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  Preface


  The James Dallas Egbert case didn’t begin in any bizarre way.


  In my fifteen years as a private investigator, I have handled thousands of cases, some perfectly commonplace, some exceptionally strange. As I look back, I think of an attractive nurse in Dallas named Norma Heistand. One day, with a sheet of her master’s thesis still in her typewriter, she vanished without a trace. The police search turned up not a single clue, and in the end I discovered her in her own house, where she’d hidden herself in a boxboard carton. I remember the great imposter—I mean the great one, not the infamous Fred Demaris, but Jack Bradford, a.k.a. Jack Brown. Before I unmasked him, this remarkable-looking man, who was a karate pro with red hair and a superb command of language, had filled a dozen roles. Once he’d posed as a doctor and performed some sophisticated surgery; another time he had been CEO of a couple of large corporations; then he’d served as warden of a major prison. He had even acted as commandant of a U.S. military base. There was the fourteen-year-old daughter of a southern governor who ran away from home, which led to my being knifed during a peace demonstration in Berkeley. Later I found the girl and returned her. And I’ve had other intriguing cases, in England, South Korea, Italy, Hong Kong, Thailand, the Netherlands, East Germany, and China, some of which were used as the bases of “Simon & Simon” and “Matt Houston” TV episodes. Yes, I’ve had my share of the strange ones.


  In Raymond Chandler novels and in Humphrey Bogart movies it often begins with a telephone call. Strange to say, in real life it often begins that way too.


  Chapter 1


  On August 22, 1979, I had a call from a Dr. Melvin Gross. All I knew about Melvin Gross was that he was the prominent Irving, Texas, surgeon for whom my sister worked. On the few social occasions when I’d seen him, he had shown an intelligent interest in my investigations.


  “My nephew has disappeared,” he said in a voice that quavered. “He was taking a summer course at Michigan State University, in East Lansing, when it happened.”


  “Where’s his permanent home?” I asked. I knew that students sometimes get despondent over grades and vanish from school. But usually, after a detour, they turn up at home. Criminals on the run exhibit pretty much the same pattern.


  “The family lives in Dayton, Ohio.”


  “And he didn’t just run off?”


  “He’s not that kind of kid. He loves school; in fact, he’s considered to be a genius. He has a wonderful analytical mind, and the professors have been amazed at his mathematical skill and how much he knows about computers. I just can’t see him as a runaway.”


  “How old is he?” I wasn’t much impressed so far. Uncles tend to exaggerate a bit about favorite nephews. I still thought, Bad grades. “Dallas is sixteen.”


  “Dallas?”


  “James Dallas Egbert the Third. We call him Dallas. He graduated from high school at thirteen, entered college at fourteen, and he’s a sophomore now. I’m telling you, Dear, he’s not the type to just go on the road.”


  Now I was interested. Maybe because at thirteen I was in the eighth grade and my chief worries were acne and my shyness with girls. The name Dallas fascinated me too. On the other hand, I had to think for a minute before I could decide about getting involved. I’d just returned from handling an extortion case in Tokyo, and I was looking forward to taking my eleven-year-old son to Disney World. I looked at his picture on my desk and I thought about lost boys. I didn’t want or need another investigation right now, but something led me to ask more about this one.


  “What do you want me to do?” I asked.


  “Would you be interested in handling the case? I’ve talked with Jim and Anna Egbert—Anna is my wife’s sister—and they are very unhappy about the police in East Lansing, who think it’s just another missing-person case. Anyway, the Egberts very much want to retain your services.”


  “Maybe,” I said. “But let me talk with the Egberts first.”


  That is a rule with me. Before I take any case, I want to be sure that my clients will tell me all details, good and bad, about the person involved. My standard warning to clients is that if they withhold anything, I walk off. That all stems from the 3:00 A.M. call I once had from a man who told me with great emotion that he had just shot a man who was trying to rob him. I took this fellow as a client and put myself on the line for him—only to discover that what he had actually done was to shoot and stab the victim in a fight over a woman. The police in his town still give me a hard time when I try to work with them. Nevertheless, as a private investigator I often get the kind of trust and information that people don’t give the police. That’s why I can solve cases that the police can’t.


  I got Jim Egbert in Dayton, and he put his wife on the telephone extension. She took over immediately. “Mr. Dear, thank God you called. I’m so desperate about my son. I don’t know if he’s committed suicide and is lying in some ditch or what. Maybe he’s been kidnapped. I hope so. That would be better than what I’ve been thinking: that he’s been murdered. Oh my God, I’m out of my mind.”


  I could sense her hysteria and her frantic anxiety about her son. I said some soothing words and finally, “Tell me about Dallas.”


  “Will you help, Mr. Dear? Please God, tell me you’ll help us.”


  “I need to know something about the boy, Mrs. Egbert.”


  “Anna,” said Jim Egbert, “I know he’ll help. Just calm down and tell him what he wants to know.”


  “That’s what I’m doing,” she replied, sobbing.


  It was that kind of conversation. I’ve had quite a few of them, and I’ve learned how to be patient. “Let me do the worrying for you,” I said. “I’ll find your son.” I was a little surprised to hear myself saying that, but as I took in the words, I realized that I meant them. I would take the case. Half of my cases in the past fifteen years have concerned missing persons, and not once have I failed to find an individual.


  “Can you really?” she pleaded.


  “How long ago did Dallas disappear?”


  “Eight days ago, on the fifteenth. But nobody notified us until the twentieth. That upsets me even more than the way the police are acting. How could a school be so irresponsible about a minor child? They promised me he’d be looked after.”


  Eight days. It was a long time for any kind of small fling.


  “Now, please tell me about Dallas,” I said, “and begin anywhere you like.” This would be the first step in the vital process I always go through in searching for someone. For me, it is always essential to think myself into the mind of that person, in the way a good actor thinks himself into a character. When I’m most successful, I begin to reason like the person I’m looking for; to anticipate his moves, to be conditioned by his past experiences. I even begin to walk like him, in some instances; at least, an Ohio prosecutor once told me that I’d taken on a real physical resemblance to one of the key figures in a murder case. The topflight investigator becomes the person he hunts.


  Anna Egbert’s voice was cracking and she talked between sobs, but what came out was a point-by-point description just as logical as a police report. “Mr. Dear, he was reciting his alphabet when he was only two. He was reading at three and, can you believe it, finished kindergarten at four. He grasped things so quickly, the teachers were amazed. He was a quiet and passive boy. Grade school didn’t challenge him, and he graduated high school in two years. He repaired the computer in the school office when it broke down. Had a scholarship offer from M.I.T.—just think of that, he was only thirteen. But he chose Michigan State because they have special courses for gifted children.”


  “Please describe Dallas physically.”


  She started to sob in great gasps, and for a few moments she couldn’t say anything. Jim Egbert was trying to calm her down. He wasn’t hysterical, but he waited for her to give the information. I was fairly certain now who was the spokesperson for the family.


  “My son is just a little boy,” Anna said at last. “He’s five feet five inches tall, weighs only a hundred and thirty pounds. He looks a lot younger than sixteen. Brown hair. Soft brown eyes.”


  “Complexion? Any acne?”


  “A little.”


  “How does he usually dress?”


  “Oh, jeans and a T-shirt. I’m telling you, Mr. Dear, that Dallas is just a little boy in lots of ways, but with a great mind.”


  I had begun to sense a lead here. “Does Dallas enjoy playing games? Please tell me more about his mind.”


  “Well, it’s interesting that you ask that. Dallas loves science fiction, and he attends every convention he can. He has played with calculators and computers since he was ten. At twelve he programmed a computer to play games. Dallas is a genius, Mr. Dear.”


  The Egberts and I wound up the conversation by agreeing on some practical moves. There was still an enormous amount I wanted to learn, but that would have to come in East Lansing. We agreed that Jim and Anna would go there immediately and that I would send an advance team of detectives and arrive myself in a few days.


  I sat back in my chair and began the process of trying to imagine myself in another’s shoes. I was Dallas Egbert, sixteen, a shy and lonely kid sitting alone in my dormitory room in a giant university. I was a game-player, and I was obsessed with images from science fiction and fantasy. I always remember these first attempts at identification, and much later I compare them with the final outcome of a case. Little did I know on that August day how little I knew and sensed about James Dallas Egbert III.


  I called in three of my best detectives and we sat in the office for a tactics session. Dick Riddle, who was thirty-seven, had been my chief investigator for the past five years. He is a former police lieutenant—he served in a Louisville, Kentucky, suburb—and he has the tenacity of a pit bulldog. He has never heard of a time clock. He is loyal, absolutely honest, and incredibly persistent. Once Dick and I recovered a child from a religious cult that had kidnapped her in Erie, Pennsylvania. We put our helicopter down in an empty schoolyard and got the girl, but then we had to deal with armed cult members. I handed the child to Dick and told him to run for the copter, and I saw the struggle of loyalties in his face: he wanted to stand by my side, but as a good policeman and a member of my agency, he knew that the client’s safety came first. So he ran with the child, and I stood there to take a beating. I might have been killed if Dick hadn’t forced the frightened helicopter pilot to wait for me.


  James Hock was twenty-eight and had the street smarts (and the back-alley smarts) of a patrol sergeant along with the finesse of a detective. Jim held both these jobs in Arkansas before he joined my firm. He is solid, husky, and hasn’t an ounce of fat on his five-foot, ten-inch, 220-pound body. One of Jim’s great talents is the ability to blend into crowds and become virtually invisible. He is an excellent man for surveillance, and he has the all-important quality of endless patience.


  The third man was Frank Lambert, a thirty-year-old, former Green Beret who served as a sniper in Vietnam. He is five feet eight, weighs in at 160 pounds, and at times has the temper of a wildcat. Most people will never know this, however, because Frank’s usual manner is reticent and soft-spoken. I hired him as a pilot to fly my private plane. I like Frank’s courage and resourcefulness, but I prize beyond gold his ability to land a plane virtually anywhere, even in the most hazardous conditions. Once Frank had himself lowered into a deep cave to find a body. Another time, while searching for a map we’d been hired to find, he spent fourteen days on a sailboat, most of the time without food or water. He is almost eerily strong. On another occasion, when I had to approach three very large and very rough men in order to tell one of them that he was accused of murder, Frank was the only backup I wanted or needed.


  As the four of us sat in my office, I explained what I knew about the Egbert case and sketched out some scenarios. If Dallas Egbert had killed himself, I said, we could expect to find the body fairly near the campus since Dallas did not drive a car. The exception would be if someone had helped Dallas out by giving him a lift somewhere. My expectation, I said, was that the boy had committed suicide.


  A second possibility was that Dallas had been kidnapped. If so, we were better equipped to deal with it than the small campus police force was. I’m convinced that no police force has better men than the three I was talking with, but we had state-of-the-art technical equipment as well. I said that I wanted to be on the scene before any possible kidnapping leads were followed up. Kidnapping is both delicate and difficult to handle.


  Third, murder couldn’t be ruled out. If the boy had been killed, I fully intended to solve the crime, although nothing had been said about that when I talked with the Egberts. It was the kind of challenge I couldn’t avoid, even though I knew it would require three good investigators to do the necessary digging into Dallas’s past.


  The fourth possibility was the simplest: Dallas was a runaway, and his disappearance was a hoax. This would be the young prodigy’s way of crying out for attention. A runaway, however, invariably tells someone that he’s going, and even though the campus police had no one named Poirot or Holmes on the force, I knew they could have found the person Dallas had confided in.


  Suicide, kidnapping, murder, runaway/hoax—which? How could I have known that the answer would not be singular?


  We planned for Frank Lambert to fly my C-55, twin-engine Baron up to East Lansing. It is splendid for surveillance work, and it gives us a mobility that the police seldom have. Dick Riddle and Jim Hock would drive company cars, two more examples of our technological capability. Each car is equipped with magnetic tracking devices and two-way radios with a dead FM frequency, which enables us to hear conversations that come through planted listening devices as much as five miles away. We can, of course, tape these conversations. We also have two briefcases with concealed tracking devices, which come in especially handy when a kidnapper is making off with a case full of ransom money. Two more briefcases contain concealed tape recorders that are activated when the cases are opened. Thus, when I stroll outside with a witness or informant or speak with someone in a home or office, I can tape what is said. The recorders can even be activated by a hand movement when the briefcase is not opened.


  We can use the plane and the cars in tandem. Say that we attached a magnetic chip beneath a car to be followed and that this car somehow went beyond the five-mile range of the trailing cars. The plane would still receive the magnetic chip signals, from a much greater distance.


  Other equipment included fingerprint kits and numerous cameras, including a subminiature that is smaller than a pack of cigarettes, another that doubles as a cigarette lighter, a motorized binocular camera that can photograph at remarkable distances, and a 35mm camera with zoom, telephoto, wide-angle, and fisheye lenses. A metal detector. Two portable, rubberized magnets for use on land or water (very good for pulling a gun out of a river). A book that isn’t a book but a case full of recording equipment. Ultraviolet lights to locate scratch marks or other clues invisible to the human eye. Miniature walkie-talkies so that we could keep in touch with one another.


  As we stood on the cement at Red Bird Airport to see Frank off, we each made a guess as to the solution of the Egbert case. I stuck with suicide. The others wrote their answers on scraps of paper and folded them, and I stowed them away in my billfold. “When it’s over, we’ll see who’s the best detective,” I said.


  “Do I get to own the company if I’m right?” Lambert asked.


  “No, but you might still work for it if you’re wrong,” I said.


  Chapter 2


  Seven days later I flew from Dallas to Detroit and then on to East Lansing. I had kept in touch with the investigators, who had phoned me four or five times a day with reports that were beginning to sound like elements of fantasy fiction.


  The three were at the airport to meet me, along with about eight reporters and two television crews. The story of the disappearance had first been published in the campus newspaper, had spread to the local news, and had finally made it to many Michigan papers. This was only an intimation of things to come.


  I’d given my investigators strict orders not to talk to the press, and I followed the same rule at first. I wasn’t being arbitrary. I know the value of good reporting, and newspaper and TV coverage can often reach potential witnesses whom no investigator, however enterprising, could hope to contact. On the negative side, though, I often must work with the local police, and generally the local police don’t like reporters. If I gave out some interesting investigative results I’d had, it would look like I was showboating at the expense of the local law. And sometimes I’ve furnished information to the local police, only to have them publicize it as their own discovery.


  The reporters followed me to Dick Riddle’s car. Was the boy kidnapped, or did he run away? No comment at this time. Is the boy alive? Ditto, no comment. Was I going to solve the case? Yes, of course I was. And so it went. Finally, as I was climbing into the car: Do all Texans wear cowboy boots like that? Answer: Sure we do. And we all keep horses in the back yard.


  We drove straight to the Red Roof Inn in East Lansing, and at about 3:00 P.M. this August 29, we met with Jim and Anna Egbert for the first time. My room in the Red Roof Inn was to be my headquarters during my stay and was to witness the comings and goings of a very weird set of characters. The Egberts were not at all weird, but they were a study in contrasts. Anna was five feet eight and stout; Jim was an inch shorter and some pounds slenderer. She usually wore a plain, no-nonsense dress, and he always wore either a new suit or a natty sportscoat and slacks. Jim, an optometrist, was quiet-spoken and polite; Anna talked forcefully and at considerable length.


  “What’s your opinion at this point?” Jim began.


  “I’m not sure,” I said. “I need to talk with my men—and I want to hear some things from you.”


  “Let me handle this,” Anna interrupted. “Do you think Dallas is alive?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I’m aware you don’t know. What do you think?”


  “I won’t speculate.” Actually, I had become relatively certain that the boy had killed himself, but I wasn’t going to say it to his parents at this point.


  There were tears in Anna’s and Jim’s eyes now. Anna said, “I know he’s dead. I killed him. I pushed him about his grades because I wanted him to be perfect, to have all A’s. I never let up on him. There was a bar mitzvah he wanted to attend in Texas last weekend, but I told him he had to study. I guess I just don’t know how to cope with a genius.” She was weeping openly now. “I pushed him until he died.”


  I got up from my chair and put an arm around her. “Listen to me, things work out. There’s a good chance we’ll find him alive.”


  In the course of the years, several people have died in my arms. I knew that each of them had a life expectancy measured in seconds, but I told them that they were going to be all right. I’ll never forget the look of happiness that statement brought to their faces. They trusted me, and they died with hope. Isn’t that better than the awful certainty? Anna Egbert needed hope.


  “Dallas called me on August twelfth,” she said. “He was so happy because he got a 3.5 in a computer-science course. I told him it should have been a 4.0.”


  Anna was willing to shoulder the entire blame. Of course, parents usually deserve some blame when things go wrong, but I was sure that Dallas’s case was not that simple. Numerous people, circumstances, and events had contributed.


  My interview with the Egberts came to an end with some more emotional talk on Anna’s part and further attempts to soothe on mine.


  “I’d give up my life if we could just find Dallas safe. I’d give up my life in a moment,” she said.


  “Please try to quit worrying. Get some rest. Stay calm and try to think of any people at all my men may not have talked with yet. Recall everyone Dallas knew, no matter how slightly. Go over his habits—list them. I know you’ve done this before, but do it again.”


  I finally did succeed in persuading the Egberts to go to their room, and as soon as they were gone I called Dick Riddle.


  Riddle looks so much like an ideal cop on the stage or screen that everybody takes him for a cop immediately. He is slightly above average height, clean-cut, muscular, and a dedicated investigator. And he has a couple of qualities that perhaps even ideal cops don’t often have: a good sense of humor, and something that makes people—even perfect strangers—confide in him. In the old hard-cop/soft-cop scenario, Riddle is a great costar for the physically menacing Jim Hock, who usually seems to be on the brink of losing control. The impatient, snarling Hock or the pleasant, down-home Riddle—for the witness or suspect, the choice is clear.


  “It looks like a five-carton case,” said Riddle as he came in the door. I groaned. He knew that I have a near-fanatical hatred of cigarette smoke. A five-carton case is one that takes a lot of time and a lot of difficult breathing for a nonsmoker.


  “You know,” Riddle said, “we’d usually have something like this wrapped up in a week. The problem is, I don’t think we’ve ever been faced with ‘something like this’ before. Not only do we not have it wrapped up, we don’t even know what’s involved. We start with choices of kidnap, murder, suicide, or runaway. A week later, any one of them looks just as possible as it did when we began.”


  “What about the Egberts?”


  “The Egberts have been doing some wondering. They’ve heard rumors about homosexual activity.”


  “Was Dallas gay?”


  “At least bisexual. His homosexual affairs are confirmed.”


  “You didn’t tell the Egberts, did you?”


  “Of course not.”


  Riddle had talked with Karen Coleman, a nineteen-year-old coed whom Dallas called “Mother.” She said that Dallas had been a member of the Gay Council, an activist group on campus, and that he had given speeches on “the fruits of homosexuality” in a social-science course. John Miller, a gay activist, had confirmed Karen’s account and had referred Riddle to a Gay Council member named Peggy Hogan, who supposedly had known Dallas well.


  Peggy had begun by saying that she didn’t believe Dallas had killed himself. Further, she might be able to contact “some people” who knew where he was or what had happened to him. Riddle immediately asked for names. Peggy was evasive. No, she said, she didn’t want any unnecessary hassle; she would prefer to contact the people herself.


  Riddle thought he knew how to handle that. “Look,” he had said, “the newspapers are going to find out about Dallas’s associations. The boy is sixteen, a minor. Once this hits the press, everything the Gay Council has accomplished in the past few years is down the tube. The press will tear it apart. Now, I can hold the press off, but if you don’t cooperate, I don’t know for how long.”


  Peggy had been frightened, but not enough. She still wouldn’t name names, but she did promise to turn over any information she might get to Riddle rather than to the police.


  After that interview, Riddle decided to put a little pressure on Peggy. He made a deal with Carol Morello, a reporter with the Lansing State Journal. In one of her forthcoming stories she would make a vague reference to the possible involvement of the gay community in the case, and in return Riddle would notify Morello first when Dallas was finally found. Riddle was going to show the printed story to Peggy, making a strong implication that the press was now hot on the trail of the gays. It was not quite fair, perhaps, but a boy’s life was at stake.


  In the course of his interview with Peggy Hogan, Riddle learned that Dallas had spent many nights talking with her. He talked constantly about the Dungeons & Dragons game,1 which she thought derived from J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. Dallas was often depressed when he came to stay overnight at her house, but he perked up when he began to talk about the game. “I don’t know how to play it,” Peggy had said, “but I do know you can’t play if you’re a dumb-ass.” Riddle added that he had been trying to follow up the leads offered by Dallas’s alleged homosexual associations. He had become generally acquainted with the gay bars and other gathering places in the area. This led to something of an explosion on Riddle’s part.


  “Know what I think? Michigan State may have its ass in a sling. The school promised the Egberts proper supervision for their boy—and look what happened. They call that supervision? When this is over, if I were the Egberts, I’d get a shrewd, greedy lawyer and go after MSU. I sure wouldn’t trust my son to their kind of supervision.”


  We decided that the next thing to do was to visit Dallas’s room in Case Hall dormitory. Riddle gave me a brief description of some of the enigmatic things that had been found there. As for the room itself, I would see it very much as it had been when the first investigating officers had arrived.


  One of the foremost oddities found in the room was an unsigned, hand-printed note. Riddle had a copy. It read:


  TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN:


  SHOULD MY BODY BE FOUND,


  I WISH IT TO BE CREMATED.


  The note had been found in a conspicuous place on top of some of Dallas’s poems, which were also neatly hand-printed. Riddle had some copies of them too.


  Die, Brave Bug, Die


  Psychotic Sky


  The bug rested


  in illusory safety


  on the warm, inviting arm.


  Impact. Disruption. Suddenly thrust


  into a lifeless white plane


  with peculiar blue parallels,


  the bug crawled…


  until


  a spear came from the sky


  to leave behind a pool of blue


  with an alarming aroma.


  The bug evaded the long thin snag


  and continued on his path.


  The sky laughed.


  The sky then sent a second spear


  to blemish the barren flatness.


  The bug shunned that pool


  with unseemly deliberation.


  In a cruel frenzy of formation,


  many more spears appeared.


  The panicked bug blindly


  maneuvered the maze


  and bad-smelling blue,


  and found there was no escape.


  At distant was the sweet scent


  of the warm, welcoming arm.


  The brave bug risked


  the dangers of the evil blue


  to return to false friendliness.


  That’s not fair! said the sky.


  Two other poems were found, and although I possess no qualifications to analyze poetry, they seemed to fit my theory of suicide. The one that follows I believe was written by a very lonely boy.


  You like our happy babies,


  yet you would turn them


  into monsters like your own,


  by denying them the love of all.


  You like our smiling children,


  yet you would strike them


  when their only crime


  was forgetfulness.


  You like our quiet teenagers,


  yet you would drive them


  mad with boredom and


  take them away from us.


  You like our loving people,


  yet you would offer them


  the irreversible apple.


  Who me? Sure, I’ll bite.


  And, last, this one, titled “Final Destination,” to me is just filled with despair.


  Sittin’ in my Chevy


  on a country road,


  my engine and my radio


  have left me all alone.


  What a place to break down,


  a thousand miles from home,


  where mine are the only tracks


  that I see in the snow.


  Both hands of my dashboard clock


  have frozen near the nine.


  Has it been five minutes,


  or has an hour gone by


  while watching Mother Nature


  paint the windows white


  and drinking glove-box whiskey


  to warm me up inside?


  Probably a town up


  ahead, maybe a farm.


  Probably could make it,


  wouldn’t be too hard.


  If I can find a reason,


  then I’ll leave the car.


  At the moment, though, I just don’t know


  where the reasons are.


  Whenever I decide there’s


  a place I’d like to be,


  soon as I can find there’s


  a goal to be achieved,


  come the time I’m shown that


  there’s something left for me,


  then I’ll go, but until then,


  I think I’d rather sleep.


  I told Riddle to contact Sergeant Bill Wardwell of the Michigan State campus police to arrange for a handwriting analysis. Why wouldn’t the note about cremation and the poems have been written by Dallas Egbert? There was no reason to suspect otherwise, but I wanted to be thorough. Nothing, it would turn out, could be assumed or taken at face value in this investigation.


  Red Roof Inn was three miles from the Michigan State University campus, where more than 45,000 students pursued a higher education. It was easy to see how Dallas could be lost in this shuffle—the student population was that of a small city. Case Hall was close to the football stadium, near the middle of the campus, and while I was getting to it on this late-August afternoon I could see how lovely the campus was. The old buildings had character; there were stately trees everywhere, and green grass and gardens bursting with flowers. I wished I had gone to school here. The picturesque grounds were mostly empty now, but they soon would be swarming with students coming for the fall term.


  Case Hall was an old brick-and-stone building surrounded by tall trees, but it struck me as strangely cold and forbidding. The inside was in need of paint. Dallas lived here, I thought; right up to the moment of his disappearance his days (what were they like?) had been spent in this environment. The last person to see him—his friend Karen Coleman—had eaten lunch with him in Case Hall’s first-floor cafeteria. Riddle had talked with Karen, but she was high on my list of someone who needed interviewing again.


  Andy Magruder, the dorm supervisor, showed us to Dallas’s third-floor room. It was very small, and had a double window, bunk beds (though Dallas had no roommate), a small desk with two shelves above it (forty-three books on the shelves), a small refrigerator, a twelve- inch Sony color TV, a portable stereo, two hard-backed chairs, a chest of drawers, and a doorless closet where clothes hung.


  Someone had gone to great lengths to make this room immaculate, and I said uh-oh to myself. It was almost as if no one had lived here. The room was as neat as one of those model apartments on display in a new condo—the kind you wish you lived in but you know would turn into chaos ten minutes after your family walked in. It reminded Riddle of a military barracks just before inspection. There were no loose papers, no mementos, no class notes, no mail, not even checking-account records.


  I recalled asking Anna Egbert whether her son was neat. She answered, “Mentally, yes. His mind is very ordered. Physically, no. I’m afraid he’s a worse-than-average sloppy teenager. Always threw his clothes on the floor. Never made his bed. Paraphernalia from chemistry experiments scattered around. And paper—sometimes you couldn’t see his desk, there were so many papers. Up over his head and spilling across the floor.”


  My investigators had interviewed a number of students who had been here in the past, and everyone remembered a chaos. Dallas had been experimenting with the extraction of pure nicotine from cigarette tobacco—a smelly, messy, and even dangerous project, and one very hard to conduct in a dormitory room.


  The absolutely clean and orderly room stared at me. Anna had said about it, “Anything that was Dallas’s personally isn’t there.” It took no Nero Wolfe to realize that this was a clue—but now I had to interpret it.


  The room made me doubt my suicide theory. My experience with suicides has been that older people have an urge to put their affairs (or their living quarters) in order, but that young ones do not. They leave long letters, not a brief message like the one that had been found here. I tried to rationalize that maybe the room was telling us, Hey, I’m sorry my life was a mess, but at least I won’t leave a mess behind. But the more I thought about it, the less that showplace seemed to fit a suicide.


  Murder, or kidnapping? I couldn’t imagine this room as the scene. For one thing, Case Hall was a coed dormitory and there was no curfew; people came and went at all hours. It would be very risky to try to take Dallas, dead or alive, down two flights of stairs and outside without being noticed. Besides, my team had used lasers and ultraviolet lights to search for bloodstains, scratches, or other evidence that the human eye could not catch, and they had come up empty-handed. A murderer or kidnapper might have come back to eliminate any incriminating evidence, but would he do a housekeeper’s job?


  For me, the room contained only three clues: the neatness, the cremation note, and a cork bulletin board found propped on a chair in front of the stereo. Thirty-eight blue and white pushpins and thumbtacks were inserted into the corkboard to form something that looked like a map.


  That board seemed to say, Here’s a clue as to where to look. Figure it out if you can. Well, if I had to, I could learn to play this game.


  Dallas was a game-player—but with whom had he been playing? And had the game suddenly turned deadly? I mulled over the kidnapping alternative again, and again it seemed like a long shot. The Egberts were not rich; they were on the lower fringes of the upper-middle-class, and just hiring me had been one of the greatest financial commitments they would ever make. Many children, even at a state university, had wealthier parents.


  Riddle and I were finished with the dorm room. As we walked down the corridor, we stopped and questioned each student we met. Most of them denied even knowing that Dallas existed. Impossible, of course, but a predictable lie. There are more people in this world who would turn a deaf ear to Kitty Genovese’s screams for her life than there are descendants of that Samaritan who came across a half-dead man on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho. The only interesting answer we got was from a student who admitted that he had been in Dallas’s room. “I wouldn’t call it a pigpen,” he said, “but it wasn’t going to make House Beautiful.”


  We returned to the Red Roof Inn just at dusk. Although I hadn’t eaten all day, I wasn’t going to begin. Eating, or eating any large amount, at least, can slow down your mental processes. I had to be ready for an interview with Jim Hock, who had gathered some interesting psychiatric information about Dallas Egbert.

  


  1 A game produced by TSR, Inc. See Publishers Note and trademark notice at the front of this book.


  Chapter 3


  Let me read you from my notes exactly what Dr. Clark said.” Jim Hock had a green 8 by 10½ spiral notebook in his lap as he sat across from me in my room. The first impression Jim gives is that of a pro football linebacker. Before long, however, you realize that he is a studious man with a lot of talent for our work. He studied psychology in college, and he had become a nonpareil interrogator and a patient listener. Unlike the single-minded Riddle, he can be very flexible in the procedures of an investigation.


  “That’s the MSU psychologist? Were you there when he talked with the Egberts?”


  “Yes. And I talked with him alone afterward. He said that although he hadn’t talked with Dallas, he was sure that the boy’s problem was caused by ‘parental pressure, criticism, academic pressure, and the failure of all persons to realize that, although Dallas Egbert was a genius, he was socially retardant, and in some respects could be considered mentally retarded.’”


  “Does Dr. Clark think Dallas is still alive?”


  “He said the same thing both in front of the Egberts and afterward: he thinks it’s impossible to know anything for certain.”


  Later I learned that Dr. Louise Sause, a Michigan State professor who specializes in child psychology and development, had studied Dallas Egbert’s case. She called it an example of “the very costly price asked of some children … Their own image becomes one so perfect that they dare not fail to live up to it… At the same time, fear of success can become just as great as, or greater than, the fear of failure. It’s the constant demand to be a star.”


  Dr. Sause went on to emphasize the importance of the stress caused by competition. “College adjustment is a pressure cooker at best, and eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds find it difficult. For a child, competing on this level and without close friendships within his age group, the tension can build unchecked. It becomes almost intolerable to face the social and academic pressures … To expect a sixteen-year-old to have maturity and judgment about living and lifestyles is almost asking more than a child can do. A superior achiever—or any other child, for that matter—deserves the right to happiness and to know other kids.


  Dr. Sause was asked about gifted children at the university. How many sixteen-year-olds were there? Not many, she said, and they were usually isolated even more by the treatment they got. “A young genius is seen as a mascot or a rarity. Very often, he or she becomes a kind of exhibit. We should be aware that there is a person there, not just a phenomenal set of test scores. What kind of setting are we putting such children into?”


  As I began to see my way into this case, I realized that I would have to keep in mind that the genius-Dallas, with an IQ of something between 170 and 190, existed in combination with the child-Dallas, a confused little boy perhaps no older than six or seven in his ability to deal with the world.


  “You said you spoke with someone named Mark McCrosky,” I said to Jim Hock. “I want to hear about your talk with him.”


  “Well, he’s one of the few people who’ll even admit he knows Dallas, and he was the one who notified the authorities that Dallas was missing. They got to be friends a year ago, when they both lived in Holmes Hall. He knows that Dallas is bisexual, but McCrosky is straight. And I checked that out. It’s true.”


  “What else?”


  “He talked about Dallas and drugs. There’s no question that Dallas took them—marijuana, cocaine, and some stuff he cooked up himself. McCrosky said he knew where Dallas kept his drug equipment, but when we searched the room, none of it was there. No stainless-steel tray, water pipes, Bunsen burner, test tubes, hemostats—nothing.


  ”Where did he get the drugs?”


  “He made most of his own from chemicals he took from a university lab. Some material he bought over the counter. He could actually make PCP.”


  “Angel dust,” I said. “It can fry your brains.” I’d seen its effect in quite a few of my cases. I still have a picture in my mind of the missing daughter of a prominent Texas family, whom I tracked down to a dilapidated shack in the country, where I found her curled up on the bed in the fetal position. Later that day she died in a hospital. PCP can turn people into murderers, or it can delude them into thinking they can; fly from the tops of tall buildings. I knew of a few who had tried those things. Angel dust is very expensive on the street, and Dallas’s ability to make it might have made him a target for kidnappers. A young genius in the hands of a drug ring? Stranger things have happened.


  I wondered where the university authorities had been while a sixteen-year-old was making—and perhaps giving out—a deadly drug. “Did McCrosky add anything in your second interview?”


  “I pursued the drug matter. He said that Dallas had a book on so- called recreational drugs, and the book recommended various dosages for various highs, and even the dosages to take if you wanted to commit suicide.”


  “And you didn’t find that book when you searched the room?”


  “No. But if it existed, it belonged to Dallas. There’s nothing like that in the MSU library.”


  Hock, like the rest of the team, had found very few students in Case Hall who would admit even to having seen Dallas Egbert. In my own days as a student, we would have been naively proud to furnish information in such a celebrated case. But these students were the younger brothers and sisters of the Vietnam-era protestors. They still said about adults, “They always lie to you.” I could see that the sledding was going to be rough.


  “You also mentioned Bruce Roberts on the phone to me in Texas. Tell me about him.”


  “He lived down the corridor from Dallas last spring, in Holmes Hall. One night Roberts was studying for exams down in the lounge and Dallas happened along. He was on a high, Roberts says, and he began talking about suicide. Bruce didn’t take it very seriously. Then Dallas said he might just find a place—anywhere—and go there to commit suicide. He said he’d leave a map that would give directions to his body, but he didn’t think anyone could figure it out.”


  “Hmm. Any corroboration for that little discussion?”


  “Yes, a girl named Karen Byerly, another student. I interviewed her too. She had some additional details, the most interesting one being that Dallas spoke to her and Bruce about the hallucinogenic and poisonous effects of certain mushrooms.”


  People who are serious about suicide, folk wisdom tells us, never talk about it. When someone talks about committing suicide, the usual reaction of a listener is to dismiss it as a bit of attention-seeking or a symptom of temporary depression. Because Dallas had seemed to be high, neither Roberts nor Byerly had paid a whole lot of attention. It was only when the newspaper carried the story about the corkboard that they remembered. Even then, Hock had had to track them down.


  Professional psychologists disagree with folk wisdom, however. Talk about suicide calls for action—examination and treatment. Here in the statements of Karen Byerly and Bruce Roberts we had three associated elements: a map, a definite but unknown site, and suicide.


  “Karen remembered something else very interesting,” Hock added. “I have this exact quote in my notes. Listen: ‘Dallas also wondered what it would be like to play a sophisticated game of hide-and-seek with real-life police trying to find him. He said he would leave clues, just to give the searchers a chance, but that he could outwit them.’”


  Was I now the leader of the pursuers Dallas had imagined? How could I carry out my usual act of identifying with the subject of the case? I was neither sixteen nor a genius, as I had noted before. What we had on our side, though, was that human comforter and failing habit. Even geniuses have it. A runaway will change his name, but he’ll usually select a new one that has traces of the old, just so he won’t lose a sense of identity. Sleeping habits do not change. Rarely do eating habits alter. The type of friends a fugitive makes remains the same. What the fugitive enjoys doing, or what he has ambitions to do, is the same as what he enjoyed or wanted to do before.


  I remember a prominent attorney who vanished without a trace. He was discovered years later, living in the country in a rustic house and painting pictures, which was exactly what he had always wanted to do. None of the searchers had ever asked the question, What was this man’s dearest fantasy about himself? But this question was becoming very important in the search for Dallas, because a large part of Dallas’s life seemed to be made up of fantasy.


  For a moment we went back to more mundane matters and talked over what we might deduce about Dallas’s movements after he left his room, presuming that he left voluntarily and alone. There were a few things I thought I could predicate. First, Dallas would have a hard time getting a room in a hotel or rooming house. What landlady or hotel clerk wouldn’t be suspicious of this childlike creature with no luggage? (The no-luggage assumption was simply a good guess, based on the fact that all of Dallas’s clothes except the ones he wore had been found in his room.) I further guessed that he had no money. He’d held no job, and the $500 he’d been given by his parents at the beginning of the summer was almost certainly gone by the third week in August. He had severe limitations on where he might go. Bars would not let him in. Employment offices would be difficult and risky. Shelters? Youth hostels? Nothing had turned up yet. It did seem possible that people in the gay community might be hiding him. But these were routes still to be pursued. It was now 10:30 P.M. and I had to have a talk with Frank Lambert.


  Lambert entered the room with his hands in his pockets and an easygoing smile on his face—very laid back. Of course, certain criminals might tell you that Frank Lambert is as laid back and easygoing as a cobra. He loves two things, flying and excitement, more than anything else in the world.


  “I guess you’ve checked the airports,” I said.


  “Every one within twenty miles. Some little private ones you wouldn’t know exist. Showed Dallas’s picture around. Nothing.”


  “Bus stations?”


  “Same thing.”


  “Game rooms?” Dallas loved video games—and this was before they became a rage.


  “One guy thought he recognized him as a kid who came in alone, played a long time, and got high scores. If you’re good, you get free games.”


  “What have you found in the dormitory and around campus?” Lambert could pass as a student, while Hock and Riddle never could.


  “The students just won’t talk, and the professors won’t either. I think it’s true that he didn’t have many friends. But I also think they’re scared. Who wants to talk about sex and drugs when the kid was that young?”


  Lambert had put his finger on it. It might be that a felony was involved somewhere, a felony very similar to that of taking advantage of an underage girl—except a lot worse. Prosecutors get very zealous when they go after men who have had sex with male minors. And a prisoner convicted of sexual offenses against children finds prison a living hell, and his fellow prisoners like Puritan judges. Even a mass murderer looks down on a child molester.


  “Any luck on the trash detail?” I asked Lambert, bringing my mind back to the matter at hand. Great information comes out of garbage cans sometimes, and I never overlook this possibility. Gold rings, stylish clothes, and all, I did the digging to find a lead in the killing of a multimillionaire from Akron, Dean Milo. And I’ve seen it work many other times. Peggy Hogan had told Riddle that she might know some people who had some information about Dallas. Of course Peggy would recognize Riddle when she saw him again, but she would never guess the real occupation of the new, young garbage collector.


  “Just trash so far. She likes junk food.”


  “Okay. Now, the Tolkien Fellowship of MSU—what do you have on that?”


  “They read the works of the master and talk about them. They’re like the ‘Star Trek’ Trekkies. Dallas turned up at a few meetings, according to Karen Coleman and Mark Hyde, who’s the president of the Science Fiction Society. The other members won’t say anything. The group is supposed to be having some kind of anniversary celebration soon—it has to do with a Lord of the Rings character named Gandalf. I’ve heard they meet in Party Hollow, a clearing in the middle of some woods.”


  “We’ll be there.” It seemed just barely possible that Dallas might decide to attend.


  “We won’t be welcome.”


  “I’m not asking for an invitation. You can hide in a tree. Or I will.”


  “You do it.”


  “Was Dallas a member of the Science Fiction Society?”


  “Mark Hyde says so. Dallas was a great reader of poetry, mysticism, and the occult. Lots of sf too. His favorite science-fiction writers were Kurt Vonnegut and Isaac Asimov.”


  “Have you learned anything else? You flew the plane over the campus, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, to see if any configuration conformed to the diagram on the corkboard. I’ve got twenty or thirty very good pictures.”


  I leafed through them. I came to two or three showing a building that from above resembled almost exactly the shape of the tacks clustered together on the corkboard.


  “I thought you’d find that interesting,” said Lambert.


  The building we were looking at was the old Michigan State University power plant, now almost completely phased out by a new facility. You had to be in the air to see the resemblance to the tack cluster, but then it was unmistakable. I thought of space flight and science fiction, the mind of a sixteen-year-old. I thought hard. It wouldn’t come; I couldn’t go any further. I didn’t know Dallas well enough yet.


  But that figure worried me. Did it mean more than just the shape of a building where our search should begin? It looked something like a gun—an Army Colt .45 automatic, for instance. Did it also signify Dallas’s method of dying? Was the gun Dallas himself, loaded and ready to explode? And I couldn’t forget that there were thirty-eight tacks on the corkboard, the rest of them scattered. I thought that those tacks and pushpins might show a path Dallas intended to follow after doing something in the power plant.


  It would not be easy. The note left in the room implied, at least to me, that the writer did not expect us to succeed. But we had the starting point; I was convinced of that, and I was determined to follow the maze the rest of the way.


  Chapter 4


  I’d never had a dream like this one. Dallas’s disembodied head appeared, and it said piteously, “Help me, help me, find me if you can.” His face was gaunt, and etched into it were fear, pain, agony. The voice pleaded; its tone spoke of a terrible ordeal. If this once had been a game, it was one no longer. The game had gone hideously awry. Dallas was alive, and he desperately wanted, needed, to be found.


  I always dream about my cases. I take them one at a time, never trying to juggle two investigations at once, and the case I’m working on absorbs me. It’s not surprising that we dream about what we live during our waking hours, and sleep, of course, can unleash the mind to the nightmare of our worst unconscious fears. On the other hand, I could not cavalierly dismiss this dream, which was more vivid than any that had ever haunted me, because it could well contain meanings that still lay unrecognized in my unconscious.


  During a quick shower and shave I realized that this day began the third week that Dallas Egbert had been missing. It was August 30, and Dallas had vanished on August 15. The time elapsed without any clue did not bode well. Each day the situation persisted unchanged, experience and common sense told me, we were less likely to find Dallas alive. If this were a hoax, the novelty would long ago have worn off. And as time went on, I thought, the boy’s genius and considerable resourcefulness became secondary, almost unimportant. Simple emotional and physical needs would take precedence. He was only sixteen, according to Dr. Clark he was “socially retardant,” and anyway, how much pressure could he take?


  I dressed rapidly, rang Dick Riddle in his room to tell him to meet me in the parking lot, and headed out the door. I wanted to see Karen Coleman, Dallas’s friend and confidante, the coed he referred to as “Mother.”


  Riddle and I interviewed her in her neat and orderly Case Hall room. She had shoulder-length brown hair framing a face that was open and friendly, and she showed a genuine concern and affection for the confused, lonely boy who had chosen her as a friend.


  “You’re the last person we know of who saw Dallas,” I said. “I know you’ve already described it to Mr. Riddle, but I’d appreciate if you’d tell me.”


  “It was lunch in the cafeteria downstairs.”


  “Was Dallas depressed?”


  “He didn’t seem so. He was quiet, but that wasn’t unusual.”


  “What did you talk about?”


  “Nothing special. I told him I was having trouble with my calculus. I guess now that he’s gone I’ll have to drop that course. Dallas helped me all the time—it was easy for him. He’d take the time to explain what was going on, show me how to work out problems that were difficult.”


  “Did
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