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Prologue


The

pool of water, no deeper than a boulder and dark as a tomb, reflects the fading

moon and stars but not the surrounding tule reeds. Its surface, coated with

leaves and twigs and bark, with feathers and tiny bones, is ruffled with rings.




A

dark, thick bubble unhurriedly emerges from the pool’s depths, and in a slow,

steady distention expands beyond its limit and then vanishes in a whock of

extinction, marked only by another spreading ring on the water’s surface.




As

dawn grays the edges of the horizon, the rounded shoulders of distant hills

define a vast bowl of valley, its floor cotton-balled here and there with fog;

occupied by a resolute army of manzanita, elderberry, sagebrush, ragweed,

juniper, dogwood, poison oak, and thistle; and by studdings of pine and scrub

oak. The night-cooled earth is fecund with decomposed flora and fauna, dank

with dew, rank with odors of death and decay.




A

huge dark form eases its way through the tule reeds toward the water and in the

dusky light acquires shape and identity: a bison, massive, seven feet tall at

the apex of her thickly muscled shoulders. She moves in guardianship of her

young, a four-month-old calf gamboling in her wake, awkward and innocent, but

already wary, pulling at tender bits of grass amid the low chaparral.




Other

life stirs awake. The tentative first chirp of a bird echoes with sharp clarity

across the valley floor. A cautious rustling of rats, squirrels, and rabbits as

they discreetly reconnoiter their surroundings. In a patch of brushy

undergrowth, a sabertooth cat remains concealed and asleep.




Another

sound: the calf lapping at the water, slurping and meandering its way along the

pool border. Its parent follows, edging her bulky body farther into the

shallows where she more firmly plants her hooves. Alert, she stands motionless

in the ebony water, watching her calf and listening, head raised, curved horns

bristling. No dangers seem to be lurking here. Settling herself, she drinks to

satiation.




Soon

the calf makes its way back up the sloping bank, seeking more of the grass

succulent with the night dews. Sensing that its parent has not followed,

hearing a flurry of splashing, the calf halts, wheeling around on its spindly

limbs.




The

bison has not moved because she cannot. Her hooves are held fast. She attempts

again, and yet again, to force her way out of the innocuous-appearing pool of

shallow water. Concentrating all her muscle power as her calf scrabbles about

in apprehension, she succeeds in extracting one tarred hoof. But she lacks the

leverage to free the others. Concealed under the water, the substance in which

she is mired, shallow though it may be, permits incremental but fruitless

movements. The bison is powerless to calm her panicked calf, its bleating and

erratic hoofbeats clear signals to predators.




In

the undergrowth, the sabertooth cat springs awake, ears pricked to the sounds

of distress, and crawls from its concealment. Lithely, soundlessly, it lopes

through the grass toward the perturbation.




The

bison’s struggles become frenzied as the tawny, dappled cat creeps through the

dewy reeds into visibility, its yellow eyes fixed on her calf, its enormous

curved eyeteeth gleaming in the growing light of dawn.




Intent

on its prey, the cat assesses in cold, swift calculation that the calf is a

stray; this first meal of the day will be a quick and easy kill. Crouching on

its haunches, it gathers itself. The bison bawls her agony and rage.




Aborting

its spring, the sabertooth cat leaps back, snarling, bracing itself for what is

sure to be a charging attack from the parent of its intended victim.




The

raging bellows continue, but the bison does not emerge from the pool; and the

cat, low on its haunches, tail swishing, cautiously edges its way forward, eyes

fixed on the bison. Why does it not defend its young—or itself? The bison is

much larger and more enticing prey, well within the cat’s hunting capabilities,

and a sumptuous feast now and for many meals to come.




The

cat snarls in challenge. The bison, struggling with all its might to extricate

itself, can only bellow defiance and fury.




Other

predators appear. In the grass behind the sabertooth cat, five dire wolves,

drawn by the snarls and rage of the hunter and hunted, quickly circle the

terrified calf, exposing huge pointed teeth in their powerful jaws.




Again

the bison bawls its agony. At the edge of the pool, the sabertooth cat rises to

its full height, taunting its paralyzed quarry. With a roar of triumph, it

breaks into a lope along the border of the pool away from the bison as if to

spare it, then suddenly wheels back to swiftly crouch and launch itself.

Landing on the back of the bison, it simultaneously seizes her in its claws and

strikes its two saberlike teeth into her thick neck, retracts, stabs again, yet

again. Leaping nimbly into the pool it completes its conquest by dragging the

massive body down by the head.




Her

life ebbing in a flow of crimson into the black water, the bison does not see

the strings of bright red blood flying from the snarling, thrashing pack of

wolves who yank her calf into the rapidly reddening pool as they voraciously

feed.




Some

minutes later, the glutting sounds lessen. The cat, sated, one paw on its

savagely ripped and mangled prey, rears its blood-smeared head and roars its

supremacy. Prepared to stalk grandly from the pool and drag the remains of its

prey to its lair, it finds its other three legs mired. Tugging ineffectually,

it growls in outrage and plants all four paws in the pool to gain greater

leverage, only to become fixed in place, even less able to move than its prey

had been. Of the five dire wolves, four are also in distress, mired like the

cat, only one of their number able to retreat to safety in the reeds.




As

the thrashing, howling, and roaring in the pool continues unabated, coyotes and

weasels appear, drawn by the uproar and the metallic scents of blood and

butchery, as are more wolves, a lynx, a puma. Eyeing formidable enemies that

have become helpless prey, they attack, rending and tearing. A horde of

vultures circles ever lower over the carnage; but, deterred by the snapping and

snarling of the trapped animals and the eager, opportunistic savagery of the

newest arrivals, they flap back out of danger and wait patiently, unaware of

the tarry, congealing substance being flung onto their feathers by the

thrashings of the victims and victimizers.




When

their turn comes, and they finally set themselves to feed on both the living

and the dead, they hop into the pool to gain better vantage as they rip and

pull at flesh: and they, too, are trapped, unable to escape.




And

so they all perish, those who have entered this killing field to slaughter the

powerless. Bubbling from the depths of the earth, a deadly, viscous asphalt

formation only three or four inches in thickness has seized victims and killers

alike.




The

dark pool gradually, inexorably closes over all of them, entombing them in its

asphalt preservative, conserving their bones and the history of this

carnage—for the nearly four hundred centuries to come.
 



Chapter One




Approximately Forty Thousand Years Later




 




“It’s the pits.” Dropping the receiver into its cradle, Detective

Joe Cameron grinned across the homicide table at Detective Kate Delafield. “The

world-famous La Brea Tar Pits.”




He

tucked the follow-up report he was working on into a shelf of his four-tier

file and climbed to his feet, stretching his lanky frame to slide his jacket

from a hanger on the clothes tree. “DB behind a park bench. Being the stiff’s

less than ten thousand years old, Sergeant Hansen thinks we should take a

look.”




“He

would,” Kate said, slapping the Gonzales murder book closed and sliding the

blue binder into a desk drawer. She reached for her shoulder bag, grateful that

she and Cameron were number one on the rotation, even if it was odds on the

dead body would turn out to be a result of natural causes. Anything was

preferable to beating herself bloody over the Aloysius Gonzales fiasco.




The

homicide table was devoid of other occupants, and the entire detectives squad

room was relatively quiet; except for a group clustered in low-toned

conversation beside the burglary table, the men and women at the various tables

were immersed in paperwork, obeying LAPD’s ever-present imperative of keep up

or drown.




In

the parking lot behind Wilshire Division, Cameron climbed into the passenger

side of the Caprice. “Cremate your balls in here,” he muttered, yanking his tie

loose.




There

was no insinuation in the remark; after three weeks with this junior partner,

Kate had learned that Cameron seemed inclined toward neither sexism nor

homophobia. He left his door wide open, waiting for her to start the engine and

the air conditioning, choosing dust over heat. The dust was fierce, a fine silt

billowing up from the construction project adjacent to the station where a new

facility would add more West Bureau functions and create new parking problems.




Gingerly

bouncing her hands on the steering wheel to locate a safe hold, Kate leaned

back into the sun-baked seat as if to transmit all the concentrated warmth up

her arms. Heat eased the stiffness that seemed to be a permanent souvenir from

the bullet she had taken in her left shoulder during a botched arrest a year

and a half ago.




As she pulled out of the parking lot onto Venice Boulevard, Cameron

extracted a pair of aviator sunglasses from the breast pocket of his jacket and

donned them, then studied the Reporting District Map for Wilshire Division.

“Seven-two-two,” he said, identifying the area for the La Brea Tar Pits.




“Right,”

she said shortly. A transfer from Devonshire, Cameron had just been promoted

into Homicide and needed to familiarize himself with Wilshire, to gain a feel

for a territory far more diverse than his previous assignment at LAPD’s

farthest outlying division in the San Fernando Valley. As part of his training,

he would be the lead detective for the first time if this investigation turned

out to be a murder; he would be put in nominal charge under her supervision and

oversight. But she was in no mood to offer her usual mentoring and running

commentary whenever she rode with him.




The

usually talkative Cameron cinched up his tie as the car cooled, and he peered

out his side window; she was left to scowl into the traffic, her mind still

churning through the details of the Gonzales morass.




As

she turned onto Wilshire Boulevard, she understood that Cameron was restraining

himself because of her mood. It was unfair, she conceded, to take her anger out

on him. The Gonzales case was none of his doing.




“Never

thought I’d get to see the Tar Pits this way,” she offered.




Hitching

his sunglasses up on his nose as he turned to her, he said incredulously,

“You’ve never been to the most famous place in the whole division?”




Rankled

by his response to her effort to be considerate, she retorted, “As far as I’m

concerned, the most famous place in my whole division is CBS. And maybe the

Farmer’s Market.”




“Famous

only in America,” he returned. “You’ve lived in L.A. how long?”




“Forever.”

A white-lettered green sign on the median strip of Wilshire announced Museum

Row on the Miracle Mile. The miracle was yet to occur along this

undistinguished strip of Wilshire, but the L.A. County Museum of Art was indeed

a jewel, she thought, and a real museum. She remembered when the new La

Brea Tar Pits museum had opened in the mid-seventies, and that it hadn’t been

much of a big deal; there was no reason to think any differently now, even if

some stupid movie had recently featured a volcano rumbling up from its depths

to obliterate West L.A.




“There’s

a lot more to the place than you think. It’s remarkable.” Cameron shook his

head. “I bet you’ve driven past it thousands of times.”




“Tens

of thousands,” she said without remorse. “And every single time, I see the

replicas of those prehistoric animals from the street. Tar pits and fossils

just don’t ring my chimes.”




“My

dad took me there before they even built the museum. He loved it. So did I.”




Another

reason not to go, she thought. Parents and squealing kids.




“Body’s

behind the main lake pit,” he said, “so your best bet is Curson.”




“Roger,”

she said, amused that he was now directing her around her own division.




She

pulled up behind four black-and-whites parked on Curson, their revolving light

bars hurling more brilliance into the radiant sunshine, their radios emitting

endless staccato squawking.




Cameron’s

remarks had piqued her curiosity, and when she got out of the car, she paused

to inspect the museum, a structure tucked into the contours of a smoothly mown

green hill set well back from the street. Squat and square, it was nonetheless

quietly impressive. The roof, separated from the main structure by a complex

composition of pillars and crosshatched girders, was a massive, brown-toned

stone frieze of carvings depicting prehistoric animal scenes. As she

accompanied Cameron under a canopy of shade trees and onto the curving sidewalk

that skirted the museum building, a hot, sluggish current of air carrying the

pungent, cloying smell of petroleum filled her nostrils. A horde of tourists

flowed along a wide, shrubbery-lined brick pathway that angled downward to the

museum, toward glass doors over which bold lettering announced:




 




GEORGE C. PAGE MUSEUM




LA BREA DISCOVERIES




 




Across

from the building was a solid-granite elevated observation platform crowded

with young children. Ineffectually herded by a few harried adults, they punched

and pulled at one another to gain better position on the platform, shrilling

their excitement at what police action they were able to glimpse.




“What’s

the matter with grown-ups these days?” she groused to Cameron. “Television’s

one thing. A real homicide scene is no place for children.”




“I

don’t know that it isn’t,” he said. “Maybe a dead stranger’s a painless way for

kids to know the reality of death.”




She

did not reply. This was hardly the time to argue. Beyond two rows of park

benches lining the pathway she had spotted the first barrier of yellow police

tape, several dozen onlookers clustered behind it. But Cameron was a fool if he

thought anything could prepare you for the reality of permanent loss, and she

ought to know.




Sergeant

Fred Hansen waited at the perimeter of the tape; Officer Pete Johnson, standing

beside him, logged in his posse box her arrival and Cameron’s. She returned

their nods and pulled her notebook and pen from her shoulder bag. Looking past

Hansen to see that four other uniformed officers guarded the scene, she cast

the briefest of glances at the figure sprawled facedown on the grassy earth.




“Something

special here, Fred,” she said. The heated, petroleum-laden air was oppressive.




Hansen

shrugged. “Kate, I just think maybe.”




She

wrote down the time and date, 10:35 a.m., August 21, and the approximate

temperature, ninety plus degrees. Then she asked, “What have you got so far?”




“Four

New Zealanders found him right after the place opened at ten. Ran in to the

museum gift shop. The woman on the information desk called it in. Paramedics

arrived a minute after we did, pronounced him. White male, looks to be in his

seventies.”




“And?”




“Nothing

more, except the way he looks.”




Kate

ignored his gesture toward the body, unwilling to be detoured from her method.

“ID?”




“Nothing

on that yet.”




“Who

touched him?” Cameron asked, writing in his notebook. A left-hander, his wide

wedding band glinted in the sun.




“Paramedics.

The Kiwis only took a look—that’s all anybody needs to do.”




“Yeah,

you can tell from here,” Cameron said.




Hansen

said, “They left, real upset. Staying at the Mondrian through Friday, I’ve got

their names and room numbers if we need a statement. No witnesses so far. We’re

spread out trying to find somebody who saw something, but this place is a real

bear—all tourists and kids. That’s all I’ve got, folks.”




Kate

nodded. After many years of working with her, Hansen knew her approach, and he

would now wait until after she surveyed the entire scene for further

instructions.




There

was not much to take in. On a clean page of her notebook she wrote the compass

points from where she stood facing west, then made a quick, rough diagram of an

oblong patch of grass perhaps fifty feet by thirty, formed by intersecting

pathways, two of which ran off into a parklike distance. She drew rectangles

for the four gray wooden benches embedded into the pathway, and forks for three

trees with thin, pale bark defaced with initials. She inked in a pole

indicating the light standard at the western perimeter, then let her gaze drift

upward, taking in several bushy heads of palm trees above a distant cluster of

trees, and the soft green facade of the art museum, thinking sacrilegiously

that its rooftop sculptures looked like a collection of surfboards. North,

across the path, a white pedestal displayed the bust of a man wearing a jacket

and tie. Behind him and directly to her right, the orangish Park La Brea

apartment complex provided a distant frame for the Page Museum. South of the

death scene, to the left of the path on which she stood, a wire mesh fence

fronted a pool of water, its dark, ruffled surface visible through reeds and

brush. She lightly shaded in an expanse of grass behind the farthest bench, and

for the final element in her sketch, inscribed an X for the position of the

corpse on the grass. The area was not secluded nor was it off the regular

tourist track behind the lake pool; anyone coming from any direction on the

grounds could have found the body—or perhaps caused this death.




“His

hands,” Cameron said from beside her.




“Give

me a minute,” she said quietly, but she was exasperated at this break in her

concentration. A new partner was a royal pain. It had taken a bone-lazy Ed

Taylor the better part of five years to respect her methods, and Torrie, whose

faults did not include Taylor’s sloppiness, had required a year to adjust to

Kate’s style. Now there was someone else to break in. Not that she would wish

to have either Ed Taylor or Torrie Holden back…




She

pulled her attention back to the scene, focusing on the dead man. Dressed in

baggy dark pants and a maroon polo shirt, he lay prone on grass yellowed by the

summer sun. In so placid a scene, the body seemed unusually grotesque, one arm

bent sharply back at waist level, the other raised and stretched downward over

the shoulders, the clawed fingers of both hands straining, for no discernible

reason, toward the middle of the back.




“You

were smart to call us in right away, Fred,” she said, and Hansen’s dour face

lightened with a faint smile. He lifted the tape as Kate made her first move to

enter the scene.




Taking

care with every step, Cameron in her wake, she edged her way to the body. There

was not much to disturb; the grass seemed devoid of objects other than a few

stray leaves. She hunkered down a cautious distance from the corpse. The

finality of this death seemed a melancholy contrast to the smell of sun-baked

grass and earth, mingled with the odor of petroleum from the tar pits.




The

man was gray-haired and gray-bearded, with thin hair combed straight back and

only slightly disheveled, his beard an inch or so in length and well-trimmed.

His face was burrowed into the turf from his death throes, but one glazed,

staring, milky eye was partially visible. She touched the back of her hand to

the dead man’s cheek. The warmth of his skin could be from sun but more likely

was his true body temperature. In some parts of Los Angeles a dead body could

lie on the street for hours while people walked around it, but these were more

wholesome surroundings filled with tourists unacquainted with the city’s

less-than-endearing cultural quirks. This man had died within the past hour.




Mindful

that she was Cameron’s mentor, she said, “What do you think, Joe?”




Hunkered

down beside her, he was writing in his notebook. “The guy’s trying to grab at

what was killing him. So it’s no heart attack unless his heart’s in a real

strange place.”




She

peered at the heavy-mesh maroon shirt. “If there’s any blood, I don’t see it.”




“Could

be some, though—the shirt’s the same color as blood.”




“Wet

blood would be visible,” she argued.




“Maybe

his kidney exploded.”




She

answered Cameron’s attempt at levity with a smile. “An interesting hypothesis.”

Cameron was relatively young, and whatever his prior history in police work

might be, he was inexperienced in having to examine corpses and notify spouses

and children whose lives would change forever from the calamity of death. From

this dead man’s age, there might be considerable family, even grandchildren… 




Cameron

said, “Could be something crazy, like a bee sting—the guy goes into

anaphylactic shock.”




“Now

that’s a really interesting hypothesis,” Kate said. “You could even be right.”




She

reached to the dead man and pinched a piece of shirt sleeve between her thumb

and forefinger, using it to lift one of the clawed hands. It bore a wedding

band thinned and finely scratched by age, and a wristwatch, a Seiko with a worn

leather band. Seeing that the palm of the hand was crisscrossed by faint black

smears, she examined the fingers one by one, noting black residue under several

nails. She lowered the hand and rose to her feet. She moved over to the bench.




It

was a common enough park bench, with chipped gray paint, except that it was

patterned with dried-out strings of tar, as was the pavement around it. The tar

looked old and dry, the bench reasonably safe to sit on, especially in the kind

of casual clothes the dead man wore.




“The

bench looks like a canvas Jackson Pollock just started,” Cameron remarked.




Immersed

in her own observations, she crossed the path to the chain-link fence and

peered through it to the lake. The opaque surface was pocked with rings—from

tar bubbling up, she presumed. She remembered reading somewhere that this

particular tar pool was kept flooded with water to reduce its potential as a

fire hazard. The surface was imprinted with refracted reflections of the brush

around it, the heads of a few emperor palms on Wilshire Boulevard, and the

geometric shape of a building. She could make out the long tusks of a huge

prehistoric mammoth curving out over the water, one of the replicas for which

this place was known; the sculptures were positioned in and around the lake.




“Bizarre,”

Cameron said from beside her. “This place, so…” He searched for a word,

“…elemental. All this prehistoric stuff and it’s sitting right in the middle of

a modern, cutting-edge  city…”




“You’re

right,” she murmured, gazing at the building reflected in the tar pool beside

the tusks of the mammoth. “It’s an incredible juxtaposition.”




“I

always imagined Jimmy Hoffa could be dumped in here.”




“Why

not? Along with Judge Crater.”




“Maybe

Amelia Earhardt.”




“That

one’s a bit of a stretch.” Kate walked back to the park bench.




Examining

the dark striations, she suggested, “A freaky high wind blew some of the tar

from the lake onto the bench a long time ago.”




“Makes

sense.” Cameron pointed to several faint scrapes in the tar splotches. “Maybe

the victim was sitting here when whatever happened to him happened. So first he

claws at the bench and then he staggers to his feet. It could explain what’s on

his hands and under his nails.”




“Maybe,”

Kate said, pleased that Cameron had also seen the residue under the victim’s

nails. Hearing children’s voices again rise from the viewing platform behind

her, she thought that unlike an art museum, this place seemed the kind you

didn’t visit alone. Had someone accompanied this old man? Could a grandson be

lost and wandering the premises?




The

dead man could have perished from natural causes. But, like Hansen, she smelled

something odd here, and it wasn’t just the tar. She said to Cameron, “Let’s do

what we can while we’re waiting for the coroner’s investigator.”
  



Chapter Two




“No

running!” ordered a tall, gray-haired woman, clapping her hands at a gaggle of

energetic children she was ushering through the lobby of the George C. Page

Museum.




Entry

to the exhibits was fenced off by an information desk and gift shop filled with

light from the glass wall of an atrium through which glowed a vista of plants

and trees. Beyond a kiosk that collected a six-dollar adult admission, Kate

glimpsed the crouched dark brown skeleton of a predator. To her right were a

few fabric-covered benches, and rest rooms and pay phones, and an

unidentifiable hexagonal exhibit surrounded by noisy, enthusiastic children

pulling at levers. The gift shop, modest but attractively laid out in a

semicircle, exhibited its wares under glass counters and in display cases

offering plastic replicas of fossils, games and puzzles, toys, coffee mugs,

cards, pens and pencils, a selection of books, and the ubiquitous stacks of

T-shirts offered at any tourist attraction. A few posters of dinosaurs hung on

the walls.




“Are

there dinosaur bones in here?” she asked Cameron. That she would find

interesting, especially since she and Aimee now owned a videotape of Jurassic

Park.




“Not

in this particular museum.”




Her

question had been answered by a young Japanese woman at the information desk

who wore a crisp white blouse adorned by an X-shaped version of a black bow

tie. “Everyone asks,” she said, smiling. “Our fossils go back as far as forty

thousand years. Dinosaurs were extinct sixty-five million years ago. We carry

dinosaur posters because we get so many requests.”




Kate

nodded; now she was even less impressed with the place.




“But

we do have the world’s most amazing and important collection of fossils

preserved in asphalt,” the young woman continued as if she had read Kate’s mind

and was trying to change it.




“Such

as what?” Kate asked politely, sighing inwardly as she reached into her shoulder

bag for her notebook along with the leather case holding her badge and ID. She

and Cameron had processed the scene, what little processing they could do, and

she had given Hansen her cellular phone so that he could ring her pager when

the coroner’s van arrived.




“Sabertooth

cats,” the young woman was saying. “Dire wolves, bison. Huge mastodons, woolly

mammoths—”




Kate

knew there was no hurrying the busy coroner’s office, and any attempt to do so

could boomerang into deliberate foot-dragging. Until an investigator from the

coroner’s office looked at the body of that man behind the park bench and gave

an indication of whether the death required investigation, she was stymied.




“Camels,

bears the size of elephants. Insects, plants, huge birds. Not to mention La

Brea Woman—”




“Impressive,”

Kate interrupted her, displaying her identification. “I’m Detective Delafield.

My partner is Detective Cameron. If we could ask you a few questions…”




The

young woman’s face assumed an expression of gravity; she ran a smoothing hand

over her glossy black hair. “This is about the dead guy out there, right?”




Kate

nodded, amused that the young woman’s switching of gears included slipping into

standard slang. “May we know your name?”




“Yeah.

Sure. Joanne Takani.” Staring at Kate’s notebook, she spelled her last name.




Cameron

asked gently, “What can you tell us about the man out there, Joanne?”




“Him?

I haven’t got a clue. A bunch of tourists came tearing in here just after we

opened, yelling about finding this dead guy, and I called nine-one-one. That’s

it. He have a heart attack?”




“Possibly.

We’re not sure yet. Thank you, Joanne,” Kate said, turning away from her.




“Joanne

mentioned La Brea Woman,” Cameron said. “A replica of her skeleton’s in a

display case. She died of a skull fracture ten thousand years ago.”




“Really,”

Kate said with a grin. “So she was murdered? L.A.’s first homicide victim?”




Cameron

grinned in return. “Offed with an ax is my guess.”




“So

right here in this building is L.A.’s first uncleared homicide.”




“Unless

she was buried here as some kind of ceremony, and that’s one possibility. Do

you know why they’ve found so many fossils here?”




Kate

shrugged impatiently at what seemed an obvious question. “The tar was like

quicksand and the animals sank into it.”




“They

didn’t sink—at least not immediately. The tar isn’t that deep. Only a couple of

inches, actually. Look at this.” He led her toward the hexagonal exhibit where

children were pulling on handles with all their might—trying to lift them out

of tar.




“Shows

you how sticky it actually is,” Cameron said. “What happened was, an animal

would come to one of the tar pits thinking it was water and get trapped. A

predator would hear it scream and figure it had an easy meal. It, too, would

get trapped. Then more predators would come along and join the festivities and

get themselves trapped, then the vultures would swoop down, and they’d get

snared—”




“This

town’s inhabitants haven’t changed very much, have they,” Kate observed.




Cameron

gestured back toward the kiosk where tickets were sold. “How about looking at

some exhibits while we wait?”




“Let’s

see what the uniforms have come up with in their canvass,” she countered. She

was in investigation mode, not tourist mode, and she could care less about the

flipping exhibits.




Her

pager went off. “Can’t be,” Cameron said.




“No

way,” Kate agreed as she and Cameron went back outside the museum. A coroner’s

investigator couldn’t possibly have arrived this soon from downtown.




But

one had indeed arrived, in the person of Walt Everson, who was making cheerful

conversation with Hansen while a technician photographed the scene.




“How

very considerate of LAPD to arrange back-to-back calls for us in such a nice

part of town,” Everson greeted them.




“How

are you, Walt?” Kate asked, smiling. She and Everson had collaborated on many

death investigations and, in her opinion, he was one of the best in his

overworked department. “Do you know Joe Cameron from Devonshire?”




“Don’t

believe I’ve had the pleasure.”




“You

have,” Cameron said shortly.




“Sorry

about that,” Everson said with conspicuous insincerity, his gaze fixed on the

photographer who was taking rapid flash pictures. “You homicide detectives all

look alike.”




Cameron

replied tersely, “And here I thought I was prettier than Kate.”




“Walt,”

Kate said, puzzled by Cameron’s testy tone, “what do you mean, two calls?”




“West

L.A. Young fellow with sixteen stab wounds in a nice pattern around his nipple

rings.” He inclined his head toward the contorted corpse. “Interesting. If he

wasn’t already dead, I’d say his back was killing him.”




Kate

said, “Detective Cameron here has diagnosed an exploded kidney.”




“Detective

Cameron shows great promise as a pathologist.” The photographer began to pack

away his equipment, and Everson ducked under the police tape.




“A

real smart mouth,” Cameron muttered as Everson made his way along the

tape-designated path to the body, black bag in hand. “I know we all joke around

about this stuff, but I think he’s got a genuine taste for it.”




Kate

exchanged glances with Hansen, who rolled his eyes. Everson had never changed

his patter in all the years she had worked with him; and the more gruesome the

homicide scene, the harder he wisecracked. As grim as aspects of her own job

might be, she could not imagine the compartments she would need to divide off

and wall away to examine dead bodies all day, every day, as Everson did, some

of them children, some of them unspeakable with damage and decay. She said to

Cameron, “Each of us—we do what we need to do.”




Everson

snapped on two sets of latex gloves and knelt, bag open beside him, sitting

back on his haunches to evaluate the body on the grass before he touched it.

Then he worked loose the portion of the man’s maroon shirt tucked into his

pants, pulled it up toward the shoulders. He beckoned to Kate and Cameron and

waited as they maneuvered their way under the police tape and toward him.




Under

the maroon shirt the dead man’s chalky skin was liberally peppered with

freckles and large liver spots that suggested years of sun exposure. But on his

lower back a fist-sized pinkish smear coated the freckles, and within it was a

small clot of coagulated blood. Cameron’s right, Kate thought. It is a bee

sting.




“Detective

Cameron, you were right,” Everson said. 




Kate

looked at Everson in bewilderment. No one had mentioned anything about a bee

sting to him.




“His

kidney did explode,” Everson said. “Aided substantially by the implement that

was plunged into it.”




Cameron

said in disbelief, “He was knifed?”




“Ice-picked,

is more like it.” Everson extracted an elegantly thin gold pen from his breast

pocket and used it as a pointer. “Look closer. You can see the imprint of an

instrument inserted to the hilt.”




Crouching

down, Kate squinted at the small mound of congealed blood. Surrounded by the

irregular pinkish stain, it was exactly centered in a circle perhaps an inch in

diameter pressed into the skin. She had seen ice pick homicides, but those

wounds had been inflicted during bloody gang fights or had been multiple bloody

punctures perpetrated in a rage killing, with blood spatter everywhere.




“How

can this be a knifing?” Cameron protested. “There’s hardly any blood.”




“If

you don’t hit a vein or artery, very little exterior blood’s not unusual with

one puncture from a sharply pointed, thin blade. The blade’s probably broken

off inside, further sealing off the wound.”




“You’d

think some blood would make it through his shirt.”




“Maybe

it did.” Everson pinched the fabric of the shirt. “This is a pretty heavy

mesh…” He released the fabric and held up his gloved fingers; they were coated

with pink. “The shirt absorbed some of it.” With his gold pen, he described a

wide circle above the man’s back. “Inside is where this dude is one massive

hemorrhage. Roll him over and he’ll look six months pregnant. Inside he’s a

balloon filled up with blood.”




“Take

a look at his—”




Cameron

broke off as Kate, knowing he was about to mention the corpse’s hands, poked

him sharply with her elbow.




“Take

a look at what?” Everson said, looking up. 




“All

those liver spots,” Cameron said. “The guy was a candidate for skin cancer.”




“An

outcome more preferable to an ice pick, is that your point, Detective, excuse

the pun?” Everson issued a brief cackle of laughter.




He

picked up one of the dead man’s hands. Plucking an instrument from his black

bag, he peered through its magnifying lens. “Looks like he was playing in the

tar pits.”




Kate

said, gesturing, “The bench over there has old tar stains all over it.”




“Does

it,” Everson said, and looked at her sardonically. “My guess is, you two took a

pretty good gander at the deceased before I got here.”




Kate

said carefully, “We’re very aware that touching the body is your province.”




“Senior

homicide detectives like yourself sometimes tend to take on some arrogance

about what they can do at a crime scene,” Everson said, pulling a tape recorder

and a notebook from his black bag. “I wouldn’t want newer detectives like young

Joe here thinking that’s ever a good idea.”




“I

hear you, Walt,” she said.




He

nodded. “We’ll bag the hands, find out for sure what’s under his nails. After

your technicians fingerprint the bench or whatever you plan to have them do,

you or your partner sit over there. See how you can fit an ice pick under the

bench back at about the same place where this poor son of a bitch got it.”




“I

already believe you, Walt,” Kate said.




Cameron

said, “You’re thinking maybe somebody came up behind him and did the deed and

then he got up and staggered over here and croaked?”




“We

prefer to say expired. But yes, I’m betting somebody knew exactly where an ice

pick needs to go. Maybe even knelt behind him to get a good angle and lots of

leverage, and proceeded to do an Irish jig with the ice pick, yank it up and

down and around inside him so it pierced and tore up everything, including his

lungs and heart, before the blade snapped off. The victim managed to get to his

feet. And then, as you so nicely phrased it, croaked.”




Kate

was sickened. Cameron, looking a shade paler, asked quietly, “Could a woman do

this as well as a man?”




“Sure.

Doesn’t take any strength at all to penetrate the human body with a thin,

pointed instrument so long as you’re not going through bone.”




“Looks

like a pro to me,” Cameron muttered to no one in particular. “Like this is a

hit.”




“Grandpa

here is a Mafia don?” Everson mocked.




His

lips tightening, Cameron shrugged. Everson said to Kate, “His temperature’s

dead-on normal, you should excuse the expression, so TOD’s within the standard

three-hour limit. But you know that already—no way he’d lie out here more than

a few minutes before one of these solid citizens found him.”




Kate nodded and dutifully wrote this official pronouncement of the

time of death in her notebook.




“Nasty

but quick,” Everson said. “A better death than melanoma,” he added, picking up

his tape recorder. “Now, if you two gumshoes will excuse me, I have work to

do.”




“Walt,

would you check him for ID?”




He

looked at her in feigned surprise. “You’re telling me you actually didn’t sneak

a look before I got here? What are homicide detectives coming to these days?”

Grasping the dead man’s belt, he angled the right side of the torso slightly

upward, patted the front pocket, then reached in and extracted a thin, shabby

wallet. Climbing to his feet, he handed it to Kate.




The

driver’s license was behind a yellowed plastic window. “Herman Layton,” she read

to Cameron. “DOB eleven, eleven, twenty-one.” Which made the victim five months

younger than her own father, if her father were still alive. “An address on

Tilden in West L.A.” She read it off, and he took it down.




“That’s

where I just came from,” Everson said. “Not that street, but close by on

Veteran. Over by UCLA. If I’d known, I could have made the notification for

you.”




“I

wish you could have,” she said. Relatives in a state of shock tended to be more

incautious and forthcoming with information, and she often learned crucial

facts; but she dreaded next-of-kin notification. She inspected the bill

compartment of the wallet and counted three twenties and four singles. It

wasn’t a robbery, unless the attacker had been interrupted. Opposite the driver’s

license was a yellowed photo of a young, patrician-looking blonde wearing a

black graduation gown and a mortarboard.
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