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HOORAY FOR Hollywood.

Brass stars with celebrities’ names were inlaid in the sidewalk but the stars of the night were toxin merchants, strong-arm specialists, and fifteen year olds running from family values turned vicious.

Open twenty-four hours a day, Go-Ji’s welcomed them all. The coffee shop sat on the north side of Hollywood Boulevard, east of Vine, between a tattoo parlor and a thrash-metal bar.

At 3:00 A.M., a Mexican boy was sweeping the sidewalk when Nolan Dahl pulled his cruiser into the front loading zone. The boy lacked documentation but the sight of the policeman didn’t alter his rhythm; cops could care less about  immigración. From what the boy had observed after a month, no one in LA cared much about anything.

Nolan Dahl locked the black-and-white and entered the restaurant, sauntering the way only 220 pounds of young, muscular cop laden with baton, belt, radio, flashlight, and holstered nine-millimeter could saunter. The place smelled rancid and the aisle of deep red carpet between the duct-taped orange booths was stained beyond redemption. Dahl settled at the rear, allowing himself a view of the Filipina cashier.

The next booth was occupied by a twenty-three-year-old pimp from Compton named Terrell Cochrane and one of his employees, a chubby sixteen-year-old mother of two named Germadine Batts, formerly of Checkpoint, Oklahoma. Fifteen minutes ago, the two had sat around the corner in Terrell’s white Lexus, where Germadine had rolled up a blue, spangled legging and shot fifteen dollars’ worth of tar heroin into a faltering ankle vein. Now nicely numbed and hypoglycemic, she was on her second diluted jumbo Coke, sucking ice and fooling with the pink plastic stirrer.

Terrell had mixed heroin and cocaine into a speedball and was feeling as perfectly balanced as a tightrope walker. He slouched, forked holes in his cheeseburger, simulated the Olympic logo with five flaccid onion rings while pretending not to watch the big blond cop.

Nolan Dahl couldn’t have cared less about either of them, or the five other things scattered around the bright room. Elevator rock played softly. A slim, pretty waitress the color of molasses hurried down the aisle and stopped at Nolan’s booth, smiling. Nolan smiled back, waved away a menu, and asked for coconut cream pie and coffee, please.

‘New on the night shift?’ asked the waitress. She’d come from Ethiopia five years ago and spoke beautiful English with a pleasant accent.

Nolan smiled again and shook his head. He’d been working Hollywood night shift for three months but had never patronized Go-Ji’s, getting his sugar rush from a Dunkin’ on Highland recommended by Wes Baker. Cops and doughnuts. Big joke.

‘Never seen you before, Officer - Dahl.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘life’s full of new experiences.’

The waitress laughed. ‘Well, hmm.’ She left for the pastry counter and Nolan watched her before shifting his blue eyes, making contact with Terrell Cochrane.

Scruffy thing.

Nolan Dahl was twenty-seven and had been formed, to a large extent, by TV. Before joining the force, his notion of pimps had been red velvet suits and big hats with feathers. Soon he’d learned you couldn’t prepare for anything.

Anything.

He scanned Terrell and the hooker, who had to be a minor. This month the pimp was into coarse, oversized, insipid plaid shirts over black T-shirts, abbreviated cornrows above shaved temples. Last month had been black leather; before that, African prince.

The cop’s stare bothered Terrell. Hoping it was someone else under scrutiny, he looked across the aisle at the three transsexuals giggling and whispering and making a big deal out of eating french fries.

He eased back to the cop.

The cop was smiling at him. A weird smile - almost sad. What did that mean?

Terrell returned to his burger, feeling a little out of balance.

The Ethiopian waitress brought Nolan’s order and watched as he tasted a forkful of pie.

‘Good,’ he said, though the coconut tasted like bad piñacolada mix and the cream was gluey. He was a practiced  culinary liar. As a kid, when his mother had served swill he’d said, ‘Delish,’ along with Helena and Dad.

‘Anything else, Officer Dahl?’

‘Not for now, thanks.’ Nothing you’ve got.

‘OK, just let me know.’

Nolan smiled again and she left.

Terrell Cochrane thought, That smile - one happy fucker. No reason for a cop to be happy ’ceptin he busted some rodney with no video going.

Nolan ate more pie and again aimed his smile at Terrell. Then he shrugged.

The pimp looked sideways at Germadine, by now nodding half-comatose into her Coke. Few minutes more, bitch, then back outside for more gravel-knee.

The cop ate the rest of the pie, finished his coffee and his water, and the waitress was there right away with refills.

Bitch. After bringing Terrell’s and Germadine’s food, she’d mostly ignored them.

Terrell lifted his burger and watched her say something to the cop. The cop just kept smiling and shaking his head. The bitch gave the cop his check and the cop gave her money and she turned all grinny.


A twenty, keep it, was the reason.

Fuckers always tipped big, but this? All that smiling, must be celebrating something.

The cop looked into his empty coffee cup.

Then something came out from under the table.

His gun.

He was smiling at Terrell again. Showing him the gun!

The cop’s arm stretched.

Terrell’s bowels gave way as he ducked under the table, not bothering to push down on Germadine’s head though he’d had plenty of practice doing that.

The other patrons saw Terrell’s dive. The transsexuals and the drunken long-haul truck driver behind them and the toothless, senile, ninety-year-old man in the first booth.

Everyone ducked.

Except the Ethiopian waitress, who’d been talking to the Filipina cashier. She stared, too terrified to move.

Nolan Dahl nodded at the waitress. Smiled.

She thought, A sad smile, what’s with this guy?


Nolan closed his eyes, almost as if he were praying. Opening them, he slid the nine-mm between his lips and, sucking like a baby, fixed his gaze on the waitress’s pretty face.

She was still unable to move. He saw her terror, softened his eyes, trying to let her know it was OK, the only way.

A beautiful, black, final image. God this place smelled crappy.

He pulled the trigger.
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HELENA DAHL gave me a mourner’s account. The rest I got from the papers and from Milo.

The young cop’s suicide merited only two inches on page 23 with no follow-up. But the flash-point violence stayed with me and when Milo called a few weeks later and asked me to see Helena, I said, ‘That one. Any idea yet why he did it?’

‘Nope. That’s probably what she wants to talk about. Rick says don’t feel obligated, Alex. She’s a nurse at Cedars, worked with him in the ER and doesn’t want to see the in-house shrinks. But it’s not like she’s a close friend.’

‘Has the department done its own investigation?’

‘Probably.’

‘You haven’t heard anything?’

‘Those kinds of things are kept quiet and I’m not exactly in the loop. Only thing I’ve heard is the kid was different. Quiet, stuck to himself, read books.’

‘Books,’ I said. ‘Well, there’s a motive for you.’

He laughed. ‘Guns don’t kill, introspection does?’

I laughed back. But I thought about that.

Helena Dahl called me that evening and I arranged to see her in my home office the following morning. She arrived  precisely on time, a tall, handsome woman of thirty, with very short straight blond hair and sinewy arms exposed by a navy-blue tank top. The tank was tucked into jeans and she wore tennies without socks. Her face was a lean oval, well-sunned, her eyes light blue, her mouth exceptionally wide. No jewelry. No wedding ring. She gave my hand a firm shake, tried to smile, thanked me for seeing her, then followed me.

The new house is set up for therapy. I take patients in through a side door, crossing the Japanese garden and passing the fish pond. People usually stop to look at the koi or at least comment but she didn’t.

Inside she sat very straight with her hands on her knees. Most of my work involves children caught up in the court system and a portion of the office is set aside for play therapy. She didn’t look at the toys.

‘This is the first time I’ve done this.’ Her voice was soft and low but it carried some authority. An ER nurse would make good use of that.

‘Even after my divorce, I never talked to anyone,’ she added. ‘I really don’t know what I expect.’

‘Maybe to make some sense of it?’ I said gently.

‘You think that’s possible?’

‘You may be able to learn more, but some questions can never be answered.’

‘Well, at least you’re honest. Shall we get right into it?’

‘If you’re ready—’

‘I don’t know what I am but why waste time? It ’s . . . you know about the basic details?’

I nodded.

‘There was really no warning, Dr Delaware. He was such a . . .’

Then she cried.

Then she spilled it out.

 



‘Nolan was smart,’ she said. ‘I mean seriously smart, brilliant. So the last thing you’d think he’d end up being was a cop - no offense to Rick’s friend, but that’s not exactly what comes to mind when you think intellectual, right?’

Milo had a Master’s Degree in literature. I said, ‘So Nolan was an intellectual.’

‘Definitely.’

‘How much education did he have?’

‘Two years of college. Cal State Northridge. Psychology major, as a matter of fact.’

‘He didn’t finish.’

‘He had trouble . . . finishing things. Maybe it was rebellion - our parents were heavily into education. Maybe he just got sick of classes, I don’t know. I’m three years older, was already working by the time he dropped out. No one expected him to join the police. The only thing I can think of is he’d gotten politically conservative, real law-and-order. But still . . . the other thing is, he always loved . . . sleaze.’

‘Sleaze?’

‘Spooky stuff, the dark side of things. As a kid he was always into horror movies, really gross stuff, the grossest. His senior year in high school, he went through a stage where he grew his hair long and listened to heavy metal and pierced his ears five times. My parents were convinced he was into satanism or something.’

‘Was he?’

‘Who knows? But you know parents.’

‘Did they hassle him?’

‘No, that wasn’t their style. They just rode it out.’

‘Tolerant?’

‘Unassertive. Nolan always did what he wanted—’

She cut the sentence short.

‘Where’d you grow up?’ I said.

‘The Valley. Woodland Hills. My father was an engineer, worked at Lockheed, passed away five years ago. My mother was a social worker but never worked. She’s gone, too. A stroke, a year after Dad died. She had hypertension, never took care of it. She was only sixty. But maybe she’s the lucky one - not having to know what Nolan did.’

Her hands balled.

‘Any other family?’ I said.

‘No, just Nolan and me. He never married and I’m divorced. No kids. My ex is a doctor.’ She smiled. ‘Big surprise. Gary’s a pulmonologist, basically a nice guy. But he decided he wanted to be a farmer so he moved to North Carolina.’

‘You didn’t want to be a farmer?’

‘Not really. But even if I did he didn’t ask me along.’ Her eyes shot to the floor.

‘So you’re bearing all this alone,’ I said.

‘Yup. Where was I - oh, the satanic nonsense. No big deal, it didn’t last long and then Nolan got back to normal teenage stuff. School, sports, girls, his car.’

‘Did he maintain his taste for the dark side?’

‘Probably not - I don’t know why I brought that up. What do you think about the way Nolan did it?’

‘Using his service gun?’

She winced. ‘I meant so publicly, in front of all those people. Like saying screw you to the world.’

‘Maybe that was his message.’

‘I thought it was theatrical,’ she said, as if she hadn’t heard.

‘Was he a theatrical person?’

‘Hard to say. He was very good-looking, big, made an impression - the kind of guy you noticed when he entered a room. Did he milk that? Maybe a bit when he was a kid. As an adult? The truth is, Dr Delaware, Nolan and I lost touch. We were never close. And now—’

More tears. ‘As a little kid he always enjoyed being the center of attention. But other times he didn’t want anything to do with anybody, just crawled into his own little space.’

‘Moody?’

‘A family trait.’ She rubbed her knees and looked past me. ‘My dad underwent shock therapy for depression when Nolan and I were in grade school. We were never told what was going on, just that he was going into the hospital for a couple of days. But after he died, Mom told us.’

‘How many treatments did he have?’

‘I don’t know, three, maybe four. When he’d come home he’d be wiped out, fuzzy about remembering - like what you see in head-injury patients. They say ECT works better now but I’m sure it damaged his brain. He faded in middle age, took early retirement, sat around reading and listening to Mozart.’

‘He must have been severely depressed to get ECT,’ I said.

‘Must have been but I never really saw it. He was quiet, sweet, shy.’

‘What was his relationship with Nolan?’

‘There wasn’t much of one that I could see. Even though Nolan was gifted, he was into typical macho stuff. Sports, surfing, cars. Dad’s idea of recreation was . . .’ - she smiled - ‘reading and listening to Mozart.’

‘Did they have conflict?’

‘Dad never had conflict with anyone.’

‘How did Nolan react to your father’s death?’

‘He cried at the funeral. Afterward, we both tried to comfort Mom for a while, then he just drifted away again.’

She pinched her lower lip. ‘I didn’t want Nolan to have one of those big LAPD funerals, gun salutes, all that crap. No one at the department argued. Like they were happy not to deal with it. I had him cremated. He left a will, all his stuff is mine. Dad’s and Mom’s stuff, too. I’m the survivor.’

Too much pain. I backtracked. ‘What was your mother like?’

‘More outgoing than Dad. Not moody. On the contrary, she was always up, cheerful, optimistic. Probably why she stroked out - holding it all inside.’ She rubbed her knee again. ‘I don’t want to make our family sound weird. We weren’t. Nolan was a regular guy. Partying, chasing girls. Just smarter. He got A’s without working.’

‘What did he do after dropping out of college?’

‘Bummed around, worked different jobs. Then all of a sudden he calls me, announces he’s graduated from the police academy. I hadn’t heard from him since Mom died.’

‘When was this?’

‘About a year and a half ago. He told me the academy was a joke, Mickey Mouse. He’d graduated high in his class. He said he’d called me just to let me know. In case I happened to see him drive by in a car, I shouldn’t be freaked out.’

‘Was he assigned to Hollywood from the beginning?’

‘No. West LA That’s why he thought I might see him at Cedars. He might come in to the ER with a suspect or a victim.’


In case I happened to see him. What she’d described was less a family than a series of accidental pairings.

‘What kinds of jobs did he work before he joined LAPD?’

‘Construction, auto repair, crewing on a fishing boat off Santa Barbara. That I remember because Mom showed me some fish he’d brought her. Halibut. She liked smoked fish and he had some halibut smoked.

‘What about relationships with women?’

‘He had girlfriends in high school, but after that I don’t know - can I walk around?’

‘Sure.’

She got up, covered the room in small, choppy steps. ‘Everything always came easy to Nolan. Maybe he just wanted to take the easy way out. Maybe that was the problem. He wasn’t prepared for when things didn’t come easy.’

‘Do you know of specific problems he was having?’

‘No, no, I don’t know anything - I was just thinking back to high school. I used to agonize over algebra and Nolan would waltz into my room, look over my shoulder, and tell me the answer to an equation. Three years younger - he must have been eleven, but he could figure it out.’

She stopped, faced a bookshelf. ‘When Rick Silverman  gave me your name, he told me about his friend on the force and we got into a discussion of the police. Rick said it was a paramilitary organization. Nolan always wanted to be noticed. Why would he be attracted to something so conformist?’

‘Maybe he got tired of being noticed,’ I said.

She stood there for a while, sat back down.

‘Maybe I’m doing this because I feel guilty for not being closer to him. But he never seemed to want to get close.’

‘Even if you had been close, you couldn’t have prevented it.’

‘You’re saying it’s a waste of time to try to stop someone from killing themselves?’

‘It’s always important to try to help, and many people who are stopped never attempt again. But if someone’s determined to do it, they’ll eventually succeed.’

‘I don’t know if Nolan was determined. I don’t know him!’

She burst into loud, racking sobs. When she quieted I handed her a tissue and she snatched it and slapped it against her eyes. ‘I hate this - I don’t know if I can keep doing this.’

I said nothing.

Looking to the side, she said, ‘I’m his executor. After Mom died, the lawyer handling our parents’ estate said we should each write a will.’ She laughed. ‘Estate. The house and a bunch of junk. We rented out the house, split the money, then after my divorce, I asked Nolan if I could live there, send him half the rent. He wouldn’t take it. Said he didn’t need it - didn’t need anything. Was that a warning sign?’

Before I could answer, she stood again. ‘How much more time do we have?’

‘Twenty minutes.’

‘Would you mind if I left early?’

 



She’d parked a brown Mustang off the property, out on the bridle trail that snakes up from Beverly Glen. The morning air was hot and dusty, the smell of pines from the neighboring ravine piercing and cleansing.

‘Thanks,’ she said, unlocking the car.

‘Would you like to make another appointment?’

She got in and lowered the window. The car was spotless, empty except for two white uniforms hanging over a rear door. ‘Can I get back to you? I need to check the on-call schedule.’

Patient’s version of don’t call me I’ll call you.

‘Of course.’

‘Thanks again, Dr Delaware. I’ll be in touch.’

She sped away and I returned to the house, thinking about the meager history she’d given me.

Nolan too smart to be a cop. But plenty of cops were smart. Other characteristics - athletic, macho, dominant, attracted to the dark side - fit the police stereotype. A few years bumming around before seeking the security of a city job and a pension. Right-wing political views; I’d have liked to hear more about that.

She’d also described a partial family history of serious mood disorder. A cop judged ‘different’ by his peers.

That could add to the alienation brought about by the job.

Nolan’s life sounded full of alienation.

So even though his sister was understandably shocked, no big surprises, so far.

Nothing that came close to explaining why Nolan had sucked his gun at Go-Ji’s.

Not that I was likely to get any closer to it, because the way she’d left told me it would probably be a one-shot deal.

In my business you learn to make do with unanswered questions.
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MILO CALLED two days later, at 8:00 A.M.

‘They just gave me another cold one, Alex. I’m not sure I can pay you, though we did get brownie points on the last thing, so maybe.’


The last thing was the murder of a psychology professor stalked and stabbed a few yards from her home in Westwood. Thinking it unsolvable after months of no leads, Milo’s superiors had handed it to him as punishment for being the only openly gay detective in LAPD. We’d learned a few secrets about the victim and he’d managed to close the file.

‘Well, I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Why the hell should I do  you any favors?’

He laughed. ‘Because I’m such a pleasant fellow?’

I simulated a game-show buzzer. ‘Try again.’

‘Because you’re a shrink and committed to unconditional acceptance?’

‘Don’t go on Jeopardy! What’s the case?’

I heard him sigh. ‘A kid, Alex. Fifteen years old.’

‘Oh.’

‘I know how you feel about that but this is an important  one. If you have any time at all I’d appreciate tossing things around.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Come over right now.’

 



He showed up carrying a box of files, wearing a turquoise polo shirt that proclaimed his gut, wrinkled brown jeans, scarred beige desert boots. His weight had stabilized at around 240, most of it distributed around the middle of his six-three frame. His hair was freshly cut in his usual style, though to use style in conjunction with Milo was a felony: Clipped short at the sides and back, shaggy on top, sideburns to the earlobes. Gray was winning the battle with black and the sideburns were nearly white. He’s nine months older than I am and sometimes looking at him reminds me time is passing.

He put the box down on the kitchen table. His pocked face was chalky and his green eyes lacked spark. A long night, or several of them. Looking at the refrigerator, he frowned. ‘Need I spell it out?’

‘Solid or liquid?’ I said.

‘Been working on this since six.’

‘So both.’

‘You’re the doctor.’ He stretched and sat heavily and I heard the chair creak.

I fixed him a cold roast beef sandwich and brought it over along with a quart of milk. He ate and drank quickly and exhaled noisily.

The box was filled to the top. ‘Looks like plenty of data.’

‘Don’t confuse quantity with quality.’ Pushing his plate away, he began removing bound folders and rubber-banded stacks, arranged them neatly on the table.

‘The victim is a girl named Irit Carmeli. Fifteen, slightly retarded. Thirteen weeks ago, someone abducted her and killed her during a school field trip up in the Santa Monica Mountains - some nature conservancy owned by the city. Her school goes there every year, the idea is to get a little beauty into the kids’ lives.’

‘Are all the kids retarded?’

‘All with some kind of problem. It’s a special school.’

He ran a hand over his face, as if washing without water. ‘Here’s how it lays out: The kids were dropped off near the entrance by a chartered bus, and hiked about a half-mile into the park. It gets thickly wooded pretty quickly but there are marked pathways for novice hikers. The kids ran around for an hour or so, had snacks, bathroom breaks, then reboarded. Almost two hours had lapsed by then. They called roll, Irit wasn’t there, they went looking for her, couldn’t find her, 911’d Westside Division, who sent a couple of units, but they couldn’t find her either and called for K-9 backup. It took half an hour for the dogs to get there, another half to sniff her out. The body was about a mile away, lying in a pine grove. No overt signs of violence, no ligature striations, no subdermal hemorrhaging, no swelling, no blood. Except for the positioning they would have assumed she’d had a seizure or something like that.’

‘Sexual positioning?’

‘No, show you in a second. The coroner found bruising on the hyoid and the sternohyoid and the pharyngeal muscles. No sexual assault.’

‘Strangulation,’ I said. ‘Why no external marks?’

‘Coroner said you can get that when the choke-force is  spread out over a broad area - using a soft ligature like a rolled-up towel or a clothed forearm. Gentle strangulation, they call it.’

Grimacing, he removed the top file and flipped it open to two pages of snapshots in plastic strip-fasteners.

Some were of the surrounding forest. The rest were of the girl. Thin and dark-haired, she wore a white T-shirt with lace trim around the neck and sleeves, blue jeans, white socks, pink plastic shoes. Lying on her back, brown earth beneath her, arms at her sides, feet pressed together. Too symmetrical to have fallen. Arranged. Very thin. Pipe-cleaner limbs, the elbows prominent, as if recently enlarged by a growth spurt. I would have guessed her age at twelve, not fifteen.

I studied a facial close-up. Eyes closed, mouth slightly parted. The brown hair, long and very curly and spread on the ground.

More arrangement.

Someone taking the time . . . playing.

Back to the full-body shot. Her hands were next to her thighs, palms up, curled open, as if asking Why?


Insipid olive-gray shadows washed across the pale face like brushstrokes.

Light filtering through the trees above.

My chest felt clogged and I started to close the file. Then I noticed something small and pink near the girl’s right ear. ‘What’s that?’

‘Hearing aid. She was also deaf. Partially in one ear, totally in the other.’

‘Jesus.’ I put the file down. ‘Irit Carmeli. Is that Italian?’

‘Israeli. Her father’s a honcho at the Israeli Consulate.  Which is why the department’s inability to develop a single lead in three months is problematic.’

‘Three months,’ I said. ‘I never read about it in the papers.’

‘It wasn’t in the papers. Diplomatic pull.’

‘Sounds like a very cold case.’

‘Any colder and I’d be wearing fur. Any gut impressions?’

‘He took his time with her,’ I said. ‘Meaning he probably abducted her fairly soon after she arrived. When’s the last time anyone saw her?’

‘No one’s sure. From the moment they let them off the bus it was chaos, kids running all over the place. That was the point of the conservancy. The school had gone there before, thought it was a safe place for the kids to run loose and explore.’

‘How’d the murderer get in without being noticed?’

‘Probably a backroad, the place is full of them on three sides, access from the Valley side, Santa Monica, and from Sunset. There’s a thick belt of trees between the hiking area and the nearest road so you’d need to know your way around, meaning the piece of shit was familiar with the area, either hiked or drove. If he drove he parked at a distance because the roads closest to the murder scene were clean, no tracks.’

‘He parks, walks through the trees, finds a spot where he can see the kids, watches,’ I said. ‘Any tracks on more distant roads?’

‘Nothing that could be identified because you get heavy enough traffic to blur everything. And I can’t tell you they checked every square inch of the park early because in the beginning, it wasn’t a crime scene, it was a missing kid. In addition to the K-9s and the teachers and the park rangers,  her father came over with a whole posse of consulate people and everything got pretty much trampled.’

‘What about at the scene itself?’

‘Not a trace of anything physical, except for a few pieces of straw that the lab says came from a broom. Looks like the scumbag swept up the area around her.’

‘A neat one,’ I said. ‘Compulsive. That fits the way he arranged the body.’

I forced myself to look at the photographs again, picturing a fiendish face bent over the girl. But that ’s not the way it was. It always came down to people, not monsters.

Arranging. Manipulating.

Sweeping up.

‘Strangulation and positioning are usually sexual,’ I said. ‘No assault at all?’

‘Nothing. She was a virgin. And you know how sex fiends usually position: Spreading the legs, displaying the genitals. This was just the opposite, Alex. First time I saw the pictures she looked unreal. Like a doll.’

‘Playing with dolls.’ My voice was low and hoarse.

‘Sorry for dropping this one on you,’ he said.

‘How retarded was she?’

‘The file says “slightly.”’

‘Abducted without a sound and carried a mile from the group. How much did she weigh?’

‘Eighty pounds.’

‘So we’re talking someone strong,’ I said. ‘Is the theory that she wandered off the path, just happened to be unlucky?’

‘That’s one of them. The other is that he picked her for some reason. As far as no sound, he could have clamped his  hand over her mouth and carried her away. Though if he did clamp, it wasn’t hard. No finger marks. Not a bruise anywhere.’

‘So no evidence of any resistance on her part?’

He shook his head.

‘Was she mute as well as deaf?’

‘She spoke but not clearly and her main language was Hebrew.’

‘But she had the capacity to scream?’

‘I assume.’ He finished the milk and crushed the carton.

‘Watching til he found a victim,’ I said. ‘Stalking the herd and picking off a weak one. How many other kids were in the group?’

‘Forty-two. Plus four teachers and two aids. Some of the kids were in wheelchairs and needed close supervision. Another reason the kids who could run around had lots of freedom.’

‘Still,’ I said. ‘All those people and no one saw anything?’ He shook his head, again, and pointed to the files. ‘Everyone’s been talked to twice, three times. Teachers, the bus driver, kids to the extent they could talk.’

‘How often do they come to the conservancy?’

‘Once a year for the past five.’

‘Was the trip prearranged with the park?’

He nodded. ‘Lots of schools come up there.’

‘So someone familiar with the park would know disabled kids were due to visit. Easy victims.’

‘The first guys on the case - Gorobich and Ramos - interviewed every park and school employee as well as former employees. The only criminal records they found was some old DUI stuff on a couple of the gardeners and their alibis all checked out.’

‘Sounds like they were thorough.’

‘Both were competent and a kid victim plus a diplomat father made the case high-priority. But they came up with  nada and last week they got pulled and transferred to auto theft. Calls from above.’

‘So now they’re trading two detectives for one?’ I said. ‘I know you’re good but—’

‘Yeah, yeah, I asked the same thing. Lieutenant just shrugged and said, “What, Sturgis, you mean you’re not a genius?” Only thing I can think of is the Israelis figure all the teamwork scut’s been done, they want to keep it low-key so some Arab terrorist won’t get ideas and declare open season on other consulate kids. As to why me?’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe they heard about the Devane solve.’

‘So you’re supposed to clear it quickly but quietly,’ I said. ‘Quite a mandate.’

‘It has that smell of futility, Alex. For all I know someone’s setting me up for a fall. Lieutenant was sure smiling a lot.’ He drummed his fingers on the box.

I picked out the second file. Page after page of transcripted interviews with family members, teachers. Lots of stiff, wordy cop prose. Lots of pain seeping through but no revelations. I put it down.

‘So,’ he said. ‘Anything else?’

‘A planner, a sneak. Maybe an outdoors type. Physically strong, possibly a history of child molestation, voyeurism, exposure. Smart enough to wait and watch and to sweep up. Maybe meticulous in his personal habits. He didn’t assault her, so the thrill of the chase probably did it for him. Stalking and capture.’


Picking the weak one out of the herd . . . I said, ‘If he did choose Irit, why? With all those other kids, what made her the target?’

‘Good question.’

‘You don’t think it could be something to do with her father’s position?’

‘The father claims no and my feeling is if it was political the Israelis would take care of it themselves.’

‘Being a diplomat’s daughter,’ I said, ‘did she have any special security training? Did her disabilities cause her to be especially gullible?’

‘Gorobich said he asked the father that but the guy brushed him off, kept insisting the murder had nothing to do with Irit personally, that LA was a hellhole full of homicidal nuts, no one was safe.’

‘And because he was a VIP, no one pushed.’

‘That and basically Gorobich and Ramos agreed with him. It didn’t look like anything the kid had brought on herself. More like some twisted fuck watched her and snatched her and dispatched her and cleaned up afterward. Like you said,  playing. Big fucking game. God, I hate when it’s a kid.’

He got up and paced, opened the fridge, looked inside, closed it, peered out the kitchen window.

‘Have you met the parents yet?’ I said.

‘I put a call in today, waiting for an appointment.’

‘Three months with no progress,’ I said. ‘The grief may have turned completely to rage. It may be even more difficult to approach them.’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I’ll tackle that later. Meanwhile, trees don’t have feelings, so how about taking a look at the scene?’
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IT WAS less than a half-hour drive, a right turn off Sunset, past the Brentwood intersection with Pacific Palisades. No signs. Sometimes people who love nature don’t think other people should disrupt it.

A suburban street lined with middle-sized ranch homes led to a brush-shaded single-lane road that kept narrowing. A school bus would be scraped by branches.

The gate was steel painted ballpark-mustard yellow, latched but not locked. The first sign, orange city-issue, specified visiting hours. Opening time was an hour away. I got out, released the latch, returned to the unmarked, and we drove through more foliage-banked asphalt. We pressed on, rolling on dirty hardpack now, as the brush turned to pines, cedar, cypress, sycamore. Trees planted so close together they formed deep green walls, nearly black, just the faintest delineation of branch and leaf. Anyone or anything could hide back there.

The road ended in a spoon-shaped clearing. Faded white lines marked off a dozen parking spots and Milo slid into one. Behind the lot was a ten-foot strip of dry, clipped grass upon which sat three rickety picnic tables, a U-drive mower, and several fastened lawn bags, stuffed, shiny-black.

Beyond the grass, more forest.

I followed Milo over the lawn to two signs, one atop the other, marking the mouth of a dirt path that dipped into the trees. Above: NATURE HIKE, PLEASE STAY ON TRAIL. An arrow pointed left. Below, a picture board behind cloudy plastic displayed leaves, berries, acorns, squirrels, rabbits, blue jays, snakes. A warning under the western rattler that when the days grew long and hot, the serpents came crawling out for action.

We began descending. The drop was gentle and the trail was terraced in spots. Soon other paths appeared, steeper, skinnier, branching from the side. The trees remained so dense only short portions of walkway resisted the shadows.

We walked quickly, not speaking. I was imagining, theorizing, and the look on Milo’s face told me he was doing the same. Ten minutes later, he stepped off the trail and entered the forest. The pine smell was much stronger here - almost artificial, like room freshener - and the ground beneath our feet was littered with needles and cones.

We walked for a long time before he stopped at a small clearing that bore no distinction.

Not even a clearing, just the space between huge old pines with gray, corrugated trunks. Trunks all around, like Greek columns. The space felt enclosed, an outdoor room.

A crypt.

Someone’s idea of a death chamber . . . I said so but Milo didn’t reply.

I looked around, listened. Bird calls, distant. Insects scattering. Nothing to see but trees. No backroads. I asked him about that.

He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘The forest ends about three hundred yards back, though you can’t see it from here. There’s an open field, then roads, then mountains, and more roads. Some eventually link up with highways but most dead-end. I traipsed around all yesterday, walking and driving, saw nothing but squirrels, couple of big hawks. Circling hawks, so I stopped to check, maybe there was something else dead down below. Nothing. No other predators.’

I stared in the direction he’d indicated. No breaking light, not even a suggestion of exit.

‘What happened to the body?’ I said.

‘Buried in Israel. The family flew over, stayed for a week or so, came back.’

‘Jewish mourning rituals take a week.’

He raised his eyebrows.

I said, ‘I worked the cancer ward.’

He paced around the clearing, looking huge in the dark, vaultlike space.

‘Secluded,’ I said. ‘Only a mile from the bus but secluded. It had to be someone who really knew this place well.’

‘Problem is, that doesn’t narrow it down very much. It’s public access, there are always hikers.’

‘Too bad there were none around that day. On the other hand, maybe there were.’

He stopped pacing. ‘What do you mean?’

‘The news blackout. How would anyone have known to come forward?’

He thought about that. ‘Gotta talk to the parents. Though it’s probably too late.’

‘Maybe you can get them to compromise, Milo. Report the murder without identifying Irit by name. Though I agree, it’s unlikely to pay off after all this time.’

He kicked a tree hard, muttered, walked around some more, looked in all directions, said, ‘Anything else?’

I shook my head and we retraced our steps to the parking lot. The U-drive mower was in use now, a dark-skinned man in a khaki uniform and pith helmet riding back and forth on the grass strip. He turned briefly and kept riding. The brim of the helmet shaded his face.

‘Waste of time?’ said Milo, starting up the unmarked and backing out.

‘You can never tell.’

‘Got time to read some of the files?’

Thinking of Irit Carmeli’s face, I said, ‘Plenty of time.’
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The Observer

 



THEY HADN’T paid him any attention, he was sure of that. Waiting until the unmarked car had been gone for twenty minutes, he got off the mower, tied off the last of the leaf bags, got back on, and coasted down toward the park entrance. Stopping a short distance behind the yellow gates, he pushed the machine back to the side of the road. The park service had never missed it. Loose procedures.

Very loose. The girl’s misfortune.

Good find, the mower, a bonus added to the uniform.

As always, the uniform worked perfectly: Do manual labor in office care and no one notices you.

His car, a gray Toyota Cressida with false plates and a handicapped placard in the glove compartment, was parked three blocks down. A nine-millimeter semiautomatic was concealed in a box under the driver’s seat.

He was lean and light and walked quickly. Ten feet from the vehicle, he disarmed the security system with his remote, looked around without appearing to, got in, and  sped off toward Sunset, turning east when he got there.

Same direction they’d gone.

A detective and a psychologist and neither had given him a second’s notice.

The detective was bulky, with heavy limbs and sloping shoulders, the lumbering trudge of an overfed bull. The baggy, gnarled face of a bull - no, a rhinoceros.

A depressed rhinoceros. He looked discouraged already. How did that kind of pessimism square with his reputation?

Maybe it fit. The guy was a pro, he had to know the chance of learning the truth was slim.

Did that make him the sensible one?

The psychologist was a different story. Hyperalert, eyes everywhere.

Focused.

Quicker and smaller than the detective - five ten or so, which still put him three inches above the dark man. Restless, he moved with a certain grace. A cat.

He’d gotten out of the car before the detective turned the engine off.

Eager - achievement-oriented?

Unlike the detective, the psychologist appeared to take care of himself. Solidly built, curly dark hair, a little long but trimmed neatly. Clear, fair skin, square jaw.

The eyes very pale, very wide.

Such active eyes.

If he was that way with patients how could he calm them down?

Maybe he didn’t see many patients.

Fancied himself a detective.

With his blue sportcoat, white shirt, and pressed khaki pants, he looked like one of those professors trying to come across casual.

That type often faked casual, pretending everyone was equal, but maintaining a clear sense of rank and position.

The dark man wondered if the psychologist was like that. As he drove toward Brentwood, he thought again of the man’s rapid, forward walk.

Lots of energy, that one.

All this time and no one had even gotten close to figuring out what had happened to Irit.

But the psychologist had forged forward - maybe the guy was an optimist.

Or just an amateur, too ignorant to know better.
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MILO DROPPED me off and returned to the West LA station. As I headed up the stairs to the front entrance, I heard the whine of Robin’s table saw from out back and detoured through the garden to her studio. Spike, our little French bulldog, was basking near the door, a mound of blackbrindled muscle melting into the welcome mat. He stopped snoring long enough to raise his head and stare. I rubbed his neck and stepped over him.

Like the house, the outbuilding is white stucco, compact and simple with lots of windows and a tile roof shaded by sycamore boughs. Lateral sunlight flooded the clean, airy space. Guitars in various stages of completion were positioned around the room and the spicy resin smell of crisply cut wood seasoned the air. Robin was guiding a hunk of maple through the saw and I waited to approach until she finished and turned off the machine. Her auburn curls were tied up in a knot and her apron was filmed with sawdust. The T-shirt beneath it was sweaty, as was her heart-shaped face.

She wiped her hands and smiled. I put my arm around her shoulder and kissed her cheek. She turned and gave me her mouth, then pulled away and wiped her brow.

‘Learn anything?’

‘No.’ I told her about the park, the leafy vault.

Her brown eyes got huge and she flinched. ‘Every parent’s nightmare. What next?’

‘Milo asked me to look over the files.’

‘It’s been a while since you got involved in something like this, Alex.’

‘True. Better get to work.’ I kissed her forehead and stepped away.

She watched me go.

 



By the end of three hours I learned the following:

Mr and Mrs Zev Carmeli lived in a leased house on a good street in Beverlywood with their now only child, a seven-year-old boy named Oded. Zev Carmeli was thirty-eight, born in Tel Aviv, a career foreign-service officer. His wife, Liora, was four years younger, born in Morocco but raised in Israel, employed as a Hebrew teacher at a Jewish day school on the West Side.

The family had arrived in LA a year ago from Copenhagen, where Carmeli had served for three years as an attaché at the Israeli Embassy. Two years before that he’d been assigned to the embassy in London and had obtained a Master’s Degree in international relations at London University. He and his wife and Oded spoke English fluently. Irit, said her father, had spoken ‘very well, considering.’

All the quotes were from the father.

The girl’s health problems had followed an influenza-like illness at the age of six months. Carmeli referred to his daughter as ‘a little immature but always well-behaved.’ The  term retarded never came up in the files, but an educational summary report supplied by her school, The Center for Development, indicated ‘multiple learning problems, bilateral hearing impairment, including total deafness in the right ear, and mild to moderate developmental delay.’

As Milo had said, Carmeli was adamant about having no enemies in Los Angeles and brushed off all questions about his work and the political situation in the Middle East.

Detective E. J. Gorobich wrote: ‘V.’s father stated that his job is “coordinating events” for the consulate. I asked for an example and he said he’d organized an Israel Independence Day parade last spring. When I inquired about any other events he’d coordinated, he stated there were lots of them but that the parade was a main one. When I inquired about possible connections between what had happened to his daughter and his occupational /political position and/or activities, he became noticeably agitated and stated: “This wasn’t political, this was a madman! It’s obvious that you have many madmen in America!”’


The Center for Development was a small private school in Santa Monica specializing in children with mental and physical handicaps. Tuition was high and student-teacher ratio was low.

A school bus had picked Irit up each morning at 8:00 A.M. and dropped her off at 3:00 P.M. Mrs Carmeli taught mornings only and was always home to receive her daughter. Younger brother Oded was enrolled at the school that employed his mother and attended classes til four. Before the murder, he’d been taken home by car pool or a consulate employee. Since the murder, Mr or Mrs Carmeli picked him up.

Irit’s academic records were skimpy. No grades, no quantitative testing, an assessment by her teacher, Kathy Brennan, that she was ‘making excellent strides.’

Brennan had been interviewed by Gorobich’s partner, Det. Harold Ramos.

‘Witness stated she feels “all torn up” and “guilty” about what had happened to V. even though she’d gone over the events of the day over and over and hadn’t found anything she could have done differently except watch V. every second of the day, which would have been impossible because there were forty-two children at the park, including some who needed extra-special care (wheelchairs pushed on the paths, etc.). Ms Brennan also stated that going to the park was a regular thing for the school, they’d been doing it for years, it was always considered a safe place where “kids can just run around for a while and be kids, without being watched every second.” As to whether or not she’d seen anything suspicious, witness stated she hadn’t, even though she’d been “racking her brain.” Witness then stated that deceased was a “really nice kid, so sweet, no problems ever. Why do the nice ones always have to suffer!” Immediately following this Ms Brennan broke down and was tearful. When asked if she was aware of other nice ones suffering, she stated, “No, no. You know what I mean. All the kids are nice, they all have problems. It’s just not fair that someone would do this to a child!”’


Next came face-to-face meetings with every teacher and aid present at the field trip, as well as the teachers who’d  remained at school; the principal, a Dr Rothstein; the bus driver, Alonzo Burns; and several of Irit’s classmates. No transcripts of the talks with the children were included. Instead, Gorobich and Ramos offered forty-two nearly identical summaries:
‘Witness Salazar, Rudy, nine y.o., blind, interviewed in presence of parents, denies any knowledge.’

‘Witness Blackwell, Amanda, six y.o., braces on feet, not retarded, interviewed in presence of mother, denies any knowledge.’

‘Witness Shoup, Todd, eleven y.o., retarded, in wheelchair, interviewed in presence of mother, denies any knowledge . . .’





End of that folder.

A thicker one contained interviews with every employee of the park and the results of a door-to-door canvass of the surrounding neighborhood. Twenty-eight employees, nearly a hundred neighbors. Gorobich and Ramos had ‘telephonically’ recontacted every one of them two weeks later, with the same results: No one had seen or heard anything or anyone unusual in or around the park.

I reread the coroner’s files, wincing at the term ‘gentle strangulation’ before moving on to a beefy computer printout, the cover stamped with the seal of the state Department of Justice in Sacramento, Violent Crime Information Network.

Five separate lists of names followed, each tabbed, labeled with an acronym, and subheaded CATCHMENT AREA. For all  five sections, the park’s zip code and three adjoining codes were typed on a dotted line:1. SAR (Sex Registration)

2. SHOP (Sexual Habitual Offenders)

3. ACAS (Child Abuse Reports)

4. ISU (M.O.’s related to violent crimes)

5. SRF (Persons on probation/parole from CDC/ CYA)



Five databases filled with names and information on sex offenders. I counted 283 names, some overlaps circled in red. Ninety-seven offenders, including four of the overlaps, had been rearrested and were in custody. Two turquoise circles identified a pair of child murderers out on parole, one living three miles from the park, the other in Bell Gardens.

Gorobich and Ramos had interviewed both killers immediately and verified strong alibis for the day of the murder. The detectives then enlisted the help of three other investigators, two civilian clerks, and three volunteer police scouts to locate the 186 criminals still out there, though none of the names on the DOJ lists matched any of the park workers, neighbors, teachers, the principal, or the bus driver.

Thirty-one men were missing in violation of parole and warrants were issued for their rearrest. A handwritten note reported eleven already apprehended. The others were contacted and presented alibis of varying strength. A note by Ramos indicated no strong suspects because ‘No M.O. matches to this homicide were found among any of these  individuals and given the lack of assault and other sexual patterning, it is still not clear that this was a sexual homicide.’

I read the M.O. file carefully.

With the exception of a few exhibitionists, the child molesters had all played with, bruised, penetrated, or somehow made physical contact with their victims and the vast majority had been previously acquainted with their victims: Daughters, sons, nieces, nephews, grandkids, stepkids, the children of girlfriends, drinking buddies, neighbors.

Both of the alibied murderers had killed children known to them: One had beaten a girlfriend ’s two-year-old daughter to death with his fists. The other, a woman, had intentionally scalded her own son in the bathtub.

Nearly two hundred predators, roaming free in this relatively small area . . .

Why only four zip codes?

Because the detectives couldn’t be everywhere and you had to draw the line somewhere.

Would doubling, tripling, quadrupling the area have accomplished much?

LA was a country-sized sprawl, ruled by the car. Give a stalker some gas money and coffee and he could go anywhere.

Hop on the freeway, weave nightmares, be back in bed in time for the evening news. Munching chips and masturbating, eyes glued to the headlines, hoping for fame.

Aimless driving was one characteristic of sexual sadists.

But Irit hadn’t been tortured.

Still, maybe we did have a traveler. Someone who liked the backroads. Maybe this killer was up in Alaska by now, fishing salmon, or strolling the boardwalk in Atlantic City, or in New Orleans, hunkered down in a French Quarter club eating gumbo.

Watching . . .

For all their numerical precision, the printouts seemed primitive. I put them down and picked up the next file, thin and black.

Still thinking of two hundred predators in four zip codes. What kind of society let people who raped and beat children back out on the streets?

It’s been a long time, Alex.

Inside the black file were aerial photographs of the murder scene - fluffy, green-black patches of treetops, as distant and artificial as an architect’s design sketch.

Tan laces at the upper periphery - the roads. Capillaries feeding mountains, gullies, the city sprawl beyond.

Facing the photos was a crisp white letter on FBI stationery. Dear Detective Gorobich correspondence from FBI Special Agent Gail Gorman of the bureau’s Behavioral Sciences Regional Unit in San Diego.

Gorman acknowledged receipt of the aerial shots, the crime-scene data, and the completed questionnaire, but regretted that insufficient information existed for a definitive profile of the killer. However, she was willing to guess that he was most likely male, white, over thirty, of average to above-average intelligence, nonpsychotic, probably compulsive and perfectionistic, presenting a neat, clean, unremarkable appearance, probably employed at the present,  though possibly with an inconsistent or checkered job history.

With regard to the crime being ‘sexual in nature,’ she repeated the disclaimer of insufficient data and went on to say that ‘despite the obvious organization of the crime, the lack of sadistic or vicious elements mitigate against a sexual homicide, as does the absence of obvious or covert sexual activity at the scene. However, should future homicides bearing precisely these signature elements show themselves, we would be interested in hearing about them.’

The letter ended by suggesting that ‘victim characteristics should be explored further: Age, ethnicity, specific disabilities. While this homicide might very well turn out to have been committed by an opportunistic or premeditating stranger, the possibility that the victim knew the perpetrator cannot be ruled out and, in fact, should be looked into, though, once again, this is only a suggestion, not a conclusion. Factors mitigating against victim-perpetrator acquaintance include leaving the body faceup in a location where it would eventually be found. Factors mitigating for acquaintance include the use of diffuse-force (“gentle”) strangulation and other evidence of care and time taken to avoid brutalization and degradation of the body.’

Average to above-average. Organized, compulsive, perfectionistic.

That meshed with my first impression.

A planner - someone who took pride in setting things up and watching the elements fall into place.

Taking his time - spiriting Irit a mile from the bus so he’d have time.

It implied a certain relaxation - self-confidence? Arrogance?

Someone who believed he was clever.

Because he’d gotten away with it before?

No M.O. match existed in any of the state files.

Had he evaded detection by concealing other bodies? Going public, now?

More confident?

I let my mind dance around the data.

Someone who craved control because he’d been controlled as a child, perhaps brutally?

Maybe he was still under someone’s thumb. A worker bee or submissive spouse?


Faking self-confidence?

Needing release.

Employed, possibly a checkered history . . .

Agent Gorman using sound psychological logic, because psychopaths’ achievements nearly always lagged behind their own inflated self-images.

Leading to dissonance. Tension.

The need for release: The ultimate control.

I thought of a killer I’d met in graduate school. A strangler, as it happened, locked in a back ward of County General Hospital, waiting for the court system to evaluate his sanity. A professor who earned extra money as an expert witness had taken us to the killer’s cell.

A gaunt, almost skeletal man in his thirties, with sunken cheeks and wispy black hair, the stranger lay on a cot, restrained by wide leather straps.

One of my classmates asked him what it felt like to kill.  The gaunt man ignored the question at first, then a slow smile spread across his lips and they darkened, like paper held to a flame. His victim had been a prostitute whom he hadn’t wanted to pay. He’d never known her name.


What it feels like? he finally said, in a disturbingly pleasant voice. It feels like nothing, it’s no big fucking deal, you stupid asshole. It’s not actually doing it, anyway, it’s being able to do it, asshole.

The power . . .

Opportunistic or premeditated.

Had Irit’s killer known about the annual field trip in advance or was he just aware that the park was frequented by schoolkids?

Were the Carmelis right about Irit’s victimization being one of those wrong-time/wrong-place horrors of chance that give atheists fuel?

Predator leering as the school bus unloads.

Feeling sweet contentment the way a fox might as it views chicklets hatching.

Every parent’s nightmare.

Picking a weak one out of the herd - but why Irit?

Special Agent Gorman had suggested the girl’s disabilities, but Irit’s problems weren’t obvious to the casual observer. On the contrary, she’d been an attractive child. No shortage of other kids with more conspicuous handicaps.

Was that the cue? The fact that she looked normal?

Then I remembered the hearing aid on the ground.

Despite all the care taken to arrange the body.

Not an accident. The more I thought about it, the more certain I became.

Leaving the pink disc behind - a message?

Communicating what?

I grabbed up the M.O. file again, looked for crimes committed against deaf people. Nothing.

Had the hearing aid told him Irit was the easiest target of all - less likely to be aware as he came up behind her, less likely to scream?

She wasn’t mute, but maybe he’d assumed she was.

Gentle strangulation.

The phrase disgusted me . . .


Care and time taken to avoid degradation of the body . . . No sex at the scene but perhaps he’d gone elsewhere to get off, masturbating to memories, as sex killers usually do.

But sex killers often used trophies to trigger memories: Clothing, jewelry. Body parts; the breasts were a favorite.

Irit’s body had been left pristine, nothing taken. Posed - almost primly. Expressly unsexual.

As if the killer wanted the world to know she hadn’t been touched.

That he was different?

Or maybe he had taken something - something unobtrusive, undetectable - a few strands of hair.

Or had the souvenirs been the images themselves?

Photos, snapped at the scene and pocketed for later.

I pictured him, faceless, standing over her, tumescent with power, arranging - posing, snap, snap.

Creating a tableau, a hideous artform.

Polaroids. Or a private darkroom where he could modulate optical nuance.

A self-styled artiste?

Taking Irit far enough from the path so no one would hear the click, see the flash.

Cleaning up . . . obsessive but not psychotic.

You have many madmen in America!

I reread S. A. Gorman’s letter, everything else in the box.

For all the hundreds of pages, something was missing.

The Carmelis’ friends and neighbors hadn’t been interviewed. Neither had Mrs Carmeli, and her husband had been contacted only twice, both times briefly.

Respect for the grieving or soft-glove treatment for a diplomat?

Now, months later, a dead end.

My head hurt and my lungs burned. I’d been at it for nearly three hours.

As I got up to make coffee, the phone rang.

The operator at my service said, ‘A Ms Dahl is on the line, Doctor.’

‘I’ll take it, thanks.’

‘Dr Delaware? It’s Helena. I just got my on-call schedule for the week so I thought I’d try for an appointment. Do you have anything in two days? Maybe around ten in the morning?’

I checked. Several court reports were due. ‘How about eleven?’

‘Eleven would be fine. Thank you.’

‘How’s everything going, Helena?’

‘Oh . . . about as well as can be expected . . . I guess I’m going through a point where I really miss him - more than I did . . . right after. Anyway, thanks for seeing me. Bye.’

‘Bye.’

I wrote down the appointment. So much for clinical predictions.

What was the chance I could do better for a dead girl?
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‘HOW FAR’D you get?’ Milo asked the next morning. It was 9:00 A.M. and we were drinking orange juice in my office.

‘All of it.’ I lifted the offender printout. ‘New system?’

‘Funded by Sacramento in response to the victims’ rights movement. Great idea but so far reporting procedures are sloppy and lots of cities - LA included - don’t have a system in place. Also, most cops are scared of computers so the best way to get info is still the horn and teletypes. What’d you think of the FBI letter?’

‘Nothing I disagree with but Agent Gorman’s careful not to commit herself.’

‘So what else is new.’

I told him my conception of the murderer. The possibility that photos had been taken.

‘Polaroids or a darkroom?’ he said. ‘A professional photographer?’

‘Or a serious amateur. Someone with artistic pretensions - there’s something pretentious about the crime, Milo. Fussy. Arranging the body, sweeping up. A psychopath who wants to believe he’s something else. But all that’s predicated upon it being a sex crime.’

‘You don’t think it was?’

‘Gorman may be right about its having something to do with Irit’s background rather than being just a random thing. When Gorobich and Ramos did something, they were thorough. It’s what they didn’t do that’s off. All those interviews with park neighbors but none in Beverlywood. The father talked to twice, the mother not at all.’

He wiped his face. ‘A family thing?’

‘Most kids are killed by relatives.’

‘Something about these parents comes across creepy?’

‘Just how little attention they’ve received. And how little information they’ve offered.’

‘A parent hiding in that forest - it would have to be the father ’cause the mother wouldn’t be strong enough to carry Irit that far. And I know for sure it wasn’t the father because when the call came in about Irit’s being missing, he was at the consulate in a meeting.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Any other relatives besides the younger brother?’

‘Don’t know.’ He put his big hands on the side of the box and rocked it. ‘It’s too weird, anyway, Alex. When relatives kill kids you know it’s almost always at home. Or some family outing. I’ve never heard of them stalking like this. I know Gorobich and Ramos didn’t turn over every rock but they claim there was nothing off about the Carmelis. Just parents destroyed by the worst possible scenario. Add VIP to the picture and you could see why they wouldn’t want to pry too hard.’

‘Makes sense,’ I said. ‘Get a callback from Mr Carmeli yet?’

‘Nope. And I can’t wait to tackle that one. Little old moi  crashing the halls of diplomacy.’

The image made me smile.

‘What?’ he said. ‘The tie?’


The tie was a limp, narrow strip of blue-green pseudosilk, too short to stretch the hump of his belly and flipped-up at the tip. Perfect with the beige-and-black striped shirt and the faded olive sportcoat.

I used to think he didn’t know better but a month ago, Robin and I had gone with him to the art museum and he had looked at the pictures the way someone who understands pictures does, talking about how much he liked the Ashcan painters, why Fauvism stank because of the vulgar colors. After all these years I was beginning to suspect the way he dressed was intentional. A distraction, so people would think him inept.

‘The tie,’ I said, ‘could cause an international incident. Why, are you planning a drop-in?’

‘You know me. Mr Spontaneous.’

‘When?’

‘Soon as possible. Want to come along? No doubt you’ve  got a diplomatically correct foulard - in fact, do you have one to lend me? More orange juice, too, long as you’re up.’

 



I lent him a conservative Paisley and we took the unmarked.

The Israeli Consulate was on Wilshire near Crescent Heights, on the top floor of a faceless seventeen-story tower. The first three floors were parking lot and Milo drove in, ignored the WAIT FOR VALET sign, and pulled into a space near the elevator. Pocketing the keys, he shoved a bill at the  flustered attendant, flashed his badge, and called out, ‘Have a nice day.’

We rode up. The interior halls were narrow, white, free of decoration, topped by a low, gray, water-spotted acoustical ceiling. The carpeting was mint green with a faint dot pattern. Both needed cleaning and wallpaper seams had come loose in spots. Lots of doors, mostly white and blank.

At the end of the corridor was a TV camera aimed at the last door. A brown plastic sign announced the presence of the consulate and the Israeli tourist office and spelled out hours for visa applications. Just to the right was another plaque - the blue-and-white Israeli flag - and below that a plate-glass window with a steel document tray, a call button, and a speaker.

A young black-haired man in a blue blazer, white shirt, and tie sat behind the glass. His features were sharp and his hair was thick and cropped to the skull. He was reading a magazine and didn’t look up until Milo pushed the button.

‘Yes?’

‘Mr Carmeli.’

‘Do you have an appointment?’ Middle Eastern accent.

Milo produced the badge again.

‘Drop it in, please.’

The badge hit the tray and slid into the reception booth. A steel shutter dropped over the slot. The guard inspected the badge, looked at Milo, held up a finger, got up, and disappeared. The magazine was Sports Illustrated.

Behind the booth was a nest of white cubicles and I could see two women and one man working at computers. A few  travel posters hung on the walls. Everything looked just a bit off - cloudy. Refracted through the inch-thick glass.

The young man came back a moment later. ‘He’s in a meeting—’

‘This is about—’

The young man smiled and held up a finger again. ‘But,’ he said, ‘he’ll be out soon.’

He sat down and returned to the world of soccer.

‘Doing us a big favor,’ mumbled Milo.

A low-pitched whine sounded above. The camera rotated, aiming at us.

Milo pushed the button again and the young man looked up.

‘My badge?’

‘Mr Carmeli has it.’

We stood in the hall as the guard read. A heavy black woman in blue blazer and gray slacks came from around the corner and walked down the hall, glancing at doors. She saw us and turned around.

Three minutes passed, four, five. The guard picked up a phone, listened, put it back down.

Five more minutes until one of the white doors opened and a tall, pale man came out into the corridor. Stooped, with round shoulders, he wore a gray nailhead double-breasted suit, baby blue shirt, and maroon tie. The shirt’s collar was too big and the suit bagged. His cheeks were sunken and the bones of his hawk face were oversized and painfully obvious. Wavy brown hair was neatly trimmed and thinning at the crown. He wore heavy, black-framed eyeglasses.

‘Zev Carmeli.’

Handshakes were cursory. His fingers were long and very cold. The glasses were bifocals. Thirty-eight but he looked ten years older.

Milo started to speak but Carmeli interrupted him by returning the badge and turning to point down the hall. Leading us to another of the white doors, he unlocked it and motioned us into a windowless room set up with a brown sofa, Danish teak coffee table with brass ashtray, a pair of chrome and brown-tweed armchairs.
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