across the street in his car watching the eager throng. Two more patrol cars arrived. Lulu stirred, her panting breath fogging the windshield. She seemed eager to join all the activity. Nick hesitated, unwilling to become part of this frenzied society. At last he snapped a leash onto her, took up his cane and crossed the street.

Keeping his distance, he watched as new arrivals swelled the crowd to several dozen. Couples from the surrounding blocks, teens, kids, dogs. They hovered at the crime scene, asking each other questions, spreading rumors. Was it murder? Impossible. Things like that didn’t happen in peaceful little suburbs like San Carlos.

Nick Clayborne leaned on his cane, the dispassionate observer. Though he had the bent and painful posture of an old man, he was not yet thirty five. Lulu sat alertly at his side. Two small girls approached. The younger looked around four, the same age as Nick’s daughter. Lulu seemed glad of the company.

The older girl eyed the dog cautiously. “Does she bite?”

“Lulu wouldn’t hurt a fly,” said Nick.

The girls squatted before her. The dog waved her tail, eagerly accepting their caresses. Their mother saw her girls with a stranger and squawked in indignant alarm. They ran back to her side. She bent and hugged them to her, glared briefly at Nick, then took her children firmly by the hands and headed homeward.

Nick envied their innocence. 

He noticed a young man, perhaps the boyfriend, quietly weeping. A police detective guided him around a corner, away from prying eyes.

He watched the crowd feeding eagerly on the rumors. He was no better. He moved toward the entry.

His view was blocked by a youngish man, pony-tailed, his flabby, tattooed shoulders revealed by an orange tank top.

Companionably making room, Ponytail said, “I haven’t seen this many cops since the last Dead concert. Man, what a mess.”

Why does tragedy make people so fucking affable, wondered Nick. He moved around the edges of the crowd. The dog clung to his side, possibly spooked by the sights, the sounds, the smells. At the entrance to the condo, half a dozen uniformed officers waited. One looked familiar, but Nick couldn’t place him.

An older couple gazed raptly at the scene. The old man turned to him and solemnly filled him in. “I heard an officer say something about a body.”

“Ed—” warned his wife; then she whispered fiercely at him, “The property values.”

“It’s going to be in the papers, Harriet.”

She turned away disapprovingly.

Property values, Nick silently snorted.

“I think it was a woman,” Ponytail informed them.

“Okay folks, let’s clear a path here.” A plainclothes officer pushed in from behind: tall and big-boned, his graying hair standing in disarray, a habitual sneer on his lips, his dark eyes embedded in drooping cynical flesh. His tan sports jacket swung open, revealing an efficient-looking snub-nosed handgun in a shoulder holster. “Sanchez, get these people out of here.”

Officer Sanchez, beefy and self-assured, shouldered his way into the crowd, pushing and jawboning them back away from the working detectives.

“Detective Zaag, could we have a statement?” The media had arrived, too. A young woman thrust out a mike; behind her, a stocky cameraman aimed a Betacam from his shoulder. Another TV reporter pushed his way closer, followed by two more women clutching mini-recorders. The crowd stirred with excitement. Zaag looked them over coldly. “Okay. We have a homicide. That’s all I’ll tell you. Anything else you report will be your own rumors and speculation.”

The reporters barraged him with questions.

“Is it true the victim was a young woman?”

“No comment.”

“Was she raped?”

“No comment.”

“Did it look like a robbery?”

“Was there a struggle?”

“Do you have a suspect? Will you be making an arrest? Is this related to other—”

Zaag turned and spoke to an officer. “Keep them out of my way. Get this crowd out of here, too.” He stalked back to the entrance and ducked under the yellow tape.

Zaag handled himself surprisingly well for a cop in sleepy little San Carlos, Nick thought. He must have come from some big city.

Nick managed to stay near the action without calling attention to himself.

The camera crews panned the scene, taking in police activity, the nervous crowd. Reporters sought out people to interview. Through the open door, uniformed cops were visible inside, standing idle. Then a plainclothes investigator moved purposefully down the hall. Rubber-gloved forensic technicians dusted for prints, ran a tape measure, took notes, wrapped evidence in butcher paper. Nick leaned on his cane, caught up in the spectacle. Sometimes one of the officers spoke into his intercom.

Nick longed to return to his car and listen to all this through his scanner. Soften this grim reality into a radio drama.

The path to the rear of the complex was blocked off with yellow tape. In the hazy distance he saw officers with flashlights, examining the grounds in search of evidence.

He led Lulu around to the far side of the tennis courts. It was quiet here among the warren of buildings, the flickering blue lights of televisions in the oblivious family rooms, people in comfortable togetherness, laughing at sit-coms or staring grim-faced at “reality” shows while reality itself, that rough beast, slouched past their windows unseen, unsought.

Nick Clayborne knew at first hand the horror and the grief, the refusal to believe and then, months or years later, after the pain mutes into the background bruise of life in the absence, the final grudging acceptance. The death of this woman would leave behind a similar kind of horror in those who loved her. In this case, however, her death was at the hands of a killer; an act of madness that hadn’t even the randomness of accident or the neutrality of disease to excuse it. He could imagine her loved ones’ sense of outrage, fear, anger and hatred. The search for a target for those feelings. In his own case, there was nobody to blame except the innocent combination of circumstances, and God, and himself—always himself. He shuddered. His guilt felt like a physical object within him: a black shadow that would show up on X-rays. After all these years, he still longed for remission. 

He headed back toward the street. Lulu sniffed at a neon-green tennis ball that had escaped from the court. A few neighbors hung around, along with the media folk. Two white news vans were parked nearby, their rooftop satellite dishes extended on telescoping stalks. Technicians moved silently around them, faintly visible through the fog.

Nick crossed to his car. He started his engine and turned on the wipers to clear the cold sweat off his windshield.

Jessie was staying with Nick’s mother for the weekend. It was too late to phone and say goodnight. He labored up the stairs to her room, picked up her clothes and made her bed. He found three of her dolls naked and in pieces. She liked to pull the heads off them. Maybe she’d absorbed some of his grimness. How could she not? 

He reassembled the dolls and placed them on her pillow.

He went back down to the kitchen, looking for things to occupy his hands, his thoughts.

At last he turned on the TV.

It was the lead story on the Late News.

He gazed at the image of the condominium complex as the voice of the newscaster described the events.

With a little shock, Nick caught a glimpse of himself in the background, looking like just another of the murder ghouls gathered at the scene of the crime.

A sudden closeup of the anguished face of the young man he’d seen weeping earlier.

“How well did you know Ms. Kinney?” asked a reporter.

“Marcie and—” He swallowed several times, then began again. “Marcie and I were dating over two years. We were planning to get married.” He blinked back tears.

Other reporters closed in for their own sound bites, rudely shouting over each other. “Mr. Connors, what was your reaction when you first saw—” “Phil, have you spoken to Marcie’s parents?” “Are the police holding you as a suspect?”

Detective Zaag responded. “Mr. Connors is not being held at this time.”

“Do you have any leads?”

“No comment.”

Nick frowned. Phil and Marcie: the names had a familiar ring. Hadn’t his scanner come across this couple? Talking, teasing, joking? Could it be the same couple? He was swept with a sick feeling of certainty. Christ. He stared without seeing as the newscaster returned. “Police deny any connection to two earlier Bay Area murders.”

He clicked the TV off. Sat back, stunned. Not only at the connection, but at his denial.

Jilly Johnston, the San Francisco call-girl. Zoey, from Menlo Park. Now Marcie from San Carlos. Three young Bay Area women, all slain within the year. Were they connected? There seemed to be no particular reason to think they were.

Then why had his scanner locked onto the cellphone signals of all three women?  
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Saturday, May 22

Jilly-Zoey-Marcie, Jilly-Zoey-Marcie. The names of the victims rang with the rhythm of his fists as Nick Clayborne worked the light bag, his body covered with perspiration, his mind preoccupied with these inexplicable deaths. Other members of the health club ran on lined-up treadmills while reading the Saturday newspaper, watching TV, listening to tapes or staring out the bank of windows at the swimming pool below.

Ignoring the sense of foreboding and the pain that sliced up his leg and dwelled in his spine, Nick pummeled the punching-bag until his arms turned leaden. Then he moved to the heavy bag and labored there as long as his aching back would let him.

He’d been a pretty decent college boxer: at six one and one seventy, he was a light heavyweight; after graduation, he’d switched to pickup games of football, handball, baseball. Then came the dreadful accident and the agonizing recovery. Now all he could manage was stretching exercises, careful workouts on his Soloflex and, for old times’ sake, some bag work at the club. He’d been through the therapies, both physical and mental. They’d helped, but only to a point. The guilt and the pain persisted, his invisible burdens.

He stopped punishing the bag and himself, wiped his face, draped the towel around his shoulders and limped down the lengthy hall to the showers.

At the grocery, Nick checked his list. Jessie needed hot dogs, Spiderman ravioli, her sugar-laden cereals, her gooey snacks. He felt the occasional twinge of guilt over leaving her at his mom’s for so many weekends, but he needed time for himself. Tomorrow he’d pick her up and take her to the zoo: a pleasant dad and daughter Sunday afternoon. He almost smiled. 

Driving through the quiet San Carlos streets towards home, his thoughts circled back to the murders. 

Jilly Johnston: a high-priced call girl with a wicked sense of humor. Zoey Sniderman: a much-mourned Kindergarten teacher. And now Marcie Kinney. Christ. He had always envied Phil his relationship with Marcie. They seemed so much in love: with each other and with life. Her brutal murder left Nick feeling hollow and sick. He drew a shuddering breath. What was it that linked these women in their grisly fate? He was convinced there was something he wasn’t seeing, something his mind refused to grapple with. 

Turning down Woodland Avenue, he parked in his driveway, shaded by a lichen-covered oak that occupied most of the front yard. It was already May, but its branches were still mostly bare, with just a few leaves showing. Nick had considered having the tree cut down, but he was reluctant to lose it. Its shade, its grotesque shape, its comfortable antique familiarity. 

He put away the groceries and headed down the hall to his office, where his computer sat waiting. He had to finish writing a lengthy brochure and e-mail it to the designer by the end of the day. He shunted aside all other thoughts and got to work.

It was growing dark. Nick stretched the kinks out of his back, took up his cane and ambled down to the kitchen.

He spooned out food for the cat, poured kibble for the dog, checked their water, and opened the back door.

Chauncey glared from the top of the neighbor’s fence, then jumped down and darted in. Raccoon-colored, foul-tempered, the scarred one-eyed tom walked with an arrogant limp. He’d found the creature starving in the yard over a year ago and fed it. It accepted his food and water, but not his affection. That was okay. Nick had little enough to spare. Lulu had been snoozing in the hallway, but came into the kitchen when she heard the kibble hitting her bowl. The animals ignored each other, as usual.

The laborious climb up the stairs. The familiar relentless ache at the base of his spine, the tingling across his buttocks and down his deeply scarred left leg. He headed down the hall to the bathroom, sat on the edge of the tub and ran water. After a few minutes, Lulu padded into the room, circled on the rug and flopped down, gazing up at him. He rubbed along the ridge of her skull. Her tongue lolled contentedly.

Nick eased himself into the tub, letting the heat soothe his back and leg. He submerged himself entirely, listening to the submarine sounds, rocking gently in the heat, floating his arms, dissolving. Finally he emerged and pushed his longish hair out of his eyes. He didn’t look like the rest of his family: they were light-skinned, with light brown hair. His dark complexion, deep-set brown eyes and once-jet-black hair caused some cruel comments, sly hints of a possible Italian lover in his mother’s past. Which always seemed to infuriate her.

Not that he cared. For all he knew it was true. Nick was pretty sure his dad played around during the course of their raucous marriage. He toweled off, pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt and headed downstairs to fix his dinner.

Later, he sat with Healing and the Mind in his lap, eyes glazed, lips pursed, brain frozen once again on thoughts of murder.

Exasperated, he slammed the Moyers book shut. Damn it, he thought, why should I care? Who were these women to him? Not loved ones, not friends, not even nodding acquaintances: just disembodied voices. Besides, how could he know there was any connection between them? Christ, so they all had cellphones. Big deal. More and more people were getting on board. Nor was it so surprising that he happened to overhear all three victims: after all, he kept his scanner on all day while he worked, and half the night, too.

Any connection had to be total coincidence. Let it go, dammit. He found his place in the book once more and tried to concentrate.

It was past midnight when he finally went to bed. On the radio, the jazz station was running a Miles Davis retrospective. Colleagues reminisced in gravelly voices. Tunes were played. Miles, his incredible trumpet, his daring ideas. One of the few of all the greats who managed to reinvent himself repeatedly. 

It was a rare talent. One Nick wished he had. He listened to the sweet snarl of trumpet and the silences between the notes. Maybe someday he’d reinvent himself. Or be reinvented.

“More coffee?” Clayborne’s mom filled his cup. She bustled around the kitchen, sponge in hand, her movements and expressions as familiar as a black and white movie. She had recently celebrated, if that was the right word, her sixtieth birthday with a gaggle of her friends. She had many friends. Women of sixty didn’t look as old as they once did, that was for sure. When his grandmother was sixty, she looked ancient. His mom was stylish, her face nearly unlined, her hair lightened to blonde these days. 

She finished wiping, dried her hands and sat down across the table. “I had a dream last night. You were on a picnic. You and Jessie and a lovely young woman, and it made me so happy to think that you were a complete family again and when I realized it was only a dream—”

He suppressed the urge to roll his eyes.

“My friend Barbara knows a wonderful girl—”

It was her favorite hobbyhorse. Start dating. Forget Tiffany. She’s dead. It’s not your fault. Restart your life. 

He refused to be drawn into the tired argument. 

“How’s your back? Have you been taking your pain pills?”

“When I have to.”

“You know, you should count your blessings, Nicholas. Some boys end up paralyzed, quadriplegic, or even brain-damaged from motorcycle accidents. Remember that boy we saw at the physical therapist? Imagine living in his shoes. You can stand, you can walk, and you can still feel sexual excitement, have relationships—”

“Look, Dr. Ruth—”

She glared sourly. “Don’t Dr. Ruth me. You are wasting your life, and you’re not doing your daughter any good either. I mean it, Nick. You’re thirty four years old. You keep turning inward much longer and I don’t know what you’ll become.—Are you still spying on people with that scanning thing?”

“Spying.”

“It’s not normal.” She studied him. “Sometimes I think you care more about these voices, these strangers, than you do about real people.” 

“They are real people. They’re not—Christ, you’re always telling me about the way your friends get all caught up in those stupid soap operas. At least my people are real. With real problems, real concerns. You don’t know the things I’ve heard. Health issues—going though divorce—finding out one of their kids is gay and dying of AIDS—” He was taken aback at his own vehemence. He drew a calming breath, adding, “Besides, I’m writing that book.”

“So you keep telling me. How many pages have you written so far?”

He looked away. “I’m taking notes.”

“Do you have a deadline?”

He rubbed his unshaven jaw. The publisher had wanted to see the finished manuscript months ago, but he’d convinced them he needed more time. After all, his magazine article took two years of collected conversations. He’d need a lot more than that to fill a book.

“What about work? You busy?”

“Pretty busy.”

“Did that ad agency ever pay you?”

“Yeah, the check came last week.”

“Good.—Oh, I wanted to ask if you called your father.”

“What for?” 

“I just think you should. He misses you.”

Nick shrugged. They weren’t close. Nick had been pretty annoyed when his father had walked out on his mother ten years ago. He was surprised at how easily she forgave him. Nick couldn’t do that, even though he wasn’t the one who was most affected.

His mom wasn’t the type to sit around and mope. She’d started dating immediately, and found Josef within a year. He was a charming man, with his courtly Eastern European manner and accent and cultural ideas. He was good to his mother, and adored Jessie, as well. The truth was, his mother had never been this happy with his father.

Nick popped a last piece of toast into his mouth, washed it down with coffee and stood up. “We should get going. I promised Jessie I’d take her to the zoo.”

“Good. At least you’ll get some fresh air.”

Nick looked into the living room. Jessie was slouched on the floor listening raptly to the story Josef read to her. Nick paused in the doorway, watching. Her wispy dark blonde hair clung to the fabric of the couch. He gazed at her tiny form, marveling once again at how much he adored her, how much love she provoked in his otherwise inert heart. 

Josef turned the page of the large picture book and imitated a deep-voiced troll. “You cannot cr-r-r-ross this br-r-r-ridge until you answer my r-r-r-r-riddle. And if you fail to answer my r-r-r-r-riddle, I will have you for a snack! Billygoat barbecue! Billygoat salad! Billygoat and jelly on toast!”

Jessie went ho-ho-ho, her deep belly laugh bringing a smile to Nick’s face, as it always did. She was clearly delighted with Josef’s performance and his comic ad-libs. But when she saw her dad, she immediately jumped up and ran over. 

“Can we go to the zoo?”

“We sure can, kiddo.” Her slender arms clung to his neck as he picked her up, groaning exaggeratedly at her weight.

“I want to see the billygoats like in the story.”

“Tell you what: You can even feed the billygoats.”

Her eyes went round. “I can?”

“Yep. You can feed them—to the trolls!! 

She rolled her eyes at his stab at humor.

“Let’s get your shoes.” 

Monday, May 24

On his way back from dropping Jessie at daycare, Nick stopped at a neighborhood gourmet coffee shop. 

He found a local paper on one of the tables and took it inside with him. Standing in line, he glanced through it. Nothing on the front page. The story was three days old. Ancient history by now. He ordered coffee and a muffin.

Outside, he sipped the coffee and opened the paper. The too-short story was on page four. Marcie Kinney. He stared at the picture of a smiling young woman. So pretty, thought Nick. Although he had never seen her face before, she brought back tender memories. That low, sensual voice, her witty conversations, her zest for living, her crude words, her frank sexuality. He smiled sadly. Marcie was certainly no Tiffany. His wife had never used language like that. Tiffany’s talk had been circumspect, almost prudish.

His throat knotted up. Why did every woman bring on this inevitable comparison? And why did they all have to fall so terribly short? 

With a sigh, he allowed himself to pick at the scab of his pain once again. 

He’d met Tiffany at a bookstore and gathering-place in San Mateo. Nick was twenty seven and aggressively playing the field. Tiffany was thirty and quite impervious to his attempts to add her to his list. She didn’t mind talking to him, but whenever he asked her out, she turned him down. With that gentle and mysterious smile of hers. He was intrigued by the fact that she had a past she wouldn’t talk about, and a future she spoke of with confidence.

The more she resisted him, the more he was attracted to her. Finally, she relented and they began seeing each other. Then she changed her mind again. Obviously, there was someone else in her life. Nick had tried to forget about her. But several months later, out of the blue, she phoned him. They began to date in earnest.

Tiffany was different from the other women Nick had known. Smart about people, forgiving of their faults, self-assured. While not particularly beautiful, there was something about her smile and her gaze that transcended mere looks.

At the time, Nick was toiling as copywriter at a San Francisco ad agency and she was a rising young executive with Hewlett-Packard. He was impressed that she was on a definite career path, with prospects better than his own.

She had changed much about him. His taste in movies, music and books, his eating habits, even his attitude towards sex. With some of the girls he’d dated since college, it was a sport; almost a competition, really. But for Tiffany, sex was more like a holy rite, a devotional act: it was quite literally making love. That she’d consented to marry him was the one miracle in his life. A miracle that ended all too soon.

He smiled sadly. Tiffany. Delicate, sweet and gentle, kind to strangers and to rude young men. He’d learned so much from her: especially about love.

He turned back to the newspaper and read the entire article. An unknown assailant had somehow gotten into Marcie’s apartment. There was no sign of forced entry. The struggle had been brief. Cause of death, blood loss and strangulation. Police theorized her attacker was very powerful, based on the depth of the bruises on her throat. There were unspecified mutilations. Nick felt sick to his stomach. There was no mention of any link between this murder and the earlier ones. Nor did the article reveal any details of the investigation. Police did reveal that Phillip Connors was questioned extensively before being released. 

The article ended with a mention of funeral services for the next day. With a little shock, Nick recognized the name of the cemetery. It was the same one where his wife was buried. He lifted his eyes from the page and stared at nothing. Should I go? he asked himself. 

Don’t be ridiculous, he answered.
Tuesday, May 25

Wearing his dark blue suit and a muted tie, Nick drove north to Colma, the self-proclaimed City of Souls. He asked himself, Why am I doing this? He had no answer.

Even though he was well acquainted with the way in, he arrived late. He parked behind a long row of cars. In the distance, the mourners were gathered around the burial site. He made his way towards them, leaning on his cane. The beautiful oak coffin sat above the open grave, and near it was a small podium. An older man was speaking. His voice drifted towards Nick. 

“—And after Marcie’s dad—my brother Al, you know—passed away, why I just felt it was my place to be there for her. She was only seven. It’s tough to lose your father at any age, but—” He shook his head. “I thought I was doing something—decent and right, and that was true, I guess, but there’s a larger truth: Marcie brought me so much joy. I never married, never had any kids. Well, she became the family I never had, she and her mom.” He smiled bleakly. “Pops, she called me. Growing up, Marcie was a wonderful person to have in your life. And now—” He stopped and looked blankly around. “—It’s just so damned unfair.” 

Tears slid down the rough skin of his face. Nick turned away from his pain and looked at the other mourners. He recognized Phil Connors from his brief appearance on television. An older woman standing next to him must have been the mother. She looked a little like the picture of Marcie that he’d seen in the newspaper.

The uncle mopped his face with a handkerchief and went on. “Anyway, I know she’s in a better place. But I hope to God they catch the bastard who did this to her, and to all of us who loved her.” He turned away, stumbled briefly, then rejoined the others.

The minister stood then and began to speak.

Nick recalled the way Marcie’s personality flowed through her voice. Her compassion for others. One conversation came back to him now. Someone she was close with was going in for prostate surgery, and she was trying to calm his fears.—That was the uncle, Nick suddenly realized. And as he looked at the other mourners, he knew he’d heard her talking with any number of them. Her mom, her friends, her cousins. Gazing sadly at the coffin, he almost felt related to her himself. The sonorous voice of the preacher repelled him.

He moved away from the crowd. He made his way along the path to another part of the memorial park. Colma had well over a dozen cemeteries, but as it happened, Marcie was buried in Cypress Lawn. The one burial ground Nick knew too well.

He sat on the bench near Tiffany’s grave, laying his cane on the ground at his feet. He thought back to her funeral, four and a half years ago. He’d been in a wheelchair then. The infant Jessie was bundled in his lap. Nick was ravaged with grief and guilt. His baby would never know her mother. Nick had vowed to be both father and mother to the child. He said so when he spoke, and he’d silently promised Tiffany, too. His own mother was temporarily caring for Jessie, of course, because Nick was physically unable to. But only for now. Once he healed enough to manage, he insisted on bringing her home despite his mother’s protests. 

He was a good father, he knew. Of course it helped that Jessie was a perfect angel. The reincarnation of her mother.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3

[image: ]


Saturday, May 29, 8:45 a.m.

Nick was at his computer when the doorbell rang. Lulu woke up barking and rushed down the hall, her nails clacking and scratching at the tile floor. Nick took his cane and lurched after her. He opened the door. It was a uniformed police officer.

“Nicholas Clayborne?”

“What is it?”

“We’re making a few inquiries in the area.” 

“Oh? Was there a burglary or something? My place was hit once, but that was a few years ago.” Nick thought he recognized the cop. As he looked, a name, a history clicked into place. “Is your name Randy?”

The officer grudgingly acknowledged him. “Right.—Hello, Nick.”

They shook hands. “Been a long time.” Randy Green. They’d played football together in high school. And had a fistfight, he now recalled, though the reason escaped him. After Randy left the team, they hadn’t seen each other much. And after graduation, not at all. Christ, that was what, sixteen years ago? “I thought you moved away.”

“Not me. I like it around here.” The officer self-consciously adjusted his belt. Loaded with the official tools of his profession: police issue revolver, nightstick, Taser, cuffs, radio, ticket book, even a skinny black leather holster for his pen.

Nick leaned into the door-frame, easing his back. They briefly recapped the intervening years. Then Randy said, “—I heard about your accident. Tough luck.”

Nick nodded. “—So you became a cop.”

“Yep. Part of the thin blue line.” Then his expression tightened. “I’ll need you to come to the San Carlos Police Department.”

“Really?” Nick thought a moment. This had nothing to do with burglary. With a narrow look, he asked, “What’s this about?”

“It’s regarding the death of Marcie Kinney. We’re talking to a number of people who came to her funeral. Everyone’s cooperating, of course.” The officer watched him, his expression carefully neutral.

Nick nodded casually, but his brain went spinning into high gear. The cops must have photographed the attendees and shown the pictures to the family, checking for anyone who didn’t belong. They’d have gotten the names from car license plates. Christ, how the hell would he explain his presence there? He played for time.

“I have to arrange a sitter for my daughter.”

Something flickered behind Randy’s eyes. “That’s right, you have a little girl.”

Nick lurched back into the kitchen and phoned Corinne, who lived a couple of doors down. Fortunately, or maybe not so fortunately, she was available. He took his cane and stumped up the stairs to Jessie’s room. She was sprawled on the bed watching a cartoon show. “Honey, I have to run out for a little while. Corinne is coming over. She’ll fix your breakfast.”

Jessie, absorbed by the Voltrons or Rock Lords or whatever, waved him off. He kissed her head and limped to his bedroom for his shoes. 

Sitting on the bed and pulling them on, he still hadn’t thought of a reasonable explanation. It was incredibly stupid of him to go to that funeral.

As he returned to the kitchen, the officer greeted him with a polite smile. “All set?”

“I have to wait for the sitter. Why don’t I meet you there? In like ten minutes.”

Nick waited and hoped while Randy worked his way through the calculus of police rules. “I’ll wait for you out front.”

Sitting in the back of the squad car on the way in, Nick stared distractedly at the back of Randy’s neck. Then he frowned. That thick muscular column with its square-cut hairline. It seemed a bit too familiar to be an old high school memory. Had he seen him somewhere other than the funeral? He suddenly broke into a funky sweat. Randy had been at the crime scene. He must have spotted Nick up there! Christ! How was he going to explain that one? 

The interrogation room contained nothing but a table and three chairs. The walls were bare, with a mirror set into one. No doubt Nick was being observed from behind it. He leaned his cane against the table, closed his eyes and thought hard. Even if Randy hadn’t spotted him at the crime scene, others might have. His image was even in the TV report, he suddenly remembered. 

Twenty minutes or more passed before the door opened again. A pregnant woman in her early thirties entered: solid-looking and intense, wearing tan slacks, a white maternity blouse and patterned neck scarf, her dark hair in a short, practical style. Stalking in behind her was the detective Nick had seen taking charge at the Kinney murder. Up close like this, he looked larger and more menacing. Nick felt his underarms go moist under the detective’s acid glare. 

“Mr. Clayborne, I’m Detective Jacob Zaag. This is my partner, Detective Isabella Garza.” They shook hands, neither smiling nor unfriendly. Zaag pulled a chair out from the table and sprawled negligently in it. Garza sat at the far side of the table. She opened a laptop computer and waited, deferring to her partner. Zaag set a small tape recorder on the table and turned it on. After that, neither detective spoke, allowing the silence to stretch interminably. Nick waited.

“Did you know Miss Kinney?” Zaag asked finally.

Nick shook his head. Then he remembered to speak. “No.”

“What were you doing at her funeral?”

“It’s kind of a long story.”

“We’ve got lots of time.” Zaag produced a small spiral notepad and pen. He looked up, one bushy eyebrow raised slightly. A scar split the other eyebrow, and another scar ran down one cheek. His nose had the irregular lumpy look common to fighters. A heavyweight, in this case. He probably stood six-four and weighed in at over two forty.

Nick drew a breath. “It actually begins the night of the murder. I have a police scanner in my car. It’s a hobby. Anyway, I was up on the ridge near Crestview that night, listening. I was there when those two squad cars sped past me. I heard they were checking out a possible homicide. Since it was only a couple blocks away, I followed them there and joined the crowd.”

The detective exchanged a look with Garza. She typed a brief note, then looked up. 

Zaag studied Nick for a long moment, tugging at his fleshy lower lip. His left eye had a slight twitch. Garza sat alertly, her fingers poised over the keyboard of her laptop.

They’re trying to intimidate me, Nick decided. He deliberately slowed his breathing.

“Are you a crime groupie?” Zaag sneered gently.

Nick said nothing.

“Do you always rush to the scene of a crime when you hear about it on your scanner?”

“Of course not.” Choosing his words with care, Nick said, “Look. It happens I spend a lot of time up on Crestview. I walk my dog there, and the reception is good. The squad cars went right past me. Naturally I was curious, and the crime scene was so close I decided to have a look. Is that against the law?”

Zaag scribbled in his pad for what seemed like several minutes. He looked up. “Did you know her?” His eyes were penetrating.

“I already told you I didn’t.”

“Then why go to her funeral?”

Nick looked away. “That was just an impulse. I read about the murder in the newspaper. I saw where the funeral was. My—my wife is buried there. I thought I’d go.”

“Uh-huh.—Sort of kill two birds with one stone.” Zaag waggled his eyebrows.

Nick felt a flush of fury rise up in him. He seethed with it, but kept his mouth shut.

Zaag stared into his eyes for a protracted moment, then said, “You’re a pretty cool customer.” He pulled his pad forward and jotted a note.

Nick glanced over at Detective Garza. He wondered if she and Zaag were lovers after hours. He decided they weren’t. She didn’t seem the type who would risk her career over some kind of romantic attachment. Besides, her pregnancy indicated a husband at home.

Garza cleared her throat. “Mind if I ask a few questions?”

Zaag glanced at her. “Be my guest.”

She turned to Nick. “You live alone in that house?”
Nick took his time. “No, I have a four year old daughter. Four and a half.” He smiled.
“Daughter. You’re divorced?”
“Widowed.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Garza typed a quick note. “Own or rent?”

“Rent.”

Garza stared at him for a protracted moment. “From your mother, is that right?”

“Yes.” Nick was taken aback. Evidently they’d done some checking before inviting him over for a chat. 

Garza and Zaag exchanged a look. Then they waited.

Nick could smell his deodorant, working overtime. “When my mom remarried, she moved out. She didn’t want to sell the place, or rent it to a stranger, so she asked me to take it.”

“I see,” said Ms. Garza. “And you’re how old? Thirty nine, forty?”

“Thirty four.”

She gave Nick a questioning look, then made another notation. 

Zaag cleared his throat. “Tell me, something, Nick: do you date?”

“Date?”

“Yes. You know, girls? Women? Boys? Men?”

Nick smiled. “Why? You want to fix me up with someone?”

Zaag’s eyes grew cold, his tone grating. “I’d advise you to take this interview seriously.”

Nick barely managed to control the sudden rage the detective had stirred in him.

“I’ll ask once again, do you date?”

“I guess I’m not much of a lady’s man.”

Zaag glanced at Garza and winked. “No? A good-looking guy like you? I’m surprised.”

“Well, after my accident, I—” Nick paused, annoyed at himself. He changed direction. “It’s not so easy. With a daughter at home.”

Zaag’s eyebrow went up. He made a note, then waited.

Despite his attempts to maintain self-control, Nick found himself growing edgy. “Look, what has that got to do with—”

“—Okay, okay, no need to get yourself all upset.”

“I’m not upset, it’s just that you—”

Zaag winked at Garza, celebrating his minor victory. He stood up, stretched to his room-filling height and yawned. “Sorry. I’ve been putting in some long days. We both have.” Then he said, “—You said something about an accident—?”

“After my accident, my back was—I was partially paralyzed for a time.”

“What kind of accident?”

Nick drew a breath. “Motorcycle.”

“Here in San Carlos?”

“No, it was down south. South of Gilroy. On 101.”

“Anyone else injured?”

Nick stared for a moment, then turned away. Christ.

“Oh,” said Zaag. Then, more gently, he said, “Tell me how it happened.” 

Nick waited until his voice was under control. “It was around sunset. We were coming home. In the winter. It was raining off and on. Temperature was dropping. Then the wind picked up and black ice formed on the roadway.—I spun out. There was a bridge abutment. My wife—” He shut his eyes at the nightmare vision: Tiffany screaming, her pregnant form sliding helplessly headfirst toward the cement pillar—His gorge rose suddenly and he jumped to his feet, knocking his chair over backwards, swallowing rapidly to keep from vomiting.

Zaag was at his side. He straightened up the chair and had him sit. Garza went out and returned with a cup of water. 

“Here,” she said. “Drink it slow.”

Nick took a swallow and set the cup down. His hand was quivering, he noted absently. The images he’d pushed away for so long rose up before him once again. The agony of the ambulance ride, not knowing how badly she was hurt, or if she had died. 

She hadn’t. Not immediately. Not her body, anyway. They’d kept her on life support for week after week, until the fetus was viable. After they took the baby from her, they let her go. Her death had haunted his dreams for more than a year, producing night sweats, terror, screams that reverberated through the house. He’d wanted to die himself. But there was the baby. 

When he finally was healed enough to bring her home from his mother’s, the nightmares subsided. But as recently as a month ago, he woke up at four in the morning, the sound of Tiffany’s voice in his ears. She had spoken his name, quietly but distinctly: “Nicky.” As he came awake he could hear the sound still echoing faintly against the walls of his bedroom: (“Nicky.”) He’d sat up in bed, heart pounding in his ears. “Tiff?” And expected to see her standing in the doorway smiling at him. But all he heard was the sound of Jessie, snoring lightly in the other room. He didn’t sleep the rest of that night.

Zaag was talking. “The accident—that was when?”

“Around five years ago.” He drew a shaky breath. “Anyway, what does my personal life have to do with—”

“We have to check these things out. It’s just basic procedure.” 

He eyed the two detectives, unable to mask his hostility. 

Zaag, smug and self-satisfied, said, “Hey, you’re free to go at any time, you know. If you were an actual suspect, I’d have had to read you your rights, wouldn’t I?”

“Not really. Only if you make an arrest.”

Zaag heaved an exaggerated sigh and complained to Garza. “These guys. They watch all this crime drama on TV, they get so excited and involved, pretty soon they start listening in on police calls, then they show up at crime scenes before we do.” He turned to Nick. “Listen, as long as you’re so up on things, if you catch the killer for us, make sure you Miranda him before you slip on the cuffs, okay?”

“Pretty cute, Zaag.”

The detective stopped smiling. His eyes hardened. “Listen friend, it may be fun and games to you, but there are people dying out there, kids in schoolyards getting mowed down by crazies with fucking assault rifles, women getting sliced and diced, pissed-off ex-employees coming to their former offices and gunning down their bosses. Guys going nuts and slitting the throats of their own damn kids.” His face was red, the tendons stood out on his thick neck, his voice was harsh, and drops of spittle flew from his lips. “It’s not a fucking TV show! There are officers, good men and women, outnumbered and outgunned, putting themselves on the line to protect civilians like you. It’s real out there, and it’s God damn dangerous.”

The detective made a visible effort to calm himself. He glared at Nick, his voice level and menacing. “At this point, I suppose I should ask you to account for yourself at the time of death.”

“When exactly was the time of death?” responded Nick, seething with anger of his own.

“Don’t. Mock. Me. Just account for your time for the evening of May 21, all right? The night Marcie Kinney was killed.”

Nick calmed himself, thought about it. “I took my little girl to dinner at Burger King, then dropped her off at her grandmother’s. Later that evening, I drove up the hill with the dog. As I told you, I was up near Crestview using the scanner, listening to the different frequencies when those two squad cars came screaming past me.”

“How long were you sitting on Crestview?”

“Maybe an hour.”

“Uh-huh.—What were you listening to?”

Nick had already decided not to reveal his main listening habits: scanning cell phone frequencies. It was just too dangerous—a connection to this victim and the two others. He spun a more innocent tale. “Besides the police channels, just the usual kinds of things. Airplanes coming in. One time I picked up the sound crew at the Shoreline setting up for a concert.” 

He stopped. Something ugly had popped into his head. He tried to follow the thought, but Zaag was talking. 

“I’m surprised you can get stuff like that. Sounds pretty neat.”

Nick realized Zaag was only acting impressed to draw him out. He waited.

“What else can you bring in?”

“Fire calls, Coast Guard. Sometimes you can hear the Shuttle astronauts.”

“Quite a hobby.” Zaag pulled his pad closer and made another note. “But you’re not certain how long you were sitting up there before you saw the patrol cars answering the call.”

“About an hour, as I said. Give or take.”

Zaag wrote again, then looked up, his eyes veiled. “Well, Nick, that leaves you without much of an alibi. As I understand it, you were sitting all by yourself within five minutes of the murder scene for some length of time before it was reported. It could be argued that you had all the opportunity you’d need to enter the condominium, kill the woman, then drive over to your listening post and wait for the fun to begin. The time of death hasn’t been pinned down with absolute precision either.” He looked at his notes, then glanced up, adding, “Not that the absence of an alibi is meaningful in itself, understand; without witnesses or physical evidence, there’s little reason to single you out.” Then he said, “Where were you earlier in the day?”

With heightened awareness, Nick picked his way through the verbal mine-field. “I was working.”

“Oh? Can your co-workers verify that? Where do you work?”

“I work at home.”

Zaag glanced at Garza, then eyed Clayborne. Naked suspicion twisting his features. “At home. Alone? Wasn’t your daughter with you?”

“She’s in pre-school and day care. I picked her up around five-thirty.”

Garza typed and Zaag wrote in his pad. When Zaag looked up, there was a glint of interest in his eye. “So you were home alone all day. What is it you do at home?”

“I write ads and brochures, and I use e-mail to work with the designers and my clients.”

Zaag made another note, then looked at it for a moment. “Is that so? It must be nice for you, a single parent being able to work at home like that.” 

Garza looked up from her laptop. “But from what you’re saying, nobody can verify if you left the house during the day. Isn’t that the case?”

Nick didn’t respond. The temperature in the room seemed to be climbing. He was soaking wet. Had someone deliberately dialed up the thermostat?

Zaag then said, “But even if you were at home when you said, that’s still only a few miles from the crime scene, so—” He paged back in his notebook and read what he’d written. “I’d like to go over these details again, if you don’t mind.—Do you mind?”

Nick acquiesced. Not that he had any real choice.

Zaag kept him there several more hours. Garza went out for a short time, then returned bearing sandwiches and more questions of her own. They went over the same ground again and again. Nick longed for the ordeal to end.

Detective Garza looked at him blandly, her arms folded and resting on her baby bump. “You mentioned earlier you rent your home from your mom. Is that the home you grew up in?”

“Not that it matters, but yes.” Nick felt himself redden
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