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  Author’s Note


  I know I’ve bent the rules and played around with the police de­partment procedure just to keep my story moving; this book in no way reflects the actual police departments of Los Angeles, California, or New Orleans, Louisiana, or their procedures.


  CHAPTER 10


  Hayes had been right.


  Roy’s had definitely gone downhill, Bentz thought, driving past the restaurant.


  Still a little shaken from his recent “Jennifer sighting,” he found a ridiculously small parking spot a couple of blocks from the restau­rant. He wedged the Ford Escape into it and fed the meter. Ignoring the pain in his leg, he managed to avoid a couple of speeding skate­boarders who whipped by, the wheels of their boards grinding against the concrete as he hitched his way to the front doors.


  Named for its original owner and not Roy Rogers as many people thought, the place still had a western facade complete with Dutch doors that looked as if they belonged on a barn. There had once been a plastic rearing horse mounted over the front awning, until some smart-ass had climbed up on the roof in the middle of the night and painted the white stallion’s private parts fire-engine red.


  That had been the end of the white stud.


  Now the awning displayed a sign that simply said: Roy’s.


  Good enough, Bentz figured as he pushed open the doors and stepped back in time.


  Inside, the dark restaurant seemed dingy. Twelve years ago all the cowboy memorabilia gathered from the sets of old westerns and television shows had been retro-cool. Now the worn saddles, fence posts, cowboy hats, and chaps that adorned the place looked dusty and worn.


  The crowd had changed, or at least aged, just like the old plank floors.


  A long bar, complete with brass foot rail, swept along one side of the establishment. Tables and booths took care of the rest.


  He found a booth, settled in, and ordered a nonalcoholic beer from a waitress who was splitting the seams of her cowgirl costume.


  Before she could return, Bentz spied Jonas Hayes pushing through the front doors. Hayes, too, had aged. African American and six-four, he was still imposing, if slightly thicker around the middle than he had been when he was a rookie cop or a running back for UNLV. His close-cropped black hair showed a few bits of silver, and when he took his shades off, crow’s feet were visible at the corners of his eyes.


  But he still dressed as if he were a model. Expensive suit, polished shoes, silk tie knotted to perfection.


  Bentz waved him over and stood, stretching out his hand. “Hel­luva long time.”


  Hayes nodded and clasped Bentz’s fingers in a strong, sure grip. “What’s it been? Eleven? Twelve years?”


  “’Bout that.”


  They sat down on opposite sides of the booth. “And then you show up outta the blue. Lookin’ for a favor.”


  “You got it.”


  Waitress Pseudo-cowgirl returned, her mood not appearing to have improved as she took Hayes’s order for a scotch on the rocks.


  “Friendly,” Hayes observed once she’d huffed away.


  “Don’t think she likes the getup she has to wear.”


  “Can’t blame her. You still on the wagon?” Hayes nodded toward Bentz’s bottle.


  “Yep. Gave it up after Jennifer died.”


  “Probably a good thing.”


  Bentz raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. Well, most of the time. Trinidad still with the department?”


  “A lifer and then some.” Hayes was nodding as the waitress, forc­ing a false smile, returned with Hayes’s drink and plastic-encased menus. She rattled off a couple of specials and was about to turn away when Bentz asked, “You still have the T-Bone and steak fries?”


  Without an ounce of enthusiasm, she said, “It’s, like, been on the menu forever.”


  “Thought so. I’ll take it. Medium rare. Blue cheese dressing on the salad.”


  She didn’t bother writing it down, just looked at Hayes, who scanned the menu and folded it closed, ordering the barbecued pork chop special.


  Once she’d disappeared again, he turned dark eyes on Bentz. “Okay, so what gives? What’s this ‘favor’ you want from me?”


  “I want you to look at Jennifer’s death again.”


  “Jennifer? As in your wife?”


  “Ex-wife, but yeah.” Bentz settled back against the cushions and took a swallow from his bottle.


  “That was twelve years ago, man. She died in a single-car accident. Probable suicide.” Again Hayes searched Bentz’s face with those black eyes. Cop’s eyes.


  “That’s what we all thought at the time, but it’s a helluva way to kill yourself. Messy. Sometimes doesn’t get the job done right and you end up a vegetable, or taking someone else out with you, or spending the rest of your life in a wheelchair. Not a usual form of sui­cide. Why not just run the car in the garage or take pills? Slit your wrists in the tub? Hang yourself in the closet?”


  “She was your wife. You tell me.”


  Bentz was shaking his head. “Besides, she wouldn’t have wanted to mess herself up that way. Too vain.”


  “She was killing herself, man. On pills and booze. Not thinkin’ right. She didn’t give a good goddamn about how she looked and she might have taken the car out cuz she didn’t want you or your kid to come home to it, y’know? Not a good thing for her daughter to find her dead.”


  “She didn’t have to do it at home. There are other places. Motels.” He thought about the shabby condition of the So-Cal Inn, a perfect place for a suicide. Cheap. Private. Poolside view if you wanted it.


  Hayes rotated his drink between his palms. “Okay, let’s cut the crap here. What’s going on?”


  Bentz took another swallow of his beer, then reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a copy of the marred death certificate. Quickly he explained that it had been sent to the station, mailed from Culver City.


  “So what?” Hayes said. “Someone messin’ with ya.”


  Bentz nodded. “But it’s more than that.” He placed the photo­graphs of Jennifer on the table. “I think someone is gaslighting me.”


  “Oh, hell! These are Jennifer, right? And recent, I assume?”


  “That’s what whoever sent them to me wants me to think.”


  Hayes looked at him. “Dead ringer?”


  “Perfect.”


  “But . . . dead ringer from twelve years ago? No extra pounds, no more wrinkles.”


  “You got it.”


  “Son of a bitch.” Hayes stared at the pictures, then gave the death certificate a longer look, his eyes narrowing. At least he was listening now.


  “Someone’s pretending to be Jennifer.”


  “But why?” Hayes asked.


  “Don’t know, but she’s not in this alone. Someone’s taking pic­tures.”


  “So now it’s a conspiracy? To make you nuts.”


  Bentz nodded.


  “This is so far-fetched,” Hayes said, though his eyes strayed to the photographs again. “Man, oh, man. You and JFK? Okay, I’ll bite. Start from the beginning.”


  Bentz filled him in. From waking up in the hospital, to see and smell and feel Jennifer in the room, to the sighting in his backyard. He left out the woman at the bus stop, worried that it was too vague, that she could have been anyone.


  As he was wrapping it up, Hayes said, “And you think this person has been in New Orleans and L.A. She somehow knew the moment you would wake up from your coma . . . and then she hurried back to L.A. for a photo shoot around town?”


  “No. If the dates on the photos are legit, she was back and forth between L.A. and New Orleans.”


  “Then there should be plane tickets.”


  “I’ve got someone looking into it; so far nothing.”


  “Could’ve used an alias.”


  “Jennifer Bentz is the alias,” he said, trying to convince himself. “I’ve got to find out who she really is and what she wants.”


  “And you need my help.” Hayes was wary.


  “Yeah.”


  “How?”


  Bentz brought up the call from the pay phone. “So what I’d like to see is photos from traffic cameras in the area, or security tapes from local businesses, or better yet, satellite images of the street.”


  “You don’t want much, do you? As far as I can see, no crime has been committed.”


  “Unless the woman in Jennifer’s grave isn’t her.”


  “That’s a big leap.”


  Bentz couldn’t argue the point, though he tried. The waitress re­turned and slid large platters onto the table. She warned them that the plates were “really hot,” asked them about refills and if they needed anything else.


  “I’m good,” Bentz said and Hayes nodded, agreeing.


  “Okay, just let me know if you change your mind.” With a quick turn, she moved toward a table where four women were being seated.


  Once she was out of earshot, Hayes said, “So you want me to use the resources of the department to help you find whoever’s screw­ing with you.”


  “You could work with Montoya, in New Orleans. As I said, he’s al­ready started.”


  “Right. We’ll form a joint task force to solve . . . oops, there’s been no crime.” Hayes stared at his pork chop, cornbread, and apple­sauce. “So basically you came to California because of a postmark and some photographs.”


  “Seemed like the logical place to start.”


  “As I said, someone’s just fuckin’ with you.”


  “No doubt. But why?”


  “You tell me.”


  “That’s what I’m trying to find out.” Same old Hayes; the guy needed a firm push. “So the long and short of it is I need to know if Jennifer is in that casket.”


  “What?” Hayes nearly dropped his fork.


  “She was buried before we could do the DNA matching we do today,” Bentz said around a mouthful of steak. “All the testing was still in its infancy.”


  “And you want her tested because you think what?” Jonas asked, his fork tines jabbed in Bentz’s direction. “That Jennifer might not be in there? That she might really be alive?”


  “This is just a place to start.”


  “Hell.”


  “So you’ll get me the file on her suicide?”


  “Remind me again why I would do this for you?”


  “Because I saved your sorry black ass more than once in the past.” And it was true. When Hayes had been going through his divorce with his nutcase of a first wife, Alonda, Bentz had covered for him. The fact that his wife had left Hayes for another woman had really messed the guy up. Bentz figured adultery was adultery, no matter who you slept with, but Hayes, always a ladies’ man, had been devas­tated. He’d spent a couple of months partying until dawn, proving his manhood by picking up a lot of different women, and literally fucking up.


  Fortunately he’d pulled himself together, but it had been touch and go for a while.


  “Okay,” Hayes said reluctantly. “I’ll see what I can do.”


  “And I might need a little help with the exhumation order.”


  “Exhumation? Lord, this just keeps getting better and better,” Hayes complained, but he didn’t offer further argument as he fin­ished his drink, ordered another, then cut into what had to be a cold piece of pork.


  Snap!


  Lucy Springer turned, eyeing the edge of the park as she hurried along the sidewalk to her apartment. She saw nothing alarming in the shadows, just an old man walking his dog about a block down the street. The dog, a skinny greyhound, it seemed, was relieving itself on a tree. But the night was thick and dark, the hint of fog rolling in, making everything in the bluish glow of streetlamps appear out of focus and ghostly.


  Goose bumps pimpled her scalp. Her pulse elevated.


  The street was just too . . . quiet.


  “Jeez.” Inwardly she told herself she was being a big wuss, or pussy as her boyfriend Kurt would say. She needed to get over her case of nerves. Cell phone in hand, she paused at the corner, waiting for the light to change.


  With the press of a button, she located her sister’s cell phone number and started texting.


  Snap!


  Her head whipped up and she looked over her shoulder. What was that sound? Not someone stepping on a twig. More like a sharp, hard click. Something she should recognize.


  But she saw no one. Just the old man and dog ambling off in the opposite direction.


  There wasn’t much traffic so she stepped into the street against the light and kept texting Laney.


  Where R U?


  Almost 21.


  Legal.


  Meet at Silvio’s! 11 p.m. Drinks on me @ midnight.


  Party on!


  It was strange that Laney wasn’t texting or calling back. They’d been planning this celebration forever! Well, make that twenty-one years. Finally she and her twin were going to be adults! So why the hell was her sister avoiding her?


  It was odd.


  Not like Laney.


  Lucy unlocked the gate to her building and walked through as her phone chirped. She glanced down to check it, vaguely aware of the gate clanging shut behind her.


  A text from Laney!


  Finally.


  It was a picture-text and she clicked it open to see a fuzzy shot of her sister. Laney’s eyes were wide and round with fear and some kind of red gag was pulled tight over her mouth. She looked scared to death!


  What?


  “Oh, God,” Lucy whispered, her heart pounding crazily, horror creeping up her spine.


  What was this?


  And then she got it.


  This sick picture was Laney’s idea of a joke. “Bitch,” Lucy mut­tered under her breath. Though she had to hand it to her younger twin; the look on Laney’s face was one of pure terror. Well, of course. Wasn’t Laney going to USC and majoring in theater? Didn’t she have an acting scholarship, for God’s sake? Hadn’t she done a few acting jobs in commercials? Laney knew how to convey emotions perfectly and she had friends in the school who were experts in makeup and film.


  Still, it scared the crap out of Lucy. “Not very funny,” Lucy said aloud and then stiffened as she heard the tiniest of noises . . . Breath­ing?


  No way. The gate had latched behind her . . . right?


  She reached her door and as she mounted the steps, began tex­ting like crazy.


  U really had me going for a sec.


  C U later!


  She reached in her purse for her keys and saw the neighbor’s cat perched on the rail of Chuck’s small porch. It stared at Lucy, its round eyes reflecting the porch light. “Hey, kitty.”


  The silver tabby froze for a second, then dropped to the concrete and started to slink under the bottom rail. But it paused at the edge of the shadowy bushes, turned its sleek head toward Lucy and let out a long, low growl.


  Crazy cat! “Hey, Platinum, it’s me, Lucy.”


  Arching her back, Platinum hissed, showing needle-sharp teeth and round, wild eyes before scurrying madly under the fence.


  “Oh, for God’s sake, Platinum, what’s wrong with you?” Lucy asked before she smelled it, a whiff of something foreign in the air. Ciga­rette smoke? Or . . .


  Snap!


  This time the noise was so close to her ear that she actually jumped.


  She nearly screamed


  From the corner of her eye, she saw something move in the dark­ness. A figure, shadowy and shimmering, leapt at her.


  What!!!


  In its big hands was a thin leather strap.


  Oh, God, no!


  She tried to yell for help, knew she should run, but it was too late. He grabbed her arm, yanked her hard against him. “Oooph,” she gasped, forcing a weak scream from her airless lungs just as the strip of leather slithered around her neck and grew taut.


  What was this?


  Pain sliced through her.


  She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t scream. Couldn’t cough. Oh, dear God, the pain!


  She clawed at the noose, trying to get her fingers under the smooth leather. The deadly strap didn’t budge.


  She felt her attacker breathing fast and hard, getting off on her pain, yanking the leather hard.


  Who? Who would want to kill me?


  Why?


  Her lungs burned and strained for oxygen. She kicked wildly, crazily, hoping her heel would connect with her attacker’s shin or anything nearby. She gasped hoarsely, trying to drag in any whisper of air.


  Help me! Please, someone, help me!


  Tearing at the damned ligature, she scratched her throat. A finger­nail ripped. Blood welled. Her head was in a vise. And her lungs, oh, God, her lungs . . . her lungs were about to burst! With a cruel jerk her assailant pulled tighter and the leather bit into the soft flesh be­neath her chin.


  Her eyes bulged.


  Raw, searing pain ricocheted through her body.


  She was going to die! Right here at her own front door!


  She kicked frantically, hoping to hit her assailant or the door, to make some noise! Wake the neighbors! Anything she could!


  Her thoughts swirled, rapid images of her parents back home, un­aware that they would never see her again, and her Nana in Santa Barbara, and then there was Kurt, her sometime boyfriend . . .


  Her eyes rolled back in her head, her lungs screamed silently as the will to fight back drained from her body. Her arms were heavy, her legs leaden, her entire being centered on the overwhelming need for air. It was over. She couldn’t fight, couldn’t remain conscious.


  Her hands fell to her sides and she was vaguely aware that who­ever was holding her was letting her fall onto the concrete stoop.


  As the merciful blackness rolled over her, Lucy’s last thought was of Laney . . . dear sweet, trusting, stupid Laney.


  CHAPTER 11


  “Bentz is back in town?” Russ Trinidad frowned into his drink, swirling the scotch and studying it as if it held the keys to the universe.


  Hayes had asked Trinidad to meet him after work for a drink, which was unusual in and of itself. So Trinidad’s normally suspicious nature was on high alert. “What the hell is he doing back here?”


  “It’s about his ex-wife.”


  “Jennifer?” Trinidad snorted as water ran through bamboo stalks in a small waterfall near the entrance and soft Japanese music played in the background. “Piece of work, that one. Though I never really knew her.”


  “Consider yourself lucky,” Hayes said.


  At six feet, Trinidad was shorter than Hayes, but kept up a military physique. In Trinidad’s world black was beautiful and bald was sexy as any head of messy hair. They were seated in a corner booth in a bar in Little Tokyo, not too far from Parker Center, the building hous­ing the Robbery-Homicide Division of the LAPD, yet far enough away not to be a cop hangout. Trinidad was into his second glass of scotch while Hayes worked his way through his first sake.


  Hayes had decided to confide in Trinidad, Bentz’s ex-partner, be­cause the near-retiring detective was one of Bentz’s few allies in the department. However at this point Bentz had been gone so long, even Trinidad was iffy.


  “Okay, I’ll bite.” Trinidad took a sip from his drink, saw a fleck of something foreign floating in the scotch, and flicked it out with a practiced finger. He drank again, didn’t bother complaining to the


  waitress. “Fill me in on our old friend Bentz.”


  Hayes did.


  Told him about meeting with the former LAPD detective the night before, about the photos Bentz had received showing his dead wife out and about in L.A.


  “So he thinks his ex-wife might still be alive?” Trinidad said, frown­ing and finishing his drink. “He IDed her.”


  “Yeah, but she was real busted up.”


  “You’re buying into it?” Trinidad’s eyebrows rose. “Sounds like bullshit to me.”


  “I’m not buying into anything, but I checked. The only person to request a death certificate on her was Bentz himself. No one else bothered.” Unsettled, Hayes twisted his cup in his palms. “I mean it’s possible he’s gone off his nut. The guy nearly died in a freak acci­dent. In a coma for a while.”


  “And comes out of it only to be visited by his long-deceased ex-wife,” Trinidad scoffed. “How nice.”


  “Or nuts.” Hayes took a swallow of the sake and watched a young Asian couple enter and take seats at the bar. “He gave me a copy of the envelope and death certificate that were sent to him. He’s having ’em checked for fingerprints and to see if there’s any DNA on the seal of the envelope through the New Orleans PD.”


  “So you’re not stickin’ your neck out for him, are you? Nothing you can do unless you’ve got the originals and even if he gave them to you, I’d say you’d be making a mistake getting involved with this.”


  “No problem since he didn’t. But I thought you were supposed to be his friend.”


  Trinidad lifted a shoulder. “Friends don’t help friends become paranoid.” He leaned across the table and lowered his voice. “Rick Bentz is a loose cannon. Nearly lost it when he killed the Valdez kid, and, hey, that’s understandable. But afterward, he never pulled him­self together. I thought maybe he’d got a handle on everything when he settled in with the New Orleans PD. Rumor has it he’s some kind of hero, solving difficult homicides. But, I’m telling you, there was a time he was this close”—he held up his thumb and forefinger so that they nearly touched—“to snapping. Looks like he finally did. My ad­vice, even though you don’t want it: You’d be smart to avoid what­


  ever it is he’s peddling.”


  “Haven’t done anything yet.”


  “Yeah, well, it’s the ‘yet’ part that’s the problem, isn’t it?” The edges of Trinidad’s mouth tightened.


  At the bar, the Asian girl laughed as she ordered her drink and her boyfriend rubbed the back of her neck gently, but firmly, never let­ting up. Hayes bet he was already getting a hard-on. Young love. He’d been there a couple of times.


  Trinidad patted the pocket of his shirt and found his cigarettes. He took one out, fingered it, and signaled for the waitress, not both­ering to fight Hayes for the tab. Together they walked into the early evening light where the hazy sunset was reflected on the glass wall of a new condominium building. Farther down the street, the domed tower of the Cathedral of St. Vibiana was visible, its ornate Spanish architecture a contrast to the geometric skyline of downtown Los An­geles.


  Trinidad lit up, drawing smoke deep into his lungs as they walked along the crowded sidewalk. “Bentz was a good cop. The Valdez thing really fucked him up.” Shaking his head, he added, “Then his wife messin’ around with his brother. Hell. Who wouldn’t go off the deep end?” They turned a corner to a spot on the street where Trinidad had wedged his Chevy Blazer. “But I’m about ready to retire.” He let out a cloud of smoke. “Looking up old records? Exhuming a body when everybody knows who’s in the casket? I don’t need this shit.”


  “What if Jennifer Bentz didn’t die?”


  “She did. We don’t need DNA to prove it. Her car. Her body iden­tified by her husband. No other missing person who matches her de­scription.”


  “We don’t know that.”


  “I’m just sayin’ that Bentz had a tendency to bend the rules until they broke, and I’m not that guy anymore. I’ve got less than a year until retirement. I don’t want to fuck it up.”


  But his words didn’t match his expression as he tossed his ciga­rette onto the street and stomped on the smoldering butt with a lit­tle more force that was necessary. “Shit.” He looked up at the sky and shook his head. “Goddamned Bentz. Why the hell is he back now, seein’ ghosts, makin’ waves? That son of a bitch left me holding the bag, y’know. And other officers, too. Walked away from a couple of cases, some messy ones that never did get solved.”


  Hayes remembered one high-profile case, a double-murder inves­tigation that went stone cold when Jennifer Bentz’s accident derailed her ex-husband. The Caldwell twins . . . The killer had gotten away, leaving little evidence behind other than their mutilated bodies. At the time of the double homicide, Bentz had been a mess, a rabid drunk.


  “Bentz would never ask you to do anything illegal,” Hayes said as Trinidad opened the door of his Blazer.


  “Yeah, right.” He jabbed his key into the engine and looked up at Hayes. “You know the old saying: If you believe that, I’ve got some swampland I’d like to sell you in Florida.”


  “It worked for Disney.”


  Trinidad grinned, showing off a mouthful of big teeth. “You keep thinking that way. But be careful.”


  “So, you’re not gonna help him.”


  “Help him find his dead ex-wife who faked her suicide and killed some woman in a car wreck?”


  “Yeah.”


  Trinidad shook his head. “No way, man.” With a roar of the engine, he was off.


  Hayes climbed into his SUV, twisted on the ignition, and gunned it just as his cell phone chirped. Roaring into a sea of traffic, he glanced at the display.


  Riva Martinez’s name came onto the screen.


  His partner.


  “Hayes,” he said. “What’s up?”


  “We’ve got a double. Two female bodies found in a storage unit in one of those facilities under the 110.” She gave him the cross street and address of an on-ramp to the Harbor Freeway—the 110—then added, “Looks like the vics are twins.”


  “What? Wait a second.” His mind raced ahead and he told himself to slow down. He was making connections that didn’t exist. Seeing Bentz again had reminded him of the Caldwell case, the unsolved double murder that had occurred twelve years earlier.


  “Got a problem?” Martinez asked.


  “Twins?” Hayes spoke slowly as adrenaline rushed through his veins. “Identical?”


  “I’d say so. We’ll know for sure soon. You’d better get down here.”


  She hung up, leaving Hayes with an overwhelming sense of doom. He hit the gas.


  Bentz had never solved the Caldwell murders. The killer of those twins had never been caught. Somehow he’d disappeared from the face of the earth, or at least left Southern California. Of course there had been hypotheses cast about. Some people thought that the guy was in prison, caught for some other crime, and had never been fin­gered for the Caldwell murders. Others believed that he’d died or moved on. There was speculation that the killer had just up and quit, but that didn’t come from cops. No one in the department really be­lieved a sadistic murderer had just given up his avocation for fly-fishing or golf.


  “Damn.” Ignoring the speed limit, Hayes set his lights on the dash and put in a quick call to Trinidad. His thoughts were dark and jum­bled as he plunged through an intersection where the light was changing from amber to red.


  How was it possible that within forty-eight hours of Rick Bentz re­turning to L.A., a killer had nearly duplicated the double murder that had led to the end of Bentz’s career?


  Coincidence?


  Or diabolically calculated?


  The last twenty-four hours had proved fruitless for Bentz. One dead end after another. He’d driven to Santa Monica again, parked, and walked the length of the boardwalk. At the end of the pier he stared out to sea and imagined Jennifer here. With him. With James. By herself.


  He’d even driven by some of the places he and Jennifer had fre­quented when she’d been alive. A burger joint where they’d shared baskets of fries not far from West Los Angeles College. A bar on Sepul­veda where she’d introduced him to martinis. A romantic Italian restaurant where they’d sat next to each other in a dark booth, Jennifer’s hand on his thigh. Ernesto’s was no longer. The building itself had gone through many transformations and now was a Thai place that specialized in “to go” orders. Out of some twisted sense of irony, he bought a bowl of gai yang that was heavy on the garlic.


  He’d cruised past the pay phone on Wilshire knowing nothing would come of it and had even driven to the spot where he’d last seen the woman who looked like Jennifer waiting for the bus on Figueroa. He’d spent two hours at the stop, arriving an hour before the time he’d seen her the day before, and leaving an hour after­ward. To no end. No woman in a lemon-colored sundress. No Jennifer. And though he’d determined the route that particular bus took each afternoon, it didn’t cast any light on his investigation.


  He’d grabbed a pizza to go, brought it back to his motel room, and ate a couple of slices as he went over his notes, focusing on the information he’d gathered from Shana McIntyre. She’d given up more than he’d expected, but still, he didn’t get the sense that Jen­nifer had been in touch with her.


  He’d tracked down the bus driver on the route where he’d seen Jennifer. The driver, a woman in her late forties with spiky gray hair and a bored attitude, didn’t remember a woman who looked like Jennifer in a yellow dress. She hadn’t been certain, of course, but she knew that the woman in the photos was not a regular bus rider on her route.


  Another dead end.


  He was racking up more than his fair share.


  Bentz had placed calls to the others on his list but didn’t reach anyone, and he didn’t leave messages. He wondered about the rest of Jennifer’s friends. Would they be any more help than Shana had been?


  And what about Alan Gray? Where had that rich prick landed? The Internet told him little, but piecing together information from sev­eral magazine and newspaper articles, it seemed Gray had a place in Palm Desert and played a helluva lot of golf. Good golf, judging by scores from some recent amateur tournaments.


  He’d phoned and left a message for Hayes, but Jonas hadn’t re­turned the favor; probably didn’t know anything. But then, who did, he wondered as the air conditioner blew the blackout drapes around. They were open, the blinds cracked to allow sharp lines of sunlight through the dusty window.


  Nothing made any sense, Bentz thought, glancing through the window to watch a curvy woman in her mid-thirties adjust the sun shade over the dash of her ancient Cadillac. Satisfied that the unfolded sun protector was in perfect position, she grabbed a huge purse from the passenger seat, slung the strap over her shoulder, then locked the Caddy. Looking over her shoulder, she hurried through the breeze­way to an interior unit that faced the pool.


  He wondered about the other occupants of the shabby motel. Every guest here had his or her secret, furtive truths to keep hidden within the identical units with worn carpeting, toilets that needed their handles jiggled, and mini-refrigerators that would barely hold a six-pack.


  Snapping the blinds shut, Bentz tried to concentrate.


  All in all, the day had been a dark walk down memory lane, which hadn’t helped him determine whether or not Jennifer was alive or dead.


  As he finished his third piece of pepperoni and olives, he won­dered why the hell he’d ever come to L.A. Maybe everyone else was right. Maybe he was chasing after a ghost. Maybe whoever was be­hind the pictures and death certificate was just getting his or her jol­lies, knowing that Jennifer had been haunting him ever since he’d woken from the coma. Maybe now that perv was just trying to use that information to push him over the edge. To make sure he was really going out of his friggin’ mind.


  But who would have known that he’d seen the ghostly image of his wife upon waking? Just Kristi and a couple of nurses. Unless they’d said anything to someone who wanted to get at Bentz, nothing would have come of it.


  “Hell.” He closed the pizza box, wiped his fingers, and speed-dialed his wife, the woman he loved. The one waiting for him in their home outside New Orleans. The one who was trying her damnedest to trust him.


  Olivia didn’t answer and he didn’t bother leaving a message. What would he say? That he loved her? She knew it already. That he missed her? Then why wasn’t he on the next plane back to Louisiana? That he didn’t know what the hell he was doing in L.A.? Then why was he still here?


  He thought of his conversation with Shana. Tomorrow Tally White would be working at the middle school where she was a teacher. As for Lorraine, Jennifer’s stepsister, he hadn’t connected with her, either. There were other friends and acquaintances as well, of course, but Shana, Tally, and Lorraine were at the top of his list as confidantes of his ex-wife. Women who might just know what had happened to her. Not to mention Fortuna Esperanzo, Jennifer’s friend at the gallery.


  Of course he would have loved to have talked to Father James about her—James, his own damned brother—but that was impossi­ble. There would be no rising from the dead for James; Father James would not be pulling a Lazarus. Bentz was sure the priest was dead, the victim of a serial killer, and nearly certain he was rotting in hell.


  With Jennifer?


  That was a question he couldn’t answer.


  His heartburn was acting up. He fished a half-used roll of Tums out of his pocket, popped a couple, and found the keys to his rental car.


  He frowned at his cane propped against the wall, snatched the stick along with his jacket, and walked outside into the lingering heat of the day. After locking the unit he crossed the cement walkway to his Ford and passed the old man next door who was walking his dog. Spike looked up at Bentz, only to return to sniffing the potholes of the parking lot, either looking for discarded bits of food or a place to defecate. Bentz nodded at the man, then climbed into his rental.


  He’d spent enough hours in the So-Cal motel with its four dingy walls closing in on him.


  He twisted on the ignition, cranked up the air, and hit the gas. It was time to drive down to San Juan Capistrano. If he was lucky, he’d make it and still have a couple of hours before night fell.


  Hayes squealed to a stop under the overpass of the Harbor Free­way. Roadblocks had been set up, changing the traffic pattern around the storage units. Flashing lights strobed the street and the sooty cement pilings holding up the cavernous structure of concrete and steel.


  Onlookers, some with cell phones taking pictures, had gathered around the storage facility tucked beneath the on-ramp to the 110.


  Two officers directed traffic, waving vehicles into the open lane as gawking drivers slowed, threatening to create major congestion. Other uniformed cops guarded the entrance to the storage units strung with yellow crime-scene tape. Orange traffic cones and barricades ef­fectively forced the curious out.


  Still, people gathered as vehicles rushed overhead, tires singing, engines rumbling, causing a deafening noise. A KMOL news van em­blazoned in blue and sporting several satellite dishes was parked half a block up, two wheels over the curb to allow other cars to pass. The slim blond reporter Joanna Quince and a stocky cameraman lugging a shoulder cam headed toward the underpass. A helicopter for an­other local television station hovered overhead, the whir of its rotors silenced by the din of the freeway.


  Hayes double-parked near the crime scene van and wended his way through the police cars, passing the SID van. The investigators from the Scientific Investigative Division were already at work. They’d search for footprints, handprints, hairs, or any kind of trace evidence that might provide clues to the identity of the killer. Photographs were being snapped, a videographer was filming, measurements taken. Hayes looked upward, searching for a security camera, but the one that was mounted over the units was obviously broken, the camera hanging at an awkward position from a rusted pole.


  So much for any film of the storage units.


  Martinez, a petite woman with fiery red hair and a razor-sharp tongue, stood at the door of Unit 8 and waved Hayes inside.


  “Take a look,” she said with the hint of a Hispanic accent. “But I gotta warn ya, it’s not pretty.”


  Hayes braced himself, keeping his eyes away from the victims for a moment. He focused on the dusty cement floor, the jars of nails, and a broken lawn chair that had been pushed into the corner of the unit. After all this time, he still wasn’t comfortable around dead bod­ies. The scent and look of death bothered him, got under his skin, cut into his brain, lingering there for days. He usually managed to hide it.


  Not tonight.


  Looking down at the defiled bodies of twin girls who seemed barely out of their teens, he couldn’t mask the raw pain that cut him to the quick.


  They had been laid out purposefully, bound and gagged, naked, curled into the fetal position. Bruises and ligature marks were visible on their necks. Facing each other, their eyes open under the glare of a single lightbulb, each girl stared sightlessly at her twin. Their skin was so pale it seemed blue. Each victim’s blond hair had been pulled away from her face and tied with a long red ribbon. The same ribbon bound them. Posed as they were, identical twins, they resembled two macabre wraiths gazing into a mirror.


  Staged to look like they were still in the womb. Just like the Cald­well twins.


  Hayes’s jaw tightened. “Any ID?”


  “Yeah . . . their clothes and purses, even their jewelry and cell phones, all over there. Along with their birth certificates, times of birth highlighted in pink.” Martinez hitched her chin to a corner. There on the floor, the clothing and personal effects of the two girls sat in neatly folded stacks.


  A tidy, fastidious crime scene, Hayes thought as he leaned over the folded clothes. This was all too familiar. On top of each pile was a copy of the birth certificates, the date and time of their births high­lighted with pink marker. Probably the same pink ink that would be found on the girls’ bodies, Hayes suspected. Assuming, of course, this was the killer who’d torn through L.A. years ago.


  “Lucille and Elaine Springer,” Martinez said. “I already called Miss­ing Persons. They’re checking now.”


  Jonas thought of his own kid. Twelve years old and going on thirty, as they said, but still an innocent. It would kill him to lose Maren, but to have someone intentionally take her life . . . Bile rose in his throat and he turned his attention away from his personal life to the situa­tion at hand.


  The photographs had been taken, body temperatures recorded; the victims were ready to be moved. But Jonas knew, with chilling certainty, what they would find when the bodies were rolled over onto their backs.


  Oh, sweet mother.


  “Remind you of anything?” a gravelly voice asked. Hayes looked over his shoulder to see Detective Andrew Bledsoe in the doorway.


  Jonas straightened and nodded. “The Caldwell case.”


  “And isn’t that a coincidence with our friend Bentz back in town?” Somehow Bledsoe managed a smug smile, as if the twin girls had never been more than corpses, just another case to solve.


  Martinez scowled, her lips tight. She glared up at Bledsoe, her eyes dark with a seething rage. “Is there a reason you’re here?”


  Though he was in his fifties, he was one of those guys who looked a decade younger. At five-ten and under two hundred pounds, Bled­soe cultivated a perpetual tan and kept his jet-black hair slicked back. His suits were usually tailor-made and his steely blue eyes didn’t miss much. He was a good cop. And a pain in the ass. “I was on my way back from a scene in Watts, heard it on the scanner.”


  “Well, we’re busy here.” Martinez didn’t conceal her disdain for Bledsoe. The guy had always bugged her. Hayes knew it; everyone in the department did. Riva Martinez wasn’t one to hide her feelings.


  Turning her back on Bledsoe, she knelt near one of the bodies while Hayes studied the other.


  “Ligature marks around the neck,” Martinez noted, almost to her­self, “and numbers and letters scrawled across each torso, just under their breasts.”


  The message written heavily in neon pink on their torsos was clear. Each victim was marked with her time of birth twenty-one years ago, and her time of death this morning—which was exactly twenty­one-years later. To the minute. As if the killer found pleasure in snuff­ing out their lives the moment they became adults.


  “Goddamn it.” Hayes felt cold inside despite the stifling, suffocat­ing heat of the small enclosure. These girls had been born fourteen minutes apart, so they had died precisely fourteen minutes apart.


  Hayes didn’t doubt that the younger of the two—Elaine, born at 1:01 AM—had witnessed the horror of Lucille being strangled at 12:47 AM. Probably strangled by the very ribbon that was now bind­ing her hair, wrists, and ankles, as well as gagging her mouth. Hayes suspected that the ribbons in their hair would contain traces of skin from where the fabric had dug into the soft flesh of their throats. And he knew he would find other ligature marks on their necks. The vic­tims were subdued by some kind of strap, then finally killed with a heavy ribbon woven with thin, sharp wire.


  Each girl had lived exactly twenty-one years.


  Just like the Caldwell twins, the last homicide Rick Bentz had worked here in L.A. That case had gone ice cold when he’d turned in his resignation.


  Hayes hated to admit it, but this time Bledsoe had a point.


  Why were these victims chosen to be killed now, only days after Rick Bentz had returned to Los Angeles?


  CHAPTER 12


  “Stupid!” Olivia glared at her cell phone. It was in her hand, but she hadn’t punched in Bentz’s number because she felt ner­vous about phoning him. Which was ridiculous! She’d never been one of those women who was timid or shy or the least bit lacking in confidence. Yet here she was seated in her living room, feet curled beneath her, a cup of tea long forgotten and cold on the coffee table, and she wasn’t sure what to do. Hairy S perched on the other end of the cozy couch while one of Bentz’s old Springsteen CDs played in the background, but the homey atmosphere was little comfort.


  She was paralyzed.


  Didn’t know whether to call Rick or not.


  Even though she’d seen that he’d called earlier but hadn’t left a message.


  “Oh, to hell with it,” she said and hit the speed dial number that would connect him to her.


  He picked up before it rang twice. “Hey,” he said, and he did sound glad—or was it relieved?—to hear from her.


  “Hey back at you.”


  “What’s up?”


  “Just checkin’ in,” she said. Tell him. Tell him now. You don’t have to wait until he returns. Let him know that you’re going to have a baby. Insist that no matter what his reaction is, you’re thrilled with the pregnancy, that you’ve already started looking at baby clothes and thinking of where to put a bassinette. “What’re you doing?”


  “Driving down to San Juan Capistrano.” “The mission? Why? Searching for swallows?” she teased, remind­


  ing him of the phenomenon of the swallows returning to Capistrano


  each year. “Didn’t know you were a bird-watcher.”


  “Too late for the swallows, I think. They come in the spring.”


  “Then?” she asked.


  “I needed to get out of that fleabag of a motel.”


  “To find Jennifer?”


  A pause. “Maybe.”


  “Seen her lately?” She couldn’t hide the sarcasm in her voice. Who was he kidding?


  “I don’t know.”


  She wanted to tell him he was being foolish. Instead she bit back a sharp reply and moved to safer territory. “How’re you feeling? Your leg.”


  “It’s still attached.”


  “Doing your exercises?”


  “Every day.”


  “Liar.” She laughed and she heard him chuckle.


  “What’s new with you?”


  She gathered her strength, told herself she was just going to blurt it out and let the chips fall where they may, when Harry S, hearing something outside, started barking like crazy. “Hey, you, hush!” she said and heard her husband laugh again.


  “Great. You call me just to shut me up.”


  “I think I’ve told you, I’m one fabulous wife.”


  “I . . . know . . . Livvie . .. maybe a million times. . .” His voice was faint and spotty; she couldn’t catch all the words.


  “Hey, I can’t hear you. You’re breaking up.” But she was too late with her message. The call was already lost and she said to the dead connection, “By the way, Hotshot, you’re going to be a father again.” But, of course, he wouldn’t be able to hear her and she decided, once again, giving Bentz that kind of news over a spotty wireless con­nection was a bad idea.


  Lately it seemed she didn’t have any good ones. She carried her cup into the kitchen and left it in the sink while a quarter moon rose over the cypress and pine trees rimming the backyard. A few stars winked and when she cranked open the window she heard a chorus of bullfrogs loud enough to give the Boss a run for his money.


  She fed Chia, talked to the bird, and then, still feeling antsy, de­cided to take a turn on the treadmill. She’d wait until Rick came back to Louisiana, or, if this wild goose chase of his took too long, she’d fly out there and give him the good word about her pregnancy face-to­face.


  “Five days, Bentz,” she said, tapping a finger against her chin. “Five days. That’s all you’ve got. Then, California, here I come.”


  “Who found the bodies?” Hayes asked. Glad to be out of the tiny claustrophobic closet of a storage unit, he breathed the fresher air of the freeway system during rush hour. So what if their gas and diesel exhaust collected under the overpass? At least the smell of death wasn’t filling his lungs.


  “A college student.” Riva Martinez pointed to a cruiser where a young girl stared out the window of the backseat. Her eyes were round with fear, her face pale behind the glass. “Felicia Katz. Goes to USC, but keeps some of her stuff here. She came down here this afternoon in­tending to take something out of her unit—an old chair, I think. Her unit is number seven.” Martinez indicated the unit next to the one with the bodies. “She noticed the door of eight wasn’t latched, saw the lock was broken. She thought someone had probably broken into it and stolen whatever was inside, so she took a peek.”


  “And got an eyeful,” Bledsoe cut in.


  Hayes’s stomach twisted as he thought of the victims who were now being preliminarily examined before being hauled away in body bags to the morgue for autopsies. And twenty-four hours ago they were innocent young women, probably getting ready to celebrate their birthdays.


  Martinez continued, “Anyway, Katz saw the vics, texted her boyfriend, then called 9-1-1.”


  Hayes glanced back at the car holding the witness. “Why the boy­friend first?”


  “She claims she freaked.”


  “I’ll bet,” Bledsoe interjected.


  “Who’s the boyfriend?”


  “Robert Finley. Goes by Robbie. Coffee barista by day, grunge band drummer by night. He showed up just after the first officer—that would be Rohrs—got here. We’ve got Finley in another squad car. Trying to keep him and Katz separate until we get each of their sto­ries and compare them.”


  “You think they had anything to do with it?”


  “Nah. You?”


  “Probably not.” Hayes shook his head.


  “It’s the Twenty-one killer,” Bledsoe interrupted. He’d stuck around and was eyeing the scene.


  “Who?” Riva asked. She was relatively new to the department and hadn’t heard some of the old stories.


  “That’s what we called him. He killed another set of twins, Delta and Diana Caldwell, on their twenty-first birthday. They were reported missing two days earlier, so we figured he nabbed ’em, held ’em, and then killed ’em at the exact minute they turned twenty-one.”


  “So he knew them?” Riva guessed, her eyes narrowing.


  “Or of them. But he was never caught.” Bledsoe’s expression turned hard. “The Caldwell parents called us every week for nearly six years. After that, I heard they split up.”


  “And no other cases like the Caldwell killings until now?” Riva asked, glancing back at the storage unit. “So this could be a copycat?”


  Bledsoe shook his head. “Some of the details were never released to the press or the public. The red ribbon, the pink marker. The fact that their clothing was neatly folded, as if Mommy or the maid had taken care of them.” Bledsoe glanced over Hayes’s shoulder. “Speak­ing of the press.”


  Hayes turned to find Joanna Quince, the determined news re­porter he’d seen earlier, talking with one of the uniforms guarding the barricade. He grimaced and turned away, but not before Quince caught sight of the detectives and recognized Bledsoe.


  “Detective,” she shouted. “Could I ask you a few questions? Is it true this is a double homicide? That two girls were found in one of the storage units?”


  “I’ll handle this,” Bledsoe said. Bledsoe liked the press, that much was true, but he wouldn’t give too much away. He would refer Jo­anna Quince to the public information officer, who would issue a statement and field questions once the next of kin were notified.


  That job—telling the family—fell on Hayes’s shoulders, and as far as he was concerned, talking to overwrought loved ones was almost as difficult as discovering the bodies.


  Bentz pushed the speed limit as he drove south on “the Five,” the interstate freeway that stretched from Canada to Mexico. The sun was low on the horizon and the traffic was thick and swift, a faster pace than he ever experienced in Louisiana. Bentz had expected to return to Los Angeles and feel at home, if not with the police, then with the area itself. He’d spent so many years of his life here.


  But, no, he was a fish out of water now.


  The phone call from Olivia had bothered him and he wondered, not for the first time, if he’d made a big mistake coming to L.A. Not only had he upset his wife, but if his boss in New Orleans found out that he was on the West Coast chasing after a dead woman, Jaskiel would have him back in psych evaluations in no time. Or she could put him out to pasture for good, thinking he’d gone round the bend. His career as a cop could be over.


  So what? It’s not like the NOPD isn’t functioning without you. Who knows when or if you’ll be allowed back on active duty.


  His fingers tightened over the wheel as he switched lanes and a moving van roared past his Ford Escape as if he were standing still. He looked at his speedometer. He was going seventy.


  His cell phone rang. He clicked off the radio and glanced at the LED screen. Montoya’s number.


  Good. Bentz had been brooding about Olivia ever since their last conversation. He needed a distraction.


  He clicked on. “About time you called. You got something for me?”


  “Not much. No fingerprints on the envelope or the death certifi­cate, other than yours and mine.”


  Bentz swore under his breath.


  “You didn’t really expect any.”


  “No, but I thought maybe we’d get lucky. That maybe the guy was sloppy.”


  “Don’t think so. DNA’s not back, but I’ll bet a year’s salary that the perp didn’t lick the flap of the envelope. These days everyone knows that shit if they watch any truTV or CSI, or NCIS, or Law & Order, or you name it.”


  “It was a long shot,” Bentz admitted, spotting his exit.


  “I’ve got the lab analyzing the type of ink on the doc, but it proba­bly won’t be something that will help.”


  “Doesn’t hurt to try.” Bentz eased up on the gas, flipped on his blinker, and slid into the exit lane.


  “You know, this thing you’re doing, you should just give it up.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “I know you’re going out of your mind not working, but hell, can’t you do something else?”


  “You mean something a little less insane?”


  “Yeah. Golf would be good. Or fishing. Hell, we’ve got great fish­ing down in the Gulf.”


  “I’ll think about it. I could buy me a new fancy pole and set of clubs in between my calligraphy and yoga classes.”


  “Wouldn’t be a bad idea.”


  “Then you, too. Sign us both up. And add in ballroom dancing. You’d look fantastic in one of those sparkly gowns.”


  Montoya didn’t so much as chuckle. “You think you’re funny?”


  “I know I’m funny.”


  Montoya wasn’t laughing. He asked, “You see your ex-wife again?”


  Bentz hesitated as he drove onto the ramp. “Maybe,” he admitted, slowing for a red light. “Not sure.”


  “Really?”


  “Really. She phoned, too. Called me by the pet name she’d given me.”


  “Right.”


  “I’m just telling ya.”


  “So what’re you doing about it?”


  Should he tell the skeptic? Hell, why not? “I talked with one of Jennifer’s friends. She said James and Jennifer met in San Juan Capis­trano, so I thought I’d drive down.”


  “Are you kidding me? What does that have to do with anything? You think your dead brother is involved?” Montoya muttered some oath in Spanish, before adding, “This is sounding crazier by the sec­ond. I’ve been to San Juan Capistrano. A couple of times. There’s a history to it, man. The whole town is supposed to be rife with ghosts.”


  “Kinda like New Orleans.”


  “I mean it. That so-called friend of Jennifer is messin’ with ya. San Juan Capistrano? Come on. You tell this friend you’ve been seeing ghosts and she sends you to Capistrano. Give me an effin’ break.”


  “She’s not a ghost,” he said, though in truth he was feeling haunted. Exactly what whoever was behind this wanted.


  “Look I gotta go.” Bentz’s ridicule capacity was on overflow.


  “Great. Walk about the hallowed grounds, talk to the white lady or the faceless monk or the dead guy in his rocking chair. Or Jennifer, since you obviously think she’s hanging out with them. Listen, if you ever get close enough to talk to her, give her my love.”


  “Screw you, Montoya,” he said as the light turned green and he eased ahead toward the mission.


  “You should get so lucky.” His partner hung up and Bentz felt his lips twist upward a bit. He missed that cocky son of a bitch, just as he missed his job, but not quite as much as he missed Olivia.


  “Check the cell phone records, include the texts and read what they say if anything,” Hayes said as he and Martinez left the crime scene and walked toward their cars. “They should give us a window of time when the girls were abducted. If this is like the Caldwell case, then we can assume the vics were killed somewhere else and brought here to be staged and discovered. We need to find out who owns the facility and who rents units here, not just Unit 8 but all of them. See if there’s any connection to the Springer twins. Or if anyone saw any­thing suspicious.”


  “I’ll have all the traffic cameras checked as well, and some of the security cameras in nearby businesses.”


  They would canvass the area using uniformed police and detec­tives to try and locate anyone who had seen anything. A convenience store and gas station were in clear sight of the underpass and storage units. Maybe someone, an employee or customer, saw something that would give them a lead. Anything to go on. If the times of death on the bodies were accurate, the victims had already been dead over twelve hours, and each minute that passed was critical to the investi­gation.


  “And we should contact those groups dedicated to twins in the area. The killer knows they’re twins. He had to know when they were born to abduct them just before their birthday. That takes planning.”


  “Online groups, too,” Martinez suggested, and the scope of the investigation just got a whole lot wider.


  “Right.”


  “Our doer is organized,” Martinez observed as she took in the scene. “Meticulous. Probably a neat freak.”


  “Who only kills once every twelve years,” Hayes reminded her.


  “We think. I’ll check with other agencies, in other states, the F.B.I. He might be spreading his love around. See if there are any murders of twins in the surrounding states. Hell, make it the entire United States.”


  “And recent releases from the prisons. Maybe he’s been incarcer­ated for the last twelve years. I’ll run a check of prison records. We should look at the psychological profiles of anyone who’s been re­leased for a violent crime in the last year.”


  “Could be a long list.”


  “Amen.” He hated to think how much time it would take.


  They reached Martinez’s car and she opened the door, then asked, “So tell me, what was the meaning of that crack by Bledsoe? What the hell does Rick Bentz have to do with this?”


  “Nothing. Probably coincidence.” Hayes reached into his pocket and slid his shades onto his face. “The connection is that Bledsoe worked with Bentz and Trinidad on the Caldwell twin case.”


  She was nodding. Getting it.


  “Bledsoe always needs someone to blame.”


  “That’s it? Not because Bledsoe was shut down by Bentz’s wife?” she asked. “Detective Rankin said something about it when his name came up this morning.”


  “Rankin has her own ax to grind,” Hayes said. He didn’t want to get dragged into department gossip, especially not twelve- or fifteen­year-old rumors.


  “Yeah, she said she dated Bentz, too.”


  “Along with others.”


  “Including Corinne O’Donnell,” she pointed out.


  “That’s right.” He nodded, leaning a hip against the car and feel­ing heat from the back panel through his pants. “And there were a few more. One was Bonita Unsel. Worked Vice before she came to Homicide. Others. I can’t really remember. Ancient history.”


  “History that happened before Bentz left town.” Little lines gath­


  ered between her eyebrows as an eighteen-wheeler rolled up the ramp to the freeway. “Maybe our guy isn’t so much about killing twins as in putting another murder in Bentz’s face. Maybe he knows Bentz is back in town.”


  “It’s possible,” he agreed.


  “So how did it all go down back then—the Caldwell twins’ mur­ders?” Martinez asked. “Was it Bentz who dropped the ball on the case?”


  Hayes shook his head. “Nah. The guy was a mess, believe me. But it wasn’t his fault, at least not entirely, that the case went cold.” Though he’d never admitted it, Hayes did think that Bentz should have resigned from the double homicide early on, leave it to Bledsoe or Trinidad. At the time Rick Bentz had been a pale version of his once sharp self, dulled to the point of not caring about his work. The LAPD had taken the position that Bentz, as lead investigator was re­sponsible for finding the killer of two beautiful twenty-one-year-old college coeds. The case was in the public eye, which made the failure to make an arrest that much worse. “He became the scapegoat.”


  “Bledsoe still seems to blame him.”


  Hayes lifted a shoulder. “Bledsoe and Bentz never got along. They worked the case together, but, as I said, Bentz was the lead. When he left, Bledsoe took over, but always blamed his old partner.”


  “Ouch.”


  “Yeah, no love lost between those two.”


  Martinez’s cell phone went off. “I’ll call ya if I find out anything.” She clicked on the phone. “Martinez.”


  Hayes glanced back at the scene, crossed an alley, and jogged to his car, thinking about the long list of calls to be made and records to be checked in this early process of tracking down a killer. With the mountain of work ahead of him, he’d be lucky to see his daughter again before she turned thirty.


  CHAPTER 13


  The night was muggy and the scent of the Mississippi River rolled through the streets of New Orleans. Tonight, driving through the French Quarter, Montoya felt as dark and disturbed as the slow-moving water, his conversation with Bentz echoing through his mind.


  Bentz was being a damned fool, off chasing the ghost of his dead ex-wife when he could be home, here, with his real, living, flesh-and­blood spouse. It just didn’t make sense. Bentz, usually pragmatic, was definitely not playing with a full deck. No doubt his near-death experience had messed with his mind. Big-time.


  There wasn’t much traffic this time of night, but the lights of the city, revitalized since the hurricane, blazed, as he pulled into his driveway.


  Pocketing his keys, he walked up the sidewalk and into his house, a double-wide shotgun that he’d been renovating when Hurricane Katrina had struck with all the vengeance of hell. God, the place had been a mess, though not hit as severely as some of the homes that were nearly obliterated. Still, the damage was enough that he hated the thought of another hurricane. He’d rebuilt, like so many others. His renovation plans included retaining as much of the original charm of his shoebox of a house as he could, while updating to ac­commodate his new family. Not only had he gained a wife in Abby, but she’d come with a skittish gray tabby named Ansel who hid be­neath the furniture, and a happy-go-lucky chocolate lab, Hershey. The dog now danced at his feet, his tail wagging so wildly it swiped precariously at everything on the coffee table.


  “Hey, boy,” he said while scratching behind the Lab’s ears. “Wanna go outside?” With a deep bark, Hershey raced him down the long hallway that bisected the house and led to the enclosed backyard.


  Following Hershey, Montoya put in a call to Abby. She was a pho­tographer and tonight she’d scheduled a late-night photo shoot in her studio outside the city.


  The dog was running back and forth, a bundle of energy. “I get it, man,” Montoya told the dog, tossing a yellow tennis ball into the yard as he waited for Abby’s voice mail to kick in. Hershey took off at a dead run and found the ball in the darkness while Montoya left his wife a message. The big lab then galloped back and dropped the ball at Montoya’s feet. His tail wagged until Montoya snatched the ball up and tossed it so the dog could pounce on it again. Another throw and an equally quick retrieval, again and again. They played the game for nearly half an hour, the dog a bundle of energy, Montoya thinking about his ex-partner and Bentz’s emotional suicide mission to L.A.


  What was the guy doing? Bentz’s first wife Jennifer had been no angel. And she was dead and buried. Fortunately. The way Montoya understood it, she’d been a bitch of a thing when she’d been alive. Bentz had divorced her, hadn’t he? Montoya had never met Jennifer but he’d heard from Bentz himself that she’d cheated on him, over and over again, even with Bentz’s damned half brother. A priest, no less.


  “Bitch,” he said, throwing the ball into the air and watching the dog take off, nearly flying.


  Ironically, Olivia had been attracted to that same man once, Fa­ther James McLaren, before she’d married Bentz. But she’d come to her senses and they’d been happy together.


  Until recently.


  Ever since Bentz had awakened from the damned coma, the one his daughter had insisted would take his life, he’d been a changed man. Remote. Almost haunted.


  Montoya had chalked it up to inactivity; not being able to work, not having the strength to fight or walk on his own. Now Montoya wasn’t so certain. Maybe when a guy brushes up with death that closely, he comes back to life with a new, dark attitude. Because that was how it was. Rick Bentz had not returned to consciousness with a newfound appreciation for life, a revitalized joie de vivre. Nu-uh. None of that getting called to the light shit. No born-again Christian was Bentz.


  Instead he’d awakened with an urgency to find his dead ex-wife, a bitch if there ever had been one.


  Bentz was a good man who’d definitely gone around the bend.


  It was all a flippin’ mess.


  In Montoya’s opinion, Jennifer Bentz should bloody well stay dead.


  Before driving to San Juan Capistrano, Bentz had done his home­work. He’d searched the Internet as well as the public records of Or­ange County and the town of San Juan Capistrano, looking for anything relating to an inn or hotel dedicated to Saint Miguel or San Miguel. He’d thought Shana McIntyre might have been lying—jerking his chain. But no. He’d found reference and pictures of a small chapel that wasn’t a part of the larger mission.


  He’d also found that Saint Miguel’s Church and grounds had been sold by the diocese in the early sixties and renovated into an inn. Over the past forty years it had been sold and resold. The latest trans­action in the public records indicated that the inn had been pur­chased by a Japanese conglomerate eighteen months earlier and wasn’t open for business.


  Using his G.P.S., he navigated the streets of the quaint, famous city. Gardens flourished and red tile roofs capped stucco buildings throughout the town. Twilight was settling in as he drove through the historic district where people window-shopped or dined outside at umbrella-covered tables.


  Across the railroad tracks, Bentz drove several miles, angling away from the heart of the town and into an area that hadn’t flourished. He passed warehouses on the old San Miguel Boulevard and crossed a dry riverbed to a squalid dead-end street.


  Although the rest of the town was charming and bustling with ac­tivity, this area felt tired and worn. FOR LEASE signs faded in empty storefront windows. He slowed as the old inn came up on his right, the lawn now thick with waist-high weeds, the stucco and brick exte­rior crumbled and tinged with soot. Apparently hard times had hit this part of the neighborhood.


  Bentz turned his rental car around in an alley and parked in a


  pockmarked lot serving a strip mall that held a used bookstore, some kind of “gently used” clothing store, and a small mom-and-pop cor­ner market going to seed. One of the shops, formerly a pizza joint, according to the signs, stood vacant. Now a FOR RENT sign with a local number was taped to the window.


  The single business that seemed to be thriving was an adjacent tavern that advertised “Two For One” night on Tuesdays. A couple of beater pickups, a dirty van with the words WASH ME scraped into the dingy back panel, a dented red Saturn, and a silver Chevy with a faded parking pass were scattered sparsely on the broken, dusty asphalt. The aura of the neighborhood was gray, wrought with desolation and desperation, as if this little patch of the town were clinging to dreams of a bygone time.


  From his car he viewed a few people on the street; a couple of kids were skateboarding on the cracked sidewalks


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/twitter.gif





