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For Miriam, Nathaniel, and Adeline



Free yourself, like a gazelle from the hand of the hunter,
like a bird from the snare of the fowler.

—PROVERBS 6:5

Find a little strip, find a little stranger
Yeah you're gonna feel my hand

I got a livin’ angel, want a little danger
Honey you're gonna feel my hand

—IGGY AND THE STOOGES



Part

One



THE THINGS THAT KEEP YOU SAFE

Electrical currents pulsed in the tip of each of his fingers. When he had
keyed open the trunk of the car fifteen minutes earlier to find the gloves
and the X-Acto knife, a spark had leapt off the keyhole. Now the wind
was up, just as the man on the radio had said, ripping leaves from the
eucalyptus trees and scattering them into the playground. There, be-
neath the bruised late-evening sky, a couple swayed on a swing, the
teenage girl draped across her boyfriend’s lap.

He leaned against a tree trunk for a moment and watched them —
their tangled bodies swaying in a half circle, her small hand pressed
against the boy’s cheek, her kisses wide-mouthed and devouring. He
peeled strips of bark from the tree until the green skin was exposed to
the desert air. The two kids were aware of nothing except each other’s
body—not the wind, not the deepening darkness, not the screech of the
swinging S-hook, not the man standing fifteen yards away in the night
shadow of the bowing eucalyptus trees.

The streetlamps flickered to life, and suddenly the dark path of the
greenbelt was illuminated, a cement walkway snaking the grass behind
fenced backyards. The girl glanced up at the light, but her mind was
focused on the boy, on the inner storm heating her body. She might
have felt him there, he wasn't sure. People felt things; he’d learned that
in the last few months—the heat of his eyes on the backs of their necks,
his electric body radiating beneath the windowsill, the hint of his foot-
steps on their patio steps. It excited him, his presence pricking their
awareness. He stood still in the darkness, just as he did now, watching
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their momentary pause as though hearing some primal echo of people
once hunted. Yes, you were prey once.

The girl blinked blindly and then slid down her boyfriend’s thighs,
her hand moving toward his belt. He could see what her hand was
doing, and a memory gripped him—a door thrown open to bursting
light, fingers like giant spider legs prickling his skin, his childhood
name whispered among the earwigs and beetle bugs and white curlicue
worms of the basement. And his childhood voice spoke something, not
in his head, not in the memory, but out loud into the present world.

“Who’s there?” the girl said, and he was jolted back to himself.
Dusk. Santa Ana winds. Greenbelt running through the center of a
housing tract.

“Who the hell’s there?” the boy spoke now, his voice pitched low to
hide his sudden fear.

He liked the boy, liked his fear.

Awake to himself, he spun around the tree trunk and walked be-
hind the grove of eucalyptus.

“Creeper,” he heard the girl say.

“Rent a goddamned movie,” the boy yelled after him.

His head throbbed now. The electricity buzzed in his teeth and the
row of trees bowed over him, their limbs shaking in the wind. He could
feel his left eye fluttering and closing, his mind spinning into vertigo
until his adult self chastised his childhood self and everything found its
place again in the world. The lights illuminating the path were like
bright white moons stabbed into the ground. He was drawn into the
warm pools of light and then into the cool darkness and back into light
until he found himself in the half darkness of a flickering bulb. He
stood for a moment beneath the staccato filament until finally it
sparked and popped.

Another light caught his attention then. Beyond the pathway was
a window. It glowed orange in the night and cast its mirror image on
the mowed lawn beneath it. In that window stood a woman, her head
enveloped in steam, her features smudged as though an eraser had
been rubbed across her face. He watched the woman now, from the
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greenbelt, music from her stereo floating into the hot evening. Some
sort of jazz, his fingers tingling with the beat, a cigarette-scorched sing-
ing voice turned loud to keep her company. She was alone, he could
feel it. There was an opening in her fence—no locked gate, just a gar-
den of stunted cactus twisting out of white rock.

He didn'’t always know what he was looking for. Sometimes he just
went for walks in the neighborhoods—watching the boys in the street
popping ollies on their skateboards, sniffing the dampness of pesticide
sprayed on the grass, peering into windows where women slipped
blouses over their heads. These neighborhoods with their privacy fences
and dwarf palms, their greenbelt walks and rows of eucalyptus, their
leaves spicing the air with oily mint. Here, in these neighborhoods,
people left garage doors open, left backyard sliding glass doors un-
hinged. They slept with their windows cracked, the ocean breeze on
their necks in the early morning. He might go three or four nights with-
out the feeling. A week, maybe. Sometimes he got lucky and felt what
he was looking for two nights in a row. Tonight, standing in the pool of
darkness beneath a shorted-out bulb, he felt it, and he stepped over the
cactus spines into her backyard.

He came up along the side of the house. There she was, bent over a
cutting board, slicing tomatoes. She was cooking pasta, the starchy
thickness of the noodles steaming out the screened side window, knot-
ting his stomach. It had been a while since he’d eaten. The window
beaded with steam, turning the glass into a mirror, and for a moment
he could see half of his face. He'd caught only glimpses of it in the last
few months—a shard of it in the rearview mirror, a cheek and an eye in
the side-view, a nose and a forehead while bent over a sink, scouring his
hands. His face was soft and boyish, and he was forced to look at it
now, that baby face, until the woman slicked her hand across the pane
and glanced through the window. He froze and stared back at her,
feeling the charged current pass between them. If she saw him, he
would run, but if she didn’t . .. It was dark outside her window and
he knew it was a mirror for her, too. When she tried to look through the
glass, all she saw were her own eyes staring back, as though what had
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frightened her was imagined. No, he said to himself. What you're
afraid of is real.

Then she turned to the sink and washed a bowl, her back to him,
her shoulders sloped, her flowery housedress tangled around her waist.
The music blared into the kitchen—trumpets, bass, drums rat-a-tat-
tatting a beat, notes plinking through the screened window like pieces
of candied metal. When she was finished she sat on a stool, facing the
boiling pasta, and sipped a glass of wine. There was no ring on her
finger, no one coming home to her tonight. He liked her, liked her lone-
liness; her aloneness would make things easier; people who had some-
one else, he had discovered, fought harder.

He found the sliding door. The glass was pulled back, the house
opened to the hot wind. Just a screen separated him from the carpeted
living room. He tugged on the handle. Locked. He felt his blood rush
then, a brief fluttering of his left eye. The door to the basement had had
a lock on it, an iron hinge clamped shut from the outside. When the
door closed, when he was his childhood self, he had been like a bird
with a hood pulled over his eyes, blinking in the darkness of his own
brain until the voice in his head strung made-up syllables together and
a space opened up in his mind where the voice lived and the voice kept
him from being afraid.

Locked. The screen was locked. He watched the woman in the
kitchen, her back bowed with heavy shoulders, the steam swirling above
her head, the music a chaos of metal clinks. It’s just aluminum and
mesh, he wanted to say to her. Mesh and aluminum. The stupid things
that make you feel safe. Doors and walls, screens and lights. He put on
the gloves first, like slipping into new skin, and slit a line along the
aluminum frame with the X-Acto knife—the plinking of each thread
drowned by the squeal of trumpets. When it was cut, he peeled back the
screen, and the mesh yawned open to let him inside.



MMA WAS ALREADY UP IN THE SADDLE. SHE SIDESTEPPED GUS
E across the gravel driveway, the horse’s hooves kicking up dust
that blew across the yard.

“C’mon, Dad,” Emma said. “It’s getting late.”

Detective Benjamin Wade was hammering the latch back onto
the barn door. When they came up the driveway in his cruiser fifteen
minutes earlier, the door was slung wide open, the latch ripped out
of the wood by the gusting Santa Ana winds. The winds had burst
into the coastal basin midmorning, dry gusts billowing off the desert
in the east that electrified the air. The morning had been heavy with
gritty smog, the taste of leaded gas on the tongue. By early afternoon,
though, the basin was cleared out, the smog pushed out over the Pa-
cific. A brown haze camouflaged Catalina Island, but here the sky
was topaz, the needle grass in the hills undulating green from early-
fall storms.

“I'll meet you up there,” Emma said, spinning Gus around and
cantering him up the trail.

“Hold on,” Ben said. But she was already gone. He dropped the
hammer, the latch swinging loose on a single nail. He pulled himself
up onto Tin Man, raced the horse after her, and finally caught up to
her on Bommer Ridge.
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“You're getting slow, old man,” Emma said, turning to smile at
him.

“You're getting impatient.”

“You want to be here as much as I do,” she said.

That was true. This was exactly where he wanted to be—in the
hills, riding a horse, with his daughter. They rode side by side now,
Emma rocking back and forth on Gus’s swayback. Tin Man snorted
a protest, shaking his head to rattle the reins; the horse was getting too
old for that kind of running, his cattle-rustling days well behind him.
Gus and Tin Man were the last of the cutters. Four years ago, in
1982, when the cattle ranch ofhicially shuttered the Hereford opera-
tions, they were set to be shipped off as dog-food canners. Ben wasn’t
having any of that, so he bought them for the price of their meat and
taught his daughter to ride.

The horses guided themselves along the fading cow path past the
old cowboy camp, hooves flushing jackrabbits out of sagebrush
clumps. He smiled and watched Emma, her thin back and wiry legs
in perfect control of Gus. He wished his father could have met her;
she was a natural on a horse, a cowboy in a place that didn’t need
them anymore. They rode through a tangle of manzanita, the
branches scratching their calves, and sidled through the shade of gas-
oline trees until they were in the open again, trailing the backbone of
Quail Hill. A slope of poppies spread beneath them, blossoming or-
ange into El Moro Canyon and down to the blue crescent of Crystal
Cove.

One of the advantages of being a detective was the flexible hours,
and when things were slow, as they mostly were in Rancho Santa
Elena, Ben could pick up his daughter from school. He had done
this for four years now, a reliable pleasure that continued even after
the divorce was finalized a year and six days ago and he and his wife —
his “ex-wife” —negotiated joint custody. Picking up was not a part of
the settlement, but Rachel had stacks of papers to grade and when he
proposed it to her she was thankful for the extra time. The added
benefit of the gesture, too, was that sometimes Rachel gave him an
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extra night with Emma or let him take their daughter for horseback
rides on weekday afternoons that weren’t supposed to be his. He sa-
vored every moment with Emma; he figured he had another year or
two of these afternoons together, and then it would be all boys and
cruising South Coast Plaza mall with her girlfriends.

“How was the algebra test?” he said, taking advantage of the mo-
ment.

“Irrational.”

He smiled.

“Shoot anyone today?” she said.

“Was in a gunfight over at Alta Plaza shopping center,” he said.
“You didn’t hear about it?”

“I missed the breaking news.”

It was her daily joke; in the four years since Ben had left the
LAPD and moved south to join the Rancho Santa Elena police force,
he hadn’t discharged his weapon, except into the hearts of paper bad
guys on the firing range out by the Marine base.

“How are you and Mrs. Ross getting along?” he said, hoping
Emma hadn’t gotten in another argument with her ninth-grade En-
glish teacher.

“Equitably,” she said, another witty evasion. “Arrest anyone
today?”

“Nope,” he said. “But there’s always tomorrow.” He’d driven
down to the Wedge in Newport Beach at sunrise, bodysurfed a few
windblown waves, and rolled back into town by 8:00 A.m. for his shift.
He’d awoken a man sleeping in his car on a new construction site in
El Cazador, checked his tags, given the man his fresh coffee, and
sent him on his way. He’d run IDs on a psychologist he suspected of
selling psychotropics on the side. He’d been called to a skateboard
shop off Via Rancho Parkway to hunt down two eleven-year-old boys
who’d absconded with new Santa Cruz boards. “Just borrowing them,
dude,” one of the kids said, when he found them kick-flipping the
boards at the local skate park. In master-planned Rancho Santa
Elena, he was mostly a glorified security guard, paid to make resi-
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dents feel safer in a place already numbingly safe—and both he and
Emma knew it.

“How’s your mother?” he asked, hoping for a tidbit.

“Domineering.”

And there she went, standing in the stirrups, cantering Gus down
the hill ahead of him. Rachel said it was normal, this pulling away
from them —she was fourteen, after all —and he guessed it was, but it
didn’t make him feel any better about it.

“Take it easy,” Ben called out to her. “It’s steep here.”

“Geez, Mr. Overprotective,” she said, reining the horse in and
plopping back in the saddle.

He could feel her rolling her eyes at him, a condition that had
worsened in the last year.

Emma kept her distance now, trotting Gus along the ridgeline,
the two of them disappearing behind an escarpment of rock before
coming back into view. Down into Laguna Canyon, Ben could see
the stitching of pink surveying flags waving in the wind—the “cut
here” line for the new toll road, if the environmentalists couldn’t
fend it off. The flags followed an old cattle trail that led to the beach.
On full moons, Ben and his father would ride the trail together in the
shadows of the canyon, the hillsides rising milky white above them.
This was the 1960s, before the developers had started bulldozing the
hills, and the land was silently alive with owl and raccoon, with the
illuminated eyes of bobcat. It was so wild back then that when a griz-
zly bear escaped a local wild-animal park, it took game wardens two
weeks to hunt the animal down and shoot it in the darkness of a lime-
stone cave. For thirteen days it was the last wild grizzly in California,
making an honest symbol out of the state’s flag.

After two hours of riding one moonlit night, Ben and his father
had reached Route 1, recently renamed the Pacific Coast Highway,
a four-lane expressway zipping cars up and down the coast. They had
to sit perched on their horses for five minutes, waiting for the blur of
headlights to pass. “In ten years,” his father had said, bitterness in his
voice, “everything will be goddamned concrete.” His father had lived
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out here since the Dust Bowl days, he and his family escaping a bone-
dry Kansas in 34, stepping off a coast-to-coast Greyhound into irri-
gated fields of orange groves. When he was ten, this was ranchland
all the way down to the frothing surf, and he had spent his life watch-
ing it be slowly devoured. When there was finally a break in traffic,
Ben and his father had nudged the horses across the cement until
sand silenced the clipping hooves. They tied the horses to a gnarl of
cactus and sat watching the bioluminescent waves crash the beach.
It was the red tide, his father said —blooms of algae that sucked the
oxygen from the water and flopped dead fish onto the beach. During
the day the ocean was stained rust with it, but at night the foam of
crashing waves glowed phosphorescent blue, swelling and ebbing
bursts of light arcing down the coastline.

Ben and Emma reached the top of the hill now, the fledgling city
of Rancho Santa Elena spreading beneath them in a patchwork of
unfinished grids. Even when Ben was a kid, the basin had been
mostly empty—a dusty street with a single Esso gas station, the criss-
crossing runways of the Marine air base, a brand-new housing tract
out by the new university, a few outlying buildings for ranchers and
strawberry pickers. Now Rancho Santa Elena spread in an irregular
geometry from the ocean to the base of the eastern hills of the Santa
Ana Mountains, where newly paved roads cut swaths through orange
groves. The center of town, the part of the master plan that was fin-
ished, looked vaguely Spanish —peaks of red-tiled rooftops organized
in neat rows, man-made lakes with imported ducks, greenbelts cut-
ting pathways for joggers and bicyclists. It was like watching a virus
consume the soft tissue of land, spreading to join Los Angeles to the
north.

A sudden screech, and an F-4 fighter jet roared above Emma’s
head. Tin Man leapt backward, and Gus startled and bucked, losing
his purchase on the rocky trail.

“Heels in,” he called out to Emma, as one of her hands lost grip
on the reins.

Ben dug his boot heels into Tin Man’s flanks and the horse stead-
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ied, but Gus stumbled down the hill and Emma flipped backward,
thumping solidly on her back in the dirt. Ben was off Tin Man, rush-
ing to her, and by the time he was there she was already sitting up,
cursing the plane and its pilot.

“Asshole,” she said, slapping dust from her jeans.

“You all right?” Ben said, his hand on her back.

“No.” She slapped the ground, her brown eyes lit with fury. “I
want to kill that guy.”

“Anything broken?”

“No,” she said, standing now. “Where’s Gus?”

“Don’t worry about the horse.” She had fallen before, of course,
but his panic never changed about it. “Just sit. Make sure your ribs
are in the right place.”

He touched the side of her back, pressed a little. She elbowed his
hands away.

“I'm fine, Dad.”

She went to Gus, who was shaking in a clump of cactus, a few
thorns stabbing his flank. She hugged the horse’s chest as Ben yanked
the thorns out, points of blood bubbling out of the skin. The jet
swerved around the eastern hills, dropped its landing gear, and glided
to the tarmac.

“Asshole,” Ben said.

“Yeah,” Emma said, smiling. “Took the words right out of my
mouth.”

IT WAS NEARLY DARK WHEN they got back to the house, the western sky
a propane blue. Emma walked the horses past his unmarked police
cruiser and into the barn, and Ben retrieved a Ziploc bag of ice from
the house and tried to hold it to Emma’s back.

“Thanks, Dad,” she said, hoisting the saddle off Gus, “but I'm
fine.”

He let her be and they worked their tacks alone, the rushing
sound of the 405 Freeway in the distance.

Ben’s house was in the flats on the edge of the city, down a dirt
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road that ended at a cattle fence that closed off Laguna Canyon and
the coastal hills, a patch of wilderness, and the last of the old ranch.
The place was a low-slung adobe, set in a carved-out square of orange
grove — his father’s house, a cowboy’s joint, the house Ben had lived
in until he was eleven. Emma had dubbed it “Casa de la Wade”
three years before and the name stuck; they’d even fashioned a sign
out of acetylene-torched wood and nailed it above the front door.
When he and Rachel had moved back here from L.A. four years ago,
they spent the first year in a rented apartment near the new univer-
sity. He would drive out every once in a while to look in on the old
place —the windows boarded up, the barn roof sagging. He had asked
around at the corporate offices of the new “Rancho,” out by John
Wayne Airport. Some of the suits remembered his dad from back
when it was a working ranch, not a corporation with valuable real
estate to sell, and out of respect to his father’s memory they let him
have it for a moderately inflated price. The house and its acre of land
hadn’t then been part of the town’s master plan; it was in the flight
path of the military jets, and the Marines had wanted at least a
quarter-mile perimeter of open land surrounding the runways in case
an F-4 bit it on approach. The feds, though, had recently decided to
close the base, and suddenly the Rancho Santa Elena Corporation
zeroed in on the surrounding land. Letters from the Rancho’s lawyers
had already offered him 10 percent over market value for the place.
He had written back and simply said, Not interested, though he knew
they wouldn’t give up so easily. The Rancho had already declared
eminent domain to bulldoze artist cottages in Laguna Canyon. It
had its sights set on the old cowboy camp at Bommer Canyon, too,
just up the hill from Ben’s place.

It took a year of evenings and weekends, one hammered broken
finger, and a nail through the arch of his right foot to get the place in
shape, though mostly it remained a cowboy flophouse, stinking of
leather and coffee grounds, and he liked it that way.

Ben forked hay into the barn stalls now, while Emma cotton-
balled Betadine onto the cactus cuts on Gus’s flanks.

“You ready for softball?” he asked.
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“I'm not going to play this year.”

“You love softball.” She had an arm; she could whip it around in
a blur and pop the ball into the catcher’s mitt.

“You love softball,” she said.

“Why not?”

“You look at those girls in high school and they’re all, I don’t
know, manly.”

“Manly?” he said. His tomboy little girl had a sudden need to be
“pretty.” She’d started spending hours in the bathroom, rimming her
eyes with eyeliner, thickening her lips with lipstick. “There’s nothing
wrong with those girls.”

“I just don’t wanna play anymore, all right?”

“I gotta talk with your mother about that,” he said, glancing at
her. Her face was tanned, her dark hair sun streaked. “And, by the
way, you're perfect, if you ask me.”

“Yeah, well, youre my dad, so it counts like forty-five percent.”

Emma finished with the Betadine and closed Gus up in his stall.
They had a big dinner planned —carne asada tacos, fresh avocado
from the farmers” market, corn tortillas he’'d picked up that morning
from the tortilleria in Costa Mesa. Back to the Future had just come
out on VHS, and he’d already slipped the cassette into the VCR.

The Motorola rang in the cruiser. He stepped over to the car and
leaned through the open window to grab the receiver. “Yeah, it’s
Wade.”

“Been trying to get you on the horn.” It was Stephanie Martin,
the evening dispatch.

“It’s my night off.”

“Hope you enjoyed it,” she said. “Got a call from a Jonas Rafferty
down in Mission Viejo. They got a DB down there that’s still warm.
He’s asking for you.”

A dead body. It had been a long time since he’d been on a mur-
der scene.

“Gotta get you to your mother,” Ben said to Emma.
“What about Fiesta Night?”
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“Friday,” he said, latching up the barn door. “We’ll do it Friday.
I'm sorry.”

“You need a nine-to-five, Dad,” Emma said.

Seven minutes later, he parked the cruiser in front of his ex-wife’s
new condominium in the center of town. Rachel opened the door a
crack to let Emma in, but Ben still saw the man sitting on the couch,
legs crossed at the knees, a glass of white wine resting in his palm as
though cupping a breast.

“A professor?” Ben said, looking over Rachel’s shoulder as Emma
waved a hello to the man and walked to the kitchen. “Drives a Datsun
four-banger?”

She smiled, the dimple in her left cheek killing him a little.

“C’mon, Ben,” she said quietly. “You think I'm going to give you
that?” She had used the shampoo he liked, cherry blossom or some-
thing like that, and for a moment in his mind her wet hair lay across
her pillow next to him in the bed they used to share. “You've got a
crime to solve, remember?”

“Itsa DB,” Ben said. “Barring a miracle, it’s not going anywhere.”

“Here?” she said. “In Santa Elena?”

“No,” he said. “Mission Viejo.”

“Thank God,” she said. “Is Emma’s homework done?”

He shook his head and Rachel sighed. “Out riding again?”

“She fell,” Ben said.

“Jesus, Ben.”

“One of those F-4s snuck up on us,” he said. “Spooked Gus.”

“She all right?”

“She says so,” he said. “But check on her anyway.”

“If she’ll let me.”

Apple in hand, Emma snuck behind Rachel and started up the
steps to the second floor of the condo.

“Forgetting something?” Ben called through the cracked door.
“Where’s my kiss?”

“Geez, Dad,” Emma said, pushing her way between her mother
and the door. She leaned forward and deigned to present him her
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cheek, and Ben took advantage of the wide-open door to once-over
the professor sitting on the couch. “Hey,” Ben said, nodding once.

“How are you this evening?” the man said, not even bothering to
uncross his legs.

Pompous ass. “Got any outstanding parking tickets?” Ben said in
a serious voice.

The man shifted his weight on the couch.

“Ben,” Rachel said, pushing him back from the door.

“A joke,” Ben said, holding up his hands. “Just a little police
humor.”

“Go doyourjob, Ben,” Rachel said, and then she closed the door.

A body was growing cold seven miles away, but he walked to the
carport anyway, trying his hunch on the vehicles, looking for a Uni-
versity of California faculty parking tag, a MEAT 1S MURDER bumper
sticker, anything that would give the man away as an elitist wimp.
And on the fifteen-minute drive down to Mission Viejo, riding the
shoulder past a red sea of taillights, all he could think about was that
man’s soft hands on his ex-wife’s skin in the bedroom next to where
their daughter slept.

THE HOUSE wAS ON MAR Vista, off Alicia Parkway, .46 miles from the
5 Freeway, according to his odometer. The street was already a carni-
val, with neighbors straining the yellow tape and half of the Mission
Viejo police force parked on the road, cruiser lights spinning blue
and red circles. When Ben pulled up, Rafferty was standing on the
porch, giving directions to a uniform. It was 7:47; Ben wrote it down
on a yellow legal pad sitting on the passenger seat. Rafferty saw Ben’s
cruiser and waved him in.

Rafferty had been a vice detective in L.A., and he took the job in
Mission Viejo for the same reasons Ben had taken the job in Santa
Elena—safe neighborhoods, great schools for his two kids, little
smog, good benefits and retirement plan, and an easier caseload,
which allowed him to put his feet up at night with a beer and watch
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his sons swim in the backyard pool. Mission Viejo was another in a
chain of master-planned communities in southern Orange County
that set out to create an idyll that never existed —lakes where there
had been rock, grass where there had been dust, shade where there
had been sunlight. It survived on being the opposite of L.A. —clean,
organized, boring. In L.A., people were used to crime scenes, used to
the fact that there were bad people and they did bad things. Here, the
neighbors crowding the crime-scene tape already carried the look of
communal shock.

“Got a DB on the kitchen floor,” Rafferty said, his voice pitched
high with adrenaline. He placed his hand on Ben’s shoulder; his
palm was hot. “I'm glad you're here.”

Since moving south, he and Rafferty had worked a couple of
cases together—an illegal-immigrant smuggling operation with ten-
tacles in both Mission Viejo and Santa Elena, a medical-insurance
fraud case.

“Homicide’s not vice, is it?” Ben said.

“At least no drugged-out chick is screaming at me,” Rafferty said
without any humor.

Ben could feel his blood pressure rise when they walked into the
house. It was brutally hot, the heat of the day still trapped by the walls
of the house. The foyer was lined with pictures of children or grand-
children, their smiling faces pinned behind glass. The living room
was tidy —the carpet recently vacuumed, magazines stacked on a cof-
fee table. Glass figurines—panda bears, cows, miniature unicorns, a
seagull with wings outstretched —sparkled in a lighted cabinet against
the far wall. A cheap oil painting of a wave catching the light of sun-
set, probably purchased at a convention-center art sale, hung askew.
[t wasn’t until he saw what was in the kitchen that he understood
what had knocked it off-kilter.

Scuff marks blackened the yellow wall, the sole of one of her
shoes ripped apart at the toe. She had kicked and kicked the com-
mon wall that separated the living room from the kitchen and nearly
knocked the picture off the hook. The woman’s legs were pale in the
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kitchen light, her dress pushed above her knees. Her torso and face
were hidden behind the kitchen island. On top of that island was a
cutting board, a tomato sliced into thirds, and a knife slicked with
pulp and seed. A fan motor rattled above the oven. A pot of pasta sat
on the stove top, the smell of starch thickening the heat in the room.
The screen to the sliding back door had been peeled open.

“Anyone touch that door?” Ben said to Rafferty.

“No,” he said. “First on scene said it was like that when he got
here.”

She had been at the cutting board, he guessed, her back to the
door. Between the fan and the boiling water, and the carpet on the
floor to soften the intruder’s footsteps, she wouldn’t have heard any-
one sneaking up behind her.

“Get someone to print that,” Ben said, pointing to the stove.

There was another smell, too. When he came around the corner
of the island, he saw the puddle glistening beneath her dress, the or-
ange flowers deepening red where it was soaked with her urine. He
could tell she had been strangled before he saw the bruises on her
neck and the fingernail crescents cutting blood out of her skin, be-
fore he saw the scratches crisscrossing her chin, before he discovered
the petechiae around her eyes like little pinhole blisters.

“Medical examiner on the way?” Ben asked.

“Don’t have one.” Rafferty shook his head. “It’s me.”

“The perks of living in paradise, huh?”

“I can do it,” he said. “I just don’t want to fuck it up. That’s why I
called you. I mean, this is the guy, right?”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Ben said.

In recent months, there had been a series of killings in L.A. and
northern Orange County, mostly manual strangulations. No one yet
had said there was a serial on the loose, but cops had started to whis-
per exactly that to one another. The last body, six days ago, had turned
up in Seal Beach, thirty-five miles away.

Ben knelt down next to the body. One eye was open, the sclera
red with broken blood vessels.
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“She fought,” Ben said. “Hard.”

The woman was in her late forties, at least. Barefoot, a reddening
burn on her left thigh —from splashed pasta water, he guessed. Jesus.
Ben could understand the shootings in L.A. It was business, a twisted
ethic among the gangs, a harsh world with harsh laws, and the kids
bought into it. But not even a Crip or Blood, not even a Loco, would
strangle the life out of someone. It was too much work, too personal,
too brutal. You had to be out of your head angry to do such a thing,
psychotic angry, or else you had to enjoy it, had to find pleasure in
the power of your hands.

“Who found her?”

“Anonymous tip,” Rafferty said.

“The killer?”

“That’s my guess,” Rafferty said. “Doesn’t seem to have much
faith in us.”

“Look what I've done,” Ben muttered, looking at the bruises on
the woman’s neck.

“What?” Rafferty said.

“This guy wants an audience.”

“Sick dick.”

“Get a call in to the Orange County ME,” Ben said. “We need

some science down here.”





