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 The Poet





This is for Philip Spitzer and Joel Gotler. Great advisors and agents, but most of all great friends
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Death is my beat. I make my living from it. I forge my professional reputation on it. I treat it with the passion and precision of an undertaker – somber and sympathetic about it when I’m with the bereaved, a skilled craftsman with it when I’m alone. I’ve always thought the secret of dealing with death was to keep it at arm’s length. That’s the rule. Don’t let it breathe in your face.


But my rule didn’t protect me. When the two detectives came for me and told me about Sean, a cold numbness quickly enveloped me. It was like I was on the other side of the aquarium window. I moved as if underwater – back and forth, back and forth – and looked out at the rest of the world through the glass. From the backseat of their car I could see my eyes in the rearview mirror, flashing each time we passed beneath a streetlight. I recognized the thousand-yard stare I had seen in the eyes of fresh widows I had interviewed over the years.


I knew only one of the two detectives. Harold Wexler. I had met him a few months earlier when I stopped into the Pints Of for a drink with Sean. They worked CAPs together on the Denver PD. I remember Sean called him Wex. Cops always use nicknames for each other. Wexler’s is Wex, Sean’s, Mac. It’s some kind of tribal bonding thing. Some of the names aren’t complimentary but the cops don’t complain. I know one down in Colorado Springs named Scoto whom most other cops call Scroto. Some even go all the way and call him Scrotum, but my guess is that you have to be a close friend to get away with that.


Wexler was built like a small bull, powerful but squat. A voice slowly cured over the years by cigarette smoke and whiskey. A hatchet face that always seemed red the times I saw him. I remember he drank Jim Beam over ice. I’m always interested in what cops drink. It tells a lot about them. When they’re taking it straight like that, I always think that maybe they’ve seen too many things too many times that most people never see even once. Sean was drinking Lite beer that night, but he was young. Even though he was the supe of the CAPs unit, he was at least ten years younger than Wexler. Maybe in ten years he would have been taking his medicine cold and straight like Wexler. But now I’ll never know.


I spent most of the drive out from Denver thinking about that night at the Pints Of. Not that anything important had happened. It was just drinks with my brother at the cop bar. And it was the last good time between us, before Theresa Lofton came up. That memory put me back in the aquarium.


But during the moments that reality was able to punch through the glass and into my heart, I was seized by a feeling of failure and grief. It was the first real tearing of the soul I had experienced in my thirty-four years. That included the death of my sister. I was too young then to properly grieve for Sarah or even to understand the pain of a life unfulfilled. I grieved now because I had not even known Sean was so close to the edge. He was Lite beer while all the other cops I knew were whiskey on the rocks.


Of course, I also recognized how self-pitying this kind of grief was. The truth was that for a long time we hadn’t listened much to each other. We had taken different paths. And each time I acknowledged this truth the cycle of my grief would begin again.


 




 




My brother once told me the theory of the limit. He said every homicide cop had a limit but the limit was unknown until it was reached. He was talking about dead bodies. Sean believed that there were just so many that a cop could look at. It was a different number for every person. Some hit it early. Some put in twenty in homicide and never got close. But there was a number. And when it came up, that was it. You transferred to records, you turned in your badge, you did something. Because you just couldn’t look at another one. And if you did, if you exceeded your limit, well, then you were in trouble. You might end up sucking down a bullet. That’s what Sean said.


 




 




I realized that the other one, Ray St. Louis, had said something to me.


He turned around in his seat to look back at me. He was much larger than Wexler. Even in the dim light of the car I could make out the rough texture of his pockmarked face. I didn’t know him but I’d heard him referred to by other cops and I knew they called him Big Dog. I had thought that he and Wexler made the perfect Mutt and Jeff team when I first saw them waiting for me in the lobby at the Rocky. It was like they had stepped out of a late-night movie. Long, dark overcoats, hats. The whole scene should have been in black and white.


‘You hear me, Jack. We’ll break it to her. That’s our job, but we’d just like you to be there to sort of help us out, maybe stay with her if it gets rough. You know, if she needs to be with somebody Okay?’


‘Okay.’


‘Good, Jack.’


We were going to Sean’s house. Not the apartment he split with four other cops in Denver so in accordance with city regs he was a Denver resident. His house in Boulder where his wife, Riley, would answer our knock. I knew nobody was going to be breaking anything to her. She’d know what the news was the moment she opened the door and saw the three of us standing there without Sean. Any cop’s wife would know. They spend their lives dreading and preparing for that day. Every time there’s a knock on the door they expect it to be death’s messengers standing there when they open it. This time it would be.


‘You know, she’s going to know,’ I told them.


‘Probably,’ Wexler said. ‘They always do.’


I realized they were counting on Riley knowing the score as soon as she opened the door. It would make their job easier.


I dropped my chin to my chest and brought my fingers up beneath my glasses to pinch the bridge of my nose. I realized I had become a character in one of my own stories – exhibiting the details of grief and loss I worked so hard to get so I could make a thirty-inch newspaper story seem meaningful. Now I was one of the details in this story.


A sense of shame descended on me as I thought of all the calls I had made to a widow or parent of a dead child. Or brother of a suicide. Yes, I had even made those. I don’t think there was any kind of death that I hadn’t written about, that hadn’t brought me around as the intruder into somebody’s pain.



How do you feel? Trusty words for a reporter. Always the first question. If not so direct, then carefully camouflaged in words meant to impart sympathy and understanding – feelings I didn’t actually have. I carried a reminder of this callousness. A thin white scar running along my left cheek just above the line of my beard. It was from the diamond engagement ring of a woman whose fiancé had been killed in an avalanche near Breckenridge. I asked her the old standby and she responded with a backhand across my face. At the time I was new to the job and thought I had been wronged. Now I wear the scar like a badge.


‘You better pull over,’ I said. ‘I’m going to be sick.’


Wexler jerked the car into the freeway’s breakdown lane. We skidded a little on the black ice but then he got control. Before the car had completely stopped I tried desperately to open the door but the handle wouldn’t work. It was a detective car, I realized, and the passengers who most often rode in the back were suspects and prisoners. The back doors had security locks controlled from the front.


‘The door,’ I managed to strangle out.


The car finally jerked to a stop as Wexler disengaged the security lock. I opened the door, leaned out and vomited into the dirty slush. Three great heaves from the gut. For a half a minute I didn’t move, waiting for more, but that was it. I was empty. I thought about the backseat of the car. For prisoners and suspects. And I guessed that I was both now. Suspect as a brother. A prisoner of my own pride. The sentence, of course, would now be life.


Those thoughts quickly slipped away with the relief the physical exorcism brought. I gingerly stepped out of the car and walked to the edge of the asphalt where the light from the passing cars reflected in moving rainbows on the petroleum-exhaust glaze on the February snow. It looked as if we had stopped alongside a grazing meadow but I didn’t know where. I hadn’t been paying attention to how far along to Boulder we were. I took off my gloves and glasses and put them in the pockets of my coat. Then I reached down and dug beneath the spoiled surface to where the snow was white and pure. I took up two handfuls of the cold, clean powder and pressed it to my face, rubbing my skin until it stung.


‘You okay?’ St. Louis asked.


He had come up behind me with his stupid question. It was up there with How do you feel? I ignored it.


‘Let’s go,’ I said.


We got back in and Wexler wordlessly pulled the car back onto the freeway. I saw a sign for the Broomfield exit and knew we were about halfway there. Growing up in Boulder, I had made the thirty-mile run between there and Denver a thousand times but the stretch seemed like alien territory to me now.


For the first time I thought of my parents and how they would deal with this. Stoicly, I decided. They handled everything that way. They never discussed it. They moved on. They’d done it with Sarah. Now they’d do it with Sean.


‘Why’d he do it?’ I asked after a few minutes.


Wexler and St. Louis said nothing.


‘I’m his brother. We’re twins, for Christ’s sake.’


‘You’re also a reporter,’ St. Louis said. ‘We picked you up because we want Riley to be with family if she needs it. You’re the only —’


‘My brother fucking killed himself!’


I said it too loud. It had a quality of hysteria to it that I knew never worked with cops. You start yelling and they have a way of shutting down, going cold. I continued in a subdued voice.


‘I think I am entitled to know what happened and why. I’m not writing a fucking story. Jesus, you guys are ...’


I shook my head and didn’t finish. If I tried I thought I would lose it again. I gazed out the window and could see the lights of Boulder coming up. So many more than when I was a kid.


‘We don’t know why,’ Wexler finally said after a half minute. ‘Okay? All I can say is that it happens. Sometimes cops get tired of all the shit that comes down the pipe. Mac might’ve gotten tired, that’s all. Who knows? But they’re working on it. And when they know, I’ll know. And I’ll tell you. That’s a promise.’


‘Who’s working it?’


‘The park services turned it over to our department. SIU is handling it.’


‘What do you mean Special Investigations? They don’t handle cop suicides.’


‘Normally, they don’t. We do. CAPs. But this time it’s just that they’re not going to let us investigate our own. Conflict of interest, you know.’


CAPs, I thought. Crimes Against Persons. Homicide, assault, rape, suicide. I wondered who would be listed in the reports as the person against whom this crime had been committed. Riley? Me? My parents? My brother?


‘It was because of Theresa Lofton, wasn’t it?’ I asked, though it wasn’t really a question. I didn’t feel I needed their confirmation or denial. I was just saying out loud what I believed to be the obvious.


‘We don’t know, Jack,’ St. Louis said. ‘Let’s leave it at that for now.’ 


 




 




The death of Theresa Lofton was the kind of murder that gave people pause. Not just in Denver, but everywhere. It made anybody who heard or read about it stop for at least a moment to consider the violent images it conjured in the mind, the twist it caused in the gut.


Most homicides are little murders. That’s what we call them in the newspaper business. Their effect on others is limited, their grasp on the imagination is short-lived. They get a few paragraphs on the inside pages. Buried in the paper the way the victims are buried in the ground.


But when an attractive college student is found in two pieces in a theretofore peaceful place like Washington Park, there usually isn’t enough space in the paper for all the inches of copy it will generate. Theresa Lofton’s was no little murder. It was a magnet that pulled at reporters from across the country. Theresa Lofton was the girl in two pieces. That was the catchy thing about this one. And so they descended on Denver from places like New York and Chicago and Los Angeles, television, tabloid and newspaper reporters alike. For a week, they stayed at hotels with good room service, roamed the city and the University of Denver campus, asked meaningless questions and got meaningless answers. Some staked out the day care center where Lofton had worked part-time or went up to Butte, where she had come from. Wherever they went they learned the same thing, that Theresa Lofton fit that most exclusive media image of all, the All-American Girl.


The Theresa Lofton murder was inevitably compared to the Black Dahlia case of fifty years ago in Los Angeles. In that case, a not so All-American Girl was found severed at the midriff in an empty lot. A tabloid television show dubbed Theresa Lofton the White Dahlia, playing on the fact that she had been found on a snow-covered field near Denver’s Lake Grasmere.


And so the story fed on itself. It burned as hot as a trash-can fire for almost two weeks. But nobody was arrested and there were other crimes, other fires for the national media to warm itself by. Updates on the Lofton case dropped back into the inside pages of the Colorado papers. They became briefs for the digest pages. And Theresa Lofton finally took her spot among the little murders. She was buried.


All the while, the police in general, and my brother in particular, remained virtually mute, refusing even to confirm the detail that the victim had been found in two parts. That report had come only by accident from a photographer at the Rocky named Iggy Gomez. He had been in the park looking for wild art – the feature photos that fill the pages on a slow news day – when he happened upon the crime scene ahead of any other reporters or photographers. The cops had made the callouts to the coroner’s and crime scene offices by landline since they knew the Rocky and the Post monitored their radio frequencies. Gomez took shots of two stretchers being used to remove two body bags. He called the city desk and said the cops were working a two-bagger and from the looks of the size of the bags the victims were probably children.


Later, a cop shop reporter for the Rocky named Van Jackson got a source in the coroner’s office to confirm the grim fact that a victim had come into the morgue in two parts. The next morning’s story in the Rocky served as the siren call to the media across the country.


My brother and his CAPs team worked as if they felt no obligation to talk to the public at all. Each day, the Denver Police Department media office put out a scant few lines in a press release, announcing that the investigation was continuing and that there had been no arrests. When cornered, the brass vowed that the case would not be investigated in the media, though that in itself was a laughable statement. Left with little information from authorities, the media did what it always does in such cases. It investigated the case on its own, numbing the reading and television-watching public with assorted details about the victim’s life that actually had nothing to do with anything.


Still, almost nothing leaked from the department and little was known outside headquarters on Delaware Street; and after a couple of weeks the media onslaught was over, strangled by the lack of its lifeblood, information.


 




 




I didn’t write about Theresa Lofton. But I wanted to. It wasn’t the kind of story that comes along often in this place and any reporter would have wanted a piece of it. But at first, Van Jackson worked it with Laura Fitzgibbons, the university beat reporter. I had to bide my time. I knew that as long as the cops didn’t clear it, I’d get my shot at it. So when Jackson asked me in the early days of the case if I could get anything from my brother, even off the record, I told him I would try, but I didn’t try. I wanted the story and I wasn’t going to help Jackson stay on it by feeding him from my source.


In late January, when the case was a month old and had dropped out of the news, I made my move. And my mistake.


One morning I went in to see Greg Glenn, the city editor, and told him I’d like to do a take out on the Lofton case. That was my specialty, my beat. Long takes on the notable murders of the Rocky Mountain Empire. To use a newspaper cliché, my expertise was going behind the headlines to bring you the real story. So I went to Glenn and reminded him I had an in. It was my brother’s case, I said, and he’d only talk to me about it. Glenn didn’t hesitate to consider the time and effort Jackson had already put on the story. I knew that he wouldn’t. All he cared about was getting a story the Post didn’t have. I walked out of the office with the assignment.


My mistake was that I told Glenn I had the in before I had talked to my brother. The next day I walked the two blocks from the Rocky to the cop shop and met him for lunch in the cafeteria. I told him about my assignment. Sean told me to turn around.


‘Go back, Jack. I can’t help you.’


‘What are you talking about? It’s your case.’


‘It’s my case but I’m not cooperating with you or anybody else who wants to write about it. I’ve given the basic details, that’s all I’m required to do, that’s where it stays.’


He looked off across the cafeteria. He had an annoying habit of not looking at you when you disagreed with him. When we were little, I would jump on him when he did it and punch him on the back. I couldn’t do that anymore, though many times I wanted to.


‘Sean, this is a good story. You have —’


‘I don’t have to do anything and I don’t give a shit what kind of story it is. This one is bad, Jack. Okay? I can’t stop thinking about it. And I’m not going to help you sell newspapers with it.’


‘C’mon, man, I’m a writer. Look at me. I don’t care if it sells papers or not. The story is the thing. I don’t give a shit about the paper. You know how I feel about that.’


He finally turned back to me.


‘Now you know how I feel about this case,’ he said.


I was silent a moment and took out a cigarette. I was down to maybe half a pack a day back then and could have skipped it but I knew it bothered him. So I smoked when I wanted to work on him.


‘This isn’t a smoking section, Jack.’


‘Then turn me in. At least you’ll be arresting somebody.’



‘Why are you such an asshole when you don’t get what you want?’


‘Why are you? You aren’t going to clear it, are you? That’s what this is all about. You don’t want me digging around and writing about your failure. You’re giving up.’


‘Jack, don’t try the below-the-belt shit. You know it’s never worked.’


He was right. It never had.


‘Then what? You just want to keep this little horror story for yourself? That it?’


‘Yeah, something like that. You could say that.’


 




 




In the car with Wexler and St. Louis I sat with my arms crossed. It was comforting. Almost as if I were holding myself together. The more I thought about my brother the more the whole thing made no sense to me. I knew the Lofton case had weighed on him but not to the point that he’d want to take his own life. Not Sean.


‘Did he use his gun?’


Wexler looked at me in the mirror. Studied me, I thought. I wondered if he knew what had come between my brother and me.


‘Yes.’


It hit me then. I just didn’t see it. All the times that we’d had together coming to that. I didn’t care about the Lofton case. What they were saying couldn’t be.


‘Not Sean.’


St. Louis turned around to look at me.


‘What’s that?’


‘He wouldn’t have done it, that’s all.’


‘Look, Jack, he —’


‘He didn’t get tired of the shit coming down the pipe. He loved it. You ask Riley. You ask anybody on the- Wex, you knew him the best and you know it’s bullshit. He loved the hunt. That’s what he called it. He wouldn’t have traded it for anything. He probably could have been the assistant fucking chief by now but he didn’t want it. He wanted to work homicides. He stayed in CAPs.’


Wexler didn’t reply. We were in Boulder now, on Baseline heading toward Cascade. I was falling through the silence of the car. The impact of what they were telling me Sean had done was settling on me and leaving me as cold and dirty as the snow back on the side of the freeway.


‘What about a note or something?’ I said. ‘What—’


‘There was a note. We think it was a note.’


I noticed St. Louis glance over at Wexler and give him a look that said, you’re saying too much.


‘What? What did it say?’


There was a long silence, then Wexler ignored St. Louis.


‘Out of space,’ he said. ‘Out of time.’


“‘Out of space. Out of time.” Just like that?’


‘Just like that. That’s all it said.’


 




 




The smile on Riley’s face lasted maybe three seconds. Then it was instantly replaced by a look of horror out of that painting by Munch. The brain is an amazing computer. Three seconds to look at three faces at your door and to know your husband isn’t coming home. IBM could never match that. Her mouth formed into a horrible black hole from which an unintelligible sound came, then the inevitable useless word: ‘No!’


‘Riley,’ Wexler tried. ‘Let’s sit down a minute.’


‘No, oh God, no !’


‘Riley ...’


She retreated from the door, moving like a cornered animal, first darting one way and then the opposite, as if maybe she thought she could change things if she could elude us. She went around the corner into the living room. When we followed we found her collapsed on the middle of the couch in an almost catatonic state, not too dissimilar from my own. The tears were just starting to come to her eyes. Wexler sat next to her on the couch. Big Dog and I stood by, silent as cowards.


‘Is he dead?’ she asked, knowing the answer but realizing she had to get it over with.


Wexler nodded.


‘How?’


Wexler looked down and hesitated a moment. He looked over at me and then back at Riley.


‘He did it himself, Riley. I’m sorry.’


 




 




She didn’t believe it, just as I hadn’t. But Wexler had a way of telling the story and after a while she stopped protesting. That was when she looked at me for the first time, tears rolling. Her face had an imploring look, as if she were asking me if we were sharing the same nightmare and couldn’t I do something about it. Couldn’t I wake her up? Couldn’t I tell these two characters from a black and white how wrong they were? I went to the couch, sat next to her and hugged her. That’s what I was there for. I’d seen this scene often enough to know what I was supposed to do.


‘I’ll stay,’ I whispered. ‘As long as you like.’


She didn’t answer. She turned from my arms to Wexler.


‘Where did it happen?’


‘Estes Park. By the lake.’


‘No, he wouldn’t go – what was he doing up there?’


‘He got a call. Somebody said they might have some information about one of his cases. He was going up to meet them for coffee at the Stanley. Then after he ... he drove out to the lake. We don’t know why he went there. He was found in his car by a ranger who heard the shot.’


‘What case?’ I asked.


‘Look, Jack, I don’t want to get into —’



‘What case?’ I yelled, this time not caring about the inflection of my voice. ‘It was Lofton, wasn’t it?’


Wexler gave one short nod and St. Louis walked away shaking his head.


‘Who was he meeting?’


‘That’s it, Jack. We’re not going to get into that with you.’


‘I’m his brother. This is his wife.’


‘It’s all under investigation but if you’re looking for doubts, there aren’t any. We were up there. He killed himself. He used his own gun, he left a note and we got GSR on his hands. I wish he didn’t do it. But he did.’
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In the winter in Colorado the earth comes out in frozen chunks when they dig through the frost line with the backhoe to open up a grave. My brother was buried in Green Mountain Memorial Park in Boulder, a spot not more than a mile from the house where we grew up. As kids we were driven by the cemetery on our way to summer camp hikes in Chautauqua Park. I don’t think we ever once looked at the stones as we passed and thought of the confines of the cemetery as our own final destination, but now that was what it was to be for Sean.


Green Mountain stood over the cemetery like a huge altar, making the small gathering at his grave seem even smaller. Riley, of course, was there, along with her parents and mine, Wexler and St. Louis, a couple dozen or so other cops, a few high school friends that neither Sean nor I nor Riley had stayed in touch with and me. It wasn’t the official police burial with all the fanfare and colors. That ritual was reserved for those who fell in the line of duty. Though it could be argued that it was still a line-of-duty death, it wasn’t considered one by the department. So Sean didn’t get the Show and most of the Denver police force stayed away. Suicide is believed to be contagious by many in the thin blue line.


I was one of the pallbearers. I took the front along with my father. Two cops I didn’t know before that day, but who were on Sean’s CAPs team, took the middle, and Wexler and St. Louis were on the back. St. Louis was too tall and Wexler too short. Mutt and Jeff. It gave the coffin an uneven cant at the back as we carried it. I think it must have looked odd. My mind wandered as we struggled with the weight and I thought of Sean’s body pitching around inside it.


 




 




I didn’t say much to my parents that day, though I rode with them in the limousine with Riley and her parents. We had not talked of anything meaningful in many years and even Sean’s death could not penetrate the barrier. After my sister’s death twenty years before, something in them changed toward me. It seemed that I, as the survivor of the accident, was suspect for having done just that. Survived. I am also sure that since that time I have continued to disappoint them in the choices I have made. I think of these as small disappointments accruing over time like interest in a bank account until it was enough for them to comfortably retire on. We are strangers. I see them only on the required holidays. And so there was nothing that I could say to them that would matter and there was nothing they could say to me. Aside from the occasional hurt-animal sound of Riley crying, the inside of the limo was as quiet as the inside of Sean’s casket.


 




 




After the funeral I took two weeks of vacation and the one week of bereavement leave the paper allowed and drove by myself up into the Rockies. The mountains have never lost their glory for me. It’s mountains where I heal the fastest.


Headed west on the 70, I drove through the Loveland Pass and over the peaks to Grand Junction. I did it slowly, taking three days. I stopped to ski; sometimes I just stopped on the turnouts to think. After Grand Junction I diverted south and made it to Telluride the next day. I kept the Cherokee in four-wheel drive the whole way. I stayed in Silverton because the rooms were cheaper and skied every day for a week. I spent the nights drinking Jagermeister in my room or near the fireplace of whatever ski lodge I stopped in. I tried to exhaust my body with the hope that my mind would follow. But I couldn’t succeed. It was all Sean. Out of space. Out of time. His last message was a riddle my mind could not put aside.


For some reason my brother’s noble calling had betrayed him. It had killed him. The grief that this simple conclusion brought me would not ebb, even when I was gliding down the slopes, the wind cutting in behind my sunglasses and pulling tears from my eyes.


I no longer questioned the official conclusion but it had not been Wexler and St. Louis who had convinced me. I did that on my own. It was the erosion of my resolve by time and by facts. As each day went by, the horror of what he had done was somehow easier to believe and even accept. And then there was Riley. On the day after that first night she had told me something that even Wexler and St. Louis hadn’t known yet. Sean had been going once a week to see a psychologist. Of course, there were counseling services available to him through the department, but he had chosen this secret path because he didn’t want his position to be undermined by rumors.


I came to realize he was seeing the therapist at the same time I went to him wanting to write about Lofton. I thought maybe he was trying to spare me the same anguish that the case had brought him. I liked the thought that that was what he was doing and I tried to hold on to that idea during those days up in the mountains.


In front of the hotel room mirror one night after too many drinks, I contemplated shaving my beard off and cutting my hair short like Sean’s had been. We were identical twins – same hazel eyes, light brown hair, lanky build – but not many people realized that. We had always gone to great lengths to forge separate identities. Sean wore contacts and pumped iron to put muscle on his frame. I wore glasses, had had a beard since college, and hadn’t picked up the weights since high school basketball. I also had the scar from that woman’s ring in Breckenridge. My battle scar.


Sean went into the service after high school and then the cops, keeping the crew cut as he went. He later got a CU degree while going part-time. He needed it to get ahead in the department. I bummed around for a couple of years, lived in New York and Paris, and then went the full-time college route. I wanted to be a writer, ended up in the newspaper business. In the back of my mind I told myself it was just a temporary stop. I’d been telling myself that for ten years now, maybe longer.


That night in the hotel room, I looked at myself in the mirror for a long time but I didn’t shave off my beard or cut my hair. I kept thinking about Sean under the frozen ground and I had a crushed feeling in my stomach. I decided that when my time came I wanted to be burned. I didn’t want to be down there under the ice.


What hooked me deepest was the message. The official police line was this: After my brother left the Stanley Hotel and drove up through Estes Park to Bear Lake, he parked his department car and for a while left the engine running, the heat on. When the heat had fogged the windshield he reached up and wrote his message there with a gloved finger. He wrote it backward so you could read it from outside the car. His last words to a world that included two parents, a wife and a twin brother.


 




Out of space. Out of time.


 




I couldn’t understand. Time for what? Space for what? He had come to some desperate conclusion, yet he never tested us on it. He had not reached out to me, nor to my parents or Riley. Was it up to us to reach for him, not even knowing of his secret injuries? In my solitude on the road, I concluded that it was not. He should have reached. He should have tried. By not doing so he had robbed us of the chance to rescue him. And in not doing so he had left us unable to be rescued from our own grief and guilt. I realized that much of my grief was actually anger. I was mad at him, my twin, for what he had done to me.


But it’s hard to hold a grudge against the dead. I couldn’t stay angry with Sean. And the only way to alleviate the anger was to doubt the story. And so the cycle would begin again. Denial, acceptance, anger. Denial, acceptance, anger.


On my last day in Telluride I called Wexler. I could tell he didn’t like hearing from me.


‘Did you find the informant, the one from the Stanley?’


‘No, Jack, no luck. I told you I’d let you know about that.’


‘I know. I just still have questions. Don’t you?’


‘Let it go, Jack. We’ll all be better off when we can put this behind us.’


‘What about SIU? They already put it behind? Case closed?’


‘Pretty much. I haven’t talked to them this week.’


‘Then why are you still trying to find the informant?’


‘I’ve got questions, just like you. Just loose ends.’


‘You changed your mind about Sean?’


‘No. I just want to put everything in order. I’d like to know what he talked about with the informant, if they even talked. The Lofton case is still open, you know. I wouldn’t mind nailing that one for Sean.’


I noticed he was no longer calling him Mac. Sean had left the clique.


 




 




The following Monday I went back to work at the Rocky Mountain News. As I entered the newsroom I felt several eyes upon me. But this was not unusual. I often thought they watched me when I came in. I had a gig every reporter in the newsroom wanted. No daily grind, no daily deadlines. I was free to roam the entire Rocky Mountain region and write about one thing. Murder. Everybody likes a good murder story. Some weeks I’d take apart a shooting in the projects, telling the tale of the shooter and the victim and their fateful collision. Some weeks I’d write about a society murder out in Cherry Hill or a bar shooting in Leadville. Highbrow and lowbrow, little murder and big murder. My brother was right, it sold papers if you told it right. And I got to tell it. I got to take my time and tell it right.


Stacked on my desk next to the computer was a foot-high pile of newspapers. This was my main source material for stories. I subscribed to every daily, weekly and monthly newspaper published from Pueblo north to Bozeman. I scoured these for small stories on killings that I could turn into long take outs. There were always a lot to choose from. The Rocky Mountain Empire had a violent streak that had been there since the gold rush. Not as much violence as Los Angeles or Miami or New York, not even close. But I was never short of source material. I was always looking for something new or different about the crime or the investigation, an element of gee whiz or a heart-tugging sadness. It was my job to exploit those elements.


But on this morning I wasn’t looking for a story idea. I began looking through the stack for back issues of the Rocky and our competition, the Post. Suicides are not normal fare for newspapers unless there are unusual circumstances. My brother’s death qualified. I thought there was a good chance there had been a story.


I was right. Though the Rocky had not published a story, probably in deference to me, the Post had run a six-inch story on the bottom of one of the local pages the morning after Sean died.



DPD INVESTIGATOR TAKES LIFE IN NATIONAL PARK


A veteran Denver Police detective who was in charge of the investigation into the slaying of University of Denver student Theresa Lofton was found dead of an apparent self-inflicted gunshot wound Thursday in the Rocky Mountain National Park, officials said.


Sean McEvoy, 34, was found in his unmarked DPD car, which was parked in a lot at Bear Lake near the Estes Park entrance to the rugged mountain park.


The body of the detective was discovered by a park ranger who heard a shot about 5 P.M. and went to the parking lot to investigate.


Park services officials have asked the DPD to investigate the death and the department’s Special Investigations Unit is handling the matter. Detective Robert Scalari, who is heading the investigation, said preliminary indications were that the death was a suicide.


Scalari said a note was found at the scene but he refused to disclose its contents. He said it was believed that McEvoy was despondent over job difficulties, but also refused to discuss what problems he was having.


McEvoy, who grew up and still lived in Boulder, was married but had no children. He was a twelve-year veteran of the police department who rose quickly through the ranks to an assignment on the Crimes Against Persons unit, which handles investigations of all violent crimes in the city.


McEvoy was currently head of the unit and had most recently directed the investigation into the death of Lofton, 19, who was found strangled and mutilated three months ago in Washington Park.


Scalari refused to comment on whether the Lofton case, which remains unsolved, was cited in McEvoy’s note or was one of the job difficulties he may have been suffering.


Scalari said it wasn’t known why McEvoy went to Estes Park before killing himself. He said the investigation of the death is continuing.





I read the story twice. It contained nothing that I didn’t already know but it held a strange fascination for me. Maybe that was because I believed I knew or had the beginnings of an idea why Sean had gone to Estes Park and driven all the way up to Bear Lake. It was a reason I didn’t want to think about, though. I clipped the article, put it in a manila file and slid it into a desk drawer.


My computer beeped and a message printed across the top of the screen. It was a summons from the city editor. I was back at work.


 




 




Greg Glenn’s office was at the back of the newsroom. One wall was glass, enabling him to look out across the rows of pods where the reporters worked and through the windows along the west wall to the mountain line when it wasn’t hidden by smog.


Glenn was a good editor who prized a good read more than anything else about a story. That’s what I liked about him. In this business editors are of two schools. Some like facts and cram them into a story until it is so overburdened that practically no one will read it to the end. And some like words and never let the facts get in the way. Glenn liked me because I could write and he pretty much let me choose what I wrote about. He never hustled me for copy and never badly dinged up what I turned in. I had long realized that should he ever leave the paper or be demoted or promoted out of the newsroom, all of this most likely would change. City editors made their own nests. If he were gone, I’d probably find myself back on the daily cop beat, writing briefs off the police log. Doing little murders.


I sat down in the cushioned seat in front of his desk as he finished up a phone call. Glenn was about five years older than me. When I’d first started at the Rocky ten years earlier, he was one of the hot shot writers like I was now. But eventually he made the move into management. Now he wore a suit every day, had one of those little statues on his desk of a Bronco football player with a bobbing head, spent more time on the phone than on any other activity in his life and always paid careful attention to the political winds blowing out of the corporate home office in Cincinnati. He was a forty-year-old guy with a paunch, a wife, two kids and a good salary that wasn’t good enough to buy a house in the neighborhood his wife wanted to live in. He told me all of this once over a beer at the Wynkoop, the only night I’d seen him out in the past four years.


Tacked across one wall of Glenn’s office were the last seven days of front pages. Each day, the first thing he did was take the seven-day-old edition down and tack up the latest front page. I guess he did this to keep track of the news and the continuity of our coverage. Or maybe, because he never got bylines as a writer anymore, putting the pages up was a way of reminding himself that he was in charge. Glenn hung up and looked up at me.


‘Thanks for coming in,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to tell you again that I’m sorry about your brother. And if you feel like you want some more time, it’s no problem. We’ll work something out.’


‘Thanks. But I’m back.’


He nodded but made no move to dismiss me. I knew there was something more to the summons.


‘Well, to business then. Do you have anything going at the moment? As far as I remember, you were looking for your next project when ... when it happened. I figure if you are back, then maybe it would be good for you to get busy with something. You know, dive back in.’


It was in that moment that I knew what I would do next. Oh, it had been there all right. But it hadn’t come to the surface, not until Glenn asked that question. Then, of course, it was obvious.


‘I’m going to write about my brother,’ I said.


I don’t know if that was what Glenn was hoping I would say, but I think it was. I think he had had his eye on a story ever since he’d heard the cops had met me down in the lobby and told me what my brother had done. He was probably smart enough to know he didn’t have to suggest the story, that it would come to me on its own. He just had to ask the simple question.


Anyway, I took the bait. And all things in my life changed after that. As clearly as you can chart anyone’s life in retrospect, mine changed with that one sentence, in that one moment when I told Glenn what I would do. I thought I knew something about death then. I thought I knew about evil. But I didn’t know anything.
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William Gladden’s eyes scanned the happy faces as they moved past him. It was like a giant vending machine. Take your pick. Don’t like him? Here comes another. Will she do?


This time none would do. Besides, their parents were too close by. He’d have to wait for the one time one of them made a mistake, walked out on the pier or over to the snack window for cotton candy, leaving their precious one all alone.


Gladden loved the carousel on the Santa Monica Pier. He didn’t love it because it was an original, and, according to the story in the display case, it took six years to hand-paint the galloping horses and restore it to its original condition. He didn’t love it because it had been featured in lots of movies that he had seen over the years, especially while in Raiford. And he didn’t love it because it brought to mind memories of riding with his Best Pal on the merry-go-round at the Sarasota County Fair. He loved it because of the children who rode on it. Innocence and abandonment to pure happiness played on each one’s face as it circled again and again to the accompaniment of the calliope. Since arriving from Phoenix he had been coming here. Every day. He knew it might take some time but one day it would eventually pay off and he would be able to fill his order.


As he watched the collage of colors his mind jumped backward as it had so often since Raiford. He remembered his Best Pal. He remembered the black-dark closet with only the band of light at the bottom. He huddled on the floor near the light, near the air. He could see his feet coming that way. Each step. He wished he were older, taller, so that he could reach the top shelf. If only he were, he would have a surprise waiting for his Best Pal.


Gladden came back. He looked around. The ride had ended and the last of the children were making their way to waiting parents on the other side of the gate. There was a line of more children ready to run to the carousel and pick their horse. He looked again for a dark-haired girl with smooth brown skin but saw none. Then he noticed the woman who took the tickets from the children staring at him. Their eyes met and Gladden looked away. He adjusted the strap of his duffel bag. The weight of the camera and the books inside it had pulled it down on his shoulder. He made a note to leave the books in the car next time. He took a last look at the carousel and headed for one of the doors that exited onto the pier.


When he got to the door he casually looked back at the woman. The children screamed as they ran to the wooden horses. Some with parents, most alone. The woman taking tickets had already forgotten about him. He was safe.
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Laurie Prine looked up from her terminal and smiled when I walked in. I was hoping she’d be there. I came around the counter and pulled an extra chair away from an empty desk and sat down next to hers. It looked like a slow moment at the Rocky library. ‘Oh no,’ she said cheerfully. ‘When you come in and sit down, I know it’s going to be a long one.’


She was referring to the extensive search requests I usually made in preparation for stories. A lot of the crime stories I wrote spiraled into wide-ranging law enforcement issues. I always needed to know what else had been written about the subject and where.


‘Sorry,’ I said, a feigned contrition. ‘This one might keep you with Lex and Nex the rest of the day.’


‘You mean, if I can get to it. What do you need?’


She was attractive in an understated way. She had dark hair I had never seen in anything other than a braid, brown eyes behind the steel-rimmed glasses and full lips that were never painted. She pulled a yellow legal pad over in front of her, adjusted her glasses and picked up a pen, ready to take down the list of things I wanted. Lexis and Nexis were computer databases that carried most major and not so major newspapers in the country, as well as court rulings and a whole host of other parking lots on the information highway. If you were trying to see how much had been written on a specific subject or particular story, the Lexis/Nexis network was the place to start.


‘Police suicide,’ I said. ‘I want to find out everything I can about it.’


Her face stiffened. I guessed she suspected the search was for personal reasons. The computer time is expensive and the company strictly forbids its use for personal reasons.


‘Don’t worry, I’m on a story. Glenn just okayed the assignment.’


She nodded but I wondered if she believed me. I assumed she would check with Glenn. Her eyes returned to her yellow pad.


‘What I’m looking for is any national statistics on occurrence, any stats on the rate of cop suicide compared to other jobs and the population as a whole, and any mention of think tanks or government agencies that might have studied this. Uh, let’s see, what else ... oh, and anything anecdotal.’


‘Anecdotal?’


‘You know, any clips on cop suicides that have run. Let’s go back five years. I’m looking for examples.’


‘Like your ...’


She realized what she was saying.


‘Yes, like my brother.’


‘It’s a shame.’


She didn’t say anything more. I let the silence hang between us for a few moments and then asked her how long she thought the computer search would take. My requests were often given a low priority since I was not a deadline writer.


‘Well, it’s really a shotgun search, nothing specific. I’m going to have to spend some time on it and you know I’ll get pulled when the dailies start coming in. But I’ll try. How about late this afternoon, that be okay?’


‘Perfect.’


As I went back into the newsroom I checked the overhead clock and saw it was half past eleven. The timing was good for what I needed to do. At my desk I made a call to a source at the cop shop.


‘Hey, Skipper, you going to be there?’


‘When?’


‘During lunch. I might need something. I probably will.’


‘Shit. Okay. I’m here. Hey, when’d you get back?’


‘Today. Talk to you.’


I hung up, then I put on my long coat and headed out of the newsroom. I walked the two blocks over to the Denver Police Department headquarters, flipped my press pass at the front counter to a cop who didn’t bother to look up from his Post and went on up to the SIU offices on the fourth floor.


‘I’ve got one question,’ Detective Robert Scalari said after I told him what I wanted. ‘Are you here as a brother or as a reporter?’


‘Both.’


‘Sit down.’


Scalari leaned across his desk, maybe, I guessed, so I could appreciate the intricate hair-weaving job he had done to hide his bald spot.


‘Listen, Jack,’ he said. ‘I have a problem with that.’


‘What problem?’


‘Look, if you were coming to me as a brother who wanted to know why, that would be one thing and I would probably tell you what I know. But if what I tell you is going to end up in the Rocky Mountain News, I’m not interested. I’ve got too much respect for your brother to let what happened to him help sell newspapers. Even if you don’t.’


We were alone in a small office with four desks in it. Scalari’s words made me angry but I swallowed it back. I leaned toward him so he could see my healthy, full head of hair.


‘Let me ask you something, Detective Scalari. Was my brother murdered?’


‘No, he wasn’t.’


‘You are sure it was suicide, right?’


‘That is correct.’


‘And the case is closed?’


‘Right again.’


I leaned back away from him.


‘Then that really bothers me.’


‘Why is that?’


‘Because you’re trying to have it both ways. You’re telling me the case is closed, yet I can’t look at the records. If it is closed, then I should be allowed to look at the case because he was my brother. And if it’s closed, that means that, as a reporter, I can’t compromise an ongoing investigation by looking at the records, either.’


I let him digest that for a few moments.


‘So,’ I finally continued, ‘going by your own logic, there is no reason why I shouldn’t be able to look at the records.’


Scalari looked at me. I could see the anger working behind his cheeks now.


‘Listen to me, Jack, there are things in that file better left not known, and certainly not published.’


‘I think I’m a better judge of that, Detective Scalari. He was my brother. My twin. I’m not going to hurt him. I’m just trying to make sense of something for myself. If I then write about it, it will be to finally put it in the ground with him. Okay?’


We sat there staring at each other for a long moment. It was his turn and I waited him out.


‘I can’t help you,’ he said finally. ‘Even if I wanted to. It’s closed. Case is closed. The file went to records for processing. You want it, go see them.’


I stood up.


‘Thanks for telling me at the beginning of the conversation.’


I walked out without saying another word. I had known Scalari would blow me off. I went to him because I had to go through the motions and because I wanted to see if I could learn the location of the file.


I went down the stairs that mostly only cops used and into the office of the department’s administrative captain. It was fifteen minutes past twelve so the desk in the reception area was empty. I walked past it, knocked on the door and heard a voice tell me to enter.


Inside, Captain Forest Grolon sat behind his desk. He was such a large man that the standard issue desk looked like child’s furniture. He was a dark-complected black man with a shaven head. He stood to shake my hand and I was reminded that he topped out above six and a half feet. I figured a scale would have to have 300 on its dial if it were going to take his full measure. I shook his hand and smiled. He had been a source of mine since I was on the daily police beat six years earlier and he was a patrol sergeant. We had both risen through the ranks since then.


‘Jack, how’s it going? You say you’re just back?’


‘Yeah, I took some time. I’m okay’


He didn’t mention my brother. He had been one of the few at the funeral and that made it clear how he felt. He sat back down and I took one of the chairs in front of his desk.


Grolon’s job had little to do with policing the city. He was in the business end of the department. He was in charge of the annual budget, hiring and training. Firing, too. It had little to do with police work but it was all part of his plan. Grolon wanted to be police chief one day and was gathering a wide variety of experience so when the time came he’d look best for the job. Part of that plan was also to keep contacts in the local media. When the time was right, he’d count on me for a positive profile in the Rocky. And I would come through. In the meantime, I could count on him for things as well.


‘So what am I missing lunch for?’ he said gruffly, which was part of the routine we played. I knew that Grolon preferred meeting me at lunch when his adjutant was out and there was less chance that he would be seen with me.


‘You’re not missing lunch. You’re just getting it late. I want to see the file on my brother. Scalari said he already sent it to get filmed. I thought maybe you could pull it and let me look at it real quick.’


‘Why do you want to do that, Jack? Whyn’t you let sleeping dogs lie?’


‘I’ve gotta look, Captain. I’m not quoting from it. I just want to look at it. You get it now and I’ll be done with it before the microfilm folks even get back from lunch. Nobody will know. Except you and me. And I’ll remember it.’


Ten minutes later, Grolon handed me the file. It was as thin as the year-round residents phone book for Aspen. I don’t know why but I had expected something thicker, heavier, as if the size of the investigative file bore some resemblance to the significance of the death.


Inside on top was an envelope marked PHOTOS which I put to the side of the desk without opening. Next there was an autopsy report and several standard reports that were paper-clipped together.


I had studied autopsy reports often enough to know that I could skip the pages of endless description of body glands, organs and general condition and go to the last pages, where conclusions were written. And there were no surprises here. Cause of death was a gunshot wound to the head. The word suicide was circled below it. Blood scans for commonly used drugs showed traces of dextromethorphan hydrobromide. Following this entry a lab tech’s notes said ‘cough suppressant – glove box.’ It meant that other than a shot or two of cough syrup from a bottle kept in the car, my brother was stone cold sober when he put the gun in his mouth.


The forensic analysis report contained a subreport labeled GSR, which I knew meant gunshot residue. It stated that a neutron activation analysis of leather gloves worn by the victim found particles of burned gunpowder on the right glove, indicating he had used that hand to fire the weapon. GSR and gas burns were also found in the victim’s throat. The conclusion was that the barrel had been in Sean’s mouth when the gun discharged.


Next in the packet was an evidence inventory and I saw nothing unusual here. After this I found the witness statement. The witness was Park Ranger Stephen Pena, who was assigned to a one-ranger substation and information booth at Bear Lake.



Witness stated he did not have a view of the parking area while working in the booth. At approx. 4:58 P.M. witness heard a muffled report he identified from experience as a gunshot. He identified the origin as the parking lot and immediately went to investigate the possibility of illegal hunting. At this time there was only one vehicle in the lot and through the partially fogged windows he saw the victim slumped back in the driver’s seat. Witness ran to the vehicle but could not open the door because it was locked. Looking closely through the fogged windows he determined that the victim appeared to be deceased because of the massive damage to the rear of the head. Witness then returned to the park booth where he immediately notified authorities and his supervisors. He then returned to the victim’s car to await the arrival of authorities.


Witness states that the victim’s vehicle was within his sight no more than five seconds after he heard the shot. The car was parked approx. 50 yards from the nearest forest cover or structure. It is believed by the witness to have been impossible for someone to have left the victim’s car after the shooting and gotten to the cover without the witness seeing him.





I returned the statement sheet to its place in the packet and glanced through the other reports. There was a page titled Case Report that detailed my brother’s last day. He reported to work at 7:30 A.M., had lunch with Wexler at noon and signed out at 2 P.M. to go to the Stanley. He did not tell Wexler or anyone else whom he was going to see.


Attempts by investigators to determine if Sean had actually gone to the Stanley were unsuccessful. All waitresses and bus-boys in the hotel’s restaurant were interviewed and none recalled my brother.


There was a one-page report in the file summarizing Scalari’s interview with Sean’s psychologist. Somehow, maybe through Riley, he had found out that Sean was seeing the Denver therapist. Dr Colin Dorschner, according to Scalari’s report, said Sean was suffering from acute depression brought about by job stress, in particular his failure to close the Lofton case. What was not contained in the interview summary was whether Scalari ever asked Dorschner if he had thought my brother was suicidal. I wondered if Scalari had even asked that question.


The last sheaf of papers in the package was the investigating officer’s final report. The last paragraph was Scalari’s summary and conclusion.



Based upon physical evidence and the eyewitness account of the death of Detective Sean McEvoy, I/O concludes that the victim died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound after writing a message on the inside of the fogged windshield. The victim was known by colleagues, including I/O, and his wife and psychologist Colin Dorschner to be emotionally burdened by his unsuccessful efforts to clear by arrest the Dec. 19 homicide of Theresa Lofton (case no. 832). It is believed at this time that this disturbance may have led him to take his own life. DPD psychological consultant Dr Armand Griggs said in an interview (2/22) that the message – Out of space – Out of time – written on the windshield could be considered a suicide-style farewell consistent with the victim’s state of mind.


At this time, there is no evidence conflicting with the conclusion of suicide.


Submitted 2/24 I/O RJS D-II





Clipping the reports back together, I realized there was only one thing left that I hadn’t looked at.


Grolon had decided to go to the cafeteria to pick up a sandwich to go. I was left alone in his office. Probably five minutes passed in stillness while I considered the envelope. I knew that if I looked at the photographs they would become the lasting image in my mind of my brother. I did not want that. But I also knew that I needed to see the photos to know for sure about his death, to help disperse any last doubts.


I opened the envelope quickly so as to not change my mind. As I slid the stack of 8 × 10 color prints out, the first image that greeted me was an establishing shot. My brother’s detective car, a white Chevy Caprice, alone at the end of the parking lot. I could see the ranger shack up a low hill from it. The lot had been freshly plowed, a four-foot embankment of snow around the edges.


The next photo was a close-up of the windshield from the outside. The message was barely legible, as the steam had dissipated from the glass. But it was there and through the glass I could also see Sean. His head was snapped back, his jaw up. I went to the next photo and I was inside the car with him. Taken from the passenger side front, his whole body visible. Blood had worked its way like a thick necklace around his neck from the back and then down over the sweater. His heavy snow coat was open. There was spatter on the roof and back side window. The gun was on the seat next to his right thigh.


The rest of the photos were mostly close-ups from various angles. But they did not have the effect on me I thought they would. The sterile lighting robbed my brother of his humanity. He looked like a mannequin. But I found nothing about them as upsetting as the fact that I had once more convinced myself that Sean had indeed taken his own life. I admitted to myself then that I had secretly come with a hope and that it was gone now.


Grolon came back in then. He looked at me with curious eyes. I stood up and placed the file on his desk as he maneuvered around it to his seat. He opened a brown paper bag and removed a plastic-wrapped egg salad sandwich.


‘You okay?’


‘I’m fine.’


‘You want half?’


‘No.’


‘Well, how do you feel?’


I smiled at the question because I had asked the same thing so many times. It must have thrown him off. He frowned.


‘See this?’ I said, pointing to the scar on my face. ‘I got that for asking somebody that same thing once.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Don’t be. I wasn’t.’
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After viewing the file on my brother’s death I wanted the details of the Theresa Lofton case. If I was going to write about what my brother did, I had to know what he knew. I had to understand what he had come to understand. Only this time Grolon couldn’t help me. The active homicide files were kept under lock and Grolon would see more of a risk than a benefit in attempting to get the Lofton file for me.


After I checked the CAPs squad room and found it emptied for lunch, the first place I looked for Wexler was the Satire. It was a favored place for cops to eat – and drink – at lunch. I saw him there in one of the rear booths. The only problem was, he was with St. Louis. They didn’t see me and I debated whether it would be better just to withdraw and try later to get to Wexler alone. But then Wexler’s eyes stopped on me. I walked over. I could see by their ketchup-smeared plates that they had finished eating. Wexler had what looked like a Jim Beam and ice on the table in front of him.


‘Would ya look at this?’ Wexler said good-naturedly


I slid into the wide booth next to St. Louis. I chose his side so I would be looking at Wexler.


‘What is this?’ St. Louis mildly protested.


‘It’s the press,’ I said. ‘Howzit going?’


‘Don’t answer,’ St. Louis said quickly to Wexler. ‘He wants something he can’t have.’


‘Of course I do,’ I said. ‘What else is new?’


‘Nothing is new, Jack,’ Wexler said. ‘Is what Big Dog says true? You want something you can’t have?’


It was a dance. Friendly patter designed to ferret out the basic nut of information without specifically asking for it and confronting it. It went with the nicknames cops used. I had danced like this many times and I was good at it. They were finesse moves. Like practicing the three-man weave in high school basketball. Keep your eyes open for the ball, watch the other two men at once. I was always the finesse player. Sean was the strength. He was football. I was basketball.


‘Not exactly,’ I said. ‘But I am back on the job again, boys.’


‘Oh, here we go,’ St. Louis whined. ‘Hold on to your hats.’


‘So, what’s happening on the Lofton case?’ I asked Wexler, ignoring St. Louis.


‘Whoa there, Jack, are you talking to us as a reporter now?’ Wexler asked.


‘I’m only talking to you. And that’s right, as a reporter.’


‘Then no comment on Lofton.’


‘So the answer is nothing is happening.’


‘I said no comment.’


‘Look, I want to see what you’ve got. The case is almost three months old now. It’s going into the dead case file soon if it isn’t already there and you know it. I just want to see the file. I want to know what hooked Sean so deep.’


‘You’re forgetting something. Your brother was ruled a suicide. Case closed. It doesn’t matter what hooked him about Lofton. Besides, it’s not known as fact that it had anything to do with what he did. It’s collateral at best. But we’ll never know.’


‘Cut the crap. I just saw the file on Sean.’ Wexler’s eyebrows raised a subliminal amount, I thought. ‘It’s all there. Sean was fucked up over this case. He was seeing a shrink, he was spending all of his time on it. So don’t tell me we’ll never know.’


‘Look, kid, we —’


‘Did you ever call Sean that?’ I interrupted.


‘What?’


‘Kid. Did you ever call him kid?’


Wexler looked confused.


‘Nope.’


‘Then don’t call me it, either.’


Wexler raised his arms in a hands-off manner.


‘Why can’t I see the file? You’re not going anywhere with it.’


‘Who says?’


‘I do. You’re afraid of it, man. You saw what it did to Sean and you don’t want it to happen to you. So the case is stuck in a drawer somewhere. It’s got dust on it. I guarantee it.’


‘You know, Jack, you’re seriously full of shit. And if you weren’t your brother’s brother, I’d throw you outta here on your ass. You’re getting me pissed. I don’t like being pissed.’


‘Yeah? Then imagine how I’m feeling. The thing of it is, I am his brother and I think that cuts me in.’


St. Louis gave a smirking type of laugh meant to belittle me.


‘Hey, Big Dog, isn’t it about time you went out and watered a fire hydrant or something?’ I said.


Wexler burst out with the start of a laugh but quickly contained it. But St. Louis’s face turned red.


‘Listen, you little fuck,’ he said. ‘I’ll put you —’


‘All right, boys,’ Wexler intervened. ‘All right. Listen, Ray, why don’t you go outside and have a smoke? Let me talk to Jackie, straighten him out, and I’ll be out.’


I got out of the booth so St. Louis could slide out. He gave me the dead man’s stare as he went by. I slid back in.


‘Drink up, Wex. No sense acting like there isn’t any Beam on the table.’


Wexler grinned and took a pull from his glass.


‘You know, twins or not, you’re a lot like your brother. You don’t give up on things easy. And you can be a smart-ass. You get rid of that beard and the hippie hair and you could pass for him. You’d have to do something about that scar, too.’


‘Look, what about the file?’


‘What about it?’


‘You owe it to him to let me see it.’


‘I don’t follow, Jack.’


‘Yes, you do. I can’t put it behind me until I’ve looked it all over. I’m just trying to understand.’


‘You’re also trying to write about it.’


‘Writing does for me what you got in that glass does for you. If I can write about it, I can understand it. And I can put it in the ground. That’s all I want to do.’


Wexler looked away from me and picked up the check the waitress had left. Then he downed the rest of his drink and slid out of the booth. Standing, he looked down at me and let out a heavy breath redolent of bourbon.


‘Come back to the office,’ he said. ‘I’ll give you one hour.’ He held his finger up and repeated himself in case I was confused.


‘One hour.’


 




 




In the CAPs squad room I used the desk my brother had used. No one had taken it yet. Maybe it was a bad-luck desk now. Wexler was standing at a wall of file cabinets looking through an open drawer. St. Louis was nowhere to be seen, apparently choosing to have nothing to do with this. Wexler finally stepped away from the drawer with two thick files. He placed them in front of me.


‘This everything?’


‘Everything. You got an hour.’


‘C’mon, there’s five inches of paper here,’ I tried. ‘Let me take it home and I’ll bring it —’


‘See, just like your brother. One hour, McEvoy. Set your watch, because those go back in the drawer in one hour. Make that fifty-nine minutes. You’re wasting time.’


I stopped belaboring the point and opened the top file.


Theresa Lofton had been a beautiful young woman who came to the university to study for an education degree. She wanted to be a first-grade teacher.


She was in her first year and lived in a campus dorm. She carried a full curriculum as well as working part-time in the day care center at the university’s married-housing dorm.


Lofton was believed to have been abducted on or near the campus on a Wednesday, the day after classes ended for the Christmas break. Most students had already left for the holiday. Theresa was still in Denver for two reasons. She had her job; the day care center didn’t close for the holidays until the end of the week. And there was also the problem of her car. She was waiting for a new clutch to be put into the old Beetle so she could make the drive home.


Her abduction was not reported because her roommate and all her friends had already gone home for the holidays. No one knew she was missing. When she didn’t show up for work at the day care center on Thursday morning, the manager thought she had simply gone home to Montana early, not completing the week because she wasn’t due to return to the job after the Christmas break. It would not be the first time a student pulled this kind of stunt, especially once finals were over and the holiday break beckoned. The manager made no inquiry or report to authorities.


Her body was found Friday morning in Washington Park. The investigators traced her last known movements back to noon on Wednesday when she called the mechanic from the day care center – he remembered children’s voices in the background – and he told her the car was ready. She said she would pick it up after work, first stopping at the bank. She did neither. She said good-bye to the day care center manager at noon and went out the door. She was not seen alive again. Except, of course, by her killer.


I only had to look at the photos in the file to realize how the case could have grabbed Sean and put a leash around his heart. They were before-and-after photos. A portrait shot of her, probably for the high school yearbook. A fresh-faced young girl with a whole life ahead of her. She had dark wavy hair and crystal-blue eyes. Each reflected a small star of light, the flash of the camera. There was also a candid of her, in shorts and a tank top. She was smiling, carrying a cardboard box away from a car. The muscles of her slender, tan arms were taut. It looked as though it was a slight strain for her to stand still with the heavy box for the photographer. I turned it over and read in what I guessed was a parent’s scrawl: ‘Terri’s first day on campus! Denver, Colo.’


The other pictures were taken after. There were more of these and I was struck by the number. Why did the cops need so many? Each one seemed like some kind of a terrible invasion, even though the girl was already dead. Theresa Lofton’s eyes had lost their brilliance in these photographs. They were open but dull, webbed in a milky caul.


The photos showed the victim lying in about two feet of brush and snow on a slight incline. The news stories had been correct. She was in two pieces. A scarf was tightly wrapped around her neck and her eyes were sufficiently wide and bugged to suggest this was how she died. But the killer apparently had more work to do afterward. The body had been hacked apart at the midriff, the bottom half then placed over the top half in a horrific tableau suggesting that she was performing a sex act on herself.


I realized that Wexler was at the other desk watching me as I looked at the gallery of ghastly photos. I tried not to show my disgust. Or my fascination. I knew now what my brother was protecting me from. I had never seen anything so horrible. I finally looked at Wexler.


‘Jesus.’


‘Yeah.’


‘The stuff the tabs said about it being like the Black Dahlia in L.A., it was close, wasn’t it?’


‘Yeah. Mac bought a book about it. He called some old horse in the LAPD, too. There were some similarities. The chop job. But that one was fifty years ago.’


‘Maybe somebody got the idea from that.’


‘Maybe. He thought of that.’


I returned the photos to the envelope and looked back at Wexler.


‘Was she a lesbian?’


‘No, not as far as we could tell. She had a boyfriend back up in Butte. Good kid. We cleared him. Your brother thought the same thing for a while. Because of what the killer did, you know, with the parts of the body. He thought maybe somebody was getting back at her for being a lezzie. Maybe making some kind of sick statement about something. He never got anywhere with it.’


I nodded.


‘You’ve got forty-five minutes left.’


‘You know, that’s the first time I’ve heard you call him “Mac” in a long time.’


‘Don’t worry about it. Make that forty-four minutes.’


 




 




The autopsy report was pretty much anticlimactic after the photos. I noticed that the time of death was set on the first day of Lofton’s disappearance. She had been dead more than forty hours when her body was found.


Most of the summary reports dealt with dead ends. Routine investigations of the victim’s family, boyfriend, friends on campus, coworkers and even parents of children she cared for, turned up nothing. Almost all were cleared through alibis or other investigative means.


The conclusions in the reports were that Theresa Lofton had not known her killer, that her path had somehow intersected with his, that it had simply been bad luck. The unknown killer was always referred to as a male, though there was no positive proof of this. The victim had not been sexually assaulted. But most violent murderers and mutilators of women were men, and it was believed it would have taken a physically strong person to cut through the body’s bone and gristle. No cutting weapon was ever found.


Though the body had nearly completely bled out, there were indications of postmortem lividity, which meant some time had passed between the victim’s death and the mutilation. Possibly, according to the report, as long as two or three hours.


Another peculiarity was the timing of when the body was left in the park. It was discovered approximately forty hours after investigators believed Theresa Lofton had been killed. Yet the park was a popular running and walking spot. It was unlikely that the body could have been in place in the open park field for that long without being noticed, even though an early snow considerably cut down on the number of people who passed through. In fact, the report concluded that the body had been in place no more than three hours when it was spotted after dawn by an early morning jogger.


So where was it all that time? The investigators couldn’t answer that question. But they had a clue.


The fibers analysis report listed numerous foreign hairs and cotton fibers that had been found on the body and combed out of the hair. These would primarily be used to match a suspect to the victim, once a suspect became known. One particular section of the report had been circled. This section dealt with the recovery of a specific fiber – kapok – found on the body in large quantity. Thirty-three kapok seed hairs had been removed from the body. The number suggested direct contact with the source. The report said that while similar to cotton, kapok fibers were uncommon and primarily found in materials requiring buoyancy, such as boat cushions, life vests and some sleeping bags. I wondered why this section had been circled on the report and asked Wexler.


‘Sean thought the kapok fibers were the key to where the body had been during the missing hours. You know, if we found a spot where we found that fiber, which isn’t all that common, then we’d have the crime scene. But we never found it.’


 




 




Because the reports were in chronological order I could see how theories were considered and discarded. And I could sense a growing desperation in the investigation. It was going nowhere. It was clear that my brother believed Theresa Lofton had crossed paths with a serial killer, the toughest criminal to track. There was a return report from the FBI’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime containing a psychological profile of the killer. My brother had also kept a copy in the file of a seventeen-page checklist survey of aspects of the crime he had sent to the bureau’s Violent Criminal Apprehension Program. But the VICAP computer’s response to the survey was negative. The Lofton killing did not match any other killings across the country in enough details to warrant further attention from the FBI.


The profile the bureau had forwarded was produced by an agent listed on the report as Rachel Walling. It contained a host of generalities that were largely worthless to the investigation because while the characterizations were in depth and possibly even on target, they did not necessarily help the detectives winnow down the millions of men who might qualify as suspects. The profile projected that the killer was most likely a white male, twenty to thirty years old, with unresolved feelings of inadequacy and anger toward women, hence the gross mutilation of the victim’s body. He was probably raised by a domineering mother and his father probably was not present in the household or was absorbed in earning a living and forfeited child rearing and development to the mother. The profile classified the killer as ‘organized’ in his methodology and warned that his seemingly successful completion of the crime and escape from detection could lead him to try further crimes of a similar nature.


The last reports in the first file were investigative summaries of interviews, tips that were checked out and other details from the case that might have meant nothing at the moment they were typed up but could be pivotal later. Through these reports I could chart Sean’s growing attachment to Theresa Lofton. In the initial pages she was always referred to as the victim, sometimes Lofton. Later on, he began referring to her as Theresa. And in the last reports, those filed in February before his death, he called her Terri, probably having picked up the diminutive name from her family and friends, or maybe from the back of the photo of her first day on campus. The happy day.


 




 




With ten minutes left I closed the file and opened the other one. This one was thinner and seemed to be filled with a hodgepodge of investigative loose ends. There were several letters from citizens offering theories on the killing. One letter was from a medium who said Theresa Lofton’s living spirit was circling somewhere above the ozone layer in a highfrequency sound belt. She spoke in a voice so fast that it sounded like a chirp to the untrained ear, but the medium could decipher the chirping and was willing to ask her questions if Sean wanted to. There was no indication from the file that he did.


A supplemental report noted that Theresa’s bank and auto repair shop were within walking distance of the campus. Three times detectives walked the routes between her dorm room, the day care center, the bank and the repair shop but came across no witnesses who remembered seeing Theresa on the Wednesday after classes ended. Despite this, my brother’s theory – outlined in another supplemental – was that Lofton had been abducted sometime after calling her mechanic from the day care center but before she got to the bank to get money to pay him.


The file also contained a chronological record of the activity of the investigators assigned to the case. Initially, four members of the CAPs squad worked the case full-time. But as little headway was made and more cases came up, the investigative effort was winnowed down to Sean and Wexler. Then just Sean. He wouldn’t let it go.


The last entry in the chronological record was made on the day he died. It was just one line: ‘Mar. 13 — RUSHER at Stanley P/R info on Terri.’


‘Time.’


I looked up and Wexler was pointing to his watch. I closed the file without protest.


‘What’s P-slash-R mean?’


‘Person Reporting. It meant he got a call.’


‘Who is Rusher?’


‘We don’t know There’s a couple people in the phone book with that name. We called them, they didn’t know what the fuck we were talking about. I ran something on NCIC but with just a last name didn’t get anything to work with. Bottom line is, we don’t know who it was or is. We don’t even know if it’s a man or woman. We don’t know if Sean actually met anybody or not. We found nobody at the Stanley who saw him.’


‘Why would he go to meet this person without telling you or leaving some kind of record about who it was? Why’d he go alone?’


‘Who knows? We’ve gotten so many calls on that case, you could spend all day just writing notes. And maybe he didn’t know. Maybe all he knew was that someone wanted to talk to him. Your brother was so caught up on this one, he would have gone to meet anybody who said they knew something. I’ll let you in on a little secret. It’s something that’s not in there because he didn’t want people around here thinking he was loony. But he went to see that psychic – the medium – that’s mentioned in there.’


‘What did he get?’


‘Nothing. Just some bullshit about the killer being out there wanting to do it again. I mean, it was like – yeah, no kidding, thanks for the tip. Anyway, that’s off the record, the psychic stuff. I don’t want people thinking Mac was a flake.’


I didn’t bother to say anything about the stupidity of what he had just said. My brother had killed himself and yet Wexler was engaged in trying to limit the damage his image might suffer if it was known he had consulted a psychic.


‘It doesn’t go past this room,’ I said instead. After a few moments of silence I said, ‘So what’s your theory on what happened that day, Wex? Off the record, I mean.’


‘My theory? My theory is he went out there and whoever it was who’d called him didn’t show. It was another dead end for him and it tipped the scale. He drove up to that lake and he did what he did ... Are you going to write a story about him?’


‘I don’t know. I think so.’


‘Look, I don’t know how to say this but here goes. He was your brother but he was my friend. I might’ve even known him better than you. Leave it alone. Just let it go.’


I told him I would think about it but it was only to placate him. I had already decided. I left then, checking my watch to make sure I had enough time to get out to Estes Park before dark.
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I didn’t get to the parking lot at Bear Lake until after five. I realized it was just as it had been for my brother, deserted. The lake was frozen and the temperature was dropping quickly. The sky was already purple and going dark. It wasn’t much of a draw for locals or tourists this late in the day.


As I drove through the lot I thought about why he had picked this place to come. As far as I knew it had nothing to do with the Lofton case. But I thought I knew why. I parked where he had parked and just sat there thinking.


There was a light on in the ceiling of the overhang above the front of the ranger shack. I decided to get out and see if Pena, the witness, was there. Then another thought struck me. I slid over to the passenger side of the Tempo. I took a couple of deep breaths, then opened the door and started running for the woods where they grew closest to the car. As I ran I counted by thousands out loud. I was at eleven thousand by the time I had gotten over the snowbank and reached the cover.


Standing there in the woods, a foot deep in snow without boots on, I bent over and put my hands on my knees as I caught my breath. There was no way a shooter could have gotten into the woods to hide if Pena had been out of the shack as quickly as he had reported. I finally stopped gulping the air and headed toward the ranger’s shack, debating how to approach him. As a reporter or a brother?


It was Pena behind the window I could see the nameplate on his uniform. He was locking a desk when I looked through the window. He was calling it a day.


‘Can I help you, sir? I’m closing up.’


‘Yes, I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions.’


He came out, eyeing me suspiciously because I obviously wasn’t dressed for a hike in the snow. I had on jeans and Reeboks, a corduroy shirt beneath a thick woolen sweater. I had left my long coat in the car and I was very cold.


‘My name is Jack McEvoy’


I waited a moment to see if it registered. It didn’t. He had probably only seen the name written in reports he had to sign, or in the newspaper. Its pronunciation – Mac-a-voy – didn’t jibe with its spelling.


‘My brother ... he was the one you found a couple weeks ago.’


I pointed toward the lot.


‘Oh,’ he said, understanding. ‘In the car. The officer.’


‘Uh, I’ve been with the police all day, looking at the reports and stuff. I just wanted to come out and take a look. It’s hard, you know ... to accept it.’


He nodded and tried to hide a quick glance at his watch. ‘I just have a few quick questions. You were inside there when you heard it? The shot?’


I spoke quickly, not giving him the chance to stop me.


‘Yes,’ he said. He looked like he was trying to decide something and then he did. He continued. ‘I was locking up just like tonight, ’bout to go home. I heard it. It was one of those things, I kinda knew what it was. I don’t know why. Really what I thought was that it might be poachers after the deer. I came out pretty quick and the first place I looked was the lot. I saw his car. Could see him in there. All the windows were fogged up pretty good but I could see him. He was behind the wheel. Something about the way he was leaning back, I knew what happened ... Sorry it was your brother.’


I nodded and studied the ranger’s shack. Just a small office and storage room. I realized that five seconds was probably a long estimate from the time Pena heard the shot until he saw the lot.


‘There was no pain,’ Pena said.


‘What?’


‘If it’s something you want to know. There was no physical pain, I don’t think. I ran to the car. He was dead. It was instant.’


‘The police reports said you couldn’t get to him. The doors were locked.’


‘Yeah, I tried the door. But I could tell he was gone. I came back up here to make the calls.’


‘How long do you think he was parked there before he did it?’


‘I don’t know. Like I told the police, I don’t have a view of the lot. I’d been in the shed – I got a heater in there – oh, I’d say at least a half hour before I heard the shot. He could have been parked there the whole time. Thinking about it, I guess.’


I nodded.


‘You didn’t see him out on the lake, did you? You know, before the shot.’


‘On the lake? No. Nobody was on the lake.’


I stood there trying to think of something else.


‘Did they come up with any reason why?’ Pena asked.


‘Like I said, I know he was an officer.’


I shook my head no. I didn’t want to get into it with this stranger. I thanked him and started back to the lot while he locked the shack door. The Tempo was the only car in the plowed lot. I thought of something and turned back.


‘How often do they plow?’


Pena stepped away from the door.


‘After every snow.’


I nodded and thought of something else.


‘Where do you park?’


‘We’ve got an equipment yard a half mile down the road. I park there and walk up the trail in the morning, down at quitting time.’


‘You want a ride?’


‘Nah. Thanks, though. The trail will get me there quicker.’ The whole way back to Boulder I thought of the last time I had been to Bear Lake. It was also winter then. But the lake wasn’t frozen, not all the way. And when I left that time, I felt just as cold and alone. And guilty.


 




 




Riley looked as if she had aged ten years since I had seen her at the funeral. Even so, I was immediately struck when she opened the door by what I hadn’t realized before. Theresa Lofton looked like a nineteen-year-old Riley McEvoy. I wondered if Scalari or anybody else had asked the shrinks about that.


She asked me in. She knew she looked bad. After she opened the door she casually raised her hand to the side of her face to hide it. She tried a feeble smile. We went into the kitchen and she asked if I wanted her to make coffee but I said I wasn’t staying long. I sat down at the kitchen table. It seemed that whenever I visited we would gather around the kitchen table. Even with Sean gone that hadn’t changed.


‘I wanted to tell you that I’m going to write about Sean.’


She was silent for a long time and she didn’t look at me. She got up and started emptying the dishwasher. I waited.


‘Do you have to?’ she finally asked.


‘Yes ... I think so.’


She said nothing.


‘I’m going to call the psychologist, Dorschner. I don’t know if he’ll talk to me, but now that Sean’s gone I don’t see why not. But, uh, he might call you for permission ...’


‘Don’t worry, Jack, I won’t try to stop you.’


I nodded my thanks but I noted the edge to her words.


‘I was with the cops today and I went up to the lake.’


‘I don’t want to hear about it, Jack. If you have to write about it that’s your choice. Do what you have to do. But my choice is that I don’t want to hear about it. And if you do write about Sean, I won’t read that, either. I have to do what I have to do.’


I nodded and said, ‘I understand. There is one thing I need to ask, though. Then I’ll leave you out of it.’


‘What do you mean, leave me out of it?’ she asked angrily.


‘I wish I could be left out of it. But I’m in it. For the rest of my life I’m in it. You want to write about it? You think that’s a way to get rid of it? What do I do, Jack?’


I looked down at the floor. I wanted to go but didn’t know how to exit. Her pain and anger radiated toward me like heat from a closed oven.


‘You want to know about that girl,’ she said in a low, calmer voice. ‘That’s what all the detectives asked about.’


‘Yes. Why did this one ...?’


I didn’t know how to phrase the question.


‘Why did it make him forget about everything good in his life? The answer is I don’t know. I don’t goddamn know’


I could see anger and tears welling in her eyes again. It was as if her husband had deserted her for another woman. And here I was, as close a flesh and blood approximation of Sean as she would ever see now. No wonder she was venting her anger and pain at me.


‘Did he talk about the case at home?’ I asked.


‘Not especially. He told me about cases from time to time. This one didn’t seem that different except for what happened to her. He told me what the killer did to her. He told me how he had to look at her. After, I mean. I know it bothered him but a lot of things bothered him. A lot of cases. He didn’t want anybody to get away. He always said that.’


‘But this time he went to see that doctor.’


‘He’d had dreams and I told him he should go. I made him go—’


‘What were the dreams?’


‘That he was there. You know, when it happened to her. He dreamed he saw it but couldn’t do anything to stop it.’


Her comment made me think of another death a long time ago. Sarah. Falling through the ice. I remembered the helpless feeling of watching and being unable to do anything. I looked at Riley.


‘You know why Sean went up there?’


‘No.’


‘Was it because of Sarah?’


‘I said I don’t know.’


‘That was before we knew you. But that was where she died. An accident ...’


‘I know, Jack. But I don’t know what it had to do with anything. Not now’


I didn’t, either. It was one of many confusing thoughts but I couldn’t let it go.


 




 




Before heading back to Denver I drove over to the cemetery. I don’t know what I was doing. It was dark and there had been two snows since the funeral. It took me fifteen minutes just to find the spot where Sean was in the ground. There was no stone yet. I found it by finding the one next to it. My sister’s.


On Sean’s there were a couple of pots of frozen flowers and a plastic sign sticking out of the snow with his name on it. There were no flowers on Sarah’s. I looked at Sean’s spot for a while. It was a clear night and the moonlight was enough for me to see. My breath came out in clouds.


‘How come, Sean?’ I asked out loud. ‘How come?’


I realized what I was doing and looked around. I was the only one in the cemetery. The only one alive. I thought about what Riley had said about Sean not wanting anybody to get away. And I thought about how I didn’t even care about such things, as long as it made a good thirty-inch story. How had we separated so completely? My brother and I. My twin. I didn’t know. It just made me feel sad. Made me feel like maybe the wrong one was in the ground.


I remembered what Wexler had said that first night when they came for me and told me about my brother. He talked about all the shit coming down the pipe finally being too much for Sean. I still didn’t believe it. But I had to believe something. I thought of Riley and the pictures of Theresa Lofton. And I thought of my sister slipping through the ice. I believed then that the girl’s murder had infected my brother with the most desperate kind of hopelessness. I believed he became haunted by that hopelessness and the crystal-blue eyes of the girl who had been cut in half. And since he didn’t have his brother to turn to, he turned to his sister. He went to the lake that took her. And then he joined her.


I walked out of the cemetery without looking back.
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Gladden posted himself at a spot along the railing on the other side from where the woman took the tickets from the children. She couldn’t see him. But once the great carousel began turning, he was able to study each child. Gladden pushed his fingers through his dyed blond hair and looked around. He was pretty sure everybody else regarded him as just another parent.


The ride was starting again. The calliope was grinding out the strains of a song Gladden could not identify and the horses began their bobbing, counterclockwise turn. Gladden had never actually ridden on the carousel, though he had seen that many of the parents got on with their children. He thought that it might be too risky for him to do it.


He noticed a girl of about five clinging desperately to one of the black stallions. She was leaning forward with her tiny arms wrapped around the candy-striped pole that came up through the painted horse’s neck. One side of her little pink shorts had ridden up the inside of her thigh. Her skin was coffee brown. Gladden reached into his duffel and brought out the camera. He amped up the shutter speed to cut down on movement blurring and pointed the camera at the carousel. He focused and waited for the girl to come around again.


It took him two revolutions of the carousel but he believed he got the shot and brought the camera back down. He looked around just to be sure he was cool and he noticed a man leaning on the railing about twenty feet to his right. The man hadn’t been there before. And most alarming, he was wearing a sport coat and tie. The man was either a pervert or a policeman. Gladden decided he’d better leave.


 




 




Out on the pier the sun was almost blinding. Gladden shoved the camera into the duffel and pulled his mirrored shades out. He decided to walk out further on the pier to where it was crowded. He could lose this guy if he had to. If he was actually being followed. He walked about halfway out, nice and steady, acting cool. Then he stopped along the railing and turned and leaned back against it as if he wanted to catch a few rays. He turned his face up toward the sun but his eyes, behind the mirrors, took in the area of the pier he had just come from.


For a few moments there was nothing. He didn’t see the man in the sport coat and tie. Then he saw him, jacket over the arm, sunglasses on, walking along the front of the arcade concession, slowly moving toward Gladden.


‘Fuck !’ Gladden said out loud.


A woman sitting on a nearby bench with a young boy looked at Gladden with baleful eyes when she and the boy heard the exclamation.


‘Sorry,’ Gladden said.


He turned and looked around the rest of the pier. He had to think quickly. He knew cops usually worked in pairs while in the field. Where was the other one? It took him thirty seconds but he picked her out of the crowd. A woman about thirty yards behind the man in the tie. She was wearing long pants and a polo shirt. Not as formal as the man. She blended in, except for the two-way radio down at her side. Gladden could see that she was trying to hide it. As he watched, she turned so that her back was to him and began talking into the two-way


She had just called for backup. Had to be. He had to stay cool but come up with a plan. The man in the tie was maybe twenty yards away Gladden stepped away from the railing and started walking at a slightly faster pace toward the end of the pier. He did what the woman cop had done. He used his body as a shield and pulled the duffel bag around so that it was in front of him. He unzipped it and reached in and grabbed the camera. Without pulling it out, he turned it over until he found the CLEAR switch and erased the chip. There wasn’t much on there. The girl on the carousel, a few kids at the public showers. No big loss.


That done, he again proceeded down the pier. He took his cigarettes out of the bag and, using his body as a shield, turned around and huddled against the wind to light one. When he had the smoke lit, he looked up and saw the two cops were getting closer. He knew they thought they had him bottled. He was going to the dead end of the pier. The woman had caught up to the man and they were talking as they closed in. Probably deciding whether to wait for the backup, Gladden thought.


Gladden quickly walked toward the bait shop and the pier offices. He knew the layout of the end of the pier well. On two occasions during the week he had followed children with their parents from the carousel to the end of the pier. He knew that on the other side of the bait shop were stairs that led to the observation deck on the roof.


As he turned the corner of the shop out of sight of the cops, Gladden ran down the side to the back and then up the steps. He could now look down on the pier in front of the shop. The two cops were there below, talking again. Then the man followed Gladden’s path and the woman stayed back. They weren’t going to take a chance on letting him slip away A question suddenly occurred to Gladden. How did they know? A cop in a suit just doesn’t happen by the pier. The cops had gone there for a purpose. Him. But how did they know?


He broke away from those thoughts to the situation at hand. He needed a diversion. The man would soon figure out he wasn’t with the fishermen at the end of the pier and come up to the observation deck looking for him. He saw the trash can in the corner by the wooden railing. He ran to it and looked in. It was almost empty. He put the duffel bag down, lifted the trash can over his head and with a running start moved to the railing. He threw it out as far as he could, then watched it go over the heads of two fishermen below and down into the water. It made a large splash and he heard a young boy yell, ‘Hey!’


‘Man in the water!’ Gladden yelled. ‘Man in the water!’


He then grabbed the duffel bag and quickly moved back to the rear railing of the deck. He looked for the woman cop. She was still there below him but had clearly heard the splash and his yelling. A couple of children ran around the side of the bait shop to see what the yelling and excitement were about. After what seemed to be a physical hesitation, the woman followed the children around the corner of the building to the source of the splash and ensuing commotion. Gladden hooked the duffel over his shoulder and quickly climbed over the railing, lowered himself down and then dropped the final five feet. He started running down the pier toward land.


About halfway to land Gladden saw the two beach cops on bikes. They wore shorts and blue polo shirts. Ridiculous. He’d watched them the day before, amused that they even considered themselves cops. Now he ran right toward them, waving his hands to make them stop.


‘Are you the backup?’ he yelled when he got to them. ‘They’re at the end of the pier. The perp’s in the water. He jumped. They need your help and they need a boat. They sent me to get you.’


‘Go!’ one of the cops yelled to his partner.


As one started pedaling away, the other pulled a two-way off his belt and started radioing for a lifeguard boat.


Gladden waved his thanks for their speedy reaction and started walking away. After a few seconds he looked back and saw the second cop pedaling toward the end of the pier. Gladden started his run again.


 




 




On the crest of the bridge from the beach up to Ocean Avenue, Gladden looked back and could see the commotion at the end of the pier. He lit another cigarette and took his sunglasses off. Cops are so stupid, he thought. They get what they deserve. He hurried up to the street surface, crossed Ocean and walked down to the Third Street Promenade, where he was sure he could lose himself in the crowds at the popular shopping and dining area. Fuck those cops, he thought. They had their one chance and blew it. That’s all they get.


On the promenade he walked down a corridor that led to several small fast-food restaurants. The excitement had left Gladden famished and he went into one of these places for a slice of pizza and a soda. As he waited for the girl to warm up the pizza in the oven, he thought of the girl on the carousel and wished he hadn’t cleared the camera. But how could he know he’d so easily slip away?


‘I should have known,’ he said angrily out loud. Then he looked around to make sure the girl behind the counter hadn’t noticed. He studied her for a moment and found her unattractive. She was too old. She could practically have children herself.


As he watched, she used her fingers to gingerly pull the slice of pizza out of the oven and onto a paper plate. She licked her fingers afterward – she had burned them – and put Gladden’s meal on the counter. He took it back to his table but didn’t eat it. He didn’t like other people touching his food.


Gladden wondered how long he would have to wait until it was safe to go back down to the beach and get the car. Good thing it was in an overnight lot. Just in case. No matter what, they must not get to his car. If they got to his car, they would open the trunk and get his computer. If they got that, they would never let him go.


The more he thought about the episode with the cops, the angrier he became. The carousel was now lost to him. He couldn’t go back. At least not for a long time. He’d have to put out a message to the others on the network.


He still couldn’t figure out how it had happened. His mind bounced along the possibilities, even considering someone on the net, but then the ball stopped on the woman who took the tickets. She must have made the complaint. She was the only one who saw him each of the days. It was her.


He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the wall. In his mind he was at the carousel, approaching the ticket taker. He had his knife. He was going to teach her a lesson about minding her own business. She thought she could just —


He sensed someone’s presence. Someone was looking at him.


Gladden opened his eyes. The two cops from the pier were standing there. The man, drenched in sweat, raised his hand and signaled Gladden to stand up.


‘Get up, asshole.’


 




 




The two cops said nothing of value to Gladden on the way in. They had taken the duffel bag, searched him, handcuffed him and told him he was under arrest but they refused to say what for. They took his cigarettes and wallet. The camera was the only thing he cared about. Luckily, he hadn’t brought his books with him this time.


Gladden considered what was in the wallet. None of it mattered, he decided. The Alabama license identified him as Harold Brisbane. He had gotten it through the network, trading photos for IDs. He had another ID in the car and he’d kiss Harold Brisbane good-bye as soon as he got out of custody


They didn’t get the keys to the car. They were hidden in the wheel well. Gladden had been prepared for the eventuality that he might be popped. He knew he had to keep the cops away from the car. He had learned from experience to take such precautions, to always plan for the worst case scenario. That was what Horace had taught him at Raiford. All those nights together.


In the detective bureau of the Santa Monica Police Department, he was roughly but silently ushered into a small interview room. They sat him down on one of the gray steel chairs and took off one of the cuffs, which they then locked to an iron ring attached by a bolted clamp to the top center of the table. The detectives then walked out and he was left alone for more than an hour.


On the wall he faced there was a mirrored window and Gladden knew he was in a viewing room. He just couldn’t figure out for sure whom they would have on the other side of the glass. He saw no way that he could have been tracked from Phoenix or Denver or anywhere else.


At one point he thought he could hear voices from the other side of the glass. They were in there, watching him, looking at him, whispering. He closed his eyes and turned his chin down to his chest so they couldn’t see his face. Then suddenly he raised his face with a leering, maniacal grin and he yelled, ‘You’ll be fucking sorry!’


That ought to put a stutter in the mind of whoever the cops have in there, he thought. That fucking ticket taker, he thought again. He went back to his daydream of revenge against her.


 




 




In the ninetieth minute of his cloistering in the room, the door finally opened and the same two cops came in. They took chairs, the woman directly across from him and the man to his left side. The woman put a tape recorder on the table along with the duffel bag. This was nothing, he told himself over and over like a mantra. He’d be kicked loose before the sun was down.


‘Sorry to make you wait,’ the woman said cordially.


‘No problem,’ he said. ‘Can I have my cigarettes?’


He nodded toward the duffel bag. He didn’t really want a smoke, he just wanted to see if the camera was still in there. You couldn’t trust the fucking cops. He didn’t even need Horace to teach him that. The detective ignored his request and turned on the tape recorder. She then identified herself as Detective Constance Delpy and her partner as Detective Ron Sweetzer. Both were with the Exploited Child Unit.


Gladden was surprised that she seemed to be taking the lead here. She looked to be about five to eight years younger than Sweetzer. She had blond hair kept in an easily managed short style. She was maybe fifteen pounds overweight and that was mostly in her hips and upper arms. Gladden guessed she worked out on the pipes. He also thought she was a lesbian. He could tell these things. He had a sense.


Sweetzer had a washed-out face and a laconic demeanor. He had lost hair in a pattern that left him with a thin strip of growth down the center of his pate. Gladden decided to concentrate on Delpy. She was the one.


Delpy took a card from her pocket and read Gladden his constitutional rights.


‘What do I need those for?’ he asked when she was done. ‘I didn’t do anything wrong.’


‘Do you understand those rights?’


‘What I don’t understand is why I’m here.’


‘Mr Brisbane, do you under -?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good. By the way, your driver’s license is from Alabama. What are you doing out here?’


‘That’s my business. I’d like to contact a lawyer now I’m not answering any questions. Like I said, I do understand those rights you just read.’


He knew that what they wanted was his local address and the location of his car. What they had was nothing. But the fact that he had run would probably be enough for a local judge to find probable cause and give them a warrant to search his premises and car if they knew where those were. He couldn’t allow that, no matter what.


‘We’ll talk about your lawyer in just a moment,’ Delpy said. ‘But I want to give you the chance to clear this up, maybe even walk out of here without wasting your money on a lawyer.’


She opened the duffel bag and pulled out the camera and the bag of Starburst candy the kids liked so much.


‘What is all of this?’ she asked.


‘Looks pretty evident to me.’


She held the camera up and looked at it as if she had never seen one before.


‘What is this used for?’


‘Takes pictures.’


‘Of children?’


‘I’d like a lawyer now.’


‘What about this candy? What do you do with that? Do you give that to children?’


‘I’d like to speak to a lawyer.’


‘Fuck the lawyer,’ Sweetzer said angrily. ‘We’ve got your ass, Brisbane. You were taking pictures of kids at the showers. Little naked kids with their mothers. You fucking disgust me.’


Gladden cleared his throat and looked at Delpy with dead eyes.


‘I don’t know anything about that. But I do have a question. I have to ask, where is the crime? You know? I’m not saying I did it, but if I did, I didn’t know taking photos of children at the beach was against the law now’


Gladden shook his head as if confused. Delpy shook her head as if disgusted.


‘Detective Delpy, I can assure you that there are numerous legal precedents that have held that observation of acceptable public nudity – in this case, a mother cleaning up a young child at the beach – cannot be transcribed as prurient interest. You see, if the photographer who took such a picture committed a crime, then you’d have to prosecute the mother as well for providing the opportunity. But you probably know all of this. I’m sure one of you spent the last hour and a half consulting the city attorney.’


Sweetzer leaned close to him across the table. Gladden noted the smell of cigarettes and barbecued potato chips on his breath. He guessed Sweetzer had eaten the chips on purpose, just so his breath would be intolerable during the interrogation.


‘Listen to me, asshole, we know exactly what you are and what you’re doing. I’ve worked rape, homicide ... but you guys, you are the lowest form of life there is on the planet. You don’t want to talk to us? Fine, no sweat. What we’re going to do is take you down to Biscailuz tonight and put you in with the general population. I know some people in there, Brisbane. And I’m going to put out the word. Know what happens to pedophiles in there?’


Gladden turned his head slowly until he was staring calmly into Sweetzer’s eyes for the first time.


‘Detective, I’m not sure but I think your breath alone might constitute cruel and unusual punishment. If by chance I am ever convicted of taking photographs at the beach, I might make it a point of appeal.’


Sweetzer swung his arm back.


‘Ron !’


He froze, looked at Delpy and slowly lowered his arm. Gladden had not even flinched at the threat. He would have welcomed the blow. He knew it would have helped him in court.


‘Cute,’ Sweetzer said. ‘What we’ve got here is a jailhouse lawyer thinks he knows all the angles. That’s nice. Well, you’re going to be filing some briefs tonight, if you know what I mean.’


‘Can I call a lawyer now,’ Gladden said in a bored voice.


He knew what they were doing. They had nothing and they were trying to scare him into making a mistake. But he wouldn’t accommodate them because he was too smart for them. And he suspected that deep down they knew he was.


‘Look, I’m not going to Biscailuz and we all know it. What have you got? You’ve got my camera, which, I don’t know if you checked, has no pictures in it. And you’ve got some ticket taker or a lifeguard or somebody else who says I took some photos. But there is no evidence of that other than their word. And if you just had them looking through the mirror at me, then that identification is tainted as well. It wasn’t by any stretch of the imagination an unbiased line up.’


He waited but they said nothing. He was in charge now.


‘But the bottom line to this whole matter is that whoever you had behind that glass, she or he is a witness to something that wasn’t even a crime. How that equates to a night in the county jail, I don’t know. But maybe you can explain that to me, Detective Sweetzer, if it isn’t too much of a strain on your intelligence.’


Sweetzer stood up, knocking his chair back into the wall. Delpy reached an arm over, this time physically restraining him.


‘Take it easy, Ron,’ she ordered. ‘Sit down. Just sit down.’


Sweetzer did as instructed. Delpy then looked at Gladden.


‘If you are going to continue this, I’ll have to make that call,’ he said. ‘Where’s the phone, please?’


‘You’ll get the phone. Right after you’re booked. But you can forget the cigarettes. The county jail is a smoke-free facility. We care about your health.’


‘Booked on what charge? You can’t hold me.’


‘Pollution of public waterways, vandalism of city property. Evading a police officer.’


Gladden’s eyebrows went up in a questioning look. Delpy smiled at him.


‘You forgot something,’ she said. ‘The trash can you threw into Santa Monica Bay.’


She nodded in victory and turned off the tape recorder.


 




 




In the holding cell of the police station Gladden was allowed to make his call. When he held the receiver to his ear he smelled the industrial-strength soap they had given him to wash the ink off his fingers. It served as a reminder to him that he had to get out before the prints went through the national computer. He dialed a number that he had committed to memory the first night he had made it to the coast. Krasner was on the network list.


At first the lawyer’s secretary was going to put him off but Gladden said to tell Mr Krasner that the caller was referred by Mr Pederson, the name suggested on the network bulletin board. Krasner came on the line quickly after that.


‘Yes, this is Arthur Krasner, what can I do for you?’


‘Mr Krasner, my name is Harold Brisbane and I have a problem.’


Gladden then proceeded to tell Krasner in detail what had happened to him. He spoke low into the phone because he was not alone. There were two other men in the holding cell, waiting to be transferred to the county jail at Biscailuz Center. One was lying on the floor asleep, an addict on the nod. The other was sitting on the opposite side of the cell but he was watching Gladden and attempting to listen to him because there was nothing else to do. Gladden thought he might be a plant, a cop posing as a prisoner so he could eavesdrop on his call to the lawyer.


Gladden left nothing out save for his real name. When he was done Krasner was silent for a long time.


‘What’s that noise?’ he finally asked.


‘Guy sleeping on the floor in here. Snoring.’


‘Harold, you shouldn’t be amongst people like that,’ Krasner lamented in a patronizing tone Gladden disliked. ‘We’ve got to do something.’


‘That’s why I’m calling.’


‘My fee for my work on this today and tomorrow will be one thousand dollars. That is a generous discount. I offer it to those referrals I receive from ... Mr Pederson. If my involvement goes further than tomorrow, then we’ll have to discuss it. Will it be a problem for you to have the money?’


‘No, no problem.’


‘What about bail? After my fee, what can you do on bail? It sounds like pledging property is out of the question. Bondsmen need ten percent of the bail fixed by the judge. That amount is their fee. You won’t get it back.’


‘Yes, forget property. After taking care of your exorbitant fee I can probably go up to five more. That’s immediately. I can get more but it might be difficult. I want to keep it to five max and I want to get out as soon as possible.’


Krasner ignored the remark about his fee.


‘Is that five thousand?’ he asked.


‘Yes, of course. Five thousand. What can you do with it?’


Gladden figured Krasner was probably kicking himself over discounting his inflated fee.


‘Okay, that means you can handle fifty thousand bail. I think we’re in good shape. It’s a felony arrest for now. But the fleeing and the pollution are wobblers, meaning they can be filed as either felonies or misdemeanors. I am sure that they will go low on them. It’s a bullshit case trumped up by the cops. We just have to get you into court and out on bail.’


‘Yes.’


‘I think fifty thousand will be high for this matter but it will be part of the horse trading I do with the filing deputy. We’ll see how it goes. I take it you do not want to provide an address.’


‘That’s correct. I need a new one.’


‘Then we might have to go the whole fifty. But in the meantime I will see about an address. There may be additional expenses incurred from that. It won’t be much. I can prom —’


‘Fine. Just do it.’


Gladden looked back at the man on the other side of the cell.


‘What about tonight?’ he asked quietly. ‘I told you, these cops are going to try to get me hurt.’


‘I think they are bluffing but — ’


‘That’s easy for you to —’



‘But I am not taking any chances. Hear me out, Mr Brisbane. I can’t get you out tonight but I am going to make some calls. You will be okay. I am going to get you in there with a K-9 jacket.’


‘What’s that?’


‘It’s keep-away status in the jail. It’s usually reserved for informants or high-power cases. I’ll make a call to the jail and inform them that you are an informant in a federal investigation out of Washington.’


‘Won’t they check?’


‘Yes, but it will be too late today. They’ll put you in a K-9 jacket and by the time they find out tomorrow it’s bogus, you’ll be in court and then hopefully free after that.’


‘That’s a nice scam, Krasner.’


‘Yes, but I won’t be able to use it again. I think I may have to raise the fee we just discussed a bit to cover the loss.’


‘Fuck that. Look, this is the deal. I have access to six grand max. You get me out and whatever’s left after the bondsman, you get. It’s an incentive deal.’


‘That’s a deal. Now, one other thing. You also mentioned the need to beat the prints. I need to have an idea about this. So that in clear conscience I will not make any statements before the court that will — ’


‘I have a history, if that is what you’re asking. But I don’t think you and I have to go into that.’


‘I understand.’


‘When will my arraignment be?’


‘Late morning. When I make my calls to the jail after we hang up, I’ll see to it you are scheduled for the early bus to Santa Monica. It’s better to wait in the court hold than Biscailuz.’


‘I wouldn’t know. My first time here.’


‘Uh, Mr Brisbane, I need to bring up my fee and the bail money again. I’m afraid I’ll need that in my possession before I go into court tomorrow.’


‘You have a wire account?’


‘Yes.’


‘Give me the number. I’ll have it wired in the morning. Will I be able to dial long distance in K-9?’


‘No. You’ll have to call my office. I’ll tell Judy to expect the call. She’ll then dial the number you give her on the other line and cross-connect you. It will be no problem. I’ve done it this way before.’


Krasner gave him his wire account number and Gladden used the memorizing technique Horace had taught him to commit it to memory.


‘Mr Krasner, you would be doing yourself a great favor if you destroy the wire records of this transaction and simply carry the fee as paid in cash on your accounts.’


‘I understand. Anything else on your mind?’


‘Yes. You better put something on the PTL net, tell the others what happened, tell them to stay away from that carousel.’


‘Will do.’


After he hung up, Gladden turned his back to the wall and slid down until he was sitting on the floor. He avoided looking at the man across the room. He noticed the snoring had stopped and guessed that maybe the man on the floor might be dead. OD’d. Then the man stirred slightly. For a moment Gladden considered reaching down and pulling the plastic bracelet off the man and replacing it with his own. He’d probably be released in the morning without the cost of a lawyer and $50,000 bail.


It was too risky, he decided. The man sitting across the cell might be a cop and, besides, the one on the floor might be a multiple repeat offender. You never knew when a judge was going to say enough was enough. Gladden decided to take his chances with Krasner. After all, he’d gotten his name off the network board. The lawyer must know what he was doing. Still, the six thousand bothered him. He was being extorted by the judicial system. Six thousand for what? What had he done wrong?


His hand went to his pocket for a cigarette but then he remembered they had been taken away. That brought the anger down on him even heavier. And the self-pity. He was being persecuted by society and for what? His instincts and desires were not of his choosing. Why couldn’t they understand that?


Gladden wished he had his laptop with him. He wanted to sign on and talk to those on the network. Those of his kind. He felt lonely in the cell. He thought that he might even start to cry except that the man leaning against the other wall was watching him. He would not cry in front of him.
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I didn’t sleep well after my day with the files. I kept thinking about the photos. First of Theresa, then of my brother. Both of them captured forever in horrible poses, stored away in envelopes. I wanted to go back and steal the photos and burn them. I didn’t want anyone ever to see them.


In the morning, after I had made coffee, I turned on my computer and dialed into the Rocky’s system to check messages. I ate handfuls of Cheerios from the box as I waited for the connection to be made and my password to be approved. I kept my laptop and printer set up on the dining room table because I most often ate while using them. It beat sitting at the table alone and thinking about how I’d been eating alone for more years than I cared to remember.


My home was small. I’d had the same one-bedroom apartment with the same furniture for nine years. It wasn’t a bad place but it was nothing special. Other than Sean, I couldn’t remember who the last visitor was. When I was with women, I didn’t take them there. There hadn’t been many of them, anyway.


I thought when I first moved in I’d only be staying a couple years, that maybe I’d eventually buy a house and get married or have a dog or something. But it hadn’t happened and I’m not sure why. The job, I guess. At least that’s what I told myself. I concentrated my energy on my work. In each room of the apartment there were stacks of newspapers with my stories in them. I liked to reread them and save them. If I died at home, I knew they’d come in there and find me and mistakenly think I was one of those pack rats I’d written about who die with newspapers stacked to the ceiling and their cash stuffed into the mattress. They wouldn’t bother to pick up one of the papers and read my story.


On the computer I had only a couple of messages. The most recent was from Greg Glenn asking how it was going. It had been sent at six-thirty the night before. The timing annoyed me; the guy okayed the assignment Monday morning and on Monday night he wanted to know where I was going with it. ‘How’s it going?’ was editor-speak for ‘Where’s the story?’


Fuck him, I thought. I sent back a brief reply saying I had spent Monday with the cops and was convinced of my brother’s suicide. That out of the way, I would begin exploring the causes and frequency of police suicide.


The previous message on the tube was from Laurie Prine in the library. It had been sent at four-thirty Monday. All it said was, ‘Interesting stuff on Nexis. It’s on the counter.’


I sent a message back thanking her for the quick search and saying I had unexpectedly been tied up in Boulder but would pick up the search package right away. I thought she had an interest in me, though I had never responded to her on anything other than the professional level. You have to be careful and be sure. You make a wanted advance and you’re cool. You make an unwanted advance and you get a personnel complaint. My view is that it’s better just to avoid the whole thing.


Next I scrolled through the AP and UPI wires to see if there was anything interesting going on. There was a story about a doctor being shot outside a women’s clinic in Colorado Springs. An anti-abortion activist was in custody, but the doctor had not died yet. I made an electronic copy of the story and transferred it to my personal storage basket, but I didn’t think I’d ever do anything with it unless the doctor died.


There was a knock on my door and I looked through the peephole before opening it. It was Jane, who lived across the hall and down one. She’d been there about a year and I’d met her when she asked for help moving some furniture around when she was setting up her place. She was impressed when I told her I was a newspaper reporter, not knowing anything about what it was like. We’d gone to the movies twice and dinner once and spent a day skiing at Keystone but these outings were spread over the year she’d been in the building and nothing ever seemed to come of it. I think it was my hesitation, not hers. She was attractive in an outdoorsy sort of way and maybe that was it. I was outdoorsy myself – at least in my mind – and wanted something different from that.


‘Hello, Jack. I saw your car in the garage last night so I knew you were back. How was the trip?’


‘It was good. It was good to get away’


‘Did you ski?’


‘A little bit. I went out to Telluride.’


‘Sounds nice. You know, I was going to tell you but you already left, if you’re ever going away again, I could take care of your plants or pick up the mail or whatever. Just ask.’


‘Oh, thanks. But I don’t really have any plants. I end up traveling a lot overnight for the job, so I don’t keep any.’


I turned from the door and looked back into the apartment as if to make sure. I guess I should have invited her in for coffee but I didn’t.


‘You on your way to work?’ I asked instead.


‘Yeah.’


‘Me, too. I better get going. But, listen, once I get settled in, let’s do something. A movie or something.’


We both liked DeNiro movies. That was the one thing we had.


‘Okay, call me.’


‘I will.’


After closing the door I chastised myself again for not inviting her in. In the dining room I shut the computer down and my eyes caught on the inch-thick stack of paper next to the printer. My unfinished novel. I had started it more than a year earlier but it wasn’t going anywhere. It was supposed to be about a writer who becomes a quadriplegic in a motorcycle accident. With the money from the legal settlement, he hires a beautiful young woman from the local university to type for him as he orally composes the sentences. But soon he realizes she is editing and rewriting what he tells her before she even types it in. And what dawns on him is that she is the better writer. Soon he sits mute in the room while she writes. He only watches. He wants to kill her, strangle her with his hands. But he can’t move his hands to do it. He is in hell.


The stack of pages sat there on the table daring me to try again. I don’t know why I didn’t shove it into a drawer with the other one I had started and never finished years earlier. But I didn’t. I guess I wanted it there where I could see it.


 




 




The Rocky’s newsroom was deserted when I got there. The morning editor and the early reporter were at the city desk but I didn’t see anybody else. Most of the staffers didn’t start coming in until nine or later. My first stop was the cafeteria for more coffee and then I swung by the library, where I took a thick computer printout with my name on it off the counter. I checked Laurie Prine’s desk to thank her in person but she wasn’t in yet, either.


Back at my desk I could see into Greg Glenn’s office. He was there, on the phone as usual. I began my usual routine of reading the Rocky and the Post in tandem. I always enjoyed this, the daily judging of the Denver newspaper war. If you were keeping tabs, exclusive stories always scored the most points. But, generally, the papers covered the same stories and this was the trench war, where the real battle was. I would read our story and then I would read theirs, seeing who wrote it better, who had the best information. I didn’t always pull for the Rocky. In fact, most times I didn’t. I worked with some real assholes and didn’t mind seeing their butts kicked by the Post. I would never admit this to anyone, though. It was the nature of the business and the competition. We competed with the other newspaper, we competed with each other. That was why I was sure some of them watched me whenever I walked through the newsroom. To some of the younger reporters I was almost a hero, with the kind of story clips, talent and beat to shoot for. To some of the others, I’m sure I was a pathetic hack with an undeservedly cushy beat. A dinosaur. They wanted to shoot at me. But that was okay. I understood this. I’d think the same thing if I were in their position.


The Denver papers were feeders for the bigger dailies in New York and L.A, and Chicago and Washington. I probably should have moved on long ago and had even turned down an offer with the L.A. Times a few years back. But not before I used it as leverage with Glenn to get my murder beat. He thought the offer was for a hot shot job covering the cops. I didn’t tell him it was a job in a suburban section called the Valley Edition. He offered to create the murder beat for me if I stayed. Sometimes I thought I had made a mistake taking Glenn’s offer. Maybe it would be good to start somewhere fresh.


We had done all right in the morning competition. I put the papers aside and picked up the library printout. Laurie Prine had found several stories in the eastern papers analyzing the pathology of police suicides and a handful of smaller spot news reports on specific suicides from around the country. She had the discretion not to print the Denver Post report on my brother.


Most of the longer reports examined suicide as a job risk that went with police work. Each started with a particular cop’s suicide and then steered the story into a discussion among shrinks and police experts on what made cops eat their guns. All of the stories concluded that there was a causal relationship between police suicide and job stress and a traumatic event in the life of the victim.


The articles were valuable because what experts I would need for my story were named right there. And several pieces mentioned an ongoing FBI-sponsored study on police suicides at the Law Enforcement Foundation in Washington, D.C. I highlighted this, figuring that I could use updated statistics from the bureau or foundation to lend my story freshness and credibility.


The phone rang and it was my mother. We hadn’t spoken since the funeral. After a few preliminary questions about my trip and how everybody was doing, she got to the point.


‘Riley told me you are going to write about Sean.’


It wasn’t a question but I answered as if it was.


‘Yes, I am.’


‘Why, John?’


She was the only one who called me John.


‘Because I have to. I ... just can’t go on now like it didn’t happen. I have to at least try to understand.’


‘You always took things apart when you were a boy. You remember? All the toys you ruined.’


‘What are you talking about, Mom? This is — ’


‘What I am saying is that when you take things apart you can’t always put them back together again. Then what have you got? Nothing, Johnny, you have nothing.’


‘Mom, you’re not making sense. Look, I have to do this.’


I did not understand why I was so quick to anger when I talked to her.


‘Have you thought about anyone else besides yourself? Do you know how putting this in the paper can hurt people?’


‘You mean Dad? It might also help him.’


There was a long silence and I imagined her in her kitchen at the table, eyes closed and holding the phone to her ear. My father was probably sitting there, too, afraid to talk to me about it.


‘Did you have any idea?’ I asked quietly. ‘Did either of you?’


‘Of course not,’ she said sadly. ‘No one knew.’


More silence and then she made her last plea.


‘Think about it, John. It’s better to heal in private.’


‘Like with Sarah?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You never talked about it ... you never talked to me.’


‘I can’t talk about that now.’


‘You never can. It’s only been twenty years.’


‘Don’t be sarcastic about something like that.’


‘I’m sorry. Look, I’m not trying to be like this.’


‘Just think about what I asked you.’


‘I will,’ I said. ‘I’ll let you know.’


She hung up as angry with me as I was with her. It bothered me that she didn’t want me to write about Sean. It was almost as if she was still protecting and favoring him. He was gone. I was still here.


I straightened up in my seat so I could look over the sound partitions of the pod my desk was in. I could see the newsroom was filling up now. Glenn was out of his office and at the city desk talking with the morning editor about the coverage plan for the abortion-doctor shooting. I slumped back down in my chair so they wouldn’t see me and get the idea of assigning me to rewrite. I was always dodging rewrite. They’d send out a bunch of reporters to a crime scene or disaster and these people would call their info back to me. I then had to write up the story on deadline and decide which names went on the byline. It was the newspaper business at its most fast and furious, but I was burned out by it. I just wanted to write my stories about murder and be left alone.


I almost took the printout up to the cafeteria so I’d be out of sight but decided to take my chances. I went back to reading. The most impressive piece had run in the New York Times five months earlier. No surprise there. The Times was the Holy Grail of journalism. The best. I started reading the piece and then decided to put it down and save it for last. After I had scanned and read through the rest of the material, I went up for another cup of coffee, then started to reread the Times article, taking my time with it.


The news peg was the seemingly unrelated suicides of three of New York’s finest within a six-week period. The victims didn’t know each other but all succumbed to the police blues, as it was called in the article. Two with their guns at home; one hanged himself in a heroin shooting gallery while six stoned hypes watched in dazed horror. The article reported at length on the ongoing police suicide study being conducted jointly by the FBI’s Behavioral Science Services in Quantico, Virginia, and the Law Enforcement Foundation. The article quoted the foundation’s director, Nathan Ford, and I wrote the name down in my notebook before going on. Ford said the project had studied every reported police suicide in the last five years looking for similarities in causes. He said the bottom line was that it was impossible to determine who might be susceptible to the police blues. But once diagnosed, it could be properly treated if a suffering officer sought help. Ford said the goal of the project was to build a database that could be translated into a protocol that would help police managers spot officers with the police blues before it was too late.


The Times article included a sidebar story about a year-old Chicago case where the officer had come forward but still was not saved. As I read, my stomach tightened. The article said Chicago police detective John Brooks had begun therapy sessions with a psychiatrist after a particular homicide case he was assigned to began bothering him. The case was the kidnapping and murder of a twelve-year-old boy named Bobby Smathers. The boy was missing for two days before his remains were found in a snowbank near the Lincoln Park Zoo. He had been strangled. Eight of his fingers were missing.


An autopsy determined that the fingers had been severed before his death. That, and not being able to identify and catch the killer, apparently was too much for Brooks to take.



Mr Brooks, a highly regarded investigator, took the death of the precocious, brown-eyed boy unusually hard.


After supervisors and colleagues became aware that it was affecting his work, he took a four-week leave and began intensive therapy sessions with Dr Ronald Cantor, whom he was referred to by a Chicago Police Department psychologist.


At the start of these sessions, according to Dr Cantor, Brooks openly spoke of his suicidal feelings and said he was haunted by dreams of the young boy screaming in agony.


After twenty therapy sessions over a four-week period, Dr Cantor approved of the detective’s return to his assignment in the homicide unit. Mr Brooks by all accounts functioned properly and continued to handle and solve several new homicide cases. He told friends that his nightmares were gone. Known as ‘Jumpin’ John’ because of his frenetic, go get’em attitude, Mr Brooks even continued his ultimately unsuccessful pursuit of the killer of Bobby Smathers.


But sometime during the cold Chicago winter something apparently changed. On March 13 — which would have been the thirteenth birthday celebrated by the Smathers boy – Mr Brooks sat in his favorite chair in the den where he liked to write poems as a distraction from his job as a homicide detective. He’d taken at least two tablets of Percocet he had left over from treatment of a back injury the year before. He wrote a single line in his poetry notebook. Then he put the barrel of his .38 Special into his mouth and pulled the trigger. He was found by his wife when she came home from work.


The death of Mr Brooks left family and friends bereaved and full of questions. What could they have done? What were the signs they had missed? Cantor shook his head wistfully when asked during an interview if there were answers for these troubling questions.


‘The mind is a funny, unpredictable and sometimes terrible thing,’ the soft-spoken psychologist said in his office. ‘I thought that John had come very far with me. But, obviously, we did not come far enough.’


Mr Brooks and whatever it was that haunted him remain an enigma. Even his last message is a puzzle. The line he wrote on the pad offered little in the way of insight into what caused him to turn his gun on himself.


‘Through the pale door,’ were his last written words. The line was not original. Mr Brooks borrowed it from Edgar Allan Poe. In his poem ‘The Haunted Palace,’ which originally appeared in one of Poe’s best-known stories, ‘The Fall of the House of Usher,’ Poe wrote:
While like a ghastly rapid river, 
Through the pale door 
A hideous throng rush out forever 
And laugh – but smile no more.








The meaning of those words to Mr Brooks is unclear but they certainly carry the melancholy incumbent in his final act.


Meantime, the murder of Bobby Smathers remains an open case. In the homicide unit where Mr Brooks worked and his colleagues still pursue the case, the detectives now say they are seeking justice for two victims.


‘Far as I’m concerned, this is a double murder,’ said Lawrence Washington, a detective who grew up with Brooks and was partnered with him in the homicide unit. ‘Whoever did the boy also did Jumpin’ John. You can’t convince me any different.’





I straightened up and glanced around the newsroom. No one was looking at me. I looked back down at the printout and read the end of the story again. I was stunned, almost to the same degree as the night Wexler and St. Louis had come for me. I could hear my heart beating, my guts being taken in a cold and crushing grip. I couldn’t read anything else but the name of the story. Usher. I had read it in high school and again in college. I knew the story. And I knew the character of the title. Roderick Usher. I opened my notebook and looked at the few notes I had jotted down after leaving Wexler the day before. The name was there. Sean had written it in the chronological record. It was his last entry.


RUSHER


 




After dialing the editorial library I asked for Laurie Prine.


‘Laurie, it’s —’


‘Jack. Yes, I know.’


‘Look, I need an emergency search. I mean, I think it’s a search. I’m not sure how to get — ’


‘What is it, Jack?’


‘Edgar Allan Poe. Do we have anything on him?’


‘Sure. I’m sure we have lots of biographical abstracts. I could —’


‘I mean do we have any of his short stories or works? I’m looking for ‘The Fall of the House of Usher.’ And sorry to interrupt.’


‘That’s okay. Um, I don’t know what we would have right here as far as his written works go. Like I said, it’s mostly biographical. I can take a look. But, I mean, any bookstore around here is going to sell his stuff if we don’t have it.’


‘Okay, thanks. I’ll just go over to the Tattered Cover.’


I was about to put the phone down when she said my name.


‘Yes?’


‘I just thought of something. Like if you want to quote a line or something, we have lots of quotations on CD-ROM. I could just plug it in real quick.’


‘Okay. Do it.’


She put the phone down for an eternity. I reread the end of the Times story again. What I was thinking seemed like a long shot but the coincidences in the way my brother and Brooks had died and in the names of Roderick Usher and RUSHER could not be ignored.


‘Okay, Jack,’ Laurie said after picking back up. ‘I just checked our indexes. We have no books containing Poe’s works in whole. I’ve got the poetry disk in, so let’s give it a whirl. What do you want?’


‘There is a poem called ‘The Haunted Palace’ that is part of the story ‘The Fall of the House of Usher.’ Can you get that?’


She didn’t answer. I heard her typing on the computer.


‘Okay, yeah, there are selected quotes from the story and the poem. Three screens.’


‘Okay, is there a line that goes “Out of space, out of time”?’


‘Out of space. Out of time.’


‘Right. I don’t know the punctuation.’


‘Doesn’t matter.’


She was typing.


‘Uh, no. It’s not in —’


‘Damn!’


I don’t know why I made such an outburst. It immediately bothered me.


‘But, Jack, it is a line from another poem.’


‘What? By Poe?’


‘Yes. It’s in a poem called ‘Dream-Land.’ You want me to read it? The whole stanza’s here.’


‘Read it.’


‘Okay, I’m not that great at reading poetry but here goes.


‘By a route obscure and lonely, / Haunted by ill angels only, / Where an Eidolon, named NIGHT, / On a black throne reigns upright, / I have reached these lands but newly, / From an ultimate dim Thule – / From a wild weird clime that lieth, sublime, / Out of SPACE – out of TIME.’ That’s it. But there is an editor’s note. It says an Eidolon means a phantom.’


I didn’t say anything. I was frozen still.


‘Jack?’


‘Read it again. Slower, this time.’


I wrote the stanza in my notebook. I could have just asked her to print it out and then gone and picked it up but I didn’t want to move. I wanted, for the short moment, to be totally alone with this. I had to be.


‘Jack, what is it?’ she asked when she was done reading.


‘You seem so anxious about this.’


‘I don’t know yet. I’ve gotta go.’


I hung up.


In an instant I began to feel overly warm, claustrophobic. As large as the newsroom was, I felt like the walls were closing in. My heart pounded. A vision of my brother in the car flashed through my mind.


Glenn was on the phone when I walked into his office and sat down in front of him. He pointed to the door and nodded like he wanted me to wait outside until he was done. I didn’t move. He pointed again and I shook my head.


‘Listen, I’ve got something happening here,’ he said into the phone. ‘Can I call you back? Great. Yeah.’


He hung up.


‘What’s —’


‘I need to go to Chicago,’ I said. ‘Today. And then probably to Washington, then maybe Quantico, Virginia. To the FBI.’


 




 




Glenn didn’t buy it.


‘Out of space? Out of time? I mean, come on, Jack, that has got to be a thought that goes through the minds of many people who contemplate or actually do commit suicide. The fact that it’s mentioned in a poem written by some morbid guy a hundred and fifty years ago who also wrote another poem this other dead cop quoted, it’s not the stuff conspiracies are made of.’


‘What about Rusher and Roderick Usher? You think that’s a coincidence, too? So now we have a triple coincidence and you say it’s not worth checking out.’


‘I didn’t say it’s not worth checking out.’ His voice rose a notch to a level signaling indignation. ‘Of course, you check it out. Get on the phones, check it out. But I’m not sending you off on a national tour on the basis of what you’ve got now.’


He swiveled in his chair so he could check his computer for pending messages. There were none. He turned to face me again.


‘What’s the motive?’


‘What?’


‘Who’d want to kill your brother and this guy in Chicago? It doesn’t make sense. How come the cops missed this?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Well, you spent the day with them and the case, where’s the hole in the suicide? How could someone have done this and just walked away? How come you came away yesterday convinced that it was suicide? I got your message, you said you were convinced. How come the cops are convinced?’


‘I don’t have any answers for that yet. That’s why I want to go to Chicago and then to the bureau.’


‘Look, Jack, you’ve got a cushy beat here. I can’t tell you how many times reporters have come in here saying they wanted it. You — ’


‘Who?’


‘What?’


‘Who wants my beat?’


‘Never mind. It’s not what we’re talking about. The point is, you’ve got it good here and you get to go anywhere in the state you want to go. But for this kind of travel, I’ve got to be able to justify it with Neff and Neighbors. I also have a newsroom full of reporters who would like to travel every once in a while on a story. I would like them to travel. It helps keep them motivated. But we’re in an economic downturn here and I can’t okay every trip that gets proposed.’


I hated these sermons and I wondered if Neff and Neighbors, the managing editor and editor of the paper, even cared whom he sent where as long as they got good stories. This was a good story. Glenn was full of shit and he knew it.


‘Okay, I’ll just take vacation time and do it myself.’


‘You used everything you had after the funeral. Besides you’re not going to run around the country saying you’re a Rocky Mountain News reporter if you’re not on an assignment for the Rocky Mountain News.’


‘What about unpaid leave? You said yesterday that if I wanted more time you’d work something out.’


‘I meant time to grieve, not go running across the country. Anyway, you know the rules on unpaid leave. I can’t protect your position. You take a leave and you might not have the beat when you come back.’


I wanted to quit right there but I wasn’t brave enough and I knew I needed the paper. I needed the institution of the media as my access card to cops, researchers, everybody involved. Without my press card, I’d be just some suicide’s brother who could be pushed aside.


‘I need more than what you’ve got now to justify this, Jack,’ Glenn said. ‘We can’t afford an expensive fishing expedition, we need facts. If you had more, I could maybe see going to Chicago. But this foundation and the FBI you could definitely do by phone. If you can’t, then maybe I can get somebody from the Washington news bureau to go over there.’


‘It’s my brother, my fucking story. You’re not giving it to anybody.’


He raised his hands in a calming manner. He knew his suggestion was way out of bounds.


‘Then work the phones and come back to me with something.’


‘Look, don’t you see what you’re saying? You’re saying don’t go without the proof. But I need to go to get the proof.’


 




 




Back at my desk, I opened up a new computer file and began typing in everything I knew about the deaths of Theresa Lofton and my brother. I put down every detail I could remember from the files. The phone rang but I didn’t answer it. I only typed. I knew I needed to start with a base of information. Then I would use it to knock apart the case against my brother. Glenn had finally cut a deal with me. If I got the cops to reopen my brother’s case, I’d go to Chicago. He said we’d still have to talk about D.C., but I knew that if I got to Chicago I would get to Washington.


As I typed, the picture of my brother kept coming back to me. Now that sterile, lifeless photo bothered me. For I had believed the impossible. I had let him down and now felt a keener sense of guilt. It was my brother in that car, my twin. It was me.
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I ended up with four pages of notes which I then synthesized after an hour of study and thought to six lines of shorthand questions I had to find the answers to. I had found that if I looked at the facts of the case from the opposite perspective, believing Sean had been murdered and had not taken his own life, I saw something the cops had possibly missed. Their mistake had been their predisposition to believe and therefore accept that Sean had killed himself. They knew Sean and knew he was burdened by the Theresa Lofton case. Or maybe it was something every cop could believe about every other cop. Maybe they’d all seen too many corpses and the only surprise was that most didn’t kill themselves. But when I sifted through the facts with a disbeliever’s eye, I saw what they did not see.


I studied the list I had written on a page in my notebook.



Pena : his hands? 
after — how long?


Wexler/Scalari : the car? 
heater? 
lock?


Riley: gloves?





I realized I could handle Riley by phone. I dialed and was about to hang up after six rings when she picked up.


‘Riley? It’s Jack. You okay? This a bad time?’


‘When’s a good time?’


It sounded like she had been drinking.


‘You want me to come out, Riley? I’m coming out.’


‘No, don’t, Jack. I’m okay. Just, you know, one of those blue days. I keep thinking about him, you know?’


‘Yes. I think about him, too.’


‘Then how come you hadn’t been around for so long before he went and ... I’m sorry, I shouldn’t bring things up...’


I was quiet a moment.


‘I don’t know, Riles. We sorta had a fight about something.


I said some things I shouldn’t have. He did, too, I guess. I think we were kind of in a cooling-off period ... He did it before I could get back with him.’


I realized I hadn’t called her Riles in a long time. I wondered if she had noticed.


‘What was the fight about, the girl that got cut in two?’


‘Why do you say that? Did he tell you about it?’


‘No. I just guessed. She had him wrapped around her finger, why not you? That’s all I was thinking.’


‘Riley, you’ve got – Look, this isn’t good for you to be dwelling on. Try to think about the good things.’


I almost broke down and told her what I was pursuing. I would have liked to give her something to ease her pain. But it was too early.


‘It’s hard to do that.’


‘I know, Riley. I’m sorry. I don’t know what to tell you.’ There was a long silence on the line between us. I heard nothing in the background. No music. No TV. I wondered what she was doing in the house alone.


‘Mom called me today. You told her what I was doing.’


‘Yes. I thought she should know.’


I didn’t say anything.


‘What did you want, Jack?’ she finally asked.


‘Just a question. It’s kind of out of left field but here it is. Did the cops show you or give you back Sean’s gloves?’


‘His gloves?’


‘The ones he was wearing that day.’


‘No. I haven’t gotten them. Nobody asked me about them.’


‘Well, then, what kind of gloves did Sean have?’


‘Leather. Why?’


‘Just something I’m playing with. I’ll tell you about it later if it amounts to anything. What about the color, black?’


‘Yes, black leather. I think they were fur-lined.’


Her description matched the gloves I had seen in the crime scene photographs. It didn’t really mean anything one way or the other. Just a point to check, one duck put in the row.


We talked for a few minutes more and I asked if she wanted to have dinner that night because I was coming out to Boulder, but she said no. After that we hung up. I was worried about her and hoped the conversation — just the human contact – would raise her spirits. I contemplated dropping by her place anyway, after I was done with everything else.


 




 




As I passed through Boulder I could see snow clouds forming along the tops of the Flatirons. I knew from growing up out there how fast it could come down once the clouds moved in. I hoped the company Tempo I was driving had chains in the trunk but knew it was unlikely.


At Bear Lake I found Pena standing outside the ranger shack talking with a group of cross-country skiers who were passing through. While I waited I walked out to the lake. I saw a few spots where people had cleared away the snow down to the ice. I tentatively walked out on the frozen lake and looked down into one of these blue-black portals and imagined the depths below. I felt a slight tremor at my center. Twenty years earlier my sister had slipped through the ice and died in this lake. Now my brother had died in his car not fifty yards away. Looking down at the black ice I remembered hearing somewhere that some of the lake fish get frozen in the winter but when the thaw comes in spring they wake up and just snap out of it. I wondered if it was true and thought it was too bad people weren’t the same way.


‘It’s you again.’


I turned around and saw Pena.


‘Yes, I’m sorry to bother you. I have just a few more questions.’


‘No bother. I wish I could have done something before, you know? Maybe had seen him before, when he first pulled in, seen if he needed help. I don’t know.’


We had started walking back toward the shack.


‘I don’t know what anybody could have done,’ I said, just to be saying something.


‘So, what are your questions?’


I took out my notebook.


‘Uh, first off, when you ran to the car, did you see his hands? Like where they were?’


He walked without speaking. I think he was envisioning the incident in his mind.


‘You know,’ he finally said, ‘I think I did look at his hands.


Because when I ran up and saw it was just him, I immediately figured he had shot himself. So I’m pretty sure I looked at his hands to see if he was holding the gun.’


‘Was he?’


‘No. I saw it on the seat next to him. It fell on the seat.’


‘Do you remember if he was wearing gloves when you looked in?’


‘Gloves ... gloves,’ he said, as if he was trying to prompt an answer from his memory banks. After another long pause he said, ‘I don’t know I’m not getting a picture in my mind. What do the police say?’


‘Well, I’m just trying to see if you remember.’


‘Well, I’m not getting anything, sorry.’


‘If the police wanted to, would you let them hypnotize you? To see if they could bring it out that way?’


‘Hypnotize me? They do that sort of stuff?’


‘Sometimes. If it’s important.’


‘Well, if it was important, I guess I’d do it.’


We were standing in front of the shack now. I was looking at the Tempo parked in the same place my brother had parked.


‘The other thing I wanted to ask about was the timing. The police reports say that you had the car in sight within five seconds of hearing the shot. And with only five seconds there is no way anybody could make it from the car and into the woods without being seen.’


‘Right. No way. Would’ve seen ’em.’


‘Okay, then what about after?’


‘After what?’


‘After you ran to the car and saw the man was shot. You told me the other day you ran back to the shack here and made two calls. That right?’


‘Yes, nine one one and my supe.’


‘So you were inside the shack here and couldn’t see the car, right?’


‘Right.’


‘How long?’


Pena nodded, seeing what I was getting at.


‘But that doesn’t matter because he was alone in the car.’


‘I know but humor me. How long?’


He shrugged his shoulders as if to say what the hell and fell silent again. He walked into the shack and made a motion with his hand like lifting up the phone.


‘I got through on nine one one right away. That was pretty quick. They took my name and stuff and that took some time. Then I called in and asked for Doug Paquin, that’s my boss. I said it was an emergency and they put me through right away. He got on and I told him what happened and he told me to go out and watch the vehicle until the police came. That was it. I went back out.’


I considered all of that and figured that he had probably been out of sight of the Caprice for at least thirty seconds.


‘On the car, when you first ran out, did you check all the doors to see if any were unlocked?’


‘Just on the driver’s side. But they were all locked.’


‘How do you know?’


‘When the cops got out here they tried them all and they were locked. They had to use one of those slim jim things to pop the lock.’


I nodded and said, ‘What about the backseat? You said yesterday that the windows were fogged. Did you put your face up to the glass and look directly into the backseat? Down at the floor?’


Pena understood now what I was asking about. He thought for a moment and shook his head in the negative.


‘No, I didn’t look directly into the back. I just thought it was the one guy, is all.’


‘Did the cops ask you these questions?’


‘No, not really. I see what you’re driving at, though.’


I nodded.


‘One last thing. When you called it in, did you say it was a suicide or just that it was a shooting?’


‘I ... , Yeah, I said somebody up here went and shot hisself.


Just like that. They got a tape, I ‘spect.’


‘Probably. Thanks a lot.’


I started back to my car as the first flurries started floating down. Pena called after me.


‘What about the hypnotizing?’


‘They’ll call you if they want to do it.’


Before getting in the car I checked the trunk. There were no chains.


On my way back through Boulder I stopped at a bookstore called, appropriately enough, The Rue Morgue and picked up a thick volume containing the complete stories and poems of Edgar Allan Poe. My intention was to start reading it that night. As I drove back to Denver I worked on trying to put Pena’s answers into the theory I was working on. And no matter how I moved his answers around, there was nothing that derailed my new belief.


When I got to the DPD, I was told up in the SIU office that Scalari was out of the building, so I went to homicide and found Wexler behind his desk. I didn’t see St. Louis around.


‘Shit,’ Wexler said. ‘You here to bust my chops again?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘You going to bust mine?’


‘Depends on what you’re going to ask me.’


‘Where’s my brother’s car? It back in service yet?’


‘What is this, Jack? Can’t you even conceive of the possibility that we know how to run an investigation?’


He angrily threw the pen he was holding into a trash can in the corner of the room. He then realized what he had done and went and picked it out.


‘Look, I’m not trying to show you up or cause you any problems,’ I said in an even tone. ‘I’m just trying to settle all my questions and the more I try the more questions I have.’


‘Like what?’


I told him about my visit with Pena and I could see him getting angry. Blood rushed into his face and there was a slight tremor along his left jawline.


‘Look, you guys closed the case,’ I said. ‘There is nothing wrong with me talking to Pena. Besides, you or Scalari or somebody missed something. The car was out of his sight for more than half a minute while he was calling it in.’


‘So fucking what?’


‘You guys were only concerned with the time prior to his seeing the car. Five seconds, so nobody could’ve run away. Case closed, suicide. But Pena told me the windows were fogged. They had to have been for someone to have written the note. Pena didn’t look in the back, onto the floor. Then he leaves for at least thirty seconds. Somebody could’ve been lying down in the back, got out while he was making the calls and run into the woods. It could have happened easily.’


‘Are you fucked in the head? What about the note? What about the GSR on the glove?’


‘Anybody could have written on the windshield. And the glove with the residue could have been worn by the killer. Then he took it off and put it on Sean. Thirty seconds is a long time. It might’ve been longer. It probably was longer. He made two calls, Wex.’


‘It’s too iffy. The killer would be relying too much on Pena taking that much time.’


‘Maybe not. Maybe he figured he’d either have enough time or he’d just take out Pena. The way you guys handled this thing, you would have just said Sean killed him and then himself.’


‘That’s bullshit, Jack. I loved your brother like he was my own fucking brother. You think I want to believe he swallowed the goddamn bullet?’


‘Let me ask you something. Where were you when you found out about Sean?’


‘Right here at the desk. Why?’


‘Who told you? You get a call?’


‘Yeah, I got a call. It was the captain. Parks called the watch captain. He called our captain.’


‘What did he tell you? His exact words.’


Wexler hesitated a moment as he remembered.


‘I don’t remember. He just said that Mac was dead.’


‘He said it like that or did he say Mac had killed himself?’


‘I don’t know what he said. He might’ve. What’s the point?’


‘The ranger out there who called it in said Sean shot himself. That started the whole thing rolling. You all went out there expecting a suicide and that’s what you found. The parts of the puzzle fit into the picture you brought with you. Everybody around here knew what the Lofton case was doing to him. You see what I’m saying? You were all predisposed to believe it. You even got me believing it on the ride out to Boulder that night.’


‘That’s all bullshit, Jack. And I don’t have the time.


There’s no proof of what you’re saying and I don’t have time for theories from somebody who can’t face the facts.’


I was silent a moment, letting him cool down.


‘Then where’s the car, Wex? If you’re so sure, show me the car. I know how I can prove it to you.’


Wexler paused himself. I guessed he was contemplating whether he should get involved. If he showed me the car, he was admitting that I had at least put a small doubt in his own mind.


‘It’s still in the yard,’ he finally said. ‘I see it every goddamn day when I come in.’


‘Is it still in the same condition as the day it was found?’


‘Yeah, yeah, still the same. It’s sealed. Every day I come in I get to see his blood all over the window.’


‘Let’s go look at it, Wex. I think there’s a way to convince you. One way or the other.’


 




 




The snow flurries had made it over from Boulder. In the police yard Wexler got the key from the fleet manager. He also checked an inventory list to see if anyone had taken the keys or been inside the car other than the investigators. No one had. The car would be in the same condition as it was when it was towed in.


‘They’ve been waiting for a requisition from the chief’s office to clean it up. They have to send it out. You know there are companies that specialize in cleaning houses and cars and stuff after somebody’s been killed in them? Some fuckin’ job.’


I think Wexler was talking so much because he was nervous now. We approached the car and stood there looking at it. The snow was swirling around us in a current. The blood sprayed on the inside back window had dried to a dark brown.


‘It’s going to stink when we open it,’ Wexler said. ‘Christ, I can’t believe I’m doing this. This is going no further until you tell me what is going on.’


I nodded.


‘Okay. There are two things I want to look at. I want to see if the heat switch is on high and if the security lock on the rear doors is on or off.’


‘What for?’


‘The windows were fogged and it was cold but it wasn’t that cold. I saw in the pictures that Sean was dressed warmly. He had his jacket on. He wouldn’t need the heat on high. How else do windows get fogged when you’re parked with the engine off?’


‘I don’t —’


‘Think about surveillances, Wex. What causes fogging? My brother once told me about the stakeout you two blew ’cause the windows fogged up and you missed the guy coming out of his house.’


‘Talking. It was the week after the Super Bowl and we were talking about the fucking Broncos losing again and the hot air fogged everything up.’


‘Yeah. And last I knew, my brother didn’t talk to himself. So if the heat is on low and the windows are fogged enough to write on them, I think it means there was someone with him. They were talking.’


‘That’s a long shot that doesn’t prove anything either way. What about the lock?’


I gave him the theory: ‘Somebody is with Sean. Somehow he gets Sean’s gun. Maybe he comes with his own gun and disarms Sean. He also tells him to hand over his gloves. Sean does. The guy puts the gloves on and then kills Sean with his own gun. He then jumps over the seat into the back where he hides down on the floor. He waits until Pena comes and goes, then he leans back over the seat, writes the note on the windshield and puts the gloves back on Sean’s hands – now you’ve got the GSR on Sean. Then the doer gets out the back door, locks it and splits into the cover of the trees. No footprints, ’cause the lot’s been plowed. He’s gone by the time Pena comes back out to watch the car like he’s told to do by his supervisor.’


Wexler was silent a long time while catching up.


‘Okay, it’s a theory,’ he finally said. ‘Now prove it.’


‘You know my brother. You worked with him. What was the routine with the security lock? Always keep it on. Right? That way no mistakes with prisoners. No slip-ups. If you take a nonprisoner you can always disengage it for them. Like you did on the night you came for me. When I got sick, the lock was on. Remember? You had to switch it off so I could open the door to puke.’


Wexler said nothing but in his face I saw that I’d struck home. If the security lock was off in the Caprice it wouldn’t be rock-solid proof of anything. But he would know in the way he knew my brother that Sean hadn’t been alone in the car.


He finally said, ‘You can’t tell by looking at it. It’s just a button. Somebody will have to get in the back and see if they can get out.’


‘Open it. I’ll get in.’


Wexler unlocked the door, flipped the electric locks and I opened the rear passenger side door. The sickly sweet smell of dried blood hit me. I stepped into the car and closed the door.


For a long moment I didn’t move. I had seen the photos but they didn’t prepare me for being in the car. The sickly smell, the dried blood sprayed over the window, the roof and the driver’s headrest. My brother’s blood. I felt the cloying grip of nausea in my throat. I quickly looked over the seat to the dashboard and the heater control panel. Then, through the right window, I looked out at Wexler. For a moment our eyes met and I wondered if I really wanted the security lock to be off. The thought occurred to me that it might be easier to just let it go, but I quickly ran it from my mind. I knew if I let this go I would be haunted for the rest of my life.


I reached over and hit the passenger lock switch for my door. I pulled the door handle and the door swung open. I stepped out and looked at Wexler. Snow was starting to stick to his hair and shoulders.


‘And the heater’s off. It couldn’t have fogged the windows. I think Sean had somebody in the car with him. They were talking. Then whoever the bastard was killed him.’


Wexler looked as if he had seen a ghost. It was all clicking in his mind. It was more than just a theory now and he knew it. It looked as though he might start to cry.


‘Goddamnit,’ he said.


‘Look, we all missed it.’


‘No, it’s different. A cop never lets his partner down like that. What good are we if we can’t watch out for our own? A fucking reporter ...’


He didn’t finish but I think I knew what he was feeling. He felt as though he had somehow betrayed Sean. I knew that was how he felt because it was the same for me.


‘It’s not done with yet,’ I said. ‘We can still make up for believing the wrong thing.’


He still looked forlorn. I wasn’t the one who could comfort him. That would have to come from within.


‘All that’s lost is a little time, Wex,’ I said anyway. ‘Let’s go back inside. It’s getting cold out here.’


 




 




My brother’s house was dark when I went there to tell Riley. I paused before knocking, wondering at how absurd it was that I believed the news I was bringing might in some way cheer her. Good news, Riley, Sean didn’t kill himself like we all thought, he was murdered by some nut who has probably done it before and probably will again.


I knocked anyway. It wasn’t late. I imagined that she was sitting in there in the dark, or maybe in one of the back bedrooms which emitted no light. The lantern light came on above me and she opened up before I had to knock a second time.


‘Jack.’


‘Riley. I was wondering if I could come in and talk to you.’


I knew she didn’t know yet. I had made a deal with Wexler. I would tell her in person. He didn’t care. He was too busy reopening the investigation, drawing up lists of likely suspects, getting Sean’s car inspected again for prints and other evidence. I hadn’t told him anything about Chicago. I’d kept that to myself and I wasn’t sure why. Was it the story? Did I want the story just for myself? That was the easy answer and I used it to soothe my uneasiness at not telling him everything. But in the deeper folds of my mind I believed it was something else. Something maybe I didn’t want to bring out into the light to view.


‘Come in,’ Riley said. ‘Is something wrong?’


‘Not really.’


I walked in behind her and she led the way to the kitchen, where she turned on the light over the table. She was wearing blue jeans, heavy wool socks and a Colorado Buffaloes sweatshirt.


‘There’s just been some new developments about Sean and I wanted to tell you. You know, instead of on the phone.’


We both took chairs at the table. The circles under her eyes hadn’t disappeared and she had done nothing with makeup to hide them. I felt her gloom descending on me and I looked away from her face. I thought I had escaped but it was impossible here. Her pain invaded every space in the house and was contagious.


‘Were you asleep?’


‘No, I was reading. What is it, Jack?’


I told her. But unlike Wexler, I told her everything. About Chicago, about the poems, about what I wanted to do now. She nodded occasionally during the story but showed nothing else. No tears, no questions. All of that would come when I was done.


‘So that’s the story,’ I said. ‘I came to tell you. I’m going to Chicago as soon as I can.’


After a long silence she spoke.


‘It’s funny, I feel so guilty.’


I could see tears in her eyes but they didn’t fall. She probably didn’t have enough left for that.


‘Guilty? About what?’


‘All of this time. I’ve been so angry at him. You know, for what he’d done. Like he had done it to me, not himself. I started hating him, hating his memory. Now, you ... now this.’


‘We were all like that. It was the only way to live with it.’


‘Have you told Millie and Tom?’


My parents. She never felt comfortable addressing them any other way.


‘Not yet. I will, though.’


‘Why didn’t you tell Wexler about Chicago?’


‘I don’t know. I wanted a head start, I guess. They’ll find out about it tomorrow.’


‘Jack, if what you’re saying is true, they should know everything. I don’t want whoever did this to get away just so you can pursue a story.’


‘Look, Riley,’ I said, trying to keep calm, ‘whoever did this had already gotten away until I came along. I just want to get to the cops in Chicago before Wexler. One day.’


We were silent a moment before I spoke again.


‘And make no mistake. I want the story, that’s true. But it’s about more than just the story. It’s about me and Sean.’


She nodded and I let the silence hang between us. I didn’t know how to explain to her my motives. My skill in life was putting words together in a coherent and interesting narrative but inside I had no words for this. Not yet. I knew she needed to hear more from me and I tried to give her what she needed, an explanation I didn’t quite understand myself.


‘I remember when we graduated from high school we both pretty much knew what we wanted to do. I was going to write books and be famous or rich or both. Sean was going to be chief of detectives at DPD and solve all of the mysteries of the city ... Neither of us quite made it. Sean was closest, though.’


She tried a smile at my memory but it didn’t quite go with the rest of her face and so she put it aside.


‘Anyway,’ I continued, ‘at the end of that summer I was leaving for Paris to go write the great American novel. And he was waiting to go into the service. We made this deal when we said good-bye. It was pretty corny. The deal was that when I got rich I would buy him a Porsche with ski racks. Like Redford had in Downhill Racer. That’s it. That’s all he wanted. He’d get to choose the model. But I’d have to pay. I told him it was a bad deal for me because he had nothing to trade. But then he said he did. He said that if anything ever happened to me — you know, like I got killed or hurt or robbed or anything – he’d find out who did it. He’d make sure nobody got away with it. And, you know, even back then I believed it. I believed he could do it. And something about it was a comfort.’


The story didn’t seem to make much sense the way I had told it. I wasn’t sure what the point was.


‘But that was his promise, not yours,’ Riley said.


‘Yes, I know.’ I was quiet for a few moments while she watched me. ‘It’s just that ... I don’t know, I just can’t sit back and watch and wait. I’ve got to be out there. I’ve got to ...’


There were no words to explain it.


‘Do something?’


‘I guess. I don’t know. I can’t really talk about it, Riley. I just have to do it. I’m going to Chicago.’
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Gladden and five other men were ushered into a glass-enclosed seating area in the corner of the huge courtroom. There was a foot-wide slot that ran the length of the glass enclosure at face height through which the arraignment proceedings in the courtroom could be heard and the defendants could answer questions from their attorneys or the judge.


Gladden was disheveled from a night of no sleep. He had been in a single cell but the noise of the jail kept him awake and reminded him too much of Raiford. He looked around the courtroom and didn’t see anyone he recognized. This included the cops, Delpy and Sweetzer. He also didn’t see any television or still cameras. He took this as a sign that his true identity had not yet been discovered. He was encouraged by this. A man with curly red hair and thick glasses made his way around the attorneys’ tables to the glass booth. He was short and had to raise his chin as if standing in tall water for his mouth to reach the slot in the glass.


‘Mr Brisbane?’ he asked, looking expectantly at the men who had just been ushered in.


Gladden walked over and looked down through the opening.


‘Krasner?’


‘Yes, how are you?’


He reached his hand up and through the slot. Gladden shook it reluctantly. He didn’t like being touched by anyone, unless it was a child. He didn’t answer Krasner’s question. It was the wrong thing to ask someone who had spent the night in county jail.


‘You talk to the prosecutor yet?’ he asked instead.


‘Yes, I did. We had quite a conversation. Your bad luck is continuing in that the deputy DA assigned the case is a woman who I have had some dealings with before. She is a ballbuster and the arresting officers have informed her of the, uh, situation as they saw it at the pier.’


‘So she’s going to go balls to the wall against me.’


‘Right. However, this judge is okay. We’re all right there. He’s the only one in the building, I think, who wasn’t a prosecutor before being elected.’


‘Well, hurray for me. Did you get the money?’


‘Yes, that happened just as you said. So we’re set. One question, do you want to enter a plea today or continue it?’


‘What does it matter?’


‘Not a great deal. In arguing for bail it might just move the judge an inch or so our way if, you know, psychologically he knows you’ve already denied the charges and are readying for a fight.’


‘Okay, not guilty. Just get me out of here.’


 




 




Santa Monica municipal judge Harold Nyberg called the name Harold Brisbane and Gladden went back to the slot. Krasner came back around the tables and stood by the slot so he could confer, if needed, with his client. Krasner announced himself as did deputy district attorney Tamara Feinstock. After Krasner waived a lengthy reading of the charges, he told the judge that his client pleaded not guilty. Judge Nyberg hesitated a moment. It was apparent that entering a plea so early in a case was unusual.


‘Are you sure that Mr Brisbane wishes to enter a plea today?’


‘Yes, Your Honor. He wants to move quickly because he is absolutely one hundred percent not guilty of these allegations.’


‘I see ...’ The judge hesitated while he read something in front of him. So far, he had not even looked over in Gladden’s direction. ‘Well, then I take it you do not wish to waive your ten days.’


‘A moment, Your Honor,’ Krasner said, then he turned to Gladden and whispered. ‘You have a right to a preliminary hearing on the charges within ten court days. You can waive and he’ll schedule a hearing to then set the prelim. If you don’t waive, he’ll set the prelim now. Ten days from now. If you don’t waive, it’s another sign that you’re going to fight, that you aren’t looking for a handout from the DA. It might help on the bail.’


‘Don’t waive.’


Krasner turned back to the judge.


‘Thank you, Your Honor. We don’t waive. My client does not believe these charges will survive a preliminary hearing and, therefore, urges the court to schedule it as soon as possible so he can put this —’


‘Mr Krasner, Ms Feinstock may not object to your added comments, but I do. This is an arraignment court. You’re not arguing your case here.’


‘Yes, Your Honor.’


The judge turned and studied a calendar hanging on the far wall, above one of the clerk’s desks. He chose the date ten court days away and ordered a preliminary hearing in Division 110. Krasner opened an appointment book and wrote it down. Gladden saw the prosecutor doing the same. She was young but unattractive. So far, she had said nothing during the three-minute hearing.


‘Okay,’ the judge said. ‘Anything on bail?’


‘Yes, Your Honor,’ Feinstock said, standing for the first time. ‘The people urge the court to depart from the bail schedule and set an amount of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.’


Judge Nyberg looked up from his papers at Feinstock and then over at Gladden for the first time. It was as if he was trying to determine upon physical inspection of the defendant why he was worth such a high bail for what seemed like so lowly a set of charges.


‘Why is that, Ms Feinstock?’ he asked. ‘I don’t have anything before me that suggests a deviation.’


‘We believe the defendant is a flight risk, Your Honor. He refused to provide the arresting officers with a local address or even a license plate number of a car. His driver’s license was issued in Alabama and we have not verified it as a legitimate issuance. So, basically, we don’t know if Harold Brisbane is even his real name. We don’t know who he is or where he lives, if he has a job or family, and until we do, he is considered a flight risk.’


‘Your Honor.’ Krasner jumped in. ‘Ms Feinstock is misstating the facts. My client’s name is known to police. He provided a legitimate Alabama driver’s license of which there was no mention of a problem. Mr Brisbane has just arrived in the area from Mobile seeking work and does not yet have a permanent address. When he does, he will be glad to provide it to authorities. In the meantime, he can be contacted if needed through my office and has agreed to check in twice daily with me or any representative of the court Your Honor chooses. As Your Honor knows, a deviation from the bail schedule should be based on a defendant’s propensity for flight. Not having a permanent address is in no way an acknowledgment of flight. To the contrary, Mr Brisbane has entered a plea and waived any delays in this case. He clearly wishes to attack these charges and clear his name as soon as possible.’


‘Calling your office is fine, but what about the address?’ the judge asked. ‘Where’s he going to be? You seem to have left out of your dissertation any mention of the apparent fact that this man already fled from police prior to his arrest.’


‘Your Honor, we challenge that charge. These officers were in plainclothes and at no time identified themselves as police officers. My client was carrying a rather expensive piece of camera equipment – with which, by the way, he earns his living — and feared he was about to become the victim of a robbery. That is why he ran from those people.’


‘That’s all very interesting,’ the judge said. ‘What about an address?’


‘Mr Brisbane has a room at the Holiday Inn on Pico Boulevard. From there he is endeavoring to find work. He is a freelance photographer and graphic arts designer and is confident of his prospects. He isn’t going anywhere. As I said before, he is going to fight these —’


‘Yes, Mr Krasner, as you said before. What kind of bail are you looking for here?’


‘Well, sir, a quarter million dollars for a charge of throwing a trash can into the ocean is utterly incomprehensible. I think a modest bail of five to ten thousand dollars is more in line with the charges. My client has limited funds. If he uses them all to make bail, he will not have the money on which to live or pay counsel.’


‘You left out the evading and vandalism.’


‘Your Honor, as I said, he ran from them but he had no earthly idea that they were police officers. He thought —’


‘Again, Mr Krasner, save your arguments for the proper venue.’


‘I’m sorry, Your Honor, but look at the charges. It is clear this is going to be a misdemeanor case, and the bail should be set accordingly.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Submitted.’


‘Ms Feinstock.’


‘Yes, Your Honor. Again, the people urge the court to consider a departure from the bail schedule. The two main charges against Mr Brisbane are felonies and will remain as such. Despite Mr Krasner’s assurances, the people still are not convinced the defendant is not a flight risk or that his name is even Harold Brisbane. My detectives tell me that the defendant has dyed hair and that it was dyed at the time the photograph for this driver’s license was issued. This is consistent with an attempt to hide identity. We are hoping to borrow the Los Angeles Police Department’s fingerprint identification computer today and see if we can get a —’


‘Your Honor,’ Krasner interjected. ‘I have to object here on the basis that —’


‘Mr Krasner,’ the judge intoned, ‘you had your turn.’


‘In addition,’ Feinstock said, ‘Mr Brisbane’s arrest came as a result of other suspicious activities which he was involved in. Namely — ’


‘Objection!’


‘ — the photographing of young children — some of them unclothed — without their knowledge or the knowledge or consent of their parents. The incident for which — ’


‘Your Honor!’


‘ — the charges before you have arisen occurred when Mr Brisbane attempted to elude the officers investigating a complaint against him.’


‘Your Honor,’ Krasner said loudly. ‘There are no outstanding charges against my client. All the district attorney is trying to do is prejudice this man before the court. It is highly improper and unethical. If Mr Brisbane did these things, then where are the charges?’


Silence filled the cavernous courtroom. Krasner’s outburst had even served to make the other attorneys whispering to their clients hold their tongues. The gaze of the judge slowly moved from Feinstock to Krasner to Gladden before he finally looked back at the prosecutor and continued.


‘Ms Feinstock, are there currently any other charges against this man being considered by your office at this time? And I mean right at this time.’


Feinstock hesitated and then grudgingly said, ‘No other information has been presented for filing but the police, as I said, are continuing their investigation into the defendant’s true identity and activities.’


The judge looked down at the papers in front of him again and began to write. Krasner opened his mouth to add something but then reconsidered. It was clear by the judge’s demeanor that he had already made the decision.


‘The bail schedule calls for bail to be set at ten thousand dollars,’ Judge Nyberg said. ‘I am going to make a slight departure and set bail at fifty thousand dollars. Mr Krasner, I will be glad to reconsider this at a later date if at that time your client has assuaged the district attorney’s concerns about identity and address, etcetera.’


‘Yes, Your Honor. Thank you.’


The judge called the next case. Feinstock closed the file she had in front of her, put it on the stack to her right, and took another off the stack to her left and opened it. Krasner turned to Gladden with a slight smile on his face.


‘Sorry, I thought he might go twenty-five. The beauty of it is she’s probably happy. She asked for a quarter probably hoping for a dime or a nickel. She got the nickel.’


‘Never mind that. Just how long until I’m out of here?’


‘Sit tight. I’ll have you out in an hour.’
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The edge of Lake Michigan was frozen, the ice left jagged and treacherous and beautiful after a storm. The upper floors of the Sears Tower were gone, swallowed whole by the grayish white shroud that hung over the city. I saw all of this while coming in on the Stevenson Expressway. It was late morning and I guessed it would be snowing again before day’s end. I had thought it was cold in Denver until I landed at Midway.


It was three years since I had been back to Chicago. And despite the cold, I missed the place. I had gone to J-school at Medill in the early eighties and learned to truly love the city. After, I had hoped to stay and get on with one of the local papers but the Tribune and Sun-Times both took passes, the interview editors telling me to go out and get some experience and then come back with my clips. It was a bitter disappointment. Not the rejection as much as having to leave the city. Of course, I could’ve stayed on at the City News Bureau, where I worked during school, but that wasn’t the kind of experience those editors were looking for, and I didn’t like the idea of working for a wire service that paid you like you were a student needing clips more than money. So I went home and got the job at the Rocky. A lot of years went by. At first I went to Chicago at least twice a year to see friends and visit favorite bars but that tapered off over the years. The last time had been three years ago. My friend Larry Bernard had just landed at the Tribune after going out and getting the same experience they had told me to get. I went up to see him and I hadn’t been back since. I guess I had the clips now for a paper like the Tribune, but I had never gotten around to sending them to Chicago.


The cab dropped me at the Hyatt across the river from the Tribune. I couldn’t check in until three, so I left my bag with the bellman and went to the pay phones. After fumbling with the phone book I called the number for CPD’s Area Three Violent Crimes and asked for Detective Lawrence Washington. When he answered, I hung up. I just wanted to locate him, make sure he was there. My experience with cops as a reporter had always been not to make appointments. If you did, all you were doing was giving them a specific place to avoid and the exact time to avoid it. Most didn’t like talking to reporters, the majority didn’t like even being seen with reporters. And the few that did you had to be cautious of. So you had to sneak up on them. It was a game.


I checked my watch after hanging up. Almost noon. I had twenty hours left. My flight to Dulles left at eight the next morning.


Outside the hotel I grabbed a cab and told the driver to turn up the heat and take me to Belmont and Western by way of Lincoln Park. On the way I’d take in the spot where the Smathers boy had been found. It was a year since his body had been discovered. My thought was that the spot, if I could find it, would look almost exactly as it did on that day.


I opened my satchel, booted the computer and pulled up the Tribune clips I’d downloaded the night before in the Rocky’s library. I scrolled through the stories on the Smathers case until I found the paragraph describing the discovery of the body by a zoo docent cutting through the park on the way from his girlfriend’s apartment. The boy had been found in a snow-covered clearing where the Italian-American League’s bocce tournaments were held in the summer. The story said the clearing off Clark near Wisconsin was within sight of the red barn, which was part of the city’s farm in the zoo.


Traffic was light and we were in the park within ten minutes. I told the driver to cut over to Clark and to pull to the side when we got to Wisconsin.


The snow on the field was fresh and there were only a few tracks across it. It also stood about three inches high on the boards of the benches along the walkway. This area of the park seemed completely deserted. I got out of the cab and walked into the clearing, not expecting anything but in a way expecting something. I didn’t know exactly what. Maybe just a feeling. Halfway across I came upon a grouping of tracks in the snow that cut across my intended path from left to right. I crossed these and came upon another grouping heading right to left, the party having headed back the way it had come. Kids, I thought. Maybe going to the zoo. If it was open. I looked toward the red barn and that was when I noticed the flowers at the base of a towering oak twenty yards away.


I walked toward the tree and instinctively knew what I was seeing. A one-year anniversary noted with flowers. When I got to the tree I saw that the flowers – bright red roses splashed like blood on the snow – were fake, made of wood shavings. In the cleft made by the first branching of the tree’s trunk I saw that someone had propped a small studio photo of a smiling boy, his elbows on a table and his hands propped against his cheeks. He wore a red jacket and white shirt with a very small blue bow tie. The family had been here, I guessed. I wondered why they hadn’t placed their memorial at the boy’s grave.


I looked around. The lagoons near the barn were iced over and there were a couple of skaters. No one else. I looked over to Clark Street and saw the cab waiting. Across the street from it a brick tower rose. I saw that the sign on the awning out front said HEMINGWAY HOUSE. It was the place the zoo docent had come from before finding the small boy’s body.


I looked back at the photo propped in the tree’s cleft and without any hesitation reached up and took it down. It was sealed in plastic like a driver’s license to protect it from the elements. On the back of it was written the boy’s name but nothing else. I slid the photo into the pocket of my long coat. I knew that someday I might need it to run with the story.


The cab felt as welcome and warm to me as a living room with a fireplace. I began scrolling through the Tribune stories while we drove on to Area Three.


The major facts of the case were as horrifying as those in the Theresa Lofton killing. The boy had been lured from a fenced recreation center at a Division Street elementary school. He and two others had gone out to make snowballs. When the teacher noticed they were missing from the classroom, she went out and rounded the boys up. But by then Bobby Smathers was gone. The two twelve-year-old witnesses proved unable to tell police investigators what happened. According to them, Bobby Smathers simply disappeared. They looked up from their work in the snow and didn’t see him. They suspected he was hiding and waiting to ambush them, so they didn’t go looking.


Bobby was found a day later in the snowbank near the bocce clearing in Lincoln Park. Weeks of full-time investigation headed by Detective John Brooks, who caught the case as lead investigator, never got any closer than the explanation of the two twelve-year-olds: Bobby Smathers had simply disappeared that day at the school.


As I reviewed the stories I looked for similarities to Lofton. There were few. She was a white female adult and he a black male child. As far different in terms of prey as would seem possible. But both were missing for more than twenty-four hours before being found and the mutilated bodies of both victims were found in city parks. Lastly, both had been at children’s centers on their last day. The boy at his school, the woman at the day care center where she worked. I didn’t know the significance of these connections but they were all I had.


 




 




The Area Three headquarters was an orange-brick fortress. It was a two-story sprawling building that also housed the Cook County First Municipal District Court. There was a steady stream of citizens going in and out of the smoked-glass doors. I pushed through the doors to a lobby where the floor was wet with melted snow. The front counter was made of matching brick. Somebody could drive a car through the glass doors and they still wouldn’t get to the cops behind the counter. The citizens standing in front of it were another matter.


I looked at the stairs to my right. I knew from memory that they led to the detective bureau and was tempted to ignore procedure and head up. But I decided against it. You break even the mundane rules with the cops and they can get testy. I stepped up to one of the cops behind the counter. He eyed the computer bag slung over my shoulder.


‘You moving in with us, are you?’


‘No, this is just a computer,’ I said. ‘Detective Lawrence Washington. I’d like to speak with him.’


‘And you are?’


‘My name’s Jack McEvoy. He doesn’t know me.’


‘You have an appointment?’


‘No. It’s about the Smathers case. You can tell him that.’


The cop’s eyebrows climbed an inch up his forehead.


‘Tell you what, open up the bag and let’s check the computer while I make the call.’


I did what he asked, opening up the computer the way they used to make me do at airports. I turned it on, turned it off and put it away. The cop watched with the phone to his ear while talking to someone I assumed was a secretary. I figured that mentioning Smathers would at least get me through the preliminary round.


‘Got a citizen down here to see Larry Legs about the kid.’ He listened a few moments and then hung up.


‘Second floor. Up the stairs, to your left, go down the hall, last door. Says Homicide. He’s the black guy.’


‘Thanks.’


As I headed up the stairs I thought about how the cop had simply referred to Smathers as ‘the kid’ and whoever he had spoken to had understood what he meant. It told me a lot about the case, more than what had been in the newspapers. Cops try their best to depersonalize their cases. They are like serial killers in that way. If the victim is not a person who lived and breathed and hurt, he can’t haunt you. Calling a victim ‘the kid’ is the opposite of that practice. It told me that a year later the case still had a strong hold on Area Three.


The homicide squad room was about the size of half a tennis court and had dark green industrial carpet. There were three work pods consisting of five desks each. Two pairs of desks faced each other and the fifth, the sergeant’s desk, was pushed in at the end. Along the wall to my left were row after row of file cabinets with locking bars running through the pull handles. Along the far wall, behind the work pods, were two offices with glass windows looking out on the squad room. One was the lieutenant’s office. The other looked like an interview room. There was a table in there and I could see a man and a woman in the room eating sandwiches off deli paper unwrapped and used as place mats. Besides those two there were three others at desks in the room and a secretary sat behind a desk near the door.


‘You want to see Larry?’ she said to me.


I nodded and she pointed to the man sitting at a desk on the far side of the room. He was alone in the pod. I headed over. He didn’t look up from his paperwork, even when I got to him.


‘It snowing out there yet?’ he asked.


‘Not yet. But it’s going to.’


‘It always does. I’m Washington, whaddaya need?’


I looked at the two detectives in the other pods. Nobody even glanced at me.


‘Well, I wanted to talk to you alone, if I could. It’s about the Smathers kid. I have some information on it.’


I could tell without looking at them that this made the others look over at me. Washington, too, finally put down his pen and looked up at me. He looked like he was in his thirties but already there was a dusting of gray in his shortcropped hair. Still, he was in good shape. I could tell that before he even stood up. He also looked sharp. He wore a dark brown suit with a white shirt and striped tie. The suit jacket could barely contain his massive chest.


‘You want to talk to me alone? Whaddaya got?’


‘Well, that’s what I want to talk to you alone about.’


‘You’re not one of these guys wants to confess, are you?’


I smiled.


‘What if I was? Maybe I’d be the real thing.’


‘That’d be the day. All right, let’s go in the room. But I hope you’re not going to waste my time – what’d you say your name was?’


‘Jack McEvoy.’


‘Okay, Jack, if I kick those people outta there and you waste my time, they and me aren’t going to be too happy about it.’


‘I don’t think it will be a problem.’


He stood up now and I could see that he was shorter than I had thought. He had the lower half of another man’s body. Short, stubby legs beneath a wide and strong upper torso. Thus the name the desk cop had used, Larry Legs. No matter how sharply he dressed this oddness in his physique would always betray him.


‘Something wrong?’ he asked when he came around to me.


‘Uh, no. I was ... Jack McEvoy.’


I put down the laptop and held out my hand but Washington didn’t take it.


‘Let’s go into the room, Jack.’


‘Sure.’


He had traded the snub of my stare for one of his own. It was okay. I walked behind him over to the door of the room where the man and woman were eating their lunch. He glanced back once, looking down at the satchel I carried.


‘Whaddaya got in there?’


‘Computer. A couple things to show you if you’re interested.’


He opened the door and the man and woman looked up. ‘Sorry, folks, picnic’s over,’ Washington said.


‘Can you give us ten, Legs?’ the man asked before getting up.


‘Can’t do it. Got a customer here.’


They rewrapped what was left of their sandwiches and left the room without a further word. The man gave me a stare that I interpreted to be annoyance. I didn’t care. Washington signaled me in and I put my computer case down on the table next to a folded cardboard sign with the no-smoking symbol on it. We sat down on opposite sides of the table. The room smelled like stale smoke and Italian salad dressing.


‘Now, what can I do for you?’ Washington asked.


I gathered my thoughts and tried to appear calm. I was never comfortable dealing with cops, even though their world fascinated me. I always felt that they might suspect something about me. Something bad. Some telling flaw in me.


‘I’m not sure where to begin. I’m from Denver. I just got in this morning. I’m a reporter and I came across —’


‘Wait a minute, wait a minute. You’re a reporter? What kind of reporter?’


I could see a slight pulse of anger beneath the dark skin of his upper left jaw. I was prepared for this.


‘Newspaper reporter. I work for the Rocky Mountain News. Just hear me out and then if you want to throw me out, that’s fine. But I don’t think you will.’


‘Look, man, I’ve heard about every pitch in the world from guys like you. I don’t have the time. I don’t — ’


‘What if John Brooks was murdered?’


I watched his face for any sign that he might already believe this. There was nothing. He gave nothing away.


‘Your partner,’ I said. ‘I think he might have been murdered.’


Washington shook his head.


‘Now, I’ve heard everything. By who? Who killed him?’


‘By the same person who killed my brother.’ I stalled a moment and looked at him until I had his full attention. ‘He was a homicide cop. He worked in Denver. He was killed about a month ago. They thought at first it was a suicide, too. I started looking into it and I ended up here. I’m a reporter but this isn’t really about that. It’s about my brother. And it’s about your partner.’


Washington creased his brow into a dark V and just stared at me for a long moment. I waited him out. He was at the cliff. He either went over with me or he threw me out. He broke the stare and leaned back. Out of his inside coat pocket he took a pack of cigarettes and lit one. He pulled a steel trash can over from the corner so he could use it for ashes. I wondered how many times he had heard people tell him that smoking would stunt his growth. He cocked his head when he exhaled so that the blue smoke went up and hovered against the ceiling. He leaned forward across the table.


‘I don’t know if you are some nut or not. Let me see some ID.’


We were going over the cliff. I took out my wallet and gave him my driver’s license, press card and DPD police pass. He eyed them all closely but I knew he had already decided to listen to the story. There was something about Brooks’s death that made Washington want to listen to a story from a reporter he didn’t even know.


‘Okay,’ he said as he handed the IDs back. ‘So you’re legit. It still doesn’t mean I have to believe a word you say.’


‘No. But I think you believe it already.’


‘Look, you going to tell your story or not? Don’t you think if there was something not right that I’d be on the fucking thing like ... like – What do you know about it, anyway?’


‘Not much. Just what was in the papers.’


Washington stubbed the cigarette out on the side of the trash can and then dropped the butt in.


‘Hey, Jack, tell your story. Otherwise, do me a big favor and just get the fuck out of here.’


I didn’t need my notes. I told the story with every detail because I knew each one of them. It took a half hour during which Washington smoked two more cigarettes but never asked a question. Each time he kept the cigarette in his mouth, so the smoke curled up and hid his eyes. But I knew. Just like with Wexler. I was confirming something that he had felt inside his guts all along.


‘You want Wexler’s number?’ I asked at the end. ‘He’ll tell you everything I just said is legit.’


‘No, I’ll get it if I need it.’


‘You have any questions?’


‘No, not at the moment.’


He just stared at me.


‘Then what’s next?’


‘I’m going to check this out. Where you going to be?’


‘The Hyatt down by the river.’


‘Okay, I’ll call you.’


‘Detective Washington, that’s not good enough.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘I mean, I came here to get information, not just to give it and then go back to my room. I want to ask you about Brooks.’


‘Look, kid, we didn’t have any kind of deal like that. You came here, you told the story. There was no —’


‘Look, don’t patronize me by calling me “kid” like I’m some kind of hick from the sticks. I’ve given you something and I want something back. That’s why I came.’


‘I don’t have anything for you now, Jack.’


‘That’s bullshit. You can sit there and lie, Larry Legs, but I know you’ve got something. I need it.’


‘What, to make a big story that’ll bring the rest of the jackals like you out?’


I was the one who leaned forward this time.


‘I told you, this isn’t about a story.’


I leaned back and we both looked at each other. I wanted a cigarette but didn’t have any and I didn’t want to ask him for one. The silence was punctuated when one of the detectives I had seen in the homicide room opened the door and looked in.


‘Every thing okay?’ he asked.


‘Get the fuck out of here, Rezzo,’ Washington said. After the door was closed, he said, ‘Nosy prick. You know what they’re thinking, don’t you? They’re thinking maybe you’re in here coppin’ to doin’ the kid. It’s the year anniversary, you know. Weird things happen. Wait till they hear this story.’


I thought of the photo of the boy in my pocket.


‘I went by there on the way over,’ I said. ‘There’s flowers.’


‘They’re always there,’ Washington said. ‘The family goes by there all the time.’


I nodded and for the first time felt guilty about taking the photo. I didn’t say anything. I just waited for Washington. He seemed to ease up some. His face became softer, relaxed.


‘Look, Jack, I gotta do some checking. And some thinking. If I tell you I’ll call you, I’m gonna call you. Go back to the hotel, get a massage, whatever. I’ll call you one way or the other in a couple hours.’


I nodded reluctantly and he stood up. He held his arm across the table, his right hand out. I shook it.


‘Pretty good work. For a reporter, I mean.’


I picked up my computer and left. The squad room was more crowded now and a lot of them watched me go. I guess I had been in there long enough for them to know I wasn’t a crackpot. Outside it was colder and the snow was beginning to come down hard. It took me fifteen minutes to flag down a cab.


On the ride back I asked the driver to swing by Wisconsin and Clark and I jumped out and ran across the snow to the tree. I put the photo of Bobby Smathers back where I’d found it.
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Larry Legs kept me twisting in the wind the rest of the afternoon. At five I tried calling him but couldn’t locate him at Area Three or Eleven-Twenty-One, as the department’s headquarters was known. The secretary in the homicide office refused to disclose his whereabouts or to page him. At six I was resigned to being blown off when there was a knock on my door. It was him.


‘Hey, Jack,’ he said without stepping in. ‘Let’s take a ride.’ Washington had his car parked in the valet lane in the hotel drive-up. On the dash he had placed a Police Business card so there was no problem. We got in and pulled out. He crossed the river and started north on Michigan Avenue. The snow had not abated as far as I could tell and there were drifts along both sides of the road. Many of the cars on the road had a three-inch frosting on their horizontal surfaces. I could see my breath in Washington’s car and the heater was on high.


‘Guess you get a lot of snow where you come from, Jack.’


‘Yeah.’


He was just making conversation. I was anxious to see what he really had to say but thought it better to wait, to let him tell me at his speed. I could always pull the reporter act and ask questions later.


He turned west on Division and headed away from the lake. The sparkle of the Miracle Mile and the Gold Coast soon disappeared and the buildings began to get a little more seedy and in need of repair and upkeep. I thought maybe we were heading toward the school Bobby Smathers had disappeared from but Washington didn’t say.


It was completely dark now. We went under the El and soon passed a school. Washington pointed at it.


‘That’s where the kid went. There’s the yard. Just like that, he was gone.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘I staked it all day yesterday. You know, a year since the disappearance. Just in case something happened or the guy, the doer, came back by.’
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