

[image: Cover]



Copyright © 2004 by Mark Cohen

All rights reserved.

Lyrics from “If You Could Read My Mind,” by Gordon Lightfoot, © 1969, 1997 (renewed) used by permission of Early Morning Music, Toronto, Canada.

Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group, USA

237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017.

Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroupUSA.com.

Originally published in hardcover by Mysterious Press

First eBook Edition: May 2004

ISBN: 978-0-446-50735-6


For Tana



Acknowledgments

An author’s first novel is necessarily a product of his life experiences. It is not possible to acknowledge every person that made an impact on my life, but I would like to recognize three that made me a better writer.

First, my father, an English teacher early in his career. He taught me the joy that comes from creating with words. Second, Walter Broman, a professor of English at Whitman College who gave me permission to ignore convention. He was an inspirational and gifted teacher. Finally, Colonel (Ret.) Al Rubin, my immediate supervisor during my time as a Judge Advocate. Whenever I thought I had drafted the perfect document, he would return it to me with red ink all over it and ask, “Isn’t mine better?” It always was.

I also want to thank my agent, Sandra Bond. She believed in The Fractal Murders and never gave up. Equally important, she never let me give up. I want to remember Sara Ann Freed, the editor in chief at Mysterious Press when we were looking for a publisher. She took a chance on The Fractal Murders while others feared it was too unconventional. Tragically, Sara Ann died before The Fractal Murders hit the bookstores. 

Kristen Weber at Mysterious Press provided help with the plot and proved a worthy editor, while at the same time giving me the freedom to write “my way” and graciously tolerating my quirks. 

Profressor James D. Meiss of the University of Colorado and Professor Alex Kasman of the College of Charleston both read the manuscript and offered insight concerning the mathematics of the story and the world of mathematicians. To make The Fractal Murders enjoyable for those not mathematically inclined I have greatly simplified some of the concepts presented as part of the story. Any errors resulting from that effort are mine alone.

Writing a mystery while practicing law is no easy task. I want to thank my assistant, Sandy Enke, for her help and encouragement. Her willingness to shift from legal assistant to business manager to dog trainer while also serving as a general problem solver was a blessing.

My wife, Tana, provided love and encouragement while I was immersed in this project. 

I want to say, “Woof” to Pepper and Scrappy up in heaven.

Finally, I want to thank Phoebe, Bear, and Wyatt. Their unselfish willingness to keep my tiny allotment of the bed warm while I was writing was critical to the success of The Fractal Murders.



1

I WAS HAVING A BAD DAY. I had gotten behind Ma and Pa Kettle on the road down the mountain, and by the time I was able to pass them I was almost to Boulder. I blew past them, then blew my nose. I’d been fighting the Sinus Infection from Hell for a week. We were in the middle of round six and it was ahead on points.

The visitors’ lots were full, so I parked my aging F-150 in a faculty lot. I ejected my Creedence tape, placed my “U.S. Government—Official Business” sign above the dash, and set out for the math building. I no longer worked for the government, but I’d paid enough taxes during my legal career to consider myself an honorary employee.

I had spent seven years at the university, but that was long ago and I’d taken great pains to avoid math classes. Now I was a private eye in search of a math professor. Unable to find anything resembling a campus map, I finally asked for directions. The first kid wasn’t much help. But for the safety pin fastened to his left eyebrow, he looked like a neo-Nazi skinhead. He had no idea where the math building was and his surly demeanor suggested disgust at the notion that anyone would want to find it. I shook my head and said a prayer for the gene pool.

The next man I approached was a foreigner, probably Nigerian. Skin black as coal, trace of a British accent. He was polite and possessed a wonderful smile, but sent me on a trek that took me past the old field house—where I’d spent many an afternoon running sprints—and ended up at the alumni relations office. I could’ve sought directions there, but I hadn’t contributed to my alma mater since changing occupations and I feared some eager assistant might strike up a conversation that would end with a plea for my time and/or money.

The third time was a charm. She was a studious-looking young woman with dark eyes who stared at her feet and talked to herself as she walked. She wore black jeans, a black vest over a gray T-shirt, and black shoes with crepe soles. Her hair was long, dark, and in need of conditioner. The lost daughter of Morticia Addams. She said she was a math major and gave me detailed directions.

It was the first Monday in May. Seventy-six degrees and not a cloud in the sky. Frisbees flew, stereos blasted, and leggy coeds abounded. I recalled the night Scott McCutcheon and I had sculpted a giant snow penis in front of the administration building. Probably not the first college freshmen to engage in such foolery, but a fond memory nonetheless. It seemed like just yesterday, but more than twenty years had passed. Time passes more quickly as you age, but that’s one of the disadvantages of growing up.

The math building, a three-story fortress, was right where dark eyes had said it would be. Not far from where I’d parked. I had expected it to be named the Chester Q. Hollingsworth Hall of Mathematics or some such thing, but the sign above the entrance read simply, MATHEMATICS BUILDING. It was a newer structure, but the design was consistent with that of most others on campus. Exterior walls consisting of long slabs of rough-cut Colorado sandstone, all capped with a red tile roof. This warm architectural style dominated the campus and created an atmosphere reminiscent of a rural Italian village.

I entered unafraid. I was forty-four years old and nobody was going to ask me to bisect an angle or test my ability to solve a quadratic equation. That’s one of the advantages of growing up. There aren’t many, so I savored it.

The inside was about what you’d expect. The walls were covered with announcements and advertisements of every sort—typing services, bands in town, something about the Gay and Lesbian Student Alliance, a sign touting an upcoming lecture by a visiting professor, and so forth. One bulletin board was devoted exclusively to graduate programs at other universities. It was plastered with glossy posters and brochures. A young man wearing a pocket protector and carrying a beat-up briefcase studied them with interest. Probably the next Unabomber.

The lobby directory indicated the office of “Jayne Smyers, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Mathematics,” was on level three. I took the stairs two at a time in my gray summer suit, hit the third floor, and started down a narrow hallway. It looked and sounded devoid of life. I glanced in each open office I passed, but only one man looked up. Tall, blond, and in good shape. The nameplate on his door identified him as “Stephen Finn, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Mathematics.” Papers covered his desk. He couldn’t have been much older than twenty-seven, but his wire-rimmed glasses gave him a maturity beyond his years. “Can I help you?” he asked. Not hostile, but not friendly. My presence had broken his concentration.

“I’m looking for Professor Smyers,” I said.

“Four doors down, on the right,” he said with a forced smile. He pointed for me.

“Thanks,” I replied. He did not immediately return to his work, and I felt his curious gaze as I continued down the hall.

I arrived at 3:20 P.M.—five minutes late. She was seated behind her desk and immersed in an academic journal of some sort.

“Dr. Smyers?”

“Yes.”

“Pepper Keane.” She rose from her chair and extended her right hand. I shook it. She was as tall as me and thin as a rail. Thirtyish. Luxurious dark hair—straight, full of body, and worn short, but not so short as to be butch. She’d been blessed with high cheekbones and white teeth. Bright blue eyes. Small, firm breasts. Smooth, milky skin. She wore designer jeans and a white cotton blouse. Except for pink lipstick, I detected no makeup.

“Thank you for coming on such short notice,” she said.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” I replied. “It took a while to find a parking space.”

“Yes,” she agreed, “parking is a real problem here. Sometimes even the faculty lots are full.” I smiled, said nothing. She motioned to two sturdy wooden chairs in front of her desk and said, “Please, sit down.” Feeling liberal, I took the one on the left.

It was a typical faculty office. Small, equipped with an old metal desk and black filing cabinets. Linoleum floor tiles designed to resemble white marble were partially covered by a Navajo rug. Bookcases overflowing with textbooks and professional journals. She had made an effort to decorate it by placing cacti here and there. National Public Radio was barely audible on the small radio by the window behind her. There was one poster. It proclaimed: “A Woman Without a Man Is Like a Fish Without a Bicycle.” I hadn’t seen one of those in at least fifteen years.

“Would you like some coffee?” she asked. I noticed a small coffeemaker on one of the shelves to her right. The kind that brews only two cups at a time. There was also an electric grinder and a package of gourmet beans. She bought her coffee at Starbucks. I usually buy mine at the Texaco.

“No, thanks.”

“You sound like you have a cold. Can I make you some tea?”

“Really,” I said, “I’m fine.” I had downed forty-four ounces of diet Coke on the drive down and didn’t figure to need liquids for a while.

She poured some coffee into a mug and said, “It’s one of my few vices.” The mug boasted a colorful Southwestern design featuring a coyote howling at the moon.

“Everyone needs a few vices,” I said.

She forced a smile and sipped her coffee. “You’re probably wondering what this is all about?”

“Well, Professor, I have to admit you’ve aroused my curiosity.” She’d told me nothing on the phone, saying only that she would prefer to discuss it in person.

“I apologize for the secrecy,” she said, “but I’ve never been involved in something like this.” She paused. “Would you mind closing the door?” I reached back, gave it a good push, and listened as the latch found its place in the metal doorjamb. She took a deep breath, leaned forward, extended her long arms across the desk, and clasped her hands together. Her nails were short, but she wore polish and it matched her lipstick.

“Do you know much about mathematics?” she asked.

“Not much,” I said. “I took calculus twenty-five years ago and it was the low point of my academic career.”

She forced another smile. “My specialty,” she said, “is fractal geometry. Do you know what a fractal is?”

“No.”

“A fractal,” she said, “is a type of geometric shape.” She paused. “I don’t know quite how to explain it to you.” She tilted her head slightly, paused again, then said, “Picture a coastline.”

“Okay.” I didn’t know much about geometry, but I’d been a marine officer for three years and I knew about coastlines.

“If we take a small section of that coastline, we can use a straight line to represent it on a map. But if we look closely at that section, we will see that it is made up of many small inlets and peninsulas, right?”

“Sure, and each inlet and peninsula has its own smaller bays and headlands.”

“Yes,” she said, “that’s exactly right.” She sipped her coffee. “And if we continue to look at smaller and smaller sections of the coastline, we’ll find that this pattern is always present.”

“Right down to the last grain of sand.”

“Yes. That’s the interesting thing about fractal objects: Their pattern remains more or less the same no matter how closely you examine them.”

“So a fractal is just a shape with a random pattern?” I took the white handkerchief from my pants pocket, blew my nose, folded it gently, and placed it back in my trousers.

“Not a random pattern,” she said, “an irregular pattern. Strictly speaking, there’s no such thing as a random pattern. The two words are inconsistent. It’s an oxymoron, like military intelligence.” I let that pass without comment, though my high and tight haircut should’ve suggested I had once served in uniform.

“You’re saying the shape of a coastline is not random?”

“Not in a mathematical sense,” she said. “Each point on a coastline is linked with the points next door. If it were truly random, one point would have no relationship to the next. Instead of gradual curves, you’d see lines going all over the place. One point might be up here, the next might be way down there.”

“Okay,” I said, “I’ll buy that.” I waited for her to continue, confident that sooner or later the reason for my presence would become apparent.

“Did you study geometry in high school?”

“Tenth grade.” I wondered what Mrs. Clagett was doing these days. Probably in the Aspen Siesta nursing home suffering recurring nightmares about McCutcheon and me.

“The problem with traditional geometry,” she continued, “is that triangles, squares, and circles are abstract concepts. You can’t use them to describe the shape of things like mountains, clouds, or trees.”

“Or a coastline.”

“Or a coastline,” she agreed. She was becoming more animated; she clearly enjoyed the subject. “Traditional geometry—what we call Euclidean geometry—has to ignore the crinkles and swirls of the real world because they are irregular and can’t be described by standard mathematical formulas. Then, about twenty years ago, a man named Mandelbrot invented something we call fractal geometry.”

“Fractal geometry,” I repeated. I sensed the lesson was nearing its conclusion.

“Mandelbrot realized that although many natural phenomena appear to be chaotic, there is frequently a hidden order in them. In fact, he called fractal geometry the geometry of nature.” Another sip of coffee. “No two coastlines are identical, yet they all possess the same general shape, so there is a certain order there. Do you follow me?”

“I think so.”

“Fractal geometry provides a way to identify patterns where there appears to be disorder. It allows us to model and predict the behavior of complex systems. It’s a language,” she said. “Once you speak it, you can describe the shape of a coastline as precisely as an architect can describe a house.”

I doubted that. “Give me an example,” I said.

“Certainly,” she replied, eager for the invitation. “One of the tools we use to compare fractal objects is the concept of fractal dimension. For example, the coastline of Great Britain has a fractal dimension of approximately one point two-five, but the more rugged coastline of Norway has a fractal dimension of better than one point five-six.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“I’m sorry.” She sighed. “I’ve probably told you more than you need to know. I hope I haven’t bored you.”

“No, it’s interesting.” Not as interesting as the way her delicate bra straps traversed her bony shoulders, but interesting nonetheless.

“This will all make sense in a minute. I promise.” She sipped her coffee, and I noticed a silver Navajo bracelet on her right arm. No wedding ring on either hand.

“Take your time,” I urged. Despite my strong preference that people get right to the point, experience had taught me that the best way to conduct an interview was to shut up and listen.

“As I said,” she continued, “my specialty is fractal geometry.” I noted the Ph.D. from Harvard on the wall to my right. “Last year I began working on a paper I intended to present at a conference this fall. It’s publish or perish, you know.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“When I completed my draft, I wanted someone else to critique it.” She finished her coffee and set the mug to one side. “The last thing you want to do is publish a paper that contains a flaw.”

“So you have your colleagues read it in advance to see if they can poke holes in it?”

“Yes, but my colleagues here wouldn’t be much help. Fractal geometry is a rather narrow specialty, so I compiled a list of five of the most respected people in the field and attempted to contact them to see if they would be willing to critique it.” Her slender neck became visibly tense and I thought she might be having trouble breathing.

“Are you all right?” I asked. She took a deep breath and nodded affirmatively.

“Mr. Keane,” she continued, “when I attempted to contact these people, I learned that two had been murdered and a third had committed suicide.”

“Over what span of time?”

“All within six months of each other,” she said. “Do you know the odds against that?” It was a rhetorical question, but I had a hunch she could tell me the odds right down to the decimal point if she wanted to.

“And you want me to find out if these deaths were related?”

“Yes.”

“Did you report this to anyone?” I asked.

“I called the police.”

“And they said it wasn’t their problem?”

“Yes, because none of the deaths had taken place in Boulder. They suggested I call the FBI.”

“Did you?”

“Yes.”

“They do anything?”

“Not from my point of view,” she said coldly. “Two agents from Denver interviewed me. I explained that the odds of it being a coincidence were astronomical. Six weeks later they told me they couldn’t find any connection and had closed the case.” Her nostrils flared. She was not a woman accustomed to being taken lightly.

“When was that?” I asked.

“About two weeks ago. I’ve been struggling with what to do ever since.”

“Did you know any of the victims?”

“I knew Carolyn Chang. We met at a conference in San Francisco a few summers ago.”

“Did you stay in touch after that?”

“Not really,” she admitted. “We exchanged Christmas cards, that’s about it.” We were silent for a moment, perhaps both recalling the names and faces of people who had briefly been friends but had long since been consigned to the category of memories.

“And,” she said suddenly, “she sent me a note last year complimenting me on something I’d written for one of the journals. That’s the only time someone ever took the time to do that.” She seemed on the verge of tears, and I wondered how long it would take her to remove a tissue from the ceramic dispenser on her desk. Like her coffee mug, it boasted a colorful Southwestern design.

“Did you know the others?”

“Only by reputation,” she said. She started to reach for a tissue, but caught herself. She would not cry. “I’d read some of their papers,” she continued, “and seen their names in professional journals. You have to understand, these were some of the most brilliant people in the field. Professor Fontaine’s textbook is the bible of fractal geometry.”

“You never met them or spoke with them on the phone?”

“No.”

“Ever correspond with them?”

“No.”

I leaned back and laced my fingers together behind my head. “You said you had planned to ask five experts to critique your paper?”

“Yes.”

“And three are dead?”

“Yes.”

“Who were the other two?”

“Norbert Solomon at LSU and Mimi Townsend at MIT.”

A math professor named Mimi? “Did they review it?”

“Yes.”

“Anyone else?”

“I’ve asked several others to look at it. I still expect to present it this fall.”

I closed my eyes for a moment to process what I’d learned. “How many people in this country would you say are experts in fractal geometry?”

“I think most major universities now offer at least one course in the subject.” My years as a trial lawyer had so conditioned me that my first instinct was to rise and object to her answer as nonresponsive. But I didn’t. She wasn’t on the witness stand and I was no longer practicing law. I rephrased the question.

“Would it be correct to say that not everyone who teaches a basic course in fractal geometry is an expert?”

“Yes, I suppose that’s true.”

I leaned forward. “How many people really know this stuff?” I asked. “How many people know it well enough to critique your paper or write a textbook?”

“Gosh,” she said, “I don’t know. Fifty?”

“Okay,” I said, “can you think of anything that distinguishes these three from the other forty-seven?”

“Well,” she said, “Fontaine was certainly one of the best-known people in the field.”

“And the others?”

“They were all highly regarded.”

“Any other connection?” I asked.

She opened a folder on her desk and removed some papers. “It may not be anything,” she said, “but each of them attended or taught at Harvard.” She handed me three biographies she’d apparently photocopied from some sort of who’s who in mathematics. I studied them.

“It doesn’t appear there was any overlap,” I finally said. “Fontaine left Harvard while Carolyn Chang would’ve still been in high school.”

She finished her coffee and poured more. “Yes, I noticed that.” Her intellect recognized the significance of the fact, but her voice told me the Harvard connection concerned her.

“I’m sure many experts in fractal geometry spent time at Harvard,” I said.

“I keep reminding myself of that, but it hasn’t stopped me from having some sleepless nights.” I suspected guzzling high-octane coffee late in the afternoon wasn’t helping the problem, but I kept that to myself.

“Okay,” I said, “each of these people taught fractal geometry, each was highly regarded, and each spent time at Harvard. Aside from those things, can you think of any other connection?”

“No,” she sighed, “I’ve been racking my brain about that, but I just can’t come up with anything.”

I closed my eyes and massaged my temples. “So,” I finally said, “three math professors are dead, two of whom you never met.”

“Yes.”

“But you’re willing to spend your own money to determine if there’s a connection?”

“There is a connection,” she shot back. “Besides, if I don’t do it, who will?” I thought for a moment. The same logic had governed my actions more than once.

“How did you pick me?” I asked.

“I was impressed by your ad. Law degree. Federal prosecutor. I didn’t see any other investigators with those credentials.”

“It doesn’t mean I’ll find anything.”

“Mr. Keane,” she said, “I understand that people in your line of work can’t promise a specific result, but this was not a coincidence. Three mathematicians with expertise in a very esoteric branch of geometry all die of unnatural causes within six months of each other? Fat chance.”

“You should’ve been a lawyer,” I said. I reached for my briefcase and removed my clipboard.

“Does that mean you’ll take the case?”

“I’ll look into it. If I conclude you’re wasting your money, I’ll tell you.”

“I appreciate your concern for my money,” she said coldly, “but let me worry about that.”

“I was just trying to—”

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to be rude. Obviously, I don’t have unlimited resources. But these deaths are connected. And if you accept that, it follows that evidence of that connection exists.”

“Assuming that’s true,” I said, “it doesn’t follow that I or anyone else will find it.” She pondered that.

“One thing is certain,” she said, “we won’t find it if we don’t try.” I gave in to a slight smile and that, in turn, brought a smile to her pink lips, but this pleasant moment was cut short by two quick knocks on the imitation walnut door.

“Come in,” she said. The door opened. It was Stephen Finn, Ph.D. He stood about six-three and possessed a sinewy build. Maybe one hundred eighty pounds. Blond hair, parted on the left. Green eyes. Blue veins crisscrossed his forearms like roads on a map, and I guessed he was an athlete of some sort—a cycling enthusiast or perhaps a mountain climber. He wore a white alligator shirt, tan slacks, and cordovan loafers.

“I’m sorry,” he said with another forced smile, “I didn’t know you were with someone. I just wanted to see if we were still on for tonight?” The question was directed to her, but intended for me. He was marking his territory, claiming some form of ownership.

“Yes,” she said, “I’ll meet you at seven.” She did not introduce us and I made no effort to introduce myself. Clearly curious about my business with Jayne Smyers, he studied me briefly, apologized again for interrupting, and closed the door behind him.

“I won’t take much more of your time,” I said.

“That’s all right,” she said, “I want to give you as much information as I can.”

We talked for another twenty-five minutes. She told me what she knew about the three deaths and gave me some news clippings she’d obtained when she’d first discovered them. I asked if she’d received any threats since discovering the deaths, and she said no. She also assured me she had not received any unusual phone calls or letters. I told her I didn’t think she was in any danger, but gave her a pamphlet Scott and I had written on security for women. I requested a copy of the article she’d wanted the victims to review and she provided one. Eventually we came to the subject of fees.

One of the many things I’d hated about practicing law was having to constantly keep track of my time. No matter how accurate my records, there was always some asshole complaining he’d been billed fifty dollars for what was invariably described as a “two-minute conversation.”

“I have sort of a Zen approach to fees,” I said. “You and I will agree on a retainer. We’ll talk about my progress from time to time. If you think I’m charging too much, you can fire me. If I think you’re not paying me enough, I can quit.”

“You don’t keep track of your time?”

“Too much trouble,” I said. “You’ll know whether I’m earning my money.”

“Interesting,” she said, not quite sure how to respond.

“It requires a certain amount of trust,” I admitted.

“It requires a great deal of trust.”

“Look,” I said, “I’d make more money if I charged by the hour, but whenever I do that I seem to spend half my time generating paperwork to justify my fees and the other half wondering if the client can afford to pay me to do what needs to be done. That leaves very little time for investigation.”

“That leaves no time for investigation,” she corrected. I smiled to signify she’d made her point. In the future I would refrain from using fractions in my figures of speech.

“If you’d be more comfortable with—”

“Will two thousand dollars be enough to get started?” She retrieved her purse from the floor, removed a maroon checkbook, and began to write.

“More than enough,” I said, “but I don’t want your money if you’re not comfortable with the arrangement.”

“I’m comfortable with it,” she said as she handed me a check.

“Good.” Not surprisingly, her checks featured scenes from the Southwest; this one depicted a pastel orange sun setting behind a cactus-covered canyon. I folded it in half, placed it in my shirt pocket, returned the clipboard to my briefcase, and stood up. “I want to read what you’ve given me and do a little digging. I’ll call you in a few days to let you know what I’ve learned.”

“I’ll help you in any way I can,” she said as she rose from her chair. “I feel better just knowing someone will be working on this.” She extended her hand and I shook it.

“By the way,” I said, “who else knows about this?”

“Just Mary Pat,” she said, “my graduate assistant.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” she assured me.

“Let’s keep it that way.”

“Certainly.”

“One more thing,” I said. “Do you recall the names of the two agents you spoke with?”

“Just a moment,” she said, “I have their names right here.” She opened the top drawer of her desk and retrieved two business cards, the gold seal of the Federal Bureau of Investigation visible on each. “Special Agent Gombold and Special Agent Polk.” My expression must have changed when she said their names.

“Do you know them?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said, “I know ’em.”
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IT WAS PAST TEN when I returned to my Nederland home. I let the dogs out, removed my already loosened tie, and noticed the flashing red message light on the phone in the kitchen. There was one message. “Hey, peckerhead, give me a call.” I punched in my brother’s number. It used to be long distance to Denver, but in a rare example of government disregarding the desires of business, the Public Utilities Commission had recently ordered U.S. West to expand its local calling area.

“Hello?”

“Hello,” I bellowed in my best equine voice, “‘I’m Mister Eddddddddd.’”

He responded with his imitation of an irate Mr. T. “‘I pity the fool that calls me this late in the evening.’” I laughed.

“I guess we both like old TV shows,” I said.

“Yeah, but I chose one from the eighties and you chose one from the sixties, so I’m more hip.”

“What’s up?”

“Just wondered how you were doing.”

“Pretty damn good,” I said. I’ve suffered from mild depression since the death of an old girlfriend in a car accident years ago, but little brother still calls nearly every day to make sure I haven’t killed myself.

“I tried calling earlier.”

“I was meeting a new client.”

“Long meeting?”

“I treated myself to dinner and a movie.”

“Good, you need to be kind to yourself.”

“That’s what the self-help books say.”

“I never read ’em. I thought I was being original.”

“I don’t know why they call them the dollar movies,” I said. “The ticket cost a buck seventy-five, and I spent another six on popcorn and a drink.”

“They hose you on refreshments.”

“Yeah, and they won’t even let you bring in your own stuff. Probably an antitrust suit in there somewhere.” I took the hankie from my pocket and blew my nose.

“You got a cold?”

“Sinus infection.”

“Gonna see a doctor?”

“They always say it’s just allergies.”

“That’s what they’re taught to say when they don’t know what’s wrong.”

“I’ve never been allergic to anything in my life,” I said.

“Me either,” he said. “Real men don’t get allergies.” We laughed at our own caricatures of masculinity. “So,” he said when the laughter had ceased, “tell me about your new client.”

“She’s a math professor with a preference for the Southwestern motif.”

“Divorce case?”

“No, a fractal case.”

“Is this where I’m supposed to ask what a fractal is?”

“Yup.”

“What’s a fractal?”

I explained fractals as best I could and outlined the facts my client had presented. “And,” I added, “guess who one of the agents was?”

“You’re shittin’ me?”

“Nope.”

“Be nice to prove him wrong.” Troy had never met Polk, but he knew the story.

“Be nice to kill him,” I said, “but I may have to settle for a small moral victory.”

He allowed a laugh but said, “One manslaughter trial is enough.” A reference to a legal problem I’d had some years back.

“It was a joke,” I said.

“Not funny,” he said. I rolled my eyes. “So, you think there’s anything to this fractal thing?”

“It’s worth checking out.”

“Yeah.”

“Besides, she gave me enough money to live on for a month and it beats getting a real job.”

“Amen.”

“Amen,” I repeated. There was a brief pause.

“You coming down here tomorrow?”

“How about three o’clock? I’ll work out, then chow down with you and the gang.” Troy and Trudi have two kids, Andrew, age thirteen, and Chelsea, age seven.

“It’s a deal,” he said.

“And bring my Glock with you.” I own one firearm—a nine-millimeter Glock 17—and I rarely carry it. There had been a string of burglaries in Troy’s neighborhood, so I’d loaned the pistol to him a few months back. The burglars, two ex-cons with a taste for heroin, had since been apprehended.

“You really think these deaths are related?”

“She thinks they are,” I said. “If she’s right, we’re dealing with a highly motivated individual. No use taking chances.”

“I’ll bring it.”

“War fractals,” I said.

“Out,” he said. It was a sign-off routine we’d picked up from Jim Rome’s sports radio show.

I hung up, opened the back door, and yelled, “Ollie ollie oxenfree,” whatever that means. Like two Cruise missiles, they flew straight to the door, then positioned themselves at my feet and competed for affection. Tails wagging, they followed me in.

“How are my two favorite boys in all the world?” I asked as I knelt to let them nuzzle me. “Daddy made two thousand bucks today, so he bought you fellas some treats.” I handed a foot-long compressed rawhide bone to Buck and a smaller version to Wheat. Buck trotted across the room with his and staked a claim on the couch. Wheat took cover beneath the kitchen table, where it would be difficult for Buck to get at him.

I undressed and clicked on CNN. Wearing plaid boxers and a white T-shirt, I began my stretching routine as an auburn-haired beauty summarized the day’s events. A terrorist bomb in the Middle East, Republicans and Democrats blaming each other for the nation’s ills, and an assortment of murders, kidnappings, floods, and droughts. Who wouldn’t have a little depression? I turned off the TV, leaned back in my recliner, and picked up Heidegger’s Being and Time.

When I left the practice of law two years ago, I purchased a home in the mountain town of Nederland and began a new life. As part of that I promised myself I’d spend time each day studying philosophy or eastern religions. Those subjects had captivated me in college, and my hope was that immersing myself in them once more might give me some insight into how to deal with my existential pain. So far it hasn’t, but at least I’m well read.

The problem is that I am one of those unlucky souls condemned to forever ponder life’s unanswerable questions. I don’t know whether this is the cause of my depression or the result of it. Either way, traditional religion never worked for me. I’ve always had a bit of an authority problem, so I have trouble with the concept of God. I go through life with the nagging suspicion that it’s all meaningless, but I read philosophy hoping to prove myself wrong.

I began my self-study program by reading the pre-Socratics and had since worked my way well into the twentieth century. Consequently, I now found myself trying to understand one of the most incomprehensible philosophers of all time. Martin Heidegger, a German philosopher, has been variously classified as a phenomenologist, an existentialist, and a mystic. For Heidegger, the fundamental mystery of life was that something, rather than nothing, exists. He spent most of his adult life attempting to develop a philosophy based on this rather obvious fact. Of course, I had spent most of my adult life as a lawyer billing people for my services in six-minute increments, so who was I to judge?

As often happens when I read philosophy at night, I soon found myself half asleep and skimming the same paragraph again and again. Something about “Dasein”—Heidegger’s term for man, or being. I put the book down. “C’mon, boys,” I said to the dogs, “time to hit the hay.”

They followed me to the bedroom and we began our nightly ritual. Buck jumped on the bed ahead of me, stood on his hind legs, placed his grapefruit-size paws on my shoulders, and gave me a hug. That done, I slipped under the covers so Wheat could begin my face licking. After a suitable interval I turned out the light, then pulled the sheet over my head to signal Wheat the cleaning process was complete. Buck flopped down on my left, Wheat turned around three times and burrowed in on my right. Some people think I’m nuts when it comes to my dogs, but they’re all I’ve got.

“Mornin’, Pepper,” Wanda said.

“Mornin’, Wanda.” She took my Foghorn Leghorn mug from the rack on the back wall and handed it to me. Her blond-gray hair was in a bun, and her white apron was covered with assorted stains. She’d been baking for hours and she looked it. It was seven-thirty on a Tuesday morning and the place was crowded.

“Haven’t seen you in a while,” she said. “You get tired of gas station coffee?”

“Decided to treat myself today,” I said. Ever the diplomat.

“Something to eat? I’ve got some cinnamon rolls just out of the oven.” They smelled wonderful, but I’m insulin resistant and have to limit my carbohydrates or I gain weight.

“Tempting,” I said, “but not today.” I poured myself some coffee, mixed in a little cream, and placed a faded dollar bill on the glass counter by the register. I found a booth in the back, read the News, and listened to the morning gossip. The Post might be a better paper, but it’s divided into folding sections so large only an octopus with bifocals could comfortably read it.

The gossip was more entertaining than the paper in any event. Wanda’s Kitchen is a gathering place for the telecommuting yuppies, aging hippies, and transient bikers who populate this mountain town of fifteen hundred. This morning’s conversation centered on a controversial proposal to eliminate the town marshal’s office and contract with the county for law enforcement services. The consensus was that this was a bad idea that would ultimately lead to enforcement of such things as building codes, marijuana laws, and the three-dog limit. I agreed with the consensus.

I poured some more coffee and returned to my booth only to find Wanda’s black Lab, Zeke, sitting beneath the table. The Boulder County Health Department doesn’t make it up here very often. I took a moment to rub Zeke’s belly, then began reviewing the news clippings and biographical blurbs Jayne Smyers had provided.

The first victim, Paul Fontaine, had been a fifty-five-year-old professor of mathematics at Whitman College, in Walla Walla, Washington. He’d been shot once in the back of the head during an apparent robbery at his home last September. A Walla Walla native, Fontaine earned a doctorate at twenty-three and had taught at some of the best schools in the country. Michigan, Tufts, Harvard. As my client had mentioned, he’d authored a widely used textbook on fractal geometry.

He was the oldest of three children and the only son; his parents owned an immense wheat farm just east of Walla Walla. His father had suffered a minor stroke in 1977, and he’d taken the Whitman position at that time so he could help oversee the wheat operation. Students described him as an easygoing man with a passion for teaching. An avid runner, fly fisherman, and collector of rare American coins. The photo showed a handsome fellow, sharp features and distinguished silver hair. He had never married and had been living alone at the time of his death. I hoped the same would not someday be said of me.

Victim number two, Carolyn Chang, had been an associate professor of mathematics at the University of Nebraska, in Lincoln. A farmer had found her frozen body somewhere north of Manhattan, Kansas, in late December. She’d been raped and repeatedly stabbed. An only child, Carolyn had been born and raised in Honolulu, where her father was a successful building contractor. She’d done her undergraduate work at Harvard and earned her Ph.D. at Berkeley. Though she’d been teaching in Lincoln only five years, she’d been named acting dean of students during one of them. Colleagues and students alike described her as hardworking and demanding. She was thirty-five years old at the time of her death. Like Fontaine, she had never married.

The same photograph appeared in several articles; it was a professional portrait, probably taken for a yearbook or obtained from the university’s public relations department. Despite her Chinese surname and Asian features, her well-endowed front and the baby fat in her cheeks suggested at least one of her parents was of Polynesian descent. She had possessed a wonderful smile, wide and unpretentious. I considered her attractive, and I assumed many of her male colleagues and students had felt the same way. Maybe one of them decided she’d been a little too demanding.

Although her body had been found in Kansas, the location of the actual murder was not known. The lead investigator for the Lincoln Police Department, Detective Amanda Slowiaczek, told reporters Carolyn could have been killed anyplace between Lincoln and the site where her body had been found, approximately eighty miles south of there. Neither her department nor the sheriff in Kansas had any suspects.

The third victim, if you could call him that, had been a thirty-seven-year-old associate professor of mathematics at Harvard. Donald Underwood had hanged himself in his upscale Boston town house on Valentine’s Day. He and his wife had been separated ten months, but friends and coworkers had noticed nothing unusual in his behavior in the weeks prior to his death. There was no mention of a suicide note. Because the authorities had treated his death as a suicide rather than a murder, the local papers had not seen fit to devote more than a few paragraphs to the story. All I knew was that he was survived by his wife and two sons.

Three victims, three different states, and three different causes of death. That all added up to three unrelated cases, but all three victims had been mathematicians. And not just run-of-the-mill mathematicians, but experts in fractal geometry. The feds had closed the case, but I had a tough time chalking it up to coincidence.

Another thing I had a tough time with was the paper my client had written. It was entitled “Fractal Dimension: Some Thoughts on Alternatives to Hausdorff-Besicovitch.” She lost me in the second paragraph, and after that it might as well have been written using an alphabet created by an ancient civilization from another planet in a solar system that had long since imploded. After twenty minutes of struggling with it, all I knew was that no matter how you measured it, the coastline of Norway was still more jagged than that of Great Britain.

I gathered my papers, gave Zeke one last pat on the head, and walked home. It was approaching ten-thirty, so I donned my running gear and jogged to the post office with Wheat. I live on the outskirts of Nederland—a small town fifteen miles west of Boulder. The postal service won’t deliver mail if you live more than two miles from town, so I rent a box and check it six days a week.

There was the usual assortment of junk mail, including yet another letter from the credit gods informing me I’d been preapproved for some kind of super titanium card because of my “accomplishments in life.” Once they know you’re a lawyer, it never stops coming. I tore each item in half, dumped the remains into the metal U.S. government trash can, and started home. It was a good day to run, about seventy degrees and sunny. Little Wheat detoured now and then to check out a new smell or leave his mark, then raced to catch up with me. His paws didn’t seem to bother him, but they sometimes do and I have to walk. Or carry him.

I never take Buck to the post office. Buck is a floppy-eared cross between a Rhodesian Ridgeback and a Great Dane. He was just a puppy when I found him wandering the streets of Denver four years ago. He wasn’t wearing any tags and looked emaciated. I figured anyone stupid enough to let a dog roam the streets without tags didn’t deserve a pet, so I kept him. Today he weighs 130 and he’s extremely protective, so I have to keep him on a leash when I’m in town. Trying to jog while you’re tethered to Buck is a great way to strengthen your lats, but doesn’t make for a very enjoyable run.

Wheat, on the other hand, is a purebred schipperkee. He’s black, weighs about twenty pounds, and has pointy ears. The schipperkee originated in Belgium and was known as a boatsman’s dog. We don’t boat much, but the little dog is a joy to run with when his paws aren’t hurting. I adopted him two years ago, just before moving to Nederland. I had learned of his plight from a newspaper article. His jerk owner had abused little “Blackie” to the point where the jerk’s own roommates had called the police. The jerk had kicked the puppy so often that he had suffered permanent nerve damage in his front paws. Surgery helped some, but the dog needed a loving home. One look at the photo convinced me I had to have him. I drove to the shelter, paid the adoption fee, and took the curious animal home. The jerk was charged with cruelty to animals, but made bail and skipped town.

I finished my run, clicked on CNN, and made a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for lunch. Despite the lack of breakfast, I felt great. They say exercise is the best thing for depression, and in my case that is definitely true, but I add 150 milligrams of Imipramine every night just for insurance. I took one of my patented ninety-second showers, dressed, then sat at my desk to consider the case.

I wanted to see the police files on the three victims. This would have been difficult even if they had all died in Boulder, but the three incidents had taken place in locations where I had no contacts. Unlike many private eyes, I had never been a cop, so I wasn’t a member of the law enforcement fraternity. I had been a federal prosecutor, but even that was unlikely to get me past the disdain most police officers feel for lawyers. Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained.

I dialed information for Walla Walla only to learn the process had been automated so that you no longer spoke with a human being. A female cybervoice recited the number and offered to connect me for an additional seventy-five cents. I said, “In your dreams, sweetcakes,” then hung up and dialed it myself. The woman answering for the Walla Walla Police Department informed me that Lieutenant Dick Gilbert was handling the Fontaine case. He wasn’t in, so I left my name, number, and a request that he call me.

I phoned the Lincoln Police Department and asked for Detective Slowiaczek, the woman quoted in the news clippings. I was transferred three times, but finally got her. “Slowiaczek,” was all she said. I identified myself and explained the reason for my call.

“Who’s your client?” she demanded. She sounded like she was in her thirties. Her abrupt tone suggested my call was about as welcome as one from a sales rep asking her to switch long-distance companies.

“My client,” I said, “is a concerned citizen who finds it hard to believe these deaths were unrelated.” I heard some noise in the background.

“Tell that asshole I’ll be with him in a minute.”

“What?”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” she snapped.

“You sound busy,” I said. “All I’m asking is a chance to see what you’ve got.”

“Out of the question,” she said.

“I understand it’s an open investigation,” I said. “If you don’t want copies of documents floating around, how about I fly to Lincoln and review them in your presence.”

“I’m sure that would be a real treat for me,” she said, “but it’s not going to happen.” Losing her patience.

“Look,” I said, “I was a federal prosecutor for seven years. I know what I’m doing. I need to gather as much information as possible about these deaths.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, not impressed.

“Don’t you think it’s strange,” I persisted, “that all three of these people were experts in fractal geometry?” It was one question too many.

“In the first place,” she shot back, “I see strange every day of my life. In the second place, you’re asking me to violate department policy. And in the third place, the FBI already investigated that and I’ll be damned if I’m going to go over it again with some limp-dick lawyer turned private eye.” I got the impression she didn’t like men. I thanked her for her time and hung up before I became a suspect.

The detective who had worked the Underwood suicide was Tom O’Hara. He had the Boston accent and sounded like he was nearing retirement. I envisioned a big, hard-drinking Irish cop with silver hair, a ruddy red face, and a bulbous nose. Probably a flask of whiskey in his desk and a Red Sox pennant on the wall behind him.

“Yeah,” he said, “the feds went over my reports. Took about ten minutes.”

“That long?”

“It wasn’t a Boston case. They were doing legwork for some other office.”

“They tell you all three of these people were experts in fractal geometry?”

“Yeah, they told me all that, but you don’t need to be Dick Tracy to see this guy offed himself.”

“Any way it could’ve been staged?”

“Anything’s possible,” he admitted, “but at this point we’ve got no motive for anyone to do that and no reason to think that’s what happened.” Time to ask for the records.

“Maybe there’s nothing there,” I said, “but I’d like to review your file. My client’s paying me good money and that’s the logical place to start.” He thought for a moment.

“You contact the other two departments?”

“Yeah, they’re sending me what they’ve got.” He thought for another moment.

“I’d like to help you,” he finally said, “but I’ll bet we get three or four of these autoerotic deaths every year.” I didn’t say a word. “The department keeps these files locked up tight; you know, outta respect for the family.” I said I understood and thanked him for his time.

So, Underwood hadn’t committed suicide. He had unintentionally strangled himself while engaging in autoerotic asphyxia. As a Marine Corps lawyer it had been my sad duty to deal with that sort of thing on a fairly regular basis. Write a report, collect the deceased’s belongings, help make arrangements and all that. I had practiced law long enough to know there were plenty of apparently normal people out there who had their own secrets and demons. Or, as one of my former law partners, “Big” Matt Simms, used to say whenever we walked into a restaurant for lunch, “I’ll bet half the fuckers in here have bodies in their basements.”

I closed my eyes and considered the implications. If Underwood’s death had been an accident, then, by definition, it was unrelated to the other deaths. While the killing of even two specialists in fractal geometry still seemed highly coincidental, the belief that Underwood’s death was somehow related had given the whole thing a sort of critical mass.

Okay, assume Underwood purposely took his own life. Why make it look like an autoerotic death? That didn’t make sense, so the only other possibility was that a person or persons unknown had killed him. Where did that leave me? Each of the victims had been an expert in fractal geometry. Each had also attended or taught at Harvard, but that was probably a coincidence. The three victims had not been America’s only experts on fractals, but they were the only ones who were dead. Why them? I punched in my client’s number. She picked up on the second ring.

“Jayne Smyers.”

“Hello, Professor, this is Pepper Keane.”

“Oh, how are you? I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.” She sounded more relaxed. “Do you have me on a speakerphone?” I like the speakerphone because it leaves my hands free to find documents or take notes, but I could tell it bothered her, so I picked up the receiver.

“I’m fine, but I have a favor to ask.”

“Sure.”

“Would it be possible for me to get copies of all the published papers of the three victims?”

“Wow,” she said, “you don’t waste any time, do you?”

“I’m obsessive-compulsive.”

“Most people who achieve anything in life are.”

I wondered what I had achieved in life. Aside from being preapproved for a plethora of gold cards. “I’d like to see if I can find any pattern in their writings.”

“That makes sense. I’ll ask Mary Pat to make copies right away.”

“That’s your graduate assistant?”

“Oh, that’s right. Well, if you don’t want her to know what you’re working on, I could do it, but it would take a few days. I’d have to do a computer search and scoot over to the library to pull them myself.” I hadn’t heard anyone other than Keith Jackson use the verb “scoot” in a long time. Keith covers college football for ABC. He likes to say things like, “I tell you, folks, this sophomore can really scoot.”

“That’s okay,” I said, “go ahead and have her do it.”

“I could tell her they’re for me.”

“She’d know what you were up to. Just tell her the truth and emphasize that she’s not to mention it to anyone.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

“All right, I’ll ask her to get right on it. They should be ready in a day or two.”

I thanked her and said good-bye. Jesus, it was almost two o’clock. I let the dogs out for a few minutes, then fired up my truck and headed for Denver. I popped in a tape of old Sam Cooke tunes and made it down the mountain in twenty-two minutes. I love old rock ’n’ roll and old country. Besides, radio reception in the canyon is virtually nil; the only signal you can get is an AM station with a fundamentalist Christian orientation. I’m hoping that’s just a coincidence.

My brother and his family live just south of Denver, in Highlands Ranch, a wealthy suburb that didn’t even exist twenty-five years ago. It is sixty-six miles door-to-door, but the first leg is mountain driving, so it’s hard to do in less than an hour. His gym isn’t quite so far. I can make it in forty-five minutes if I don’t hit Denver’s notorious rush hour.

Troy Keane’s Gym is a mecca for serious bodybuilders along Colorado’s Front Range. There are no chrome-plated machines like you see in the spas. He doesn’t sell memberships; everyone pays by the month. He’s done pretty well for a guy who never finished high school. He was giving a tour to two future Schwarzeneggers when I came in, so I waited until I caught his eye, then claimed my permanent locker, changed into my workout clothes, weighed myself, and walked to the back room. The room has no official name, but a weathered black-and-white photo of Ingemar Johansson sits atop the entrance. Ingemar, for those who don’t know, was the last white heavyweight champion. And probably always will be.

I worked the speed bag for three two-minute sessions, then switched to the heavy bag. I hadn’t thought about Mike Polk in a while and visualizing him helped me hit the bag with a little extra vigor. A former basketball star at one of the PAC-10 schools, he’s tall and left-handed, so I worked combinations I thought would be effective against a big southpaw.

A successful amateur boxer, I had flirted with the notion of fighting professionally, but it’s hard to succeed as a heavyweight when you’re only five-ten. Joe Frazier had done it, but he’d usually had to take tremendous abuse from much bigger men and hope he could weather the storm until his left hook floored his opponent. I thought practicing law would be a more enjoyable way to earn a living, though I later learned you take plenty of abuse in that profession.

A few gangly teenagers gathered around when I really started moving the bag. “The secret’s in the hips,” I explained. I stepped back to rest and felt a tap on my shoulder. It was Troy.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “I thought you were Mike Tyson.”

“An understandable mistake,” I said as I struggled to control my breathing. “We look exactly alike, except he’s black and doesn’t have a big fucking streak of white hair sticking out of his head.” My hair is straight and black, but I’ve always had a small tuft of white just above my right temple. It’s a genetic fluke known as mosaicism. Some people call it a witch’s stripe. I’m told it can be indicative of something called Waardenburg’s syndrome, but in my case it’s just a fluke.

“You look good,” he said. We gave each other a bear hug.

“I’ve been running.”

“What do you weigh?”

“According to your scale, about two-fourteen.”

“That scale’s a piece of crap,” he joked. “The owner’s too cheap to replace it.”

“How about you?”

“Two-nineteen,” he said.

“You’re a stick figure,” I said, “you ought to be in the NBA.”

“Yeah, I might not be able to slam dunk, but when I foul you, you’ll damn well know you’ve been fouled.” We were poking fun at our genetic makeup. The men in our family are short and powerfully built—thick bones and limbs. At five-ten, I’m the tallest living Keane.

We took turns on the heavy bag, then laced up the gloves and did some light sparring in the ring at the back of the room. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a tall woman enter the room. She had dark hair and a bright future in toothpaste commercials. For a split second I thought it was Jayne Smyers, and in that split second my brother tagged me with a straight left. “Her name’s Pam,” he said as we continued circling.

“Cute.” She wore a scarlet leotard and shiny silver leggings, but on closer inspection I could see she was only a few years out of high school.

“You want to meet her?”

“No, not my type.”

“What is your type?”

“I don’t know.” It was a question I’d often asked myself, but one for which I’d never been able to articulate a satisfactory answer.

“She wants to be a stewardess,” he said. “Thinks serving Bloody Marys to horny old men at thirty thousand feet is glamorous.”

“They’re called flight attendants now,” I said. “And don’t knock it—most of them take home more than I do.” Though I’d earned enough practicing law to ensure my financial security for life, in two years as a private investigator I’d averaged less than twenty-five thousand dollars annually. Jayne Smyers was the first legitimate client in six weeks to seek my services.

“You can always go back to representing killers and crack dealers,” he said.

“Not in this lifetime,” I said.

We took off the gloves, finished with a quick weight workout, then hit the showers. As a result of listening to Sam Cooke on the drive down, I caught myself singing, “‘Don’t know much about algebra . . .’”

“Why are you so happy?” my brother shouted.

“I don’t know,” I said, “I guess it just feels good to be working again.”
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“Witty, smart, and inventive...Cohen is a terrific new voice on
the mystery scene.”—Stephen White, author of The Best Revenge
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