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About the Book

When a series of horrifying events occurs in the same upscale LA neighbourhood, homicide detective Milo Sturgis calls on psychologist Alex Delaware to help link the eerie incidents.  But even Alex’s vast experience might not be enough to draw out the disturbing truth of this chilling case.

Alex little imagines the decadent quagmire of unholy rituals and grisly sacrifice simmering below the surface of this privileged, sheltered world.  And before their work is done, Alex and Milo must confront a deranged mind of such monstrous cunning that even the most depraved madman would shudder.
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ALL MINE!

The house, the life growing inside her.

The husband.

Holly finished her fifth circuit of the back room that looked out to the yard. She paused for breath. The baby – Aimee – had started pushing against her diaphragm.

Since escrow had closed, Holly had done a hundred circuits, imagining. Loving every inch of the place despite the odors embedded in ninety-year-old plaster: cat pee, mildew, overripe vegetable soup. Old person.

In a few days the painting would begin and the aroma of fresh latex would bury all that, and cheerful colors would mask the discouraging gray-beige of Holly’s ten-room dream. Not counting bathrooms.

The house was a brick-faced Tudor on a quarter-acre lot at the southern edge of Cheviot Hills, built when construction was meant to last and adorned by moldings, wainscoting, arched mahogany doors, quarter-sawn oak floors. Parquet in the cute little study that would be Matt’s home office when he needed to bring work home.

Holly could close the door and not have to hear Matt’s grumbling about moron clients incapable of keeping decent records. Meanwhile she’d be on a comfy couch, snuggling with Aimee.

She’d learned the sex of the baby at the four-month anatomical ultrasound, decided on the name right then and there. Matt didn’t know yet. He was still adjusting to the whole fatherhood thing.

Sometimes she wondered if Matt dreamed in numbers.

Resting her hands on a mahogany sill, Holly squinted to blank out the weeds and dead grass, struggling to conjure a green, flower-laden Eden.

Hard to visualize, with a mountain of tree trunk taking up all that space.

The five-story sycamore had been one of the house’s selling points, with its trunk as thick as an oil drum and dense foliage that created a moody, almost spooky ambience. Holly’s creative powers had immediately kicked into gear, visualizing a swing attached to that swooping lower branch.

Aimee giggling as she swooped up and shouted that Holly was the best mommy.

Two weeks into escrow, during a massive, unseasonal rainstorm, the sycamore’s roots had given way. Thank God the monster had teetered but hadn’t fallen. The trajectory would’ve landed it right on the house.

An agreement was drawn up: The sellers – the old woman’s son and daughter – would pay to have the monstrous thing chopped down and hauled away, the stump ground to dust, the soil leveled. Instead, they’d cheaped out, paying a tree company only to cut down the sycamore, leaving behind a massive horror of deadwood that took up the entire rear half of the yard.

Matt had gone bananas, threatened to kill the deal.

Abrogate. What an ugly word.

Holly had cooled him off by promising to handle the situation, she’d make sure they got duly compensated, he wouldn’t have to deal with it.

Fine. As long as you actually do it.

Now Holly stared at the mountain of wood, feeling discouraged and a bit helpless. Some of the sycamore, she supposed, could be reduced to firewood. Fragments and leaves and loose pieces of bark she could rake up herself, maybe create a compost pile. But those massive columns . . .

Whatever; she’d figure it out. Meanwhile, there was cat-pee/overripe-soup/mildew/old-lady stink to deal with.

Mrs Hannah had lived in the house for fifty-two years. Still, how did a person’s smell permeate lath and plaster? Not that Holly had anything against old people. Though she didn’t know too many.

There had to be something you could do to freshen yourself – a special deodorant – when you reached a certain age.

One way or the other, Matt would settle down. He’d come around, he always did.

Like with the house, itself. He’d never expressed any interest in design, all of a sudden he was into contemporary. Holly had toured a ton of boring white boxes, knowing Matt would always find a reason to say no because that was Matt’s thing.

By the time Holly’s dream house materialized, he didn’t care about style, just a good price.

The deal had been one of those warp-speed magical things, like when the stars are all aligned and your karma’s perfectly positioned: Old lady dies, greedy kids want quick cash and contact Coldwell and randomly get hooked up with Vanessa, and Vanessa calls Holly before the house goes on the market because she owes Holly big-time, all those nights talking Vanessa down from bad highs, listening to Vanessa’s nonstop litany of personal issues.

Toss in the biggest real estate slump in decades and the fact that Holly had been a little Ms Scroogette working twelve-hour days as a P.R. drone since graduating college nine years ago and Matt was even tighter plus he’d gotten that raise plus that IPO they got to invest in from one of Matt’s tech buddies had paid off, and they had just enough for the down payment and to qualify for financing.

Mine!

Including the tree.

Holly struggled with a balky old brass handle – original hardware! – shoved a warped French door open, and stepped out into the yard. Making her way through the obstacle course of felled branches, death-browned leaves, and ragged pieces of bark, she reached the fence that separated her property from the neighbors.

This was her first serious look at the mess, and it was even worse than she’d thought: The tree company had sawed away with abandon, allowing the chunks to fall on unprotected ground. The result was a whole bunch of holes – craters, a real disaster.

Maybe she could use that to threaten a big-time lawsuit unless they carted everything away and cleaned up properly.

She’d need a lawyer. One who’d take it on contingency . . . God, those holes were ugly, sprouting thick, wormy masses of roots and a nasty-looking giant splinter.

She kneeled at the rim of the grossest crater, tugged at the roots. No give. Moving to a smaller pit, she dislodged only dust.

At the third hole, as she managed to tug loose a thatch of smaller roots, her fingers brushed against something cold. Metallic.

Buried treasure, aye aye, pirate booty! Wouldn’t that be justice!

Laughing, Holly brushed away soil and rocks, revealed a patch of pale blue. Then a red cross. A few more strokes and the entire top of the metal thing came into view.

A box, like a safe-deposit box but larger. Blue except for the red cross at the center.

Something medical? Or just kids burying who-knew-what in an abandoned receptacle?

Holly tried to budge the box. It shimmied but held fast. She rocked it back and forth, made some progress but was unable to free the darn thing.

Then she remembered and went to the garage and retrieved the ancient spade from the stack of rusty tools left behind by the sellers. Another broken promise, they’d pledged to clean up completely, gave the excuse that the tools were still usable, they were just trying to be nice.

Like Matt would ever use hedge clippers or a rake or a hand edger.

Returning to the hole, she wedged the spade’s flat mouth between metal and dirt and put a little weight into the pry. A creak sounded but the box only budged a tiny bit, stubborn devil. Maybe she could pop the lid to see what was inside . . . nope, the clasp was held tight by soil. She worked the spade some more, same lack of progress.

Back in the old days she would’ve borne down hard. Back when she did Zumba twice a week and yoga once a week and ran 10Ks and didn’t have to avoid sushi or carpaccio or latte or Chardonnay.

All for you, Aimee.

Now every week brought increasing fatigue, everything she’d taken for granted was an ordeal. She stood there, catching her breath. Okay, time for an alternative plan: Inserting the spade along every inch of the box’s edges, she let loose a series of tiny, sharp tugs, working methodically, careful not to strain.

After two go-rounds, she began again, had barely pushed down on the spade when the box’s left side popped up and it flew out of the hole and Holly staggered back, caught off-balance.

The spade fell from her hands as she used both arms to fight for stability.

She felt herself going down, willed herself not to, managed to stay on her feet.

Close call. She was wheezing like an asthmatic couch potato. Finally, she recovered enough to drag the blue box onto the dirt.

No lock on the latch, just a hasp and loop, rusted through. But the rest of the box had turned green from oxidation, and a patch worn through the blue paint explained that: bronze. From the weight, solid. That had to be worth something by itself.

Sucking in a lungful of air, Holly jiggled with the hasp until she freed it.

‘Presto-gizmo,’ she said, lifting the lid.

The bottom and sides of the box were lined with browned newspaper. Resting in the nest of clippings was something wrapped in fuzzy cloth – a satin-edged blanket, once blue, now faded mostly to tan and pale green. Purplish splotches on the satin borders.

Something worth wrapping. Burying. Excited, Holly lifted the blanket out of the box.

Feeling disappointed immediately because whatever was inside had no serious weight to it, scratch doubloons or gold bars or rose-cut diamonds.

Laying the blanket on the ground, Holly took hold of a seam and unfurled.

The thing that had been inside the blanket grinned up at her.

Then it shape-shifted, oh God, and she cried out and it fell apart in front of her eyes because all that had held it together was the tension of the blanket-wrap.

Tiny skeleton, now a scatter of loose bones.

The skull had landed right in front of her. Smiling. Black eyeholes insanely piercing.

Two minuscule tooth-thingies on the bottom jaw looked ready to bite.

Holly sat there, unable to move or breathe or think.

A bird peeped.

Silence bore down on Holly.

A leg bone rolled to one side as if by its own power and she let out a wordless retch of fear and revulsion.

That did nothing to discourage the skull. It kept staring. Like it knew something.

Holly mustered all of her strength and screamed.

Kept screaming.
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THE WOMAN was blond, pretty, white-faced, pregnant.

Her name was Holly Ruche and she sat hunched atop a tree stump, one of a dozen or so massive, chain-sawed segments taking up a good portion of the run-down backyard. Breathing hard and clutching her belly, she clenched her eyes shut. One of Milo’s cards rested between her right thumb and forefinger, crumpled beyond recognition. For the second time since I’d arrived, she waved off help from the paramedics.

They hung around anyway, paying scant attention to the uniforms and the coroner’s crew. Everyone standing around looking superfluous; it would take an anthropologist to make sense of this.

Milo had phoned the EMTs first. ‘Priorities. It’s not like there’s any emergency to the rest of it.’

The rest of it was an assortment of brown bones that had once been a baby’s skeleton, scattered on an old blanket. Not a random toss, the general shape was of a tiny, disarticulated human body.

Open sutures in the skull and a couple of dental eruptions in the mandible made my guess four to six months, but my Ph.D.’s in the wrong science for that kind of prophecy. The smallest bones – fingers, toes – weren’t much thicker than toothpicks.

Looking at the poor little thing made my eyes hurt. I shifted my attention to details.

Beneath the blanket was a wad of newspaper clippings from 1951 lining a blue metal box around two feet long. The paper was the L.A. Daily News, defunct since 1954. A sticker on the side of the box read Property Swedish Benevolent Hospital and Infirmary, 232 Central Avenue, Los Angeles, Ca. – an institution just confirmed by Milo to have shut down in ’52.

The homely, squat Tudor house fronting the yard looked to be older than that, probably from the twenties when so much of L.A. had taken shape.

Holly Ruche began crying.

A paramedic approached again. ‘Ma’am?’

‘I’m fine . . .’ Swollen-eyed, hair cut in an off-kilter bob mussed by nervous hands, she focused on Milo, as if for the first time, shifted to me, shook her head, stood.

Folding her arms across her occupied abdomen, she said, ‘When can I have my house back, Detective?’

‘Soon as we finish processing, Ms Ruche.’

She regarded me again.

Milo said, ‘This is Dr Delaware, our consulting psychologist—’

‘Psychologist? Is someone worried about my mental health?’

‘No, ma’am. We sometimes call Dr Delaware in when—’

‘Thanks but I’m fine.’ Shuddering, she glanced back to where she’d found the bones. ‘So horrible.’

Milo said, ‘How deeply was the box buried?’

‘I don’t know – not deep, I was able to pull it up, wasn’t I? You don’t really think this is a real crime, do you? I mean a new one. It’s historical, not for the police, right? The house was constructed in 1927 but it could’ve even been there way before, the land used to be bean fields and grapevines, if you dug up the neighborhood – any neighborhood – who knows what you’d find.’

She placed a hand on her chest. Seemed to be fighting for oxygen.

Milo said, ‘Maybe you should sit down, ma’am.’

‘Don’t worry, I promise I’m okay.’

‘How about we let the paramedics take a look at you—’

‘I’ve already been looked at,’ she said. ‘By a real doctor, yesterday, my ob-gyn, everything’s perfect.’

‘How far along are you?’

‘Five months.’ Her smile was frigid. ‘What could possibly not be okay? I own a gorgeous house. Even though you’re processing it.’ She hmphed. ‘It’s their fault, all I wanted to do was have them get rid of the tree, if they hadn’t done it sloppy, this would never have happened.’

‘The previous owners?’

‘The Hannahs, Mark and Brenda, it was their mother’s, she died, they couldn’t wait to cash out . . . hey, here’s something for you, Detective . . . I’m sorry, what’d you say your name was?’

‘Lieutenant Sturgis.’

‘Here’s something, Lieutenant Sturgis: The old woman was ninety-three when she died, she lived here for a long time, the house still smells of her. So she could easily have . . . done that.’

‘We’ll look into it, Ms Ruche.’

‘What exactly does processing mean?’

‘Depends on what else we find.’

She reached into a jean pocket and drew out a phone that she jabbed angrily. ‘C’mon, answer already – oh, I got you. Finally. Listen, I need you to come over . . . to the house. You won’t believe what happened . . . what? No, I can’t – okay, soon as the meeting’s finished . . . no, don’t call, just come over.’

She hung up.

Milo said, ‘Your husband?’

‘He’s an accountant.’ As if that explained it. ‘So what’s processing?’

‘Our first step will be bringing some dogs in to sniff around, depending upon what they come up with, maybe a below-ground sonar to see if anything else is buried down there.’

‘Else?’ said Holly Ruche. ‘Why would there be anything else?’

‘No reason, but we need to be thorough.’

‘You’re saying my home is a graveyard? That’s disgusting. All you’ve got is some old bones, there’s no reason to think there’s more.’

‘I’m sure you’re right—’

‘Of course I’m right, I own this place. The house and the land.’

A hand fluttered to her abdomen. She massaged. ‘My baby’s developing perfectly.’

‘That’s great, Ms Ruche.’

She stared at Milo, gave out a tiny squeak. Her eyes rolled back, her mouth went slack, she pitched backward.

Milo and I both caught her. Her skin was dank, clammy. As she went limp, the paramedics rushed over, looking oddly satisfied.

I-told-you-so nods. One of them said, ‘It’s always the stubborn ones. We’ll take it from here, Lieutenant.’

Milo said, ‘You sure as hell will,’ and went to call the anthropologist.
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LIZ WILKINSON had just finished a lecture at the U., would be over in twenty. Milo went to make more calls and I sat with Holly Ruche.

All vital signs fine per the EMTs, but she needed to rest and get down some fluids. They gave me custody of the Gatorade squeeze bottle, packed up and left for an emergency call near the 405 freeway.

The first time I offered the bottle to Holly she clamped her mouth and shook her head. The second time, her lips parted. Several sips later, she smiled and lowered her right hand until it rested atop my left. Her skin had warmed. She said, ‘I feel much better . . . you’re a psychologist for victim aid?’

‘I do what’s needed, there’s no set routine.’

‘I guess I am a victim. Of sorts.’

‘It had to be rough.’

‘It was horrible. Do you think he’s going to dig up my entire yard?’

‘He won’t do anything unnecessary.’

‘That sounds like you’re covering for him.’

‘I’m judging from experience.’

‘So you work with him a lot.’

‘I do.’

‘Must be . . . ooh.’ She winced, touched her belly. The black jersey of her top puffed. ‘She’s moving like crazy – it’s a girl.’

‘Congratulations.’

‘Girls rule.’ She grinned. ‘I’m looking forward to having a little BFF.’ Another grimace. ‘Wow, she’s being really hyper . . . oh, my . . . that one smarted a bit, she’s kicking me in the ribs.’

I said, ‘First baby?’

‘You can tell?’ she said. ‘I’m coming across like an amateur?’

‘Not at all. You’re young.’

‘Not that young,’ she said. ‘I’m thirty-one.’

‘That’s young.’

‘My mother had me when she was eighteen.’

‘That’s younger.’

She laughed, grew serious. ‘I didn’t want that.’

‘Starting so young.’

Her eyes shifted upward. ‘The way she did it . . . but I always knew I wanted it.’

‘Motherhood.’

‘Motherhood, house, yard, the whole domestic-goddess thing . . . it’s going to be great.’ Looking past me, she took in the crime scene techs studying the tree segments. They’d arrived fifteen minutes ago, were waiting for Liz Wilkinson, had placed a white cloth over the blue box. The fabric had settled into an oblong; a deflated ghost costume.

Holly Ruche said, ‘I can’t have them turning my property into a disaster zone or something. I know it’s not much right now but I have plans.’

Not a word about the tiny bones. I wondered why a married woman would avoid the plural form.

‘It was all coming together,’ she said. ‘Then that crazy tree had to—’

Movement from the driveway caused us both to turn. A man around Holly’s age, skinny-but-soft, bald and bearded, studied the felled tree before heading over. He wore a long-sleeved blue shirt, gray slacks, brown shoes. Beeper on his belt, iPhone in his hand, aviator sunglasses perched atop his clean head.

‘Hey,’ she said.

‘Hey,’ he said.

His wedding ring matched hers. Neither of them took the greeting beyond that. He had one of those faces that’s allergic to smiling, kept several feet between himself and Holly, looked put-upon.

She said, ‘Matt?’

His attention shifted to the hand she’d continued to drape over mine.

I stood, introduced myself.

He said, ‘A doctor? There’s a problem, health-wise?’

‘She’s doing well, considering.’

‘Good. Matt Ruche. She’s my wife.’

Holly said, ‘Doctor as in psychologist. He’s been giving me support.’

Matt Ruche’s eyes narrowed. ‘Okay.’

His wife flashed him a broad, flat smile. ‘I’m feeling much better now. It was crazy. Finding it.’

‘Had to be . . . so when can we clean up?’

‘Don’t know, they’ll tell us.’

‘That sucks.’

‘They have to do their job, Matt.’

He touched his beeper. ‘What a hassle.’

‘The stupid tree fell down,’ said Holly. ‘No way could anyone—’

‘Whatever.’ He glanced at his phone.

I turned to leave.

Holly Ruche said, ‘Hold on, one sec.’

She got to her feet. ‘Do you have a card, Dr Delaware?’

I found one. Matt Ruche reached to take it. She beat him to it. He flushed clear up to his scalp. Shrugging, he began texting.

Holly gripped my hand with both of hers. ‘Thanks.’

I wished her good luck just as Liz Wilkinson strode into the yard, carrying two hard-shell cases. She had on a pantsuit the color of bitter-sweet chocolate; same hue as her skin, a couple of tones lighter. A white coat was draped over one arm. Her hair had been straightened recently and she wore it loose and long. She saw me, waved, kept going.

Someone must’ve prepped her because she headed straight for the tarp, put on the coat, tied her hair back, gloved up, stooped, and drew the cloth back deftly.

‘Oh, look at this poor little thing.’

The bones seemed even smaller, the color of browned butter in places, nearly black in others. Fragile as lace. I could see tiny nubs running along the chewing surfaces of both jaws. Un-erupted tooth buds.

Liz’s lower lip extended. ‘Buried under the tree?’

I pointed out the hole. Liz examined the blue box.

‘Swedish Hospital? Never heard of it.’

‘Closed down in ’52. What do you think the box was originally used for?’

‘Maybe exactly this,’ she said.

‘A morgue receptacle?’

‘I was thinking something used to transfer remains.’

‘The baby died a natural death in the hospital and someone took the body?’

‘Bodies don’t stay in hospitals, they go to mortuaries, Alex. After that, who knows? Regulations were looser back then.’

I said, ‘The box is solid brass. Maybe it was intended to transfer lab specimens and someone thought iron or steel increased the risk of oxidation.’

She returned to the skeleton, put on magnifying eyeglasses, got an inch from the bones. ‘No wires or drill holes, probably no bleach or chemical treatment, so it doesn’t appear to be a teaching specimen.’ She touched the tooth buds. ‘Not a newborn, not with those mandibular incisors about to come through, best guess is four to seven months, which fits the overall size of the skeleton. Though if the baby was neglected or abused, it could be older . . . no fractures or stress marks . . . I’m not seeing any obvious tool marks – no wounds of any sort . . . the neck bones appear to be intact, so cross out strangulation . . . no obvious bone malformations, either, like from rickets or some other deficiency . . . in terms of sex, it’s too young for sexual dimorphism. But if we can get some DNA, we can determine gender and possibly a degree of racial origin. Unfortunately, the backlog’s pretty bad and something this old and cold isn’t going to be prioritized. In terms of time since death, I can do some carbon dating but my gut tells me this isn’t some ancient artifact.’

I said, ‘The box was out of active use in ’52, those newspaper clippings are from ’51, and the house was built in ’27. I know that doesn’t determine the time frame—’

‘But it’s a good place to start, I agree. So rather than go all super-tech from the get-go, Milo should pull up real estate records, find out who’s lived here, and work backward. He identifies a suspect, we can prioritize DNA. Unless the suspect’s deceased, which is quite possible if we’re talking a sixty-, seventy-year-old crime. That’s the case, maybe some relative will cooperate and we can get a partial.’

A deep voice behind and above us grumbled, ‘Milo has begun pulling up real estate records. Afternoon, Elizabeth.’

Liz looked up. ‘Hi, didn’t see you when I came in.’

Milo said, ‘In the house making calls.’

And taking the detective walk through the empty space. His expression said that nothing obvious had come up. ‘So what do you think, kid?’

Liz repeated her initial impressions. ‘Not that you need me for any of that.’

He said, ‘Young Moses needs you, I appreciate your input.’

Detective I Moe Reed was her true love. They’d met at a swamp full of corpses.

She laughed. ‘Moses appreciates me, too. Say hi when you see him, which is probably before I will.’

She stood. ‘So what else can I do for you?’

‘Take custody of the bones and do your wizard thing. If you need the box, you can have it, otherwise it’s going to the crime lab.’

‘Don’t need the box,’ she said. ‘But I’m not really sure I can tell you much more.’

‘How about age of victim?’

‘I’ll get it as close as I can,’ she said. ‘We can also x-ray to see if some sort of damage comes up within the bones, though that’s unlikely. There’s certainly nothing overt to indicate assault or worse. So we could be talking a natural death.’

‘Natural but someone buried it under a tree?’ He frowned. ‘I hate that – it.’ His shirt had come loose over his paunch. He tucked it in, hitched his trousers.

Liz said, ‘Maybe covert burial does imply some sort of guilt. And no visible marks doesn’t eliminate murder, asphyxiating a baby is way too easy. And it’s not rare in infanticides.’

‘Soft kill,’ he said.

She blinked. ‘Never heard that before.’

‘I’m a master of terrible irony.’
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MILO AND I returned to Holly Ruche. Her husband was gone.

She said, ‘He had a meeting.’

Milo said, ‘Accountant stuff.’

‘Not too exciting, huh?’

Milo said, ‘Most jobs are a lot of routine.’

She scanned the yard. ‘I’d still like to know why a psychologist was called in. Are you saying whoever lived here was a maniac?’

‘Not at all.’ He turned to me: ‘You’re fired, Doc.’

I said, ‘Finally.’

Holly Ruche smiled for half a second.

Milo said, ‘That woman in the white coat is a forensic anthropologist.’

‘The black woman? Interesting . . .’ Her hands clenched. ‘I really hope this doesn’t turn out to be one of those mad-dog serial killer things, bodies all over the place. If that’s what happens, I could never live here. We’d be tied up in court, that would be a disaster.’

‘I’m sure everything will turn out fine.’

‘Just one little teensy skeleton?’ she snapped. ‘That’s fine?’

She looked down at her abdomen. ‘Sorry, Lieutenant, it’s just – I just can’t stand seeing my place overrun with strangers.’

‘I understand. No reason to stick around, Holly.’

‘This is my home, my apartment’s just a way station.’

He said, ‘We’re gonna need the area clear for the dogs.’

‘The dogs,’ she said. ‘They find something, you’ll bring in machinery and tear up everything.’

‘We prefer noninvasive methods like ground-penetrating radar, air and soil analysis.’

‘How do you analyze air?’

‘We insert thin flexible tubing into air pockets, but with something this old, decomposition smells are unlikely.’

‘And if you find something suspicious, you bring in machines and start ripping and shredding. Okay, I will leave but please make sure if you turned on any lights you turn them off. We just got the utilities registered in our name and the last thing I need is paying the police department’s electrical bill.’

She walked away, using that oddly appealing waddle pregnant women acquire. Hands clenched, neck rigid.

Milo said, ‘High-strung girl.’

I said, ‘Not the best of mornings. Plus her marriage doesn’t seem to be working too well.’

‘Ah . . . notice how I avoided telling her how you got here. No sense disillusioning the citizenry.’

Most homicides are mundane and on the way to clearance within a day or two. Milo sometimes calls me on ‘the interesting ones.’

This time, though, it was a matter of lunch.

Steak, salad, and scotch to be exact, at a place just west of Downtown. We’d both spent the morning at the D.A.’s office, he reviewing the file on a horrific multiple murder, I in the room next door, proofreading my witness statement on the same killings.

He’d tried to avoid the experience, taking vacation time then ignoring messages. But when Deputy D.A. John Nguyen phoned him at midnight and threatened to come over with cartons of week-old vegan takeout, Milo had capitulated.

‘Sensible decision and don’t even think of flaking on me,’ said Nguyen. ‘Also ask Delaware if he wants to take care of his business at the same time, the drafts just came in.’

Milo picked me up at nine a.m., driving the Porsche 928 he shares with his partner, Rick Silverman. He wore an unhealthily shiny gray aloha shirt patterned with leering sea lions and clinically depressed angelfish, baggy, multi-pleated khakis, scuffed desert boots. The shirt did nothing to improve his indoor pallor, but he loved Hawaii so why not?

Solving the multiple had taken a lot out of him, chiefly because he’d nearly died in the process. I’d saved his life and that was something neither of us had ever imagined. Months had passed and we still hadn’t talked about it. I figured it was up to him to broach the topic and so far he hadn’t.

When we finished at the court building, he looked anything but celebratory. But he insisted on taking me out for a seventy-buck sirloin-T-bone combo and ‘all the Chivas you can tolerate, boy-o, seeing as I’m the designated wheelman.’

An hour later, all we’d done was eat and drink and make the kind of small talk that doesn’t work well between real friends.

I rejected dessert but he went for a three-scoop praline sundae drowned in hot fudge syrup and pineapple sauce. He’d lost a bit of weight since facing mortality, was carrying maybe two forty on his stilt-legged seventy-five inches, most of it around the middle. Watching him maximize the calories made it tempting to theorize about anxiety, denial, masked depression, guilt, choose your psychobabble. I’d known him long enough to know that sometimes gluttony was a balm, other times an expression of joy.

He’d finished two scoops when his phone signaled a text. Wiping his chin and brushing coarse black hair off his pockmarked forehead, he read.

‘Well, well, well. It’s good I didn’t indulge in the firewater. Time to go.’

‘New case?’

‘Of sorts,’ he said. ‘Bones buried in an old box under an older tree, from the size, a baby.’

‘Of sorts?’

‘Sounds like an old one so probably not much to do other than trace ownership of the property.’ Tossing cash on the table, he got up. ‘Want me to drop you off?’

‘Where’s the property?’

‘Cheviot Hills.’

‘No need to drive all the way to my place then circle back.’

‘Up to you,’ he said. ‘I probably won’t be that long.’

Back at the car, he tucked the aloha shirt into the khakis, retrieved a sad brown tweed sport coat from the trunk, ended up with a strange sartorial meld of Scottish Highlands and Oahu.

‘A baby,’ I said.

He said nothing.
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SECONDS AFTER Liz Wilkinson left with the bones, Moe Reed beeped in.

Milo muttered, ‘Two ships passing,’ clicked his cell on conference.

Reed said, ‘Got all the deed holders, El Tee, should have a list for you by the time you get back. Anything else?’

‘That’ll do it for now, Moses. Regards from your inamorata.’

‘My what?’

‘Your true love. She was just here.’

‘Oh,’ said Reed. ‘Yeah, of course, bones. She have anything to say?’

‘Just that she thinks you’re dreamy.’

Reed laughed. ‘Let’s hope she holds that thought ’cause we’re going out tonight. Unless you need me to work late or something.’

‘Not a chance,’ said Milo. ‘This one won’t earn overtime for anyone.’

Reed was waiting outside Milo’s office, holding a sheaf of paper and sipping from a water bottle. His blond hair had grown out a couple of inches from the usual crew cut, his young face was pink and unlined, belying his old-soul approach to life. Massive muscles strained the sleeves of his blue blazer. His pants were creased, his shoes spit-shined. I’d never seen him dress any other way.

‘Just got a call, El Tee, got to run. Blunt force trauma DB in a bar on Washington not far from Sony Studios.’

‘Go detect.’

‘Doesn’t sound like much detection,’ said Reed. ‘Offender’s still at the scene, patrol found him standing on top of the bar yelling space demons made him do it. More like your department, Doc.’

‘Not unless I’ve offended someone.’

He laughed, hurried off. Milo unlocked his door.

One of Milo’s lieutenant perks, negotiated years ago in a trade-off deal with a criminally vulnerable former chief of police, is his own space, separate from the big detective room. Another’s the ability to continue working cases, rather than push paper like most lieutenants do. The new chief could’ve abrogated the deal but he was smart enough to check out Milo’s solve stats and though he amuses himself with chronic abuse of ‘Mr So-Called Hotshot’ he doesn’t fix what isn’t broken.

The downside is a windowless work space the size of a closet. Milo is long-limbed and bulky and when he stretches he often touches plaster. When he’s in a certain mood the place has the feel of an old-fashioned zoo cage, one of those claustrophobic confinements utilized before people started thinking of animals as having souls.

He sank down into his desk chair, setting off a tirade of squeaks, read the list, passed it over.

Holly Ruche’s dream abode was a thirty-one-hundred-square-foot single-family residence situated in what was then the Monte Mar-Vista Tract, completed on January 5, 1927, and sold three months later to Mr and Mrs Jacob Thornton. After ten years, possession passed to the Thorntons’ daughter, Marjorie, who unloaded the property thirteen months later to Dr and Mrs Malcolm Crowell Larner.

The Larners lived there until 1943, when the deed was transferred to Dr and Mrs George J. Del Rios. The Del Rioses resided at the property until 1955, after which possession shifted to the Del Rios Family Trust. In 1961, ownership passed to the Robert and Alice Hannah Family Trust and in ’74 Alice Hannah, newly widowed, took sole possession, a status that had endured until sixty days ago when her heirs sold to Mr and Mrs Matthew Ruche.

Initial purchase price: forty-eight hundred dollars. Holly and Matt had gotten a recession bargain at nine hundred forty thousand dollars, with a down payment of a hundred seventy-five thousand and the remainder financed by a low-interest loan.

Milo jabbed the list twice. ‘Dr Larner to Dr Del Rios. The time frame works, that box came from a hospital, and a shady white-coat fits with swiping medical equipment for personal use.’

I said, ‘I’d start with the period of those newspaper clippings – post-’51. That narrows it to the Del Rioses’ ownership.’

‘Agreed. Let’s see what we can learn about these folk.’

He plugged in his department password and typed away, chewing a cold cigar to pulp. Official databases yielded nothing on Dr George Del Rios other than a death certificate in 1947, age sixty-three, natural causes. A search for other decedents with the same surname pulled up Del Rios, Ethel A., DOD 1954, age sixty-four, cancer, and Del Rios, Edward A., DOD 1960, age forty-five, vehicular accident.

‘I like Edward A. as a starting point,’ he said. ‘The trust sold the house a year after he died, so there’s a decent chance he was George and Ethel’s boy and inherited the place.’

I said, ‘A boy in his thirties who George and Ethel might’ve worried about, so they left the house in trust rather than bequeathed it to him outright. And even though the trustee didn’t get it until ’55, a son could have had access to the property before then, when Mama was living there alone.’

‘She goes to bridge club, he digs a little hole.’

‘Maybe their lack of faith was due to lifestyle issues.’

‘Eddie’s a miscreant.’

‘Back then a well-heeled miscreant could avoid stigma, so “vehicular accident” might’ve been code for a one-car DUI. But some stigmas you’d need to take care of yourself. Like a socially embarrassing out-of-wedlock birth.’

He said, ‘Eddie’s married and the mother’s someone other than wifey? Yeah, that would be blush-inducing at the country club.’

‘Even if Eddie was a bachelor playboy, burying a social inconvenience could’ve seemed like a grand idea.’

He thought. ‘I like it, Alex, let’s dig dirt on this charmer. Pun intended.’

He searched for obituaries on all three family members. Dr George J. Del Rios’s was featured in the Times and the Examiner. He’d been an esteemed, certain-to-be-missed cardiologist on staff at St Vincent Hospital as well as a faculty member at the med school where I sometimes taught. No final bio for his widow. Nothing on her at all.

Father Edward Del Rios, director of the Good Shepherd Orphanage of Santa Barbara, had perished when a bus ferrying children from that institution to the local zoo had veered off Cabrillo Boulevard on July 6, 1960. Several of the children had been injured, a few seriously, but all had recovered. The priest and the bus driver hadn’t been so lucky.

The Santa Barbara News-Press covered the crash on its front page, reporting that ‘several of the terrified youngsters describe the driver, Meldrom Perry, suddenly slumping over the wheel leading to the bus going out of control. The children also report that “Father Eddie” made an heroic attempt to gain control of the vehicle. Both Perry, 54, of Vista, and Father Del Rios, just days from his 46th birthday, perished after being thrown free of the bus. But the man of God’s valiant attempts may have prevented an even worse disaster. An investigation has begun into allegations that Perry suffered from a prior heart condition, a fact known to the bus charter company, an outfit with previous violations on record.’

‘Some playboy,’ said Milo. ‘Poor guy was a damn hero.’

I said, ‘He lived in Santa Barbara so the house was probably rented out during his ownership.’

‘And try finding a tenant. Okay, time to canvass the neighborhood, maybe some old-timer will remember that far back.’

‘There’s another reason the house could’ve been left in trust: Father Eddie was in charge but he had siblings.’

‘Seeing as he was Catholic?’

‘Seeing as most people have siblings. If you can access any trust documents, they’ll list who else benefited.’

It took a while, but an appendix stashed in the bowels of the tax rolls finally yielded the data.

Two brothers, one sister, all younger than Father Eddie. Ferdinand and Mary Alice had passed away decades ago in their sixties, consistent with the genetic endowment bestowed by their parents.

The baby of the family, John Jacob Del Rios, was listed as residing in Burbank. Age eighty-nine.

Milo looked up his number and called. Generally, he switches to speaker so I can listen in. This time, he forgot or chose not to do so and I sat there as he introduced himself, explained the reason for calling as an ‘occurrence’ at John J. Del Rios’s old family home, listened for a while, said, ‘Thank you, sir,’ and hung up.

‘Sounds young for his age, more than happy to talk about the good old days. But it needs to be tomorrow, he’s entertaining a “lady friend.” He also let me know he’d been on the job.’

‘LAPD?’

‘Sheriff.’

He typed some more. Commander John J. Del Rios had run the Sheriff’s Correctional Division from 1967 through 1974, retired with pension, and received a citation from his boss for distinguished service. Further cyber-snooping pulled up a ten-year stretch at a private security firm. After that, nothing.

Milo made a few calls to contacts at the tan-shirts. No one remembered Del Rios.

I said, ‘Entertaining a lady friend? Maybe he’s our playboy. He’d have been in his twenties, prime time for an active sexual life.’

‘We’ll check him out tomorrow. Eleven a.m. After his golf game.’

‘Golf, women, the good life,’ I said. ‘A good long life.’

‘The priest dies young, the hedonist thrives? Yeah, I love when justice prevails.’
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THE FOLLOWING morning, I picked Milo up on Butler Avenue and Santa Monica, just north of the West L.A. station.

The bones had made the morning news, print and TV, with Holly Ruche’s name left out and the neighborhood described as ‘affluent Westside.’ Milo was carrying a folded Times by his side. He wore a lint-gray suit, algae-green shirt, poly tie the color of venous blood. The sun wasn’t kind to his pockmarked face; that and his size and his glower made him someone you’d cross the street to avoid.

He appreciates the value of publicity as much as any experienced detective. But he likes to control the flow, and I expected him to be angry about the leak. He got into the Seville, stretched, yawned, said ‘Top of the morning,’ thumbed to the editorial pages. Scanning the op-ed columns, he muttered cheerfully: ‘Stupid, stupid, stupid, and big surprise . . . more stupid.’

Folding the paper, he tossed it in back.

I said, ‘Any tips come in from the story?’

‘Nothing serious, so far. Moe and Sean are working the phones. The good news for Mr and Mrs Ruche is the dogs turned up nothing else, ditto for radar and sniff-tubes. Nothing remotely iffy in the house, either, so looks like we’ve got a lone antique whodunit, not a psycho cemetery.’

He stretched some more.

I said, ‘You’re okay with the leak.’

‘That’s like saying I’m okay with earthquakes. What’s my choice?’

He closed his eyes, kept them shut as I got on the 405. By the time I was over the hills and dipping down into the Valley and the 101 East, he was snoring with glee.

Burbank is lots of things: a working- to middle-class suburb, host to film lots and TV studios, no-nonsense neighbor to the mansions and estates of Toluca Lake where Bob Hope, William Holden, the Three Stooges, and other luminaries established a celebrity outpost that avoided the Westside riffraff.

The city also butts up against Griffith Park and has its own equestrian center and horse trails. John Jacob Del Rios lived just north-east of the park, on a street of ranch houses set on half-acre lots. Paddocks were visible at the ends of driveways. The aroma of well-seasoned equine dung seasoned the air. A shortage of trees helped the sun along and as noon approached, the asphalt simmered and a scorch, like that of an iron left too long on wool, melded with the horse odors.

Del Rios’s residence was redwood-sided, shingle-roofed, fronted by a marine-buzz lawn. An old wagon wheel was propped to the left of the door. A white Suburban with utility tires was parked at the onset of the driveway, inches behind a horse trailer. No paddock in view but a corral fashioned from metal piping housed a beautiful black mare with a white diamond on her chest. She watched us approach, gave two short blinks, flicked her tail.

I took the time to get a closer look. She cocked her head flirtatiously.

Glossy coat, soft eyes. Years ago, I’d take breaks from the cancer wards and ride up at Sunset Ranch, near the Hollywood sign. I loved horses. It had been too long.

I smiled at the mare. She winked.

Milo said, ‘C’mon, Hopalong, time to meet John Wayne.’

The man who answered the door was more Gregory Peck than Duke: six five, and patrician, with a shelf of deeply cleft chin, a well-aligned arrogantly tilted nose, and thick hair as snowy as well-beaten egg whites. His eyes were clear blue, his skin clear bronze veneered by a fine mesh of wrinkles, his build still athletically proportioned save for some hunching of the shoulders and widening of the hips. Nearing ninety, John J. Del Rio looked fifteen years younger.

He wore a blue-and-white mini-check long-sleeved shirt, navy slacks, black calfskin loafers. The blue-faced steel Rolex on his left wrist was chunky and authoritative. Rimless, hexagonal eyeglasses gave him the look of a popular professor. Emeritus for years, but invited back to campus often.

Or one of those actors hired by health insurance companies to play Elderly-but-Fit on their scam commercials.

He proffered a hand larger than Milo’s. ‘Lieutenant? J. J. Del Rios, good to meet you. And this is . . .’

‘Dr Alex Delaware, our consulting psychologist.’

‘I was a psychology major, myself, at Stanford.’ To me: ‘Studied with Professor Ernest Hilgard, I assume you’ve heard of him.’

I said, ‘Of course.’

He turned back to Milo. ‘I read about your “occurrence” this morning. Least I’m assuming that’s the case you’re working. Is it?’

Milo said, ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Box of baby bones. Sad. The article said they were probably old, I figure you’re here to pinpoint a likely offender using property tax rolls. Am I right?’

Milo smiled.

John J. Del Rios said, ‘Can’t fault you for that approach, makes sense. But if it’s an old 187, why the psych angle?’

Milo said, ‘Cases that are out of the ordinary, we find the input helpful.’

‘Psychological autopsy?’

‘Basically. Could we come in, sir?’

‘Oh, sure,’ said Del Rios. ‘No sense keeping you in the heat.’

He waved us into a lime-green, beam-ceilinged front room cooled by a grumbling window A.C. Burnt-orange carpeting was synthetic, spotless, firm as hardwood. Blocky oak furniture from the seventies, the kind purchased as a suite, was placed predictably. Horse prints clipped from magazines were the concession to art. The only sign of modernity was a wall-mounted flat-screen, hung carefully so no wires showed. A pass-through counter led to a kitchen devoid of counter equipment. The house was clean and orderly, but ripe with the stale-sweat/burnt-coffee/Old Spice tang of longtime bachelorhood.

J. J. Del Rios headed for an avocado-colored fridge. ‘Something to drink? I’m having a shot of grape juice. Virgin Cabernet, if you will.’ He gave a bark-like chuckle. ‘Too early for my one-a-day booze infusion but the antioxidants in grape skin are good for you, you don’t even need the alcohol.’ He brandished a bottle half full with magenta liquid. ‘Good stuff, no added sugar.’

‘Water’ll be fine, sir.’

‘“Sir.” Been a while since I heard that from someone who meant it.’ Another low, clipped laugh. ‘Don’t miss the job but there was a nice order to it, everyone knowing their place.’

‘You ran the jail division.’

‘Big fun,’ said Del Rios. ‘Keeping lowlifes locked up, making sure they knew they weren’t living at the Hilton.’

‘How long did you do it?’ said Milo.

Del Rios returned with two waters in one huge hand, juice in the other. We all sat.

‘What’s this, small talk to gain rapport? If you know I ran it, you know for how long.’

Milo said, ‘Didn’t dig that deep, sir.’

Del Rios snorted that off. ‘Tell me about your bones.’

‘Infant,’ said Milo. ‘Half a year old, give or take.’

‘That was in the paper.’

‘That’s what we know so far.’

‘You’ve narrowed down the time frame to when my family owned the place?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘How?’

‘Afraid I can’t get into that, sir.’

Del Rios smiled. ‘Now I’m not liking the “sir” so much.’

Milo smiled back.

The warmth generated by the exchange might’ve heated a baby gnat.

Del Rios said, ‘No sense drawing this out. My family had nothing to do with it but I can’t tell you none of the tenants did. Nor can I give you a name, I have no idea who rented the place, stayed completely out of it.’

‘Out of real estate?’

‘Out of anything that got in the way of having fun.’ Del Rios drank grape juice. Smacked his lips, dabbed them with a linen handkerchief. The resulting magenta stain seemed to fascinate him.

Milo said, ‘We’ve narrowed the time frame to the period your mother lived in the house.’

‘And what period might that be?’

‘Nineteen fifty to ’52.’

‘Well,’ said Del Rios, ‘I’m sure you think you’re clever. Problem is you’re wrong. After Dad died in ’47, Mom did live there by herself, but only until she was diagnosed with both heart disease and cancer.’ The seams across Del Rios’s brow deepened. ‘She was a devout woman, talk about a one–two punch from a benevolent God. It happened winter of ’49, right after the two-year anniversary of Dad’s death. She hung on for four years, the last two were a horror show, the only question was which disease would get her first. We tried having her stay in the house with a nurse but that got to be too much and by the spring of 1950 she was living with my brother Frankie, his real name was Ferdinand, but he hated it so he had us call him Frank. He and his wife lived in Palo Alto, he was in medical residency back then, orthopedics. That lasted until the beginning of ’52, when Mom had to be put in a home near Stanford. During her last year, she was basically vegetative, by ’54 she was gone. Before she moved up north with Frankie and Bertie, she put the house in trust for the four of us. But none of us wanted to live there, it reminded us of dead parents. Frankie was living in Palo Alto, my sister Mary Alice was studying medicine in Chicago, and I, the rotten kid, the dropout, was in the marines and couldn’t care less. So Eddie – the oldest one, he was a priest – hired a management company and we rented it out for years. Like I said, I can’t tell you who any of the tenants were. And everyone else is dead, so you’re out of luck, son.’

‘Do you remember the name of the management company?’

‘Can’t remember something I never knew in the first place,’ said Del Rios. ‘I’m trying to tell you: I had no interest in anything but fun. To me the damn house was a source of moolah. Each month I’d get a check from Eddie for my share of the rent and promptly blow it. Then Eddie died in a bus accident and the three of us got rid of the place, can’t even tell you who bought it, but obviously you know.’

He finished his grape juice. ‘That’s the full story, my friend. Don’t imagine it makes you happy but I can’t change that.’

Milo said, ‘It clarifies things.’

Del Rios removed his glasses. ‘A man who sees the bright side? Funny, you don’t give that impression.’

He stood. We did the same.

Milo said, ‘Thanks for your time, Chief.’

At the door, Del Rios said, ‘When I figured out what you were after, the thought that my family was under suspicion annoyed me. Even though if it was my case, I’d be doing the same thing. Then I realized I couldn’t help you and I started feeling for you, son. Having to dig that far back.’ Winking. ‘So to speak. So here’s one more tidbit that’s probably irrelevant but I don’t want you thinking J.J.’s not simpatico with a fellow officer. Before my brother Eddie became a priest, he was a car nut, an early hot-rodder, into anything with four wheels and a big engine. He even got Dad to buy him a Ford coupe that he souped up and drag-raced. Anyway, one day Eddie and I were having lunch in the city. He was working as an assistant priest at St Vibiana on Main Street, this was before he got transferred to Santa Barbara. During the time Mom was already living with Frankie. Anyway, Eddie says, “Johnny, I drove by the house a few nights ago, making sure the managers were getting the lawn cut better than the last time, and you won’t believe what was parked in the driveway. A Duesie.”’

I said, ‘A Duesenberg.’

‘In the flesh,’ said Del Rios. ‘The metal. It didn’t mean much to me, I didn’t care about cars, still don’t, but Eddie was excited, going on about not just a Duesenberg but one with the big chrome supercharger pipes coming out of the side, apparently that’s a big deal. He informs me this is the greatest car ever built, they were rare to begin with, twenty years later they’re a treasure. He tells me a car like that would’ve cost more new than the house did, he’s wondering how the tenant could have that kind of money, his best guess is she’s got a rich boyfriend. Then he blushes, shuts his mouth, remembering he’s a priest, no more gossip. I laughed like hell, told him he should get himself a hot rod on the sly, it bothers him he can confess about it. Meanwhile he can lay rubber right in front of the church, worst case the cardinal has a stroke. He laughed, we had our lunch, end of topic. Okay?’

‘Female tenant.’

‘That’s what he said,’ said Del Rios. ‘She. A woman fits with a baby. A rich boyfriend fits with an unwanted baby. What do you think, son?’

‘I think, sir, that you’re still at the top of your game.’

‘Always have been. Okay, good, now you have to get out of here, got a hot date and at my age getting ready is a production.’
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AS I drove back to the city, Milo called a DMV supervisor to find out how far back car registrations ran.

‘Inactive records are deleted after a few months, Lieutenant.’

‘What about paper archives?’

‘Nothing like that, sir.’

‘No warehouse in Sacramento?’

‘No such thing, Lieutenant. What exactly are you looking for?’

Milo told her.

She said, ‘With a subpoena, we could give you a list of currently registered Duesenbergs. That German?’

‘American,’ he said.
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