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MAY BROUGHT azure skies and California optimism to Hollywood. Petra Connor worked nights and slept through the blue. She had her own reason to be cheerful: solving two whodunit murders.

The first was a dead body at a wedding. The Ito-Park wedding, main ballroom of the Roosevelt Hotel, Japanese-American bride, Korean-American groom, a couple of law students who’d met at the U. Her father, a Glendale-born surgeon; his, an immigrant appliance dealer, barely able to speak English. Petra wondered about culture clash.

The body was one of the bride ’s cousins, a thirty-two-year-old CPA named Baldwin Yoshimura, found midway through the reception, in an unlocked stall of the hotel men’s room, his neck twisted so hard, he looked like something out of The Exorcist. It took strong hands to do that, the coroner pronounced, but that was where the medical wisdom terminated.

Petra, working with no partner once again, talked to every friend and relative and finally unearthed the fact that Baldwin Yoshimura had been a serious lothario who’d made no distinction between married and unmarried conquests. As she continued to probe, she encountered nervous glances on  the bride’s side. Finally, a third cousin named Wendy Sakura blurted out the truth: Baldwin had been fooling with his brother Darwin’s wife. The slut.

Darwin, a relative black sheep for this highly educated clan, was a martial arts instructor who worked at a studio in Woodland Hills. Petra forced herself to wake up during daylight, dropped in at the dojo, watched him put an advanced judo class through its paces. Stocky little guy, shaved head, pleasant demeanor. When the class was over, he approached Petra, arms extended for cuffing, saying, ‘I did it. Arrest me.’

Back at the station, he refused a lawyer, couldn’t wait to spill: Suspicious for some time, he ’d followed his wife and his brother as they left the wedding and entered an unused banquet room. After passing behind a partition, said wife gave said sib enthusiastic head. Darwin allowed her to finish, waited until Baldwin went to the john, confronted his brother, did the deed.

‘What about your wife?’ said Petra.

‘What about her?’

‘You didn’t hurt her.’

‘She ’s a woman,’ said Darwin Yoshimura. ‘She ’s weak. Baldwin should ’ve known better.’

 



The second whodunit started off as bloodstains in Los Feliz and ended up with a d.b. out in Angeles Crest National Forest. This victim was a grocer named Bedros Kashigian. The blood was found in the parking lot behind his market on Edgemont. Kashigian and his five-year-old Cadillac were missing.

Two days later, forest rangers found the Caddy pulled to the side of the road in the forest, Kashigian’s body slumped behind the wheel. Dried blood had streamed out of his left ear, run onto his face and shirt, but no obvious wounds. Maggot analysis said he ’d been dead the entire two days, or close to it. Meaning, instead of driving home from work, he ’d made his way thirty miles east. Or had been taken there.

As far as Petra could tell, the grocer was a solid citizen, married, three kids, nice house, no outstanding debts. But a solid week of investigating Kashigian’s activities gave rise to the fact that he ’d been involved in a brawl two days before his disappearance.

Barroom melee at a place on Alvarado. Latino clientele, but Kashigian had a thing for one of the Salvadoran waitresses and went there frequently to nurse beer-and-shots before retiring to her room above the saloon. The fracas got going when two drunks started pounding each other. Kashigian got caught in the middle and ended up being punched in the head. Only once, according to the bartender. An errant bare fist and Kashigian had left the bar on his feet.

Kashigian’s widow, dealing with her loss as well as the new insight that Bedros had been cheating on her, said hubby had complained of a headache, attributing it to banging his head against a bread rack. Couple of aspirins, he ’d seemed fine.

Petra phoned the coroner, an unconscionably cheerful guy named Rosenberg, and asked if a single, bare-knuckle blow to the head could be fatal two days after the fact. Rosenberg said he doubted it.

A scan of Bedros Kashigian’s insurance records showed  hefty whole life and first-to-die policies as well as medical claims paid five years ago, when the grocer had been involved in a nine-car pileup on the 5 North that had shattered his skull and caused intracranial bleeding. Brought into the ER unconscious, Kashigian had been wheeled into surgery where a half-dollar-sized piece of skull had been sawed off so his brain could be cleaned up. That section, labeled a ‘roundel’ by Rosenberg, had been reattached using sutures and screws.

After hearing about the accident, Rosenberg had changed his mind.

‘The roundel was anchored by scar tissue,’ he told Petra. ‘And the darn thing grew back thinner than the rest of the skull. Unfortunately for your guy, that’s exactly where he took the punch. The rest of his head could have withstood the impact but the thin spot couldn’t. It shattered, drove bone slivers into his brain, caused a slow bleed, and finally boom.’

‘Boom,’ said Petra. ‘There you go again, blinding me with jargon.’

The coroner laughed. Petra laughed. Neither of them wanting to think about Bedros Kashigian’s monumental bad luck.

‘A single punch,’ she said.

‘Boom,’ said Rosenberg.

‘Tell me this, Doctor R., could he have driven to the forest out of confusion?’

‘Let me think about that. With shards of bone slicing into his gray matter, a slow bleed, yeah, he could’ve been hazy, disoriented.’

Which didn’t explain why Angeles Crest, specifically.

She asked Captain Schoelkopf if she should pursue homicide charges against the guy who’d landed the punch.

‘Who is he?’

‘Don’t know yet.’

‘A bar fight.’ Schoelkopf flashed her the are-you-retarded ? look. ‘Write it up as an accidental death.’

Lacking the will - or the desire - to argue, she complied, then went to inform the widow. Who told her Angeles Crest was where she and Bedros used to go to make out when they were teenagers.

‘At least he left me some good insurance,’ said the woman. ‘The main thing is my kids stay in private school.’

 



Within days after closing both files, the loneliness set in. Petra had made the mistake of getting intimate with a partner, and now she was working and living solo.

The object of her affections was a strange, taciturn detective named Eric Stahl with a military background as an Army special services officer and a history that had unfurled slowly. The first time Petra had seen his black suit, pale skin, and flat, dark eyes she’d thought undertaker. She’d disliked him instinctively and the feeling appeared mutual. Somehow things had changed.

They’d started working together on the Cold Heart homicides, coordinating with Milo Sturgis in West LA to put away a scumbag psychopath who got off on dispatching creative types. Closing that one hadn’t come easy; Eric had nearly died of stab wounds. Sitting, waiting, in the ER waiting room, Petra had met his parents, learned why he didn’t talk or emote or act remotely human.

He’d once had a family - wife and two kids - but had lost everything. Heather, Danny, and Dawn. Taken from him cruelly. He’d resigned his military commission, spent a year doped up on antidepressants, then applied to the LAPD, where connections got him a Detective I appointment, Hollywood Division, where Schoelkopf had foisted him on Petra.

Whatever Schoelkopf knew he ’d kept to himself. Uninformed, Petra tried to get along, but faced with a partner with all the warmth of ceramic tile, she soon gave up. The two of them ended up splitting chores, minimizing the time they spent together. Long, cold, silent stakeouts.

Then came a night full of terror. Even now, Petra wondered if Eric had been trying to commit Suicide by Perp. She ’d never brought it up. Had no reason to.

She had not been the only woman in his life. During the Cold Heart investigation, he’d met an exotic dancer, a bubble-headed blonde with a perfect body named Kyra Montego aka Kathy Magary. Kyra was there in the waiting room, too, stuffed into too-small duds, sniffling into her hankie, examining her nails, unable to read the dumbest magazine out of anxiety or what Petra suspected was attention span disorder. Petra outlasted the bimbo, and when Eric woke up, it was her hand holding his, her eyes locking with his bruised, brown irises.

During the months of recuperation, Kyra kept dropping in at Eric’s rented bungalow in Studio City, bearing takeout soup and plastic utensils. Offering plastic boobs and batting eyelashes and Lord knew what else.

Petra dealt with that by cooking for Eric. Growing up with  five brothers and a widowed father in Arizona, she’d learned to be pretty handy around the kitchen. During the brief time her marriage lasted, she’d played at gourmet. Now a nighthawk divorcée, she rarely bothered to switch on the oven. But healing Eric with home-cooked goodies had seemed terribly urgent.

In the end, the bimbo was out of the picture and Petra was squarely in it. She and Eric went from awkwardness to reluctant self-disclosure to friendship to closeness. When they finally made love, he went at it with the fervor of a deprived animal. When they finally settled into regular sex, she found him the best lover she’d ever encountered, tender when she needed him to be, accommodatingly athletic when that was the daily special.

They split up as partners and continued as lovers. Living apart; Eric in the bungalow, Petra in her flat on Detroit off Sixth, near Museum Row. Then September 11 hit and Eric’s special forces background made the department look at him in a new way. Transferred out of Homicide to the newly formed Homeland Security Squad, he was sent overseas for antiterrorist training. This month it was Israel, learning about suicide bombers and profiling and things he couldn’t tell her about.

He called when he could, e-mailed her sporadically but couldn’t receive electronic messages. She’d last heard from him a week ago. Jerusalem was a beautiful city, the Israelis were tough and tactless and reasonably competent, he planned to be back in two weeks.

A postcard picturing the Citadel of David had arrived two days ago. Eric’s neat, forward-slanting script.



P.  
Thinking of you, all’s OK.  
E.




Working solo suited her just fine, but she knew it was only a matter of time before some new transfer was foisted on her.

After closing Yoshimura and Kashigian, she took a couple of days off, figuring on a little downtime.

Instead, she got a bloodbath and Isaac Gomez.
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IT HAPPENED the day she started painting again. Forcing herself to get up by ten and using the daylight to copy a Georgia O’Keeffe she ’d always loved. Not flowers or skulls; a gray, vertical New York city scene from O’Keeffe ’s early days.

Pure genius, no way could she hope to capture it, but the struggle would be good. It had been months since she’d lifted a brush and starting out was rough. But by two P.M., she was in the groove, doing pretty well, she thought. At six, she sat down to appraise her work and fell asleep on the living-room couch.

A call from the station woke her up at one-fifteen A.M.

‘Multiple one eighty-sevens at the Paradiso Club, Sunset near Western, all hands on deck,’ said the dispatcher. ‘It’s probably on TV already.’

Petra flicked on the tube as she headed for the shower. The first network she tried was running the story.

A bunch of kids shot outside the Paradiso. Some sort of hip-hop concert, an altercation in the parking lot, gun-barrel poking out of a car window.

Four bodies.

By the time Petra got there the area had been cordoned and the victims were covered with coroner’s tarp. A quartet of bundles, lying at random angles under a blue-black Hollywood sky. The corner of one of the tarps had blown loose, revealing a sneakered foot. Pink sneaker, smallish.

High-intensity lights turned the parking lot glossy. What looked to be over a hundred kids, some of whom were way too young to be out this late, had been divided into several groups, shunted off to the side and guarded by uniformed officers. Five groups, all potential witnesses. The Paradiso, a movie theater-turned-evangelical church-turned-concert venue, could seat over a thousand. These kids were the chosen few.

Petra looked for other detectives, spotted Abrams, Montoya, Dilbeck, and Haas. Now that she was here, five D’s for five groups.

MacDonald Dilbeck was a DIII with over thirty years’ experience and he’d be the boss on this one.

She headed over to him. When she was ten yards away, he waved.

Mac was a sixty-one-year-old ex-Marine with silver, Brylcreemed hair and a gray sharkskin suit just as glossy. Skinny, rounded lapels marked the garment as a vintage collectible, but she knew he’d bought it new. A five-eight fireplug, Mac wore Aqua Velva, a faux-ruby high school ring, and an LAPD tie-bar. He lived in Simi Valley and his civilian ride was an old Caddy. On weekends he rode horses and Harleys. Married for forty years, Semper Fi tattoo on his biceps. Petra judged him smarter than most doctors and lawyers she ’d met.

He said, ‘Sorry for screwing up your vacation.’ His eyes were tired but his posture was perfect.

‘Looks like we need all the help we can get.’

Mac’s mouth turned down. ‘It was a massacre. Four children.’

He drew her away from the bodies, toward the double-width driveway that led out to Western Avenue; they faced thin, early-morning traffic. ‘The concert ended at eleven-thirty, but kids hung around in the parking lot smoking, drinking, the typical shenanigans. Cars were leaving but one reversed direction and backed up toward the crowd. Slowly, so no one noticed. Then an arm stuck out and started shooting. Security guard was too far to see it but he heard a dozen shots. Four hits, all fatal, looks like a nine millimeter.’

Petra glanced at the nearest group of kids. ‘They don’t look hardcore. What kind of concert was it?’

‘Your basic lightweight hip-hop, dance remixes, some Latin stuff, nothing gangsta.’

Despite the horror, Petra felt a smile coming on. ‘Nothing  gangsta?’

Dilbeck shrugged. ‘Grandkids. From what we’re hearing, it was a well-behaved crowd, couple of ejections for alcohol but nothing serious.’

‘Who got ejected?’

‘Three boys from the Valley. White, harmless, their parents picked them up. This wasn’t about that, Petra, but what it was about, who knows? Including our potential witnesses.’

‘Nothing?’ said Petra.

Dilbeck covered his eyes with one hand, used the other to  blanket his mouth. ‘These are the kids unlucky enough to be sticking around when the black-and-whites arrived. All we ’ve got out of them is a relatively consistent description of the shooter’s car. Small, black or dark blue or dark gray, most likely a Honda or a Toyota, with chrome rims. Not a single digit of license plate. When the shooting started, everyone dropped or ducked or ran.’

‘But all these kids hung around.’

‘Uniforms arrived within two minutes, Code Three,’ said Dilbeck. ‘Didn’t let anyone leave.’

‘Who called it in?’

‘At least eight people. The official informant’s a bouncer.’ He frowned. ‘The vics are two boys and two girls.’

‘How old?’

‘We ID’d three: fifteen, fifteen, and seventeen. The fourth, one of the girls, had no paper on her.’

‘Nothing at all?’

Dilbeck shook his head. ‘Some poor parents are going to worry a lot and then hear the bad news. It stinks, doesn’t it? Maybe I should fold my tent.’

He ’d been talking retirement for as long as Petra had known him.

She said, ‘I’ll fold before you will.’

‘Probably,’ he admitted.

‘I’d like a look at the bodies before they get taken away.’

‘Look to your heart’s content and then have a go at that nearest group, the one over there.’

Petra learned what she could about the victims.

Paul Allan Montalvo, two weeks from his sixteenth birthday. Chubby, round-faced, plaid shirt, black sweatpants.  Smooth olive skin where it wasn’t distorted by a gunshot under his right eye. Two other holes in his legs.

Wanda Leticia Duarte, seventeen. Gorgeous, pale, with long black hair, rings on eight of her fingers, five ear-pierces. Three chest shots. Left side, bingo.

Kennerly Scott Dalkin, fifteen, looked closer to twelve. Fair-skinned, freckled, shaved head the color of putty. Black leather jacket and skull pendant hanging from a leather thong around the neck that had been pierced by a bullet. His getup and scuffed Doc Martens said he’d been aiming for tough, hadn’t even come close. In his wallet was a card proclaiming him to be a member of the honor society at Birmingham High.

The unidentified girl was probably Hispanic. Short, busty, with shoulder-length curly hair dyed rust at the tips. Tight white top, tight black jeans - Kmart house brand. Pink sneakers - the shoes Petra had spied - not much larger than a size five.

Another head shot, the puckered black hole just in front of her right ear. Four others in her torso. The pockets of her jeans had been turned inside out. Petra inspected her cheap leatherette purse. Chewing gum, tissues, twenty bucks cash, two packets of condoms.

Safe sex. Petra kneeled by the girl’s side. Then she got up to do her job.

 



Eighteen know-nothings.

She addressed them as a group, tried coming on gently, being a pal, stressing the importance of cooperation to prevent something like this from happening again. Her  reward was eighteen blank stares. Pressing the group elicited a few slow head shakes. Maybe some of it was shock, but Petra sensed she was boring them.

‘Nothing you can tell me?’ she asked a slim, redheaded boy.

He scrunched his lips and shook his head.

She had them form a line, took down names and addresses and phone numbers, acted casual as she checked out their nonverbal behavior.

Two nervous ones stood out, a serious handwringer and a nonstop foot-tapper. Both girls. She held them back, let the others go.

Bonnie Ramirez and Sandra Leon, both sixteen. They dressed similarly - tight tops, low-riders, and high-heeled boots - but didn’t know each other. Bonnie ’s top was black, some sort of cheap crepelike fabric, and she ’d caked her face with makeup to cover up gritty acne. Her hair was brown, frizzy, tied up in a complicated ’do that had probably taken hours to construct but managed to look careless. Still wringing her hands, as Petra reiterated the importance of being open and honest.

‘I am honest,’ she said. Fluent English, that musical East LA tincture that stretches final words.

‘What about the car, Bonnie?’

‘I told you, I didn’t see it.’

‘Not at all?’

‘Nothing. I gotta go, I really gotta go.’

Wring, wring, wring.

‘What’s the rush, Bonnie?’

‘George’s only babysitting till one and it ’s way after that.’

‘You’ve got a kid?’

‘Two years old,’ said Bonnie Ramirez, with a mixture of pride and amazement.

‘Boy or girl?’

‘Boy.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Rocky.’

‘Got a picture?’

Bonnie reached for her sequined handbag, then stopped herself. ‘What do you care? George said if I don’t get home on time he’ll like just leave and Rocky sometimes gets up like in the night, I don’t wanna him to be all like scared.’

‘Who’s George?’

‘The father,’ said the girl. ‘Rocky’s a George, too. Jorge, Junior. I call him Rocky to make him different from George ’cause I don’t like how George acts.’

‘How does George act?’

‘He doesn’t give me nothing.’

 



Sandra Leon’s blouse was skin-hugging champagne satin, off one shoulder. Smooth, bare shoulder stippled by goose bumps. She’d stopped tapping her foot, switched to hugging herself tightly, bunching soft, unfettered breasts to the center of her narrow chest. Dark skin clashed with a huge mass of platinum blond hair. Deep red lipstick, an appliqué mole above her lip. She wore cheap, fake-o gold jewelry, lots of it. Her shoes were rhinestone mules. Parody of sexy; sixteen going on thirty.

Before Petra could ask, she said, ‘I don’t know nothing.’

Allowing her eyes to drift to the victims. To pink sneakers.

Petra said, ‘Wonder where she got those shoes.’

Sandra Leon looked everywhere but at Petra. ‘Why would I know?’ Biting her lip.

‘You OK?’ said Petra.

The girl forced herself to meet Petra’s gaze. Her eyes were dull. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’

Petra didn’t answer.

‘Can I go now?’

‘You’re sure there’s nothing you want to tell me?’

The dull eyes narrowed. Sudden hostility; it seemed misplaced. ‘I don’t even have to talk to you.’

‘Says who?’

‘The law.’

‘You have experience with the law?’ said Petra.

‘Nope.’

‘But you know the law.’

‘My brother’s in jail.’

‘Where?’

‘Lompoc.’

‘For what?’

‘Stealing a car.’

‘Your brother’s your legal expert?’ said Petra. ‘Look where he is.’

Sandra shrugged. The platinum hair shifted.

A wig.

That made Petra take a closer look at her. Notice something else about the girl’s eyes. Dull because they were yellow around the edges.

‘You OK?’

‘I will be when you let me go.’ Sandra Leon righted her  hairpiece. Slipped a finger under the front and smiled. ‘Leukemia,’ said the girl. ‘They gave me chemo at Western Peds. I used to have real nice hair. They say it ’ll grow back but maybe they’re lying.’

Tears filled her eyes. ‘Can I go now?’

‘Sure.’

The girl walked away.
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OVER THE next week, five detectives worked the Paradiso shootings, interviewing family members of the dead teens, recontacting potential witnesses. None of the victims had gang affiliations, all were praised as good kids. No relatives had criminal histories; no one had anything of value to say.

The girl in the pink sneakers remained unidentified, a personal failure for Petra. She ’d volunteered to do the trace, worked at it, came up empty. One interesting fact from the coroner: The girl had undergone an abortion within the last few months.

Petra asked Mac Dilbeck if she could go to the media and he said sure. Three stations ran sketchy renderings of the girl’s face on the evening news. A few calls came in, nothing serious.

She worked the shoes, figuring maybe an item like that was unusual. Anything but: Kmart special, made in Macao, shipped to the States in huge lots for over a year, she even found them for resale on eBay.

She tried to recontact Sandra Leon because Sandra had given off an uneasy vibe, though maybe it was just tension about being sick. Resolving to go gently with the poor kid, Lord knew what she’d been through with her leukemia. The  phone rang but no one answered.

Ten days after the mass murder, the team still hadn’t developed any leads, and at the next sit-down Mac Dilbeck informed them they’d been cut from five D’s to three: he’d remain as the principal and Luc Montoya and Petra would do backup.

After the meeting, Petra asked him, ‘What does that mean?’

Mac collected his papers and didn’t look up. ‘What does what mean?’

‘Backup.’

‘I’m open to ideas.’

‘The unidentified girl,’ said Petra. ‘I’m wondering if she’s the key. No one ’s reported her missing.’

‘Funny, isn’t it,’ said Mac.

‘Maybe someone wanted her really gone.’

Mac smoothed his glossy hair. ‘You want to try to chase her down some more?’

‘I can try.’

‘Yeah, it ’s a good idea.’ He frowned.

‘What?’

He touched the front of his flat, seamed brow. ‘I got a big fat what-if floating around in here. As in what if there was no motive. Just a bunch of bad guys out to kill some people.’

‘Wouldn’t that be lovely,’ said Petra.

‘It could be, though.’

‘It sure could.’

 



Two days of working the anonymous girl proved maddening. Petra was at her desk eating a hot dog when the sound of a throat clearing made her look up.

Isaac Gomez. Again.

He stood off to the side, wearing his usual blue button-down shirt, pressed khakis, and penny loafers. Black hair parted and plastered down like a choir boy’s. Smooth, brown face all freshly scrubbed. He held a stack of old murder books to his chest and said, ‘I hope I’m not bothering you, Detective Connor.’

Of course, he was. Of course, she smiled up at him.

Every time she saw Isaac, Petra thought of a Diego Rivera kid grown up. The hair straight as brush-bristle; the nutmeg skin; the huge, liquid, almond eyes; the clear hints of Indian blood in the elevated cheekbones and finely boned nose.

Isaac was five-ten, maybe one-fifty, with square shoulders, bony wrists, and a deliberate but awkward way of moving.

Chronologically, he was twenty-two.

Twenty-two and a year from his PhD. Lord only knew how old he was intellectually. But when conversation veered away from facts and figures, he could end up mired in awshucks adolescence.

Petra was sure he was a virgin.

‘What’s up, Isaac?’

She expected a smile - the embarrassed smile she seemed to elicit from him. Nothing about happiness, everything about the jitters. More than once, when they were together, she’d spotted a tenting of khaki in his crotch area. The flush around the ears, the quick cover-up using a textbook or his laptop. When that happened, she pretended not to notice.

No smile this evening. He looked tense.

Eight-fourteen P.M. The detectives’ room was nearly empty, reasonable people had gone home. She’d been playing with the computer, logging on to missing kids’ databases, still trying to trace the girl in the pink shoes.

‘You’re sure I’m not intruding?’

‘I’m sure. What are you doing here at this hour?’

Isaac shrugged. ‘I got involved . . . started with one thing and ended with another.’ He hefted the pile of blue notebooks. His eyes looked hot.

‘Why don’t you put those down,’ said Petra. ‘Pull up a chair.’

‘I’m sorry if this is disruptive, Detective Connor. I know you’re working Paradiso, and under normal circumstances I wouldn’t intrude.’ Flicker of smile. ‘I guess that ’s not true. I’ve intruded quite a bit, haven’t I?’

‘Not at all,’ Petra lied. The truth was, babysitting Brain Boy could be butt-aching disruption when things got busy. She motioned to a side chair and he sat.

‘What’s up?’

Isaac played with a collar button. ‘I was working on my multiple regression analysis - plugging in new variables . . .’ He shook his head. Hard. As if emptying it of extraneous information. ‘You don’t need to hear all that. The essential point is I was searching for additional ways to organize my data and, serendipitously, I came across something I thought you should see.’

He stopped. Took a breath.

She said, ‘What, Isaac?’

‘It’s going to sound . . . on the surface, it may look like nothing, some kind of coincidence . . . but I’ve done  statistical tests - several tests, each one covering the mathematical weaknesses of the others - and it’s obvious to me that it’s not just factitious, not just a quirk. As far as I can tell, this is real, Detective Connor.’

Unblemished, brown cheeks were suddenly slick with sweat.

Petra sat there.

‘It ’s totally weird,’ he went on, suddenly sounding like a kid, ‘but I’m sure it’s real.’

He began flipping open murder books. Started off talking softly, at a near whisper. Ended up shooting out words, like an automatic weapon.

Assault-brain.

Petra listened. Brilliant or not, the kid was an amateur, this had to be nonsense.

As if reading her mind, he said, ‘I promise you, it’s genuine.’

She said, ‘Why don’t you tell me about those statistical tests of yours?’
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IRMA GOMEZ had been working for the Lattimores for nine years before she said anything about the problem with Isaac.

Doctors Seth and Marilyn Lattimore lived in a nineteen-room Tudor on Hudson Avenue in Hancock Park. Both Lattimores were surgeons in their sixties, he a thoracic man, she an ophthalmologist. Both were no-nonsense perfectionists, but pleasant and generous when not weighed down by professional concerns. They cared deeply for one another, had raised three children, all presently in various stages of medical training. Thursdays they played golf together because Thursday was co-ed day at the country club. In January they traveled for one week to Cabo San Lucas and every May they flew to Paris on Air France, first class, where they stayed at the same suite at the Hôtel Le Bristol and made the rounds of Michelin three-star restaurants. Back in California, every third weekend was spent at their condo in Palm Desert, where they slept in and read trashy novels and wore copious amounts of sunblock.

Six days a week, for ten years, Irma Gomez had taken the bus from her three-room apartment in the Union District and showed up at eight A.M. at the Lattimore mansion, where she let herself in through the kitchen door and disarmed the  security system. She began by cleaning the entire house - the prettying-up chores, the surface work. Detailed tasks - polishing, scrubbing, serious behind-the-davenport dusting - were divided up, per Dr Marilyn’s suggestion, because the house could be overwhelming.

Monday through Wednesday, the downstairs; Thursday through Saturday, the upstairs.

‘That way,’ Dr Marilyn assured her, ‘you can end the week on an easier note. What with the children’s rooms being closed off.’

The ‘children’ were twenty-four, twenty-six, and thirty, and they’d been out of the house for years.

Irma nodded assent. As it turned out, Dr Marilyn was right, but even if she hadn’t been, Irma wouldn’t have argued.

She was a quiet woman, made quieter by her failure to learn English better during the eleven years she’d lived in the United States. She and her husband, Isaiah, had three kids of their own and by the time Irma began working for the Lattimores, Little Isaiah was four, Isaac two, and baby Joel, a rambunctious infant, active as a monkey.

At age twenty-three, Irma Flores had made her way from the village of San Francisco Guajoyo in El Salvador, up through Mexico, and across the border into the United States, just east of San Diego. Prodded along in the darkness by a vicious coyote named Paz who attempted to blackmail her for more money than they’d agreed upon, then reacted to her refusal with an attempted rape.

Irma managed to free herself and, somehow, found her way to downtown LA. To the door of the Pentecostal church  where sanctuary had been promised. The pastor was a kind man. A janitor when he wasn’t preaching, he found her night-work, cleaning downtown office buildings.

Church was her solace and it was in church that she met Isaiah Gomez. His quiet demeanor and shabby clothes brought out something soft in her. His job was dying sheets of fabric in an East LA plant, leaning over steaming vats, inhaling toxic fumes, trudging home pale and weary in the early-morning hours.

They married and when Irma became pregnant with Little Isaiah she knew night-work would no longer do. Acquiring false papers, she registered with an agency on Larchmont Avenue. Her first boss, a film director living in the Hollywood Hills, terrified her with his rages and his drinking and his cocaine, and she quit after a week. God was good to her the second time, delivering her to the Lattimores.

 



Midway through the ninth year of Irma’s employment, Dr Marilyn Lattimore came down with an uncharacteristic cold and was home for two days. Perhaps that’s why she noticed the expression on Irma’s face. For the most part, Irma labored in solitude, humming and singing and setting off echoes in big, vaulted rooms.

It was in the breakfast room that the conversation took place. Dr Marilyn sat reading the paper and sipping tea and dabbing at her red, drippy nose. Irma was in the adjoining kitchen, had removed the covers of the stove-burners and was scrubbing them single-mindedly.

‘Do you believe this, Irma? A week of surgeries and I  come down with this arrogant little virus.’ Dr Marilyn’s voice, normally husky, now bordered on masculine.

‘Back in medical school, Irma, when I rotated through pediatrics, I caught every virus known to mankind. And later, of course, when I had the children. But it ’s been years since I’ve been sick and I find this positively insulting. I’m sure some patient gave it to me. I’d just like to know who so I could thank them personally.’

Dr Marilyn was a pretty woman, small, with honey-colored hair, who looked much younger than her age. She walked two miles every morning at six A.M., followed that with half an hour on an elliptical machine, lifted free weights, ate sparely except when she was in Paris.

Irma said, ‘You strong, you get better soon.’

‘I certainly hope so . . . thank you for that bit of optimism, Irma . . . would you be a dear and get me some of the fig preserve for my toast?’

Irma fetched the jar and brought it over.

‘Thank you, dear.’

‘Something else, Doctor Em?’

‘No, thank you, dear. Are you all right, Irma?’

Irma forced a smile. ‘Yes.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Sure, yes, Doctor Em.’

‘Hmm . . . don’t spare me because of my cold. If there ’s something on your mind, get it out.’

Irma started to head back to the kitchen.

‘Dear,’ Dr Marilyn called after her, ‘I know you well, and it’s obvious something’s on your mind. You wore that exact same look until we had your papers taken care of. Then you  did it again, worrying about whether or not the amnesty would take effect. Something’s definitely on your mind.’

‘I fine, Doctor Em.’

‘Turn around and look me in the eye and tell me that.’

Irma complied. Dr Marilyn stared at her. She had sharp brown eyes and a determined mouth. ‘Very well.’

Two minutes later, after finishing her toast: ‘Please, Irma. Stop sulking and get it off your chest. After all, how often do you have anyone to talk to, what with Dr Ess and me always gone? This is such an isolating job, isn’t it - is that what’s bothering you?’

‘No, no, I love the job, Doctor—’

‘Then what is it?’

‘Nada. Nothing.’

‘Now you’re being stubborn, young lady.’

‘I - Is nothing.’

‘Irma.’

‘I worry about Isaac.’

Alarm brightened the sharp brown eyes, turned them vulpine, vaguely frightening. ‘Isaac? Is he all right?’

‘Yes, he very good. Very smart.’

Irma broke down in tears.

‘He ’s smart and you’re crying?’ said Dr Marilyn. ‘Am I missing something?’

 



They had tea and fig jam on thin toast and Irma told Dr Marilyn all of it. How Isaac kept coming home from school crying with frustration and boredom. How he’d finished all of his sixth-grade work in two months, taken it upon himself to ‘borrow’ seventh- and eighth- and even some ninth-grade  books and had sped through them as well. Finally, he was caught reading a pre-algebra workbook slipped out of a supply room and was sent to the principal’s office for ‘unauthorized study and irregular behavior.’

Irma visited the school, tried to handle it on her own. The principal had nothing but disdain for Irma’s simple clothes and thick accent; her firm suggestion was that Isaac stop being ‘precocious’ and concentrate on conforming to ‘class standards.’

When Irma tried to point out that the boy was well ahead of class standards, the principal cut her off and informed her that Isaac was just going to have to be content repeating everything.

‘That’s outrageous,’ said Dr Marilyn. ‘Absolutely outrageous. There, there, dry your eyes . . . three years ahead? On his own?’

‘Two, some three.’

‘My eldest, John, was somewhat like that. Not quite as smart as your Isaac seems to be, but school was always tedious for him because he moved too fast. Oh, dear, we had some dustups with him . . . Now John’s the chief resident in psychiatry at Stanford.’ Dr Marilyn brightened. ‘Perhaps your Isaac could be a physician. Wouldn’t that be fabulous, Irma?’

Irma nodded, half listening as Dr Marilyn prattled.

‘A child that bright, Irma, there’s no limit . . . Give me that principal’s number and I’ll have a little chat with her.’ She sneezed, coughed, wiped her nose. Laughed. ‘With this baritone, I’ll sound positively authoritative.’

Irma didn’t speak.

‘What’s the number, dear?’

Silence.

‘Irma?’

‘I don’ wan’ no trouble, Dr Em.’

‘You’ve already got trouble, Irma. Now we have to find a solution.’

Irma looked down at the floor.

‘What?’ said Dr Marilyn, sharply. ‘Ah. You’re worried about repercussions, about someone taking this out on you and your family. Well, dear, don’t be concerned about that. You’re legal. When we arranged your papers we were extremely careful about buttoning up every detail.’

‘I don’ understand,’ said Irma.

Dr Marilyn sighed. ‘When we hired that attorney - the . . . abogado—’

‘No that,’ said Irma. ‘I don’ understand where Isaac come from. I not smart enough, Isaiah not smart, the other two not smart.’

Dr Marilyn pondered that. Nibbled toast and put it aside. ‘You’re smart enough, dear.’

‘Nah like Isaac. He always fast, Isaac. Walk fast, talk fast.  Ocho - eight month he talk, say papa, mama, pan, vaca. The other two, was fourteen, fifteen—’

‘Eight months?’ said Dr Marilyn. ‘Oh, dear. That’s astonishing, even John didn’t utter a word until a year.’ She sat back and thought, leaned over, and took Irma’s hands in hers. ‘Do you realize what a gift you’ve been given? What someone like Isaac could do?’

Irma shrugged.

Dr Marilyn stood, coughed, trudged to the kitchen wall-phone. ‘I’m going to call that fool of a principal. One way or another, we’ll get to the bottom of this mess.’

 



Dr Marilyn confronted public school bureaucracy and fared no better than Irma.

‘Astonishing,’ she exclaimed. ‘These people are mindless cretins.’

She conferred with Dr Seth and the two of them took it upon themselves to confer with Melvyn Pogue, EdD, headmaster of the Burton Academy, where John, Bradley, and Elizabeth Lattimore had earned nearly straight A’s.

The timing was perfect. Burton had come under fire from some of its progressive alumni for being lily-white and elitist, and though plans had been drawn up to increase diversity, no steps had been taken.

‘This boy,’ said Dr Pogue, ‘sounds perfect.’

‘He’s extremely clever,’ said Dr Seth. ‘Nice, religious little fellow to boot. But perfection’s a bit overreaching. We don’t want to pressure the lad.’

‘Yes, yes, of course, Dr Lattimore.’ In Pogue ’s top desk drawer was a freshly signed Lattimore check. Full tuition for an entire year, with money left over for gymnasium refurbishment. ‘Clever is good. Religious is good . . . Um, are we talking Catholic?’

 



Isaac arrived at the Burton campus, on Third near McCadden, just a brief walk from the Lattimore mansion, freshly barbered and wearing his best church clothes. A school psychologist ran him through a battery of tests and pronounced him ‘off the scale.’

An appointment was made for Irma and Isaiah Gomez and the boy to meet Dr Melvyn Pogue; Pogue’s assistant; Ralph Gottfried, the chairman of the faculty committee; and Mona Hornsby, the chief administrator. Smiling people, white-pink, invariably large. They spoke rapidly and, when his parents seemed confused, Isaac translated.

A week later, he’d transferred to Burton, as a seventh grader. In addition, he received individual ‘enrichment’ - mostly reading by himself in Melvyn Pogue’s book-lined office.

His brothers, happy and recalcitrant in public school, thought the whole deal was weird - the Burton uniform with its silly blue, pleated pants, white shirt, powder-blue jacket, and striped tie; taking the bus to work with Mama, hanging with Anglos all day. Playing sports they’d never heard of - field hockey, water polo, squash - and one they knew about but believed unattainable - tennis.

When they asked Isaac about it, he said, ‘It’s OK,’ but he was careful not to display too much emotion. No reason to make them feel deprived.

In reality, it was better than OK, it was fabulous. For the first time in his life, he felt as if his mind was being allowed to go where it wanted. Despite the fact that most of the other Burton students regarded him as a little dark-skinned curiosity and he was often left alone.

He loved being alone. The leather-and-paper smell of Melvyn Pogue ’s office was imbedded in his consciousness, as fragrant as mother’s milk. He read - chewed up books - took notes that no one read, stayed in school well past dismissal time. Waiting, with a bag full of books, for Irma to  come by to pick him up, and the two of them embarked on the long bus journey back to the Union District.

Sometimes Mama asked him what he was learning. Usually, she dozed on the bus as Isaac read. He was learning about wondrous, strange things, other worlds - other universes. At age eleven, he saw the world as infinite.

By the time he was twelve, he ’d made a few casual friends - kids who invited him to their glorious homes, though he was unable to reciprocate. His apartment was clean but small and the Union District was grimy, urban, a high-crime neighborhood. Even without asking, he knew that no way would Burton parents allow their progeny that far east of Van Ness.

He accustomed himself to a double life: Burton’s beaux-arts buildings and emerald playing fields by day, by night the burp of gunfire and screams and static-scratchy salsa outside the window of the closet-sized bedroom he shared with his brothers.

At night, he thought a lot about the differences among people. Rich and poor, light and dark. Crime, why people did bad things. Was there a fairness to life? Did God take a personal interest in everyone ’s life?

Sometimes, he wondered about his mother. Was hers a double life, too? Maybe one day they’d talk about it.

 



By age fourteen, he smiled and spoke like a Burton student and had zipped through Burton’s high school math curriculum, all of sophomore biology, and two years of advanced placement history. Four years of high school were compressed to two. At fifteen, he graduated with full honors  and was accepted as a ‘special circumstances’ student at the University of Southern California.

It was in college that he decided to become a doctor, and he earned a 4.0 as a bio major with a minor in math. USC wanted to hold on to him, and by the time he graduated  summa cum laude, Phi Beta Kappa, at barely nineteen, he ’d been accepted to the Keck School of Medicine.

His parents celebrated, but Isaac wasn’t sure.

Four more years of lectures with no respite in between. Everything had moved so fast. Deep down, he knew he wasn’t mature enough for the responsibility of tending to other human beings.

He requested and received a deferral, needing a break - something leisurely, less structured.

For Isaac that meant a PhD in epidemiology and biostatistics. By age twenty-one, he ’d fulfilled all his course requirements, earned a master’s degree, and began work on his doctoral dissertation.

‘Discriminating and Predictive Patterns of Solved and Unsolved Homicides in Los Angeles Between 1991 and 2001.’

As he sat and composed his hypothesis, hunched in a remote corner of the Doheny Library subbasement, memories of gunshots and screams and salsa filled his head.

 



Though care had been taken by the university to shield its boy-wonder from publicity, news of Isaac’s triumphs reached the desk of City Councilman Gilbert Reyes, who promptly issued a press release in which he took credit for everything the young man had accomplished.

Upon the strong advice of his faculty adviser, Isaac attended a luncheon where he sat next to Reyes; shook the hands of big, loud people; contradicted nothing the councilman said.

Photo opportunities were Reyes’s meat; pictures appeared in the Spanish language mailings his campaign distributed prior to the next election. Isaac, looking like a shell-shocked Boy Scout, was labeled ‘El Prodigio.’

The experience left him vaguely unsettled, but when the time came to request access to LAPD files for his research, Isaac knew whom to call. Within two days, he had an authorized long-term visitor’s badge, a jerry-built ‘internship,’ guaranteed access to inactive homicide files - and anything else he came across in the basement archives. His desk would be at Hollywood Division, because Gilbert Reyes was a serious buddy of Deputy Chief Randy Diaz, the new Hollywood Division overboss.

Isaac showed up at Hollywood bright and early on an April Monday and met with an unpleasant police captain named Schoelkopf, who looked like Stalin.

Schoelkopf regarded Isaac as if he were a suspect, didn’t even pretend to pay attention as Isaac rattled off his hypotheses, nor did he listen as Isaac offered profound thanks for the desk. Instead, his eyes focused on a distant place and he chewed his big black mustache as if it was lunch. When Isaac stopped talking, a cold smile stretched the facial pelt.

‘Yeah, fine,’ said the captain. ‘Ask for Connor. She ’ll take real good care of you.’
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IT WAS nothing Petra would have ever noticed. Even if it had stared her in the face.

Isaac’s neatly typed sheet lay flat on her desk. He sat in the metal chair by the side of her desk. Drummed his fingers. Stopped. Pretended to be nonchalant.

She read the heading again. Boldface.




June 28 Homicides: An Embedded Pattern? 

Like the title of a term paper. And why not? Isaac was just twenty-two. What did he know about anything other than school?

Below the title, a list of six homicides, all on June 28, on or near midnight.

Six in six years; her initial reaction was big deal. For the past decade, LA’s annual homicide rate had fluctuated between 180 and 600, with the last few years settling in at around 250. That averaged out to a killing every day and a half. Meaning, some days there was nastiness, others nothing at all. When you considered summer heat, June 28 would most likely be one of the high-ticket dates.

She said all that to Isaac. He shot out his answer so  quickly she knew he’d been expecting the objection.

‘It’s not just the quantity, Detective Connor. It’s the quality.’

Those big, liquid eyes. Detective Connor. How many times had she told him to call her Petra? The kid was sweet, but there was a certain stubbornness to him.

‘The quality of the killings?’

‘Not in the sense of a value judgment. By quality I mean the inherent properties of the crimes, the . . .’ He trailed off, plinked a corner of the list.

‘Go on,’ said Petra. ‘Just keep it simple - no more chi square, pi square, analysis of whatever. I was an art major.’

He colored. ‘Sorry, I tend to get—’

‘Hey,’ she said, ‘just kidding. I asked you to tell me about your statistical tests and you did.’ At breakneck speed, with the fervor of a true believer.

‘The tests,’ he said, ‘aren’t any big deal, they just examine phenomena mathematically. As in the likelihood of something happening by chance. One way to do that particular analysis is to draw comparisons between groups by examining the distribution of . . . the pattern of the scores. I did exactly that. Compared June 28 with every other day of the year. You’re right about homicides clustering, but no other date presents this pattern. Even summer effects tend to manifest on weekends or holidays. These six cases fall on various days of the week. In fact, only one - the first murder - took place on a weekend.’

Petra reached for her mug. Her tea had gone cold but she drank it anyway.

‘Would you like some water?’ said Isaac.

‘I’m fine. What else?’

‘OK . . . another way to look at it, is to simply examine inherent base probabilities—’ He’d punctuated his words with index-finger jabs. Now he stopped, blushed even more intensely. ‘There I go again.’ Another long, deep inhalation. ‘Let’s take it issue by issue. Start with weapon of choice, because that’s a discreet—It’s a fairly simple variable. Firearms are the clear favorite of LA murderers. I’ve looked at twenty years’ worth of one eighty-sevens and seventy-three percent have been carried out with handguns, rifles, or shotguns. Knives and other sharp objects are next, at around fifteen percent. That means those two modalities account for nearly ninety percent of all local murders. The FBI’s national figures are similar. Sixty-seven percent firearms, fourteen percent knives. Personal weapons - fists, feet - account for six percent and the rest is a mixed bag. So the fact that neither a gun nor a knife was used on any of the June 28 cases is notable. As is the nature of the fatal injury. In every data bank I’ve checked, blunt force homicides never rise above the level of five percent. They’re a rare occurrence, Detective Connor. I’m sure you know that better than I.’

‘Isaac, I just closed two cases. A bare-fist blow to the head and a broken neck via martial arts.’

He frowned. ‘Then you just closed two rare ones. Have you seen many others?’

Petra thought back. She shook her head. ‘Not for a while.’

Isaac said, ‘If we get even more specific, cranial bludgeoning by unknown weapon accounts for no more than three percent of LA homicides. But it makes up one hundred  percent of these cases. When you add the other similarities - identical calendar date, same approximate time, probable stranger homicides, and look at the probability of a chance cluster, you’re moving way past coincidence.’

He stopped.

Petra said, ‘That it?’

‘Actually, there is a bit more. LAPD homicide detectives solve between two-thirds and three-quarters of their cases, yet all these cases remain unsolved.’

‘That’s because they’re stranger homicides,’ said Petra. ‘You’ve been here long enough to see the kind of stuff we clear quickly. Some moron holding the smoking gun when the uniforms get there.’

‘I think you’re selling yourself short, Detective Connor.’ Saying it sincerely, not a trace of patronizing. ‘The truth is you people are very effective - imagine a major league slugger hitting seven hundred. Even stranger homicides get solved. But not one of these. All that supports my thesis: these are highly irregular events. The final incongruity is that during the same six-year period, gang homicides rose from twenty percent of all homicides to nearly forty. Meaning the chance of a nongang murder lowered proportionately. Yet not one of the June 28 cases appear gang-related. Add all that up and we ’re talking a combination of highly unusual circumstances. The likelihood of it boiling down to chance is one over so many zeros I don’t have a name for it.’


Bet you do, thought Petra. Bet you’re going easy on me.

She slid the list out from under his hand, took a closer look.




June 28 Homicides: An Embedded Pattern? 

1. 1997: 12.12 A.M. Marta Doebbler, 29, Sherman Oaks, married white female. Out with friends at Pantages Theatre in H’wood, went to ladies’ room, never returned. Found in own car, backseat, depressed skull fracture.

2. 1998: 12.06 A.M. Geraldo Luis Solis, 63, widowed Hispanic male. Found in his house, breakfast room, Wilsh. Div, food taken but no money, depressed skull fracture.

3. 1999: 12.45 A.M. Coral Laurine Langdon, 52, single white female, walked her dog in H’wood Hills, found by patrol car, under brush, six blocks from home. Depressed skull fracture. Dog (‘Brandy,’ 10 y.o. cockapoo) stomped to death.

4. 2000: 12.56 A.M. Darren Ares Hochenbrenner, 19, single black male, Navy ensign, stationed in Port Hueneme, on shore leave H’wood, found in alley, Fourth Street, Cent. Div, pockets emptied. Depressed skull fracture.

5. 2001: 12.01 A.M. Jewell Janis Blank, 14, single white female, runaway, found in Griffith Park, near Fern Dell, by rangers. Depressed skull fracture.

6. 2002: 12.28 A.M. Curtis Marc Hoffey, 20, single white male, known gay hustler, found in alley, Highland near Sunset. Depressed skull fracture.

Petra looked up. ‘There doesn’t seem to be any pattern victim-wise.’

‘I know,’ said Isaac, ‘but still.’

‘I have a friend, a psychologist, who says people are walking prisms. We see with our brains, not our eyes. And what we see depends on context.’

Now she was pontificating. Isaac sat back. He looked crushed.

‘My point is,’ she said, ‘that it all depends on how you look at it. You’ve raised some interesting points - more than interesting . . . provocative.’ She pointed to the list, ran her finger down the names. ‘These people are all over the place in terms of sex, age . . . social class. We ’ve got urban and semirural dump-sites. If this is some kind of serial thing, there’d most likely be a sexual angle, and I can’t see what a sixty-three-year-old man and a fourteen-year-old girl would have in common as sexual targets.’

‘All that ’s true,’ said Isaac. ‘But don’t you think the other factors are too blatant to be ignored?’

Petra’s head began hurting. ‘You’ve obviously put a lot of time into this and I’m not dismissing it, but—’

‘Why,’ he interrupted, ‘does there have to be a sexual angle?’

‘That’s the way it tends to shake out.’

‘The FBI profile. Yes, yes, I know about all of that. Their basic thesis is that what they call organized killers - really just a dumbed-down version of what psychologists call psychopaths - are motivated by a combination of sexuality and violence. I’m sure that typically there’s some truth to that. But as you said, Detective, reality depends on which prism you’re using. The FBI interviewed imprisoned killers and compiled data banks. But data are only as good as the  sample, and who says killers who get caught are similar to those who don’t? Maybe the FBI’s bad guys got caught because they were psychologically rigid. Maybe it was their predictability that tripped them up.’

His voice had climbed. Heat in the brown eyes made them something quite other than liquid. ‘All I’m saying is that sometimes exceptions are more important than rules.’

‘What motive are you proposing for these killings?’ said Petra.

Long pause. ‘I don’t know.’

Neither of them spoke. Isaac slumped. ‘OK, thanks for your time.’ He scooped up the list and stashed it in the shiny brown briefcase he carried around. Petra had seen detectives smile disparagingly at the case. She ’d heard the comments behind Isaac’s back. Brainiac. Boy wonder. Petra’s little day-care project. When she felt assertive, she silenced the noise with an icy stare.

Now she found herself feeling protective of the kid but annoyed. The last thing she needed was some theory that got her dredging up six years of cold cases. Not with four victims down at the Paradiso, one of them a girl she couldn’t even identify.

On the other hand, Isaac was smarter than she was, much smarter. Dismissing him out of hand could turn out to be one of those big mistakes. And what if he went over her head to Schoelkopf - to Councilman Reyes. If that happened and he turned out to be right . . .

Headlines danced in her head. Young Wizard Uncovers Unsolved Killings. The text: LAPD detective failed to investigate . . .

Isaac got to his feet. ‘Sorry for wasting your time. Is there something I can do for you? On your main case?’

‘My main case?’

‘The Paradiso. I’ve heard it ’s been tough going.’

‘Have you?’ she said. Hearing the chill in her voice, she coerced her lips to form a smile of her own. Stratospheric IQ or not, he was a kid. An overly enthusiastic, pain-in-the-butt, politically connected kid. ‘It’s been a tough one,’ she agreed. ‘All those kids mowed down, no one willing to talk. What could you do for me?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Maybe look at the data.’ Now he was blushing again. ‘That was totally presumptuous of me. You’re the professional, what do I know? Sorry, I won’t bother you again—’

‘Do you know anything about pink Kmart sneakers?’

‘Pardon?’

She told him about the unidentified girl.

His posture relaxed. Thinking - analyzing - did that to him. ‘You’re thinking she might’ve been the intended victim and the others were innocent bystanders?’

‘At this point, Isaac, I’m not thinking anything. I just think it’s odd that no one ’s come forth to ID her.’

‘Hmm . . . yes, that would imply some kind of . . . turmoil in her background . . . It sounds as if you took the shoe-thing as far as you could . . . I’ll give it some thought. I’m sure I won’t come up with anything, but I’ll give it a try.’

‘I’d appreciate it,’ she said. Not meaning a word but keeping the damn smile on high-beam.

Nearly nine P.M. The kid was working late, too. And not getting paid for it.

She said, ‘How about some dinner - a burger, whatever.’

‘Thanks, but I need to get home. My mother made dinner and it’s a big deal to her if we don’t all show up.’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Maybe another time.’ The genius still lived with his folks . . . the Union District, she recalled. Probably some shabby little apartment. Huge contrast to the green lawns and towering trees at USC. Getting all that attention as boy-genius. Working here, his own desk in the detectives’ room. No reason not to stay late.

‘Make me a copy of that list,’ she said.

‘You’re not dismissing it?’

‘Let me think about it some more.’

Biiiiig smile. ‘Will do. Have a nice evening, Detective Connor.’

‘You, too.’ Professor Gomez.

He left and Petra’s mind shifted back to the Paradiso slaughter.

Gun as ‘weapon of choice.’ At least in that way it was typical.

Which, for some reason, made her feel worse.
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A COPY of the list was on Petra’s desk the following afternoon. Yellow Post-it in the upper right-hand corner: ‘Detective C: Thanks. I.G.’

She put it aside and spent the next two days talking to Missing Persons cops throughout California, faxing morgue shots of the girl in the pink shoes, getting a few callbacks but no leads. She thought about expanding to neighboring states. The chubby girl appeared Hispanic, so the Southwest seemed a good bet.
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