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  I must lie down where all the ladders start


  In the foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart.


   


  —W. B. Yeats


   


  1891


   


  Edward Hare sat alone at a corner table, nursing a mug of beer and warding off the blandishments of harlots. It was ten o’clock on a Thursday night, and the sailors and migrants who infested the dockside slums were out carousing. He was familiar with their kind. Some things were the same in every country—the smoky taverns, the alleyways scuttling with rats, the hard faces of those who called this cesspool their home.


  The barroom occupied the ground floor of the East River Hotel, a faded hostelry three blocks from the Brooklyn Bridge. The clientele consisted of the human vermin that made their living on the docks, manning ships, lading cargo, and, in the case of the women, servicing dockworkers, passengers, and crews.


  The ring of a bell drew his attention. One of the hotel staff, whom the regulars called Mary, opened the main door, and two new arrivals entered, hugging themselves, chilled from the April night.


  The pair intrigued him. They were so obviously mismatched. The whore was a gray-haired shopworn hag tottering under the influence of liquor. The man on her arm was twenty years her junior, thin, sharp-faced, with a blond mustache and a shabby black bowler, its crown dented. He had the look of a foreigner, but then nearly everyone in this district was from some other part of the world. Himself included, Hare reflected. In England he had often complained about the hordes of pauper aliens invading the city. Now he was the interloper, his boots planted on foreign soil.


  Mary exchanged friendly words with the crone, who tossed back her head and emitted a raven’s caw of laughter. The gentleman ducked low, hiding under his battered billycock, as if ashamed. As well he should be ashamed, to consort with a creature of the streets.


  After a few moments of these pleasantries, the gentleman dug in his pants pocket and produced a coin. Payment for a night’s lodging, Hare presumed—although in an establishment of this kind, rooms were likely to be let by the hour.


  Mary disappeared into the stairwell and returned bearing a key, a candle, and a tin pail rattling with two bottles of mixed ale on ice. The man took the pail in one hand, holding fast to his rented sweetheart with the other, and Mary led them up the stairs.


  Hare watched them go, the woman still screeching, the man silent and slow. Whatever intimacy they would find together would carry no significance for either one.


  Time passed, and finally his cup of beer was drained. It was after eleven. Hare was customarily an early riser, except for those nights when business required him to work odd hours. He had no business in Manhattan. He decided to take a room and get some rest.


  Mary was at work clearing a table. He approached her and asked the nightly rate. “Two bits,” she said pertly.


  He paid the coin. As it vanished into her hand, unaccountably he was reminded of Charon, boatman of the River Styx, who must collect his fare.


  Mary smilingly told him to wait there while she got a room for him. Hare lingered by the stairway as she ascended to an office on the first floor landing. She poked her head out of the door and chirped, “Forgot to ask your name. Need it for the register.”


  He gave the name of Wilson. Surely this was not the first time a man had used an alias in this establishment. Tonight he had no need of subterfuge, but old habits died hard.


  Mary emerged with key and candle, returning to the ground floor to ask if he would like a bit of refreshment in his room. No, he said. With a broad smirk she inquired if he was certain. The hotel offered all manner of diversions for the discriminating gentleman.


  Her meaning was unmistakable. Now he knew why he’d thought of Charon the ferryman when she palmed his coin. She was one of the living dead who roamed the streets and haunted the taverns. A fallen woman, whose services at the East River Hotel included nightly visitations to the customers’ rooms.


  “I require no diversions,” he said.


  She smiled, her crooked teeth repulsive in her splotchy face. “You’re a Brit, ain’t you? Plenty of Brits stop in here. Brits and others. People from all over the world.”


  This provoked his first extended response. “Yes. The detritus of the earth. The lees in humanity’s punch bowl.”


  Her smile tipped into a scowl. She hadn’t quite understood him, but she had caught his tone. “You lookin’ down yer nose at me, mister?”


  “I should hope so.”


  “Think you’re better’n the rest of us? If you’re so super, what are you doing here?”


  It was a fair question. What was he doing here? He had thrown away his former life, voyaged across the sea—Liverpool to New York, seasick all the way—and at the terminus of his travel he had found only a feculent cot in a dockside doss-house for twenty-five cents at night.


  He should not have come. But he was past the point of choosing rightly, or at all. He was master of himself no longer.


  “Just give me the goddamned key,” he said. He would not engage this wretch in further conversation.


  “I got to show you to your room.”


  “Room number’s on the key, isn’t it? I can find it for myself.”


  Stern-faced, she handed over key and candle. As he headed for the stairs, he heard her say loudly to those around her, “Feller thinks he’s a big man. I’ll bet he ain’t so big where it counts.”


  The remark was met with drunken laughter from the hags and hang-abouts in the saloon. He flushed but kept walking. Let the mob howl.


  The room number on his key was thirty-two. He thought it would be on the third story, but it surprised him by being on the fifth, the top floor. He wandered down a dingy flyspecked hall and let himself in. His candle illumined a narrow cave with a bare floor, a washbowl in one corner, and a single window framing blackness. The room, it appeared, had once been part of a larger space, which had been subdivided with thin plywood walls in the name of economy.


  He had no baggage with him, having left it in a storage locker until he could get settled. He was shrugging off his jacket when he heard noises through the plywood board. A creak of bed springs and the familiar screeching laugh.


  The gray-haired whore’s lodgings were adjacent to his own.


  Her consort’s voice came through also. He spoke in German, or was it a Scandinavian tongue? Some continental jibber-jabber.


  Hare didn’t want to listen to them. Didn’t want to picture them together, flesh against flesh.


  He sat on the bed, head in hands, while the awful noises went on. He thought of his London life, the quiet evenings, the civilized atmosphere. His favorite walks and haunts. His books.


  Gone now. Here he was, in a new country, with no employment and little money, and himself not so young anymore. Maybe he didn’t have the strength for it, this starting over. And yet there was no turning back. He was like Macbeth, caught in midstream ...


  “Stepped in so far,” he whispered, “that, should I wade no more, returning were as tedious as go o’er.”


  There was no more speech from the room next door, only the rhythmic rise and fall of the bed, playing as an undercurrent to a medley of groans and gasps—the whore earning her pay, which she would spend on gin or beer. Whores were no different in any land. Unlike Mr. Darwin’s finches, they exhibited no territorial variations. They were always and everywhere the same.


  Hare felt a slow, steady pounding at his temples.


  And when he rose from bed, he knew what he would do.


  He rummaged in his jacket until he found the knife—a black wooden handle and a sharp blade, ground to a deadly point.


  Knife in hand, he left his room and stepped along the empty corridor to the door nearest his own.


  His blade, inserted between door and jamb, made quick work of the latch, springing it silently. He eased the door ajar and peered inside.


  The room was lit by a single guttering candle on the nightstand. Its glow reached the bed but not the farther corners.


  Amid the tangled sheets, his back to the door, the foreigner was humping the crone. The hag had not even troubled to undress, had merely lifted her copious garments over her hips to expose the devil’s mouth between her thighs.


  Preoccupied with carnality, neither of them had seen him.


  Hare swung the door wide and burst into the room. A crashing blow with the knife handle caught the foreigner on the back of his skull and sent him tumbling to the floor. Hare scrambled over the fallen man onto the bed where the whore, dazed with drink and lust, had only just registered his arrival. He seized her disheveled clothes and jerked them higher, covering her face, then twisted the loose folds of her chemise into a knot and wound it tight. She was both strangled and smothered, her fists beating on the mattress until they could beat no more.


  He climbed off her, leaving her as she’d died, her face shrouded, her body nude below the armpits.


  Her death had been quick. He hadn’t wanted her to suffer. She could not help being what she was. She was no more responsible for the despoliation she caused than was a toxic bacillus. She must simply be eliminated, cleanly and swiftly, in the name of preserving health.


  Hare checked the hall. Still empty. No alarum had been raised. No one had seen or heard. He shut the door and locked it, then took stock of the situation.


  The foreigner was his most immediate concern. Half dressed, hatless, he lay outstretched and inert. Dead? No, blood ticked in the carotid at the side of the neck. The man lived.


  Hare returned his attention to the harlot. His gaze settled on the forbidden area, the deep hollow of her sex. She had used that secret place to lure men astray. Even in death, it was the source of her power. But not for long.


  He stripped to his underwear, neatly folding his clothes. He meant to do the job carefully, methodically, but he was out of practice and the first incision was clumsy, missing the central part of her abdomen and slip-sliding along her left side in a long curling gash that opened her up from the breastbone to the base of the spine. Her insides were hot—he could warm his hands over them—hot and reeking with the charnel-house odor that drove him mad. His twitching hands plunged inside her and found the slick ropes of her intestines, and he was unpacking her corpse, opening a path to her inmost female parts.


  He turned her inside out, found one of her ovaries, tore it free. He would unsex her. She had been a cunt, nothing more. Now she would not be even that much.


  “Not even that,” he whispered as sweat slimed his face.


  His blade took savage bites out of her. He jabbed again and again, perforating her body, then rolled her onto her side and slashed a furious X into her left buttock.


  X marks the spot, said the treasure maps. There was no treasure in her. X marked only her bloody rump.


  Finally, exhausted, he threw down the knife. Breathing hard, he gathered himself. The room was suddenly hot and close. He propped open the window with one of the whore’s shoes. A moist breeze seeped in, carrying distant drunken cries.


  When he looked back at the bed, he saw something only half-human amid the sheets.


  Blood was everywhere, gouts of it, drenching the mattress, staining his hands and wrists.


  And there was still the foreigner to be dispatched.


  Unless a better alternative presented itself.


  Hare’s knife lay on the floor. He did not retrieve it. He sat naked on the bed, formulating a plan.


  Then carefully he wiped himself clean on the foreigner’s shirt and trouser legs. When he was done, it was the blond man who reeked of blood.


  Hare dressed, then left the room. Of course he could not stay the night. He must find lodging elsewhere. The doors to the street would be locked at midnight. After that, the foreigner would be trapped in the hotel, unable to leave without the assistance of the night porter. His bloody clothes would shout for attention. Mary or some other minion would eye him shrewdly: “Whose blood is that, mister?” Imagine the blond ape struggling to answer in his pidgin English, his rude face flashing fear. The room would be entered, the knife and its victim found. The case was open-and-shut.


  It was best that way. Best if the crime could be solved this very night. The authorities would not inquire too closely if a scapegoat lay conveniently to hand.


  At a few minutes to midnight Hare descended the stairs. The office on the first-floor landing was fortuitously unoccupied, but the tavern on the lobby level was more crowded and boisterous than before. He avoided it, slipping down an adjacent corridor to an outside door. He crossed Water Street and walked along Catherine Slip, keeping clear of the street lights.


  No one saw him. No one ever saw him. He was invisible, blending with the fog.


   


  Chapter 1


  She had been in the water for less than twelve hours, but already the fish had begun to feed. Men in wetsuits gently cut her loose from the snarl of fishing lines, separating her from the piling. As she bobbed to the surface, her head fell back, exposing her face to the sun.


  The plastic bag was still tied in place, ribboned with kelp, a caul pasted to her features. Her eyes bulged, bloodshot with petechial hemorrhages. Her swollen tongue lay against the plastic like a purple snake.


  High above the water, Jennifer Silence stood on the Venice Fishing Pier, hands in the pockets of the nylon windbreaker that beat against her chest.


  Beside her, Draper said, “I don’t know why you had to see this.”


  “I had to see her.”


  “Seen enough?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I’ll take you to her house.”


  ***


  The house was a Craftsman bungalow on Centinela Avenue in Mar Vista. Three black-and-whites were slant-parked on the street outside. No coroner’s van, no SID unit—not yet. Draper had brought her in before the house had been processed.


  A uniformed Pacific Area cop guarded the front door, the radio on his hip chattering unintelligibly. Down the hall, in the dining area, there were more uniforms, laughing and joking, their joviality somehow obscene after what Jennifer had seen in the water.


  Draper led her into the bedroom at the rear of the cottage. The room had been vandalized. The desktop computer—a Mac, she noted—lay in pieces on the carpet. The mirror over the dresser was spider-webbed with cracks. Chairs were overturned, hanging plants yanked off their ceiling hooks and strewn around the floor, trailing dirt-encrusted roots. A bookcase had been pulled down, scattering its contents—not many books, mostly CDs and videos and a couple of snapshots in metal frames.


  On another tabletop lay a spray of porcelain pieces from smashed figurines. Enough recognizable parts remained to identify the figures as owls. On the floor was a larger owl in carved ironwood, and another one chiseled out of some dark green stone.


  The many owls’ wide watchful eyes stared up at her in speechless inquiry. They must have been watching last night, when the occupant of this house died on the bathroom floor.


  Jennifer knew how it happened. The woman was in bed when the intruder entered the premises. She awoke, hearing a noise. She reached for the bedside phone—now off the hook—but the telco line had been cut outside the house.


  She must have known she was in trouble then. She left the bed and tried to reach the bathroom, hoping to lock herself inside. The bed sheets tripped her up, and she fell sprawling. She kicked free and propelled herself onto the bathroom tiles—cheap linoleum, yellowing with age, their corners curling up. She grabbed a towel rack and tried to rise, dislodging the rack from the wall.


  Then he was on top of her and she had no chance.


  Straddling her, pinning her down and restraining her flailing arms, he slipped the plastic bag over her head and twisted it tight, until the air in the bag was gone.


  He trashed the room after that, a senseless show of dominance or rage. Then he carried her out of the bungalow and drove her to the beach.


  All this took place sometime last night or early this morning—late Monday or early Tuesday, March 3 or 4. Even in L.A., the nights were cold in March, and her neighbors’ windows were shut. Nobody heard a thing.


  Jennifer stood unmoving for a long moment, feeling nothing but emptiness—and a need to make things right.


  “Any idea where he dumped her?” she asked.


  “Could have been anywhere. He might have thrown her off Santa Monica Pier, or off a boat, or just tossed her into the surf at the shoreline. Around midnight the tide was going out. He was probably hoping she’d be carried out to sea.”


  “Why wasn’t she?”


  “Got caught in a riptide. It pulled her south to the Venice Pier. You saw those tangled fishing lines. People get their lines snarled and have to cut them off the reel. The lines stay wrapped around the pilings. She got fouled up in them, and someone spotted her this morning.”


  Jennifer thought of the woman in the water. She had worn flower-patterned pajamas, light blue, silky. Her feet were bare, the neatly pedicured toenails painted cherry red.


  Marilyn Diaz. Insurance agent. Divorced, no kids. Thirty-four years old.


  Four years older than I am, Jennifer thought.


  Draper stepped closer. She looked up at him. At six feet, he stood a good ten inches taller than her diminutive self. People called him the prince of darkness, a tribute to his saturnine countenance, his dark swept-back hair.


  “Thanks for getting there so quickly,” Draper said. “Though it really wasn’t necessary for you to come at all.”


  “That’s what you always say.”


  “Because it’s always true.”


  He was looking around the room, his face impassive. He never displayed emotion at a crime scene. He gave an impression of detachment verging on indifference. But once, she had caught him lifting a small silver crucifix from under his shirt collar and giving it a surreptitious kiss. She knew then that he cared more than he let on.


  “I still don’t see why you wanted to be there,” he added. “Or here, for that matter.”


  “You know how I work, Roy. I need to see where she lived, how she lived. I need to find out who she was.”


  “And what have you learned?”


  She liked owls, Jennifer thought. “She was neat, well organized, well groomed. She had family.” Her finger pointed out the framed snapshots from the bookcase. “Not much of a reader, more into movies and music. Probably spent a lot of evenings curled up with a DVD. I think she was attractive, though it’s hard to tell now.”


  “Is any of that helpful?”


  “I don’t know what may be helpful. I deal in intuition. It’s not an exact science.”


  “That’s for sure.” Draper said it with too much asperity.


  “For somebody who’s got such doubts about my abilities, you sure do make a habit of calling me in.”


  “You’ve given us a couple of leads,” he conceded.


  “More than a couple.”


  “A couple that panned out. A couple that didn’t.”


  “Like I said, not an exact science.”


  “And like I said, that’s for damn sure.”


  “You didn’t say damn.”


  “I was thinking it.”


  “Care to guess what word I’m thinking of now?”


  “I’m pretty sure I know. See? I can be intuitive, too.”


  She gave up and asked how the intruder had gained access.


  “Broke a side window, reached in, unlatched the door.”


  “The breaking window is probably what woke her. If she’d run for the front door instead of grabbing the phone —”


  “Wouldn’t have made any difference. He was in position to intercept her if she left the room.”


  “Do you suppose he knew that?”


  “You mean did he know the layout? Had he been in the house before? No idea. Maybe your voodoo science will tell us.”


  She wasn’t crazy about the voodoo comment, but she let it go. Draper had a way of pushing her buttons. She wasn’t sure what that was all about. At times she wondered if maybe he was interested in her. But he’d never said anything, and he didn’t strike her as shy.


  Unless he was gun-shy—burned once too often, afraid to touch the stove for fear it was still hot. It was possible. There was an odd tension between them that was not entirely disagreeable, like the flutter of discomfort she felt on a first date, a nervous self-awareness. She wondered what a real first date with Roy Draper would be like.


  “She lived alone,” Jennifer said, not phrasing it as a question because the truth of it was obvious.


  “A lot of people do.” Something in Draper’s voice told her it was more than a general observation.


  “I know I do. How about you, Roy?”


  “Me? Yeah, I’m flying solo now.”


  “Divorced?” She’d never asked.


  “No, but I was in a long-term relationship. It ended. Obviously. Or I wouldn’t be alone.” The words were spoken lightly but sounded sad.


  “How long were you with her?”


  “Three years.”


  “When did it go south?”


  “Last November. November seventeenth. I still have the date marked on my calendar. Never turned the page. How’s that for the perfect metaphor of a guy who can’t get on with his life?”


  “You’ll move on eventually.”


  “So they tell me…. I don’t know how we started talking about this.”


  She knew he was embarrassed, and she also knew her hot-stove theory was correct. Maybe one of these days he’d work up the nerve to touch the burners again.


  “I’m guessing there’s a reason you brought me in,” she said.


  “When we went through the bills and junk mail on her dining table, we found something. Original’s being tested for prints. This is a copy.”


  He removed a single folded sheet of paper from his pocket and handed it to her. One side was covered from top to bottom by a handwritten message in a spidery, minuscule script. The note was unsigned.


  She glanced at the document long enough to ascertain that it was unmistakably a threat message. “Nothing on the back?”


  “Nope.”


  “Not even a scratch mark, a smudge? Because even the most trivial—”


  “There’s nothing, Jen. This is it.”


  “Was there an envelope?”


  “If there was, we haven’t found it.”


  “Go through her trash? Sorry. Of course you did.”


  “Nothing in the garbage. I don’t think she would have thrown out an envelope anyway. Anybody who’s ever watched CSI knows you don’t destroy evidence.”


  “There may not have been an envelope. The note didn’t have to be mailed. It could have been pushed through her mail slot or left on her windshield. Obviously she didn’t report it, or you would already know how it got to her.”


  “There’s no record of any report.”


  “That’s odd, don’t you think? A person gets a message like this, the first thing you’d expect them to do is call the police.”


  Draper shrugged. “My guess is, she thought it was something she could deal with on her own.”


  Jennifer thought of the white, staring face with its clear plastic mask.


  “Then she was wrong,” she said.


   


  Chapter 2


  Jennifer made it back to her house in Venice in twenty minutes, catching only green lights. She felt fine as she unlocked the door, and she continued to feel fine as she crossed the living room and went past the kitchen and down the rear hall into the powder room, where she leaned over, eyes closed, and threw up into the sink.


  The bloodshot eyes under plastic ... the swollen mass of her tongue ...


  She retched again, dry heaving because luckily she’d had little breakfast and there was nothing left in her gut.


  She never got used to it, and it took its toll on her. Her friend Maura was always telling her to pack it in, get a nice, safe private practice, stop going to crime scenes and traumatizing herself. Sensible advice, but she wouldn’t listen.


  Cupping her hands under the spigot, she splashed cold water on her face. The sting, hard as a slap, centered her.


  When she raised her head, she saw her reflection in the mirror, a pale ghost image framed in wheat-colored hair. In January she’d turned thirty, but she looked younger. She had a child’s face with a child’s large eyes. She expended a lot of energy making people treat her as a grownup. Maybe that was one reason she wouldn't walk away from her job.


  Leaving the bathroom, she deposited the photocopied threat message in her study, a small businesslike room overlooking a backyard garden in need of tending. There had been a tool shed in the backyard once, many years ago. Her mother had removed it and planted flowers on the ground where it stood. She tended those flowers until the day she died.


  Jennifer had grown up in this house and knew every squeaky floorboard. It was a Queen Anne Victorian, tall and narrow, two stories of cedar oak shingles and gingerbread trim topped by a high gable and slanted roof. The house was planted on a narrow lot edged by a tangle of sweet pea vines and a low hedge resembling a hunk of moldy cheese.


  The House of Silence. That was how she had always thought of it, because of the long, tense silences of her childhood.


  It had gone up in 1908, at the start of Venice’s prosperity. After a long decline, the district had now entered a new, affluent phase, in which old homes were purchased as seven-figure teardowns. Real estate developers were constantly after her, but she refused to sell. The house had been occupied by her great-grandfather and handed down through the generations. With her parents dead, it was her last link to her family.


  Besides Richard, of course.


  She wondered how much longer she could hold out. The cost of living was rising, and her income wasn’t keeping up. She would stay as long as she could, and not just out of family loyalty. She loved the sea, the wet breeze and misty mornings, the cheerful chaos of the Venice boardwalk, and she loved the old house for its faded, funky charm, its narrow hallways and strange angles.


  Upstairs she stripped, then stood in the shower and ran the water hot until the old pipes were banging. Steam rose, white and scalding. The water cascaded over her, burning the last traces of the crime scene off her body.


  The hot water ran out abruptly, replaced by a chilly downpour. Damn water heater.


  She toweled her hair dry in the bedroom. The high stained glass windows over her bed gave the room an aura of sanctity that was somewhat offset by the montage of erotic 1920s postcards on the wall.


  From her closet she grabbed a pair of baggy woolen pajama bottoms she wore as pants, and a peach blouse two sizes too big. Like every shirt she owned, the blouse had long sleeves that concealed the four-inch rope of scar tissue on her left forearm.


  As she reached the bottom of the stairs, she heard raucous barking from across the street. The nasty Rottweiler owned by her newest neighbors, penned in a side yard.


  She glanced out the front window and saw the dog at the gate, gnashing its teeth. A few yards away, a child no older than five was approaching cautiously, but not cautiously enough.


  Then she was out the door, sprinting barefoot across the street.


  The kid—a boy, she could see that now—waggled his fingers at the dog in a friendly greeting. The Rottweiler retreated a couple of steps and stopped barking, but Jennifer knew this was only a feint, a ruse to disarm the victim.


  The boy extended one hand to pet the doggie. He had just begun to insert his hand between the wrought-iron twinings of the gate when Jennifer reached him. She yanked him back, and the Rottweiler, cheated of its prey, launched itself at the gate, barking and snapping ferociously.


  The gate shook under the dog’s weight as the fanged head thrust between the bars, white teeth gleaming.


  The boy started to cry.


  Jennifer held him. “It’s okay. It’s okay, it’s okay.”


  When the boy was calm, she knelt by him and asked if his mommy or daddy was around. Mutely he pointed to the house.


  She took him by the hand and led him to the front door, which hung ajar. She rang the bell and waited until a heavyset housekeeper appeared.


  The woman saw the little boy and broke into a flurry of excited recriminations. Jennifer didn’t speak Spanish, but she got the idea. The boy was her son, and he had wandered off without permission.


  He went inside, running past his mother to escape further chastisement. The housekeeper looked at Jennifer with a grateful smile. “He was cause trouble?” she asked in halting English.


  “No,” Jennifer lied. “No trouble. I just thought he shouldn’t be out on his own.”


  She crossed the street, returning home. It was the first time she had ever rung that doorbell. She had no idea who owned the new house. She had never seen them, only their vehicles going in and out of the three-car garage.


  As recently as ten years ago, everyone on the street knew each other. Now almost all her old neighbors were gone. The new arrivals hid behind fences and multiple locks. There was a new unfriendliness in the neighborhood. More wealth—but less joy.


  She wondered if that was true everywhere.


   


  Chapter 3


  By two o’clock she was ensconced in her study, bending over an anonymous letter from a man with murder on his mind.


  When she was at work, there was nothing else, no outside world, no past or future, only the white examination table and the sheet of lined paper in the glow of the full-spectrum lamp.


  Though the message was unpunctuated, badly spelled, without margins or paragraph breaks, it conveyed the writer’s thoughts quite effectively.


   


  I am going to hunt you down bitch & take you out it will hurt don’t make plans for the futur you wont be around long ennough for it to matter ...


   


  And much more in that vein.


  Immediately she pegged the writer as male. Women used intensifiers—“I am so angry ... you are such a good friend”—and emotive language, laden with “I feel” statements. They qualified their remarks, even in the heat of strong emotion. No such markers were present in the note on her examination table.


  It wasn’t difficult to isolate the letter’s key motifs. The most obvious was resentment of the victim for her superiority.


   


  even perfect people die ... maybe everrybody wants you but I only want you dead ... before you die I will spit in your perfect face


   


  She wondered if he actually did spit in her face when he killed her. It might be possible to do a DNA test. The plastic bag could have protected the evidence even after the body went into the water. She made a note of it.


  His fixation on her appearance suggested that he regarded his own looks as inadequate. It also strongly suggested a sexual obsession with the victim, an impression reinforced by other language.


   


  I pity you bitch I feel sorry for you beccause I know whats coming & its coming down hard


   


  It didn't take a psychology degree to see the repetition of the word coming and its proximity to the word hard.


  There was a second motif—rejection.


  Your not going to walk away, he warned, perhaps recalling a time when she had in fact walked away from him. Youll be humiliated no pride & youll begg me for mercy.


  He wanted to humiliate her—probably because she’d humiliated him by rebuffing his advances. I am going to hunt you down bitch & take you out ... Yeah, he had wanted to take her out, all right. Whoever wrote this letter had made an attempt—probably an inept attempt—to initiate a relationship. She had said no. Now he wanted to strike back.


  And what were the odds that somebody who misspelled simple words like future and everybody and even beg would have no trouble spelling humiliated? Or that such a person would have the know-how to use an ampersand?


  He was smarter and better educated than he wanted to let on. Playing dumb was harder than it looked.


  Smile while you can, he wrote, beccause soon I am going to make mona lisa moan. An uneducated person would not think naturally of Mona Lisa or perform an alliterative play on Mona and moan.


  The other motif in the letter was the writer’s proximity to the victim. You can feel death breatheing down youre neck ... up close & personal ...


  One passage combined all three motifs.


   


  did I get your attention? are you scared? you think your safe in youre perfect world youre plastic bubble but its nearly time for the bubble to burst closer to the end than you think


   


  The last words could be an unconscious confession, his way of saying, “I am closer to you than you think.” He might live near her or work in the same office.


  Another phrase stood out: its nearly time for the bubble to burst. An expression that might occur to someone in the financial or real estate markets.


  Marilyn Diaz had been an insurance agent. Had she worked in an office complex with Realtors, stockbrokers?


  Jennifer sat back in her chair, notepad in hand. She jotted down her conclusions.


   


  • Market-oriented business, financial/realty


  • Lived or worked near victim


  • Educated, intelligent


  • Sense of inadequacy about physical appearance


  • Unsuccessful attempt at a sexual advance


   


  That was what she knew about him. And he was, of course, dangerous. Marilyn Diaz might not have realized it, but the signs were there.


  He had disguised his handwriting, as evidenced by the telltale shakiness of his script. Concealing his identity suggested foresight and planning. And he had made no specific threat. People whose plans for revenge went no further than daydreams would share their fantasies. The ones who were more serious kept the details to themselves.


  He had, however, left inadvertent hints of how he planned to do it. He’d written of looking into her face as she died, of death breathing down her back. The constellation of images—face to face, neck, breathing—suggested he had already been thinking of the plastic bag, the slow asphyxiation. He’d meant to choke her to death while he stared into her eyes.


  When he broke the window—when Marilyn heard him coming down the hall—she must have known it was the man who’d written the note. She must have known he had come to kill her.


  I am going to hunt you down bitch & take you out…


  He might have left no clues at the scene. He might have hoped the surf would wash off any trace evidence on the body. But in this note he’d given away much more than he realized.


  She could put the police on this man’s scent. Most people would never know it. Her testimony would not be permitted at his trial. Her analysis, which still had no legal standing, could not be submitted as evidence. But it could be used to develop leads. And when he was in prison, he would know that his own words had locked him up for life.


  That was the power of the work she did. It was more than document analysis. Officially, her role was special psychological consultant to various law enforcement agencies throughout the Los Angeles area.


  Her skill was psycholinguistic analysis. She read between the lines.


  Psycholinguistics could yield data on the writer’s background and education, the books and magazines he read, the work he did. But another kind of information was embedded in a text. Self-image, private obsessions, hidden fears and hopes.


  She remembered the exact moment when she first understood the process. She was in a crowded bar with a college boyfriend named Sean, complaining that she had to shout to be heard. Abruptly it occurred to her that she wasn’t concerned about the ambient noise. Her actual complaint was that Sean couldn’t hear her, ever. He was too self-involved to listen. She hadn’t been consciously aware of the problem. But her unconscious mind knew—and found a way to communicate the message. To shout it, in fact.


  That night she reread her journal and found the same message repeated again and again. Her subliminal mind had been sending out a distress signal for weeks, but her conscious mind, busy with rationalizations and denial, hadn’t grasped it.


  The realization gave her a creepy feeling, as if she had discovered a second personality cohabiting her body. For a while, she was reluctant to pursue the idea. But when she read about the cutting-edge discipline of psycholinguistics in her psych classes, she was hooked.


  The unconscious, she learned, was wiser than the conscious mind. It expressed truths that conscious thought tried to hide, truths that emerged as coded messages, a series of red flags. The “red thread,” it was called. Like Einstein’s God, the unconscious was subtle but not malicious. Its secrets could be teased out, if a reader had the skill to follow the red thread.


  Some cops appreciated her contribution. Some didn’t. Most, like Roy Draper, utilized her insights while remaining skeptical of her methods. Resistance, she thought, arose mainly because people didn’t want to believe that they revealed themselves with everything they said and wrote. What she did was too much like mind reading—a scary prospect for people who wanted to keep secrets.


  And everybody had secrets. She touched her left arm, feeling the scar beneath her sleeve. Everybody.


  Her arm began to shake. She watched it, bewildered. Then she became aware that the examination table was shaking, too.


  The whole damn room was shaking.


  A wrenching jolt slammed the table to the left, knocking the lamp askew. Her chair pivoted under her. Somewhere nearby came the tinkle of breaking glass. Her UV light, which could reveal erasures and scratched-out words, had fallen.


  “Hell,” she muttered. The lighting element was expensive and a pain to replace.


  The table lurched again with a prolonged burp of its legs against the hardwood floor. Car alarms, jostled by the quake, began a clangor of honks and whoops on the street.


  And then it was over. The last of the tremors passed away, rolling underneath the house like a slow comber spending itself on the beach. She sat and listened as the car alarms hit their automatic cutoffs one by one. Then there was stillness.


  Slowly she released a breath. Though she had grown up in Los Angeles, she had never gotten used to earthquakes. It wasn’t a fear of being crushed under debris. It was more basic than that.


  Whenever she felt the shifting of tectonic plates, she couldn’t escape the feeling that some primordial evil had just shuddered forth from the bowels of the earth.
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