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SHE SMILED, as usual.

From her chair she had a fine view of the ocean. This morning it was a wrinkled teal sheet gilded with sunrise. A triangle of pelicans reconnoitered overhead. I doubted she’d notice any of it.

She moved around a bit, trying to get comfortable.

‘Good morning, Lucy.’

‘Good morning, Dr Delaware.’

Her purse was at her feet, a huge macramé bag with leather straps. She had on a light blue cotton sweater and a pleated pink skirt. Her hair was fawn-colored, sleek, shoulder length with feather bangs. Her slender face was lightly freckled, with great cheekbones and fine features ruled by huge brown eyes. She looked younger than twenty-f ive.

‘So,’ she said, shrugging and still smiling.

‘So.’

The smile died. ‘Today I want to talk about him.’

‘OK.’

She covered her mouth, then removed her fingers. ‘The things he did.’

I nodded.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t mean what we’ve already been over. I’m talking about things I haven’t told you.’

‘The details.’

She squeezed her lips together. One hand was in her lap, and her fingers began to drum. ‘You have no idea.’

‘I read the trial transcript, Lucy.’

‘All of it?’

‘All the crime-scene details. Detective Sturgis’s testimony.’ Private testimony, too.

‘Oh . . . then I guess you do know.’ She glanced at the ocean. ‘I thought I’d dealt with it, but all of a sudden I can’t get it out of my head.’

‘The dreams?’

‘No, these are waking thoughts. Images float into my head. When I’m at my desk, watching TV, whatever.’

‘Images from the trial?’

‘The worst things from the trial - those photo blowups. Or I’ll flash on facial expressions. Carrie Fielding’s parents. Anna Lopez’s husband.’ Looking away. ‘His face. I feel like I’m going through it all over again.’

‘It hasn’t been that long, Lucy.’

‘Two months isn’t long?’

‘Not for what you went through.’

‘I suppose,’ she said. ‘The whole time I sat there in that jury box, I felt as if I was living in a toxic waste dump. The grosser the testimony got, the more he enjoyed it. His staring games - those stupid satanic drawings on his hands. As if he was daring us to see how bad he was. Daring us to punish him.’

She gave a sour smile. ‘We took the dare, all right, didn’t  we? I suppose it was an honor to put him away. So why don’t I feel honored?’

‘The end result may have been honorable, but getting there—’

She shook her head, as if I’d missed the point. ‘He defecated on them! In them! After he - the holes he made in them!’ Tears filled her eyes.

‘Why?’ she said.

‘I couldn’t even begin to explain someone like him, Lucy.’

She was silent for a long time. ‘Everything was a big game  for him. In some ways he was just like an overgrown kid, wasn’t he? Turning people into dolls so he could play with them . . . Some kids play like that, don’t they?’

‘Not normal kids.’

‘Do you think he was abused the way he claimed?’

‘There’s no evidence he was.’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘but still. How could someone . . . could he really have been in some kind of altered state, a multiple personality like that psychiatrist claimed?’

‘There’s no evidence of that either, Lucy.’

‘I know, but what do you think?’

‘My guess is that his crazy behavior at the trial was faked for the insanity plea.’

‘So you think he was totally rational?’

‘I don’t know if rational’s the right word, but he certainly wasn’t psychotic or the prisoner of uncontrollable urges. He chose to do what he did. He liked hurting people.’

She touched a wet cheek. ‘You don’t think he was sick.’

‘Not in the sense of benefiting from a pill or surgery or even psychotherapy.’ I handed her a tissue.

‘So death’s what’s called for.’

‘What’s called for is keeping him away from the rest of us.’

‘Well, we did that, all right. The DA said if anyone’s going to get gassed, it’s him.’ She gave an angry laugh.

‘Does that trouble you?’ I said.

‘No . . . maybe. I don’t know. I mean, if he ever makes it to the gas chamber I’m not going to be standing around watching him asphyxiate. He deserves it, but . . . I guess it’s the calculated aspect that gets to me. Knowing that on such and such a day, at such and such a time . . . but would I do anything different? No. What would be the alternative? Giving him a chance of getting out and doing those things again?’

‘Even correct choices can be agonizing.’

‘Do you believe in the death penalty?’

I thought for a while, composing my answer. Normally, I avoided injecting my opinions into therapy, but this time evasion would be a mistake. ‘I’m where you are, Lucy. The idea of someone being calculatedly put to death bothers me, and I’d have trouble pulling the switch. But I can see cases where it might be the best choice.’

‘So what does that make us, Dr Delaware? Hypocrites?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It makes us human.’

‘I didn’t jump at gassing him, you know. I was the holdout. The others were really on me to finish up.’

‘Was it rough for you?’

‘No, they weren’t nasty or anything, Just persistent.  Repeating their reasons and staring at me, like I was a stupid kid who’d eventually come around. So I guess I have to wonder if part of it was good old peer pressure.’

‘As you said, what would have been the alternative?’

‘Guess so.’

‘You’re in conflict because you’re a moral person,’ I said. ‘Maybe that’s why the images have started returning.’

She looked confused. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Maybe at this point in time you need to remember exactly what Shwandt did.’

‘To convince myself what I did was right?’

‘Yes.’

That seemed to calm her, but she cried some more. The tissue in her hand was wadded tight, and I handed her another one.

‘It all boiled down to sex, didn’t it?’ she said, with sudden anger. ‘He got off on other people’s pain. All that defense testimony about uncontrollable impulses was bull - those poor, poor women, what he made them - God, why am I starting my day talking about this?’

She looked at her watch. ‘Better be going.’

The clock on the mantel said fifteen minutes to go.

‘We’ve got time left.’

‘I know, but would you mind if I left a little early? Stuff’s been piling up; my desk is a—’ She grimaced and looked away.

‘It’s what, Lucy?’

‘I was going to say a bloody mess.’ Laughter. ‘The whole experience has warped me, Dr Delaware.’

I reached over and touched her shoulder. ‘Give it time.’

‘I’m sure you’re right . . . Time. I wish there were thirty-four hours in the day.’

‘Are you backlogged because of jury duty?’

‘No, I cleared the backlog the first week. But my workload seems heavier. They keep shoving stuff at me, as if they’re punishing me.’

‘Why would they be punishing you?’

‘For taking three months off. The firm was legally obligated to grant me leave, but they weren’t happy about it. When I showed my boss the notice, he told me to get out of it. I didn’t. I thought it was important. I didn’t know what trial I’d be assigned to.’

‘Had you known, would you have tried to get out of it?’

She thought. ‘I don’t know . . . Anyway, I’ve got eight new major corporate accounts to clear paper on. Used to be only tax season was like this.’

She shrugged and stood. Behind her, the pelicans began a dive in formation.

When we reached the door, she said, ‘Have you seen Detective Sturgis lately?’

‘I saw him a couple of days ago.’

‘How’s he doing?’

‘Fine.’

‘What a nice guy. How does he deal with this kind of stuff constantly?’

‘Not every case is like Shwandt.’

‘Thank God for that.’ Her skirt was in place but she tugged at it, smoothing the thin fabric over hard, narrow hips.

‘Are you sure you want to leave early, Lucy? We’ve gotten into some pretty disturbing stuff.’

‘I know, but I’ll be fine. Talking about it’s made me feel better.’

We left the house and walked across the footbridge to the front gate. I turned the bolt and we stepped out to Pacific Coast Highway. This far north of the Malibu Colony, coastal traffic was thin - a few commuters from Ventura and produce trucks rattling down from Oxnard. But the vehicles that did pass were speeding and deafening, and I could barely hear her when she thanked me, again.

I watched her get into her little blue Colt. The car fired up and she gave the wheel a quick turn, peeling out, burning rubber.

I went back inside and charted the session.

Fourth session. Once again, talking about Shwandt’s crimes, the trial, the victims, but not the dreams that had brought her to me in the first place.

I’d brought them up the first time, but she changed the subject abruptly and I backed off. So maybe the dreams had ceased as she got some of the horror out of her system.

I started some coffee, went out to the deck, and watched the pelicans while thinking about her sitting in the jury box for three months. Ninety days in a toxic dump. All because she didn’t eat meat.

 

‘Pure vegetarian,’ Milo had told me, over his glass of Scotch. ‘Save The Whales sticker on her car, donates to Greenpeace. Naturally the defense had the hots for her.’

‘Compassion for all living things,’ I said.

He grunted. ‘Defense thought she’d be too knee-jerk to send that piece of shit to the apple-green room.’

He gave an ugly laugh, drank his Chivas, and ran his hand over his face as if washing without water. ‘Bad guess. Not that he’s likely to eat cyanide soon, what with all the paper his lawyers are churning out.’

He was pretty much drunk, but maintaining. It was 1 A.M. and we were in a half-empty cocktail lounge in a half-vacant high-rise office building downtown, a few blocks from the Hall of Justice where Jobe Rowland Shwandt had held court for one quarter of a year, leering, giggling, picking his nose, squeezing blackheads, rattling his chains.

The press turned every twitch into news and Shwandt luxuriated in the attention, loving it almost as much as the pain he’d caused. The trial was a rich dessert for him after a ten-month banquet of blood.

The Bogeyman.

The more repulsive the testimony got, the more he smirked.

When the death penalty verdict was read, he yanked his crotch and tried to expose himself to the victims’ families.

‘No fish,’ said Milo, putting his glass down on the bar. ‘No eggs or dairy products either. Just fruits and vegetables. What’s that called, a vegan?’

I nodded.

The bartender was Japanese, as were most of the patrons. The bar food was soy-flavored trail mix, cucumber and rice wrapped in seaweed, and tiny pinkish dried shrimp. Conversation was low and polite, and even though Milo was talking softly, he sounded loud.

‘Lots of do-gooders are full of shit, but with her you get the feeling it’s real. Real soft-spoken, gentle voice; pretty  but she doesn’t make a thing out of it. I knew a girl like that in high school. Became a nun.’

‘Does Lucy seem nunnish?’

‘Who’m I to say?’

‘You’re a pretty good judge of character.’

‘Think so, huh? Well, I don’t know anything about her love life. Don’t know much about her, period, other than that she’s having bad dreams.’

‘Is she single?’

‘That’s what she said at the voir dire.’

‘What about a boyfriend?’

‘She didn’t mention any. Why?’

‘I’m wondering about her support system.’

‘She said her mother’s dead and she doesn’t see her father. In terms of social life, she comes across a little like Miss Lonelyhearts. Defense guys probably loved that, too.’

‘How come the prosecutors didn’t eliminate her?’

‘I asked George Birdwell about that. He said they were running out of disqualifications and figured her for a fooler. Inner toughness that would make her do the right thing.’

‘Do you sense that, too?’

‘Yeah, I do. There’s a . . . solid core there. You know the old joke about a conservative being a liberal who’s been mugged? She impresses me as someone who’s been through rough times.’

‘What does she do for a living?’

‘Crunches numbers for one of those big accounting firms in Century City.’

‘CPA?’

‘Bookkeeper.’

‘Did she mention any problems other than the dreams?’

‘Nope. And the only reason the dreams came up is I told her she looked tired and she said she wasn’t sleeping well. So I took her out for a piece of pie and she told me about having them. Then she changed the subject, fast, so I figured it was something personal and didn’t push. Next time she called she still sounded wiped out, so I suggested she see you. She said she’d think about it; then she said okay, she would.’

He took a cigar out of his pocket, held it up to the light, put it back.

‘Are any of the other jurors having problems?’ I said.

‘She’s the only one I had any contact with.’

‘How’d she hook up with you in the first place?’

‘I was studying the jury the way I always do, and we happened to make eye contact. I’d noticed her before because she always seemed to be working real hard. Then, when I went up to testify, I saw her staring at me. Intense. After that, we kept making eye contact. The day the trial ended, the jury was being escorted out back and I was parked there, too. She waved at me. Really intense look. I felt she was asking me for something, so I gave her my card. Three weeks later she calls the station.’

He pressed one hand down on the bar and inspected his knuckles. ‘Now I’ve done my good deed for the year. I don’t know how much she can afford—’

‘I don’t imagine bookkeepers are investing in bullion,’ I said. ‘We’ll work something out.’

One hand pulled at his heavy jowls, knockwurst fingers  tugging heavy flesh down toward his bull neck. In the ice-blue light of the lounge, his face was a pockmarked plaster cast and his black hair hung over his forehead, creating a hat-brim shadow.

‘So,’ he said. ‘Is a day at the beach really a day at the beach?’

‘Bitchin’, dude. Wanna come by and catch some waves?’

He grunted. ‘You ever saw me in a bathing suit, you wouldn’t offer. How’s the house coming along?’

‘Slowy. Very slowly.’

‘More problems?’

‘Each trade seems to have a sacred obligation to ruin the work of the previous one. This week, the drywallers covered over some electrical conduit and the plumbers damaged the flooring.’

‘Sorry Binkle didn’t work out.’

‘He was competent enough, just not available. We needed more than a moonlighter.’

‘He’s not that good of a cop, either,’ he said. ‘But other guys he did construction work for said it came out fine.’

‘As far as he got, it was fine. With Robin taking over, it’s even better.’

‘How’s she handling that?’

‘Now that the workers are taking her seriously, she’s actually enjoying it. They’ve finally learned they can’t snow her - she gets up on the scaffold, takes their tools, and shows them how.’

He smiled. ‘So when do you think you’ll be finished?’

‘Six months, minimum. Meanwhile, we’ll just have to suffer along in Malibu.’

‘Tsk, tsk. How’s Mr Dog?’

‘He doesn’t like the water but he’s developed a taste for sand - literally. He eats it.’

‘Charming. Maybe you can teach him to shit adobe bricks, cut your masonry costs.’

‘Always the practical one, Milo.’
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IT HAD been a nomad year.

Thirteen months ago, just before Job Shwandt had started climbing through bedroom windows and ripping people to shreds, a psychopath high on vengeance had burned my house down, reducing ten years of memories to charcoal. When Robin and I finally mustered the strength to think positively, we began plans to rebuild and looked for a place to rent.

The one we found was on a beach on Malibu’s far west end. Old rural-route Malibu, nudging up against the Ventura County line, light-years from the glitz. The recession made it affordable.

Had I been smarter or more motivated, I might have owned the place. During my hyperactive youth, working full-time at Western Pediatric Hospital and seeing private patients at night, I’d earned enough to invest in Malibu real estate, buying and selling a couple of land-side apartment buildings and turning enough profit to build a stocks-and-bonds portfolio that cushioned me during hard times. But I’d never lived at the beach, seeing it as too remote, too cut off from the urban pulse.

Now I welcomed the isolation - just Robin, Spike, and me, and patients willing to make the drive.

I hadn’t done long-term therapy for years, limiting my practice to forensic consultations. Most of it boiled down to evaluating and treating children scarred emotionally and physically by accidents and crimes and trying to untangle the horror of child-custody disputes. Once in a while something else came along, like Lucy Lowell.

The house was small: A thousand-square-foot gray wood saltbox on the sand, fronted on the highway by a high wooden fence and a double garage where Robin, after deciding to sublet her storefront in Venice, had set up her luthier’s shop. Between the house and the gate was a sunken garden planted with succulents and an old wooden hot tub that hadn’t been serviceable for years. A planked footbridge was suspended over the greenery.

A rear gate opened on ten warped steps that led down to the beach, a rocky spit tucked into a forgotten cove. On the land side were wildflower-blanketed mountains. The sunsets were blindingly beautiful and sometimes sea lions and dolphins came by, playing just a few feet from shore. Fifty yards out were kelp beds, and fishing boats settled there from time to time, competing with the cormorants and the pelicans and the gulls. I’d tried swimming, but only once. The water was icy, pebble-strewn, and seamed by riptides.

A nice quiet place, except for the occasional fighter jet roaring down from Edwards Air Force Base. Lore had it that a famous actress had once lived there with two teenage lovers before making the Big Movie and building a Moorish castle on Broad Beach. It was documented fact that an immortal jazz musician had spent a winter shooting heroin nightly in a rundown cottage on the east end of the beach, playing his  trumpet to the rhythm of the tide as he sank into morphiate peace.

No celebrities, now. Almost all the houses were bungalows owned by weekenders too busy to recreate, and even on holiday weekends, when central Malibu jammed up like a freeway, we had the beach to ourselves: Tide pools, driftwood, and enough sand to keep Spike licking his chops.

He’s a French Bulldog, a strange-looking animal. Twenty-eight pounds of black-brindled muscle packed into a carry-on body, bat ears, wrinkled face with a profile flat enough to write on. More frog than wolf, and the courage of a lion.

A Boston terrier on steroids is the best way to describe him, but his temperament is all bulldog - calm, loyal, loving, tenacious. Stubborn.

He’d wandered into my life, nearly collapsed from heat and thirst, a runaway after his mistress died. A pet was the last thing I was looking for at the time, but he snuffled his way into our hearts.

He’d been trained as a pup to avoid water and hated the ocean, keeping his distance from the breakers and growing enraged at high tide. Sometimes a stray retriever or setter showed up and he romped with them, ending up winded and drooling. But his new appetite for silica more than made up for those indignities, as did a lust for barking at shorebirds in a strangulated gargling tone that evoked an old man choking.

Mostly he stayed by Robin’s side, riding shotgun in her truck, accompanying her to the jobsite. This morning, they’d left at six and the house was dead quiet. I slid open a glass door and let in some heat and ocean noise. The coffee was  ready. I took it out to the deck and thought some more about Lucy.

After getting my number from Milo, she’d taken ten days to call. Not unusual. Seeing a psychologist is a big step for most people, even in California. Somewhat timidly, she asked for a 7:30 A.M. appointment that would get her to Century City by 9:00. She was surprised when I agreed.

She arrived five minutes late and apologizing. Smiling.

A pretty but pained smile, rich with self-defense, that stayed on her face almost the entire session.

She was bright and articulate and full of facts - the small points of the attorney’s legal wranglings, the judge’s mannerisms, the compositions of the victims’ families, Shwandt’s vulgarities, the yammerings of the press. When the time came for her to leave, she seemed disappointed.

When I opened the gate to let her in for the second session, a young man was with her. Late twenties, tall, slender, with a high brow, thinning blond hair, Lucy’s pale skin and brown eyes, and an even more painful version of her smile.

She introduced him as her brother, Peter, and he said, ‘Nice to meet you,’ in a low, sleepy voice. We shook. His hand was bony and cold, yet soft.

‘You’re welcome to come in, take a walk on the beach.’

‘No, thanks, I’ll just stay in the car.’ He opened the passenger door and looked at Lucy. She watched him get in. It was a warm day but he wore a heavy brown sweater over a white shirt, old jeans, and sneakers.

At the gate Lucy turned to look back, again. He was slumped in the front seat, examining something in his lap.

For the next forty-five minutes, her smile wasn’t as  durable. This time, she concentrated on Shwandt, intellectualizing about what could have led him to sink to such depths.

Her questions were rhetorical; she wanted no answers. When she began to look beaten down, she switched the topic to Milo and that cheered her up.

The third session, she came alone and spent most of the time on Milo. She saw him as the Master Sleuth, and the facts of the Bogeyman case didn’t argue with that.

Shwandt had been an equal-opportunity butcher, choosing his victims from all over LA County. When it became apparent that the crimes were connected, a task force involving detectives from Devonshire Division to the Sheriffs substation in Lynwood had been assembled. But it was Milo’s work on the Carrie Fielding murder that closed all the cases.

The Fielding case had brought the city’s panic to a boil. A beautiful ten-year-old child from Brentwood, snatched from her bedroom in her sleep, taken somewhere, raped, strangled, mutilated, and degraded, her remains tossed on the median strip that bisected San Vicente Boulevard, discovered by joggers at dawn.

As usual, the killer had left the crime scene impeccable. Except for one possible error: A partial fingerprint on Carrie’s bedpost.

The print didn’t match the little girl’s parents’ or those of her nanny, and neither was it a mate for any swirls and ridges cataloged by the FBI. The police team couldn’t conceive of the Bogeyman as a virgin and went looking through local files, concentrating on newly arrested felons whose data hadn’t yet been entered. No leads emerged.

Then Milo returned to the Fielding house and noticed planter’s mix in the dirt beneath Carrie’s window. Just a few grains, virtually invisible, but the ground beneath the window was bricked.

Though he doubted the importance of the find, he asked Carrie’s parents about it. They said no new planting had been done in their yard since summer, and their gardener confirmed it.

The street, however, had been planted extensively - magnolia saplings put in by a city crew to replace some blighted old carrotwoods - in a rare show of municipal pride stemming from the fact that one of the Fieldings’ neighbors was a deputy mayor. Identical planter’s mix had been used around the new trees.

Milo set up fingerprinting sessions for the landscaping crew. One laborer, a new hire named Rowland Joseph Sand, didn’t show up, and Milo went to his apartment in Venice to see why. No sign of the man or his registered vehicle, a five-year-old black Mazda van.

The landlord said Sand was paid up for another two months but had packed some bags and driven off yesterday. Milo got permission to search and found the apartment scrubbed neat as a surgical tray, reeking of pine cleaner. A little more searching revealed a disconnected hot water heater and the seams of a trap-door barely visible underneath.

An old cellar, said the landlord. No one had used it in years.

Milo removed the heater and climbed down.

Straight down to hell, Alex.

Spatter and shreds and gobbets in formalin. Needles and blades and beakers and flasks.

In one corner of the cellar stood sacks of peat moss, sphagnum moss, planter’s mix, human excrement. A shelf of pots planted with things that would never grow.

A background check showed Sand had given the city a false name and ID. Further investigation showed him to be Jobe Rowland Shwandt, alumnus of several prisons and mental hospitals, with convictions for auto theft, exhibitionism, child molestation, and manslaughter. He’d been in prison most of his life but had never served more than three years at a time. The city had given him a chain saw.

He was picked up a week later, just outside of Tempe, Arizona, by a highway patrolman who spotted him trying to change a tire on the black van. In his glove compartment was a mummified human hand - a child’s, not Carrie’s, and never identified.

The fingerprint on the bedpost turned out to be a false lead, belonging to the Fieldings’ maid, who’d been in Mexico during the week of Carrie’s murder and hadn’t been available for comparison printing.

I sat silently through Lucy’s recitation, recalling all those meetings with Milo for late-night drinks, listening to him go over it.

Sometimes my head still filled with bad pictures.

Carrie Fielding’s fifth-grade photo.

Shwandt’s methedrine eyes and drooping mustache and salesman’s smile, the oily black braid twisting between his long white fingers.

How much restoration of innocence could Lucy hope for?

Knowing more about her background might educate my guess.

So far, she’d kept that door closed.

 

I did some paperwork, drove to the market at Trancas to buy groceries, and returned at two to catch Robin’s call telling me she’d be home in a couple of hours.

‘How’re things at the money pit?’ I said.

‘Deeper. We need a new main for the sewer.’

‘That’s metal. How could fire burn through that?’

‘Actually it was clay, Alex. Apparently that’s how they used to build them. And it didn’t burn. It was demolished by someone’s heavy equipment.’

‘Someone?’

‘No one’s’fessed up. Could have been a tractor, a bobcat, one of the hauling trucks, even a pickax.’

I exhaled. Inhaled. Reminded myself I’d helped thousands of patients relax. ‘How much?’

‘Don’t know yet. We have to get the city out here to take a meeting with our plumbers - I’m sorry, honey, hopefully this is the last of the major damage. How’d your day go?’

‘Fine. And yours?’

‘Let’s just say I’m learning new things every day.’

‘Thanks for handling all the crap, babe.’

She laughed. ‘A girl needs a hobby.’

‘How’s Spike?’

‘Being a very good boy.’

‘Relatively or absolutely?’

‘Absolutely! One of the roofers had a pit bull bitch chained up in his truck, and she and Spike got along just fine.’

‘That’s not good behavior. That’s self-preservation.’

‘Actually she’s a sweet dog, Alex. Spike charmed her - she ended up grooming him.’

‘Another conquest for the Frog Prince,’ I said. ‘Want me to fix dinner?’

‘How about we go out?’

‘Name the place and time.’

‘Um - how about Beauvilla around eight?’

‘You got it.’

‘Love you, Alex.’

‘Love you, too.’

 

The beach house had cable hookup, which meant foolishness on sixty channels instead of seven. I found an alleged hard news broadcast on one of the local stations and endured five minutes of happy talk between the anchors. Then the male half of the team said, ‘And now for an update on that demonstration downtown.’

The screen filled with the limestone facade of the main court building, then switched to a ring of chanting marchers waving placards.

Anti-capital punishment protestors bearing preprinted posters. Behind them, another crowd.

Twenty or so young women, dressed in black, waving crudely lettered signs.

The Bogettes.

At the trial, they’d favored ghost-white face makeup and satanic jewelry.

They were chanting too, and the admixture of voices created a cloud of noise.

The camera pulled in close on the preprinted placards:

LOCK THE GAS CHAMBER, GOVERNOR! ALL KILLING IS WRONG!

NO DEATH PENALTY!

THE BIBLE SAYS: THOU SHALL NOT KILL!

Then, one of the hand-scrawled squares: Pentagrams and skulls, gothic writing, hard to make out:

FREE JOBE! JOBE IS GOD!

The marchers came up to the court building. Helmeted police officers in riot gear blocked their entry.

Shouts of protest. Jeers.

Another group, across the street. Construction workers, pointing and laughing derisively.

One of the Bogettes screamed at them. Snarls on both sides of the street and stiffened middle fingers. Suddenly, one of the hard hats charged forward, waving his fists. His companions followed and, before the police could intervene, the workers knifed into the crowd with the force and efficiency of a football offense.

A jumble of arms, legs, heads, flying signs.

The police got in the middle of it, swinging batons.

Back to the newsroom.

‘That was - uh, live from downtown,’ said the woman anchor to her deskmate, ‘where there’s apparently been some sort of disturbance in connection with a demonstration on behalf of Jobe Shwandt, the Bogeyman killer, responsible for at least . . . and - uh, we seem to have regained our . . . no, we haven’t, folks. As soon as our linkup is restored, we’ll go right back to that scene.’

Her partner said, ‘I think we can see that passions are still running pretty high, Trish.’

‘Yes, they are, Chuck. No surprise, given the fact that it’s serial murder we’re dealing with, and - uh, controversial issues like the death penalty.’

Grave nod. Shuffle of papers. Chuck fidgeted, checked the teleprompter. ‘Yes . . . and we’ll have something a little later on the situation regarding capital punishment from our legal correspondent, Barry Bernstein, and some face-to-face interviews with prisoners on Death Row and their families. In the meantime, here’s Biff with the weather.’

I turned off the set.

The death penalty opponents were easy enough to understand: An issue of values. But the young women in black had no credo other than a glassy-eyed fascination with Shwandt.

They’d started as strangers, standing in line outside the courtroom door, sitting through the first few days of trial, sullenly, silently.

The gore level rose, and soon there were six. Then twelve.

Some press wit dubbed them the Bogettes and the morning paper ran an interview with one of them, a former teen hooker who’d found salvation through devil worship. Personality-cult magazines and tabloid TV picked them as freaks-of-the-week, and that attracted a dozen more. Soon the group was huddling together before and after each court session, a uniformed cadre in black jeans and T-shirts, ghostly makeup, iron jewelry.

When Shwandt entered the courtroom, they swooned and grinned. When victims’ families, cops, or prosecutors stepped up to the stand, they put forth a battery of silent scowls, prompting protest from the DA and warnings from the judge.

Eventually, some of them earned jail time for contempt: Exposing breasts to Shwandt; shouting ‘Bullshit!’ at a coroner’s sworn statement; flipping off Carrie Fielding’s mother as she got off the stand, sobbing uncontrollably.

While locked up, they granted interviews full of sad autobiography - all claimed abuse; most had lived on the streets and worked as child prostitutes.

Low self-esteem, said the talk-show therapists. But that was like trying to explain Hitler in terms of artistic frustration.

Restricted from the courtroom during the last weeks of the trial, they assembled on the steps and howled for justice. The day of the verdict, they promised to liberate Shwandt at all costs and seek their own ‘personal justice.’

Milo had seen them up close, and I asked him if he thought they might act on the threat.

‘I doubt it. They’re publicity whores. When the talk-show morons stop calling, they’ll crawl back into their holes. But you’re the shrink, what do you think?’

‘You’re probably right.’

The person who’d stalked me had warned me first. Other victims had died without warning.

Sometimes I thought about the others and thanked God that Robin and I had been lucky.

Once in a while I thought about the night the house had gone up in flames and found my hands clenching so hard they hurt.

Maybe I wasn’t the right therapist for Lucy.

On the other hand, perhaps I was eminently qualified.
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