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  FRENZY


  TUESDAY, APRIL 4


  CHAPTER 1


  The roadhouse was comfortable, friendly, inexpensive. All good.


  Safe, too. Better.


  You always thought about that when you took your teenage daughter out for a night of music.


  Michelle Cooper did, in any event. Safe when it came to the band and their music, the customers, the wait staff.


  The club itself, too, the parking lot – well lit – and the fire doors and sprinklers.


  Michelle always checked these. The teenage-daughter part again.


  Solitude Creek attracted a varied clientele, young and old, male and female, white and Latino and Asian, a few African Americans, a mirror of the Monterey Bay area. Now, just after seven thirty, she looked around, noting the hundreds of patrons who’d come from this and surrounding counties, all in buoyant mood, looking forward to seeing a band on the rise. If they brought with them any cares, those troubles were tucked tightly away at the prospect of beer, whimsical cocktails, chicken wings and music.


  The group had flown in from LA, a garage band turned backup turned roadhouse headliner, thanks to Twitter and YouTube and Vidster. Word of mouth, and talent, sold groups nowadays, and the six boys in Lizard Annie worked as hard on their phones as onstage. They weren’t O.A.R. or Linkin Park but were soon to be, with a bit of luck.


  They certainly had Michelle and Trish’s support. In fact, the cute boy band had a pretty solid mom-daughter fan base, judging by a look around the room tonight: other parents and their teenagers – the lyrics were rated PG at the raunchiest. For this evening’s show the ages of those in the audience ranged from sixteen to forty, give or take. Okay, Michelle admitted, maybe mid-forties.


  She noted the Samsung in her daughter’s grip and said, ‘Text later. Not now.’


  ‘Mom.’


  ‘Who is it?’


  ‘Cho.’


  A nice girl from Trish’s music class.


  ‘Two minutes.’


  The club was filling up. Solitude Creek was a forty-year-old, single-story building featuring a small, rectangular dance floor of scuffed oak, ringed with high-top tables and stools. The stage, three feet high, was at the north end; the bar was opposite. A kitchen, east, served full menus, which eliminated the age barrier of attendance: only liquor-serving venues that offered food were permitted to seat children. Three fire-exit doors were against the west wall.


  On the dark-wood paneling there were posters and during-the-show photos, complete with real and fake autographs, of many of the groups that had appeared at the legendary Monterey Pop Festival in June of 1967: Jefferson Airplane, Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Ravi Shankar, Al Kooper, Country Joe. Dozens of others. In a grimy Plexiglas case there was a fragment of an electric guitar, reportedly one destroyed by Pete Townshend of The Who after the group’s performance at the event.


  The tables at Solitude Creek were first come, first claimed, and all were filled – the show was only twenty minutes away now. Presently servers circulated with last-minute orders, plates of hefty burgers and wings and drinks on trays hovering atop their stable, splayed palms. From behind the stage, a miaow of tuning guitar strings and an arpeggio chord from a sax, a chunky A from a bass. Anticipation now. Those exciting moments before the music begins to seize and seduce.


  The voices were loud, words indistinct, as the untabled patrons jockeyed for the best position in the standing-room area. Since the stage wasn’t high and the floor was flat, it was sometimes hard to get a good view of the acts. A bit of jostling but few hard words.


  That was the Solitude Creek club. No hostility.


  Safe …


  However, there was one thing that Michelle Cooper didn’t care for. The claustrophobia. The ceilings in the club were low and that accentuated the closeness. The dim room was not particularly spacious, the ventilation not the best; a mix of body scent, aftershave and perfume clung, stronger even than grill and fry-tank aromas, adding to the sense of confinement. The sense that you were packed in tight as canned fish. No, that never sat well with Michelle Cooper.


  She brushed absently at her frosted blonde hair, looked again at the exit doors – not far away – and felt reassured.


  Another sip of wine.


  She noted Trish checking out a boy at a table nearby. Floppy hair, narrow face, skinny hips. Good looks to kill for. He was drinking a beer so Mother vetoed Trish’s inclination instantly, if silently. Not the alcohol, the age: the drink meant he was over twenty-one and therefore completely out of bounds for her seventeen-year-old.


  Then she thought wryly: At least I can try.


  A glance at her diamond Rolex. Five minutes.


  Michelle asked, ‘Was it “Escape”, the one that was nominated for the Grammy?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Focus on me, child.’


  The girl grimaced. ‘Mom.’ She looked away from the Boy with the Beer.


  Michelle hoped Lizard Annie would do the song tonight. ‘Escape’ was not only catchy but brought back good memories. She’d been listening to it after a recent first date with a lawyer from Salinas. In the six years since a vicious divorce, Michelle had had plenty of awkward dinners and movies, but the evening with Ross had been fun. They’d laughed. They’d dueled about the best Veep and Homeland episodes. And there’d been no pressure – for anything. So very rare for a first date.


  Mother and daughter ate a bit more artichoke dip and Michelle had a little more wine. Driving, she allowed herself two glasses before getting behind the wheel, no more.


  The girl adjusted her pink floral headband and sipped a Diet Coke. She was in black jeans, not too tight – yay! – and a white sweater. Michelle was in blue jeans, tighter than her daughter’s, though that was a symptom of exercise failure, and a red silk blouse.


  ‘Mom. San Francisco this weekend? Please. I need that jacket.’


  ‘We’ll go to Carmel.’ Michelle spent plenty of her real-estate commissions shopping in the classy stores of the picturesque and excessively cute village.


  ‘Jeez, Mom, I’m not thirty.’ Meaning ancient. Trish was simply stating the more or less accurate fact that shopping for cool teen clothes wasn’t easy on the Peninsula, which had been called, with only some exaggeration, a place for the newly wed and nearly dead.


  ‘Okay. We’ll work it out.’


  Trish hugged her and Michelle’s world glowed.


  She and her daughter had had their hard times. A seemingly good marriage had crashed, thanks to cheating. Everything torn apart. Frederick (never Fred) moving out when the girl was eleven – what a tough time for a break-up to happen. But Michelle had worked hard to create a good life for her daughter, to give her what had been yanked away by betrayal and the subsequent divorce.


  And now it was working. Now the girl seemed happy. She looked at her daughter with moon eyes and the girl noticed.


  ‘Mom, like what?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  Lights down.


  PA announcements about shutting off phones, fire exits and so on were made by the owner of the club himself, the venerable Sam Cohen, an icon in the Monterey Bay area. Everybody knew Sam. Everybody loved Sam.


  Cohen’s voice continued, ‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, Solitude Creek, the premier roadhouse on the west coast …’


  Applause.


  ‘… is pleased to welcome, direct from the City of Angels … Lizard Annie!’


  Frantic clapping now. Hooting.


  Out came the boys. Guitars were plugged in. The seat behind the drum set occupied. Ditto the keyboard.


  The lead singer tossed his mass of hair aside and lifted an outstretched palm to the audience. The group’s trademark gesture. ‘Are we ready to get down?’


  Howling.


  ‘Well, are we?’


  The guitar riffs started. Yes! The song was ‘Escape’. Michelle and her daughter began to clap, along with the hundreds of others in the small space. The heat had increased, the humidity, the embracing scent of bodies. Claustrophobia notched up a bit. Still, Michelle smiled and laughed.


  The pounding beat continued, bass, drum and the flesh of palms.


  But then Michelle stopped clapping. Frowning, she looked around, cocking her head. What was that? The club, like everywhere in California, was supposed to be non-smoking. But somebody, she was sure, had lit up. She definitely smelled smoke.


  She looked around but saw no one with a cigarette in their mouth.


  ‘What?’ Trish called, seeing her mother’s troubled expression.


  ‘Nothing,’ the woman replied, and began clapping out the rhythm once again.


  CHAPTER 2


  At the third word into the second song – it happened to be ‘love’ – Michelle Cooper knew something was wrong.


  She smelled the smoke more strongly. And it wasn’t cigarette smoke. Smoke from burning wood or paper.


  Or the old, dry walls or flooring of a very congested roadhouse.


  ‘Mom?’ Trish was frowning, looking around too. Her pert nose twitched. ‘Is that …’


  ‘I smell it too,’ Michelle whispered. She couldn’t see any fumes but the smell was unmistakable and growing stronger. ‘We’re leaving. Now.’ Michelle stood fast.


  ‘Hey, lady,’ a man called, catching the stool and righting it. ‘You okay?’ Then he frowned. ‘Jesus. Is that smoke?’


  Others were looking around, smelling the same.


  No one else in the venue, none of the two hundred or so others – employees or patrons or musicians – existed. Michelle Cooper was getting her daughter out of there. She steered Trish toward the nearest fire-exit door.


  ‘My purse,’ Trish said over the music. The Brighton bag, a present from Michelle, was hidden on the floor beneath the table – just to be safe. The girl broke away to retrieve the heart-embossed bag.


  ‘Forget it, let’s go!’ her mother commanded.


  ‘I’ll just be …’ the girl began and bent down.


  ‘Trish! No! Leave it.’


  By now, a dozen people nearby, who’d seen Michelle’s abrupt rise and lurch toward the exit, had stopped paying attention to the music and were looking around. One by one they were also rising. Curious and troubled expressions on their faces. Smiles becoming frowns. Eyes narrowing. Something predatory, feral about the gazes.


  Five or six oozed between Michelle and her daughter, who was still rummaging for the purse. Michelle stepped forward fast and went for the girl’s shoulder to pull her up. Hand gripped sweater. It stretched.


  ‘Mom!’ Trish pulled away.


  It was then that a brilliant light came on, focused on the exit doors.


  The music stopped abruptly. The lead singer called into the microphone, ‘Hey, uhm, guys, I don’t know … Look, don’t panic.’


  ‘Jesus, what’s—’ somebody beside Michelle shouted.


  The screams began. Wails filled the venue, loud, nearly loud enough to shatter eardrums.


  Michelle struggled to get to Trish but more patrons surged between them. The two were pushed in different directions.


  An announcement on the PA: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, there’s a fire. Evacuate! Evacuate now! Do not use the kitchen or stage exit – that’s where the fire is! Use the emergency doors.’


  Howling screams now.


  Patrons rose and stools fell, drinks scattered. Two high-top tables tipped over and crashed to the floor. People began moving toward the exit doors – their glowing red signs were still obvious; the smell of smoke was strong but visibility was good.


  ‘Trish! Over here!’ Michelle screamed. Now two dozen people were between them. Why the hell had she gone back for the damn purse? ‘Let’s get out!’


  Her daughter started toward her through the crowd. But the tide of people surging for the exit doors lifted Michelle off her feet and tugged her away, while Trish was enveloped in another group.


  ‘Honey!’


  ‘Mom!’


  Michelle, being dragged toward the doors, used every muscle in her body to turn toward her daughter but she was helpless, crushed between two patrons: a heavy-set man in a T-shirt, which was already savagely torn, his skin red, bearing scratch marks from fingernails, and a woman, whose fake breasts pressed painfully into Michelle’s side.


  ‘Trish, Trish, Trish!’


  She might have been mute. The patrons’ screams and wailing – from fear and from pain – were numbing. All she could see was the head of the man in front of her and the exit sign they surged toward. Michelle pounded her fists on shoulders, on arms, on necks, on faces, just as she, too, was pounded by other patrons.


  ‘I have to get my daughter! Go back, go back, go back!’


  But there was no stopping the tide streaming for the exits. Michelle Cooper could breathe only an ounce or two of air at a time. And the pain – in her chest, her side, her gut. Terrible! Her arms were pinned, feet suspended above the floor.


  The house lights were on, bright. Michelle turned slightly – not her doing – and saw the faces of the patrons near her: eyes coin-wide in panic, crimson streaks from mouths. Had people bitten their tongues out of fear? Or was the crush snapping ribs and piercing lungs? One man, in his forties, was unconscious, skin gray. Had he fainted? Or died of a heart attack? He was still upright, though, wedged into the moving crowd.


  The smell of smoke was stronger now and it was hard to breathe – maybe the fire was sucking the oxygen from the room, though she could still see no flames. Perhaps the patrons, in their panic, were depleting the air. The pressure of bodies against her chest, too.


  ‘Trish! Honey!’ she called, but the words were whispers. No air in, no air out.


  Where was her baby? Was someone helping her escape? Not likely. Nobody, not a single soul, seemed to be helping anyone else. This was an animal frenzy. Every person was out for himself. It was pure survival.


  Please …


  The group of patrons she was welded to stumbled over something.


  Oh, God …


  Glancing down, Michelle could just make out a slim young Latina in a red-and-black dress, lying on her side, her face registering pure terror and agony. Her right arm was broken, bent backward. Her other hand was reaching up, fingers gripping a man’s pants pocket.


  Helpless. She couldn’t rise; no one paid the least attention to her even as she cried out with every shuffled foot that trampled her body.


  Michelle was looking right into the woman’s eyes when a booted foot stepped onto her throat. The man tried to avoid it, crying, ‘No, move back, move back,’ to those around him. But, like everyone else, he had no control of his direction, his motion, his footfalls.


  Under the pressure of the weight on her throat, the woman’s head twisted even farther sideways and she began to shake fiercely. By the time Michelle had moved on, the Latina’s eyes were glazed and her tongue protruded slightly from her bright red lips.


  Michelle Cooper had just seen someone die.


  More PA announcements. Michelle couldn’t hear them. Not that it mattered. She had absolutely no control over anything.


  Trish, she prayed, stay on your feet. Don’t fall. Please …


  As the mass surrounding her stumbled closer to the fire doors, the crowd began to shift to the right and soon Michelle could see the rest of the club.


  There! Yes, there was her daughter! Trish was still on her feet, though she too was pinned in a mass of bodies. ‘Trish, Trish!’


  But no sound at all came from her now.


  Mother and daughter were moving in opposite directions.


  Michelle blinked tears and sweat from her eyes. Her group was only feet away from the exits. She’d be out in a few seconds. Trish was still near the kitchen – where somebody had just said the fire was raging.


  ‘Trish! This way!’


  Pointless.


  And then she saw a man beside her daughter lose control completely – he began pounding the face of the man next to him and started to climb on top of the crowd, as if, in his madness, he believed he could claw his way through the ceiling. He was large and one of the people he used as a launching pad was Trish, who weighed a hundred pounds less than he did. Michelle saw her daughter open her mouth to scream and then, under the man’s massive weight, vanish beneath the sea of madness.


  BASELINE


  WEDNESDAY, APRIL 5


  CHAPTER 3


  The two people sitting at the long conference table looked her over with varying degrees of curiosity.


  Anything else? she wondered. Suspicion, dislike, jealousy?


  Kathryn Dance, a kinesics (body language) expert, got paid to read people but law enforcers were typically hard to parse so at the moment she wasn’t sure what was flitting through their minds.


  Also present was her boss, Charles Overby, though he wasn’t at the table but hovering in the doorway, engrossed in his Droid. He’d just arrived.


  The four were in an interrogation-observation room on the ground floor of the California Bureau of Investigation’s West Central Division, off Route 68 in Monterey, near the airport. One of those dim, pungent chambers separated from the interrogation room by a see-through mirror that nobody, even the most naïve or stoned perps, believed was for straightening your tie or coiffing.


  A no-nonsense crowd, fashion-wise. The man at the table – he’d commandeered the head spot – was Steve Foster, wearing a draping black suit and white shirt. He was the head of special investigations with the California Bureau of Investigation’s Criminal Division. He was based in Sacramento. Dance, five six and about a hundred twenty pounds, didn’t know exactly when to describe somebody as ‘hulking’ but Foster had to figure close. Broad, an impressive silver mane, and a droopy moustache that could have been waxed into a handlebar, had it been horizontal and not staple-shaped, he looked like an Old West marshal.


  Perpendicular to Foster was Carol Allerton, in a bulky gray pants suit. Short hair frosted silver, black and gray, Carol Allerton was a senior DEA agent operating out of Oakland. The stocky woman had a dozen serious collars to her credit. Not legend, but respectable. She’d had the opportunity to be fast-tracked to Sacramento or even Washington but she’d declined.


  Kathryn Dance was in a black skirt and white blouse of thick cotton, under a dark brown jacket, cut to obscure if not wholly hide her Glock. The only color in her ensemble was a blue band that secured the end of her dark blonde French braid. Her daughter had bound it this morning on the way to school.


  ‘That’s done.’ Hovering around fifty, Charles Overby looked up from his phone, on which he might’ve been arranging a tennis date or reading an email from the governor, though, given their meeting now, it was probably halfway between. The athletic if pear-shaped man said, ‘Okay, all task-forced up? Let’s get this thing done.’ He sat and opened a manila folder.


  His ingratiating words were greeted with the same non-negotiable stares that had surveilled Dance a moment ago. It was pretty well known in law-enforcement circles that Overby’s main skill was, and had always been, administration, while those present were hard-core line investigators. None of whom would use the verb he just had.


  Mumbles and nods of greeting.


  The ‘thing’ he was referring to was an operation that was part of a statewide push to address a recent trend in gang activity. You could find organized crime everywhere in California but the main centers for gang activity were two: north and south. Oakland was the headquarters of the former, LA the latter. But rather than being rivals, the polar crews had decided to start working together, guns moving south from the Bay Area and drugs moving north. At any given moment, there would be dozens of illicit shipments coursing along Interstate-5, the 101 and the dusty, slow-moving 99.


  To make it harder to track and stop these shipments, the senior bangers had hit on an idea: they’d taken to using break-bulk and way stations, where the cargo was transferred from the original tractor-trailers to dozens of smaller trucks and vans. Two hours south of Oakland and five north of LA, Salinas, with its active gang population, was perfect as a hub. Hundreds of warehouses, thousands of vehicles and produce trucks. Police interdiction nearly ground to a halt and illicit business surged. This year alone the statistics cops reported that revenue in the gun/drug operation had risen nearly a half-billion dollars.


  Six months ago the CBI, FBI, DEA and local law-enforcement agencies had formed Operation Pipeline to try to stop the transportation network but had had paltry success. The bangers were so connected, smart and brazen that they constantly remained one step ahead of the good guys, who managed to bust only low-level dealers or mules with mere ounces taped to their crotches, hardly worth the bytes to process into the system. Worse, informants were ID’d, tortured and killed before any leads could be developed.


  As part of Pipeline, Kathryn Dance was running what she’d dubbed the Guzman Connection and had put together a task force that included Foster, Allerton and two other officers, presently in the field. The eponymous Guzman was a massive, borderline psychotic gang-banger, who reportedly knew at least half of the transfer points in and around Salinas. As near a perfect prize as you could find in the crazy business of law enforcement.


  After a lot of preliminary work, just last night Dance had texted the task force that they had their first lead to Guzman and to assemble here, now, for a briefing.


  ‘So, tell us about this asshole you’re going to be talking to today, the one you think’s going to give up Guzman. What’s his name? Serrano?’ From Steve Foster.


  Dance replied, ‘Okay. Joaquin Serrano. He’s an innocent – what all the intel shows. No record. Thirty-two. We heard about him from a CI we’ve been running—’


  ‘Who’s been running?’ Foster asked bluntly. The man was adept at interruption, Dance had learned. Also, it was true that law enforcers were quite sensitive about their colleague’s attempts to poach confidential informants.


  ‘Our office.’


  Foster grunted. Maybe he was irritated he hadn’t been informed. His flick of a finger said, Go on.


  ‘Serrano can link Guzman to the killing of Sad Eyes.’


  The victim, actually Hector Mendoza (droopy lids had led to the nic), was a banger who knew higher-ups in both the north and south operations. That is, a perfect witness – had he remained alive.


  Even cynical, sour Foster seemed content at the possibility of hanging the Sad Eyes killing on Guzman.


  Overby, often good at stating the obvious, said, ‘Guzman falls, the other Pipeline crews could go like dominos.’ Then he didn’t seem to like his metaphor.


  ‘This witness, Serrano. Tell us more about him.’ Allerton fiddled with a yellow pad of foolscap, then seemed to realize she was doing so. She aligned the edges and set it free.


  ‘He’s a landscaper, works for one of the big companies in Monterey. Documented. Probably trustworthy.’


  ‘Probably,’ Foster said.


  ‘He’s here now?’ Allerton asked.


  ‘Outside,’ Overby replied.


  Foster said, ‘Why’s he going to want to talk to us? I mean, let’s be transparent. He knows what Guzman’ll do, he finds out.’


  Allerton: ‘Maybe he wants money – maybe he’s got somebody in the system he wants us to help.’


  Dance said, ‘Or maybe he wants to do the right thing.’ Drawing a laugh from Foster. She, too, gave a faint grin. ‘I’m told it happens occasionally.’


  ‘He came in voluntarily?’ Allerton wondered aloud.


  ‘He did. I just called him up. He said yes.’


  ‘So,’ Overby inquired, ‘we’re relying on his good graces to help us?’


  ‘More or less.’ The phone against the wall hummed. Dance rose and answered it. ‘Yes?’


  ‘Hey, boss.’


  The caller was a thirtyish CBI agent in the West Central Division. He was Dance’s junior associate, though that was not an official job description. TJ Scanlon, a dependable, hardworking agent and, best put, atypical for the conservative CBI.


  TJ said, ‘He’s here. Ready to go.’


  ‘Okay, bring him up.’ Dance dropped the phone into the cradle and said to the room. ‘Serrano’s coming in now.’


  Through the mirror window, they watched the door to the interview room open. In walked TJ, slim, his curly hair more unruly than usual. He was in a plaid sports coat and red pants, which approached bell-bottoms. His T-shirt was tie-dyed, yellow and orange.


  Atypical …


  Following him was a tall Latino with thick, short-cut dark hair. He walked in and looked around. His jeans were slim-cut and dark blue. New. He wore a gray hoodie with ‘UCSC’ on the front.


  ‘Yeah,’ Foster grumbled. ‘He graduated from Santa Cruz. Right.’


  Dance said stiffly, ‘Not graduated. Took courses.’


  ‘Hmm.’


  The Latino’s right hand was inked, though it didn’t seem to be a gang sign, and on his left forearm, near the sweat jacket, you could just make out the start of a tat. His face was untroubled.


  Over the speaker, they heard the young agent say, ‘There you go. There. Take a seat. You want some water?’


  The somber man said, ‘No.’


  ‘Somebody’ll be in in a minute.’


  The man nodded. He sat down in a chair facing the one-way mirror. He glanced at it once, then pulled out his cell phone and read the screen.


  Foster shifted slightly. Dance didn’t need any body-language skills to understand his thoughts. She said, ‘He’s just a witness, remember. We don’t have a warrant to intercept. He hasn’t done anything wrong.’


  ‘Oh, he’s done something wrong,’ Foster said. ‘We just don’t know what yet.’


  She glanced at him.


  ‘I can smell it.’


  Dance rose, slipped her Glock out of its holster and set it on the table. She picked up her pen and a pad of yellow paper.


  Time to go to work and uncover the truth.


  CHAPTER 4


  ‘She works miracles, does she?’ Foster asked. ‘This kinesics stuff?’


  ‘Kathryn’s good, yes.’ Overby had taken a dislike to Foster, who was the sort to snatch credit and press time away from those who’d done much of the legwork. He had to be careful, though. Foster was roughly on Overby’s level, pay-grade wise, but higher up, in the sense that he was based in Sacramento and had an office no more than thirty feet from the head of the CBI. He was also within lobbing distance of the legislature.


  Allerton adjusted her notebook, empty at the moment. She drew ‘1’.


  Overby continued, ‘Funny. When you know what she does – that body-language stuff – then go out to lunch with her, you watch what you’re doing, where you’re looking. Like you’re waiting for her to say, “So, you had a fight with your wife this morning, hmm? Over bills, I’d think.”’


  ‘Sherlock Holmes,’ Allerton said. She added, ‘I like that British one. With the guy with the funny name. Like “cummerbund”.’


  Overby, staring into the interrogation room, said absently, ‘That’s not how kinesics works.’


  ‘No?’ Foster.


  Overby said nothing more. As the others turned to the glass, he in turn examined the two members of the Guzman Connection task force present at the moment. Foster, Allerton. Then Dance walked into the interview room. And Overby’s attention, too, turned that way.


  ‘Mr Serrano. I’m Agent Dance.’ Her voice crackled through the overhead speaker in the observation room.


  ‘“Mister”,’ Foster muttered.


  The Latino’s eyes narrowed as he looked her over carefully. ‘Good to meet you.’ There was nothing nervous about his expression or posture, Overby noted.


  She sat across from him. ‘Appreciate your coming in.’


  A nod. Agreeable.


  ‘Now, please understand, you’re not under investigation. I want to make that clear. We’re talking to dozens of people, maybe hundreds. We’re looking into gang-related crimes here on the Peninsula. And hope you can help us.’


  ‘So, I no need a lawyer.’


  She smiled. ‘No, no. And you can leave anytime you want. Or choose not to answer.’


  ‘But then I look kind of suspicious, don’t I?’


  ‘I could ask how you liked your wife’s roast last night. You might not want to answer that one.’


  Allerton laughed. Foster looked impatient.


  ‘I couldn’t answer that anyway.’


  ‘You don’t have a wife?’


  ‘No, but even if I did I’d do the cooking. I pretty good in the kitchen.’ Then a frown. ‘But I want to help. Terrible, some of the things that happen, the gangs.’ He closed his eyes momentarily. ‘Disgusting.’


  ‘You’ve lived in the area for a while?’


  ‘Ten years.’


  ‘You’re not married. But you have family here?’


  ‘No, they in Bakersfield.’


  Foster: ‘Shouldn’t she have looked all this up?’


  Overby said, ‘Oh, she knows it. She knows everything about him. Well, what she could learn in the past eight hours since she got his name.’


  He’d observed plenty of Dance’s interrogations and listened to her lecture on the topic; he was able to give the task force a brief overview. ‘Kinesics is all about looking for stress indicators. When people lie they feel stress, can’t help it. Some suspects can cover it up well so it’s really hard to see. But most of us give away indications that we’re stressed. What Kathryn’s doing is talking to Serrano for a while, nothing about gang activity, nothing about crime – the weather, growing up, restaurants, life on the Peninsula. She gets his baseline body language.’


  ‘Baseline.’


  ‘That’s the key. It tells her how he behaves when he’s answering truthfully. When I said earlier that kinesics doesn’t work that way? I meant it doesn’t work in a vacuum. It’s almost impossible to meet somebody and instantly read them. You have to do what Kathryn’s doing – getting that baseline. After that she’ll start asking about gang activities he might’ve heard of, then about Guzman.’


  Allerton said, ‘So she compares his behavior then to his baseline, when she knows he’s telling the truth.’


  ‘That’s it,’ Overby replied. ‘If there’s any variation it’ll be because he’s feeling stress.’


  ‘And that’s because he’s lying,’ Foster said.


  ‘Possibly. Of course, there’s lying because you just machine-gunned somebody to death. And there’s lying because you don’t want to get machine-gunned. His deception’ll be that there’s a point past which he won’t want to cooperate. Kathryn’ll have to make sure he does.’


  ‘Cooperation,’ Foster said. The word seemed to take on extra syllables as it trickled from a cynical mouth.


  Overby noted that Foster was or had been a smoker – slight discoloration of his index and middle finger. The teeth were yellowish.


  Sherlock.


  In front of them, in the small, sterile room, Kathryn Dance continued to ask questions, chat, share observations.


  Fifteen minutes rolled past.


  Dance asked, ‘You enjoy landscaping?’


  ‘I do, sí. It’s … I don’t know … I like to work with my hands. I think maybe I’d be an artist if I had some, you know, skill. But I don’t. Gardening? Now that’s something I can do.’


  Overby noted his nails were dark crescents.


  ‘Here’s what we’re looking into. A week ago a man named Hector Mendoza was killed. Shot. His nickname was Sad Eyes. He was coming out of a restaurant in New Monterey. On Lighthouse.’


  ‘Sad Eyes. Yeah, yeah. On the news. Near Baskin-Robbins, right?’


  ‘That’s it.’


  ‘Was— I no remember. Was a drive-by?’


  ‘That’s right.’


  ‘Was anybody else hurt?’ He frowned. ‘I hate it when children, bystanders are hurt. Those gang people, they don’t care who they hurt or don’t hurt.’


  Dance nodded, on her face a pleasant expression. ‘Now, Mr Serrano, the reason I’m asking you this is that your name came up in the investigation.’


  ‘Mine?’ He seemed curious but not shocked. His dark face folded into a frown for a moment.


  ‘The day this man I mentioned, Mendoza, was killed, I believe you were working at the house of Rodrigo Guzman. It was March twenty-first. Now, while you were working for Mr Guzman, did you see a black BMW? A large one. This would be the afternoon of March twenty-first, I was saying, around three p.m.’


  ‘There were some cars there, I saw. Maybe some black ones but I no think so. And no BMW. Definitely.’ He added wistfully, ‘I always wanted one. I recognize a car like that, I would have gone to look at it.’


  ‘How long were you there?’


  ‘Oh, much of the day. I get to the job early, as early as the customers will have me. Señor Guzman, he has a lot of property. And there is always much to do. I was there at seven thirty. Took a lunch break maybe eleven thirty but only for thirty minutes. But, please, I am working for someone involved in the gangs? You are saying that?’ The frown deepened. ‘He a very nice man. Are you saying he involved in this death of … Men- …’


  ‘Mendoza. Hector Mendoza.’


  ‘Sí. Señor Guzman, he the nicest guy. Never hurt nobody.’


  ‘Again, Mr Serrano, we’re merely trying to get the facts.’


  ‘I can’t tell how he’s reacting,’ Allerton said. ‘He’s shifting in his chair, looking away, looking at her. I don’t know what it means.’


  ‘That’s Kathryn’s job,’ Overby said.


  ‘I think he’s a prick,’ Foster said. ‘I don’t care about body language. He’s sounding too innocent.’


  Overby: ‘He’s just learned one of his company’s big moneymakers might be a banger and he’s not very happy about it. That’s how I’d act.’


  ‘Would you?’ Foster said.


  Overby bristled but said nothing in response to the condescension. Allerton cast a sharp glance Foster’s way. He said, ‘I’m just saying. I don’t trust him.’


  Dance: ‘Again, Mr Serrano, there are many questions, things we don’t know. We have had reports that the man who shot Mr Mendoza met with Mr Guzman just before he drove to New Monterey. But they’re just reports. You can see how we have to check it out.’


  ‘Sure. Yeah.’


  ‘So you’re telling me you’re certain there was no BMW at his house that morning?’


  ‘That’s right, Agent Dancer – no, Dance, right? Agent Dance. And I’m almost just as sure there were no black cars. And at that time I was in the front of the property, near the driveway. I would have seen. I was planting hydrangeas. He likes the blue ones.’


  ‘Well, thanks for that. Now, one more thing. If I showed you a few pictures of some men, could you tell me if any of them came to Mr Guzman’s house while you were there? Ideally on the twenty-first, but if not, some other time.’


  ‘I try.’


  Dance opened her notebook and extracted three pictures.


  ‘Hard to see. They’re taken with, what, a spy camera or something?’


  ‘That’s right, a surveillance camera.’


  The young man was sitting forward, pulling the pictures closer. He seemed to notice his dirty nails and looked embarrassed. Once he’d positioned the pictures he slipped his hands into his lap.


  He studied them for a long time.


  Allerton said, ‘Looks like he’s giving it a real shot. Fingers crossed.’


  But then the young man sat back. ‘No, I’m sure I never seen them. Though’ – he tapped one – ‘he look like that outfielder for the As.’


  Dance smiled.


  ‘Who is that?’ Foster asked. ‘I can’t see.’


  Allerton said, ‘I think it’s Contino.’


  ‘Now there’s a prick and a half,’ Foster snapped.


  A triggerman for one of the Oakland crews.


  Dance gathered the pictures. She put them away and said, ‘I think that’s it, Mr Serrano.’


  He shook his head. ‘I wish I could help you, Agent Dance. I hate the gangs as much as you do, no, probably more.’ His voice grew firm. ‘It is our teenagers and children getting killed. In our streets.’


  Now Dance was leaning forward and she spoke in a soft voice: ‘If you did happen to see anything at Mr Guzman’s house and tell me, we’d make sure you’re protected. You and your family.’


  Now the young man looked away once more. This time it was a moment before he spoke. ‘I no think so. I think I no be working there any longer. I’ll tell my boss to give me other jobs. Even if I make less.’


  Allerton said, ‘Boy doesn’t have the cojones to snitch.’


  Foster muttered, ‘She didn’t offer him anything. Why would he—’


  ‘You know, Mr Serrano, we have a budget for people who help us eliminate the gang threats. It’s cash, so nobody knows.’


  The young man rose, smiling. ‘There only one problem with what you said. “Eliminate”. If you could eliminate the gangs, then maybe I think about it. But what you mean is, you put a few of them in jail. That leave plenty of others to come pay me and my girlfriend and her family a visit. I gotta say no.’


  She held out her hand. ‘Thank you for coming in.’


  ‘I’m sorry. Not so clean.’ He showed his palms, though not the nails.


  ‘That’s all right.’


  They gripped hands and he walked out of the room. Dance flipped the lights off.


  CHAPTER 5


  Dance stepped into the observation room and swung the door shut behind her. She walked to the table, set her notes down. She hit the button that shut off the recorder. Clicked her Glock back in its holster.


  ‘Well?’ Steve Foster asked. ‘Did something wonderful happen that I missed?’


  ‘What’s your assessment, Kathryn?’ Overby asked.


  ‘Very few variations from the baseline. I think he’s telling the truth,’ Dance announced. ‘He doesn’t know anything.’ She went on to explain that some people were masters of deception and could manipulate their behaviors – like the yoga experts who could slow their heart rate nearly to stopping – but Serrano didn’t strike her as that skilled.


  ‘Oh, I think he’s got a few skeletons. But nothing related to the CI or the gangs or Guzman. I’d guess he boosted a car when he was a kid or scores some weed from time to time. Got a ripple of evasion when we were talking about life on the Peninsula, never in trouble with the law. But it was small-time.’


  ‘You read that?’ Allerton said.


  ‘I inferred it. I think it’s accurate. But nothing we can use.’


  ‘Hell,’ Overby muttered. ‘Our one chance to nail Guzman.’


  Dance corrected, ‘A chance. That didn’t pan out. That’s all. There’ll be others.’


  ‘Well, I don’t see a lot of others,’ Foster pointed out.


  Carol Allerton said, ‘We’ve got that delivery boy. He knows something.’


  Foster muttered, ‘The pizza kid? That’s a non-lead. It’s a dead lead. It’s a pushing-up-daisies lead.’ His face tightened. ‘There’s something about that asshole Serrano. I don’t like him. He was too slick. You learn anything in body-language school about slick?’


  Dance didn’t answer.


  Allerton: ‘It’s a pepper.’


  ‘What?’ Overby asked.


  ‘Serrano’s a pepper. Just saying.’


  Foster read texts. Sent some.


  Allerton thought for a moment, said, ‘I think we should try again – to turn him, I mean. Offer him more money.’


  ‘No interest,’ Dance said. ‘Serrano’s a dead end. I say we put better surveillance on Guzman. Get a team in place.’


  ‘What, Kathryn, twenty-four/seven? You know what that costs? Try the pizza boy, try the domestic staff in Guzman’s. Keep following up on the other leads.’ Overby looked at his watch. ‘I’ll leave it to you guys and gals to work it out.’ His body language suggested that he regretted using the second G-word. Political correctness, Dance reflected, could be so tedious. Overby rose and walked to the door.


  And nearly got decked as TJ Scanlon pushed inside. He looked past them and into the observation room. Eyes wide. ‘Where’s Serrano?’


  ‘He just left,’ Dance told him.


  The agent’s brow was furrowed. ‘Shit.’


  ‘What’s up, TJ?’ Overby asked sharply.


  ‘He’s gone?’ the young agent exclaimed.


  Foster snapped, ‘What?’


  ‘Just got a call from Amy Grabe.’ FBI special agent in charge of the San Francisco office. ‘They busted this guy in Salinas for possession, major. He gave up Serrano.’


  ‘Gave him up?’ Foster’s brow furrowed deeply.


  TJ nodded. ‘Boss, Serrano’s on Guzman’s payroll.’


  ‘What?’ Dance gasped.


  ‘He’s a shooter. He was the triggerman took out Sad Eyes. Serrano picked up the BMW at Guzman’s that afternoon, popped Sad, then went back and finished his shift planting daisies or pansies or whatever. He’s taken out four witnesses for Guzman in the last six months.’


  ‘Fucking hell,’ Foster raged. His eyes on Dance. ‘Outfielder for the As?’


  ‘Is it confirmed?’


  ‘They found the piece Serrano used. Ballistics check out. And it’s got Serrano’s prints all over it.’


  ‘No,’ Dance whispered harshly. She flung the door open and began sprinting down the hall.


  He grabbed her before she got three feet into the parking lot behind CBI.


  The tackle took Dance down hard and she sprawled on the concrete. She got her Glock out of her holster but, fast as a striking snake, he pulled the gun from her hand. He didn’t turn it her way, though. He saw that she was lying stunned on the ground and fled, a pounding sprint.


  ‘Serrano!’ she called. ‘Stop!’


  He glanced at his car, realized he couldn’t get to it in time. He looked around and spotted, nearby, a slim redheaded woman in a black pantsuit – an employee of the CBI business office. She was climbing out of her Altima, which she’d just parked between two SUVs. He sprinted directly toward her, flung her to the ground. And ripped the keys from her hands. He leaped inside the SUV, started the engine and floored the accelerator.


  The sounds of the squealing, smoking tires and the engine were loud. But they didn’t cover the next sound: a sickening crunch from the wheels. The woman’s screams stopped abruptly.


  ‘No!’ Dance muttered. ‘Oh, no.’ She rose to her feet, gripping her sore wrist, which had slammed into the concrete when he tackled her.


  The others in the Guzman Connection task force ran to Dance.


  ‘I’ve called an ambulance and Sheriff’s Office,’ TJ Scanlon said, and raced to where the redhead was lying in the parking space.


  Foster raised his Glock, aiming toward the vanishing Altima.


  ‘No!’ Dance said, and put a hand on his arm.


  ‘The fuck’re you doing, Agent?’


  It was Overby who said, ‘Across the highway? There? On the other side of those trees. It’s a daycare center.’


  Foster lowered the weapon reluctantly, as if insulted they’d questioned his shooting skill. He reholstered his Glock as the stolen car vanished from sight. Foster glanced toward Dance and, though he didn’t fling her words of the young man’s innocence back in her face, his body language clearly did.


  CHAPTER 6


  What would the next few hours, next few days bring?


  Kathryn Dance sat in Charles Overby’s office, alone. Her eyes slipped from pictures of the man with his family to those of him in tennis whites and in an outlandish plaid golf outfit to those with local officials and business executives. Overby, rumor was, had his eye on political office. The Peninsula or possibly, at a stretch, San Francisco. Not Sacramento: he’d never set his sights very high. There was also the issue that you could get to fairway or tennis court all year round here on the coast.


  Two hours had passed since the incident in the parking lot.


  She wondered again: And a few hours from now?


  And days and weeks?


  Noise outside the doorway. Overby and Steve Foster, the senior CBI agents here, continued their conversation as they walked inside.


  ‘… got surveillance on the feeders to Fresno, then the One-o-one and the Five, if he’s moving fast. CHP’s got Ninety-nine covered. And we’ve got One roadblocked.’


  Foster said, ‘I’d go to Salinas, the One-oh-one, I was him. Then north. He’ll get, you know, safe passage in a lettuce truck. All the way to San Jose. The G-Forty-sevens’d pick him up there and he disappears into Oakland.’


  Overby seemed to be considering this. ‘More chance to get lost in LA. But harder to get to, roadblocks and all. Think you’re right, Steve. I’ll tell Alameda and San Jose. Oh, Kathryn. Didn’t see you.’


  Even though he’d asked her – no, told her – to come to his office ten minutes ago.


  She nodded to them both but didn’t rise. A woman in law enforcement is constantly aware of the gossamer thread she negotiates in the job with her bosses and fellow officers. Excessive deference can derail respect, as can too little. ‘Charles, Steve.’


  Foster sat beside her and the chair groaned.


  ‘What’s the latest?’


  ‘Not good, looks like.’


  Overby said, ‘MSCO found the Altima in a residential part of Carmel, near the Barnyard.’


  An old outdoor shopping center, with a number of lots for parking cars.


  And for hijacking or stealing them too.


  Overby said, ‘But if he’s got new wheels, nobody’s reported anything missing.’


  ‘Which may mean the person who could do the reporting’s dead and in the trunk,’ Foster offered. Implicitly blaming Dance for a potential death-to-be.


  ‘We’re just debating, would he go north or south? What do you think, Kathryn?’


  ‘What we know now, he’s associated with the Jacinto crew. They’ve got stronger ties south.’


  ‘Like I was saying,’ Foster reminded, speaking exclusively to Overby, ‘south is three hundred miles of relatively few roads and highways, versus north, with a lot more feeders. We can’t watch ’em all. And he can be in Oakland in two hours.’


  Dance said, ‘Steve, airplanes. He flies to a private strip in LA, out in the county, and he’s in South Central in no time.’


  ‘Airplane? He’s not cartel level, Kathryn,’ Foster fired back. ‘He’s I’m-hiding-in-a-lettuce-truck level.’


  Overby put on his consideration face. Then: ‘We can’t look everywhere and I think Steve’s is the more, you know, logical assessment.’


  ‘All right. North, then. I’ll talk to Amy Grabe. She’ll get eyes going in Oakland, the docks, the East Bay. And—’


  ‘Whoa, whoa, Kathryn.’ Overby’s face registered surprise, as if she’d just said, ‘I think I’ll swim to Santa Cruz.’


  She looked at him with a critical furrow of brow. There had been a lacing of condescension in his tone.


  She glanced at Foster, who had lost interest in her and was studying a golden golf ball on Overby’s desk, some award. He didn’t want to be seen gloating when she heard what she knew was coming. Better to look at small-time awards made of plastic masquerading as precious metal.


  Overby said, ‘I’ve just been on the phone with Sacramento. With Peter.’


  The director of the CBI. The boss of bosses.


  ‘We talked, I explained …’


  ‘What’s the bottom line, Charles?’


  ‘I did everything I could, Kathryn. I went to bat for you.’


  ‘I’m suspended.’


  ‘Not suspended, no, no, not at all.’ He beamed, as if she’d won a Caribbean cruise in a state fair draw. ‘Not completely. You lost your weapon, Kathryn. He’s got it now. That’s … Well, you know. It is leave-of-absence-without-pay suspendable. They’re not going to go there. But they want you in Civil Division for the time being.’


  Civ Div would correspond to a traffic division in the city police department. No weapon and with all the power of anybody else to make a citizen’s arrest. It was the entry level into the Bureau of Investigation and involved such tasks as compiling information on non-criminal violations by citizens and corporations, like failure to follow building or revenue-collection regulations, improper signage in the workplace and even failure to remit soda-bottle deposits promptly. Agents tended to endure the overwhelming paperwork and crushing boredom for only so long. If they weren’t promoted out into Crim Div, they usually quit cold.


  ‘I’m sorry, Kathryn. I didn’t have a choice. I tried. I really did.’


  Going to bat for her …


  Foster now regarded Overby with a neutral gaze that Dance, however, read as contempt for her boss’s backpedaling.


  ‘I told him body language isn’t an exact science. You did the best you could with Serrano. I saw you. We all did. It looked to me like he was telling the truth. Right, Steve? Who could tell?’


  Dance could see that Foster was thinking, But it’s not our area of expertise to sit across from a perp and pick apart the entrails of his words, poses and gestures to get to the truth.


  Overby continued, ‘But no one was hurt. Not badly. No weapons were discharged.’


  The redhead in the parking lot had not been run over after all. She’d rolled out of the way, under an SUV, as the Altima had sped out of the parking space. Her Dell computer and her lunch had not survived; their loss was what the horrific-sounding crunch had signaled.


  ‘Charles, Serrano is High Mach. I missed it, I admit. But you see those one in every hundred cases.’


  ‘What’s that? High what?’ Foster asked.


  ‘A category of liars’ personalities. The most ruthless and, yeah, slick –’ she threw the word back at Foster ‘– are the “High Machiavellians”. High Machs love to lie. They lie with impunity. They see nothing wrong with it. They use deceit like a smartphone or search engine, a tool to get what they want. Whether it’s in love, business, politics – or crime.’ She added that there were other types, which included social liars, who lied to entertain, and adaptors, who were insecure people lying to make a positive impression. Another common type was the ‘actor’, someone for whom control was an important issue. ‘They don’t lie regularly, only when necessary. But Serrano, he just didn’t present like any of them. Sure not a High Mach. All I picked up was what I said, some small evasions. Social lies.’


  ‘Social?’


  ‘Everybody lies.’ The statistics were that every human being lied at least once or twice a day. Dance shot a glance to Foster. ‘When did you lie last?’


  He rolled his eyes. She thought, Maybe when he said, ‘Good to see you,’ this morning.


  She continued, ‘But I was getting to know him. I’m the only one here, or in any other agency, who’s spent time with him. And now we know he could be a key to the whole operation. I don’t need to lead it. Just don’t take me off the case.’


  Overby ran a hand through his thinning hair. ‘Kathryn, you want to make it right. I understand. Sure you do. But I don’t know what to tell you. It’s been decided. Peter’s already signed off on the reassignment.’


  ‘Already.’


  Foster: ‘More efficient, when you think about it. We didn’t really need two agents from this office. Jimmy Gomez is good. Don’t you agree, Kathryn?’


  A junior agent at the CBI, one of the two others on the Guzman Connection task force. Yes, he was good. That wasn’t the point. She ignored Foster. She stood and, to Overby, said, ‘So?’


  He looked at her with one raised eyebrow.


  Her shoulders rose and fell impatiently. ‘I’m not suspended. I’m Civ Div. So, what’s on my roster?’


  He looked blank for a moment. Then scoured his desk. He noted a Post-it, bright yellow, glaring as a rectangle of sun fell on it. ‘Here’s something. Got a memo on the wire from MCFD a little while ago. About that Solitude Creek incident?’


  ‘The fire at the roadhouse.’


  ‘That’s right. The county’s investigating but somebody from the state is supposed to make sure the club’s tax and insurance certificates’re up to date.’


  ‘Tax? Insurance?’


  ‘CHP didn’t want to handle it.’


  Who would? Dance thought.


  Foster’s absence of gloat was the biggest gloat she had ever seen.


  ‘Take care of that. Then I’ll see what else needs doing.’


  With Dance ‘tasked’ to take on the fine print of California insurance regulations and tacitly dismissed, Overby turned to Steve Foster to discuss the manhunt for Joaquin Serrano.


  CHAPTER 7


  ‘First, this is interesting – there was no fire.’


  ‘No fire?’ Dance asked. She was standing in front of the Solitude Creek club, which was encircled with yellow police tape. The man in front of her was stocky, forties, with an odd patch on his face; it looked like a birthmark but, she knew, was a scar from a blaze years ago that had attacked the newly commissioned firefighter before he snuffed it dead.


  She’d worked with Monterey County fire marshal Robert Holly several times and found him low-key, smart, reasonable.


  He continued, ‘Well, there was, technically. Only it was outside. The club itself was never on fire. There, that oil drum.’


  Dance noted the rusty fifty-five-gallon vessel, the sort used to collect trash in parking lots and behind stores and restaurants. It rested near the club’s air-conditioning unit.


  ‘We ran a prelim. Discarded cigarette in the drum, along with some rags soaked in motor oil and gasoline. That was all it took.’


  ‘Accelerant, then,’ Dance said. ‘The oil and gas.’


  ‘That was the effect, though there’s no evidence it was intentional.’


  ‘So people thought there was a fire. Smelled smoke.’


  ‘And headed to the fire exits. And that was the problem. They were blocked.’


  ‘Locked? The doors were locked?’


  ‘No, blocked. The truck?’


  He pointed to a large tractor-trailer parked against the west side of the club. It, too, was encircled with yellow tape. ‘It’s owned by that company there. Henderson Jobbing and Warehouse.’ Dance regarded the one-story sprawling structure. There were a half-dozen similar tractor-trailers sitting at the loading dock and nearby. Several men and women, in work clothes, a few in suits, stood on the dock or in front of the office and looked over at the club, as if staring at a beached whale.


  ‘The driver parked it there?’


  ‘Claims he didn’t. But what’s he going to say? There’ve been other incidents of trucks blocking the roadhouse parking lot. Never a fire exit.’


  ‘Is he here today?’


  ‘He’ll be in soon. I called him at home. He’s pretty upset. But he agreed to come in.’


  ‘Why would he park there, though? Anybody can see the signs: “No Parking, Fire Exit”. Tell me the scenario. What happened exactly?’


  ‘Come on inside.’


  Dance followed the burly man into the club. The place had apparently not been straightened up after the tragedy. Chairs and tables – low and high-tops – were scattered everywhere, broken glasses, bottles, scraps of cloth, snapped bracelets, shoes. Musical instruments lay on the stage. One acoustic guitar was in pieces. A Martin D-28, Dance observed. An old one. Two thousand dollars’ worth of former resonance.


  There were many smears of old blood on the floor, brown footsteps too.


  Dance had been there dozens of times. Everybody on the Peninsula knew Solitude Creek. The club was owned by a balding, earringed restaurateur and former hippie from (where else?) Haight-Ashbury named Sam Cohen, who had been to the Monterey Pop Festival in ’67 and reportedly not slept for three days. So moved by the show had the young man been that he had devoted his early life to promoting rock concerts, not so successfully, then given up and opened a steakhouse near the Presidio. He’d sold it for a profit and pocketed enough to buy an abandoned seafood restaurant on the small tributary that had become the club’s name.


  Solitude Creek was a vein of gray-brown water running to the nearby Salinas River. It was navigable by any vessel with a draft no deeper than two or three feet, which left it mostly for small boats, though there wasn’t much reason to sail that way. The club squatted in a large parking lot between the creek and the trucking company, north of Monterey, off Highway One, the same route that wound through majestic Big Sur; the views were very different, there and here.


  ‘How many deaths?’


  ‘Three. Two female, one male. Compressive asphyxia in two cases – crushed to death. One had her throat closed up. Somebody stepped on it. Dozens of badly injured. Bone breaks, ribs piercing lungs. Like people were stuck in a huge vise.’


  Dance couldn’t imagine the pain and panic and horror.


  Holly said, ‘The club was pretty full but it was under the limit. We checked, first thing. Occupancy is two hundred, most owners pretend that means two-twenty. But Sam’s always been buttoned up about that. Doesn’t fool around. Everything looked in order, all the county documentation – that’s the safety issues. I saw the tax- and insurance-compliance certs on file in the office. They’re current too. That’s what Charles said you were here about.’


  ‘That’s right. I’ll need copies.’


  ‘Sure.’ Holly continued, ‘Fire inspector gave him a clean bill of health last month and Sam’s own insurance company inspected the place a couple of days ago and gave it an A-plus. Extinguishers, sprinklers, lights, alarms and exits.’


  Except the exits hadn’t opened.


  ‘So, crowded but up to code.’


  ‘Right,’ Holly said. ‘Just after the show started – eight, little after – the fire broke out in the oil drum. The smoke got sucked into the HVAC system and spread throughout the club. Wasn’t real thick but you could smell it. Wood and oil smoke, you know, that’s particularly scary. People went for the closest doors – most, of course, for the exits along the east wall. They opened a little – you can see the truck’s about a foot away so nobody could fit through. Worse, some people reached out through the opening. Their arms or hands got stuck and … well, the crowd kept moving. Three or four arms and shoulders were shattered. Two arms had to be amputated.’ His voice grew distant. ‘Then there was this young woman, nineteen or so. It more or less got torn off. Her arm.’ He was looking down. ‘I heard later she was studying classical piano. Really talented. God.’


  ‘What happened when they realized the doors wouldn’t open?’


  ‘Everybody in the front was pressed against the doors, screaming for the people behind them to turn around. But nobody heard. Or if they did they didn’t listen. Panic. Pure panic. They should’ve gone back toward the other exits, the front, the stage door. Hell, the kitchen had a double door. But for some reason everybody ran the other way – toward the fire doors, the blocked ones. I guess they saw the exit signs and just headed for them.’


  ‘Not much smoke, you said. But visibility?’


  ‘Somebody hit the house lights and people could see everything fine.’


  Sam Cohen appeared in the doorway. In his sixties, dressed in filthy jeans and a torn work shirt, blue. His remaining curly gray hair was a mess, and he had not slept that night, Dance estimated. He walked through the club slowly, picking up items from the floor, putting them into a battered cardboard box.


  ‘Mr Cohen.’


  The owner of Solitude Creek made his way unsteadily toward Dance and Holly. His eyes were red: he’d been crying. He walked up, noting a smear of blood on the floor; cruelly, it was in the shape of a heart.


  ‘I’m Kathryn Dance, Bureau of Investigation.’


  Cohen looked at, without seeing, the ID card. She slipped it away. He said to no one, ‘I just called the hospital again. They’ve released three. The critical ones – there were four of those – are unchanged. One’s in a coma. They’ll probably live. But the hospitals, the doctors don’t tell you much. The nurses never do. Why’s that a rule? It doesn’t make any sense.’


  ‘Can I ask you a few questions, Mr Cohen?’


  ‘Bureau of Investigation? FBI?’


  ‘California.’


  ‘Oh. You said that. Is this … I mean, is it a crime?’


  Holly said, ‘We’re still doing the preliminary, Sam.’


  Dance said, ‘I’m not a criminal investigator. I’m in the Civil Division.’


  Cohen looked around, breathing heavily. His shoulders sagged. ‘Everything …’ he said, in a whisper.


  Dance had no idea what he’d been about to say. She was looking at a face marred by indelible sorrow. ‘Could you tell me what you recall about last night, sir?’ She asked this automatically. Then, remembering the fire marshal was in charge, ‘Okay with you, Bob?’


  ‘You can help me out anytime you want, Kathryn.’


  She wondered why she was even asking these questions. This wasn’t her job. But sometimes you just can’t leash yourself.


  Cohen didn’t answer.


  ‘Mr Cohen?’ She repeated the question.


  ‘Sorry.’ Whispering. ‘I was at the front door, checking receipts. I heard the music start. I smelled smoke, pretty strong, and I freaked out. The band stopped in the middle of a tune. Just then I got a call. Somebody was in the parking lot and they said there was a fire in the kitchen. Or backstage. They weren’t sure. They must’ve seen the smoke and thought it was worse than it was. I didn’t check. I just thought, Get everybody out. So I made the announcement. Then I could hear voices. Swelling. The voices, I mean, getting louder and louder. Then a scream. And I smelled more smoke. I thought, No, no, not a fire. I was thinking of the Station in Rhode Island a few years ago. They had fireworks. Illegal ones. But in, like, six minutes the entire club was engulfed. A hundred people died.’


  Choking. Tears. ‘I went into the club itself. I couldn’t believe it, I couldn’t believe what I saw. It was like they weren’t people at all – it was just one big creature, staggering around, squeezing toward the doors. But they weren’t opening. And there were no flames. Anywhere. Not even very thick smoke. Like in the fall, when I was growing up. People burning leaves. Where I grew up. New York.’


  Dance had spotted a security camera. ‘Was there video? Security video?’


  ‘Nothing outside. Inside, yes, there’s a camera.’


  ‘Could I see it, please?


  This was her Crim-Div mind working.


  Sometimes you can’t leash yourself …


  Cohen cast a last look around the room, then stepped into the lobby, clutching the box of survivors’ tokens he’d collected. He held it gingerly, as if a tight grip would mean bad luck for the hospitalized owners. She saw wallets, keys, shoes, a business card in his grasp.


  Dance followed, Holly behind. Cohen’s office was decorated with posters about the appearances of obscure performers – and many from the Monterey Pop Festival – and was cluttered with the flotsam of a small entertaining venue: crates of beer, stacks of invoices, souvenirs (T-shirts, cowboy hats, boots, a stuffed rattlesnake, dozens of mugs given away by radio stations). So many items. The accumulation set Dance’s nerves vibrating.


  Cohen went to the computer and sat down. He stared at the desk for a moment, a piece of paper; she couldn’t see what was written on it. She positioned herself in front of the monitor. She steeled herself. In her job as investigator with the CBI, most of her work was backroom. She talked to suspects after the deeds had been done. She was rarely in the field and never tactical. Yes, one could analyze the posture of a dead body and derive forensic insights but Dance had rarely been called on to do so. Most of her work involved the living. She wondered what her reaction to the video would be.


  It wasn’t good.


  The quality of the tape was so-so and a pillar obscured a portion of the image. She recalled the camera and thought it had been positioned differently but apparently not. At first she was looking at a wide-angle slice of tables and chairs and patrons, servers with trays. Then the lights dimmed, though there was still enough light to see the room.


  There was no sound. Dance was grateful for that.


  At 8:11:11 on the time stamp, people began to move. Standing up, looking around. Pulling out phones. At that point the majority of the patrons were concerned, that was obvious, but their facial expressions and body language revealed only that. No panic.


  But at 8:11:17, everything changed. Merely six seconds later. As if they’d all been programed to act at the same instant, the patrons surged en masse toward the doors. Dance couldn’t see the exits: they were behind the camera, out of the frame. She could, however, see people slamming against each other and the wall, desperate to escape from the unspeakable fate of burning to death. Pressing against each other, harder, harder, in a twisting mass, spiraling like a slow-moving hurricane. Dance understood: those at the front were struggling to move clockwise to get away from the people behind them. But there was no place to go.


  ‘My,’ Bob Holly, the fire marshal, whispered.


  Then, to Dance’s surprise, the frenzy ended fast. It seemed that sanity returned, as if a spell had been sloughed off. The masses broke up and patrons headed for the accessible exits – this would be the front lobby, the stage and the kitchen.


  Two bodies were visible on the floor, people huddled over them. Trying pathetically ineffective revival techniques. You can hardly use CPR to save someone whose chest has been crushed, their heart and lungs pierced.


  Dance noted the time stamp.


  8:18:29.


  Seven minutes. Start to finish. Life to death.


  Then a figure stumbled back into view.


  ‘That’s her,’ Bob Holly whispered. ‘The music student.’


  A young woman, blonde and extraordinarily beautiful, gripped her right arm, which ended at her elbow. She staggered back toward one of the partially open doors, perhaps looking for the severed limb. She got about ten feet into view, then dropped to her knees. A couple ran to her, the man pulling his belt off, and together they improvised a tourniquet.


  Without a word, Sam Cohen stood and walked back to the doorway of his office. He paused there. Looked out over the debris-strewn club, realized he was holding a Hello Kitty phone and put it in his pocket. He said, to no one, ‘It’s over with, you know. My life’s over. It’s gone. Everything … You never recover from something like this. Ever.’


  CHAPTER 8


  Outside the club, Dance slipped the copies of the up-to-date tax- and insurance-compliance certificates into her purse, effectively ending her assignment there.


  Time to leave. Get back to the office.


  But she chose not to.


  Unleashed …


  Kathryn Dance decided to stick around Solitude Creek and ask some questions of her own.


  She made the rounds of the three dozen people there, about half of whom had been patrons that night, she learned. They’d returned to leave flowers, to leave cards. And to get answers. Most asked her more questions than she did them.


  ‘How the hell did it happen?’


  ‘Where did the smoke come from?’


  ‘Was it a terrorist?’


  ‘Who parked the truck there?’


  ‘Has anybody been arrested?’


  Some of those people were edgy, suspicious. Some were raggedly hostile.


  As always, Dance deferred responding, saying it was an ongoing investigation. This group – the survivors and relatives, rather than the merely curious, at least – seemed aggressively dissatisfied with her words. One blonde, bandaged on the face, said her fiancé was in critical care. ‘You know where he got injured? His balls. Somebody trampled him, trying to get out. They’re saying we may never have kids now!’
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