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CHAPTER
1

– – – –ONE






Every morning felt like Christmas now
that he had a wife.

The sun had not yet mounted the ragged
hills, but the sky behind the San Gabriels was that washed out
yellow that signaled another hot July day in L.A. County as
California Highway Patrol officer Lucas Triggs neared the end of
his graveyard shift. Lucas could hardly wait to get home; home
where his sweet little wife was waiting for him with a good morning
kiss, a soft cuddle and maybe more if there was time before she
left for work. She'd make him a fine breakfast of eggs and sausages
and a slab of ham. Mmmm, mmh. The thought of Sylvana made him grin
like a fool as he cruised his assigned stretch of Interstate 5,
elbow out the window, uphill now between dry slopes dotted with
scrub grasses and sage. He wished he could crank up KZLA and sing
along but there was too much static this far north, so instead he
hummed the chorus of "Standing Outside the Fire" over and over as
he kept half an ear on the police band.

Lucas Triggs was forty-three years old
and there'd been few women in his life. Oh sure, there were the
ones he'd paid for when he sailed with the navy, but that wasn't
like having your own girl. Let's face it, with his hare lip he
wasn't the world's best looking guy. The day he'd stopped to help
Sylvana and her mother with a flat tire near the Kern County line
he now counted as the luckiest day of his life. Eight months later,
here he was, a married man with a family on the way. He'd never
known it would feel this good, having someone to welcome you home
and kiss you good bye and warm your back with her sweet breath as
you slept. He'd never imagined how fine it was to sit in front of
the TV with your woman in your lap, your hands cupped over her taut
round belly and her own hands resting like baby birds on yours. "I
get to hug you and Junior all at once," he'd told her, and she
giggled like a little girl.

The Chev's radio crackled to life. A
code 10-54, possible dead body at the brake check north of the
Templin turn off. "Trucker called it in," said the dispatcher.
"He's standing by on the emergency channel if you need
specifics."

Lucas replied that he was on his way,
and flipped to Channel 9 on his CB. The trucker wasn't hard to
raise, but the signal was poor. "... a cop, so I know better than
to touch a dead body, you know what I mean? Where
you..."

Lucas powered up his window for a
closer listen. "Come again," he radioed.

The signal cleared. "CHP, you want to
get your ass over here PDQ. I just pulled into the brake check
north of Valencia, got out to take a piss, and almost tripped over
some poor bastard all curled up like a pretzel."

"Dead?" asked Lucas.

"I think so, but I sure as hell ain't
gonna touch him. My brother-in-law's a cop and I know the drill.
You touch him if you want to, but I got the hell outa there soon as
I saw him, and I ain't gonna let nobody else near him
either."

Lucas turned on his flashers and
depressed the pedal. The Chevy growled and sprinted toward Gorman,
where he turned around and headed south. Minutes later, he pulled
off the I-5 into the brake check area, a paved level clearing about
the size of two football fields, where he was hailed by a big man
in blue jeans and suspenders, his gray tee shirt darkened by sweat
rings beneath the armpits. He had a black beard and a barrel shaped
torso that reminded Lucas of Bluto. Lucas nosed the Chevy in beside
the man's big Kenworth and got out. Another big rig was stopped
near the far end of the brake check, and a VW bus that had seen
better days was perched half on and half off the asphalt nearby,
its side door open. As Lucas watched, a skinny man with an equally
skinny ponytail and a Hawaiian shirt that fluttered around his bony
frame like a weather beaten flag, hopped out holding an enormous
plastic mug.

"I never touched the guy, and I never
let those bozos..." Bluto nodded in the direction of the VW. "...
near him either. My brother-in-law's with Houston PD, so I know the
drill. He tells me about some of the shit he’s seen go down." He
started walking toward the back end of his rig and Lucas followed
at his shoulder. "No way I'm gonna mess up a crime scene, and I
didn't let those other bozos even come close."

They rounded a pile of dirt, one of
several that ringed the brake check, and Lucas saw a patch of color
against the sandy soil. It was a man, or the body of a man, with
his legs tucked up and hugged tight to his chest, his neck angled
forward as if he were resting his head on his knees. He wore blue
jeans, Nikes, and a polo shirt of green and white and blue. Lucas
couldn’t see his face. They stopped and stood about five yards
away, Bluto with his thumbs hooked behind his
suspenders.

"See? I told you he was all curled
up," said Bluto, nodding emphatically as if Lucas had disputed it.
"Damn strange, the way he's lyin' there, ain't it?"

Lucas had to agree. It wasn't so much
that the man's fetal position was awkward or unusual, it was that
he was lying on his right side, and so stiff that his head and feet
didn't touch the ground.

"Hey! Far out."

The voice belonged to the skinny man
from the VW bus, who had caught up to them and now stood beside
Lucas, sipping at the contents of his plastic mug. "Kinda looks
like that little guy from Laugh-In, huh? You remember that? You
know, the little guy in the raincoat who used to fall over on his
tricycle and just lie there?'

"Step back, sir," said Lucas. "You'll
have to keep clear of this area."

Bluto turned around and glared at the
skinny man, started shooing him away with both hands. "Some
assholes are like vultures, feeding off other people's misery," he
said in a low voice to Lucas, then louder, "This ain't no picnic,
Buddy. Get out of here and don't touch nothin'."

Lucas motioned Bluto to stay put, then
approached the hunched up figure, watching carefully where he
placed his feet so as not to obscure any tracks, and making note of
where his own footprints lay. He suspected that he was going to
have to call the county coroner, but he'd never seen a corpse that
looked quite like this before. Proper procedure was to first
determine if there was any sign of life. If the poor bastard was
alive and having some bizarre seizure or something, there'd be hell
to pay if he didn't call an ambulance first. When he reached the
body, Lucas squatted, elbows resting on his thighs, to examine the
man more closely.

At the nape of his neck, the man's
dark hair fell in loose curls, parting to reveal the knobs of his
upper spine. His forearms were thin but muscular, his hands
clenched into fists. Folded up the way he was, it was hard to judge
his height. Average, Lucas guessed. His skin was white. Very white.
Lucas reached out to place two fingers against the man's neck,
intending to feel for a pulse in the carotid artery. His hand
jerked away as if he'd been burned, and he was so surprised that he
stumbled backwards, barely able to keep from falling flat on his
butt in the dirt.

"Holy shit!" he said. "This stiff's a
fuckin' block of ice!"


CHAPTER
2

– – – – TWO






Hunter Rayne had already picked up the receiver of the payphone
before the kid in the black jeans stepped out of the men's room.
Hunter punched in his dispatcher's 800 number, and reported that
the trailer load of rice cakes he'd picked up in Vancouver three
days ago had been delivered to the customer's warehouse in Orange,
California, and that he was clear to pick up his return load. The
dispatcher, Elspeth Watson, informed him that she didn't have a
return load scheduled for him yet. Any load. "I've got to get out
of here," he said.

"I thought you liked southern
California."

"I said that during the winter, El.
And that's beside the point. If I've got to lay over, this is a
better place than some to pass the time, but I'd still rather be on
the road." The kid in the black jeans stood five feet away, smoking
a cigarette. When Hunter offered a smile, the kid scowled at his
watch, then turned away. "I've got bills to pay. What about that
load of nacho sauce or whatever it was you were talking about
before I left? Isn’t it supposed to be ready tomorrow
morning?"

"You've got bills to pay!? You think I
don't?" El said.

Hunter clenched his jaw and took a
deep breath. It was already the seventeenth of July and he still
had to run another four thousand miles this month just to break
even, to meet the bank payment on his six-year-old truck and cover
fuel and maintenance costs. Over and above that, he had personal
expenses to cover. Rent on the one bedroom basement suite in North
Vancouver that he called home, and monthly checks for his two
teenaged daughters. If business didn't pick up, he'd start falling
behind.

"What happened to that nacho sauce?"
he asked again.

"Well, it's just... oh yeah, your
daughter’s been lookin’ for you. Janice." Hunter heard another line
ringing in the background, and El said, "Hold on,
sweetcheeks."

"No, El! Don't put me on hold." But it
was too late. Hunter sighed and tucked the phone between his ear
and shoulder as he adjusted the rolled up sleeves of his shirt,
leaning briefly against the aluminum frame of the phone booth. Hot.
Too hot. The kid was standing about thirty feet away, smoking and
watching the attendants fuel up an immaculate red
Peterbilt.

While he waited through the Vancouver
weather forecast and two verses of "Why not me?" by the Judds,
Hunter looked up at the afternoon sky, blue with a slight haze, the
air around him full of highway sounds and the smell of diesel. He'd
paid for a shower at the truck stop in Buttonwillow the previous
night, but already he felt rimed in dust, felt it clinging to his
face and forearms the way it clung to the navy blue flanks of his
Freightliner. Every time he moved he felt his sweat dampened jeans
grabbing at his legs. El came back on the line. "Now, where were
we?" she said.

"The nacho sauce?"

"Right." She cleared her throat. "The
nacho sauce."

The kid in black jeans was back. He
threw down his cigarette and ground it into the dirt with the toe
of his boot. "Fuckin' hurry it up," he said. Hunter glanced at him,
without a smile this time.

"I gave that to Ray Nillson," said
El.

Hunter swore silently.

"I said fuckin' hurry it up," said the
kid, stepping closer. He had about four inches and thirty pounds on
Hunter, but Hunter had twenty-four years experience in the police
force on the kid.

"Ray called this morning, said he and
Sharon had to get back to Vancouver ASAP. I'm sorry, Hunter. He
said it was urgent. I'll get on the blower and scare something up
for you as soon as I can."

The kid stepped into Hunter's space,
squaring his shoulders and shifting his sunglasses from his nose to
the crown of his head. Slowly Hunter removed his own sunglasses and
tucked them in his shirt pocket, then lowered his head slightly,
staring upwards into the kid's eyes, sizing up the kid's courage.
He had no intention of taking the kid on, but the kid didn't have
to know that. The kid backed up a couple of steps, said, "Fuck it,"
and turned away, kicking a stone across the asphalt.

El was still talking. "You just park
The Blue Knight under a palm tree somewhere and make yourself
comfy. Where you gonna be?" Hunter heard the phone ring again. "Oh,
never mind," she said. "Call me first thing in the morning, will
ya. "

He heard her yell, "I got it, Wally!"
just before the receiver clicked in his ear.

"It's all yours, chief," Hunter told
the kid with a nod.

The kid grunted, maybe it was thanks
and maybe it wasn't, and stepped wide of Hunter on the way
by.

Hunter eased The Blue Knight through
rush hour traffic up the 57 and out the I-10 toward the big truck
stop in Ontario. Even with an empty trailer, the big Freightliner
whined in complaint at the continual speeding up and slowing down.
He couldn't help but think about the fuel he was burning just to
cross L.A., and the fact that time was money, and it could be days
before El found a load to pay his way home to Vancouver.

A black BMW cut in front of him and he
had to brake. The radio station was playing an old Waylon tune that
he liked, so he turned up the volume, took a deep breath and worked
his shoulders in an effort to relax. "So she gave the nacho sauce
to Ray and Sharon," he muttered, trying to sic his mind onto a new
subject. He'd run into Ray and Sharon Nillson at a truck stop
restaurant in Yoncalla, Oregon, on the way down. He'd walked in
just as they were finishing up, and they'd invited him to share
their table.

"Come meet Peaches when you're done,"
Sharon had said in that loud, throaty voice of hers, tapping her
cigarette on the edge of the ashtray. "We're not in a hurry, are we
Ray?"

Ray shook his head. Ray didn't talk
much. He was a big man with a full round face topped by a wavy
shock of hair that looked fake, but wasn't. He had a tendency to
let his jaw fall slack, pulling his mouth open. He made Hunter
think of the big shy kid in school, the one the other boys made fun
of because he wasn't cool, because he looked dumb, because he was
nice even to those very boys who made his life hell. "Sure,
Hunter," said Ray. "We're going to take the dog for a walk before
we hit the road again, anyhow."

"I can do that by myself, hon', if you
want to stay and talk to Hunter 'til he's done," said Sharon. She
butted her cigarette, then tossed her hair behind her shoulders
with a flick of her index finger. Her hair was long and blond, with
dark roots, and locks of it were pulled back from her temples and
fastened behind her head with a gold-colored clip. A trio of
glittering discs dangled from each ear.

Ray frowned and shook his head. "I
don't want you walking around out behind the lot by yourself. I'll
come with you."

"It's still broad daylight, for Pete's
sake!"

"I'll come with you," he
repeated.

"Afraid me and Peaches will get
kidnapped?" she asked, with a flirty lift of one eyebrow. Then she
turned to Hunter and said, "Ray says it took him thirty years to
find me, and he sure as hell doesn't intend to lose me." She
laughed, tossing her hair back again and setting the earrings
swinging with soft clinks. It occurred to Hunter there were lots of
things Ray said privately to his wife that no one else could ever
imagine the big, quiet man saying. Hunter knew that had been true
of himself, too, in the early years of his marriage to Chris, but
it seemed a lifetime ago. Long before she asked for the
divorce.

Sharon reached over and stroked her
husband's hand, her geranium pink nails dwarfed by his thick
knuckles. Ray ducked his head shyly and started to blush, but
looked more pleased than annoyed. Newlyweds. They wore their hearts
on their sleeves, as the saying goes, and it made Hunter
uncomfortable, as if he were a voyeur. Or was it that they flaunted
their being together in front of his being alone. Just then his
meal had arrived, and he’d tucked into it, saying he might come out
to their truck when he was finished, or he might not.

He didn't.






The traffic had started to ease off by
the time Hunter reached the Ontario East truck stop in San
Bernardino County. He waited until after dinner to call his
daughter. He never could keep track of the girls’ hours, but
evening seemed a better bet than afternoon. The sun was setting,
its rays scattering in a golden arc above the horizon, highlighting
specks of dust and smears of dirt on the truck stop restaurant’s
dirty window. He watched the molten circle sink, then punched in
his calling card number, wondering who would answer. Janice, the
eldest, Lesley, the youngest, or his ex-wife, Christine. He hoped
it wouldn’t be Chris.

It was Lesley. “Hi, Dad. Where are
you?” she said. Then he heard, “Janice, it’s Dad. Want to get it in
the other room?” She lowered her voice. “Hang on a sec, we don’t
want Mom to hear.” Hunter smiled. The kids were always plotting
surprises. He’d been on the receiving end more than
once.

“Dad, are you going to be
home by Sunday?”

“I sure hope so.” What was
Sunday? July the… “Your mom’s birthday?” he asked.

“It’s next Wednesday,” said
Janice. “But we’re going to have a barbecue and cake and stuff on
Sunday. We thought it would be nice if you could drop by. Totally
casual. Nothing fancy.”

Hunter hesitated. He briefly wondered
whether the girls were trying to get their parents back together.
It had happened several times during the first year of separation,
but never since. Their attempts had created some very awkward
moments, usually evolving into heated recriminations and slammed
doors from Chris, or clenched teeth and swift, silent departures on
his own part. He didn’t miss those scenes.

“We hardly ever see you
anymore, Dad. You’re always out of town,” said Lesley.

It had been a few California trips
ago, well over a month, since he’d seen either one of them. He’d
tried to call several times, but he always hung up if he didn’t get
them on the phone. He didn’t feel comfortable leaving messages for
Lesley and Janice on their mother’s answering machine.

“The only way we can make
sure we see you,” added Janice, “is to plan ahead. Come on, Dad.
Come, okay?”

“Okay,” he said. He winced
at the thought, but added, “I miss you kids. It’ll be good to see
you all.” And it would make a nice change from the usual restaurant
dinner, with the girls always in a hurry to go somewhere
afterwards, often leaving him to finish his coffee alone and pay
the bill. He agreed to be there on Sunday at six.

He hung up the phone, stood there
staring at it with his hands in his pockets for a minute, then
sighed and headed for the driver lounge.

A movie was playing on a big screen
TV, volume loud enough so he could hear the sounds of a car chase:
squealing tires, thunks and clunks of speeding vehicles hitting
curbs and flying across medians, terse dialogue and screamed
epithets. Two men were watching the TV, another three sat at a
table near the bar drinking long necks and talking. One of those
men, a middle aged guy who drooped everywhere – moustache, jowls,
belly and belt – looked up at Hunter and nodded, then turned his
attention back to his companions. Hunter leaned against the wall by
the door, his arms folded across his chest, and watched until the
car chase ended in a hail of automatic gunfire, then wandered back
outside.

The warm evening air lay across the
parking lot like a wool blanket, no hint of a breeze. Hunter, alert
to sounds and shadows, threaded his way back toward The Blue Knight
through a maze of tractor-trailers. This truck stop wasn’t as bad
as some, but drivers and their loads were always a target for
crime. The hum of refrigeration units on reefers surged and ebbed
in several directions as he made his way alternately beneath the
glare of security lights and the shadows of the big rigs.
Occasionally he’d hear voices, or the sound of a television, or
throbbing bass rhythms coming from behind the closed doors of
air-conditioned sleeper units. He exchanged a gruff hello with a
young man wearing a cowboy hat who was leaning against the fender
of a custom painted Kenworth, smoking a cigarette. Behind the
Kenworth’s partly open door, a white high-heeled shoe appeared on
the end of a naked female leg, then another, then a denim skirt
that barely covered the woman’s crotch. Hunter looked
away.

Parked beside The Blue Knight was a
cream-colored Ford, its interior lights on and a muffled male voice
coming from inside. As Hunter unlocked his own door, the door to
the Ford swung open and a big man climbed out, supporting himself
on the grab bar with his right arm, and clutching something to his
broad chest in his left.

“There you go, Scrappy,”
the man growled as he bent down to the ground. He straightened up
with a grunt. Curious, Hunter paused with one foot on the lowest of
the steps leading up to his cab to watch. The man had deposited a
white miniature poodle with a sharp little face and glittery black
eyes. It sniffed the Ford’s front tire, then began to follow its
nose in circles along the ground. As soon as it stopped sniffing
long enough to look up, which was a matter of only a few seconds,
it saw Hunter, planted its front paws and began to bark fiercely.
The big man, who had remained standing with his back to Hunter,
swung around.

“Mercy!” he said. “Where’d
you come from alla sudden?”

Hunter looked down at the poodle,
which had settled down to a growl that sounded like tiny ball
bearings rolling across cement, punctuated here and there by two or
three sharp yaps. “Hey, Killer,” said Hunter. “Easy now. I’m not
going to bite you.” He crouched down and held his hand out toward
the dog, glancing from the big man to the dog and back again.
“Scrappy his name?” he asked.

The big man broke into a
wide grin, the white of his teeth almost neon against the black of
his skin. “Not his name, friend. Scrappy here’s a little bitch, can’t you tell?
Always gots to be the center of attention, see?”

Hunter scratched the dog’s back, just
above its quivering tail, but the dog saw or heard something
interesting on the other side of the Ford and scrambled across the
gravel, tugging on its leash.

“Come back here, you l’il
scamp” said the driver. He pulled the dog out from under the truck
and tucked it under his arm. “They got a grassy patch out back,” he
said to Hunter, playing with the poodle’s ears as it tried to climb
his massive chest to lick his face.

Hunter nodded and smiled. “Goodnight,”
he said, and climbed up into his cab as the big man walked into the
shadows. Hunter heard him talking to the dog again as he rounded
the corner of the Ford’s forty-eight foot trailer.

Maybe talking to a poodle was better
than talking to yourself. He wondered sometimes if he had become a
long-haul trucker in order to avoid human entanglements, rather
than because he enjoyed the sense of freedom, as he liked to
believe. His ex-wife had accused him of running away, and that
thought made him uncomfortable. Running away was linked, in his
mind, to cowardice, and he did not consider himself afraid.
Cautious, perhaps, but not afraid.

He’d only had time to switch on the
light in his sleeper when he heard the crunch of footsteps on
gravel and then a knock on his door. He killed the light and looked
out the window. A young girl with a ponytail and dangling earrings
was looking up at him, smiling broadly. She motioned for him to
come down, but he just rolled down the window. He could tell she
wore nothing under her thin pink tank top, and he recognized the
skimpy denim skirt and white high heels. “Hey, cowboy!” she said.
“Want some company?” She winked and ran her tongue around her
lips.

Hunter smiled at her, but shook his
head. “Go home, little girl,” he said. “Go home.” She gave him the
finger.

He rolled up the window, double
checked his door locks, and clambered into his bunk. He glanced at
the paperback beside his pillow, but decided against it. He had all
day tomorrow to read.

Lonesome had hit him like a Mack
truck, and sleep was the best antidote for now.











This was Sharon’s first time at the
Fontana lot. Whichever truck stop they settled at, for safety's
sake, Ray always insisted on parking as close to the lot's security
lights as he could. It hadn't taken long for Sharon to grow used to
it, the soft blue of artificial light coming in through the tinted
upper windows of the sleeper unit, like moonglow. They'd made love
tonight, then he'd snugged up behind her, like spoons, and he'd
fallen asleep right away. He always did. She pulled herself gently
out from under his heavy arm, giving his hand a kiss as she placed
it on his pillow, then she propped her head on her arm, watching
him. His breathing was deep and smooth – the sleep of the innocent
– and his breath, still faintly hinting of peppermint mouthwash,
puffed softly across her cheek.

A year ago, if you told her she'd be
married to a trucker and driving the truck half the time herself,
she would have laughed in your face. When Ray came along, he was
just one more lonely long-distance trucker, a homely one at that,
chatting up the barmaid while she stood waiting for him to pay for
his beer. It was maybe the third or fourth time she'd seen him
there that they'd started talking about dogs, she couldn't remember
why. She told him how when she was a little girl, the neighbors had
a Pomeranian and she thought it was the most perfect little animal,
but her father wouldn't let her have one.

"Why don't you get one now?" Ray had
asked.

She couldn't get one, she said,
because she'd never had a dog and she wouldn't know how to take
care of it properly. Ray had looked at her with those hound dog
eyes of his and said, as if it were the simplest thing in the
world, "Don't worry. If you truly love it, keeping care of it will
come naturally." And that was one of those moments when it seems
like God is speaking directly to you through someone else's mouth.
It was like a light clicked on in her brain, and she realized that
all those goddamn skunks she'd been crazy about through the years,
those bastards who'd treated her like dirt, that they never really
loved her at all. It got her thinking about how it would feel if
somebody really did love her like that, somebody she could trust to
treat her the way she would treat a little dog that she loved and
who trusted her. If you loved somebody like that, you'd never want
to cause them pain. That night she'd cried herself to sleep,
fearing she was doomed never to be loved that way. Never in her
life.

She didn't love Ray then, of course.
But he'd got her thinking. Whenever he was in town, he'd spend long
hours in the bar nursing one or two pints of beer, and he made no
secret that he was there because of her. So when he finally said,
"I love you", she was primed for it. She was ready. And she began
to love him for loving her that way, that was how it started. And
then they just kind of started getting used to each other. He was
sweet and kind and so serious, but she could make him laugh. It got
so that she was like one of those monkeys they do experiments with.
She tried to say funny things to him, and when she pushed the right
button and a laugh spilled out, it was like a fix for her. It gave
her a warm feeling in her chest, and a bit of a tickly feeling at
the base of her skull. So then she loved him for letting her make
him laugh, too.

She never expected anybody to love her
like this. She never thought she would be so precious to anybody.
These last few weeks on the road with him had been like paradise.
Fear circled her breastbone like a cold hand. Was it to end so
soon?

She reached out and gently pushed the
hair back from his forehead, and he stirred softly. His brow was
smooth, untroubled. Perhaps he was in denial, she thought. She knew
enough about denial from the treatment center. If there's something
about your life you don't think you can deal with, you just pretend
it doesn't exist. It wasn't just that Ray refused to talk about
this morning, it was as if he refused to even acknowledge it.
Except for driving all the way to the truck stop in Fontana, and
being in a hurry to get out of California, he was acting as if
nothing had happened, as if nothing had changed. He must be as
afraid as she was of losing this beautiful life they had together.
At the foot of the bed, Peaches got up and turned in a circle, then
lay down again with a sigh.

"I love you both," Sharon whispered
and lay back on her pillow.

There was nothing to see in the blue
glow on the ceiling of the sleeper, but she could not close her
eyes.


CHAPTER
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Russell Kupka’s partner was a pig. He dressed like a pig, he
snorted like a pig, and his theories were often hogwash, so Russell
thought it most appropriate that one of Merv Campbell’s irritating
affectations was wearing that stinking pork pie hat. Russell was
counting the hours until Merv’s vacation, which was due to begin at
the end of the week. Ever since he’d started with the L.A. County
Sheriff’s Department, Russell had been itching for a chance to
prove himself by working a good case alone, without Merv’s help and
questionable advice, and he couldn’t contain a flutter of
excitement in his gut. He was almost certain that this case would
be the one.

Russell leaned back in his chair and
rolled his tongue inside his cheek. “So, Merv,” he said. “You think
the Iceman was involved in some kind of gang initiation
rite?”

Merv nodded, pushing his lips out so
they looked like a snout. He’d just finished a fast food breakfast
and had grease in the corner of his mouth. “I'm leaning that way.
The way I picture it,” he said, “is that some bonehead gang bangers
decided that spending time in a freezer was a good test of manhood,
but they were too fuckin’ stupid to realize that a guy would freeze
to death in – what did the doc say? – couple or three hours? They
probably left the poor stiff in a meat locker overnight and
panicked when he had turned into a popsicle before they let him
out. Poor stiff. Ha, ha! Poor frozen stiff!”

“The Iceman looks a little
old for a gang initiation, don’t you think?” Russell suspected Merv
was just looking for a reason to pass the case on to another
department. It had happened often enough before.

“You never know these days,
Cupcake,” said Merv with a wink.

Russell gritted his teeth at Merv’s
use of that goddamn nickname. In his childhood, he’d bloodied at
least a dozen noses in the school playground over that very name,
and the thought of the ones he had to let get away with using it
still rankled. There was always some kid who was bigger and tougher
than he was, but Russell had never learned to back down
gracefully.

Merv continued. “It’s my opinion that
a guy has to be crazy to get sucked into a gang, and crazies, as
you should know by now, come in all shapes and sizes, ages and
colors.”

“Okay, Merv.” Russell
squinted at his partner out of the corner of one eye. “So it’s a
gang initiation gone wrong. If they were so panicked about their
mistake, why’d they drop the corpse where it would get found so
fast? And just where do you suppose these gang bangers live? An
inner city neighborhood like Pyramid Lake? Fort Tejon? Otherwise,
how the hell did they transport the body to the middle of nowhere
so fast that it was still an ice cube when we got the call?” They’d
spent all yesterday morning at the crime scene. When they’d loaded
the curled up corpse in the coroner’s van, the legs were still too
frozen to lay him flat.

“They hitched a ride with
the Good Humor man?” Merv laughed like an idiot.

“So how do you suggest we
proceed with our investigation?” Russell asked, lifting an eyebrow
in irony. Yes, he'd been partnered with an experienced detective.
He was actually supposed to be learning the job from Merv. What a
joke! All he’d learned from Merv, aside from how to fill in the
paperwork and where the blank forms were kept, was where to pass
which buck whenever possible.

“Well…” Merv actually
looked as if he believed that what he was about to say had some
kind of value to Russell. “Since the morgue doesn't have a
microwave big enough to defrost the poor fucker, I'd say we wait
'til he thaws out enough to get at his pockets. If there's no ID on
the body, we run his prints. Once we know who he is, it’ll give us
more to go on. Maybe circulate his picture, see if the Missing
Persons Unit has anything on him. I keep tellin’ you, Cupcake,”
Merv said, suddenly leaning forward and pointing a finger, “you’re
gonna ruin them nice ties your girlfriend buys you if you keep
running your oily fingers over them like that.”

Russell almost bit his tongue. This
from a guy who wore the same grimy sport jacket five days a week.
“I’ve talked to the coroner. There was nothing in his pockets.” He
worked his jaw, then deliberately resumed stroking his tie between
his thumb and forefinger. “So you wouldn’t follow up on the barcode
label?”

“What? Chase all over a
foreign country looking for something that may or may not have
anything to do with the stiff? Waste of time. Shot in the dark.”
Merv grabbed a business card off Russell’s desk and started picking
his teeth with it. “You’ll just get yourself all frustrated, kid.
Like trying to find a needle in a haystack.”

The phone rang, and Russell dove for
it. “Homicide.”

“Detective Kupka?” said a
crisp female voice Russell recognized as belonging to a U.S.
customs clerk he’d spoken to less than an hour earlier.

“Cory! I appreciate you
calling back so quickly. As I mentioned, time is of the essence in
this investigation, since we're probably looking at a mobile crime
scene. Did you turn anything up?” he asked her. He glanced up at
Merv, hoping he would take the hint and leave, but Merv yawned,
stretched, and continued picking his teeth. Russell hunched himself
around the phone receiver.

“Yes. There haven’t been
many meat shipments coming across the border from Canada in the
last few days, so it wasn’t hard to track it down. The number you
quoted belongs to a shipment of frozen beef that crossed the border
Friday night at Blaine, Washington. I have photocopies of the 7533
and the commercial invoice right in front of me,” she
said.

“Seventy-five
thirty-three?”

“The inward cargo
manifest,” she said without apology. “You want the shipper’s
name?”

“Perfect, Cory. Shoot.”
Russell took down the information, his ballpoint pen moving in
broad, sure strokes across the yellow legal pad he always kept on
his desk. The customs clerk gave him the name and address, not only
of the shipper, but also of the consignee in Fullerton. “According
to the 7533, the shipping company is Watson Transportation in
Delta, British Columbia, Canada,” she added. “If you’re trying to
track down the truck like you said, your best bet is to call
them.”

“Thank you, thank you,
thank you,” he told her. “You’ve gone above and beyond the call of
duty. You’re a treasure, Cory. An absolute treasure.”

As he hung up the phone, he couldn’t
suppress a grin. “Shot in the dark, huh, Merv?”

Forget that Merv was his senior, in
more ways than one. This was Russell’s case, his first real chance
to show what he could do. The case had his name on it, he could
feel that right from the start. The techs would’ve found it
eventually, but yesterday morning Russell had even been the first
to see the label stuck on the bottom of the Iceman’s Nike. “What’s
that?” he had asked one of the crime scene techs as they were
waiting for the county coroner to arrive. “That white thing on the
bottom of his shoe.”

The tech – a tall, gangly redhead they
called Stretch – bent down and practically put his ear in the dirt
to take a close look. “It’s some kind of self-adhesive label,” he
said. “A barcode label. Amanda!” he called to the young female tech
with the camera who was photographing footprints a few yards away.
"Come get a picture of this." Amanda walked over and took a look,
then frowned, eyeing the ground warily. "Here," said Stretch,
holding out his hand. "Give me the camera and I'll take it." He
stretched out on the dirt on his belly, took a couple of close-up
pictures of the bottom of the shoe, and handed the camera back to
her. Then he carefully peeled the label off the shoe and held it up
by a corner for Russell to see. Russell could tell that Stretch was
just barely containing some kind of reaction. A gag? A
cough?

“No shit,” said Russell in
wonderment. He met Stretch’s eyes and they both burst out laughing.
Amanda looked over from where she had gone back to photographing
footprints and frowned with disapproval, but neither Stretch nor
Russell could stop. The label read Canada Grade A Beef.

Merv looked as blankly at Russell now
as he had then. “Needle in a haystack, huh, Merv?” Russell said,
picking up the phone again. “Well, let’s just follow the thread
attached to this little needle and see what’s at the other
end.”

At the other end was a trucking
company in British Columbia, Canada.











“Watson!” El barked into
the receiver. She’d just hung up on some pinhead of a driver who
had asked if it was okay to park a load for a couple of days to
attend his brother’s wedding in Boise, Idaho. “You were supposed to
deliver that load in Chicago today,” she’d told him. “Where the
hell are you at now?”

“Boise,” he’d said. “The
wedding was Saturday, and I got just too shitfaced to drive until
now.”

“Well, get the fuck out of
there!” she’d bellowed at him. “Now!”

Needless to say, she wasn’t feeling
too charitable toward drivers at the moment. She was glad when the
caller identified himself as a policeman from L.A.

“L.A.P.D.?” she asked,
intrigued.

“L.A. County Sheriff’s
Department,” he said. “And I’m hoping you’ll be able to help me
track down one of your drivers. It’s very important that we find
him, as he may hold the key to an important investigation we’re
conducting.”

“Oh yeah?” El never used to
like cops, since her experience had been mostly limited to
receiving citations and fines for traffic violations, but since
she’d gotten to know Hunter Rayne, a driver who used to be a
Mountie, she’d gained a lot more respect for them. Of course,
detectives wouldn’t all be like Hunter, but this guy sounded like
he had a good head on his shoulders, and seemed cheerful and
easygoing, just like Hunter was, most of the time. “I’ll help if I
can. What do you need?”

The cop explained that they had reason
to believe one of Watson Transportation’s drivers had been a
witness to something the cop wasn’t at liberty to divulge at this
point and that it was imperative they locate him, “for his sake as
well as ours.”

"Your cooperation could save a life,
Miss...?"

“Elspeth Watson,” said El.
“But call me El. Miss sounds downright prissy and Ms. makes me feel
like a dyke.”

He laughed.

“I’ll take your word for
it, Detective… what did you say your name was?”

“Kupka. But call me
Russell.”

El wrote his name down, and his phone
number, just in case. “What do you need?” she repeated.

“One of your drivers was
hauling a shipment of Canada Grade A beef from a shipper in
Burnaby, British Columbia to Fullerton, California. He crossed the
border on Friday.”

“They,” said El.

“They?”

“Ray and Sharon Nillson.
They drive as a team. Just got married a month or so ago, made a
detour to Las Vegas on their very first run.”

“Really?” said the cop. “A
couple? You’re sure that’s the shipment I’m talking
about?”

“Sure. The Hanratty load.
It’s the only meat shipment I had out of here on
Friday.”

“Looks like I really lucked
out, El, getting hold of you. I wonder if you’d be able to estimate
where this Ray and Sharon Nillson would be about now, maybe tell me
what their truck looks like, the license plate number, that sort of
thing?”

“I can go one better,” El
said. “Ray’s truck has all the bells and whistles on it, including
a satellite pager and a cell phone. I’ll get them on the blower and
find out exactly where they are.” She had her finger on the hold
button when she heard the cop say, “Wait!”

“What?”

“It might be best not to
let them know we’re looking for them. Some drivers are a little
nervous about the police, if you know what I mean.”

Was the cop sounding a little nervous
himself? El considered this silently for a few seconds, wondering
if she’d been too quick to accept this guy for a cop, too quick to
cooperate.

“What I mean, El,” he
continued, “is that I’d hate to upset them, make them worry and
wonder about why the police want to talk to them, until we’ve had a
chance to explain it to them fully.” He sounded so relaxed that her
doubts vanished. “I wish I could divulge more to you, right now, at
this very instant, but that’s just not possible. Once we’ve
discussed it with them – Ray and Sharon – of course, we’ll give
them the okay to talk to you about it. In confidence, mind you, and
only to you. It’s never a good idea to spread information about
active cases, except to the most senior and trustworthy people, if
you know what I mean.”

“Of course,” said El,
deciding that she’d have to talk to Hunter about this. Any
information would be safe with him, and the L.A. cop couldn’t have
any objection to her discussing it with a former RCMP officer,
could he? “Of course,” she repeated, reaching for the hold button.
“I’ll just make it sound routine.”











“Yes!” said Russell,
pushing back his chair and punching the air with a happy fist.
“Yes!”

“What?” asked Merv.
Somewhere during Russell’s conversation with the butch trucker in
Canada Merv had wandered off to the can and now he was back,
hitching up his pants. There were a few dark spots among the usual
grease stains on Merv’s khaki slacks, and Russell, momentarily and
with distaste, wondered if they were water, or not.

“Let’s go,” said Russell,
snatching up his jacket.

“Go where?” Merv was
fiddling with his pant legs near his crotch, probably trying to
straighten out his boxer shorts, as he reached for his pork pie hat
with his other hand.

“To pick up our suspects
for questioning.” My suspects, he corrected himself mentally. My suspects.

“What suspects?”

“Mr. and Mrs. Ray and
Sharon Nillson,” said Russell over his shoulder, barely able to
suppress a grin. Yes! This was his case. Things were clicking into
place so beautifully it almost made him giddy.

“Where?” asked Merv,
falling further behind.

“Hurry up,” said Russell.
“If we step on it, we can pull them over this side of the Ventura
Freeway.”

“Shit, Cupcake! I'm
supposed to give evidence in the Cutter case in an
hour.”

“So do it then,” said
Russell, waving over his shoulder. “I’ve sent a couple of black and
whites out to locate them and sit on their tail until I get there,
so I won't be alone. Go to court, Merv. I can manage this on my
own.” He heard Merv’s footsteps stop.

“Yes,” said Russell, as the
door closed between him and his partner. “Thanks for the help,
Merv, you old porker, but I can manage this case quite well on my
own.”











Ray had volunteered to drive the
Kenworth through the L.A. traffic, but Sharon told him she had to
learn to do it sometime. Right at the start, they had decided that
it would work best if she did most of the day driving and he did
most of the night driving, but unless they had a real tight
schedule, they'd pull over for at least a few hours in bed together
during the night. They were practically still on their honeymoon,
after all. So after picking up the load in Anaheim, Sharon took the
wheel and Ray was relaxing in the passenger seat, trying to get
forty winks so he'd be able to drive most of the night. She
couldn't see his eyes behind his dark glasses, but from the tilt of
his head and slack of his face, she thought he must have dozed off.
Peaches slept curled up on his lap. The sleep of the innocent, she
thought for the hundredth time.

She'd be glad to get out of
California. Ray said that if El could find them a load from
Vancouver to the Midwest, he had a few contacts that could give
them loads out of Chicago, maybe just short hauls for starters,
although she wouldn't officially be able to drive when they were
moving loads from one place to another in the U.S., at least, not
until she had her green card. Yes, that could really happen, she
reminded herself.

Sharon tried to picture things way in
the future. Her with her green card, being able to drive anywhere
in the United States. The two of them spending time at that
lakefront cottage Ray owned in Minnesota, having his brother and
their family over for barbecues sometimes. She'd never met Ray's
brother and his wife, but she'd seen pictures. She imagined herself
and her sister-in-law working together in the kitchen while the two
brothers were out on the porch discussing the day's catch. She
pictured herself sharing confidences with her sister-in-law as they
scrubbed potatoes and tore up lettuce for a salad, throwing a few
funny remarks out at the men from time to time and laughing, just
like a real family, like she'd always wished her own family had
been. It felt good to think about the future. As the hours had gone
by, what had happened Monday morning slipped farther and farther
away, until it now felt more than ever like just a bad dream. They
might forget about it completely, with time. It seemed to Sharon
that they had made an unspoken agreement to do just
that.

When she saw the first police car pass
her, she felt a twinge of fear in her stomach, but it disappeared
when he settled into the stream of rush hour traffic one lane over
just ahead of her. She couldn't spend the rest of her life freaking
out every time she saw a cop car on the road, for Pete's sake. It
had been there for ten or fifteen minutes when she saw the second
one come up beside her, staying level with the cab of the truck.
One cop car nearby in traffic, that she could handle. But two
sticking close by? She caught the cop in the passenger seat looking
up at her with that unreadable expression cops have, and her
stomach lurched. She wondered if she should wake Ray.

Get a grip on yourself, girl. She
managed a tight little smile, then decided to try an experiment,
taking her foot off the gas and letting the gap between her and the
car in front widen. The cop car beside her nosed ahead at first,
then slowed to keep pace. Sharon felt a wave of heat rise up her
face and it occurred to her that she might faint. She took a deep
breath. This can't be happening, she told herself. This has to be
another bad dream. Just then the flashers on both police cars went
on, and the cop beside her, looking right at her, pointed at the
exit up ahead. Sharon suddenly turned cold and just as suddenly hot
again. Could she just pretend she didn't see them? that she didn't
understand? She fought the urge to put the pedal to the floor.
There was nowhere to go, and if this was just a traffic stop,
trying to run would only make things worse. A traffic stop. Maybe
it was just a traffic stop.

Sharon eased the truck down the exit
ramp, and pulled over on the shoulder just behind the first police
car. Ray's hands had started moving, adjusting Peaches on his lap,
so she knew he was awake. She tried to speak but her mouth and
throat were so dry, she had to suck on her tongue and swallow
before any sound came out. "Police," she said. "They've been
following us a long time, Ray." She could see her own worried face
reflected in his glasses, tried a smile, but it wouldn't take.
"It's not a normal traffic stop, is it, Ray?"

Ray looked as stern and strong as
she'd ever seen him, and part of her stopped worrying long enough
to marvel at how handsome it made him look, as if she were watching
this happen in a movie.

"Don't say a word," he said in a low
voice. "You hear me? Not one word to any of them, ever. Nothing!"
She'd never heard him talk that way before, with such force and
anger.

"But, Ray. I don't know..."

"No, Sharon. When I say not one word,
I mean it. You don't know how these guys can twist things around on
you. Don't say nothing! Remember, you got a right to remain silent,
whatever they tell you. Don't say a word."

"I can tell them I don't know
anything, Ray." She couldn't keep her voice from shaking. She
looked down at her hands and they were shaking, too. Shaking as bad
as they'd ever shook when she was in withdrawal.

"Promise me, Sharon," said Ray,
grabbing her hands and pressing them together, holding them still.
"Promise me that you won't say a word."

And then a man's voice yelled, "Get
out of the truck! Keep your hands where I can see them, and get out
of the truck!" Sharon looked around her. There were six of them,
now. Six cops standing at intervals around the cab, and every
single one of them pointed straight at her and Ray, with a
gun.
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