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Gold! gold! gold! gold!
Bright and yellow, hard and cold,
Molten, graven, hammered and rolled,
Heavy to get, and light to hold,
Hoarded, bartered, bought and sold,
Stolen, borrowed, squandered, doled,
Spurned by the young, but hugged by the old
To the verge of the churchyard mould;
Price of many a crime untold.
Gold! gold! gold! gold!
Good or bad a thousand-fold!
How widely its agencies vary—
To save—to ruin—to curse—to bless
 
—Thomas Hood
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A Trace of Gold
 
†



 
ONE
 
 
He would never have guessed that a man in his eighties could hold out that long. He had beaten the old guy senseless and revived him three times and he finally had to concede that he didn’t know any more than when he started, which was squat. He hadn’t been sure he could torture an old man, let alone kill one. The old guy’s stooped frame and white hair kind of reminded him of his grandfather, or at least what he imagined his grandfather would have been like had he known him. Anyway, it was too late for second thoughts. It was stiflingly hot in the house and hard to breathe with all the dog hair floating around, so he’d taken off his mask. The old guy’d be able to identify him now and he knew he couldn’t make a deal with him. Not after killing his dogs. If anything could have made him talk it would have been that. The man wailed through the tape over his mouth when he shot them. In a way he’d be better off dead. If he left him alive the old guy would spend the rest of his life grieving over a couple of mutts.
The old man was still unconscious, which made it easier. He walked around behind him, pressed the little automatic against the back of his head and pulled the trigger, twice. The man jerked a little and slumped forward, straining the extension cord that held him to the kitchen chair. He wasn’t sure whether he’d be able to feel a pulse through the latex gloves he wore, so he put his ear next to the man’s open mouth and listened for breathing. He was startled by a low, raspy sound as the old man’s weight against the cord forced air from his lungs.
He took his beer with him into the bathroom and set it on the back of the toilet while he pissed. He’d brought a duffel bag filled with supplies and he wanted to make certain he didn’t leave anything behind, especially a beer can with his DNA on it. He swore when the latex gloves made it hard to zip up his pants. After flushing the toilet twice he went back to the kitchen. He tossed the beer can and gun into his bag. The last thing he did was cut the extension cord that held the old man in his seat. Gravity slowly pulled the body out of the chair. The old man rolled onto his back and stopped, staring up at him from the green and white tiles. He turned the head to one side with his foot while he coiled the cord and tossed it into his bag. That way the old guy could look at his dogs until someone found them. The blood stood out dark on the linoleum, and he avoided the puddles as he stepped over the body. He checked to see that the back door was locked before walking down the steps, out the gate, and into the night.



 
TWO
 
It was a muggy day and Sean McKinney was conscious of the perspiration on his back as he walked up the steps of the criminal courts building at 26th and California Streets on Chicago’s near south side. He had rehearsed his speech several times in the car on the short drive from the crime lab, but his stomach still tightened as he entered Courtroom 207. The courtroom was a monument to tradition in oak and stone and it smelled musty, with a hint of disinfectant. The smell of law, McKinney thought. He leaned against the cool surface of a marble wall and fiddled with the wedding ring in his pocket, slipping it on and off his finger as he surveyed the room. The judge hadn’t yet entered, but the attorneys were at their respective tables. McKinney wasn’t quite six feet tall and thin, his unkempt, sand-colored hair and crooked nose making him look more like a middle-aged beach bum than a forensic scientist with the Illinois State Police. He wiped his palms on his chinos as he approached the state’s attorney’s table. Earlier that week the lead prosecutor, Brian Jameson, had let him know that McKinney’s report and bench notes, detailing his examination of the evidence, were not important to the case and would not be shared with the defense.
McKinney caught a look of disdain as Jameson spotted him. Jameson was well known for his six hundred dollar suits and his no-nonsense demeanor. In the three years McKinney had known Jameson he had never seen him smile. Back at the crime lab, they joked that the guy had a notch on his briefcase for every trial he’d won.
“McKinney,” Jameson said. “What are you doing here?”
“I’ve brought copies of my report and notes for you and the defense,” McKinney said. “Here’s your copy.” He held out a manila folder. When the attorney didn’t take it he laid it on the table.
“I told you last week,” Jameson said, “I’m not using your report. Phillips confessed and your examination of the hair evidence doesn’t impact our case.”
“It doesn’t help your case, you mean.” He pointed to the manila folder. “I found dog hair all over the victim’s clothing but there wasn’t one dog hair on Phillips’s clothes. The killer wrestled with old Mr. Drenon. He touched his clothes. He probably sat on his furniture. Some dog hair would likely have been transferred to the killer’s clothing.”
“Absence of evidence isn’t evidence of absence, McKinney. You know that.”
“That’s true, and it’s up to you to make that case to the jury, but they deserve to hear all the relevant facts. Don’t you have a duty to turn my findings over to the defense as part of discovery?”
“Not if we don’t use your report in preparing our case. You couldn’t get a match, so we’re not using your report. End of discussion.”
“Be reasonable, Jameson. Why doesn’t any of the physical evidence point to this guy? There was blood all over the kitchen but not one drop was found on your suspect. There was a partial footprint on the victim’s cheek but it doesn’t match any of the suspect’s shoes. Arnold Drenon and his dogs were shot, but there was no gunshot residue on Phillips’s hands. The medical examiner estimates the time of death right before he was picked up. When did he have time to change his clothes and clean up?”
Jameson glared at McKinney. His voice, when he spoke, was low and tightly controlled. “He confessed. We have a confession.”
“See, that’s what I don’t understand. He’s obviously pleading not guilty or you wouldn’t be here today. So, why did he confess?” McKinney’s blue eyes bored into Jameson, trying to read the other man. There were plenty of reasons why someone would confess to a murder he didn’t commit. Maybe the police were a little overzealous in the interrogation room. Maybe the guy was one of those publicity-hungry nutcases, the kind that think lonely women will write to them in prison. McKinney looked across to the defense table. The twenty-something-year-old man sitting there rocked slowly back and forth while his eyes darted around the courtroom. His movements made McKinney think of a cornered cat. He looked back at Jameson.
Jameson glanced away.
“Is he mentally challenged in some way? What was his motive? The cops don’t think it was burglary. There was plenty of money and jewelry still in the house.”
“I don’t know, maybe he doesn’t like dogs. Go back to the lab, McKinney. You’re not a lawyer and you’re not a cop. You look at little bits of garbage under a microscope all day and that’s where your job ends. Get out of here before I call Director Roberts and flush your career down the toilet.”
McKinney smiled. “Did you know that some species of aphid are able to reproduce without the benefit of a mate? It’s called parthenogenesis.”
“So what?” Jameson asked.
“I suggest you try it.”
McKinney turned and walked over to the defense table. The defense, he knew, consisted of one woman—a tired public defender, Nina Anderson—who was overworked, underpaid and had stopped caring about her clients after she managed to get a rapist’s case thrown out on a technicality. Two weeks later, the same man raped and killed a ten-year-old girl. McKinney had seen her in court since then and it seemed as though she was just going through the motions.
Seated next to Anderson was a pasty-faced young man in a suit two sizes too small. Watching John Phillips rock back and forth, McKinney had the vague impression that he knew the man from somewhere. He didn’t look like the sort of person who would torture and kill a little old man. McKinney sighed. One thing he had learned long ago was that anyone is capable of anything. You couldn’t tell whether a person was guilty or innocent of a crime by looking at them, talking to them, or even hearing a confession or eyewitness account of the crime. The only thing that never lies is the physical evidence, and that requires skill to interpret. A skill he had spent years honing.
Counselor Anderson looked up from her notes. Her messy blonde hair was shot through with streaks of gray and her fingernails had been chewed down to the quick. Despite her disheveled appearance, McKinney thought she was an attractive woman. He wondered what she looked like when she smiled.
“May I help you?” she asked.
McKinney looked at the manila folder in his hand. The hand shook a little. He sighed and dropped the folder on the table in front of her. As he walked out of the courtroom he looked at the state’s attorney’s table. Jameson was making a flushing motion with his hand. He mouthed the word, “whoosh.”
It was too late in the day to go back to the lab, so McKinney decided to head home. He slipped a Magic Sam CD into the player on the dash and drove north along the lake, his windows open to let in the fresh, cool smell of the lake air. He went over the case in his mind. He was convinced that Jameson didn’t have enough evidence to bring the kid to trial, but he wasn’t certain that circumventing the state’s attorney had been the right thing to do. It was bound to get him in trouble.
†
When he got home to his Wrigleyville apartment he found his daughter, Angelina, sitting on the back steps leading to their third floor walk-up, reading a book. Living in Wrigleyville had been his idea—easy access to Cubs games and less expensive than the Lincoln Park condo they had lived in when his wife was alive. As a kid, he had spent so many summer days sitting in the Wrigley Field bleachers that his parents teased him they could see ivy growing on his legs. Now, going to a game held no interest for him. McKinney looked up at Angelina as he trudged up the steps. The setting sun bathed her in a warm, summery glow.
“Ciao, Bella. How was summer school?”
“Hey, Dad. School was fine.” She held up her book for him to see, a collection of short stories by Flannery O’Connor. “Homework. Oh…and Director Roberts called. He wants you to call him back.”
He grimaced. “Ugh.”
“Rough day at work?”
McKinney kicked some dirt off the wooden step below her and plopped himself down. This was his favorite part of the day, coming home to spend time with his daughter, and he sat smiling up at her. Angelina’s mother, Catherine, was an Italian beauty who had died after a prolonged battle with breast cancer. McKinney had barely held on to his job after that. He became moody and withdrawn, spending most of his time sitting alone in his study, not really doing anything, just staring. Slowly, he became aware that having a teenage daughter who had lost her mother was a responsibility that wouldn’t allow him to indulge his grief. Still, Angelina had taken over the job of piloting the family finances. She balanced the checkbook, made certain the bills were paid, and came up with a budget that McKinney had a hard time sticking to. She had inherited her mother’s resourcefulness, along with her long, dark hair and olive skin, but at sixteen was still a little gangly. McKinney was gangly at fifty. He hoped Angelina wasn’t wading in that part of his family’s gene pool. McKinney called her Bella because, on the day she was born, he knew that she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen or would ever see again. On her thirteenth birthday she declared that she was no longer a little girl and asked McKinney to call her by her given name. He tried, but it was a tough habit to break. Looking up at her now he felt that same amalgam of pride and wonder that he was sure no other parent could know.
“I gave one of my reports to the public defender without having been subpoenaed or getting permission from the state’s attorney. I think her client is being set up to take the rap for something he didn’t do. Director Roberts and most of the folks at the lab act like we’re an arm of the State’s Attorney’s Office. They don’t understand how much forensic science depends on objectivity. I’m worried about repercussions, though. It would be nice if I could afford to send you to college in a couple of years.”
“Well, Director Roberts sounded pretty mad.”
“Roberts,” McKinney snorted. “All he cares about is avoiding controversy until he can retire and collect his pension.” He hooked a hand over the banister and pulled himself to his feet. “I’ll call the lab now and smooth things over.” He kissed her on her furrowed teenaged brow as he sidled past her on the steps. “Did you feed and walk Hendrix yet?
“Not yet,” she said. “I’ve been studying.”
“Well, let’s get going,” he said. “I don’t want us to be late for tai chi class.” As he opened the screen door and stepped into their kitchen a big, black poodle launched his furry, wagging fifty pounds at McKinney’s stomach.



 
THREE
 
 
The woods in Rockcastle County, Kentucky were aflame with the color of the blossoming redbuds in the spring of 1933, and Delroy was burning up. He finished buckling rough-hewn, leather straps to the mule and looked out at the barren fields. As a child Delroy had loved to run through the hills, eating wild blackberries in the woods and sunning himself on the big, flat rock that jutted out from the cliffs behind the farm. He had loved the land, but now his morning coffee and biscuits turned to acid in his stomach at the thought of toiling over the dry, cracked field.
Delroy’s daddy had died in a muddy trench in the Ardennes. His older brothers, Pike and Joe, worked the farm after that, but times were tough and what they got from the landowner wasn’t enough to sustain a family. Finally, they sent Momma to live with her sister in Stony Point. Not too long after, the two older boys packed up and went to California. They, like thousands of others, had gone west looking for decent jobs but, from their letters, it was obvious that they were working as fruit tramps, living in tent cities, and breaking their backs for a few cents a day. Despite the sorry reports from his brothers, Delroy wanted off the farm, too. The redbuds blooming in the surrounding hills mocked him with their intensity as he followed the plow up and down the rows of freshly turned earth. They reminded him of Lucille.
Lucille knew about another fire that burned in Delroy. Sometimes she’d run her long, red hair across his arm just to watch him twitch. He’d shudder and say, “By God, if you ain’t the one.” She might as well have touched him with a live wire.
Twice a week, when he came in from the fields, he took a stiff brush and scrubbed his hands raw in an effort to get the dirt out from under his nails before walking the three miles to Lucille’s house. He wouldn’t let her see him with unclean hands. He was barely out of his teens and only a year older than Lucille, but he treated her gallantly, the way he imagined his father had treated his mother before he’d gone off to get himself killed. Delroy’d slick his blond hair down with pomade and put on his good shirt and shoes, but there was no way to hide his farmer’s red neck and calloused hands. Lucille’s family didn’t much care for Delroy. They didn’t see any future for her with a tenant farmer, and her older brother especially hated him. Delroy had pounded the pudding out of Jordan once for calling his family croppers. He knew they were, but he didn’t like to have it pointed out in front of everyone.
Delroy let the mule rest and crouched down in the middle of the field to examine the dirt. He picked up a clod and squeezed it, watching the meager black soil separate from the clay. It sifted through his fingers and onto the leg of his overalls. What remained in his hand was a mix of nutrient-poor clay and pebbles. Drought and heat had exhausted the earth. Root vegetables wouldn’t grow in the hard clay, and the corn and beans had been a sorry lot for two years running. This year’s crop would be worse. He knew he was licked. He got up, trudged back to the derelict house and went back to bed. The slats on his bedroom walls had warped enough to let in a few shafts of early morning sun. The murky light accentuated the room’s emptiness. One stray beam illuminated a picture of his parents, hanging on the wall opposite the iron bed. It had been taken on their wedding day. Delroy pulled the dusty blanket over his head.
Later that day he packed a bag, took the hobbles off the mule, kicked open the gate to the feed yard, and started for Lucille’s. Before he left he pried a square-headed nail out of the bottom of the door frame and thrust it into his pocket. It was one of the few his older brothers had let him hammer in when they had rebuilt the house after a fire. He had been born and raised on that farm, but he didn’t look back.
He and Lucille hitched a ride to Frankfort. Delroy paid two dollars for the justice of the peace to marry them and five dollars for a hotel room to consummate the marriage. They consummated all night and all the next morning, right up until checkout time. Then he really shook the moths out of his coin purse and bought them two tickets on the Greyhound bus to Chicago. For the first time since his father died he felt free, and he was both exhilarated and frightened by it. He stayed awake through most of the trip, holding Lucille’s hand and pushing his face against the window. He wanted to see everything there was to see. The bus took them through big cities and small towns as it wound its way north and Delroy jumped off at every rest stop to look at the people and smell the air. 
At night the bus rumbled along the quiet country roads and Delroy strained to see into the blackness. Even the rise and fall of the telephone wires strung alongside the road seemed exotic to him. He imagined that was what the ocean waves were like. The moonlight coming through the window made Lucille’s pale skin glow, soft and blue-white. Her red hair looked darker. She was sleeping with her mouth open, and Delroy noticed a pearl of saliva on her lower lip. It seemed, somehow, precious to him. Here he was, with his wife sleeping on his shoulder and his days of scraping a living out of the barren earth behind him. This, he thought, is happiness. Lucille opened her eyes and saw Delroy smiling down at her. She leaned up and kissed him. “Country boy,” she said, “you are somethin’ else.”
Chicago was almost too much for them—too much noise, too much traffic, and too many people. Lucille’s cousin Edna had given them the name and address of a woman who’d rent them a room. She lived at 35th and Lake Park Avenue. Edna said they were lucky to get it because, in a few months, the neighborhood would be swarming with people from all over the country going to the World’s Fair. It took them a while to get directions and, when they did, it was over thirty blocks from the bus station. They walked the whole way to save money. Tired as he was, Delroy drank in the city with an unquenchable thirst—car exhaust, over-ripe fruit, honking, screaming, laughing, gray suits, blue dresses, hats with yellow feathers, tall, brick buildings. Every few blocks they’d stop and Delroy would marvel as he wiped the sweat off his face and switched the big suitcase that contained all of their possessions from one hand to the other. They floated through the throngs on the sidewalk like people walking in a dream. They didn’t notice the two men who had followed them from the depot until it was too late. The short, burly one slammed into Delroy’s shoulder, knocking him off balance and into Lucille. Delroy shouted, “Hey!” and set down the suitcase as the man ran off. That was the cue for the second man, who slid in between them, picked up the case, and ran in the opposite direction. Delroy took off after him but the man moved smoothly, weaving in and out of the crowd on the sidewalk. Delroy chased him for a few blocks, but the man had got the jump on him and the same sea of humanity that opened for the thief thwarted Delroy’s progress. Finally, thief and suitcase disappeared down a side street. When Delroy got back to Lucille she was sitting on the curb. At the sight of his empty hands she started crying.
“The Bible my granma gave me is in that suitcase and all our clothes and everything. Why’d you let him take that?”
Delroy felt like he’d been stabbed in the heart with an icicle. “What do you mean let him? I chased that guy for three blocks. I tried to get the suitcase back but I lost him in the crowd.”
“Well, what are we gonna do?”
“Do? There’s nothing to do. Some guy sees a couple of country folk and decides to help himself. I don’t believe the police can do us any good, so let’s just get to where we’re going.”
“But all my things…”
Delroy reached out his hand to help Lucille up. She looked at it for a minute, pushed herself up, and started walking off down the sidewalk. Delroy looked down at his empty hand and turned to follow her.
 



 
FOUR
 
 
	Gilbert Anglin considered himself to be a fastidious person. The top of his dresser was dust free and his watch, wallet, keys, and change were all neatly arranged in a little felt-lined tray. When he wasn’t working he dressed his six-foot frame in Nautica and Calvin Klein. He regularly paid thirty-five bucks to have his wavy, brown hair styled. Despite this attention to detail, his square face and crooked nose made him look like a thug. Tonight he was working, and that meant cargo pants and black leather military boots. He looked around the furnished studio apartment as he dressed. It contained a scattering of used motel furniture set on an ancient shag carpet, everything clean and orderly but nondescript. The bare, pea-green walls produced an institutional atmosphere that complemented Gilbert’s self-imposed seclusion. One good score, he thought, and dumps like this are history. He finished packing his pry bar and lock picks in the false bottom of his duffel bag, tossed a ball of clothesline, a box of latex gloves, and a towel on top and zipped the bag closed.
Finding the gold hidden by the Barker/Karpis gang had been a dream of his father’s, but hunting down the friends and family of the gang members who buried it way back in 1935 was Gilbert’s idea. He was tired of making his living burgling fat suburbanites. Sometimes, the risks outweighed the benefits. He needed a big score and he needed it soon; that old gangster gold could be that score.
In June of 1962 his father, John Anglin, his uncle Clarence, and another man crawled out of their cells at Alcatraz through holes they had cut to the utility corridor. They crawled through an air vent to the roof and kicked across the treacherous mile and a half of choppy Pacific to the mainland on an improvised raft. Their escape wasn’t noticed right away because they left dummies in their bunks to fool the guards. They had fashioned the dummies’ heads out of plaster of Paris, which they then painted and outfitted with hair from the prison barbershop. They got the plaster of Paris from Alvin Karpis. Karpis had been at Alcatraz since 1936. Back in the ’30s he was a prominent member of the Barker/Karpis gang, along with Freddie and Doc Barker. They had terrorized the Depression-era Midwest with a series of bank robberies and kidnappings. One of the kidnappings, that of Minneapolis banker Edward Bremer, had netted them two hundred thousand dollars. According to Karpis, the money had been converted to gold coins in Cuba, brought back to the U.S., and buried. Most of the gang were captured or killed before they had a chance to recover it. Karpis managed to dodge the feds for a couple of years more, but his status as Public Enemy Number One kept him on the run. Karpis claimed that Freddie Barker and Ma, the Barker boys’ mother, had hidden the gold somewhere near Lake Weir in Florida where they were killed in a gun battle with the FBI. In 1935, gold was selling for thirty-five dollars an ounce. Gilbert estimated that, at today’s rates, it would be worth over four million dollars.
After the escape, Gilbert’s father spent his life on the run, keeping his family moving from town to town. Gilbert couldn’t recall how many last names he’d had as a child but he could count the number of friends on one hand. They hadn’t been allowed to get close to anyone and his father’s paranoia eventually took its toll on his mother. Two days after Gilbert’s ninth birthday she took the ice bucket from the dresser of the cheap motel they were stopping at and said she was going down to the lobby for sodas. She disappeared into the hot Arizona night and he never saw her again. His father rarely spoke to him after that and, when he did, it was mostly long rambling reminiscences about his escape from Alcatraz and the convicts he’d met inside. Gilbert received little in the way of guidance from his criminal father but what he did receive added up to this—birds are meant for plucking, and someone knew where the Barkers hid a fortune in gold.
Gilbert dropped the heavy duffel bag next to the little desk in his room and took out a folder of charts and maps. He had researched everyone he could find who knew Karpis in Alcatraz and back in the 1930s. He had studied Karpis’s movements after his release from prison in 1969 until his death in 1979. That gold was still out there. For some reason Karpis had never gone after it. Gilbert had compiled this information from his father’s ramblings, Internet searches, personal interviews, and FBI files. He charted everyone’s movements by time and locale and eventually realized that almost all of the gang members who had anything to do with Karpis were dead. If they hadn’t been gunned down by G-men they had succumbed to disease or old age. Famous thieves like John Dillinger and Pretty Boy Floyd were now just a colorful part of American history, and second-tier hoods like Shotgun George Zeigler and Volney Davis were obscure footnotes in a handful of true crime books. Some of the men had wives or girlfriends though, and a few of these women were still alive.
Gilbert knew that, when it came to getting their dicks massaged, men were stupid. They bragged about their exploits when they were trying to impress some broad and, afterwards, when they were relaxed and sleepy, they talked about the big plans they had for the future. One of these women must have heard something that could help him find the gold.
Gilbert had hoped to get a line on Wynona Burdett, the girlfriend of gang member Harry Campbell. Harry and Wynona had been in Florida with Karpis in January of ’35. They had
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