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one


It was late February when the rains finally came. It began with a few isolated drops landing on the roofs of cars with a sound so unfamiliar as to cause drivers to look out their windows toward the sky in wonder. The drops became a drizzle, turning the freeways into a single chain reaction wreck that stretched from the coast to the Inland Empire. And then the drizzle turned to a downpour that seemed intent on punishing the dry landscape and its inhabitants for the hubris which had prompted them to change a desert into a garden. It had been one hundred and eighty-six days since the last rain fell. It had been exactly half that since a resident of Pasadena had fallen violently to another’s hand.

I’ve heard it said that weather has an effect on violence - that in the heat or rain crime rates will go up or down. But to believe that a life was taken because it rained or the wind blew you would also have to believe the opposite - that because the rain didn’t fall, or the wind dropped, a trigger wasn’t pulled, and a knife wasn’t used, and if you  believe that you may as well give up on faith altogether and turn in your badge.

There were two storms that blew in that night. The second one began with a phone call shortly after midnight when the telephone rang. I was awake sitting in the living room staring at a rerun of a show that wasn’t even good the first time it aired. Since the events in the desert near Trona, sleep was something I put off as long as possible, for what came with it wasn’t rest, but more often than not the images and sounds of what happened the night I had become a victim, and lost touch with being a cop.

At the urging of my daughter, who believed that if I felt better physically the rest of me would follow, I had taken up running. She was right about the first part. My muscles were toned. I had lost weight, I ate less, I drank less, but instead of reconnecting with that other part of me I found myself residing wholly in the physical half, and not asking much of the other.

It had been months since I had walked inside the yellow tape of a crime scene to take part in an investigation. I stayed in my office. I took runs at lunch. I delegated. I avoided looking into another victim’s eyes because I feared they would see in mine that I could offer little in the way of solace.

I sat there listening to the rain hitting the roof, hoping the phone would stop after a couple of rings, but by the fourth I knew it wasn’t a wrong number, and that what was waiting on the other end was an address where a body was growing cold as a result of violence.

I hesitated just long enough to give the phone another chance at being a wrong number, then reached for it as the next ring began.

‘Delillo.’

There was a pause on the other end and for a moment I thought I had been wrong about the call; then I heard the voice.

‘Lieutenant . . .’ He paused again before finishing what he had to say. ‘I’m sorry to call.’

‘I am still a cop,’ I said. ‘Despite all evidence to the contrary.’

‘You don’t have to tell me that,’ he said.

It was my old partner Dave Traver and from the tone of his voice I knew what was waiting for me. There are certain crimes even a seasoned detective isn’t immune to.

‘There’s something you have to see.’

‘Where are you?’ I asked.

‘Rose Bowl, A gate, south side of the stadium.’

I hesitated for a moment, but I knew there was no delegating this and started moving toward my clothes draped over the back of the chair.

‘Have you called Harrison?’

‘He’s on his way.’

‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes,’ I said and hung up.

I didn’t want to know anything else and Traver had spent enough time with me to understand that. Walking into a crime scene with the bias of another cop’s or a witness’s point of view was the last thing I wanted. Dave, the father of twins, had already told me all I needed to  know with just the tone of his voice. The feeling of dread spreading through my stomach and a pulse already a beat or two faster was testament to that.

I deliberately dressed as slowly as I could to keep myself from falling into a pattern of rushing even the smallest detail when I stepped inside the yellow tape at the crime scene.

Outside, the landscape appeared even starker than normal in the cold rain. I stood for a moment at the edge of the garage with my hand stretched out, cupping the water in my palm. The few new houses that now sat where the previous ones had burned in the fires seemed to barely cling to the ground as the water rushed down the hillsides in streams.

There were no sounds other than the rain. No traffic, no distant car radios or televisions. No voices raised in argument or laughter drifting out of an open kitchen window. Even the strange sing-song of coyotes had vanished as they had taken shelter from the storm.

I got in the Volvo and started down the winding streets out of the hills and tried not to imagine that somewhere inside a ninety-thousand-seat stadium was a body.




two


Dropping down off Prospect I pulled to a stop at Rosemont and sat for a moment. The heavy rain had eased up and a thin ribbon of fog clung to the concrete channel where water coming down from the San Gabriels crossed the arroyo. The pale walls of the stadium rising nearly a hundred feet glowed in the darkness. A jogger in bright reflective clothing working the circuit around the stadium stole a quick glance in my direction as she passed, weighing any possible threat. I watched her run into the darkness, resisting the urge to get out of the car and run and keep running without looking back, but instead I drove on.

Ahead I could see half a dozen black and whites and two unmarked squads parked outside the entrance at the south end. Traver, big Dave, two hundred and forty pounds, most of it heart, was waiting by the stadium gate holding an umbrella as I pulled to a stop. A Hispanic man who looked to be in his late forties wearing a hooded rain jacket stood several feet away leaning on the side of a squad car.

 



Traver walked over as I stepped out into the damp air. There was none of his usual attempt at humor for having gotten me out in the middle of the night. He knew that the assault I had suffered in the desert had taken something from me that I had yet to get back. You don’t get held down, stripped naked and violated and come out the other end seeing the world as the same place it was before it happened. It wasn’t confidence I lacked, or a sense of security; I think what had been taken from me had more in common with faith, and was just as elusive. Traver unfurled another umbrella and handed it to me.

‘You OK?’ he asked.

I looked around at the squad cars. ‘You mean have I regained my belief in our system of justice? And that all evildoers will face a reckoning?’

Dave smiled. ‘No. I just wondered if you needed some coffee.’

Despite my best effort not to, I smiled back.

‘Double latte with an extra shot,’ I said, then looked over to the tunnel leading into the stadium.

‘Every entrance has been secured; there’s no one inside. Harrison’s waiting by the field,’ Dave said.

I glanced over to the man leaning against the squad car. ‘He found it?’

Traver nodded. ‘Name’s Flores, assistant grounds keeper. There had been an exhibition soccer game at seven; the crowd was out by eight-thirty. Says that when the stadium was secured after maintenance workers finished cleaning the stands about ten, it wasn’t there. He  also says he didn’t touch anything when he realized what it was.’

‘Any apparent break-in?’

‘Not that he’s noticed.’

‘We’ll need to talk to every one of his workers whether they were here or not.’

Traver nodded. I walked over to the grounds keeper.

‘Can you turn some of the stadium lights on?’

‘City doesn’t want them on after eleven.’

‘Turn on just enough so we can see inside.’

He nodded.

‘How many people can access the stadium once it’s locked down?’ I asked.

‘Me and the head grounds keeper, and we both have assistants who have keys. Other staff may have them too, but I don’t know names.’

‘How many of them were here tonight?’

‘Just my assistant.’

‘Is he here?’

‘No, he went home.’

‘We’ll need all their names,’ I said.

‘I’ve got the list all ready,’ Traver said.

I motioned to one of the officers and the grounds keeper went off with him.

‘How many people attended the game?’ I asked Traver.

‘Only a few hundred. It was a charity event, former TV stars playing soccer. They called an end to it after an hour because of the rain.’

Scattered on the ground were a few green flyers  advertising the event. I reached down and picked one up.

‘Save the abalone?’

‘I think they must have been small stars,’ said Traver.

We started into the dark tunnel toward the field. Dave held back half a step so as not to obstruct my view of what was coming. The air in the tunnel tasted as if it held some memory of the thousands of people who had passed through it since the stadium was built - Big Ten rooters from nineteen thirties and forties Minnesota and Ohio smoking cigars and drinking beer.

As we approached the far end the light began to spill into the tunnel from the field.

Inside, the bowl appeared several times brighter than on the outside. We had entered at the south end of the playing field. The green expanse of the grass gently rose toward the center of the stadium and then fell away toward the far end. The silence inside a venue that could hold ninety-one thousand people felt unnatural, and just a little unnerving when accompanied by a body.

Wisps of steam rose from the damp grass. At the edge of the track surrounding the field Harrison was kneeling and staring out toward the middle.

We walked over and Dylan Harrison slowly rose to his feet but didn’t make eye contact with me. One of the only things that had kept my heart beating since Trona was that every time I took in his perfect blue eyes and powerful build I was able to forget myself, if only for the few moments we would spend together.

If Dave was aware that Harrison and I had become  lovers he hadn’t let on. But we had been careful about our relationship, or at least as careful as sex allows. Not just because I was his supervisor, but because he knew that it was still difficult for me to believe that I was worthy of love after the assault. Being ten years older than him didn’t help much either if I thought about it. But he was a patient lover, more than my battered middle-aged psyche deserved. I turned my attention toward the playing field.

‘In soccer they call it a pitch,’ Harrison said.

Traver directed my gaze with a nod of his head. ‘It’s right on what would be the fifty yard line during a football game.’

In the center of the field lay a darkly colored object. A set of footprints going out and then back was visible on the wet grass a few feet from where we stood.

‘Those are mine,’ Traver said. ‘The grounds keeper walked in from the other side and ran straight back the way he came when he saw what it was.’

‘Did you see any other prints?’

‘Not that would do any good. The middle of the field is full of them from the match.’

‘Walk the perimeter anyway. Maybe something will stand out.’

Traver took a heavy breath and started off along the edge of the grass looking for another set of prints.

‘Why here?’ Harrison said.

The flapping of a pigeon’s wings echoed from one of the dark tunnels leading to the field. I looked up at the empty stadium circling us.

‘The seats,’ I said.

‘He wanted an audience.’

I nodded. ‘Sunday there will be that many people in here.’

‘The Papal Mass.’

‘I imagine he stood out there as if a hundred thousand people were looking at what he did. Maybe even the Pope.’

‘I’d say he wants attention,’ said Harrison.

‘He just got it,’ I said.

We stepped onto the grass and followed Traver’s trail out toward the center until it vanished into the footprints from the game. Several yards from the middle of the field we stopped. A blue sleeping bag wrapped in clear plastic lay in the grass. No impression of the contents was apparent from the way the bag was filled. The end had been cinched tight leaving a small opening that gave the only hint of what was inside-a ponytail of long blond hair, a small red ribbon tied in a perfect bow around it.

‘A girl,’ Harrison said.

I looked across the field at Traver slowly walking along the track. Each step the father of twins took looked more pained than the last. I knew right now he probably wanted to call home and make sure his babies were safe and sound, just as I wanted to call my daughter Lacy to be certain she was all right. It wasn’t a rational thought, but rationality went out the door with our offspring’s first breath in this world. Being a cop only made that worse. I had never known a detective worth a damn who didn’t see a faint reflection of his or her child in each new victim. If  I could I would send him on vacation right this instant, but wanting something and being able to do it rarely came together on the job.

Harrison circled the bag, examining the grass.

‘Unless he picked up some blades of grass on his shoes when he walked out and saves them for us, I don’t see anything here that is going to help us.’

The rain was little more than a drizzle now. I set the umbrella down and slipped on a pair of gloves, stepped in next to the bag, kneeled down and gently placed my hand on top of it; trying to determine how the victim lay inside. My fingers seemed to find the bend of the elbow of a small arm and I resisted the urge to pull away as quickly as possible.

‘I should never leave the house,’ I said to myself, not realizing I had said it loud enough to hear.

Harrison kneeled down, looked over the bag and then found my eyes with his for a moment.

‘And I should never have become a homicide detective.’

‘That was my fault,’ I said.

Harrison forced a smile. ‘You’re not forgiven.’

I looked away for a moment toward Traver circling the other end of the field, the beam of his flashlight pointed toward his feet. In the darkness just above the grass I noticed the fleeting movements of bats hunting in the damp air.

‘I think she’s on her back, arms crossed in front,’ I said, looking back down at the bag. I moved my hand along the outside, stopping at what felt like the line of her shoulder.

‘Something’s not right here. Feel,’ I said.

Harrison slipped on gloves and rested his hand on the bag next to mine.

‘It’s cold.’

I reached over to the head of the bag where it had been cinched shut. I hadn’t noticed it in the darkness before but steam appeared to be coming out of the inside.

‘What’s the temp tonight?’ I asked.

‘Low fifties.’

‘That’s cold air coming out.’

I opened the end of the bag just enough to slip my hand inside past her soft hair, and then gently touched the top of her head. My fingers began to sting as if they were burning and I pulled them away. Neither of us said a word for a moment.

‘She’s frozen,’ I said.

‘That explains the sleeping bag,’ Harrison said. ‘He wanted the body in this state when it was found.’

I stared at the bag for a moment, trying not to let my thoughts get too far ahead of events.

‘Why?’

‘Freezing is a form of preservation,’ Harrison said. ‘But what was he preserving?’

We both realized the answer before he had finished asking the question.

‘He’s preserving his work.’

Harrison started to reach toward the bag again but stopped.

‘There’s something here I’m not seeing,’ he said.

I looked over the bag but I didn’t see what it was. Harrison put out his hand and touched the red ribbon. A few crystals of frost fell onto his fingers and instantly melted.

‘It’s this.’

‘What about it?’

‘I need to see her face.’

He reached for the opening of the bag and I touched the back of his hand.

‘We need to keep her as cold as we can. Any warming could destroy what the freezing preserved.’

Harrison shook his head. ‘This can’t wait.’

‘You sure?’

He nodded.

I parted the plastic and then quickly loosened the drawstring just enough to expose her face. Her skin had the color of fine bone china and was covered in a thin layer of tiny frost crystals. Her features were untouched, perfect except that they lacked any hint of life.

‘She looks to be about seventeen,’ I said.

Harrison stared at her for another moment, then closed the bag up tight and looked around at the thousands of empty seats surrounding us.

‘If I’m right, she was nineteen,’ he said. ‘Or was when she disappeared.’

‘You know who this is?’

He nodded. ‘I think so. Her name was Keri Bishop. It was three years ago. I was a detective then, and I interviewed her parents before the FBI took it over as a  kidnapping. They eventually concluded she just dropped out to get away from something in her personal life.’

He closed his eyes for a moment. I looked around at the thousands of seats circling us.

‘I want every row, every seat, searched.’

Harrison nodded. Across the field Traver finished walking the perimeter and raised his hands indicating he had not found anything.

‘He’s been waiting three years for this night,’ I said.

‘You think that means something, don’t you?’

A bank of stadium lights came on, turning what had been night into an unnatural twilight. There were dozens of details I could be considering about what lay ahead, but I couldn’t hold on to any of them. Only one thing seemed to matter at that moment, and I couldn’t shake it any more than the sense that somewhere in one of those thousands of empty seats rising up around us a single pair of eyes was watching. I looked over to Harrison.

‘I think it means there’re going to be others,’ I said softly.
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It was nearing three a.m. when the girl was transported in a refrigerated van to the morgue. Frozen, there was probably little the body would tell us about when she died, but there was everything to learn about what her killer wanted us to know, and until we understood that she would remain trapped in ice.

Harrison and I watched the van drive away and then sat in my Volvo listening to the rain as it began to fall again. A dozen more officers had arrived and were walking the rows of the stadium checking every seat.

‘What time will the ME meet us?’ I asked.

Harrison didn’t respond, his eyes locked on some internal place in the past, I imagined.

‘Dylan,’ I said.

He looked at me and I could see the struggle going on behind his eyes.

‘I should have been a better cop for this girl. I didn’t believe she was a runaway, but I still let the FBI take it and I walked away.’

‘That’s the job,’ I said. ‘You didn’t have a choice. I would have done the same thing.’

‘Then what good are we?’

‘It’s the next victim we’re here to help, not the ones that are already gone.’

‘This was the next one. When I turned my back on her she was still alive.’

‘She could have been abducted after she disappeared.’

Harrison looked at me. ‘You don’t believe that any more than I do.’

I shook my head. ‘No. But that doesn’t change anything. Everything I’ve seen inside that stadium tonight tells me this girl was not saveable. Not by me, you, or anyone.’

‘But I was still the one who took the call.’ Harrison leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes for a moment.

‘You want to get some sleep?’ I asked.

He shook his head.

‘What time will we meet the ME?’

‘Eight. They’re setting up a refrigerated truck to work in.’

I studied him for a moment. ‘You want to step away from this one?’

Harrison turned to me. ‘No.’

‘Good. Tell me about the family.’

Harrison watched the distorted movement of several officers through the streams of water coursing down the windshield as if they were showing him the way back to the past.

‘Their name’s Bishop. Father’s a lawyer.’

‘That sounds familiar.’

‘Jackson Bishop. He had a number of high-profile civil lawsuits.’

‘I remember this. There was talk of his running for state office.’

‘There was. That all ended when his daughter disappeared.’

‘And there was never a connection made between his political ambitions and her disappearance?’

‘The FBI found nothing that supported the theory.’

‘What about the family?’

‘Her mother taught grade school. A happy marriage by all accounts. They lived in a good neighborhood, went to church, had house and car payments, lived within their means, spent their lives doing good deeds. They were the family everyone wants to be . . . they were perfect.’

‘And the girl?’

‘She was beginning her sophomore year at SC. A good student, no drug use, popular.’

‘Boyfriend?’

Harrison shook his head. ‘She dated, but there wasn’t one guy that stood out from the rest.’

‘What were the circumstances of her disappearance?’

‘It was a Friday night. She had been to a party with some friends from school. They dropped her back home around eleven and drove away after they watched her go inside.’

‘She was still living at home?’

‘Yeah. She was going to move out after the fall term, as I remember.’

‘Her parents confirm the story about her disappearance?’

‘They heard her come in, but didn’t see her. When they got up in the morning she wasn’t there. Her bed appeared to have been slept in. No sign of a break-in, or a struggle. She just vanished.’

‘Anything missing from her room?’

‘Her bag with a wallet. The clothes she was wearing.’

‘Nothing else?’

Harrison shook his head again. ‘Not that her parents could identify. It was as if she got dressed and walked away from her life.’

‘She didn’t get very far.’

A uniformed officer came up to the car and I rolled the window down.

‘They found something, Lieutenant.’

We got out of the car and started down the dark tunnel toward the green expanse of the field. At the entrance we stopped and waited for Traver, who was walking back along the track carrying a plastic evidence bag in his hand.

‘It was halfway up in the stands on the fifty yard line in a sandwich bag.’ Dave’s hair was soaking wet from the rain. He wiped the water from his face and then handed me the evidence bag. ‘Officer thought it was trash until he looked closer at it. Some kind of a drawing or something.’

I opened the evidence bag and removed the sandwich bag containing the drawing. Harrison shined a Mag-lite on the piece of paper.

‘Anything else about where it was found?’ I asked.

‘It was left on the only open seat in that entire section,’ Traver said.

The image was of a group of dark figures huddled over the supine body of a young woman with her breasts exposed, her arms crossed over her midsection. Shafts of light appeared to be streaming out of her body. One of the standing figures appeared to wear the tall hat of a cardinal; a few wore robes, their faces verging on the grotesque. A single woman was seated at the feet of the supine girl covering her eyes with her hand.

‘It looks like a copy of a print of some kind,’ I said.

‘I think it’s an engraving,’ Harrison said.

‘It looks old,’ said Traver.

Just below the image were some words printed in script. I couldn’t make them out so I held it out to Harrison.

‘It’s Spanish . . . Murió la Verdad,’ he said and shook his head.

‘The truth has died,’ I said.

Harrison looked at me for a moment. ‘If it’s possible I think this just got worse.’

‘What truth?’ Traver asked.

‘His version of it,’ I said.

‘That could be anything.’

‘Not to him.’

I looked at the picture for another moment, then stepped out of the tunnel into the cool rain. It tasted almost sweet and as different from the substance that  emerged from the kitchen taps as a sip of wine would be. Harrison and Traver stepped out next to me.

‘Why did he wait for the rain to do this?’

‘There’s no shortage of symbolism. A storm, a flood, a cleansing, take your pick.’ I looked over at Harrison. ‘Whichever it is, I suspect there isn’t anything this man does that doesn’t have a reason.’

Out over the dark shapes of the San Gabriels a flash of lightning lit their jagged outline for an instant. A faint rumble of thunder seemed to roll down the slopes a moment later and spread out across the valley like a hand opening up.

‘I want to know everything there is to know about the drawing and I want to talk to everyone who was at that party the night she disappeared. Let’s also look at any missing person reports that might appear similar.’ I looked out into the stadium. Officers were still moving methodically through the rows of seats looking for anything else left behind. ‘Let’s see how many tickets can be traced with credit cards. If they were assigned seats, focus on the area near where the drawing was found. Maybe someone will remember something.’

‘You think he was inside for the game?’

I looked around at the empty seats and nodded. ‘He waited three years for this moment. He was here. He would have been savoring the anticipation. He sat up in those seats imagining what was going to happen down to the smallest detail. How the first person finding the body would run from it like a frightened child, how we would  approach it cautiously, slowly circling it looking for evidence, our reaction when we realized she was frozen, and then how we would look up to his seat knowing he was in control, and that there was probably nothing we could do to stop him from killing again.’

I looked at Harrison for a moment, then turned and walked out of the stadium.




four


The dawn came with a dull gray light that seemed reluctant to open onto a day such as this. Through a steady rain Harrison and I drove toward downtown LA and the coroner’s office on Mission.

One of the refrigerated trucks that the city keeps on hand for the day the big one rattles the basin was parked next to the annex where they store bodies awaiting their final trip to either a funeral home and family or a forgotten unmarked grave.

We stopped and stepped out of the car. The hum of the truck’s refrigeration unit blocked out the sound of the traffic from the freeways just off to the east. The crime scene technician handling the case stepped out of the main building and started walking over to us wearing a puffy down coat that looked more suitable for a ski trip to Aspen. I recognized her as the same examiner who had conducted the autopsy on the half-brother I had never known I had until I saw his face on the coroner’s table. Although she had been faced with both a victim and a next  of kin unlike any she had encountered before, Chow’s professionalism had helped me prove that he died as a result of murder, not the suicide the LAPD had insisted it was. She reached us and extended her hand.

‘Lieutenant, Margaret Chow, if you’ve forgotten.’

I shook her hand and reintroduced Harrison to her.

‘Her parents will be here in a couple of hours to make a positive ID. That should be enough time to remove her from the bag. Since we wanted to transport her here as quickly as possible the CSI report from the scene was pretty sketchy. Anything I should know before we begin?’

I nodded. ‘She disappeared three years ago. Anything we can learn about when she died might help.’

‘Depending on how she was frozen that could be difficult. How important is it to know?’

‘It may help us understand how long he keeps them alive.’

She looked at me for a moment. ‘Them?’

‘I think she’s just the first.’

‘I know a forensic anthropologist at UCLA who might be able to assist, but I can’t make any promises. At best it won’t be very accurate.’

We stopped at the rear doors of the truck.

‘We set some lights up inside so there’s not a lot of room. I’ve got some extra blankets in there to keep you warm.’

Chow climbed up onto the bumper, lifted the steel latch of the door and swung it open. The blast of cold air streaming out hit me in the face with the sting of needles.

 



Chow handed us each an insulated blanket and we stepped into the truck and closed the door.

There was none of the smell of death that always accompanies stepping into a morgue for an autopsy. The truck had the stale odor of a freezer that had not held any food for a very long time. Work lights lit the interior in a bright white light. The plastic-wrapped sleeping bag containing the girl lay on a stainless steel table in the center of the truck.

‘It looks smaller in the light,’ said Harrison.

Chow gave us each a pair of latex gloves and then picked up the alternative light source and flipped off the work lights.

‘This plastic would be a good medium for prints,’ she said and began to move up and down the length of the bag with the black light. She covered the side facing up and shook her head.

‘A few smudges; not even a partial. Do you see anything?’ she asked, continuing to move the light up and down the length of the plastic.

I shook my head.

‘Let’s flip her over.’

We eased our hands underneath and rolled the bag over. Some streaks of mud from the field and a few blades of grass clung to the plastic. Chow went up and down the length of the bag and again shook her head.

‘Either the plastic just came off a roll for the first time or it was cleaned very carefully. We may have better luck with her skin. The freezing should have preserved any oil  that came in contact with it.’ She turned the work light back on. ‘How old was she when she disappeared?’

‘Nineteen,’ I said.

‘How much did she weigh?’

I looked over to Harrison.

‘About a hundred and ten,’ he said.

‘How much would you guess she weighs now?’ said Chow.

Harrison slid his hand back under the bag and tested the weight. ‘Not much more than that, if any.’

Chow nodded. ‘We’ll get a precise weight when we do the autopsy. Let’s roll her back over.’

We rolled the bag and then Chow picked up a scalpel and slit the pieces of duct tape securing the plastic. The plastic was stiff from the cold as it was unfurled from the bag. Chow stared at the bag for a moment then again switched off the work lights and went over the fabric and the underside of the duct tape on the plastic with the black light. The results were the same - nothing. She switched the work lights back on.

‘I’m going to open the bag,’ she said, and with a pair of surgical scissors she began at the small opening at the top and worked her way down to the end. ‘Help me fold it open and lay it out flat.’

We each took a section of the fabric and on her nod lifted the bag and laid it out flat. None of us said a word as we stared in silence at the figure stretched out before us. Her skin was covered in tiny crystals of frost and translucent like a light bulb. The dark lines of frozen veins  were visible under the surface. One misplaced touch and she looked as if she would shatter into a thousand pieces. She wore what appeared to be a long peasant-style dress. Her feet were bare, and the dress had been pulled down to expose her shoulders and small breasts. Her arms were crossed over her waist, her head turned slightly to the right.

‘Lord,’ whispered Harrison.

‘She’s posed exactly like the print,’ I said.

‘What print?’ Chow asked.

I removed the evidence bag containing the picture from the pocket of my coat and held it out to her. ‘This was found up in the stands of the stadium.’

Chow studied it, holding it up to the light. ‘Before I was pre-med, I was an art history major. I might be wrong, but I think this is a Goya.’

‘The Spanish artist?’

She nodded. ‘Those words must be the title.’

‘The truth has died,’ I said.

Chow looked at me ominously, handed back the print and returned to the body. She looked carefully over the clothes, switching back and forth between light sources as she searched for anything that appeared out of place or unusual.

‘I’m going to cut the dress free.’

She slowly worked down the side of the dress, cutting through the folds of frozen material. When she reached the bottom the dress lifted away from the body like the cover of a book. She began to examine the girl’s head with a  magnifying glass, looking for any fibers or hairs that didn’t appear to belong. She then moved carefully across the scalp, parting the hair as she looked for any wounds.

From the head she moved to the neck, the torso and the legs, and then repeated the entire process using the alternative light. When she had finished she shook her head.

‘There’s nothing visible. No breaks in the skin that I can see, no bruising or hemorrhaging. Let’s turn her over.’

I had seen dozens if not hundreds of bodies. The usual results of violence inflicted upon a victim are a constant reminder that just a short time before he or she had been breathing and laughing and dreaming of all the things that connect us as humans. This was different. The thin layer of frost that covered her removed her just far enough from what had been a beautiful young girl for the remains to take on an unreal quality. The rigid limbs locked in their awkward pose were those of a storefront mannequin. She was perfectly preserved, but that perfection was little more than a shadow of what had been.

Chow examined her back from head to toe and then stepped away.

‘There appears to be no physical trauma that I can see, but maybe the freezing is masking something. As to whether she was sexually assaulted, we won’t know that until we can move her limbs. I’ll take some tissue samples and send them to UCLA to see if they can determine how long she’s been frozen. Hopefully we’ll find out more when we thaw her.’

There was a knock on the door of the truck and Chow  opened it, exchanged a few words with the assistant and closed it again.

‘The parents have arrived. They’re waiting inside.’

I glanced at my watch. We had been in the truck for a little over an hour but it had seemed more like a few minutes.

‘Were they told anything about her condition?’ I asked.

Chow shook her head. ‘It’s not protocol to give any details on the phone.’

‘We’ll go talk to them first,’ I said.

Chow took a sheet from a shelf under the table. ‘I’ll get her ready for the ID.’

I looked over to the girl one last time.

‘She’s like a time capsule,’ Chow said softly.

‘And just as silent,’ I said.

‘Let’s hope there’s some information hidden inside.’

We removed the blankets from around our shoulders, set them on the floor next to the door, then left. It felt warm outside in comparison. The rain had washed the dirt of the city from the air. I took a deep breath to get rid of the taste of the stale air from the truck, but it seemed to cling to the inside of my mouth.

Harrison was staring over at the main building where Keri Bishop’s parents were waiting.

‘I can do this alone if you prefer?’ I said.

Harrison shook his head and then looked out toward the dark hills of Elysian Park across the river.

‘Twenty years ago a climber in the Alps found the body of a man who had been frozen in a glacier. When they did  a scan of his body a triangular shape was seen deep in his shoulder. He had been shot with an arrow - it had pierced an artery and he had been left to die where he would be slowly consumed by the ice and vanish for five thousand years . . . he was murdered.’ Harrison turned and looked at me. ‘Something tells me we’re not going to find that kind of secret inside this girl.’

 



The interior of the medical examiner’s offices looked more like that of an accounting firm than a place where death is literally taken apart piece by piece. Maybe the lack of any distinguishing characteristics was intentional on the part of the people who built it; the cynical view would be that a building as unremarkable as this was just the natural result of government at its best.

The Bishops were sitting in a windowless reception area adorned with photographs from LA’s past that I supposed were meant to remind grieving family members of happier times. The bright yellow wall paint had faded and now had all the warmth of the sun on a smoggy day. When we stepped into the room they both stood up.

The Jackson Bishop I remembered from the past was a dashing figure fighting the good fight for the little people and looked like he had stepped out of the pages of GQ. The man in front of us bore little resemblance to that figure. He looked to be near sixty though at most he was ten years younger than that. His hair was heavily streaked with gray and his once slender build was now carrying an extra forty pounds.

I had no recollection of his wife Emily, but if there was any strength left in this couple it appeared to be hers. She stepped forward as we approached, taking her husband’s arm and bringing him with her. Her eyes held a fierceness that was trying desperately to mask the pain inside her.

‘Are you the police?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ I said and then introduced Harrison and myself.

‘No one will tell us anything except that our daughter is dead,’ she said, and then her eyes stopped on Harrison. ‘I know you.’

Harrison nodded. ‘I worked the case before the FBI took over.’

‘Are you sure the girl you found is Keri?’ asked Jackson.

Harrison nodded. ‘I think so.’

‘You think or you know?’ Jackson said.

‘It’s been three years. Maybe you’re wrong,’ Mrs Bishop said.

Harrison started to answer but lost the words.

‘I wish I could say we were, but I’m afraid it doesn’t appear so. I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘I want to see my daughter,’ she demanded.

‘There’re some things you should know first.’

Mrs Bishop’s hand closed tightly around her husband’s.

‘What happened to our girl?’ Jackson asked.

‘Her body is frozen.’

They seemed to look right past me as if the words were so far beyond their understanding that they held no meaning.

‘I can’t tell you how she died yet,’ I said. ‘But we are treating it as a homicide.’

‘Take us to her,’ whispered Mrs Bishop.

Margaret Chow was waiting outside the truck when we walked the Bishops to where their daughter’s body lay frozen with all her secrets. She explained what they would see and that the body was evidence of a crime, and must not be touched, then opened the back of the truck and took them inside. I followed them in while Harrison waited out on the pavement.

Chow had covered the body with the sheet. The blankets were not offered to them so as not to encourage them to linger any longer than necessary for a positive ID. They would have time to grieve later, but this was not the place.

I waited at the foot of the table while the Bishops stepped up along the right side. Chow stepped around to the left of the table and then reached over and pulled the sheet down, uncovering the face.

Jackson Bishop exhaled heavily as if he had been struck in the stomach. Emily Bishop covered her mouth and her eyes filled with tears. Chow gave them a moment, then asked the unimaginable.

‘Is this your daughter Keri?’

Mrs Bishop reached her right hand out as if to touch her daughter’s face, stopped a few inches short and then nodded.

‘Yes, that’s our daughter,’ she said, her voice breaking.

They stared in silence for a moment before Chow reached for the sheet.

‘I have to touch her,’ said Mrs Bishop. She looked at Chow, the fierceness returning to her eyes. ‘I’m going to touch her forehead.’

Chow took hold of the sheet, began to pull it back up, then hesitated.

‘All right.’

Mrs Bishop stretched out her hand and gently placed it on her daughter’s forehead. In an instant I could see the strength in her eyes vanish, replaced by astonishment and then the understanding that her daughter was gone. She withdrew her hand to her chest and Chow pulled the sheet back up to cover Keri’s face.

Jackson Bishop turned and walked out of the truck without saying a word. His wife stood staring at the covered body of her daughter for another moment, then stepped to the door and stopped. She began to say something but her voice broke, and then she gathered herself.

‘Why is she frozen?’

‘We don’t know yet.’

She looked at her husband walking slowly away from the truck, then back at me.

‘There must be something you can tell me.’

‘This isn’t really the time. We can talk about it later.’

She shook her head. ‘My daughter is gone, and I want to know why. Please, if there’s something you know, tell me.’

I reached into my pocket and removed the print.

‘Have you ever seen this before?’

She looked at it for a moment before her eyes began to register what the image contained. ‘God,’ she said softly. She stared at it for a moment, then shook her head. ‘I’ve never seen this . . . what is it?’

‘We found it near your daughter’s body.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Whoever did this wanted us to find it.’

Mrs Bishop tried to draw a breath, but barely managed.

‘And the writing on it, what does it say?’

‘It’s Spanish, means “the truth has died”.’

She covered her mouth to suppress a gasp, then turned and looked again at her husband walking through the rain.

‘Does that mean anything to you?’

She shook her head. Whatever inner strength she had gathered had wilted away.

‘I’ll need to come out to the house and look through her things and her room. The smallest detail that was missed before might help us.’

She nodded. ‘I have to go now,’ she said without looking back at me, then climbed down the steps of the truck and rushed after her husband.

I stood in the open door and watched the Bishops slowly walk to their car, then turned back to Chow.

‘When will you get started?’ I asked.

‘It will take some time. I want to bring her temperature up slowly so we don’t damage anything. Toxicology will take another few days. I’ll call you as soon as I find anything or have a cause of death.’ She turned and looked down at the body. ‘How long before you think there’s another victim?’

I shook my head. ‘For all I know, they could be dead already.’

I stepped out of the truck and joined Harrison in the light rain. He was watching the Bishops’ car as it slowly turned onto Mission.

‘Did the print mean anything to her?’ he asked.

Through the rain-streaked window of the car Mrs Bishop’s expression of pain looked like a distorted theatrical mask.

‘She said it didn’t.’

Dylan looked at me. ‘But you’re not so sure.’

I shook my head. ‘There was something about her reaction to the words on the print.’

‘Could she be hiding something?’

‘Have you ever really met a perfect family?’

Harrison shook his head.

‘What comes to mind when you hear the words “the truth has died”?’

‘That could be a long list.’

I looked down at the figures in the print which appeared to be monks and possibly a cardinal. ‘But what’s near the top of that list?’

‘You’ve got something in mind?’

‘Look at the figures surrounding the body. Men in robes, symbols of the ultimate truth.’

‘God’s.’

I nodded. ‘The man who did this has lost faith, and is full of rage.’

Harrison shook his head. ‘But what happened to that girl doesn’t look like rage.’

‘No, but what if it wasn’t with her?’

‘Who, then?’

‘How extensively did you go into Jackson Bishop’s law practice?’

‘There wasn’t time to do much more than scratch the surface.’ Dylan looked at me for a moment. ‘He punishes Bishop for some wrong by killing his daughter.’

‘It’s possible.’

‘But what wrong?’

‘Let’s find out everything we can about Jackson Bishop’s practice before his daughter disappeared.’

My phone rang and I picked up. It was Traver.

‘One of the grounds staff didn’t show up for work this morning. You want me to check it out?’

‘You have an address?’

‘Glassell Park, an apartment on Eagle Rock Boulevard. Three thousand block.’

‘We’ll take it, we’re not that far. You have a name?’

‘Goya.’

My heart skipped a beat.

‘First name’s Francisco,’ I said.

‘Yeah. How’d you know that?’

‘Talk to the grounds keeper, find out what you can about him and send an unmarked squad to meet us at the address.’

‘Is there something I should know about?’ Traver said.

I looked down at the print in my hand. ‘Art history.’




five


The apartment building was one of three identical

U-shaped two-story stucco structures that faced the rail yards to the west and the concrete channel of the river beyond that. The entrances to the apartments were on the outside of the buildings; there were no interior hallways. This was gang territory; most of the buildings in the neighborhood carried the tags of the local home-boys who ruled these streets and controlled the flow of drugs.

The apartment we were looking for was in the third building at the end of the block. We parked in front of the second one, away from the sightlines of the last building, and stepped out. The odor of diesel from a train that had just passed mingled with the sickly-sweet smell from a doughnut shop another block and a half down Eagle Rock. The other squad had not arrived.

‘We’ve been noticed,’ Harrison said, nodding toward a Hispanic teenager in baggy jeans and sweatshirt standing  across the street in front of an empty warehouse.

I glanced back at the windows of the apartment buildings and saw movement in at least half a dozen. The ring of cell phones began spreading across the complex with news of our presence.

‘We can’t wait for the other squad,’ I said, and started moving.

We reached the last building and quickly scanned the apartment numbers.

‘Second floor, back side,’ Harrison said.

A young mother with a Mayan face holding an infant in her arms stepped out of an apartment as we reached the top of the stairs and quickly retreated back inside when she saw us draw our weapons.

We reached the far corner of the building and stopped to peer around at the line of apartment doors. Spanish-language television drifted out from several of the apartments.

‘Should be the last one,’ Harrison said.

My hand tightened around the handle of the Glock and I moved forward. Each apartment had one large window that looked out onto the balcony, but not a single one was open, as if pulling a curtain would protect the inhabitants from the violence that ruled the neighborhood outside their walls.

Harrison and I stopped at the corner of the window of the last apartment. Like all the rest it had a curtain blocking the view to the inside and the sliding glass was latched shut.

‘He had to have known we would find him,’ Harrison whispered.

I leaned out from the wall and looked at the door. It was shut.

‘The question is did he wait for us,’ I said.

Harrison moved past the window and took up position on the far side of the door. I leaned in close to the window and listened for any sound coming from inside. There was nothing.

I stepped past the window to the door and nodded to Harrison. In one quick motion he kicked the door just below the handle and it flung open into the apartment. I swung around and swept the room with the Glock. The room was dark, but appeared to be empty.

‘Police,’ I yelled.

There was no response. I took a half-step inside and stopped to let my eyes adjust to the light. There was a small kitchen to my right and the living room to the left. A single door at the other end of the latter appeared to be closed. The air was stale, the odor of human sweat and something else lingering.
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