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For my wife and son, I love you, always
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October in The Big Orange can be just as hot as July. Sometimes hotter if you’re enduring a heatwave. But not this October. This October was seasonal. That’s what the weather man kept saying on TV. Expect a seasonal fall. A seasonal October in LA is mid to high seventies.

I don’t know why the tourists don’t come out in October. October is a nice month in LA. Sometimes the skies are clearer and the smog clears out and you can’t taste it anymore. This was one of those Octobers.

The kind of October where the sky is softer. More fragile. Thinner. Hard to put your finger on it. But you know what I’m talking about if you’ve seen it. The blue is paler. More like a proper sky blue and not the deeper, darker cobalt it usually is.

This is what I was thinking about as I sat on M’s deck in Hidden Hills looking out over other expensive houses at an ocean that was far away and bleeding into the sky. I had a coffee and my mind was on cigarettes. It had been a while since I’d had a smoke, and mornings like this still didn’t seem complete without one. So I sipped on my creamy and sweet coffee while M was in the kitchen making brunch. She didn’t want any help. Didn’t need it either.

So here I was sitting on a deck in an expensive part of town feeling like I was sticking out like a sore thumb. It’s quiet here out in Hidden Hills. Almost feels like you’re not really part of The Big Orange. You’re in a small alien cove observing LA. You’re not part of it. Well, maybe you are, but you’re part of the problem. This is hermetically sealed LA.

Less than a third of Angelenos are white. Out here it’s almost ninety percent. But it’s expensive to live in some parts of LA, Hidden Hills being one of them. There are a lot of guards to pay for, for one thing. And who does their own lawns now anyway? Not anyone up in these hills and dales.

It was my birthday last week. M had wanted to get me a Tesla like hers. I demurred. I get it’s a great car. But I live in an apartment in Santa Monica and a Tesla would be stripped down to nothing but its nuts in the time it would take to have a nightcap.

I’m all for electric vehicles. The sooner we have them the better off we’ll be. I read someplace that the smog in LA is robbing us of something like three years of life. Fossil fuels have helped build civilization. But just like a toddler learning to ride a bike you’ve gotta get off the training wheels. Oil is a training wheel. But electric vehicles aren’t ubiquitous and they’re not cheap enough for the average Joe. I like to think of myself as an average Joe.

None of the neighbors were out. The ambient noise was the dullest of hums. Almost sounded like the ocean far off. The thrum of waves crashing distantly against sandy shores. But it was just the cacophony of a baker’s dozen million souls rubbing up against one another.

And that’s what I like about my LA. I like being in the thick of it. Sure, Hidden Hills had seen a murder in its time. Back in ninety-five, when I was a newly minted murder detective I caught a case up in these hills. A studio executive had been murdered by his wife’s lover. It had been a conspiracy between the wife and the lover.

Speaking of murder. JR hadn’t sent me a case recently. It had been a couple of months and I know there’d been murders in LA over that time. LA has as many murders, roughly, as there are business days in the year. Two hundred and sixty days in a year without counting weekends. Almost the exact same as the number of homicides last year.

I could use a distraction like a murder. The money would help too. Twenty seventeen had been a great year for income. I made almost eighty grand that year. Last year I didn’t even make fifty and this year will be more of the same. And here’s the thing. I think M was looking to tie the knot soon. But I couldn’t do it, not without a steadier income. Just wouldn’t be right to her.

And yeah I get it. She owns a third of Stratham Surgical Services which makes her, on paper, a billionaire. She doesn’t give a fallen leaf for what I make. Doesn’t need to. But a man’s got his pride.

I thought I caught a whiff of bacon, but I knew that couldn’t be coming from inside M’s house. She doesn’t eat bacon. Doesn’t eat animals at all. Out of respect I don’t when I’m with her either. She’d probably found some fancy new fake bacon. I’d come to enjoy the fake meats she’d found. They’d gotten better, she'd said, in the past ten years especially. I took the last sip of my coffee and put it down on the table.

The sun was starting to peek around the corner of the house. It was creeping up on me on the deck. Soon it’d be hot and we’d have to put the umbrella up for shade. I looked out across the bald heads of the houses. Their pates the wide gamut of shit browns and blacks. Smog lay across the valley like a gray-brown specter. I wondered who was getting murdered in this city today.

Morbid, yeah, but that’s why I do this. If we can catch these assholes and put them behind bars then maybe they’ll be less inclined to commit atrocious acts in the future.

Sometimes I can get why someone murders someone else. Most times though, I don’t. It’s usually over the smallest thing. A guy gets jealous over a girl. A son argues with his father. Stupid shit like that. But like I said, murder is a business and I’m not talking about organized crime. I’m just talking your regular murders. It’s a business I’d sooner see go bankrupt. But so long as we live amongst assholes, assholery is gonna happen.

I heard the sliding door open behind me. I turned to look at M. She came over to me and bent down and kissed me. I smiled at her.

“Brunch is only a few minutes more,” she said, picking up my empty cup. “Would you like more coffee?”

“Please, M,” I said. “You’re a doll. You need a hand?”

She smiled at me and touched my nose.

“No, I just want you and I to have a lazy, cozy day. Besides it’s your birthday,” she said.

“It was my birthday,” I said, “on Wednesday. Now it’s Sunday the thirteenth. Long past my birthday.”

“It’s still your birthday week.”

And with that she turned and walked back into the house before I could offer any redress.

It hadn’t been a good year for art sales. Not out east at The Bauhaus and not here at the Triangle Gallery. You’d think a fella that was showing on both coasts would be doing alright by his art. You’d be wrong. I was on the farm team. The bench of the farm team. I might have my art up at these fancy galleries but that didn’t mean folks were there looking for an Anthony Carrick original.

But time was a river that wound through many vistas and lands. Things can change if you hold on. More than that, the arts have to be a passion. Few will earn enough to make a living from it, so you might as well enjoy it.
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I got up off my lazy ass and walked back into the house when M started bringing the food out. I helped her with cutlery and condiments. We sat down to feast. And a feast it was. There was bacon, sausages, scrambled tofu, toast and slices of fresh tomato. All the meat was fake but tasty. I put margarine on my toast, bacon on the margarine and scrambled tofu on the bacon. Topped it off with a little steak sauce and my day was starting off on the right footing.

We tucked in without speaking for the first few minutes. I was on my third coffee. My bladder was in troubled waters.

“This is just terrific, M,” I said through a mouthful of food.

“Glad you like it. You’ve got to keep your strength up,” she said, smiling at me.

We dug in more and kept busy with our thoughts. A neighbor drove by and we waved courteously at her. M knew a lot of her neighbors. Hidden Hills likes to think of itself as a city. I don’t. But this “city” had around five hundred families living within its borders. A lot of them are celebrities and sports stars.

“I think it’s going to be a hot one today,” I said, nodding south towards the ocean.

“Just heard the weather report while I was cooking. It’s going to be a nice week weather-wise,” she said. “Warm and with clear skies.”

I nodded.

“Don’t forget,” said Emily, “we’re heading over to Mom and Dad’s for dinner tonight.”

I hadn’t forgotten. They lived literally next door and her brother on the other side. M’s house was in the middle.

“Sounds good,” I said.

We finished our food in silence and then I turned my chair slightly to look out towards the ocean.

“You’re awfully quiet,” said M, looking intently at me. “Penny for your thoughts.”

I smiled at her.

“Yeah, sorry. I was just deep in thought when we started eating. Went down a bit of a rabbit hole.”

“About what?”

I shrugged.

“A bunch of things. Our country being run by a narcissistic lunatic for one thing. Race relations in this county as another thing. You’d think that in the twenty-first century we’d have figured it out by now. How to get along, that is.”

M nodded and listened, watching.

“Then I got to thinking about the last few years. Twenty seventeen I almost made six figures. Not all of it from my art, but a good half of it to two-thirds. Never made six figures in my life. Wouldn’t mind knowing what that feels like.”

I grinned at her. She smiled politely.

“Last year I didn’t even make fifty grand. This year more of the same. Probably a little less unless I have a couple of quick sales before the end of the year and a consult or two with the boys in blue.”

“More than that,” said M. “I think you could use a case, am I wrong?”

I shook my head.

“No, you’re not wrong. It’s complicated. I’d sooner see the murder business bankrupt, and yet I’m pulled in with the puzzle of it.”

“That’s because you’re good at it,” she said. “And you have this thirst for justice. It’s one of the things I love about you.”

“It is a little macabre though. Always fishing out in the murky waters of humanity. Picking through the garbage and detritus of human lives wasted. It’s pointless and futile. Like a hamster on the wheel. You just keep spinning round and round not getting anywhere. And nothing changes.”

“But the lives you touch are changed. The murders you help solve give some solace and comfort to the victim’s loved ones. It’s important work, Anthony. Can you imagine the alternative?”

“And what’s that?” I asked.

“Nobody caring. Murderers getting away with it. We’d have anarchy in the streets,” said M, inflecting her voice for the last bit to sound like a news announcer.

I nodded absentmindedly. We went back to sitting in silence. M got up and started to take the plates in. I helped her. We came back outside with fresh coffee for her and more of the same for me. She brought my mug out on account that I took a detour to help out my drowning bladder. The sun was lapping at our feet on the deck. The bit of it was warm through my socks.

“What time is dinner at Han and V’s?” I asked.

Han was M’s father’s name. It was a nickname he used which he liked. After Han Solo, I suppose, though the nickname was short for Hanford. I called M’s mother V. That was short for Vail.

“Six thirty, the usual,” said Emily, looking out into the distance.

We didn’t speak for a few minutes more.

“When do you see Lloyd again?” asked Emily.

I looked over at her.

“This week. Tomorrow actually, now that I think about it. Not sure how much longer I’ll need him. Why do you ask?”

Emily leaned in towards me and put her arms on the table. She smiled and looked down for a moment, gathering her thoughts to speak. I could see we were going to have a conversation.

“I think you should make use of his help,” she said. “He’s good, isn’t he?”

I nodded. I wasn’t about to steer this jalopy.

“I like him just fine.”

“Just fine?”

“I like him a lot. He’s a good guy. What’s this really about, M?”

She looked into her coffee mug. I’d heard that reading tea leaves is easier than reading coffee grounds. She looked back up at me.

“You had a bad dream last night,” she said. “You woke me up with a start. You yelled out ‘So-yi’.”

I nodded somberly. So-yi’s death still bugged me. It was the main reason for seeing Dr. Lloyd Ainley.

“Do you remember what it was about?”

I shook my head. I didn’t actually, which was a nice change. Usually those nightmares woke me up each time they visited. But it had been some months since I’d remembered a dream with her in it.

“It was probably the same dream I have all the time. The one that wakes me up,” I said.

“About her death?” asked Emily, tentatively.

I nodded.

“Will you ever tell me what happened back then, out in New York?” she asked.

I had given her the summary. That So-yi had been murdered while trying to help me on a case. That she was a fine detective with the NYPD, but M got no further details.

“No,” I said.

M looked up at me and frowned.

“Look,” I said. “I’ve seen some horrible, fucked up shit in my life, that was the worst. Maybe because it involved me personally. But you don’t want to know, M. Nothing good will come from knowing. I still suffer these nightmares...”

“It’s PTSD, Anthony, it’s very serious, but it’s treatable. That’s why I’m asking about Dr. Ainley.”

“I’m seeing him tomorrow,” I said.

“I know that, but I don’t think you should be thinking about leaving his care right now. Did you take your medicine?”

Sometimes M called cannabis my “medicine”. I shook my head.

“No, I didn’t bring it out here with me last night,” I said.

“I’ll get some and keep it here for you. It helps, right?”

I nodded.

“I sleep like a baby with it,” I said. “I’m sorry I startled you with my dream talk.”

“That doesn’t bother me, Anthony. I’m just worried about you, that’s all. I’ve seen what PTSD can do to people, soldiers mostly. I don’t want anything to happen to you like that.”

“It won’t.”

“You say that like it’s a fact, but how can you be sure? How can I be sure when you won’t talk to me about it?”

“You have to trust me, M. I have you, I have Aibhilin. I’m not about to feed myself a lead pebble.”

M stared at me for a while.

“What happened to those men that murdered So-yi?” she asked.

“They got what they deserved. Justice was meted out,” I said. “You know that.”

“They were also found murdered, Anthony. What kind of justice is that?”

“The best kind,” I said, grinning at her.

“Don’t make light of that, Anthony. Were you involved?”

“Listen, M, I love that you’re worried about me. But I’m not going to talk about what happened out in The Big Apple. I’m okay with how justice was delivered. That’s all I’m going to say about it.”

M nodded and leaned back in her chair.

“What kind of oil do you take for helping you sleep?” she asked after a while.

“High THC oil. They say the indica strain is best, but I seem to be able to sleep just fine on any kind of high THC oil.”

“I’ll get some,” said M, not really acting like she was talking to me. She folded her arms across her chest and sat back in her chair. We sat in silence for a while.

“I’m going to have to check on Pirate this afternoon. Top him up with food and give him fresh water.”

All I got was a nod. We sat and drank our coffees.

“You know you can talk to me about anything,” said M at long last.

I nodded.

“I know.”

“I’ve seen death, Anthony. Up close in all its grotesqueness.”

I nodded again.

“I am the coroner of this city.”

More nodding. I was beginning to feel like a bobblehead being taken for a ride in the back of M’s car.

“All I’m saying is that you can tell me what happened in New York. I won’t judge you and I won’t blab to the cops.”

I looked over at her.

“You know what happened in New York. I solved a couple of cases, one of which happened to be So-yi’s case, the detective who was helping me. She was murdered by some bad hombres and those bad hombres were murdered in return. I mean what do you expect when you live by the sword?” I said. “You die by the sword.”

In the corner of my eye, as I sipped my coffee and gazed towards a hazy ocean, I could see M ruminate on her big finale.

“Did you do it, Anthony?”

“Do what?” I asked, acting dumb.

“Kill those bad hombres, as you like to put it.”

“Listen, M. I don’t know why this is so important. There were a lot of people involved. I know what happened and I’m okay with the outcome. But what that case showed me is that there are a lot more moving parts out there controlled by a conspiracy of dunces.”

“Don’t you mean A Confederacy of Dunces?”

“No, that’s a novel. Maybe dunces is the wrong word, these people are quite smart. All I’m saying is that there are some really powerful people plotting and planning to rule us all, it would seem, and so I wouldn’t worry about the death of a couple of dirtbags.”

M didn’t say anything.

“They were carved as a dish fit for the gods,” I said, grinning at her, trying to bring her around.

She looked up at me with an arched eyebrow.

“A dish fit for the gods. What a bizarre way to put it,” she said.

“Let's kill him boldly, but not wrathfully. Let's carve him as a dish fit for the gods. Not hew him as a carcass fit for hounds. And let our hearts, as subtle masters do, stir up their servants to an act of rage, and after seem to chide 'em.”

That made M frown.

“It’s Shakespeare,” I said, “from Julius Caesar.”

“Random is what that is,” said M.

“It’s a play about murder, jealousy and revenge,” I said. “Not random at all to what we’ve been talking about.”

I grinned at her, picked up my coffee cup, walked around to her side of the table and kissed her on the forehead.

“Want more coffee?” I asked.

She shook her head. I went inside to put my mug away and to visit the latrine. Coffee was using my bladder as a punching bag.
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I got back to my place a little after one. Pirate was happy to see me. He was right at the door almost tripping me up as I walked into my apartment. I closed the door behind me and squatted down and petted him for a while. Then I went into the kitchen with him following me like a chaperone. The cat had eaten about half his dry food. I picked it up and put it on the counter.

I opened up a fresh can of wet food and that got him meowing in agreement. I put a dollop in a fresh bowl and put it down for him. He went at it like a hungry lion. I left his dry food on the counter. Dry after wet was a vomit if you made me bet. Pirate had fooled me just one too many times with that trick. Playing it up like he was a starving waif of a cat that needed double feedings. Those big sad-looking eyes. Well, one of them at least. He’s missing the other one. Nope, too many times I’d given him a little dry after wet. Not happening anymore.

I took a look into the fridge for something for myself. I found a couple of beers so I grabbed one and popped off its cap. I didn’t bother pouring it into a glass. I took it into the living room and plopped on the couch. I turned on the boob tube and surfed channels until I got bored and left it on some baseball.

With that and with a half-drunk beer on the coffee table I promptly zonked out. I dreamed of So-yi getting murdered again. You know how it went down. I was tied up and beaten while those two assholes had their way with her before murdering her. I was trying to help when one of them started zapping me with what looked like a cattle prod. Only they never had cattle prods.

But they kept doing it. They pushed the prod at me for a while as it buzzed and then took it away. It was very rhythmical. Buzz and a poke then pulling it away. Buzz and a poke and then pulling it away.

I woke up to find my phone vibrating in my pocket. I fished it out and looked at the number. It was Captain John Roberts. I answered it.

“If you’re gonna keep a guy on the line so long you should get yourself a music service so I have something to listen to other than ringing on the other side,” said Roberts.

“Or, maybe I was deciding if I wanted to speak to you. See how long you’d let it ring before giving up,” I said.

“Or, maybe the old man was napping on the couch.”

“You got eyes in my apartment?” I asked.

“I’ve got eyes into your very soul, Sid.”

I laughed.

“Got good news for me?”

“If by a murder we’d like you to consult on then, yeah, Christmas came early this year.”

“Tell me more,” I said, my interest peaking.

“We’ve got a dead woman up near the Calabasas Landfill.”

“Ok,” I said. “I’ll meet you there.”

“It’s a bit awkward to get to,” said Roberts. “There’s a small valley of burnt up trees north of the landfill just at the south edge of the Cheeseboro and Palo Comado Canyon. Best bet is to take Lost Hills Road all the way until it takes a sharp right at the north side of the landfill. About three hundred feet a service road scissors back heading west, that’s where we are. You know what, I’ll just mark it on Google Maps and send you the location.”

“Anything else you want to tell me about this dead woman?” I asked.

“Not at the moment,” said Roberts. “She’s young, maybe mid-twenties and attractive.”

“Ok, I’m on my way. Send that location.”

“Will do.”

We hung up and I put my phone back in my pocket. I noticed half my beer hadn’t been drunk. I finished that up thinking about a dead woman lying in a valley of dead, burnt trees.

Why was she put out there, I wondered. By the way Roberts described it, it looked like it was pretty out of the way. My first thoughts were thinking that maybe the killer, or whoever dropped the body off, and that might not have been the killer, had wanted to ditch her at the landfill.

But that’s not a good idea. A landfill is a terrible place to try and lose a body. There’s too much man and machinery around. Even if you could place a body in a landfill without being noticed, the machinery and the men working the landfill would soon uncover it. Landfills require a lot of maintenance.

Maybe he’d figured it out as soon as he got to the landfill and therefore had to come up with a plan B on the move. And nine times out of ten, it was going to be a guy who did something like this. I was pretty sure about that.

I grabbed Pirate’s bowl from the counter and put it back down for him to nosh on. I took care of his business and scratched him behind the ears for a couple of minutes before I left.

By the time I got into my car and started towards the valley of dead dolls it was a little before two. I decided to take the PCH up to Malibu Canyon Road which becomes Los Virgenes. I left the virgins for Lost Hills Road which took me into the landfill.

PCH was not the quickest, but it was sure the prettiest and I wanted a view that would put me in a good frame of mind. My earlier conversation with M was still on my mind.

The traffic was steady going. It was a Sunday afternoon after all. Took me around forty-five minutes to make it up there. On Las Virgenes I wasn’t sure if it was an omen or just coincidental, but it got me thinking about the young dead woman in a crop of dead trees.

The coroner would tell us if she was a virgin or if she’d recently had sex. I was betting that she wasn’t a virgin. A dead woman dropped off like this, out of sight, most likely murdered, was probably not a virgin. Eight times out of ten, maybe more, maybe less, a murdered woman was also the victim of a sexual assault.

As I drove up the dirt road towards the distant police cars and coroner’s van I thought about what I had before even having gotten to the scene.

I had an attractive young dead woman. Most likely murdered, and if she was murdered there was a good chance she had been the victim of a sexual assault as well. Other than that, the rest of the pieces would come in time.

I pulled up at the back of the line of vehicles and got out. It was a warm day and the sky was unburdened with clouds.
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The coroner was not going to be Emily. I knew that for a fact, and it wasn’t because I saw who the coroner was on the scene. It was because I had just left M at her home in Hidden Hills. Today was her day off.

I made my way towards the police tape where a young officer stood sentry. I hadn’t seen him before.

“Anthony Carrick,” I said. “Captain Roberts invited me up.”

I was expecting him to lift the yellow tape and let me through. But he wanted a little more conversation.

“Yes, sir. Can I see some ID?” he asked.

He had taken his small notebook out, looked at it and nodded. That meant my name must have been in there but he wanted to verify me. I couldn’t blame him. I fished my driver’s license out of my wallet and showed it to him. He nodded and I put it back.

“Thank you, Mr. Carrick. Would you like an escort?”

“No,” I said, and I dipped under the yellow tape as he held it up for me.

I walked the remainder of the way down the dirt path, slowly. I was looking for evidence. Whoever dropped her off must have driven here somehow. Maybe a car, a truck, a van. Could be pretty much anything.

At the start of the path there were multiple tire tracks and shoe imprints all over the place. Halfway down the path they started to thin out so that by the time I got towards the end the shoe prints were few and there only appeared to be one set of tire tracks. They were widish. That probably meant we were dealing with a full-sized sedan, a truck or a van. Might not help us very much.

I noticed the Beast and Sonny before I saw JR. The Beast is Detective Gregory Beeves and Sonny was Detective James Forrest. Both were homicide detectives and both were around five eight, five nine. They were also both black. That was about all they had in common. Well that, and working together.

Sonny was slender where Beast was stocky. Sonny was, well, sunny in disposition whereas Beast was more sober. But they made a hell of a team.

“Well, if it ain’t Sonny and Cher,” I said, grinning at the two of them.

“AC,” said Beast as we shook hands. Same with Sonny.

“We got this,” said Sonny.

“Not according to JR you don’t,” I said, grinning.

Sonny laughed out loud. Roberts was further up in the thicket of trees, leaning down with the coroner. The coroner I could now tell was Dr. Jabez Deerstalker. The only Native American coroner in the coroner’s office, and one of Emily’s best. If there was one thing to nitpick with Jabez, it was that he lacked a sense of humor.

“JR’s in deep conversation with Jabez,” I said, nodding towards the copse of trees where they were located. I could see portions of a cloth over a body.

“Yeah, it’s Sunday. Took Jabez and his boys a little longer to get here. They only arrived a little before you. Maybe five minutes ago,” said Sonny.

“What have we got?” I asked.

“A dead female in her mid-twenties,” said Beast.

“A murdered female you mean?” I asked.

Beast shrugged.

“Hard to tell at this stage. Probably. Go have a look for yourself. No obvious signs of trauma.”

I nodded. That was interesting. Homicide always investigated suspicious deaths even if they turned out to be natural. But most times detectives have a leg up from the start. Most times, it’s pretty obvious if a person was murdered or not, just from looking at the body.

“What are your first thoughts?” I asked, thinking I was likely not going to get much out of them.

“Dead female in her mid-twenties,” repeated Sonny.

I nodded.

“Thank you, detectives Laurel and Hardy,” I said.

Sonny laughed.

“Seriously, Anthony. There’s not much to go on right off the bat. Go have a look. Like Greg said, there’s not much there yet. Best we have is some tire tracks. Looks like the person who dropped her off wiped away their footprints.”

I nodded some more.

“I’m going to call it a murder,” I said. “We’ve got a dead body dropped off in a pretty isolated place. Driven here somehow and we think the person who dropped her off cleaned up their shoe prints. That sounds sketchy to me. We’ve probably at least got an accomplice to the murder if not the murderer himself.”

“Two thoughts,” said Beast. “We don’t know she was murdered yet and we don’t know if the driver who brought her here was male.”

“You’re fun at funerals,” I said, and turned away from them and headed up towards the good doctor and Captain Roberts.

I stepped on a twig and it cracked under foot. Roberts craned his neck to look around. He saw me and stood up. Deerstalker did the same.

“Come here often?” asked Roberts, grinning at me.

“Only when I’m dropping off the trash, which it looks like our perp mistook a young woman for,” I said.

I nodded at Deerstalker, he nodded back. We didn’t shake hands. I was not gloved up and he and Roberts were.

“Your two comedians down the hill didn’t have much to offer,” I said, jerking my thumb behind me. Roberts followed my thumb and nodded.

“You know how the Beast is. He takes this seriously. Doesn’t speak out of turn.”

I nodded. I looked behind the two of them at the shrouded body.

“Can I take a look?” I asked, thrusting my chin towards the body.

“Yeah, come have a look,” said Roberts.

He and Deerstalker took a couple steps back towards the body. Roberts fished into his trouser pockets and pulled out a pair of latex gloves. He handed them to me and I put them on.

“You take the sheet by the feet and I’ll take it by the head. We’ll pull it off of her nice and easy,” said Roberts.

We leaned down and did that, carefully laying the cloth next to her with the side that was touching her now facing towards the sky.

“Was she moved or was this how she was found?” I asked.

“Nobody’s moved her as best we can tell,” said Roberts.

I was looking at a brunette who was lying supine. Her eyes were closed and her hands had been interlocked and placed over her stomach. Her legs were straight. She wore a merlot colored satin dress that didn’t look like evening wear as much as lingerie, though it came down to just below her knees. Her ankles were crossed and her hair had been placed on her left and over her shoulder. Her head was placed on a pillow or ladder of sticks.

I scanned over her body. Her arms were bare and her lower legs including her feet. The only thing she wore was the dress which had two thin straps over her shoulders. She wore no jewelry on her hands or face. No earrings, though both ears were pierced. She was dolled up as if she had been out for the evening.

She didn’t look like a prostitute. She appeared well fed and healthy. If she was a walker of the night she was likely a discreet and highly paid one.
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I stood back up and looked around. Then I turned around and looked back at Deerstalker.

“Any marks on the body that would indicate how she died?”

“No obvious signs of trauma so I can’t determine cause of death. I can tell you when she died, approximately. Somewhere between two and four in the morning. I can narrow that down once we’ve done the autopsy.”

I nodded at him. I looked over at Roberts.

“Any scars, tattoos, birthmarks? I didn’t see any.”

She looked like a doll in many ways. Her skin was unblemished, except for the signs of death. Other than that she showed no moles, birthmarks or anything of that nature that stood out.

“Nothing that would help identify her,” said Roberts. “We haven’t moved her and we’re disinclined to take off her dress here. Jabez will let Cardigan know when she’s on the slab. He’ll take those pictures and those notes before the autopsy. Sometime this afternoon.”

Deerstalker nodded.

“I’d like to be there to see for myself,” I said.

“I’ll call you before I autopsy her,” said Deerstalker.

I nodded and looked at Roberts.

“Where is Cardigan?” I asked.

“He went off somewhere in that direction,” said Roberts.

“Looking for truffles, I imagine.”

I looked in the direction that Roberts was pointing which was straight ahead of him but I didn’t see Cardigan.

“Can we take the body, John?” asked Deerstalker.

Roberts nodded. Deerstalker looked behind me at his men who had been slowly inching their way up towards us since I had arrived.

“Let’s you and me give them some room to work,” said Roberts.

We took a few steps back from where we were.

“I should probably make sure we have enough booties for you,” said Roberts, though he wasn’t wearing any himself.

Beeves and Forrest joined us. They weren’t wearing crime scene booties either.

“Sonny told me any footprints or shoe impressions had been wiped away,” I said.

“Looks like it,” said Roberts. “Still, CoD is up my ass about proper crime scene preservation. We’re gonna have to start wearing gloves and boots at all crime scenes when we’re called out, regardless of evidentiary state.”

“Lucky to be you,” I said.

“I’m just spreading that luck around.”

CoD was the Chief of Detectives. Otherwise known as Roberts’ boot to the neck. But that was being unkind to Luca Abt who was the current CoD. He was a good cop. A guy I’d trust to do the right thing, but he was a stickler for process and procedure.

I didn’t care about crime scene booties one way or the other. I wasn’t so sure it was for evidentiary preservation as much as it was to prevent the many clods traipsing around crime scenes and thus bringing evidentiary chain of custody under question. For that reason alone it was probably a good idea.

We watched the coroner’s lads put Jane Doe in a body bag and zip her up. They were careful. Everything went into that bag with her. They were wearing booties and gloves and the sheet that had been covering her went in with her.

They picked her up and carried her down the slight slope towards more leveled ground where their gurney was waiting. They put her on the gurney and rolled that towards the back of the van where she was slid in. They closed the doors behind her.

I looked around at the crime scene. There was nothing of note that had been left behind other than the pillow of twigs. Beeves motioned to one of the Field Investigation Unit guys to come over.

“Grab those twigs over there. Her head was lying on them,” he said.

FIU did so. That was about the only other bit of evidence I could see that had been left after she had been taken.

We all walked back up to the spot and took a closer look. Nothing was there except the faint impressions of her body on the sandy soil. Lots of footprints of course, but those were ours.

“Odd place to put her,” I said. “You’d think he would have carried her deeper into this copse of trees. Would have taken a little longer to find her.”

“Maybe they got spooked. Maybe she was too heavy,” offered Beeves.

“I’m not sure about that,” I said. “She died between two and four. I’m probably going to say closer to two. You’ve got to allow for time to get out here from wherever she was.”

“If she was in the Mulholland area, that’s not too far away,” said Roberts.

“Mulholland is close. Hell, she could have been driven out from Hollywood Hills in less than forty minutes at four in the morning,” offered Forrest.

“Malibu’s less than thirty minutes away,” said Beeves.

Roberts nodded.

“But you look at the way she was dressed. She’s an attractive woman, well put together. Probably not a street hooker. I’m thinking she likely came from a nicer part of town.”

“I agree,” I said.

“That’s what we’re saying, Captain,” said Beeves. “There are a lot of nice areas within about forty-five minutes of here.”

We nodded at each other. Feeling like we were getting somewhere when we were in fact standing still.

“Like I was saying,” I said. “Why place her here? One hundred yards, hell, even fifty yards further into this copse and she’d become much harder to see. Especially if you covered her up with twigs and sand and some of these dead leaves.”

“Probably got spooked, like I was saying,” said Beeves, again.

I grinned at him.

“Or he’s a weakling and can’t pick up a one hundred pound woman. Like you were also saying,” I said.

“I’d probably put her at one ten to one twenty,” said Beeves, splitting hairs with me.

“Ok, kids,” said Roberts. “Let’s not get into a pissing contest.”

“I’m just not sure he got spooked or he’s a weakling. The tire tracks came to within, what, fifteen or twenty yards of where she was found?” I asked.

“Something like that, FIU could tell for sure,” said Roberts.

“Right, so he got his vehicle pretty close to the drop off area, and we’re probably talking sometime between four and five-thirty,” I said.

“Why those hours?” asked Forrest.

“They’re quiet and it’s before this place opens,” I said.

“Except it’s Sunday. The landfill isn’t open today,” said Forrest.

I nodded.

“Right, forgot about that. Still, you’d probably want to move the body under cover of darkness. And seeing as how it’s closed today, how would he have gotten spooked?”

“Could have been a mountain lion or something that scared him off,” said Beeves.

“Could be,” agreed Roberts. “What are you getting at, Sid?”

“That body was immaculate. She looked almost like a doll. No hair out of place. Her makeup still on as if she was just about to go out. The guy took care to remove all jewelry, and I’m assuming we have no ID or no way of identifying her at the moment...”

Roberts nodded.

“Maybe her death was accidental, but there sure was a lot of care put into disposing of the body. Why make it so hard to identify her if you leave her so close to this path here?” I said, pointing at the dirt road where all our cars were.

“You raise some interesting questions, AC,” said Forrest, “but I’d like answers to the more fundamental questions, like who is she and what time was her death? Also, how did she die?”

I nodded.

“Yeah, but those are the easy questions. We’ll have those questions answered by the end of the day. Maybe two days at the most. But this scene here, this is what intrigues me. She’s a beautiful woman who was almost dropped off at a dump like garbage. Yet he must have had second thoughts. He placed her nicely down here, stripped away most identifying factors of himself and her, and laid her head to rest on carefully placed twigs. Looks like remorse to me.”

“Well, a landfill is a busy place,” said Roberts. “Not on a day like today, but come tomorrow and she would have been found quite quickly.”

“Yeah, and here we are. We’ve found her already and it’s not yet tomorrow. Speaking of which, who found her?”

“Security when he was doing his rounds,” said Beeves.

I nodded.

“So we have security, and yet the guy still brings her in here. Was he seen?”

Roberts shook his head.

“No, he got in someplace where there aren’t any cameras and the security guard said he didn’t see anyone enter or exit,” said Roberts.

“And even though this isn’t open on Sundays still looks like a bunch of people are here working,” I said.

“You probably met the security guy when you first arrived,” said Roberts.

I shook my head.

“The security arm was up and I just drove on through. Maybe he was on his rounds again.”

I noticed Mike Cardigan out of the corner of my eye. He was wearing crime scene coveralls, booties and gloves as well as a white paper face mask that was around his chin and not around his face. He walked towards us.

“CoD is gonna love you guys,” he said, grinning at the four of us.

“Only if he finds out,” said Robert. “You wouldn’t snitch on your brothers, would you?”

Cardigan was still grinning.

“Nah, you know me, Captain, I just like to have fun with it.”

“Did you find anything interesting?” I asked, changing the subject.

“I did, I found some wonderfully yummy chanterelles up there,” said Cardigan, pointing behind him. “Not too far, incidentally, from some wonderfully formed death caps.”

“Are you talking about mushrooms?” asked Roberts.

“Why yes, Captain, yes I am,” said a grinning Cardigan.

“Not that I want to speak for Sid here, but I think he was asking about the crime scene,” said Roberts.

“Ah, yes, the crime scene. No, I didn’t find anything related to the crime scene. Took some shots of the tire tracks, the area around here. But as is plainly obvious to anyone with eyes, this is probably not where she was murdered, or where she died. I guess we have yet to determine cause of death. Whoever brought her here took precautions.”

“You’re feeling your oats this afternoon,” I said.

“Been here a couple of hours already and it’s supposed to be my day off.”

“Welcome to the LAPD, where you too can work twenty-four seven,” I said.

That got a chuckle from Cardigan.

“What time did the call come in?” I asked.

“Twelve thirty-two this afternoon,” said Beeves, not looking at his notebook.

“From the security guy?” I asked.

Beeves nodded.

“Said he likes to take a walk up towards these hills here on his lunch break,” said Beeves, pointing to the hill just above us which had not been burned recently. “Apparently saw her just as he was starting out on his lunch break.”

“Well, I think that about wraps it up here,” said Roberts. “Beeves and Forrest see if you can’t get a copy of any footage from say last night through to this afternoon around noon. I saw a camera up by the guard station when you drive in.”

Beeves and Forrest nodded.

“You’ll get a call from the coroner before he autopsies, Sid, and I’m going back home to my wife and kids,” said Roberts.

“I want to speak with the guy who found her,” I said. “And the foreman if he’s here.”

“Follow me down and I’ll introduce you to the security guy on my way out,” said Roberts.

I nodded.

“See you two at the coroner’s later,” I said.

Forrest and Beeves nodded at me and walked off towards their cars. Roberts and I followed them. I got into my car and followed Roberts out.
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There’s really only one way into and out of Calabasas Landfill and that’s up through Lost Hills Road. On the east side of Lost Hills Road, where it turns west is the security box with the barrier arm that was up when I drove through it. As we got down there, it was still up. I started to wonder if that was a permanent feature of the landfill. Not that it would prevent the unauthorized from getting in. You could always go around on the left side in the exit lane to get in. More than that, on the right was a big parking lot and facility building that you could just drive around. Security was not of high importance here, clearly.

The guard was in his box. This place was quiet. There was some heavy machinery up on the top of the landfill, moving soil and trash around. The security guard was speaking with someone in a car. He was explaining to them that the landfill wasn’t open. The car drove around his box and left.

Roberts and I walked up to the box. It was large enough that the three of us could fit inside without being elbows to ribs. Roberts asked him if we could enter. He said yeah.

“I’m Captain Roberts of homicide. This is my associate Anthony Carrick,” he said.

Roberts showed him his badge. The security guy nodded.

“I was talking to a couple of your guys earlier,” he said, grinning at us.

“Detectives Beeves and Forrest, probably,” said Roberts.

“Yeah, that’s them. I’m Arshile Gorky,” he said, shaking our hands vigorously like he was trying to get coins to shake loose from our pockets. “Friends call me Ash.”

“For obvious reasons,” I said.

“Well, yeah, I suppose so,” he replied, his enthusiasm for us deflating a little.

“I understand you called it in. The dead body,” said Roberts.

“Yessir. Horrible thing to have happened to such a beautiful young woman.”

I looked around the small space. There was a computer and monitor at his desk. Half the computer monitor was taken up with two video feeds from two cameras. The one camera was pointed towards those arriving at the landfill, the other was pointed to those coming from the landfill. The other half of the computer screen was a game of solitaire that Arshile was playing.

There was an ashtray with six dead cigarettes in it, all unfiltered. Next to that was a pack of bubblegum-flavored bubblegum. Arshile was standing up, he was around average height. A little taller than me, a little shorter than Roberts. Cinched tight by a belt was a stomach that had eaten about fifty pounds more BBQ than he needed to have eaten over the years. On the belt was a canister of pepper spray and a collapsible baton. There was also a pair of handcuffs.

Arshile had black curly hair that was salted with gray. Same with his stubble, and across his upper lip he wore a seventies porn star’s mustache that looked like it had been put on too loosely.

“When did you put in that call?” asked Roberts.

Arshile looked up at the corner of his security box. I followed his gaze. A spider was busy working on a web in that corner. Arshile didn’t seem to notice.

“Must have been around twelve or twelve thirty,” he said.

“Is that a usual time for heading out on your rounds?” asked Roberts.

“Well, not specifically. They want us doing rounds about every ninety minutes. I was supposed to come off shift at noon but Brad, he’s supposed to relieve me, called in sick. So I’m doing some extra time.”

“What is your shift supposed to be?” I asked.

“I work a two week rotation. Friday, Saturday, Sunday in the first week from midnight to noon. Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday for the second week from midnight to noon.”

“And this week?” I asked.

“This is the first week of the two week rotation. The short week,” he said.

“You like your job?” I asked.

He tossed his head from side to side like he was quickly trying to get water out of his ears.

“It’s a living,” he said.

“How long have you been doing it?”

“Ten years. Been with Calabasas for three.”

“What do they pay you?” I asked.

“Shit,” he said, grinning. “I’m at the top of the scale. Fifteen bucks an hour.”

I nodded.

“Not a king’s ransom,” I said, commiserating with him.

“Not a pauper’s ransom neither,” he said. “What do you guys make?”

I looked at Roberts.

“What are they paying freshmen now? About thirty bucks an hour to start?”

Roberts nodded.

“Rookies, I think you mean,” he said.

I grinned at him then turned back towards Arshile.

“You thinking of applying?” I asked.

He tried to get more water out of his ears.

“I’d like to, but I’m not gonna lie. I had a couple of juvie beefs that might hold me up.”

“Like what?” asked Roberts.

“Grand theft, GTA. But like I said that was a long time ago.”

Roberts nodded.

“Yeah, that’ll prevent you from getting on.”

“I figured. But I’ve changed my ways. I really like being on the right side of the law now.”

“So, at around twelve or twelve thirty you found out that you were doing extra hours and so you decided to do your rounds at that time,” said Roberts.

“Well, not exactly.”

“What do you mean?”

“My supervisor had called and left a message on this phone here,” he said, pointing to a landline on the corner of his desk. “But that was at around eleven this morning. I try to do my last rounds by around eleven so whoever’s here at noon to relieve me can take a half hour or so to do their paperwork and get ready for their shift before they’ve gotta go out on their first rounds.”

“But management would probably prefer that they go out after they’ve been here for ninety minutes, right?” I asked.

“Well, actually they prefer to see the timesheet filled in every ninety minutes regardless of when you got on shift.”

“You were doing Brad a solid then,” said Roberts.

“We try to help each other out.”

“You were out doing rounds at eleven but you didn’t see anything then. Correct?” asked Roberts.

Arshile nodded his head. He reached out just to the side of me and picked up a clipboard hanging by the side of the door. He looked at it and then turned it towards us.

“These are the times I went out on my rounds,” he said.

Roberts took the clipboard and we looked at it. There were several sheets of paper on it. The top one was dated Sunday the thirteenth of October. There were just three columns vertical and perhaps twenty or more rows horizontally. The first column was narrow and was named “Time” at the top. The second column was named “Initials” and it too was narrow. The only initials on this page in this column was “AG”. The last column was the widest and it was named “Notes”. Most of the rows in that column had “N/A”.

The second from last “Notes” row had Arshile’s scribble that I deciphered as, “Dead female body northwest edge of landfill.” The time he had started on his rounds for that row was at twelve nineteen. He had last been out on his rounds at two forty-seven this afternoon. Before that, they were within about a fifteen minute window of a two hour time frame from the last time he left for his rounds.

I noticed that but I figured it was because the ninety minute window probably started when he got back from his previous round not from when he started that round. But I asked anyway.

“Every time you head out seems to be around two hours or so from the previous time you went out on your rounds.”

Arshile nodded.

“Yeah, but it’ll take me around a half hour or so to do the checks on each of the rounds. The ninety minutes starts when I get back.”

Roberts was still looking at the clipboard.

“I see you went out at around twelve when you found the dead woman. Before that you went out at just before ten thirty, then around eight fifteen and just after six. That’s three other outings when the sun was up and you saw nothing until the last round when you went out at twelve nineteen.”

“Well, to be honest with you, Captain,” said Arshile, “it’s still pretty dark at six, six fifteen in the mornings. But you’re right about the eight and ten check, it’s light then, but I’ll be honest with you, I didn’t get up into the northwest corner of the landfill until my twelve o’clock check.”

“Why’s that?” asked Roberts.

“We only have to do a thorough check of the landfill once a shift. It usually takes an hour to an hour and a half. Most of the rounds we do are closer. We’re checking the buildings and the equipment pretty much. That’s all in this lower half of the landfill where we are.”

“So why did you only do your big check at noon?” asked Roberts.

“Well, like you said, I like to do the complete check of the landfill during daylight and I’ll be honest with you, I was dragging this morning.”

“Except you were supposed to get off at noon, so you said. Which means you wouldn’t have done your complete check if Brad hadn’t called in sick.”

Arshile nodded. His mouth was upturned slightly.

“You’re right, I almost fucked up. Like I said, I was dragging this past shift. Just felt down a quart.”

Roberts nodded slowly. I decided to change tack a bit.

“Those cameras work, I see. Do you save the video?”

“Yeah, the cameras work, but it's only the two of them. They’re automatically deleted after forty-eight hours.”

“That’s not a long time,” said Roberts.

“Well, Captain, nothing much happens around here usually. In my three years working here, this is the first time we’ve had a homicide.”

“How do you know it’s a homicide?” asked Roberts.

That question unsteadied Arshile for a moment.

“Well, I don’t. But why else is homicide out here?”

“Homicide attends all suspicious deaths. Some turn out to be accidental. A good chunk are suicides,” I said.

Arshile nodded.

“I’d bet it was a murder,” said Arshile.

“How’s that?” asked Roberts.

Arshile shrugged.

“You saw her. A beautiful woman like that, dressed fancy in a sexy way, placed out here at the dump. Why would anyone do that if it wasn’t suspicious?” he asked.

“Did you see any trauma to the body?” asked Roberts.

“I don’t understand, Captain,” said Arshile.

“Any violence. Did you see any signs of violence on the body?” asked Roberts.

“Well, no. But I’ve seen plenty of murder mysteries on TV. There’s lots of ways to kill a body. Maybe poison. Maybe suffocation.”

“I wouldn’t trust the accuracy of murders you see on television,” I said.

“Did you know the woman?” asked Roberts.

Arshile shook his head.

“Take another look,” said Roberts, fishing his phone out of his pocket and finding a picture of Jane Doe and showing it to Arshile.

Arshile looked at it for a time, all the while shaking his head, slowly.

“No, I’ve never seen her. Do I look like a guy who would get to hang out with a woman like that?”

“I try not to make assumptions that way,” said Roberts.

“It’s kinda sounding like you’re treating me like a suspect,” said Arshile.

“It’s just routine,” said Roberts. “You’re the last person that saw her, so we just want to rule you out.”

“Maybe I need a lawyer,” said Arshile.

“You have been watching too much television,” I said. “We’re just asking questions. You’ll want a lawyer if we charge you with something, which we haven’t yet, right?”

Arshile nodded.

“Anything else you forgot to put in your statement?” asked Roberts.

Arshile thought for a while and then slowly shook his head.

“No, I think it’s all in there.”

“If you think of anything else, let us know,” said Roberts, giving Arshile one of his cards.

Arshile took it and raised it towards the ceiling.

“I sure will, Captain.”

“I’d like to get a copy of that video from both cameras,” said Roberts. “Can you do that for me?”

“I sure can, but I don’t have any USB sticks.”

“I’ve got one in my car.”

Roberts left.

“It was Detective Carrick, right?” Arshile asked me.

I shook my head.

“No, just plain old Mr. Carrick. Anthony’s fine. I consult with the LAPD on some of their murder investigations.”

“I bet you’ve seen some shit, then,” said Arshile.

I nodded.

“You must have seen some weird shit here, no?” I asked.

Arshile shrugged.

“Not really. The smell’s not great when you get closer to the fresh stuff. I mean it’s a dump. There’s not much here worth rifling through or stealing. Most people only come here if they need to unload their junk. Worst I’ve seen is a homeless guy who decided to pitch his tent not far from where that woman’s body was. Had to get him hauled out of here a few times with your guys’ help. That’s about it.”

“When was that?”

“Ah, probably over a year ago now. Spring or summer of last year I want to say.”

I nodded, and Roberts came back into the small office. He handed Arshile a small USB stick. Arshile looked at it.

“This is only sixteen gigabytes,” he said.

“Yes, it is,” said Roberts.

“How much video do you want on it?” Arshile asked.

“From midnight until noon,” said Roberts.

Arshile sat down at his desk and looked at the USB stick he was holding in both his hands.

“That’s twelve hours. You’d probably need at least two of these.”

“How many hours can I fit on that?” asked Roberts.

“Four, maybe five hours.”

Roberts looked at me.

“Shit,” he said, and then he walked back out.

“What’s that about?” Arshile asked.

“He’s probably getting another stick. We figure Jane Doe was probably murdered between two and four. That means we probably want the video from at least two this morning.”

Arshile nodded.

“Is that arm bar usually up?” I asked, pointing at the bar just behind us and outside his door.

Arshile nodded.

“Yeah, though usually I’ll keep it down from midnight to six. But as you can see, it’s easy to bypass it if you’re really interested in getting into the dump. But why would you?”

Roberts walked back in with another USB stick which he handed to Arshile.

“See how much you can put on these two starting from two this morning,” said Roberts.

Arshile nodded. He plugged in the first stick and started tapping away at his computer.

“It’ll probably take several minutes,” he said.

Roberts nodded. He jerked his head in the direction of the door.

“We’ll just be outside. Holler when it’s done,” said Roberts.

And with that, we both walked outside and stood by our cars. We were out of earshot from Arshile.
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“What do you think of him?” Roberts asked me, leaning against the car. “Got an unusual name. Russian, maybe?”

I had my hands thrust into my trouser pockets.

“Hard to say at this time. We don’t know much about him. I knew of an Arshile Gorky, the painter, who was Armenian American. Hanged himself at the age of forty-four back in the mid-forties I think. Good painter. I’d own some of his stuff if I could afford it.”

Roberts shrugged.

“You know the most arcane things sometimes.”

I shrugged.

“That’s from art history back when I was at art college. Most of the other pearls of wisdom I throw before you, you swine, I get from reading books. You should try it sometime,” I said, grinning.

Roberts laughed out loud.

“Did you guys run him yet?” I asked.

Roberts nodded.

“Nothing more than he told us about. That theft beef and that GTA. Both when he was seventeen. Nothing else.”

“That’s a long time ago. I put him, what, probably in his mid-thirties?”

Roberts nodded.

“Almost twenty years ago and nothing since. If you’re asking if I think he’s good for this, far from it. Only the biggest idiot would shit where he works.”

Roberts nodded and looked around.

“Still, there’s something about him that just rubs me the wrong way.”

“It’ll come to light if it’s important,” I said. “By the way, what did his statement say?”

“Nothing unusual, but he’s not eloquent or loquacious.”

I laughed.

“Fancy way of saying he kept it brief.”

Roberts grinned.

“These are some of the things I’ve picked up from you over the years. But, yeah, his statement was short and just kept to the facts.”

“Which is usually what we like,” I said.

Roberts nodded and folded his arms over his chest.

“You’re right. But it was unemotional, nothing that we didn’t know from looking at the scene. His statement described how he was doing his rounds when her red dress...”

“More like wine, burgundy or deep purple,” I said.

“I think you called it merlot,” said Roberts, grinning at me. “In any event, this is what he said. He called it a ‘red’ dress. He went to investigate and then describes what he found. Jane Doe, dead on her back lying on a nest of twigs...”

“Only her head was on twigs, and more like a pillow than a nest,” I said.

“I’m telling you what was in his statement.”

I nodded.

“He said she was lying on a nest of twigs and she was lying stomach up.”

“Stomach up?” I asked.

Roberts nodded.

“That’s what I mean, a little weird. Unemotional, and he describes her instead of lying supine, or face up, as stomach up.”

I shrugged.

“Some people have a different vocabulary,” I offered.

“Sure. Then he ends with saying he called the police but that he didn’t touch the body. But for a guy who just found a dead body, he doesn’t seem all that fazed. Most Joe Public always comes across a little wobbly after seeing a dead body, especially if it’s their first.”

“True, but so far there aren’t any signs of violence. She looked really good for being dead. Maybe that’s why.”

Roberts nodded his head, bouncing it from side to side.

“Captain,” came Arshile’s voice from the security office. He was standing in the doorway holding the USB sticks towards us.

We walked over to him.

“Finished?” asked Roberts.

“Yes, sir. Seems like we got it all on there on these two sticks. Two a.m. to noon today. I guess they’re not as high quality as I figured they were.”

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

“Well, I figured somewhere around four to five gigabytes per hour if it was 1080p. Seeing as how it got pretty much all of it on here, the quality’s probably only 720p.”

“And what does that mean?” asked Roberts.

“Means it’ll look good on the monitor but if your guy’s captured on it, you’re not going to get great results blowing it up, it’ll get pixelated, or blurry.”

Roberts nodded.

“720p you said,” I said.

Arshile nodded.

“Must be,” he said.

“But on those windows on your monitor it says 1080p,” I said.

Roberts looked at me. Then he walked back into the security office forcing Arshile backwards.

“Yeah, you’re right, it must downsample when I saved it to these sticks.”

I pointed to the description overlaid on the current live video feed we saw on Arshile’s monitor. In the upper right corner in white writing bordered in black on both video feeds was some details. The first line had the date and time. The second line had the camera name. “Camera 1” and “Camera 2”. The third line had the video quality. “1080p x 30fps” it said.

“Like my partner said, it suggests this is at 1080p and 30fps. I’m assuming that last bit is frames per second,” said Roberts.

Arshile nodded. He sat back down at his desk and looked at the live feed.

“That’s right. I don’t know what to tell you, Captain, I saved it at standard quality which should have captured it just as it is. I’m just assuming that it downsampled, I don’t know for sure.”

“Ok, just redo it so that I can see for my own edification,” said Roberts.

“I don’t understand,” said Arshile.

“I want to watch you do it again to satisfy my own curiosity,” said Roberts.

“Yes, sir,” said Arshile.

Roberts handed him the two sticks back. Arshile took them and put one on his desk by the side of his keyboard. He put the other USB stick into his computer tower which was on his desk against the far wall not far from his monitor.

We watched him open up the software application which was called “V.I.S.O.R.”. V.I.S.O.R., I saw as the application opened, stood for “Video Identifying Security Operator’s Recordings”.

This time we watched Arshile manually adjust the settings to save the video to the stick.

“You see, Captain, standard quality is 1080p at 30 frames per second,” said Arshile, showing us on the application’s window. When he chose “Standard Quality” the application showed “Quality: 1080p” and “Frame Rate: 30fps”.

“Just do it manually,” said Roberts, pointing at the application window.

Arshile nodded. He chose manual from the drop down menu. And from the “Quality” dropdown menu he chose “1080p”. He could choose from “1080p”, “720p” or “480p”. From the “Frame Rate” drop down he chose “30fps”. He had a choice between that and “15fps” or “7.5fps”. Then he chose the date and time stamps for the video he wanted to save. He chose the destination which was Roberts’ USB stick and he saved it.

About three or so minutes later, it requested another USB stick. Arshile took out the first one and put in the second one. About another two minutes later he was done. He handed both sticks to Roberts.

“Was that both cameras?” I asked.

Arshile shook his head.

“No, you have to do one at a time. I can do the rear facing camera but I’ll need another couple sticks.”

Roberts grumbled something then left the security office again. He came back in not too long after he had left. He was carrying another two USB sticks which he handed to Arshile.

“Do the same with these but for the rear facing camera.”

Arshile nodded and got to work.

“How many of those do you keep in your car?” I asked him.

“Half a dozen. I got them on sale. Now I’ll have to get more. I’ve only got two left.”

“Yeah, but how often do you need to use one of these?”

“Welcome to nineteen eighty-four, Sid,” said Roberts. “This is homicide and everybody seems to have a security camera now. It’s extremely helpful. I have all my guys keeping USB sticks in their grab bags. At least weekly we’re using them.”

“We live in a surveillance state. Is that what you’re saying?” I asked.

“Look around you, Sid. Cameras are everywhere. If it isn’t a fixed video camera it’s the smartphone in your pocket. And a lot of companies are friendly with LEOs. My favorite is Ding Dong.”

“Ding Dong?”

“Yeah, they make doorbells and other home security accessories that record live or on a motion sensor. Ding Dong’s biggest selling feature to the customer is that they’ll store the video feed for free the first year. After that the cost is small apparently. But what it means is that I can just write them a request, give them a case number and they’ll release any video they have. The customer none the wiser.”

Roberts was grinning at me.

“Seriously?”

Roberts nodded.

“Ain’t life grand,” he said.

“And how often do you make these sorts of requests?” I asked.

“If a murder’s in a neighborhood and not in a business park or something, then every time. You’ll be surprised how often we’ll get something from them.”

“Interesting. Helpful to LEO, but man, that rubs me the wrong way. I see that conflicting with the first and fourth amendments at the very least.”

Roberts shrugged.

“Hasn’t been tested yet in higher courts,” he said.

“Still, you’re just writing a Dear John letter and getting all this surveillance footage?”

“Yup.”

“I’d probably get a warrant if it was me,” I said.

“Yeah, but most times we don’t know what we need or what we’ve got on any of that footage until we get it.”

“I think you’re playing with fire, JR,” I said.

“Uh, I’m finished,” said Arshile.

He handed Roberts the other two USB sticks. Looked like he wanted to say something. His mouth opened partly, but then he thought better of it.

“You Armenian?” I asked.

“No, sir. I was born here in LA. My parents are Ukrainian. My mother loved the painter, Arshile Gorky, and when she married my father and took his last name I was given the painter’s first name because my father already had the last name. Not the best name for a kid as you figured out. We’re not related to the painter if you’re wondering.”

I nodded at him. Then I looked over at Roberts.

Roberts nodded and looked at me.

“Let’s see what Trees and Forest have for us,” said Roberts.

We left Arshile to his little cage.
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“Trees and Forest?” I asked.

“Beeves and Forrest,” said Roberts. “It’s like rhyming Cockney slang. Like if we were talking about Aibhilin I might ask you how’s your bricks and mortar.”

“Bricks and mortar, that’s Aibhilin?” I asked.

Roberts shook his head.

“No, it’s rhyming slang. Bricks and mortar refers to daughter. See how it rhymes.”

I nodded.

“So we’ve just come back from talking to Arshile about the brown bread.”

I frowned.

“Brown bread, dead. We were just talking to him about Jane Doe, our dead woman.”

“Ok, I think I’m getting it.”

“And we were just up in the northwest corner of the landfill with a butcher’s hook,” said Roberts, grinning at me.

“I don’t get that,” I said, shaking my head.

“Butcher’s hook, taking a look.”

I nodded.

“This copper I was talking to at a convention recently was from The Met, otherwise known as Scotland Yard...”

“I know what The Met is,” I said.

“Right, and he started sharing all of this with me. Telling me how police work is mostly all about plates of meat.”

I frowned and shook my head.

“Plates of meat, feet. Police work is a lot of walking around on your feet.”

I nodded.

“Well, this ain’t Cockney and I prefer chewing through my shoe leather over plates of meat.”

“Cockney isn’t a place specifically though it generally refers to London now,” said Roberts.

“Great, can we generally refer to the English language from here on out?” I asked, grinning at him.

We walked across the road towards the main building which is where we assumed Beeves and Forrest would be. Inside we encountered a long counter and behind that were some desks and chairs and beyond that a couple of offices.

A young woman got up from behind one of those desks and walked over to us. Roberts showed her his badge.

“I’m looking for my two detectives,” he said. “Are they here?”

“They’re in the back,” she said, pointing to our left with her right hand. “I’ll buzz you in.”

We walked to the end of the counter and heard the door unlock. Roberts opened it and we walked on in. This part was a large warehouse. I wanted to say that it looked about half the size of a football field. There was a lot of space.

At the far end were Beeves and Forrest talking with a guy in a visibility vest and a hardhat. There were several small pieces of equipment down at that end and a couple of other guys working around them. There was a small bobcat not being used, a guy in a forklift driving it around and moving pallets of things around.

On our side of the warehouse were several appliances in reasonable shape considering we were at the dump. There were also a couple of large boxes filled with miscellaneous items, mostly in good shape. I saw kids’ toys, teddy bears and things like that. Amongst all of this were some couches and chairs in reasonable shape.

We walked on down towards Beeves and Forrest. The guy they were talking with was stocky, of average height, and had a five o’clock shadow. His hair under the hardhat was brown. He was also wearing safety glasses. We got there just as Beeves and Forrest were wrapping up their conversation with him.

“Thank you, Steve,” said Beeves.

Steve walked away from them as we approached. To our right a large rollup warehouse door was open, letting in the warm breeze from outside. Hanging from the tall ceilings were large fans that revolved about once every second. I couldn’t feel the air they were supposedly circulating.

“Captain, and Mr. Cool,” said Forrest.

“Found out anything helpful, Sonny?” asked Roberts.

“Not much,” said Forrest, looking at his notes. “That was Steve Snyder we were talking to. He’s the foreman here and he got in around eight this morning but he didn’t see anything. He’s been working in here all day. First he heard about Jane Doe was when Arshile came and informed him.”

“When was that?”

“He said around twelve thirty, one o’clock. He asked Arshile if he’d called the police and Arshile said yes. It must have been shortly after we were called. So probably closer to one.”

“And did he go out to take a look?”

Forrest shook his head.

“Nope. Said he’s been in here all day. He said he knew better than to go walking around a crime scene. Said he learned that from TV,” said Forrest, grinning. “But he told Arshile to go and wait close by Jane Doe until we got here. So that’s helpful.”

“Who arrived on scene first?” I asked.

“Matt Stone,” said Beeves.

“I didn’t see him around,” I said.

“He’s on patrol. His sergeant got here shortly after him and took over.”

“Who’s his sergeant?”

“Pedro Noyce,” said Beeves. “When we got here we relieved him by which time FIU was on scene too.”

I nodded.

“Stone’s an eager beaver,” I said. “I think he’ll make a good detective someday.”

“Needs to put in his time first,” said Roberts.

“He’s got three years on, or thereabouts. I was in homicide in my third year on the job,” I said.

“Yeah, but you’re a special snowflake, Sid. They haven’t done that since,” said Roberts. “Now you need five years patrol minimum.”

“They weren’t that picky back then,” said Beast, grinning at me.

“And they say you have no sense of humor,” I replied.

“You’re not old enough to remember how it was back in the day when The Clash was on patrol.”

“I’ve heard about that,” said Beast. “Johnny Rotten and Sid Vicious, those were your nicknames given by a couple of punks. But riddle me this, Johnny Rotten and Sid Vicious aka John Lydon and John Ritchie were actually with the Sex Pistols. So how do you get The Clash out of that?”

“Well, Joker, which band’s name do you think fits a couple of beat cops better. The Sex Pistols or The Clash. We were known to clash with the bad hombres back in the day and I guess that’s how the guys saw us.”

“Riddle me this was the Riddler’s line, not Joker’s,” said Beeves.

“I know that too. Unlike my thumb sucking colleague,” I said. “I’m old enough to remember watching Batman reruns on the TV where you had to get up to change the channel.”

“My hat’s off to you, gramps,” said Beast, grinning.

“Ok, kids. What else did Steve give you?” asked Roberts.

“Not much,” said Sonny, looking at his notes. “Like I said, he waited here. Another reason he gave was that he didn’t want to get involved in it.”

“In what?” asked Roberts.

“Didn’t want the hassle of having to be called to court as a witness,” said Sonny.

“Smart man,” I said.

“What about the other guys?” asked Roberts.

“He said we can talk to them but he doubts anybody else saw anything. When Arshile came and told him about Jane Doe, he told Arshile not to mention it to anyone else.”

“That sounds sinister,” said Roberts.

“No, Captain, I don’t think it was. He said he’s got a skeleton crew today and he needed all hands on deck. Couldn’t afford to have his guys out there being lookie-loos.”

“Speak to all of them anyway,” said Roberts.

“Will do,” said Sonny.

“Anything else? Did you show him a picture of her?” asked Roberts.

“No and yes. We showed him a picture. He didn’t recognize the body and he didn’t have any other insight to offer.”

“Actually,” said Beeves, “he did say that he’d only ever once known of a body being discarded here at the landfill since he’s been here.”

“And how long is that?” asked Roberts.

“Said he got hired on here the year the dump opened which was ninety-one.”

“Twenty-eight years he’s been working here,” said Roberts.

“Got hired right after high school he said,” added Sonny.

“That puts him around mid to late forties. Our age,” I said. “Seems about right.”

Roberts nodded.

“What case was that?” asked Roberts.

“It was something similar as he recalled. Didn’t remember the name of the deceased, but said a female was found half-naked but she was dumped close to where this body was found. Said it was New Year’s Day in two thousand. He was working then and he was the one who found the body.”

“Anything else?” asked Roberts.

“No, Captain. That was pretty much it.”

Roberts nodded his head slowly for a while. Then he put his hand in his pocket and fished out the four USB sticks and handed them to Beeves.

“Talk to everyone else who was here today, then I want you to review these sticks. We got Arshile to load both cameras onto them and they should have all the footage from two a.m. last night up until noon today. Pay special attention to the first few hours and see if we can’t find a van or car or something that looks like it doesn’t belong.”

“Got it, Captain, what are you gonna do?”

“I’m going back home to spend the rest of my Sunday afternoon with my wife and kids.”

“Ah, the privilege of rank,” said Sonny.

“And you, Mr. Cool?” asked Sonny.

“I’m going home to spend the rest of my Sunday with Mr. Walker and Mrs. Ryder.”

Sonny frowned.

“Booze and baseball,” said Roberts.

“Ah, right. Johnny Walker and Rebecca Ryder, the sports announcer,” said Sonny.

“One other thing,” said Roberts, looking at Beeves and Forrest. “See what you can find out about that homicide from Y2K.”

Beeves and Forrest nodded.

And with that, Roberts and I turned around and started to walk out of the building.

“I remember a Jane Doe from New Year’s Day in two thousand, it wasn’t our case as I recall and we weren’t asked to help on it. I remember it going cold. Ring a bell for you?” I asked.

“Vaguely,” said Roberts. “I knew it couldn’t have been ours, we cleared all our homicides when we were working together back in the day.”

“Two thirty-one for two thirty-one, partner,” I said.
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I went home and put on my painting apron. It looked like a Jackson Pollock only it wasn’t worth near a fraction of one of his paintings. I was working on a current piece. I had titled it “America: The Grave”. It was an abstract piece exploring the dire situation that I thought America found itself in currently. Not grave as in a place to bury dead people but grave as in a serious predicament.

The political situation and the social situation we found ourselves in was top of my mind for my country I loved. From where I was standing, we had a racist buffoon in office who was only agitating other racists and frightened people to become their lesser selves.

At this stage it was only a rough sketch, I was barely into the first fifth of the painting. Just as I was getting into my groove after about a half hour of painting my phone rang. I put down my palette and brush and picked up the phone. I knew who it was because I’d received calls from this number often enough that I’d labeled it “Coroner”. Usually that “Coroner” was M, but today it had to be Deerstalker.

“Carrick,” I said.

“Anthony, it’s Dr. Deerstalker. I’m ready to start the autopsy in about a half hour if you want to take a look at the body. There is a scar that you might be interested in seeing. No other identifying marks on the body.”

“Thanks, Jabez, I’ll be right there.”

I took off my apron and placed it over a wooden chair I kept near the easel for this purpose. I went into the kitchen and added more dry food to Pirate’s bowl. He didn’t move from his perch on a tall cat tree in the kitchen that looked out onto the street. There was a tall tree just outside the window that often held choir practice for a large number of birds. Occasionally we’d even get blessed with a songbird now and then. I’d seen the song sparrow, Bewick’s wren, goldfinches, the oak titmouse and northern mockingbirds.

We didn’t get them often, but I’d seen them now and then. Probably helps that I live on the third floor in apartment 333, which, incidentally, made no sense. There were maybe ten to twelve apartments on the third floor, nowhere near thirty-three of them. But that was the Vista Al Mar for you. You’ve met my neighbor, Martha Muniz. Sweet old woman who’ll keep an eye on Aibhilin now and then. Well, her apartment is 312.

Most apartments and houses I’ve seen have odd and even numbers on opposite sides of the road or hallway. But that’s the charm of Vista Al Mar apartments. Looked like a blind kid on too much sugar was sent running down the hallway with a bunch of numbers and randomly put them on doors.

Even the name of this place, Vista Al Mar is quaint. Most of you know that it’s Spanish for sea view. No apartment in this place has a sea view. I don’t even know if any of the apartments here had a sea view when the place was first built back in twenty-eight. It’s in the Art Deco style, which is an abbreviation of the original French, “arts décoratifs”, which as you can imagine is decorative arts.

The building has recently been painted a salmon color. If that salmon was conflicted about its identity and couldn’t tell if pink was for boys or girls. Art Deco is a pastiche of different influences. Vista Al Mar has the predominant blocky influence of Cubism mixed in with a bit of Fauvism as I have been told that the original paint was even pinker than we have now. On top of that there’s almost a hint of the gothic around the windows and the main entrance where the break with straight and angular lines comes undone. It’s a building with an identity crisis and I guess that’s why it appealed to me.

Not that I have an identity crisis. This building just seems like a mutt. With the same happy-go-lucky temperament, but if you look too closely you see bits and pieces that just don’t seem right on an Art Deco building.

But I wasn’t here from that obsequious architecture rag “Architectural Angst” which was all about poking fun at these old Art Deco buildings. At least it seemed like they picked on Art Deco primarily. And Vista Al Mar had made it into the magazine some years ago when it was in even worse shape with paint peeling and the homeless urinating on its keystones.
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