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Praise for Jonathan Kellerman





 

‘When they’re this good, it’s impossible to get enough’ Mirror



‘Kellerman has shaped the psychological mystery novel into an art form’ Los Angeles Times Book Review



‘An alert eye for detail . . . Engrossing’ New York Times



‘Plot and sub-plot coalesce satisfyingly in high octane entertainment that never loses its characters’ vulnerability’ The Times



'Optimism is a feature of The Murder Book although the premise is macabre . . .  Kellerman ameliorates the horror with a surprising number of generous characters’ Telegraph




‘A fast, professional read, with strong insights into the quirks of human and criminal nature’ Guardian
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THE DAY I got the murder book, I was still thinking about Paris. Red wine, bare trees, gray river, city of love. Everything that happened there. Now, this.

 

Robin and I flew in to Charles de Gaulle airport on a murky Monday in January. The trip had been my idea of a surprise. I’d pulled it together in one manic night, booking tickets on Air France and a room at a small hotel on the outskirts of the eighth arrondissement, packing a suitcase for two, speeding the 125 freeway miles to San Diego. Showing up at Robin’s room at the Del Coronado just before midnight with a dozen coral roses and a voilà! grin.

She came to the door wearing a white T-shirt and a hip-riding red sarong, auburn curls loose, chocolate eyes tired, no makeup. We embraced, then she pulled away and looked down at the suitcase. When I showed her the tickets, she turned her back and shielded me from her tears. Outside her window the night-black ocean rolled, but this was no holiday on the beach. She’d left LA because I’d lied to her and put myself in danger. Listening to her cry now, I wondered if the damage was irreparable.

I asked what was wrong. As if I had nothing to do with it.

She said, ‘I’m just . . . surprised.’

We ordered room-service sandwiches, she closed the drapes, we made love.

‘Paris,’ she said, slipping into a hotel bathrobe. ‘I can’t believe you did all this.’ She sat down, brushed her hair, then stood. Approached the bed, stood over me, touched me. She let the robe slither from her body, straddled me, shut her eyes, lowered a breast to my mouth. When she came the second time, she rolled away, went silent.

I played with her hair and, as she fell asleep, the corners of her mouth lifted. Mona Lisa smile. In a couple of days, we’d be queuing up as robotically as any other tourists, straining for a glimpse of the real thing.

 

She’d fled to San Diego because a high-school chum lived there – a thrice-married oral surgeon named Debra Dyer, whose current love interest was a banker from Mexico City. (‘So many white teeth, Alex!’) Francisco had suggested a day of shlock-shopping in Tijuana followed by an indeterminate stay at a leased beach house in Cabo San Lucas. Robin, feeling like a fifth wheel, had begged off, and called me, asking if I’d join her.

She’d been nervous about it. Apologizing for abandoning me. I didn’t see it that way, at all. Figured her for the injured party.

I’d gotten myself in a bad situation because of poor planning. Blood had spilled and someone had died. Rationalizing the whole thing wasn’t that tough: Innocent lives had been at stake, the good guys had won, I’d ended up on my feet. But as Robin roared away in her truck, I faced the truth:

My misadventures had little to do with noble intentions, lots to do with a personality flaw.

A long time ago, I’d chosen clinical psychology, the most sedentary of professions, telling myself that healing emotional wounds was how I wanted to spend the rest of my life. But it had been years since I’d conducted any long-term therapy. Not because, as I’d once let myself believe, I’d burned out on human misery. I had no problem with misery. My other life force-fed me gobs of misery.

The truth was cold: Once upon a time I had been drawn to the humanity and the challenge of the talking cure, but sitting in the office, dividing hour after hour by three quarters, ingesting other people’s problems, had come to  bore me.

In a sense, becoming a therapist had been a strange choice. I’d been a wild boy – poor sleeper, restless, overactive, high pain threshold, inclined to risk-taking and injuries. I quieted down a bit when I discovered books but found the classroom a jail and raced through school in order to escape. After graduating high school at sixteen, I bought an old car with summer-job cash, ignored my mother’s tears and my father’s scowling vote of no-confidence, and left the plains of Missouri. Ostensibly for college, but really for the threat and promise of California.

Molting like a snake. Needing something new.

Novelty had always been my drug. I craved insomnia and menace punctuated by long stretches of solitude, puzzles that hurt my head, infusions of bad company and the delicious repellence of meeting up with the slimy things that coiled under psychic rocks. A racing heart jolted me happy. The kick-start of adrenaline punching my chest made me feel alive.

When life slowed down for too long, I grew hollow.

But for circumstance, I might’ve dealt with it by jumping out of airplanes or scaling bare rocks. Or worse.

Years ago, I’d met a homicide detective and that changed everything.

Robin had put up with it for a long time. Now she’d had enough and, sooner rather than later, I’d have to make some kind of decision.

She loved me. I know she did.

Maybe that’s why she made it easy for me.
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IN PARIS, clichés are just fine.

You leave your hotel, step out into the winter drizzle, walk aimlessly until you find yourself at a café near the Jardin des Tuileries where you order overpriced baguettes and grainy, French-press coffee, then move on to the Louvre, where even during the off-season the lines prove daunting. So you cross the Seine on the Pont Royal, ignoring the motor din that washes the bridge, study the murk of the water below, try the Musée d’Orsay and murder your feet for a couple of hours, sucking in the fruits of genius. Then, deeper into the grubby side streets of the Left Bank, where you press yourself into the all-in-black throng, and laugh inwardly at an imagined wheezy accordion soundtrack overpowering the burping motor scooters and the whining Renaults.

It was early afternoon, near a shop in St Germain, when it happened.

Robin and I had stepped into a dark, narrow men’s haberdashery with a window full of aggressive neckties and slouching mannequins with pickpocket eyes. The rain had been coming in fitful bursts all day. The umbrella we’d cadged from the hotel concierge wasn’t generous enough to shelter both of us and we each ended up more than half-wet. Robin didn’t seem to mind. Her curls were beaded with  droplets and her cheeks were flushed. She’d been quiet since we’d boarded the plane in LA, sleeping for most of the flight, refusing dinner. This morning, we’d woken up late and barely talked. During the walk across the river, she seemed distracted – staring off at nothing in particular, holding my hand, then dropping it, then grabbing again and squeezing hard, as if scrambling to cover for some infraction. I put it down to jet lag.

The St Germain stroll led us past a private school where beautiful, chittering adolescents spilled out on to the sidewalk, then a bookstore where I’d intended to browse until Robin pulled me into the clothing store, saying, ‘These are good silks, Alex. You could use something new.’

The store peddled menswear, but smelled like a nail salon. The shop girl was a skinny thing with hacked-up hair the color of eggplant rind and the anxiety of a new hire. Robin took a while thumbing through the goods, finally found me a very blue shirt and an extravagant red-and-gold tie of heavy weave, got my nod, asked the girl to wrap it up. Aubergine Tresses scurried to a back room and returned with a stout, cardiganed woman in her sixties who sized me up, took the shirt, and returned moments later brandishing a steaming iron in one hand and the garment in the other – newly pressed, on a hanger, shielded by a clear plastic bag.

‘Talk about service,’ I said, as we returned to the street. ‘Hungry?’

‘No, not yet.’

‘You didn’t touch breakfast.’

Shrug.

The stout woman had followed us out and was standing in  the doorway of the shop. She looked up at the sky dubiously. Checked her watch. Seconds later, thunder clapped. Flashing us a satisfied smile, she went back inside.

The rain was harder, colder. I tried to draw Robin under the umbrella but she resisted, remained out in the open, raised her face and caught the spray full force. A man scrambling for cover turned to stare.

I reached for her again. She continued to balk, licked moisture from her lips. Smiled faintly, as if enjoying a private joke. For a moment I thought she’d share it. Instead, she pointed to a brasserie two doors up the street and ran in ahead of me.

 

‘Bonnie Raitt,’ I repeated.

We were at a tiny table tucked in a corner of the clammy brasserie. The restaurant floor was a grubby mesh of white tile and the walls were cloudy mirrors and oft-painted brown woodwork. A clinically depressed waiter brought us our salads and wine as if service was harsh penance. Rain washed the front window and turned the city to gelatin.

‘Bonnie,’ she said. ‘Jackson Brown, Bruce Hornsby, Shawn Colvin, maybe others.’

‘Three-month tour.’

‘At least three months,’ she said, still avoiding my eyes. ‘If it goes international, it could stretch longer.’

‘World hunger,’ I said. ‘Good cause.’

‘Famine and child welfare,’ she said.

‘Nothing nobler.’

She turned to me. Her eyes were dry and defiant.

‘So,’ I said. ‘You’re an equipment manager, now. No more guitar-making?’

‘There’ll be luthiery involved. I’ll be overseeing and repairing all the gear.’

I’ll, not I’d. One-vote election, nothing tentative.

‘When exactly did you get the offer?’ I said.

‘Two weeks ago.’

‘I see.’

‘I know I should’ve said something. It wasn’t – it dropped in my lap. Remember when I was at Gold-Tone Studios and they needed those vintage archtops for that retro Elvis video? The tour manager happened to be in the next booth, watching some mixing, and ended up talking.’

‘Sociable fellow.’

‘Sociable woman,’ she said. ‘She had her dog with her – an English bulldog, a female. Spike started playing with her and we started talking.’

‘Animal magnetism,’ I said. ‘Is the tour dog-friendly, or do I keep Spike?’

‘I’d like to take him along.’

‘I’m sure that’ll thrill him no end. When do you leave?’

‘In a week.’

‘A week.’ My eyes hurt. ‘Lots of packing ahead.’

She lifted her fork and pronged dead lettuce leaves. ‘I can call it off—’

‘No,’ I said.

‘I wouldn’t have even considered it, Alex, not for the money—’

‘Good money?’

She named the figure.

‘Very good money,’ I said.

‘Listen to what I’m saying, Alex: That doesn’t matter. If you’re going to hate me, it can be undone.’

‘I don’t hate you, and you don’t want it undone. Maybe you accepted the offer because I made you unhappy, but now that you’ve committed yourself, you’re seeing all kinds of positives.’

I craved argument but she didn’t answer. The restaurant was filling, drenched Parisians seeking shelter from the downpour.

‘Two weeks ago,’ I said, ‘I was running around with Milo on Lauren Teague’s murder. Hiding what I was doing from you. I was stupid to think this trip would make a difference.’

She pushed salad around. The room had grown hotter, smaller; scowling people crowded tiny tables, others stood huddled at the doorway. The waiter began to approach. Robin repelled him with a glare.

She said, ‘I’ve felt so alone. For a while. You were gone all the time. Putting yourself in situations. I didn’t bring up the tour, because I knew you couldn’t – shouldn’t be distracted.’

She rolled the side of a small fist along the table rim. ‘I guess I’ve always felt that what you do is important and that what I do is . . . just craft.’ I started to speak but she shook her head. ‘But this last time, Alex. Meeting with that woman, seducing her. Planning a damned date in order to – your intentions were good, but it still came down to seduction. Using yourself as a . . .’

‘Whore?’ I said. Thinking suddenly about Lauren Teague. A girl I’d known a long time ago, from my quiet job. She’d sold her body, ended up head-shot and dumped in an alley . . .

‘I was going to say “lure”. Despite all we’ve had together – this supposed enlightened relationship we’ve got, you go  about your own business . . . Alex, basically you’ve built this whole other life from which I’m excluded. From which I  want to be excluded.’

She reached for her wineglass, sipped, made a face.

‘Bad vintage?’

‘Fine vintage. I’m sorry, baby, I guess it just comes down to timing. Getting the offer exactly when I was so down.’ She grabbed my hand, squeezed hard. ‘You love me, but you left me, Alex. It made me realize how alone I’d been for so long. We both were. The difference is, you enjoy going it alone – you get high on solitude and danger. So when Trish and I started talking and she told me she’d heard about my work – my reputation – and all of a sudden I realized I had  a reputation, and here was someone offering me great money and the chance for something of my own, I said yes. Just blurted it out. And then driving home, I panicked, and said,  What did you just do? And told myself I’d have to renege and wondered how I’d do it without looking like an idiot. But then I got home and the house was empty and all of a sudden I didn’t want to renege. I went out to my studio and cried. I still might’ve changed my mind. I probably would’ve. But then you arranged that date with that tramp and . . . it felt completely right. It still does.’

She looked out the rain-clouded window. ‘Such a beautiful city. I never want to see it again.’

 

The weather remained gray and wet and we kept to our room. Being together was agonizing: Suppressed tears, edgy silences, too-polite chit-chat, listening to the rain tormenting the dormer windows. When Robin suggested we return early to LA, I told her I’d try to change her ticket but I’d be staying  for a while. That hurt her but it also relieved her and the next day when the cab showed up to take her to the airport, I carried her bags, held her elbow as she got into the taxi, paid the driver in advance.

‘How long will you be staying?’ she said.

‘Don’t know.’ My teeth ached.

‘Will you be back before I leave?’

‘Sure.’

‘Please be, Alex.’

‘I will.’

Then: The kiss, the smile, trembling hands concealed.

As the taxi drove away I strained for a look at the back of her head – a tremor, a slump, any sign of conflict, regret, grief.

Impossible to tell.

Everything moved too fast.
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THE BREAK came on a Sunday – some young smiley-faced, ponytailed guy I wanted to punch, arriving with a large van and two paunchy roadies wearing black Kill Famine Tour  T-shirts. Ponytail had a Milk-Bone for Spike, high fives for me. Spike ate out of his hand. How had the bastard known to bring the treat?

‘Hi, I’m Sheridan,’ he said. ‘The tour coordinator.’ He wore a white shirt, blue jeans, brown boots, had a narrow body and a clean, smooth face full of optimism.

‘Thought that was Trish.’

‘Trish is the overall tour manager. My boss.’ He glanced at the house. ‘Must be nice, living up here.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘So you’re a psychologist.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘I was a psych major in college. Studied psychoacoustics at UC Davis. Used to be a sound engineer.’

How nice for you. ‘Hmm.’

‘Robin’s going to be part of something important.’

‘Hey,’ I said.

Robin came down the front stairs with Spike on a leash. She wore a pink T-shirt and faded jeans and tennis shoes and big hoop earrings, began directing the roadies as they  loaded her valises and her toolboxes into the van. Spike looked stoned. Like most dogs, his emotional barometer is finely tuned and for the last few days he’d been uncommonly compliant. I went over and stooped to pat his knobby French bulldog head, then I kissed Robin, and recited, ‘Have fun,’ and turned my back and trudged up to the house.

She stood there, alongside Sheridan. Waved.

Standing at the door, I pretended not to notice, then decided to wave.

Sheridan got behind the wheel of the van and everyone piled in behind him.

They rumbled away.

Finally.

Now, for the hard part.

 

I started off determined to maintain my dignity. That lasted about an hour and for the next three days I turned off the phone, didn’t check with my service or open the curtains or shave or collect the mail. I did read the paper because news coverage is heavily biased toward the hopeless. But other people’s misfortunes failed to cheer me and the words danced by, as foreign as hieroglyphics. The little I ate, I didn’t taste. I’m no problem drinker but Chivas became a friend. Dehydration took its toll; my hair got dry and my eyes creaked and my joints stiffened. The house, always too big, expanded to monstrous proportions. The air curdled.

On Wednesday, I went down to the pond and fed the koi because why should they suffer? That got me into a scut-work frenzy, scouring and dusting and sweeping and straightening. On Thursday I finally collected my messages. Robin had called  every day, left numbers in Santa Barbara and Oakland. By Tuesday, she sounded anxious, by Wednesday, confused and annoyed and talking fast: The bus was headed for Portland. Everything was fine, Spike was fine, she was working hard, people were being great. Iloveyouhopeyou’reokay.

She called twice on Thursday, wondered out loud if I’d gone off on a trip of my own. Left a cell-phone number.

I punched buttons. Got: Your call cannot be completed.

Just after 1 P.M. I put on shorts and a workout shirt and sneakers, began stomping up Beverly Glen facing the traffic, easing into a clumsy jog when I felt loose enough, ending up running harder and faster and more punishingly than I’d done for years.

When I got home, my body burned and I could barely breathe. The mailbox down at the bridle path that leads up to the front gate was stuffed with paper and the postman had left several packages on the ground. I scooped it all up, dumped the batch on the dining-room table, thought about more Scotch, drank a half-gallon of water instead, returned to the mail and began sorting listlessly.

Bills, ads, solicitations from real-estate brokers, a few worthy causes, lots of dubious ones. The packages were a psychology book I’d ordered a while back, a free sample of toothpaste guaranteed to heal my gums and feed my smile, and an eight-by-twelve rectangle wrapped in coarse blue paper with DR A. DELAWARE and my address typed on a white label.

No return information. Downtown postmark, no stamps, just a meter. The blue paper, a heavy linen rag so substantial it felt like cloth, had been folded neatly and sealed tightly with clear tape. Slitting the folds revealed another snug layer of wrapping – pink butcher paper that I peeled away.

Inside was a three-ring binder. Blue, pebble-grain leather – substantial morocco, thumbed, grayed and glossy in spots.

Stick-on gold letters were centered precisely on the front cover:THE MURDER BOOK





I flipped the cover to a blank, black frontispiece. The next page was also black paper, encased in a stiff plastic jacket.

But not blank. Mounted with black, adhesive corner pockets was a photograph: Sepia-toned, faded, with margins the color of too-whitened coffee.

Medium shot of a man’s body lying on a metal table. Glass-doored cabinets in the background.

Both feet were severed at the ankles, placed just under ragged tibial stumps, like a puzzle in partial reassembly. No left arm on the corpse. The right was a mangled lump. Same for the torso above the nipples. The head was wrapped in cloth.

A typed caption on the bottom margin read: East LA, nr Alameda Blvd. Pushed under a train by common-law wife.

The facing page featured a shot of similar vintage: Two sprawled gape-mouthed bodies – men – lying on a wooden plank floor, angled at forty degrees from each other. Dark stains spread beneath the corpses, tinted deep brown by age. Both victims wore baggy pants with generous cuffs, plaid shirts, lace-up work boots. Extravagant holes dotted the soles of the man on the left. A shot glass lay on its side near the elbow of the second, clear liquid pooling near the rim.

Hollywood, Vermont Ave. Both shot by ‘friend’ in dispute over money.

I turned the page to a photo that appeared less antique – black-and-white images on glossy paper, close-up of a couple in a car. The woman’s position concealed her face: Stretched across the man’s chest and sheathed by a mass of platinum blond curls. Polka-dot dress, short sleeves, soft arms. Her companion’s head rested against the top of the car seat, stared up at the dome light. A black blood-stream trickled from his mouth, separated into rivulets when it reached his lapel, dribbled down his necktie. Skinny necktie, dark with a pattern of tumbling dice. That and the width of the lapel said the fifties.

Silver Lake, near the reservoir, adulterers, he shot her, then put the gun in his mouth.

Page 4: pale, naked flesh atop the rumpled covers of a Murphy bed. The thin mattress took up most of the floor space of a dim, wretched closet of a room. Undergarments lay crumpled at the foot. A young face stiffened by rigor, lividity pools at the shins, black-thatched crotch advertised by splayed legs, pantyhose gathered to mid-calf. I knew sexual positioning when I saw it so the caption was no surprise.

Wilshire, Kenmore St. Rape-murder. Seventeen-year-old Mexican girl, strangled by boyfriend.

Page 5: Central, Pico near Grand, 89 y.o. lady crossing street, purse snatch turned to head-injury homicide.

Page 6: Southwest, Slauson Ave. Negro gambler beaten to death over craps game.

The first color photo showed up on page ten: Red blood on sand-colored linoleum, the green-gray pallor that marked escape of the soul. A fat, middle-aged man sat slumped amid piles of cigarettes and candy, his sky-blue shirt smeared purple. Propped near his left hand was a  sawed-off baseball bat with a leather thong threaded through the handle.

Wilshire, Washington Blvd near La Brea, liquor store owner shot in holdup. Tried to fight back.

I flipped faster.

Venice, Ozone Avenue, woman artist attacked by neighbor’s dog. Three years of arguments.

. . . Bank robbery, Jefferson and Figueroa. Teller resisted,  shot six times.

. . . Strong-arm street robbery, Broadway and Fifth. One  bullet to the head. Suspect stuck around, discovered still going through victim’s pockets.

. . . Echo Park, woman stabbed by husband in kitchen.  Bad soup.

Page after page of the same cruel artistry and matter-of-fact prose.

Why had this been sent to me?

That brought to mind an old cartoon: Why not?

I thumbed through the rest of the album, not focusing on the images, just searching for some personal message.

Finding only the inert flesh of strangers.

Forty-three deaths, in all.

At the rear, a black end page with another centered legend, similar stick-on gold letters:

THE END
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I HADN’T talked to my best friend in a while, and that was fine with me.

After giving the DA my statement on Lauren Teague’s murder, I’d had my fill of the criminal justice system, was happy to stay out of the loop until trial time. A wealthy defendant and a squadron of paid dissemblers meant that would be years away, not months. Milo had remained chained to the details, so I had a good excuse for keeping my distance: The guy was swamped, give him space.

The real reason was, I didn’t feel like talking to him, or anyone. For years, I’d preached the benefits of self-expression but my tonic since childhood had been isolation. The pattern had been set early by all those bowel-churning nights huddled in the basement, hands over ears, humming ‘Yankee Doodle’ in order to block out the paternal rage thundering from above.

When things got rough, I curled like a mollusk into a gray pocket of solitary confinement.

Now I had forty-three death shots on my dining-room table. Death was Milo’s raw material.

I called the West LA detectives’ room.

 

‘Sturgis.’

‘Delaware.’

‘Alex. What’s up?’

‘I got something I thought you should see. Photo album full of what look like crime-scene photos.’

‘Photos or copies?’

‘Photos.’

‘How many?’

‘Forty-three.’

‘You actually counted,’ he said. ‘Forty-three from the same case?’

‘Forty-three different cases. They look to be arranged chronologically.’

‘You “got” them? How?’

‘Courtesy the US Postal Service, first-class, downtown cancellation.’

‘No idea who might’ve favored you with this.’

‘I must have a secret admirer.’

‘Crime-scene shots,’ he said.

‘Or someone takes very nasty vacations and decided to keep a scrapbook.’ The call-waiting signal clicked. Usually I ignore the intrusion, but maybe it was Robin from Portland. ‘Hold for a sec.’

Click.

‘Hello, sir,’ said a cheerful female voice. ‘Are you the person who pays the phone bill in the house?’

‘No, I’m the sex toy,’ I said, and reconnected to Milo. Dial tone. Maybe he’d gotten an emergency call. I punched his desk number, got the West LA civilian receptionist, didn’t bother to leave a message.

 

The doorbell rang twenty minutes later. I hadn’t changed out of my running clothes, hadn’t made coffee or checked  the fridge – the first place Milo heads. Looking at portraits of violent death would make most people lose their appetites, but he’s been doing his job for a long time, takes comfort food to a whole new level.

I opened the door, and said, ‘That was quick.’

‘It was lunchtime, anyway.’ He walked past me to where the blue-leather binder sat in full view, but made no move to pick it up, just stood there, thumbs hooked in his belt loops, big belly heaving from the run up to the terrace.

Green eyes shifted from the book to me. ‘You sick or something?’

I shook my head.

‘So what’s this, a new look?’ A sausage finger aimed at my stubbled face.

‘Maintaining a leisurely shaving schedule,’ I said.

He sniffed, took in the room. ‘No one chewing at my cuffs. El Poocho out back with Robin?’

‘Nope.’

‘She’s here, right?’ he said. ‘Her truck’s out front.’

‘You must be a detective,’ I said. ‘Unfortunately, false leads abound. She’s out.’ I pointed to the book. ‘Check that out while I forage in the larder. If I can find anything that hasn’t petrified, I’ll fix you a sandwich—’

‘No thanks.’

‘Something to drink?’

‘Nothing.’ He didn’t budge.

‘What’s the problem?’ I said.

‘How do I put this delicately,’ he said. ‘OK: You look like shit, this place smells like an old-age home, Robin’s truck is here but she isn’t and my bringing her up makes your eyes drop to the floor like a suspect. What the hell’s going on, Alex?’

‘I look like shit?’

‘To euphemize.’

‘Oh, well,’ I said. ‘Better cancel the photo shoot with In Style. And speaking of photography . . .’ I held the book out to him.

‘Changing the subject,’ he said, squinting down at me from his six-three vantage. ‘What do they call that in psychologist school?’

‘Changing the subject.’

He shook his head, kept his expression mild, folded his arms across his chest. But for spring-loaded tension around the eyes and mouth, he looked at peace. Pallid, acne-pitted face a bit leaner than usual, beer gut light-years from flat but definitely less bulge.

Dieting? On the wagon, yet again?

He’d dressed with uncommon color harmony: Cheap but clean navy blazer, cotton khakis, white shirt with just a touch of fray at the neckline, navy tie, brand-new beige desert boots with pink rubber soles that squeaked as he shifted his weight and continued to study me. Brand-new haircut, too. The usual motif – clipped fuzzy at the sides and back, the top left long and shaggy, multiple cowlicks sprouting at the crown. A black forelock hooked over his pockmarked forehead. The hair from his temples to the bottoms of too-long sideburns had denatured to snow-white. The contrast with the black hair on top was unseemly – Mr Skunk, he’d taken to calling himself.

‘Spiffed and freshly barbered,’ I said. ‘Is this some new-leaf thing? Should I not attempt to feed you? Either way, take the damn book.’

‘Robin—’

‘Later.’ I thrust the blue album at him.

He kept his arms folded. ‘Just put it back down on the table.’ Pulling out a pair of surgical gloves from the sets, he encased his hands in latex, studied the blue-leather cover, opened the book, read the frontispiece, moved on to the first photo.

‘Old,’ he murmured. ‘The tint and the clothes. Probably someone’s creepy collection from the attic.’

‘Department shots?’

‘Probably.’

‘A home collection pilfered from the evidence room?’

‘Cases get filed away, someone gets itchy-fingered, who’s gonna notice if one shot per file gets lifted?’

‘A cop?’

‘A cop or a civilian ghoul. Lots of people have access, Alex. Some of them like the job because they dig blood.’

“‘The murder book”,’ I said. ‘Same title as an official case file.’

‘Same color, too. Whoever sent this knows procedure.’

‘Evoking procedure . . . why send it to me?’

He didn’t answer.

I said, ‘It’s not all antique. Keep going.’

He studied several more photos, flipped back to the initial shot, then forward to where he’d left off. Resuming his inspection, picking up speed and skimming the horror, just as I had. Then he stopped. Stared at a photo toward the back of the book. Chunky knuckles swelled the gloves as he gripped the album.

‘When exactly did you get this?’

‘Today’s mail.’

He reached for the wrapping paper, took in the address, verified the postmark. Turned back to the album.

‘What is it?’ I said.

He placed the book on the table, open to the page that had stopped him. Resting his palms on either side of the album, he sat there. Ground his teeth. Laughed. The sound could have paralyzed prey.

Photograph Number 40.

A body in a ditch, muddy water pooled in the trough. Rusty blood on beige dirt. Off to the right side of the frame, dry weeds bristled. White-ink arrows were aimed at the subject, but the subject was obvious.

A young woman, maybe a teenager. Very thin – concave belly, washboard ribcage, fragile shoulders, spindly arms and legs. Slash and puncture wounds meshed her abdomen and neck. Curious black polka dots, too. Both breasts were gone, replaced by purplish discs the shape of marquis diamonds. Her angular face had been posed in profile, gazing to the right. Above her brow, where the hair should have been, floated a ruby cloud.

Purple ligature marks banded both wrists and ankles. More black dots speckled both legs – punctuation marks ringed with rosy haloes – inflammation.

Cigarette burns.

Long white legs had been drawn up in a parody of sexual welcome.

I’d skimmed right past this one.

Central, Beaudry Ave, body dump above 101 freeway on-ramp. Sex murder, scalped and strangled and slashed and burned. NS.

‘“NS,” ’ I said. ‘No Solve?’

Milo said, ‘There was nothing else besides the book and wrapping? No note?’

‘Nope. Just this.’

He checked the blue wrapping again, did the same for the pink butcher paper, returned to the brutalized girl. Sat there for a long time until, finally, he freed one hand and rubbed his face as if washing without water. Old nervous habit. Sometimes it helps cue me in to his mood, sometimes I barely notice it.

He repeated the gesture. Squeezed the bridge of his nose. Rubbed yet again. Twisted his mouth and didn’t relax it and stared some more.

‘My, my,’ he said.

Several moments later: ‘Yeah, that would be my guess. No Solve.’

‘“NS” wasn’t appended to any of the other photos,’ I said.

No answer.

‘Meaning this is what we’re supposed to look at?’ I said.

No answer.

‘Who was she?’ I said.

His lips slackened and he looked up at me and showed me some teeth. Not a smile, not even close to a smile. This was the expression a bear might take on when it spots a free meal.

He picked up the blue book. It vibrated. Shaking hands. I’d never seen that happen before. Emitting another terrible laugh, he repositioned the binder flat on the table. Squared the corners. Got up and walked into the living room. Facing the fireplace, he lifted a poker and tapped the granite hearth very softly.

I took a closer look at the mutilated girl.

His head shook violently. ‘What do you wanna fill your head with that for?’

‘What about your head?’ I said.

‘Mine’s already polluted.’

Mine, too. ‘Who was she, Milo?’

He put the poker back. Paced the room.

‘Who was she?’ he said. ‘Someone turned into nothing.’
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THE FIRST seven killings weren’t as bad as he’d thought. Not bad at all, compared to what he’d seen in Vietnam.

The department had assigned him to Central Division, not far – geographically or culturally – from Rampart, where he’d paid a year of uniform dues, followed by eight months with Newton Bunco.

Managing to talk his way out of the initial Newton assignment: Vice. Wouldn’t that have been a yuk-fest. Ha ha ha. The sound of one voice laughing.

He was twenty-seven years old, already fighting the battle of the bulge, brand-new to Homicide and not sure if he had the stomach for it. For any kind of police work. But, at this point – after Southeast Asia, what else was there?

A freshly minted Detective One, managing to hold on to his secret, though he knew there’d been talk.

No one confronting him directly, but he had ears.

Something different about him – like he thinks he’s better than anyone.

Drinks, but doesn’t talk.

Doesn’t shoot the shit.

Came to Hank Swangle’s bachelor party but when they brought the groupie in and the gang bang started, where the fuck was he?

Free blow job and he splits.

Doesn’t chase pussy, period.

Weird.

His test scores and solve-rates and persistence got him to Central Homicide, where they paired him with a rail-thin forty-eight-year-old D-II named Pierce Schwinn, who looked sixty and fancied himself a philosopher. Mostly, he and Schwinn worked nights, because Schwinn thrived in the dark: Bright lights gave the guy migraines, and he complained of chronic insomnia. No big mystery there, the guy popped decongestants like candy for a perpetually stuffed nose and downed a dozen cups of coffee per shift.

Schwinn loved driving around, spent very little time at his desk, which was a pleasant switch from the butt-numbing routine Milo had experienced at Bunco. But the downside was Schwinn had no attention span for white-collar work, couldn’t wait to shove all the paperwork at his new junior partner.

Milo spent hours being a goddamned secretary, figured the best thing was to keep his mouth shut and listen; Schwinn had been around, must have something to offer. In the car, Schwinn alternated between taciturn and gabby. When he did talk, his tone got hyper and preachy – always making a point. Guy reminded him of one of his grad-school professors at Indiana U. Herbert Milrad, inherited wealth, specialist on Byron. Lockjaw elocution, obese pear of a physique, violent mood swings. Milrad had figured Milo out by the middle of the first semester and tried to take advantage of it. Milo, still far from clear about his sexuality, had declined with tact. Also, he found Milrad physically repugnant.

Not a pretty scene, the Grand Rejection, and Milo knew  Milrad would torment him. He was finished with academia, any idea of a PhD. He finished the goddamned MA thesis by flogging the life out of poor Walt Whitman’s words, escaped with a bare pass. Bored to tears, anyway, by the bullshit that passed for literary analysis, he left IU, lost his student deferment, answered a want ad at the campus student employment center, and took a job as a groundsman at the Muscatatuck National Wildlife Refuge, waiting for Selective Service to call. Five weeks later, the letter arrived.

By year’s end, he was a medic wading through rice paddies, cradling young boys’ heads and watching the departure of the barely formed souls, cupping steaming viscera in his hands – intestines were the big challenge, the way they slipped through his fingers like raw sausage. Blood browning and swirling as it hit the muddy water.

He made it home alive, found civilian life and his parents and brothers unbearable, struck out on a road trip, spent a while in San Francisco, learned a few things about his sexuality. Found SF claustrophobic and self-consciously hip, bought an old Fiat, and drove down the coast to LA, where he stayed because the smog and the ugliness were reassuring. He knocked around for a while on temp jobs, before deciding police work might be interesting and why the hell not?

Then there he was, three years later. Seven P.M. call, as he and Schwinn sat in the unmarked in the parking lot of a Taco Tio on Temple Street, eating green-chili burritos, Schwinn in one of his quiet moods, eyes jumpy as he gorged himself with no apparent pleasure.

When the radio squawked, Milo talked to the dispatcher, took down the details, said, ‘Guess we’d better shove off.’

Schwinn said, ‘Let’s eat first. No one’s coming back to life.’

Homicide number eight.

The first seven had been no big deal, gross-out-wise. Nothing whodunit about them, either. Like nearly every Central case, the victims were all black or Mexican and the same for the victimizers. When he and Pierce showed, the only other white faces at the scene would be uniforms and techs.

Black/brown cases meant tragedy that never hit the papers, charges that mostly got filed and plea-bargained, or, if the bad guy ended up with a really stupid public defender, a long stay in county lockup, then a quick trial and sentencing to the max allowable.

The first two calls had been your basic bar shootings, juicehead perpetrators drunk enough to stick around when the uniforms arrived – literally holding the smoking guns, putting up no resistance.

Milo watched Schwinn deal with fools, caught on to what would turn out to be Schwinn’s routine: First, he’d mumbled an unintelligible Miranda to an uncomprehending perp. Then he’d pressured the idiot for a confession right there at the scene. Making sure Milo had his pen and his pad out, was getting everything down.

‘Good boy,’ he’d say afterward to the suspect, as if the asshole had passed a test. Over-the-shoulder aside to Milo: ‘How’s your typing?’

Then back to the station, where Milo would pound the keys and Schwinn would disappear.

Cases Three, Four, and Five had been domestics. Dangerous for the responding blues, but laid out neatly for  the Ds. Three low-impulse husbands, two shootings, one stabbing. Talk to the family and the neighbors, find out where the bad guys were ‘hiding’ – usually within walking distance – call for backup, pick ’em up, Schwinn mumbles Miranda . . .

Killing Six was a two-man holdup at one of the discount jewelry outlets on Broadway – cheap silver chains and dirty diamond chips in cheesy ten-karat settings. The robbery had been premeditated, but the 187 was a fluke that went down when one of the stickup morons’ guns went off by accident, the bullet zipping straight into the forehead of the store clerk’s eighteen-year-old son. Big, handsome kid named Kyle Rodriguez, star football player at El Monte High, just happened to be visiting Dad, bringing the good news of an athletic scholarship to Arizona State.

Schwinn seemed bored with that one, too, but he did show his stuff. In a manner of speaking. Telling Milo to check out former employees, ten to one that’s the way it would shake out. Dropping Milo off at the station and heading off for a doctor appointment, then calling in sick for the rest of the week. Milo did three days of legwork, assembled a list, zeroed in on a janitor who’d been fired from the jewelry store a month ago for suspected pilferage. Turned the guy up in an SRO hotel on Central, still rooming with the brother-in-law who’d been his partner in crime. Both bad guys were incarcerated and Pierce Schwinn showed up looking pink and healthy, and saying, ‘Yeah, there was no other possibility – did you finish the report?’

That one stuck in Milo’s head for a while: Kyle Rodriguez’s beefy bronze corpse slumped over the jewelry case. The image kept him up for more than a few nights. Nothing  philosophical or theological, just general edginess. He’d seen plenty of young, healthy guys die a lot more painfully than Kyle, had long ago given up on making sense out of things.

He spent his insomnia driving around in the old Fiat. Up and down Sunset from Western to La Cienega, then back again. Finally veering south on to Santa Monica Boulevard.

As if that hadn’t been his intention all along.

Playing a game with himself, like a dieter circling a piece of cake.

He’d never been much for willpower.

For three consecutive nights, he cruised Boystown. Showered and shaved and cologned, wearing a clean white T-shirt and military-pressed jeans and white tennies. Wishing he was cuter and thinner, but figuring he wasn’t that bad if he squinted and kept his gut sucked in and kept his nerves under control by rubbing his face. The first night, a sheriff’s  patrol car nosed into the traffic at Fairfax and stayed two car lengths behind his Fiat, setting off paranoia alarms. He obeyed all the traffic rules, drove back to his crappy little apartment on Alexandria, drank beer until he felt ready to burst, watched bad TV, and made do with imagination. The second night, no sheriffs, but he just lacked the energy to bond and ended up driving all the way to the beach and back, nearly falling asleep at the wheel.

Night three, he found himself a stool in a bar near Larabee, sweating too damn much, knowing he was even tenser than he felt because his neck hurt like hell and his teeth throbbed like they were going to crumble. Finally, just before 4 A.M., before sunlight would be cruel to his complexion, he picked up a guy, a young black guy, around  his own age. Well-dressed, well-spoken, education grad student at UCLA. Just about the same place as Milo, sexual-honesty wise.

The two of them were jumpy and awkward in the guy’s own crappy little grad student studio apartment on Selma south of Hollywood. The guy attending UCLA but living with junkies and hippies east of Vine because he couldn’t afford the Westside. Polite chitchat, then . . . it was over in seconds. Both of them knowing there would be no repeat performance. The guy telling Milo his name was Steve Jackson but when he went into the bathroom, Milo spotted a date book embossed WES, found an address sticker inside the front cover. Wesley E. Smith, the Selma address.

Intimacy.

 

A sad case, Kyle Rodriguez, but he got over it by the time Case Seven rolled around.

A street slashing, good old Central Avenue, again. Knife fight, lots of blood all over the sidewalk, but only one db, a thirtyish Mexican guy in work clothes, with the homemade haircut and cheap shoes of a recently arrived illegal. Two dozen witnesses in a nearby cantina spoke no English and claimed blindness. This one wasn’t even detective work. Solved courtesy of the blues – patrol car spotted a lurching perp ten blocks away, bleeding profusely from his own wounds. The uniforms cuffed him as he howled in agony, sat him down on the curb, called Schwinn and Milo, then  phoned for the ambulance that transported the wretch to the jail ward at County Hospital.

By the time the detectives got there, the idiot was  being loaded onto a gurney, had lost so much blood it was touch-and-go. He ended up surviving but gave up most of his colon and a bedside statement, pled guilty from a wheelchair, got sent back to the jail ward till someone figured out what to do with him.

Now, Number Eight. Schwinn just kept munching the burrito.

 



Finally, he wiped his mouth. ‘Beaudry, top of the freeway, huh? Wanna drive?’ Getting out and heading for the passenger side before Milo could answer.

Milo said, ‘Either way,’ just to hear the sound of his own voice.

Even away from the wheel, Schwinn went through his jumpy predrive ritual. Ratcheting the seat back noisily, then returning it to where it had been. Checking the knot of his tie in the rearview, poking around at the corner of his lipless mouth. Making sure no cherry-colored residue of decongestant syrup remained.

Forty-eight years old but his hair was dead white and skimpy, thinning to skin at the crown. Five-ten and Milo figured him for no more than 140, most of it gristle. He had a lantern jaw, that stingy little paper cut of a mouth, deep seams scoring his raw-boned face, and heavy bags under intelligent, suspicious eyes. The package shouted dust bowl. Schwinn had been born in Tulsa, labeled himself Ultra-Okie to Milo minutes after they’d met.

Then he’d paused and looked the young detective in the eye. Expecting Milo to say something about his own heritage.

How about Black Irish Indiana Fag?

Milo said, ‘Like the Steinbeck book.’

‘Yeah,’ said Schwinn, disappointed. ‘Grapes of Wrath.  Ever read it?’

‘Sure.’

‘I didn’t.’ Defiant tone. ‘Why the fuck should I? Everything in there I already learned from my daddy’s stories.’ Schwinn’s mouth formed a poor excuse for a smile. ‘I hate books. Hate TV and stupid-ass radio, too.’ Pausing, as if laying down a gauntlet.

Milo kept quiet.

Schwinn frowned. ‘Hate sports, too – what’s the point of all that?’

‘Yeah, it can get excessive.’

‘You’ve got the size. Play sports in college?’

‘High school football,’ said Milo.

‘Not good enough for college?’

‘Not nearly.’

‘You read much?’

‘A bit,’ said Milo. Why did that sound confessional?

‘Me too.’ Schwinn put his palms together. Aimed those accusatory eyes at Milo. Leaving Milo no choice.

‘You hate books but you read.’

‘Magazines,’ said Schwinn, triumphantly. ‘Magazines cut to the chase – take your Reader’s Digest, collects all the bullshit and condenses it to where you don’t need a shave by the time you finish. The other one I like is Smithsonian.’

Now there was a surprise.

‘Smithsonian,’ said Milo.

‘Never heard of it?’ said Schwinn, as if relishing a secret. ‘The museum, in Washington, they put out a magazine. My wife went and subscribed to it and I was ready to kick her  butt – just what we needed, more paper cluttering up the house. But it’s not half-bad. They’ve got all sorts of stuff in there. I feel educated when I close the covers, know what I mean?’

‘Sure.’

‘Now you,’ said Schwinn, ‘they tell me you are educated.’ Making it sound like a criminal charge. ‘Got yourself a master’s degree, is that right?’

Milo nodded.

‘From where?’

‘Indiana U. But school isn’t necessarily education.’

‘Yeah, but sometimes it is – what’d you study at Indiana  Yooo?’

‘English.’

Schwinn laughed. ‘God loves me, sent me a partner who can spell. Anyway, give me magazines and burn all the books as far as I’m concerned. I like science. Sometimes when I’m at the morgue I look at medical books – forensic medicine, abnormal psychology, even anthropology ’cause they’re learning to do stuff with bones.’ His own bony finger wagged. ‘Let me tell you something, boy-o: One day, science is gonna be a big damn deal in our business. One day, to be doing our job a guy’s gonna have to be a scientist – show up at a crime scene, scrape the db, carry a little microscope, learn the biochemical makeup of every damn scrote the vic hung out with for the last ten years.’

‘Transfer evidence?’ Milo said. ‘You think it’ll get that good?’

‘Sure, yeah,’ Schwinn said, impatiently. ‘Right now transfer evidence is for the most part useless bullshit, but wait and see.’

They had been driving around Central on their first day  as partners. Aimlessly, Milo thought. He kept waiting for Schwinn to point out known felons, hot spots, whatever, but the guy seemed unaware of his surroundings, all he wanted to do was talk. Later, Milo would learn that Schwinn had plenty to offer. Solid detective logic and basic advice. (‘Carry your own camera, gloves, and fingerprint powder. Take care of your own self, don’t depend on anyone.’) But right now, this first day, riding around – everything – seemed pointless.

‘Transfer,’ said Schwinn. ‘All we can transfer now is ABO blood type. What a crock. Big deal, a million scrotes are type O, most of the rest are A, so what does that do? That and hair, sometimes they take hair, put it in little plastic envelopes, but what the fuck can they do with it, you always get some Hebe lawyer proving hair don’t mean shit. No, I’m talking serious science, something nuclear, like the way they date fossils. Carbon dating. One day, we’ll be anthropologists. Too bad you don’t have a master’s degree in anthropology . . . can you type OK?’

A few miles later. Milo was taking in the neighborhood on his own, studying faces, places, when Schwinn proclaimed: ‘English won’t do you a damn bit of good, boy-o, ’cause our customers don’t talkie mucho English. Not the Mexes, not the niggers, either – not unless you want to call that jive they give you English.’

Milo kept his mouth shut.

‘Screw English,’ said Schwinn. ‘Fuck English in the ass with a hydrochloric acid dildo. The wave of the future is science.’

 

They hadn’t been told much about the Beaudry call. Female Caucasian db, discovered by a trash-picker sifting through the brush that crested the freeway on-ramp.

Rain had fallen the previous night and the dirt upon which the corpse had been placed was poor-drainage clay that retained an inch of grimy water in the ruts.

Despite a nice soft muddy area, no tire tracks, no footprints. The ragpicker was an old black guy named Elmer Jacquette, tall, emaciated, stooped, with Parkinsonian tremors in his hands that fit with his agitation as he retold the story to anyone who’d listen.

‘And there it was, right out there, Lord Jesus . . .’

No one was listening anymore. Uniforms and crime-scene personnel and the coroner’s man were busy doing their jobs. Lots of other people stood around, making small talk. Flashing vehicles blocked Beaudry all the way back to Temple as a bored-looking patrolman detoured would-be freeway speeders.

Not too many cars out: 9 P.M. Well past rush hour. Rigor had come and gone, as had the beginnings of putrefaction. The coroner was guestimating a half day to a day since death, but no way to know how long the body had been lying there or what temperature it had been stored at. The logical guess was that the killer had driven up last night, after dark, placed the corpse, zipped right on to the 101, and sped off happy.

No passing motorist had seen it, because when you were in a hurry, why would you study the dirt above the on-ramp? You never get to know a city unless you walk. Which is why so few people know LA, thought Milo. After living here for two years, he still felt like a stranger.

Elmer Jacquette walked all the time, because he had no car. Covered the area from his East Hollywood flop to the western borders of downtown, poking around for cans,  bottles, discards he tried to peddle to thrift shops in return for soup-kitchen vouchers. One time, he’d found a working watch – gold, he thought, turned out to be plated but he got ten bucks for it, anyway, at a pawnshop on South Vermont.

He’d seen the body right away – how could you not from up close, all pale in the moonlight, the sour smell, the way the poor girl’s legs had been bent and spread – and his gorge had risen immediately and soon his franks-and-beans dinner was coming back the wrong way.

Jacquette had the good sense to run a good fifteen feet from the body before vomiting. When the uniforms arrived, he pointed out the emetic mound, apologizing. Not wanting to annoy anyone. He was sixty-eight years old, hadn’t served state time since fifteen years ago, wasn’t going to annoy the police, no way.

Yessir, nossir.

They’d kept him around, waiting for the detectives to arrive. Now, the men in suits were finally here and Jacquette stood over by one of the police cars as someone pointed him out and they approached him, stepping into the glare of those harsh lights the cops had put all over the place.

Two suits. A skinny white-haired redneck type in an old-fashioned gray sharkskin suit and a dark-haired, pasty-faced heavyset kid whose green jacket and brown pants and ugly red-brown tie made Elmer wonder if nowadays cops were shopping at thrift shops.

They stopped at the body first. The old one took one look, wrinkled his nose, got an annoyed look on his face. Like he’d been interrupted in the middle of doing something important.

The fat kid was something else. Barely glanced at the  body before whipping his head away. Bad skin, that one, and he’d gone white as a sheet, started rubbing his face with one hand, over and over.

Tightening up that big heavy body of his like he was ready to lose his lunch.

Elmer wondered how long the kid had been on the job, if he’d actually blow chunks. If the kid did heave, would he be smart enough to avoid the body, like Elmer had?

’Cause this kid didn’t look like no veteran.
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THIS WAS worse than Asia.

No matter how brutal it got, war was impersonal, human chess pieces moving around the board, you fired at shadows, strafed huts you pretended were empty, lived every day hoping you wouldn’t be the pawn that flipped. Reduce someone to The Enemy, and you could blow off his legs or slice open his belly or napalm his kids without knowing his name. As bad as war got, there was always the chance for making nice sometime in the future – look at Germany and the rest of Europe. To his father, an Omaha Beach alumnus, buddying up to the krauts was an abomination. Dad curled his lip every time he saw a ‘hippie-faggot in one of those Hitler beetle-cars.’ But Milo knew enough history to understand that peace was as inevitable as war and that as unlikely as it seemed, one day Americans might be vacationing in Hanoi.

War wounds had a chance of healing because they weren’t personal. Not that the memory of guts slipping through his hands would fade, but maybe, somewhere off in the future . . .

But this. This was nothing but personal. Reduction of human form to meat and juice and refuse. Creating the antiperson.

He took a deep breath and buttoned his jacket and  managed another look at the corpse. How old could she be, seventeen, eighteen? The hands, about the only parts of her not bloody, were smooth, pale, free of blemish. Long, tapering fingers, pink-polished nails. From what he could tell – and it was hard to tell anything because of the damage – she’d had delicate features, might’ve been pretty.

No blood on the hands. No defense wounds . . .

The girl was frozen in time, a heap of ruin. Aborted – like a shiny little wristwatch, stomped on, the crystal shattered.

Manipulated after death, too. The killer spreading her legs, tenting them, pointing the feet at a slight outward angle.

Leaving her out in the open, horrible statuary.

Overkill, the assistant coroner had pronounced, as if you needed a medical degree for that.

Schwinn had told Milo to count wounds, but the task wasn’t that simple. The slashes and cuts were straightforward, but did he count the ligature burns around both wrists and ankles as wounds? And what about the deep, angry red trench around her neck? Schwinn had gone off to get his Instamatic – always a shutterbug – and Milo didn’t want to ask him – loathed coming across uncertain, the rookie he was.

He decided to include the ligatures in a separate column, continued making hash marks. Reviewed his count of the knife wounds. Both premortem and after death, the coroner was guessing. One, two, three, four . . . he confirmed fifty-six, began his tally of the cigarette burns.

Inflammation around the singed circles said the burns had been inflicted before death.

Very little spent blood at the scene. She’d been killed somewhere else, left here.

But lots of dried blood atop the head, forming a blackening cap that kept attracting the flies.

The finishing touch: Scalping her. Should that be counted as one giant wound, or did he need to peer under the blood, see how many times the killer had hacked away the skin?

A cloud of night gnats circled above the body, and Milo scatted it away, noted ‘removal of cranial skin,’ as a separate item. Drawing the body and topping it with the cap, his lousy rendering making the blood look like a beanie, so inadequately offensive. He frowned, closed his pad, stepped back. Studied the body from a new perspective. Fought back yet another wave of nausea.

The old black guy who’d found her had heaved his cookies. From the moment Milo had seen the girl, he’d struggled not to do the same. Tightening his bowels and his gut, trying to come up with a mantra that would do the trick.

You’re no virgin, you’ve seen worse.

Thinking of the worst: Melon-sized holes in chests, hearts bursting – that kid, that Indian kid from New Mexico – Bradley Two Wolves – who’d stepped on a mine and lost everything below the navel but was still talking as Milo pretended to do something for him. Looking up at Milo with soft brown eyes – alive eyes, dear God – talking calmly, having a goddamn conversation with nothing left and everything leaking out. That was worse, right? Having to talk back to the upper half of Bradley Two Wolves, chitchatting about Bradley’s pretty little girlfriend in Galisteo, Bradley’s dreams – once he got back to the States, he was gonna marry Tina, get a job with Tina’s dad putting up adobe fences, have a bunch of kids. Kids. With nothing below the— Milo smiled down at Bradley and Bradley smiled back and died.

That had been worse. And back then Milo had managed  to keep his cool, keep the conversation going. Cleaning up afterward, loading half-of-Bradley in a body bag that was much too roomy. Writing out Bradley’s death tag for the flight surgeon to sign. For the next few weeks, Milo had smoked a lot of dope, sniffed some heroin, done an R and R in Bangkok, where he tried some opium. He’d even hazarded an attempt at a skinny Bangkok whore. That hadn’t gone so great, but bottom line: He’d maintained.

You can handle this, stupid.

Breathe slowly, don’t give Schwinn something else to lecture about—

Schwinn was back now, clicking away with his Instamatic. The LAPD photographer had spotted the little black plastic box, caressed his Nikon, smirked. Schwinn was oblivious to the contempt, in his own little world, crouching on all sides of the body. Getting close to the body, closer than Milo had hazarded, not even bothering to shoo the gnats swarming his white hair.

‘So what do you think, boy-o?’

‘About . . .?’ said Milo.

Click click click. ‘The bad guy – what’s your gut telling you about him?’

‘Maniac.’

‘Think so?’ Schwinn said, almost absently. ‘Howling-lunatic-drooling-crazyman?’ He moved away from Milo, kneeled right next to the flayed skull. Close enough to kiss the mangled flesh. Smiled. ‘Look at this – just bone and a few blood vessels, sliced at the back . . . a few tears, some serrations . . . real sharp blade.’ Click click. ‘A maniac . . . some shout-at-the-moon Apache warrior? You, naughty squaw, me scalpum?’

Milo battled another abdominal heave.

Schwinn got to his feet, dangled the camera from its little black string, fiddled with his tie. His Oakie hatchet face bore a satisfied look. Cool as ice. How often had he seen this? How often did this kind of thing come up in Homicide? The first seven – even Kyle Rodriguez – had been tolerable compared to this . . .

Schwinn pointed at the girl’s propped-up legs. ‘See the way he posed her? He’s talking to us, boy-o. Talking through her, putting words in her mouth. What’s he want her to say, boy-o?’

Milo shook his head.

Schwinn sighed. ‘He wants her to say, “Fuck me.” To the whole world – “C’mon over, whole damn world, and fuck me silly, anyone wants to do anything to me, they can ’cause I got no power.” He’s using her like . . . a puppet – you know how kids move puppets around, get puppets to say things they’re too scared to say for themselves? This guy’s like that, only he likes big puppets.’

‘He’s scared?’ said Milo doubtfully.

‘What the fuck do you think?’ said Schwinn. ‘We’re talking about a coward, can’t talk to women, get laid in any normal way. Which isn’t to say he’s a wimpy type. He could be macho. He’s sure nervy enough, taking the time for that.’ Backward glance at the legs. ‘Posing her right out in the open, risking being seen. I mean, think about it: You had your fun with the body, needed to get rid of the body, you’re carrying it around in your car, want to dump it, where would you go?’

‘Somewhere remote.’

‘Yeah, ’cause you’re not a nervy killer, to you it would  just be dumping. Not our boy. On the one hand, he’s smart. Doing it right by the freeway – once he’s finished, he can get back on, no one’s conspicuous on the 101. He does it after dark, checks to make sure no one’s watching, pulls over, arranges her, then zoom zoom zoom. It’s a decent plan. It could work nice, especially this late, rush hour’s over. But taking the time to stop is still a risk, just to play puppet. So this wasn’t about dumping. This was showing off – having his cake and eating it twice. He ain’t stupid or crazy.’

‘Playing a game,’ said Milo, because that sounded agreeable. Thinking about chess, but unable to really reconcile this with any game.

‘“Look at me,”’ said Schwinn. ‘That’s what he’s telling us. “Look what I can do.” It’s not enough he overpowered her and fucked the hell out of her – hundred to one we’ll find a mess of semen up her twat, her ass. What he wants now is to share her with the world. I control her, everyone hop on board.’

‘Gang bang,’ said Milo, hoarsely, flashing back to Hank Swangle’s party at Newton Division. The Newton groupie, a heavy, blonde bank clerk, prim and upright during the day, a whole other life when it came to cops. Pillowy, drunk, and glazed when collegial hands had shoved Milo into the room with her. The groupie reaching out to Milo, lipstick smeared, mouthing, ‘Next.’ Like a take-a-number line in a bakery. He’d muttered some excuse, hurried out . . . why the hell was he thinking of that, now? And now the nausea was returning – his hands throbbed, he was clenching them.

Schwinn was staring at him.

He forced himself to release the fingers, kept his voice level. ‘So he’s more rational than a maniac. But we are talking  someone mentally abnormal, right? Someone normal wouldn’t do this.’ Hearing the stupidity of each word as it tumbled out.

Schwinn smiled again. ‘Normal. Whatever the hell that means.’ He turned his back on Milo, walked away without a word, swinging his camera. Stood off by himself next to the coroner’s van, leaving Milo with his bad sketches and compulsive hash marks.

Whatever the hell that means.

A knowing smile. Loose talk about Milo’s sexuality wafting from Rampart and Newton to Central? Was that why the guy was so hostile?

Milo’s hands were clenching again. He’d started to think of himself as maybe fitting in, handling the first seven 187s OK, getting into the 187 groove and thinking he might stick with Homicide, murder would turn out to be something he could finally live with.

Now he cursed the world, got close to the girl. Closer even than Schwinn. Taking in the sights, the smell, every wound – drinking in the horror, telling himself shut up, idiot, who the hell are you to complain, look at her.

But the rage intensified, flowed over him, and suddenly he felt hard, cruel, vengeful, analytic.

Seized by a rush of appetite.

Trying to make sense of this. Needing to.

He smelled the girl’s rot. Wanted, suddenly, to enter her hell.

 

It was nearly eleven by the time he and Schwinn were back in the unmarked.

‘You drive again,’ said Schwinn. No sign of any hostility, no more possible doubles entendres, and Milo started to think  he’d been paranoid about the normalcy comment. Just Schwinn flapping his lips, because the guy was like that.

He started up the engine. ‘Where to?’

‘Anywhere. Tell you what, take the freeway for a couple exits, then turn around, go back downtown. I need to think.’

Milo complied. Cruising down the ramp, as the killer had done. Schwinn stretched and yawned, sniffed and produced his bottle of decongestant and took a
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