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‘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

 

‘A fast, professional read, with strong insights into the quirks of human and criminal nature’

Guardian




To Faye. For Faye. At the core, it’s always Faye.

 

‘Unique is she, my constant dove, 
My perfect one.’

Song of Songs, VI:9
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IN THE park you see things.

But not what I saw tonight.

God, God . . .

I wanted to be dreaming but I was awake, smelling chili-meat and onions and the pine trees.

First, the car drove up to the edge of the parking lot. They got out and talked and he grabbed her, like in a hug. I thought maybe they were going to kiss and I’d watch that.

Then all of a sudden, she made a weird sound - surprised, squeaky, like a cat or dog that gets stepped on.

He let go of her and she fell. Then he bent down next to her and his arm started moving up and down really fast. I thought he was punching her and that was bad enough and I kept thinking should I do something. But then I heard another sound, fast, wet, like the butcher at Stater Brothers back in Watson chopping meat chuck chuck chuck.

He kept doing it, moving his arm up and down.

I wasn’t breathing. My heart was on fire. My legs were cold. Then they turned hot-wet.

Pissing my pants like a stupid baby!

The chuck chuck stopped. He stood up, big and wide, wiped his hands on his pants. Something was in his hand and he held it far from his body.

He looked all around. Then in my direction.

Could he see me, hear me - smell me?

He kept looking. I wanted to run but knew he’d hear me. But staying here could trap me - how could he see anything behind the rocks? They’re like a cave with no roof, just cracks you can look through, which is the reason I picked them as one of my places.

My stomach started to churn around and I wanted to run so badly my leg muscles were jumping under my skin.

A breeze came through the trees, blowing up pine smell and piss stink.

Would it blow against the chili-burger’s wrapping paper and make noise? Would he smell me?

He looked around some more. My stomach hurt so bad.

All of a sudden he jumped, ran back to the car, got in, drove away.

I didn’t want to see when he passed under the lamp at the corner of the parking lot, didn’t want to read the license plate.

PLYR 1.

The letters burned into my mind.

Why did I look?

Why?

 

I’m still sitting here. My Casio says 1:12 A.M.

I need to get out of here but what if he’s just driving around and comes back - no, that would be stupid, why would he do that?

I can’t stand it. She’s down there and I smell like piss and meat and onions and chili. Real dinner from the Oki-Rama on the Boulevard, that Chinese guy who never smiles or  looks at your face. I paid two dollars thirty-eight and now I want to throw it up.

My jeans are starting to get sticky and itchy. Going over to the public bathroom at the other end of the lot is too dangerous . . . that arm going up and down. Like he was just doing a job. He wasn’t as big as Moron, but he was big enough. She trusted him, let him hug her . . . what did she do to make him so mad . . . could she still be alive?

No way. Impossible.

I listen carefully to see if she’s making any sounds. Nothing but the freeway noise from across the east side of the park and traffic from the Boulevard. Not much traffic tonight. Sometimes, when the wind blows north, you hear ambulance sirens, motorcycles, car honks. The city’s all around. The park looks like the country but I know the difference.

Who is she? - forget that, I don’t want to know.

What I want is to put tonight on Rewind.

That squeaky sound - like he took the air right out of her. For sure she ’s . . . gone. But what if she isn’t?

Even if she isn’t, she will be soon, all that chucking. And what could I do for her, anyway? Breathe into her mouth, put my face in her blood?

What if he comes back while I’m doing it?

Would he come back? That would be stupid, but there are always surprises. She sure found that out.

I can’t help her. I have to put this all out of my mind.

I’ll sit here for ten more minutes - no, fifteen. Twenty. Then I’ll get my Place Two stuff together and move.

Where to? Place One, up near the observatory, is too far, and so are Three and Four, even though Three would be  good, cause it has a stream for washing. That leaves Five, in the fern tangle behind the zoo, all those trees. A little closer but still a long walk in the dark.

But it’s also the hardest one to find.

OK, I’ll go to Five. Me and the animals. The way they cry and roar and smash against their cages makes it hard to sleep but tonight I probably won’t sleep anyway.

Meantime, I sit here and wait.

Pray.

Our Father in Heaven, how about no more surprises?

Not that praying ever got me anything and sometimes I wonder if there ’s anyone up there to pray to or just stars - humongous balls of gas in an empty black universe.

Then I get worried that I’m blaspheming.

Maybe some kind of God is up there, maybe He’s saved me lots of times and I’m just too dumb to know it. Or not a good enough person to appreciate Him.

Maybe God saved me tonight, putting me behind the rocks instead of out in the open.

But if he had seen me when he drove up, he probably would’ve changed his mind and not done anything to her.

So did God want her to . . .

No, he just would’ve gone somewhere else to do it . . . whatever.

In case you saved me, thank you God.

In case you’re up there, do you have a plan for me?
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MONDAY, 5 A.M.

When the call came into Hollywood Division, Petra Connor was well into overtime but up for more action.

Sunday, she’d enjoyed unusually peaceful sleep from 8 A.M. to 4 P.M., no gnawing dreams, thoughts of ravaged brain tissue, empty wombs, things that would never be. Waking to a nice, warm afternoon, she took advantage of the light and spent an hour at her easel. Then, half a pastrami sandwich and a Coke, a hot shower, and off to the station to finalize the stakeout.

She and Stu Bishop rolled out just after dark, cruising alleys and ignoring minor felonies; they had more important things on their minds. Selecting a spot, they sat watching the apartment building on Cherokee, not talking.

Usually they chatted, managed to turn the boredom into semi-fun. But Stu had been acting weird lately. Remote, tight-lipped, as if the job no longer interested him.

Maybe it was five days on graveyard.

Petra was bugged but what could she do, he was the senior partner. She put it aside, thought about Flemish pictures at the Getty. Amazing pigments, superb use of light.

Two hours of butt-numbing stasis. Their patience paid off just after 2 A.M. and another imbecilic but elusive killer hooked up.

Now she sat at a scabrous metal desk opposite Stu, completing the paperwork, thinking about going back to her apartment, maybe doing some sketching. The five days had energized her. Stu looked half dead as he talked to his wife.

It was a warm June, well before daybreak, and the fact that the two of them were still there at the tail end of a severely understaffed graveyard shift was a fluke.

Petra had been a detective for exactly three years, the first twenty-eight months in Auto Theft, the remaining eight in daytime Homicide with Stu.

Her partner was a nine-year vet and a family man. Dayshift suited his lifestyle and his biorhythms. Petra had been a nighthawk from childhood, before the deep blue midnights of her artist days, when lying awake at night had been inspirational.

Well before her marriage, when listening to Nick’s breathing had lulled her to sleep.

She lived alone now, loved the black of night more than ever. Black was her favorite color, as a teenager she’d worn nothing but. So wasn’t it odd that she’d never asked for night-time assignments since graduating the academy?

It was adherence to duty that brought about the temporary switch.

Wayne Carlos Freshwater crawled out at night, scoring weed and crack and pills on Hollywood sidestreets, killing prostitutes. No way was he going to be found when the sun shone.

Over a six-month period, he’d strangled four street-girls that Petra and Stu knew about, the last one a sixteen-year-old runaway from Idaho whom he’d tossed in an alley dumpster near Selma and Franklin. No cutting but a pocket  knife found at the scene yielded prints and led to a search for Freshwater.

Incredibly stupid, dropping the blade, but no big surprise. Freshwater’s file said his IQ had been tested twice by the state: Eighty-three and ninety-one. Not that it had stopped him from eluding them.

Male black, thirty-six years old, five seven, 140, multiple arrests and convictions over the last twenty years, the last for an ag assault/attempted rape which sent him to Soledad for ten years, cut down, of course, to four.

The usual sullen mugshot, bored with the process.

Even when they caught him, he looked bored. No sudden moves, no attempt at escape, just standing there in a rancid hallway, pupils dilated, faking cool. But after the cuffs went on, he switched to wide-eyed surprise.

Whud I do, Officer?

The funny thing was, he looked innocent. Knowing his size, Petra had expected some Napoleon full of testosterone, but here was this dainty little twerp with a dainty little Michael Jackson voice. Neatly dressed, too. Preppy, brand-new Gap stuff, probably boosted. Later, the jailer told her Freshwater’d been wearing women’s underwear under the pressed khakis.

The ten-year Soledad invitation had been for choking a sixty-year-old grandmother in Watts. Freshwater was released angrier than ever and took a week to get going again, ratcheting up the violence level.

Great system. Petra used the memory of Freshwater’s moronic surprise to get herself smiling as she completed the report.

Whud I do?

You were a bad, bad boy.

Stu was still on the phone with Kathy: Home soon, honey, kiss the kids for me.

Six kids, lots of kissing. Petra had watched them line up for Stu before dinner, platinum heads, sparkling hands and nails.

It had taken her a long time to be able to look at other people’s kids without thinking of her own useless ovaries.

Stu loosened his tie. She caught his eye but he looked away. Going back on days would be good for him.

He was thirty-seven, eight years Petra’s senior, looked closer to thirty, a slim, nice-looking man with wavy blond hair and gold-hazel eyes. The two of them had been quickly labeled Ken and Barbie, even though Petra had the dark tresses. Stu had a taste for expensive traditional suits, white French-cuffed shirts, braided leather suspenders and striped silk ties, carried the most frequently oiled 9mm in the department, and a Screen Actors’ Guild card from doing bit parts in TV cop shows. Last year he’d made Detective-III.

Smart, ambitious, a devout Mormon, he and pretty Kathy and the half-dozen tykettes lived on a one-acre spread in La Crescenta. He’d been a great teacher for Petra, no sexism or personal garbage, a good listener. Like Petra, a work-fiend, driven to achieve maximal arrests. Match made in heaven. Till a week ago. What was wrong?

Something political? The first day they partnered he informed her he was thinking about shifting to the paper track eventually, going for lieutenant.

Preparing her for goodbye, but he hadn’t mentioned it since.

Petra wondered if he was aiming even higher. His father was a successful ophthalmologist and Stu had grown up in  a huge house in Flintridge, surfed in Hawaii, skied in Utah, was used to good things.

Captain Bishop. Deputy Chief Bishop. She could imagine him in a few years, with graying temples, Cary Grant crinkles, charming the press, playing the game. But doing a solid job, because he was substance as well as style.

Freshwater was a major bust. So why didn’t it matter to him?

Especially because he was the one who’d really solved it. The old-fashioned way. Despite the Joe Clean demeanor, nine years had made him an expert on streetlife, and he’d collected a stable of lowlife confidential informants.

Two separate CI’s had come through on Freshwater, each reporting that the hooker-killer had a heavy crack habit, was selling stolen goods on the Boulevard at night and scoring rock at a flop apartment on Cherokee. Two gift-wraps: Precise address, down to the apartment number, and exactly where the dealers’ lookouts hung out.

Stu and Petra staked out for three nights. On the third, they grabbed Freshwater as he entered the building from the back, and Petra got to clamp the cuffs.

Delicate wrists. Whud I do, Officer? She chuckled out loud and filled the arrest form’s inadequate spaces with her elegant draftsman’s hand.

Just as Stu hung up his phone, Petra’s jangled. She picked up and the sergeant downstairs said, ‘Guess what, Barbie? Got a call from the park rangers over at Griffith. Woman down in a parking lot, probable 187. Tag, you’re it.’

‘Which lot in Griffith?’

‘East end, back behind one of the picnic areas. It’s supposed to be chained off, but you know how that goes.

Take Los Feliz like you’re going to the zoo, instead of continuing on to the freeway, turn off. The blues’ll be there along with a ranger car. Do it Code Two.’

‘Sure, but why us?’

‘Why you?’ The sergeant laughed. ‘Look around. See anyone else but you and Kenny? Blame the city council.’ She hung up.

‘What?’ said Stu. His Carroll & Company foulard was tightly knotted and his hair was perfectly combed. But tired, definitely tired.

Petra told him.

He stood and buttoned his jacket. ‘Let’s go.’

No gripe. Stu never complained.
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I PACK up my Place Two stuff in three layers of dry-cleaner’s plastic and begin walking up the hill behind the rocks, into the trees. I trip and fall a lot because I’m afraid to use the penlight until I get deep inside but I don’t care, just get me out of here.

The zoo’s miles away, it will take a long time.

I walk like a machine that can’t be hurt, thinking what he did to her. No good. I have to put it out of my mind.

Back in Watson, after trouble with Moron or any kind of difficult day, I used lists to keep my mind busy. Sometimes it worked.

Here goes: Presidents. In order of election: Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, Quincy Adams, Jackson, Martin Van Buren . . . the shortest President.

Oh shit, here I go again, down on my knees. I get up. Keep going.

Back in Watson, I had a book on the Presidents, published by the Library of Congress with heavy paper and excellent photographs and the official Presidential seal on the cover. I got it in fourth grade for winning the President Bee, read it about five hundred times, trying to put myself back in time, imagine what it was like to be George Washington, running a brand-new country, or Thomas Jefferson, an  amazing genius, inventing things, writing with five pens at one time.

Even being Martin Van Buren, short but still boss over everyone.

Books became a problem when Moron moved in. He hated when I read, especially when his chopper was busted or Mom had no money for him.

Little fuck with his fuckin’ books, thinks he’s smarter’n everyone.

After he moved in I had to sit in the kitchen while he and Mom took up my sleeper couch watching TV. One day he came in the trailer totally blasted while I was trying to do homework. I could tell because of his eyes and the way he just kept walking around in circles, making fists and opening them, making that growling noise. The homework was pre-algebra, easy stuff. Mrs Annison didn’t believe me the one time I told her I already knew it, and she kept assigning me the same work as the rest of the class. I was speeding through the problems, almost finished, when Moron got a container of bean dip out of the fridge, started eating it with his hands. I looked at him, but just for a second. He reached over and pulled my hair and slammed the math book on my fingers. Then he grabbed up a bunch of notebooks and other textbooks and ripped them in half, including the math book  Thinking with Numbers.

He said, ‘Fuck this shit!’ and tossed it in the trash. ‘Get off your fuckin’ ass, you little faggot, do something useful around here . . .’

My hair smelled of beans and the next day my hand was so swollen I couldn’t move the fingers and I kept it in my pocket when I told Mrs Annison I’d lost the book. She was  eating corn nuts at her desk and grading papers and didn’t bother to look up, just said, ‘Well, Billy, I guess you’ll have to buy another one.’

I couldn’t ask Mom for money so I never got another book, couldn’t do homework anymore, and my math grades started going down. I kept thinking Mrs Annison or someone would get curious but no one did.

Another time Moron ripped up this magazine collection I’d put together from other people’s trash and most of my personal books, including the Presidents book. One of the first things I looked for when I finally located the library on Hillhurst Avenue was another Presidents book. I found one but it was different. Not as heavy paper, only black and white photographs. Still interesting, though. I learned that William Henry Harrison caught a cold right after his election and died.

Bad luck for the first William president.

This is working, my head’s clear. But my heart and stomach feel like they’re burning up. More: Taylor, Fillmore, Pierce . . . James Buchanan, the only President who never got married, must have been lonely for him in the White House, though I guess he was busy enough. Maybe he liked being alone. I can understand that.

Lincoln, Johnson, Grant, McKinley.

Another William president. Did anyone ever call him Billy? From his picture, bald and squinty and angry-looking, I don’t think so.

No one ever called me William except teachers on the first day of school, and soon then they switched to Billy, too, because all the kids laughed at William.

Billy Goat, Billy the Goat.

William Bradley Straight.

It’s a plain name, nothing special about it, but better than some of the other things I’ve been called.

Chuck chuck . . .

Oops - I stumble but don’t fall. Place Five is still far. It’s a warm night, I wish I could take off my piss-stink clothes and run through the trees naked, a wild, strong animal who knows where he’s going . . . I’ll breathe ten times to cool down my heart.

... Better. More lists: Tropical fish: Platys, swordtails, neon tetras, guppies, angelfish, oscars, catfish, tinfoil barbs, arowanas. Never had an aquarium but in my magazine collection were old copies of Tropical Fish Hobbyist and the pictures filled my head with color.

One point the fish articles kept making was you have to be careful setting up an aquarium, know who you’re dealing with. Oscars and arowanas will eat all the others if they’re big enough, and if the arowanas get really big they’ll try to eat the oscars. Goldfish are the most peaceful, but they’re also the slowest and get eaten all the time.

My stomach still burns, like someone’s in there, chewing at me . . . breathe . . . animals you see in the park: Birds, lizards, squirrels, snakes once in a while. I ignore them.

Same for people.

At night you sometimes see homeless crazy guys with carts full of garbage but they never stay long. Also Mexicans in low cars, playing loud music. When they stop, it’s over by the trains. Junkies, of course, because it’s Hollywood. I’ve seen them drive up, sit at one of the picnic tables like they’re ready to have a meal, tie up their arms, jab in needles and stare out at nothing.

After the dope really gets into their blood, they sigh and nod and fall asleep and they just look like anyone napping.

Sometimes couples park at the edge of the lot, including gay guys. Talking, making out, smoking - you can see cigarettes in the distance like little orange stars.

Everyone having a good time.

That’s what I thought they were going to do, tonight.

Someone’s always cutting the chain and the rangers take weeks to fix it. The cops don’t patrol much because it’s ranger territory. The park’s huge. In the library I found a book that said it had 4,100 acres. It also said the park got started in a weird way: A crazy guy named Colonel Griffith tried to kill his wife and he had to give the land to the city in return for not going to jail.

So maybe there’s something about the place that’s unlucky for women . . .

Six hundred forty acres is a square mile so with 4,100 we’re talking major humongous. I know, because I’ve walked most of it.

Sometimes the rangers stop and smoke and talk, too. A few weeks ago, a man and a woman ranger pulled over to the picnic area just after midnight, got out, sat down on their car’s hood and started talking and laughing. Then they were kissing. I could hear their breathing get faster, heard her go ‘Mmm,’ and figured they’d be getting it on pretty soon. Then the woman pulled her head away and said, ‘Come on, Burt. All we need is for someone to see us.’

Burt didn’t say anything at first. Then: ‘Aw, spoilsport.’ But he was laughing and she started laughing, too, they kissed  some more and felt each other up a little before they got back in their car and drove away. My guess is they didn’t forget about having some sex, probably waited until work was over and then went somewhere else to do it. Maybe to one of their homes or one of those motels on the Boulevard where you pay for rooms by the hour and the prosties wait out in front.

Now I stay away from those motels, but when I first got here a prostie - a fat black one wearing bright shorts and a black lace top with nothing underneath - tried to sell herself to me.

She kept saying, ‘C’mere, boy-child.’ It sounded like ‘Me, bocha, me bocha, me bocha.’ Then she pulled up her blouse and showed me a gigantic black tit. Her nipple was lumpy, big and purple like a fresh plum. I ran away and her laughter followed me the way a dog follows a chicken.

In a strange way she made me feel good, that she thought I could do it. Even though I knew she was probably kidding. I remember that nipple, the way she stuck it out at me, like here, take it, suck on it. Her mouth was wide open and her teeth were huge and white.

She was probably joking on me or just needed money bad and was ready to do it with anybody. Most of the prosties are junkies or crackheads.

The way those two rangers laughed was a little like the way the prostie laughed.

Is there such a thing as a sex laugh?

Being treated like a kid can be good or bad. When you go into a store with money, even if you’re in line ahead of adults, the adults get served first. A bigger problem is the Boulevard, and all the smaller streets full of weirdos and  perverts out to rape kids. Once I found a magazine in an alley and it showed pictures of perverts doing it with kids - putting dicks up their butts or in their mouths. Some kids were crying, others looked sleepy. You don’t see the perverts’ faces, just their hairy legs and their dicks. For a long time, it gave me nightmares, those kids, the way their eyes looked. But it also made me careful.

I’ve had guys pull up in cars when I’m walking, even in bright sunlight, waving money or candy bars or even their dicks. I ignore them and if they don’t butt out, I run. Used to be when I was in a bad mood because of no dinner or a night full of bad dreams, I’d flip them off before I’d run. But a month ago one of them tried to run me down with his car. I got away from him but now I keep my finger to myself.

There’s no telling what’ll cause problems. A week ago, two guys got into a car accident on Gower, just a small dent in the front car but the guy got out with a baseball bat and smashed the other’s windshield. Then he went for the other guy, who ran away.

You’ve got maniacs yelling and screaming at everyone and no one, gunshots all the time at night. I’ve even seen guys walking around during the day with bulges in their pockets that could be guns.

The only dead person I saw was an old shopping-cart guy lying in an alley, his mouth open like he was sleeping, but his skin had turned gray and flies went in and out between his lips. Nearby was the dumpster I was going to dive but I just got out of there, no more appetite. That night, I woke up really hungry thinking I was stupid to let it get to me. He was old, anyway.

When I get enough food, I’m full of energy. Super-fast. When I run, I feel jet-propelled, no gravity, no limits.

Sometimes I get into a running rhythm and it’s like a music beat in my head, ba-boom, ba-boom, like nothing can stop me. When that happens I force myself to slow down because it’s dangerous to forget who you are.

I also slow down anytime I’m about to go into the park. Way in advance. I always look around to make sure no one’s watching me, then I head in, relaxed, like I live in one of the huge houses at the foot of the park.

One of the books Moron ripped up was by a French scientist named Jacques Cousteau, on octopus and squid. One chapter talked about how octopi can match their colors to their backgrounds. I’m no octopus but I know how to blend in.

 

I take things but that doesn’t make me a thief.

I found the same octopus book in the library, borrowed it, brought it back.

I took the Presidents book and kept it.

But no one had checked it out for nine months, that’s what the card in back said.

Back in Watson the library was pathetic, just a store next to the VFW hall that nobody used and it was mostly closed. The lady behind the desk always looked at me like I was going to take something and the funny thing was I never was.

At the Hillhurst library, there’s also an old one but she mostly stays in her office and the one who actually checks books out is young, pretty, and Mexican with really long hair. She smiled at me once but I ignored her and the smile dropped from her face like I’d torn it off.

I can’t get a library card because I have no address. My  technique is I go in there looking like a kid from King Middle School with homework to do, sit down by myself at a table and read and write for a while, usually math problems. Then I go back to the shelves.

I’ll return the Presidents book one day.

Even if I kept it forever, no one would miss it. Probably.

 

An advantage of looking like a harmless little kid is sometimes you can go into a store and take stuff without being noticed. I know it’s a sin but without food, you die and suicide’s a sin, too.

Also: People aren’t scared of kids, at least not white kids, so if you ask someone for spare change the worst they usually do is shine you on. I mean what are they going to say to me? Get a job, junior?

One thing I learned back in Watson: Make people nervous and you’re the one who gets hurt.

So maybe God helped me by making me small for my age. I would like to grow eventually, though.

Mom, before she got sadder, would sometimes hold me under the chin and say ‘Look at this. Like an angel. A damned  cherub.’

I hated that, it sounded so gay.

Some of those kids being raped in the magazine looked like angels.

There’s no way to know what’s safe. I avoid all people and the park’s perfect for that, 4,100 acres of mostly peace and quiet.

Thank you, crazy Mr Griffith.

The way he tried to kill his wife was by shooting her in the eye.




4

IN EIGHT months, Petra had worked twenty-one other homicides, some fairly sloppy. But nothing like this. Not even the Hernandez wedding.

This woman looked shredded. Washed in blood. Dipped  in it, like fruit in chocolate. The front of her dress was a mass of gore, glossy gray tubes of entrail popping out from slashes in the fabric. Silky fabric, not great in terms of latents. The blood would be a good cover, too; try lifting anything from skin. Maybe the jewelry, if the killer had touched it.

She and Stu arrived in darkness, encountering grim faces, radio static, a blinking symphony of red lights. They took reports from the rangers who’d found the body, waited for sunrise to have a careful look at the victim.

The blood had dried red-brown, streaking the skin and the surrounding asphalt, running down the parking lot in rivulets, some of the spatters still tacky.

Petra stood by the corpse, sketching the surrounding terrain and the body, tabulating the wounds she could see. At least seventeen cuts and that was only the front.

Bending and getting as close as she could without messing anything up, she examined torn flesh, the lower lip almost completely severed, the left eye reduced to ruby pulp. All the damage on the left side.

If you could see your squeamish kid now, Dad.

Twenty-one other bodies notwithstanding, viewing this one in sunlight jolted her with nausea. Then something worse hit her: The pain of sympathy.

Poor thing. Poor, poor thing, what led you to this?

Outwardly she maintained. No one watching would have seen anything but trim efficiency. She’d been told she looked efficient. An accusation thrown at her by Nick, implying competence wasn’t sexy. Along with all the other garbage he’d dumped on her; why hadn’t she realized what was going on?

She liked being thought of as businesslike. Had found a business she liked.

A month ago she’d gone to a Melrose salon and ordered the reluctant stylist to lop off six inches of black hair, ending up with a short, ebony, minimal-care wedge-cut.

Stu had noticed right away. ‘Very becoming.’

She thought it framed her lean, pale face pretty well. Her clothes were picked for nothing but practicality, now. Good pant suits bought on sale at Loehmann’s and Robinsons-May that she took home and tailored herself so that they fit her long frame perfectly. Mostly black, like today. A couple of navys, one chocolate brown, one charcoal.

She wore Mac lipstick, deep red with a brown tint, a little eye shadow and mascara. No foundation, her skin was white and smooth as notepaper. No jewelry. Nothing a suspect could yank.

The victim wore foundation.

Petra could see it clearly where the crimson hadn’t settled. Traces of blush, powder, mascara applied a little heavier than Petra’s, to the eye that remained intact.

The damaged eye was a sightless, black-cherry hole, the eyeball collapsed to folded cellophane, some of the jelly-like humor leaking out and specking the nose.

Nice nose, where it hadn’t been slashed.

The right eye was wide, blue, filmed over. That dull dead  look, you couldn’t fake it, there was nothing like it.

Flight of the soul? Leaving behind what? A casing, no more alive than a snake’s molt?

She continued studying the corpse with an artist’s precision, noticed a small but deep cut on the left cheek that she’d missed. Eighteen. She couldn’t flip the body till the crime-scene photographer was finished and the coroner gave the OK. The definitive wound count would be the pathologist’s, once he had the corpse stretched out on his steel table.

She added the cheek wound to her drawing. Might as well be careful; the coroner’s office was a zoo, doctors made mistakes.

Stu was over with the coroner, now - an older man named Leavitt - both of them serious but relaxed. None of that tasteless joke stuff you saw on cop movies. The real detectives she’d met were mostly regular guys, relatively bright, patient, tenacious, very little in common with cinema sleuths.

She tried to look past the blood, get a sense of the person beneath the carnage.

The woman appeared young and Petra was pretty sure she’d been good-looking. Even savaged like that, dumped on the parking lot like refuse, you could see the fineness of her features. Not tall, but her legs were long and shapely, exposed to mid-thigh, her waist narrow in the short, black silk dress. Big bust - maybe silicone. Nowadays when Petra  saw a slender woman with a healthy chest, she assumed surgery.

No sign of any bizarre leakage in the torso, though with all that blood, who knew. What would happen to silicone breasts when slashed? What did silicone look like, anyway? Eight months in Homicide, the issue had never come up.

Pantihose ripped but it looked like asphalt wear. No obvious sign of sexual assault or posing, no visible semen around the ruined mouth or the legs.

Big hair. Honey-blond, good dye-job, a few dark roots starting to show, but nice, expertly done. The dress was a jacquard with hand-stitching and the way it was pulled up and bunched around the shoulders, Petra could read the label. Armani Exchange.

The shiny things Petra hoped would yield prints were a diamond tennis bracelet on the left wrist with nice-size cut stones, a sapphire and diamond cocktail ring, a gold Lady Rolex, small diamond studs in the ears.

No wedding band.

No purse, either, so forget instant identification on this one. How’d she end up here? Out on a date? Big hair, minidress - a call-girl lured onto the streets by an extra bonus?

The purse gone, but the jewelry hadn’t been taken. The watch alone had to be three grand. So not a mugging. Unless the mugger was an even-stupider-than-usual street fool who’d taken the purse and panicked.

No, that made no sense. All these wounds didn’t spell panic or robbery. This piece of dirt had taken his time.

Snatching the purse to fake robbery, not thinking about the jewelry?

She pictured someone ripping away out of rage. Deep wounds, no defense cuts, but defense cuts were rarer than most people thought and a decent-sized man wouldn’t have had much trouble subduing a woman this slender.

Still, it might indicate someone she knew.

The wound overkill sure did.

Had the blond woman been caught off-guard?

Petra’s brain flooded with fast-motion images. She quelled them. It was too soon to theorize.

God, it looked ferocious. A predator’s attack. The massive frontal disemboweling wound was her guess for the fatal one, but most of the punishment had been concentrated on the face.

Gutting the woman then trying to wipe away her beauty? Such intense hatred, an explosion of hatred.

Something personal, the more Petra thought about it the more that made sense. What kind of relationship had led to  this? Husband? Boyfriend? Some reasonable facsimile of a  lover?

A beast let loose.

Petra unclenched her hands, jammed them into the pockets of her pant suit. DKNY, Saks overstock, lightweight crepe, true black. Comfortable, so she’d worn it to the Freshwater stakeout.

The blond woman’s dress had just a touch of blue in it. Blue-black rinsed in rusty water.

Two women in black; the mourning had begun.

 

Stu continued to confer with Leavitt, and Petra stayed by the corpse, a self-appointed guardian.

Protecting a molt?

As a little girl in Arizona, on summer digs with her father and her brother Dick, she’d found plenty of shedded skins, the lacy donations of snakes and lizards, collected them, tried to braid them, fashion lanyards. They’d turned to dust in her hands and she’d started to think of reptiles as fragile, too, and somehow less frightening.

But they continued to poison her dreams for years. As did scorpions, wildcats, owls, horned toads, flying beetles, black widows, the seemingly endless stream of creatures that came in off the Interstate.

Poor Dad, sentenced to hour-long nightly routines - stories and dumb jokes and obsessive-compulsive checking rituals - all so his youngest child would sleep and allow him some single-parent quiet time.

When he finally got some solitude, what did he do with it?

Knowing Dad, any spare time was spent grading papers or working on the textbook that never got finished. A tall glass of Chivas for fortification. She knew he kept a bottle in his nightstand and that it was emptied often, though she never saw him really drunk.

Professor Kenneth Connor, physical anthropologist of medium repute, now fossilized himself by Alzheimer’s, dead prematurely, twenty months ago. She remembered the day, had been chasing a stolen Mercedes all the way down to Mexico when the station patched through the hospital call. Cerebral accident. Fancy name for stroke. The neurologist suggesting Dad’s brain had been weakened by placque.

Dad had specialized in invertebrate genetics but collected shells, skins, skulls, shards, and other bits of organic antiquity, their tiny, highway-bordering house outside of  Phoenix crammed with detritus and relics, smelling like a neglected museum. A kind man, a caring father. Petra’s mother had died birthing her but never once had Dad showed any resentment, though she was certain he must have felt something. She’d certainly punished herself, turning into a wild, angry teenager, setting up confrontations till Dad had been forced to send her to boarding school and she could luxuriate as a victim.

His will specified cremation and she and her brothers had complied, tossing his ashes over a mesa in the dead of night.

Each one of them waiting for the other to say something.

Finally, Bruce broke the silence. ‘It’s over, he’s at peace. Let’s get the fuck out of here.’

Dad, the tissue collector, reduced to gray particles. Maybe one day, millions of years in the future, some archaeologist would find a Kenneth Connor molecule and hypothesize about what life had been like back in the twentieth century.

Now here was this lump of dead flesh, right next to her, fresh and pathetic.

Petra guessed the woman’s age at twenty-five to thirty. The tight jawline said not too much older, no tuck scars behind the ears that she could see.

Good cheekbones, judging by the right side. The entire left side was crimson mush. Probably a right-handed killer, the head rolling to the right as he cut her.

Except for Freshwater, her twenty-one previous cases were the typical stuff: Bar shootings, one-jab knifings, beatings. Stupid men killing other stupid men.

The ugliest had been the Hernandez wedding, a Saturday affair in a VFW hall near the border of Rampart Division,  the groom killing the bride’s father at the reception, using a brand-new, pearloid-handled cake knife to slit the older man from sternum to groin, just filleting him as his new eighteen-year-old wife and a hundred other people watched in horror.

Some honeymoon.

Petra and Stu found the groom hiding out in Baldwin Park, served the warrant, brought him in. A nineteen-year-old gardener’s assistant, the knife hidden in a fertilizer sack in back of his boss’s truck, the idiot.

Look, Dad, I solved it, no heebie-jeebies.

She imagined her father’s surprised smile at the trajectory of his shuddering, phobic baby.

Efficient.

She swallowed morning air. Sweet, you could smell the pines. Suddenly she was tired of waiting around, itching to do something, learn something.

Finally Stu walked away from Dr Leavitt and passed behind the tape into the outer region of the parking lot, where the police and coroner vehicles had grouped. Being his usual methodical self, telling the techs what to do, what not to do, what to take back for analysis. The coroner drove away and the morgue attendants stayed behind, listening to rap music in their van, the bass thumping.

Everyone waiting for the photographer and K-9 units to arrive so the body could be taken away and the dogs could check out the wooded area above the parking lot.

Stu talked to a uniform, barely moving his lips, noble profile framed by sunlight.

Chief Bishop. If he didn’t get a big movie role first.

Two weeks into their partnership, he’d taken out his wallet  to pay for lunch at Musso and Frank’s and she’d seen the SAG card, next to a frequent-flyer Visa.

‘You’re an actor?’

His Celtic skin reddened and he closed the wallet. ‘Purely by accident. They came to the station a few years ago, filming a Murder Street on the Boulevard, wanting real cops as extras. They bugged me till I finally agreed.’

Petra couldn’t resist. ‘So when do your hands and feet go in the cement?’

Stu’s swimming-pool aqua eyes softened. ‘It’s an unbelievably stupid business, Petra. Incredibly self-centered. Do you know how they refer to themselves? The industry. As if they’re manufacturing steel.’ He shook his head.

‘What kind of roles have you had?’

‘Minor walk-ons. It doesn’t even cut into my routine. A lot of the filming goes on at night and if I’m still in town, leaving later makes the freeway ride shorter. So I don’t really lose any time.’

He grinned. It was protest-too-much time and they both knew it.

Petra smiled back wickedly. ‘Got an agent?’

Stu turned scarlet.

‘You do?’

‘If you’re going to work, you need one, Petra. They’re sharks, it’s worth the ten percent to have someone else deal with it.’

‘Ever get any speaking parts?’ Petra was genuinely interested but also fighting back laughter.

‘If you call “Freeze, scumbag, or I’ll shoot” speaking.’

Petra finished her coffee and Stu worked on his mineral water.

She said, ‘So when do you write your screenplay?’

‘Come on, give me a break,’ he said, opening the wallet again and taking out cash.

But the next week, he took a part as an extra out in Pacoima. Everyone in LA, even a straight guy like Stu, wanted to be something else.

Except her. She’d come to California, after a year of state college in Tucson, to attend the Pacific Art Institute, gotten a fine arts degree with a specialty in painting and entered the workplace with a husband sharing her bed. Nick had a great job designing cars at the new GM future lab. She earned chump change illustrating newspaper ads, sold a few of her paintings out of a co-op gallery in Santa Monica for the price of supplies. One day it hit her: This was it; things were unlikely to change in any big way. But at least she had Nick.

Then her body failed her, Nick showed his real soul, or lack of, leaving her baffled, broken, alone. A week after he walked out, someone broke into her apartment and stole the few valuable things she owned, including her easel and her brushes.

She sank into a two-month depression, finally dragged herself out of bed one November night and drove around the city, limp, deadened, defenseless. Thinking she should eat, her skin looked terrible and her hair was starting to fall out, but she wasn’t really hungry, the thought of food made her sick. Finding herself on Wilshire, she turned around, headed for home, spied an LAPD recruitment billboard near Crescent Heights and amazed herself by copying down the 1-800 number.

It took her another two weeks to call. The police  commission said the department had to actively recruit women. She got a nice warm welcome.

Entering the academy on whim, thinking it a stupid, incomprehensible mistake, she’d surprised herself by liking it, then loving it. Even the physical fitness challenges, learning to use her flexibility rather than brute strength getting over The Wall. Avoiding the turtle squad and learning she had good reflexes, a natural talent for using leverage to floor hand-to-hand opponents.

Even the uniform.

Not the wimpy powder-blue top and navy pants of the cadet, the real one, all navy, all business.

She, who’d bucked so many boarding-school fascists over issues of rank conformity, ended up attached to her uniform.

Lots of the guys in her academy class were buffed jocks and they had their blues tapered to second-skin tautness, emphasizing biceps, deltoids, latissimi.

Boy’s version of a push-up bra.

One night, impulsively, she’d customized her own uniform, using the old, chipped Singer sewing machine she’d brought with her from Tucson, one of the few things the burglars had left behind.

She was five seven, 132 pounds, with slim legs, boyish hips, big square shoulders, a butt she thought too flat, and a small but natural bust that she’d finally come to appreciate. Growing up with a father and four brothers, she’d found it valuable to learn how to sew.

She worked mostly with the shirt because it bagged around her waist and with those hips she needed some shape. The end result had flattered her figure without flaunting it.

After graduation, she was even happier, though she didn’t  invite anyone to the ceremony, still nervous about what Dad and her brothers would think.

A month into her probationary year she told them, and they were all surprised but no one put her down. By then, she was in the groove.

Everything about police work felt right. Keeping fit, cruising, roll call, shooting on the range. Even the paperwork, because one thing boarding school had taught her was good study habits and proper English and that put her ahead of most of the buff-jocks with their pencil-chewing agony over syntax and punctuation.

Within eighteen months, she made Detective-I.

Earning the right to guard a molt.

 

A new car joined the others in the parking lot. Subcompact with a department emblem on the door. A woman police photographer came out lugging a professional Polaroid camera. Young, around the victim’s age, in sloppy clothes and with long, too-black hair. Four pierces in one ear, two in the other, just holes, no earrings. Plain face, sunken cheeks, a spot of acne on each. Combative Generation-X eyes.

As she approached the body, Petra constructed a hypothetical identity for her: Like Petra, an artistic type gone practical. At night she probably put on black duds, smoked dope and drank stingers at Sunset Strip clubs, hanging out with failed rock musicians who took her for granted.

She opened her camera, looked down and said, ‘My God, I know who this is!’

Petra said, ‘Who?’ as she waved Stu over.

‘I don’t know her name but I know who she is. Cart Ramsey’s wife. Or maybe it’s ex-wife by now. I saw her on  TV around a year ago. He hit her. It was one of those tabloid shows, showbiz exposé. She made Ramsey out to be a real asshole.’

‘You’re sure this is her?’

‘Hundred percent,’ said the woman, peeved. Her photo badge ID’d her as Susan Rose, Photog-I. ‘This is her, believe me. They said she was a beauty queen and Ramsey met her at a pageant - God, look at her, what a sick fuck!’ The hand holding the camera tightened and the black box swayed.

Stu came over and Petra repeated what Susan Rose had said.

‘You’re sure,’ he said.

‘Jesus. Yeah, very.’ Susan began to shoot pictures, rapidly, thrusting the camera forward as if it were a weapon. ‘On the show she had a black eye and bruises. Fucking bastard!’

‘Who?’ said Petra.

‘Ramsey. He’s probably the one who did this, right?’

‘Cart Ramsey,’ Stu said without inflection, and Petra found herself wondering if Stu had ever worked on Ramsey’s show, what was it called - The Adjustor, some private-eye hero who solved the problems of the downtrodden.

Wouldn’t that be cute?

Susan Rose removed a cartridge and dropped it into her case. Petra told her, ‘Thanks, we’ll get verification. Meanwhile, do your thing.’

‘It’s her, believe me,’ said Susan Rose irritably. ‘Can I turn her over? I already got all of the front.’
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