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The smiler with the knife under the cloak.

—GEOFFREY CHAUCER, The Canterbury Tales





Foreword by Michael Connelly

Perhaps more than any other city, Los Angeles has always been a place defined by its murders and its killers. The list is long. The Black Dahlia, the Hillside Stranglers, the Night Stalker, the Grim Sleeper. We can’t leave out the O. J. Simpson case, the Manson Family killings, or the assassination of Robert F. Kennedy.

But these citations barely scratch the surface. There are many more. Murder in LA always carries with it something extra. This place is arguably the media and entertainment capital of the world. Murder here sells. It makes headlines that reach across the world in concentric circles that widen and spread.

I came to Los Angeles as a crime reporter. I knew this was a singular place to be in my profession and I wanted to catch a ride on one of those LA murders, write the hell out of it and ride the headlines for all they were worth. When young Ronald Baker, from a good family and good school, was found stabbed to death and with his throat slashed in a railroad tunnel at the edge of town, I thought I had caught my ride. The case had all the ingredients. Good kid, bad end. Throw in the occult pentagrams painted on the walls and all the questions without answers, and I thought I had caught the brass ring as a writer specializing in murder. It was a story that would be hard to shove off the front page.

From the start, the case was steeped in mystery and the unexplainable. But the police were impenetrable. The story eventually died for lack of oxygen. I left journalism and went into the business of fiction. But the investigators, they didn’t stop.

It was after I was out that I learned what I didn’t know then. About the relentless detectives who pursued the case across many years and many states. Who were undaunted, unafraid, and unstoppable.

And that’s the story you have here. You have the inside story told by Rick Jackson, the detective who lived it, and Matthew McGough, the skilled writer he’s partnered with to tell it. A perfect combination of storytelling. Ride with them now into this darkness.

This book cuts through the exaggerated newspaper accounts and hysterical headlines. You’ll ride with the detectives who never took their eyes off the prize of justice, who worked diligently to decipher what was true and what was not, what was vital and what was clever deflection. You’ll find a family whose grief only grew with each passing year. This is a story that doesn’t end with convictions and sentences but has waves that draw meaning even today.

They say if you want to get the facts, read a newspaper. If you want to get the truth, read a novel. I think that’s true—it’s why I made that jump. But it’s not true all of the time. Not here, not with this story. This story gives you the truth of character in a pair of relentless detectives, in a damaged family, and in the exploration of a broken system. It offers redemption and hope in those same individuals who persevere despite the obstacles and odds.

This is a book that is surely about killers, but they don’t take the spotlight. That belongs to the detectives who worked the case, whose eyes were not jaundiced, and who steadily, methodically closed in. In them you find humanity and hope in a city where killers are often kings.

—Michael Connelly, Los Angeles





Part I

The Betrayal





Chapter 1

Holy Terror

(June 21 to 22, 1990)

It happens once a year. That year, it was on a Thursday morning—8:33, to be exact. It set things in motion. It altered lives. None for the better.

It was the summer solstice—the moment when Earth’s rotational axis, the imaginary line that runs between the North and South Poles, achieves its maximum tilt toward the sun. From Earth, the sun appears at its highest point in the sky. Not for another year does the Northern Hemisphere receive so much light in a single day.

It passes unnoticed by most, yet the summer solstice has been observed for millennia, since the age of Stonehenge and the pyramids of Giza at least, and likely even earlier. Throughout human history, cultures around the world have granted it spiritual significance. It inspired Shakespeare, who used it for the plot of one of his most famous comedies, A Midsummer Night’s Dream. In Shakespeare’s time, the summer solstice was a celebratory occasion marked by open-air feasts and renowned for its aura of magic and mystery.

That year, 1990, in Los Angeles, the summer solstice figured in a darker plot, one more akin in cruelty to a Shakespearean tragedy. The story begins late on Thursday, June 21, the night of the astronomical solstice.

Four teenagers in the San Fernando Valley, two boys and two girls, wanted a late-night thrill. The boys, Roland and Timo, were already out of high school. Amy and Melissa were younger. Amy was sixteen at the time.

Earlier that evening, they had attended a youth group meeting together. Afterward, Amy asked Roland for a ride home, although she didn’t really feel like going home. They piled into Roland’s pickup truck and instead drove to Lancers, a nearby restaurant, where they hung out and talked until after midnight.

It was Roland and Timo’s idea to go to Chatsworth Park. More specifically, up to the desolate train tunnel in the hills above Chatsworth Park. Roland had ventured into the tunnel two or three times before.

It sounded like a thrill to Amy, the way they described it. You could walk on the tracks into the tunnel, and if you were lucky, a train would pass through while you were inside. Standing tight against the wall, you’d experience an intense rush as the train whooshed past you, just a few feet away. Wait for it to pass and see if you survived.

Amy and Melissa agreed to go along. They arrived at the park around 1 or 1:30 a.m., in the early morning hours of Friday, June 22.

Although it is located within Los Angeles city limits, Chatsworth Park includes terrain that more closely resembles a rugged wilderness than any typical urban playground of sunbaked blacktop. The park is split into two sections, North and South. The railroad tracks run along and above the west side of both sections.

Down below, in Chatsworth Park’s lower elevations, are a few dusty baseball fields and picnic tables. But what makes the park so unique and alluring, and defines its landscape, are the rocky hills that loom over it, at the northwest rim of the San Fernando Valley.

The hills above Chatsworth Park are studded with colossal sandstone boulders and, apart from a few trails, covered with scrub and scattered trees. Up close, the jumble of boulders appears almost cartoonish and prehistoric, like a set for a live-action remake of The Flintstones, somewhere on the outskirts of Bedrock.

Despite the summer solstice being the day of the year with the latest sunset, it had already been dark for more than four hours by the time the teens got to the park. Compared to denser, glitzier areas of Los Angeles, such as Hollywood or Downtown LA, there was little light pollution in Chatsworth to diminish the night sky. Although the weather that night was fair and mild, it was unusually dark outside. The moon’s phase was a waning crescent, providing barely any light to see by.

The only sources of illumination the teenagers had brought on their trek to the tunnel were Roland’s and Timo’s cigarette lighters. The boys led the way to the unmarked trailhead at the base of the hills. From there, it was a bit of a climb.

Amy had never been to Chatsworth Park before that night. As she followed her friends up into the hills, she realized with some unease that they were not the only ones there. Amy spied some people dressed, strangely, in black capes. Underneath their black capes, all the rest of their clothing was also black. Amy couldn’t tell how many there were, or even whether they were male or female. She caught glimpses of the black-caped figures running and darting in the darkness from tree to tree, around and behind them. They never engaged directly or came too close, nor did they run away.

It was only then, on the heels of her brush with the shadowy caped people, that Amy learned another aspect of the tunnel’s lore, which her friends had neglected to mention. The tunnel they were about to enter, her friends explained, was very close to “the Manson ranch,” where Charles Manson and his “family” of followers lived in the summer of 1969, when they murdered actress Sharon Tate and several other innocent people. The ramshackle property, known as Spahn Movie Ranch at the time Manson lived there, was located just half a mile north of the tunnel.

The notoriety and savagery of the crimes planned at Spahn Ranch stigmatized the property to such a degree that it quickly became better known as “the Manson ranch.” The stigma was so powerful that over time the nearby railroad tunnel acquired its own unofficial nickname: “the Manson tunnel.” Whether Manson ever set foot inside the tunnel is unknown, a matter of conjecture rather than historical record.

What’s more, Amy’s friends belatedly informed her, the tunnel’s proximity to the Manson ranch had made it a place where “devil worshippers” liked to congregate. Roland had heard “weird stuff” and “Manson-type things” went on up there. This was news to Amy, who hadn’t expected to encounter anyone else at the park or the tunnel. Not people in black capes and certainly not devil worshippers. Amy felt afraid, but not enough to turn back. They were almost to the top of the path.

Amy’s fears were not unfounded. At the time, in 1990, fear of the occult was palpable and pervasive in American society. The specter of Satanism prompted so much public alarm during the 1980s and 1990s, all over the country, that the period has since been dubbed “the Satanic Panic.”

Fears were especially acute in Los Angeles, which had been traumatized by a series of high-profile, purportedly satanic killings, beginning with Manson’s in 1969. The randomness of the Manson Family’s victims and the ritualized violence he directed against them was a chilling combination that inflicted deep psychic wounds on the city, sowing the seeds for future collective paranoia.

Public fascination with Satanism and satanic possession went national during the 1970s. The 1971 novel The Exorcist, by William Peter Blatty, and its subsequent film adaptation gripped mainstream popular culture. The occult and supernatural became the subject of everyday conversation as never before.

In Los Angeles, the trauma the Manson Family inflicted on the local consciousness never healed entirely. Fifteen years later, in 1984, these wounds were reopened when the Night Stalker, eventually identified as the serial killer Richard Ramirez, began murdering people across California, most in the Greater Los Angeles area.

Like Manson, Ramirez appeared to choose his victims at random, and his murders were shockingly brutal and highly ritualized. Unlike Manson, Ramirez committed all his murders himself. At many of his crime scenes, Ramirez left behind symbols of the occult, most commonly an inverted pentagram, which he considered a mark of the devil. At his first court appearance following his arrest in 1985, Ramirez held up his hand in the presence of news photographers to reveal a pentagram he’d drawn on his own palm. Ramirez’s trial in 1989 was heavily covered by the media, which only served to stoke public fear of Satan-inspired crimes—and the collective appetite for more such stories. Ramirez was convicted of thirteen counts of murder in September 1989, less than a year before the night of the teenagers’ visit to the Manson tunnel.

In 1990, murder and the fear of it were at the forefront of the public’s mind in California. This was especially true in Los Angeles. The city had just emerged from the deadliest decade in its history. More than eight thousand people were murdered in LA during the 1980s, a larger toll than the 1960s and 1970s combined. Daily, the local airwaves and newspapers were flush with reports of senseless violence and lives cut tragically short. Amy and her friends had grown up in a culture steeped in attention to evildoers.

The path the teenagers climbed eventually opened onto a flat expanse of gravel and rocky ballast, down the middle of which ran a solitary set of railroad tracks. They had reached their destination: the western portal of the tunnel.

The teens hung out along the tracks outside the tunnel for a few minutes, waiting in vain for a train to pass, before they summoned the nerve to venture inside.

Roland and Timo led the way. Amy and Melissa followed a few feet behind, side by side. There was little artificial lighting at the tunnel’s entrance and none whatsoever inside. Both boys held their cigarette lighters out in front of them at arm’s length and kept flicking them on to light their way.

It was too dark for the teens to notice the ominous words spray-painted over the arched mouth of the tunnel, as if a warning not to enter: “HOLY TERROR.”

[image: A railway line leads into a dark tunnel set into the rocky terrain that surrounds. The words “Holy Terror” are graffitied above.]
LAPD crime scene photo of the western portal of “the Manson tunnel,” June 22, 1990 (court exhibit)

Much of the concrete entrance embankment was also covered in graffiti. Among the crudely painted tags and symbols they blindly walked past were multiple inverted pentagrams.

Inside the tunnel it was pitch-black. The tracks between the east and west portals curve slightly, enough that, approaching the midpoint, it becomes impossible to see either entrance. No natural light reaches the middle stretch of the tunnel, even in daytime.

As dark as it was, they kept going, step by tentative step. In those fleeting moments when both Roland’s and Timo’s lighters stayed lit, Amy could see at most five feet ahead of her, and to her side, one of the tunnel’s walls. Whenever the boys’ lighters faltered, she could not see anything, not even her own hand in front of her face.

Because they never stopped walking, it took them only a few minutes to make it well into the tunnel. They were more than a hundred feet in when Amy noticed something on the ground ahead of them, off to the side. In the dim flickering light, it looked to her like something or someone wrapped up in a blanket, lying against the base of the wall.

“What is that?” she asked the others. Amy and Melissa hung back while the boys, brandishing their lighters, went to take a closer look.

Timo got closest, within one or two feet, and Roland within five feet, before they realized that it was a body. They couldn’t tell whether the person was dead or still alive, but they thought they saw blood on the body. It also appeared to them the body was missing one hand.

“Let’s get out of here,” yelled Timo. He and Roland took off running, back the way they had come. Amy and Melissa ran after them, terrified, sprinting through total darkness, until they had all made it out of the tunnel.

Timo wanted to go back in and drag the body out, in case the person was still alive, but no one was willing to go with him. Roland had kept on running and was already scrambling down the hill to call an ambulance.

There were some private homes at the bottom of the hill, adjacent to Chatsworth Park. Roland ran to the nearest house and banged on its door. No one answered. At the next house, a woman came to the door but refused to open it. Roland told her that it was an emergency and to call 911, that he thought a person had gotten hit by a train.

Two units from the Los Angeles Fire Department, a fire truck and an ambulance, were first to respond, at 1:42 a.m. Roland waved them down in front of the house the 911 call had been placed from, just outside an entrance to Chatsworth Park. Timo and the girls were also there, having waited with Roland until help arrived.

Inside the tunnel, the firefighters located the bloodied body of a young white male, about twenty years old. LAFD captain Lewis Bressler, the ranking firefighter at the scene, observed that the man’s throat was slit. They pronounced him dead at 2:12 a.m.

By the time the firefighters came back from the tunnel, the teenagers were gone. The engineer informed Bressler that the witnesses had hung around for about ten minutes and then left.

The first police to arrive, at 2:25 a.m., were patrol officers from the LAPD’s Devonshire Division, the local police precinct with jurisdiction over Chatsworth Park.

As was standard practice upon confirmation of a suspicious death, the first arriving patrol units set up a perimeter within Chatsworth Park, which was now presumed to be a crime scene.

Bressler briefed the officers on his findings inside the tunnel and what the reporting party, Roland, had told him. The LAFD units, having fulfilled all their responsibilities at the scene, left the park at 2:40 a.m.

It was around 3 a.m. when Peggy Moseley, an LAPD detective assigned to the Devonshire Division Homicide unit, was awakened at home by a ringing phone. Her lieutenant, Al Durrer, relayed to her what was known and called her into work. Moseley’s detective partner, Ken Crocker, received a similar call from Durrer. After the detectives, Durrer notified the LA County coroner’s office.

By 4:40 a.m., Moseley, Crocker, and Durrer had arrived at the park and assumed control of the crime scene and nascent investigation. Also at the scene by then were a photographer from the LAPD’s Scientific Investigation Division and a coroner’s investigator, Sandra Fitzgerald.

Moseley was familiar with Chatsworth Park and had been there before, although never in the dead of night. When Moseley first approached the tunnel, it was so dark and foggy out that she could not even see the entrance. She had to use her handheld radio to ask officers already at the mouth of the tunnel to flash a couple of light beams just so she could see where they were.

Inside the tunnel, 165 feet from the entrance, they discovered some bloodstained items on the ground: a pair of black sunglasses, an empty pack of cigarettes—Marlboro Gold 100’s—and some shards of broken glass, likely from a shattered beer bottle.

A trail of blood droplets, plainly visible with the detectives’ flashlights, ran from these items across the tracks to where the body lay, 10 feet farther in. There was a large pool of blood on the gravel railbed just south of the tracks. A few feet away, at the base of the tunnel’s south wall, a second, larger pool of blood spread from under the body. Some of the blood was still liquid, but in other areas where it was less dense, it had already begun to dry and flake.

It appeared the struggle had begun on the north side of the tracks, where blood was first drawn. The victim, perhaps attempting to get away, had moved south across the tracks. There he had received additional major wounds that caused him to bleed more profusely, resulting in the pooled blood and, ultimately, his death. Moseley and Crocker found no evidence to indicate that he had been killed somewhere else and then his body dragged or carried into the tunnel and left there.

[image: Six police officers examine the scene of a crime inside a railway tunnel. They light the crime scene with flashlights, and two officers bend down to view a body.]
LAPD photo of crime scene personnel examining the body, dawn on June 22, 1990 (court exhibit)

The victim was slightly built and had curly brown hair. He was dressed in blue jeans, a red short-sleeved shirt with a white undershirt, and white British Knights tennis shoes. His pockets appeared undisturbed. All of his clothing was soaked in blood. He lay on his left side, with his back against the concrete tunnel wall. Both of his legs were bent behind him at the knee, rather unnaturally, with his ankles against the wall. His right ankle appeared possibly fractured. There were also oily, grimy stains on his clothes and skin, consistent with him having come into contact with the nearby tracks and railroad ties.

Fitzgerald observed no obvious trauma to the dead man’s face, and his eyes appeared normal and relatively clear. Across his throat, he had an extremely deep open wound that went all the way through his windpipe, leaving it exposed. In his torso were multiple deep open wounds that appeared to be stab wounds. All the injuries would be fully documented later, in an autopsy conducted by the medical examiner, but Fitzgerald noted that the apparent stab wounds were scattered across the victim’s chest, back, buttocks, and extremities. A portion of his intestines protruded from one particularly grievous wound to the right side of his abdomen. There were also very severe cuts to his left hand and fingers, likely defensive wounds sustained while attempting to fend off his killer.

When the coroner’s personnel turned the victim over, they discovered under his body a second empty pack of Marlboro cigarettes. Two rusty pieces of barbed wire were also found beside the victim, one near his head and another near his feet. Neither were bloodstained or in contact with the body. No marks were observed on the victim’s wrists or ankles to indicate that he had been bound at any point with barbed wire. Its presence at the crime scene appeared to be random and unconnected to the present case, detritus that was already at the location before the murder occurred there.

The same could be said for the extensive graffiti behind the body on the south tunnel wall, the backdrop for many of the crime scene photographs taken that night. Even 175 feet inside the tunnel, where ordinarily it was pitch-black and only passing trains were supposed to be, its walls were covered with spray-painted messages. The graffiti was artless, foot-tall block letters applied with white spray paint, which stood out against the dark, sooty concrete wall. The most legible graffiti closest to the body read “DROP ACID NOT BOMBS” and “FUCK REAGAN!!” None of the graffiti appeared fresh.

A thorough search of the tunnel turned up no knife or any other weapons. No wallet was found on the body or nearby. The only item of personal property on the victim was a black string necklace around his neck. The necklace had a circular pendant, made of metal, in the shape of an upright pentagram.

Given the peculiar murder location, the tunnel’s well-known association with occult activities, and the deficit of other clues the detectives had to go on, the possibility that the murder was some sort of ritualistic killing or human sacrifice could not be ruled out. The pentagram pendant around the victim’s neck did not prove his murder was occult related, but it also hardly disproved it.

The body was removed from the tunnel at 5:45 a.m., shortly after sunrise on Friday morning, June 22, and transported to the morgue downtown. In her report, completed the following day, coroner’s investigator Fitzgerald noted, “This tunnel is known to be a location frequented by transients and drug abusers, according to detectives at the scene.”

Of the unknown young man, Fitzgerald wrote, “The decedent was not found to be carrying any form of identification … He was assigned John Doe #135 for purposes of identification … His next of kin remains unknown at the time of this report.”





Chapter 2

“Mr. Baker, We Have Your Son”

(June 21 to 24, 1990)

Late on Thursday night, June 21, about two hours before the teenagers discovered the body inside the tunnel, the phone rang at the home of Gayle and Kay Baker. The Bakers lived in Woodland Hills, an upper-middle-class area of the San Fernando Valley.

Gayle and Kay had been married for thirty years and had two children, a daughter, Patty, and a son, Ron. At the time, Patty was twenty-five years old and Ron was twenty-one.

The Bakers had lived in this very home since the mid-1970s. The house was located on a steep hillside street. Its backyard boasted impressive views of the Valley and a large in-ground swimming pool. When the Bakers moved in, Patty and Ron were not yet teenagers. Their home became a magnet for the neighborhood’s kids. As adolescents, they and their friends had often gathered around the family’s dining room table, playing Dungeons & Dragons or working on jigsaw puzzles.

Despite the lovely home, the Bakers were not a wealthy family. They had inherited their house from Kay’s father.

Gayle and Kay raised their children there to adulthood. By 1990, both Patty and Ron had flown the nest and were living on their own.

Gayle worked as a writing engineer, proofreading technical plans for the Guidance and Control Systems division of Litton Industries, one of the many aerospace industry companies then flourishing in Southern California. Because his job entailed sensitive government defense systems, a security clearance was required. He was unable to share with his family and friends many details about how he spent his workdays.

[image: A young man sits in front of a birthday cake with candles that spell out ‘20’. His parents and sister stand behind and smile at the camera.]
The Baker family on Ron’s twentieth birthday, January 1989 (courtesy of Patty Baker Elliott)

Kay had been a kindergarten teacher but stopped working after she and Gayle married. Once Patty and Ron were out of elementary school, Kay went back to work part-time.

Gayle and Kay’s social life revolved around their church, Woodland Hills United Methodist, of which they were charter members. Kay’s part-time job was as the church’s secretary. Gayle volunteered as a church trustee and was usually the first to receive a call when something on the premises broke and needed to be repaired fast.

When the phone rang at Gayle and Kay’s late that night, close to midnight, the likeliest reason was their church calling with another emergency for him to take care of.

Kay had already gone to bed. Gayle had been dozing in a chair in front of the TV, having fallen asleep while watching the eleven o’clock news. The ringing phone had startled him awake. He glanced at his watch and saw it was ten minutes to midnight. He wondered why anyone would be calling at that hour.

“Hello?” Gayle answered the phone.

He heard a man’s voice that he did not recognize. The voice sounded strange and raspy, as if whoever it was, was trying to disguise their true voice.

“Mr. Baker,” the caller said. “We have your son. Unless you give us a hundred thousand dollars by five o’clock tomorrow, he will die.” The caller’s tone of voice was deep and monotone, without inflection or discernible emotion.

Gayle’s initial thought was that it was some sort of prank. “Who is this?” he asked.

He received no response to his question. Instead, the caller warned him, in the same odd voice, “Do not go to the police or he will die.”

Before Gayle could say anything more, the line went dead.

It was such a shocking and surreal call to receive, almost like a dream while he was dozing.

Gayle was so concerned that he immediately woke Kay and told her what had happened. Then he called Ron’s apartment.

Ron’s roommate Nathan Blalock answered the phone. Gayle asked him if Ron was there.

Nathan said he wasn’t. “We took him to the bus stop at about nine thirty and he hasn’t returned,” he said. Nathan said he thought Ron was going to meet friends from Mystic’s Circle at UCLA, where Ron was completing his junior year. Gayle had never heard of Mystic’s Circle previously. Although he knew many of Ron’s friends well, he wasn’t as familiar with those from UCLA.

Gayle told Nathan about the nature of the call he had received. At the time, Gayle still believed that it was a prank.

“That would be a dirty trick to play on somebody,” Nathan responded.

Gayle agreed. He asked Nathan to have Ron call him immediately, whatever time he came home. Nathan said he would.

Gayle decided against calling the police, since he figured it was likely just a prank.

The next morning, around ten thirty on Friday, June 22, the phone rang again at the Bakers’ home.

Gayle answered and heard the same raspy, monotone voice as the night before.

This time, the caller said, “Mr. Baker, you had better give us that one hundred thousand by five o’clock or your son will die.”

“Who is this?” Gayle asked.

As the night before, his question was ignored, and then the line went dead.

Now Gayle and Kay were deeply concerned.

A short time later, Gayle called Ron’s apartment again. Ron’s second roommate and close friend, Duncan Martinez, answered. Duncan said that Ron had not come home the previous night. Gayle recounted to Duncan the two anonymous phone calls. They agreed it was unusual for Ron to be out all night. Gayle told Duncan that he was going to notify the police immediately.

Gayle then called 911 and reported his son’s possible kidnapping. He spoke with an LAPD detective supervisor in Van Nuys, the location of Ron’s apartment and where he was last seen.

The supervisor classified the crime as a “Kidnap for Ransom.” The LAPD’s Robbery-Homicide Division, its elite detective squad, was notified. RHD detectives are among the department’s most experienced and capable investigators—by reputation, the best of the best. The division’s caseload is limited to Los Angeles’ most high-profile, complex, and heinous crimes.

Given the possibility the Bakers might receive another call, an RHD detective went to their home to set up a phone tap that would enable any future calls to be recorded. The phone tap was a low-tech device, even by 1990 standards. It consisted of a suction cup attached to the phone’s receiver. A wire ran from the suction cup to a connected tape recorder placed beside the phone. The Bakers were advised that anytime their phone rang, they were to press the record button on the tape recorder before answering. If the call turned out to be innocuous, they could switch the recorder off.

In case Gayle answered the phone and heard the same eerie voice as before, he was instructed to say the police had not been notified, although that was untrue. Next, he was to confirm the amount of money required to secure Ron’s freedom. Gayle was encouraged to ask to speak with Ron, to make sure he had not been harmed. As to how the money would be handed off, Gayle was told to say he was too afraid for his safety to take it someplace remote himself and, for the same reason, unwilling to have it picked up at their home. Gayle would instead have a friend drop the money off wherever the caller specified.

Patty, who lived an hour’s drive from her parents, came home to sit vigil with them.

The waiting for a third ransom call or any update on Ron’s status was nerve-racking.

Because the Bakers did not have call-waiting, a feature not yet common on home phones, they were counseled to stay off the line as much as possible. Should the kidnapper call again, it was important he get through, rather than get a busy signal. If anyone in the family wanted to place an outgoing call, they had to go to a neighbor’s. Patty did just this, using a neighbor’s phone to call many of Ron’s friends in a desperate effort to locate him.

Despite the LAPD’s installation of the recording device on the phone, the coaching Gayle received, and the Baker family’s precautions, no additional ransom calls were received.

At 1 p.m. Friday, a robbery detective from the LAPD’s Van Nuys Division, Craig Rhudy, visited Ron’s apartment on Erwin Street and interviewed his two roommates, Duncan and Nathan. With their consent, Rhudy also took a look around the apartment and Ron’s bedroom for any potential clues.

Rhudy’s interview of Duncan and Nathan was not tape-recorded, but the detective recounted what was said and the results of his search in a written report.

Duncan and Nathan told Rhudy that Ron had become fascinated with Wicca, which they described as a “metaphysical meditation concept.” They said Ron’s interest began around October 1989, when he was introduced to it by a friend, Lance Strickler, for whom Ron had worked in a candle-making booth at the local springtime Renaissance Faire.

Rhudy wrote in his report: “Victim has a meditation altar w/ candles etc. set up in his room. Victim has been attending meetings at or near UCLA campus of a group called ‘Mystic’s Circle.’”

Duncan and Nathan also told Rhudy that they had been receiving numerous phone calls, and calls from the front gate of their apartment building, in which the callers asked for Ron. Upon being told Ron was not there, the callers immediately hung up, the roommates said.

During his search of Ron’s bedroom, Rhudy found a flyer for Mystic’s Circle, the group Duncan and Nathan had mentioned. Rhudy collected the flyer as evidence.

[image: A hand-drawn flyer for the ‘Mystic’s Circle’. The illustration features one black pillar, one white pillar and a yin yang symbol with wings.]
Mystic’s Circle flyer found in Ron’s bedroom on June 22, 1990 (court exhibit)

No connection had been made as of yet between Ron’s disappearance, the ransom calls to the Bakers’ home, and the unidentified young man’s body found inside the railroad tunnel.

Moseley and Crocker, the Devonshire homicide detectives, had returned to Chatsworth Park on Friday morning to look for more evidence in the clear light of day. They were unaware that elsewhere inside the LAPD a related investigation was unfolding parallel to their own. They arrived at the tunnel at 10:30 a.m., coincidentally around the same time the second of the two ransom calls was received by the Bakers.

The only additional evidence Moseley and Crocker found at the scene Friday were a few more broken beer bottles on the ground outside the west entrance to the tunnel.

Friday afternoon, they drove to the coroner’s office downtown, where they viewed the victim’s body and injuries and discussed the same with the coroner’s investigator. Fingerprints taken by a coroner’s investigator had been sent to the LAPD for comparison with all print records on file. No match was found. Officially, the victim remained John Doe #135.

Word of the grisly discovery in the tunnel had already reached the press. At 3:10 p.m. on Friday, Crocker fielded a call from a Los Angeles Daily News reporter.

The news broke in a story that ran in the Saturday edition of the paper. The unidentified male victim was described as “about 20 years old, white, 6 feet, 150 pounds with brown hair that appeared to have been permed into tight ends.” The paper reported the victim was stabbed to death and police suspected the motive could have been robbery, because no money was found on him. Anyone with information about the victim or killing was urged to call Devonshire detectives.

Although the Devonshire detectives had told the press that the motive for the murder might have been robbery, that was not the only theory they were exploring. In their “chrono”—the running chronological log kept by LAPD detectives to document all actions taken in an investigation—they noted a possible “devil worship satanic connection due to vict wearing pentagram pendant.”

Midday on Saturday, Moseley and Crocker went to the coroner’s office to attend the autopsy of John Doe #135. Not surprisingly, the medical examiner who performed the autopsy, Dr. Eva Heuser, determined his cause of death was multiple stab wounds.

Who the victim was, rather than how he died, remained the bigger mystery.

Crocker and Moseley contacted neighboring law enforcement agencies to check whether they had received any missing persons reports that fit the victim’s description. They had not.

It was not until Sunday afternoon, almost three days after the body was discovered in the tunnel, that John Doe #135 was finally identified.

RHD detectives investigating the kidnapping of Ron Baker meanwhile had been doing their own due diligence. It was standard protocol in cases with a missing victim for detectives to call local hospitals, to see if anyone matching the victim’s description had been admitted. Detectives in such cases would routinely check with the coroner’s office as well, regarding recent unidentified decedents. It took only one call to the coroner’s office for the dots to be connected that John Doe #135 was Ron Baker.

What had been two separate cases, the murder of John Doe #135 and the kidnapping for ransom of Ron Baker, became one case. The combined case would now be handled by detectives from RHD’s Major Crime Investigation Section, which consisted of six teams of two detectives. For shorthand, the unit was referred to as Major Crimes. It had been formed in the 1970s as a top-notch specialized homicide unit with citywide jurisdiction.

With the official transfer of the Baker case, notifications were made to the two on-call detectives assigned to Major Crimes. Ron Baker’s murder would now be their responsibility.





Chapter 3

Partners in Crime

(June 24, 1990)

I was relaxing at home on Sunday evening, June 24, when my phone rang. We had just finished eating dinner, and I was getting my daughters, then four and nine years old, ready for bed.

My partner, Frank Garcia, and I had been on call all weekend, as the detectives responsible for any homicide between Friday night and Monday morning that came RHD’s way. Things had been quiet, though, and it seemed as if our services might not be needed.

I answered and heard the familiar voice of Addison “Bud” Arce, my first partner when I began at Hollywood Homicide in 1981, and now my colleague at Major Crimes.

“Hey, I’ve got a good one for you, Roy,” Arce told me. “Roy” was a term of affection that my former supervisor at Hollywood Homicide, Russ Kuster, called all of his detectives. It was a name he chose to honor his favorite country music star, Roy Acuff. Kuster called his detectives “Roy” so habitually that eventually we began calling one another Roy as well.

Arce relayed the basic details. A murdered John Doe had been found early Friday morning inside a railroad tunnel above Chatsworth Park. That same night and the following morning, a family in the Valley had received two ransom calls suggesting their son had been kidnapped. Earlier on Sunday, a few hours prior, it had been determined that the John Doe was the kidnapping victim. Arce said the body was still at the coroner’s office and the family had not yet been notified of their son’s death.

I called Garcia, who had received a similar call from Arce.

We were chosen for the case as a matter of chance, as we just happened to be the on-call team that weekend. Had John Doe #135 been identified as Ron Baker on Monday instead of Sunday, the case would have been assigned to another detective team.

Garcia and I enjoyed a simpatico working relationship, although our backgrounds and paths to RHD were markedly different.

Garcia was the senior partner, having been on the job several years longer than me. He was born and raised in El Paso, Texas. Unlike me, Garcia had never planned to become a police officer. As a young man, newly living in Los Angeles, he was working at an aluminum factory that manufactured beer and soda cans. The hours were long and the work dirty, but it was a union job that paid well. His shifts were regularly thirteen or fourteen hours per day, and he would leave work covered in oil from the machinery.

One night when he was driving home from the factory, an LAPD patrol car pulled him over for speeding. Garcia explained to the officer, who looked polished and put together, that he had just finished working a long shift. During their conversation, Garcia asked him if he liked his job. The officer said he loved it and asked Garcia if he liked his. Garcia confessed he could not stand it. The officer asked if he had any college. Garcia said he had three years. The officer told him that if he was interested, the LAPD gave a written test every Tuesday evening at its Harbor Division station.

Garcia replied that he could never be a police officer. As a kid, he had seen cops chase neighborhood troublemakers and thought that wasn’t for him. The idea of a police career hadn’t crossed his mind in all the years since.

But in the following weeks, Garcia kept thinking about that clean-cut cop and the pride he seemed to take in his work. He didn’t just like his job. He loved it.

Finally, one Tuesday night, Garcia went in and took the test. He passed. Garcia was clearing an average of $500 a week at the aluminum factory, with all the overtime he worked. The starting salary for the LAPD at the time was $742 per month, before taxes.

At least it was a career, Garcia thought.

Garcia entered the LAPD Academy in December 1969. Upon his graduation, he was selected to work undercover as part of a “buy team,” purchasing narcotics on the streets and attempting to identify drug dealers and build cases against them. His unit was known as Administrative Narcotics, “Ad Narc” for short.

He found himself hanging out most days around Theodore Roosevelt High School in Boyle Heights, a neighborhood in East Los Angeles. Garcia discovered he had a good skill set for working undercover and making buys, which entailed a lot of patience and bullshitting. He had a natural gift for conversation with anyone, no matter their background.

One of the dealers he became a steady customer of was a Roosevelt student who went by the nickname “Sluggo.” Over a period of weeks, Garcia repeatedly bought weed and pills from Sluggo and other dealers outside the school.

Spending so much time outside the high school, buying drugs, Garcia became a familiar face to some of the Roosevelt students, and vice versa. One particular girl would come out of school every day and, when she saw Garcia, shake her head at him in disgust.

Garcia finally asked her one day, “What’s the matter with you? You don’t like me?”

“What are you doing here every day?” she asked him.

“Oh, I’m just hanging around,” he lied. “I got nothing else to do.”

“Why don’t you get a job, get a life, make something of yourself?” she chastised.

The end of the school year was approaching, and with it the “roundup,” when arrests were to be made. Garcia had just bought some drugs from Sluggo one day after school when the girl walked past. She gave him that look again, but this time she walked right up to him. She held out her yearbook, which had been given out in school that day, and told Garcia she wanted him to sign it.

“You got to be kidding me,” he told her.

She insisted she wasn’t.

Garcia asked her name and she told him, “Margaret.”

He inscribed her yearbook, “Margaret, one of these days I’m going to take your advice and get a job that’s worthy of my talents and abilities.” He signed it, “Frank.”

“I’d like to see that,” Margaret said when she read what he had written.

Garcia laughed.

Margaret told him to take care. “We probably won’t be seeing each other for a while,” she said. She was a senior, and graduation was only a few days away.

A day or two later, on the day of the roundup, Garcia volunteered to personally arrest Sluggo. The LAPD’s protocol at the time was to go directly into the classroom to make the arrest. Garcia, accompanied by an Ad Narc detective and three uniformed officers, walked into Sluggo’s class. Among the other students in the classroom, coincidentally, was Margaret. Everyone, especially Margaret, was looking at them like What the hell?

“Sluggo, stand up,” Garcia announced. “You’re under arrest for selling narcotics and dangerous drugs.” He pulled out his handcuffs and slapped them on Sluggo. As he did, Garcia noticed Margaret staring at him, in shock rather than disgust. Garcia winked at her and said, “I took your advice, Margaret.”

Garcia moved up the ranks fast. He was soon promoted to investigate high-quantity narcotics suppliers, including cartel figures and kingpins. After working narcotics for another three years and making detective, he received a call out of the blue to interview for a position at RHD’s Homicide Special Section. He was concerned that he lacked homicide experience and pointed that out. He was told there was a need for a Spanish-speaking detective, and his investigative background would be helpful, given that narcotics-related murders were on the rise citywide.

Garcia got the position. The same skill set that had helped him to excel undercover, his gift for talking with people from all walks of life, was also a boon for solving murders. After a few years, he was promoted to Detective II and moved from Homicide Special to its sister unit at RHD, Major Crimes.

Garcia had been in Major Crimes for almost seven years when, in February 1988, he acquired a new junior detective partner: me.

While Garcia fell into his calling by happenstance, I had dreamed of being a detective for as long as I could remember. As a kid, growing up in the Los Angeles suburb of Lakewood, I was obsessed with the Hardy Boys books. I devoured one after another, as fast as I could read them. As I got older, I fell hard for Hitchcock films, particularly Rear Window and Dial M for Murder. Seeing how clues were pieced together to solve a case innately appealed to me.

[image: A man with dark hair and a dark moustache, wearing a shirt and tie, folds his arms and smiles at the camera.]
Detective Frank Garcia, circa late 1980s (courtesy of Frank Garcia)

By the time I reached junior high school, I already knew that when I grew up I wanted to be an investigator. I was vocal about my career aspirations. My ninth-grade social studies teacher, Miss Kennedy, signed my yearbook, “Best luck in the detective field.” I was fourteen years old.

After college at San Jose State, I applied to the LAPD and was hired in 1976. Upon graduation from the Academy, I was assigned to Hollywood Division patrol.

For a rookie cop, Hollywood was an ideal training ground. It was incredibly diverse, in both its demographics and its geography. The area was world-famous for its association with the entertainment industry as well as its nightlife. Both served as beacons for people from all over the world. The territory was split between the grittier flatlands, which featured well-known commercial boulevards like Sunset, Hollywood, and Melrose, and the wealthier, more rustic Hollywood Hills. It was in the Hollywood flatlands that I spent the bulk of my time, since that was where most of the criminal activity occurred.

Throughout my four years in patrol, I never lost sight of my boyhood dream of becoming a full-fledged detective.

In May 1981, I applied for a detective trainee position at Hollywood. I was selected and assigned to the juvenile beat. Four months later, to my great surprise, I was informed that I was being loaned to Homicide, effective immediately. That year, 1981, was shaping up to be an especially bloody year in Hollywood. Fifty-five people were murdered between January and August, more than in all of 1980. The Hollywood Homicide unit was swamped with cases and overwhelmed.

The unit consisted of six detectives, three teams of two, plus a detective supervisor, known as the homicide coordinator. The homicide coordinator in Hollywood was Detective Russ Kuster. He had run the unit since the late 1970s and was beloved by the detectives who worked for him.

Kuster’s management style and teaching methods were not very hands-on, but he took a lot of pride in his unit and held his detectives to high standards. He demanded they share his attention to detail and work hard at solving cases. If you weren’t working overtime on something as important as a murder, that was a problem.

I was excited for the opportunity to live my dream but also a little apprehensive. I had been a detective trainee for only a few months.

Kuster put me with two veteran homicide detectives, Hank Petroski and Bud Arce. Petroski was older and slightly crotchety. Arce, on the other hand, was a born jokester. After my first day, when I went home and took off my suit jacket, I heard something jingle in one of its pockets. Inside was an old room key from a sleazy Hollywood “no-tell” motel. At some point during that day, when I wasn’t paying attention, Arce had slipped it into my jacket pocket, hoping to engineer what would have been an awkward, defensive conversation between my wife and me. But I found it before she did.

The first homicide crime scene I ever worked was the October 1981 murder of Wilbur Wright. Wright was a businessman who owned Wil Wright’s Ice Cream, a popular chain of upmarket ice cream parlors throughout Southern California. Wright had been beaten to death inside his home in the Hollywood Hills. Unfortunately, his murder was never solved.

During the Wright investigation, I learned that my initial impression of Petroski as prickly was mistaken. Arce was off duty that day so I went with Petroski to the crime scene. He showed me how to document a crime scene with diagrams and detailed notes. Even though I was just learning my new vocation, Petroski made me feel valued, saying things like “What do you think?” and “Give me your thoughts.”

A month later, I helped solve a murder case for the first time. A UCLA dean, Phillip Frandson, had been suffocated to death at his Laurel Canyon hillside home that September. Some of his personal property, including his car, was taken. The stolen car was later dumped at an apartment building in Compton, south of Los Angeles. The Frandson case was assigned to Petroski and Arce, but it remained unsolved into November.

Shortly before Thanksgiving, both of my senior partners had a day off. I decided to go interview a potential witness, who lived in the apartment building where Frandson’s car had been found. The witness was cooperative but at first denied knowledge of the murder. However, I was able to build a rapport with him, which led to a change of heart. The next day, he identified the killer.

Petroski, Arce, and I arrested the suspect that same night. At Hollywood Station, he confessed and was booked for the murder. I was amazed at how quickly it all came together after my interview with the witness just the previous day.

Once the suspect was booked, I returned to the Hollywood Homicide squad room. My supervisor, Russ Kuster, had drawn a big thumbs-up on the chalkboard behind his desk. It was hard to believe that I had helped solve a real murder.

“I can’t believe I’m getting paid to do this,” I told Kuster. I joked with him, “This is better than sex.”

Of course, the job came with its lows as well. The unsolved cases that frustrated me. The extremely long and inconsistent hours, which meant less time with my family. Seeing the human carnage and the emotional devastation of victims’ loved ones.

Despite the challenges, I looked forward to going to work every morning. The job was immensely interesting to me, and I felt lucky to work in Hollywood. While many LAPD divisions were inundated primarily with murders related to the drug trade or gang warfare, Hollywood murders were extraordinarily varied: there were burglary-murders in the Hollywood Hills; robbery-murders on the neon-lit streets of the flatlands; sexually motivated murders, both gay and straight; pimp-versus-prostitute murders; and murders that combined more than one of the above.

In 1983, Arce left Hollywood Homicide for a new assignment within the department, which opened a coveted permanent spot in the unit. Although I was still a detective trainee, I was selected to fill it. My partner was Jerry Stephens, a veteran detective whose investigative instincts and thoroughness were top-notch. I learned more from Jerry about homicide work than anyone else.

I officially made detective the following year. The LAPD’s custom at the time was for promoted detective trainees to be reassigned to a new division, for breadth of experience. Kuster, however, wanted to keep me where I was. I loved working there and also wanted to stay put. Kuster went to bat for me and somehow pushed it through. I remained in Hollywood Homicide.

Arce eventually landed a position downtown at Robbery-Homicide Division, one of several detectives to transfer from Hollywood Homicide to RHD through the years. Many credited Kuster, who ran such a tight ship that his unit served as a de facto farm team for RHD.

Until that point in my career, I had not had any contact with RHD, but I knew its reputation as having the LAPD’s two foremost homicide units. In August 1984, I caught a new case, the contract murder of a wealthy businessman outside his home in the Hollywood Hills. Within a day, I found the possible motives—personal and work-related—to be so complex that I felt it was a case better suited for RHD. Kuster agreed.

Two detectives from Major Crimes came to Hollywood the next day. I had not met either of them before, but one was Frank Garcia, who would be my future partner when I transferred to RHD a few years later. The other was Garcia’s senior partner at the time, Mike Thies. I laid out the case to Thies and Garcia, then took them to the crime scene and walked them through it.

A few months later, Thies called and asked me if I was interested in coming to RHD. He said there was going to be an opening in Major Crimes. I thanked him for the heads-up but told him, “I would love to work RHD, especially Major Crimes, but I’d rather stay in Hollywood a bit longer.” I told him I felt I needed to work a few more years where the case volume was higher, to gain more experience, before I took on the more complex cases handled by RHD.

Near the end of 1987, I heard there was going to be a detective opening at Major Crimes. This time, I went for it.

My interview took place in the office of RHD’s captain, William O. Gartland, but was conducted by lieutenants Chuck Massey and John Zorn, who oversaw Major Crimes and Homicide Special Section, respectively.

During my interview, I recounted how I’d been invited to apply earlier but declined because I wanted to gain more experience. We discussed some of the homicides I’d handled at Hollywood and my desire to work more involved cases, the type RHD specialized in solving.

Zorn, likely having been tipped off that I was a baseball fanatic, ended my interview with an unusual question.

“Who played first base for the 1964 Rockland County Little League All-Stars?” Zorn asked, deadpan.

I figured such an obscure baseball trivia question probably had an obvious answer. “John Zorn?” I said.

“You’re right,” Zorn replied. “I think you have a good chance at this job.”

The next day, Massey called and told me the position was mine.

My fellow homicide detectives in Hollywood made me an oversized going-away card, fashioned from a manila folder, which they festooned with embarrassing photos and bawdy, affectionately insulting messages. Russ Kuster, my mentor and boss, wrote in the card a poem he had composed:

Roses are red,

vodka has limes,

congratulations,

but fuck Major Crimes!

I officially joined Major Crimes in late February 1988. My new partner, whom I had met once before, on the contract murder case four years earlier, was Frank Garcia.

At the time, I was thirty-five years old, several years younger than Garcia and all the other detectives at Major Crimes. My acclimation was eased by already knowing a few of my new colleagues, fellow alumni of Hollywood Homicide, and by my eagerness to solve cases.

Garcia and I would remain partners for the next five years, until he retired from the LAPD in 1993. So while Garcia was my first partner at Major Crimes, I would be his last.

[image: A man wearing large glasses, a white shirt and dark-coloured tie works at a desk, surrounded by papers. He is holding a pen in his mouth.]
At my desk in the RHD squad room, circa early 1990s

To my relief, I found Garcia easy to work with and a lot of fun to be around, which made for an ideal partnership. I admired his charisma and natural ability to talk with people irrespective of their background, a priceless characteristic for a homicide detective in a metropolis like Los Angeles. When I introduced my wife to Garcia for the first time, she marveled at how charming he was. It seemed to me that everyone who met Frank Garcia couldn’t help but like him.

Garcia and I had worked together, side by side, for a little more than two years when we were tasked with trying to solve Ron Baker’s murder.

Neither of us imagined at the time how many twists and turns the investigation would eventually take, nor how long, even outlasting both of our LAPD careers.

All I knew that night in June 1990 was the little Arce had told me on the phone.

Minutes after Arce’s call, both Garcia and I were in our cars and on our way to the coroner’s office, our weekend over and our new investigation now in motion.


OPS/images/img_44.jpg





OPS/images/img_24.jpg





OPS/images/sevendials_logo.jpg
SEVEN DIALS





OPS/images/img_21.jpg





OPS/images/img_32.jpg
\S'R*’ng ‘ |
—/\rO'RVMv\ JIEXRSE {

|
— MEDITATI®N- | \‘
ZGNesTic GospEls- | |
— S HAMANISM: ‘ |
- MAGICK - WICCA \

Learn through: ‘ |
—DISCU £ (9NS - Flim - \. \l
—GUEST SPEAKERS- 'w‘ \
= SeCIALs-

Membership nquiries welcome. | ‘

— CONTACT Roland






OPS/images/cover.jpg
THE TRUE STORY or A LOS ANGELES MURDER

BLACK
TUNNEL

RICK JACKSON anpD MATTHEW McGOUGH





OPS/images/img_28.jpg





OPS/images/img_39.jpg





