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‘Sophisticated, cleverly plotted and satisfying psychodrama’ Sunday Telegraph


‘High-octane entertainment’ The Times


‘Exceptionally exciting’ New York Times


‘When it comes to psychological or even psychopathic themes, Jonathan Kellerman leads the pack – partly because he is a clinical psychologist and partly because he is a damned good writer’ Guardian


‘He has shaped the psychological mystery into an art form’ LA Times Book Review


‘Often mystery writers can either plot like devils or create believable characters.  Kellerman stands out because he can do both.  Masterfully’ USA Today


‘Jonathan Kellerman has justly earned his reputation as a master of the psychological thriller’ People


‘Kellerman has proved that you can combine action, mystery and believable characters to create an intelligent bestseller’ Crime Time


‘Kellerman’s speciality is getting quietly but persistently inside his hero’s head . . . thoughtful and intelligent stuff . . . that is slick, quick and a pleasure to read’ Mirror


‘Kellerman designs his predictably unpredictable plots like expert crossword puzzles’ Observer


‘The world’s number one psychological thriller writer’ Publishing News


‘The expected unexpected twists are embedded in a tale of real texture’ Evening Standard
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No one can read a crime scene, interpret signs, or decode a suspect’s behaviour better than Alex Delaware.  A criminal psychologist, Alex works with the Los Angeles police to read the clues and solve the most complex of crimes in the city of illusions, glamour and infamy.


Not since Jack the Ripper has there been such a gruesome crime scene.  One look at the victim’s apartment-turned-charnel-house is enough for Milo Sturgis to summon Alex Delaware.  But even his skills may be tested too far when more slayings occur in the same ghastly fashion . . . with no apparent connection between them.  The only clue left behind – a blank page bearing a question mark – seems to be both a menacing taunt and a cry for help from a killer baffled by his own lethal urges.  This one will haunt Alex’s waking life, and his darkest dreams, long after its end.
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THIS ONE was different.

The first hint was Milo’s tight-voiced eight a.m. message, stripped of details.

Something I need you to see, Alex. Here’s the address.

An hour later, I was showing I.D. to the uniform guarding the tape. He winced. ‘Up there, Doctor.’ Pointing to the second story of a sky-blue duplex trimmed in chocolate-brown, he dropped a hand to his Sam Browne belt, as if ready for self-defense.

Nice older building, the classic Cal-Spanish architecture, but the color was wrong. So was the silence of the street, sawhorsed at both ends. Three squad cars and a liver-colored LTD were parked haphazardly across the asphalt. No crime lab vans or coroner’s vehicles had arrived, yet.

I said, ‘Bad?’

The uniform said, ‘There’s probably a better word for it but that works.’

Milo stood on the landing outside the door doing nothing.

No cigar-smoking or jotting in his pad or grumbling orders. Feet planted, arms at his sides, he stared at some faraway galaxy.

His blue nylon windbreaker bounced sunlight at strange angles. His black hair was limp, his pitted face the color and texture of cottage cheese past its prime. A white shirt had wrinkled to crepe. Wheat-colored cords had slipped beneath his paunch. His tie was a sad shred of poly.

He looked as if he’d dressed wearing a blindfold. As I climbed the stairs, he didn’t acknowledge me.

When I was six steps away, he said, ‘You made good time.’

‘Easy traffic.’

‘Sorry,’ he said.

‘For what?’

‘Including you.’ He handed me gloves and paper booties.

I held the door for him. He stayed outside.

The woman was at the rear of the apartment’s front room, flat on her back. The kitchen behind her was empty, counters bare, an old avocado-colored fridge free of photos or magnets or mementos.

Two doors to the left were shut and yellow-taped. I took that as a Keep Out. Drapes were drawn over every window. Fluorescent lighting in the kitchen supplied a nasty pseud-odawn.

The woman’s head was twisted sharply to the right. A swollen tongue hung between slack, bloated lips.

Limp neck. A grotesque position some coroner might label ‘incompatible with life’.

Big woman, broad at the shoulders and the hips. Late fifties to early sixties, with an aggressive chin and short, coarse gray hair. Brown sweatpants covered her below the waist. Her feet were bare. Unpolished toenails were clipped short. Grubby soles said bare feet at home was the default.

Above the waistband of the sweats was what remained of a bare torso. Her abdomen had been sliced horizontally below the navel in a crude approximation of a C-section. A vertical slit crossed the lateral incision at the center, creating a star-shaped wound.

The damage brought to mind one of those hard-rubber change purses that relies on surface tension to protect the goodies. Squeeze to create a stellate opening, then reach in and scoop.

The yield from this receptacle was a necklace of intestines placed below the woman’s neckline and arranged like a fashionista’s puffy scarf. One end terminated at her right clavicle. Bilious streaks ran down her right breast and onto her rib cage. The rest of her viscera had been pulled down into a heap and left near her left hip.

The pile rested atop a once-white towel folded double. Below that was a larger maroon towel spread neatly. Four other expanses of terry cloth formed a makeshift tarp that shielded beige wall-to-wall carpeting from biochemical insult. The towels had been arranged precisely, edges overlapping evenly for about an inch. Near the woman’s right hip was a pale blue T-shirt, also folded. Spotless.

Doubling the white towel had succeeded in soaking up a good deal of body fluid, but some had leaked into the maroon under-layer. The smell would’ve been bad enough without the initial stages of decomp.

One of the towels beneath the body bore lettering. Silver bath sheet embroidered Vita in white.

Latin or Italian for ‘life’. Some monster’s notion of irony?

The intestines were green-brown splotched pink in spots, black in others. Matte finish to the casing, some puckering that said they’d been drying for a while. The apartment was cool, a good ten degrees below the pleasant spring weather outside. The rattle of a wheezy A.C. unit in one of the living room windows was inescapable once I noticed it. Noisy apparatus, rusty at the bolts, but efficient enough to leach moisture from the air and slow down the rot.

But rot is inevitable and the woman’s color wasn’t anything you’d see outside a morgue.

Incompatible with life.

I bent to inspect the wounds. Both slashes were confident swoops unmarred by obvious hesitation marks, shearing smoothly through layers of skin, subcutaneous fat, diaphragmatic muscle.

No abrasions around the genital area and surprisingly little blood for so much brutality. No spatter or spurt or castoff or evidence of a struggle. All those towels; horribly compulsive.

Guesses filled my head with bad pictures.

Extremely sharp blade, probably not serrated. The neck-twist had killed her quickly and she’d been dead during the surgery, the ultimate anesthesia. The killer had stalked her with enough thoroughness to know he’d have her to himself for a while. Once attaining total control, he’d gone about choreographing: laying out the towels, tucking and aligning, achieving a pleasing symmetry. Then he’d laid her down, removed her T-shirt, careful to keep it clean.

Standing back, he’d inspected his prep work. Time for the blade.

Then the real fun: anatomical exploration.

Despite the butchery and the hideous set of her neck, she looked peaceful. For some reason, that made what had been done to her worse.

I scanned the rest of the room. No damage to the front door or any other sign of forced entry. Bare beige walls backed cheap upholstered furniture covered in a puckered ocher fabric that aped brocade but fell short. White ceramic beehive lamps looked as if they’d shatter under a finger-snap.

The dining area was set up with a card table and two folding chairs. A brown cardboard take-out pizza box sat on the table. Someone – probably Milo – had placed a yellow plastic evidence marker nearby. That made me take a closer look.

No brand name on the box, just PIZZA! in exuberant red cursive above the caricature of a portly mustachioed chef. Curls of smaller lettering swarmed around the chef’s fleshy grin.

Fresh pizza!

Lotta taste!

Ooh la la!

Yum yum!

Bon appétit!

The box was pristine, not a speck of grease or finger-smudge. I bent down to sniff, picked up no pizza aroma. But the decomp had filled my nose; it would be a while before I’d be smelling anything but death.

If this was another type of crime scene, some detective might be making ghoulish jokes about free lunch.

The detective in charge of this scene was a lieutenant who’d seen hundreds of murders, maybe thousands, yet chose to stay outside for a while.

I let loose more mental pictures. Some fiend in a geeky delivery hat ringing the doorbell then managing to talk himself inside.

Watching as the prey went for her purse? Waiting for precisely the right moment before coming up behind her and clamping both his hands on the sides of her head.

Quick blitz of rotation. The spinal cord would separate and that would be it.

Doing it correctly required strength and confidence.

That and the lack of obvious transfer evidence – not even a shoe impression – screamed experience. If there’d been a similar murder in L.A., I hadn’t heard about it.

Despite all that meticulousness, the hair around the woman’s temples might be a good place to look for transfer DNA. Psychopaths don’t sweat much, but you never know.

I examined the room again.

Speaking of purses, hers was nowhere in sight.

Robbery as an afterthought? More likely souvenir-taking was part of the plan.

Edging away from the body, I wondered if the woman’s last thoughts had been of crusty dough, mozzarella, a comfy barefoot dinner.

The doorbell ring the last music she’d ever hear.

I stayed in the apartment awhile longer, straining for insight.

The terrible competence of the neck-twist made me wonder about someone with martial arts training.

The embroidered towel bothered me.

Vita. Life.

Had he brought that one but taken the rest from her linen closet?

Yum. Bon appétit. To life.

The decomp reek intensified and my eyes watered and blurred and the necklace of guts morphed into a snake.

Drab constrictor, fat and languid after a big meal.

I could stand around and pretend that this was anything comprehensible, or hurry outside and try to suppress the tide of nausea rising in my own guts.

Not a tough choice.
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MILO HADN’T moved from his position on the landing. His eyes were back on Planet Earth, watching the street below. Five uniforms were moving from door to door. From the quick pace of the canvass, plenty of no-one-home.

The street was in a working-class neighborhood in the southeastern corner of West L.A. Division. Three blocks east would’ve made it someone else’s problem. Mixed zoning allowed single-family dwellings and duplexes like the one where the woman had been degraded.

Psychopaths are stodgy creatures of routine and I wondered if the killer’s comfort zone was so narrow that he lived within the sawhorses.

I caught my breath and worked at settling my stomach while Milo pretended not to notice.

‘Yeah, I know,’ he finally said. He was apologizing for the second time when a coroner’s van drove up and a dark-haired woman in comfortable clothes got out and hurried up the stairs. ‘Morning, Milo.’

‘Morning, Gloria. All yours.’

‘Oh, boy,’ she said. ‘We talking freaky-bad?’

‘I could say I’ve seen worse, kid, but I’d be lying.’

‘Coming from you that gives me the creeps, Milo.’

‘Because I’m old?’

‘Tsk.’ She patted his shoulder. ‘Because you’re the voice of experience.’

‘Some experiences I can do without.’

People can get used to just about anything. But if your psyche’s in good repair, the fix is often temporary.

Soon after receiving my doctorate, I worked as a psychologist on a pediatric cancer ward. It took a month to stop dreaming about sick kids but I was eventually able to do my job with apparent professionalism. Then I left to go into private practice and found myself, years later, on that same ward. Seeing the children with new eyes mocked all the adaptation I thought I’d accomplished and made me want to cry. I went home and dreamed for a long time.

Homicide detectives get ‘used’ to a regular diet of soul-obliteration. Typically bright and sensitive, they soldier on, but the essence of the job lurks beneath the surface like a land mine. Some D’s transfer out. Others stay and find hobbies. Religion works for some, sin for others. Some, like Milo, turn griping into an art form and never pretend it’s just another job.

The woman on the towels was different for him and for me. A permanent image bank had lodged in my brain and I knew the same went for him.

Neither of us talked as Gloria worked inside.

Finally, I said, ‘You marked the pizza box. It bothers you.’

‘Everything about this bothers me.’

‘No brand name on the box. Any indies around here deliver?’

He drew out his cell phone, clicked, and produced a page. Phone numbers he’d already downloaded filled the screen and when he scrolled, the listings kept coming.

‘Twenty-eight indies in a ten-mile radius and I also checked Domino’s and Papa John’s and Two Guys. No one dispatched anyone to this address last night and nobody uses that particular box.’

‘If she didn’t actually call out, why would she let him in?’

‘Good question.’

‘Who discovered her?’

‘Landlord, responding to a complaint she made a few days ago. Hissing toilet, they had an appointment. When she didn’t answer, he got annoyed, started to leave. Then he thought better of it because she liked things fixed, used his key.’

‘Where is he now?’

He pointed across the street. ‘Recuperating with some firewater down in that little Tudor-ish place.’

I found the house. Greenest lawn on the block, beds of flowers. Topiary bushes.

‘Anything about him bother you?’

‘Not so far. Why?’

‘His landscaping says he’s a perfectionist.’

‘That’s a negative?’

‘This case, maybe.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘so far he’s just the landlord. Want to know about her?’

‘Sure.’

‘Her name’s Vita Berlin, she’s fifty-six, single, lives on some kind of disability.’

‘Vita,’ I said. ‘The towel was hers.’

‘The towel? This bastard used every damn towel she had in her linen closet.’

‘Vita means “life” in Latin and Italian. I thought it might be a sick joke.’

‘Cute. Anyway, I’m waiting for Mr Belleveaux – the landlord – to calm down so I can question him and find out more about her. What I’ve learned from prelim snooping in her bedroom and bathroom is if she’s got kids she doesn’t keep their pictures around and if she had a computer, it was ripped off. Same for a cell phone. My guess is she had neither, the place has a static feel to it. Like she moved in years ago, didn’t add any newfangled stuff.’

‘I didn’t see her purse.’

‘On her nightstand.’

‘You taped off the bedroom, didn’t want me in there?’

‘I sure do, but that’ll wait until the techies are through. Can’t afford to jeopardize any aspect of this.’

‘The front room was okay?’

‘I knew you’d be careful.’

His logic seemed strained. Insufficient sleep and a bad surprise can do that.

I said, ‘Any indication she was heading to the bedroom before he jumped her?’

‘No, it’s pristine. Why?’

I gave him the delivery tip scenario.

‘Going for her purse,’ he said. ‘Well, I don’t know how you’d prove that, Alex. Main thing is he confined himself to the front, didn’t move her into the bedroom for anything sexual.’

I said, ‘Those towels make me think of a stage. Or a picture frame.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Showing off his work.’

‘Okay. . . what else to tell you. . . her wardrobe’s mostly sweats and sneakers, lots of books in her bedroom. Romances and the kinds of mysteries where people talk like Noël Coward twits and the cops are bumbling cretins.’

I wondered out loud about a killer with martial arts skills and when he didn’t respond, went on to describe the kill-scene still bouncing around my brain.

He said, ‘Sure, why not.’

Agreeable but distracted. Neither of us focusing on the big question.

Why would anyone do something like this to another human being?

Gloria exited the apartment, looking older and paler. Milo said, ‘You okay?’

‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘No, I’m lying, that was horrible.’ Her forehead was moist. She dabbed it with a tissue. ‘My God, it’s grotesque.’

‘Any off-the-cuff impressions?’

‘Nothing you probably haven’t figured out yourself. Broken neck’s my bet for COD, the cutting looks postmortem. The incisions look clean so maybe some training in meat-cutting or a paramedical field but I wouldn’t put much stock in that, all kinds of folk can learn to slice. That pizza box mean something to you?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Milo. ‘No one admits delivering here.’

‘A scam to get himself in?’ she said. ‘Why would she open the door for a fake pizza guy?’

‘Good question, Gloria.’

She shook her head. ‘I called for transport. Want me to ask for a priority autopsy?’

‘Thanks.’

‘You might actually get it because Dr J seems to like you. Also with something this weird, she’s bound to be curious.’

A year ago, Milo had solved the murder of a coroner’s investigator. Since then Dr Clarice Jernigan, a senior pathologist, had reciprocated with personalized attention when Milo asked for it.

He said, ‘Must be my charm and good looks.’

Gloria grinned and patted his shoulder again. ‘Anything else, guys? I’m on half-shift due to budgetary constraints, figure to finish my paperwork by one then go cleanse my head with a couple of martinis. Give or take.’

Milo said, ‘Make it a double for me.’

I said, ‘Was significant blood pooled inside the body cavity?’

Her look said I was being a spoilsport. ‘A lot of it was coagulated but yes, that’s where most of it was. You figured that because the scene was so clean?’

I nodded. ‘It was either that or he found out a way to take it with him.’

Milo said, ‘Buckets of blood, lovely.’ To Gloria: ‘One more question: you recall anything remotely like this in your case files?’

‘Nope,’ she said. ‘But we just cover the county and they say it’s a globalized world, right? You could be looking at a traveler.’

Milo glared and trudged down the stairs.

Gloria said, ‘Whoa, someone’s in a mood.’

I said, ‘It’s likely to stay that way for a while.’
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STANLEIGH BELLEVEAUX’S house was as meticulous inside as out.

Cozy, plush-carpeted place set up with doily-protected too-small furniture. The dollhouse feel was heightened by a brass étagère filled with bisque figurines. Another case bore photos of two handsome young men in uniform and an American flag paperweight.

‘My wife’s thing,’ said Belleveaux, wringing his hands. ‘The dolls, they’re from Germany. She’s in Memphis, visiting my mother-in-law.’ He was black, fiftyish, thickset, dressed in a navy polo shirt, pressed khakis, and tan loafers. A fleece of white blanketed his scalp and the bottom half of his face. His nose had been broken a few times. His knuckles were scarred.

‘Her mom,’ said Milo.

‘Pardon?’

‘You called her your mother-in-law rather than her mom.’

‘Because that’s how I think of her. Mother-in-law. Worst person I know. Like the Ernie K-Doe song, but you probably don’t remember that.’

Milo hummed a few bars.

Belleveaux smiled weakly. Turned grim and wrung his hands some more. ‘I still can’t believe what happened to Ms. Berlin. Still can’t believe I had to see it.’ He closed his eyes, opened them. No booze on the table before him, just a can of Diet Coke.

Milo said, ‘Change your mind about the Dewar’s, huh?’

‘It’s tempting,’ said Belleveaux. ‘But a little early in the day, what if I get a call and have to drive?’

‘Call from who?’

‘A tenant. That’s my life, sir.’

‘How many tenants do you have?’

‘The Feldmans down below Ms. Berlin, the Soos and the Kims and the Parks and the other Parks in a triplex I own over near Korea Town. Then I’ve got a real problem rental down in Willowbrook, inherited from my dad; a nice family, the Rodriguezes, are there now but it’s been tough because of the gangster situation.’ He rubbed his eyes. ‘This is my best neighborhood, I chose to live here, last place I thought I’d have. . . a problem. Still can’t believe what I saw, it’s like a movie, a bad one, a real horror movie. I want to switch to another channel but what I saw won’t budge out of here.’ Placing a thumb-tip on his forehead.

‘It’ll fade,’ said Milo. ‘Takes time.’

‘Guess you’d know about that,’ said Belleveaux. ‘How much time?’

‘Hard to say.’

‘It’s probably easier for you, this being your job. My job, the worst thing I see is a bat in a garage, sewage leak, mice eating wires.’ Frowning. ‘Gangsters in the Willowbrook place, but I keep my distance. This was way up close, too close.’

‘How long have you owned the property across the street?’

‘Seven years eight months.’

‘That’s pretty precise, Mr Belleveaux.’

‘I’m a detail-man, Lieutenant. Learned precision in the army, they taught me mechanics, a little mechanical engineering, I didn’t need a college degree to accumulate adequate knowledge. Later when I was out and repairing washing machines and dryers for Sears, what the army inculcated in me came in handy: only one way to do a job: right. Machine needs three screws, you don’t put in two.’

I said, ‘The same goes for boxing.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Your hands. I used to do karate, you pick up the signs someone else is into martial arts.’

‘Martial arts?’ said Belleveaux. ‘Nah, none of that for me, I just did a little sparring in the army, then a little more when I got out, light welterweight, used to be skinny. Busted my septum three times and my wife, she was my girlfriend back then, said, “Stan, you keep scarring yourself to the point where you’re ugly, I’m going to go find myself a pretty boy.” She was kidding. Maybe. I wanted out anyway, what kind of life is that, getting knocked around, feeling dizzy for days? The money was terrible.’

He drank some Coke. Licked his lips.

Milo said, ‘So what can you tell us about Vita Berlin?’

‘What can I tell you,’ Belleveaux echoed. ‘That’s a complicated question.’

‘Why’s that, sir?’

‘She wasn’t the easiest. . . okay, look, I don’t want to be speaking bad of the dead. ’Specially someone who – what happened to her. No one deserves that. No one, no matter what.’

I said, ‘She had a difficult personality.’

‘So you know what I’m talking about.’

I didn’t deny it. ‘Being her landlord could get complicated,’ I prompted.

Belleveaux picked up the soda can. ‘Does what I tell you go in some kind of record?’

Milo said, ‘There’s a problem with that?’

‘I don’t want to get sued.’

‘By who?’

‘Someone in her family.’

‘They’re difficult as well?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Belleveaux. ‘Never met them. I just believe in being prepared, ounce of prevention and all that.’

‘No particular reason you’re worried about being sued.’

‘No, but those kinds of things,’ said Belleveaux. ‘Traits. Orneriness. Runs in families, right? Like Emmaline. My mother-in-law. Her sisters are all like her, scrappy, always ready to tussle. It’s like stepping into a cage of badgers.’

‘Vita Berlin threatened to sue you?’

‘About a million times.’

‘What for?’

‘Anything that bothered her,’ said Belleveaux. ‘Leaky roof, she doesn’t get a call-back in an hour, I’ll sue you. Torn carpet, I’m at risk of tripping and breaking my neck, fix it fast or I’ll sue you. That’s why I got irked when she demanded I show up for the toilet and wasn’t there when she said she’d be. That’s why I decided to use my key and go in there and fix it. Even though I knew she’d call me up and bitch about entering the premises without her permission. Which the landlord association says I can do at my discretion for just cause. Which includes reasonable repairs requested by the tenant. Turns out the toilet was fine.’

Milo said, ‘You went into the bathroom?’

‘I listened while I was looking at her. I know it’s crazy but I couldn’t move for a few seconds, just stood there trying not to hurl my breakfast. And it was quiet, toilet’s out of whack you hear it. So I thought about that: it wasn’t even broken.’

I said, ‘Vita enjoyed giving you a hard time.’

‘Don’t know if she enjoyed it, but she sure did it.’

‘Did you try to evict her?’

Belleveaux laughed. ‘No grounds, that’s the way the law works. To get evicted, a tenant’s just about got to . . .’ He stopped short. ‘I was going to say they’ve got to kill someone. Oh, man, this is terrible.’

I said, ‘Seven years, eight months.’

‘I bought the building four years five months ago, she came with it. I thought that meant good, long-term stable tenant. Then I learned different. Basically, she thought she owned it and I was her janitor.’

‘Entitled,’ I said.

‘That’s a nice word for it,’ he said.

‘Cranky lady.’

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘I’ll come out and say it: she was a miserable specimen, didn’t have a good word for anyone. It’s like she had bile in her veins instead of blood. My guess is you’re not going to have too many people crying. Disgusted, yes, scared, yes. But not crying.’

‘Disgusted by . . .’

‘What happened to her.’ Belleveaux’s eyes clamped shut again. The lids twitched. ‘Man, no one deserves that.’

‘But no one’s going to mourn.’

‘Maybe she’s got some family who’ll mourn,’ he said. ‘But no one who had anything to do with her is going to say they miss her. I’m not stating that for a fact, I’m just guessing, but I’d put money on my guess. You want to see what I mean, go over to Bijou, it’s a coffee shop on Robertson. She ate there from time to time, made their lives miserable. Same for the Feldmans, the downstairs tenants. Nice young couple, they’ve been here a year, are ready to move ’cause of her.’

‘Neighbors’ dispute.’

‘No dispute, she harassed them. They’re on the bottom floor, she’s on top but she’s the one complaining about footsteps. Actually made me come up to her place to listen a bunch of times, all I heard was her bitching, she’s saying, “See, hear that, Stan? They’re clomping around like barbarians.” Then she lies down, puts her ear to the carpet, makes me do it. That position, maybe I pick up a little sound but nothing serious. But I lie, tell her I’ll talk to them. Just to keep her out of my hair, you know? I did nothing about it, she dropped it. The next time, it’s something else – they fill the trash bins too high, they park their cars wrong, she thinks they snuck in a cat and it’s a no-pet building. What happened was there was a stray cat came to the back door, looked like it was starving, they gave it some milk. Which is the human thing to do, right? Now the Feldmans are going to leave for sure and I’ll have both units vacant. Should’ve put my pension money in gold bars or something.’

Milo said, ‘Sounds like Vita was a little paranoid.’

‘That’s a word for it,’ said Belleveaux. ‘But it was more like she wanted attention and being mean was a way to get it.’

‘She have any friends?’

‘None I ever saw.’

‘And you live across the street.’

‘Part of the problem. She knew where to find me. Here I was thinking the building would be perfect, convenient, no need to drive. Next time I buy, it’s in another state. Not that there’ll be a next time. Market was up, I’d sell everything.’

‘What can you tell us about her daily routine?’

‘From what I saw she kept to herself, didn’t go out much.’

‘Except for meals.’

‘Once in a while she’d walk over to Bijou. I know because I’ve been there myself, saw her a couple times. Cheap and good, I’d be there more but the wife’s into cooking, takes lessons, likes to try stuff out. Now it’s French, that’s why I’m not skinny like I used to be.’

Milo said, ‘Vita eat anywhere else besides Bijou?’

‘Mostly what I saw was takeout,’ said Belleveaux. ‘From the boxes she’d throw out in the garbage. I know because she’d miss, I’d have to pick them up. The automated trucks they use nowadays, it’s not in the can, it stays there and I don’t want rats.’

‘What kind of takeout?’

‘What I saw was pizza boxes. So I guess she liked pizza.’

‘From where?’

‘Where? I don’t know – I think Domino’s, they’re the ones in the blue hats, right? Maybe other places, I don’t know. It’s not like I was checking out her eating habits through the drapes. The less I had to do with her, the better.’

‘Did she get pizza delivered last night?’

‘Wouldn’t know,’ said Belleveaux. ‘I was at Staples, watching the Lakers take one from Utah. Went with my boys, they’re both master sergeants in the army, had leave the same week, we did a basketball thing and later we went to Philippe’s for some grub.’ He touched his belt buckle. ‘Overdid it with the French dip, but how many times do you get to go out with your kids, do guy stuff, everyone’s being a grown-up? Got home late, slept late till seven, got her message on the machine, why didn’t I come yesterday after the first call, the toilet’s busted, it’s her right to have a functional toilet, all the fixtures are old and cheap and lousy, if I’m not going to replace them the least I can do is repair them in a timely manner, I’d best be there no later than eight a.m. or she’s filing a complaint.’

Milo said, ‘What time did she call you?’

‘I didn’t check.’

‘Message still on the machine?’

‘Nah, I erased it.’

‘Can you narrow it down?’

‘Hmm,’ said Belleveaux. ‘Well, I left for the game around four, stopped by at the Soos’ apartment to look at an electrical outlet, so it had to be after that.’

‘What time did you get home?’

‘Close to midnight. Drove Anthony and Dmitri to where they parked their rental car in the Union Station lot, Anthony drove Dmitri to the airport then he drove himself to Fort Irwin.’

‘When you got home were Vita Berlin’s lights on?’

‘Let’s see. . . can’t rightly say. She paid her own electric, what she did with her lights was her own business.’

‘Where can we find the Feldmans?’

‘They’re good kids, still don’t know about this.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Probably at work, they’re doctors – resident doctors. He’s at Cedars, she’s somewhere else, maybe the U., I’m not sure.’

‘First names?’

‘David and Sondra with an o. Trust me, they had nothing to do with this.’

‘Doctors,’ said Milo. Thinking: surgical cut.

Stanleigh Belleveaux said, ‘Exactly. Respectable.’
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BY THE time we left Belleveaux’s house a crime lab van was parked outside the tape. Two techs, both young men, were inside the apartment. Their kits rested out on the landing. The body remained in place.

Milo said, ‘Lance, Kenny.’

‘Lieutenant,’ said the taller man. L. Sakura on his tag. ‘This sure is disgusting.’

K. Flores didn’t react.

Milo said, ‘Keeps life interesting. Don’t let me stop you.’

Flores said, ‘How far do you want us to take this?’

‘As far as you need to.’

‘What I mean, Lieutenant, is there’s no sign of disruption in the room, it all seems centered on the body. Obviously we’ll print and look for fibers but do you see any reason to luminol?’

Sakura said, ‘Looks way too clean even for someone doing a mop-up. No bleach smell, either. We’ll check the drains, call in a forensic plumber if the fixtures give us a problem, but we don’t see much chance for significant blood evidence.’

‘Other than her blood,’ said Flores. ‘Which is probably the small spots on the towel. Even there, whoever did this was super-careful. Probably dabbed as he went and took whatever he used with him.’

‘This is a freak,’ said Sakura.

Milo said, ‘C.I. said most of the blood is pooled inside the body. Let’s see what you pull up print-and fiber-wise then we’ll talk about spraying.’

Flores said, ‘We pulled up one thing so far, probably no big deal.’

‘What?’

‘A note in the bedroom. We left it there.’

After donning new gloves and foot coverings, we followed Flores in while Sakura began fiddling with his kit.

Vita Berlin’s sleeping chamber was close, dim, spare, with walls also painted apartment-beige and linens of the same characterless hue. Double bed, no headboard or footboard, no personal touches. The books Milo had described were piled high on a white fiberboard nightstand. The surface of a three-door dresser was bare. Two more beehive lamps.

She hadn’t indulged others or herself.

Flores pointed to the foot of the bed where a rumpled scrap of white paper rested. ‘It was underneath, I took a photo of it there, then slid it out.’

We kneeled, read. In neat script someone had written:

Dr B. Shacker

Below that, a 310 number. A diagonal line slashed the name. At the bottom of the page, a single word in larger, darker caps:

QUACK!!!

Flores said, ‘There’s dust and maybe crumbs down there but nothing weird.’

Milo copied down the information. ‘Thanks, Kenny, bag it.’

Back on the landing, he said, ‘Might as well talk to this doctor.’ Half smiling. ‘Maybe he’s a surgeon.’

He 411’d, got a listing.

‘Bernhard Shacker, Ph.D., North Bedford Drive, Beverly Hills. A colleague, Alex: that makes it a bit more interesting, no? Vita obviously had what you guys call issues, maybe she decided to get some help, tried out therapy, changed her mind. What’s that phrase you use about screwed-up folk resisting the most?’

‘Baloney afraid of the slicer.’

‘But she got sliced anyway. Maybe Shacker can educate us on her personality. Know him?’

I shook my head.

‘Bedford Drive,’ he said. ‘That’s high-ticket Couch Row, seems a little froufrou for someone who lived like Vita did.’ Phoning Shacker’s number, he listened, frowned, clicked off.

‘Recorded spiel,’ he said. ‘I like your way better.’

I still use an answering service because talking to human beings is at the core of my job. ‘You didn’t leave a message.’

‘Didn’t want to scare him off, in case he gets all pissy about confidentiality. Also I figured maybe talking to him is something you could do. One mind-prober to another.’

‘While we’re at it, we can figure out transmigration of the soul.’

‘Wouldn’t put it past you, amigo. So you’ll do it?’

I smiled.

He said, ‘Great, let’s check out that restaurant.’

He left his unmarked at the crime scene and we drove west to Robertson in my Seville. Bijou: A Dining Place was a brown-brick storefront set close enough to the 10 Freeway to harvest soot on its signage. The brick was grimy, too, but a picture window sparkled.

The morning special was blueberry pancakes. Posted hours said Breakfast and Lunch Only, Closed by Three p.m.

The restaurant’s interior said it was probably a venerable diner remodeled to look even older. From the freshness of the green vinyl seating and the laminate tabletops patterned to look like Formica, a recent upgrade. The kind of movie-star headshots you see in dry cleaners hung on the walls, along with black-and-white shots of pre-freeway L.A.

An old man reading The Wall Street Journal sat at the counter, nursing coffee and a sweet roll. Three of seven booths were occupied: up in front, two young moms tried to chat while tending to bibbed, squirming toddlers in booster chairs. Behind them, a husky apple-faced man in his thirties ate steak and eggs while penciling a puzzle book. At the back, a brown-uniformed parcel driver small enough to be a jockey worked on a mountain of pancakes while grooving to his iPod. Both men looked up when we entered, returned to their recreation. The women were too busy with their kids to notice.

A waitress, young, blond, shapely, sleeve-tattooed, had the shift to herself. A short-order cook with an Incan face sweated behind the pass-through.

Milo waited until the waitress had refilled Wall Street’s coffee before approaching.

She said, ‘Sit anywhere you like, guys.’

Her badge chirped Hedy! Milo’s badge ruined her smile. The old man put his paper aside and eavesdropped.

Hedy said, ‘Let me get the owner.’

Milo said, ‘Do you know Vita Berlin?’

‘She eats here.’

‘Regularly?’

‘Kind of,’ she said. ‘Like two times a week?’

The old man said, ‘What’d that one do, now?’

Milo faced him. ‘She died.’

Hedy said, ‘Omigod!’

The old man, unperturbed, said, ‘How?’

‘Unnaturally.’

‘What does that mean? Suicide? Accident?’ A bushy white eyebrow compressed to the shape of a croquet wicket. ‘Worse? Yeah, probably worse if the constabulary’s bothering to show up.’

Hedy said, ‘Oh, Sam.’

The old man regarded her with pity. Milo turned to him. ‘You knew Vita.’

‘Knew enough not to like her. What happened to her – she mouthed off to the wrong guy and he hauled off and bopped her one?’

Hedy said, ‘Omigod, Sam, this is terrible. Can I go get Ralph, Officers? He’s in back.’

Milo said, ‘Ralph’s the owner?’

The old man said, ‘Of this gourmet establishment.’

‘Sure.’

Hedy rushed toward the Exit sign.

The old man said, ‘They’ve got a thing going. Her and Ralph.’

Milo said, ‘Sam?’

‘Samuel Lipschitz, certified actuary,’ said the old man. ‘Blessedly retired.’ He wore a burnt-orange cardigan over a white shirt buttoned to the neck, gray hopsack slacks, argyle socks, cordovan lace-ups.

‘What was it about Vita you didn’t like, Mr Lipschitz?’

‘So you’re verifying she was murdered.’

Raising his voice on the last word caused the young mothers to look over. The driver and the puzzle-solver didn’t react.

Milo said, ‘That wouldn’t surprise you.’

‘Yes and no,’ said Lipschitz. ‘Yes, because murder’s a low-frequency event. No, because, as I said, she had a provocative personality.’

‘Who’d she provoke?’

‘Anyone she felt like. She was an equal-opportunity harridan.’

‘She was disruptive here?’

‘She’d come swaggering in like a man, plop down in a booth, and start glaring, like she was just waiting for someone to do something that would give her the excuse to pull a snit. Everyone was wise to her so we ignored her. She’d sulk, order her food, eat, sulk some more, pay and leave.’

Lipschitz chuckled.

‘So she really pushed someone too far, ay? How’d they do it? Where’d they do it?’

‘I can’t get into that, sir.’

‘Just tell me one thing: was it around here? I don’t live in the neighborhood anymore, moved to Alhambra when I retired. But I come back to this place because I like the pastries, they get ’em from a Danish baker all the way out in Covina. So if there’s something I should worry about personal-security-wise, I’d appreciate your telling me. I’m seventy-four, would like to squeeze in a few more years.’

‘From what we’ve seen, sir, there’s nothing for you to worry about.’

‘That’s ambiguous to the point of being meaningless,’ said Lipschitz.

‘It wasn’t a street crime. It doesn’t appear connected to gangs or a robbery.’

‘When did it happen?’

‘Sometime last night.’

‘I come here during the day I should be fine?’

‘Mr Lipschitz, is there anything else you can tell us about Vita?’

‘Other than her being abrasive and antisocial? I did hear about something but I didn’t witness it firsthand. A confrontation, right here. Four, five days ago, I was in Palm Springs visiting my son. Missed my pastry and all the excitement.’

‘Who told you about it?’

‘Ralph – here he is, let him tell you himself.’

Ralph Veronese was no older than thirty, tall and borderline-emaciated with long, thick dark hair, a rock star’s cheekbones and slouchy stance. He wore a black bowling shirt, low-slung skinny jeans, work boots, a diamond stud in his left lobe. One arm was brocaded in blue ink.

His hands were rough, his voice soft. He asked if we could speak outside and when Milo assented, voiced his thanks profusely and guided us through the café to a rear alley. A red van occupied the single parking slot.

‘Hedy just told me about Vita. I can’t believe it.’

‘You don’t see anyone wanting to hurt her?’

‘No, it’s not that. I mean I’m not saying someone would hurt her, it’s just. . . someone you know. She was here a couple of days ago.’

‘She was a regular?’

‘Two, three times a week.’

‘Big fan of the food.’

Veronese didn’t answer.

Milo said, ‘Something must’ve drawn her here.’

‘She could walk from her house. That’s what she told me once. “It’s not like you’re a great chef, I don’t have to waste gas.” I said, “And hopefully we won’t give you any.” She didn’t laugh. She never laughed.’

‘Cranky lady.’

‘Oh, yeah.’

‘Mr Lipschitz said she’d had some kind of confrontation here a few days ago.’

Veronese rotated his earring. ‘I’m sure that had nothing to do with what happened to her.’

‘Why’s that, Mr Veronese?’

‘Mr Veronese was my grandfather, Ralph’s fine. . . yeah, Vita had a tough personality but I just can’t see anything that happened here being relevant.’

‘Tell us about the confrontation, Ralph.’

He sighed. ‘There was no excuse for her behavior but I don’t even know the people’s names, it was the first time they were here!’

‘What happened?’

‘These people came in with their kid. Vita was already here, reading the Times that she always borrows from us and eating away.’

‘How many people?’

‘Mom, dad, the kid was little – four, five, I’m not good with ages.’ Veronese tugged at a forelock, positioned it over his left eyebrow. ‘Bald. The kid. Skinny, these humongous eyes. Like you see on those ads for starving kids?’ He tapped the crook of one arm. ‘Big bandage here. Like she got stuck with a shot, it was a she, a little girl.’

I said, ‘Sounds like a sick little girl.’

‘Exactly, I figured cancer or something,’ said Veronese. He sighed. ‘See something like that, makes you want to cry.’

I said, ‘Vita didn’t cry.’

‘Oh, man.’ His voice tightened. ‘I knew she was a pain in the ass but no way I figured something like that would happen. If I had, I’da seated them far from her. I seated them right next to her, make it easy for Hedy, you know?’

‘Vita wasn’t happy about that?’

‘At first she didn’t seem to notice them, she’s reading and eating, everything’s copacetic. Then the kid starts making noises. Not being annoying, like a moan, you know? Like she’s hurting, like something hurts. The parents are leaning over, whispering. Trying to comfort her, I guess. It goes on for a while. The moaning. Then the kid quiets down. Then she moans again and Vita puts down her paper, gives her the eye, you know?’

‘Angry.’

‘Angry with sharp eyes,’ said Veronese. ‘What do they call it, dagger eyes? Like you can stab someone with them? My grandmother used to say that, “Don’t be shooting me those dagger eyes, you gonna draw my blood.” Vita’s doing that, the dagger eyes. Right at the kid. The parents aren’t noticing, they’re concentrating on the kid. Finally, she quiets down again, Hedy takes their order, offers the kid a donut but the parents say the kid’s stomach can’t take it. Vita mutters something, the father looks over, Vita glares at him, goes back behind her paper. Then the kid starts moaning again, a little louder. The father walks to the counter and asks me for some ice cream. Like he’s figuring that might calm the kid down. I say you bet and fix a double scoop, he goes back, tries to feed the kid the ice cream, she tastes it but then she’s not having it. Starts crying again. All of a sudden, Vita’s out of her booth, like this.’ He clamped a hand on each hip. ‘Looking down at them, like they’re evil. Then she says something, then the kid’s father is up on his feet, too, and they’re going at each other.’

‘Going how?’

‘Arguing, I couldn’t hear what, ’cause I had gone back to the kitchen, same for Hedy, so all we heard was some kind of commotion. I thought something had happened to the kid, a medical emergency. So I rush back and the father and Vita are in each other’s faces and he looks ready to – he’s really pissed off but his wife grabs his arm, holds him back. Vita says something that makes him pull his arm free, he raises a fist. Just holds it there. Shaking. All of him is shaking. Then he calms down, swoops up the kid, and they head for the door. Funny thing is, now the kid’s calm. Like nothing ever happened.’

Another earring-tug. ‘I rush out, ask if there’s something I can do. I felt like shit, a sick kid, you know? It wasn’t her fault she didn’t feel good. Father looks at me, shakes his head, they drive off. I go back inside, Vita’s back in her booth, smiling. Says, “Some people have no class, I told them why would you people think the rest of the world wants to see your sick little brat, ruin their appetite? Sick people belong in hospitals, not restaurants.”’

Milo said, ‘Describe these people.’

‘Thirty-five, forty,’ said Veronese. ‘Nicely dressed.’ Looking away.

I said, ‘Something else?’

‘Black.’

‘That “you people” part probably didn’t go over well.’

‘Yeah,’ said Veronese, ‘that was evil.’

‘Did Vita show other signs of racism?’

‘Nah, she hated everyone.’ He frowned. ‘Would’ve loved to toss her but she sues people, it’s all I can do to keep this place afloat, last thing I need is to be sued.’

‘Who’d she sue?’

‘The place she used to work, some kind of discrimination, they paid her off, that’s how she lives.’

‘Who told you?’

‘She did. Bragging.’

Milo said, ‘The people she had a to-do with. Thirty-five to forty, well dressed, and black. What else?’

‘They drove a Mercedes. Not a big one, small station wagon.’ Veronese scratched at his hairline. ‘Silver. I think. I’m sure they had nothing to do with it.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘How would they know who she was, where to find her?’

‘Maybe they knew her before.’

‘Didn’t seem that way,’ said Veronese. ‘I mean they didn’t use names or anything.’

‘Who else has Vita had words with?’

‘Everyone leaves her alone.’

‘Big tipper, huh?’

‘You kidding? – oh, yeah, you are. Her top rate’s ten percent and for each thing that pisses her off, she drops a percent. And tells you. Hedy laughs about it, only reason she’s here is to do me a favor, her main thing’s singing, she sings in a band. I play bass behind her.’ Smiling. ‘I like looking at the back of her.’
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WE DROVE back to the crime scene. The coroner’s van had taken the body. Sakura and Flores were still busy at work, scraping, diluting, bagging, tagging.

‘Lots of prints,’ said Sakura, ‘where you’d expect them to be. Nothing on the doorknob, that’s wiped clean. We got a few hairs off the towels, gray, consistent with hers. We did find more blood on the towels – tiny little specks tucked into the nap. Same for the carpet, we’ll cut out squares. If he nicked himself operating on her, you could get lucky.’

Milo said, ‘From your mouth to the Evidence God’s ears.’

Flores said, ‘The sink drain’s kind of tricky, we are going to call in the plumber. Could take a couple of days.’

‘Whatever it takes, guys. Anything else?’

‘I don’t want to tell you your business, Lieutenant, but it was me, I’d put in for a tox screen super-stat.’
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