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for Randy Sherman
pilot, surgeon, partner, and friend
no man better to have at your six
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The Drop House


1

Mr. Rollins

THE WOMAN STOOD in the far corner of the dimly lit room, hiding in shadows like a fish in gray water. She was small, round, and dumpy. The fringed leather jacket probably made her seem rounder, but she’d never been a looker. She reminded Mr. Rollins of an overripe peach, and the peach was clearly afraid.

A steady rain fell from the overcast night. The dingy, one-bedroom bungalow west of Echo Park reeked of bleach and ammonia, but the windows were closed, the shades were down, and the doors were locked. A single yellow twenty-five-watt lamp provided the only light. The chemical smell gave Mr. Rollins a headache, but he could not open the windows. They were screwed shut.

Rollins wasn’t his real name, but the man and the woman probably weren’t using their true names, either. Amy and Charles. Amy hadn’t said three words since they arrived. Charles did the talking and Charles was getting impatient.

“How long does this take?”

The chemist’s answer was resentful.

“Two minutes, dude. Relax. Science takes time.”

The chemist was a juiced-up, sleeved-out rock pile hunched over the coffee table. A hiker’s LED headlamp blazed on his forehead. He was heating the contents of a glass jar with a small torch while watching two meters that looked like swollen TV remotes. Rollins had found him cooking meth eight years ago and used him often.

Charles was a trim man in his forties with neat brown hair and the tight build of a tennis player. Mr. Rollins had made three buys off Charles in the past year, and all had gone well. This was why Mr. Rollins let him bring the woman, only now, seeing her, Rollins wondered why she wanted to come. She damned near pissed herself when Rollins searched her and made them put on the gloves. He made everyone who entered the house wear vinyl gloves. Rollins did not allow food or drinks. No one could chew gum or smoke cigarettes. The list was pretty long. Mr. Rollins had rules.

He smiled as he adjusted his gloves.

“They make your hands sweat, don’t they, Amy? I know it’s a pain, but we’re almost finished.”

Charles answered for her.

“She’s fine. Tell your man to finish up so we can get out of here.”

The chemist mumbled without looking up.

“Fuck off.”

Rollins smiled at Amy again and glanced at the round plastic container beside the chemist. It was filled with a material that looked like yogurt and felt like modeling clay.

“Where’d you get this?”

Charles stepped on her answer again.

“I told you where we got it.”

Rollins considered pushing his pistol up Charles’s ass and popping a cap, but he did not let his feelings show.

“I’m just making conversation. Amy seems nervous.”

Charles glanced at Amy.

“She’s fine.”

Amy’s voice was whisper-soft when she finally spoke.

“I made it.”

The chemist snorted.

“Yeah. Right.”

Then the chemist sat up and gazed at Rollins.

“Whoever made it did a righteous job. It’s the real deal, brother.”

Charles crossed his arms. Smug.

“You see?”

Rollins was impressed. The material in the Tupperware was not easy to come by. Charles claimed the woman had two hundred kilograms.

“What about tags?”

The chemist turned off the torch and unplugged the meters.

“Ethylene test shows zero. I’ll know parts per million when I run a samp at home, but the stuff is clean, bro. No tags. Untraceable.”

Rollins thanked the chemist, who packed his equipment into a green backpack and let himself out through the kitchen. A light winter shower pattered the roof.

Charles said, “So now what? Are we in business?”

Rollins sealed the lid on the Tupperware.

“The buyer will test it himself. If his results are the same, we’re golden.”

Amy spoke again and this time she sounded anxious.

“I’ll make more for the right buyer. I can make all they want.”

Charles took her arm, trying to turn her away.

“Let’s see their money first.”

Amy did not move.

“I have to meet them, you know. That’s a requirement.”

“Not now.”

Charles steered her toward the front door like a shopping cart. Rollins quickly stopped them.

“Back door, Charles. Never the front.”

Charles swung the woman around and aimed her toward the kitchen. After insisting she come, Charles couldn’t get her out of the house fast enough.

Rollins opened the back door and asked for their gloves. He gave Amy a gentle smile.

“Buyers don’t like to be met, but they’ll make an exception for you, Amy. I promise.”

She seemed ready to cry, but Charles pulled her out and they disappeared into the rain.

Rollins locked the kitchen door and hurried to the front door, where he peered through a peephole. When Charles and Amy reached the street, he returned to the kitchen and opened the back door to air the place out. The tiny backyard was dark and hidden from neighbors by overgrown bushes and a sprawling avocado tree.

Rollins stood in the door breathing air that didn’t stink of ammonia and called his buyer.

“Good news.”

A coded way of saying the tests were positive.

“Very good. I will send someone.”

“Tonight.”

“Yes. Now.”

“You have the other things here, too. I’ve told you for a week to come get this stuff.”

“I am sending someone.”

“I want it gone. All of it.”

“He will take it.”

Rollins put the Tupperware in the bedroom with the other things and returned to the kitchen. He still wore his gloves and would wear them until he left. He took a one-liter spray bottle from beneath the sink and sprayed bleach on the kitchen counters and floor and door. He sprayed the coffee table where the chemist had done his work and the stool on which the chemist had sat. He sprayed the living room floor and the doorjamb between the kitchen and living room. Rollins believed the bleach would destroy the enzymes and oils left in fingerprints or spit and erase DNA evidence. He wasn’t convinced this was true, but it seemed sensible, so he bleached out the house whenever he used it.

When Mr. Rollins acquired the house, he made several changes to better serve his needs, like screwing shut the windows and installing peepholes. Nothing fancy, nothing expensive, and nothing to attract the neighbors’ attention, none of whom knew him, had met him or, hopefully, seen him. Rollins did only enough maintenance to prevent the house from becoming an eyesore. He let people stay from time to time, never anyone he personally knew and only long enough so the neighbors would think the house was a rental. Mr. Rollins had not built a fortress when he acquired the house, just a place of relative safety from which to do his crime.

Rollins put away the bleach, returned to the living room, and turned off the lamp. He sat in the darkness, nose burning as he listened to the rain.

9:42 P.M.

2142 hours.

1742 Zulu Time.

Mr. Rollins hated to wait, but there was big money at stake if Charles and Amy were real. Rollins wondered if Charles beat her. He seemed like the type. She seemed like the type, too. Rollins’s older sister married a man who abused her for years until Rollins killed him.

Rollins checked the time again.

9:51.

Rollins put his pistol on the couch. He rested his hand on the gun, checked the time, and closed his eyes.

9:53.

The rain stopped.

10:14.

Someone knocked at the front door.

Rollins jerked to his feet and moved quickly into the kitchen. The buyer’s man would never use the front door. That was a rule. Everyone used the back.

Rollins quietly closed and locked the kitchen door as knocking came from the front.

Knock knock knock.

Rollins slipped off his shoes and hurried to the front.

Knock knock knock.

Mr. Rollins peered through the peephole and saw an adult male in a dark rain shell. The hood was back and the unzipped shell exposed a loud patterned shirt. Average height, Anglo, dark hair. The man pressed the bell, but the bell didn’t work, so he knocked again.

Rollins held his pistol close as he watched.

The man waited a few seconds and finally walked away.

Rollins watched for another two minutes. Cars passed and a couple went by huddled beneath an umbrella even though the rain no longer fell. The world appeared normal, but a siren wailed in the distance. Rollins had a bad feeling.

10:32.

Rollins phoned the buyer again.

“The person you sent, he knows to go to the back?”

“Yes. Of course. He has been there before.”

“If you sent someone, he didn’t show.”

“Hold on. I will find out.”

A second siren was screaming. Closer.

The man’s voice returned.

“He should have been there. This is not right.”

“I’m jammed up here, man. I want to leave.”

“Bring the material to me. Not here. Someone will meet you by MacArthur Park, there on the northeast corner.”

Rollins felt a flash of anger, but kept his voice cool. Rollins had made a fortune off this man and stood to make more.

“You know the rules, Eli. I’m not driving around with your things in my car. Come get this crap.”

Rollins was pocketing his phone when he heard a wet crunch in the yard and pounding on the back door.

Rollins hurried to the kitchen, checked the peephole, and saw a face he recognized. Carlos, Caesar, something like that. His eyes were bright and he was breathing hard when Rollins opened the door.

Rollins scratched gloves from his pocket.

“Put on the gloves, you idiot.”

Carlos ignored the gloves and ran to the living room, trailing mud and grass. He peeked out the nearest window, bare fingers touching the shade. A helicopter passed overhead so low the little house shook.

“Fuck your gloves. You hear that? The police are on me, bro. Ain’t this fuckin’ cool? I smoked their blue ass!”

The helicopter rumbled away, but circled the area.

Rollins felt a burst of fear. Thoughts of mud, grass, and fingerprints on the shade vanished. He touched aside the shade and saw a blazing searchlight sweep the next street.

“You brought the police.”

Carlos turned away, laughing.

“I lost them, bro. I could be anywhere.”

Rollins felt as if his head were filling with angry maggots. The helicopter orbited overhead, lighting up the shades. The chop of the rotor moved away and slowly circled.

“How the fuck did this happen?”

“They made my face. I got warrants, y’know? Relax.”

Carlos flopped onto the couch, giggling, wired on adrenaline and chemicals. His muddy shoes were on the cushions.

“They don’t know where I am. They gonna roll over us and keep right on rollin’.”

Rollins gathered his thoughts. The house was now lost. The goods in the bedroom were history. The mud and the grass no longer mattered. Rollins could not allow himself to be found here with the material in the bedroom and this giggling idiot on the couch. Rollins accepted these facts and the acceptance brought calm.

The pistol was no good to him now. Rollins returned to the cabinet where he kept the bleach and took out a rusted, fourteen-inch pipe wrench. The wrench easily weighed three or four pounds.

Carlos was still stretched on the couch when Mr. Rollins went back to the living room. He strode directly to Carlos without saying a word and brought the wrench down hard. He felt the head go on the first blow, but gave it two more. Rollins dropped the wrench and put on a fresh pair of gloves. He pressed the pistol into Carlos’s hands, both hands so it would look like Carlos had handled the gun, and dropped it beside the wrench. If Rollins was picked up, he did not want a gun in his possession.

The helicopter passed again. The shades flashed into blinding white rectangles and once more filled with black.

Rollins trotted to the front door and looked through the peephole. A police officer passed on the sidewalk and another spoke with people across the street. Rollins closed his eyes. He took slow, measured breaths as he counted to one hundred. He put his eye to the peephole again. The policemen were gone.

Rollins returned to the kitchen. He wore a dark sport coat and slacks. There would be blood splatter, but the blood would be difficult to see at night on the dark fabric. He had a nylon rain shell, but decided not to put it on. The sport coat was better. The police were looking for a young Latin guy in a black T-shirt, not an older, well-dressed Anglo. His car was several blocks away. If Rollins could get away from the house and beyond the police perimeter, he still might survive.

The light returned and slid away again.

Rollins moved in the moment of darkness. He opened the kitchen door, peeled off his gloves, and stepped out. A cop and a German shepherd were in the backyard. The dog was a deep-chested brute with angry eyes and fangs like daggers. The cop shouted as the dog charged.
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Elvis Cole

MERYL LAWRENCE GAVE ME three things on that rainy night when she hired me to find Amy Breslyn. She gave me an address in Echo Park, two thousand dollars in cash, and a corporate personnel file with so much information about her missing friend it could have been compiled by the NSA. It probably was. She gave me these three things, but nothing else. Everything else was secret.

The Echo Park address was four or five years old and probably no longer useful, but it was on my way home. Twenty minutes before ten that same night—fifty-two minutes after I agreed to find Amy Breslyn—I parked beneath a streetlight during a soft, feathery rain, one block from the Echo Park house. I would have parked closer, but no other spots were available. A fire hydrant saved me.

A teenage girl chased a young boy past the window of a house across from me. Next door, a middle-aged woman in purple tights pedaled an exercise bike. Behind me, a balding man laughed at a television as large as a wall. Nine forty was early. Every house on the block was alive with life except the house I came to find. It was dark and lonely and promised to be a waste of time.

I was watching the purple woman when my phone rang.

“Elvis Cole Detective Agency. We do it in the rain.”

Humor. I am my own best audience.

Meryl Lawrence’s voice was quiet within the darkness.

“I found her house key. I guess it fell off the console. It was under my front seat.”

I had met with Meryl Lawrence in her car behind Vroman’s Bookstore in Pasadena. She hired me in a parking lot because Ms. Lawrence did not want to be seen with me. She paid me in cash because she wanted no record of our association. Like so much about Amy Breslyn, my relationship with Meryl Lawrence was Top Secret.

I said, “Good work. Now I won’t have to climb down her chimney.”

“Are you coming back? I’ll give you the key and her alarm code.”

“Not tonight. I’m at Lerner’s house.”

Her voice perked up.

“Has he seen her?”

“Haven’t spoken to him yet. I’m waiting for the rain to stop.”

“Oh.”

She sounded deflated. The address belonged to an aspiring writer named Thomas Lerner. Lerner and Amy’s son, Jacob, grew up together. After college, Lerner wanted to be a writer, so he rented the Echo Park house for cheap and set about typing. Jacob Breslyn went to work as a journalist and happily traveled the world until he and thirteen other people were killed by a terrorist blast in Nigeria. Amy changed after Jacob died, Meryl told me. Amy withdrew and was never the same. Now, sixteen months after Jacob’s death, Amy had simply walked away, vanished, disappeared, over and out, gone. Meryl did not know if Amy had kept in touch with Lerner or if he still lived at the Echo Park address, but if anyone knew Amy’s secrets, Meryl felt it would be Amy’s last and only link to her son.

“It doesn’t look like anyone’s home. If he’s here, I’ll see what he knows. If he moved, maybe I can find out how to reach him.”

“Ask if she mentioned a boyfriend.”

She had gone on about the boyfriend in Vroman’s parking lot. Meryl Lawrence had never met the man, didn’t know his name, and couldn’t describe him, but she was one hundred percent convinced a man was behind Amy’s disappearance. Sometimes you just have to let them vent.

“I’ll ask.”

“I only met Thomas the one time, but he should remember. Tell him I haven’t been able to reach her, so I’m worried, but don’t tell him I hired you, and please for God’s sake don’t mention anything else I’ve told you.”

“I know how to handle it.”

“I know you know, but I want to make sure you understand. Everything I told you is strictly off-limits.”

“If I understood any better, it would be tattooed on my head.”

Meryl Lawrence swore me to secrecy because she was afraid. She was a senior executive for a company called Woodson Energy Solutions, where Amy Breslyn had been a chemical production engineer for fourteen years. They manufactured fuels for the Department of Defense, which meant their work was classified. The first thing she asked when we met was if the word ‘confidential’ on my business card truly meant confidential.

I told her, “Yes, ma’am, it does.”

“Swear to me. Swear you won’t breathe a word.”

“I promise.”

Four days earlier, Amy Breslyn had taken a leave of absence without explanation and with no advance warning. She did so by email. Meryl and her bosses tried to reach Amy, but their calls and texts were not returned. A day later, Meryl went to Amy’s home. Amy was gone, but nothing seemed amiss. The following day, Meryl discovered four hundred sixty thousand dollars missing from Amy’s department. Meryl kept this discovery secret. She believed her friend had been coerced, and hoped to handle the situation without involving the authorities. She hired me off the books and without her company’s knowledge. She also refused to give me access to Amy’s office, corporate email, and any information related to Amy Breslyn’s work. Security.

“I’ll get the key from you in the morning. Want to meet in the same place?”

“Oh my God, no. It’s too chancy. I have to be in West Hollywood tomorrow. Pick a place, and plan on meeting me at seven.”

I suggested a parking lot at the corner of Fairfax and Sunset. Meryl Lawrence liked parking lots.

“All right, tomorrow at seven unless I hear otherwise. Maybe you can settle this tonight and save us the trouble.”

From the look of the dead little house, I doubted it.

“Is it still raining?”

“Yes.”

“If you do it in the rain, get out of your car and find her.”

One hour into the job and I was already getting attitude.

I fingered through Amy Breslyn’s file by the hazy glow of the streetlight. Her corporate portrait showed a round woman with light brown hair, a soft face, and the sad eyes of someone who lost her only child for reasons no sane person could understand. If she wore makeup, I could not see it. She was as anonymous as a blur in a crowd except for the fact this particular blur possessed a Ph.D. in chemical engineering from UCLA. I tucked her picture into my pocket.

When the rain stopped a few minutes later, I walked up the street and went to Lerner’s door. A porch lamp hung beside the door, but the bulb was as dark as the rest of the house. I knocked, waited a few seconds, and knocked again. I pressed the buzzer, but the bell didn’t work any better than the lamp. Lovely.

I knocked some more, then went back to my car.

Twelve minutes later I was deciding whether to wait or return in the morning when an LAPD helicopter thundered overhead so low it rattled my car. Its searchlight crawled across the nearby houses, making their newly wet roofs shimmer. I craned my head to watch. A flashing radio car suddenly filled the street three blocks ahead and more lights flashed in my mirror. A second black-and-white crowded the intersection one block behind me. The helicopter boomed over again, raking the ground with its light. I twisted and turned. Whatever was happening was happening fast. More radio cars joined the first two, strobing the houses with red and blue flashes as a small army of uniformed officers dismounted to block the street.

The people who lived in the houses appeared in their windows or came outside to watch. I got out of my car and watched along with them. The Los Angeles Police Department was surrounding their neighborhood like a gathering thunderstorm.

A short man in a faded sweatshirt came to the door of the house behind me and called out with a Spanish accent.

“What they doin’?”

“Setting up a perimeter. I think they’re looking for someone.”

He joined me on the sidewalk. A woman holding a baby took his place in the door.

The helicopter flew in a lazy circle three or four blocks wide, burning the earth with its searchlight. We stood below in a brilliant white pool so bright we squinted, but then the pool was gone.

The man hooked his thumbs in his pockets.

“We got too much crime ’round here. I got babies in my house.”

I pointed at Lerner’s.

“The dark house on the next block. Does Thomas Lerner live there?”

He stared at the house.

“Who?”

“Young guy. Anglo. He’d be twenty-eight or twenty-nine, something like that. Thomas Lerner.”

He shook his head before I finished.

“We been here three years and there ain’t no Lermer guy there.”

“Lerner.”

“Was some black chicks when we moved in, but they gone. A Filipino dude stayed there for a few weeks and we had a man from El Salvador, but that was a couple years ago. Nobody livin’ there now.”

The news wasn’t all bad. If the property was a rental before, during, and after Lerner lived there, the landlord might have a forwarding address or Lerner’s rental application. The rental app would give me the names and addresses of employers, references, and maybe even Lerner’s parents. Finding him would be easy.

Several officers were working their way toward us, going from door to door. An officer with dark hair came up the sidewalk. Sergeant stripes were pinned to his collar and his name tag read ALVIN.

I said, “What’s going on?”

“Suspect pursuit. Latin male, twenty-five to thirty. He’s wearing a black T-shirt with a skull on the front. You guys see anyone like that run through here?”

We told him we hadn’t.

The homeowner said, “What he do?”

“Homicide warrant. We spotted him over on Vermont, and chased him this way. We’re pretty sure he went to ground here in the neighborhood.”

The homeowner glanced at his wife and lowered his voice.

“We got babies, sir. I don’t want no shootin’ out here.”

“Lock your doors and windows, okay? We’ll find him. We’ve got the eye in the sky, the manpower, and a dog coming out. Stay inside and you’ll be fine.”

The man hurried back to his house.

I said, “People coming home from work or getting back from dinner or whatever, are you guys going to let them in?”

“Yeah, no problem, but not after they turn loose the dog. If a dog is running around, we won’t let anyone in.”

I glanced toward the black-and-whites blocking the intersection.

“How about leaving? Can I get out?”

“You can, but we have to finish the door-knocks. We’ll free up someone to move the cars as soon as we can.”

“Okay, Officer. Thanks.”

It was going to be a long night.

A few minutes after I settled into my car, the helicopter broadcast a recorded announcement. The recording warned residents a police K-9 dog was going to be released and told the suspect this was his last chance to give up. I heard barking, but it sounded far away.

The cops finally finished their door-knocks and drifted back to the intersection. I spotted Alvin, decided it was a good time to leave, and was putting my key in the ignition when a man came out of Thomas Lerner’s house. I could not see his face and I did not see a black T-shirt, but everything about the way he moved told me he was wrong. He did not stroll casually from his house the way a person would or pause to look at the helicopter or amble out to the street. He stayed close to the house, masked by broken shadows and clearly trying to hide. I got out of my car for a better look, but lost him in the darkness. Then lights flashed in the trees behind his house and the dog barked fierce and close. The shadows moved, and the man ran away from me into the neighboring yard.

I shouted and waved at the cops behind me.

“Alvin! Runner! OVER HERE!”

Alvin shouted back, but I was already chasing the man and running hard.

The man veered hard across the street and passed through a pool of faint light. I saw a dark sport coat and dark pants and maybe dark hair, but then he was gone between the houses. Alvin was shouting. I was gaining ground when I reached Lerner’s house, but an officer in tactical gear charged into the front yard. He shouted, too, and he aimed a pistol.

I stopped cold and threw my hands in the air.

“A man came out. There! He ran across the street.”

The tactical cop shouted past his pistol.

“STOP! Do not MOVE!”

I didn’t move. Somewhere behind me, Alvin shouted I was a civilian and the tactical cop ran back behind the house. Alvin and two other cops reached me. The other cops kept running, but Alvin grabbed my arm.

“Dude, what the hell? You want to get shot?”

“Man came out of this house. He ran across the street.”

“Was it our guy? Long hair? Latin in a black T-shirt?”

“I thought so, but I don’t know. Short hair. He was wearing a sport coat.”

Alvin radioed that officers were in foot pursuit of a man seen leaving the address and gave them the general direction. The helicopter pulled into a tight orbit overhead, then banked away to hunt. Its whup-whup-whup was deafening.

Alvin shouted over the roar.

“So you decided to play hero?”

“I didn’t decide anything, Alvin. I saw him and I thought he was your guy. He ran and you were a block behind me. It seemed like the thing to do.”

Alvin suddenly lifted his radio and glanced at the house.

“We got him.”

“The guy I was chasing?”

He tipped his radio toward Lerner’s house.

“No, numbnuts. The guy you thought you were chasing. Our one-eighty-seven suspect. He was in there, too, and his running days are over.”

I stared at Thomas Lerner’s house and felt a greasy prickle across my chest. I pictured myself knocking with a body on the other side of the door. I pictured myself with a murderer inches away.

“Your fugitive was in this house?”

“Still is. Looks like the asshole you saw killed him.”

Alvin started away, but I didn’t move.

“Alvin, I’m looking for a guy who used to live here. I knocked on the door twenty minutes ago.”

Alvin studied me like he didn’t understand.

“I didn’t go in. I knocked a couple of times, no one answered, so I went back to my car. I was about to leave when you guys rolled up.”

Alvin asked to see my identification. I handed him my driver’s license and investigator’s license. The investigator’s ticket made him frown.

“Okay, Mr. Cole, stand by. They’ll want to talk to you.”

Alvin radioed again and had trouble getting an answer. The helicopter orbited back and speared Lerner’s house with its light. Alvin’s radio exploded with overlapping transmissions. He darkened at something he heard, abruptly took my arm, and steered me toward the perimeter.

“Let’s move. They’re sending someone.”

Alvin changed in that single moment. The officers grouped at their cars changed. The houses and yards and night clouds above us all changed as the air crackled with frantic tension.

Alvin towed me down the center of the street as if we couldn’t walk fast enough. The officers who had been on the perimeter only minutes ago hurried from their posts to spread through the neighborhood, once more knocking on doors, their faces brittle and anxious.

“What’s going on, Alvin? What’s happening?”

Alvin broke into a jog, so I jogged along with him.

People were directed from their homes as we passed. Some hesitated. Others lurched to the street. The cops moved faster and their voices grew louder. Their eyes seemed wider and brighter.

“Why are these people leaving their homes, damnit?”

Alvin picked up the pace.

When we reached the intersection, a middle-aged male detective in a tired gray suit and a female detective in a navy pants suit were waiting by a dark blue unmarked sedan. A uniform command officer stood nearby, but paid no attention.

Alvin said, “This is him.”

The male detective lifted his jacket to show me his badge.

“Bob Redmon, Mr. Cole. Rampart Detectives. This is Detective Furth. We’d like you to come with us.”

Furth barely glanced at me. She was watching the men and women, teenagers and children flow across the perimeter, some angry and sullen, others nervous and scared. They formed a growing crowd that spread along the sidewalk.

I said, “Tell me what’s going on, Redmon. Why are you pulling these people out of their houses?”

Redmon ignored my question.

“While it’s fresh, you know? Shouldn’t take long.”

“Are you arresting me?”

He opened the sedan’s rear door and motioned me in.

“We’ll give you a lift back.”

“My car’s a block away.”

Furth spoke for the first time, showing her strain.

“Get in the car or we’ll lock your ass up. C’mon, Bobby, I want to get out of here.”

I asked them again.

“Why are you evacuating these people?”

Redmon simply held the door until I got in. Furth and Redmon got in after me and Furth started the engine.

A loud siren whooped on the far side of the intersection. A large black Suburban topped with blue flashers arrived and nosed through the intersection. It was an ominous vehicle with words on its side that answered my question.

Furth eased forward, going slow because of the crowd. I stared at the Suburban. Somewhere above, the helicopter’s whup-whup-whup matched the beat of my heart. When I was in the Army, it was a comforting sound. The heavy pulse of rotors meant someone was coming to save your life.

I did not tell the police my true reason for being there. I did not mention Amy Breslyn. Not yet, not then, but everything might have been different if I had.

Meryl Lawrence had told me little about Amy Breslyn, but now those facts seemed to have a new and dangerous meaning.

I promised Meryl Lawrence to keep Amy’s secrets mine, so I kept them. And many, I still keep.

We passed the black Suburban with its silent, flashing lights. The people on the sidewalk were gripped by the sight of it like mice entranced by a snake. I was gripped, too. The words on the Suburban explained why we were being evacuated.

BOMB SQUAD.
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LAPD K-9 Officer Scott James

A LIGHT, INTERMITTENT RAIN sprinkled Scott James as the Air Support helicopter passed overhead, blinding him with its searchlight. Scott shielded his partner’s eyes.

“Remind me to bring our sunglasses next time.”

The thirty-million-candlepower Nightsun was impressive, but Scott knew the helicopter’s high-magnification cameras and FLIR heat imager gave the Air Support crew a much better view than their searchlight. Police officers, dogs, car engines, and anything producing a heat signature would glow on their monitor. Their eye-in-the-sky imager was the next best thing to X-ray vision, but it wasn’t infallible.

“When they need superpowers, they call K-9. Right, Maggie?”

Maggie licked his fingers and circled his legs.

Maggie was an eighty-five-pound black-and-tan German shepherd. Nothing filled her with joy more than playtime with Scott. Playtime tonight would be searching for a fugitive murder suspect named Carlos Etana.

Scott was strapping into his ballistic vest when Paul Budress approached from the command post. Budress was one of the K-9 Platoon’s senior assistant trainers.

“A woman saw a guy matching Etana’s description. Might be we have a scent trail.”

“Outstanding. The guys here?”

Maggie would be the only dog released, but Budress and two other handlers would assist with the search. Civilians and regular patrol officers had been cleared from the area.

Budress spit a squirt of tobacco juice.

“Waiting inside.”

“Let’s get the party started.”

Scott clipped Maggie’s lead and followed Budress into the search area. The streets and yards were deserted, but people stood in their windows, holding up small children to see the police dog as a prerecorded message broadcast from the helicopter echoed over the neighborhood. The message asked residents to remain in their homes and warned the suspect he had one minute to surrender before a dog would be released. The broadcast was so loud Scott was reminded of the scene in Apocalypse Now when “Ride of the Valkyries” boomed from American helicopters as they destroyed a VC village. This was the second time the warning was broadcast, both in Spanish and English.

Budress plugged his ears.

“How many warnings do you need before we charge you with felony stupid?”

Evanski and Peters were waiting in a driveway around the next corner. Scott raised a hand, and the two handlers led them up the drive.

Evanski related what she learned from a witness.

“Lady said a Latin male ran up the drive here and over this fence. Long hair, black shirt with a skull. Definitely our guy.”

The four officers unshipped their flashlights as they reached a low chain-link fence threaded with ivy and climbing roses. Freshly torn leaves and broken stems littered the ground and hung in the vines. Scott studied the yard behind the fence and saw muddy divots where someone scrambled for traction. This was an advantage he had not expected.

Maggie was trained to source nonspecific human scent, but the search for a nonspecific scent was methodical and slow. Scott had to direct her from yard to yard around each house and garage, and make sure she sniffed all the places a person could hide. A specific scent changed his plan. If Maggie could whiff Etana’s specific scent, Scott wouldn’t need to direct her from house to house. Maggie would follow Etana’s scent cone directly to her prey.

“Looks pretty good. You guys ready?”

“Bring it on, brother.”

Scott abruptly slapped his knees and ruffed Maggie’s head. A high squeaky voice meant praise and play. A command voice was firm and strong. Scott made the squeaky voice.

“You wanna get some, Maggie-girl? Wanna catch us a bad guy?”

Maggie wiggled and rolled against him. She jumped away and bounded back. This was the hunt and the hunt was play. Maggie wanted to play.

Scott stood tall and deepened his voice.

“Down.”

Maggie dropped to her belly. Her ears pricked forward, and she stared into his eyes. This was their start position in training.

Scott pointed sharply at the gate.

“Maggie, smell. Smell him, girl. Smell.”

Maggie followed his gesture and moved to the ivy.

Scott studied her behavior and body language as she sniffed the leaves and the earth beneath the vines and the air surrounding the plants. Maggie understood Scott wanted her to identify and seek the strongest human scent in the area to which he pointed. When she flattened her tail and pawed the fence, Scott knew she had the scent. He drew his pistol, opened the gate, and followed her.

“Maggie, find’m. Seek.”

Budress and the others came after and spread to the sides in a loose V. The Nightsun passed over, painted them with light, then moved away, plunging them into darkness.

Maggie did not need their flashlights or the airship. She trotted directly past a rusted swing set, through a hedge, and into the next yard.

Evanski said, “She’s on it! Look at her!”

Maggie followed the scent trail through the next yard and into an adjoining yard, where she suddenly seemed to lose the track, but then her nose came up and she found herself blocked by a fence. Scott checked the far side for dogs and hazards, then lifted her over and followed. The narrow passage forced Budress and the others into a single file and spread them behind.

Budress called.

“Slow it down.”

Scott followed Maggie through a carport and more shrubs, then beneath a large metal awning, and through more hedges into a small yard canopied by a drooping avocado tree. Scott faced a small clapboard house huddled beneath the tree. No lights burned in the windows, and the wide-spread tree draped the house with shadows.

Scott flashed his light at the house just as a nicely dressed man stepped out. The man was a middle-aged Anglo with fair skin and close-cropped hair, wearing slacks and a sport coat. He jumped with surprise, and Maggie charged forward, barking.

Scott immediately called her off.

“Maggie, out! Out!”

Maggie returned to his side, but the man was obviously shaken.

“What the hell? What are you doing back here?”

“Please step inside, sir. We have a fugitive in the area.”

“What’s going on with this helicopter? It’s driving me crazy.”

“Go inside, sir. Please.”

The man grimaced, but stepped back into his house.

Scott heard the door lock, and stroked Maggie’s back.

“He scared the hell out of me, too.”

Budress crunched through the hedge, followed quickly by Evanski and Peters.

“Who’s the voice?”

“Civilian. We scared him.”

Budress let fly with a squirt.

“C’mon, get her back on the hunt.”

Scott walked Maggie back to the hedges and pointed at the ground.

“Smell it, girl. Smell. Seek seek seek.”

Maggie ran to the door and barked.

Scott called her back.

“Not that guy, baby. The other guy.”

He directed her to the scent again and told her to seek.

Maggie charged directly back to the door.

Scott felt a buzz of adrenaline.

“Paul, he’s here. Etana’s inside.”

Scott called Maggie to quiet her barking and took a position beside the door. Budress radioed their situation as Peters and Evanski moved to the corners of the house.

Scott hammered the door.

“Sir, open the door. Police. Please open the door.”

The man didn’t respond.

Scott flashed his light through a gap between the window and the shade. A young male in a black T-shirt was sprawled on a couch. A white skull design was visible on his shirt, but part of the skull gleamed red, and his face was a crushed mix of blood, bone, and hair.

Scott’s heart rate spiked as he keyed his radio.

“Suspect down in the house, in need of assistance. A second suspect is inside, Anglo male, fifty, sport coat.”

Even as Scott made the call, he realized the man in the sport coat might have ducked out the front door.

“Paul, the front!”

Scott reached the front yard as the man in the sport coat raced across the street, but someone shouted from the opposite direction and Scott saw a second man running toward him with three officers in pursuit. Scott raised his gun, and the second man skidded to a stop, waving toward the man in the sport coat.

“A man came out! There! He ran across the street!”

Scott shouted over him, praying the guy wouldn’t do something stupid.

“Stop! Do not MOVE!”

Then one of the officers chasing him shouted.

“He’s a civilian. The guy’s a civilian!”

Scott jerked his pistol to the side, and ran back to Budress.

“The dude I saw took off. Officers in pursuit.”

Budress flashed his light through the window and moved to the door.

“Screw him. This guy’s dead or dying. We gotta go in.”

Budress heaved back and kicked hard above the knob. The door flew open and Scott released his dog.

“Get’m, baby. Get’m.”

Maggie surged into the house.

Scott went in behind her, gun up and ready. He cleared the kitchen and moved into the living room. Maggie pulled up short at the body, barking to let Scott know she had found her prey.

Budress kicked a pistol away from the body.

“Keep moving. Clear the house.”

Scott directed Maggie into a hall. A bathroom and a small bedroom were open, but a door at the end of the hall was closed.

Maggie took passing sniffs at the bath and bedroom, but slowed at the closed door. She seemed to study the door for a moment, then sank to her belly and gazed at the door. Scott saw her nostrils work, but she didn’t bark as she would if someone was in the room.

Budress said, “Front rooms are clear. What’s she got?”

“Dunno. What’s with the smell? Chemicals?”

“Bleach. It’s killing my eyes.”

Scott moved closer. Maggie glanced at him proudly and wagged her tail, but stayed on her belly. Scott had never seen her alert this way.

Budress shouted.

“Police. Open the door and step out. Do it now.”

Scott pressed his ear to the door but heard nothing. He shrugged. Budress pointed at the door, and nodded.

Scott threw open the door and lit up the room.

Behind him, Budress whispered.

“Clip her, man. Do not let her go in.”

Scott clipped Maggie’s lead, then keyed his mike.

“We’re in the house. Do not approach our location. I say again, do not approach.”

The incident commander’s voice crackled from their radios.

“What the hell? Say your situation.”

Scott wasn’t quite sure how to say it.

“Explosives. There’s enough explosives in here to blow up the neighborhood.”

Scott glanced at Budress, who motioned him back.

“Back away, Scott. Let’s back the hell out of here.”

Scott backed from the room with his dog.


4

Mr. Rollins

THE ON-AGAIN-OFF-AGAIN RAIN speckled his windshield with diamonds. The windows fogged with steam from his body, so he cranked the defroster full blast. It did nothing to wash the stink of bleach from his nose.

Mr. Rollins sat in his car three blocks outside the perimeter, wiping rain from his face as he worked to contain his fear. It was important to play this out in a way that solved his problem.

“You sent an idiot, Eli. The police followed him to my house.”

“Wait. Carlos?”

“Your idiot brought the police to my house. They have him. He’s probably ratting us out.”

“You are high.”

“Pray I’m high.”

Eli’s voice grew sharper and his accent more pronounced.

“Say something I understand. What you are talking about?”

Mr. Rollins watched the helicopter slice the dark with its saber only a few blocks away. They were still hunting, only now they hunted for him.

Eli’s voice was cold.

“I am not saying this twice. Put Carlos on the phone.”

Eli was a dangerous man, but Mr. Rollins did not fear him. Under his own name and others, Rollins had committed robberies, armed robberies, and interstate hijackings before he realized he could make more money buying and selling what others had stolen. He had three felony convictions in his past, and had served two stints in prison. He had murdered seven people including his brother-in-law, and each time he met a buyer or seller, he was prepared to do murder again. But now, he tempered his voice.

He planned the play and worked the plan. Always.

Rules.

“I can’t, Eli. Listen to me. The police have him.”

“You are serious?”

“The police were chasing him. On foot, the helicopter, dogs. He was bleeding and talking crazy. I think he’s dead. I barely got away.”

“You are serious.”

No longer a question.

“The house is gone. I can never go back or use it again. Everything in the house is gone. The cops have everything.”

Now Eli sounded worried. Worried was good.

“I need these things.”

“Send someone better than Carlos next time.”

“These dates will not wait. We have a timeline.”

“Everything’s gone, Eli. I didn’t ask Carlos to bring the fucking police.”

Rollins stopped talking so Eli could crunch the numbers. Eli had fallen behind his timeline and would keep falling unless he replaced the things he lost and acquired the materials he still needed. He would need Mr. Rollins to do this and time was running out.

Neither spoke for almost a minute, then Eli gave ground.

“What of the material you tested tonight?”

“What of it?”

“It is as the seller described?”

“My chemist says yes. He’s going to run more tests, but it’s real, Eli. Can’t be traced to a manufacturer, distributor, or contractor.”

“Such a thing does not exist.”

“The chemist says yes.”

Eli hesitated, thinking.

“They can deliver this now?”

“You’re kidding yourself. They’re going to see what happened on the news and totally blow me off. This deal is history.”

“Convince them. I will buy all they have.”

“Eli, honestly, I have bigger problems than this right now.”

“What?”

“A K-9 officer saw me. He shined a light in my face and we had a conversation. He can put me at the house.”

Eli was silent again, which Mr. Rollins sensed was a good sign. Eli was crunching more numbers and would reach the inevitable solution.

“You would recognize him if you see him?”

“Yes. Absolutely.”

“I suggest we can each help the other. How much material remains with the chemist?”

“Quarter of a pound, something like that. Not much.”

“Enough to solve your problem if you solve mine.”

“I hear you.”

“You will speak with the sellers?”

“Yes.”

“I need this done quickly.”

“Me too. My problem has to be solved right away.”

“It will happen tomorrow.”

Mr. Rollins lowered his phone. He watched the helicopter circle, then made a gun with his hand and tracked it. He could turn the helicopter into flaming garbage with the things he left in the house.

Rollins eased into traffic and drove slowly away. He made up a list and recited it.

Go slow.

Stay in the right lane.

Brake early.

L.A. drivers suck in the rain.

Making rules gave him order and following those rules gave him peace. His most important rule was one of the first he learned. Never leave a witness.

The only person who could tie him to the house was a flatfoot with a dog. Not even a real cop. A clown with a dog.

The clown had to go.


5

Elvis Cole

REDMON’S PHONE BUZZED when we were a block from Rampart Station. He said nothing as he listened, then lowered his phone and glanced over his shoulder.

“Detour. They want you downtown.”

Furth slapped the wheel.

“This totally blows.”

I said, “Who’s they?”

“Major Crimes.”

Furth made a big sigh.

“Anything good, they grab. Pricks.”

The Major Crimes Division was a special investigative group based in the Police Administration Building along with the other elite detective groups. MCD caught hot, fast headline cases ranging from multiple homicides to celebrity victims to crimes with the potential to threaten the public safety. MCD detectives caught way more nightly news time than a divisional dick like Furth would ever see. They also wore nicer clothes. MCD was the big time.

I said, “Don’t give up hope, Furth. You might end up running the place.”

Furth burned me in the rearview but her eyes softened.

“Could happen.”

The Police Administration Building was a beautiful glass-and-concrete building with a triangular atrium that looked like the prow of a crystal ship. The cops who worked there called it the Boat. The opposite side looked like a Borg mothership.

Furth stayed with the car while Redmon took me up. I never saw her again.

The Major Crimes squad room was large, bright, and filled with partitioned cubicles. Conference rooms lined an inner wall. Offices with views lined the outer wall. One office was open but the others were closed. Three of the cubicles were currently occupied, and three detectives stood by the open office.

Redmon said, “Here we go. The show.”

A tall, slim male detective with receding blond hair came forward to meet us. He wore tan slacks and a blue pin-striped shirt with suspenders. Redmon hooked his thumb at me.

“This is him.”

Redmon turned, and left without another word. I never saw Redmon again, either.

The new guy smiled and put out a hand the size of a king crab.

“Brad Carter. You’re Mr. Cole?”

“Yes, sir. Elvis Cole.”

He clutched my hand like a king crab, too.

“Thanks for coming. Let’s talk in here.”

He guided me toward a conference room.

“Coffee or tea? Earl Grey. It’s my private stash.”

“I’m good. Thanks.”

“Need the bathroom?”

The world’s most hospitable cop.

“No, thanks. I’m fine.”

The conference room was small, but pleasant, with an oval table and a glass wall. Drapes were drawn to cover the glass. Carter told me to pick a seat and took a chair across from me. He left the door open.

“Would you identify yourself for me, and let me see your DL?”

I rattled off my name and address, and showed him my driver’s license and my California private investigator’s license. He put them aside as if he planned to keep them, then recited the Echo Park address.

“Okay, Mr. Cole. At or about eleven tonight, you saw a man leave this residence?”

“Yes, sir. I did.”
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