



[image: image]







The Angel Maker


A Novel by


Ridley Pearson


[image: image]


New York




Praise


Praise for The Angel Maker:


“Exceptionally gripping and full of amazing forensic lore: a top-flight offering from an author who has clearly found his groove.” —Kirkus Reviews


“A chilling thriller.” —Dell Publishing


Praise for Hard Fall:


“Pearson excels at novels that grip the imagination. Hard Fall is an adventure with all engines churning.” —People magazine


“Mesmerizing urgency.” —Los Angeles Times Book Review


“Nifty cat-and-mouse caper. Crisply written tale.” —Chicago Tribune


Praise for No Witnesses:


“Tough and intelligent.” —Fort Worth Star Telegram


“Up-to-the-nanosecond techno-thriller.” —New York Times


“Infused with astonishingly effective overtones.” —Boston Globe


“Good old-fashioned storytelling.” —Washington Post Book World


“A serious, well-researched, complex thriller.” —Los Angeles Times




DEDICATION


Again, for Colleen.


You keep me in stitches.




Epigraph


I am a sort of phantom in life who has lost all beginning and end, and who has even forgotten his own name.


—Fyodor Dostoyevski,


The Brothers Karamazov




WEDNESDAY


February 1




1


The young woman’s pale, lifeless expression cried out to Daphne Matthews from across the room. Nearly all of the kids who sought out The Shelter were high on something. The hollow cheeks and dirty hair were common to all the runaways, as were the torn jeans, the soiled T-shirts, and the disturbing smell.


The windowless basement room in the King Center Baptist Church on South Jackson held thirteen beds and was void of any color except for the odd assortment of unframed art posters. The beds, arranged in perfect rows, were each covered with a gray wool blanket atop which had been placed a white towel and a dull green cardboard box containing a toothbrush, comb, bar of soap, a package of condoms, and a leaflet on AIDS.


The boys’ dorm, across the hall and next to the room where the choir robes were kept, held only eight beds, because teenage boys were less likely to seek help from such places and because girls between the ages of thirteen and eighteen accounted for a larger percentage of the runaways who wandered Seattle’s streets.


The other volunteers at The Shelter welcomed Daphne’s expertise as a psychologist as much as her being a member of the Seattle Police Department, though this latter qualification was rarely called upon and never mentioned in front of the girls. For Daphne, each young woman who passed through The Shelter’s door represented a challenge, each had her own unique, often terrifying story. By coming here they called out for help. Homeless. Penniless. Distrustful. Addicted. Pregnant. Filthy. Diseased. The job of each volunteer was to reverse all of that, to connect the runaway with counselors, doctors, halfway houses, government funds, jobs, housing, recovery programs and safety. To rescue and rebuild a life.


Daphne sat down quietly and slowly on the bed opposite the girl and forced a welcoming smile that made her feel cheap and dishonest: There was nothing to smile about here. She noticed a tiny scab on the inside of the girl’s elbow joint and felt her heart sink. To her relief, she didn’t see any other needle marks. Perhaps this was the girl’s first time. With any luck, her last.


The girl never looked at her; she just stared off into the room in a catatonic daze.


Daphne suggested gently, “Would you like to lie down?”


The girl nodded slightly. Daphne moved aside the towel and box and supported her head as it traveled to the pillow. Some of the drunks felt this hot, some of the druggies, but this contact gave Daphne a sickening feeling in her stomach that told her this was something worse. Exactly what, she wasn’t sure. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to find out.


The girl cried out sharply as she leaned back, clutching her side.


Daphne cleared the tangled hair from her face, wincing as she noticed a pink circle on the girl’s temple. Without looking, she knew there would be an identical mark opposite this: electroshock.


“Cold,” the girl complained in a dry, raspy voice.


Daphne covered her with a blanket, told her she would “be right back,” and hurried over to Sharon Shaffer, who had just arrived. Sharon, a remarkably petite woman with large gray eyes and an oversized mouth, a former graduate of The Shelter, was now its spokesperson, working the circuit of Rotary Clubs and ladies’ luncheons in fund-raising efforts. To both the volunteers and the community, she was a symbol of everything right about The Shelter, its leader and patron saint. To Daphne, she was a dear friend.


Daphne asked one of the other volunteers to check the hospitals for a psych ward discharge or escapee. She briefed Sharon on the recent arrival as the two of them crossed the room: the needle mark, the evidence of electroshock therapy, the girl clutching her side.


“Are you thinking restraints?” Sharon asked. She had a way of reading Daphne’s thoughts. Before Daphne could answer, Sharon said, “Let’s hold off on that, okay? There’s nothing more frustrating than a tie-down. It’s horrible. I’ve been there.” Daphne didn’t argue. Reaching the girl, they perched themselves on opposite sides of her bed.


“Where am I?” the girl wondered aloud. “Why am I here?”


“The only requirement for being here,” Sharon explained in a comforting voice, “is your desire to be off the streets.” She hesitated. “Okay?”


The girl squinted painfully. It hurt Daphne to see that kind of pain—psychological or physical?—and it worried her too: The druggies usually felt nothing. Again, the combination of electroshock and that needle mark warned Daphne of an institution. Her policewoman instincts kicked in—this girl could turn violent without warning.


Sharon said calmly, “You’re safe now. My name is Sharon. I’m a runaway. This is Daphne. We’re all women here. Okay? We can keep you warm. We can feed you. We want nothing from you. Nothing at all.” The girl began to cry. “We are not going to notify the police or your parents—you’re home. You’re safe here. Whatever you have done is behind you. Here, you are safe. If you need medical attention, you will have it. We want nothing more of you than your name. Something to call you. A first name is all. Can you tell us your name?”


“Cindy,” the girl answered. “Can’t you stop them?” she asked desperately.


Sharon repeated, “You’re safe here, Cindy.” She reached out and took the girl’s limp hand.


The girl attempted to sit up. She cried out painfully, once again clutching her abdomen, and then shielded her ears. “Can’t you stop them?” she pleaded.


The blanket fell away from her. A wet bloodstain colored her side. A stabbing? Daphne wondered. How had she missed the wound earlier? The girl pleaded, “Do you hear that barking? Can’t you stop that barking?”


Daphne reached out and lifted the girl’s shirt. Her skin was colored an iodine-brown from surgery. At the center of this stain was a three-inch incision laced with broken stitches. It was so fresh, it had yet to scab. She was losing an enormous amount of blood.


“Call 911!” Sharon shouted across the room. “We need an ambulance, pronto!” She caught eyes with Daphne then and whispered, “What the hell is this?”
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Daphne’s fingers gripped the handle, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to open the door. From inside the nightclub came the muted melody of his jazz piano. She had carefully avoided coming to The Big Joke because new lives came at a price, and that price was distance. Two years had passed since that evening spent with him. A single evening, a single event long since over, but her nearly tactile memory of it remained. She had her feet firmly on the ground now; and he had a family. Why challenge any of that? She answered herself: She needed the best cop available; she needed Lou Boldt, retired or not.


A car pulled up. A young couple climbed out and approached. She had to make up her mind—turn back or go through with it. There were other people to whom she could turn. Not as good as Boldt, but certainly qualified.


To hell with it! She went inside. A short, stocky doorman with no head hair but a moustache waxed like an airplane propeller requested a two-dollar cover charge for the piano player. The piano player, she thought. The sergeant, she felt like correcting. The most celebrated cop in this city to ever walk away from the job—so important to Homicide that his departure was still technically termed an extended leave. She intended to play upon that fact. She handed the doorman the money. Cheap, at twice the price.


The club was dingier than she remembered. Its low ceiling hung over a roomful of small, cigarette-scarred tables and an army of armless chairs. Inset into the brick wall was a handsome fireplace. It was fake. So were the bricks.


The piano’s sounds filled a pair of overhead speakers. To her left some guys were busy playing video games. To her right the piano, and the man behind it, remained hidden on the other side of an imitation Chinese screen, perched on the far left of a small stage where comedians performed stand-up on the weekends. She crossed the room toward the tables, nervous and even a little afraid. A single blue light shone down on him, his head trained on the keys in strict concentration. He shouldn’t be in blue light, she thought, because it makes him look older than his forty-five. So did the thinning hair—a shade more gray if the light could be trusted. If there had been any question about the identity of the player, the half-empty glass of milk answered it. With his eyes in shadow, he looked kind of like an owl up there. This was how she thought of him, she realized, as an owl up on a branch, out of reach, wise, silent, even majestic. Terrifying to some, inspiring to others, he was both to her.


She negotiated her way through the tight furniture. Not a very good crowd tonight. Boldt was the kind to take that personally. She wondered if this was something to use in her attempt to win his help with her investigation.


The walnut bar had been imported from a British pub by the owner, Bear Berenson. Attached to the mirror using a decal from a local brewery, a happy-hour menu advertised peanuts, french fries and fresh oysters. A hard-faced woman wearing too much makeup stood watch behind beer taps, a hopeful gaze fixed on her customers, like that of a fisherman scanning the sea.


Daphne slipped into an empty chair and flagged down the room’s only waitress, a tall black woman built like a dancer. In the process, Daphne caught Boldt’s attention as well. He looked up, and their eyes met.


God, how she’d missed him.


Boldt felt her presence before he saw her, as close friends or former lovers often do. As they caught eyes he dropped a stitch, necessitating the recovery of the lost beat in the next measure. He felt himself blush—everyone had noticed the error, everyone but the bartender, Mallory, who never noticed anything but an empty glass or a waiting tip.


She looked real good. High, strong cheekbones, heavy eyebrows and shoulder-length brown hair that in certain light held a rusty red. Intense, concentrating eyes, and an outdoors complexion. He knew damn well she’d been home to fix herself up, and that made him wonder, all of a sudden, about her intentions. She didn’t wear silk blouses and pearl necklaces around the fourth floor, unless a hell of a lot had changed in the past two years. Would she comment about the way he looked? A jazz rat wearing the same pair of khakis for a week. You could track his meals on these pants. His shirt was on its second day. He generally did laundry Mondays and Thursdays.


It was kind of strange to see her again, strange to have not seen her for so long. Not that he hadn’t kept up with her through others, but seeing her in the flesh was altogether different. Nice flesh at that. But he felt none of the lusty urges he had been caught up in two years earlier. She felt to him more like a high school sweetheart, someone from long ago whom he had known before the rules had changed. Of course, the rules hadn’t changed, he thought; he had.


He and his wife, Liz, had rebuilt their relationship from the ashes of overwork, failed promises, and a disintegration of purpose, interest, and spirit. It had required enormous sacrifices on both their parts: Boldt had left the department; Liz had borne the burden of pregnancy and a difficult delivery to bring them a son. New roles now: Liz, the provider, mother, and lover; Boldt, part-time jazz rat, full-time house husband and Mr. Mom. Together they had found a new rhythm, carved out a new existence.


Now, here was Daffy glowing in the limited light of the cheap seats, nervous eyes seeking him out.


He bought himself a few precious moments by delaying the ending of the song with a long improvisation. It would all be improvisation from here on out. He rose from the bench and interrupted Mallory before she could complain about the length of the set. “Push drinks on them,” he suggested, feeding her one instinct. “I’ll stretch the next set to compensate.” Mallory grimaced but didn’t argue. Daphne would call that a learned behavior.


He finger-combed what hair he could find up there. She kept her eyes on him as he approached. He wiped his palms on his pants and offered a smile. Two years had passed, and all he could think to say was, “Hey there.”


She grinned and nudged a chair away from the table with her foot.


He felt big and clumsy as he sat down in the chair. He had added a dozen pounds and knew he looked it. Not her. They shook hands, and he was thankful for that. No need to be weird about this. He said, “Can’t even see the scar,” though he wasn’t sure what possessed him to do so.


She tugged at the scarf and revealed it to him: three or four inches long, still slightly pink. It would always be there to remind her. He remembered the knife held there as if it were yesterday. Daffy attempting to talk a known killer out of using the knife on her; Boldt, the one with the gun. She in the way of the bullet, her throat in the way of that blade. Her weapons were her words and they had failed her. Boldt wondered if she had recovered from that one yet. Those things tended to haunt you.


“That was a stupid thing to say,” he admitted.


“Is this the new you? Looking for my flaws?”


“Let me tell you something: There are women who would kill to have flaws like yours.” He hoped a compliment might erase his mistake.


“Keep your shorts on, Casanova. That’s all behind us.”


“Hey, you think I don’t know? I’m a father now. Though that’s probably news to you.”


“I keep up,” she said. “I didn’t think it would have been too appropriate for me to throw you and Liz a baby shower.”


“It must have taken some courage to break a two-year habit of staying away. This is no visit, is it? Not dressed like that, it isn’t. Have you been somewhere? Going somewhere? Are you selling something? Why are you here? Not that I’m complaining.”


“I heard the piano player is terrific.”


“Mediocre on his best nights,” Boldt replied. “You must be hanging around with some critically tone-deaf people.”


“They’re your friends!”


“My point exactly. Homicide, right? You are selling something.”


“How is the baby?” she asked.


“Miles? Terrific, thanks.” Just the mention of the boy made Boldt homesick.


“And Liz?”


That took some real courage.


“Fine,” he answered honestly. “Happy, I think.”


“And how about you?” she asked.


He nodded. “The same.” Why should it feel odd to admit such a thing? “You?”


“I’m good. I’m volunteering at The Shelter now.”


“So I’ve heard,” he said. “I’ve kept up, too,” he added, wanting her to hear this.


“Through Dixie,” she said, referring to King County medical examiner Dr. Ronald Dixon, a close friend of Boldt’s. A short silence fell between them.


“Are you going to tell me about it?” he asked. “The case,” he added, trying to sound smart. It worked; she gave him one of those impressed looks.


“She’s sixteen-years old.”


“Is or was.”


“Is,” she confirmed. “She walked into The Shelter this afternoon in real bad shape. Drugs. Evidence suggesting the use of electroshock therapy. A fresh incision right here,” she touched her side. “Too fresh. The bleeding kind of fresh. We thought she might be an escapee. We checked with hospitals and institutions. No one had record of her. Her stitches had popped, hence the blood. We admitted her to the Medical Center. I can’t tell you what drew me to her, Lou. Not exactly. It was more than curiosity, more than sympathy. You run out of those after a few weeks at The Shelter. You’re the one who taught me to listen to the victim—”


“Victim?” he interrupted. “They got her stitched back up, I take it.” Exactly what was Daffy after? Why the compliments? She was a professional manipulator—he had to watch that. She knew her way around the human mind. Dealing with her was like playing blackjack with someone who could count cards.


She answered, “They stitched her back up. But they took X-rays. She’s missing a kidney.” She let it hang there a second. “No hospital record of any such operation. She has no memory of any surgery. None. No explanation at all. I’m looking for the explanation.”


“Phil went along with this?” he asked curiously. As staff psychologist, Daphne reported to Lieutenant Phil Shoswitz, Homicide, the logic of which was known only to the upper brass. If there were to be an investigation and she part of it, it would more than likely be overseen by Shoswitz.


“He doesn’t even know about it yet,” she admitted, looking away—an uncommon gesture for her. “That’s one of the reasons I’ve come to you,” she added. “I need your help, your expertise.”


Trouble! He knew her too well. “Help?”


“Her name is Cindy Chapman. She’s been on the road for seven months. Left Arizona last winter after her stepfather sexually abused her. She went through Flagstaff, Salt Lake City, and ended up here about a month ago. Her long-term memory is fine. But she’s lost a twenty-four-hour period during which she was exposed to electroshock and her kidney was removed. Let me tell you this: No two medical procedures could be less related to one another. I’ve studied this stuff, Lou. This is my turf. But investigating it? That’s why I’m here.”


He felt the stability of his marriage was at stake. Police work swallowed him whole. He and Liz had come to certain agreements. “What are you saying? Someone stole her kidney?”


“If a hospital or an institution is involved, it has to be local. These kids stick to a pretty small area. They develop small societies of self-help or self-abuse. When they move away, it’s forever. On to Portland, San Francisco, L.A. You champion the cause of the victim. It’s the victim that can tell you the most about a case, dead or alive. Right? You’re the expert on the victim.”


More compliments. He fought like hell to maintain his guard.


“She may have been raped. She won’t admit to consensual sex. The evidence is there, but she doesn’t remember. That’s the electroshock. You see?”


She was beginning to frighten him. “No,” he admitted, “I don’t see.”


A commotion at the front door attempted to steal his attention but failed. Daphne’s eyes—convincing, terrified, searching, hopeful—held him firmly.


“Someone cut this girl open and stole her kidney. I’m convinced of it. The electroshock was used to ensure she didn’t remember anything about it.” Fire filled her eyes. “I can’t prove it. Not yet.” She placed her hand on her chest. “But I feel it in here. You know that feeling, don’t you? I know you do.”


He resented being cornered by her. Yes, he knew that feeling. Yes, he had been forced to defend it on a dozen occasions; and no, there was no real sense to it. But this was her feeling, not his, he reminded himself; her case, her instincts, not his. “What evidence is there?” he asked coldly.


She winced. “I’m not an investigator. I can’t even take this to Shoswitz until I have something convincing. Hell, he’s Homicide. He may not want it even then: She’s alive after all. What do I do? Where do I turn?”


“The helpless female? I don’t buy it.”


She glared. “This young woman was violated in the worst, most heinous sense. Some monster”—monster was not a word that Daphne Matthews, the psychologist, often used—”cut her open, reached inside her, and removed an organ—a physical part of her! My God! Phil Shoswitz may be committed more to the dead than the living, but you? After they stole her kidney, they burned her short-term memory with electroshock. Am I getting through? Maybe one of them raped her just for fun. Evidence? Do I need probable cause, Sergeant, in order to investigate, or just the suspicion that a crime has been committed?” She stared him down. “Will you help me or not?” she asked, adding, “If for no other reason than as a parent.”


He couldn’t help but picture Miles—Einstein, the nickname belonging to his blond, curly haired son—involuntarily under the knife of such a butcher. She interrupted his thoughts. “The electroshock may have done permanent damage to her memory, not to mention her mind: She hears a constant barking.”


“I’m out of the business. I’m off the force. My badge is collecting dust in Shoswitz’s drawer.”


“You’re on extended leave.”


“That’s just Phil’s way of holding a carrot out to me, of keeping my chance at twenty alive. That’s the way it reads on paper, Daffy, but in here?” he said, repeating her gesture of placing his hand on his chest. “In here, I’m a father and a hack pianist.”


He had never dared speak the words aloud, had seldom even thought them, for he wasn’t one to lie, and he couldn’t be sure this was the truth: “It’s over.” It felt sacrilegious to say such a thing. Just hearing it spoken confirmed its falsehood. He felt a terrifying loss of control, as if hitting a patch of ice on a dangerous curve. It wasn’t over, was it? Someone out there had torn the guts out of a young girl. What surprised him most of all was the way he took to it so quickly. He wanted whatever evidence she had. He wanted the pieces of the puzzle. He wanted to put a stop to it before it happened again. Cop instincts—she was counting on them. Perhaps it was because the victim was alive.


A voice—a man’s, big and thunderous—reverberated through the club. “Party’s over, everyone. No more drinks. I’m going to have to ask you all to leave.” Boldt looked over his shoulder expecting to see some drunk on the stage, but instead he saw a crew cut wearing a ten-year-old gray suit and scuffed wingtips with worn heels. A badge hung out of the breast pocket of the suit. Four or five clones of the man swept quickly into the club, fanning out to various responsibilities. It felt like a bank job to Boldt, an organized robbery. But when this guy announced, “Treasury Department,” he realized what it was. The man continued, “These premises are being sealed.” He repeated loudly over protests, “I’m going to have to ask you all to leave.”


“Your idea?” Boldt asked her, nodding toward the T-man. “Trying to pressure me into this?”


She grimaced, looking past him toward the stage.


One of the suits was screwing a padlock clasp into the piano’s keyboard cover. Boldt could feel the screws biting into the wood as if they were drilling into his own flesh. He rose angrily, Daphne following.


“What the hell?” Boldt hollered as he closed the distance. “That’s a musical instrument, goddamn it!” The one with the big voice was smart enough to step aside. The assistant kept right on twisting the screwdriver. “Stop that! Now!”


“Don’t make any trouble, pal,” the assistant cautioned. The screw chewed more deeply into the wood.


“You don’t do that to a musical instrument,” Boldt repeated, wrapping one of his big hands around the boy’s wrist. “You just don’t do that.”


The agent threatened, “You want me to call the cops?”


“I am a cop,” Boldt declared. His eyes met Daphne’s; she wasn’t going to let him live that one down. Boldt released the man.


“So am I,” Daphne informed the agent, producing her identification. “I’d sure as hell like to see the warrant that authorizes the destruction of private property in the process of seizure. You want to show me that document, please, Agent—” she craned forward to read his I.D.”—Campbell?”


The man’s face went crimson. He looked first at her then at Boldt, then over at his superior. “You want to see warrants, you’ll have to talk to Agent Majorksi. I got a job to do here.”


“Leave it be,” Boldt said definitively, grabbing his wrist again. Two screws had already violated the ebony.


Across the room, bartender Mallory struggled with one of the agents in an effort to lock the cash register, but lost. The agent took the key from her. They had practiced this drill well or had performed it enough times to execute it flawlessly. Piece by piece, stage by stage, the agents took control in a matter of minutes. Confused patrons were herded toward the door, several chugging beers on the way. Another commotion—Bear’s arrest—grabbed Boldt’s attention as the agent started twisting that screwdriver again.


The club owner was placed in handcuffs and read his rights. He glanced over at Boldt, shrugged, and smiled. “I should have hired H&R Block,” Bear shouted over to Boldt. That was Bear: ever the comic. He threw a couple of one-liners at the agents who had him, but they didn’t seem to appreciate the humor. “Drinks are on the house, fellas,” he tried one last time as they escorted him toward the door.


“Hey, Monk,” he called out, using his nickname for Boldt, “I thought all you badgers were on the same team. Hey, Elliot Ness,” he called to the gray suit, Majorski, “this here is Lou Boldt. The Lou Boldt of the Seattle Police Department! Have a heart!” He was ushered out of the building.


“Louis Boldt?” Agent Majorski asked.


“That’s right,” Boldt answered, surprised to hear his proper name come from the mouth of a stranger. These guys were as stiff as cardboard. “You mind calling this guy off? He’s screwing a friend of mine.”


Daphne displayed her I.D. for the second time. “I’d like to see the warrant that permits him to do that.”


Majorski looked over her badge and photo. “Tommy,” he said, stopping the one at the piano. “Why don’t you help with the files?”


Reluctantly, the rookie abandoned his task.


Boldt and Daphne briefly exchanged looks of triumph.


The euphoria was short-lived. Majorski consulted a typed list he withdrew from his coat pocket. “You’ll be hearing from the IRS,” he said to Boldt with a disturbing smugness. “I’d speak to my accountant if I were you.” He moved off to reorganize his people.


“My accountant?” Boldt responded desperately, the man not listening. Liz handled their tax returns.


Daphne and Boldt were herded toward the door.


“Just let me use you as a sounding board,” Daphne pleaded, ever persistent. “I can bounce my ideas off you. Show you what I’ve got.” She feared she had lost him, that her effort had been overshadowed by the raid, that all was for naught. She couldn’t leave it as it was, she couldn’t bear the thought of facing Shoswitz alone; she needed Boldt.


“Daffy, I can sleep at night. My stomach is better than it’s been in years. I take naps in the afternoon, with my little Einstein purring in his crib. I read books—imagine that! Liz and I actually find time to speak a few complete sentences to each other. You know what you’re asking?”


“Please,” she tried.


The way she said it. Boldt looked at her intently. “As a sounding board, but that’s all.”


“Sure,” she said, unconvincingly. “That’s all.” He hated losing.




THURSDAY


February 2
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Sharon Shaffer, barely tall enough to see over the wheel even with a cushion under her, was driving her seven-year-old Ford Escort, Daphne in the passenger seat. Daphne lived on a houseboat at Gas Works Park; Sharon lived about a mile away on Linden, a block from the Freemont Baptist Church. They car-pooled together whenever possible, mostly for the company. Following her meeting with Boldt at the library, Daphne was going to spend the evening at The Shelter and then ride home with Sharon.


Crossing the colorful Freemont Bridge toward town, Daphne strained to see her marina but couldn’t. With Lake Union to their left, they drove along Westlake, cluttered marinas gradually evolving into condos and corporate headquarters as they drew closer to town. Ninth Avenue was a no-man’s land of struggling small businesses. Then it was the fast-food and franchised commercialism of Denny Way.


A ferry horn sounded, dull and low, like the groan of a huge animal. Daphne’s watch read three twenty-eight. The ferries represented a kind of freedom—island life. Isolation, escape.


“Judging by yesterday’s weather,” Daphne said, “I’d say the groundhog drowned.”


“We’re halfway through the rinse cycle,” Sharon agreed. “Four more weeks of this at least.”


“Makes you really love the place, doesn’t it?”


“You look a little tired,” Sharon said.


“I spent the day poring over some autopsy files the medical examiner wanted me to see. It’s exhausting.”


“Sounds disgusting.”


“I made some headway. I’m not sure Cindy Chapman is all alone in this.”


“Meaning?”


“I need to run it all by a friend and see what he thinks,” Daphne explained.


“I don’t like the sound of your voice.”


“I’m a little scared, that’s all.”


“I don’t think I could ever be a cop,” Sharon said. She ruminated on this for a moment. “Three years ago, if someone had tried to tell me that someday one of my best friends would be a cop, and a forensic psychologist at that, I would have tagged them for the bird house—the loony bin. It’s weird how things work out.”


“In your case, they’ve worked out rather nicely.”


“It’ll happen to you,” Sharon encouraged. “It’s all in your attitude, and your attitude is improving. Something’s working.”


“It’s the therapy.”


“Whatever it is, it’s good to see.”


“Have you ever worked with someone after you’ve had a thing with him?”


Astonished, Sharon cried, “Did you sleep with your therapist?”


“Not my therapist, dummy. Just answer the question.”


Sharon stopped at a light and said, “On the street I slept with everyone. You’d sleep with someone because they had the coke that week. Coke whores. We were all coke whores.” She drifted off for a moment. When she spoke again, the pain was gone from her voice. “But I know what you’re asking about, and it did happen to me once. I slept a couple of times with a guy I met in A.A. Then it fizzled out. I’m not sure why. But we kept running into each other at all the meetings. It worked out okay, except that no matter what we talked about on the surface, there was always this sexual tension—at least for me—going on underneath, you know? I wasn’t after him—nothing like that—but you don’t forget the really good ones, and this guy was really tuned in, really good for me.”


“But you don’t forget, do you?” Daphne asked, repeating her friend’s comment.


“I sure don’t.”


“And it worked out?”


“Depending on who you ask. He’s got a woman now. I have The Shelter. But,” and she laughed, “it’s hard to curl up with The Shelter. And there are times … Well, you know. But you can’t project. ‘One day at a time,’ girl. ‘An attitude of gratitude.’ ”


“Yeah, yeah. Don’t preach,” Daphne chided.


“Sometimes I think I’m lucky I got so messed up on the streets. Without A.A. Well, you’ve heard all of this.”


“A number of times.” Even three years into the program, Sharon was still on a sort of honeymoon. Sometimes it was all she could find to talk about.


“Who’s the guy?” Sharon asked.


“Just that: a guy.”


“Don’t give me that.” She laughed. “If you slept with him, he’s not just a guy, he’s an endangered species.”


“Once. Only once. And I didn’t even spend the night. It isn’t the sex.”


“Those are the dangerous ones,” Sharon said, turning the corner and pulling over to the curb.


“Yeah, I know,” agreed Daphne. She looked at her watch. Thirty minutes in which to do her research.


“You’re meeting someone here, aren’t you?” Sharon asked. “Him,” she stated.


“I’ll catch up with you later,” Daphne reminded. She climbed out of the car, wondering why she felt so damned nervous.




4


The Lakeview Animal Clinic veterinarian offices occupied the ground floor of a relatively new business complex facing Madison. The reception area had vinyl flooring in a brick pattern and long benches against each wall. In huge letters a sign read: Keep Animals Caged or Leashed At All Times. Dogs, to the left benches. Cats to the right. There were a few of each in the small room, the air electric with possible conflict.


Pamela Chase, short and overweight, wore a yellow crew shirt with the words “Lakeview Animal Clinic” embroidered on her breast pocket. She inspected the form that belonged to the cat she was carrying. Camile hadn’t eaten in three days. When she had managed to get food down, she vomited it back up. Camile, like so much of their work, was a referral—Dr. Elden Tegg was the one vet to whom the other vets turned.


The examination room had a chart on the wall that diagramed the nerves, lenses, and muscles in a cat’s eye. There was a large, framed color photograph of Puget Sound at dawn, a nuclear submarine just barely visible alongside a pod of surfacing Orca whales. The room had no window but did possess a large air grate in the ceiling. It smelled of rubbing alcohol and disinfectant.


Camile wrestled to be free but lacked the energy for a prolonged struggle. She resigned herself to Pamela’s hold.


A moment later the door swung open and the veterinarian stepped inside. Dr. Elden Tegg, D.V.M., as his name plaque introduced him, stood close to six feet tall, in a wiry frame, with a dark complexion, brown eyes, and a black beard carefully trimmed. He wore a white lab coat, khaki pants, and brown leather walking shoes with rawhide trim. He had a protruding Adam’s apple that bobbed as he spoke in a grating voice. His attention fixed immediately upon his patient.


Pamela Chase passed him the cat as he nodded. He had exceptionally long fingers, immaculately clean hands, perfectly manicured nails, and he wore a gold wedding ring.


He studied the cat thoughtfully, squeezing, probing. He looked into her eyes and glanced quickly into her ears. “Loss of appetite and vomiting,” Pamela Chase informed him. He grunted an acknowledgment. “They sent pictures along.” Tegg returned the cat to his assistant and approached the light board, turning it on and studying the X-rays.


“Well,” he asked in a professorial tone, “did you have a look at these?”


She answered, “I was thinking we should try a milk shake,” referring to a barium upper G.I.


“Have I told you how fortunate I am to have you?” he asked.


She glowed with the compliment.


“Let’s sedate her,” he said, “shall we?”


Fifteen minutes later, she reentered carrying both the cat and the new X-rays. Tegg slapped the large negatives into the clamps on the light box, studied them carefully, and signaled Pamela over to him. She responded without thought. “Here’s what the others missed,” he said confidently, running one of his clean fingernails over a section of the X-ray. “See here, and here?” he asked. “It’s not what you see,” he advised, “it’s what you don’t see, which might explain how it was missed so easily. Just a ghost, see?”


“Yes, now I do.”


“There’s some kind of obstruction in the stomach. Maybe a fur-ball, but I doubt it. Let’s try an endoscopy and have a look.” Pamela Chase prepared all the necessary equipment for the procedure and stood alongside him like a corporal at the side of a general. He inserted the black eel of plastic tubing down the cat’s throat. The tiny fiber optic camera inside the animal’s stomach sent back black-and-white pictures to the small SONY television that Tegg studied. “The problem with something plastic like this is that the veterinarian cannot feel it in the exam, cannot see it clearly in an X-ray, and yet to this poor creature it feels like her tummy is full all the time. She tries to eat, but the stomach rejects it. Probably picked it up off the floor.”


On the screen, under his direction, a small set of pinchers moved like jaws. Tegg deftly maneuvered them to apprehend the foreign object. A moment later he extruded the endoscopy tube from the cat.


A small piece of soft plastic—a swimmer’s ear plug—fell into the stainless steel dish that Pamela held.


Tegg stated clinically, “That should do it. Send along the usual instructions regarding the anesthesia. Also some buffers to help out with the abrasion to the stomach lining. If the vomiting continues, they should reschedule immediately.”


He moved toward the door. “What’s next?” he asked her.


“You haven’t taken a break all day,” she said.


“What’s next?” he repeated.


“A toy poodle,” she advised, checking a list. “Blood in the urine.”


“Are we set up for surgery?” he asked.


“All set,” she replied.


“Give me five minutes,” he told her. Then he added sincerely, “I hate toy poodles.”




5


The downtown branch of Seattle’s public library is two blocks from the Public Safety building, the police department’s central offices. It is overshadowed by an intriguing skyline sprouting new glass and steel in amounts that ten years earlier would have seemed inconceivable. The Big Money had hit Seattle in the mid-80’s, bringing with it a renewed downtown, renovations, public transit, and the ubiquitous shopping centers. The thirty- and forty-story towers competed for the best view of breathtaking Elliott Bay and Puget Sound to the west and the majesty of glacier-capped Mount Rainier to the southeast. By city standards, Seattle’s downtown is remarkably small, contained to the south by the Kingdome and to the north by the Seattle Center, a holdover from the 1962 World’s Fair. To the west is the green-marble estuary with its gray ferries and black freighters; to the east, downtown is stopped by Interstate 5, Pill Hill and Seattle College. Downtown is surrounded for miles by rolling hills blanketed in two-story clapboard homes and communities like Ballard, Ravenna, Northgate and Richmond Highlands. It is a city of water: the Sound, lakes, canals and rivers. For Boldt’s taste, the city’s growth and expansion was happening too quickly, seemed too uncontrolled. Seattle was learning life the hard way: theft, drugs, organized crime and shrinking budgets. Its art, culture and traditions kept it vital and unique: its music, dance, fine arts; its fishing, sailing, and Native American history; its festivals and celebrations; its libraries, museums, theaters and public market.


The library is a mixture of formed concrete and garden. Plate-glass windows and deciduous trees. As with any such library, entering it is like stepping into a silent movie. On the Thursday afternoon of their meeting, it was a little busier than usual, probably because of the drizzle, Boldt thought. In a city with a winter climate like Seattle’s, the library took on a position of great importance, a kind of Mecca for the mind. The faces in these rooms were not pale, nor were they dispirited. The people of Seattle were a vibrant, red-cheeked, resilient bunch, whom Boldt counted as his own. The wet winter weather, extremely temperate considering the latitude, was essential—a few years of drought had taught the locals that much. This weather—or its reputation—was what kept the masses away. It was the city’s best defense in its increasing battle against Californication.


Boldt entered wearing a baby carrier that supported his son Miles. He joined Daphne at one of the large reading tables on the second floor, as far away from others as possible. She steeled herself for what lay ahead. This was her chance to convince him they had a case—to win him over. That child hanging around his neck represented his other life. She couldn’t allow herself to think of it in those terms. Boldt was a friend, certainly. But more importantly, he was a cop with the connections and talent to make this case happen. This was her focus. The image of Cindy Chapman’s bleeding incision was lodged in her mind.


On the table in front of her lay three Pendaflex folders and a pile of photocopies from her research at the library. She felt both exhausted and afraid, and the two sensations fed on each other, injecting her with an anxiety she found difficult to overcome. Without him, without some male to support her—God, how she resented it—she had little or no chance of convincing Lieutenant Phil Shoswitz to open this investigation.


She wore gray stirrup pants, a white blouse buttoned high, and a crimson scarf to hide her scar. She had her brown-red hair pulled back off her face, a pair of simple silver studs in her ears. Boldt was, as always, disheveled, wrinkled, worn. Khakis, a Tattersall shirt, brown walking shoes with thick rubber hiking tread. He looked tired—probably was—and older than he had last night at The Big Joke.


“Meet my son, Miles,” Boldt said proudly, speaking in a hushed voice, dropping into a chair and putting down the baby bag he carried with him. “Miles,” he said to his sleeping six-month-old child in the carrier, “this is the ‘other woman’ I’ve told you so much about.”


“He’s adorable.”


“I hope he gets his mother’s hair.”


“And her brains,” Daphne said.


He glanced down at the folders and then up at her, disapprovingly. “You’re not supposed to take these out of the office,” he declared.


“They aren’t ours. Dixie gave them to me,” she said, referring to the chief pathologist of the medical examiner’s office. “He thought they might help convince you that we have something.”


“We?”


“I need a partner, someone with whom Shoswitz will allow me to partner. As of this morning, Dixie is a believer, but I can’t very well partner with a pathologist.”


“Wait a minute! I agreed to be a sounding board, that’s all. There are a dozen guys who could run with this thing.” His eyes strayed to the folders again, and she realized she was taking the wrong approach with him. For Lou Boldt, it was always the victims—the evidence—that did the talking.


She said, “You take each one of these autopsies separately, and they don’t say much. You add them up, and we’ve got a problem.”


Boldt leaned forward, his big hand shielding the boy’s small head, and dragged the folders across the table. “Maybe I don’t want to read these,” he said, sensing the trap they represented. She willed him to open the top folder—just get him started, that was all it would take.


“Sure you do,” she argued.


“Three of them? You’re suggesting a pattern?” he said, thinking aloud. “Pathology reports—so they’re dead. They’re connected to what happened to Cindy Chapman, or I wouldn’t be here, would I?”


She leaned forward and nudged the files even closer.


“If Dixie came up with these, then the pattern, the similarity between them, has to do with the way in which they were killed.”


“The way they died,” she corrected. “And who they were or weren’t. All three filed as unsolved cases. There may be more.”


“Runaways?”


“They make such nice victims: No one knows they’re here; no one knows they’re gone.”


“Don’t do this to me.”


“To you? This isn’t about you.” She ran her red nail down the spine of each folder. “This is about Glenda Sherman, Peter Blumenthal and Julia Walker.”


He reached for the first folder, but stopped himself once again.


She said, “How do you prove something like this? He’s counting on that—whoever is doing this. He’s counting on our paying no attention. These kids are as good as John Does to us. They’re nobodies.”


“I want to help, to do what I can, but it’s not easy. There are a lot of forces at play here. Even if I did reactivate, there’s no saying I’d end up on this particular ticket.”


“I’m not buying that. The lieutenant would do anything to have you back. He’d meet any conditions you laid out. Scheduling, day care, anything. What’s the latest with the IRS?”


“You don’t miss a beat, do you?”


The baby spit out the pacifier. Boldt caught it in a reflex only time or instinct had developed. She was in over her head. There were a lot of forces at play. He returned the pacifier to the waiting lips. He placed his huge hand on the boy’s tiny head and encouraged him back to sleep.


“You’re a natural.”


“Cherish or perish.”


“Maybe you’re right. Maybe you shouldn’t read these files. I don’t want to take you away from him.”


“Smooth. Very smooth.”


“I mean it.”


“I know you mean it. That’s the problem.”


“You didn’t answer me—about the IRS?”


“We have to make an appointment. Liz and I. She’s our accountant.”


“Is it a big deal?”


“If it means more money, yes, it’s a big deal. Liz had a horrible delivery …”


“Yes, I heard.”


“It ran into some serious money. Insurance companies are wonderful until you show them the bill. Anyway … You want to remind me that I’m in a financial bind and that Liz and I could use a second income, that I could borrow from the credit union. I know what you’re up to. Point taken. Okay?” He scrunched his nose. “Do you smell something?” He grabbed the bag and stood. “In a minute everyone in the library will smell it. My son and I are going to pay a little visit to the boy’s room.”


“You read these,” she persisted, “and you realize he’s a surgeon. Has to be. That gives us a place to start.”


“A surgeon?” he asked, eyeing the folders.


She reached over and hoisted the top folder. “Can you read and change diapers at the same time?”


“Absolutely not.”


“Then let me,” she said, motioning for the baby.


“You won’t like it. It’s messy.”


“You read the files, I’ll handle Mr. Miles.”


“You’re a poet.”


She motioned again for the child. Boldt unfastened the carrier and passed his son to her, along with the bag. “Cloth diapers,” she noticed. “Classy.”


“Environmentally sound. That’s Liz—ever the proper mother and citizen.”


“Read,” she chided. She didn’t want to hear about Liz.


When she returned, wondering whether she could ever live with doing that several times a day, his face was buried in one of the files. The two others were spread open in front of him. Fast reader. Fast learner. Lou Boldt.


“How sure are you about this?” he asked. Accepting Miles, he thanked her and attempted to return him to the carrier. Fully awake, the boy struggled to be free, tying up Boldt’s hands and attention.


“Cindy Chapman—the woman who sought out The Shelter—is missing a kidney.” She touched the files. “All three of these kids died from hemorrhaging associated with a,” and she quoted, “’surgically absent’ organ. Two kidneys: Walker and Sherman. Blumenthal was missing a lung. I think we may have a doctor selling stolen organs on the black market.”


“A black market for organs?”


She fingered the photocopies in front of her. “Is it so impossible a thought? I have a half-dozen articles here: Wall Street Journal, New York Times, The New Yorker, Vanity Fair, JAMA, New England Journal of Medicine. In Third World countries, harvesting is an everyday occurrence. That’s what it’s called: organ harvesting. Nice ring to it, huh? Organized, well run. Quite the business. Fifteen thousand dollars a kidney—that’s the going rate. Fifteen thousand. It’s so obvious that something like this would grow out of the lack of donor organs. Transplant technology has outraced supply. It’s all in here,” she said, again tapping her copies of the articles. “There are not enough far-sighted people out there who think to become donors prior to their deaths. Livers, kidneys, lungs, hearts, ovaries, testicles, eyes, bone marrow, you name it. There’s a shortage in nearly every category. And what happens when there’s a shortage? It’s simple economics. Third World countries are hit the worst because they lack the technology for life-support: the dialysis machines, the respirators. Egypt, India, Argentina, Brazil—kidneys practically trade on the open market. If you’re an Egyptian farmer who’s had a bad crop, you go into the city and sell one of your kidneys. You come home a few weeks later with ten years’ worth of income. And when those organs are in short supply? Maybe the doctors there turn to their colleagues overseas.”


“Fifteen grand a kidney?”


“Lungs about the same. Livers and hearts go for ten to twenty times that.”


“But not here. Not in this country.”


“Not in my backyard? Come on! What would you pay to stay alive? What happens when you find yourself number one hundred and fifty on an organ donor list where they’re averaging three transplants a month and your doctor has given you six months to live? You start making inquiries. You beg, borrow, or steal the money necessary, and you buy what no one will donate. You establish a market. Where there’s demand, someone will supply. It never fails. If you’re a doctor, can you imagine how frustrating it must be to see your patients die because so few people will take the time to fill out a couple of forms?”


“You’re right about it giving us a way to investigate it.”


“Us? You said ‘us.’”


“What you do is identify their method of selection.”


“Meaning?”


“If it is organized—if it is a business just as you’ve suggested—then this surgeon must have some way of identifying, of selecting his donors.”


“Meaning?” she asked, wanting to hear him think this through aloud. She could feel his enthusiasm. She almost had him.


“Listen, either they’re stealing them, in which case Chapman and these others are innocent victims, or they’re buying them, contracting them from people either desperate for money or sympathetic to their cause or both. Like your Egyptian farmer, right? Unfortunately, we don’t know which. We need to establish that first. We need to know their game plan. How do they identify their donors? That comes first.”


“These organs are perishable goods,” she reminded. “There are time factors involved.”


“Do they kidnap the donor, steal some kid off the streets? That’s a hell of a risk to take.”


“They’re runaways. Who’s going to notice?”


“But why take that kind of risk if you can cut a deal instead? What if the donor comes into the plan willingly? That makes a lot more sense.”


“Cindy Chapman’s a victim, Lou,” Daphne said obstinately.


“We don’t know that. What if she offered to sell her kidney? What if it was voluntary? Runaway teenagers are not exactly long on cash.”


“I don’t believe that. Why use electroshock if they’re part of your conspiracy? She sure as hell didn’t volunteer for that.”


“Don’t get all high and mighty, damn it. Your point is well-taken, okay? I agree with you. The electroshock doesn’t fit. Okay?”


“You agree with me, but you won’t help me.”


“I will help you. All I can.”


“But you won’t take it to the lieutenant?”


“I can’t get that involved. Not yet, anyway.” He looked down, wiped some drool from the baby’s mouth. “Extenuating circumstances.” He added quickly, “But I will help.”


“If Cindy Chapman dies, then will you take it to Shoswitz for me? Is that what you need, a fresh victim? She’s in bad shape, you know.”


“You can really piss me off when you try.”


“Good. I’m trying real hard.”


“I noticed. Have you run Chapman’s clothes through the lab?” he asked.


She had been withholding this and another file from him, hoping to time their delivery correctly and sink the hook. Leave it to him to ask, she thought. “Courtesy of the Professor,” she explained, referring to the head of the department’s forensic sciences unit. She handed the first of the two files to Boldt. “He rushed this for me.” It was the state lab’s preliminary hairs and fibers report. “I used your name,” she added reluctantly. She pulled both files to the table top, handing him only the one.


He opened it and read. The top of the page listed the identification numbers followed by how they had been received, in this case hand-delivered by Sgt. Daphne Matthews, SPD. The next section was divided into two columns: EVIDENCE DESCRIPTION and CONCLUSION. Boldt scanned the conclusions. He suggested, “LaMoia could handle this.”


She answered quickly, “As good as his instincts are, John is about ten years short on experience and a lifetime short on manners. He just doesn’t have the qualifications you do.”


He waved a finger at her. “You’re playing with me again.”


“Don’t you wish,” she teased. “Not in your wildest dreams.”


It provoked a grin. “What do you know about my dreams?” he teased right back. “Animal hairs found on her jeans,” he said. “We dismiss them. Too common. Blood type O-positive.” He rummaged through the other files before him.


She filled in, “These other three were also type O-positive.” She indicated the stack next to her. “And when you read these medical stories, you’ll understand why. Type O is the biggest blood group, the biggest market.”


He glanced up, understanding. “They’re all four the same blood type. They select their donors by blood type! That’s our lead!”


“The Professor forwarded the animal hairs to the U-Dub,” she said, meaning the University of Washington, “to attempt to identify the particular breeds.”


“You’re getting off track! It’s the blood group match that’s important. Let’s stick with that for a minute!”


“The animal hairs are important too.”


“I can’t get too excited over some animal hairs. We all have pets, and if we don’t, our friends do. Most of us come in contact with pet hairs on a daily basis.”


“Most of us,” she agreed, handing him the last file, “but not Cindy Chapman.”


He started to say something but caught himself and opened the file containing a copy of Cindy Chapman’s hospital admission forms. Scanning the contents quickly, he said, “You have been busy.”


“Allergies,” she hinted. She watched his eyes track down the form.


“Allergic to house pets,” he read aloud.


“Severe reactions. Shallow breathing, elevated pulse rate.” It was how she felt at the moment. “There’s no way she would have voluntarily been in a situation that would literally cover her clothing with animal hair.”


“That’s good police work, Daffy,” he said, complimenting her, but she could sense a reluctance in him.


“But …?” she said, waiting.


“But it’s too broad a field. Too difficult to trace.”


“It was the Professor’s idea to run them over to the university, not mine. There were some white hairs that sparked his interest.”


“The Professor will run down any hair or fiber. It’s his job. It doesn’t mean it’s worth getting excited about.”


She was excited. She hated to admit it. She also hated it when he was right—when he could read her so easily. She had long hours invested in this. She wanted something to show for it. How could guys like Lou Boldt stay with an investigation without victories along the way? Miles spit out his pacifier. Boldt plugged it back in.


Boldt said, “I’d say we focus on this blood group overlap. That’s the closest thing to hard evidence we have, and it isn’t much. Animal hairs won’t convince Shoswitz you have a case.”


“We have three victims—four, including Cindy,” she complained, masking her relief at his use of we.


“Unfortunately, we can’t choose the evidence these people leave behind.”


“Dixie says each file indicates that there was some physical evidence stored from each autopsy. Tissue samples, that kind of thing. They do that for the unsolveds and John Does. He’s having the evidence brought up. He seemed pretty optimistic.”


“Dixie’s always optimistic.”


“He says that surgeons sometimes leave ‘signatures’ in their work. Style. Technique. He’s going to review and compare autopsy photos when he has the time.”


“That would help,” Boldt said, “but knowing his workload I wouldn’t count on it being very soon.” He reviewed the files again. “So we’re looking for a surgeon. That’s another avenue worth pursuing. When in doubt, take the direct route.”


“Not necessarily just surgeons,” she corrected him.


He nodded. “A surgeon, another kind of specialist who wishes he were a surgeon, a medical student, an impersonator—a fake, a retiree. But of all of these, a surgeon is still the most likely. Can you draw up a profile for us?”


She nodded. She could feel him committing to the investigation. She wanted to hear it spoken. She wanted to snare him beyond any chance of retreat. She asked, “How many surgeons are there in Seattle? And of these, how many are transplant surgeons? A handful. And if we were both to question them—I mean you and I together—you could ask your questions and I could ask mine and we just might find this person. There are certain traps I could lay—psychological traps—that he might fall into.”


“You don’t want to tangle with somebody like this, Daffy. I don’t have to remind you of that, do I?”


His cruelty hit her hard. Involuntarily, she tugged her collar up higher on her neck as she glared at him, hiding that scar. For an instant she hated him. “There was no need for that,” she snapped. “Sometimes you’re just another insensitive ape. You know that?”


He apologized several times, but she didn’t buy it. He had wanted to remind her of her mistake. She had failed to react—she knew that; she didn’t need him to remind her. She let it go; back to business. “When we talk to the girls at The Shelter about how they raise money out on the streets, one thing that comes up, besides selling sex, or running drugs, is selling their blood. They’ve all done it; all it takes is a fake I.D. Even Sharon’s done it.” She passed him several photocopies. They were from back issues of medical journals. “Both blood and tissue type are extremely important in transplants. That’s where a doctor begins in what can sometimes be a long process of matching a donor with a recipient. These articles will fill you in.”


He scanned the articles quickly. “Blood banks,” he mumbled. Then he said outright, “They select their potential donors from blood banks?”


She said, “It’s certainly a strong possibility. One worth following up.”


“We’ll divide and conquer,” Boldt said. “Talk to Cindy Chapman. Press her for information. Did she sell her kidney? Did she sell her blood? I’ll pay a visit to our local blood banks.” He supported Miles as he stood.


She caught his eyes. She held him there, waiting. “Say it,” she said. He stared at her. “You can’t just walk out of here after all of this and not say it.”


“Is it so important?” Boldt asked.


“It’s a young woman’s life,” she reminded. “You tell me.”


He nodded in resignation. “I’m in.”
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Dr. Elden Tegg retained the only key to the Lakeview Animal Clinic’s refrigerated walk-in because of the drugs it contained. He never would have chosen to install the walk-in himself; but this office had previously been a small Italian restaurant, and the walk-in served a useful purpose, both as the repository for the medications and as a holding closet for the surgical waste and dead animals that were byproducts of any busy surgical clinic.


The man he met at the clinic’s back door was short and stocky, dressed in a black-leather jacket, with black hair that peaked sharply in the center of his forehead. Donnie Maybeck was hired freelance to drive the clinic’s “chuck wagon”—transporting the various bags of organic waste to a private incinerator. Because they would temporarily store this waste in the walk-in, he made only two trips a week.


Tegg unlocked the heavy door to the walk-in and stepped back, allowing the man to do his job but keeping an eye on him because of the abundance of controlled substances.


“Wanna gimme a hand with this?” Maybeck asked Tegg. He had horrible teeth, chipped and gray with decay.


This question, posed as it was, signaled Tegg. He stepped inside the cooler and pulled the door behind him until it thumped shut, closing them in. “Make it quick,” he said. You could see your breath in here. Tegg crossed his arms to fend off the cold.


The man in the black-leather jacket spoke softly. “Some guy called me about a meeting. Said it can’t wait.”


“What can’t wait? What guy?”


“Sounded like a Chink; Said a doc up in Vancouver recommended you. Asked me to set up a meet with you. Wanted it ASAP. Like tonight.”


“Vancouver?” Tegg knew this could only mean one thing. He felt hot all of a sudden.


“The guy says either you agree to meet him or no. There’s no bullshit with this guy.”


Tegg felt his knees go weak.


The man next to him continued, “Said he was prepared to pay some major bucks.”


“And what did you say?” Tegg asked anxiously.


“I didn’t tell him squat. Okay? I’d like to know how the fuck he got my name. I’m checking with you, Doc. That’s all. No need to sprout a fuckin’ hemmi! I got this covered.”


Tegg attempted some measure of self-control. He slowed his thoughts down, separated them, and dealt with them one by one.


His thoughts tended to leap ahead of him, making the present something he saw only upon reflection, so that much of his life felt more like instant replay than the real thing. He lived life as much from recalling that which had just occurred as he did from experiencing it, making him feel like two different people—one moving through life and the other attempting to come to grips with his actions.


Could he allow an opportunity like this to pass him by? On the other hand, could he protect himself well enough from the possible dangers?


“Listen,” the other man said, “you’re my needle man for Felix tonight. Don’t forget you agreed to do that for me. So, what if I got this guy to meet us out there?”


Tegg had forgotten about this commitment. It rattled him—it wasn’t like him to forget anything, even something so distasteful.


Maybeck added, “Listen, I could run point for you. Get this Chink out there ahead of you. Check him out. Keep you close by. If it’s cool, I give you a shout on the car phone. If you don’t hear from me by, say, nine o’clock, I get rid of him and you hang until it’s clear to come in and help me out with Felix. One thing about these fights, we got bitchin’ security. If this guy’s trouble, he’s gonna wish he stayed home. Know what I mean?”


Tegg suddenly realized that in surgery his thoughts did not get ahead of him—his hands kept up effortlessly. He wondered if this explained his love of surgery.


He said to this other man, “What if he doesn’t like the setup? I sure as hell wouldn’t meet somebody at a dog fight! I’ve never even been to a dog fight.”


“Hey, it’s not our problem. Okay? This is pay or play,” he said misquoting things he knew nothing about. This man’s vocal drivel always set Tegg on edge. “If he doesn’t want to show, tough titties for him.”


Tegg contemplated all of this while the other man gathered the plastic bags of contaminated waste. “Set it up,” Tegg ordered. He turned and punched the large throw-bar that released the walk-in’s outside latch. He walked slowly down the hall, pensive and concentrating. He sensed that everything had changed. The closer he drew to the examination room, the more put off he was by the thought of cats and dogs. Boring, meaningless work.
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